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                The story of a girl who finds her life is not what she wanted. So she gets another one.



Schedule: Story has been completed.

Book One is available free on Amazon and EPUB.

Books Two to Five are out now. Final Book out soon.

 

Chapters will be around 500-1000 words. This will not change so if you don't like reading very short chapters wait till the end of the week or even end of the month. This many chapters a week isn't easy to pull off so please bear that in mind.



This is a VRMMORPG story, but the ones I've read tend to use VR as an excuse to get into a fantasy world and then don't really play up the game aspect other than pulling up a status screen every now and then. To me, MMOs are about more than the fantasy setting. 

Bugs, exploits, devs who don't understand their own game, OP classes, over the top nerfs, p2w, ridiculous RNG, cash shop fiasco, lockboxes, raging players, broken mechanics, limited bag space, tedious crafting and above all that, a company trying to squeeze money out if its playerbase while pretending they're just in the business of having fun. 

Of course, then there's the orcs and elves.

This story is about finding yourself in a completely immersive fantasy game, but it's also about what a game like that would really be like.
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                “But why were you fired?” Britta asked Dad across the dinner table.

“I wasn’t fired, I was let go,” said Dad very calmly. Almost like he’d rehearsed it. He put his knife and fork down parallel to each other on the empty plate. Then he readjusted them to make sure they were even more parallel.

Britta knew him too well to not spot the obvious signs. “Okay, why were you let go?”

“It’s complicated,” her father said. “They’re restructuring and they had to let some people go. I was just unlucky.”

“Unlucky because you were caught doing something you shouldn’t have been doing?”

“Britta,” said Mum with a sharp look thrown in. “Don’t badger your father. I’m sure if there was anything more to it, he would tell us.” Her look moved over to Dad and got chillier.

Britta’s dad worked for Anderson Peters Electronics. Or at least he used to.

A.P.E was one of those companies that if you’d bought shares in them back when they were a small company indistinguishable from all the other small tech start-ups, you would now be very well off.

Britta’s family wasn’t very well off. Her dad had worked in a fairly low position. No stocks or shares for him. And now, no job either.

It didn’t make sense. Why would they get rid of people when they were the fastest growing company in the world? Her dad must have done something.

But that didn’t make sense either. If he had broken some rule or screwed up on the job, then why had they given him one of their brand new VR pods as severance pay? You don’t hand over a machine that cost more than a luxury car to someone you just let go; especially if the reason you let them go was because they’d been fired. 

“You should’ve taken the money,” said Mum, stabbing her fluffy potatoes unnecessarily. “The stupid thing takes up the whole of the living room.”

The pod was between the sofa and the television, like an enormous coffee table. It didn’t match the curtains or the upholstery. 

“I’m telling you,” said Dad, “that ‘stupid thing’ will make us more money than a lifetime of working a regular job.”

“Yes,” said Mum, “if we sell it.”

“Can’t. Not legally. If we don’t want it, we have to send it back.”

Britta had no idea how a glorified games console would make them money. It was the product that had made A.P.E. famous—a full-immersion virtual reality conduit that put you in the game, literally. It didn’t use special glasses or a headset; you had to climb into the machine and lie there while your brain was transported into a new world.

“Can I have a go?” asked Britta.

“No, sweetie, it isn’t a toy. It’s a very advanced piece of tech and I’ll be using it to make us rich. Just you wait and see.”


Mum didn’t look convinced. She pressed her fork down hard on the mash so it squeezed up through the tines. 

Sitting down together for dinner was something they’d only recently started doing. When Britta’s sister, Marisa, moved out to go to university, Mum decided they needed to spend more quality time together. 

Her parents were a modern couple, which meant they didn’t like each other very much. They both worked (until today) and shared the household stuff like cooking, although not cleaning. They had a Syrian woman who came in to do that twice a week. They weren’t well off, but they could afford a widowed refugee with three kids to feed. 

“And how long will it take you to make us all rich?” Mum pressed down her fork, although how torturing the mash would get her an answer, Britta had no idea.

“I’ve got homework,” said Britta. She left the table and put her plate in the kitchen, which was really just the other half of the dining room. She passed the living room on her way to the stairs and popped her head in. The pod looked like a shiny, space-age coffin. 

They were still bickering In the dining room. Very quietly, very politely.

Dad was a nerd. He was a grown man who thought being a professional gamer was cool. Like being a rockstar. Britta shook her head. He would never be cool. And she was his daughter, so she’d never be cool either. She knew it only too well.

Britta went upstairs. She’d already done her homework—she’d finished it at school during lunch—so she started on next week’s.
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                Britta wasn’t very popular. She had a small group she hung with, and they weren’t popular, either. Rashida was her closest friend and her parents were very religious, so they couldn’t socialise outside of school.

If there was gossip going around, or some scandal, the only way Britta would hear about it was by eavesdropping on other people’s conversations. Which she was quite good at.

Britta sat at the front in Miss Cumber’s class and pretended to be looking for something in her text book. A group of boys were huddled around a phone, making noises like monkeys under a banana tree. They were talking about a videogame. It was usually either a game or pornographic pictures of someone famous that got them excited. Occasionally it was a car.

This game was unlike any other, according to them. And it was being released exclusively for the A.P.E. pod. 

It was the mention of the pod that caught Britta’s attention.

“I’m getting one for Christmas,” said one of the boys.

“You any idea how much they cost? Where’s your dad gonna find that kind of cheddar? Cash Converters?”

“They gonna release a budget version. They always do. Bundle it with the game, innit?”

“That’s what I heard, too. No point releasing an MMORPG and making it too expensive for anyone to buy the thing. There’ll be no one to play it. They’ll have to call it an ORPG. I’m telling you, budget version for Christmas. Black Friday, even.”

“Unless they give it away for free, your skint arse ain’t getting shit.”

Britta felt like turning around and saying, “I’ve got one of those at home.” She didn’t. 

They’d probably call her a liar. She certainly wouldn’t be able to answer any questions they had. And even if they believed her, once they found out she wasn’t allowed to use it, they wouldn’t be very impressed. Not that she wanted to impress them. 

The rest of the day she kept overhearing people talking about the new game. She wondered if that’s how Dad planned to make money. She knew what an MMORPG was and how rabid people could be when it came to playing them. In-game items sometimes even sold for real money!

It didn’t matter if the items didn’t actually exist. The value was based on demand, and if nerds wanted to buy ones and zeros for ridiculous amounts, that’s what they were worth. Maybe Dad knew what he was doing after all, unlikely as that seemed.

When she got home that evening, there was a strange humming sound coming from the living room. The door was closed. She slowly eased it open enough to be able to get her head through the gap.

The pod was glowing. It was grey and blue, and the blue parts were pulsing with light. She stared at it for a few seconds, but she was looking at a big, glowing box. It wasn’t very thrilling.

Her father, drenched in sweat and bleary-eyed, emerged later that night. Just in time for the family meal.

“You stink,” said Mum.

He sniffed his armpits and grinned. “Yeah. I do.”

She insisted he take a shower before eating and for once he didn’t argue with her. He really didn’t smell good.

If they really did release a budget version of the pod, thought Britta, sales of deodorant would go through the roof.

            

    
        Bitter 3

    
    
    
    
                Other than Dad disappearing into the pod every morning and emerging the following evening, life continued as normal. Relatively.

He didn’t say what he was doing in there, didn’t have war stories to tell, gave no indication what the game was like. Britta didn’t press him on the matter because she wasn’t particularly interested. She had a desktop computer in her room and occasionally played games on it to pass the time. They were of limited interest. 

She could see how people got obsessed with them, but only in the way you could get obsessed with scrunching up sheets of paper and lobbing them into a bin on the other side of the room. Mindless, repetitive actions soothed people who had nothing better to do. Video games were another version of catching a ball in a cup.

Her Dad had bought every games machine ever made. She had played them since she was a toddler, and found them boring. The prettier the graphics, the more on rails they tended to be. They gave you the illusion of choice, but in reality they were tightly scripted and led you by the nose from here to there. Find a key, open a door, fight a monster with terrible AI, get a reward. Repeat.

“Look at Mr Scumbag over there,” whispered Rashida in third period geography. “He’s using his phone.”

Rashida was referring to Nick Newman who was sitting in his chair sideways with his back against the wall. He had his phone out, which wasn’t allowed, but the teacher pretended not to notice. Nick was one of those kids who could get away with whatever they wanted.

“He wants people to think he’s cool because he’s texting during class,” said Rashida, “but really he just wants to look at his reflection in the phone screen. Prat.”

Rashida, for all her serious religious beliefs, had a potty mouth and a very low opinion of just about everyone. Being judgmental when God was on your side seemed almost like a prerequisite.

“Maybe he’s texting dick pics to someone.” Britta was quite judgemental herself, but she always sounded like she was defending people when she was talking to Rashida, even when she wasn’t.

“More like receiving dick pics,” said Rashida. “Closeted homosexual. You don’t dye your hair that colour if you’re straight.”

Nick had platinum white hair which was clearly dyed but Britta wasn’t sure that made him gay. A bit of a ponce, maybe.

By the end of the lesson, Rashida had fabricated a whole fantasy life for Nick involving rentboys and sugar-daddies. Her repressed social life meant she had an overactive imagination when it came to what she thought other people were doing in the free time denied to her. It was never surfing the web and going to the movies. Depravity was on everyone’s itinerary, as far as she was concerned.

“Check out Lewis the Loser,” said Rashida out of the side of her mouth as they packed up their bags.

Britta looked over in the corner where Lewis sat, another unpopular kid but a proper one with no friends at all. He was focused on his phone, which was an older, uncool model no one else would be seen dead with.

“Yeah?” said Britta, not seeing anything special. 

“He’s watching smut on his phone. See how his hands are moving about in his pocket? He’s jerking it.”

The idea a boy would masturbate in class amused Britta. It should have disgusted her, and if it were true it probably would, but the sheer audacity of doing it so publicly was actually funny.

“Hey, Lewis,” Britta called over. “Are you watching porn on your phone?”

He looked up, his face registering shock. “What? No!” His face reddened.

Britta liked the reaction. It made him look guilty, which would only fluster him more. “You shouldn’t do that with your hand then.”

He immediately yanked his hand out of his pocket. There were only a few people left in class, but they all laughed. 

Lewis got up and stuffed everything into his bag and stormed towards the door, then stopped and turned to face Britta. 

He was a tall, skinny boy with a zitty face. He towered over Britta, but it didn’t intimidate her. He shoved his phone in her face. It was the APE website. He had been drooling over the unobtainable—not all that different from porn.

“You know, girls who make fun of boys do it for attention,” he said, stammering. “Because they’re gagging for it and can’t think how else to get noticed.”

It was a valiant attempt at trying to turn the tables on her, but he had no chance.

“Where did you read that? Rapist.com?”

Lewis’ face went from red to purple.

“Screw you, Britta.” He practically ran out of the room.

“That was a bit harsh,” said Rashida with her hand covering her mouth to stifle her giggles.

If Rashida thought she had gone too far she probably shouldn’t have said it, but it was only playful teasing. It wasn’t like she meant it.
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                Britta bussed to and from school. Most of the kids from her school took over the upper deck. She sat downstairs. When the bus was packed, she would have to stand, usually with someone’s armpit in her face. It was only a twenty minute ride, but it could be quite claustrophobic. 

She was squeezed into the corner by the rear doors when she heard a familiar voice.

“They released some in-game footage. Look at this. And this isn’t even how you would see it if you were in the game.” It was Lewis’ voice.

“Pretty sweet. Your dad really going to buy one?” said another boy. She couldn’t see them through the bodies and she didn’t recognise the voice. Britta’s curiosity was piqued. Lewis didn’t have any friends.

“Yeah. He’s just got to convince my mum.”

There was a scoffing hmmph. “Good luck with that, son.”

“It’s going to happen. Deffo.”

Two idiots fantasising about the Ferrari they’d buy when they won the lottery. Britta stared out of the grimy window at the grey streets under grey clouds.

“Hey, Lewis,” said another voice. Could he really be this popular? She’d never once seen him talk to anyone at school; then again, it wasn’t like she paid much attention to what he got up to. “What was that between you and Britta in class?”

“Nothing.” There was an edge of irritation in his voice now. “She just wanted me to slip her the big one.”

There was laughter. Britta rolled her eyes. 

“You should do her, then. Probably only chance you’ll get. Ever.”

Numerous voices agreed.

“Get lost. She’s too dog-faced.”

“Do her from behind then!”

“With that bum? You must be joking.”

More laughter. Britta felt like saying something; put them all in their place. 

“She’s easily the ugliest girl in class.”

“Class. More like in the school.”

If it had been Lewis speaking, she might have written it off as spite, but Lewis wasn’t speaking anymore. She couldn’t see their faces, but she didn’t want to.

“The only girl I’d turn down a BJ from.”

“Haha. Can you imagine what she looks like naked?”

“Shut up, man. I have to have my tea when I get home.”

The jibes continued punctuated with laughter. It sounded like dozens of boys, all ridiculing her looks. Britta’s anger diminished as she felt her whole body shrink and become limp. There was no fight in her.

She was still three stops away from home when she got off the bus. She quickly walked away, head down, before anyone could see her from a window. Hot tears stung her cheeks.

She knew she wasn’t the prettiest girl in school, but she never thought of herself as grotesque. And even if she wasn’t going to win any beauty contests, it didn’t mean no one would ever want to be with her. Plain girls got asked out, too. They got married, had ugly kids. Her own sister was no stunner, and she’d always had a boyfriend.

But Marisa had already had numerous boyfriends by the time she was Britta’s age. No one had even looked at Britta like they might be interested.

When she got home, Dad was still in the pod and Mum was at work. Britta went up to her room and lay on her bed. She told herself she didn’t care, but the tears rolled down each side of her face, filling up her ears, which was annoying. 

Eventually, she pulled herself together and went to the bathroom to wash her face. She avoided looking at herself in the mirror over the sink.

She felt a little better, but it was like sitting under a rain cloud trying to convince yourself you weren’t getting wet. The hurt soaked through her.

Dinner was the usual polite sniping. Britta excused herself as soon as she’d finished eating. She hadn’t been hungry, but she’d rather force the food down than stay listening to her parents.

She did her homework and went to bed early. She couldn’t sleep. Around ten o’clock, she heard her parents having sex. Bed squeaking, some panting, the occasional squeal. For two people who got on so poorly, it was amazing how often they did it. Britta stuck her head under the pillow.

Her father’s snoring signalled the end of the night’s activities, and was even more annoying. The walls rattled. 

Not even slightly sleepy, Britta went down in the dark to get a glass of water. She knew she was being stupid. So what if some teenage morons didn’t think she measured up to the plastic porn stars they used as their guide to what made a woman attractive? They could all go to hell.

She paused outside the living room and opened the door. The pod was sitting there, the lid open.
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                Britta tiptoed into the living room. The sound of her father’s snoring carried through the ceiling, so she knew he wasn’t going to suddenly jump out and catch her, but she still felt like she should make as little noise as possible.

She bumped her way to the pod. It was hard to see with only the streetlight filtering in through the window, so Britta had to use her hands. The inside of the pod was lined with some kind of inflated padding, like bubble wrap. There didn’t seem to be any knobs or buttons. She climbed into it.

If she got caught, she’d be in trouble. Dad wasn’t much of an authoritarian, but there were some things he wouldn’t stand for. Messing with his stuff was top of that list. 

You didn’t play with his toys (collectibles) and you didn’t move his dolls (action figures). And you definitely didn’t use his computer (porn, probably). 

Britta had no problem leaving his stuff alone, for the most part. His obsessions weren’t very exciting or original, just crap from his youth. This one time, though, she intended to try it for herself. Even if she did get caught, what was he going to do? Ground her? Most of his punishments were from his youth, too. Usually from crappy sitcoms. Not exactly the best place to learn parenting skills.

Mum, on the other hand, wouldn’t care. And she’d also be too busy.

Britta slid into the pod and lay on her back. She’d just have a quick go and see what all the fuss was about. Five minutes, tops. She lay there wondering how to start the thing.

She felt around, but other than the padding there was nothing to push or press. Maybe it was voice activated.

“On,” whispered Britta. Nothing happened. If it was voice controlled, it could take her all night to figure out the right commands. She sighed. Why couldn’t things be simple and straightforward for once?

It would probably turn out to be a disappointment, in any case. No point getting excited. She pushed herself up to get out and bumped her head on the top of the pod. There was a click and the lid began to descend. It moved slowly and made a soft humming sound. She hoped it wasn’t loud enough to wake her parents. She also hoped it would open the same way, otherwise she’d be stuck in here all night.

There was another, more solid click as the lid closed and she was in darkness. 

Please keep your eyes open.

Britta opened her eyes wide, even though she couldn’t see a thing. The voice had been soft and feminine (probably chosen by Dad for less than pure reasons) and almost seemed to be inside her head. Hidden speakers in the lining was the obvious explanation.

A white light appeared above her. Not on the inside of the lid, much further away than that. It was a tiny dot moving towards her.

Please keep your eyes open, the voice repeated.

Britta did her best not to blink. The light got closer. And closer. It didn’t seem to get any bigger though and focusing on it made her feel like she was going cross-eyed.

Please keep your eyes open.

She’d only been in the pod five seconds and she was already bored. If this was cutting edge technology they could at least make it a bit faster.

The light was a few centimetres above her when it darted forward, straight into her eye. She felt a tiny prick and then everything went white.

Blue letters appeared in front of her spelling Yes and No. They weren’t like words on a screen, they were more like fireworks hanging in the sky. 

New user. Do you wish to proceed?

She reached out her hand and realised it wasn’t her hand. It felt like her regular hand, but when it came into view, it looked like a prosthetic arm. The sort of arm robots in computer games have. She was in the game.

She pressed the Yes button. She felt the button under her fingers. It was slightly cold and had weight to it as she pushed down. 

Please choose character.

A selection of icons appeared in front of her. Lots of them. They continued off to the left and right. The one directly in front of her had a picture of a man on it. When Britta rested her hand on it, the other icons disappeared and a bunch of new ones appeared, filling her vision. Sex, age, height, hair colour, eye colour… they went on and on. 

Britta had played enough video games to know what this was. She got to design how she would look, from top to toe. She could make herself look as beautiful as she wanted. Big boobs, pretty face, perfect hair. The idea sickened her. Make yourself everything you weren’t in real life. Live the fantasy. Pathetic.

There were two slightly differently coloured buttons at the bottom. A green one that said Accept and a red one that said Return. She pressed the red one and was back at the character selection screen.

She only wanted to have a look at what the game was like and had no intention wasting hours making the ideal game character. She could have just chosen at random but there was something about choosing what you looked like—what you wanted to look like—that made her uncomfortable. She would much rather be something non-human.

The other choices were predictable. Elf, half-orc, dwarf, hobbit, dragonling, fae… Everytime she swiped her hand, the icons moved and new ones appeared. Half of them she’d never even heard of before. No one else probably had either. Made-up nonsense.

There was one that caught her eye. Gnome. Not a garden gnome with a pointy hat and a fishing rod, this one was a small, ugly creature. An oversized nose, horrible teeth, bulging eyes. This was how people saw her in real life, only fitting she should live up to her image.

She selected it and then quickly chose from the other options without paying too much attention. It wasn’t like she’d ever do this again. She okayed everything and when required to make a decision, just chose the first option. It still took forever. 

Eventually, she got to the last screen. 

Would you like to enter New World?

Typical low-effort name. Britta pressed Yes.
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                The whiteness faded to black, and then blue. The sky. She looked around. She was in a field, a pretty meadow with flowers and tall grass. It didn’t look like computer graphics, it looked real. She knew she was still inside the pod. This was a simulation. It was stunning, for a video game. 

Technically, she could achieve the same effect by going outside and standing in her back garden, but achieving this level of verisimilitude inside a computer was beyond anything she’d ever seen. 

A breeze blew over Britta’s face. How did they do that? Fans inside the pod? She hadn’t seen any. 

Everything the body experienced was filtered through the brain, so if they had access to her brain through the beam of light it was possible this was all in her mind. But if this was happening inside her head, how would she interact with other players?

It was too much to figure out and not really necessary. Her only reason to enter this New World was to have a look around and she only had a limited amount of time to do it.

Britta took a step and almost fell down. Her head spun and she had to wave her arms around to keep her balance. It was like she was walking a tightrope.

She managed to stay on her feet. After a few seconds, the dizziness passed. She shook her head to clear it and rubbed her eyes. When she withdrew her hands, she noticed they were small and wrinkled with long black fingernails. And they were red. Was that an option she’d chosen? She’d picked so quickly she couldn’t remember.

She looked down at her body and was surprised at how close the ground was. She was a gnome and a totally different size to what she was used to. Her body was weirdly proportioned. Her clothes were practically rags, made of some rough hessian material. The shoes on her no doubt hideous feet were like sacks tied around her ankles.

Slowly, she took a tentative step forward. There was still some wobble to her movements but by not rushing she was able to acclimatise to her new shape. It was going to be difficult to explore this world if her time was taken up with learning how to walk. Perhaps starting off as a human character would have been the better choice.

With her head down focused on her feet, Britta hardly noticed her surroundings. All she’d seen was tall grass in every direction, not helped by her diminutive size, which wasn’t very exciting. Her focus was now taken up with deep breaths and slow steps. Thrilling stuff.

With her head bowed, she didn’t notice the talons until they appeared in front of her. She looked up. And up and up. It was a dragon.

It had a pointed, horse-like scaly head, huge bat-like wings and teeth. Lots of teeth.

It was a game. It wasn’t real. It didn’t matter. It looked real. The teeth looked real.

And then Britta got annoyed. It was a bit much, wasn’t it? Facing a dragon as a beginner—what was she supposed to do? Kick it in the balls and make a run for it?

“Hello,” said Britta. She’d come to see what the game had to offer, so she should really be happy she’d got a chance to see something this spectacular, before she got eaten.

The dragon let out a breath and smoke shot out of its nostrils. “Welcome to New World. I am your guide. Are you ready for your first tutorial?”

Britta let out a breath of her own. It was a guide, not an enemy, here to teach her the basics, answer questions or whatever. It made sense. The makers of the game wanted to impress new players. They probably wouldn’t get to see something like this until much later in the game, so why not give them a taste now?

Britta walked around the dragon, which just sat there, staring straight ahead like a giant statue.

“Cool,” she said. They really had done a good job. Unlike the sky and the grass, this wasn’t something you would see by just looking out of a window at home. They had managed to replicate real life well enough, but the scope for what else they could create was endless. 

She walked all the way around the monster until she got back to the head. “Where’s the nearest town?”

“One league in that direction,” said the dragon, tilting its head to the left.

Britta turned around and walked off. She couldn’t be bothered with more orienteering; it wasn’t like she would ever come here again. She had no idea what a league was, but it didn’t sound all that far. She wanted to see as much as she could before going back to her own dreary life. She bumped into an invisible wall.

“Ow!” It actually hurt and made her eyes water.

“Players aren’t allowed to leave this area until they have completed the tutorial,” said the dragon. He ran a tongue across his huge teeth.

Britta rubbed the end of her nose. Everyone wanted to box her in, one way or the other. She had school in the morning and couldn’t waste all night faffing about. Which was when she realised she didn’t actually know how to turn the game off.
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                Britta’s nose throbbed. It was large enough that she could see the end of it had turned red from banging into the invisible wall.

“How do I get out of here?” she asked the dragon.

The dragon stared over her head and did its best impression of a museum exhibit, although it would’ve been a very popular museum with that thing in it.

“Players aren’t allowed to leave this area until they have completed the tutorial,” repeated the dragon. The problem with computer generated characters was that no matter how realistic they looked, they were still just a bunch of prepared dialogue. You couldn’t have a real conversation with them and you couldn’t expect them to respond like a person would. They were just following programmed routines.

“I mean how do I exit the game.” Unlike her red nose, her impatience did not need to be manufactured by a computer. It came a hundred percent from her.

The dragon shifted its gaze to peer down its long snout at her. “Open your status screen.”

“How do I do that?”

“You know, this would all be a lot simpler if you did the tutorial.”

Britta narrowed her eyes and stared up at the dragon. It had almost sounded like a real person talking.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Nigel. What’s yours?”

What kind of name was Nigel the Dragon?

“Shouldn’t you be called Draknar the Dreadful or something equally ridiculous? And why do you have an English accent?”

“Do I? I wouldn’t know. We don’t choose how we speak.”

Now the dragon sounded like it knew it wasn’t real. 

“Do you know you’re in a game?” she asked, watching closely in case the dragon gave away something, although she had no idea what that could possibly be.

“Only in here. The tutorial isn’t really part of New World. And I don’t really meet many people out there. I’m an endgame boss and no one’s levelled up high enough to meet me so far. It’s quite boring, really.”

There was no way this was a computer AI talking to her. It sounded like there was a person talking into a microphone somewhere and his voice was using the dragon as a conduit. It wouldn’t be very difficult to set up, but would they really give a person a job like that? It didn’t really make sense. 

“Well, Nigel, I’d like to have a look around without doing the tutorial. I don’t have a lot of time and I just want to see what the world looks like. I’m not really interested in running around pretending I’m a magical nerd.”

“Oh,” said Nigel, “you don’t want to be a hero?” Nigel raised the part over one eye that would have been an eyebrow if he’d had any. “Doesn’t everyone want to play the hero?”

“No,” said Britta. “Only children and disappointed forty-year-old men.”

“Disappointed or disappointing?” asked Nigel.

“Potato, po-tah-to,” said Britta. “So, this tutorial, how long will it take?”

“It depends—”

“Jesus Christ, Nigel the Pedantic Dragon. Roughly how long if I do it as fast as possible?”

“Ten minutes. You don’t have many friends, do you B?”

Britta ignored the psychoanalysis. Lucky guess. “B?”

“That’s what you put as your name during character creation, the letter B. I don’t know what it stands for, but I could take a guess.” The dragon curled his upper lip.

“Can you nix the snippy attitude, Nigel. I didn’t come here to get sneered at by a fat lizard.”

Nigel lowered his long neck so his head swung down in front of Britta. He snorted, firing off steam from the large nostrils. “I am a dragon, you know? I could eat you.”

Britta took a step back. Even though she knew it wasn’t real, it was still hard to not react to giant teeth lunging towards you. She wanted to take another step back but forced herself to stay where she was. “In the tutorial? There’s no way that’s allowed.” At least she hoped not.

The dragon raised his head back up. “No, it isn’t, sadly. But if we meet out there, you better bring a magic sword. A big one.”

“I’m not sure I’d be able to carry it.”

Nigel tilted his head and peered at her with a yellow and red eye. “Oh, yes. You’re a magic user. Well, maybe a wand. The size doesn’t matter. There is supposed to be a wand in the game somewhere that can actually defeat me. I won’t tell you where it is—no spoilers.”

This was a very odd dragon. “Are you like this with all the players?”

“No,” said Nigel. “Most players do the tutorial.”

“Fine, fine. Let’s do the tutorial. What’s first?”

Nigel took a deep breath and shook his head. Britta thought she saw some eye rolling, too, but it was too far away to be sure. 

“Open your status screen by placing your palms together and pulling them apart.”

Britta did as instructed. A semi-transparent screen appeared between her hands.

[image: image-placeholder][image: image-placeholder]
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                Britta looked over the status screen trying to understand it, although she didn’t try very hard since she was never going to put any of it to use.

Her character name was B as the dragon had said. She’d chosen it because it was short so required less typing. Her character’s job was illusionist. She didn’t even remember picking it. She had definitely decided to go with a magic user since she didn’t fancy fighting hand to hand, but not this sub-class. It must have been a misclick. It didn’t matter.

The attribute stats were underwhelming to say the least. Only Int stood out, which probably stood for Intelligence. It could be Integrity, but that would be a strange thing to assign to a character. Of course, Intelligence had nothing to do with how smart you were. Britta only had her own wits to rely on, it wasn’t like the game could give your brain a boost. In most games, the Int score related to how much magic you could do.

Judging by her other scores, Britta’s character would be depending on her magic a lot. 

She had hardly any Hit Points which was basically her life total. When that reached zero, she would die, assuming the game followed standard rules. How many weapons did less than five points of damage? Even a stick would do at least one point. Five hits to the head and lights out.

On the other hand, she did have a lot of MP. Magic Points? Mana Points? Something to do with casting spells. At least, she had a lot of it.

Then there were the spells she could use. 

“What does Glamor do?” Britta muttered to herself.

“At Level 1, it casts a bright flash of light that can blind the enemy,” answered Nigel.

“Can blind? So it isn’t certain?”

“All characters have resistance. If they resist, they will be unaffected.”

“Isn’t that kind of unfair? Half the time my spell won’t do anything.”

Nigel tilted his big dragon head to look at her. “It depends on your level and how much resistance your victim has. Half the time is very unlikely.”

Britta wasn’t convinced. The spell could be totally ineffective, which meant whenever she needed it most, it would let her down. Just like everything else.

“What about Mirror? I can make a copy of something?”

“Yes. The copied image looks and feels just like the real thing, but can’t make sound. How long the copy lasts will depends on your level.”

“Can I copy myself?”

“Yes,” said Nigel.

That could come in useful, although it wouldn’t take much longer to kill two of her than it would one.

“And what are those strange words next to each spell?”

“That is the word you must say to cast the spell.”

Typical nonsense words. “Can’t I change the word?”

“Yes.” He sounded a bit disappointed. “In the setting menu, you can assign whatever word or gesture you choose.”

There was a Setting button at the bottom, next to one that said Exit which was good to finally find.

“My Magic Resistance, that’s quite high, isn’t it?”

“Yes. Since you are an illusionist, you aren’t easily fooled by magic. Although a high level magic user will bring your score down.”

“Is that all magic? If someone throws a fireball at me, it won’t hurt?”

“No,” said Nigel like he was talking to an idiot. “It only means non-damage inducing magics. Like illusions.”

It would have been somewhat over the top if she was immune to magic completely.

“Okay, that all seems fine. Are we done?”

“No.” He sounded even more like he was talking to an idiot. It was starting to get on Britta’s nerves. “You need to choose a weapon.”

“But I’m a magic user. I don’t need a weapon, do I?”

“Everyone needs a weapon. At low levels, your magic is limited and weak. You will need to defend yourself.”

“Alright, what are the choices?”

Three weapons materialised in front of her. A small knife, a pieces of wood and a pair of gloves with brass knuckles woven into them. They hung in mid-air, bobbing slightly. 

The piece of wood, which was supposed to be a staff, was way too big for her. And if they scaled it down to her size, it would do hardly any damage. 

The gloves were definitely out. No way would she be beating people up. Not only did she have tiny hands, the thought of punching something to death was just horrible. The people that designed these games…

It would have to be the knife. She plucked it out of the air. The weight and texture felt completely real.

“Do you choose the dagger?” asked Nigel, somewhat redundantly.

“I suppose so,” said Britta.

Two buttons appeared before her. Yes and No. They really wanted to string this out. She pressed Yes.

“Now you need to have a practice fight,” said Nigel. A small, ugly creature appeared out of nowhere.

It was a little bigger than Britta, wore shoddy armour that was still far better than what Britta had on, and it had a sword.

“Wait, I don’t want to fight whatever that is.”

“It is a goblin,” said Nigel. “Attack!”

The goblin came rushing at her.

Britta stumbled backwards and shouted, “Artua!”

There was a bright flash and then Britta couldn’t see a thing. Apparently, she’d used the spell on herself.
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                Blotches of colour swam around in front of Britta’s eyes. She blinked but that only made the blotches dance about. Then a sharp pain entered her abdomen and the number 5 appeared in red, followed by the words ‘YOU DIED’ also in red.

When her vision finally cleared, she was still in the meadow with the dragon.

Britta looked around. The goblin was nowhere to be seen. “What happened?”

“You died,” said Nigel. “Rather spectacularly. I’ve never seen anyone do that before.”

“I know I died,” said Britta testily. She could hardly have missed the giant red letters. “Why did I die? I cast my spell.”

“Yes. You blinded yourself.”

“How can I blind myself? That’s just stupid.” She was starting to get annoyed. Actually, she was already annoyed, now she was even more so. “What kind of wizard gets affected by their own spells? If I cast a fireball will I set myself on fire? This is clearly a bug. Report it.”

The dragon stared down at her impassively as she ranted. He didn’t look like he was going to report anything.

“Oi. Are you listening to me?”

“Yes,” said Nigel a little wearily. “All spells have a small chance of misfiring, you were just unfortunate. Think of it as getting your bad luck out of the way early.” He smiled, or at least Britta assumed that was what the display of large teeth was meant to be.

As expected, as soon as she needed her magic it failed her. No real surprise. Britta shook her head. There was no point getting mad at a computer program. It wasn’t the dragon’s fault he’d been created by an emotionally stunted man with hygiene issues and pizza sauce all over his clothes. Which might be considered an unfair characterisation of game designers based on stereotypes if Britta hadn’t happened to live with one her whole life.

“I wasn’t even ready. Why did you set that thing on me when I said I wasn’t ready?” complained Britta. She could hear how whiny she was being but couldn’t help herself.

“You were ready. You pressed the Yes button.”

Britta stopped being angry as something occurred to her. “That’s why I keep having to press buttons and type things out, so you have a record of my agreeing to your terms.”

“Of course,” said Nigel. “It’s less ambiguous than a verbal response like ‘I suppose so’. We need to protect ourselves from any liability, you know?”

She let out an exasperated sigh. It may have looked like a real place, but it was still a game, run by a company, stacking the odds in their own favour and making sure they didn’t get sued. “Can I go now?”

“There are a number of optional tutorials you can also—”

“No thanks,” said Britta.

“You may find them quite useful. I highly recommend—”

“Rejected. Take down the wall or forcefield or whatever it is.”

Now it was the dragon’s turn to let out an exasperated sigh. “Very well.” The dragon straightened up, its long neck raising the head high. “Congratulations, adventurer, you have—”

“What are you doing?” interrupted Britta. “Why are you talking like that?”

The dragon had switched back to his formal, computer AI voice. He bent down again. “I’m giving you the welcome speech to start you off.”

“Well, can you not and just say you did? I don’t really have time to listen to some cheap Tolkein-style rip-off written by someone who thinks all dragons should sound like Bucketface Cummerbund. I get it, I’m off to save the world or meet the wizard or whatever. Can we just get on with it? Isn’t there a skip button?”

The dragon peered down its long snout at her. “You really are insufferable,” he hissed.

Billows of steam shot out of its nose and enveloped Britta. She was blinded again, but her first response was to marvel at how realistic the moisture in the air felt against her skin. It was strange how trivial things stood out when they were artificially created. There was a sudden gust of wind and when the mist around her cleared, the dragon was up in the sky and rapidly getting smaller.

Britta looked around, trying to remember which direction the dragon had told her the town was in. There had to be a map function she could use so she opened the status screen. No obvious button presented itself. She went into Settings and found a host of other options, from adjusting volume to adding game music. What kind of idiot walked around with his own personal theme tune blaring?

Actually, she knew exactly what type of person did that.

She found a button that said Display Map and pressed it. A square window opened in the top left of her vision. It was blank except for a red triangle, which she assumed was her, surrounded by a small patch of green. It only showed the parts she had already seen, she would have to explore to reveal more. Useless.

She closed the status screen and the map remained semi-transparent in the top of her vision. She set off in what she thought was the right direction and after about ten minutes of walking, the wonders of computer-generated grass started to wear thin. What was the point of creating a world so realistic it was actually as boring as the real one?

Her thoughts were interrupted by a sound. Movement off to her left. Her size made it hard to see over the tall grass so she didn’t see the goblin until it was nearly on top of her.

“Artua!” shouted Britta. A bright white flash and she was blind again. How could this be? It was supposed to only be a very small chance of misfiring and she’d already had it happen once. How could it happen again? How?

There was a sharp pain in her midriff. The number 3 appeared in red, followed by another stab and another 3.

YOU DIED.

Stupid buggy game.
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                This time Britta didn’t reappear in the meadow when she died. Everything was white and two buttons appeared in front of her. 

Do you wish to return to the last restore point?

The words appeared over the buttons and were also spoken by a soft, female voice. Britta pressed the Yes button, but she didn’t change locations. Instead, a new message appeared.

Because you died, you are locked out of New World for 24 hours. Please log in when the time has elapsed.

What was the point of asking her if she wanted to log back in if she wasn’t allowed to? The people who designed the game clearly preferred to take three steps whenever one would have sufficed. It was incredibly irritating.

The two buttons were still there. It was idiotic. She pressed No. 

Would you like to exit New World?

It was almost like they were trying to piss people off. She pressed Yes. 

The whiteness around her faded to black. There was a sharp prick behind her left eye and then the world around her slowly came into focus. 

She was in her living room, lying in the pod. The lid had opened but it was still dark. It took a few seconds for her eyes to adjust to the soft yellow glow of the streetlight filtering in through the window.

Slowly, Britta sat up. She felt sticky. Her nightshirt was soaked with sweat, which was strange. It wasn’t like she had done anything physical. She wasn’t out of breath or even particularly tired. She stood up and stepped out of the pod. Suddenly the world seemed to go all wobbly and she nearly fell over. 

At first she thought she was having some kind of seizure—it wouldn’t be surprising to learn the machine had side-effects—but as her sense of balance returned she recognised the feeling as being the same as when she had first entered the game world as a gnome. It had taken her a while to get used to her new body and apparently it also took a moment to get used to her old one. If this was going to happen every time she switched, it would make for a very annoying transition.

Not that it mattered since she didn’t plan on going back anytime soon. Or ever. 

Britta made her way back upstairs and once she was back in her bedroom she changed her clothes and got into bed. Dad was still snoring away and no one had noticed her night time adventure. She wondered if he would realise someone had been in the pod when he used it in the morning. There was bound to be some kind of user log detailing who and how long and probably a host of other data. Maybe even a video recording. 

Britta didn’t care. He could tell her off if he wanted, although she would prefer swift punishment over a long lecture about respecting other people’s property. She still recalled the two hour rant she’d received when she was five and opened one of his Marvel action figures. Why would a grown man even want a Hulk doll? With thoughts of how dumb boys were, she drifted off to sleep.

When she woke the next morning, Britta felt terrible. Her body ached, her eyelids felt ridiculously heavy and she had a headache. She forced herself out of bed. 

Even if she was coming down with something there was no way she could take the day off. There was too much to do with mock exams coming up. The last thing she needed was to screw up her academic record. It wasn’t like she could rely on her looks to get by.

She scowled at herself in the mirror as she brushed her teeth. She looked like she was foaming at the mouth. Better-looking than a gnome, though. After a night’s sleep, even one that left her feeling weak and exhausted, she no longer felt depressed and sorry for herself. The hell with everyone.

After showering and getting dressed she felt slightly better and went downstairs. Mum had already left for work, as usual, and Dad was pottering around the kitchen making a mess. There was a bowl of cereal on the table which may have been for him, but Britta sat down and started eating it.

“You don’t look so great,” he said.

“So I’ve heard,” said Britta as she finished off the Weetabix in record time. “Gotta go, don’t want to miss the bus.”

She hurried out before he could say anything else.

“You look awful,” said Rashida. It was starting to feel like everyone thought she was a horrible dog and wanted to make sure she knew it.

“Thanks,” said Britta. Might as well accept it. No one would ever find her attractive, which was even more reason to knuckle down and make sure she could look after herself in her spinsterhood.

“No, I mean it. You’ve got dark rings around your eyes and your skin looks all pasty. Even more than usual. What have you been doing? Self-abuse?”

“Shut up!” They were in the middle of Advanced Maths and Rashida wasn’t one for keeping her voice down. Fortunately, the teacher was talking to someone at the back of the class and everyone else was too busy with their glittering social lives to take any notice.

“What?” said Rashida. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. Not a sin.”

“I just had a rough night, okay?” Britta gave Rashida a long stare that clearly indicated to let it go. 

Rashida ignored the sign. “Camomile tea, that’s what you should drink before you go to bed. Works wonders. The cup also warms up your fingers.” She waggled her heavy, untrimmed eyebrows.

Before Britta could respond—not that she had a response other than to ask to change seats with someone—the class door opened and a boy stood there. Lewis.
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                The sight of him brought back all the emotions she’d felt on the bus. She didn’t know what he was doing here, he was far too dumb to be in Advanced Maths for starters. Her first instinct was to rush over and shove him as hard as she could.

She resisted the urge.

Lewis walked over to the teacher, glancing at Britta as he passed. There was a flash of disgust across his face. He clearly hadn’t forgotten what she’d said about him, either.

A wave of guilt washed over her own anger. She had started it all by making fun of him in front of other people. He had only retaliated and at least he’d done it without knowing she was there. He hadn’t tried to embarrass her to her face. In some ways that was the kinder approach.

Lewis spoke to the teacher and handed him a note which Mr Quarrie read and then refolded. 

“It seems this is your lucky day,” he said to the class. “I have to go on… an important errand. Quiet study until I return.”

There was a murmur around the class, as there always was when something unusual happened, and Mr Quarrie hurried out with Lewis following. Lewis threw another hate-filled glance in her direction before he left. Rather than annoy her, it only made her feel sorry she’d said anything in the first place.

“Lewis the Loser,” said Rashida. “What a prat.”

“You think so?” It was the only thing Britta could think to say that didn’t add to her guilt but didn’t sound suspicious. She could hardly insist he wasn’t a prat, that would raise all sorts of questions from Rashida.

“Did you hear about his sister? She’s in hospital.”

“Oh,” said Britta, beginning to feel even worse. “What for?”

“AIDS,” said Rashida.

That didn’t sound very likely. “How old is she?”

“She’s in Year 3, so thirteen or fourteen, I guess.”

“And you think she has AIDS?”

“Have you seen how she dresses?”

Rashida’s moral superiority was sometimes a little too overbearing. She didn’t really mean to be such a bitch, Britta was sure, but it was easy to say horrible things about people you didn’t really know just for the hell of it, as Britta knew only too well.

Mr Quarrie never came back and the bell rang for the end of class. It was Friday and Rashida went off to do her Friday prayers in the special room allocated to Muslims.  It seemed like the more aggressively anti-Muslim society became, the more firm the Muslims became in adhering to their inconvenient practices. Two groups giving each other the finger.

Britta went to the cafeteria by herself and saw Lewis sitting by himself at one of the long tables. Before she knew what she was doing, she had walked up to him. 

“What do you want?” said Lewis, scowling.

She had no idea. “I, er, about yesterday. Sorry.”

Lewis looked confused. “Sorry for what?”

“About making fun of you. I was only joking. I didn’t mean to upset you like that.”

Rather than respond like you’d expect a person who was being apologised to, Lewis’ face tightened into an even bigger scowl. Britta had the distinct impression she had just made things worse.

“I wasn’t upset,” he said through gritted teeth. “Now piss off.”

Now that she thought about it, her ‘apology’ had probably sounded like she was being sarcastic. Sorry for making you cry like a baby. Some things were best left alone. She should just walk away.

“There was something else I wanted to ask you,” she found herself saying. “It’s about the game, New World.”

His anger turned into bafflement. “What are you talking about? What game?”

“The virtual reality game you’re always going on about. You know, the pod?”

He looked even more confused. “It isn’t called New World. It hasn’t even been released yet. It’s still in closed Beta.”

“Oh, is it?” said Britta, not really knowing why she’d started down this line. All she’d wanted was to change the subject and somehow she'd ended up here. “Are there any websites that talk about it?”

“Everyone who’s playing it has to sign an NDA, so there’s not much information out. You could always google it, you know?” He was being quite prickly, but the change of subject to something he was obsessed about had taken away most of his anger. He was too much of a nerd to resist his fanboy tendencies.

“I know, but there’s so much stuff about it, it’s hard to know which ones are actually accurate.” She didn’t know that at all and hadn’t bothered to look, but it seemed like a reasonable assumption. 

“True,” said Lewis, now fully engaged like a girl talking about her favourite member of a boyband. “Try Fishtail.net, I think there’s a few people on there who know what they’re talking about. Why are you so interested all of a sudden?”

Britta had no idea how to respond. She could hardly tell him she had one at home and had tried it. Or, at least, she didn’t think that would be a good idea.

Lewis’s narrowed eyes widened. “Wait, are you just pretending to like what I like? Are you into me?”

Britta didn’t know what was worse. That he had jumped to such a ridiculous conclusion, or that he looked so appalled by the idea.
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                “Of course I’m not into you, you idiot. Jeez, this is what I get for trying to be nice.” Britta looked up at the ceiling and shook her head. It was truly beyond belief.

“Then why don’t you just leave me alone?” said Lewis. “I never bothered you before you started picking on me.”

“I’m not picking on you,” said Britta, knowing full well she had done exactly that, “and I’ll be happy to leave you alone.”

She walked off to get something to eat even though she had lost her appetite. It was bad enough that he thought she was pig-ugly, now he also thought she was desperately in love with him. If she was going to have a crush on one of the boys in her year, would it really be Lewis the Loser? Get over yourself.

Her outrage settled into a cloud of gloom for the rest of the afternoon. Would people gossip about her sad and unrequited yearning for the biggest moron in Year 5? At least she had one thing going for her—most people had no idea who she was or that she even existed. She wasn’t interesting enough to start unfounded rumours about.

Rashida, as always, was totally oblivious to Britta’s mood and spent most of double French voicing her own unfounded rumours about the other girls in their class, often loud enough for them to hear. It was almost like she was daring them to confront her about it. Rashida very much enjoyed getting into fights with other girls.

If they could hear what was being said about them, they pretended not to. No one wanted to provoke Rashida into truly speaking her mind.

When Britta got home she was surprised to find Dad out of the pod and in the kitchen. She suddenly remembered her late night trip to another world and wondered if he was waiting to confront her about it.

“Are you done, already?” It was Friday, so maybe he had decided to knock off early. He had said he meant to treat it like a real job.

“Ah, yes. Sort of. Your mother…”

“Will you hurry up?” said Mum as she came down the stairs. It was even more of a surprise to find her home so early.

“What are you doing here?” said Britta. Something was definitely going on. 

“We’re going away for the weekend. I’m sure I told you, Britta.”

Britta was sure she hadn’t been told anything. “What do you mean? Where are you going?”

“Paris. We’ll be back by Sunday. There’s plenty of food in the freezer. You’ll be fine.”

“You’re leaving me alone? Isn’t that illegal?” Being left alone by her parents was pretty much Britta’s only joy in life, but that didn’t mean she wanted to be completely abandoned. Not now when the whole world seemed to be expressing its distaste for her very existence. 

“You’re sixteen, sweetie,” said Dad, “you can take care of yourself for a couple of days. 

“I’m fifteen, and you’re leaving me all alone in one of the most dangerous cities in the world.” It was a bit of an exaggeration, but Britta was feeling a little mistreated. Shouldn’t her parents at least be interested in her well-being?

“Just phone us if anything happens,” said Mum. “We’ll… tell you what to do.”

Marvellous. She could get step by step instructions on how to fight off some intruder in the house.

“Fine. Whatever. Have fun.” Britta stormed up to her room and lay on the bed. 

It wasn’t that she wanted her parents to stay and babysit her—every second in their company was usually a second spent trying to figure out how not to be in their company—it was just the feeling of being overlooked, as usual. 

Britta sat up. She was being miserable and dumb. Having them out of her hair for the weekend was a blessing. She’d be miserable either way, at least with them hundreds of miles away, she’d be able to do what she wanted.

She went back down. A horn sounded from outside.

“The taxi’s here,” shouted Dad. There were two small suitcases in the hallway. 

“Can you leave me some money?” said Britta from the stairs.

“Yes, I’ve left it on the kitchen table,” said Mum as she came through from the kitchen. “You can invite your friends around if you like. Have one of those wild parties where someone steals the sofa and breaks the toilet.”

Britta knew she was only saying it because there was no way it would ever happen. Who the hell would she invite?

“Good idea,” said Dad. “Like one of those teen movies. Don’t get pregnant while we’re gone. But if you do, make sure it’s the sensitive nerd, not the cool jock.”

“Don’t listen to him,” said Mum. “Don’t make the mistake I made!” She rolled her eyes and then they rushed out of the house as the taxi driver gave them another toot.

For two people always at odds over something or other, they never seemed to stay mad at each other for long. She had no doubt they would spend their time in Paris bonking each other silly. Britta shuddered. Perhaps they’d finally get it out of their system and she’d be able to get a decent night’s sleep.

Mum came back in, hugged Britta and then left again, shutting the door behind her. 

Britta stood in the empty hallway, alone. She heard the loud, growling engine of the taxi fade into the distance and walked towards the kitchen. She stopped outside the living room and eased the door open. The pod sat there, which was hardly surprising. Apparently, Dad was not aware of her trespassing. 

Now she had the whole weekend to give it a proper go. It wasn’t all that exciting, but it was something to do. A new world to explore. And it wasn’t like she had any pressing business in the old one.

She closed the door. If she was going to try it again, then she would prepare herself. This time she would go in knowing what to do. This time, she’d do a little research.
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                There was also the matter of her twenty-four hour lock out. Having died (somewhat unfairly) there was a mandatory cooling off period before Britta could re-enter the game world. She wasn’t sure exactly when that was but sometime after midnight would probably be fine. Which gave her plenty of time to look up exactly where she was and where she should go next.

At the very least, she could do with finding a map. She had already tried and failed to use the one in the settings, and she really didn’t want to revive in the field still not knowing which way to go. It was all very well exploring a new world, but a little hint to where the nearest amenities were wouldn’t hurt.

Britta went up to her room and turned on her laptop. It was one of Dad’s old ones and he always bought the most powerful machines available, so even though it was quite old, it still ran smoothly other than the occasional dropout on the wifi. 

She began searching for sites to do with APE and the game, but found very little other than news of the game’s existence and fervent excitement for its release.

There were no details of the kind of game it was or the name of it. The words ‘New World’ weren’t mentioned even once.

There was also a complete lack of first-hand reviews by people who had tried it, other than some journalists from non-game related sites who attested to how amazing an experience it was to enter an accurate 3D world. They gave no information on what they saw or did while inside the virtual environment. It was all very hush-hush.

Lewis had said users were required to sign an NDA, and when Britta saw the letters appear again in the article she decided she might as well look up what it meant. NDA stood for non-disclosure agreement and meant the person couldn’t talk about what they’d seen or done. It was a way for a company to protect its property. Like when a critic is allowed to see a movie before release but isn’t allowed to say anything until after it comes out, to avoid spoilers.

It made sense, but it also made it very hard to find anything concrete on the game. There were definitely no maps.

After spending a couple of hours scouring the web—there were lots of hits from her searches, just no useful information—she remembered the site Lewis had mentioned.

Fishtail.net hadn’t come up when she was googling, so she didn’t hold out much hope for a lot of APE. related content. What she found was a bunch of forums on all sorts of rumours and gossip. There was no particular subject that seemed to be the primary focus, just everything. Movies coming out, countries undergoing revolutions, alien landings, the release date for George R. R. Martin’s next book—it was a real hodge podge of conspiracy theories and baseless conjecture.

Information relating to APE. and the VR pod was tucked away in the gaming section, among hacks for consoles and walkthroughs for games she’d never heard of.

Most of the threads were asking for news on the release date and lists of what people hoped the game would be like. There were a lot of references to manga and anime.

Britta quickly got tired of the lack of information that was remotely authentic or reliable. Nobody knew anything, was the general gist of it.

Clearly, there were people playing the game—Dad was one of them—but nobody was talking about it. If it was still in the early stages of development, it seemed strange people were making such a big fuss. There had been any number of hyped devices that hadn’t lived up to their marketing, some had never even been made. You’d think people would wait to actually see how good it really was before going crazy over it.

If it was close to release, wouldn’t it make more sense to show off the in-game footage and allow people to access to the game? From what she had seen, anyone even slightly interested would be blown away by the actual experience of entering New World. It easily surpassed expectations.

But then, Britta was no marketing expert. Perhaps keeping it all a big secret was designed to create maximum anticipation. No doubt sales would break records whatever they did.

Britta looked at the clock at the bottom of the screen and realised it was after 10PM. The last few hours had passed in a blur. She hadn’t eaten anything or even got changed.

She put on some jogging pants and a tee-shirt, and left her room.

The landing was dark; the odd kind of dark when the curtains haven’t been drawn that made a house looked unlived in. She went round turning on the lights and closing the curtains in each room. After that, she used the bathroom.

Sitting there, she wondered how you were supposed to relieve yourself in the game. Your real body was in the pod, without any kind of facility to take care of business, as far as she had been able to tell. Dad spent all day in there, how did he manage? No, he had to take breaks, that was the only answer. Not just toilet-breaks, but breaks for food and water. Even if the food and drink in the game looked real, it wasn’t. 

Britta finished up and went downstairs. There were two twenty pound notes under a jar of honey on the kitchen table. Pizza money. She went through the fridge and made herself a cheese sandwich. 

It was still only 11 PM by the time she’d finished a cup of hot chocolate and used the bathroom again; this time to brush her teeth. She surfed the net some more but it was the same useless sites coming up again and again.

11.30 came round and Britta decided she might as well see if she had access to the game. She went back down, turning off the lights as she went—no point wasting electricity—and climbed into the waiting machine.

Had Dad really not noticed another user? Would her using it again make it more obvious? Too late now.

The lid closed on her and the bright white pinpoint of light appeared. Once it reached her, everything faded out and she was back in the white area.

Would you like to restore last save point?

Britta pressed Yes and waited to be told she couldn’t. Hopefully it would tell her how long she’d have to wait. But she ended up not having to wait at all.

The whiteness around her faded and she was staring up at a stone ceiling. She sat up. She was in a room, on a stone slab.  Where the hell was this?
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                Britta looked down on herself—she was naked. Well, she wasn’t, but her character was. And it wasn’t a very pleasant sight. 

She had wanted to swap characters, probably for a human one, but the option never presented itself. There was bound to be a way to do it, even if it meant restarting from scratch, but like everything else in this game, how to do it was probably hidden under umpteen levels of menu options.

Her gnome body seemed to be nothing but drawbacks. Small, weak and very ugly. The red colouring of her hands continued across her body, only broken up by the patches of wiry hair on her stomach and legs. Had they not invented the razor blade here?

She had boobs, if you could call them that. Small and droopy bags of flesh would be more accurate. And then there was the space between her legs… the empty space. She had no genitals. It was as smooth as a Barbie doll down there. She also didn’t have a butt crack. At least it confirmed her thoughts on going to the bathroom. You couldn’t.

It did make sense not to have sexual organs in the game. With things being so realistic, there would bound to be weirdos who wanted to do weird things. The game wouldn’t last very long if idiots decided to take the whole raping and pillaging concept literally. And you could guarantee they would.

Britta swung her legs off the slab and jumped down. A momentary sense of vertigo overwhelmed her, but then it passed which gave her hope it would get easier with time. She looked around, but there were no sign of her clothes or anything else.

The room wasn’t very big, about the same size as her bedroom back home. The slab took up most of it and the rest was four walls, no windows, and a wooden door. A closed door, but was it locked? Having little else to do, Britta walked over to it and pulled on the handle, which was a piece of knotted rope passed through a hole. 

As she yanked it, someone pushed from the other side and the door flew open, sending Britta scurrying back to avoid getting smashed in the face. 

A plump woman dressed like a nun, only in yellow and orange, came bustling in. “Oh praise Roha, you’re awake. Do you feel alright now do ya?” She spoke very quickly and with a lilting accent that could have been Irish, if the Irish occasionally forgot how to do their own accent.

“I think so,” said Britta. “Have you seen my clothes?”

The woman looked human but Britta assumed she must have been a computer-operated character. From her dress, they were probably in a church or temple or whatever religious places there were here. It would be the obvious place to be resurrected. At least it meant she didn’t have to traipse through the wilderness looking for signs of civilisation. It had found her.

“Clothes now, is it? Well, yes, I can see you’ll be needing some of them. Wait here a mo’.”

She twirled around and left, slamming the door shut behind her. Britta waited, not wanting to approach the door only to have it hit her in the face, which was guaranteed to happen, she just knew it.

The nun returned a few seconds later with a pile of rags in her arms. They looked similar to the ones Britta had worn earlier, although the colouring was slightly different. Did this mean whenever you died in the game you lost all your equipment? That would be a pain, although it would incentivise people to not get killed.

Britta got dressed while the nun stared at her. It was a bit unsettling, but there was also a vacant quality to the stare that made it feel like she was getting dressed next to a mannequin. 

“Do you have any weapons I could have?” Britta asked. 

“Oh, no,” said the nun, jolting back into active duty. “No, no. We don’t want to be fooling around with them kind of things here. Oh, no, no, no.”

That would be a no, then. Great. She’d started off with nothing but a handful of terrible abilities, now she had even less. But this was a game. It was designed to allow players to work their way up from nothing. She just had to find a quest or complete a mission or whatever. The tasks at the start of a game like this were always easy. Fetch this, collect a bunch of that.

“Can you tell me where I am?” She might as well get as much information out of the nun as possible.

“You don’t even know where ya are?” said the nun slightly condescendingly, Britta thought. “You must have taken quite a bump on the noggin there. Make sure to visit the healer. For a small donation he can heal whatever ails ya.”

Okay, that was worth knowing. 

“Thanks. And where is the healer?”

“The healer can be found in the Church of Roha.” There was a strange disparity between the way she spoke when she was chit-chatting and when she was giving out actual game instructions. Two different programmers?

“And where is the Church of Roha.”

 “Why, this is the Church of Roha. Welcome!”

Yep, you couldn’t get round it—computer AI was as dumb in VR as it was in every other kind of game system.
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                “What’s your name?” Britta asked the nun. 

The nun’s eyes seemed to light up. “Why, I’m Sister Florence. So lovely to meet you… B.” A white tag appeared over Sister Florence’s head that had her name written on it. Did this mean something significant? Or just that she had met this character? 

“Are we in a city?” she asked Sister Florence.

“The nearest city is New City.”

That didn’t really answer the question. “What city is the Church of Roha in?”

Sister Florence stared rather disconcertingly at Britta for a second, and then repeated, “The nearest city is New City.”

Playing a game like this wasn’t really about doing what you would in real life. It wasn’t a world created over a long time where things had developed organically, it was a world created by a bunch of boys over a couple of months. You had to think like they would think, which meant poorly explained ideas, the belief that what was obvious to them would be obvious to everyone else, and an unnecessary amount of references to books and movies no one had ever heard of outside of the geek community.

“What is the location of the Church of Roha?” said Britta.

“The Church of Roha is in New Town.”

Typical. It wouldn’t tell her which city the church was in because it wasn’t in a city, it was in a town. Was the whole game this pedantic? At this rate, it would take forever to get information out of any of the characters, even the ones designed to provide information. 

“I’d like to leave now,” said Britta. The nun just stood there, smiling inanely. “So, bye then.” Britta walked to the door and opened it. The nun didn’t try to stop her, so Britta assumed it was okay. She was probably in a safe zone so it was unlikely there was a monster on the other side of the door, she told herself. 

On the other side, there was a large room with benches. Pews. It was very much like a church. There weren’t any people. No other nuns and no sign of the healer Sister Florence had mentioned, but quite a few doors which might have interesting things behind them. Or they might be empty rooms.

Light came in from grimy windows that were made of stained glass with depictions of various creatures it was hard to identify through the dirt. The designers had gone for a very ‘earthy’ feel. Even the light felt dirty, the reds and blues making the church feel quite sordid.

Britta walked down the central aisle towards the largest door, which she assumed was the exit. She had no weapons, no money and only very basic clothing, so her chances of defeating the enemy (whoever they were) and saving the world were very slim. She didn’t really care. She wasn’t here to save anyone, just to pass the time. It had to be better than the crap she had to put up with in the real world.

The door was huge, big enough for a giant, perhaps literally, but there was a smaller door built into it which she pushed open. When she stepped through, the noise hit her first. The glare from the sun also caused her to react after the gloom of the church interior and it took her a few seconds to be able to see. 

She was in a town alright. A town full of people, for want of a better word. There was a large street in front of the church, and the citizens of New Town filled it. She had no idea where they were all going, but they seemed in an awful hurry to get there. Hundreds of them.

It was quite an amazing sight, not only because there were so many, but because of the different types. Humans were not the only inhabitants. There were lizardmen and cat-people and an assortment of skin colours. Some had horns, others had wings. 

There were horses being ridden, but one green character with a large fin on top of his head rode by on what looked like a sabre-toothed tiger. 

Britta wondered if these were other players. It didn’t seem likely. They were probably computer-generated characters like Sister Florence, which meant they’d each have a set list of responses to questions and some useful information if you could figure out what those questions were. 

Britta could have quite easily just stood there and watched all the unusual creatures go by, but there was something else that caught her attention. Across the street was another building with a large sign that said: Adventurer’s Guild.

That made sense. You die, you resurrect, you go to the guild to get another quest. Classic designer thinking. In there, she would definitely be able to get a lot of the answers she needed. Maybe even a some decent clothes. 

She walked down the wooden stairs from the church and stepped onto the road. Her foot sank into the very realistic mud and got stuck. She didn’t have any shoes and could feel the mud in between her toes. Was it really necessary to put in this level of detail?

People walked around her mumbling and complaining.  Some even gave her threatening looks, although it was hard to take seriously when they had the head of a gerbil. Slowly, she managed to release her foot, only to get it stuck again with the next step. At this rate, it would take her all weekend just to cross the street.
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                Britta eventually managed to cross the street. She was bumped into many times, but generally ignored by the throng who were all on urgent business, it seemed, and had places to go. No time to stop and let a small gnome get past.

Luckily, she didn’t fall over as that would have been a nightmare to clean up. Did they even have showers here? Probably not.

One sucky step at a time she navigated her way in between the small gaps that occasionally opened up until she finally got to the other side. If it was this hard doing simple tasks, doing an actual quest would be completely impossible. 

She placed her muddy feet on the boardwalk outside the Adventurer’s Guild and tried to wipe them off, which didn’t really work. Gnome feet were small, as you’d expect, but quite tough and leathery. Maybe you were meant to go around with no shoes. The idea was quickly dismissed as she got a splinter in the sole of her left foot and had to hop up the steps into the Guild.

Inside, it was cooler and the floor was polished and splinter-free. She was in a large room that reminded her of the post office, with people behind counters and others lined up waiting to be served. The ones queuing had blue tags floating over their heads with a name.

Were these other players? There were about six of them in the room and they were all human-looking; no gnomes. They were dressed in armour and had swords and bows and other weapons. One even had a giant hammer strapped to his back.

Britta hopped over to a bench against a wall and sat down. She put her foot on her knee and attempted to get the splinter out, which was tricky when she couldn’t see anything but the mud-coating. She sat there, transfixed by how realistic the dirt felt under her fingers, how it smelled, how it moved around as she poked it.

“Hey, there. You’re new, are you?” said an American voice.

Britta looked up. Standing in front of her, taking up the whole view, was a huge woman with the name Diana on the tag hovering above her. She was built like a female bodybuilder, but with enormous boobs in what could only be described as an armoured bikini. 

Was she really a woman? It was more than likely she was some thirty year old dude who got his kicks pretending to be a musclebound Amazon warrior while his wife and kids did normal things downstairs.

She sounded female, and Britta’s voice sounded like her actual voice which suggested this really was a woman, but there were probably ways to adjust things like that. You couldn’t judge anyone by their appearance here. Which was the best thing about this place.

“Er, yes,” said Britta. “I just started. And then I died, so I don’t have any equipment or clothes.”

“Oh, bad luck,” said Diana.  "That’s a bug. You’re not supposed to lose your clothes when you get killed, just whatever you’re holding. Devs are working on it, so they say, anyway. They shouldn’t really let you get attacked straight after the tutorial, either. Supposed to be a grace period to let a person get their bearings before the shit really hits the fan. Sounds like you ran into all the bugs. Really unlucky.”

Britta was finding it hard not to stare. The body standing in front of her not only looked like a real body, it also looked completely unreal. The arms and legs were heavily muscled, but the breast and narrow hips made her look surprisingly feminine. The hair was long and golden, like something out of a shampoo commercial. And the face was easily good enough to be a model’s. Diana had clearly spent a lot of time in the character creation menu to make herself look this way.

Was that sad? Was she a fat, middle-aged housewife who comforted herself by pretending to be an Amazonian goddess?

Then again, would a housewife be playing in the closed beta of this game? Or any game?

Britta stopped herself. She was being judgmental. She knew nothing about this person—her wild guesses were meaningless.

“Yeah. I guess I was unlucky. I’m not really sure what I’m supposed to do now.”

“Ah, yeah, I’m the same. I always zone out during any kind of tutorial. Blah, blah, blah.” She smiled encouragingly. Clearly, she was trying to be friendly although why, Britta had no idea. Judgmental or not, Britta was a bit suspicious about Diana’s intentions.

“Is there any way I can get some clothes or weapons or anything?”

“Well, your old gear will be where you died, assuming no one comes along and grabs it.”

Her old gear comprised of rags and a dagger. It would be nice to have the dagger back, but hardly worth trekking out into the middle of nowhere to find it, even if she knew where to go. 

“I don’t really know where I died, exactly.”

“Oh, it’ll be marked on your map. You can find it using the last known location button.”

Britta had seen no such button, but didn’t want to come across as a complete noob. Even though she was one.

“Right. Of course. Thanks.”

“In the meantime, you could always ask behind the desk. They have a charity box full of bits and pieces. Nothing amazing, but it’s free and it’ll keep you from catching a cold. Not really sure if you can catch a cold here, but you get what I mean. By the way, what class are you, if you don’t mind me asking?”

It wasn’t an unreasonable question, but Britta felt awkward answering it. She didn’t want to make it sound like she could do things she couldn’t, and so far her career as an illusionist hadn’t been very impressive.

“I do a bit of magic,” she said.

“Oh!” Diana’s eyes widened with surprise. “You don’t see many magic users, on account of how weak they are in the beginning. Of course, they’re supposed to be super overpowered by the time they get to the higher levels, but staying alive long enough is the tricky part. Say, you want to team up? I could show you the ropes and whatnot.”

“Erm, no thanks. Not right now. I want to have a look round first, make up my own mind about stuff.”

“Sure, sure. No problem. Just look me up if you change your mind. Diana Cross-Heart.” She lifted a hand and crossed her fingers. A glowing card appeared between them which she flicked over to Britta. It glided across the air and disappeared. 

Do you wish to accept a friend invitation from Diana Cross-heart?

The words appeared in front of Britta. She pressed the Yes button underneath them. How had she done that? Could anyone do it?

“Message me anytime. I’m usually in-game.” Diana turned and wandered off towards a small group across the room. 

Why had she said no? Teaming up with someone who had been here a while, who knew how the game worked and how to not die on your first day, would have been incredibly useful. Things would be much easier.

Perhaps that was why. She didn’t want to have to rely on someone else. Didn’t want to be part of a group and be grateful for what other people were willing to do for her. She didn’t want to be looked down on, even though her height made it kind of unavoidable. But mostly, she wanted to show herself she didn’t need anyone’s help. She was capable of surviving on her own just fine. 

She got up and walked over to the counter Diana had indicated earlier. “Er, hello. Could I have a look in the charity box?”
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                The irony of asking for a handout after deciding not to rely on others didn’t pass Britta by. But sometimes you had to go down before you could go up, and at least it would be getting assistance on her own terms. She wouldn’t have to feel obligated to a cardboard box full of donated clothes.

The woman behind the counter looked down at Britta over the spectacles perched on her long thin nose. She was an elf, or at least that’s what Britta assumed. She had pointy ears which meant elf or Vulcan, as far as boys were concerned. She knew this only too well from her father’s predilections which contained both and in large amounts.

“Guild card?” said the elf in a squeaky voice. It was hard to tell how old she was, but she was certainly very beautiful. Britta imagined some nerd spending weeks designing her to look like the elf of his dreams. It was kind of pathetic, really.

Britta found it hard to peer over the counter at the elf who was in a booth with a small opening to interact through. There was a block of wood on the floor that Britta realised must be there for short people like herself. Adventurers came in all sizes, so accommodations were made.

She stepped onto the block and was able to get her head above the counter.

“I don’t have one. I don’t think I’m a member of the guild.” In the back of her head she'd assumed she'd automatically been made a member of the guild when she started the game, but that seemed unlikely now that she thought about it. “How do I join?”

The elf adjusted her glasses, which Britta was sure she didn’t need and only there to give her that librarian-look men seemed to like so much, and put a sheet of paper on the counter. “Fill that in.” She handed over a pencil.

The form had the same questions on it as the character creation screen. Name, race, class… Britta filled it in, but hesitated when she got to class. Did she really want people knowing she was an illusionist? Apart from them expecting her to do magic that didn’t blind everyone, knowing she was making illusions would make people less susceptible to being fooled by them.

It wasn’t that big a deal since she didn’t plan on playing the game beyond this weekend, but she still wanted to avoid making basic mistakes. Dying over and over wouldn’t be much fun.

“Can I leave this part blank? I don’t want people to know what class I am.”

The elf pursed her lips. “You have to fill in all sections. But you can make it private so only you and guild staff can see it. All information is treated as confidential.”

“How do I make it private?”

The elf reached out a hand and tapped the form with a long slender finger. Next to the space where she was supposed to put her class, there was a small box with the word ‘Private’. The strange thing was, she was sure it hadn’t been there a second ago.

“Check the box,” said the elf.

Britta finished filling in the form and passed it back to the elf who looked it over and then pulled out a small, laminated card. 

“Welcome to the guild. You can use this at any of our branches. You are eligible for one free tea or coffee from the guild canteen per day.”

Britta picked up the shiny card. How had she made it so quickly and did they really have laminating machines in this pre-industrial society? No doubt there would be plenty more anachronisms to roll her eyes at as she travelled around.

The card also had a picture of her which looked like a photograph. They had cameras, too? Probably not. It was the first time Britta had seen her own face. She had seen what a gnome looked like when she had chosen it as her race, but seeing herself was quite a shock. She wouldn’t be winning any beauty pageants. No change there then. Mind you, perhaps by gnome standards she was a bit of a looker. 

“You can take anything that fits from here,” said the elf as she placed a box on the counter. It was too big for Britta to see into and she had to tip it over. Inside were an assortment of clothes, shoes and hats. Like any collection of charity clothing, only the odd sizes were left. Fortunately, Britta was an odd size and she quickly found clothes that fit her perfectly. Soft suede trousers, a white shirt with stains she didn’t dare look too closely at, a black leather cropped jacket and boots.

She didn’t look much like a wizard, but it was a lot better than the rags she’d been given at the church.  And the clothes were scuffed up and broken in which would make her look less of a noob, she hoped.

“Thanks,” said Britta. “I don’t suppose you have any weapons I could have?”

“No,” said the elf, “you have to find your own weapons. Or buy them.”

Which brought up another matter. “How do I make money. As an adventurer, I mean. Do I look for treasure in dungeons or something?”

“You can do that. Simpler to claim a bounty.” She pointed at a wall which was covered in posters, many of them faded to the point of being almost blank. 

Britta stared at them and realised they were wanted posters. They had pictures of various creatures with a reward underneath. Some of the amounts seemed quite large, but was she really the bounty hunter type? How was she supposed to bring them in? Or was she supposed to kill them? But then how would she carry the bodies? It all seemed beyond her abilities.

“Or you could get a job,” said the elf. “I hear McDonald’s is hiring.”

They had a Micky D here?
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                “Do you mean McDonald’s the burger place?” It seemed unlikely the restaurant chain would open a virtual outlet in a game. Even less likely they would hire real people to staff it. Probably just a man whose name was McDonald who hired people to do jobs and errands.

“Yes, the burger place,” said the elf. “You can find it on your map.”

There was a flicker in the corner of Britta’s visions. The semi-transparent map that she’d forgotten about (because it had been so useless) seemed less empty now. 

Britta reached up to see if she could expand it somehow. The moment her finger touched the map, it moved from high on the right to down in front of her, turning as it came down and becoming three-dimensional. It hadn’t done that before. Were they adding updates to the game in real time? Or had asking the elf triggered a change of some sort?

She looked down on the town, the main street and all the alleys. Wireframed building had white tags over them with their name. There was a red triangle in the Adventurer’s Guild, which she assumed was her. When she moved, the triangle moved.

There was also a blue triangle left of the red one. Britta looked to her left to where Diana was standing. When Britta touched the blue triangle with her finger, Diana’s name appeared next to it. She had accepted a friend invite from her and now she could see where she was. No doubt, Diana could also see Britta on her own map.

Known areas obviously didn’t need exploring, it was all laid out for you. Streets, buildings, even shop names. And there, in the central square, were those familiar golden arches. She clicked on them and a new screen opened up. It was the McDonald’s menu with everything you’d expect. Burgers, fries, drinks. Except the prices were in coppers and silvers. 

You could eat Big Mac’s here. Were virtual burgers fat-free? If junk food was as real as everything else, if it tasted the same but you’d suffer none of the consequences, it’d put all the fast food joints out of business. Why risk heart disease, obesity and zits when you could just go virtual?

She closed the menu by tapping it, but when she tried to do the same with the map, her hand passed straight through. 

“Close the map,” she said. Nothing happened. “Map close?”

The map swooped back to its perch in the top right. She felt a little burst of delight at figuring it out. This was how they got you. Like feeding pellets to rats who pressed the right button. 

Why would McDonald’s even support this enterprise? What was in it for them? They weren’t even charging real money for their fake burgers. She would definitely go check it out. Once she made some money.

Which brought her back to the wanted poster. The faces looking down from the wall were gruesome and threatening. Many seemed to be on the point of attacking the person painting their picture. They looked like they deserved to be hunted and killed, but the idea still made Britta uneasy.

She had to stop thinking like this was real, even though that was the point of this entire world. She wouldn’t actually have to kill anything. She would hit it a number of times until it went poof and left behind a bag of coins or something.

It didn’t really matter since she had lost her weapon and her magic seemed to affect no one but herself. There was no way fighting was going to work in her favou and she was certain every monster she met would fancy its chances. She was hardly going to strike fear in the hearts of beasts and men looking like the only raiding she’d ever done was at the local Oxfam store.

She adjusted the trousers that were sliding down her small waist and looked in the box for a belt. She found a piece of string. She wondered if hobo was a playable class in the game.

“Are there any quests I can do that don’t involve killing things?” she asked the elf.

The elf folded her arms on top of the counter and leaned forward, which made her cleavage bulge. If there was any doubt to the gender of the game’s designers... “You can’t accept quests until you’re a Level 3 adventurer.”

She needed quests to get XP, but she wasn’t allowed to do quests until she had enough XP to get to Level 3. How did that make sense?

The elf had a wry smile on her perfect face. Britta felt like smacking it, but that would probably only get her killed, again.
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                “What else does the guild do?” Britta asked. Might as well get all the information she could.

The elf straightened up, which removed the cleavage from Britta’s eyeline, but stuck her giant breasts out so far Britta was tempted to duck. It was a good thing no one had any private parts, this place was a pervert’s paradise.

“Here at the Adventurer’s Guild we can provide you with up to the date information on the latest quests, missions and raids. Upcoming events are regularly updated and news of the latest achievements can be found on our bulletin boards. In addition, the Guild is the number one place to find a party, buy special class equipment and sell your unwanted items.” The elf looked down at Britta like she’d just come out of a trance. “Although you can probably find a better price if you know the right people.” She winked.

The way the characters went from so casual they seemed like real people to automatons spitting out prerecorded words was disconcerting.

There was no point hanging around the guild until she actually had business here. It was obviously meant to be a hub for players following the normal game mode. Kill things, make money, buy better gear, kill bigger things. 

For Britta, this was just a way to pass the time. There was a whole town out there for her to explore. She’d look around until she got bored, and then she’d log out and do her homework. Another exciting weekend. 

“Thanks for your help. I give your character design two out of ten.” She had no idea why she was being mean to a bunch of pixels, but it felt justified. Normally, Britta would be polite to an adult no matter how annoying they were but here she could say what she felt. Which wasn’t necessarily a good thing, but it was enjoyable.

She walked out of the guild and was hit by the noise and smells of New Town. People were still streaming by in their hundreds.

The buildings seemed to go on in all directions. Perhaps she would earn some XP for tourism. She walked down the steps and immediately felt overwhelmed by the crowd. At least she had boots on this time and didn’t sink to her ankles.

It still took quite a bit of effort trudging through the mud. The people doing their best to trample over her didn’t help, either. She wasn’t going to do much sightseeing from this position.

The crowds even made it hard for her to see where she was going. There had to be a different route she could take that would be a little less busy. She took a left to get off the main street but rather than another street, she found herself in a small alley.

It had to lead somewhere so she decided to investigate further. 

The walls on either side got higher, and the shadows made it quite dark. She only saw the dead end when she got to it. She tapped the map in the upper corner and it expanded in front of her. McDonald’s golden arches stood out.

She definitely wanted to see what the in-game McDonald’s was like. Did it smell the same? It would be a bit sad just to hang outside sniffing the air. She decided she had to eat an imaginary Big Mac so she’d be able to compare it to the real thing. That would give a proper idea of how powerful VR was going to be. Would it taste the same? Would it make you want to go to the toilet straight afterwards? 

But that would require money. She looked back at the map. At the twinkling arches. Did they really expect people to come to a fantasy world and work minimum wage? Flipping burger and stacking shelves in glorious 3D? 

What was she even thinking? Here she was in a state of the art, completely mind-blowing simulation, surrounded by fantastic creatures, and she was obsessing over burgers and getting a crappy part-time job. 

She closed the map with a shake of her head and turned around to head back the way she’d come. A large figure loomedahead of her.

“Okay, short stuff,” it growled. “Hand over your valuables.”

She was being mugged. Well the joke was on him, she had nothing worth taking. Perhaps he'd feel sorry for her and give her a loan.

“I don’t have any money,” said Britta. It was hard to make out what her attacker looked like in the shadowy alley. He didn’t have a name tag over his head so perhaps he wasn’t another player, but then there was probably a way to hide your identity. You wouldn’t get far as a criminal if you blasted out your name everywhere you went.

If this was a computer controlled character, did that mean this was a random encounter she’d walked into? When was something good going to randomly happen to her?

“Take off the jacket.” He started lumbering towards her. 

She could make a run for it, but there wasn’t much space either side of him. As he got closer, she could also now see the dagger in his hand. Britta started backing off.
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                Britta held up her empty hands. “Hey, take it easy. I’m new. I just started. I don’t have anything worth stealing.”

“The jacket.” As he came closer she could make out his features a little more. He was bald with a fat, round face and a flat nose that had probably been broken many times. He had stubble that went from his neck almost all the way to his eyeballs, and hair on his chest, his shoulders, his arms, his hands... and he had a big knife. 

She could just give him the jacket and then it would be over. It wasn’t even a nice jacket and it had only been in her possession a few minutes. Easy come, easy go. It was still annoying.

She looked around but there was nothing to help her. No weapons lying around. No door into one of the buildings. She would have to fight or run (and then fight anyway, probably). 

“Jacket,” said the mugger. He’d obviously been programmed with a very limited vocabulary.

Britta made a decision. She wasn’t going to let the game keep killing her and taking her stuff. She might end up dead (again) but she didn’t want to live her life here like she did at home, always doing what would cause the least hassle and avoiding trouble. She often felt like she wanted to punch and kick the people who made her life miserable, but you couldn’t. Not in polite society. 

Nothing polite about this society, though.

“Back off, shithead. I’m a mage. I can set your head on fire.” She stuck out her hands in what she hoped was a threatening manner.

The mugger stopped moving forward. And then he burst out laughing. “Hur, hur. Sure you can. Little girl like you, I’m sure you’re a fire mage.” He began moving again.

Britta couldn’t set stuff on fire, and she didn’t have a weapon, but she did have her two spells. One that never worked and one that she hadn’t tried yet. Might as well give it a whirl.

“Noomar!” she said, waving her hands about like she’d seen witches and wizards do in movies. Nothing happened. It was supposed to make a copy of an object, but she had no idea how to choose the object, or what object to choose even if she did know.

The mugger had stopped when she cast her spell (or didn’t cast her spell) and felt the top of his head. “Doesn’t even feel warm.”

He could have easily jumped her by now but was taking it very slow, which made Britta think he had to be a computer controlled character, an NPC, as they were usually called, although she had no idea what the letters stood for. Maybe she could avoid a fight by triggering a conversation with him.

“Hey, er, nice dagger. Where could I buy one of those?” She didn’t have much practice making small talk with violent thugs.

“Thanks. Come here and you can have a closer look. Hur, hur.”

She was almost at the back wall—nowhere else to go. She looked down and noticed a strange glow coming from her right hand. She turned it over to get a better look and the palm was red (redder than normal) and glowing. 

“Hold on,” she said. “Something weird’s going on.” To her surprise, he actually stopped. 

She reached out a finger and poked her palm with it. The glowing stopped and something moved in the corner of her eye. When she looked up, there was another gnome standing beside her.

It seemed whatever she touched with her glowing hand would be copied. Since she’d touched herself, there were now two little gnomes in the alley. Seeing herself on her guild ID had been odd, but seeing herself in the flesh, as it was, was even odder. Her doppelganger stared back at her.

“How did you do that?” said the mugger, looking from one Britta to the other.

If she was going to make her move, now was the time. She ran.

Britta went to the left, her double went to the right. The mugger couldn’t grab both of them, which gave her a fifty percent chance of escape. They weren’t the best odd, but after so much bad luck she was due a break.

She, of course, didn’t get one.

The mugger lunged towards her; the real her. There was only one option left, and that was to blind herself.

“Artua!” She fully expected it to backfire again.

There was a bright flash, but Britta could still see! The mugger, however, dropped his dagger and put his hands over his eyes with a scream. “I’m blind!” 

It was a bit over the top—some programmer letting loose his love of am-dram—but it gave Britta the chance to get away.

She stopped. There was a large dagger on the ground. She picked it up, turned around and jumped on the mugger’s back. Her copy did the same, although she had nothing in her hands. They both hit the mugger at the same time.

The mugger screamed, arched his back, and then fell forward. He hadn’t simply gone poof and disappeared, he was still here, lying very still. She had felt the blade go into his body. Felt the warmth of his blood as it covered her hands. Was this level of detail really necessary?

She looked over at her mirror image. The look on her face, presumably the same as the look on her own face, was one of guilt. It wasn’t a real person, she hadn’t really killed anyone, but still, she felt like a murderer. 

Her hand was glowing again. She turned it over and the word ‘message’ was lit up in red across her palm. She tapped it with her finger. 

“Congratulations, you have reached level 2,” said an emotionless voice.

Tiny fireworks went off in the palm of her hand.
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                Other than the dragon, the fireworks display going off in her hand was the most impressive thing Britta had seen in New World. The level of details surrounding her, the accuracy of the blades of grass and brick walls, was all technically amazing, but it still looked like grass and walls. The multicoloured lights jumping from her open hand actually looked like something out of a fantasy story.

And it wasn’t even part of the game, it just told her she’d levelled up.

She closed her hand and the fireworks disappeared. Would Level 2 mean her abilities getting boosted? Probably not. These sorts of games tended to have small, incremental changes that added up over time. Becoming slightly better than terrible wouldn’t make the next fight any easier than this one.

She opened her status screen to see if anything was different, forcing herself to ignore the body at her feet.
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Both her HP and MP had gone up a little. She had a whole extra point to add to her stats, which now had a + symbol next to each number. Did it really matter what she added it to? Probably not. 

She already had high Int. Should she keep increasing it so she’d end up super-good at magic? That felt like a long-term goal. She needed something to help her now.

Her inclination was to make herself stronger. The good thing about a fantasy world was that you weren’t held back by the things you were in the real world. Being a girl, being small, not having friends, none of these things made you any less capable. In a computer chip, everything came down to numbers.

If she had Str 10, then she’d be as strong as anyone else with the same level of strength, and she could pump as many points as she wanted into that stat regardless of her size or gender. 

It was ridiculous, of course. A three-foot gnome shouldn’t be able to knock out a giant with a single punch, but if she focused all her points into Str, she probably could. Now she regretted not choosing a fighting class. It would have been hilarious going around picking on all the big, macho barbarians and knights. 

She added the point to Str, pushing it up to 6. The difference would be slight, but perhaps it wouldn’t be quite so difficult to stab someone next time. Britta looked at the corpse lying next to her and a shiver went through her. Only a game, only a game, she repeated to herself.

There was also a message saying ‘New Spell’ near the bottom of the screen. She pressed it and it took her to a new page.

Choose one: Ventriloquism, Magic Wall, Fireball

Ventriloquism enabled her to make sounds. Useful for distracting or tricking people, she supposed. 

Magic Wall was literally a wall. You could hide behind it, but it wouldn’t stop things passing through so you couldn’t use it like a shield. 

The last one caught her attention, though. Fireball seemed like the sort of spell proper wizards would use. Getting it at level 2 seemed to good to be true. Which it was.

She was an illusionist, and this fireball wasn’t real. It just looked like a fireball. If the target believed it was real, then they would take the damage as though they had been hit by an actual ball of fire, but at her low level, their chance to know it was fake was very high. And if the target was an inanimate object like building, there’d be no effect.

It probably wouldn’t be very useful, but she still felt like it was better than the other two, which weren’t very useful either. She chose it.
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Spork? What kind of magic word was that? She really had to redefine all her spell casting triggers.

Britta closed the status screen and was faced with the corpse. It still hadn’t disappeared like any decent pixelated monster was supposed to, leaving behind loot. She had his dagger, which was like a sword in her tiny hands. She didn’t really fancy going through his pockets but he might have something useful on him. Money, for a start.

She gritted her teeth and kneeled down and quickly checked in the pockets of his trousers. It felt horrible squeezing her hands inside them. 

Only a game. Only a game.

She could only make a cursory search before it became too much for her to bear and she jumped back, breathing hard. She’d found nothing.

Was she supposed to leave the body here? If it was discovered, she might get in trouble. But that didn’t seem right. He was a criminal and she'd only defended herself, even though, technically, she’d stabbed him in the back.

It suddenly occurred to her that if he was a criminal, then perhaps his picture was up on the wall in the guild along with all the others. Which meant there might be a bounty on him, one Britta could collect. 

But how would she prove it? She certainly couldn’t carry the body. And even if she could, it would be kind of awkward if he wasn’t up on the wall and she was dragging in a random guy she’d killed.

“Hey! You there, what are you doing?”

The shout came from the end of the alley. There were three figures standing there.

“Who’s that on the ground?”

“Looks like Big Freddy. Is he dead?”

“She killed him. Grab her.”

Britta’s grip tightened on the dagger. There was no way she could beat three of them. And if she died, she’d lose everything again. Of course, she did have a fake fireball now.
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                Britta raised her hands and shouted, “Spork!” It felt like an incredibly dumb thing to be yelling, but there wasn’t much she could do about that right now.

Nothing happened.

You don’t have enough mana, said the calm voice from somewhere above her.

Great. She had used up her MP casting the other two spells and didn’t have any left. Would have been nice if she’d been made aware of that before she’d randomly called out a piece of cutlery at her attackers. Why simply die when you can embarrass yourself first?

The three men running down the alley towards her hesitated as she waved her hands at them, one of them even dived to the ground and did a forward roll which would have looked very cool if there had been a fireball, but they quickly closed in on her when there was no magical attack.

They surrounded her and had clubs in their hands. The somersaulter looked particularly red-faced, probably because she’d made him roll around in the dirt for no apparent reason.

“Take it easy, guys,” said Britta, trying, belatedly, to calm the situation. “He was like that when I got here.”

It wasn’t a very convincing explanation, especially as she had a bloody knife in her hand and a corpse at her feet, but these were computer controlled AI with very basic thought processes, Britta hoped. Somewhere, numbers were being randomly generated and even if there was only a one percent chance they would believe her, there was still a chance.

“You expect us to believe that?” said the biggest of the three. He also had the biggest club. “Clearly you’ve killed this man. Did you have a good reason?”

The way he spoke didn’t sound like a thug, he sounded more like a policeman. Now that she had a chance to look at them, they were all wearing very similar outfits and matching helmets. It seemed unlikely they would be so coordinated unless it was some kind of uniform.

“Who are you?” blurted out Britta. 

“Captain Jerrod of the New Town Guard. I suggest you explain what happened. We’ll have to take you in.”

At least they weren’t more muggers. 

“He attacked me and I defended myself. It was self-defence. “

“I see,” said Captain Jerrod. “And that’s your dagger is it?”

Britta looked at the knife in her hand. “Yes.” She didn’t want to give up the only weapon she had.

“We’ll have to take it. It’s evidence.”

Had they let some Law & Order fan program the cops? Why they hell would they want the dagger? Fingerprints?

“I need it. I’m an adventurer.” It sounded a completely stupid thing to say.

“Oh, are you with the guild?” The captain’s demeanour seemed to change. He suddenly became much more polite. “May I see you card?”

Britta took out her guild card and handed it over. He looked at it and then passed it back.

“That’s fine then.”

That was it? Was a guild card a licence to kill? Was she James Bond now? Or perhaps she was allowed to kill criminals.

“Do you think there might be a bounty on him?” she said.

“On Freddy?” said one of the other men. “No chance. Who’d pay anything for him?”

The two subordinates rolled the body, revealing Freddy's face. It was frozen in a grimace and his eyes were wide open.

“You didn’t have to kill him,” said Captain Jerrod as he looked the body over. “He wasn’t even armed.”

She’d already said it was her dagger, so she couldn’t tell him the truth. He might still take it off her. 

“It all happened so quickly, he jumped me and I reacted. I didn’t mean to kill him.” Which probably would have sounded a lot better if the wound hadn’t been in her victim’s back, but the guards didn’t seem like they were going to make a big deal about it.

They picked up the corpse between two of them, one by the hands, the other by the feet, and carried him out of the alley.

“We’ll take care of it from here,” said Captain Jerrod. “Mind how you go.” He touched the rim of his helmet and followed his men.

Britta was left standing in the alley. It seemed a guild card had all sorts of uses. 

She had managed to survive an attack and avoid getting thrown in jail, which was a relief. Judging by how seriously the game took its level of realism, prison would probably mean literally sitting in a cell for hours on end. 

Her spells had worked better, except when she ran out of mana, which was frustrating. She had to figure out a better way to keep track of her stats, and she also needed to change how she cast her spells. Screaming Spork! at people was too embarrassing. In fact, it would probably help if she took a moment to go through the whole status screen and try to understand it. 

Even though she had only intended to have a look around, now that she had spent a little time in this world, she wanted to have at least a rudimentary grasp of the controls. Rudimentary enough so that she didn’t get killed every five minutes
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                Britta felt an uncomfortable strain in her lower regions. She didn’t have a stomach or intestines here, but the body back home in the pod did. She needed a bio break.

Now that she knew how to log out, it was a simple matter to leave the game. What she still didn’t know was where she would come back to. Where she was standing now in the alley? In the Church of Roha? It would be best to figure these things out sooner rather than later.

She hit the Exit button on the status screen and woke up in the pod. She pushed the lid up and was back in her darkened living room. It felt strange to be in her own body again. She carefully stepped out of the pod, ready for the vertigo. It came but wasn’t as bad as before. It passed after a few seconds.

She stumbled through the darkness and turned on the light. The real world was a little mundane after dragons and alley fights. The colours felt muted and dull. She went to the bathroom first, then to the kitchen to make herself some toast and a cup of tea. It was after 2 AM, much later than she had expected. She hadn’t had anything for dinner and the hunger was real. Six slices of toast later she was ready to return.

In fact, all Britta had done while eating was plan her next move in New World. Toast was hardly a proper meal but it was quick to make, quick to eat. There was a sense of urgency to get back. Games were addictive, but it had been a while since one had really hooked her. It was quite exciting. 

It felt familiar and comfortable as she slid back into position in the pod. The darkness as the lid closed was no longer scary and suffocating, it was welcome.

She opened her eyes to familiar walls. She was in the church again, in the same small room or one very similar. The dagger was still in the rope-belt around her waist where she’d left it.

Equipment and items didn’t get lost the way they did when you died. That was good. It was probably obvious but Britta didn’t want to take anything for granted. Game designers were apt to overlook very basic things even after months of testing. 

Sister Florence didn’t come bursting in this time. Britta opened the door and poked her head out. The interior of the temple looked the same, just as empty as last time. If this was her restore point, would it change when she moved around the world? Once she had more than one, would she be able to choose where she revived?

She closed the door and sat down on the hard stone slab that served as a bed. It would be a good idea, she decided, to make a thorough inspection of the controls and buttons in her status screen, and doing it here would be safer than outside.

Her approach was simple: find every menu, press every button. If she did something stupid and managed to accidentally kill herself at least she would return here and her dagger would be where she died, assuming one of the nuns didn’t nick it.

Britta went through the status screen with the intent of seeing all the options and it was a very different experience compared to when she was rushing through it as quickly as possible. She found loads of drop down menus and buttons and sliders.

There was a setting for colour that moved all the way down to zero. Everything around her went black and white. The other end of the slider, it went garish technicolour. No wonder the real world had seemed lacklustre, you could actually make the world a more colourful place here. She returned it to a setting that was realistic, with a touch extra.

Audio was also changeable. She changed the settings and clapped her hands to get a sense of how much of a difference there was. At the highest setting it was like a crack of thunder.

Alongside that there was the option to play music. Britta assumed only she would be able to hear it, but the idea of walking around with your own personal theme playing would no doubt be very appealing to certain people. Mainly boys.

All that stuff was vaguely interesting, but not really helpful when it came to playing the game. What was far more useful was the page that allowed you to customise your status screen and HUD. 

You could actually change what you saw as you walked around. She already knew you could have the map in the top corner of your vision, but she could have her health and mana displayed, too. That way, she would know when she was about to die and when she had used up her magic. There was also a clock she could put up showing the time in the real world. It made the immersion a little less, having readouts in front of you like some kind of android, but it would make not dying a lot easier.

The other page she found particularly useful was the spellcasting options. Here, she could change what words to use when casting spells and even forego words altogether and use gestures. Perfect. Rather than having to shout embarrassing words she could just point or something.

There was a warning to not choose words or gestures that might be made accidentally, which made sense. You wouldn’t want to shoot off a fireball in the middle of a conversation because you clapped your hands together.

For her blinding light that only worked half the time she chose a finger-gun with a thumb-cocking motion. She had a vague hope pointing it away from herself would make it less likely to go off in her own face. She had to press a button and then make the gesture within three seconds. Then a computer graphic of a hand repeated the gesture and asked her to okay it.

Mirror was closing one fist with the thumb inside and then touching the object to be copied. Fireball was throwing out her hand like she was casting a fishing line.

Now that she had all these new moves, it was time to try them out. Here, in an empty room, seemed the best place, and the safest place. First, she tried the Glamor spell. She pointed her finger and cocked her thumb. Nothing happened. 

She did it over and over, and the fifth time it went off. There was a bright flash and some blinking on her part, but she wasn’t blind. On her display, her mana had gone down slightly. She did it a couple more times to make sure she’d got it. The trick was to keep her hand very still and do it quick.

For Mirror, she made a copy of herself who appeared sitting beside her. She hadn’t paid attention to how long the apparition had lasted on the previous occasion; after the guards had turned up her focus had been on them and when she looked again the copy was gone. This time she would time it to make sure.

Mirror took a larger chunk of her mana, but she still had more than half left. Last of all was the fireball. She felt a bit apprehensive using it indoors, but it was only an illusion, not the real thing. The walls wouldn’t burst into flames, she hoped.

She made the fishing rod move and a flaming red beach ball flew from her hand making a roaring sound. The door to the room opened and Sister Florence screamed.
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                Sister Florence raised her hands and turned her head, her eyes shut tight. The fireball struck her in the stomach and then passed straight through her yellow smock without leaving a mark. There was a bright bloom of orange light behind her.

The nun slowly opened her eyes. She straightened up and looked around. 

“I could have sworn… I must be seeing things.” She shook her head and turned her attention to Britta. “Ah, you’re back, B. Anything I can do for ya, now?”

Britta was surprised the nun had remembered her, NPCs didn’t usually have that kind of depth. It was an unnecessary load on the hardware. It was impressive how far the game designers had gone to add a little realism to the game.

“I’m fine, thanks,” said Britta, feeling a bit guilty about almost killing a person who didn’t really exist. She wasn’t sure why the fireball had no effect. Possibly the nun had resisted the spell, or maybe it wasn’t possible to harm her. Characters were sometimes immortal so that they were always there to perform their function. 

The status screen was still open and obscured her vision somewhat so she brought her hands together to close it. A message appeared:

Save changes?

She pressed the Yes button. The message disappeared and her hand began glowing red. She turned it over.

You have a message.

She touched her palm and a screen opened in front of her. She read the short message.

“It says I have a parcel waiting for me at the post office. Do you know where that is?”

“Oh, yes, I can tell you all about the best places in town. Would you like to know the location of the post office?”

Sister Florence had reverted to information mode. She stood there, silently waiting with an expectant look on her face.

Britta had expected Yes/No buttons to appear, but they hadn’t.

“Yes?” said Britta, not sure if it would work.

“Excellent,” said Florence, returning to life like a robot whose switch had been flipped back on. “Here you are.” She reached out her hand like she was giving Britta something, but her hand was empty.

“Er, thanks.” Britta waited for something else to happen but Florence just took her hand back and stood there.

A soft glow caught Britta’s attention. It was the map in the top right of her field of vision.

She reached up and touched it, bringing it down in front of her.

There was a building further down the street with a tag that was pulsing. The post office. It wasn’t too far and apparently there was a parcel there with her name on it. She didn’t know who had sent it, but who doesn’t like getting a parcel?

“I’m going to the post office,” said Britta, not really sure why she was telling Florence who was smiling inanely. “See you later.”

Britta left the nun and made her way back outside. The breeze, the smells, the sounds, it all hit her at once and almost overwhelmed her. It was so strange to experience these mundane things like they were brand new. She would probably get used to it in time, but for now she took a deep breath and savoured it.

The street wasn’t as busy as it had been. There were still plenty of people (and things she wasn’t sure were people) but nowhere near as many. Had there been some reason for the large crowd before? Rush hour?

She looked down at the map. It was still open in front of her like she was carrying a model of the town on a tray. The post office wasn’t very far and not difficult to get to, so there was no reason to keep the map open. 

“Map close,” she said. The map returned to the top right.

The road, although less crowded, was still very muddy. Rather than wade through all that muck, Britta stuck to the narrow boardwalks that ran along the fronts of the buildings. She passed a couple of other players who she recognised by the tags over their heads. They didn’t even look in her direction; too busy with important quests, no doubt.

The post office was a small building with a large red sign outside. It was noticeably busier than the buildings on either side of it, with people going in and out. The interior was larger than she’d expected, something you could do in a digital world. There were counters and a line in front of each. She spotted half a dozen players by their tags which meant the others were all NPCs. It was all very well wanting to create a realistic town setting, but a bit inconvenient if it made you wait in a queue for no reason. Or it could be that it was possible to hide your tag. Some people would want to sneak around without being noticed. Or seen on a map. 

She got behind a large lady in a shiny, satin dress and opened her status screen to see if she could figure out how to turn off her name tag. By the time she reached the counter, she still hadn’t found the appropriate button. Perhaps there was a requirement before she had access to it.

The young man behind the counter smiled at her. “How can I help you today, Miss?”

There was a box at her feet, a step for shorter people, like in the guild. With dwarves and pixies and all the other diminutive classes it made sense that there would be these accommodations. 

Britta stepped up. “I think you have a parcel for me. My name’s—” but the boy was already gone.

He returned in a couple of seconds carrying a large parcel wrapped in gold foil with a large red bow on top.

“This is for you,” he said, his eyes twinkling. Literally, light was shining at the corners. “Amazing things could be in here, wonderful things. Who knows? Maybe a legendary weapon or a mount. Or a fabled pet. Just open it and find out.”

He handed over the box like it was the most precious thing in the world, smiling so wide his big white teeth threatened to take over his whole face.

Bit over the top, thought Britta as she took the parcel. She looked at the grinning clerk. Then at the ridiculously over-dressed box. There was definitely something suspect about the package. 

“Go on, open it,” insisted the twinkle-eyed boy. “It’s going to be a wonderful surprise.”

Yep, very suspect. Shame she didn’t choose the thief class, she could have checked for traps.

The box was quite light. Britta gave it a rattle—there was definitely something inside. She looked around to see where she could open it. There didn’t seem to be a designated area. Behind her, the queue had disappeared. The boy winked at her, and there was the sound of someone hitting a triangle.

Something odd was going on but Britta couldn’t be bothered with finding out what. She was in a game, who knew what was important and what was some pointless ‘flavour’ some bored game developer had added?

She placed the box back onto the counter and pulled at the bow. The ribbon slid effortlessly off the box. She lifted the lid and tilted the box to look inside.
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                There was an assortment of small objects in the box. She pulled them out one by one.

Three small bottles, one red, one blue, one pink. A wooden disc the size of her hand. A hat of some kind—it was quite stiff and looked uncomfortable. And an egg. Not the kind you have for breakfast, this one was mottled red and yellow and barely fit in both hands. Someone had decided to send her a bunch of junk, it seemed.

“Oh, never mind,” said the boy. “No legendary items this time, but you never know what you’ll get in a New World gift box. Only two ninety-nine U.S. dollars, one ninety-nine in euros. All major credit cards accepted!”

She realised what it was. This freebie was to get her to buy more of these boxes for the small chance she might get some amazing in-game item. Gambling, basically.

So much for immersion. Not exactly staying within game lore to mention real world currencies and credit cards. No doubt there would be plenty of people who would shell out vast amounts to win a flashy mount like the tiger she had seen earlier. She wondered if Dad had bought any of these.

The boy was still grinning at her, arching his eyebrows suggestively. “You can buy a New World gift box at any post office in any town.”

“I’d rather eat broken glass,” said Britta.

“Excellent! We’ll see you next time.” There was no sarcasm, no change in his gormless expression. He looked over her head. “Next please!”

Britta turned around. There was a whole line of people waiting behind her.  She was about to step off the platform when a thought occurred to her. “Is there somewhere I can sell stuff?”

“Yes!” said the boy brightly. “You can buy and sell items at the auction house.”

That was right, the elf at the guild had mentioned it. The items themselves didn’t look like much but even a few pennies would be helpful at this point. And the box looked sturdy, perhaps she could find a use for it. 

She left the post office and sat down on the steps outside. People were going in and out, but they weren’t real people and were too busy pretending to be on important business to notice her. She rummaged around in the box.

The bottle of blue liquid was the smallest, about the size of a bottle of nail varnish. There was nothing written on it. There had to be a way to identify what it was.

“Identify,” said Britta on a whim. There was a sudden change in the world around her, or at least in the way she was perceiving it. The colours drained out of everything except for the bottle in her hand. It still looked the same but now it had a tag over it that said ‘Mana Potion.’

She touched the tag and a screen opened.

Restores up to 10 MP.

Britta looked at the blue bar at the bottom of her vision. The blue had returned to about a quarter of what it had been. At this rate, it would take a few hours to get back to full. Her total amount of MP was thirty, so an extra ten would mean she could cast a couple of spells in a pinch. Someone who used their magic a lot would need a big supply of these potions. They probably sold them somewhere. There was no way the only way to get them was by buying a gift box. That would be outrageous.

She took out the red bottle. It was only slightly larger than the blue one. “Identify.”

The tag said ‘Health Potion’. 

Restores up to 10 HP.

Her health was only twelve, so this would give her near full healing, assuming she wasn’t killed in one hit.

The pink bottle was not only the biggest but also the fanciest. The bottle was like for some exotic perfume. The gloop inside looked like children’s cough medicine. The tag said ‘Dye.’

Fuchsia dye, lasts for 30 days.

Temporary dye. You could use it to change the colour of your outfit and if you liked it, then you’d have to buy some more. Such a scam. At least she might get some money for it in the auction house. Maybe bright pink was a rare colour and worth thousands. Unlikely.

The hat looked like it might fit her. The tag said ‘Leather helmet.’ 

Poorly made hat that provides minimal protection.

Great. It didn’t even look nice, more like a soup bowl made out of carpet. She tried it on. It slipped off. She tried again but it was like trying to push two magnets together. She checked the tag again. She scrolled down and found more text. 

Not usable by your class.

Another one for the auction house. She picked up the wooden disc next. It has a picture of a horse on it. The tag said ‘Mount Token.’ Promising…

The Quest for a Mount. Would you like to accept this quest?

She pressed the Yes button. She wouldn’t mind riding around on a horse instead of trudging through waist-high mud. Well, a pony might be better considering her size.

This quest is available at Level 3.

What was the point of even giving it to her if she couldn’t accept it? She threw it back in the box. It bounced off the egg. Britta quickly grabbed the egg, afraid she might have broken it. There was no sign of any damage. No crack.

The tag over it was empty. Just blank white. Britta tapped it.

Unable to identify.

Mystery egg. Was she supposed to cook it? Sit on it until it hatched? There could be a baby dragon inside, or a phoenix. Or more likely a cute pointless thing that looked nice but did nothing. Whatever it was, she suspected it would be a way for A.P.E. to make money.

What she needed was a bag to carry all this stuff in. The box was too awkward and she didn’t have any pockets. 

“Inventory,” she said on the off chance it was like other games where you could store stuff in a magic bag.

Her status screen opened on a blank page divided into six segments. She picked up the egg and tried to place it on the screen, expecting her hand to go right through it. To her surprise, the egg jumped out of her hand and turned into a picture in one of the segments.

She had room for six items. At the bottom of the page was a button that said ‘Purchase more slots.’

Of course. Well, she wouldn’t need much space. She put the disc, hat and three bottles in each of the empty spaces. That took up all the available slots, leaving her with just the box. She realised her mistake.

She took everything back out—she just had to reach for it and it jumped into her hand—and put them all in the box. Then she put the box in one slot. She didn’t know how much she would get for those items in the auction house, but the box was worth its weight in gold.
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                Now that Britta had stuff, and even a place to put it, she felt rather pleased with herself. Progress was being made, and that was the point of these sorts of games, to make progress.

The whole idea of the gift box left a slightly nasty taste in her mouth but it wasn’t like she was going to buy any. APE was basically playing the role of drug dealer, giving away the first one for free. And then you pay. Could they even be called gift boxes? It isn’t a gift if it costs you money.

There was no point dwelling on it. APE was in business to make money, and if people were dumb enough to fall for it—and they probably were—that was their look out.

She had also discovered a new ability to identify objects. It was probably a basic skill everyone had, but it would certainly come in useful. How many other abilities did she have that she knew nothing about? She began to regret not taking the tutorial seriously. There really should have been a way to go over the tutorial again. She knew it was her own fault for skipping it, but would it have been so hard to put in a list of basic instructions somewhere?

There probably was, and she’d know where if she’d done the tutorial. If the game wasn’t in beta and hidden behind strict NDAs, there’d also be guides and simple tips on the internet. Gamers loved to play games that were incredibly hard, and they also loved to cheat.

Britta took the dagger from her belt. It looked more like a short sword in her hands. 

“Identify.”

The dagger intensified in colour and shape, like it was the only real thing in a painted background. A tag appeared over it that said ‘Cursed Dagger.’

That didn’t sound good. She reached up to tap the tag but hesitated. Would she unleash some terrible curse on herself by opening the next screen? The dagger had belonged to a low-level thug. It was unlikely to be some doomsday device.

She clicked on the button and a second screen opened. 

Unable to identify at your level.

She breathed a sigh of relief. Her low level had come to her rescue. Whatever was wrong with the dagger would have to wait to ruin her gaming experience. Not that she had much choice but to use it. It was the only weapon she had.

She stood up and put the dagger back in her makeshift belt. What to do now? With an open world and no instructions, there wasn’t an obvious next step. At least, not one that she could see. 

Around her, people were scurrying about. She spotted a couple with tags over their heads—other players. She could try asking them how they started. The idea didn’t sit well with her. She really didn’t want to rely on other people or ask for favours. Here, she would prove she didn’t need anyone’s help. It would be good practice for the real world. 

There was a distant rumble and the sky looked grey and unfriendly. Clouds were rolling towards the town. They weren’t just fluffy, off-white balls of cotton, these looked purple and angry, and they were moving very fast.

A wind picked up and knocked things over. People struggled to stay on their feet and looked for things to hold onto.

Britta grabbed onto the railing at the side of the steps. The wind was strong enough to push full-sized people over; it would probably blow her away altogether. 

It lasted a few seconds, and then there was a lull. The wind died down and everyone looked around, relieved. And then they began running.

Britta couldn’t understand it at first. Where were they going? All of them, as one, were running down the street in the same direction. It was hard for her to see clearly because of her height. She climbed on top of the railing she’d been clinging to so she could get a better view. 

“Run! Run!” people screamed. “They’re coming!”

Then the crowds were gone. The street was empty as everyone fled down the other end, and Britta could finally see what they had been running from. 

Moving slowly towards her, in a huge, shuffling mass, were hundreds of decaying, rotting corpses. They weren't very hard to identify if you'd ever seen a horror movie. Zombies. 
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                Surprisingly, Britta didn’t feel scared. They were zombies and they looked horrifying, but they also looked like something out of a movie, not real life.

Sure, they had bits of skin hanging off their emaciated faces, and their clothes were tattered and torn, but that only made them as terrifying as a crowd at Glastonbury, watching Bruno Mars and mouthing along to the songs.

They didn’t have weapons. Their limbs looked weak and mangled, and they moved very slowly. Even Britta knew zombies were very low-level monsters. There were a lot of them, but they were easily outmanoeuvred and easily outsmarted. Rather than see it as a wall of death descending on her, Britta saw it more as an opportunity to make easy XP and level up. 

She watched the horde shuffling towards her and considered her options. There really had been no reason for everyone to run away so hysterically (other than for dramatic effect); it would take quite some time for them to arrive. Britta didn’t even feel bad about killing them—they were already dead. 

They weren’t that convincing as monsters. If they were going to go with such an overused character like a zombie, they could have at least added their own touch, maybe freshened up the concept. These zombies weren’t even trying to break out of the stereotype.

Britta smiled to herself. She was turning into a proper game nerd, critiquing the devs ideas like it mattered. It was just a bunch of monsters to kill. A big bunch. Even though they probably wouldn’t be too hard to take down, even for her, she couldn’t fight so many. They would overwhelm her and then try to eat her. She shuddered. That wouldn’t be pleasant.

What she needed to do was wait inside the post office and let them go past. Then she could pick off a few stragglers at the back. She ran back up the steps and found the door closed and locked. She banged on it but there was no response.

No need to panic. She still had time to come up with an alternative plan. As long as she didn’t let herself get surrounded, she would be fine. And if things got a bit hairy, she could always run away. There didn’t seem to be any of the super-fast zombies that movies sometimes introduced to spice things up. No, these were only the basic model with limited intelligence and a fondness for Bruno Mars.

Britta ran back down the steps and set off towards the other end of the street. She didn’t know if this was a one-off event or a regular thing (Zombie Invasion Friday!) but the other players would probably be gathering to take them on. There would be safety in numbers, if she could find them. And she didn’t mind if they did most of the killing and she only had to deal with one or two.

The horde suddenly seemed a lot closer. Either she wasn’t paying attention or the devs were cheating. She ran a little quicker, although it wasn’t easy with legs as small as hers. Surely she couldn’t be outpaced by a zombie.

Up ahead, she saw a line of players, all armed and dressed for battle. She knew they were players from the blue tags over their heads. There was an assortment of types and races. Most were human, although there were some elves and a thing with a cat’s head.  They all had armour and weapons.

Britta felt a bit of a fraud as she reached them. She had very little to offer in terms of either attack or defence. Not that they should mind; they were probably looking forward to mowing down the zombies with as little interference as possible.

Diana was standing off to one side. Happy to see a familiar face, Britta ran over to stand beside her and took out her dagger.

“That won’t do you any good,” said Diana. “Blades don’t work too good against undead types like these. What you need is a blunt force trauma weapon like this.” She lowered the huge club she’d been resting on her shoulder. “Smash their brains in.”

Britta looked down the line and realised everyone had some sort of heavy duty thumping weapon. Clubs, maces, hammers. Even an actual baseball bat. It made sense. Zombies didn’t bleed or feel pain. Unless she planned to slice them to death, she would need something to slam rather than cut.

“Here,” said Diana, “you can borrow this.” She handed Britta a branch. It still had leaves on it.

Britta took it and nearly fell over. It was large and unwieldy and almost impossible to do any damage with, but at least she could pretend to be a tree and hope nobody noticed her.
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                The shambling mass of zombies came ever closer. They made a collective moaning sound that wasn’t so much scary as it was disappointed. It was eerily similar to the noise Britta’s grandmother would make when standing in the butcher’s looking through the glass counter.

The branch in Britta’s hand had a solid heft to it but she couldn’t see it taking down a zombie in less than a dozen hits, and she doubted they would just stand there and let her get her licks in.

The gathered adventurers, by comparison, looked ready to kick ass. She wasn’t sure what they were waiting for, but no one had made a move yet. The etiquette was to wait for the zombies to come to them, it seemed

“Does this happen a lot?” Britta asked.

“They put on these events every couple of weeks,” said Diana. “Gives you a bunch of XP and you can pick up a few cool items, if you’re lucky. They did this one before, about two months back. I guess they want to run it again to see if they got all the bugs out. Last time, half the monsters kept glitching out and wouldn’t die.”

Britta looked down the line. Everyone was eager to get started, she could tell.

“What’s everyone waiting for? Shouldn’t we just attack?”

Diana looked down at her and shook her head. “Not yet. We’ve set a trap for them.”

Britta looked back at the approaching mass but she couldn’t see a trap. Perhaps there was a hidden pit they would all fall into, or a giant boulder was going to be pushed off a rooftop. She checked the roofs but saw nothing.

“Okay, get ready,” said Diana.

“Hey, noobie,” called out one of the larger warrior-types further down the line. His tag said his name was ‘Ramdam’. Britta leaned forward and pointed at herself. “Yeah, you. No kill stealing.”

Britta nodded and then threw a questioning glance up at Diana.

“Kill stealing,” said Diana. “It’s when someone puts in all the effort to fight a monster and then just before they can kill it, someone else jumps in and makes the death blow, taking the XP. Bad manners.”

Britta could see that. You didn’t want to be the one who did all the work and then let someone else get the credit. Even though, in her case, it was probably the only way she’d be able to kill anything. Unless there were some mini-zombies among the herd.

She sensed a change in the people alongside her. They were leaning forward, preparing to charge or something. The zombies weren’t very far away now and their open mouths and stretched out hands looked even more cliched than before. You could think of it as a homage to classic horror movies, or you could just call it lazy.

There was a thwip! Sound and a rope lifted out of the mud, stretching right across the street. The first line of zombies went down and the ones behind stumbled into them. There was a domino effect as the herd turned into a pile.

With a roar, the gathered adventurers charged, waving their weapons over their heads. They began hitting the helpless, writhing heap of zombies with extreme prejudice. Not just striking them but really letting them have it. They smashed and pounded and pulverised.

Britta had stayed back to get an idea of how best to fight. Watching the others might have given her a few tips, but no one else was using a branch and their attacks were fairly straightforward—hit it as hard as you could.

Blood and bone, and other stuff that might have been slime or possibly rotting organs, went flying in all directions. Everyone seemed to be really getting into it, relentlessly converting zombie heads into zombie mush. Watching from the outside, it was a bit disturbing. Even Diana was covered in blood and guts and had a big smile on her face.

Britta slowly approached, looking for a small, weak, preferably toothless zombie to kill.

The others had turned the front line into goo and were climbing over the corpses to get at the ones further back. The zombies were at a great disadvantage with their movements restricted and their colleagues in their way. It was a massacre.

A lone zombie moaned pitifully. He was pinned under a pile of other zombies and had been overlooked by the rampaging adventurers. Would it still be kill stealing if she finished off this one? It didn’t feel like she was taking anyone else’s experience points.

She walked up to it. Everything from the waist down was under dead zombies, its arms scratching at the ground to drag itself out. It paid no attention to Britta.

She raised the branch over her head, closed her eyes, and brought it down on the zombie’s head. There was a crack and she felt it connect, sending vibrations through her hands and into her arms. She opened one eye.

The branch in her hands was broken, one half hanging by a sliver of bark. The zombie’s head was at a ninety degree angle to its neck, which looked painful.

It’s only a game, he didn’t feel anything, Britta told herself.

The head, covered in scabs and patchy hair, shook a little, and then snapped back. The zombie looked up at her. A worm wriggled out of an empty eye socket. The game designers probably thought that was a cool touch.

The zombie didn’t look hurt, it looked pissed off. It dug its fingers into the earth with renewed vigour and pulled its lower half out of the mound. Then it started to get to its feet.
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                A surge of panic shot through Britta. Her face turned cold and clammy, her knees actually shook. The zombie was on its feet and had its one good eye fixed on her. It was much bigger than her and all she had to defend herself with was a broken stick.

“Urrrr.” Its jaw trembled like it was about to fall off its hinges. 

She might not have a weapon, and her chances of winning a one on one fight were slim, but she did have one advantage.

Britta turned and ran away. Even with her small legs, there was no way the slow, shuffling zombie could catch her. All she needed to do was find somewhere to hide, and then find an easier target. Preferably one that had lost all its teeth.

The problem was, there was nowhere to hide. All the buildings had their doors closed and there weren’t any convenient boxes or crates to duck behind. She looked over her shoulder. The zombie was staggering after her. 

There was an entrance to an alley on her left. It looked familiar. Wasn’t there a pile of garbage down there? Not the most comfortable hiding place, but the only one she had. 

It was only when she was halfway down the alley that she realised her mistake. There were plenty of places to hide, but it was also a dead end. If the zombie came after her, she would be trapped. She spun around and started running back the other way.

Up ahead, the zombie filled the exit. Its outstretched arms seemed to reach the walls on either side. She could try to slip past, but there didn’t seem to be much chance of getting by without getting caught. She was small and nimble, she should have excelled at this sort of thing, but every gap looked too small. 

The zombie moaned again. A single zombie—how could she be cornered by such a weak monster? Her character really was terrible.

She still had her spells to help her and she could handle a blind zombie, probably. And if she couldn’t, at least she’d be able to get away from it. Probably.

The gauge at the bottom of her vision showed her mana was still less than half full.

“Inventory.”

A screen opened up and she grabbed the small blue vial. It appeared in her hand. Backing away from her slow yet eventual doom, she pulled out the cork and drank it. The taste was similar to cough medicine.

Her mana bar went back up to nearly full. 

The zombie stumbled closer and Britta raised a hand, made a gun shape, and fired off Glamor. 

There was a flash of light and the zombie kept coming. Its one good eye was very definitely fixed on her. She moved from side to side to makes sure and it shifted its head to watch her.

Damn. The spell had worked, but the zombie must have resisted. Her poor luck had returned to harass her. 

All hope wasn’t lost, though. She cast Mirror and there was a second Britta. The zombie would chow down on her doppelganger while she escaped.

The zombie remained focus on her; the real her. She jumped around, switching places with her double, but the zombie completely ignored the copy. 

What the hell? Was this some kind of super-lucky strain of zombie? She tried Glamor again. It went off but still had no effect. Britta started to get the unsettling feeling that illusions didn’t work on zombies. It made sense. They were, to all effect and purposes, mindless. Hard to trick someone into thinking something when they didn’t actually think.

If that was the case, it was hugely unfair. How could an entire group of monsters be completely immune to everything she could do. And it wasn’t like they were incredibly rare or special. If she couldn’t get past one of these, how was she supposed to deal with something actually stronger than her?

It was annoying but Britta didn’t want to die. The idea of feeling something munching on her neck was not one she looked forward to, especially with this level of realism. She opened her status screen and hit the exit button.

You cannot log out during combat.

Wait, she couldn’t even exit the game? What if there was some emergency she had to attend to? Were they allowed to keep her trapped in here against her will?

The zombie didn’t appear to care about her basic human rights. It was still closing in and she had backed away right to the far end of the alley. Now there was only a brick wall behind her.  She didn’t even have enough mana to use her fireball, not that it would do any good.

She raised her broken stick and prepared to go down fighting.
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                The zombie approached, slowly. Britta had prepared herself for a fraught battle, and then had to wait. There was no hurrying a zombie attack.

She checked her weapon, if it could be called that. The top part still hung off the end by a sliver. She reached up and pulled it off, leaving a point. Perhaps if she hit the zombie in its one good eye, it would be blind. She shuddered at the thought of the bursting eyeball. 

Would she lose all the stuff in her inventory if she died? Perhaps if she hid it in the alley it would still be there when she came back. She had the time. She decided to gamble on the inventory stuff being safe. She opened it up and put her dagger in there, too. That way the only thing she’d lose would be the branch.

There was also the chance she might be able to dodge and get past the zombie. She was small enough to dive between its legs. She took a deep breath, held up the branch like a baseball bat, and prepared to charge.

Thwump!

The zombie’s right leg went spinning off to the side where it bounced off the alley wall and landed behind a barrel. The zombie looked confused, it’s groan sounding more like, “Huh?”

With only one leg, it tipped forward and crashed to the ground. Behind it stood Diana with her large club held high to one side like she’d just hit a golf ball. 

“Thought you might need some help,” she said. Her face was splattered with black liquid. No, dark red… it was blood.

“Oh, er, yes,” said Britta. “Thanks.”

The zombie raised its head, made a complaining sound, and then tried to claw its way closer to Britta. Diana’s boot landed on the zombie’s back, pinning it in place. 

“You want to do the honours?” she said.

Britta wasn’t sure what she meant at first, but when Diana’s glanced at Britta’s hand, she realised she was being offered the chance to finish the zombie off. 

Even though she knew this was a game and the zombie didn’t really exist, it still felt wrong. When she killed her mugger, it had been instinctual and an act of desperation. And that had still felt awful. But this was a game. It wasn’t real. It did look very real, but it wasn’t.

“Sometimes they drop prizes when you kill them,” said Diana. She gave Britta a cheeky wink, that she found disturbing.

Britta looked down at the zombie flailing it’s arms like it was trying to swim towards her. Then is stopped and shuddered, its whole body flickering. It didn’t look so real now. More like bad photoshop. 

“Damn thing’s glitching.” Diana raised her foot and banged it back down again. The zombie returned to its previous, pointless activity. “There you go, all better.

A game. Not real. Britta took the branch in both hands and raised it over her head. 

Smashing the zombie’s head with her low strength would take forever, so she aimed the sharp point at the top of the bald and scabby crown and impaled it as hard as she could.

There was a pop like she’d burst a balloon and something splashed her face. Her eyes had been shut and when she opened them, the zombie’s brains covered the back of its head.

Britta felt sick. She took a deep breath and held it down. She didn’t want to wake up back in the pod covered with puke. This game was more like a murder simulator than adventure funtime. With all the different settings available, there had to be a way to turn down the gore and make it more PG.

“Good shot,” said Diana. “First kill?”

There had been the mugger but Britta didn’t really want to talk about it.  “Yes.”

“Congrats.” She looked around her feet. “No drop, they tend not to once they glitch out like that. Never mind. You get better rewards the more kills you get. Top scorers by the time the event ends get the really cool prizes.”

“How many kills have you got?”

“Eighty-six. Better get back to it if I want to get in the top three.” She turned and ran off, whooping as she went.

Eighty-six? The woman was a serial killer.

There was obviously no chance of Britta getting a high score, she knew that. Maybe there was a special prize for coming last. She looked down at the zombie at her feet. She thought about searching it for items, but its brains were still oozing out of the back of its head. She grabbed the end of the stick still nailed into the zombie’s skull, turned her head away, and pulled. There was a sickening gurgle that felt biologically inaccurate but had probably taken the sound designers days to get just right.

Britta avoided looking down and hurried out of the alley which was quickly becoming her least favourite place in New Town.
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                Britta came hurtling around the corner to find the street paved with corpses. It was like some apocalyptic movie, although the large number of zombies made that kind of unavoidable. But even beyond that, the bodies lying everywhere made it less of a fairy story fantasy land and more of a horror show.

The thought of trying to kill something else wasn’t very appealing. Britta stood by the entrance to the alley and just watched as the other players ran around braining the few zombie survivors. 

The zombies clearly knew what was up and were trying to run away. Unfortunately for them, zombies aren’t built for a quick getaway. As they limped away from the fight, they were quickly chased down and smashed to pulp.

Three players had one poor zombie surrounded and were slowly knocking limbs off it. Was this really a healthy way to play a game? The players were all way better equipped and at a much higher level than the zombies. They probably wouldn’t even get much XP from the fight. It was obviously an event meant for players at Britta’s sort of level, but new players were probably quite rare. Most people had been playing for weeks or months or maybe longer and had no trouble dealing with a few hundred zombies. Plus, they had abilities that actually worked.

At least once they were all dead Britta would be able to log out. The zombie being toyed with appeared to be the last one and it was on its last leg, literally.

It finally stopped moving and everyone casually stood around chatting like they’d just had a game of football in the park. The fact they were drenched in blood and offal, surrounded by the bodies of the dead undead, didn’t seem to bother them.

Britta opened her status screen and tried to logout again. It was past 4 AM and she was tired. 

You cannot log out during combat.

She wasn’t in combat. Was there a zombie left alive somewhere preventing the event from ending? She had no intention of digging under the mound of corpses to find it. She pressed the Exit button again and again, but got the same message.

She walked over to where Diana was standing to ask if there was a way to do a forced exit, but as soon as she started speaking, Diana raised her hand and then stuck up one finger. 

Wait? Wait for what?

A few seconds later she got her answer. The heap of dead zombies began to move. 

At first it looked like something underneath was trying to get out, but there was nothing underneath. It was the pile itself that was moving and growing. The bodies were sticking together and forming a larger creature.

It slowly uncurled and stood up, a giant zombie with a head and arms made of zombies squished into shape like modelling clay.

Everyone was standing around watching the transformation. Britta couldn’t understand why they didn’t attack it while it was still busy getting to its feet. Surely it would be at its most vulnerable then. Perhaps there was something preventing them, or maybe they just considered it rude to interrupt. Having seen how some of them had treated the zombies, she doubted the latter.

The giant zombie looked around with empty eye sockets and moaned loudly. This was some kind of signal because everyone, including a whooping Diana, attacked.

Britta stayed where she was. There was no point her trying to join in, she’d only be in the way and get herself killed. The others had things well in hand and seemed to be working together like they’d done all this before, which they probably had. Being left out was nothing new.

The players had switched their weapons for much flashier ones. Some of them even glowed. Magic? It wouldn’t be a surprise. Britta looked at the branch in her hand. Really, what was the point of a world with such a huge difference in what people could do? If she wanted a world that was massively unfair, she could have just stayed home.

The giant had a number of different attacks—throwing zombie corpses as missiles, stamping on its opponents, swiping them with its long arms—all of which were clearly telegraphed in advance so everyone could get out of the way. It really wasn’t a fair fight.

The giant had its back to her and all the players were in front of it, leaving Britta to watch with no danger of getting involved. She yawned.

With no one even aware of her existence, she could, if she wanted, sneak up behind the giant and stab it in the back of its foot. It wouldn’t kill it, or even it hurt it very much, but it might give her a share of the experience points when the thing finally died. 

She looked at her XP bar. Killing the zombie had pushed it from almost completely empty to about a quarter full. A chunk of XP from the Big Unfriendly Giant might get her to level three, and that would open up the mount quest for her. She could see a lot more of the world on horseback, and hopefully it would be easier to avoid fights.

She slowly sneaked forward. As expected, nobody paid her the slightest attention. Crouched behind a water trough outside a store selling sacks of something (the window was full of them) she opened her inventory. She put the branch in one slot—maybe it would come in useful at some point—and took out her dagger. Run up behind the giant, a quick poke in the heel, then run away. 

She tiptoed forward.
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                Britta crept across the battlefield, afraid her tiny footsteps might give her away. There was far too much yelling and roaring going on for anyone to notice a small gnome sneaking around behind zombisaurus, but it still felt prudent to make as little noise as possible.

This was clearly the advantage of her character. Small, insignificant, unthreatening. She shouldn’t have become a magic user, she should have chosen to be one of the sneaky classes—rogue or thief or whatever they were called in this game. 

Hiding and letting everyone do all the face to face fighting seemed a much better tactic than trying to face monsters herself. Pickpocketing and checking for traps… although messing up and getting stung by poison darts wouldn’t be much fun, either. Maybe an assassin who only stabbed people in the back? She shook the idea out of her head. That was the last thing she wanted to be.

Swapping professions was appealing, but if it was possible it probably required her to be a higher level, or to pay money. The latter seemed the most likely. Either way, it wasn’t something she should be considering now. She ducked low and scurried across open ground.

The fight seemed to be at some kind of impasse. The players were spending most of their time avoiding the zombie’s big attacks. Their own attacks seemed to do little damage. At this rate, the battle could go on for days.

The ground shook and Britta stumbled, barely keeping upright. All she wanted to do was get a quick hit in, then she would retreat to the other end of town. Once she was far enough away, the game was bound to consider her out of combat and she could log out. At least she hoped so.

Britta was only a few metres away from the zombie’s right heel. It was too busy pounding the ground with punches. The shockwaves were knocking the players off their feet and preventing them from getting any decent hits in.

There were tremors beneath Britta’s feet but the backwash was greatly reduced from what the others were having to deal with. This was definitely the way to fight a big, stupid monster—be small and stay out of sight.

There was some kind of planned offensive being made by the players. Rather than randomly striking from all directions, they had split into two groups, with one trying to hold the zombie’s attention while the others rushed forward to get in a surprise attack. Not much of a surprise if the zombie could see them coming.

The zombie was more than capable of taking care of both parties, but it gave Britta the perfect opportunity to mount her own surgical strike. One hit, that was all she wanted.

She ran forward, dagger stretched out in front of her. As she got closer, she could see the foot she was headed towards was made up of smaller zombies all squished together. Their faces and hands mushed flat like they were pressed up against a glass wall. It was an unpleasant sight.

She gritted her teeth and jabbed the point of the blade into the heel. It slid in.

A mangled face just above where she stabbed opened its mouth and screamed in pain, startling Britta. She fell backwards.

Why had it done that? Zombies didn’t feel pain. They didn’t say ouch. The game designers could at least be consistent.

The larger zombie also screamed, after something of a delay. It began hopping up and down on one foot.

Britta watched the strange sight as the ground under her bounced like a waterbed. She’d got her one blow in—she had no idea if it would get her any XP, the others didn’t look like there were any nearer actually killing the thing—and now she had to make her escape. Only, every time she got to her feet, another earthquake would knock her back down. She began crawling away.

The other players weren’t aware of Britta’s role, all they could see was a new phase in the zombie’s attack pattern. It stopped jumping but kept one foot raised. It wasn’t clear what this new attack was meant to do, but the zombie was no longer defending itself as carefully as before. It was wide open.

They all charge forward and focused on the leg not raised into the air. The zombie ignored them and the players quickly reduced the standing leg from tree trunk to whittled twig.

Britta got to her feet and turned to see how close they were to finishing it off. If they managed to kill it, maybe she wouldn’t have to run away.

As she stood there, looking up, the zombie leaned to one side. And kept leaning. It was falling over and it was doing it in her direction.
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                The toppling zombie’s shadow gave a very clear indication of where it was going to land. Britta started running.

In movies, people ran from falling objects in a straight line to make it look more dramatic. Will they make it or will the falling building collapse on top of them? Very exciting when you’re watching it on a screen, and no problem for the person doing the running when they know they’re going to make it because it says so in the script.

Britta was under no such illusions. She took a ninety degree left and ran to the side. The big zombie was hardly going to change direction mid-fall.

Britta felt the shift as the darkness of shadow she’d only just left reclaimed her.

The zombie had thrown its hands wide apart as it fell, its body a giant cross. Even if she avoided getting crushed under the head or torso, she could still get squashed under the arm. She froze, caught in two minds about which was the safest direction to run in, and was now not moving in any direction, which was easily the worst option. She started running again, this time at an angle that would avoid head and arms, hopefully.

The shadow on the ground moved from side to side. Britta looked over her shoulder to see the zombie flailing its arms as it came crashing down. A large hand made up of zombie bodies mushed together landed beside her. It disintegrated on impact, sending zombie bodies flying in every direction.

The rest of the zombie crashed down. The ground jumped and Britta was knocked off her feet. Zombies burst from the fallen corpse, whizzing through the air and ricocheting off buildings. 

Britta was clinging to the ground, arms covering her head. She risked a peek and saw a surprised looking zombie sail by.

Other than a face full of dirt, Britta didn’t seem to be hurt. She checked her health bar and it was still full. She slowly got to her feet and turned around. 

Large pieces of rubble and masonry filled the street. The zombie had fragmented when it hit the ground. All the smaller zombies had been shaken free and were now individuals again. And they were getting up.

Britta’s heart sank. Really? It wasn’t over yet? 

Groans and moans filled the air as the recently deceased recently deceased staggered around looking for something to attack. Britta looked around for somewhere to hide. The others could take care of them the way they had done before, it was just another wave of low level monsters for them. She, on the other hand, wouldn’t last more than a few seconds.

Britta crouched down thinking that maybe they wouldn’t notice her. The others had already begun the slaughter, it sounded like, and were making enough noise to attract the dead, which was ideal.

One step at a time, Britta began backing away. Her foot hit something behind her. She looked down to find an arm, just an arm, lying on the ground. It grabbed onto her ankle.

Britta screamed. The zombies nearby all turned their heads far more sharply than you would think they would be able to with their decayed, decomposed joints. There was no option but to run. At least she could still get away. She glanced across to Death Alley—not that way. 

As she tensed like she was waiting for the sound of an imaginary starter’s pistol, she noticed something different about the zombies. They didn’t move quite so sluggishly as before. In fact, they too seemed to be tensing, crouching a little lower, arms moving to a running position. 

Now that she was up and looking, she could see the zombies on the far side, where the other players had gathered, weren’t moving with stiff gaits and stilted motions. They were leaping around like crazed fleas.

These weren’t the classic slow shufflers, these were the hyperspeed zombies from movies directed by guys used to making music videos—all quick cuts and thumping techno. She returned her attention to the three zombies who had their eyes (four between them) on her. One of them smiled at her. Its mouth was full of maggots. Britta ran.
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                Britta ran as fast as she could, which wasn’t easy with short gnome legs. Mostly, she dodged and skittered and lurched. There was rubble everywhere. She didn’t understand it. The ground had shook and the surroundings had a post-earthquake look to them, but you expect rubble and debris everywhere after an earthquake because the buildings have fallen down. The building in New Town were all perfectly fine, so where had the large rocks and chunks of masonry come from?

When the giant zombie had toppled over, it burst into hundreds of smaller zombies and, apparently, a quarry’s worth of rocks. Was that the secret ingredient in big-ass zombies? Cheap filler? 

It was probably easier for the programmers to add in random rocks than have to design more zombies. Or maybe the computers couldn’t handle that many moving parts at once. Large lumps of stone probably tended to require less coding.

That was the thing about a digital world, nothing had to make sense. Logic was not a necessary requirement when the whole of creation was pixels in a computer. One minute there was an empty street, the next, an assault course made of bits of broken architecture.

She could hear the zombies giving chase. She sneaked a look over her shoulder. They were running on all fours. Why? Because it looked cool? It made no sense. They weren’t dogs. They were people, or they had been. It would be impossible for them to move so quickly bent over like that. Of course, impossible didn’t matter here. They did move quickly and loped along like cheetahs. Why not just make them fly and give them laser beams coming out of their eyes?

Luckily, they were no better at negotiating the rubble-strewn street than she was. In fact, being larger made it harder for them. Britta was able to slip in between obstacles and even under some while the zombies crashed into them and scrambled over when going around would have been much quicker. 

Running away wouldn’t work, Britta knew that. Once she got to open ground, the three zombies that had targeted her would quickly catch her. She considered stopping and letting the inevitable happen. At least that way she’d get to log out. But she didn’t want to give in. She might end up losing anyway, but not because she just let it happen. 

She skidded under an arch that hadn’t been part of anything, and squeezed between two large pillars from an ancient Greek amphitheatre lying next to each other. 

Instead of running in a straight line, she had gone in an arc and now she was facing back towards the way she’d come; back towards the others.

They were in a group, fighting off hyper-zombies in a ‘circle the wagons’ formation. There were a number of other zombies that were spread out not doing anything. They stood there staring at nothing, swaying slightly until Britta scooted past. Then they snapped into action and joined the mob chasing her. 

Which turned out to be to her advantage. The more there were, the more they got in each other’s way. Collisions sent them cannoning off in all directions, stumbling into their fellows.

By the time she was approaching where the others were making their stand, Britta had quite a large group in her wake. Diana was up ahead. She had switched back to using her large club and was swinging it around, taking off one zombie’s head and then kicking another in the chest. She would be able to handle Britta’s pursuers. She’d probably be pleased Britta had rounded them all up for her to take out in one efficient strike. All she had to do was hand them off, and then she could sneak away while the pro-gamers took care of it.

Only, Diana didn’t seem very pleased to see her. In fact, when she saw the wild rabble Britta was bringing with her, she stopped fighting, turned around, and started running. And the others did the same.

Where were they going? They were supposed to be heroes and heroes didn’t run from a fight. Heroes were supposed to save people in danger. People like her.

Britta was tiring. Her body was lying down in a dark box, not moving at all, but she still felt out of breath. She had been able to keep running for longer than she could in the real world so it wasn’t like she was relying on her true fitness, but there was some kind limit. Which didn’t really make sense. If this was her thinking her actions into existence, why did her lungs feel like they were about to explode?

It reminded her of cross-country running at school, only she never ran this hard around the school fields. And she always had the option to stop for a rest without being eaten alive.

The other players were ahead of her and getting further away. They had no intention of fighting Britta’s battle for her, and there was no way Britta could fight it by herself. She was surprised she hadn’t already been overwhelmed by the dozens of zombies now on her tail. In fact, many of them were running beside her. Some even ahead of her.

Britta slowed down and then stopped. The zombies kept going. They rushed past Britta in a blur. She stood there, untouched, baffled. 
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                Within a few seconds, Britta was standing alone and unthreatened. The zombies had ignored her completely in favour of the other players, who they were now closing in on. She clambered on top of a marble block sitting in the middle of the street to get a better view. 

The players had ended up on the steps of a large building that looked like it could have been a museum or a library. It had lots of columns and large double doors that were closed. The zombies threw themselves at the players who fought them off, but nowhere as easily as when the zombies had been barely able to move.

It was quite exciting to watch. Zombies ganged up on individuals, attacking from all sides, making it very hard to avoid taking damage. These zombies preferred to get in close and grab hold of their opponents, like they were in an MMA fight. They tried to wrap themselves around the players, who wildly swung at them and tried to shake them off. 

You could tell the difference between the people who knew how to fight, keeping the zombies at bay with moves strung together in combos, and those who just flailed around hoping to get in a lucky hit.

Players went down, and once they were on the ground, it was over. Britta couldn’t see very well—she certainly wasn’t going to get closer—but it looked like there was biting involved. Possibly chewing. Certainly screaming. And then dying. 

When a player died, there was an audible chime and they disappeared, leaving behind a small pile of items. It was an odd thing to see someone disappear in front of your eyes.

Despite the difference in numbers, the players were slowly getting the upper hand. When zombies died, they just lay on the ground with their head turned into mush. There were seven players left and a handful of zombies.

Britta hopped off the block and by the time she made it over the last zombie was in the process of being beaten to a pulp by four players. Diana was one of them. 

“Anyone in Darak’s guild?” A skinny man with too many belts and buckles to be practical was standing over a pile of items from one of the dead players and was holding up a mace with spikes. “I’m going to take this shit if someone doesn’t claim it for him.”

If you had friends, they could look after your gear if you died. Otherwise people would steal it. Having people you trusted would be useful, but trusting people in here would be no different than the real world. Risky. Still, it would be useful to have friends, even if it was just for mutual benefits.

Britta headed over towards Diana, but before she could say anything, the large barbarian character, Ramdam, who had spoken to her about kill stealing, pointed his hammer at her and scowled.

“This was your fault. People died because of you.” He sounded very upset.

“They’re not really dead, though, are they?” said Britta nervously . She couldn’t understand why he was so worked up.

“They can’t log back in for twenty-four hours,” he said like he was speaking to a five year old. “On a weekend. Get it? The only time they can stay in the game for more than a couple of hours, and you kick them out.”

“How is that my fault? I didn’t kick them out.” Britta could see how it would be annoying to have a whole weekend to play the game and then have to wait a day to get back in, but she still felt it was unfair to blame her.

“You pulled every mob on the battlefield, you noob!” he shouted. “And then set them on us.”

“I didn’t mean to,” said Britta, her own voice rising in response. “I didn’t tell them to attack you.”

“You don’t have to,” he screamed back. “Our DPS meant out aggro was higher than yours, so obviously they switched to targeting us.”

Britta had no idea what he was talking about. “So what? You killed them, didn’t you? Isn’t that the point of the game? I’m sorry if I ruined your wonderful fun beating up creatures ten times weaker than you, but I’ve only just started and everything is stronger than me. I don’t have any cool weapons or skills. I was running for my life, you were just running away.”

As she was telling him off, the barbarian brought up his status screen. Britta couldn’t actually see the screen but she recognised the gestures as he tapped on thin air. Then he turned and said something to one of the other players, but Britta couldn’t hear what he said. She could see his lips move, but no sound came out. The others all brought up their screens and when they spoke she couldn’t hear them either.

They had blocked her. She couldn’t hear them and they couldn’t hear her. They didn’t want to be her friends. Nobody did.
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                Diana stood on the steps surrounded by the squishy festering bodies of defeated zombies. They were fizzing and bubbling now, sinking into the stone steps. All around, the bodies decomposed like in a speeded up nature film.

Flies buzzed around. 

“That was amazing,” said Diana, a big smile plastered across her sweaty face. Why was she so sweaty, Britta wondered. It wasn’t like she had a real body that needed to cool down. More ‘realism’.

Britta looked over shoulder at the others consulting their status screens. 

“Don’t worry about them,” said Diana. “They’re just in shock. We’ve never managed to kill the boss before. I don’t know why it started hopping around like that, but it gave us the opening we needed. And we’ve never seen the second stage—didn’t even know there was one! Ha, those fast zombies were a bit of a surprise.” She was talking excitedly and with good humour. At least she didn’t blame Britta. Although, from the way she was talking, it almost sounded like it was Britta’s intervention that had been the turning point in the fight. 

Diana opened up her status screen and looked it over. “Hasn’t updated yet. Rewards are supposed to drop when you kill a mob, but there’s some kind of bug. They usually post the rewards. Hope we get something decent.”

Britta opened up her own screen. Nothing had changed. Possibly there was nothing to change. Whether or not she had enabled the win, in reality, all she’d done was poke the big boss once and then run around like a headless chicken.

“You know, there’s a beginner’s dungeon just outside town,” said Diana. “I could help you with it. Easy level up.”

Britta considered the offer. It would help to have someone along who knew what they were doing. But did she really want to follow a better player around while they took care of all the monsters and she picked up scraps of XP here and there? Relying on other people was hardly the best way to become strong and independent. If her real life had taught her anything, it was that the only person she should depend on was herself.

“Thanks, but I’m going to log out for now. It’s four in the morning where I am.”

“Ah, okay.” Diana smiled again. “Well, you’ve got my number. Give me a shout if you need a hand.” She walked off towards the other players who were all chatting excitedly, probably reliving key moments of the battle. Britta couldn’t tell because she couldn’t hear them.

Even though she had used the time as an excuse to turn down Diana’s offer, she was actually quite tired. She hit the exit button and left the game.

When she opened her eyes she was bathed in sweat again. She climbed out of the pod and walked out of the room doing a bit of a zombie impression, trying to avoid the touch of her cold clingy clothes.

She stripped in her room and towelled herself off. She did consider taking a shower but as soon as she put her head down on the pillow to have a moment’s rest, she fell asleep.

Hunger pangs pinched her stomach when she woke. Light streamed in around the edges of her curtains. The clock on her bedside table said it was after three in the afternoon.  Britta was lying on top of her covers and felt a bit cold. She also smelled terrible. 

Her first thought was about the game. The annoyance at how she’d been treated for making a simple mistake—not even a mistake, really—had subsided. If it hadn’t been for her, all those ‘pro’ players would never have defeated the boss monster but they were too wrapped up in themselves to even realise it. A more realistic game didn’t make a difference to people’s personalities. 

It didn’t matter, they could run around pretending they were heroes all they wanted. Britta had given the game a decent go and while it was visually stunning, the game itself was a bit too much like real life. If she wanted to be surrounded by unreasonable people behaving unpleasantly, she didn’t need a pod to experience that.

After a shower and some cereal, she sat in the kitchen in a bathrobe and a towel wrapped around her head. There were plenty of things she could do today. She washed up the dishes and cleaned the countertop. It was Saturday and her homework alone would take all day to complete. She walked out of the kitchen. Or she could binge watch something on Netflix. Or… she looked down. Somehow she had wound up in the living room, standing over the pod.
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                Britta opened her eyes. She was, as expected, back in the temple. The small room looked no different from the last time. Did she always come back to this room or did they just look the same?

Now that she was here, she didn’t really know what she wanted to do. There was plenty of New Town left to explore, and then there was the surrounding areas, but her character wasn’t really equipped to deal with any encounters of a life threatening manner. It had become all too obvious everything could kill her. Weak monsters, plants, inanimate objects—even her own spells. Fighting her way to the top was not going to work out.

The compulsion to be in this world was still strong, though. Back home, she was lying in the pod wrapped in only a towel. Which, admittedly, would help with the buckets of sweat she’d produce while playing the game, but made her feel a little uncomfortable about how the game had sucked her back in. Was she an addict already?

First, she needed to check her status screen to see what she’d gained from taking part in the zombie fight. Deep down she couldn’t help but hope somehow her one hit on the giant zombie’s foot had been the decisive attack and would earn her billions of XP and a magic sword or whatever. Illusionists probably didn’t use swords. Maybe a wand.

As she raised her hands she noticed her palm was glowing. She pressed the ‘message’. Tiny fireworks went off in her hand again. It didn’t feel quite so impressive this time.

“Congratulations, you have reached level 3,” said an emotionless voice.

Well, at least she had gained one level. Now she was level 3 she could do the quest for a mount and ride around on a pony. That at least would be enjoyable, assuming the pony didn’t kill her.

She opened the status screen. She had another point to spend on her abilities. The point in strength she’d added last time hadn’t made much difference, but it wasn’t like she’d tested it much. How do you tell if you’re slightly stronger? There wasn’t a gym where you could lift a few weights to see. Actually, there probably was in the guild, all those musclebound warriors were bound to want to show off their digital muscles, even though they were probably nerds who never went to the gym in real life.

Britta stuck a point in strength again. She would get buff and punch the next zombie she met right in the knee.

Choose one: Ventriloquism, Magic Wall, Shadow Guardian

She had the same options for spells plus a new one. She looked up Shadow Guardian and learned it summoned a shade she could tell to keep watch or go check things. It sounded quite useful. See what’s round the next corner, or have it keep an eye out while you did something you didn’t want to be caught doing. She took it. 

[image: image-placeholder]

She could have spent more time deliberating about which was the best spell for her particular build and skill level, but who had the time? One more crappy spell wouldn’t make much of a difference either way. 

Before she closed the status screen, Britta added a gesture to summon the Shadow Guardian. The casting word was ‘dildo’ and there was no way she was going to say that out loud. No doubt some adolescent programmer thought himself a real wit for sneaking that past his bosses.

She immediately summoned the shade by interlocking the fingers of both hands. Probably not the most efficient gesture, but it was the first thing that had come to mind. It appeared like a mirage, shimmering slightly and wobbling like a poorly tuned black and white television. Dad had one in his office at home, although he never used it. He was one VHS video player away from becoming a total hipster loser.

“Go see if anyone’s outside,” she told it.

“Hidden mode?” it asked in a thin, scratchy voice.

“Yes, hidden mode.” 

The Guardian faded to a less visible grey so it looked like a watery reflection. It floated towards the door and then through it. A moment later it came back.

“The main hall is empty.”

This spell really could turn out to be useful, especially if no one but her could see it. She would have to check next time she ran into another monster, so hopefully never.

“What else can—” Before she could finish her question, the shade faded from view and then disappeared completely.

Britta checked her mana—zero. A useful spell that depleted all her magic. Good thing her other spells were all so terrible she’d never want to use them. Her hand was glowing again. She had a message, another parcel was waiting for her at the post office. More junk mail trying to get money out of her? She would get it later, first she wanted her pony.
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                Britta opened the inventory and dug out the wooden coin. It offered her the quest again and she accepted. There was a ping! sound and a glittering trail appeared in front of her. When it caught the light, it looked like it was made of fairy dust. When it didn’t, it looked like dandruff falling to the ground. 

It was low to the ground and led towards the door like some semi-visible, multi-coloured snake. Britta followed it out.

The temple was empty, just as the shade had said. The trail led to the exit. As she walked through the glittering trail, it faded away. She looked behind her, but there was no sign of it. She took a few steps back and it reappeared. She bent down and swiped her hand through it and showers of sparkles fell to the ground. Her fingers tingled as she did it again and again. What did it say about the game that this was the most fun she’d had since starting?

Britta stepped outside to find New Town back to its former glory. Nothing looked out of place and all the debris and rubble was gone. People walked up and down the street like nothing had happened, almost to an unnatural degree. Some of the citizens looked a bit too familiar to Britta, like she’d seen them walking the same way, surrounded by the same people. 

Not really surprising. The crowd was probably on a loop, repeating the same inconsequential journey day after day until something interrupted them. They weren’t real, although there were plenty of people in the real world whose lives followed a similar pattern.

The snake slithered off to the left. It was much harder to see in bright sunlight, only the odd sparkle catching her eye. She set off after it and kept having to side step out of the way of oncoming pedestrians when her focus was too much on the rainbow trail.

She took a sharp right and stopped. The trail had taken her into an alley. An alley she knew only too well. This was a dead end, as she had discovered to her cost. Why would the trail lead her here? 

There was a strong urge in her not to go any further, but the trail very definitely led to the far end. It twinkled innocently at her.

Would Big Freddy have been reset like the crowds? It would seem a waste of programming to create a character to only retire them forever after they’d been killed once. 

Then again, the game did pride itself on realism. No, he was bound to be back. She slowly entered the alley. She had managed to defeat him last time, and now she was stronger and had more spells at her disposal. It was only when she was halfway down the alley that she remembered she was out of mana.

Abandoning a quest before she’d even started it seemed dumb. Britta took a breath and moved quicker. 

No one jumped out and attacked her. The far end was deserted and ,other than a stone wall, there was nothing of interest. No door, no stable, nothing. The trail led all the way to the back wall, and went through it.

Britta walked right up to the wall and examined it closely. Secret door? She placed her hands on the wall and slid them over the rough surface not knowing what she was looking for. It felt like a wall.

There was a noise. Britta put her ear against the wall. She could hear movement, scuffling… neighing?

She took a step back and reached up to click on her map. It opened up in front of her. The trail could be seen as a multicoloured line weaving through the streets. It went down the alley, through the wall and out the other side, across the street and stopped outside a building. Britta tapped the building and a tag appeared above it. Honest Jasper’s Stables.

Why had the trail taken her to a dead end? Did it assume she could walk through walls? Or was it just buggy and poorly programmed? The latter seemed more likely.

There was a simple route around the block that would lead her to the street the stable was on. Britta sighed and closed the map. She turned around and froze. A large figure stood in the middle of the alley.

“Hand over your valuables, short stuff,” growled Big Freddy. As expected, he’d come back to life and now she’d have to kill him again.
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                The fact he hadn’t stayed dead was in some ways a relief to Britta. If killing NPCs wasn’t permanent, then it wasn’t really killing. More like temporary removal. With blood.

“Come on, come on,” said Big Freddy in a sing song voice. “All your goodies are mine now.”

She knew she couldn’t beat him in a fair fight, and getting lucky again was hardly a reliable strategy. Maybe she could talk her way out of it. She noticed the blade glinting in his hand wasn’t the same as the one now in her belt. He’d come back but his dagger hadn’t?

The only thing she knew about the dagger was that it was cursed. And now it seemed there was only one of it. Did that make it special? Maybe even powerful? Maybe even worth something?

“What’s the curse on this?” She took the dagger from her belt and pointed it at him. 

“Hey! Where’d you get that? That’s mine.”

“I got it off you last time I killed you,” said Britta. How would a computer-generated character respond to news of its own artificiality?

“I remember you. You’re the sneaky cheat who suckerpunched me. Well, Big Freddy don’t die so easy. You better give that back. You give it back right now, or I’m going to punch your head straight through your feet.”

Britta didn’t think that was possible, but she didn’t want to be proven wrong. Still, he seemed more concerned about the dagger than robbing her.  “But it’s cursed, isn’t it? Why do you want a cursed blade?” However this turned out, she'd managed to get into conversation mode, which meant the fighting was at least delayed.

“It’s not cursed, it’s special. It’s an heirloom. Everyone in the Garbolum Family has one. That one’s mine.” He sounded quite aggrieved by the loss. “Give it back. My Da will be mad if he finds out I lost it.” Now he sounded like an anxious kid.

“One minute.” Britta looked down at the dagger. “Identify.” The colours around her faded and the dagger stood out in her hand. The tag now said ‘Garbolum Family Dagger - cursed’. She pressed the tag and a screen opened, full of text. Either Freddy talking about it had changed something, or gaining a level had improved her skill.

Garbolum Family Dagger 

A dagger that identifies the owner as a member of the Garbolum crime family. Awarded as a gift on becoming an official soldier of the family and used in special ceremonies. Carries a magic curse that makes the owner bald over time.

“It makes you bald?” Seemed like a stupid curse. It wouldn’t really have much effect on her, she couldn’t possibly get any more ugly.

“So?” said Freddy defensively, wiping a hand over his bare scalp. “Hair just gets in the way.” He had a large, smooth dome that suited his personality and his line of work.

“I’ll tell you what,” said Britta. “Why don’t we swap? You give me that knife you’ve got there, and you can have this back.” She turned the dagger around and offered him the handle.

It wasn’t a very good deal. He could just kill her and take the dagger for free. 

“Uh, okay.” He tentatively held out the larger knife.

It could have been a trick, but Britta didn’t thinks so. He was just that dumb. 

They both stretched out their hands and, in a quick grab, switched them. The knife was bigger but didn’t feel too bad in her hand. It was like a sword for her.

“Right,” said Big Freddy, “hand over that knife.” He waved the dagger menacingly at her.

He still planned to rob her, just with his own dagger. He would probably still win, even though he had the smaller weapon.

She looked at the bottom of her vision. Her mana had slightly risen. She raised her other hand and pointed her finger. There was a flash of light. 

“Sneaky cheat! Sneak cheat!” roared Big Freddy as he stumbled around blindly. 

Britta ran past him and out of the alley with her new, bigger, uncursed weapon. One way to get an upgrade.
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                Britta took a sharp left and dodged the pedestrians in her way. She glanced back, but there was no sign of a large thug in pursuit. When she got further away, the rainbow trail suddenly reappeared ahead of her. It was merrily pointing the way like it hadn’t just led her into a dead end a moment ago.

At least it was showing the right way this time. Britta slowed to a jog, still nervously checking behind her. It was good to know there was more than one way to deal with a situation, especially when fighting your way out wasn’t much of an option. 

The bar showing her experience points had risen slightly. If she could get XP using methods other than killing things, she might still be able to gain levels. Very slowly.

It took her twenty minutes to walk all the way around the block and back down the other side to the stables. There was probably a faster route, but she was fine with one that didn’t require her to walk through stone walls.

The stable had a large corral out front with half a dozen horses milling about. They all looked far too big for her. There weren’t any with wings or horns sticking out of their heads, which was slightly disappointing. She walked along the fence, peering through the slats. Not only did the animals look completely real, they even smelled real. The cloying odour of manure hung in the air.

A man sat on the fence at the far end, whittling. He didn’t appear to be whittling anything in particular, just hacking bits off a lump of wood. He was dressed in matching leather everything. From hat to boots, everything was the same red-brown colour and had the same intricate design of a rearing horse embroidered all over it. This was the horse guy, no mistake.

His eyes lit up as she approached. “Hey now, adventurer. You look like you’ll be needing transportation, am I right? Here at Honest Jasper’s we sell the finest beasts in New World. Guaranteed to carry you where you need to go, for the price you’re willing to pay.”

It wasn’t much of a sales pitch—a ride that worked for as much money as he could get out of you. Hardly a bargain. He sounded like a used car salesman. Britta held out the wooden disc. Honest Jasper’s face fell.

“Oh. You’re looking for a freebie.” He took the over-sized coin and inspected it. Then he sighed. “How am I ever going to make a living if they keep giving out those things. You only get the basic model with this, you know?”

“What have you got in my size?”

“There is one that might fit you. It’s not here, though. You’ll have to go collect it from the ranch. It’s just outside town.” He handed the coin back. “Give this to Marj.”

Accept quest? said a voice. Two buttons appeared in front of her.

This was the quest? There had to be more to it than simply going to the ranch and getting her horse. Some sort of ambush along the way or maybe the ranch would be under attack when she got there. She pressed Yes.

Jasper had lost interest in her and was back to his whittling. The lump of wood seemed to have grown back to its pre-whittled size.

Her audience seemed to be over, but could there be more to this interaction if she got the guy talking? From what she could tell, NPCs had more than one way of doing things. If you could get them talking, alternatives emerged. It was like there was another game under the one she was being presented with.

“Will I be attacked on the way to the ranch?” She could at least get some information out of him. Games usually gave you the question you needed to ask—it was much harder when you could ask anything.

“Why would anyone attack you?” said Honest jasper. “You just go see my Marj, she’ll see you right. Do you know how I met my wife? Well, let me tell you...” There followed a five minute speech involving young love, horses and haystacks. Lots of haystacks. Britta glazed over halfway through but hung on in case there was something of use at the end. She certainly felt she deserved it after listening to such a tedious tale. But there wasn’t. Jasper just went back to his whittling.

It did prove there was more to these characters than their basic function.

“Is there a shortcut to the ranch?”

“The road leads straight there.” Jasper gave her a quizzical look. “You just go see my Marj, she’ll see you right. Do you know how I met my wife?”

Just because there was extra information to be found, didn’t mean it would be interesting or useful. Britta opened her map while Jasper recounted his love story. There was a red marker outside town. She touched it and a tag came up. Big J Ranch. If the map was to scale it wasn’t very far, about the same distance as walking from one end of the town to the other. The rainbow trail wound across the map, going through a number of buildings. 

Britta used her finger to nudge the trail on the map. It moved aside. By pulling and stretching, she was able to redirect it to stay on roads and open areas. At least this way she could use it as a rough guide.

When she closed the map, Jasper was still going. The trail sparkled in front of her. She looked at the horses within arms reach and shook her head. Most likely everyone who came here was sent off on this quest to get their free ride. Long walk there, quick ride back. Assuming she didn’t get killed along the way. She took out her new, bigger knife and followed the rainbow trail out of town.
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                The route out of town took Bitta past the post office. She had a parcel waiting there, probably more junk mail, but since she was passing she decided to pop in and pick it up. There might actually be something useful this time. 

Even if it was just another reward box, she wouldn’t mind getting another hat, one that she could wear. It was a sunny day and the walk to the ranch would be nicer with her head covered. She could feel the heat of the sun beating down on her even now and tried to keep to the shadier parts of the street.

She reached the post office in a few minutes. The sparkling trail carried on down the street. Britta took a right and walked up the steps.

Inside, there were lines of people everywhere. They all appeared to be NPCs so served no purpose other than to delay her. As she queued up, she thought about why they would bother to inconvenience players like this. It did add a touch of realism, but a bit too much. 

It had to be a money thing. There was bound to be a way to pay for express service or some kind of privileged status that meant you could avoid queues. For real money, of course.

By the time she reached the counter, she'd convinced herself APE. were only out to fleece their customers. They already charged thousands for the pod, but they wanted more. They might be good at building games, but they were even better at being scummy businessmen.

“Well, hello again,” said the grinning buffoon behind the counter. 

Behind her the line had vanished. No surprise there. She climbed onto the step that allowed her to see over the counter. 

“Just shut up and give me my parcel,” snapped Britta.

The boy’s smile dropped for a millisecond, but bounced right back. “Of course.” He disappeared into the back and returned with a large parcel almost identical to the first gift box she’d received, only this time the big bow was blue instead of red.

He placed the box on the counter and waggled his eyebrows at her. “What could it be? Some—”

“Thanks, I’ll pass on the sales pitch. I’m not expected to pay for this one, am I?”

“No, no. Free. Gratis. Yours to keep. It’s a reward for reaching Level 3. A major turning point for all adventurers.” He mouthed ‘wow’ at her. 

Britta ignored him and pulled off the ribbon careful not to rip anything. She didn’t care about the wrapping but she did want to keep the box afterwards to add to her inventory.

She peered inside. There was a hat in there. The same hat as last time. She tried to put it on in case this one was suitable for her class, but it slid off. She suspected these hats were very common and would be worthless at the auction house. Which reminded her she should go there once she collected her mount.

There were three more bottles: red, blue and green. The green was more temporary dye and the red and blue were HP and MP potions. Those would actually come in useful. She really needed to find out where to buy those from. Once she had some money.

The only other thing in the box was a large, golden key. 

“Ooh,” said the boy. “A mystery key!”

Britta turned it over in her hands. It was like a novelty key, far too large to serve any normal purpose like opening a lock.

“Identify.”

The tag over the key said ‘Mystery Key’. When she tapped it, a screen opened up.

[?]

Very useful. “What’s it for?”

The boy shrugged. “It’s a mystery.” 

She found him very irritating. Someone had programmed him to be that way, of course, so it wasn’t really his fault. But still. Irritating.

“Are you happy working here?” she asked him, expecting another pre-programmed glib answer, followed by an attempt to sell her something. 

The smile left his face and his eyes seemed to grow darker. “Not really, but it pays the bills. I have to take care of me and Ma, somehow. If I lost this job I don’t know what I’d do, especially with the Mayor deciding—” suddenly the fake smile jumped back onto his face. “Thank you for your custom. Have a good day.” The smile broadened to the point it looked painful.

Britta was confused by the sudden change. It was odd enough when he started giving her his sob story, but even weirder when he switched back. She also got the feeling she was being watched. 

Britta slowly turned her head to look over her shoulder. Behind her stood a large man wearing a voluminous black cloak with fur trimming and a tricorn hat. He had an impossibly wide face. No one’s face should be so wide.

Around his neck he wore a gold chain with a large medallion hanging from it. 

“Are you the Mayor?” she asked him.

“That’s right,” he said in a booming voice. “Have you finished? I need to post a letter.” He smiled; the corners of his lips took about five seconds to reach his cheeks.

Why would the Mayor suddenly appear in the post office just as she was about to hear some gossip about him? Seemed a bit convenient. She must have triggered some narrative—this week’s episode: ‘The Seedy Underbelly of New Town’. Corruption and bribery at the highest levels; hookers and drug dealers bringing in the dough. It was like a cheesy TV drama. Britta liked cheesy dramas, maybe this was the part of the game she would excel at.
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                “If you’re the Mayor,” asked Britta, “why are you at the post office? Don’t you have someone to do that sort of thing for you?” 

The devs may have been able to make him suddenly appear behind her, but she didn’t have to just accept teleporting civil dignitaries as the norm. 

The Mayor looked a little perturbed at the questioning. He rolled down his bottom lip and peered down at her, brow furrowed. “And what is your name, may I ask?”

She knew he could see her name tag hovering over her head, so this was all a pretence at normal conversation. It took a moment for her to remember what she had called herself.

“I’m B.”

“Like the insect?” He cocked a single bushy eyebrow.

“No, just B. Like the letter.”

The Mayor tapped his chin with the envelope in his hand. They had at least made it look like he had a valid purpose for being here. “And what does B stand for?”

“Nothing. It’s just my name. Like Beyoncé.”

“Ah, I see. B stands for Beyoncé.”

She thought about correcting him, but was it really worth it? She decided not.

“Why are you here posting a letter? Don’t you have staff?”

“I like to get out and about among my people. I’m just an ordinary citizen, after all.” He puffed out his chest and his jewellery clanked and jangled. “If you’ve finished…”

Britta held out the key from her gift box. “What is this?” He looked like the type to know what you do with a big golden key.

The Mayor leaned forward to inspect it. “It appears to be a key.”

“Yes, but what’s it for?” 

He leaned back to an upright position. “We have an excellent locksmith just a little further down the street. Megby Limplan. Tell her I sent you and I’m sure she’ll treat you well. Now, if you don’t mind...” 

“Do you hand out quests to adventurers?”

Now he leaned further back, like he was trying to get a better all round picture of her. “Perhaps when you’re a little more experienced. Now, I really must get on…”

Britta stepped out of the way to let him get to the counter.

“How can I help you today, your grace,” said the boy behind the counter nervously. He was sweating.

“Ah, Dennis. How’s your Ma? Well, I hope?”

“Yes, your grace. Thank you for asking.” His eyes flicked towards Britta. He looked terrified.

“Here.” The Mayor looked to his left, then to his right, then he handed over the envelope. It looked quite thick for a letter. It had a ‘stuffed-with-money’ feel to it. Did they even have paper money here? Probably only to use as a plot device.

“Th-thank you, your grace.” Dennis took the envelope, his eyes flitting from side to side. He very ostentatiously put the envelope inside his jacket. The Mayor nodded slowly. Dennis slowly nodded back.

Between the two of them they were doing an excellent job of making themselves look as suspicious as possible. They clearly knew she was standing right there watching them play out this charade, or at least if this was real they would be aware of her presence during their illicit hand-off. Even if it was for her benefit, they didn’t need to be quite so obvious.

“Hey, what’s in the envelope?” said Britta, loud enough for everyone in the post office to hear.

“A letter to my grandmother,” said the mayor. “Do you mind?”

“No, I don’t mind.”

“Very well. Good day, Miss Beyoncé.” The Mayor turned around and walked out while the people in the post office made muttering sounds, literally. There were going, “Mutter, mutter, mutter.”

Britta looked at Dennis who looked at the ceiling and began whistling.

Clearly something to investigate further. At some point. The thing about quests in games was they never started without you. You had to trigger them and even then you usually had forever to get them done. She could look into it later. Right now she had to go see a woman about a pony.
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                Britta left the nervous, sweating Dennis to his fate. He did look genuinely scared, even shooting her desperate looks that seemed to be asking for help, but Dennis wasn’t real. She could take up the quest later, his problems would remain clinging to him like a cloak tied too tight around his neck, waiting for someone to come along and unknot it for him. 

Outside, the warmth of the sun was nicely balanced by a cool breeze. Well done, devs, Britta offered as a mental compliment. Maybe they could read her mind.

She followed the twinkling trail down the street and into a far less well maintained part of town. The buildings were in poor condition; broken windows and shutters, roofs with bits missing and weeds growing out from between cracks.

There were fewer people too, and the ones there were, stood around looking menacing. They stopped what they were doing and watched Britta walk by.

Was this meant to be the rough part of town? Crime and danger around every corner? It did have a classic downtown vibe to it. To a clichéd extent.

Britta had her new, bigger knife with her. It didn’t make her feel much safer.

“Identify.” She hadn’t bothered to check this one. A tag appeared over it which simply said. ‘Knife’. So, that was clear, then. She tapped it and another screen opened.

[Basic weapon. 1-3 damage.]

She put it away. She didn’t have a scabbard for it so it stuck out of her belt for everyone to see. Either that would come across as intimidating or as a challenge. She moved her jacket to hide the hilt as best she could but it insisted on poking out.

The people were mostly human, as far as she could tell, and looked poor. Dirty with torn clothes, as all poor people were, if you happened to be a game designer who thought Game of Thrones was a documentary.

The buildings turned into shacks and then there was only the dusty road, which was a relief. It was better to be on her own and be ambushed, then have to see her would-be attackers slowly close in on her as she waited for the inevitable.

An hour later, she wasn’t so sure. The land was fairly flat, undulating gently. The road continued all the way to the horizon. She regularly checked her map but didn’t bother to keep it out. It was too depressing to see how little distance she’d covered. The sun was hot and unpleasant on her head and the breeze had died down. Stupid devs.

She felt thirsty and tired. She didn’t know if her mind was being tricked into feeling that way or if she should exit the game and go get a drink. It might not have any effect on her in-game, and it would also probably put her back in the temple when she logged back in. That would be unbearable. 

No, there was nothing for it but to keep walking towards the horizon until she got to the ranch or dropped dead. She had expected to encounter some wild animals or bandits, but apparently the challenge was to avoid dehydration. How was she supposed to know she should have brought food and water with her? Stupid, stupid devs.

A sound off to her right caught her attention. It sounded like running water. She rushed off the road and quickly found a stream hidden by the tall grass. She splashed into it and fell to her knees, cupping handfuls of cold, refreshing water into her mouth.

Once she’d cured the parchness in her throat, she took a moment to be amazed at how she genuinely didn’t feel thirsty anymore. Could they really convince her mind it wasn’t thirsty or hungry? What else could they fake? Emotions? Beliefs?

If she stayed in here and ate and drank, would her brain ignore what was happening to her real body? Could she starve to death while thinking she was living a perfectly happy life in New World? 

It was quite a disturbing thought. She had no way of knowing what her real body was telling her while the game took control of what she saw and felt. She started to breathe faster, her heart palpitating and sweat forming on her brow. Maybe she should log out. What if she couldn’t? She was alone in the house, Mum and Dad wouldn’t be back until tomorrow.

She stood up and wildly opened the status screen as she stumbled out of the stream. She stopped and took a few deep breaths. She was panicking for no reason. The Exit button was there as usual. It was a game, that was all.

She closed the screen and shook her head at her own stupidity. Then she froze. Someone was sitting on the opposite side of the stream watching her. It wasn’t human, although it did look familiar. It was ugly and hairy and about the same size as her. Another gnome.
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                The gnome was naked. At least, most of its body was uncovered, except for a loincloth and a thick layer of body hair. Its face was a lot like hers; ugly. Big nose, big ears, droopy eyes. Judging by its body, it was a male. Or a very flat-chested female. 

“Hello,” said Britta.

The gnome didn’t respond. He didn’t make any move to approach her. He just sat with his feet dangling in the water staring at her.

He didn’t seem to be a player. There was no tag above his head. Was this a wild gnome? It certainly wasn’t a garden gnome. He would have had a cute hat and fishing rod if he was. He had neither.

“Are you a gnome?” she asked. “I’m a gnome, too.”

Still no response. Britta considered walking away. He didn’t seem hostile, and there wasn’t anything Britta needed from him, as far as she knew, so there was no need to press the issue. If he didn’t want to talk to her, that was his right. 

This was probably a random encounter. Out in the wild, you were bound to run into other characters. Some you’d fight, some you’d make friends with, and some, like Chatty Chatterson, you’d leave alone.

The thing about being in a fantasy game world was that you didn’t live the way you would if you really found yourself living among monsters and strange races. You didn’t have to think like a survivor on an alien planet, you had to think like a game developer. They put this creature here. 

Was it a gnome because she was a gnome? It was possible. He could be here to give her a race-specific quest. Or he could just be a passing gnome, going about his gnomish business. There were probably wild humans living out here, too. Most likely with spears and grass skirts, if the devs lived up to expectations.

As long as she didn’t have to get into any fights with the denizens of the wild, she didn’t care. She stood up, ready to get back on the trail. 

The gnome shifted its head as she rose, watching her closely. It raised a hand. The pinky was sticking up. 

Was that supposed to mean something? Some kind of sign language? She raised her own hand and stuck out her little finger. 

The gnome moved the finger closer to his face, then pushed it up his nose and had a root around.

Britta dropped her hand. It was the little touches that reminded you behind all of these beautifully crafted visuals there was a juvenile mind in a body comprised of 75% pizza dough.

She shook her head and turned to leave. 

“You aren’t a gnome.”

Britta stopped and turned back. The gnome was sitting in the same spot, picking its teeth with the same finger that had been up its nose a moment ago.

“I am,” she said. “It says so on my status screen.”

The gnome gave her a withering look. “You are not a true gnome.”

Britta wasn’t particularly proud of her heritage, mostly because she had no idea what it was, but she still felt offended by this twerp trying to exclude her. She may not have been a very good gnome, and she’d be the first to admit her grasp of Gnomish culture and traditions was slipshod at best, but she very clearly was a gnome.

“Of course I am,” she said. “Use your eyes. I look exactly like you. The nose, the ears…” She squeezed the end of her bulbous nose and pulled her large ears out. “What do you think I am? The world’s greatest gnome impersonator.”

“What you look like is of no importance. What matters is what’s in here.” He thumped his chest with a fist.

Britta rolled her eyes. What was this noble savage crap? Were they going to teach her how to be one with nature and how to use all of the buffalo?

“You will come to the village,” said the gnome. “The Wise One will decide.”

This was probably the start of a questline but she didn’t really want to trigger it now. She’d much rather get her ride, maybe hit a couple more levels, and then come back. She doubted the gnome was going anywhere. 

“Thanks, but I’m a bit busy right now.” 

The gnome stood up. “No, you will come now.” Behind him, another dozen gnomes rose out of the tall grass. 
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                The other gnomes had been well-hidden. Was this an ability she had, too? She knew very little about being a gnome and they looked like they knew a lot. There was probably a bunch of stuff these wild gnomes could teach her about being a better gnome.

She looked around. They were all male and all dressed similarly to the first one, so basically naked. They had dopey looking faces, although the droopy eyes and jowly faces made it hard to look smart and alert.

“You will come now,” repeated Gnome Number One. He appeared to be the leader of this group. Some had spears, some had clubs. A hunting party? They didn’t strike Britta as an elite fighting force as they stood scratching themselves and yawning.

She was beginning to think meeting these gnomes was no coincidence. They were going to take her to their village, have a problem that needed her help, and then she’d be off on her adventures. She’d much rather get her ride first, though. 

“I have to go to Honest Jasper’s Ranch, do you know it?” Maybe it was on the way. She wouldn’t mind a gnome escort through the wilderness.

Gnome Number One scowled. “You have spent too much time among the humans. You will come with us. The Wise One will show you the path to becoming a true gnome.”

The game was being very insistent. Wasn’t it supposed to be all about getting to choose what you wanted to do, like the real world? Then again, when in the real world did you ever get to choose what you wanted to do?

“Fine. Whatever. Let’s go.” She might as well see where this led, she decided. 

They set off with Britta in the middle of the group. They didn’t really take up any particular formation, just surrounded her and moved at a leisurely pace.

Even though the were all males, Britta didn’t feel intimidated, which was a surprise. Being accosted by a group of men (even very short men) and forced to go with them back to their village would be quite a scary prospect if it had happened on her way to school. But here it didn’t have the same kind of menace. Probably because she didn’t have any genitalia. 

They could kill her, but she’d come back. That was about the worst of it. They couldn’t do anything sexual and that made it a lot easier to deal with. She glanced around wondering if the NPCs had smooth, sexless middles, too. She couldn’t tell through their loincloths and it would probably be impolite to ask. There was no obvious bulge.

Her gaze lingered a little too long and the gnome she was checking out gave her a concerned look.

“Ah, no, I was just…” But there was nothing she could say that would make it not seem like she was being a perv. 

The gnome slowly moved away from her. 

She was assuming they didn’t mean her any harm because she was one of them, but that wasn’t necessarily true. They could be cannibals for all she knew, taking her home for dinner, literally. Offer to let her use their hot tub while they added carrots and potatoes to the bubbling water.

That was the sort of thing that happened in cartoons and bad movies. It was also the sort of thing games developers would think was funny and clever; an homage to the cartoons and bad movies they loved so much. Dad had a whole collection of Bugs Bunny cartoons at home, lined up on a shelf like classic books.

Wherever they were going, it would have been a lot quicker on a horse, and a lot less tiring. None of the gnomes around her had a mount which seemed impractical in such a vast wilderness. Did they walk everywhere?

After half an hour, there was still no sign of a village. She was about to ask for a break when everyone stopped. They were standing around a small mound of earth. When Britta got closer, she saw there was a hole in the middle of the hillock. A deep, black hole. She peered in but there was nothing to see, except for blackness.

“Now what?” she asked.

One of the gnomes walked up to the hole and then jumped in. Others followed. They didn’t climb down, they just leaped in feet first. The hole was just about big enough for them to enter if they kept their hands at their sides.

“What’s down there?” asked Britta. She was shoved in the back and fell in the hole. She stuck her arms out instinctively and banged them on the sides. The force sent them up over her head and she went falling into darkness, screaming.
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                Britta preferred to do one thing at a time. It was a lot simpler to get it right that way. But the game seemed to want to throw everything at her all at once. 

She had hoped to get herself a pony, ride around a bit, see some sights. That was all. But no. They had to throw in random encounters to keep things exciting for all the adrenalin junkies. Fights and monsters and dark holes to jump down. Or be thrown down.

She had stopped screaming once she realised it wouldn’t do her any good. It was pitch black and impossible to see what was below, or indeed above her or beside her. Her arms were still raised over her head, so she pulled them in and crossed them over her chest.

It wasn’t completely unpleasant. She was falling but it didn’t feel uncontrolled. Once she got used to it, you could even call it fun. Being Alice falling through the rabbit hole was probably what the devs were going for. The gnomes obviously weren’t trying to kill her. This was how they travelled into their home. 

She tried to think like a game developer. What would Dad think? 

If there was no obvious way to stop herself falling, then it must have been designed that way. She was supposed to fall, but wouldn’t she crash into the ground?

Could be water below her. Or a lot of cushions. Whatever it was, the other gnomes had jumped first and they weren’t committing suicide so there was bound to be something to break her fall. No reason to panic.

The air around her was getting warmer. A hot gust shot up from below, blowing back her hair and puffing up her clothes. She felt her descent slow down. It was like she was floating. She started laughing.

From beneath her came a dim glow. The ground was approaching, but not very fast. As she got closer she saw there was a lattice below her, a grill with lots of holes. The warm air was blowing up through it.

Her feet touched down gently. She stood still for a moment, her heart still racing but a smile on her face. There were opening in the walls, through which light shone into the shaft she was in. Which one was she supposed to go through?

Before she had the chance to make up her mind, a great weight hit her in the head and knocked her over. The impact was painful and she was pinned to the ground. The weight lifted. 

“Why were you just standing there?” said the gnome who had landed on her. 

“How was I supposed to know you were going to do that?” said Britta as she got back to her feet. She was annoyed at being jumped on, and even more annoyed he was making it sound like it was her fault. “I’ve never jumped down a hole like that before.”

The gnome shook his head and walked over to one of the openings. “What kind of gnome has never been down a flute? You are no gnome.”


She’d had enough of his attitude and was about to tell him what she thought of his views when another gnome landed on top of her, knocking her back down.

She angrily struggled out from under him and got to her feet, but this gnome was quite a bit bigger than her so she kept her mouth shut. She turned and followed the other gnome through the opening.

The tunnel walls glowed from the phosphorescent veins that lined the walls like spiderwebs. It opened into a cavern full of more gnomes crowded around stalls and carts. It looked like a market. They didn’t pay her any attention.

“This is our village,” said Gnome Number One who had suddenly appeared next to her.

“Don’t you have a name?” she asked him.

“G’d’arn.”

From the way he said it, she was sure there were more apostrophes in it than necessary. “Okay, Gordon, where’s this Wise One?”

“She is there.” He pointed at the middle of the market where there was an open area. Standing on a rock there was a small gnome about the same size as Britta, except she was pretty. Beautiful, even. 

Gnomes could look like that? Britta sighed. She wasn’t even good-looking by gnome standards.
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                “Come,” said Gordon. He walked away into the crowd, expecting her to follow, which Britta found annoying. Was gnome society sexist? It had been created by a bunch of hopeless dweebs who were in love with 2D Japanese girls, so probably.

She followed anyway. It wasn’t like she had anywhere else to go and the quicker she found out what this was about, the quicker she could leave. Assuming she would be allowed to leave. Being kept prisoner underground wouldn’t make for a very fun game.

The crowds ignored her, busy with their shopping. It was strange being the same size as everyone; it felt like she had suddenly grown. She moved through the market being assailed by shouts and cries from the vendors selling fruits and vegetables. Some kind of dead bird hanging upside down. Could have been a duck, could have been a chicken. Maybe both.

Britta was curious what they used for money. Something was exchanging hands, but she couldn’t clearly see what it was. Pebbles?

There was a shove in her back and she was on the move. Gnomes had appeared either side of her and were ‘guiding’ her towards the Wise One. It had felt like she’d been left to her own devices, but she’d been under observation the whole time, it seemed. 

It wasn’t like she didn’t want to meet the Wise One, leader of her people and Gnome World’s Next Top Model, it just would have been nice to see some of the sights before being bundled onto the next thing. Wasn’t that the point of an open world game? To go at your own pace?

Britta was harried through the market doing her best to see what was for sale—was that some kind of gnomish weapon or a musical instrument?—until she found herself in front of the large boulder the Wise One was perched on top of. Around her, gnome children were sitting on the floor with books at their feet. Some were colouring in, others were practising their letters. They wrote in bizarre script that was clearly made up.

“Ah,” said the Wise One in a voice that seemed far too old and gravelly for her age. She looked younger than Britta, but then Britta didn’t know a whole lot about gnomes. Perhaps they aged backwards. “Welcome to our home, little one. It is your home, too.”

“What do you mean, ‘little one’?” said Britta. “I’m bigger than you.”

“It is just a term of endearment. No offence meant.” She smiled angelically. It annoyed Britta even more.

“Why am I here? I was quite busy when your boys forced me down a hole and brought me here against my will. Is that how you treat all visitors?”

Truthfully, there was no point getting mad. This was part of the game, triggered by her (intentionally or not) and followed through by a computer. These characters were hardly to blame. It didn’t matter to Britta. She was tired of being pushed around.

“You are here because the Great Gnome in the Sky willed it,” said the Wise One.

Britta wondered if she was referring to their god or an actual giant, flying gnome. Both options were possible in this world.

“Fine. I’m here. Now what?”

“You’re quite impatient, aren’t you?” said the Wise One. “Do you have somewhere you’d rather be?”

“Yes!” said Britta, exasperated. Hadn’t she been listening? “I had an appointment to see a woman about a horse. Is there something specific you wanted from me, or can I go?”

The Wise One looked a bit taken aback by Britta’s tone. Britta felt a bit guilty for being so tetchy, but then remembered she was talking to a computer program. 

“Look, I just want to know why I was brought here. Can you tell me?”

The Wises One sighed. “You are B of the Riverwest tribe. You were sent here to complete your training as a gnome spellcaster. Do you not remember any of this? Were you hit on the head?”

Britta had no idea what she was talking about. Then again, there was all that stuff on her biography page she hadn’t bothered to read. Regardless, getting some magic training didn’t sound too bad. She could certainly use the help.

“Are you an illusionist, too?” she asked. 

 The Wise One raised her arms and then dropped it. Instead of the pretty young gnome, an old lady stood there.

“What do you think?”
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                The little old lady gnome had a hunched back and hair sprouting from odd places. She wasn’t ugly, in fact she was almost cute in a geriatric kind of way, but she certainly wouldn’t win any beauty contests.

Britta was stunned by the transformation. Even though she was in a computer game and everything could be manipulated to look like something else with a few lines of code, it was still jarring to see it happen right in front of your eyes.

“How… how did you do that?” 

“Magic,” said the Wise One, which was fairly obvious. “A simple glamour spell, nothing too fancy.”

Britta had a spell called glamour (or ‘glamor’ as the words on her status screen used American English for some reason) but all it did was produce a bright light. There’d been no indication it could change her whole appearance.

“Can I do that?” she asked. 

“Of course. Given time. And effort. And total dedication.”

It sounded less appealing when she put it like that.

There was something alluring about being able to make yourself look beautiful with a wave of your hand, but at the same time there also something not quite right about it. Were you supposed to trick guys into thinking you were a hot chick? What would happen when they found out the truth?

Still, it would be a pretty amazing ability to have in the real world. No one would be able to tell the real hotties from the fake ones. Men would have to rely on something else to judge women by. 

“Can you make yourself look like anyone, any size?”


The Wise One nodded. “For a limited time. Your skill level determines for how long, and how easy it is for people to see through it.”

Yes, that was the other thing. A virtual dice roll would determine if they would be fooled, their magical resistance versus her skill level. And her skill level was very low.

Her own resistance was high though and she’d still been taken in, which meant the Wise One had to have an even higher skill level. The ideal person to teach her how to use her powers.

Not that pretending to be beautiful was what she would use it for. If that had been her goal, she could have just created a gorgeous character to inhabit at the beginning of the game. Anyone could be flawless in this world. But having the ability to look like someone else could be very useful. There were any number of ways it could get her out of trouble. One minute she looked like she did now, the next she was some random person going about their business. If someone was chasing her, they’d go running past, no idea she was standing right there. Assuming, that is, they didn’t see through the disguise. Then it would just be embarrassing.

She might even be able to impersonate other people, like they did in spy movies, only she wouldn’t need a rubber mask. There had to be quests in the game that required her to go into dangerous places where looking like the guy in charge would mean no fighting. Just swan in, salute to the grunts, take all the gold and walk out.

It wouldn’t be that easy, and probably fail miserably, but it would be fun trying. At worst, she’d just get killed and try something else. She was starting to see the potential in the game, if you didn’t rely on just stabbing things before they stabbed you.

“I would like to learn how to use my powers better,” said Britta, hoping her words would unlock the next part of this quest. 

The Wise One just looked at her. Typical. When she wanted to be left alone she triggered quests left and right without even meaning to. Now she actually wanted to go down this route, nothing.

The Wise One nodded slowly. “Yes. I think it is possible. It won’t be easy, though. The journey is arduous, and takes a long time. You must give your all to the Great Gnome in the Sky, pour your heart into your training, expect nothing but suffering. Are you willing to commit yourself fully and deeply?”

“Yes,” said Britta.

“It won’t be easy. Are you really prepared to do what it takes?”

“Of course, of course. I’m not afraid of hard work,” said Britta.

“Good,” said the Wise One. “Do you have any questions before we begin?”

Britta thought about it. “Yes. Are there any shortcuts?”

            

    
        Bitter 49

    
    
    
    
                “No,” said the Wise One. “There are no shortcuts in magic, as there are no shortcuts in life. Not if you want to do things properly.”

Britta could have argued the point, but that would only make things take longer. She wanted to get this over with. Or at least find out what ‘this’ was.

“Okay. What do I do first?”

The Wise One nodded sagely and closed her eyes. “First, you must choose your path.” She raised her hand and a light glowed around them, like the two of them were under a spotlight. When it dimmed there were two buttons in front of Britta. One had ‘Quest’ written on it and the other had a dollar sign. 

She moved her hand to hover over the Quest button. A screen opened.

The Quest to Enlightenment. If you are ready to take your magic to the next level…

Blah, blah, blah. There was a lot more text, and even at a glance Britta could tell it was mainly waffle. She moved her hand over the other button. 

Use Dragon Crystals to attain Enlightenment and take your magic to the next level.

“What are Dragon Crystals?” said Britta. 

Another screen opened in front of her covering the first screen. 

Dragon Crystals can be bought from the New World store. 5 Crystals for $2.99. 10 Crystals for $4.99. 50 Crystals for $14.99.

How was this not a shortcut? She could use real money to skip the quest and level up her spells. She wondered if Dad had put his credit card details into the game and whether she would have access to them. Probably not, but she was tempted to find out. She didn’t know what the quest involved, but it was bound to be as tedious as possible to encourage people to spend money to avoid it.

She pressed the cash button just to see. It wasn’t like it would authorise the purchase immediately, there were probably numerous steps to go through. 

The button turned red and another screen appeared. There were screens all over the place now. 

This option is currently disabled.

Britta got rid of all the screens. Thinking about it, there really wasn’t any point spending money when the game wasn’t even officially open yet. They’d want people to actually go through the content, no matter how tedious, to test it properly.

She pressed the first button and there was a completely unnecessary Ting!

“You have chosen well, my daughter,” said the Wise One. Britta suspected she would have said that no matter what. “Now you must begin your journey to find the Great Gnome in the Sky.”

So her quest was to meet her god? That didn’t sound to bad. Who wouldn’t want to meet God and ask him a few questions, like “Why?” and “Really?” and “WTF?”

“It will not be an easy journey…”

It was the pontificating Britta couldn’t stand. Where was the skip button? She waited as the Wise One went on and on about the journey ahead of her. Finally the speech came to an end.

“Are you ready to take the next step?”

Britta wasn’t sure what the Wise One was referring to, she’d tuned out and missed most of the details, but she nodded anyway. 

“This way,” said the Wise One and led her into a tunnel.

They didn’t walk very far before the came out in a huge cavern. They were on a ledge and the cavern floor dropped into a chasm that seemed bottomless. 

“You must go down there,” said the Wise One.

Britta nervously peered over the edge. A howling wind blew into her face and sent her hair flying around.

“The Great Gnome in the Sky lives down there?” Britta was pretty sure the sky was in the opposite direction.

“Yes. Not everything is as it seems. Magic, like life…”

Britta really wasn’t in the mood for another lecture. She took a breath and jumped off the ledge.

It didn’t feel like the last time when she jumped down the shaft. This time she seemed to be falling a lot quicker, which was worrying. But not as worrying as the voice behind her calling out, “You’re supposed to climb down, not jump.”
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                It was an unnecessary death. For some reason, she had assumed there would be a helpful gust of air blowing from below to gently guide her to the bottom. There wasn’t. She plummeted into the chasm.  

At least it was a quick death. The further she fell, the darker it got so she didn’t see the ground rushing towards her, but she felt it. There wasn’t any pain, her body just came to a very sudden stop. The shock of it was like being thrown out of herself.

Everything went white.

Do you wish to return to the last restore point?

Britta knew there was no point pressing the Yes button. She hit No and was back in the pod. 

The bathrobe did make it a little less sweaty, but her towel-wrapped hair felt heavy and in need of a good brushing. She climbed out of the pod, paused to let herself acclimatise to her real body, and went upstairs.

As she dried her hair and went through her moisturising routine, her mind was filled with events from the game. What she could have done differently, how to have handled situations better, what she would do next time. 

Even though it wasn’t all that different to the real world in terms of the environment and basic functions like talking to people, buying things, travelling to places, it felt much more captivating than real life. Which could be down to the novelty factor, or it could mean her real life just wasn’t all that interesting. Probably both.

It was early Saturday evening and she was locked out of the game for twenty-four hours. She had plenty of other things to do, but it was hard to not just sit there reliving things she’d done in the last few hours. Even diving to her death felt more like a memorable moment than a terrifying mistake. How many people could say they had experienced something like that? Bungee jumping without the bungee.

Living without fear. Trying things knowing you couldn’t screw up too bad. Making choices without caring about what other people wanted you to do. It was exhilarating. 

After spending an hour sitting and staring at a wall, the fading light outside her bedroom window prompted her to get up and get changed. She put some clothes on, fixed the curtains and turned on the lights. It was all very well having adventures in a fantasy world, she still had homework to do.

She ordered a pizza, went through her bag, sorting out what she needed to do and in what order, received a phone call from her parents and made out she was still annoyed with them for abandoning her—the guilt tripping might come in useful if she needed something from them at a later point—and then went to work. Advanced maths helped bring her down to earth. 

The food came and she took a break. She went online to try and find more information on the game, something she might have missed before.

Obsessing over a video game, eating pizza, scouring the web for more info on the game—was she turning into Dad? The thought sent a shudder through her. 

There was nothing else about the game, which was hardly surprising since she’d only checked a few hours ago, but there was stuff about the company, APE, that she hadn’t bothered to look at before. Now it all felt a lot more interesting. Anything even tangentially related to the game felt more interesting, which was a slight concern. 

She told herself it was just the novelty of it, that she was just messing around. Once her parents came back, she wouldn’t have the time or the opportunity to play the game so she was getting it out of her system now. 

Anderson Peters Electronics was only five years old, a small British company started by two men, Harman Jall and Clark Tomani. There didn’t seem to be anyone called Anderson or Peters, which was odd. They that had started out as a designer of VR helmets for established game systems, and then came up with the VR pod. Investors from Japan, Korea and America threw money at them, and it was rumoured a large Chinese investment company had also come in with multi-million dollar financing. 

Britta read through the article. It was a little boring, but she still read all of it. The picture of the two company founders showed two young men smiling broadly, holding some kind of award. It didn’t say what they had won or why.

Britta finished her homework and went to bed. She had a dream where she was skydiving without a parachute. She was screaming but not out of fear. She woke up with a smile on her face. She was pretty sure that had never happened before.
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                Britta had checked the time when she exited New World the day  before. Time of death, 4.06 PM. That meant she couldn’t log back in until the same time today, Sunday. It was 8.00 AM right now. She had the whole day to wait.

Her parents were also coming back today, which made things a bit trickier. Mum had left a note with the hotel number and flight details. The plane was due to land at Heathrow at 7.00 PM. That meant they would be home after 8. Four hours in game to… she didn’t even know why she was so keen to get back into the game. Addicted already? But she might never get another chance to play it. She’d at least like to meet the Great Gnome in the Sky.

Wasn’t there a way to make them stay in Paris, catch a later flight? She grabbed her phone from the bedside table—no messages—and sent a text to Mum. 

You can stay in Paris a bit longer, if you want.

She immediately received a text back.

What’s wrong? What happened? Are you okay?

Was it really so unusual for her to be nice that it immediately set alarm bells ringing? 

I’m fine. I just thought since you’d abandoned me, you might want to make it permanent.

She added a crying emoji waving bye-bye.

Sweetie, we didn’t abandon you. We just needed a break from your overwhelming love and affection.

That was definitely Dad. A little sarcasm from her, and they were back to being the negligent parents of her dreams. But how to delay their return?

Call Marisa, I think she might be pregnant.

Her sister’s place was on the way from the airport. Maybe they would stop in to check on her.

Again?

It was hard to read between the lines, but that sounded like they weren’t going to bother. Her sister had a history of thinking she was pregnant.

She was crying on the phone. I think Charles may have cheated on her.

None of these were true, she hadn’t spoken to Marisa in weeks, but they were all very possible.

Again?

This time it felt like Mum would follow up. Which was strange because the texts were identical.

She got up and changed into some gym clothes appropriate for rock climbing. Which was dumb since her real body wouldn’t be anywhere near any rock walls, but it felt appropriate. She still had a long time to wait before she could get back in the game. She ate breakfast and sat in front of the last of her homework without looking at it.

Her phone buzzed.

We’re going to pop into Marisa’s on the way back. Ten mins tops. Love you.

Ten minutes? Not likely. She’d bought herself an hour at least. Mum must have phoned Marisa and discovered some other disaster (or possibly one of the ones Britta had fabricated had turned out to be real). 

Britta felt a surge of accomplishment. Problem solving, that’s what she liked about the game. She opened her French text book and quickly went through the chapter they’d been assigned. She needed to make the best use of her time while she was free. Then she would go into the game and finish the quest. The Great Gnome was waiting.
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                By 4 PM Britta was back in the pod. She waited for the minutes to tick by until she could re-enter New World. She was in the white room with the prompt to enter hanging in front of her. She wanted to press it but knew it wouldn’t do anything until her twenty-fours hours were up.

Lying there with only the sound of her heart beating, she wondered where she would resurrect. It hadn’t occurred to her until that moment. If she came back to life in the Church of Roha, she’d be a long way from the gnome caves. Would she even remember how to get there? Maybe the gnomes had their own underground temple. It was a slim hope to avoid a huge waste of time trekking across the wilderness.

As she inwardly groaned at the prospect, she realised it was already past time. She’d already lost two minutes. She hit the button.

She had until 9 PM, 10 PM if she wanted to really cut it close. Five or six hours should be plenty. She felt the change in her body as she opened her eyes. There was a while light over her like she was on an operating table.

She lay still. This wasn’t her familiar cell in the Church, which was good. But where was it?

Looking from side to side she could see drapes. No, they were tendrils of some kind. Vines covered in small leaves. The light was coming from a large white flower with droopy petals, hanging overhead like a lampshade. Tiny insects darted in and out of the light.

Britta sat up. The light went out. She was in total darkness. She lay back down, the light came back with a flicker. Interesting.

She sat back up and pushed the curtain of vines out of the way. She was on a slab not unlike the one in the Church. When she jumped off it, her feet sank into something soft. Not like mud, more like a plush carpet. She crouched down and felt about. It was slightly damp but springy. Moss?

She stood up and checked herself. She had all her clothes. She hadn’t been carrying anything so she hadn’t lost any items. As her vision adjusted, she became aware of a dull glow around her. Large mushrooms, disc-like and sticking out of the wall in front of her, gently lit her surroundings with a blue wash. The longer she stood there, the more she could see.

She was at the base of a cliff. Was it the one she jumped off? Would there be a Britta shaped indentation in the moss where she landed? She craned her neck up to try and see the top, but it wasn’t within sight. If she had been meant to climb down, there were no obvious handholds or steps, not that she could see anyway.

Had they really expected her to do some casual mountain climbing? Some people might find that sort of thing exciting, but it seemed like a lot of effort. Lucky for her she found a shortcut, after all. Another thought occurred to her. Was she expected to climb back up?

She noticed a dark area in the rock wall. The entrance to a tunnel. It was pitch black.

There didn’t appear to be anywhere else to go. There was the shrouded altar she’d woken on and a sheer cliff face on either side, with her in the valley between. She could try going further down in each direction, but with the entrance to a tunnel right in front of her, it made sense to investigate this first.

The tunnel was very dark. A light would be handy. She tried breaking off some mushrooms, but as soon as they came away from the wall, their glow faded. She had the ability to create a flash of light but not a persistent one, which would have been more useful right now.

Or maybe she did. She opened her status screen, wanting to look up her Glamor spell. It might have a different application or use, especially now that she was a Level 3 character. 

As soon as the screen opened, the area around her lit up. The screen itself provided light, but it also obscured most of her vision. It was like looking through a window at night; all you could really see was your own reflection. In this case, all she could see were the numbers on the screen. It wouldn’t really help her see where she was going, but would be of great help to any monsters looking for a neon sign pointing out where to get a snack.

She clicked on the Glamor button and read over the details of the spell. It said the same things as before, nothing new.

“Can Glamor do anything else?” she asked out loud. There was no response. “Can I change Glamor?” she asked.

Changing Glamor to passive mode, said the computer voice that occasionally spoke to her.  The screen in front of her changed.

In passive mode Level 1 Glamor produces a small ball of light. Duration is one hour. Cost is 5 MP.

Okay. That was good, although how was she supposed to have known she could do that? Shouldn’t there be a tutorial… Britta realised there was a tutorial, the one she’d refused to do.

She made the sign to cast Glamor, and a ball of light, about the size of a tennis ball, appeared at the end of her finger, then fell to the ground. Britta picked it up. It didn’t light up the whole valley, but it was enough to see by. It was like holding a tennis ball night light.

She directed it at the tunnel entrance and then walked forward.
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                The tunnel was cold and damp but, the spongy moss made it feel like she was floating along. She moved the ball of light around, scanning the ground in case there was a hole or plant that might trip her up. Or there might be a trap. 

This was supposed to be where she was meant to go, to meet her god, apparently, but that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be obstacles in her way. It was also a test. She needed to be prepared for some kind of challenge. Hopefully a verbal one, but it could just as well be a fight with a large fungus monster.

She wondered why the Great Gnome in the Sky was down here. She also wondered if it was a giant giant, or just giant in comparison to normal gnome size.

Up ahead, there was an archway at the end of the tunnel. Its outline was clearly illuminated. Not brightly, but enough of a glow to indicate there was some kind of lighting in the chamber it led to.

Britta stopped and considered her options. She could just walk in and see what was in there. If it was dangerous, she’d have to react on the spot.

On the other hand, she could try using one of her spells to aid her.

She opened her status screen and tapped the Shadow Guardian spell. A screen opened detailing what the Shadow Guardian could do. Nothing new, although there was no mention of how fast it used up her mana, something that had only become obvious when she summoned it last time.

“How much MP does the Shadow Guardian use?” she asked not too loudly, in case there were sharp-eared monsters nearby.

Shadow Guardian cost 10 MP to cast and 1 MP per minute to remain summoned, said the voice.

It didn’t seem right that this information wasn’t in the original description. She shook her head and checked her MP. She had 37 MP left after casting Glamor. That meant she could keep the Shadow Guardian active for 27 minutes which was a reasonable amount of time. But if she used up all her MP, she wouldn’t have any left to cast any other spells.

She also had a vial of blue liquid from the last gift box which she could use to replenish her MP, so that was something to bear in mind, too. There was a lot of resource management in running around killing monsters, it turned out.

Britta summoned the shade. It was even harder to see its form in the darkened tunnel.

“Go into the cave up ahead and check for any living creatures. Hidden mode. And as quick as you can.” Maybe there was speed mode they hadn’t told her about as well.

The shade floated away and disappeared from sight. She waited as the time passed by. It returned after a few minutes.

“No signs of life in the cave,” it said in its croaky voice.

Nothing in there? Or just nothing living? “Describe the cave.”

“Fifty metres in diameter. Illumination provided by luminescent toadstools. A large chair in the centre of the open area. A figure seated on the chair.”

“Describe the figure.”

“Three metres tall. Gnome-like.”

It really was a pain trying to extract information from these computer characters, whether they were people in the town or apparitions summoned by magic. Did it really have to be so hard to get a simple answer to a simple question?

“Is the gnome in the cave dead?”

“There is no gnome in the cave,” said the shade.

Britta sighed. “Is the gnome-like creature in the cave dead?”

“It is neither dead or alive.”

Well, it was a god, supposedly, so maybe that’s why it counted as neither.

She desummoned the shade. She still had 21 MP. Enough MP to cast her other spells, if she needed to. She decided to play it safe. She cast Mirror on herself, creating a second Britta, and then drank the blue liquid.

Now she had a decoy and a full tank of gas. She was as prepared to meet God as she was ever going to be.
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                As Britta approached the cave, she checked the clock in the corner of her vision. She had already spent twenty minutes doing nothing. She couldn’t waste time like this. Whatever was waiting for her wouldn’t change just because she was taking it slow. 

With a nod to herself and her jaw set firm, she strode into the cave.

The light was a purple blue and moved around like it was reflected off water. Large mushrooms grew out of the ground and also out of the walls. They radiated a soft glow that pulsed, giving the light the illusion of movement.

In the middle of the large cavern was a throne-like chair with its back to her. It was tall and wide and if there was someone sitting on it, they were hidden from her view. Despite her determination to speed things up, she crept hesitantly towards it, circling around to see what she had in store. 

She expected something gigantic. The shade had said three metres tall. That was huge. When she finally got close enough to see the chair’s occupant, he wasn’t anywhere near that size. He was about the same height as her, and looked no different to the gnomes she had encountered earlier.

“Er, hello?” she said, keeping her distance.

He turned with a start, pulled out of some daydream. “Oh. Hello.” His voice was small and cute, like a kitten on helium.

“Are you the Great Gnome in the Sky?” He didn’t fit the description, but maybe he was an assistant, keep his master’s seat warm while he popped to the loo. 

“That’s right. You’re here for your class quest, are you?” He didn’t sound like he was staying in character. Shouldn’t he have been all noise and bluster, I am the great and powerful Oz kind of thing?

“Yes. I think so.” Britta wasn’t entirely sure why she was down here. She had hoped he would know. “You don’t sound like a god.”

“Ah, well, that’s how it goes,” he squeaked. “The less popular characters don’t get much love from the creators, sadly. Not much pomp and attention to detail.”

“Less popular characters?” asked Britta.

“Yes, I mean gnomes. Currently the most under-represented race in New World. Player characters, I mean.”

“Oh,” said Britta. “She hadn’t expected to be talking so openly about the game as though it was a game. “Do you have a name?” She didn’t really know what else to ask.

“Mm? Yes. Nigel.”

“Wait a minute, isn’t that the dragon’s name.”

“Is it?” said the Great Gnome. “I guess in some ways we are all Nigel, aren’t we?”

What did that mean? Was Nigel the game’s creator? Had he secretly named all the most powerful creatures after himself? She hadn’t seen the name anywhere when she tried reading up on the game and the company behind it, although there was such a dearth of information that didn’t prove much.

Or perhaps Nigel was the name of the AI that ran the game. A central computer that played the parts of important NPCs, when it could be bothered.

Then again, it could just be a placeholder name until they thought of something with enough Qs and Zs in it.

“Shouldn’t you be in character? You’re supposed to give me a quest so I can be a better gnome, or something. Aren’t you?”

“Yes. That’s what I’m supposed to do, but unfortunately the creators haven’t quite finished coding this particular scenario. They probably thought they’d have more time, seeing as how there are only three gnome players currently in the game. You’re the first one to make it here.”

Britta started to get impatient. She was already on a clock, and she really didn’t need the ins and outs of how difficult it was to work to a tight schedule. Dad was always complaining about the same thing, and it was very boring to hear; from him or from the Great Gnome in the Sky (who wasn’t in the sky).

“Why aren’t you in the sky? It is your name, after all.”

He shifted in his chair, which was far too big for him, and then he suddenly started getting bigger until he more than filled it. Now he was enormous, as advertised. His head looked too big for his body, and his features, which had been large before, now looked quite odd. Scaling issues, Britta thought to herself. Something else Dad talked about a lot.

“It’s explained in a later quest,” he said in the same squeaky voice, which sounded even more ridiculous coming out of a giant. “No spoilers.”

“Fine, but can we get on with this quest? I’m a bit pressed for time.”

The gnome looked down at her and shook his head. “To honour the traditions of the gnomes,” he suddenly boomed, “and take your place in the ranks of the mighty, you must…” The Great Gnome paused. “To be confirmed,” he said in his squeaky voice.

“What does that mean?” said Britta, confused.

The Great Gnome shrank back down to regular gnome size. “No quest yet. Soon, probably. Can you come back?”
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                “Why even bother dragging me down here if the quest wasn’t ready?” Britta scrunched up her face, perplexed by this turn of events. “I do have other things to do, you know?”

“I’m sorry,” said Nigel, the Great Gnome in the Sky. He stood up and grew to his full height. “WE APOLOGISE FOR THE INCONVENIENCE,” he boomed at her.

Britta covered her ears. “That doesn’t help,” she shouted back. “Please come back down.”

He shrank back to her height. “I know it isn’t the best, but we’re all slave to our masters, aren’t we,” he said, which Britta thought was a strange thing for a god to say.

“Well, is there something else I could do? Don’t you have any alternative quests?”

Nigel shrugged. “Afraid not.”

“Then can you let me out of here? Is there a staircase to the surface or something?”

“The only way back is up the cliff wall.” He mimed climbing with his hands held up like cat paws. 

Britta ignored the inherent cuteness. “That’s ridiculous. How am I supposed to climb all the way up there?”

“The same way you climbed down,” said Nigel. 

That wouldn’t really work. Gravity and an untimely death had got her here. It was unlikely to get her back the other way.

“There has to be some other way. You don’t climb up the wall, do you?” She suspected he had a private elevator, or maybe he used magic. He could just as well use it on her.

“The quest reward actually teleports you to the surface, but since there’s no quest, there’s no reward.” Nigel looked down and circled a small mushroom growing out of the mossy floor with his foot.

This was completely out of order. She felt like complaining to the management, although she doubted it would do her any good. Game companies weren’t known for speedy fixes, not unless it involved them making more money (or not losing any). Still, it would be nice to shout at someone. She hadn’t realised until she entered this world how satisfying it was to blame other people, especially to their face.

“What are the rewards for the quest?” she asked the embarrassed god.

“Ah, pretty exciting stuff, actually. You get all your spells upgraded to more powerful versions. Plus access to the next magic tier. A new skill gets unlocked. Hmm, what else? Oh, the teleportation scroll I mentioned earlier. A full set of armour for your class—you can customise the colour…”

“Do I have to buy dyes to do that?” she asked warily.

“Oh no, you choose one of three options. All very fetching. I’m sure there’s one to suit your skin tone. Are you allergic to something, by the way? You seem very red.”

“No, I’m not allergic,” she snapped. “This is how I look.”

“Oh. Sorry. Just never seen a gnome that colour before.”

“Don’t you think you should give me the rewards, anyway?” She had decided to try her luck while she had him on the back foot. “As a way to make up for ruining my day.”

“Oh, I don’t know if I’m allowed to do that.”

“You’re the gnome god, aren’t you? Shouldn’t you be able to decide who gets rewarded?”

“Ah, yes, I suppose so. But you see, I only work here. If I was to do something unauthorised like that, I might get into trouble.” 

She didn’t think she could convince him to give her the loot, unfortunately. “Then at least get me back to the surface so I can forget any of this ever happened. Somewhere near Honest Jasper’s ranch so I can collect my pony.”

“Oh, how nice. Little girls do love their ponies, don’t they?”

She glared at him. “What’s wrong with that?”

He backed away. “Nothing. I didn’t mean… Oh dear, I really wasn’t prepared for this.”

“The surface, please,” she said pointedly. “Now.”

“Fine, fine. Let me think how… Oh, I know. You could take the gryphon.”

That didn’t sound too bad. She wouldn’t mind a ride on a gryphon.

“Oh, no, no. That won’t work. You’d have to do the gryphon quest first, and that’s a level ten. You’d never be able to complete it.”

“So they’ve written the level ten quest, but they haven’t bothered doing the level three?”

“Yes, that does seem somewhat out of order.”

“Exactly what I was thinking. Can’t you help me do the quest? You must be higher than level ten.”

“Of course I am. I’m Level 999,” he said proudly.

“Great, then let’s go.”

“Um, what? I mean, I can’t…”

Britta glared at him again. 

“Oh, well, I suppose if it’s just to get you back to the surface we could bend the rules a teeny tiny bit.”

Britta kept her scowl in place, but inside she was grinning.
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                 Britta was starting to see the NPCs in two separate lights. They had an official role to play, where they presented quests and information to players, which was strictly coded into them, but they also had a more relaxed side where they were allowed to think for themselves. Sort of.

They were like actors playing characters, their true personalities supplanted by their roles, but not permanently. Or like employees who didn’t have to follow rules and regulations when they were off duty.

Britta wasn’t sure why they had been made like this, it was bound to create complications, but perhaps that was the idea. An independent society that developed and grew organically. Destined to be a disaster, thought Britta.

The Great Gnome shuffled off towards the far end of the cavern with Britta in tow. He seemed to vary in size as he walked, swelling up and shrinking down. It was like he couldn’t make up his mind how big he should be. Probably a bug.

“You know, I’m not sure this is very advisable at your level. The gryphon is very temperamental. She’s expecting, you see. Very emotional.”

“It’ll be fine with you there, won’t I?” said Britta. “She won’t attack you, will she?”

“Me? Oh no, of course not. I’m Level 999. She wouldn’t stand a chance.” He suddenly stopped and lowered his voice. “Ah, do me a favour, don’t tell her I said that.”

He pulled a worried face and then carried on towards an opening in the far wall. In the strange blue glow of the giant toadstools, the tunnel mouth looked black and uninviting. 

“This way,” said the Great Gnome.  “Let me do the talking.”

“Don’t worry, Nigel. You won’t hear a peep from me.” Britta would be only too happy to let do him all the talking and all the fighting. She wasn’t even supposed to be here. She checked the clock. Her parents were probably already airborne and heading home.

The tunnel wasn’t very long and opened into a small but tall chamber. Light shone down from a hole high up, like they were inside a very skinny, defunct volcano. In the middle of the chamber was a pillar made from natural rock that shot straight up and ended in a flat area. Britta could make out the edges. There seemed to be a pile of straw and branches up there.

“Ah, hello?” called out Nigel. “Anyone there.” He leaned towards Britta and shielded his mouth with a hand. “You’re not really supposed to announce your arrival. Meant to be one of the stealth missions.”

There was a flutter of wings and some twigs fell down the side of the pillar making Britta jump back. The light from above was blocked out as huge wings stretched open. There was a loud cawing sound that didn’t sound very happy, and then a gust of air nearly knocked Brita over.

The gryphon spiralled around the tower of rock, gliding down towards them, her wings almost scraping against the cavern walls. She landed with a soft puff of dust. 

“What?” she said in a sharp, clucking voice. Her head twitched from side to side like a pigeon’s.

The gryphon was even more impressive than the dragon. The flinty scales and leathery skin had given the dragon a metallic appearance, like it was giant model or robot. The gryphon had a much more fleshy look to it. Its body was covered in fine golden hair and she could see the taut corded muscles ripple under the skin. It was like standing next to a lion. With a giant eagle’s head.

“Ah, yes,” said Nigel nervously. “Sorry to disturb you, my dear. It seems there’s been some kind of mix up and we need your assistance.” He explained the situation with the incomplete quest and the request for a ride to the outside world. With the opening directly above them, it would only take a minute.

“I can’t do that,” said the gryphon. “I’m not a taxi service. There’s no quest that requires me to offer rides.” She sounded very dismissive of the whole idea.

“Well, no, I know that,” said Nigel. “This is a special circumstance. I was hoping…”

“No,” said the gryphon emphatically. “If she wants me to help her, let her do the quest.”

“But she’s only Level 3,” said Nigel.

“That’s not my fault,” said the gryphon.

“What is the quest?” asked Britta. It was clear the gryphon wasn’t going to be of help, but perhaps the quest wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe it was a quiz or a riddle.

“You have to climb up to the eerie and steal one of her eggs.” Nigel pulled his concerned face again.

The gryphon cawed loudly. “You’ll have a hard time sneaking up on me now.” She tilted her head from left to right, getting a good look at Britta with each eye.

Britta looked up the sheer shaft of rock towering over her.  “Why is there so much climbing? Are gnomes supposed to be good at climbing?” She looked at her hands. They didn’t seem well-suited for cliffs and mountains.

“To be honest with you,” said Nigel, “you would have picked up the levitation skill at the Level 5 quest. I doubt it’s possible any other way. Good luck.”
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                There was no way Britta would be able to climb up to the nest. She was intrigued by the idea of being able to levitate, but Level 5 seemed impossibly far away. Getting to Level 3 had been more luck than judgement, and she doubted things would get easier from here.

 “What do I do with the egg once I get it?” she said, more out of curiosity than needing to know. This was a Level 10 quest and there was no way she would be able to complete it, even if she could levitate.

“Ha!” said the gryphon. “You keep your hands to yourself.”

Nigel pulled Britta away slightly. “Actually, it’s rather a sweet storyline. One of the eggs is missing and when you return it to its mother…” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Well, I don’t want to ruin the surprise but she’s very grateful.”

An idea occurred to Britta. She opened her inventory and took out the box. She placed it on the ground and opened it. It was useful being able to store a box with things in it inside the inventory, but it was a pain when you needed to get an item out.

She found the mystery egg she’d received as a reward from her gift box and held it out to the gryphon.

“What’s that?” said the gryphon.

“You lost one of your eggs,” said Britta.

“No,” said the gryphon. “I haven’t lost any eggs. What kind of mother do you take me for?” 

“Are you sure?” asked Britta. “How many eggs do you have?”

“I have five, thank you very much.”

“And how many did you lay?”

“That’s a very personal question,” said the gryphon. “But it was six.”

Britta waited but the gryphon didn’t seem to be bothered by the discrepancy.

“You laid six but you only have five…”

The gryphon looked at Britta, eyes slowly widening. She squawked and flapped her wings wildly. “Poachers! Poachers!” she called out like she’d only just realised, which she probably only just had when Britta finally managed to trigger the storyline.

“You can have this one.” Britta held out her hand again, hoping she could substitute this egg for the missing one.

The gryphon calmed down and folded her wings by her side. “That isn’t one of mine. It looks like a chicken egg.”

“It’s a bit big for a chicken egg,” said Britta.

“Depends on the size of the chicken,” said the gryphon. She had a point. In this world, chickens could be any size. “Or it could be a basilisk egg. Or a dragon egg. The only thing it isn’t is a gryphon egg.”

“You don’t know what kind of egg it is?” Even if she didn’t take it, it would be nice to have it at least identified.

“Just because I lay eggs doesn’t make me an egg expert. Not all eggs are the same.”

Britta felt like she was being called a racist.

“The quest requires me to give you an egg, doesn’t it? I’m giving you an egg.”

The gryphon stared at her, then at the offered egg. Something seemed to be going on inside the large, viciously beaked head. Then the head dipped forward and snatched the egg out of Britta’s hands, holding it between two sharp points at the end of her beak. For a second, Britta thought she was going to eat it. 

The gryphon spread out her wings and with a slow flap, lifted off the ground. More slow, majestic flaps followed as she flew up to the nest. 

If she had accepted the egg, would Britta receive Level 10 rewards? Technically, she had cheated, but that wasn’t her fault. If the programmers had made the game properly, she wouldn’t need to find an alternative way to do things.

For all she knew this was how she was supposed to incubate the mystery egg. And if the gryphon hatched the egg, what would come out?
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                Britta watched the gryphon fly back up to its nest. Her wings spread like a canopy, blocking the light coming in from the hole at the top of the chamber and leaving Britta standing in shadow. 

The gryphon swept upwards in circles around the pillar and then disappeared. Britta waited. And waited. 

“She’s taking her time, isn’t she?” she said to Nigel.

“You can’t hurry a gryphon,” Nigel answered, as though it was a popular saying.

Britta checked the clock in the corner of her screen. She’d been in game for an hour and so far had managed to travel a few metres. At this rate, by the time she managed to get back to the surface she would have to log out. She was tempted to log out now and call it a day. Standing around waiting for a lift wasn’t fun.

There was a squawk and the snap of wings being extended. It sounded like someone flapping a wet brolly to get the water off. Britta was once again in shadow as the gryphon descended.

Finally! thought Britta. 

The gryphon landed softly and twitched her head. “You are not the appropriate level for this quest.”

Britta was confused. “I’m not here to do the quest. You’re going to give me a ride to the surface, remember?”


The gryphon twitched again. “This is a Level 10 quest. You shouldn’t be here.”

Was this some kind of glitch? Britta turned to Nigel. “What happened? Is she broken?”

The Great Gnome smiled awkwardly. “Ah, we seem to be in some kind of grey area, here. My dear,” he said to the Gryphon, “as I explained, our young friend is a victim of poor timing and only wishes to leave, but can’t.”

“I gave you my egg,” added Britta. 

The gryphon’s expression remained stern and unbending. “The egg quest is incomplete. Return when you are the appropriate level and try again.”

This was starting to get annoying. “I would return when I hit the appropriate level but to return I have to leave first, don’t I? Why can’t you get it into your bird brain that this isn’t my fault? The game designers messed up and now I’m stuck here.”

It was pointless arguing with a computer program. If the AI rejected her request for help, then that was that. Appealing to the gryphon’s decency and kindness wouldn’t do much good.

“Not my problem,” said the gryphon, which didn’t sound very much like a standard line. It sounded more like the gryphon was being an arse.

“If you’re not going to help me, then give me back my egg,” Britta demanded.

“You have not completed the egg quest. Return when you are the appropriate level.”

First, the stupid devs had forgotten to put in the Level 3 quest and stranded her inside a mountain, and now their creation had stolen her egg. It wasn’t a particularly useful item, and even if it contained a magical goose that laid golden eggs, Britta probably wouldn’t play the game long enough for it to become relevant, but still, it was annoying. 

“Give me my egg.” The gryphon stared at her impassively. “You’re going to be a mother. Is this what you’re going to teach your children? How to lie and go back on your word?”

“I’m going to teach them to hunt and eat what they kill.” When she put it like that, Britta could see she wasn’t going to get far trying to guilt trip this mother the way she did her own.

The gryphon rotated its head to face towards the back of its body and stuck its beak under a golden wing, scratching and preening. Now it was ignoring her.

Britta turned to Nigel. “Aren’t you going to say something, oh Great Gnome in the Sky?”

Nigel shrugged and smiled apologetically.

“Fine. I’ll get it myself.” Britta walked over to the pillar and placed her small hands on it. She looked up its craggy surface to the crown of branches sticking out at the top. Light shone down making it hard to see, but it was clear the climb would be almost impossible. The rock had been worn smooth and there were few if any handholds. She turned back to Nigel. 

“Wait, gnomes can levitate?”

“It’s a Level 5 ability,” said Nigel.

“So, you can levitate?”

“I’m Level 999,” he said proudly.

“Then why don’t you just levitate me out through that hole?” She pointed at the source of the light. 

“It’s a Level 5 quest. You aren’t Level 5.”

“I’m not asking you to give me the quest, I’m asking you to carry me.”

The gnome thought about it. Would the AI let her have this?

“I suppose I could...”

“Okay, great. Let’s go.” She didn’t want to risk him changing his mind. 

Nigel sighed. “This really is very irregular. I’m not sure—”

“This whole game is very irregular,” said Britta, quickly cutting him off. “I wouldn’t be asking if the quest had worked like it was supposed to.”

The Great Gnome stood there looking unsure of himself. Or possibly his decision was going through various algorithms and he was just buffering. 

“I will use levitation to help you,” he said, snapping out of standby mode. “But I don’t think I should carry you. I don’t think it’s right for me to interfere directly.”

Britta wasn’t sure what he meant, so she waited, still hopeful he would help her. He hadn’t categorically said he wouldn’t.

“As a Level 999 illusionist—that’s the highest level—my levitation spell can levitate objects, including other people.”

“You can give me the spell?”

“No, no, I can’t do that,” Nigel protested, waving his hands at her. “That wouldn’t be right. But I can make you lighter than air. Temporarily.”

“Long enough for me to get up there?” She pointed upwards. Nigel nodded. “Let’s do it.”

The gryphon pulled her head out from beneath her wing and gave Nigel a disapproving look.

“You owe me an egg,” shouted Britta.

The gryphon flapped its wings, rising into the air. “You shouldn’t give away things you wish to keep,” she said, somewhat smugly. Then she shot upwards, past her nest and out of the hole.

“Beautiful plumage,” said Nigel. 
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                The gryphon was a very impressive creature, but it was also hugely annoying. The bird had lied to her and cheated her out of an egg that could have been useful (although probably wasn’t). Fighting monsters was bad enough, she didn’t feel it was fair to have them swindle you as well.

Something poked Britta. She looked down to see Nigel’s finger pressed against her arm. It was glowing.

The glow spread slowly until it covered the whole arm, and then faded away.

“Is that it?” said Britta. “I don’t feel any lighter.”

“You need to think about floating.”

“Can’t you do it?”

“If you were a rock, I could, but a thinking person has their own idea of how heavy they are. You have to lighten up.” He smiled. She didn’t think he was making fun of her, but she couldn’t be sure.

Britta tried to imagine herself lifting off the ground. Nothing happened. She tensed her body and rose up on tiptoe. Still nothing. She grunted in frustration.

“Think floaty thoughts,” suggested Nigel. 

Britta thought of bubbles rising into the air. The ground moved away from her. She was so surprised she let out a yelp and fell back down. Fortunately, she hadn’t risen very far, but it had felt a bit jarring thumping back to earth. If she fell from higher up, it would do quite a lot of damage. 

“You have to stay focused,” said Nigel. “You better hurry, it won’t last very long.”

She craned her neck and looked at the hole she had to rise through. If she lost focus way up there, or if the spell ran out, it would be instant death. No big deal. She had died before. Her hands felt clammy.

She thought of bubbles again and rose into the air, her hands against the pillar to steady herself. She moved towards the opening.

“And please don’t mention this to anyone,” Nigel called after her.

It was strange how much he sounded like a concerned employee worried about losing his job. Maybe he was worried they would reprogram him. Was that like death for an NPC?

Britta found she could think random things while maintaining her image of floating bubbles. Thoughts like, “Oh my God, I’m flying.”

It wasn’t quite what she had expected, no rush of air or change in gravity. It was more like she was standing still and the world was moving away from her. 

As she reached the top of the pillar, she pushed away from it so she wouldn’t be caught by any of the protruding branches. As she floated away, she was able to see into the nest which had been made out of various sized sticks interlaced together. It was about the size of a rowing boat. A clutch of large eggs the size of beach balls sat in the middle. There were five of them, and one smaller, red one.

She waved her arms about. Floating up was easy enough, but how to move in any other direction wasn’t clear. She swam forward until she was over the rim of the nest and let go of the bubbles. She landed in the nest and caught her foot in the mesh of twigs.

Once she’d extricated herself, she gingerly moved towards the eggs. Taking back the one that belonged to her felt like justice. That was her plan. But then she thought about how she had been wronged and a better idea occurred to her. She picked up one of the gryphon eggs. It was big but quite light. If she could get it to fit in her inventory, she was taking it. 

Maybe she would raise her own gryphon (with better manners) or maybe she would sell it. Or she could just make herself a giant omelette. Either way, it was hers now. She felt quite pleased with herself and fully justified. 

A shadow fell on her. She looked up as four taloned feet descended.
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                Britta instinctively leapt to the side of the nest and held the egg over the edge. The gryphon’s wings snapped open, the ferocity of their spread causing feathers to come loose and continue falling while the gryphon herself hung in mid-air.

“What are you doing?” The gryphon’s voice was low and filled with venom.

Britta’s hands were shaking. The egg seemed to be getting heavier. “Stay back,” said Britta, her voice shaking, also. “I’ll drop it.”

“Don’t,” whispered the gryphon. It wasn’t a demand, it was a request, a desperate one.


In her mind, this is what you would do in a movie. The big bad guy is about to shoot you so you grab the priceless vase from his collection and threaten to drop it. He’s a vase connoisseur. He would rather let you go than lose one of his precious Ming Dynasty vases. 

It wasn’t like she was going to actually drop it. In the movie, there would be an ‘amusing’ slapstick scene where the vase nearly falls and then gets saved. And then accidentally get knocked over and smashes to pieces. Ha ha, it’s funny because he loved that vase more than people.

There was only one slight difference here. She wasn’t holding a vase. She was holding an egg—and in the egg was a baby. 

The person threatening the life of a child wasn’t the one trying to stop the bad guy. That person was the bad guy. 

“B? Is that really what you want to do?” Nigel had floated up to the nest and was hovering in front of her. 

She looked at the egg in her hands. A gentle breeze washed over her. The gryphon was still hanging overhead, her wings gently flapping but creating hardly any sound.

The egg didn’t feel like an egg out of the fridge. It was warm. It felt like there was something moving inside. 

It was a game. The egg wasn’t real. There wasn’t a living thing inside it. But did that matter? Killing monsters and zombies was unpleasant, but it was fake killing. They came back to life, like Big Billy. Even if she dropped the egg, the game would reset at some point and the egg would be back in the nest. No harm done.

She could feel her arms weaken. Holding the egg out was no easy task, but the gryphon would do whatever she asked while the egg was in danger. It was a strong negotiating position and there were a lot of things to gain. She doubted the game had been designed with this sort of scenario in mind, so there probably wasn’t a set response. The gryphon would have to make the call the way Nigel had been forced to decide if he was willing to bend the rules. 

It was a feature of the game she was beginning to notice. There was a clear path you could follow and quickly achieve upgrades and level ups, but if you veered off that path, the NPCs had the capacity to make judgement calls. 

As Britta considered this revelation, her arms grew more weary. Both Nigel and the gryphon waited in silence. Britta hadn’t actually stated her demands, she’d just taken a hostage. A pretend hostage. Not a real baby. Britta couldn’t think of any demands to make.

Slowly, she pulled the egg back in, turned around and placed it in the middle of the nest, next to its siblings. She looked up at the huge flying lion hanging above her.

“Sorry.”

The gryphon dived down and sank its talons into her shoulders. It hurt, but not as much as it should have. She wasn’t being mauled, she was being grabbed. And then she was airborne. 

The wings made a deafening clatter as they relentlessly beat the air. The gryphon shot out of the hole, into the blue sky, the chill mountain air rushing past. Unlike the levitation, this felt like flying. She was really moving. The idea of riding a gryphon had excited her but not like this. Dangling underneath, held in claws, she felt like a dead rat snatched up by an owl. 

Below her, the world looked oddly unreal. Not like a computer game, just regular unreal. Fields and houses and forests passed by. A bunched up group of buildings in the distance she assumed was New Town. A ranch with horses just below her.

Was this the ranch she had been headed to? Was the gryphon giving her the lift she’d asked for in the first place?The gryphon hadn’t spoken since they’d taken to the skies and Britta didn’t feel like starting the conversation. She felt too guilty. Even the digital guilt felt real in this place.

Perhaps it wasn’t so bad. She hadn’t actually hurt the egg. It was a moment of madness, but it was in the past. The gryphon would drop her off at the ranch and that would be the end of it. Next time the game reset, the gryphon probably wouldn’t even remember her.

Britta looked down. The horses and other animal, some of which Britta couldn’t identify from this height, were getting bigger. They were coming in for a landing. And then only Britta was. The gryphon had released her and she was falling. 
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                The ground rushed to meet her, and it was in a real hurry. Unlike levitating and flying, this sensation was something altogether less thrilling. It was terrifying. Her stomach rose inside her, making her whole body feel like it was trying to turn itself inside out. Her mind went blank. Everything shivered, and not from the cold air blasting her as she fell.

Britta pulled her thoughts away from the sheer terror and forced herself to think about bubbles. Lovely, floaty bubbles. 

The Great Gnome had said the levitation spell was only temporary, but it hadn’t been all that long since he’d given her the ability, and it was her only hope of not creating a small, gnome-shaped crater in the rapidly closing surface. 

She suddenly found herself wondering if this was an entire planet. Was it round? It could easily be flat, just for the novelty.

She shook her head. Bubbles, bubbles, bubbles.

She felt herself slow. The air around her was only lightly lifting her hair, her clothes were no longer flapping around like washing on a line. The ground was still a fair distance but it no longer seemed committed to smashing her in the face.

It was hard to control her descent. She didn’t want to start floating back up and she hadn’t been taught how to float down. Being distracted by the animals running around below her helped. She would notice a horse with a horn (a unicorn?) and drop a couple of metres before she could reestablish floaty thoughts. In jumps and starts, she jerkily approached land.

And then the levitation spell was over. She felt it leave her body, like taking off a coat. There had been something around she hadn’t really noticed, until it was taken away. She resumed falling.

She was maybe at the height of a two storey house when she lost the spell. That was still quite high up. There was nothing to break her fall except a grassy meadow. If she had thought about it, she would have manoeuvred herself over a large haystack, but she’d been too busy blowing bubbles in her mind.

The ground smacked her hard. It was painful, but it didn’t kill her. She slowly rose, spitting out dirt and grass. Her entire body tingled. She checked her health bar. There was only a sliver left, and it was flashing. It looked like it was still going down.

Britta opened her inventory and took out a red vial. She drank it and her HP went back up. It wasn’t even half full, but she could breathe easier, the pain was gone and she was no longer shaking. Hooray for imaginary medicine.

She brushed the mud and grass stains off her clothes and looked around. The animals were making a lot of noise, probably asking each other if they’d seen the crazy flying gnome. Britta headed towards the ranch house which was on the other side of a dusty road. 

No one seemed to be about, and the road stretched out in both directions through empty fields.

Britta made her way across the road and past the corral of animals. Now that she was close up, she could see them more clearly, and get a much better idea of just how weird they were. The horses had short, stubby legs. The one she thought might have been a unicorn turned out to be a deer with a missing antler. The strangest was a large pig with a ridge on its back like it had grown its own saddle. 

There were at least a dozen of them and none of them looked like what Britta had hoped for. They were all broken or damaged in some way. Which made sense. If they were going to give you a mount for free, they wouldn’t want to give you a good one. You’d never buy one yourself if they did that.

The animals snorted and sniffed at her. She stuck her hand through the fence and then quickly yanked it back as a llama with no neck snapped at her.

The other problem was that they were all too big. She wouldn’t even be able to get on without a ladder. 

“You there,” called out a woman’s voice. “What you doin’?”

Britta turned and walked towards the woman coming out of the ranch house. She took the token out of her inventory as she approached. “Hello. I think I’m supposed to give you this.”

The woman had something in her hand. She’d been carrying it down by her side so Britta hadn’t seen it at first. It was a pitchfork. The woman raised it and then pointed it at Britta. Then she charged.
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                “No, stop, wait,” Britta shouted, holding up the wooden coin like a small shield.

The woman stopped her charge but still help the pitchfork out, aimed at Britta’s head. She was about twice Britta’s height and at least three times her weight. 

“What you got there?”

“It’s a token for a mount,” said Britta, waving the coin about like she was trying to get a bird to take a nut from her.

The woman lowered the pitchfork, slightly, and leaned forward. She squinted, then leaned back and raised the pitchfork again. “Put it down, there. Slowly.”

Britta did as asked, bending down while keeping her eyes on the woman. Her clothes were rumpled and her hair was pointing at a funny angle with bits of straw sticking out of it. She looked like she’d just woken up in a hayloft. Did NPCs sleep or was this just another designer affectation?

Once the token was on the ground, Britta took a step back. The woman edged forward and picked it up. Then she put it up to her mouth and bit it. “Seems real. Made it past the bandits did you?”

Britta hadn’t seen any bandits, but then she’d taken quite a large detour. If the bandits were part of the quest, she was glad to have missed them.

“Yes. I avoided them.”

The woman seemed surprised. “Did you now? I guess it’s easier when you’re so small. I suppose that no good husband of mine sent you.”

“Ah… yes. Are you Marj?”

“That’s right.” A white tag appeared over her head with her name on it.

“Jasper said you’d have a horse my size.”

“Pfft. Horse? I don’t think so. Only thing that’ll fit you is Donald.”

“Okay. Where is he?”

“Wait here.” She backed away, still eyeing Britta suspiciously. She disappeared into the barn and the returned leading a goat. It wasn’t even a big goat, although it did have quite large horns that looked sharp enough to cause some damage. Probably to Britta.

“Here we are,” said Marj. She grabbed the goat by the tuft on its chin and looked into its eyes. “Donald, this is your new owner. She’s going to take care of you from now on, understand?”

The goat’s eyes seemed to flash red and then it reared up trying to stamp on Marj with its front hooves. 

Marj still had it by the beard and yanked it back down. The goat bleated. It sounded like a sulky car horn. 

Marj nodded like an agreement had been reached. She let go of its chin and held out the rope that was tied around its neck. Britta took it, and smiled at the goat. It rolled its eyes and then lowered its head to investigate the grass around its feet.

The goat had no saddle and no reins. Britta wasn’t sure how she was supposed to climb on, stay on or get anywhere. 

Marj held out her empty hand expectantly. Britta looked at it.  “I thought it was free.”

“Aye. But it’s customary to give a tip.”

“Oh,” said Britta. She still didn’t have any money. She could just leave, but Marj was looking very expectant. If she tipped her, there might be an additional part of the quest. Like a saddle.

Britta opened her inventory and looked around. She took out one of the hats she’d been given that she couldn’t wear herself and placed it on Marj’s open hand.

Marj screwed up her face. “What’s this?”

She didn’t seem impressed. Not surprising. If the hats had been worth anything, she wouldn’t have been gifted two of them. There’d been a small chance the woman would have appreciated the gift, but sadly, small chances rarely worked out.

“It belonged to my grandfather. He wore it during the war. It’s not worth much but it means a lot to me.” She didn’t expect that to make much of a difference but perhaps it would remove the look of disgust from Marj’s big, round face.

Marj looked at the hat more closely. “Oh, in that case… thank you very much. I’ll wear it with pride.”

As Britta watched her place it on her head, where it fit quite snugly, she noticed the tag over Marj’s head had changed colour to very slightly pink. What did that mean?

Britta was surprised that her lie had been believed, and that the hat had been accepted in lieu of payment. It had certainly changed her attitude towards Britta. Was that why her tag had changed colour? If she could she lie her way out of trouble with NPCs, that would come in very useful. She could make stuff up, no problem—her mouth had infinite ammo.

“Since it’s so special to you, I suppose I should give you something in return.” She was being much more friendly now. “Here, maybe you can use this.”

She wasn’t getting a saddle or a guide to riding goats. Marj was holding out a scrap of paper. Britta took it and opened it up. It was a recipe for soup. The ingredients were mainly plants that sounded familiar but not quite.

Steel carrots - 4

Dung weed - 1 bushel, strained.

Corn on the keb - 1 peeled

Rice water - 2 cups

Cloud salt - 1 pinch

Liver flowers - 4 petals

It was called Royal Orange Soup. It wasn’t clear if it was just a regular meal to make you less hungry or if it had some special properties, but since this was a game, the latter seemed likely. 

“Thank you,” said Britta.

“That’s my Grandma’s recipe. Put a spring in your step, that will.”

Jump over tall buildings? Britta put the recipe in her inventory. Even if it was nothing special, maybe she could sell it at the auction house. How many other people had stumbled on this reward? Maybe no one.

Britta returned her attention to the matter at hand. Getting on her goat. Now that Marj was more friendly, Britta hoped for a few pointers. She slowly approached Donald, who didn’t seem bothered, and then threw her leg over and grabbed on. She ended up on the goat’s back. It was the perfect size for her, her feet almost reaching the ground but just far enough above to not get in the way. She shook the rope she was still holding.

Donald didn’t move. She shook it again. Nothing. She looked over at Marj, but she was standing still as a statue, no expression on her face. Standby mode. Britta dug her heels into the goat’s flanks and Donald took off. 

Britta leaned forward and wrapped her arms around Donald’s neck. They were moving surprisingly fast which was good, but Britta had no idea how to steer, which was bad.
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                Riding a goat was not a comfortable experience. Donald had a bouncy way of running that pounded Britta’s backside and chafed her thighs. If she sat up, her head shook so hard she felt like her teeth would fall out.

She tried to slow the goat down, but there were no controls and no instructions. When she pulled on the rope, the goat just ignored it. She called out orders, they were also ignored. There was probably a trick to riding a goat, unfortunately the trick seemed to be to let the goat do what it wanted.

They ran through the ranch with the other animals showing mild interest as they shot past, and made it to the road. They were headed back to town, which was fine, but it would have been nice to have at least some say in where they were going.

Suddenly, they veered off the road. Britta held on tight as they thrashed through the tall, straw-like grass. It whipped at her, making her close her eyes.

The goat stopped by patch of nettles. It was a sharp, sudden stop that nearly sent Britta tumbling over the goat’s horns, but she was determined not to fall off, especially not into nettles. She had no doubt someone had intentionally programmed the goat to do just that. Hilarious.

The goat didn’t seem to care what she did. It was too busy eating the nettles.

Britta slid off its back and rubbed the insides of her sore thighs. She really needed a saddle. Preferably one with a cushion. A seatbelt wouldn’t hurt, either. As she brushed herself, a single, yellow feather floated to the ground. It was very large and must have come from the gryphon. There was no gryphon around now—she looked around to check—so she assumed it must have been stuck in her clothing and just came loose now. Was it worth anything?

She put it in her inventory and made a mental note to sell it at the auction house, if she ever got there. She looked at the goat and wondered how much she would get for it. The goat looked up like it knew what she was thinking.

“Identify.” She touched the goat gently on the back. 

A status screen, more basic than hers, appeared.
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Interesting, the goat could fight apparently. It wasn't very smart, had a terrible personality, but high wisdom. Britta wasn't really sure what that meant, in goat-terms. And what did 'Enr' stand for?

“I don’t suppose you can speak, can you?” It would be much easier if she could just talk to it, come to an arrangement. The goat didn’t say anything.

Goats, of course, can’t talk. Not in the real world. But this wasn’t the real world and you never know until you ask.

“If you slow down a bit and let me steer from now on, I’ll get you something nice to eat when we get back to town.” The goat continued to nibble on the weeds, but there was a slight glance in her direction. “Some proper goat food.” She had no idea what proper goat food was. Didn’t they just eat everything? “How about some nice juicy carrots?”

The goat’s head came up. It looked at her, like it was considering her offer. Then it turned to face the road. Was it waiting for her to get on?

She might have been imagining it, but it did feel like they’d made a deal. Britta climbed back on board. The goat started moving again, but at a more leisurely pace. When they reached the road, it stopped. Britta realised it was waiting for her to choose which way to go.

She gave the rope a slight tug to the left and they set off. This was much better. Her only problem now would be when they got back to town and she had to tell the goat she didn’t actually have any money, and that the promised carrot would have to wait. That wouldn’t go down well. He seemed the sort of goat to get upset easily. She’d have to think of something before then. Perhaps he’d like a nice hat to munch on? She still had one left. Her imaginary grandfather wouldn’t mind.

They trotted along the dusty road with the sun shining and birds flying overhead. They were probably vultures waiting for her to drop dead. 

Things hadn’t exactly gone according to plan, but she’d made it to the end of her first quest at least. Well, technically, she’d failed her first quest, but that hadn’t been her fault. She could see why the game hadn’t been opened to the public yet. It was far from a polished product. But it was still surprisingly enjoyable to wander around a different world. 

She checked the clock at the bottom of her vision. Still hours before Mum and Dad got back. She’d ride back to town and then call it a day. Perhaps when the game was fixed, she’d try it again.

Ahead of her there was something in the road. Multiple somethings. As she got closer, she saw it was a group of men on horseback spread out to block her way. They had bandanas tied over their faces. Bandits.
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                Britta looked around for an alternative route. The road she was on had no turnings. It went from New Town to the ranch, and then on to wherever. She could turn around and try her luck in that direction, but she had no idea how far it would be before she reached the next destination (assuming there was one), and she didn’t have any supplies.

There was also the strong likelihood of meeting more unfriendlies the further she went. In any direction. That was the point of the game, after all. At least these bandits were designed to be manageable by a low level character. 

She had wanted to visit the auction house before she logged out. See how it worked and get a rough idea how much her items might be worth. She checked the clock—still time. She decided she would try to get past these men without a fight, and if that didn’t work, she’d just call it a day. She’d got her goat, and that had been her main objective. Well, she didn’t want a goat, but at least the quest was done.

Which reminded her, shouldn’t she have received something for completing the quest? Some XP, at least. She checked her status screen. The quest was still there. Another bug?

“Okay, Donald,” she said to the goat. “We’re going to try to talk our way through this, but if things go bad, we’ll have to make a run for it.”

Donald bleated. He didn’t sound convinced.

“Those carrots are waiting for you in town.”

Donald’s head went up. Now he was invested. They started moving forward. The men waited, slouching on their large mounts. There were three of them in a line. The one on the left looked a bit like a cat, with pointy ears and red fur.

The one in the middle appeared to be human. He had a large hat with a wide brim. It was a bit like a cowboy hat, but could have been something a musketeer wore.

On the right, there was a lizardman. He had green skin and strange ridges all over the top of his head. He wore gold-rimmed glasses, giving him a studious look. 

None of them had weapons drawn, although they each had a range of knives and swords about their person, the blades glinting in the sun.

“Hey, little lady,” said the one in the middle as she approached. “I’m afraid you need to pay the toll if you want to use this road.”

“How much?” said Britta. She’d rather pay than fight.

“We ain’t greedy, we’ll take your most valuable item.”

“Okay.” That didn’t seem so bad. Nothing she had was particularly valuable. She didn’t mind giving up one of them.

“Doc?” he said to the lizard.

Doc leaned forward in his saddle, peering at her. “Not much there. I’d say the goat’s the only thing worth taking.

They wanted her brand new goat? No way.

“Sure,” said the cat. “Good idea. We sure could cook it up nice. I’m getting hungry already.”

Donald stiffened under her.

If she’d met these desperados on the way to the ranch like she was supposed to, Donald wouldn’t have been with her. They would have taken something else and let her go, she assumed. Doing it this way had screwed her up. Unless there was another way out of this. Which there generally was, she had started to realise.

“You can’t have my goat. He’s like family.” Donald twisted his neck and gave her a look. She wasn’t sure what it meant, but she was too busy right now to figure it out. “But I do have something else you can have. One sec.”

She opened her inventory and took out the other hat. It was identical to the one she’d given to Marj. She’d been able to convince her it was worth something, so why not try the same thing on these men? 

She held up the hat. “This belonged to my grandfather. He fought in the Battle of—”

“What are we going to do with a stinking bog cap?” said the cat.

She didn’t know what a bog cap was, but the cat didn’t seem very impressed. “No, it’s a special one from—”

“Little lady, we know what that is.” The one in the middle pulled down his bandana, revealing a handsome face. “They hand them out to all the recruits in the bog army. We should know, that’s where we deserted from.”

Damn it. This wasn’t going to work. She looked at the guy in the middle. He really was very good looking. He had a square jaw and really white teeth. 

Britta shook her head. What was she doing? Leching over computer graphics? Sad, sad, sad. They’d made him look like the cool bandit, the good looking bad boy. He was just a cliché. She could feel her face get red.

“I’ve got some other stuff,” she said, avoiding looking at him. “How about some dye? Brighten up your outfits.”

“We don’t want your crap,” said the cat. “Give us the goat, and any herbs and spices that would go well with goat stew. We gonna have a feast tonight.”

Donald didn’t take this news well. He lowered his head and charged.
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                Britta lunged forward and wrapped her arms around Donald’s neck. There was a strange, red glow around the goat’s body. She considered jumping off, but they were moving too fast for her to land safely, she decided. Not that staying on board was going to be any safer. 

The horses nervously side-stepped and whinnied, and the men on them looked confused. How exactly do you stop a charging goat?

“Hey, cut that out!” shouted the man in the middle. 

The cat had his sword out and nudged his horse forward. The creature was unwilling to take on the crazy goat and shook its head, planting its feet firmly where they were. The cat raised the sword as Donald closed the distance, ready to strike, but the horse had other ideas. It suddenly reared up as Donald reached it. 

Britta thought they’d run right under its raised belly, but then Donald jumped, ramming his horns into the horse.

The horse squealed and reared even higher, twisting its body awkwardly. The cat stayed mounted for a few seconds, sword circling wildly like a flamboyant call to arms, and then he tipped backwards, rolling out of the saddle.

Donald was on him like a flash. Britta had an excellent view as Donald repeatedly slammed his horns into the prone cat. The glow around Donald seemed to get brighter. The cat had his furry hands up to ward off the attack, but they did him little good.

As Britta watched, little numbers appeared like sparks flying off the cat’s body. 2, 3, 3, 2… until the cat lay motionless. There hadn’t been any blood, which was a relief to Britta, but the relentless onslaught had been harrowing to observe. 

By her estimations, it had only taken ten points of damage to kill the catman. That was even less than she had. These bandits were very low level and easy to kill, which shouldn’t really have been surprising. This was the lowest level quest there was. 

The other two bandits hadn’t tried to help their comrade. Instead, they pulled their horse’s back and retreated from the fight. Were they all show? 

“I suggest you get out of here before my devil-goat decides to do the same to you.” She had no idea what a devil-goat was, but it sounded impressive. The two remaining bandits exchanged looks and then turned their horses around and fled.

“Good job, Donald.” She patted his neck. Perhaps a goat wasn’t such a bad choice for a mount. If he was willing to fight, she might even be able to stay alive out here. She checked her status screen. Her experience bar had remained the same. She didn’t get any XP for Donald’s kill, which was a shame. Did he get it, then?

“Identify.” She touched the goat with her hand.

[image: image-placeholder]

There was no change in level and she couldn’t see an XP bar, but she did see a red cooldown box next to the ‘Enr’ stat. One hour. Donald had been pretty mad, did Enr stand for enrage? It made sense.

“Good job, Donald.” Donald ignored her and nibbled on a tuft of yellow grass. The cat’s horse snorted.

It was standing a few metres away, eyeing the goat warily. If she could get it back to town, she could probably sell it. The saddle alone would fetch a decent price, she was sure. Then there was the cat and whatever items he had. There was the sword he’d dropped but he looked like he had more on him. 

She would strip the cat of everything, down to clothes and boots, put it all on the horse and then lead the horse back to town. All of it could be sold and she’d finally have some money. There might even be a bounty on this one—but it would be a nightmare trying to take the body back with her. Unless she could stick the body in her inventory. No, that would be dumb.

The question was, did she have time to sell everything and then spend the money? The spending part was what she was looking forward to. The idea of going shopping and buying proper gear sent a rush of excitement through her. She could afford real clothes and weapons and who knew what else.

She slid off the goat’s back and checked the time on her screen. Half past nine. It was cutting it close, but—

Everything went black. She realised her eyes were closed. She opened them.

“What are you doing in there, Britta?” said Dad, peering down at her.

“Are you alright?” said Mum. “You look very sweaty.”
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                Britta sat at the kitchen table while Mum bustled around the electric kettle making tea.

“It was such a beautiful hotel, not that we saw much of it, but it really does help to take a break, get your balance back. I feel ten years younger.” She was rambling which was unusual for her. She was usually the calm, strict one who did the telling off and handed out the punishments.

Dad paced up and down with his phone out. He had a very serious expression on his face, which was equally unusual. It was like they had swapped bodies.

“I can’t understand how this happened. They must have noticed the unauthorised login. You should have been booted out immediately. I have to talk to someone before they think it was a deliberate attempt to compromise the system. What were you thinking, Britta? Why did you do it when you knew you weren’t allowed?”

“I was just bored, Dad. I didn’t break anything. I wanted to see what it was like, that’s all.” 

Britta knew she was in trouble. Dad never got this stressed about anything, but it wasn’t like she’d done anything bad. She’d hardly got anywhere in the game. And the one time she had got herself some decent loot, she’d been pulled out before she could collect it.

The thought of all that stuff lying out in the open weighed heavier on her mind than her Dad’s anger. She knew it was dumb since she would never get a chance to go back into the game, but all those items she could have sold were now waiting for some random passerby to pick up, unearned. It was highly infuriating. She had half a mind to ask Dad if she could nip back in for a second and put them in her inventory. She decided the request probably wouldn’t go down well.

“What level did you get to?” asked Dad.

“Huh?” said Britta, still thinking about the lost items which had now taken on the status of legendary loot in her imagination. “Oh, three.”

“So you haven’t done any quests, yet?”

“No. Well, I got a mount. And I sort of almost did a class quest but it wasn’t finished.”

“You didn’t finish it?”

“No, I mean the quest wasn’t available. They hadn’t finished writing it.”

Dad put a hand over his face. “You triggered an incomplete. They definitely noticed that.” He lowered his hand and his face was more sad than angry. “Did you make a bug report?”

“I don’t know how,” said Britta.

“What do you mean, you don’t know how? It’s automatic at the end of every session. You get the survey you have to fill out.”

Britta didn’t know what he was talking about. “I never filled out any surveys. Everything was a Yes or No button, the rest was trying not to die.”

“You died? How many times.”

“Oh.” Britta counted them off in her head. “Two or three times.”

“Which is it?” He was being more stern than she’d ever seen him. He took gaming seriously.

“Three.” There was no point lying. 

Dad stopped pacing and stared into the middle distance. Britta realised he was calculating how long they were away and the amount of time she would have had in-game if she’d been locked out for seventy-two hours. The maths wasn’t going to add up.

“Britta, was this the first time you used the pod?”

“No. I tried it before, just for a little bit.”

Dad sat down and slumped forward to rest his head on the table. Mum put a mug of tea next to his ear.

“Don’t you think you’re overreacting?” she said. “She just tried it out. No harm done, is there?”

“You don’t understand,” Dad said into the tabletop. “These machines are specifically calibrated to a single user. She should never have been able to access the system. Something very wrong must have happened.” He sat up and looked at the phone still in his hand. “I have to call someone.”

“It’s Sunday,” said Britta. “Won’t they all be at home?”

Dad gave her a look. “Britta, these people operate in a completely different world to you and me. In their world, there is no Sunday.” 
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                Dad spent the next few minutes furiously texting. Britta didn’t understand what was so urgent, it was just a game after all.

She was hungry and tired, but most of all, she wanted to go back into the game and grab her loot. Fat chance of that happening. 

“Did you have dinner?” asked Mum. 

Britta shook her head. 

“What about lunch?” 

“Yes, Mum. I’m not a game nerd, I do still remember how to feed and wash myself.”

“Okay,” said Dad, putting away his phone. “They said they’ll look into it. Good thing it was me that told them and not them calling me to find out what’s going on. We could have been in real trouble.”

“Why would we be in trouble?” asked Britta.

“Because, my darling daughter, I signed an NDA saying I wouldn’t let anyone else know what happens in the game. That includes letting someone else use the pod. They’ve only let a special select few enter the game so far. People they’ve carefully screened.”

Special select few? Britta didn’t think there was anything special about the other players she’d encountered. But then, was there anything special about Dad? Why choose him? He was a programmer, so maybe they wanted people with game development experience. Were the other people all computer programmers, too?

“I told them my youngest crawled in and activated it, just an accident, and if anyone asks you, that’s what I want you to tell them.”

“Crawled in? I’m not a toddler, Dad.”

“Unless they ask, I’m happy to let them think you’re a babe in arms. Might stop them suing us out of house and home.”

“You’re exaggerating, aren’t you?” asked Mum.

“I wish. This is serious business. They’re planning to go wide by the end of the month. And there’s a number of competing VR pods about to come out.”

“They’re going to make the game available to the public by the end of the month?” said Britta incredulously.

“Yes. What’s wrong with that? You’ve seen the game. Pretty impressive, huh?” He seemed to have forgotten his concerns once they were talking about the actual gameplay.

Britta twisted her mouth. “Not really. I mean, it looks good, but the game isn’t even finished.”

Dad sat down, a curious frown on his face. “What do you mean? There’s bound to be the odd bug here and there, but other than that…”

“My Level 3 gnome quest wasn’t ready. I’m a gnome. I couldn’t do anything.”

“Gnome quest?”

“And who’s Nigel?” said Britta, suddenly realising now that she had been caught, she could ask Dad about all the odd things in the game.

“Nigel? There’s no Nigel,” said Dad.

“Didn’t you notice all the big monsters call themselves Nigel? Is there someone high up at APE called Nigel? Did he name some of the monsters after himself?

“Britta, there’s no one at APE called Nigel. Which mobs call themselves Nigel?”

“The dragon at the start, in the tutorial.”

“All he does is tell you about the game options and gets you started. He doesn’t tell you his name.”

“He does if you ask him.”

Dad shook his head like he was trying to clear it. “Did you report all of this?”

“No. How was I supposed to report it? I told you, they didn’t ask me.”

“There’s a bug report button on your status screen.”

“Not on my screen.”

Dad scratched at his chin and then noticed the mug of tea. He picked it up and took a sip. 

“Okay, tell me what you did in the game. From the beginning.”

Britta sighed. It wasn’t like anything much had happened to her so far, just some wandering around and the occasional death. Usually her own. And she was still annoyed about losing all that loot.

“Can I just go back and collect some loot?” she asked, fully expecting a no. “I just killed a bandit and his stuff is just lying on the ground.”

“You killed a bandit on the way to Jasper’s ranch? They usually just run away.”

“My goat got mad and rammed him.”

“Your goat?” Dad only seemed to be getting more confused. “Where did you kill him? On the road to the ranch?”

Britta paused to look closely at her father. “Dad, are you going to steal my loot?”

            

    
        Bitter 68

    
    
    
    
                “Britta, I’m your father. I wouldn’t steal from you.” He put his mug down on the table. “And it’s not like you’ll need any of it.”

Britta’s eyebrows crawled towards each other. “That sounds like you are going to steal from me.”

“I play a ranger, not a thief,” Dad said emphatically.

“Really?” said Britta. “I’d thought you’d be a mage. Someone said they were the most OP class.”

“And you think I only play OP classes?” said Dad huffily.

“Yes,” said Britta. “That’s why me and Marisa stopped playing with you.”

“You think that about your own father? I can’t say I’m not hurt by that, Britta.”

“And OP is…?” asked Mum, like she didn’t really care.

“Overpowered,” said Dad. “Unfairly strong characters that bad players enjoy playing. Your daughter thinks I’m the kind of man who cheeses his way through games.”

Mum looked no less baffled.

“They also said mages were really weak at lower levels,” Britta said. 

“True. Probably the squishiest between levels one and five. Are you suggesting that’s why I didn’t choose to be a mage?”

“Yes, Dad. Isn’t it?”

Dad threw his hands in the air. “Of course it is. That’s why nobody chooses mage. What class are you, by the way?”

Britta was fine discussing her character with Dad. The more distracted he was by her in-game activities, the better chance he would forget her slight transgression, she hoped. And it was also a chance to ask him a few questions about the game.

“Illusionist.”

“You’re joking?” Dad scoffed. “No wonder you died so many times. They’re even squishier than mages. What were you thinking? Oh my God, this better not affect my rating. I need to make sure they know it wasn’t me doing all the dying.” He had his phone out again and began texting.

“Why would it affect you?” said Britta. “I’m the one who died.”

“It’s on my account, and only I’m supposed to be playing.” He tapped away furiously on the phone.

“But it doesn’t really matter if you die, does it? You just come back to life.”

Dad looked up. “It affects your Elo for PVP.” 

Mum walked to the fridge muttering to herself.

“So what?” said Britta. “It’s still the test run, isn’t it?”

Dad let out a long sigh. “PVP is what this game is all about. Getting to play it now at the highest level is going to be a huge advantage when it goes live. You only get access to the top arenas if you have a high Elo in the game.”

“Okay,” said Mum. “PVP?”

“Player versus player,” said Dad. “That’s where this game is going to take the world by storm. It’s going to make MMA look like two old men slow dancing. People will freak out. You can do things in this game you’ve never even seen in movies.” The more he talked, the more excited he got. “You PVE to get geared, and then you fight other players in the arenas.”

“So,” said Mum, her hand on her hip, “people are going to fight to the death?”

“Not for real,” said Dad. “It’ll just look real.”

So this was how Dad planned to make them rich? Become a top fighter in a pretend world? She knew watching other people play video games was popular, but that was just nerds. Admittedly, nerd-money was big business, but not compared to football or even boxing. Why would the rest of the world care about people hitting each other with pixels?

“That’s great,” said Mum. “Really great. Britta, I forbid you to play this PVP.”

“I’m not even playing the game anymore,” said Britta.

“Yes,” said Mum, “but even if you do play again, sometime in the future, I don’t want you murdering people for entertainment. Understood?”

“You don't have to worry about that,” said Dad. “She's an illusionist. She’ll make a rabbit disappear, and they’ll chop her head off with an axe. Trust me, she won’t be PVPing. An illusionist. Why?” He shook his head, unable to believe it. “You must fall down dead every time someone shakes your hand.”
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                “Actually,” said Britta, “I found there was an alternative to fighting. If you say the right thing, you can talk your way out of most tricky situations.”

“You can,” said Dad, “but where’s the fun in that? At the end of the day, you’ll have to win some fights the old fashioned way, and a weak character won’t get you very far.”

“I wasn’t trying to win the game, Dad.” Britta felt his dismay at her choices was completely unfair. “I think I did pretty well, considering. By the way, where do you get potions from? I only found a couple in those reward boxes—which are a total scam, by the way.”

He rolled his eyes. “There’s a potion merchant practically on every street corner. But spamming pots isn’t the answer, either. You need a solid character and an optimised build.

Now it was Britta turn with the eye-rolling. “I just wanted to see what the game was like. I chose the class at random. And I did manage to kill a bandit.” Technically, Donald had done the killing, but she had been the one in charge, technically. “And a giant zombie.”

There was a flicker of surprise in Dad’s eyes. “I heard a party had taken down Zombzilla. You were involved in that, were you?”

“I got a couple hits in.” If she was being honest, it was only one hit. “Didn’t get any rewards, though. Shouldn’t I have gotten something?”

“They weren’t expecting anyone to kill it,” said Dad. “Rewards weren’t ready.”

He seemed to know a lot about it, for a player.

“So you still talks to the people at APE?”

“Of course. Just because I left—”

“Were let go,” said Mum.

“Yes, just because I was let go, doesn’t mean I don’t still have friends there. We—they’re still working out the kinks. There’ll be proper rewards once the game goes live, I’m sure.”

“By next month?” Britta asked dubiously.

“It’s not like it’ll be on sale at the local supermarket. They’re just expanding to include more people. Create awareness, build up interest. It’s a gradual process.”

“More players, more people to steal from,” said Britta.

“Britta, I’m not stealing from you. We’re family. Everything I own belongs to you. And vice versa.”

She didn’t like the way that sounded. “Then how come all the toys in your office are locked in glass cabinets?”

Dad stiffened. “They aren’t toys, they’re collectibles. And you’ll be glad of their pristine condition when they sell for thousands, one day.” He folded his arms, looking very satisfied with his point. “Once I’m dead, they’ll all go to you.”

“What about Marisa?” asked Britta.

“Well, yes, obviously you’ll have to share them.”

“And Mum? She’ll probably outlive you.”

“Don’t worry about me,” said Mum. “I don’t want any of his junk.”

“What?” said Dad, visibly upset. “Not even to remember me by?”

“Darling, I don’t need a replica of Captain America’s shield for that. No one needs a replica of Captain America’s shield. For anything.”

Dad turned to Britta. “Keep the shield safe, Britta, and it will keep you safe.”

Britta shook her head. “Why don’t you pick up my loot and sell it, and then keep the money for me. Like in a trust fund, you know, where I trust you not to spend it? If I ever try the game again, you can give it back to me.”

“I suppose I could do that.” Dad didn’t seem to love the idea. “Once you’re eighteen and start earning money, you might buy your own pod, I suppose.”

“She’ll be in university,” said Mum. “She won’t be earning.”

“She might win the lottery,” said Dad. “Or get a rich boyfriend.”

Britta was uncomfortable being talked about like she wasn’t even there, but it was better than being told off. She had successfully sidetracked Dad, but it was still the end of her adventures in fantasy land. Tomorrow, she’d be back to her boring old life. No more flying around with gryphons or hanging out with Level 999 gnomes. She felt a twinge of sadness.

“And, did you pick up any other useful items?” said Dad, casually. Slightly too casually, thought Britta. “Any special weapons or rare items?”

“No,” said Britta. “All I had was a knife and a goat. If you find my goat, can you take it back to the ranch? His name is Donald.”

“Mounts despawn when you log out,” said Dad. “You have to resummon them.”

“How?” said Britta.

“You really didn’t bother with the tutorial, did you?” He shook his head. “You can set up a command in the settings screen. And you didn’t come across any unusual items?”

“No. Why? Are you looking for something?”

“Not in particular. The game has lots of special objects that trigger secret quests. You never know when you might stumble across one.”

What Dad said sounded familiar, but the strange tangents she had gone on hadn’t involved any items. All she’d done was talk to people, but there was no point telling him that, he’d just scoff.

“I don’t think I’ve come across anything like that. I do have a gryphon feather.”

Dad jumped to his feet. “Oh,” he said excitedly. “A gryphon feather!”

“Yes!” said Britta, standing to match his excitement. “Do you know what it does?”

“I have no idea,” said Dad. “What?”

Britta sat down. “How would I know? I thought you did.”

Dad sat down, too. “Never mind. Send me the feather and I’ll see if I can work it out.”

“Send it how?” said Britta.

“Next time you’re in-game… Oh. Right.”

“I could just nip back in and—”

“No,” said Dad. “We’ll just leave it as an unsolved mystery. I better go and collect those items before someone else finds them.” He rose from the table. “And we still have the matter of your punishment to sort out.”

“Punishment for what?” said Britta, spreading her arms wide. “I probably did them a favour finding a potential security… thingy.”

“Yes. I’m sure they’ll be very grateful and only sue us for half of everything we own. We’ll talk about it later.”

“Mum!” Her last hope for a reprieve.

“Hm?” said Mum. She was busy on her phone and had lost interest.

Britta got up and slouched up the stairs.
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                Britta woke the next morning, feeling tired after a restless night. She’d had strange dreams that she couldn’t quite remember other than a vague recollection she’d been in the game world. Not reliving her highlights, it was more random wandering around and doing nothing. Although, maybe those was her highlight. 

Her body felt limp and sore and it took five minutes of stretching to get her shoulders not to pinch in the middle of her back. She couldn’t tell if it was a side-effect of the game, or just her sleeping funny.

She got ready for school and went downstairs. As she walked through the hallway, she noticed a padlock on the living room door. She doubted they’d had a spare one lying around the house, so Dad must have gone out, late on a Sunday evening, and bought it. Where would he have found a hardware store open at that time?

Dad was in the kitchen, whistling as he buttered toast.

“The lock on the door’s a bit much, isn’t it?” said Britta. When she’d seen it, her reaction had been a mild eyeroll. Now that she was bringing it up with Dad, it genuinely annoyed her. 

“It’s not that I don’t trust you, Britta, but I was a kid once. I know, hard to believe.” 

Actually, not hard to believe at all, thought Britta. 

“And I also know what it’s like when a cool game gets into your system.”

Hearing Dad use the word ‘cool’ was unsettling. Like when a teacher used ‘bae’ to try and seem hip. 

“I’m just removing temptation while you transition back to normal life.”

“Thanks,” she said with a sarcastic smile. “I hope the withdrawal symptoms won’t be too severe.” She sat down and ate Dad’s cereal.

“And please don’t talk about what you saw in the game to anyone at school. I’m still under the NDA.”

“But I didn’t sign any NDA,” said Britta, knowing it would irk him.

He frowned at her. “Britta, please. I could get into a lot of trouble. Anderson Peters don’t mess about when it comes to this sort of thing. Just forget about the whole thing. Okay?”

“Why are they called Anderson Peters?” asked Britta. “I looked them up and neither of them are called Anderson or Peters.”

“See? You’re obsessing already.”

Britta stopped eating long enough to give him a disparaging look. “No, Dad, I’m not.”

He took a bite of toast and talked through it. “This is how it starts, honey. Believe me, I know. The less we talk about it, the easier it’ll be for you, trust me. Please, just remember, NDA.”

“You don’t have to worry, none of my friends care about this sort of stuff. They’d be bored stiff. It’s just a game, Dad, not the next step in evolution.”

“You’d be surprised,” said Dad.

Despite her nonchalant dismissal of the game’s impact on her, she did sense something was different. She sat on the bus on the way to school and kept seeing people in terms of hit points and classes. If there was a fight, the sharp-faced man in the blue suit and blue tie standing by the doors looked like he could take the mean-looking lady with the small dog on her lap. Unless the dog had enrage.

The other kids on the bus all looked like NPCs who would run away screaming at the first sign of trouble. Britta wouldn’t. Not that she’d get pile on, but panicking wouldn’t help. 

At school, Rashida was eager to report on her weekend. She had gone to a family wedding that sounded like three different weddings held on the same day. Her hands were covered in elaborate henna tattoos. Britta asked the occasional question about the bizarre rituals but she wasn’t really listening. 

She drifted through lessons with no real awareness of what she was being taught. She managed to take notes and write down homework assignments, but most of the time she would zone out and reimagine how to better deal with a situation from the game.

She should have kept the cursed dagger instead of returning it to Big Freddy; there was bound to be a quest attached to it. The suspicious Mayor was clearly up to something. She should have dug a little deeper—the game had clearly wanted her to. And the Wise One probably had a lot more to offer her than simply sending her to the Great Gnome in the Sky. So many little things she hadn’t skimmed over that could have got her levelled up quicker and better geared.

“What about you?” asked Rashida. “Did you do anything over the weekend?”

Britta shrugged. It was nearly lunchtime and CS had devolved into chatting quietly in anticipation of the bell. Mr Taymor was sitting on the corner of his desk, talking to a couple of the boys about something.

“Not really. My parents went away, so it was just me.”

“They left you alone for the whole weekend?” Rashida sounded horrified. “That’s abuse, that is.” She had the look of someone about to make a complaint to the management. Then her expression softened. “Wish mine would go away for a couple of days. I could use a break.” 

Britta logged out of the computer in front of her. It was a basic laptop with a metal lock chaining it to the desk, but nobody would bother to steal it if it wasn’t. Not unless you needed something to prop up a wonky table.

“It wasn’t too bad. I played this new game my Dad has.” She couldn’t help herself. All morning it had been building inside her, the need to talk to someone about the game. To tell them she had spoken to a dragon and rode a goat into battle. 

“A video game? Jesus H. Christ, Britta. Are you turning into a gamer?”

Britta didn’t appreciate the implied insult. Everyone was treating her like some kind of addict. “Should you be using Jesus like that? Isn’t he one of your prophets, too? He’s in your book, right?”

Rashida balked at the backhand return, sitting up straighter. “Yes, but he’s a minor character.”

Britta had met a god. He was a giant gnome and he made her float into the air. She smiled to herself and then wiped it away with her hand when she noticed Rashida staring at her like she was observing a nutcase.

The bell rang and students filled the hallways. Britta put her bag in her locker and made her way to the cafeteria, unable to clear the fog in her head. Everything around her was so drab and grey, it made her lose her appetite. She was the minor character. She was an NPC in her own life. 

She saw Lewis, sitting alone with a small laptop open in front of him. He at least would be interested. Dad had told her not to talk to anyone about the game, but nobody would find out. Did anyone really care about a schoolgirl’s lunchtime conversations?

She went over and sat down next to him. He had a tray of food next to his computer and fed the side of his face as his eyes remained glued to the screen. He slowly turned to look at her, his eyes changing from uncertain to disgusted.

Britta didn’t have any food with her. She realised it must have looked strange for her to suddenly sit down next to him, only reinforcing his suspicions about her, and she regretted the whole idea.

“Sorry, thought you were someone else.” She rose and walked away. 

There was no point talking to anyone about it. They wouldn’t understand. She should just forget about it, like Dad said. That, or find a way back in.
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                Britta spent the rest of the school day distracted. Normally, she would be completely focused on the teacher and the lesson. She would be the one to raise her hand and ask questions while everyone else stared out of a window or rested their chin on the heel of a palm.

A couple of teachers even gave her questioning glances when she didn’t pester them for extra details about when they had to have homework in by and what the next lesson would cover. 

She couldn’t help it. Her mind was filled with thoughts on the game. She wanted to talk to someone about it, someone who wasn’t Dad. He would be too dismissive of everything she asked or refuse to tell her because of the NDA. He seemed to treat the NDA as his new religion. 

He insisted he couldn’t reveal company secrets to her as though she was some kind of industrial spy, in the pay of Microsoft. She didn’t know if Dad thinking she would blab to all her friends was flattering, him assuming she had friends to blab to, or sad, that he knew so little about her life.

Of course, she preferred him to be ignorant of her social standing. The last thing she needed was an arm around her shoulder and trite words of encouragement. She shuddered at the thought.

No, she definitely didn’t want that. 

What she wanted was someone to talk to about the stupid game, that was all.

“What’s wrong with you?” said Rashida as they packed up after an English lesson Britta had no recollection of. “You’ve been all moony since lunch. Is it love?”

“No,” said Britta, too despondent to even be annoyed. “Just feel a bit flat today. Don’t you ever wish your life was more… interesting?” 

Rashida scratched at the stud in the side of her nose. It was odd; if Britta asked for something like that, Mum would freak. Only one step away from a tattoo on her lower back. But Rashida, whose religion was stricter than life in the military, had had one since she was thirteen and her parents didn’t mind at all. To them, it was no different than an earring or any other harmless piece of jewellery.

“No,” said Rashida. “Life is better when things are calm and relaxed. You can get more done.” She spoke with utter certainty.

Britta had been of a similar mindset, until recently. Now, she knew how it felt to explore a brand new world, and without the worry of horrible things happening. Horrible things did still happen, but you didn’t worry about them. Not as much, anyway.

It didn’t matter. Her life in New World was done; a short vacation. She had to get her head back into this game. But it was hard.

She sat at the bus stop, surrounded by other kids milling about, scrolling through her phone. She had 2GB of data she could use every month that she never did. Today, she was about to hit her limit because she had been surfing for information on the game and APE.

The first bus to arrive was already almost full and she sat there watching everyone trying to pile in. She could wait for the next one. She wasn’t in the mood for playing sardines. When she looked back, her phone told her time was up. She closed it and looked up again. Lewis was standing there, staring at her. Right at her.

Her first thought was he was mad about something. His face was twisted into a strange grimace. She was sure she hadn’t done anything to piss him off. Not recently, anyway. She looked away. He came towards her, she could feel him approaching.

“How did you know?” he demanded.

She looked back at him, already feeling irritated by whatever had got him so worked up. “Know what?”

“New World. You said that’s what it was called, but no one knew until a few hours ago when it was leaked. But you knew.” He had a very serious, determined look on his face.

“Kind of a general name, isn’t it? Could just be a coincidence.”

“No. I get it now. I kept thinking you were interested in me, or something. It was weird. But it’s the game, isn’t it? Do you have a pod?”

She sat under the bus shelter trying to decide what she should say. She didn’t want to say she’d been in the game. He was bursting at the seams as it was. 

“My Dad used to work for APE. They gave him a pod.” 

The NDA said not to talk about what was in the game. They couldn’t expect people to deny the pod existed. And she hadn’t signed anything, so it was just stating a fact.

“You have one? In your house?”


“My Dad does. I don’t.” 

Lewis sat down next to her, bumping shoulders with her as he pulled his little laptop out of his bag. He flipped it open and showed her the screen. “Does it look like this?”

There was a detailed diagram on a website with numbers and arrows everywhere, like something you’d find with a piece of furniture from Ikea. It was bullet-shaped, upright like it was about to take off, and it had wheels. 

“Not really. It’s more of a rectangle and it lies on the floor, kind of like a metal coffin. And it doesn’t have wheels.”

Lewis eyes grew wide as he listened with rapt attention. “Have you tried it?”

“I’m not allowed.” She wasn’t lying, but she wasn’t being honest either. “It’s specially calibrated for each user. Plus, there’s an NDA, so you can’t talk about it. My Dad won’t even tell me what it’s like in New World.”

“But he told you it was called New World.”

“He lets things slip sometimes.” She could see it would be tricky keeping up the charade, but it was still quite nice to talk about it, even if only indirectly. “Supposed to be going into a wider release at the end of the month.”

Lewis gasped. “Open beta?” 

Had she said too much? “I don’t know. I’m not sure. Don’t say anything to anyone.”

Lewis nodded slowly. Then he began furiously typing on the keyboard.
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                “What are you doing?” said Britta, suddenly panicked.

“Nothing,” said Lewis without looking up, his fingers tapping away. He struggled to keep the laptop on his lap as he worked his knees up while trying to not fall off the seat.

“I said you can’t tell anyone,” said Britta, getting annoyed.

“I won’t.” He was still typing.

Britta leaned into him, her face brushing his shoulder as she tried to see what he was writing. It was a thread on a Fishtail.com, telling them he knew someone who had seen the pod—only he called it a ‘VIB’ for some reason—and that it was horizontal not vertical. It wasn’t exactly shocking news, but as soon as he posted it replies started appearing.

“You just told people!” She was more irritated by him lying to her face than what he wrote. It was so bland and irrelevant, she didn’t think it could possibly break the NDA.

“It’s okay,” said Lewis. “Nobody’s going to believe me.”

Britta was confused. “Then why post it?”

“Have you been on Fishtail?” asked Lewis.

“I had a look, but there didn’t seem to be much there. It’s a bit too toxic. People calling each other names and saying weird stuff that makes no sense. And hardly anyone knows what they’re talking about.”

The replies to his post now numbered fifteen and all of them were basically calling him a liar. Many of them were also telling him he was full of shit, his suggestion was shit and that the only place his horizontal box would take him was to a virtual world made entirely of shit.

They also pointed out the main flaw in his claim to have a friend with a VIB, which was that there was no way he had any friends of any kind. Many people upvoted this comment.

Which was followed up by some discussion about his mother and what she’d been up to last night. The conversation was hard to follow after that as a picture from an old television show was posted with the caption ‘yo little ting’ which made no sense to Britta but  provoked a string of responses that were in some language not yet available to the general public.

“Yeah, you’re right, but if you build up a decent reputation, you get access to the higher level forums where the real info is. I’m going to put this here, people are going to throw abuse at me until they get bored, but when the VIB comes out and I’m proved right, I’ll get my karma then.”

“What’s a VIB?” said Britta.

“Virtual Information Box,” said Lewis. “Why, what does your Dad call it?”

“A pod.”

Lewis began typing again. It seemed harmless enough so she didn’t try to stop him. Her bus drove up and she got on. Lewis didn’t even notice her going. It was his bus, too, but he was too engrossed.

When she got home, the padlock on the living room door was open. She could hear the hum of the pod. Dad was still in it, probably fighting some monster, or some player. She went upstairs and got changed. She had plenty to do and she was determined to resist the urge to waste the evening surfing for more information on APE and the game. It was pointless, and no substitute for playing the game. Nothing was.

She changed and came back down to get something to eat. Supplies for her adventures in homework. The padlock was hanging off the hook. It was a digital one with a small keypad to input the combination.

She lifted it up in her hand, still attached to the loop on the doorframe, and it was quite obvious from the greasy fingerprints that the numbers one, two and eight were part of the code, although that didn’t tell her what order they were supposed to be entered. Knowing the digits would make it much easier to figure out, but it didn’t matter, she already knew. 

28th December, two, eight, one, two, the date most important to her Dad. Stan Lee’s birthday.
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                Dad didn’t really have a thing for Stan Lee. That would be weird. He had a thing for Spider-man, of course. He was a boy, so that was normal. But the Stan Lee thing was more of a joke. He always used Mr Lee’s date of birth as his PIN wherever PINs were required. 

Britta let go of the padlock and went into the kitchen. It didn’t matter if she knew the combination or not, she wasn’t going to play the game again. Dad was right, it was hard to kick the habit once you were caught. The way she’d spent the whole day fixated on the game and unable to do any work proved it.

It would be better to let go now while she still could. She rooted around in the fridge until she had a pile of stuff, none of which were particularly healthy. She put everything on the kitchen table, stared at it with a displeased expression, and then returned it all to the fridge until she was left with a slab of cheese. 

Cheese on toast would do until someone sorted out dinner. It wasn’t all that healthy, either, but once she thought of it that was all her brain would let her consider. It was hard to resist a craving once it started. She turned on the grill and only then realised they’d run out of bread.

Because Mum and Dad had been away for the weekend, no one had done the shopping. They weren’t in danger of starving, but basic things like bread, eggs and milk, were finished.

Britta started getting annoyed, again. Her life was a series of pointless distractions that made everything slightly more tedious. Nothing fun or even mildly interesting seemed to happen to her. It was good that terrible things didn’t happen to her either, but where was the occasional pleasant surprise? It felt like it had been a long time.

That was the thing about the game—it didn’t take pot shots at you while you were in the middle of doing something. You didn’t suddenly catch a cold when you were about to go into a dungeon. A pimple didn’t appear on the end of your nose just before you gave a speech to an army of knights on horseback. You might still mess things up, but life’s odd ways of souring the milk weren’t included.

Not that virtual life was perfect. There were bugs and glitches you had to deal with, but they were mistakes that someone was trying to fix. Life had no repairmen working on it. This year’s model was the same as last year’s model, no upgrades.

Britta cut off bits of cheese and ate them one by one. It wasn’t pretty, but it got the job done. Then she went upstairs, into Mum and Dad’s bedroom. Dad’s phone was on charge. She picked it up and unlocked it. Same code. Then she scrolled through the contacts until she found the number of the person Dad had called at APE. Someone called Ben.

She copied the number into her own phone and went into her room to compose a text. It wasn’t very long, just an offer to give APE a report on her experiences playing the game, the problems encountered and issues she felt needed to be addressed.

There was a slight hesitation before pressing send, but if things didn’t go well, Dad could just say his toddler had got hold of his phone and mashed a few buttons. If they bought the last story, no reason they wouldn’t buy this one.

After she sent it, she intended to do her homework, but she didn’t. She just waited, phone in hand, occasionally looking at the screen.

After about five minutes, she got a reply. It was warm and friendly and told her they would be very interested in hearing her thoughts. An email address was provided.

She turned on her computer and started a new email detailing everything that had happened to her in-game. She left out nothing. It came very easily, flowing out of her. She’d had it pent up inside, and finally she had someone to tell.

She mentioned all the strange things, the weird interactions and bizarre conversations. Nigel the Dragon, Nigel the Gnome, she left nothing out, not even how she died and how she blinded herself. She didn’t know how long it took her to write—a long time for sure—but it was several pages. It felt good to get it all out.

It wasn’t just a play-by-play replay of events, she included many of own thoughts and even some suggestions how to improve things. She was polite, pointed out stuff she’d liked, and praised them for making such a realistic game, but there were also some scathing comments in there. She felt she had been fair.

She didn’t give herself time to fret over the details or how they would be received, she just sent it. Once that was done, her mind cleared and she knew she could get back to doing some work. Before she could get started, though, Mum was calling her down for dinner. 

Britta skipped down the stairs and into the dining room where her plate of pasta awaited her. She sat down and began eating. Dad was in a bathrobe, already halfway through his meal.

“I was calling you for five minutes,” said Mum. “What were you doing?”

“Sorry,” said Britta. “Homework. Hey, Dad, did you sell my stuff?”

“Now, Britta, I thought—”

“I just wondered how much you got for it, that’s all.” She sounded quite upbeat because she was.

He swallowed a forkful of pasta. “Don’t know, only just put it up for auction. Probably not very much. I didn’t see any horse when I got there, but he had some nice gear. We’ll see.”

Britta carried on eating. If she ever got back into the game, the money would come in useful. And there was a small chance she wouldn’t have to wait until she was earning her own money. Her report to APE probably contained a lot of stuff they weren’t even aware of. Dad didn’t seem to know, and he used to work for them. She was playing an unpopular race and class, and she had already found a quest that wasn’t working. Her report didn’t just highlight these issues, it made a strong case for letting Britta continue playing. She even added a PS suggesting they send her a pod of her own.

It was unlikely to succeed, but it was definitely a possibility.

            

    
        Bitter 74

    
    
    
    
                There was no reply email from APE. Britta wasn’t surprised, but she was a little disappointed.

To be fair, if they were going to take her comments seriously, it would take a few days for them to check the stuff she had mentioned in her report. Talk to people further up the chain of command, arrange for a pod to be sent to her… it could take weeks.

It was more likely, however, that they had filed it away and forgotten about it. Realistically speaking, they wouldn’t be interested in the thoughts of one player who had only played the game a couple of times.

Over the next few days, Britta’s life slowly returned to normal. It was a big year for her with GCSEs, and she had mock exams coming up soon. She threw herself into revising and focused on her schoolwork. Dad wandering around in his bathrobe was just part of the background and thoughts about the game receded into her memory. Eventually, she hardly thought about it at all. 

Until, that is, she received a phone call from the Chief Research Officer at Anderson Peters Electronics, Dr Gillian Reedy.

“May I call you Britta?” 

“Okay,” said Britta. It was Thursday evening and she was in her bedroom. When her phone rang and it said the number had been withheld, she was going to reject the call, but she had decided to risk it on a whim. When the woman on the other end explained who she was, Britta’s mouth went dry and she couldn’t think clearly.

“I have to say, I found your comments about the game interesting.”

“You read my report?” It was a dumb thing to say. Obviously she read it.

“Yes. Very interesting. To be honest, we were quite confused by a lot of it. Many of the things you say you experienced shouldn’t have been possible.”

Britta’s nervousness was overridden by the idea she was being accused of lying. She found her voice. “They did happen. I didn’t make it up.”

“Oh, no, no. Of course, I didn’t mean to suggest you did. It’s the nature of a project like this, on such a huge scale, that we miss things. It isn’t unexpected. I’m just glad you brought it to our attention now. I wanted to thank you, Britta.”

Was that what the phone call was about, a simple thank you? That would be just as disappointing.

“You’re welcome. I did like the game, overall, but it was quite strange. Like, who’s Nigel?” If she wasn’t going to get to play the game again, she could at least get some answers.

“Ah, yes, the elusive Nigel. I’m afraid I have no idea. The secondary personality you described isn’t impossible, but it shouldn’t be there. To tell you the truth, we have no idea how that happened. We went over your video records and I have to say, it made fascinating viewing. We’ve never seen anyone play the game like that before. You’ve got quite a following here.”

Britta wasn’t sure if she was being mocked. Did they all watch her gameplay vids together, laughing at her poor performance? She had never considered that the people at APE would see everything she had done, even though it was obvious they had the ability to do so. It was more that there was no reason to think they would waste their time watching her, in particular. But they had.

“I’m not really a very good player,” said Britta, unable to resist making excuses.

“No, no, you’re actually not bad. You have an unusual approach to the game, which may be why you managed to provoke so many unusual responses from the AI. We think you may be able to help us unlock the next stage in the evolution of this project.”

“You do? How?” Was she being offered a chance to play the game again? 

“Can I just check with you, you’re sixteen, correct?”

“Yes,” said Britta.

“Yes, so we’ll need your parents’ permission.” 

Permission for what? wondered Britta. She didn’t say anything, just held her breath and waited.

“What we would like is if you could come into our facility here and we could run a few tests.” 

“You mean, putting me back into the game?” 

“Yes, that’s right. We have a more advanced rig here. It allows us to take more readings, see your progress in real time. Would you be interested in doing that? We would compensate you for your time.”

Britta was definitely interested. “Um, I wouldn’t mind. But my Dad…”

“Ah, yes. I know your father quite well. I’ll speak to him, I don’t think he’ll mind. Thank you, Britta. I’ll be in touch.”

Britta ended the call and sat there, slightly stunned. She had found a way to play the game again, even if it was temporarily. She was excited and happy. It was only then that she wondered how Dr Reedy had got her number. She hadn’t included it in her report.
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                The result of Britta’s phone call was unexpected. They took away Dad’s pod. Dad was understandably upset about it, but they wanted to check it for faults. It should never have allowed Britta into the game, so there was a high probability there was a hardware issue.

Dad explained this to Britta as though he was trying to convince himself it was necessary. He had been promised they would bring it back as soon as they’d given it a check up. If there was some sort of failure, they would repair it free of charge, or give him a new one.

“They won’t actually give me a brand new one. It’ll be a refurbished model.” He shook his head bitterly. 

Britta didn’t say anything, just listened to him ranting. They’d come to take it away and were dismantling it to fit through the door. 

“Couldn’t they give you one while you wait?” asked Britta. “Like they do with cars?”

It seemed an obvious solution. 

“Of course they could. But they won’t.” He let out a sigh. “They want to make sure we aren’t trying to pull something. You’ve made them very nervous, Britta. If there’s something wrong with their machinery, it’ll put the release back months. Maybe longer.”

Once the men had gone in their huge truck that made no noise (it was electric), Dad sat at the kitchen table looking lost. He had nowhere to go today. 

Britta wasn’t about to stay here with him. She still had school to go to, and also, it was depressing being around him when he was like this. Dr Reedy had spoken to Dad and arranged for them both to go visit APE on Saturday. It was still three days away, but Britta was already excited. She would get to go back into the game one more time. And maybe it would lead to her getting her own pod, somehow. She knew it was unlikely, but she still couldn’t stop hoping. 

Dad had been remarkably calm about the whole thing, not even telling her off for going into his phone. He wanted Britta to be tested. He was just as curious to find out how she’d managed to get into the game, past all the security that should have kept her out. 

The next few days were torture. She tried to concentrate on her classes and the coursework that counted towards her exams, but she would find herself drifting off into daydreams in the middle of lessons. 

Lewis attempted to get more information about the pod, pestering her with questions. She went from wanting to have someone to talk about it with, to hiding if she saw him coming. He was at least discreet about it, not asking her if there were people around. If the release of the pod was pushed back, he’d probably think she’d been lying about the whole thing.

On Saturday, Dad drove her out to the middle of nowhere, or so it seemed. A large building that could have been a factory, or possibly a crashed space station, ringed by tall linked fences and guards at the gate. Britta looked them over closely as Dad told them his name, and waited for them to check. They weren’t the usual, slightly portly guards you saw at a museum or wandering around a shopping centre. These guys were fit, like they were ex-army or something. They didn’t have guns though. Dad’s name was on the list, but he had to show his driving license before they lifted the barrier. 

They parked in a huge car park that was almost entirely empty. It was a weekend, so most people were probably at home. They were met at the reception area by Dr Reedy. Her and Dad were very relaxed and friendly with each other. So much so that Britta felt a bit forgotten.

“And this is Britta,” said Dad.

“It’s very nice to meet you,” said Dr Reedy. She looked about the same age as Dad, but she was very thin and tall. Not in an attractive, model way. More like a gym teacher who used to play a lot of netball.

They went up to the third floor. Britta had had visions of taking the lift down, into a secret research facility deep underground. The third floor was mostly glass and very open. They were taken to a meeting room with a large table surrounded by chairs. The three of them sat down at one end.

“I just need to ask you a few questions, and then we’ll run a full medical.” She smiled, like a dentist telling you how painless everything was going to be.

Britta looked at Dad. He hadn’t mentioned anything about a medical.

“It’ll be fine," said Dad. "It’s just a basic health check to make sure you don’t have any conditions they need to be aware of. You don’t, do you?”

Why was he asking her? He was the parent. Technically.

“We have a fully qualified medical staff,” said Dr Reedy. “And then there’s some simple exercises to measure your lung capacity and exhaustion threshold. Nothing to worry about.”

Britta shot a more insistent look at Dad.

“This is all normal procedure,” said Dr Reedy, seeing the glares flying around.

“I’m not doing it,” said Britta. The one advantage of having been treated as an afterthought her whole life was that she didn’t seek to please people. They never wanted her help and she didn’t want their approval. Saying no came easy when you had stopped seeking validation from others.

“It’ll only take a couple of hours,” said Dr Reedy.

“No.” Britta stood up. “I’ll answer your questions and I’ll show you how I play the game, but that’s it. I’m not running on a treadmill for you like a lab rat.” The other thing that helped her stand her ground was her hatred of exercise. It was very motivating.

“It’s for your own safety,” said Dr Reedy in a calm voice that only annoyed Britta.

“I managed to play the game fine, before. I’m happy to sign a waiver or whatever.” She turned to Dad who had his mouth hanging open. “Dad?”

He snapped his mouth shut. “Oh, yes. I suppose.” He looked at Dr Reedy, smiling apologetically. “Sorry, there’s no talking to her when she’s like this. Takes after her—I mean, sorry.”

He rose and edged out from the table. 

“Alright, fine. You can sign a waiver.” There was an edge to Dr Reedy's voice now.

Britta had to force herself to not smile. That was better.
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                Dr Reedy wasn’t happy. Britta could tell from the tightness in her shoulder and her butt as she walked. She had been all easy going and relaxed when they’d arrived, now she was just as polite, but everything had a hesitation to it. Like everything she did was her second choice.

Britta preferred her like this. She had suspected these people weren’t to be trusted ever since she got that phone call. It was all too nicey-nicey. 

She looked over at Dad who was constantly looking around and inspecting ordinary things like door handles and fire alarms as though he’d never seen them before. They were all very high tech and weird, but he was still being a bit too impressed. 

When he worked for APE, it had been somewhere closer to the city. This seemed to be some kind of special facility. The kind that looked innocent enough until James Bond snuck in and found the biological weapons. 

She kept an eye out for suspicious men in white lab coats.

Dr Reedy led them to a large room with gym equipment. There were lots of cables and tubes everywhere, and a beeping machine. Britta detected an extra stiffness in Dr Reedy as they walked through to a far door without stopping. 

There was a bearded man in a chequered shirt, like he was a lumberjack, waiting for them. He sprang up and warmly shook Dad’s hand. They appeared to know each other.

“This is Ben,” said Dad. “He’s a good man.”

“Okay.” Britta had no idea why Dad was being so perky all of a sudden. 

“Hi. I’m the one you texted. I read your report, very interesting. I love a good mystery.” He waggled his eyebrows. “I’ll just be asking you a few questions, nothing personal.” He chuckled and then grinned at Dad, who also chuckled. It was very odd. “Now, can I get you a drink? We have a machine with just about every form of soda known to man.” More chuckling.

“I’ll set things up and come back for you later,” said Dr Reedy. She turned and left, leaving a sweet scent of expensive perfume Britta hadn’t noticed before. 

The questions went from health and diet to what seemed like marketing. How many hours a day did she watch TV. How long did she spend on the internet? Which of these sites was she aware of, had visited, was a member of. There were a lot of questions, but at least she didn’t have to read or write anything. Ben asked everything off a tablet and inputted the answers.

She was honest, and a lot of them weren’t even applicable to her. Sites she’d never heard of or had only visited maybe once. She wasn’t sure why Ben wanted to know where she streamed music from or downloaded games, but she didn’t mind telling him. They were all the usual place or none at all. She wondered if they had a way of looking up her history and purchases.

After an hour and two cans of Diet Lilt, Ben swiped his tablet closed and stood up. “I’ll just be a second. More Lilt?”

Britta shook her head. “Can I use the bathroom?”

The toilets were even more space age than the rest of the building. It was like sitting in a rocket about to be launched. When she headed back to the room, she saw Dad through the glass walls talking to Dr Reedy. She couldn’t hear them, but they looked like they were arguing, very politely.

She walked in and they stopped, the way adults do when a kid entered. 

“Ah, there you are.” Dr Reedy moved her mouth into the shape of a smile. Britta nearly burst out laughing, it was so fake.

“Were the questions okay?” asked Britta.

“Yes, yes, all fine. Now, everything’s ready, but are you sure you won’t reconsider taking the full medical?”

“I’m sure,” said Britta.

“Good.” She clearly didn’t mean it. “Just sign this. You’ll have to sign it too,” she said to Dad.

It absolved APE of any liability and was a bit scary in the list of things that could possibly go wrong, but she’d already used the pod and one more go wouldn’t give her cancer. She hoped. They both signed and gave it back. 

“Good,” Dr Reedy said again. “I’ll just hand this in at the office and we can proceed. One more minute.”

Once she left, Dad gave Britta a weak smile. 

“These people,” said Britta, “they’re acting a bit… suspicious.”

“Suspicious? How do you mean?”

“Like they’re hiding something.” She also felt like Dad was hiding something, but she didn’t say that.

“You know, you don’t have to do this if you don’t want to, Britta. If I thought there was anything dodgy here, I would never...”

“No, it’s fine. It’s just a bit odd… like, when Dr Reedy rang me, I never even gave her my phone number.”

“Didn’t you text Ben first? He would have gotten your number then, probably passed it on.”

“Oh. Yes, I forgot about that.” Was she being paranoid over nothing?

Dr Reedy returned, holding the door open and looking normal, not sinister at all. “Shall we?”
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                They went back to the lift and up again. According to the lift buttons—which were holographic and not really there—there were fifteen floors, even though the building hadn’t seemed that high from outside. Maybe the building was a hologram, too. They were headed for the fifteenth floor. Britta moved her head from side to side, making the lift buttons appear and disappear.

The lift doors opened into an open area. The whole floor was one, giant room with people sat behind a bank of computers, like mission control. 

Giant screens covered the walls. There were lamps in the ceiling, but they were quite dim and gave off a slightly blue hue. The screens showed fields and lakes and mountains in ridiculously high definition.

No one paid attention to the new arrivals. They were all too busy, frantically talking on headsets and pointing and shouting at each other. 

It seemed to be a bit much. “Is this all because of me?” Britta whispered to Dad.

“Oh no,” said Dr Reedy, spinning around to face them, “this is just a normal day in New World. This way.”

As they walked between the computer terminals, Britta could see various locations in New World. Most she didn’t recognise. A city, a crowd of people dancing, a castle under siege. It looked as real as any movie, starring real people. She hadn’t considered the world outside New Town. Was it all populated and fully operational? These couldn’t possibly be real players, they had to be NPCs.

They crossed to the far side where there was a gated off area with what looked like a porta potty in the corner. It was conical on top and had wheels. It looked familiar.

“This is the rig you’ll be using,” said Dr Reedy. She pressed something on the side and a door slid open.

Britta realised where she’d seen it before. It was the diagram Lewis had shown her of what he thought the pod looked like. Turned out he was right.

“It’s standing up,” said Britta.

“Yes, this model is more advanced than the one you’re used to, but not as comfortable. “This is linked directly to the mainframe, so no lag and no delay. We’ll see exactly what you’ll see. You’ll only be in here an hour or two, but if you feel any kind of cramp or stiffness, just say. We’ll be listening in.”

She was going to be watched the whole time. She hoped she wouldn’t do anything too embarrassing.

“Will I be the same character?” she asked.

“Yes. We want to try and replicate what you experienced before. Any NPCs you encounter, try to get them to talk off-script.”

“Have you tried, yourselves?” asked Dad.

Dr Reedy grimaced and rolled her shoulders awkwardly. “We did… try. The NPCs weren’t responsive.” She looked back at Britta. “If you can repeat what happened to you, it could be a very important development in AI. Not just for us as a company, but for the world at large.”

Great. No pressure, then. Britta looked at Dad. He nodded at her. 

Hesitantly, she stepped forward. She’d wanted this so much but now she was here, she felt apprehensive. It was different to what she’d expected. All these people rushing around, making noise. She’d always entered the game quiet and alone. It helped, though, that they weren’t focused on her. They had their work to do, she was just a girl in the corner, climbing into a Tardis with wheels.

She positioned herself inside the upright pod. The back wall sloped so she could lean against it. There was nothing inside except the PVC padding, which was nowhere near as soft as the lining in Dad’s pod. She took a breath and tried to relax.

“Good luck,” said Dr Reedy as the door slid closed. 

Good luck? Why would she need good luck? No, stop being paranoid, she told herself. 

She was in darkness. There was a lot more room in here. She lifted her arms and waved them about, but it was eerie and she put them back by her side.

“Everything okay?” echoed Dr Reedy’s voice.

“Ah. Yes.” She didn’t have microphone or headset, but the voice seemed to be all around her. “Ready.”

There was a buzzing sound and a pinpoint of white light. Just like the pod. Then there was a rush like the floor had dropped away and she was falling.

She landed with a jerk and opened her eyes. She was in a field, the sun shining and a gentle breeze. Finally, she was back in the game.

There was a scream and a goblin came charging towards her holding a rusty sword.

“No, no, no, wait,” she yelled as the goblin stabbed her in the stomach.
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                Everything went white. Britta looked around but there was nothing. No message, no buttons, no soothing voice telling her she died.

“You died,” said Dr Reedy, unsoothingly. 

“Yes,” said Britta. “I noticed. Why did you put me in next to a goblin?”

“We didn’t. It’s a random spawn. You were just unlucky.”

Britta sensed something in her tone. Like she thought Britta should have been able to take care of one goblin. She kept her mouth shut, even though she had a number of things she would have liked to have said. She breathed slowly and waited until the irritation subsided, a little. 

“Am I locked out for the day?” she asked as politely as she could.

“No, we can put you back in.”

“Okay. Can you make sure I don’t land on top of a monster this time?”

“No, not really. Like I said, it’s random and very rare. The chance it would happen again is astronomically low.”

She’d heard that before. “If it’s so rare, how come it’s happened to me before. More than once.”

There was a pause. Dr Reedy trying to come up with an excuse probably.

“Britta? It’s Dad.”

“Oh. Hello, Dad. Were you watching?”

“Yes, they’ve got it up on one of the big screens here.”

Great, just what she needed, a whole roomful of strangers laughing at her poor gameplay.

“They’re just setting up to reinsert you,” said Dad. “Don’t get to worked up about it, just one of those things.”

“It isn’t one of those things, it’s something wrong with how they randomly make things not very random.”

Dad laughed. 

“It’s not funny, Dad.”

“It’s not that. Complaining about RNG is the sign of a real gamer. You’re one of us now.”

Britta winced. Maybe she was overreacting and making too big a deal about it, like a raging nerd insisting they only lost because everyone else was using hacks and cheats.

No, that didn’t explain the ridiculous number of times something incredibly improbable had happened to her in this game. It couldn’t just be random.

“Okay,” said Dr Reedy, “we’re ready.”

“Can you put me in near the gnomes’ underground village?” she asked. If she could talk to the Great Gnome it would show them exactly how the AI worked when it went off script. And that annoying gryphon would be close by, too. 

“We can spawn you by the entrance.”

“Okay, thanks. And can you give me a weapon?” She hadn’t checked her inventory but she probably had the same crappy equipment. If she was going in with the full might of the world’s creators behind her, they could at least give her a magic sword or something.

“Ah, not really. We want you to be as close to what you would have normally. Makes it more likely we can replicate what you experienced before.”

What she said did make sense, but it wouldn’t help Britta replicate anything if she got killed again. “Okay, just give me a shield so I can avoid getting insta-gibbed.” She might not have been a pro-gamer, but you don’t live with a gamer all your life without picking up a bit of the lingo.

“I told you, it won’t happen again,” said Dr Reedy, sounding a little testy.

“No, you said it was astronomically unlikely. What I’m trying to show you is that it isn’t.” 

There was a moment’s pause. “Fine, we’ll give you a wooden shield for when you spawn. One second.” 

It wasn’t the legendary artefact she’d been hoping for, but it was better than nothing. Of course, now that she’d said it, nothing untoward would happen, making her look stupid.

“All right,” said Dr Reedy. “Here we go.”

“Good luck, sweetie,” said Dad.

She felt the drop again. She felt something in her hand, smooth and warm. She opened her eyes and held the shield up, ready to deflect any attack. There was no attack.

She looked over the top of the shield which was round and covered her from head to knees. 

Empty fields spread out ahead of her. 

“Everything okay?” asked Dr Reedy in her ear. There was a definite ‘told you so’ quality to the voice.

“Yes,” said Britta, fighting back her desire to snap.

There was a scream and a goblin came charging out of the brush.
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                Britta crouched. She braced herself and had the shield up, covering most of her. The goblin didn’t try anything fancy, it just hit the shield with all its might. Britta was pushed back, but the shield didn’t break. The goblin hit the shield again and again, little numbers flew off into the air. She hadn’t had a chance to check its durability, so she had no idea how much damage it could take.

The goblin’s blows slowed as it tired. They were much weaker, too, which made them easier to withstand. It was a good shield.

The strikes stopped and the only noise was the goblin panting. Britta peered over the top of the shield. The goblin was doubled over breathing hard. It had really given its all, but the attack had only been on the shield. Goblins were not the smartest.

She checked the goblin from top to bottom, trying to see if it was the same one as before, but she only caught a glimpse of the last one before getting killed, and she wasn’t much of a goblin expert. It was around the same height as her, but stockier and hairier. It didn’t have clothes, but probably didn’t need any. It could be the same one, but it could just as easily not be.

“Did you see?” she said, assuming they were still watching back at mission control.

“Yes,” said Dr Reedy. Britta waited for her to say more, but there was just silence.

The goblin had recovered. Britta didn’t fancy taking another round of blows. “Hey!” she called out. “Why are you attacking me? I didn’t do anything to you.”

The goblin had his sword up, but he didn’t attack. Had they frozen it for her? No, that would be too convenient, plus she could see it moving from foot to foot. It was looking for an opening. It suddenly raised the sword to attack.

“Don’t! This is a magic shield.” She wasn’t entirely sure what a magic shield would do other than make her death take longer, but it seemed to work as a threat. The goblin lowered the sword and looked nervous.

Britta looked around. She was in a meadow, but she wasn’t sure if it was the one near the gnome village. She touched the map in the top corner of her vision and it opened up in front of her. Her position was clearly marked as was the entrance to the gnome village. She was nowhere near it.

“Hello?” She was talking to both Dr Reedy and the goblin, she’d didn’t mind which answered.

“Gnome must die,” said the goblin in a cracked voice that sounded like a teenage boy going through puberty.

“Why? I don’t have anything worth killing me for.”

“Gnome bad,” said the goblin. “Nasty gnome must die.”

“If you don’t like gnomes so much, shouldn’t you kill their leader, I mean, our leader. The Wise One they call her. I mean, we call her.” It wasn’t polite to try and turn the goblin against her glorious leader but she was sure the Wise One could deal with a goblin better than she could.

The goblin spat a horrendous yellow and green wad of gunk onto the ground. “The Wise One is a witch. She curse us.”

“Is this part of the programme?” Britta said under her breath.

“Ah… no,” answered Dr Reedy. “Not that I’m aware of. Goblins and gnomes aren’t meant to have any special animosity towards each other. This is… very unexpected.”

“And why aren’t I at the gnome village like you said?”

“That, also, is unexpected.” 

“Who you talking to?” squealed the goblin. It looked ready to start fighting again. 

“No one. Myself. I talk to myself when I’m scared.”

“Pah! Gnome scared of goblin.”

“Yes,” said Britta, keen to agree. “Let me go and I’ll give you a present.”

“What kind of present?” She had its interest now.

“Um, a... “ She opened her inventory but there wasn’t much in there. She doubted it would care about a new hat. Her dagger was there, but if she pulled it out, that might provoke a fight. “How about this box.” She took out the gift box and dumped it on the ground between them. It was covered in gold foil. Maybe the goblin would be wowed by the shiny.

“What is it?” The goblin poked the box with its sword.

“It’s a box. You use it to put things in.” She stretched out a leg and tipped the lid off with her foot, and then sprang back. The goblin sprang back too. Had it really never seen a box before? She could start a business selling them to goblins, assuming goblins had money.

The goblin came closer and peered into the empty box. Then it climbed in, squatted down and pulled the lid back on. 

Britta hadn’t thought of getting in the box. Gold foil wasn’t really the best camouflage for a hiding place. She wondered what would happen if she grabbed the box and tried to put it back in her inventory with the goblin still inside.

The lid lifted slightly and the goblin’s beady eyes peered out.  “Good.”

Good for what? Britta knew nothing about goblins. Maybe this was its house now. The lid closed again. Did this mean she was free to go?

“Is this normal?” Britta asked quietly.

“We’re running diagnostics, just keep going.” Dr Reedy sounded distracted. 

“Dad? Are you there?” 

“Yes, Britta.”

“How do I summon my goat?”

“You say summon and the name of the animal.”

“Summon Donald,” said Britta. There was a bleating from behind her. 

The lid flew off the box and the goblin jumped out, falling over in the process. It quickly got to its feet, waving the sword over its head. “Dinner!”

Donald’s eyes flashed red. Not his favourite word. Britta stepped aside as he charged with horns lowered.
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                Britta had summoned Donald in order to ride him away from trouble. Donald had other ideas. Not that Britta minded. If he wanted to take on the goblin, he was welcome to do so. 

She had seen what he could do when he got the huff with people. Especially people who wanted to put him on the menu. A rusty old sword wouldn’t be of much help when Donald was in this mood.

The goblin didn’t seem to care that there was a goat charging at it. It charged right back, running at Donald with sword aloft. The two met in the middle and the number eight pinged up into the air as the goblin went flying. It didn’t just get knocked down, it was launched into the air, sailing away with a diminishing scream. 

Donald skidded to a stop and watched his handiwork, head poised like he was admiring a job well done.

The goblin hit the ground with a thud. The number two floated up from where it landed. 

Britta walked up to Donald and patted him on the back. For a creature that didn’t actually exist, she was growing very fond of her temperamental ride.

“Did you know he would do that?” said Dad’s voice.

“No,” said Britta. “He doesn’t like it when people call him dinner.”

“It isn’t possible for the goat to understand what’s said to it,” said Dr Reedy. “It doesn’t work like that.”

“It might not be supposed to work like that,” said Britta. “But it does. Maybe the person in charge of programming your game has been putting in stuff without telling you.”

There was a pause. “There isn’t anyone who could do that,” said Dr Reedy. “There are dozens of people coding the different areas of the game. No one person has access to everything, and even if they did, they wouldn’t have the time to rewrite so much of it. Or a reason to do it.”

Britta got onto Donald’s back and rode towards the goblin. She assumed he had to be dead, so she was surprised when he suddenly stood up.

Donald lowered his head, preparing to charge again. The goblin looked unsteady on its feet, looking around dazed. Then it saw Donald coming towards it and let out another scream as it ran away.

Goblins, it turned out, were very fast runners. It quickly disappeared. It may have jumped down a hole or hidden somewhere, but there was no sign of it and Donald stopped. Even from the goat’s back, Britta couldn’t see well enough over the tall grass and scrub to see where it had gone.

“Can you see the goblin on your screens?” She assumed they knew where everything was even if it was hidden from her.

“It...disappeared,” said Dr Reedy.

“Can’t your computer tell where it’s hiding?” Now that she had the upper hand, she was sure she could get the goblin to talk. There was bound to be more strange stuff it would be able to tell her. Stuff that wasn’t supposed to be in the game. Proving Dr Reedy wrong was almost more entertaining than the game itself.

“It didn’t just disappear from view, it isn’t on the system anymore. We didn’t create it.”

“Then who did?” asked Britta.

“I think we should bring you out,” said Dr Reedy, not answering Britta’s question.

“Don’t you want to see more? I think the Great Gnome will really surprise you. Shame we aren’t closer.”

“Yes, I’m sorry about the... glitch. There’s something else we’d like you to try, if you don’t mind. These abnormalities seem to only affect you, or your character. We’d like you to create a new character, and see if the same thing happens.”

“Okay.” Britta didn’t mind, in fact she was quite curious how it would feel not to be a completely useless illusionist. Perhaps a fighter with huge muscles and a big weapon. Or an archer who could fight from far away. “Can I keep my goat?”

“No, it will be an entirely fresh start. Don’t worry, the goat will still be here when you get back.”

That was encouraging. They were willing to let her keep the character. Did that mean they would let her keep playing? She tried not to get too hopeful.

 “Oh, that’s strange,” said Dr Reedy. “It says you’re still in combat. Can you see anyone close by?”

Britta had stopped at a shrub which Donald was methodically demolishing one bite at a time. She looked around. “No, I can’t see any—”

There was a shout and the goblin came running out of the brush, followed by dozens more.
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                Britta had never been attacked by a gang before. Gang was perhaps too small a word for it. It was more like an army. An army of deranged goblins hellbent on tearing her to pieces. All efforts to tell herself it wasn’t real, it was just a game, that she couldn’t really be hurt or killed, failed to get through. She was going to die.

Donald took control of the situation. He ran.

“Get us out of here!” she screamed. She wasn’t talking to the goat. “Dr Reedy! Dad!”

“Britta,” said Dr Reedy in a maddeningly calm voice, “this is exactly what we need to help us figure out what’s going on. Can you keep the goblins busy for a few minutes?”

Keep them busy? What was she supposed to do? Let them play football with her corpse?

Britta held on tight as Donald ran through the grass, cutting from side to side in order to avoid bushes and shrubs. Then he was bounding over them. He was almost flying as he bounced high into the air, landed for a couple of quick steps, and then took off again.

Behind them, the goblins shouted and yelled, waving their swords and clubs overhead. Some had spears, others had rocks tied to sticks. They were quite primitive as far as weapon technology went, but a prehistoric battering would be no less brutal than a modern one.

Donald was quite elegant as he sprang over obstacles. Britta had no idea if this was normal for a goat, but she was happy to cling on as they managed to keep ahead of their pursuers.

“They’re going to k-i-i-i-i-ll me!” shouted Britta, her voice warbling as she bounced up and down. “Do something.”

“Britta, it’s Dad. The goblins, did you see where they came from?”

“No, did you?”

“No. They’re trying to figure it out. Just keep going, sweetie, you’re doing great.”

Keep going? Keep going where? Donald was going to tire out and then she’d be set upon by a horde of crazy goblins. What kind of father sat back and let that happen?

Britta turned around as much as she dared—the last thing she wanted to do was fall off—pointed her finger at different parts of the swarm, and fired off her Glamor spell. Flashes of light shot out of her finger, once, twice, three times. 

Some goblins were affected and pulled up short, banging into others and causing others to fall over. They were quickly back on their feet and in pursuit, but it did give Britta a little breathing room. 

But she still had nowhere to go. If there was a safe place to aim for then she would at least have a chance. Running around endlessly was not a viable strategy.

“Britta,” said Dr Reedy, “we’re sending in some people to help you.”

Great! Reinforcements. Finally, they had decided to do something useful.

“They’re just getting strapped in, they’ll be with you shortly.”

Shortly was one of those words that sounded immediate but could actually mean minutes or hours away. She didn’t understand why they didn’t hit a pause button and make the goblins freeze where they were. They weren’t real, they were pixels in a computer. Horrible, bloodthirsty, homicidal pixels.

“We want to take these goblins alive,” said Dr Reedy. “Try not to kill them.”

That was hardly going to be an issue. But maybe it could be.

“Donald, stop. Stop!”

Donald stopped so suddenly, Britta nearly flew over his head. She managed to hold on. The goblins were almost on top of them. Britta cast her fireball into the middle of the crowd.

There was an excellent chance it would have no effect, but she hoped the illusion would fool a few and scatter the rest. She just needed to keep them busy for a few seconds, she hoped. 

The goblins jumped either side of the fireball and it flew between them. They didn’t need to make a saving throw if they avoided getting hit in the first place. What kind of super-goblins were these?

Donald charged forward, into the crowd, following the path the fireball had opened up. The goblins hadn’t expected that and got in each other’s way as they tried to reverse direction. 

Britta checked her map. The nearest place was the town, and it wasn’t that near. She didn’t have much choice. The road wasn’t far, and maybe she’d get lucky and encounter some more bandits. They could deal with the goblins for her. 

They bounded onto the dirt road, dust flying up, and they picked up speed as they tore down the nice, flat track. Britta realised it was a mistake. Now that there were no obstacles, it became a straightforward footrace, and even though they were fast, the goblins were faster. She was about to redirect Donald back into the grass when she saw two figures up ahead. They were standing in the middle of the road, two knights in full armour.

They were covered from boot to helmet in polished chrome. Each carried a sword that crackled with electricity. They held them out and bolts of electricity came flying towards her.
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                The lightning emerged from the tips of the two swords like electrified netting and arced past Britta on either side, making her hair stand on end. There was no pain or shock, but she felt Donald’s short hairs crackle under her fingers. 

The lightning bolts kept going until they hit the first line of goblins. From there, small flashes of static jumped from one goblin to another. Wherever the lightning struck, the goblins were tossed into the air, their bodies wracked by convulsions. One by one, they went down.

Donald stopped running, nervously taking two or three steps forward and then the same number back, like he wasn’t sure which way to run next.

Britta patted him on the back of the neck. “It’s okay, they’re friendly.”

Donald didn’t seem convinced.

The goblins all lay on their backs now and the two knights started walking towards them. One lifted up the visor of his helmet and looked at Britta. He had a cat’s face, but blue. She wasn’t sure if this was the same race as the catman bandit she had encountered before, or an entirely new race. 

“We’ll take it from here,” he said in a high-pitched voice that didn’t really suit his blue face. But then, what voice would?

The other knight ignored her completely and used his sword to poke some of the goblins. With a sword like that, you could easily dominate the game. If there was a weapon of that power available to regular players, people would definitely do whatever it took to get it.  Although, if she was any judge, there was probably a monetary expense required to obtain one.

More likely, though, it was something only devs had access to. 

“Britta,” said Dr Reedy in her ear, “we’re going to put the game into maintenance mode for a few minutes, so now would be a good time to log out.”

Britta could use a break, and the way her hair was flying about, refusing to settle, was very annoying. She exited the game from her status screen after giving Donald one last pat, and found herself back in the vertical pod. The door slid open and Dr Reedy peered in. 

“Everything okay?”

“Yes,” said Britta as she got out. Her legs felt wobbly.

“Excellent. Why don’t we grab some lunch while we wait for the patch to update?”

Britta was fine with that. She was famished.

Dr Reedy led them back through the crowded room to the lifts. If the people here had been watching her on the screens, they weren’t showing any reaction to the real her walking by. But then, she didn’t look much like her character.

There was a cafeteria on the third floor, one that could easily have been on the Death Star. There was lots of clear plastic furniture with LED lights flashing through them, creating colourful patterns. Music was playing, but it was hard to pin down the genre. New age trance drum and bass easy listening? It was pleasant but odd. The windows were giant screens, a bit like the ones upstairs, and showed similar vistas that may well have been from the game.

Britta put various sealed packets on her tray and sat down. She had some pasta and a salad. The pasta heated up by itself once you removed the lid. The salad looked strangely intense. She guessed it was either organic and locally sourced, or genetically modified and full of nanobots. Either way, she was hungry so she ate it.

“You really have helped us out here,” said Dr Reedy. She was eating a pot of plain yoghurt. “We’ve tried all sorts of ways to push the system to its limits, but we’ve never encountered anything like this.”

“When you said the goblin wasn’t made by you, what did you mean?” asked Britta. “Who else could have made it?”

“We don’t know yet,” said Dr Reedy. “But if someone on the outside has found a way to bypass our security, we’ll find them. It’ll just take a bit of time.”

“I can’t believe that would happen,” said Dad. “The security protocols aren’t easy to overcome. It would have to be someone from the inside. Or a disgruntled ex-employee.”

Dr Reedy gave Dad a sharp look and he went back to eating his toffee pudding. Britta was the only one eating a proper meal.

“Once you’ve eaten,” said Dr Reedy, “I’d like to try setting you up with a brand new character, and then we’ll go again. If it’s repeatable, we may be able to use that to help locate the cause.”

“Couldn’t it be something to do with the pod you gave Dad?” asked Britta.

“Possible, but unlikely. If it was the pod, why wasn’t your father affected? You both started new characters, but only you seem to be getting the strange results.”

“Actually,” said Dad, not looking up from his dessert, “I didn’t start my character in the pod, I used the one I already had.”

“Your APE character?” asked Dr Reedy. “The one you were supposed to leave behind?”

“Yes. I know what you’re thinking, and normally I would have just started again from scratch, but I’d have lost so much progression… It really didn’t seem like a big deal.”

“Excuse me, I need to speak to someone about this.” Dr Reedy rose from the table with her phone already at her ear.

“Dad, are you going to be in trouble?” He looked surprisingly calm.

“No, sweetie.” He smiled at her. “I would have been, but they need you too much to worry about me. They’ll probably agree to anything you ask, as long as you agree to help them.”

“Oh,” said Britta. They’d give her anything? “Oh, right.” She quickly finished eating.
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                Dr Reedy walked around the cafeteria, talking into her phone and occasionally stopping to use all her energy to shout at the person on the other end. 

Britta watched her while finishing her food, speeding up as Dr Reedy came back to the table. Britta finished her last forkful just as the doctor sat down.

“Sorry about that. A few issues with your pod.”

“They haven’t broken it, have they?” said Dad with a playful laugh. His smile withered under Dr Reedy’s cold stare.

“No. Not exactly. They’ve taken it apart trying to find any anomalous parts, but everything seems to be in order. If it is the pod that allowed Britta to experience these unusual aspects of New World, they may have prevented anyone else from repeating it.” She tapped her chin with the phone. “I’ve ordered them to put it back together. I received some pushback on that. You know what Steve’s like.” Dad nodded. “He probably wanted to have the motherboards destroyed and the casing turned into scrap.”

“Not far off. Afraid it would ‘infect the mainframe’.” They exchanged eyerolls, friends again. 

 “Do you still want me to create a new character?” asked Britta. 

“Yes, yes, definitely,” said Dr Reedy. “We’re just speculating about the pod. Might not be related at all. You know, you have a very unusual playing style, not at all the approach of our QA team. It could just be the way you play the game that takes you to strange places we didn’t know were there. It’s the nature of a self-replicating module structure.”

Britta could have asked what the hell she was talking about, but she doubted it would make any difference, so she just nodded politely.

They returned to the top floor and Britta climbed into the rig once more. 

“Just follow the instructions and create whatever character takes your fancy. We just want to see if you have the same experience as last time. You mentioned in your report how you conversed with the dragon, see if you can do that again.”

“Okay, I’ll try,” said Britta, wanting her to hurry up and shut the door. 

The door slid closed and Britta waited for the light.

She opened her eyes and found herself in the white room. 

New user. Do you wish to proceed?

It was like the first time, words hanging in the air before her. She pressed the Yes button.

Please choose character.

More buttons appeared and opened up even more options when she placed her hand on them. She didn’t have to be an ugly little gnome anymore. She didn’t have to be an illusionist either. But what should she choose? There were so many options, it left her unable to decide. 

“You should try a balanced fighter,” said Dad’s voice. “It’s probably best for a beginner.”

“I’m not a beginner, Dad.” She had been thinking of selecting a fighter class, but now that he’d suggested it, she felt less inclined.

She was wasting time. At this rate she would still be choosing what colour hair by the time they’d have to leave. She would pick a strong, male barbarian and hit everything with a big club. 

She named him Lewis the Loser and made him as big as possible.

Once she’d made up her mind, it didn’t take long to go through the process. She didn’t really care about eye colour or hairstyle. She had a number of special moves she could use that all sounded impressive and made her feel more powerful just reading about them. One was a spinning attack for when she was surrounded. Another did double damage for every hit she landed—how could that not be ridiculously unfair in a fight? She took it.

She focused on strength and any ability that added to her damage output. She didn’t seem to have many defensive options, but she wouldn’t need them. 

She got to the last screen. 

Would you like to enter New World?

There wasn’t a button.

“Okay, I’m ready,” she said. 

“That was very quick,” said Dad. “Are you sure you don’t—”

“I’m ready, let’s do this.” She wanted to dive in, this time without so many disadvantages.

“Alright, Britta,” said Dr Reedy. “Here we go.”

A surge of excitement went through her. There was a drop and then Britta was in an open field. She looked around. There was no one else there.

“Where’s the dragon?”

“Should be in front of you,” said Dr Reedy.

Britta stepped forward. She felt big and heavy. And very slow.

There was a rustle in the grass ahead of her and a dragon popped up. It was about the size of a labrador.
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                “Welcome to New World,” said the little dragon in a cute, cartoony voice. “I am your guide. Are you ready for your first tutorial?”

The words were the same as the previous time she had begun the game, but the speaker was very different.

“Um, have you guys changed something?”

“What do you mean?” asked Dr Reedy in her ear.

Britta walked forward. It was surprisingly difficult. She was a lot heavier and everything took more effort. It had taken her a while to get used to the gnome body, so presumably she would have to acclimatise to this one, too. Otherwise, she’d die of exhaustion every time she ran into battle.

The dragon was purple with small wings that didn’t look like they’d be much use for flying.

“The dragon, it’s… smaller than I remember. Did you change it in the patch?”

Dr Reedy had mentioned a patch being uploaded while they had lunch. Britta didn’t know why they would want to swap the magnificent dragon she had encountered for this one, but it would probably be fairly easy for them to do.

“No. The patch was just routine maintenance. There shouldn’t be any user-end updates. Perhaps it’s the change in character perspective.”

She was a lot bigger this time around, but it wasn’t a subtle change in the dragon’s size. It had been the size of a house before, and now she could pick it up. Things looked pretty different from this user’s end. 

“Is your name Nigel?” Britta asked.

“Are you ready for your first tutorial?” repeated the dragon. It was sitting on the ground in front of her, scratching itself with its back foot. They had definitely tried to give it more of a canine vibe. Perhaps this was a pet you could get in the game. Or buy.

She didn’t get the impression it was anything other than a regular NPC here to robotically take her through the tutorial.

“Yes,” said Britta. “I’m ready.”

“Open your status screen by placing your palms together and pulling them apart.”

She did as asked.

[image: image-placeholder]

Her stats were very different from her other character. She was strong and she was tough. She only had two MP, so she wouldn’t be casting many spells this time around, but that could only be a good thing. She was unlikely to hit herself with a sword the way she had with her magic. At least, she hoped so.

“You are a level one barbarian. Your health is at twenty six. When this number reaches zero you will die. If you are killed in battle, you will be locked out of New World for twenty four hours, after which you will respawn at the nearest save point.…”

The dragon droned on and on, going over basic information Britta already knew. None of this had happened with Nigel, but it was all so obvious and general, it probably wouldn’t have made a difference. 

“I’ve got it. Next. Skip forward. Hello?”

She tried to get the dragon to hurry up but it ignored her. It had its spiel, and it was going to deliver it. The perky voice quickly grew tiresome.

Eventually, she was offered the choice of three weapons. A club, a sword and a hammer. She really didn’t want to cut and slice her enemies. Too much blood. She went with the hammer which was about the length of her forearm (which itself was quite long), with a big, square head made of metal. It felt surprisingly light in her hands. She gave it a few swings, switching it between hands and spinning it over her head. With the right clothes, she could have done a pretty good Thor cosplay.

She noticed her clothes, although simple peasant garb, were not as basic as her gnome outfit, which had practically been rags. Another change.

The dragon went through the basics of fighting. Apparently, hitting things damaged them. 

“Isn’t there a way to speed this up?” Britta opined.

“We want you to do whatever you did last time,” said Dr Reedy.

“I can’t,” said Britta. “Everything’s different. The dragon’s the wrong size and he won’t talk to me.”

“Okay, well keep going until the end of the tutorial. We’d like to see if the rest of the early stages are the same or not.”

Britta was sure they would not be the same. It was strange how much less interesting it was this time around, and how much more annoying. Being taught obvious things like she was too dumb to understand was highly irritating. But there were players who needed to be spoken to like they were children, probably because they were children. It was a game, after all. Still, they could have installed a fast forward button.
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                Britta impatiently waited as the little dragon told her the importance of taking regular breaks and drinking fluids. 

The tutorial took forever. It did tell Britta a lot of things she didn’t know—where to find various settings; how to log out during battle (the 24 hour penalty was unavoidable, though); when she got new abilities—but it really wasn’t worth the time it took. 

There was a whole new screen that allowed her to send bug reports and contact support for assistance if she got stuck or needed help. It wasn’t that she hadn’t realised how to access it, she was pretty sure the page hadn’t existed on her other character. 

At some point the talking stopped. Britta had been zoning in and out so she wasn’t sure how long she’d been standing there, lost in thought.

“Britta?” said Dad. “You have to press the button.”

“Oh, sorry.” She snapped out of it and hit the Yes button in front of her without knowing what it was for.

A goblin appeared. It had a club and it was wearing basic armour. It had a blank look on its face and held the club up stiffly. It didn’t move, it just stood there, waiting.

“What am I supposed to do?” 

“It’s a training dummy,” said Dr Reedy. “For you to practice hitting with your weapon.”

Did she really need to learn how to hit things? Apparently so.

Britta swung her hammer and struck the goblin on the arm. A red '8' bounced off and floated away. The goblin didn’t move. It didn’t look hurt either. Once she realised there would be no screaming or bleeding, she felt much better about using her full strength.

'15' flew into the air.

The goblin collapsed. Then got up again.

There was a Ding! and the goblin began moving around. Britta hit it again. It took a little more effort this time as the goblin tried to dodge. Her movements felt incredibly slow and ponderous. Moving and hitting at the same time required her to aim where she thought the goblin would be rather than where it was. By the time the hammer came down, the goblin could just walk out of the way.

It was a lot slower compared to her gnome character, and made her miss being short and quick. It would probably just take time getting used to, just like it had with the gnome. And she would get faster once she levelled up and was able to assign some points to agility. 

She knocked down the goblin again, and it got up again. This time it tried to parry her blows, but still didn’t attack. She was being very slowly taken through the basics of fighting with her opponent gradually becoming tougher. It was useful, but she’d much rather just work it out for herself while playing the game.

She had no idea how many more times she would have to knock the goblin down. The dragon had probably said when she wasn’t paying attention.

Britta stopped fighting and turned around. She started walking until she hit the invisible wall. They wanted her to try and replicate what she’d done last time. Well, last time she hadn’t finished the tutorial so...

“Players aren’t allowed to leave this area until they have completed the tutorial,” said the dragon.

“Which way is the nearest town?”

“Players aren’t allowed to leave this area until they have completed the tutorial,” repeated the dragon.

This was definitely not the same as before. Everything was much more what she would expect from a game, but it was also a lot less interesting. She swung the hammer, ignored the goblin and smashed it into the dragon.

There was no reaction and no red number showing damage.

“What are you doing?” asked Dr Reedy.

“This isn’t anything like how it was last time,” said Britta. “It doesn’t even feel like the same game. It doesn’t feel real. Nothing’s reacting to me.”

“I see,” said Dr Reedy.

She carried on the tutorial, knocking down the goblin again and again. Eventually there were two goblins and she learned how to do her spin attack, hitting them both at the same time. Unlike the illusionist, she didn’t have to rely on mana. A bar was added to her screen and every time she hit something, the bar would fill up. Once it was full, she could trigger a special attack. The Whirlwind attack was fun, spinning like crazy, but it was difficult landing blows. It would work a lot better in a big crowd. The Berserker mode did double damage for a short time, but left her with zero stamina when it ended. If she didn’t kill her enemy she’d be in big trouble.

Finally, the tutorial was over and her map was opened in front of her with a trail showing her the way to the nearest town which was just over the next hill. She was sure it hadn’t been that close by in her other game. Was it the same town as before?

She set off to find out.
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                Walking was difficult. Britta had expected the same sort of body dysmorphia as she’d had with the gnome, and a similar amount of time to adjust to her new size, but this was much worse. She had set the height-slider all the way to the maximum, so she was nearly seven foot tall. Being so high made the ground seem like she was looking down at it from the ledge of a skyscraper.

She was sweating and her skin tingled with anxiety after only a few steps. She felt like she was off-balance and about to fall. With her gnome character, it had taken a few seconds to get used to it. With this one, minutes had passed, and she still couldn’t get her head to stop spinning.

It was a bit like motion sickness and there was a strong possibility she would throw up. She got down on her knees. It was better when she wasn’t so far from the ground. She began crawling on all fours.

“Are you alright?” asked Dr Reedy.

“I’m… fine. A little dizzy.” They were all probably watching her on giant screens, wondering what the hell she was doing. Five seconds into the game, no enemies in sight, and she was on the floor. She should have chosen a normal sized character. Not much advantage in being so big and strong if you couldn’t walk upright.

“Don’t worry, it should pass in a minute,” said Dr Reedy. 

What was she thinking? They knew why she was on the floor. It was their game.

By the time she reached the top of the rise, her head had started to clear and she was able to stand up. The town wasn’t too far away, she could see the taller buildings over the trees ahead of her. Maybe a half-hour walk. 

She had long legs and a lot of stamina, so she decided to run. Even though her agility was low, once she built up some momentum, there was no stopping her. She jumped over ditches and vaulted fallen trees. She didn’t tire, and it was much easier to keep her balance when she was running. It was a warm day, but the wind rushing past her helped keep her cool. She’d always hated cross country running at school, but hurtling through the fields and forests was almost fun. 

She reached the town in about ten minutes. Who needed a horse when you could run like the Flash? She threw up her arms in victory as she passed the first few houses and slowed until she came to a standstill, breathing hard. She checked her status screen—everything looked fine. 

There were people all around her, going about their business. It was definitely New Town—unless all towns were identical. Which was a possibility. 

A flashing light in the corner of her vision attracted her attention. She tapped the map with her finger and it opened up in front of her. There was a beacon on top of a building. When she pressed it, a tag appeared:

Adventurer’s Guild.

It was telling her where to go. 

“This didn’t happen last time,” said Britta. “Am I supposed to go here first?”

“It’s what happens whenever you enter a town for the first time,” said Dr Reedy. 

Britta followed the glittering trail towards the Adventurer’s Guild. It all looked very familiar, down to the NPCs going about their non-existent business. As she approached the guild building, she recognised a certain, dark alleyway. If she wanted to test her ability to trigger NPCs into alternative questlines, who better than her favourite hapless mugger?

She ducked into the alley and walked to the other end. No one bothered her. As expected, there was a stone wall blocking her way. Of course, last time she had been small and female. It made sense Big Freddy wouldn’t be so keen to pull his usual nonsense on a huge barbarian. Even in the real world, a criminal assessed the risk against the gain. Only an idiot would—

“Nice hammer you got there.”

Britta turned around. Big Freddy was standing in the middle of the alley, his dagger in his hand.

Britta smiled and slapped the hammer. “Hello, Freddy.”

“Hand over your valuables and I won’t hurt you too badly.”

He didn’t seem surprised to be called by name. “Why don’t you hand over your valuables, and I won’t hurt you too badly.”

“Hur hur hur. I’ve got a better idea. Hand over your valuables and I won’t hurt you too badly.” 

It felt like she was caught in a never ending loop. “Freddy, let’s not fight. I want to join the Garbolum family, can you introduce me to your dad?”

“Hur hur,” chortled Freddy. “Hand over your valuables and I won’t hurt you too badly.”

Britta attempted to engage him in conversation a dozen different ways, but each time it ended the same. At no point was there the slightest indication that there was any other option but to fight or run.

“This isn’t working,” said Britta.

“He’s a very basic character. He wasn’t designed to activate any other storylines,” said Dr Reedy.

“Hand over your valuables and I won’t hurt you too badly,” said Freddy.

Britta took a swing at him with her hammer and knocked him out. Easy. It was the beginning of the game, so you would expect it to be easy, but it was just so disappointing. It didn’t feel like much of an achievement.

“Identify,” said Britta as she picked up Freddy's dagger. It was just a normal dagger, uncursed and unrelated to the Garbolum family, if they even existed.

“This character isn’t the same, is it?” said Dr Reedy.

“No,” said Britta.

There was a flash of white light and Britta was back in the VR rig. The door slid open.

Britta exited blinking. The change in height was disorienting but the vertigo wasn’t as extreme this time. It passed after a couple of seconds.

“Is that it?” Bitta asked the doctor.

“I think we have what we need. Your new character was behaving well within the normal parameters. I doubt you would experience anything different to our own testers. You don’t think it’s as fun, do you?”

“No,” said Britta. “Sorry.”

“Please, you’ve done us an immense favour. Really, you helped a lot. We’ll be sending you a gift to show our appreciation.”

There were a few more questions and some debate as to whether it was the VR pod that had caused Britta’s unexpected encounters in New World or just a random glitch, but other than that, Britta’s role as investigator into the unknown was at an end.

She had some hopes that the gift Dr Reedy had mentioned would be her own VR pod, but it was unlikely. There’d have been all sorts of paperwork to fill out if that were the case.

Dad did most of the talking on the way home, sharing his thoughts on bugs and computer AI, and how the different departments at APE didn’t get along. Britta felt oddly empty. She would probably never get to play again, but it wasn’t the game she’d miss, it was her little gnome.

The next day, the gift from APE arrived. It was a very expensive-looking basket of fruit.
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                Britta accepted that her adventures in New World were over. It had been a fun experience, but she recognised just how seductive a fantasy life could be. It was probably for the best she no longer had access to it. 

The real world was a bit disappointing by comparison. She couldn’t max out her stats just by pressing a button. She couldn’t change her appearance by rotating through a list of options, or get rich by hunting monsters in a cave. As realistic as the visuals were, the mechanics were nothing like real life.

Of course, being able to manipulate your environment was only attractive when you were the one in control. If other people had all the special abilities and you just had to watch, it wouldn’t be nearly as much fun. That was more like the life she knew.

Dad, on the other hand, was not so pleased with the outcome of their visit to APE.

“I can’t believe it. I spent over two hundred hours levelling up that character.”

He had been told by Dr Reedy that they would be sending him a replacement pod, which he was happy about, but that he would no longer have access to his old character.

 “You weren’t supposed to use that character, were you?” said Mum.

“I wasn’t hurting anybody, was I?” whined Dad. “Now I’m going to have to start from scratch, like some pleb.”

“They could probably sue you for taking the character without permission,” said Mum. “Take back the character and our house and everything we own.”

Dad sat there not saying anything, staring at his dinner, sulking. He knew she was right and he’d been lucky to get off so lightly, but he still wanted to complain to someone.

“It won’t take you that long to level up, will it?” asked Britta. “And they’ll reset everyone before they go live, anyway.”

She had been reading up on the progress of the launch. She couldn’t help browsing the internet for APE-related news, although she tried to not go overboard. Just a general interest. The game wasn’t going to be released at the end of the month, as Dad had said, probably due to the bugs Britta had drawn their attention to. Poor Lewis’ forum post on the insider info she had given him would be dismissed as idle gossip. Sometime towards the end of the year, was the official announcement.

“I know it’s not really a big deal.” He said it like he thought it was a huge deal. “I had some sweet gear on him, though. Such a waste.”

The new pod arrived a few days later. Britta came home from school and heard a loud hum from the living room. When she peeked in, the capsule now stood upright in the corner. It was a different model and looked older. And used.

Dad emerged an hour later, sweaty and grinning. An addict who’d got his hit.

“It’s not as nice as the old one,” said Britta.

“No, it’s a refurbished Type 2. Does the job, that’s the important thing. Come here a minute.”

She followed him back to the living room. He grabbed the handle on the front of the pod and pulled, opening it like a fridge door. Inside, it had padding, so it wasn’t like the bare bones rig back at APE, but it was definitely a downgrade on their last pod.

“Get in,” said Dad. “I want to check something.”

Britta wasn’t sure why he was letting her use the pod—he had made it very clear she wouldn’t be allowed to—but she couldn’t resist jumping in before he changed his mind. She preferred lying down to standing up, but it didn’t really make a difference.

Dad closed the door on her. Everything went black and the familiar point of light came at her.

You are not authorised to use this machine.

The door opened again. “Great,” said Dad. “Just wanted to check it worked properly this time.”

Britta was pissed off but it wouldn’t do any good to get mad at him. She shouldn’t have used the pod in the first place. She only had herself to blame. It was still a mean thing to do to your own daughter.

Britta got out of the pod for the last time. “Have fun, Dad.” She went upstairs to do her homework. Maybe if she got into a really good university and got a well paid job, her life would eventually be as fun as a VRMMO. Probably not.

Later, Mum called her down for dinner, or so she assumed. But there was no dinner on the table. Instead, Dr Reedy was sitting there.

“Ah, hello again, Britta. Lovely to see you.”

“Hi,” said Britta. Had she come to ask some follow up questions? It would be much easier to put the whole thing behind her if people would stop bringing it up all the time.

“I’ve been talking to your parents and we, that is APE, would like to offer you the chance to be part of our testing programme.”

Britta looked at her parents. Mum looked resigned. Dad was nodding furiously.

“Testing what?” asked Britta.

Dr Reedy bent down and put a box on the table. It was white and made out of polystyrene. She lifted up the top half. Inside was a helmet.
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                “You are a special player, Britta,” said Dr Reedy. “There isn’t anyone who’s managed to do what you’ve done. I can tell you, you’ve got people very excited at APE. We feel like we could be on the verge of a major breakthrough, we’re just not sure how to get to the next level. That’s where we think you can help us.”

Britta hardly heard anything Dr Reedy said. She was looking at the helmet sticking out of the white polystyrene like it was half-buried in snow. Was it really the same as the VR pod, or was she missing something? What exactly was the doctor asking her to do?

“This helmet is a prototype,” said Dr Reedy. “One of only six. I won’t tell you what it’s worth, but it’s a lot.” She lifted it out of the box.

It was black and yellow and a bit like a bicycle helmet, but with a big visor across the front and a bunch of straps and buckles over the top.

“You fitted everything into there?” asked Britta.

“Not quite. There’s also this.” She put the helmet on the kitchen table and stood up. Dad came over and helped her lift a steel briefcase (almost a suitcase) off the floor and onto the table next to the helmet. She flicked the latches and opened it.

“You’ll only need to press this button here.” She lowered the lid to show Britta a green button on the top. She pushed it open again. Inside were a lot of knobs and sliders. Lights flashed and flickered. It looked very complicated.

The doctor ran her fingers over the controls affectionately, and then closed the lid and sat down again. 

“Now, Britta, you have to understand this is all very confidential. The game is only a  small part of what we’re trying to do at APE, and if it takes off, hopefully it will fund all of our future research. We hope to make these helmets available to the public eventually, but that’s going to take time. First, we have to make sure they work flawlessly.”

She paused, like she was waiting for Britta to join in. Britta nodded.

“You are in a completely unique position. Your character doesn’t seem to obey any of the normal rules, and since you’re the only one who can access her, we’re relying on you to help us work out how that happened.”

“Wasn’t it Dad’s pod?” asked Britta.

“Possibly. Unfortunately, since we put it back together, we haven’t been able to make it work. At all. So whatever bug or hack or piece of magic it contained, we seem to have lost it. Never mind.” She said the last very flatly, like it was a sore point she in fact did very much mind.

Britta turned to look at her parents. She found it odd they had agreed to this, and even odder they weren’t saying anything now.

“There are three things I want to make clear with you,” said Dr Reedy. “One, this is entirely your choice. I’ve spoken with your parents and explained what APE is looking for from you, and they’re agreeable, up to a point. But it’s you who has the final say.”

Britta looked back at her parents. Mum was maintaining a very neutral face. Like she didn’t want to let Britta see how she felt about this. Dad was the opposite. He practically had the pompoms out and was ready to do a cheer spelling out her name.

“Second,” said Dr Reedy, “this has to be kept completely confidential. No one can know you’re in the game, and they certainly can’t know about the helmet. I should tell you, it has a number of tracking devices built into it, and can be turned off remotely. We would also be recording everything you did in-game.”

“You’d be watching me all the time?” It was hardly a surprising thing for them to do, but it still made Britta feel a little anxious.

“Yes. That’s the whole point of this. We need to see how you interact with the NPCs and where it takes you. We’ve got some of the footage from your previous adventures, but a lot of it got deleted. We think because there were two of you using the same machine.”

Dr Reedy picked up the helmet. “As you can see, this is fully adjustable and will be synced to your brain and no one else’s. You can try it on, if you like.”

“You said there were three things you wanted to tell me. What’s the third thing?”

“Yes. We’ll be paying you for your time. Initially £5,000 for the first six weeks, and then we’ll reassess the situation.”

“Five thousand? For six weeks?” Her voice was suddenly very small and quiet. They wanted to pay her to play? No wonder Dad was so happy.

“No. Five thousand a week, for six weeks. Initially.”

Britta felt dizzy. They wanted to give her 30K? Were they out of their minds?
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                Britta wasn’t sure what to say. She wanted to scream and jump up and down like one of those stupid game show contestants when they win the jackpot, but that would probably make her look like a nutcase. Like those game show contestants.

“That’s… that’s a lot of money,” she said.

“Indeed it is,” said Dr Reedy. “We take this very seriously. The potential rewards are huge, so we need you to treat this with absolute seriousness. You can’t talk to anyone about it, you can’t even hint that you’re working with us. To anyone. I realise it may seem over the top, but that’s how important we consider this. The amount of money we’re willing to pay you, reflects that.”

“And after the six weeks?”

“That depends,” said Dr Reedy. “We’ll sit down again and see where we’re at. We may call it a day, or we may want you to continue. You may want to stop or carry on for your own reasons. We will renegotiate the finances at that point, if necessary.”

“So the money could go up?” Britta understood she was involved in something at a very high level of commerce. APE wanted to make something as revolutionary as the smartphone. If they were willing to pay her five thousand a week, they were most likely willing to pay more. 

“Yes,” said Dr Reedy. “That’s possible.”

Britta looked at Mum. “You’re fine with this?”

Mum forced a very flat smile. She was obviously struggling with the idea. “If it’s what you want.”

Mum had never been a big fan of video games. She had married a hardcore gamer, though, so it wasn’t like she didn’t understand the attraction. Britta often wondered exactly why she had married Dad when he was so opposite to the corporate mindset she lived by, but there had to be something about bucking convention she admired. At least, Britta assumed it was something like that, and not some bizarre sexual fetish. That was her second guess.

“It’s only for six weeks,” added Dad. “If it affects your school work, or anything else, we’ll pull the plug ourselves, and our decision will be final.”

It felt like Dad was speaking Mum’s words. They’d obviously talked about it already.

Mum put her hand on Britta’s and leaned forward, looking into her eyes. “I’m going to be honest with you, Britta. It’s mainly the money. With that much put away, you can go to university without needing to take out a loan. You’ll graduate without debt and be able to get a great headstart on most people. It’s a big deal, believe me. It was a huge burden for me and I was only able to pay off my loans because I met your Dad. But it was a real struggle before that. If you can avoid that burden, I think it’s worth it.”

Dad had paid off her student loan? Was that why she married him. No. She looked at Dad. Maybe.

“No, sweetheart,” said Mum, a more playful smile on her face now, “that’s not why I married him. There are people who you just can’t be without. You’ll find out what that feels like, one day.” She looked at Dad and her smile dissolved into a frown. “And how infuriating it can be.”

“Okay,” said Britta. “I’ll do it.”

Dr Reedy nodded, like it was the obvious answer, probably because it was. She bent down and brought up another case. This one was brown leather and more like a large satchel. She put it on her lap and pulled out a sheaf of papers. “First, we’ll need all of you to sign this.”

It took half an hour to go through the contract and sign it in several places. Mum and Dad had to sign, too. Their consent was necessary and they could, as Dad had said, pull the plug at any time.

Once that was done, Dr Reedy put it away and picked up the helmet. “Now, we’ll have to fit this and then calibrate the internal measurements. It may take a little time.”

The helmet didn’t look like a slick product you’d buy from a shop. It had a homemade quality to it with lots of things sticking out all over the place. Dr Reedy placed in on Britta’s head and began pulling on straps and adjusting screws. There was a visor across the front that was completely black and covered her eyes so she couldn’t see anything.

“How’s that? Not too tight? How about that? You’ll be wearing it for hours at a time, so best to make sure it’s comfortable. How about now?”

This went on for almost an hour as the helmet slowly closed around her head until she could hardly feel it at all. Finally, it was done. She took it off herself and then put it back on. It was surprisingly light but felt solid and secure once she slipped it on.

“Just be careful with it,” said Dr Reedy. “I know it looks like a science fair project, but it really is very special.” She spoke fondly, with a softness she hadn’t expressed at any other time since Britta had met her. “Plus, no one’s ever going to bother to steal it looking like that.” She smiled smugly, like that was a deliberate part of the design. It may well have been. 

Dr Reedy opened the metal case with all the knobs and buttons and blinking lights. “Now for the tricky part.”

            

    
        Bitter 90

    
    
    
    
                Dr Reedy took a length of cable and attached it to the helmet. There was a flicker in front of Britta’s eyes as the inside of the visor came to life. Numbers ran across the top and sides.

“Just keep still a moment while I calibrate the Anderson Cradle.”

Britta’s ears pricked up at the mention of the name. “Is that the Anderson the company’s named after?”

“That’s right.”

Britta could feel Dr Reedy doing something to the visor. There was a high-pitched whirring sound like a dentist’s drill. The numbers began moving around the edges of the visor display.

“And Anderson invented this stuff?”

“She invented the interface that links the chip to the brain without any physical attachments. Peters was responsible for the chip. They were both brilliant scientists.”

There was a white flash and the numbers disappeared, leaving Britta in darkness. “They’re not part of the company anymore?”

“No,” said Dr Reedy. “Sadly they both passed away. Alright, let’s try the first evaluation.”

It was a bit like an eye test. Various colours and symbols appeared in front of her, and Britta would describe what she saw. Adjustments were made. After about an hour, she started to get a headache.

“Nearly done now. You should feel a slight—”

There was a click, a rush of light like she was going into hyperspeed, and then she was in a field. The cool breeze felt nice and her headache was gone. The field was empty, but Britta still expected to be attacked by a random goblin. It was almost a tradition at this point. 

There was no surprise attack. Just a jerk like someone had grabbed her by the collar and yanked her backwards. The world zoomed away from her in an instant and she was in an all-white area.  

“That seems correlated correctly. How are you feeling, Britta?”

She could hear Dr Reedy next to her, in the kitchen, but it didn’t feel like they were in the same room. She also had no sense of a helmet on her head. It was a strange, dislocating experience. In the pod, you were literally separated from the world, which made it easier to transfer your mind from one place to the other. Without that buffer, it was like being in two places at once.

“Don’t worry if things are a little confusing at first, you’ll grow accustomed to it. It’ll be easier if you use the cradle when you’re alone and lying down or sitting in a comfortable chair. Once it’s active, your body won’t move so no need to be afraid of falling out of bed or anything like that. To exit, you just need to say ‘exit’.”

“Exit,” said Britta. The screen went black. There was no buttons to press, no warning, just white to black, and a rush of sound and smells and the touch of clothes against her skin as her senses recognised her surroundings again.

She took off the helmet. Her hair was wet and matted against her scalp.

“You will perspire a bit,” said Dr Reedy, “so it might be wise to drink some water before you play. Not essential, though. The cradle will always kick you out if your body displays any kind of physical distress.” She patted the metal case which was closed again. “That’s what this is for.”

It was all a bit much to take in at once. Britta was sure there were questions she should ask, but her brain wasn’t telling her what they were. Her parents were watching her with mugs of tea and mild concern.

“Now,” said Dr Reedy, “if you experience any issues, anything that feels slightly off, even if it’s just a strap on the helmet, I want you to call me and I’ll deal with it personally, or send out an engineer. On no account should you try to fix it yourself, no matter how simple it might appear. I can’t stress that enough.”

“Can I try playing the game now?” she asked the doctor first, and then turned towards her parents to direct it at them, too.

“It’s a little late,” said Mum. “And you do have school tomorrow.”

“We think it’s best if you only play on weekends,” said Dad, “and keep it down to four or five hours a session.” Mum’s body tensed. “Four hours or maybe three,” amended Dad.

Britta had no problem with the restrictions, it was what she expected, but she also knew how easy it was to lose track of time once you entered New World.

“I know,” said Dad. “Once you’re in there, it can be hard pulling yourself away. But it’s not like there’ll be a timer that cuts you off when it reaches zero. We trust you to use your judgement, sweetie. It’s just that your Mum doesn’t want you turning out like me—” he looked over at Mum and grinned, like he’d tricked her good and got away with it “—and I’m sure you agree with her. We’ll take this one step at a time and I’ll be there to help you.”

“You will?” said Britta, not really understanding what he meant.

“Of course. Now we have two rigs, we can play together.”
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                The idea of playing with Dad did not fill Britta with happy thoughts. Not one bit. She kept her mouth shut, though. No point making a scene while the doctor was here. But after she left…

“It’ll be great,” said Dad, almost giddy. “I can’t wait for the weekend.”

“Yes, well,” said Dr Reedy, “I’m sure you’ll make a lovely team.  Before I go, I just want to run through the initialising process one more time.”

It was pretty straightforward. Britta was to keep the metal case, what Dr Reedy called the cradle, closed at all times. There was a socket for the lead to her helmet and a button on top to turn it on and off, and that was it. There was nothing to plug into the mains and it didn’t need to be charged, apparently. 

When Britta asked about it, all Dr Reedy would say was that it was proprietary power source she couldn’t talk about. It could have been a small nuclear reactor for all Britta knew.

It was past eleven before Dr Reedy got up to leave. She left her card on the kitchen table. “You can call me anytime, day or night, if you have any kind of concern. This project is a priority for me, and I don’t want you to worry about anything. Trust me, you’re going to do fantastic and provide us with a high volume of data for analysis.”

Dad saw her to the door, chatting away merrily. Mum sat there with Britta, saying nothing. Britta picked up the helmet. It looked cheap and knocked together, but must have been worth thousands, at least. In fact, it could easily be millions if you took into account the development that had gone into shrinking the technology in a full-sized pod into this tiny thing. And now it was hers.

“Well, that went well,” said Dad. “Easiest thirty grand of my life.”

“It’s not you who’ll be getting the money,” said Mum, the edge in her voice still there. 

“Of course not, but still…” He put his hands on Britta’s shoulders and shook her so her head waggled from side to side. “We’ll dominate, Butch and Sundance.”

“Dad, I don’t want to team up with you.”

He stopped playing around. “What do you mean?”

“Didn’t you just start a new character? What level are you?”

“Five.”

He had restarted from scratch a few days ago. She had expected him to be behind her still, but he was already two levels ahead.

“Five? How did you get to five so quickly?”

“Ah, you see, I can teach you many things, young grasshopper. Stick with me and you’ll go places.”

“No.” She was adamant. She knew him too well. There were good reasons why she and her sister had stopped playing games with him when they were kids. “I’d rather do this on my own.”

Dad looked a bit miffed. “But why? I can help you.”

“You’re a bad loser, you’re an even worse winner, and you’re an awful teammate. You take all the best items and don’t listen to anyone, ever. Plus—”

“Okay, okay,” said Dad. “I get the message. No need to turn it into a deposition. I just thought you’d like a little help.”

“No, thank you.”

Dad said nothing for a while, he just stood there making Britta uncomfortable. But not as uncomfortable as she’d be if she agreed to play with him. 

“Right, I’ll put this in your room, then.” He picked up the metal case and heaved it up the stairs.

“He’s going to sulk,” said Mum.

“Yes,” agreed Britta. “I won’t play with him.”

“I know. I remember the complaints from you and Marisa when you were just toddlers. I don’t want to have to sit through that again. But he’s no fun when he’s like this.”

Britta felt like telling her that was her problem. She’d married him. But there was no point getting on her bad side, too. In fact, it might work out in her favour if Dad’s bad mood kept Mum distracted. She’d have less time to worry about her decision to let Britta play this game that would definitely affect her schoolwork and take up far more than three or four hours per session. Mum really should have known better. She’d seen how Dad got when playing a game he was into. Britta might not be very much like him in most ways, but in this they were almost twins. Britta intended playing the game hardcore.

“I suppose I better go talk to him.” 

Even better. If Mum chose the usual method of cheering him up, Britta might have half an hour when no one was paying any attention to her. A chance for a quick dip into the game while they were busy.

Mum stood up and picked up the helmet from the table. “You can have this back on Saturday.” She walked out with helmet under her arm.
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                Britta knew she had access to the game and it was just a matter of time before she could use the helmet, but it was still incredibly hard to focus on anything else. Not just schoolwork, but everyday normal things like eating lunch or holding conversations. 

Her mind kept wandering and she kept putting off things she knew she had to do in favour of daydreaming and generally being lazy. Getting what you wanted had a horrible side-effect—you got super complacent.

“You’re being very weird, you know?” said Rashida as she packed away her empty lunchbox. “Are you having problems at home? I know it’s hard having white parents.”

Fortunately, having Rashida as her best friend kept Britta grounded. You couldn’t get too self-involved when you had the Queen of Mean sitting right next to you.

“How would you know what it’s like to have white parents?”

“I’ve seen a lot of movies,” said Rashida. “White parents are always very negligent. Getting drunk, having affairs, leaving the kids home alone. It can’t be easy having to grow up in that kind of environment.”

“My parents don’t do any of those things,” said Britta, feeling obliged to defend the people she usually criticised the most.

“Didn’t they go off to Paris and leave you on your own?”

“For the weekend. I can look after myself for a couple of days.”

Rashida nodded with exaggerated sympathy. “Don’t worry, once they get divorced they’ll try to buy your affection with gifts and money. You can buy yourselves all the things.”

“That’s not funny, Rashida.”

“The data doesn’t lie, Britta. Statistically, it’s only a matter of time.”

“Is there a reason you’re being so vicious today?” 

Rashida adjusted her hijab, tucking a stray hair back out of sight. “I’m trying to snap you out of your depression.”

“I’m not depressed,” said Britta, surprised anyone would think such a thing.

“You can’t fool me, Britta. You don’t take notes in class, you don’t ask the teacher’s questions anymore, and you stare at your food without eating it.”

Britta looked down at the food on the table in front of her. It was untouched and slowly congealing as it cooled.

“If this is about a boy, don’t let hormones and emotions ruin your chance to have a proper life. If you don’t get a good education, you’ll be stuck with an unpleasant husband and no financial independence.”

“Aren’t you going to have an arranged marriage?” Britta asked her pointedly.

“Don’t be racist,” said Rashida as she got up and walked over to the bins to dump her litter.

Even though she was being annoying, in her own way, Rashida was letting her know she was worried for her. And she was right to be, although for all the wrong reasons.

Britta was slacking off. She was doing exactly what Mum had feared and she’d been warned not to do. If her schoolwork suffered, she’d have the game taken away from her, and everyone would feel like they’d done her a favour.  And she’d only have herself to blame. If she was going to mess about in a virtual world, then she had to make sure she didn’t lose her grip on the real one.

It wasn’t easy at first, but she forced herself to concentrate on her studies and organised herself so she could get everything done in advance. She did her homework at lunch and before classes. She read and took notes during breaks and on the bus to and from school. It was a bit rushed, and perhaps not her best work, but she covered everything. All the work due next week, this week.

It also helped her cope with the irritating impatience that had been plaguing her. With so much to do, she had no time to sit and ponder. The challenge of getting it all done early was like a game of its own.

By Friday, she had hit her goal. She felt pleased with herself. Maybe even a bit smug. She was going to keep control of her life and do things her own way. She realised it was the money that had put her off-balance. They’d offered her so much for doing so little, it had made the whole thing seem far more important than it was. Like seeing a £500 tag on a dress that cost a couple of quid to make, and feeling special when you put it on. 

It was a video game and she was excited to play it, but it was still just a video game.

Even though she wasn’t supposed to play until Saturday, she managed to convince Dad that Friday Night was also the weekend. Although the main reason he agreed was that Mum was working late and not there to say anything. He was just as eager for Britta to get back into New World as she was.

He helped her get ready and made sure everything was working okay. Britta lay down on her bed, a towel under her in case of excessive perspiration.

“Okay, sweetie, good luck, have fun.” He turned off the light and closed the bedroom door.

Britta flipped the visor down over eyes and the beam of light came shooting towards her.

She was in the white room, but there were no buttons and no one asked her if she was ready to enter the game. Just a message.

New World is currently under maintenance. Downtime is estimated to be 12-36 hours. Please check the website for further information.
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                Britta took off the helmet and lay in the dark, waiting for her eyes to adjust. Then she turned on her bedside lamp. It wasn’t that unusual for an online game to need maintenance, most had regularly scheduled downtime and the occasional unscheduled one when something went wrong, but it was still irritating. 

She got up and went downstairs. Dad was in the kitchen on the small laptop Mum always kept plugged in next to the kettle so she could check her emails and messages. She had a phone that could do that, of course, but she always put it on to charge as soon as she walked in the door.

“The game's in maintenance,” said Britta.

“Yes,” said Dad, “I know. Just tried to get in. They’re fixing a bug from the last patch, apparently. Somebody figured out you could fall under the map in the level ten dungeon and avoid all the monsters.

“What’s the website it says to check?”

“This one.” Dad spun the computer around so she could see the screen. 

She came closer and sat down at the kitchen table to get a better look.

“Hungry?”

Britta nodded as she scrolled down the page. She wasn’t really hungry, but it would pass the time. On the screen was a forum full of threads about the game. Which characters were too good and which needed to be buffed. Different builds. How to defeat certain monsters. Everything you would expect from a game’s website. And a stickied post about the emergency maintenance. 

It didn’t say what the emergency was and it gave the same 12-36 hours time frame. It did promise regular updates, the last of which was from two hours ago. So not that regular.

“Isn’t ‘twelve to thirty-six’ a bit vague?”

“Yes,” said Dad, taking tupperware boxes out of the freezer. There were dozens of them neatly stacked on top of each other. “They just say that to give people the feeling it won’t be long without actually putting a deadline on it. The truth is, they probably have no idea how long it will take, but if they told people that it would only upset them.”

Dad put the boxes in the microwave and started taking out ingredients for a salad from the fridge. Despite being a scruffy gamer, he was very organised when it came to the domestic stuff. All the frozen meals were made and stored away by him. 

“Shouldn’t I have access to this site, too?” It seemed a bit of an oversight not to have told her the site existed. It seemed to be part of APE’s main website, but she’d visited that many times and never seen a link to this forum.

“Yes, probably. You have to be invited. Send Gillian an email.”

“Gillian?” 

“Dr Reedy. She probably forgot it existed. It’s more of a community thing.”

“How many people play the game?” Britta looked up when there was no answer.

“You should probably ask Dr Reedy about that too,” said Dad.

“We both signed the NDA, Dad. You don’t have to keep secrets from me, anymore.”

“Yes, I suppose you’re right. Force of habit. I think it was three thousand when I left APE. Probably a few more by now.”

“And how do they choose them? Nobody even knows the game exists.”

“They’re all investors, or at least most of them. Some are like you and me, brought in for special reasons. People who put money into the company get the opportunity to have early access to the game.”

“And they’re all Dungeons and Dragons fans?”

Dad stopped chopping up the cucumber. “No. Why would you think that?” The microwave pinged.

“They could use the technology to make any sort of world, but they chose elves and goblins and pretending to be magicians. Why not something else? Something more realistic?”

“It’s mages, not magicians,” said Dad emphatically. “They don’t go around sawing people in half. And they did try to create other worlds. Alien planets you could explore and beautiful beaches you could go sit on, but people got bored too quickly. Around the fifty hour mark, I think it was. It might surprise you to learn, my darling daughter, that they did quite a lot of testing.”

Britta ignored the sarcasm. “Not everyone likes fantasy, though. Mainly nerds.”

“Yes,” said Dad. “But they chose something the coders would be familiar with and find easy to translate.They found the two things players responded best to were solving problems and fighting each other.  An RPG was the obvious fit. They could have made it more realistic, but do you really want to fight the Nazis in World War Two and then go check out the concentration camps?”

“They could always leave that stuff out.”

“And be accused of being Holocaust deniers? No, you need a bit of a buffer from reality, otherwise you have a bunch of players all suing you for giving them PTSD. Nobody feels bad about killing an orc.”

She could see his point, but she wasn’t sure the orcs would. Especially if they weren’t just a bunch of pixels the way everyone thought they were.
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                “There’s a lot of weirdos who play this game,” said Britta. She was browsing the New World forum and reading up on different classes and quests. So far she hadn’t found a single thread on gnomes or illusionists, but she had found numerous threads that contained long, threatening challenges for fights in the arena.

“They’re just having fun.”

“Think you got what it takes to beat me?” read out Britta. “I’m a Level Fifteen Dwarven spear master who will gut you and use your intestines to beat your horse to death. That a weird way of having fun.”

“He’s roleplaying. Some people like to get into the spirit of things.”

“And some people are weird.”

“Weird is just a matter of perspective,” said Dad. “People used to think grown men who read comics and play video games were weird.”

“They still think that, Dad.”

Dad started setting the table. “You know, when I was your age, the idea of walking around with a communication device in your pocket was weird. Like something out of Star Trek. That’s a TV show we used to have.”

“I know what Star Trek is,” said Britta drily. “I’ve seen the posters in your office.”

“There was a time when people had fresh, original ideas. Crazy stuff like The Six Million Dollar Man and Knight Rider. A talking car, Britta. It was the stuff of science fiction, juvenile nonsense. But it all came true. That’s where weird gets you.”

Britta was pretty sure none of it had come true. She eyed the exit. Could she sneak out without him noticing? The way he was rambling, she could have walked out at the head of a marching band and he’d still be waxing lyrical about how Charlie’s Angels had achieved equality for women in law enforcement.

“People don’t want the same old stories anymore. All they’ve been getting is rehashed versions of stuff they’ve already seen and they’re sick of it. That’s why something like New World is going to be such a game changer. You get to make your own story, with you in the lead role, with a bunch of special powers. The technology’s just so amazing. Amazing. I can’t wait until they create a world for superheroes.” Dad’s eyes were positively glowing.

“Sounds great,” said Britta. “Fifty thousand middle aged men all pretending to be Spider-man.”

“I know! It’ll be awesome.”

Britta rolled her eyes and went back to browsing the website. The people on there weren’t looking so weird now.

There was the sound of a key in the front door. Bags dropped in the hall, and Mum walked in. “Oh, I wasn’t expecting you both to be in here. And dinner ready. How lovely.”

She kissed Britta, then Dad, and then walked back out to take off her coat.

“Good timing,” said Dad as he put the food on the table. “We’ve been discussing the future of entertainment.”

“Oh?” said Mum as she came back in. “So it wasn’t just you ranting while poor Britta had to listen?”

“Of course not,” lied Dad. “It was a mutual exchange of ideas.”

“Interesting?” Mum asked Britta.

“I’m under an NDA,” said Britta. “I can’t talk about it.”

Mum smiled and mouthed, ‘Thank you.’

They sat down and started eating.

“I suppose both of you will be off in your fantasy world this weekend, leaving me on my lonesome.”

“No,” said Dad. “You can count on me to be here, live and in person. We can’t let the virtual world stop us enjoying the real one. You know, with Britta plugged in, she might as well be a million miles away. It’ll be like we have the place to ourselves. No kids around to stop us expressing our deepest urges.” He waggled his eyebrows suggestively.

Britta put her fork down. “Do you mind? I’m trying to eat.”

“So you’re going to dedicate the whole weekend to satisfying my urges?” asked Mum.

“That’s right, my love. Whatever you desire, I will make it so.”

Britta suspected there was a Star Trek reference in there somewhere. She suddenly had the image of them dressed up as a Klingon and a Vulcan in the bedroom and had to shake her head to get rid of it.

“Whatever I desire? That sounds wonderful,” said Mum. “You can start by mowing the lawn.”
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                Britta woke the next morning at 6 AM. It was Saturday and the house was very quiet. She lay in bed, pale sunlight creeping in past the curtains, feeling a mixture of heavy-limbed and light-headed. Her body wanted to stay where it was, her mind wanted to get going.

She had no idea if the game was back online. No point getting up if it wasn’t, but her computer was all the way over on the other side of the room, so she reached for her phone.

It was only after she looked up the APE website that she remembered she didn’t have access. She’d used Dad’s log in to peruse the site last night, and she hadn’t asked Dr Reedy to get her registered. It was Saturday, so there was a good chance it wouldn’t get done until Monday, even if she asked now. 

There was an easier way to check if the game was working, of course. The helmet was on the bedside table right next to her.

She reached under the bed and turned the VR cradle on. She put on the helmet and waited. After a few seconds, the same maintenance message appeared.

She took the helmet off, but now she was too awake to go back to sleep. It was annoying but there was nothing she could do about it. She got out of bed again and went downstairs. Dad’s snores whistled her an accompaniment. 

The kitchen was oddly still and cold. She padded around in bare feet, putting cereal in a bowl with milk, and then made her way to the living room. With Dad’s VR pod now standing in a corner, the room felt more like a normal living space, rather than a room in a funeral home where you could view a casket.

There were over a hundred channels on the television and Britta found herself rapidly jumping from one to the next. Dad was right about one thing, there wasn’t much originality. Lots of the channels were running very similar shows. Quite a few had the same show.

One channel had Friends on all day and were treating it like a special event. Cookery programmes were everywhere, and then there were extra cooking-only channels. And of course, the American cop shows. Handsome men and women looking at clues from every angle until they suddenly realised the special guest actor in the episode was the murderer. Every time they stopped at a cliffhanger for an advert, Britta changed channels and never went back.

It was strangely hypnotic but incredibly dull at the same time. She could easily sit there for a few hours, flicking around, but it wouldn’t be fun. She’d much rather have her own adventure and solve her own mysteries, even if there wasn’t a car chase or a supermodel District Attorney to spice things up.

She took her empty bowl back to the kitchen and opened the back door into the garden. It was a bit stiff and she worried about making too much noise as she shoved it open, but no one complained.

Outside, it was pleasantly warm in the sunlight, and shiveringly cold in the shade. Britta took a few deep breaths and watched birds zip from trees in one garden to trees in another. 

Despite its accuracy, the game couldn’t quite match this. Reality, when you stopped to actually take it in, was more than 4K or 8K. It was all the Ks. 

Sure, she could fly on gryphons or ride around on a temperamental goat, but there was no real achievement in doing so, any more than getting all As in a dream. She knew that, and yet...

Britta went inside and closed the door and went upstairs. She lay on her bed and then reached over and put the helmet on again. She switched it on and kept her hands by her head to take it off as soon as the message came up. 

Welcome to New World.

It was back online! A surge of relief ran through her body. She felt ashamed that she was so easily swayed away from reality by this pretend version, but it didn’t matter. The feeling of excitement was so much more intense, it swamped the first one and made it hardly noticeable.
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                Britta opened her eyes. She was on her back, staring up at a familiar ceiling. She sat up and looked around the small room. She was in the Temple of Roha, her usual respawning point. 

She looked down at her hands. They were small and red. She pulled up her status screen and quickly checked her stats to make sure nothing had changed. She was back to being a gnome illusionist.

Something was different, though. She was being watched. Outwardly, there was no sign of her watchers—no cameras following her around—but she knew they were there and it made her feel awkward. 

They’d see every dumb move and failed attempt from now on. The thought made her mouth go dry. But they were paying her for the privilege, and it wasn’t like they hadn’t already seen her ‘unique’ playstyle, so let them laugh at her if they wanted. Having the devs with her might even come in useful.

“Dr Reedy?” she said to the empty room. “Hello?” There was no response.

More likely they would just record what she did and make an intern watch it.

Her equipment, what there was of it, was waiting in her inventory. There was a shield in there, too, the one they’d given her to defend against not-so-random goblin attacks. That might come in handy. Sadly, she had no access to the items belonging to her barbarian character. There had been no option to choose which character she wanted to play, so Lewis the Loser was no longer available to her, which was a shame. If she could slip back into Lewis and post his items to herself, maybe she could sell them. 

Working out the best way to make money was a part of the game she hadn’t looked into yet. She still hadn’t visited the Auction House to see how that worked. She needed to get more items to sell.

Dad owed her for the items from the bandit she’d killed. Once she got that money, maybe she’d be able to buy some proper gear. Lots of things to sort out.

The door opened and Sister Florence stood there with a big, gormless smile on her face. “There you are, deary. Time to go, we have a lot of people wanting to praise Roha today. Come on now, I’m sure there’s plenty for you to be getting on with,isn’t that right? To be sure, it is.”

Britta had the distinct feeling she was being kicked out, which was strange. It hadn’t been like that the previous times she’d woken up here.

She hopped down from the slab and walked out the door Sister Florence was holding open. When she stepped into the temple, another door opened on the far side. A player—the tag over his head said Elvis Deadman—came out looking flustered. He wore a long, red and white robe and carried a staff. A mage of some kind or maybe a priest? Britta wasn’t sure.

He hurried off towards the exit. Then more doors opened on each side of the nave and player after player came running out. Fighters, rangers, rogues… It was hard to identify all of them, but they all had the same determined white rabbit with a pocket watch look on their faces.

It wasn’t usually this busy. Apparently, around twenty-four hours ago, a lot of people had died somewhere nearby. If it was that long ago, you would think the fight was long over, but the way everyone sprinted for the exit, it looked like whatever it was, it was still going on.

The door behind her opened and a tall woman in full armour came out of the room Britta had only just vacated.

“Excuse me,” said Britta. “Where’s everyone going?”

The knight, or whatever she was, looked down at Britta, pulled out a sword from her back that was almost as tall as she was, and then ran for the exit. Britta had to jump out of the way to avoid being knocked over.

Whatever had people so excited, it probably wasn’t something a lowly Level 3 gnome should worry about. The last thing Britta wanted was to get killed and be locked out for the day.

She made her way to the temple doors, careful to stay out of the way of the players still charging out of the rooms and barreling past her, and stepped out into New Town. 

The sights and smells of the fake world were as overwhelming as ever. The real world might have the edge in total sensory immersion, but it was still pretty crazy seeing fantasy creatures walking up and down the street. 

Only, there were a lot more player tags floating around over the crowd this time. This was a beginner town, so players tended not to stay here long (unless they were like Britta and had no idea what they were doing), so what were they doing here? Were they a new influx of players brought in by APE to take testing to the next level? Did that mean she was no longer the crappiest player on the server? 

First things first, check out the Auction House. She opened up her map and noticed her hand was flashing. She had a message. She pressed the light on her palm and a screen opened. It was a letter telling her she had a package waiting for her at the Post Office. The package was from Oswald Owlface.

Who the hell was Oswald Owlface?
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                It had to be Dad, right? No one else would have such a dumb name. If it was him, what was he sending her? Money? It was possible—he did owe her—but could you send money through the post?

It might be some items, either to use or sell. That didn’t seem very likely. Dad had never been a generous game player but maybe he had matured with age. He had to grow up eventually, in theory.

Britta checked the map. The Auction House was on the same street as the post office. In fact, they were opposite each other, which was convenient. She would go to the Auction House first. Every time she went to the post office she got dragged off on a tangent. It was important to understand the basics, and nothing was more basic than making money.

She marked the Auction House as her destination and set off down the street, her view once more restricted by her height. She noticed a lot more players in the crowd although she didn’t see them. Their name tags floated by, all rushing off in the same direction. 

The sparkling trail suggested a number of detours which could have been shortcuts or, more likely, led to dead ends. She ignored them and took the longer, more reliable route.

Now that she had decided to really get to grips with the mechanics, she checked the shops and stores for anything that might be useful. Most looked decorative to give the town a more realistic feel. How much business did Macaroni’s Cheese Shop do? Or The Ladder Emporium?

It was while she was perusing the establishments along the main street that she noticed a small shack squeezed between two larger stores. It was just a hatch with a man in a turban sitting there. He was reading a newspaper and sucking on a long piece of tubing, occasionally blowing out a stream of smoke.

What caught Britta’s attention was the faded sign over his head with a barely visible painting of red and blue potion bottles. She went over and tried to look past the man into the interior of his shack. There didn’t seem to be anything in there.

The man closed his paper and pushed his turban back off his forehead. “Can I help you, miss?” 

“Do you sell potions?”

His look suggested he thought she was an idiot. “Yes, that’s the idea. What would you like?”

“How much?”

The look grew more emphatic. He leaned down and pulled out a sheet of paper. It was laminated. How was it laminated?

Britta took it and looked it over. It was a menu of different potions, not just healing and mana, but a whole range. Increase to stats, night vision, poison, invisibility, levitation.... Prices varied from five coppers for a low strength healing potion, to a hundred gold for the more interesting ones like invisibility. That was for seven day delivery. If you wanted it sooner, you had to pay more. 500 gold if you wanted the invisibility potion the next day, which was the quickest. There was also a limit of ten potions per order. It was all very heavily regulated. 

“What if I want to buy a potion right now?” she asked the man who was back to reading his paper and sucking on his tube.

“Can’t rush quality,” he said. “You could always make your own.”

“How do I do that?”

He shrugged. “I’m just a trader, I don’t control the means of production.”

She took another look at the list. You had to plan in advance if you wanted to be stocked up. If it took this long to get hold of potions, there might be a demand for a quicker supplier. That was the sort of thing the forum might help her with. Or she could ask Dad. She could start her own pharmaceutical business and get rich the old-fashioned way, by selling drugs.
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                At least Britta now knew where to buy potions. Once she got some money, she would buy a small stash. As long as she avoided too many fights, ten potions should last her for ages.

She returned the menu card to the surly trader who took it back with a sarcastic smile. “Thank you for your interest.” He immediately went back to reading his paper.

Britta felt a bit offended at his assumption she wasn’t going to buy anything, even if he was right. He was also an NPC and not a real person, she reminded herself, so worrying about what he thought of her was stupid. Still, it wasn’t nice being looked down on, even if it was by pixels.

“If I craft my own potions, would you be interested in buying them from me?”

He lowered his newspaper and then looked from side to side in the most suspicious manner possible. He licked his lips. “You bring me a couple of cases and I’ll make it worth your while.”

She didn’t know how many bottles were in a case, and ‘worth your while’ was vague to the point of being totally useless as an indicator of what he’d pay her, but Britta slowly nodded and walked away. He wasn’t quite so snooty now.

The Auction House was a three storey building with large double doors that were wide open. Six flags flew from the roof, each with three colours splitting the flag in thirds. Two guards in polished armour, and holding halberds with similar tri-coloured banners hanging from them, stood either side of the doorway. 

Inside, there were a lot of people but no players. It was a large hall with booths around the outside and one wall that was entirely covered by a screen that listed items, how much they cost and how much longer they’d be available for.

The screen looked a bit like her status screen but many times bigger. It was like looking up at the video screen in a train station listing arrivals and departures, a crystal clear display in high definition. It was completely out of place in a medieval world, but magic probably explained it away to anyone asking.

She spent the next fifteen minutes staring up at it, trying to make sense of the numbers. Each item had two prices. One was the latest bid and would often change as she watched. The other was a buyout price. If you didn’t want to compete with others for a bargain, you could pay the much higher fixed price and get it immediately. Anyone who had used eBay would be familiar with how that worked.

The items themselves were pretty straightforward. Weapons and armour and various bits of equipment. Some had strange titles like Axe of Ferriboth and were much more expensive. Other items had names she didn’t recognise but she was able to work out roughly what they were through the colour coding system. Weapons were all green, so a claymore was a weapon of some kind. Blue was armour, so you probably wore a cuirass. 

Only the most recent listings were up on the big screen. The booths around the side had smaller screens you could interact with to search through the full list. There were hundreds of items available from camping gear to exotic animals.

And then there were potions. All different types, but healing and mana potions in vast amounts. Pages of them. Most sold in stacks of 99 and seemed ridiculously over-priced.

According to the potions traders pricings, 99 basic heals should be worth 495 copper pieces, which was about five silver. A stack of basic healing potions in the Auction House had a buyout price of 100 gold and a highest bid of zero. 

You couldn’t buy 99 potions from the trader in one go, so it made sense to charge more, but 100 gold? Not surprising they weren’t selling, but she would have expected at least a few bids. Although, they were all very new listings so maybe they would eventually sell. 

It looked like a lot of people had thought of making potions and oversaturated the market. She tried to find older listings to see what sort of price people were willing to pay, but there weren’t any older listings, which was odd.

And then the potions began disappearing from the screen. People weren’t bidding, they were buying them at full price. A few seconds later the screen was blank. 

There were no old listings because the demand was super high and if you knew how to make potions, you could make a lot of money. Apparently, people were in dire need of health and mana. Was there a war going on she didn’t know about?
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                Britta spent another half hour browsing the listings on the Auction House. She could have quite easily spent the whole day comparing prices and figuring out the best items to buy and sell. It was like a separate mini-game, like playing the stock market, only you wouldn’t lose your house. 

It was clear she was well behind the other players when it came to sussing how to take advantage of the game mechanics. People had been playing the game for months—anything she could think of, someone else would have already have thought of. What she needed to do was go back to the website and see what people said on the forums.

If there was one thing gamers loved to do more than figure out how to take advantage of a game’s mechanics, it was to boast about it to other gamers. If there was an ideal strat or easy-to-profit-from item, someone would have posted about it, detailing exactly how to abuse it.

It didn’t matter that everyone and their dog-like pet would already be farming the hell out of any successful method of making money, right now she needed to make some quick cash and get geared. Everyone had better armour and weapons than her. 

She didn’t have anything worth selling other than a very common hat and the gryphon feather. The feather, she wanted to hold onto until she knew what it did. There had to be some cool use for it. The hat and variations very similar to it were plentiful and cheap, pages and pages of them sitting unsold, but Britta decided to post it anyway just to figure out how to do it.

The screen in the booth had a ‘Sell’ button which took her to another screen where she could pick items from her own inventory. She could choose what price she wished to sell for, setting a minimum if she wished and a buyout for a quick sale. It was all very straightforward and as soon as she posted it, she checked her inventory and the hat was no longer there. She gave it the full seven days to be sold and would pay a ten percent fee if someone did buy it, but she was sure no one would.

If it passed the deadline without bidders, it would be returned to her, presumably by the same magical method. What if she had no room in her inventory? What if she used the Auction House to store items? She could set a ridiculous price no one would pay and let the item sit there, not taking up the limited space in her imaginary backpack.

She left the Auction House feeling confident she understood the basics, but needing more information on how to bend the rules. But first, she needed to gather items to sell. And then, eventually, buy something. 

She had browsed for equipment suitable for her class, but there hadn’t been a single one. Either no one had found any illusionist-specific item, or they were holding onto them. 

According to the clock in the corner of her screen, she had been in the game for over an hour. It was Saturday morning and Mum and Dad would be up by now, so she had to get a move on.

The Post Office was crowded with the usual fake queues. Britta got in line and waited to see what Dad had sent her. Right now, pen and paper would have been ideal for her to write down a to-do list.

“Hi there,” said the young man behind the counter. He didn’t look as worried as last time she’d seen him. 

“Hello, Dennis. How’s your mother?” said Britta.

There was a flicker of something uncertain behind his eyes. “She’s fine... thank you. You know Mother?”

“Wonderful woman,” said Britta. “You take good care of her, now.”

Dennis looked confused, which Britta liked. She preferred it when NPCs didn’t act like robots.

“I… I will. You have a parcel, I think.”

“Yes,” said Britta. “Do you want to get it?”

The clerk snapped back into work mode and rushed off. Britta looked around the walls while she waited. There were the same faded posters everywhere and one new one. It looked like a recruitment poster for the army, with a military figure pointing at her.

Oswald Owlface wants you! Epic dungeons are now open!

So Oswald wasn’t Dad after all. He was some NPC trying to get players involved in a dungeon raid of some kind. She had yet to try the dungeons. She probably wasn’t ready to try an epic dungeon, whatever that was, but Diana had mentioned a beginner’s dungeon that was nearby. Maybe that was where she could pick up some loot.
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                Dennis came back with a padded envelope. “Here you are, miss.” He had recovered some of his composure and had his fake smile firmly back in place. 

“Thanks. Be careful with the Mayor. You can’t trust him.” Britta left him with a shocked expression and his mouth hanging open.

She went over to the poster and took a closer look. Oswald Owlface did have a face like an owl. Big eyes and a pointy nose. He was almost like a cartoon character, designed to appear friendly and inviting. He was dressed like an admiral in a bright blue uniform and a big hat with fringes around the rim. 

She wouldn’t want to follow someone like that into battle. Not just because he’d attract way too much attention in that ridiculous getup, but also because he looked like he’d be very annoying. Always saying positive things and making out everything was a battle to be won.

The envelope she’d received was also from Oswald. Most likely everyone had received one; more promotional material advertising their new dungeons. Like most things in the game, the first few seconds were spent admiring how real objects felt in your hands. The textures, the weight, the sounds as she ripped the envelope open. It was as satisfying as popping bubble wrap. 

Inside, she found a rolled up parchment and a shiny brass key. The parchment had a long message from Oswald.

Greetings, Adventurer!

Epic Dungeons are now open all across this great land. For your chance to claim amazing loot, simply defeat the terrifying monsters standing guard over the epic chest at the end of each dungeon. They may be the hardest to beat monsters New World has ever seen, but that’s why we need great adventurers like YOU to lead the attack.

It read like marketing speak. There weren’t many details about exactly what made these dungeons so epic or what she would find in her epic chest, but it was probably decent gear. Better than anything she owned, for sure. 

Epic dungeons aren’t for the faint of heart. You will need comrades in arms with you, a minimum of three and a maximum of twelve may enter the dungeon. A Spectral Key is required to open the Epic Chest, which can be bought in the New World shop, but the first key is on us!

Britta inwardly groaned. Another attempt at fleecing the players. She needed a key to open the epic chest and the keys cost money. Probably real world money. If the game was as realistic as it claimed to be, they should allow people to take an axe to the chest, but she doubted that was possible. They’d just claim it was magically sealed or something.

Your rewards are guaranteed to be Epic, as are the fights. You might need a couple of extra healing potions on this one! Prepare yourself for the fight of your life, Adventurer, and good luck.

There was a florid signature at the bottom, and under that, a tiny footnote.

*You must have completed the standard dungeon before you can gain admission to the epic version.

So after all that, she wasn’t able to try one of these epic dungeons until she fought her way through the standard version with, presumably, standard loot. Which made sense. She wouldn’t last very long against epic monsters with her current gear. Better to work her way up slowly, maybe learning two or three new spells that actually did some damage before trying to take on the hardest content in the game. No point rushing to a quick and not very epic death. 

She turned the parchment over and looked at the map on the other side. It was your classic fantasy map with hand drawn roads and mountains and bodies of water, and a number of towns and cities. It was the first time she’s seen what New World looked like and she found it far more useful than the news about the dungeons. It was a big world and would take a long, long time to fully explore.

New Town was near the middle, and just to the north was a purple star indicating a dungeon. Mines of Korlath.

There were nine other purple stars dotted around the map. She would probably need a party to beat the basic version, although she had no idea how many people were required. More things to research. 

This sort of game was all about exploring and raiding dungeons. If she wanted to play the game, she should play it properly. She looked at the map, again. The dungeon didn’t seem very far, only a few minutes away by goat, so she decided to go take a look. The standard version was meant for beginners, so how hard could it be?
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                Britta left the post office and stood outside on the steps. As she watched people (and things that weren’t people) go about their business, her vantage point at the top of the stairs allowed her to see the players among the crowd, their names tags marking them out. They weren’t just headed in the same direction, they were clearly all going to the same place and trying to get there ahead of each other. 

Were they going to the mines, too? According to her map, it did look like it. But then why not ride there on a mount? They must have been higher level than her, and far richer. Yet they all ran on foot.

Britta walked down the steps and called for Donald. Nothing happened. She had definitely seen people riding around in town, but they may have been NPCs. It seemed players weren’t allowed to summon their mounts in town.

Since she only wanted to check out the local dungeon, Britta strolled through the crowd, taking her time. When she reached the edge of town, she saw players jump onto their horses and large cats, which were the two most popular mounts, and ride off down the road heading north. 

Donald appeared behind her when she called him this time. She got on his back and they trotted off to see what all the fuss was about.

The Mines of Korlath were a ten minute ride away. And they were a very popular destination. Britta could tell by the huge queue leading up to them, hundreds of people shuffling forwards bit by bit like they were waiting in line at Disney World. Only better armed.

Britta urged Donald on and received some dirty looks as she passed by the bored and impatient people waiting. There was a lot of fancy armour and weapons on display. They probably thought she was trying to cut the line, but she just wanted to have a look at the mine itself. Was it a big spooky opening in a mountain or a hole in the ground?

The line ended at the base of a mountain. It wasn’t a very tall mountain, but then it was probably only there to add to the mood. It was dark and menacing, which was a good trick for a wall of rock, but it definitely had a foreboding atmosphere—although it was somewhat ruined by the giant sign with ‘Mines of Korlath’ branded into it in a font Britta didn’t like. It was a fun font. There was nothing less fun than a fun font.

The sign hung over the two entrances with two arrows pointing down, one saying ‘Standard’ and the other ‘Epic’. They had gone for a real amusement park vibe. She fully expected to see a stripey measuring stick with ‘You have to be this tall to enter the mines’ written next to it.

The long queue was all on one side for the epic entrance. It looked like a cave mouth, but with a shimmering red barrier across it. When the barrier turned blue, the people at the front of the line walked through in large groups, most taking the maximum allowed party of twelve. No one came out, so the exit was probably elsewhere.

The interval between red and blue was quite short and the line was in constant motion, although it didn’t seem to be getting any shorter. She got off Donald and walked over to the standard entrance. It, too, had a shimmering barrier which was blue and stayed blue.

There was a wooden sign on a post next to the entrance. It confirmed this was the standard version of the mines. Groups of between one and six players could enter, which was half the number allowed in the epic version, but also meant she could go in solo. She looked around. No one showed any interest in joining her.

There was also a short history lesson on the sign, with stick drawings to illustrate. 

Apparently, the mines had once been operated by dwarves (of course) and produced gold and gemstones. Then, kobolds had moved in. Britta wasn’t sure what kobolds were but their stick drawings suggested round tummies and big teeth. At least they weren’t goblins. 

The kobolds had kicked out the dwarves and made the place their own. They had a king with a crown who sat on a big chair. It wasn’t much of a story, but there was some good news. At the bottom of the sign was a helpful tip. Kobolds had excellent eyesight in the dark, but were extremely sensitive to light.

Britta was buoyed by this information. Making a bright light was one of the few things her character was good at. If the kobolds were really affected by bright lights, no one would be better suited to dealing with them than her. She could blind them all!

She might even be able to solo it. Hell, if the epic dungeon had the same kinds of monsters, then she might even be able to solo that one, too. This could be her time to shine, literally.

She was getting a bit ahead of herself. Even with her ability to make light, it would be better to go in with a couple more people. She looked around; still no one lining up behind her. 

The cave entrance remained blue and ready to accept noobs. There was a good chance she would die, and then it was back to the real world for twenty four hours. What a dumb rule. She should have a word with Dr Reedy about that.

“Ahem.” The cough came from behind her. She turned around to find a handsome man, tall and strong-looking, stood there. He had an impressive bow and a quiver full of arrows hanging from his belt. A multitude of knives poked out all over his body. “Are you waiting for the regular dungeon?”

“Yes,” said Brita. “I’m new.”

“We could go in together. I’m Stan, by the way.”

Hmm. Stan. He had a familiar way about him. And an archer; Dad’s favourite class. Was this his new character trying to play with her without letting on it was him? It sounded nothing like him. She could be totally wrong. And she could use a hand with the dungeon. He looked well-equipped and ready to fight.

“Okay, Stan, let’s go.”
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                Britta walked confidently towards the barrier and then stopped. The air in front of her shimmered. She looked at Stan who was standing next to her. 

“We need to group up first,” said Stan.

“You’ve done this before?” she asked him.

“Oh, yes. Many times.” He tapped the air in front of him.

Britt’s hand began to flash. She pressed the light in her palm and a screen opened.

Party invitation from Stanley’s Cameo. Do you wish to accept?

Stanley… Stan Lee? She was sure it wasn’t Dad—99% sure—but it was an odd coincidence. She pressed the 'Yes' button.

“Okay,” said Stan, “Ready when you are.”

She put out a hand and touched the barrier. It tingled. “Do you want to go first?”

He smiled. “Sure.” He stepped through and disappeared.

Britta followed. There was a moment of darkness, and then she was in a tunnel. Stan was waiting for her, holding a torch. The flames danced about in the slight breeze coming from somewhere ahead. She looked over her shoulder, but there was no way out. 

She tried to peer into the darkness but it was pitch dark beyond the light from the torch.

“Nothing much happens until you get to the first chamber,” said Stan.

“Oh. Right.” She felt incredibly nervous but did her best to stay calm. It was just an introduction to dungeons for beginners. It wasn’t going to be hardcore hack and slash. Probably. “Sorry. I’m not sure what to expect.”

“Don’t worry,” said Stan. “You’ll be fine. This is the easiest dungeon in the game. Hardly anyone bothers with it after the first time.”

“Then why are you here?” she asked him.

“Do you know about the epic dungeon?”

Britta nodded. “Seems very popular.”

“Yeah. That’s because no one’s been able to beat it yet. Not even close. The layout is the same as this one, but the monsters… ooh, boy. I thought I’d run through this one again just to check if there’s anything that might help with the epic version.”

That made sense. Have a look around without the distraction of being relentlessly attacked and beaten to death. You might find a nook or cranny that could help avoid the monsters in the hard version. Smart.

“What level are you?” she asked.

“Two.”

Britta was surprised and her face must have shown it.

“This is an alt.” he explained. “My main is a lot higher, but you can’t enter this dungeon if you’re over level 10. So I made a new one. Of course, it helps having a high level character with money. I couldn’t afford a bow like this if I was just starting out.” He twanged the string on his bow. It made a musical sound that echoed down the tunnel. “What class are you, by the way?”

Britta suddenly felt uncomfortable. There was nothing really wrong with being an illusionist, not at this level where everyone was pretty useless, but she still found it hard to tell people, and then explain why she chose it. 

She took out her dagger to make herself look like she could handle trouble when she told him her profession.

“Oh, you’re a rogue?” said Stan.

Britta looked at the dagger. It was the one she got off Big Freddy, who was technically a thief, if not a very successful one. 

“That might come in useful,” continued Stan. “A couple of traps, if I remember right—it’s been a while. Not many locks to pick though. It’s more of a maze you need to keep from getting lost in, and a couple of kobolds.”

“The kobolds, they’re afraid of bright lights?” She was happy to take the conversation away from her class. He would only want to know what spells she could do, and then be disappointed. If she raised the idea of blinding kobolds and then revealed her ability to make light-flashes, it would be far more impressive. If he wanted to think she was a rogue in the meantime, it wasn’t like she’d said she was. He’d just assumed it because of the dagger.

“I wouldn’t say they’re afraid, more like they find it harder to see in the daylight. Something like this torch will keep them at bay for a bit, but they won’t run away or anything. You just need enough light to see where they are so you can punch them. They don’t take much damage.” He waved the torch about ahead of him. “Come on.” He started walking down the tunnel, which was only wide enough for them to go in single file.

Britta followed. He seemed like he knew what he was doing and could probably solo the dungeon, even with a level 2 character. She still wanted to see if she could use her ability on kobolds, although by the sounds of it, they were so easy to kill, you didn’t need a special strategy. Not in this dungeon, at least.

“How many times have you tried the epic dungeon?” asked Britta. “I mean, on your other character.”

“Only four, so far,” said Stan. “Some people have done it over a dozen.”

“And no one can finish it?”

“Nope. It’s because—”

A howl, long and high-pitched sounded in the distance.

“That’s strange,” said Stan. “I don’t remember that happening before.”
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                “Here, can you hold this?” Stan offered the torch to Britta. “I need both hands for my bow.”

Britta took the torch. It was quite a disadvantage to need both hands when you were in a dark place. How were archers supposed to get around somewhere like this if they were on their own? Seemed like quite a big handicap.

They set off down the tunnel, Stan slightly ahead of her, bow drawn with an arrow ready to fire.

“Could be they’ve added some new monsters with the latest patch,” he whispered. The whispering made it feel even more tense. “Nice. New content.”

“It’s still a beginner dungeon, though,” said Britta. “So they won’t be anything really nasty, right?”

“No, of course not, probably just a…” Stan stopped and thought about it. “Actually, I can’t think of a low-level mob that howls like that.” He shrugged and kept moving. Britta didn’t feel reassured, but she was glad he was here to take care of whatever it was.

They entered a square chamber with a tunnel opening in each wall. Britta held the torch higher and moved it around. The tunnels looked more or less the same. “Which way?”

“Doesn’t really matter,” said Stan. “It’s all connected. Your map will fill it in for you as we go.”

Britta tapped her map icon at the top of her screen and it opened to show the tunnel they’d come through and the room they were in. The rest was blank—the north, east and west tunnels only extending a tiny bit into the dark. At least she didn’t have to draw a map by hand; that would have been extremely tedious.

Stan nudged her and then indicated the east tunnel with the arrow nocked to his bow. It took a second for her to see what he was pointing at.

There was a string across the bottom of the entrance. It wasn’t an invisible wire cunningly hidden in the near darkness, it was quite a thick vine with some leaves still attached. There was one across each tunnel entrance. She nodded at Stan to let him know she’d seen it, but his slightly confused look reminded her that he thought she was a rogue. He expected her to disarm the trap.

Time to reveal she wasn’t a fairly useful rogue but instead a rather useless illusionist.

There was another howl. It sounded like it was coming from the north tunnel. Running footsteps were headed towards them. Stan readied his bow, Britta held out her dagger.

“Kobold!” shouted Stan.

A kobold charged down the tunnel. It was smaller than a goblin, very hairy with straps of leather wound round its limbs like intermittent armour. It was quite ugly with a snub nose a bit like a bat’s and very large jug handle ears on each side of its head.

Stan’s bow twanged as he loosed an arrow. The kobold raised its weapon, which turned out to be a large iron skillet. The arrow ricocheted off it. 

The kobold didn’t seem fazed by the attack. It rushed into the room and broke the trip wire. Behind it, a stone slab fell, screaming as the sides scraped rock against rock, hitting the ground with a thump and blocking off the opening.

The kobold wildly looked from side to side. “Run!” Then it sprinted into the east tunnel, tripping that wire, too. Another slab fell to block that exit.

Stan had another arrow ready to fire, but it was too late. “Did he tell us to run?”

“Yes,” said Britta. “Was he using a frying pan as a weapon?”

“Kobolds make do with whatever they can find. Never encountered one that gave players advice, though.”

“I think he was scared,” said Britta.

“Scared of what?”

There was another howl, this one right behind the slab covering the north tunnel. There was a scratching and clawing sound and then the slab began to slowly rise, accompanied by grunting and groaning. Something was lifting the solid rock. Something very strong.

“I’m guessing, he was running from whatever that is,” said Britta.

“Maybe we should leave,” said Stan.

“Good idea,” said Britta.

Stan turned and hurried through the west tunnel. A sheet of rock slammed down behind him.

“Shit! Sorry!” said Stan’s muffled voice.

Britta turned to face north. The slab was halfway up.

            

    
        Bitter 104

    
    
    
    
                Britta was alone. The seal across the tunnel in front of her was slowly rising and whatever was behind it would probably try to kill her. And most likely succeed.

The grunts and growls were intimidating. The rock slab was obviously very heavy so maybe the monster would be too tired to do anything once it managed to lift it up. Maybe it would fall on the monster’s head and crush it. A desperate hope.

“What is it?” called out Stan from behind the slab covering the west tunnel. “Can you see?”

He had run through and tripped the wire accidentally. Probably. She couldn’t think of a reason why he would intentionally trap her in here by herself, it wasn’t like it gained him anything, but he could have done it just to troll her. There were people like that in every game, people who liked ruining it for others. She wasn’t sure if Stan was one of them or not, but it didn’t really matter. She would be dead in a minute.

Britta still had the torch Stan had given her so she had light and he didn’t. Unless he had more torches, which he probably did. She bent down to look under the gap but it was too dark to see anything. 

She threw the torch under the slab and there was a cry of surprise. It sounded almost human. The slab of rock slid down and crashed to the ground. Just before it had slammed shut, she’d seen a pair of feet. In boots.

Unlike the kobold who had been dressed in ragged clothing, the boots had looked very well-made. Heavy and solid, and about the size you’d expect of a normal person. Could it be a player? Or an NPC?  She might even be able to talk to it. 

She listened for any sounds. 

“Hello? Are you still there?” 

She wished Stan would shut up. She tried to focus on the north tunnel. Had the monster run away. There was a long, chilling howl. Nope, still there.

She was in the dark, but at least she could fix that.

“Glamor, passive on.” She pointed her finger and a tennis ball of light shot out and bounced off the wall. It rolled along the floor and stopped at her feet. She picked it up. 

The room filled with a blue light. It would be even more useful if she could stick the ball to her hat, or if it could be made it float overhead. Possibly it could at higher levels. Until then, she had to carry it. 

She checked the walls for a lever or button that might unblock the tunnels. She was safe for the time being, but she was also stuck in a tiny room. Not exactly a fun game experience. There had to be a way out.

The trap wasn’t designed to cause damage, it just split up the party. One person goes through releasing the sliding wall, now they have to find a way to get back to the others. A nice, simple problem for low-level characters. They wouldn’t put any really deadly monsters in here if they planned on separating people. That would be mean.

The slab over the north tunnel began rising again. This time the grunting sounded even more determined. She calmed herself. Whatever it was, it was obviously meant to be appropriate for a low-level beginner like her. She could handle it.

It was dark under the slab. What had happened to the torch? If the monster had put it out, perhaps it was sensitive to light.

She gripped the ball of light in her hand and gently rolled it through the gap. 

There was no exclamation this time. The slab kept moving up. The boots were finely crafted with intricate laces. Was that a sign of intelligence? Did beasts have the ability to tie their own shoelaces? Was she being prejudiced against other lifeforms?

The slab was about halfway up when she realised it was, for the lifter, all the way up. He was about the same height as her, but much wider and stockier. He had a very big beard and was surprisingly smartly dressed in leather trousers and jerkin, and a fancy belt with a shiny buckle. 

He looked exactly how she imagined a dwarf to look, apart from the foaming mouth, gnashing teeth and red eyes. There was definitely something wrong with him. She thought about opening a dialogue, but she really didn’t want to attract his attention.

He had the slab over his head now, his thick muscular arms locked like a weightlifter. Slowly, he began walking forward under the slab, walking his hands across the bottom of the slab at the same time. 

The effort showed in his taut, corded muscles along his arms and neck and shoulders. The muscles flexed and bulged. He looked like he could smash her to pieces quite easily, but he did have his hands full at the moment. 

She’d been looking for a way out, and here it was. She ran straight at the dwarf, turning sideways at the last moment to shuffle past him as he stretched his neck to try and bite her, spittle flying, and then she was in the tunnel. 

The dwarf began to slowly turn around while still supporting the huge weight above him. If she could figure a way to tickle him from a distance, he’d be in big trouble. But this wasn’t the time to be a smart alec. She picked up her ball of light and ran.
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                A long, plaintive howl chased after Britta, which was better than the sound of running footsteps. Judging by how much strain the dwarf had been under just to keep the slab of rock raised, it would take at least a couple of minutes for him to free himself. Enough time for Britta to get away, she hoped.

The tunnel was very dark and her ball of light only illuminated a short distance ahead of her. She threw the ball to show the way but she’d never had much of a throwing arm (inherited from Dad) and the ball went more up than along. 

It bounced off the roof of the tunnel and landed on the floor. She kicked it and sliced it off her toe, careening off the wall, bouncing from side to side. 

The light jumped around the tunnel, showing no exits. 

She kicked the ball again and this time it shot forward and disappeared, a soft glow coming from the left.

She ran into a square chamber similar to the one she’d left, with exits in each wall. She picked up the ball and held it in front of her, moving it around to see better. The tunnels all looked the same.

Stan had gone west, so if she did the same she might meet up with him. Was that a good idea? There was safety in numbers, and he had the bow, but could she trust him?

If she took the east tunnel, she might run into the kobold, but he had been small and scared, which was an attractive combination. She might even be able to talk to him and avoid fighting altogether. They could help each other escape from the dwarf.

Then again, the mine was supposed to be full of kobolds. That one might have been separated from his chums and hurrying to meet up with them. It would be a different story if she ran into a large group of kobolds on the warpath.

Or she could plough ahead, deeper into the dungeon. That was probably the least safe route to take. Kobolds weren’t the only creatures down here and there were bound to be more traps ahead. Running blindly down tunnels was not going to end well.

There was a loud crash behind her. The dwarf gaining its freedom? Would the dwarf come after her? She had to assume so. It would definitely try to kill her if it caught up. 

The dwarf was her most immediate problem and one that seemed out of place in a beginner dungeon. She couldn’t shake the feeling it wasn’t supposed to be here. It just didn’t feel right. She also wondered how the kobolds had managed to chase the dwarves out of the mines if they were all like that.

The dwarf had seemed completely out of control. The red eyes, the foaming mouth, the howling… those weren’t dwarven traits. Dwarves were supposed to talk with Scottish accents (for some reason) and be obsessed with mining and singing. 

Was it some kind of werewolf dwarf? It could be part of this dungeon’s quest, to cure the dwarf, but Stan would have known if that was the case. Unless he deliberately didn’t tell her. 

There was another howl. Closer. 

Britta made up her mind. If she was going to get killed by a weredwarf, she might as well check out as much of the dungeon as she could first. She ran into the north tunnel.

Stan had said he’d done this dungeon before but he’d been surprised by the scared kobold and the ‘monster’ chasing it. She knew her character made the game do weird things, so Stan’s reaction could have been genuine. Which also meant his knowledge of this dungeon wasn’t going to be of much use. 

But that still didn’t explain why he panicked and ran into the west tunnel without thinking, setting off the trap. It was the kind of thing a noob would do. It was the kind of thing Britta would do.

Shouldn’t he have been more willing to fight? She was leaning more towards him being a troll, which meant he certainly wasn’t Dad in disguise. For all his annoying gamer tendencies, Dad would never abandon her like that.

Britta stopped. Stupid. She wasn’t thinking clearly. She cast Shadow Guardian and her shade appeared.

“Go down this tunnel and check for traps. Also, see what’s in the next chamber. Double speed.”

The shade turned around and floated away. And then stopped.

“What is it?” said Britta, checking her mana levels. The shade ate up a lot of magic, but she had plenty.

“Trap found,” whispered the shade.

“Where?” asked Britta.

“I’m standing on it,” said the shade.
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                Britta pointed her light at the ground beneath the shade. There was a very clearly defined rectangular depression under it, but the odd thing was that its lower body tapered off so it just floated over the ground, so how had it triggered the pad?

“What did the trap do?” As far as she could tell, nothing had happened.

“Trap will activate when I step off this panel.”

“Are you standing on the trap?”

“Yes.”

“But you don’t have any feet. How are you putting weight on it?”

“Air pressure.”

That’s what happened when you let geeks design fantasy games—magic that obeyed the laws of physics.

“If I go past you will it set anything off?”

“No.”

She ran to the other side of the shade. It shimmered slightly as she rushed past. She stopped once she was a couple of metres away. 

“Do you know what kind of trap it is?” she asked, nervously looking down the tunnel. The dwarf would be coming, but she didn’t see or hear anything.

“Pit trap,” said the shade in its whispering voice that made everything sound more sinister than it was. Or in this case, the appropriate level of sinister.

A pit. Full of spikes, probably. Not a nice way to go, but perhaps she could use it to stop the dwarf.

She checked her mana levels. Still plenty of time before the shade would be forced to deactivate.

“Can you stay here until the dwarf comes, and then release the trap.”

“Activate trap when dwarf arrives. Understood.”

“Will you be okay?” It was a dumb question. Of course the shade would be alright. It wasn’t a person, it was just a shadow.

“Yes. Thank you.”

Was that a normal response or another example of the game reacting differently to her character? She didn’t have time to find out as a howl announced the arrival of Dwarfenstein’s monster.

It came stumbling out of the dark, its red eyes glowing like they were on fire.

Britta took a couple of involuntary steps backwards. All he had to do was get to the shade and he’d fall into the pit and problem solved. It was a perfect plan. Or it would have been if the dwarf didn’t stop.

Did it know about the trap? The mines used to belong to the dwarves, so it may have been the one who built it. Or maybe it was the shade. The dark, wavering form hovering in the middle of the passage could be making the dwarf wary, even in its feral condition.

“Hey!” shouted Britta, holding the ball of light over her head so she was nicely lit up. “Over here, you short git.” She was hardly one to talk, but it wasn’t racist if it applied to her, too. Or so she told herself.

The dwarf’s eyes seemed to burn even brighter. It roared and then ran, its short legs hardly bending at the knee as it comically sprinted through the shade.

“Now!” screamed Britta, afraid the shade had forgotten its instructions.

The shade hadn’t, it was just waiting for the right time. It floated to the side and there was a sharp click, followed by the floor collapsing.

It started from the pressure pad and spread in both directions. The floor dropped away, and with it, the dwarf.

The pit was longer than she had expected and Britta had to quickly back away to avoid joining the dwarf down there. Once the crash and bang of falling tiles had stopped, she peered down into the pit. It was at least three metres deep and the sides were smooth and sheer. No spikes. The dwarf was desperately trying to climb out, but there was nothing to grab onto. He threw back his head and howled.

“What’s wrong with him?”

“Possessed,” said the shade as it floated down beside her.

“Possessed by what?”

“Banshee,” said the shade. 
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                “How do you know it’s a banshee?” Britta asked the shade. 

The shade didn’t answer. The dwarf tried to jump out of the pit but didn’t even get halfway up.

Britta wasn’t exactly sure what a banshee was. A ghost of some kind, as far as she could remember, but she might well be wrong. Or the game’s version of a banshee might be totally different to the normal definition. The question, though, was how could the shade tell?

“I thought you could just look around and report back.”

The shade still didn’t say anything. She wasn’t issuing orders and it wasn’t like it had a conversational mode, but it usually spoke back to her. Britta got the distinct impression it was pretending not to hear her.

“What else do you know about this dwarf? Come on, you must know something else. Why is he possessed by a banshee, and how can I unpossess him?”

The shade wasn’t looking at her. It didn’t really have a face but still, it was pointing its formless head area at the wall like there was something very interesting over there.

“You’re not supposed to be able to know this much, are you?”

“Identify,” said the shade.

“What?”

“I used identify.”

Britta looked down at the dwarf. “Identify.” 

The dwarf’s outline glowed and a message appeared across her vision.

[Cannot identify at this level]

If she couldn’t use Identify on the dwarf at her level, her shade shouldn’t have been able to, either. 

“Did you just lie to me?”

“Mana levels low,” said the shade. “Deactivating to conserve mana.” The shade faded away.

Britta checked her screen. She had more than half her mana sitting there. She noticed the time. Mum and Dad would definitely be up now. She should focus on getting out of the dungeon and then she could have a long conversation with her shadowy friend.

The dwarf, snarling and growling, was doing its best to claw its way out of the pit but had nothing to grab onto.

She hurried down the tunnel to the next chamber, which again had three more tunnels leading from it. She went east until she reached a wall with tunnels going north and south. She brought up her map again and could see the tunnels being filled in. The dungeon seemed to be built on a simple grid and not a particularly big one.

She also saw a blue marker moving on the other side of the map, filling in more tunnels as it went. Stan was moving up the far west side of the dungeon. At some point they’d probably meet up, assuming one of them didn’t die first. She could try to avoid him, but if she could see him on her map, then he could see her on his. He didn’t seem to be heading towards her, though.

The light in her palm indicating she had a message was flashing. She pressed it. The message was from Stan.

Turn on your group chat.

“Group chat on,” said Britta. “Hello?”

“Hey,” said Stan’s voice in her ear, slightly distorted like they were speaking on walkie-talkies. There was no reason for that other than the devs thinking it would sound cool. “You okay?”

“I’m fine.” Britta still wasn’t sure if she could trust him, but there wasn’t much he could do to her from the other side of the dungeon.

“What was that thing?”

“A dwarf,” said Britta. “A crazy one.” She didn’t mention the banshee because she didn’t want to say how she knew.

“A rabid dwarf? Never seen that before. How did you kill it?”

“I didn’t. I thought you did this dungeon before.” She tried not to sound too suspicious, but she did feel the urge to throw all sorts of accusations at him.

“I did, but there were no dwarves here. Kobolds got rid of them ages ago, supposedly. And have you seen any kobolds apart from the one we saw earlier? The place is supposed to be crawling with them.”

“No, I h—”

There was another howl, this one came through the group chat link. Another dwarf? The same one, escaped?

“I think there’s something here.” He sounded scared.

She could run across the map to help him, she knew exactly where he was. 

“Okay, good luck. Group chat off.” Or she could take a page out of Dad’s book. Never waste an opportunity by getting sentimental. It’s just a game.

She hurried north, hoping she could find the exit while Stan kept the dwarf busy.
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                The next chamber was another square room with exits north, south and east. Britta was hugging the edge of the map, working her way towards the top, hoping there’d be an exit in the corner. If it weren’t for the psycho dwarf, this dungeon would have been quite boring, even for beginners. No loot, no variety, one kobold. 

Of course, that was assuming this was all normal and not some glitch caused by her presence. 

Britta moved onto the next room, avoided more trip wires, and eventually came to the last room on the west side of the map. Now there were only two tunnel entrances; the one she came through and one going east. There was no sign of a way out.

She listened for any sounds but heard nothing, which was both good and at the same time kind of eerie. 

She opened the map. She had gone west and up, missing out the middle. The east side was all filled in and showed Stan’s marker on the move. He was moving very fast, which suggested he was being very cavalier, or something was chasing him. He wasn’t heading in her direction, which was a relief. 

If he had tried to bring the dwarf over to her, she would have left the party so he couldn’t see her on his map, but she still wasn’t sure he was a bad guy. He had done some iffy things, but this was obviously an unusual situation very probably caused by her, so she was still willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. For now.

If the exit wasn’t at the top, it was probably central and well-defended. There were bound to be more traps at the very least, and more kobolds. What she needed was a scout.

She checked her mana levels and then cast Shadow Guardian again. Nothing happened. She tried again with the same result. Was the shade avoiding her? Could spells refuse to be cast?

“No questions, I just need you to help me out of here,” she said to the empty room. She tried once more. 

The shade materialised, an inky black blob floating in front of her. Britta resisted the urge to demand answers.

“Find the exit, don’t set off any traps, make a note of any monsters. Double speed.”

The shade flew off down the east tunnel. Britta huddled in a corner of the room in the hope she wouldn’t be noticed by any passing unpleasantness. She kept her map open. 

The shade was visible as a black dot. New rooms and connecting tunnels appeared as the shade made its way towards the middle. Stan was headed towards the same place from the other side. They would both get there at around the same time.

Britta checked her mana. It was getting low. Enough for the shade to get back, but she wouldn’t have much left and she didn’t have any potions left.

The shade reached the middle and a much larger room appeared on the map, three to four times as big as the one she was in. Stan entered the room just as the shade left to head back. Had they seen each other? 

The shade returned in a few seconds. It had an arrow sticking out of its back. 

“Are you okay?” Britta pulled the arrow out. It was one of Stan’s. The shade seemed to be alright, though. It wasn’t bleeding, but then it probably didn’t have any blood.

“Physical damage is negligible. Exit is marked on your map. Route without traps is also marked.”

Britta looked at her map. There was a white square in the middle room and a circuitous line showing the way. Stan’s marker was no longer visible.

“What else is in the room?” she asked the shade.

“Nothing.”

“Any treasure chests or valuables?”

“No.”

“Thank you,” said Britta.

“You’re welcome.” The shade disappeared.

She would definitely need to sit down and have a serious talk with her shady friend, but for now she wanted to concentrate on getting out of here. 

The strange thing was the lack of any treasure. Was it really that basic a dungeon that there wasn’t any loot? She considered opening a chat with Stan, but decided to wait. He was already out, by the looks of things.

She followed the line the shade had marked for her, moving quickly, confident there would be no traps. She reached the room without problem and found herself in a large hall with statues of dwarves carved into the walls.They were huge, which was very undwarflike. 

And right in the middle of the room was a hole with stairs leading down. It wasn’t an exit out, it was an exit to the next level.
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                It was called the Mines of Korlath, so it stood to reason it would go deeper underground, but Britta had been too focused on not getting caught by the dwarf to think about the mining part. 

The tunnels on this floor had smooth walls and sharp corners. There had been no signs of digging. No carts on rails, loaded up with ore like all mines in fantasy games were supposed to have.

The mine part was obviously lower down, but how big was it? Was there another level below that? It was supposed to be a beginner dungeon—Britta had expected it to take half an hour at most, and she’d already been down here that long.

What would happen if she logged out? Would it send her back to the temple in town next time she played? Was there a respawning point down here somewhere? And what effect would being in a party have? It was all very confusing.

She decided to keep going and hope the exit wasn’t too far.

The stairs leading down had been cut into the rock quite steeply and she kept one hand against the wall to help keep her balance. It was dark and her ball of light felt oppressed into a dim glow, lighting up just the area around her. 

There were fifty steps (she counted them) and then a tunnel that wasn’t at all like the ones above. This had very rough walls and was circular, with curved walls and ceiling. Water dripped somewhere nearby. Devs playing with their sound effects.

Britta opened her map. Most of it was blank, but there was one clearly defined trail zigzagging away from her, on the far end of which was Stan’s blue marker. He was moving pretty quickly, which suggested the dwarf was down here, too.

She took a few steps forward and immediately found turnings left and right. Unlike the uniform pattern the tunnels upstairs had made, these tunnels felt anything but planned. It was like a bunch of burrowing animals had gone off in all directions at once.

Britta checked the map again and then took a tunnel heading in the opposite direction to Stan. She would have a look around first, just to see what kind of a place this was, and then get the shade to do a more thorough search. She didn’t want to use up too much mana just in case she needed to cast one of her other spells. 

Everywhere she went, there were more tunnels left and right. Her map was quickly turning into a mad scribble. She had the horrible feeling she was going in circles.

A couple of times, she was sure she heard something. The patter of feet, maybe? It could just have been her imagination. After about ten minutes of aimless wandering, she saw a flash of something moving and before she knew it, she was running after it.

Even as she ran, it seemed like a dumb idea. Why head towards whatever it was? Wouldn’t ‘away’ be a better idea? But she was getting quite bored and somewhere in the back of her mind was the hope that whatever she was chasing knew where it was going. She certainly didn’t.

She ran full speed through the curving tunnel, not quite able to see what she was chasing, but able to catch the merest glimpse at the edge of her light. She ran into a small chamber, no more than a junction for a bunch of tunnels, and there was a kobold waiting for her.

It was even smaller than the other one she’d seen, but hairier. And holding a large wooden spoon. Its eyes, large and milky, with pale grey pupils, glared at her and then it charged.

“Glamor passive off,” said Britta. She was plunged into darkness, which was probably just how the kobold liked it. She made the hand movements to cast Glamor, the non-passive version, and a flash of light exploded in the darkness. The kobold screamed.

“My eyes, my eyes.”

“Glamor passive on,” said Britta. A ball of light dropped onto the ground, revealing the kobold lying next to it, writhing around with its hands covering its face. 

Britta decided this was her chance. She jumped on the kobold, its warm, hair body struggling under her, and managed to twist its arm behind its back so it was face down with her sitting on top of it. She was bigger and stronger, which were both firsts for her.

“Help! Help!” called out the kobold. 

Britta leaned down so her mouth was near one of the kobold’s large, flappy ears. “Quiet! You’ll attract the dwarf.”

The kobold shut up immediately.

“I don’t want to hurt you, I just want to get out of here. Where’s the way out?”

“Above. The way out is above.”

There had been no exit in the level above. Not to the outside. The kobold was still and quiet. They sat there for what seemed like forever, and then in the far distance, there was a howl.

The kobold’s body tensed. Britta tightened her hold of its arm.

“Why is that thing down here?” she whispered into the kobold’s ear.

“The High Priest,” the kobold whispered back. “He summoned it. He said it would be our servant, help us dig. We’re all going to die.” The kobold began to cry, sobbing with fear.

“You have a priest? So there’s a temple down here?”

The kobold sniffed. “Yes.”

“With a stone altar, like a big slab?”

“Yes,” said the kobold, slightly confused.

“Take me there.” Britta wasn’t sure what was going on but a temple meant a save point. And a save point meant she could log out and have breakfast. Death by the hands of a murderous dwarf could wait until later.
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                Britta eased off the kobold and stood up. She had her knife out and kept the business end held out at kobold head-height. This was a fight she felt confident she could win. She was bigger and stronger, and she had to admit, she kind of liked it. This was probably what made bullies happy to be bullies. 

The kobold got to its feet, still sniffing and wiping tears from its eyes. Britta felt a pang of guilt. The kobold raised its wooden spoon defiantly against her. Even the weapons matched up in her favour.

“I don’t want to fight you,” said Britta, waving her dagger menacingly. “Just take me to the temple and you can go.”

The kobold’s eyes darted from side to side. It kept the spoon held up but didn’t seem very confident.

“Look, we both want the same thing here, right? Not to get killed by a crazy dwarf.” She lowered her dagger, but kept a firm grip on the handle in case she had to parry a blow from the spoon. It might only have been a cooking utensil, but it had a long reach and a sharp crack on the knuckles would smart.

Hesitantly, the kobold lowered the spoon but also keeping it ready by its side. There was a distant howl that put them both on edge, looking around like the dwarf might burst in any minute.

“How many of them are there?” asked Britta.

“Only one,” said the kobold.

That was a relief. She opened her map. Stan was still on the other side, still moving fast. She assumed the dwarf was near him.

“It’s coming this way,” said Britta, lying. “We have to move.” She tried to put some urgency in her voice, but she’d never been a good actor. She always got picked to play the sheep in the nativity play back in primary school. “If you get me to the altar, I know how to desummon the dwarf.”

She had no idea, of course, but she could desummon herself, and that was the important thing. Britta picked up the ball of light she’d dropped and held it up, hoping it would somehow impress the kobold. It flinched away from the blue-white glow, its hairy face looking scared and a bit like a gerbil.

“This way,” it said, and scampered into a tunnel. Britta gave chase. It may have been smaller than her, but it was quick. She had to sprint full out to keep up. They darted in and out of tunnels, seemingly at random, but she had to assume the kobold knew where it was going. And then they came to a door.

An actual, wooden door with hinges and a doorknob. It was the first door she’d seen since she’d entered the mine. It looked completely out of place.

The kobold timidly knocked with the large brass knocker.

“Go away!” shouted a shrill voice.

“Who’s that?” asked Britta, keeping a nervous eye on the other end of the tunnel. 

“The High Priest,” said the kobold. 

“Piss off!”

“He’s a bit upset.” The kobold looked embarrassed.

Britta hadn’t expected the High Priest to be so highly strung. Then again, she remembered Father Heckerty from her junior school who used to teach R.E. on Fridays. He would go on long rants about other priests not treating him fairly and a particular nun who had it in for him. Sister Martine. Maybe the devs were going for realism.

Britta banged on the door with the hilt of her dagger. It made an impressive booming sound. “Let us in or I’ll kick this door down.” It was a pretty solid-looking door and there was no way she’d be able to break it.

The door opened. Lying was proving to be her best weapon. 

A fat, hairy face peered out through the gap. The eyes widened with startled surprised when they saw Britta. “Why have you brought THAT!”

“She says she can help get rid of the dwarf.”

“She’s lying! No one can help us. We’re doomed. DOOMED!” The priest tried to shut the door on them but Britta barged her way through, knocking the priest back. The kobold followed her in and then quickly shut the door.

The room they were in looked like ones upstairs; square with smooth walls. Dim flames guttered in sconces, giving it an eerie feel. There was a statue of a hooded figure at one end, and an altar beneath it. She knew from the tutorial all she had to do was touch the altar and it would be her new rez point.

She hurried over and placed her hand on it. Nothing happened. Then she noticed the large crack running across the altar’s surface.

“Is it broken?” she asked the priest.

“Yes. Yes, it’s broken. I suppose you’re going to blame me for that, too.” The priest put his head in his hands and shook his head. “I never wanted to be here. I just wanted to be a shaman in a nice, quiet, out of the way burrow. Something with running water and a nice warm fire pit. But no. Put me in the middle of a war zone. How I wish I had some sacred beads, I’d curse the whole Parish Council.”

Listening to the priest complain, Britta wondered if one of the devs actually knew Father Heckerty. The resemblance was uncanny.
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                “Is it just the two of you”? asked Britta. “I thought the mines were supposed to be full of kobolds.”

“Oh, there are plenty of kobolds here, alright,” said the High Priest. “Dozens of them, all cowering in fear. They should be protecting me from that.” He pointed at the wall but with a double thrust to indicate he meant something much further away. “But where are they? Hiding in the treasure vault like scared babies.”

“There’s a treasure vault?” asked Britta. Sounded like a place worth visiting.

The High Priest stopped ranting and stared at Britta. He blinked and then looked at the other kobold. “You know what this means, Sidney. We can’t let her leave here alive. She knows about the vault.”

Sidney nodded and raised his spoon. “I’ll take care of it.”

Britta was quite optimistic about her chances. She was bigger than both of them and they weren’t very well armed.

“A spoon?” said the priest, appalled. “You think you can take on a professional adventurer with a wooden spoon?”

Sidney looked at the spoon, and then at Britta holding her knife out in front of her. “It’s all I got,” he said meekly.

“Here.” The priest rummaged around in his robes. “Take this.” He produced a copper ladle and handed it to Sidney.

Sidney’s eyes lit up. He quickly stuffed his spoon into his belt and took the ladle in both hands, clutching it like a club.

Britta still wasn’t worried. “How did you manage to kick the dwarves out of the mine in the first place? You don’t even have proper weapons.”

“We didn’t kick them out,” said the priest. “We bought the mines from them. We don’t fight over property like savages—we’re businessmen. Sidney, aim for her face. Try to scoop out her eyes.”

Britta raised her dagger higher and waved it as Sidney hesitantly closed in.

“I don’t want to hurt you, Sidney, but I will. And then you.” She pointed the blade at the priest. “You, I do want to hurt.”

“Ah, yes, you hold her here, Sidney, I’ll go for help.” He hurried over to the door.

“There’s a homicidal dwarf out there,” Britta reminded him. 

“Damn it, I forgot about him.” He came back to Sidney and snatched the ladle from his hand. “I’ll keep her busy, you go for help.”

“I’m not going out there,” squeaked Sidney.

“Yes, you will. Your God commands it.”

“No he doesn’t,” said Sidney.

The priest’s hairy brown face seemed infused with redness. “This is the what I get for bringing God’s word to this backwater hole in the ground.” He snatched the wooden spoon from Sidney’s belt. Then he held out both the ladle and spoon and thrust them both at Britta, handle first.

Britta was so surprised, she had hold of them before she realised it.

“We’ll stay here,” said the priest, “you go get help.”

“Oh. Okay. Which way to the vault?”

“Back the way you came, take a left… wait, hold on, you… you almost had me, there. Trying to trick a man of God. Shame on you.” He snatched back the utensils and thrust them at Sidney. 

He crossed his arms and refused them. “I’m not going out there.”

The priest threw them on the altar with disgust. “It doesn’t matter. We’re all going to die.”

“Excuse me?” said Britta, feeling like she was intruding on a family squabble. “You summoned the dwarf, didn’t you? Can’t you send it back where it came from?”

“Do I look like a necromancer?”

Britta didn’t know what a necromancer looked like, but she guessed she was meant to answer no.

“If you didn’t, then…”

“He did,” said Sidney. “I saw him do it.”

The priest put his hands into his voluminous sleeves and pulled out a tattered book. “This.” He used the book to smack Sidney on the head. “This is what summoned the dwarf. They found it in the lower levels. What a find!  A magical tome. Let’s give it to the shaman who makes our cough medicines and wart salves, and get him to cast a few spells. What’s the worst that could happen?”

“Is he always this sarcastic?” Britta asked Sidney. 

“Only when he’s upset. So, yes.”

“Give me the book,” said Britta. She held out her hand.

The priest didn’t look keen to comply. “I suppose you’re a great wizard come to show me how it’s done. Going to wave your magic wand and make everything better again?”

“Maybe. Book.” She held out her hand insistently.

The priest thought about it and then threw it at her. “Take it. Let’s see you do better.”
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                Britta caught the book like it was a live animal. The pages flapped about manically and she jerked her head back to avoid being slapped in the face.

She managed to hold onto it, but only just. The cover was oily and felt like very soft leather. Disturbingly skin-like. She didn’t have time to think about what it was made of, she told herself.

The pages were yellowing with scratchy black writing covering each page. It was no language she had ever seen before. She didn’t even recognise the alphabet.

“Identify.”

[Necromancer’s Book of Raising the Dead - Level 5 and above]

She wasn’t a necromancer and she wasn’t level 5, so chances were the book wouldn’t be of any use even if she could read it. However, she could probably sell it. She had no idea how rare books like this were, or how many necromancers were out there, but it had to be worth something.

“It says it can raise the dead,” said Britta

“Yes,” said the priest, sounding surprised. “That’s right.”

“But you aren’t a necromancer.”

“You think I don’t know that? I couldn’t have cast a spell like that on my own. I prayed to the Great Kobold in the Sky. First time he graces me with an answer and I get a crazy dwarf running around and my altar broken.”

“My god’s called the Great Gnome in the Sky,” said Britta, eager to get the kobold on her side. “Are they related?”

“That fraud?” The kobold looked disgusted. “You should try praying to someone who actually exists.”

“He does exist. I’ve met him.” Britta had no idea why she was defending her so-called deity. He hadn’t exactly been worth worshipping.

“You are clearly delusional, but feel free to ask him for help.” The priest smiled sarcastically. 

“Maybe later. Where did you get a dead dwarf?”

“This is a mine,” said the priest defensively. “We dig things up. Sometimes a body.”

“You dug up a grave?” 

The priest threw up his clawed kobold hands. “Not intentionally. The deeper we go, the more we find. And it’s not like the dwarves told us where they buried their dead. In fact, there wasn’t much of anything left when they sold us the mine so we had to keep digging deeper and deeper.”

“How many levels down does the mine go?” 

“Five. So far.”

Britta was shocked. She had assumed two would be more than enough for a beginner dungeon. How long would five levels take to explore?

“The bottom three aren’t accessible at the moment. Dwarf-related cave in.”

That was some consolation. Perhaps the lower levels were related to the epic version of the dungeon.

“Okay. So we need to unsummon the banshee controlling the dwarf.” Britta looked at the priest, hoping he’d take it from here.

“You know about the banshee?” Now he sounded impressed. She had done an excellent job of convincing him she knew what she was talking about. If only it were true.

“I know you put one in the dwarf. Which should mean you know how to get it out and send it back to where it came from.”

“Look at the back of the book,” said the priest.

Britta flipped through towards the end. Pages had been ripped out, leaving only jagged stubs.

“Where are the missing pages?” asked Britta.

“The dwarf took them,” said the priest.

That was a problem. But not an insurmountable one. “If we got the pages back, could you do it then?”

“If the Great Kobold in the Sky is willing.”

This was clearly the mission. Get the pages, send back the banshee, win.

“Will you hunt down the dwarf?” asked Sidney.

“Not exactly.” She opened her map. Stan was not very far away and on the move. “Open group chat. Stan? Hello?”

“Hey!” He sounded out of breath. “Where are you?”

“Can’t you see me on your map?” She had assumed he hadn’t come towards her position to keep the dwarf off her, but perhaps his reasons hadn’t been so gallant.

“No. Your tracker isn’t on.”

Of course. That had been in the tutorial. She went into her status screen and toggled it on. “How about now?”

“Oh. Right. Headed your way.” There was a howl.

One dwarf, express delivery.
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                It was only after she had instructed Stan to lead the dwarf to her current position, that Britta realised she didn’t actually have a plan for getting the missing pages from the dwarf. She didn’t even know where they would be. In a pocket? Stuffed inside a boot?

“Where did the dwarf put the pages after he ripped them out of the book?” she asked the priest.

“He ate them,” said the priest.

“He ate them? Why didn’t you tell me that before?”

The priest shrugged. “You didn’t ask.”

As soon as she heard about the dwarf taking the pages, Britta had known it had to be the solution. Devs didn’t put things like that into a game without a reason. Whenever there was a monster that seemed too hard to kill, there would be a device or item you could use against it. Clearly, she had to get hold of the missing pages and then the priest would take care of the rest. Clearly.

But perhaps this had nothing to do with the devs. Stan didn’t recognise any of it from his previous run through. And how exactly were you supposed to retrieve the pages from inside a dwarf’s stomach? 

It didn’t bear thinking about.

“It wouldn’t matter anyway,” said the priest.

“Why not?” said Britta.

“The altar’s broken.” He pointed at the large crack shearing the top of the altar in two. “The spell won’t work without a functioning altar, obviously.”

Obviously? How was it obvious? “We’ve got a crazy dwarf heading here right now. How are we supposed to stop him?”

“That was your idea! Don’t you have a plan?”

Britta wanted to shout back at him, blame him for summoning a psychotic, unkillable dwarf, but he had a point. She had made assumptions and recklessly set things into motion without having any idea what she was going to do once the dwarf arrived.

She’d been under pressure and made a snap decision. The wrong one. 

The map showed Stan getting closer. He wasn’t taking the most direct route, probably because of the dwarf or maybe he was avoiding traps. He would still be here in a couple of minutes.

Even if the dwarf was some kind of bug thrown out by the game because of its strange relationship with her character, this was still a game. She could use her abilities and items in a way real life wouldn’t allow. There was bound to be a way to use them to defeat the dwarf.If only she had better abilities and items.

“You’re a shaman, aren’t you? Don’t you have any spells we could use on the dwarf?”

The priest didn’t look too pleased to have the onus put on him. “My spells are for the benefit of kobold wellbeing.”

“Don’t you think it’ll help kobold wellbeing to kill the dwarf?”

“Yes, I’m sure it would. But improving the dwarf’s health and defences isn’t really going to do that, is it?”

His spells were buffs and heals. Good for supporting others, not so good for dealing damage. 

“Tell me what spells you have,” said Britta. The priest hesitated. “Look, this is an emergency. I wouldn’t ask otherwise.”

“The Great Blessing, Skin of Oak, Silpling’s Might, Toxin Defender, Water Purification, Fungus Detection and Eternal Healing.”

That was a lot of spells and none of them sounded particularly useful in this situation. She checked the map. Stan had gone off to the opposite end to where he was before for some reason.

“How long will it take you to cast your spells on me?”

“Which one?” asked the priest.

“All of them.”

“Are you mad? You can’t—”

“Just do it. We don’t have much time.”

“She’s going to fight the dwarf,” said Sidney, his voice filled with awe.

That was one option, although her idea had been to get whatever advantage she could and make a run for it.

“That’s right,” said Britta. “Now buff me.”

“Okay,” said the priest, “but don’t blame me if you get Charmer’s Fandango.”

What kind of dumb name was that? “What’s Charmer’s Fandango?”

It was too late. The kobold priest was in some kind of trance, his eyelids fluttering as he sang a strange incantation.
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                Britta didn’t feel anything at first. Then there was a tingling all over her body and the hairs on her arm stood up on end. It was strange but it didn’t feel bad. In fact, it was quite invigorating. Her red skin even looked less red, although it was hard to be sure in the low light.

The priest continued to chant, changing tone and cadence. After about five minutes, the singing stopped and the priest opened his eyes. He looked a bit dazed but blinked a few times and snapped out of it.

“How do you feel?” he asked, peering into her eyes.

Britta backed away. “Fine, thanks. What was that fandango thing you mentioned?”

“You don’t feel… jumpy, or anything?”

“No. Should I?”

“No, no. Just checking. Charmer’s Fandango is a side-effect of putting too many spells on one person. It’s quite rare but the more spells, the more chance. But you don’t seem to be affected.”

Britta stood there, trying to search inside herself for signs of anything unusual. She didn’t really know what she was looking for, but nothing stood out as a cause for concern.

“I don’t think there’s any problems,” she said. “Is it bad?”

“Oh, it’s terrible, but no need to worry about that now. The dwarf, remember?”

How could she forget? “Yes. Right.” She checked the map again. For some reason, Stan was now in the top right corner and stationary. Had the dwarf caught him? “What’s in the northeast corner?”

Sidney and the priest exchanged a look.

“Nothing,” said the priest. “Nothing important.”

“Is it the vault?” Another look. “Because that’s where the dwarf is, so that’s where I’ll have to go.” She had no intention going anywhere near that area as long as the dwarf was there, but it would be good to know where the treasure room was, for future reference.

“Yes, that’s where the treasure vault is,” admitted the priest. “They’ll have barricaded the door, so they should be safe. Until the food runs out.”

Britta was aware of what could happen to men trapped in mines for long periods of time, she didn’t want to think about what it would mean in a fantasy setting. She would have assumed nothing beyond a PG 13 rating, but the devs’ tendencies to overdo it, and the game’s tendency to behave oddly whenever she was involved, made her wary of opening the vault door and finding cannibal kobolds who had turned into ravenous zombies.

“Can you show me the best way to get there, without setting off any traps?” More information she could use another time. The vault was in the northeast, her best bet was to head southwest and back up to the floor above. The kobolds had to have a way to get in and out. She could ask them, but it would be too obvious she was going to make a run for it. Although why that made her feel embarrassed, she had no idea. It was just a game.

Once they’d told her the quickest route and helped her mark the different traps on her map, Sidney opened the door, quickly sticking his head out to check the tunnel.

“You are very brave,” said the priest. “I gave you all the spells I had, including Fungus Detector. If you feel hungry, just follow your nose.”

“Thanks.” The idea of eating mushrooms growing in an underground tunnel didn’t sound very appetising. “I thought one of the spells was oak skin or something.” Her skin felt smoother and softer than it had before. Not oaky, at all.

“That will only activate when you’re attacked.” The priest patted her on the shoulder. “You will be remembered as a great hero.”

He sounded like he’d already made up his mind how this would end.

“I don’t plan on dying,” said Britta. He was right, but it was still irritating.

“Of course. You have a good… you have a chance. You always have a chance,” said the priest. “I will pray for you.” He was practically giving her the last rites.

“I’m not going to fight him, I’m going to… get him to chase me and head for an exit. Once he’s out of the mines, he’ll be easier to deal with.” She was making it up as she went along, but it actually sounded like quite a reasonable plan. “Where is the nearest exit, so I can lead the dwarf there.” She suddenly felt nervous, seeing a way out of this place and just needing the priest to give her the vital piece of information. She was even holding her breath.

“There’s a shaft in the southeast corner,” said the priest excitedly. “It’s not very big, and you have to climb a tall ladder, but once you’re out, you can’t get back in that way. The dwarf won’t be able to get back in, either.”

The mood had suddenly shifted from wake to victory party.

“Okay, then,” said Britta. “Let’s do this.”

“Yes, yes. Good luck.”

“Good luck,” joined in Sidney. He opened the door wider and Britta walked into the passageway. 

The tunnel went from north to south. One way was the dwarf, the other was the exit. Britta waited for them to close the door. They stood there, waiting to see her off.

She took a few tentative steps north. “Right. Bye then.”

“Bye bye,” said Sidney, waving.

“Toodle-loo,” said the priest. Neither moved to close the door. 

“You should shut the door. Terrible draft.” Britta walked north, trying to make it look like she definitely wasn’t planning to go south as soon as the door closed.

She kept walking and finally, when she was nearly at the end of the tunnel, she heard the door click shut. 

With a sigh of relief, Britta quickly jogged back, running on the balls of her feet to keep the sounds of her footsteps to a minimum. Just as she got back to the door, it opened. The priest’s face looked out at her, his eyes narrowing with suspicion.

They stood there, staring uncomfortably at each other.
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                “Ah,” said Britta, “hello again. I just remembered, um, I didn’t ask your name.”

“My name?” said the priest, baffled but his suspicious expression softening. “You want to know my name?”

“Yes. We might never meet again and I wanted to know…” It was the only thing she could think of on the spot. 

“Derik.”

“Nice to meet you, Derik. I’m B.” She stuck out her hand and Derik shook it. “Okay, then. See you in the next life, maybe.” She gave him a thumbs up and turned around, cringing. She could have just ignored him and made a break for the exit, but she couldn’t handle that level of shame and embarrassment.

“Wait,” said Derik. Britta slowly turned back. “Take this.” He held out a ring.

Britta took it from him and looked at it. It was very light, made of wood, carved and polished, with a big square face. 

“If you meet any other of our people, show them the ring and they’ll know I sent you.”

She’d had a similar experience with the woman at the ranch. She had given Britta a recipe and now there was this ring. A very useful ring. If she ran into any kobolds wandering around the mines, it would have been hard to avoid a fight, but now she had a get out of jail free card.

“Thanks. I just show it to them, do I?” In the back of her mind was the thought that maybe it was even a magic ring of some kind, even though that had to be too good to be true.

“Yes, they’ll recognise it. Good luck, B.”

“See you around, Derik.”

“Bye B,” squeaked Sidney from somewhere behind the priest’s robes.

“Bye.” Britta turned around and headed north. It was a very touching moment for her, to have the two kobolds wish her well and even offer her what little help they had. She felt quite protective of them.

Even though they were just digital creations in a computer, it was hard not to think of them as real people, and not in a demented way like those people who wrote to characters on TV shows like they actually existed. No, talking to Derik and Sidney was like talking to people in the real world. Which made it very hard to think of them as anything other than living, breathing beings who just happened to look like giant bipedal gerbils.

She reached the end of the tunnel. There was no way she could double back and go past those desperate, hopeful faces to get to the exit. She opened the map. She would have to find another route that avoided this tunnel.

They had also helpfully marked the traps for her, so she could go west and zigzag through a cluster of traps to a tunnel leading south that should bring her close to the shaft and the way out. She set off with a spring in her step.

If she had the ability to connect like this with every NPC in the game, there could be an endless amount of unique items she could get hold of. They might not be of the calibre of a legendary sword or magic cape, but it might help her to not get killed so easily.

Next time she tried this dungeon, she would have the ring with her and be able to get past any kobolds without fighting. She wondered if Derik and Sidney would remember her after the dungeon reset. Even if that was the normal procedure, it might not be that way with her. Big Freddy had remembered her, sort of, and that was after he died.

All very interesting and worthy of investigation, once she got out of here. 

The traps, once she knew where they’d be, were easy to avoid. She stepped over tripwires and pressure pads and found herself in the tunnel going south within a few minutes. According to her map, Stan was still up in the northeast. 

It seemed unlikely he would have ended up at the treasure vault by accident. He’d been here before, so chances were he knew it was up there. Perhaps he had intentionally led the dwarf there to force a fight between the dwarf and the kobolds holed up in there. That would be quite a smart idea. She wished him luck and broke into a run. Freedom was within reach.

She stopped. Rapid footsteps were approaching. She raised her ball of light to see who it was.

Two kobolds came running towards her. Britta breathed a sigh of relief and prepared to show the ring—better than a legendary sword in a situation like this. Then she saw the two red lights behind the kobolds. She recognised them. Dwarf eyes.
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                Britta did the only thing she could, she turned around and ran. The footsteps behind her soon receded into the distance. 

Never had running felt so good. Not only because it took her away from the homicidal dwarf after her, but because she moved with a speed and grace she had never experienced before. Her limbs pulsed with energy and her body practically flew down the tunnel. It was an amazing feeling. If she had been able to run like this in real life, she would have been the school cross country champion.

It was due to the spells Derik had put on her, obviously. They gave her a boost and very welcome it was, too, but only temporarily. She had to make the best of it while she had the chance.

The question was, what to do now? The dwarf was supposed to be with Stan. What was he doing up in the northeast part of the map is he’d managed to give the dwarf the slip and lumber those two kobolds with maze-runner duties?  He hadn’t moved from there for ages.

The kobolds were coming from the direction of the exit shaft so had they tried to lead the dwarf out and failed? It seemed likely.

And then there was the problem of her parents. The time was after 10 AM and Saturday or not, they would want her to take a break from the game. They might even pull the plug. She needed to find a way out soon, but there was no point trying to get past the dwarf. She could try going back to the temple and take her original route to the exit, but no doubt the dwarf would follow her, and if it didn’t work for the kobolds, it probably wouldn’t work for her.

Even with all the buffs, she doubted she could fight the dwarf. She didn’t particularly want to, either. Perhaps she should try what she had assumed Stan had done—lead the dwarf to where the kobolds were hiding and let them deal with it. After all, they were the ones who had raised the dwarf from the dead.

Thanks to her map, she was able to quickly backtrack and get to a room surrounded by traps. It was the type with tripwires which would drop rock slabs over the exits if broken. She stopped in the chamber, listening hard for sounds of pursuit. She didn’t have to listen very hard; a howl echoed down the tunnel towards her.

With her new Olympic-level athletic ability, she would be able to outpace her stubby-legged pursuer quite easily. The only problem was she didn’t know what she’d find when she got to the vault. A large, impenetrable door with the kobolds all safely behind it wouldn’t do her much good. What she needed was a way in.

She heard the kobolds coming. Their ragged breathing and scampering feet were easy to recognise. Britta peered into the darkness. The tunnel was menacingly dark past the glow of her ball of light. 

Her heart was beating wildly and she wanted to run away, but she forced herself to stay put. The vine across the opening was by her feet. She could trip it and drop the barrier once the kobolds got here. Having them with her as she headed for the treasure room seemed like a good idea. She had the ring, plus they’d be grateful to her for saving them, and it could be the difference in getting the barricaded kobolds to open up. 

Her leg began jiggling. This was far too nerve wracking, more like a horror movie than a fantasy adventure. Weren’t there supposed to be unicorns and elves? It probably wouldn’t go any better if there were. She’d just be running around while a unicorn tried to stab her with its horn.

But if she was going to be chased down by a relentless undead monster, at least she had the benefit of knowing how these movies played out. She assumed the devs were all slasher movie geeks and would use all the clichés they could think of. She had a mine full of traps to help her slow the monster down, although that was less like a Halloween movie and more like an episode of Scooby Doo. 

There was something coming. She threw her ball of light into the tunnel so she could see further, and also to help the kobolds see the way. Unfortunately, she forgot about their sensitive eyes.

The two kobolds, running side by side, yelled in surprise, throwing up their arms to shield their eyes from what, to them, was a blinding light, and ran into each other. 

They slammed heads, jerked apart, bounced off the walls, and crashed to the floor, dazed and unsure of where to go.

“This way! This way!” shouted Britta. 

Two red eyes loomed behind the kobolds. She didn’t even see the dwarf, just kobolds suddenly being yanked backwards into the dark, their small hands desperately clawing at the ground the last part of them to disappear into the shadows.

The tunnel was silent for a minute, and then the kobolds started screaming.

Britta pulled on the tripwire and the rock slab slid down. So much for that idea.
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                The screaming stopped. Even through the thick rock now covering the tunnel entrance, Britta had been able to hear the kobolds. It had been shrill and unnerving, but at least it hadn’t lasted very long.

It wasn’t that she was being callous or wasn’t affected by what had most likely been a couple of very gruesome deaths, she just told herself they weren’t really dying. When the dungeon reset for the next players, they would be resurrected and carry on like nothing had happened.

Digital constructs didn’t feel pain. The screams were recorded by actors. It was kind of hard to think like that because everything appeared so real, but death was not the end. 

Everyone in the game was immortal. Or maybe not immortal, since you could die. What was the word for someone who keeps coming back to life?

The rock slab filling the opening shuddered. Then it began to rise. The dwarf was on the other side and she was lined up as the next victim. Even though she would be able to return to the game in twenty-four hours, she preferred not to die, digitally or otherwise. 

She was in a maze with pits and traps. There had to be a way to defeat the dwarf without fighting it hand to hand. Britta opened her map. Stan was no longer stationary in the top right corner. His marker was moving down the righthand side, hugging the edge of the map. 

If he kept going, he would pass by in a few minutes. With the dwarf busy trying to raise the solid stone door, Stan might even be able to sneak past without being noticed and make it to the exit.

Britta looked for the shortest route to go around the dwarf and meet up with Stan, but it would require her to go quite far north before linking up with the tunnel Stan was in, and even then, she’d be a long way behind him. But she had her boosted speed to help, so not an unworkable plan.

Once she got to him, though, would they be able to escape? The dwarf seemed to have an uncanny ability to know where they were. It was a bit of an advantage having the game on your side.

There was a gap under the rock slab. The dwarf was grunting and gasping with effort. Britta decided she should move, even if she wasn’t sure where she was going.

“Group chat on. Hello? Stan?”

There was a crackle—completely unnecessary, she was sure—and then Stan’s panting came through.

“Stan? Are you okay?”

“Where… where have you been?”

“I was in a temple, and—”

“Why did you turn off group chat?” He sounded annoyed, as well as breathless. “I can’t contact you if you turn it off.”

“Oh. Sorry. I thought that was what you were supposed to do. To save batteries.” She wasn’t sure why she said that. Clearly, batteries were not an issue. Now he thought she was an idiot.

There was a long, possibly stunned, silence. “Have you seen the dwarf?”

“Yes, he’s here. I tried to get to the exit but the dwarf got in the way. He just killed two kobolds.”

“Good,” said Stan. “At least we can use them to slow him down.”

She felt like objecting to his anti-kobold attitude, but that would just make her look silly. He was right. Anything that took the focus off them was good.

“What were you doing in the northeast corner? You didn’t move for ages.”

“He’s there? Is he guarding the way out?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe. Is there anything in the corner we can use?” He had ignored her question about what he’d been doing up there all this time, which only made her more curious.

“No, only the treasury. There’s not much in there, it’s just a room you have to solve a puzzle to get into. Tier 5 gear—it’s trash, even for a beginner. I hid there for a bit.”

“You hid inside the treasury?” Did that mean he encountered the other kobolds and killed them all?”

“No, I hid inside a big vase outside. It wasn’t very comfortable. Listen, can you lead him away?”

He wanted her to be the decoy so he could escape? “You’re just going to abandon me?”

“Look, this isn’t normal. Level 1 dungeons shouldn’t have these kinds of mobs in them. It’s some kind of glitch or something. The loot chest is probably bugged out, too—that’s what usually happens when a dungeon glitches, so I doubt it’s worth completing the dungeon normally, but if we die, we get locked out for twenty-four hours. No point both of us getting hit.”

“So I should take the hit so you can escape?” It wasn’t that she didn’t agree with his logic, but his assumption he should be the one to avoid being locked out was treating her like she didn’t matter as long as he was okay. It wasn’t just unfair, it was bloody rude.

“I’m only saying that because he’s already with you and I’m nearly at the exit. That’s just how it turned out. If you’d kept your group chat on, we might have been able to come up with a better plan.”

Now he was blaming her, and it was even more infuriating that he was probably right. There was a loud, grinding screech, followed by a slam. The dwarf had dropped the stone slab, probably after passing under it.

“He’s coming after me whether I like it or not,” said Britta. “I’m going to head for the treasure room. You can make a break for it, if you want.”

“Wait, no, I’ll meet you there. We can fight him together.”

Why the sudden change of heart? Chivalry reborn? She doubted it. For some reason, he didn’t want her going to the vault without him. Was there a treasure that wasn’t Tier 5 trash? She sped up, suddenly as keen to get there before Stan as she was to stay out of reach of the dwarf.
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                Britta ran through the tunnels with the map open in front of her. With the traps marked out, she didn’t have to pause or figure out the route, she knew exactly where to go.

Even though she was being forced to head towards the treasure room, she wasn’t too unhappy about it. If you’re in a dungeon, you might as well see what the big treasure looked like. Even if Stan thought it was worthless, didn’t mean it wouldn’t be useful for her. Stan was an experienced player with loads of gear. He could even kit out a second character. She had yet to find a decent hat.

She didn’t particularly trust him, but he definitely knew more about the game than her—and he was bound to be a lot better at fighting. Teaming up with him was probably the right move. Probably.

According to the map, she should take a left at the end of this tunnel and then it was one long tunnel all the way to the vault. Stan had said there was a puzzle that had to be solved to allow entry. She was looking forward to seeing what kind of puzzle it was. 

Stan probably knew how to solve it already, which would be handy considering there was an undead dwarf chasing after them. No time to sit around thinking of how many sandbags to balance or how to fit blocks together to build a bridge. Which was a bit of a shame, really. She enjoyed figuring out problems like that far more than punching and stabbing things. 

There was a distant howl. The banshee-dwarf was his own early warning system. At least he didn’t creep up on people and launch a surprise. Britta shivered. Seeing a monster loom out of the dark in the flesh, was very different to seeing it in a movie.

Britta reached the end of the tunnel and just as she turned left, she caught movement in the corner of her eye. A hand darted out of the shadows behind her and grabbed her collar. She screamed and thrashed her arms about like she was inventing a new dance move. Not one destined to catch on.

“Shhh,” said Stan, his face grimacing. “He’ll hear you.”

“Don’t do that,” said Britta, panting for breath. “I nearly wet myself.” 

“You can’t wet yourself,” said Stan. “We don’t have the plumbing here.”

For a moment she thought he meant they didn’t have indoor toilets in the game world, but then she remembered they didn’t have the biological plumbing. It was all Barbie-smooth down there. 

“I heard him behind me,” said Britta. “We should get going.”

“Wait!” Stan put his hand on her shoulder. “I’ve been thinking about what I said earlier, and I was being unfair. You have every right to escape without the twenty-four hour penalty as I do. You go, I’ll stay here and hold him off.”

Britta was immediately suspicious. He might have had a change of heart, but he wasn’t even suggesting they toss for it. He was volunteering to stay and die. Why?

“I don’t mind, actually. I’d rather see the treasure vault so I know what to expect for next time.” She took a step forward, but Stan held her back, his hand gripping her shoulder.

“But you’ll die!” He sounded quite pained by the idea, although not necessarily for Britta’s wellbeing.

“So? It’s a game. I’ll survive. You can leave if you want, I’m going this way.”

He removed his hand, reluctantly. “Okay. But give me back leadership of the party.”

“What do you mean? You’re the party leader, aren’t you?”

Stan shrugged. “I was. Somehow it got switched to you. Happens sometimes. You can revert it using the Group command.”

“What difference does it make?” She watched closely, looking for any reaction. “There’s just two of us. What does being leader allow you to do?”

“Nothing much,” he said very quickly. “Just allows you to invite people into the group. I could ask some of my guildies to help us. Normally, I could solo this dungeon, but this isn’t normal. A full party might actually be the only way to beat the dwarf.”

What he said sounded reasonable, even a good idea, but Britta strongly felt he wasn’t telling her something.

“Open Group.”

A screen opened up. It was quite big and mainly empty. There were two names in it, B and Stanley’s Cameo. She had an orange ‘L’ next to hers. She pressed it and two options appeared: Invite and Kick.

Did he want to kick her out of the party?

            

    
        Bitter 119

    
    
    
    
                Britta knew she could be imagining the worst for no real reason and doing Stan a great disservice. He had more experience so it made perfect sense he should be leader, especially if he wanted to invite his guild mates into the party.

If there were more of them, they would have a better chance against the dwarf which also made perfect sense.

And yet…

“Maybe I should kick you.”

“What?” said Stan, his face twisting out of shape with shock. “Why would you do that?”

“I don’t know, something feels off. First you want to leave and don’t care what happens to me, then you race to stop me getting to the treasure room, and now you want to play the hero so I can get away. Feels like you’re hiding something.”

Stan held up his hands, his voice regaining its calm, but only with some obvious effort. Britta had witnessed too many arguments between her pretending-to-be-civil parents not to recognise the signs.

“Look, it’s cool. I’m sorry if I’m acting weird, but this place is freaking me out. I’ve put more than two hundred hours into this game and I’ve never seen anything like what’s been happening here. Not even close.”

She had only a few hours played, but she could see his point. She was also aware that his explanation failed to explain his attempt at preventing her getting to the treasure room.

“Yeah, it is a bit weird,” Britta conceded.

“Right? If you give me leadership, I can invite my guildies and we can actually have a fighting chance. But it doesn’t have to be me—I can give you their usernames and you can send the invites yourself.”

He was being very open and considerate now. And yet…

“Explain ‘Kick from party’,” said Britta.

A majority vote is required to Kick a member from the party. In the case of a tie, the Leader has the deciding vote.

The message appeared in front of her and the simpering female voice read it out. The voice sounded more seductive than before. Nice to see the devs were hard at work, improving the important stuff.

A majority vote. That meant if she invited his friends, they could get together and Kick her. She held the power at the moment because there were only two of them and she had the deciding vote.

Another howl bounced around somewhere in the tunnels. It wasn’t very far away, but no closer than before. Could undead dwarves get lost?

“Okay,” said Britta. “We can invite them after we find somewhere safe to hide. Let’s go to the treasure room.”

She saw it, a glimpse of something smug pass across Stan’s face, a subtle fist pump down by his side. 

They started moving, both agreeing it was best to stay ahead of the dwarf. He lit the way with his torch, eager to take the lead and face any dangers first. He had looked at her ball of light but had only said, “Faerie Light scroll? Nice,” with an approving nod.

Give him the leadership role and he’d Kick her. Invite his friends into the dungeon and they’d kick her. Kick him first and the dwarf would kill her. The only safe play seemed to be to stick with just the two of them. And that didn’t feel all that safe either. If she died ‘accidentally’ the leadership role would revert to him.

All things considered, she didn’t really want to be here with someone who would most likely turn on her at a critical moment.

“Open Group.” 

Stan swung around. “What are you doing?”

“I’m sorry, I can’t shake the feeling you’re being sneaky. I don’t know why, but it’s not something I can ignore. Better you go do your own run with your mates if that’s what you want.”

“No, no, no,” said Stan in quick fire succession, waving the torch around so it left a glowing red trail. “Don’t, please.”

“Can you not hear how odd you’re being? Why are you so desperate to do this Level 1 dungeon? What’s the big deal?”

“Look, I’ll level with you, okay? This dungeon, it’s unique. I messaged one of my friends and told them what had happened here, and they tried this dungeon for themselves, but it was perfectly normal. No dwarf, usual traps and puzzles, same treasures. This isn’t just some bug, it’s a one-off. I don’t know if it’s random—one of those special events that happen if you’re the one millionth customer or whatever—or if it’s some test dungeon that went live by accident, but nothing here is like the rest of the game. Even the kobolds don’t act normal.”

She believed him. He had found this completely bizarre place and was desperate not to miss out on any special loot or crazy boss fight. She knew Dad would react the same to something like this, but she also knew his attitude towards a noob in her position.

Stan felt he deserved this one-in-a-million special event. He had put the hours in, grinding and farming, it was only right he experience something regular plebs couldn’t. Plebs like her. His guild buddies were also deserving. Get them in here and let the noob earn her chance at the next one-off somewhere down the line.

Of course what Stan didn’t realise was that it wasn’t the dungeon that was the one-in-a-million, it was her. She was confident next time she came here, it would be the same. 

That still didn’t excuse Stan’s behaviour, though. She did what she would have done even if it had been Dad standing in front of her being a jerk.

“Kick Stanley’s Cameo.”

“Nooooo.” Stan disappeared.
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                Britta immediately felt guilty. It was obvious how much Stan valued being in this particular dungeon. Getting kicked would be upsetting for anyone, but in his case, it would be doubly so. 

She had no hard proof that he was planning to do any of the things she suspected. It was all assumption and a scratchy feeling at the back of her mind, and now that she had banished him, the scratchy feeling had turned into doubts about her decision.

She could invite him back, and for a second she considered it, but as soon as she thought it, the scratchy feeling reverted to its first position, warning her of sneaky stabs in the back.

Scratchy if you do, scratchy if you don’t.

It was unfair of her, but ultimately it was the right choice, she told herself. He definitely wasn’t to be trusted, even if he could have been useful.

Anyway, it was too late now. Even if she brought him back, she couldn’t see him being all humbled and keen to do as he was told. He’d be pissed off and even more likely to turn on her. 

There was no point dwelling on it—what was done, was done. She headed up the tunnel to the treasure room and whatever puzzle awaited her. According to her map, there were no traps ahead and no side exits she might get ambushed from. The dwarf would have to get to her through this tunnel. Or meet her at the treasury via another route entirely.

She ran with her ball of light showing the way. With her hand held up, she noticed the soft red glow under the ball—she had a message. Unsurprisingly, it was from Stan.

That was totally uncalled for. I have just as much right to run that dungeon as you. Invite me back.

She closed the message without answering. He had a point, she had no right to kick him like that, but this wasn’t a court of law. She didn’t need proof to be suspicious of his motives. This was a game where you fought and killed to survive, and in that context, she was perfectly justified in throwing him out. She kept moving.

The next message wasn’t quite so restrained.

If you don’t invite me back, I’m going to report you. I have close connections with the mods and devs. You will be banned for an extended period, maybe even permanently.

The players were mostly investors in APE so it was very likely he did know some of the employees, but so did Britta. In fact, they were paying her to play the game, so it would be very unlikely they would ban her, even if she had broken the rules. Which she hadn’t.

However, his threatening manner did achieve one thing. It made Britta feel less guilty.

She reached the end of the tunnel and entered a large cavern. The walls were natural rock, craggy and uneven, stretching up into the dark to unknown heights. There was a flat area in front of her that had been laid with square paving stones. Two tall stands held bowls with flames dancing in them. The light was enough to illuminate her immediate surroundings. 

The ground she was on ended abruptly and there was a deep black hole that prevented her going any further. And on the other side of the cavern, was a similar ledge, with similar torch stands, beyond which she could just about make out a door. She assumed that was the treasure room. How was she supposed to get across? 

She looked around. Behind her, on either side of the opening, were two large vases. One was smashed to pieces, but the pieces were covered in dust and cobwebs, suggesting it had happened a long time ago.

The other one was taller than Britta. Presumably, this was the one Stan had hidden in. At its base were marks scored into the paving stones. It had been dragged across the ground. She followed the marks to the edge of the platform she was on. One of the paving stones was a pressure pad. She stood on it and sank a tiny bit.

There was a click, but nothing else happened. After few seconds, she stepped off—there was a gentle hiss as the pad returned to surface level. She looked around for more pressure pads and found one a few steps away. She stepped on it; same click followed by same nothing.

Since the scrapes on the ground suggested using the vase as weight, she put her arms as far around the vase as she could and tried to drag it. She could barely get her hands halfway round and it towered over her, but it began moving with only a small effort.

[ Silpling’s Might active]

The message appeared at the top of her vision. She thanked Derik under her breath. 

Once she got the vase away from the wall, she went around the other side and pushed, which was easier than waddling backwards. The vase didn’t threaten to tip over, which was her main concern, and she guided it over the pressure pad. Click.

She quickly jumped onto the other pad. There was a slight rumble and a sheet of polished stone slid out from the cliff edge. It was about a metre wide and mottled white like marble. It stretched across the gap to the other side, taking about thirty seconds to do so.

Pretty easy puzzle. 

Britta stepped off the pad and the bridge started coming back. Ah. 

Still, not so hard to figure out. She just needed another weight. It would be an extremely easy problem to solve if you had a full party with you. Just leave two on the pads. Was that what why there had been two kobolds running around? Left behind to operate the bridge, unable to use it themselves. Were kobolds really that cold-hearted? Then again, it had probably been built by the previous owners, the dwarves, and Britta could easily believe it of them.

She looked at the broken vase. It was all in pieces, but they still had to weigh something, she just had to carefully pile them up on the pressure pad. She tried to pick one up but it wouldn’t budge. None of them would. She couldn’t even brush off the dust. 

“This is just bad design,” she said out loud. If they’d wanted to make them unusable they should have found a way to do it that made sense, not just glue the pieces to the ground and make them non-interactable.

There was nothing else in the immediate area other than the torch stands which were buried in the rock. She could always invite Stan back but immediately put that idea to the back of the queue. Maybe this was why he had spent so much time here, trying to figure out a way across. It would have made sense for him to want her to come here so they could solve it together, but it spoke volumes that he preferred to go get his buddies than share the treasure with her.

One person on their own would have real problems solving this. But then Britta remembered she wasn’t on her own. She summoned her Shadow Guardian.
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                The shade appeared, inky black and vaguely humanoid. It hung in the air in front of her saying nothing. She had a million questions to ask it, but knew she wouldn’t get any answers. It would probably just run away again. Better to keep the questions in check and get some help.

“Can you stand on this pressure pad?” Polite, don’t be pushy, kid gloves. “Please?”

The shade drifted slowly to the right until it was hovering over the pad. It sank a little bit into the ground. Click.

The platform emerged from the cliff edge, again. It stretched out across the divide, smoothly and with hardly any sound. If she listened carefully, she thought she could hear some distant rattling and rumbling beneath her, but it was hard to be sure. Maybe it worked by magic, maybe it was cogs and gears. Or maybe the bridge was just programmed to appear and the devs hadn’t bothered coming up with a reason.

She considered jumping on the bridge before it reached the other end so she wouldn’t even have to walk, she’d be carried across, but she felt nervous getting on while it was moving. 

“I want you to stay on the pad, don’t move until I tell you, okay?”

“Understood,” said the shade in its whispery soft voice.

She checked her mana at the bottom of her vision. The shade cost mana as long as it remained active but there was well over half according to the gauge, so she had plenty of time.

The bridge reached the other side with a firm click. It looked solid. It also looked thin and slippery.

“Don’t move.”

“Understood.”

She wasn’t sure she could trust the shade. It had a mind of its own and was apt to go off when the mood took it. But even if it vanished while she was halfway across, it wasn’t like the bridge would disappear, leaving her hanging in mid-air like a cartoon character. She’d seen how slowly it retracted; she would just be carried back to this side.

Still, it was scary stepping onto the polished stone. There was no rail and the darkness below was never ending. She edged out and gingerly made her way over as quickly as she dared. The dwarf hadn’t howled in a while, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t closing in. 

For a second she imagined how cool it would be to get the dwarf to follow her, and when it reached the halfway point on the bridge, get the shade to step away and the dwarf would fall to its doom. But she knew that would only retract the bridge and take the dwarf back. It was a nice little fantasy, though.

The idea of the dwarf turning up did make her think of one thing, though. “If anyone comes, go into stealth mode and stay where you are,” she shouted over her shoulder. 

“Understood,” said the shade. 

It was scary and nerve-wracking, but she got to the other side without issue. She walked onto the far ledge and let out a loud sigh of relief. The door she’d seen from the other side was the only thing here. It was big and square, a bit like the door to a bank vault, which she hoped was a good sign. If this was a unique dungeon with unique treasures, maybe she’d finally get some decent gear. 

There was no handle or keyhole. Not even a doorbell. Getting inside was probably another puzzle. Hopefully, it was as easy as the last one. Of course, she could always try knocking first.

There was a howl. It came from close by. 

Britta turned around and saw the dwarf appear through a tunnel on the other side. It was on the far left of the platform. She couldn’t see the shade. It had probably gone into stealth mode as ordered. The bridge was still in place, so the shade had to be, too.

“Now,” shouted Britta. “Move.”

There was a click and the bridge detached from her side. It slowly withdrew. 

The dwarf stopped, watching the bridge with glowing red eyes. Then it started walking towards it, like it planned to cross as far as the bridge would allow and then jump the rest of the way. Were dwarves known for their jumping ability? Even if they weren’t, you could never be sure what a game designer might come up with. 

The dwarf stopped at the edge, apparently thinking better of its idea. Then it moved to the side. The bridge stopped retreating. Then it began moving forwards again. The dwarf was on the pressure plate.

Britta was only slightly worried. What would he do once the bridge reached her? He’d have to get off the plate, and then what? The bridge would head back again.

It felt like an eternity as she waited. Finally the bridge clicked into place. The dwarf remained where he was. Then he jumped. 

It was only a little hop into the air, but when he landed, there was another click. He stepped off the pressure plate and the bridge didn’t move. It stayed fixed in place.

Hmm, thought Britta. She’d learned something very interesting. Perhaps she’d be able to use that knowledge in her next life. The dwarf began crossing.
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                The dwarf moved very slowly, lumbering across the bridge. He could definitely move faster if he wanted to, Britta had seen him at least stumble along at a jog. It was like he was purposefully playing the role of unstoppable killer, relentlessly bearing down, always there in the rearview mirror.

The devs indulging their monster movie geekdom. 

Thinking of it in those terms didn’t help, though. It wasn’t some hokey guy in a rubber mask, or dodgy CGI with a pasted-in feel. The red eyes, the bushy beard, the stubby legs somehow combined into a terrifying whole that made her shake with fear. 

She had nowhere to run. The door behind her offered her no escape and the dark abyss was most likely a one-way trip to deadsville. She considered jumping anyway. It would be preferable to having her arms ripped off and her head squeezed until her eyeballs popped out. She had seen Dad play enough fighting games to know what kinds of finishing moves boys liked to see.

Leaping to her death would at least be quick. She presumed. She peered down past the edge of the area she was standing on. It felt like a long way down, but she couldn’t actually see anything. It might only be a couple of metres deep for all she knew. Or there might be a secret area down there, only accessible by the daring and the foolhardy.

The dwarf had reached the halfway point. He stopped to lift his head and howl. The shrill, echoing scream filled the cavern for no obvious reason other than dramatic effect. It worked. 

Britta considered firing off her spells, perhaps knocking the dwarf off the bridge, but the banshee was some kind of ghost, and undead creatures weren’t affected by her illusions. Still, it might be worth a try as a last resort.

Having nothing better to do, Britta ran to the door and banged on it. Her small fists barely made any sound. She used the hilt of her dagger, but that didn’t make much noise either.

The door was made of a dull, earthy material that could have been clay, could have been heavy duty rubber. Up close, she saw a line running down the middle. It wasn’t a straight line, it zig-zagged, went straight for a bit, zig-zagged some more, alternating the whole length of the door. It would open like a sideways mouth with crooked teeth. Unfortunately, she had no idea how to open it. She couldn’t even get her black fingernails into the crack.  If getting inside was a puzzle, there were no clues where to start.

The dwarf had paused again to howl, really milking it. There was still the pressure plate on the other side. The banshee must have had access to the dwarf’s mind in order to know a double jump would lock the bridge in place, which suggested that maybe the dwarf was still in there, somewhere. Maybe she could talk him into resisting the banshee’s control. She was doubtful.

But another thought occurred to her. If two presses of the pressure pad locked the bridge, perhaps more jumps would produce other effects.

“Hey!” she shouted across the gap. “Get back on the pressure plate.”

The shade materialised out of stealth mode, a dark blob from this distance. It appeared to be where the pressure plate was, but there was no effect on the bridge.

“Start jumping,” she called over. The shade didn’t do anything. Did it not understand, or was it unable to jump? It didn’t have knees, per se, so jumping might not be a concept it readily understood. “Like this.”

Britta bounced up and down. She found she could jump surprisingly high, perhaps another effect of the buffs she’d received. Or maybe gnomes were naturally springy.

The shade copied her, sort of. It rose and fell, rose and fell. It wasn’t exactly jumping, but close enough. 

The dwarf stopped and looked back. It was hard to tell with the glowing red eyes, but it appeared to look a bit shifty. Nervous, even.

On the shade’s third ‘jump’ there was a click followed by a hiss. The bridge trembled.

The dwarf began running as fast as his little legs could carry him. 

The bridge detached from the far cliff edge and fell. It was still attached to her side, so it slammed into the rock wall beneath her. The dwarf disappeared into the abyss without a sound. 

She listened for him hitting bottom, but heard nothing. Was the dwarf dead? Had she won? If she had killed the dwarf, should she get a bunch of experience points and go up a level? Maybe two?

There was no indication she had levelled up, no congratulatory message. It could be the dwarf wasn’t worth enough XP, but that seemed unlikely. She called up her status screen to see if there was any change and realised she should have done that before. The whole screen was lit up in different colours and looked much bigger than before.
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The status screen had new sections, new spells, something called passives, coloured numbers that hadn’t been there before and a countdown. She also had an asterisk next to her race.

Britta quickly peeked into the dark chasm the dwarf had disappeared into to make sure he wasn’t somehow crawling back up. There was no sign of him or his glowing eyes.

She went back to her screen and noticed the Shadow Guardian spell had an error message next to it. That would explain why the shade had been acting so weird recently.

She tried pressing the screen in case there was more about what the error meant, but nothing happened. Not even the normal information screen came up explaining how the spell worked.

She was fine with that for the moment. Other than the shade’s tendency to run away when asked questions it didn’t want to answer, there was no real problem. In fact, there was a distinct advantage to having the shade bugged out and not behaving normally. 

“Hey,” she called over to the shade. “Can you come over here?” 

The shade drifted over the divide towards her.

She tried pressing on the asterisk next to where is said Gnome on the screen and a small tab popped up:

[Enhanced]

So now she was an enhanced gnome? What did that even mean? She tried pressing the tab in case further explanations were available. They weren’t.

Near the bottom of the screen, she had a new skill: Great Blessing. That was one of the buffs the kobold priest had put on her. She pressed on it and another tab appeared.

[Protected from all Curses]

Under it was a timer showing she had three minutes left. Three minutes until she was no longer protected from all curses, presumably.

The other new skill was called Waiting and was bright red for some reason. She tried pressing it but nothing happened. Also bugged, it seemed.

The shade appeared by her side and hovered there. She should really dismiss it before she used up any more mana but she decided to risk one question first.

“Do you know what this Waiting skill does?”

The shade didn’t respond. Britta got the feeling she shouldn’t have said anything and was about to take the question back, but the shade suddenly whispered, “Switching to conservation mode,” and faded away.

It was slightly annoying it kept doing that, but no harm done; she’d been about to desummon it anyway.

Her other skills Silpling’s Might and Skin of Oak. Both had dollar signs next to them, which made it look like she had to pay to activate them, but she was sure she had gained a strength boost when she tried to move the vase earlier, and her strength stat had a +5 next to it, but not added. 

The kobold had said the oak skin would appear when she was attacked, so the dollar sign seemed to mean the skill would only activate when certain conditions were met. 

She also had a bunch of passives protecting her from toxins, mushrooms and dirty water. If she was attacked by a poisonous toadstool that squirted brackish water, she’d be invincible.

There was also the new spell which was called Eternal Healing. It was also a buff from Derik, but why was it showing up as a spell? She was about to press it to see what the effect was when the counter under Great Blessing hit zero. There was a ping and Waiting flashed and disappeared. In its place appeared Charmer’s Fandango.

There was a loud fanfare of trumpets. Britta’s feet began moving of their own accord, up and down and side to side in intricate steps, like from a dance, faster and faster.

Charmer’s Fandango is now active, said a soft, feminine voice. Twenty three hours and fifty four seconds remaining.
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                The kobold priest had mentioned Charmer’s Fandango as a side effect of having too many buffs at once. Britta hadn’t bothered asking for more details as she hadn’t been affected, or so she thought. Apparently, she’d been mistaken. It had been waiting for the Great Blessing to wear off and then it was time to dance!

Her feet were doing some kind of crazy jig, kicking and tapping and stepping over each other. The top half of her body was fine—she had normal control over her head and arms—but everything below the waist had gone all Happy Feet. 

She hopped, skipped and shimmied across the platform, dangerously close to the edge. The devs probably thought it would be hilarious to have someone lose control of their lower half in the middle of battle.

They were probably right, but it was the sort of thing that was funnier when it wasn’t you on the receiving end.  She was glad no one was here to see her, she must have looked insane, but then she realised she wasn’t as alone as she thought. Dr Reedy and the rest of mission control probably had her up on a big screen. They were certainly recording her. YouTube fame awaited.

Britta tried to hit the button on her status screen to find out exactly what the effects of the Fandango were and how to turn it off, but it was hard to aim accurately while she was doing the Highland Fling. She finally managed to hit the right button and a screen popped up.

Charmer’s Fandango. The curse of too much of a good thing. Lasts 24 hours and can only be stopped by death. 

Was she really going to have to put up with this for a whole twenty-four hours? That seemed excessive. That was twenty-four actual hours in actual real time. There was no way she could handle that much dancing.

She checked her status screen again. There had to be a way out of this. Games always had a solution for every problem. Regular games. That weren’t full of bugs. 

There was one spell she hadn’t checked yet: Eternal Healing. The kobold priest had given it to her but for some reason it wasn’t a passive like the others. She had to cast it. It would be nice if it was a general cure that got rid of the curse, but that would be a bit too convenient. She touched the screen anyway and on the third attempt, got it.

Eternal Healing. Survive Death with 1 HP. Cast: Obrigado.

Did that mean she would die and come back to life with a single hit point? That would cancel the curse and then she’d be able to carry on, with a sliver of life. Could that really be what was supposed to happen? She found it hard to believe this was what the devs had intended, but it gave her some hope. Now she just had to find a way to end her own life.

Her feet carried her all the way around the platform, spinning and twirling until she was back to the cliff edge. If death was the answer, she could drop off the side and respawn tomorrow. At least she knew how to operate the bridge now. She could run the dungeon again with a much better chance of success, especially with the kobold ring. 

She danced along the edge and then back towards the door. She had no control over where she went so she’d have to wait for the Fandango to take her over the edge, which could take hours. It may even have been programmed not to kill the curse victim, for added troll value.

At least the dwarf wasn’t still after her. She wouldn’t have lasted long if the curse had taken hold earlier. Then again, now she wanted the sweet embrace of death. Never a deranged dwarf around when you needed one.

As she passed the big door for the third time, she called out. “Hey, kobolds! I took care of the dwarf. Let me in. I have a ring from Derik.” She was whisked away and grabbed the post of one of the torch stands to stop herself. She kept dancing, but managed to circle the torchlight, like the old guy from Singing in the Rain. 

There was no response from inside the treasure room.

She felt ridiculous. Twenty-three more hours of this would be unbearable. She could log out, but that wouldn’t kill her, which meant she’d just carry on disco dancing when she logged back in. She had to die.

If she timed it right, she could swing round and round the post and then slingshot herself out over the bottomless chasm. She didn’t enjoy the idea of killing herself, but she didn’t really have any other choice. And at least this way she’d see what was down there.

She let go of the stand and momentum hurled her towards the edge. Just as she was about to leap into the abyss, her feet decided to dig in and launch into a backflip. She landed doing the splits, which she’d never been able to do, and then rose to her feet while moonwalking away from the edge.

She cursed the devs under her breath. She could just imagine them congratulating themselves as they coded all this nonsense.

It looked like her only other option was the most unpleasant one. She took out her dagger. She really, really didn’t want to turn this into a suicide simulator. The dagger shook in her hands as she tried to aim it at her own throat, but not because of nerves, it was the Macarena. 

“Why did you even come up with something like this?” she said out loud. 

There may well have been another way, another puzzle to solve that would cure her, but it was hard to think clearly while she was being forced to get her groove on.

With one final deep breath she plunged the knife towards herself. Her right leg did a high kick like a Rockette and kicked the knife out of her own hand. It landed on the ground with a clatter. It wouldn’t even allow her to take the coward’s way out.
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                The dancing continued and Britta was starting to tire. Games were meant to be fun, not death by disco. She couldn’t think of anything other than to logout and try to come up with something on the outside. At least she’d be able to think clearly without her brain being constantly jiggled about.

She wasn’t sure where she’d log back in, probably New Town, but that wouldn’t be too bad. She didn’t mind having to do the dungeon again from the start. She’d have a much better idea of what to do if things were the same (although there was no guarantee of that) and she wanted to know if the kobolds would remember her if she came back for another go. It seemed like her best option, but she was still reluctant. 

The dancing would be a pain to deal with for another twenty-three hours, and also her dagger was now on the ground which meant she wouldn’t have it when she logged back in. It wasn’t exactly her most used item but she’d still rather have it than not.

Her feet were in the middle of some kind of charleston moves that made her ankles throb. Fake ankles but real pain. Whatever her next decision, Britta knew she couldn’t handle much more of this.

“You could at least provide some music,” Britta shouted into the empty cavern. Her frustration echoed around her.

“Hello, Britta. Can you hear me?” said Dr Reedy’s voice.

Britta perked up. Finally! “Yes? Hello?”

“Just thought I’d let you know, we’re all watching, transfixed. This really is quite amazing.” She didn’t sound like she was making fun of Britta’s predicament but that didn’t mean there wasn’t some chortling going on behind her. 

 “Can you stop the dancing?” Britta asked.

“Ah, well, you see the thing is, we didn’t actually program this Charmer’s Fandango. No idea where it came from, to be honest with you.”

“What about the dwarf?” she asked the darkness above her like she was talking to God.

“Hmm. Yes, he’s ours but he shouldn’t be in this dungeon. He’s one of the end bosses in the epic version. How he appeared over here I’m afraid is a complete mystery.”

“But why did you make him so hard to kill?” whined Britta. “He’s unstoppable.”

“Yes, he is tough, isn’t he?” She sounded quite pleased with herself. “We wanted to set the high-end players a challenge, see what they’re capable of. The version we intend to release when the game goes live will probably be greatly toned down, depending on how the current players fare. Unfortunately, none of them have progressed far in enough in the epic dungeon to even encounter him yet. We’re very  much looking forward to seeing what happens when you try it.”

At this rate, there’d be quite a long wait before that could happen. 

“Then can you just kill me and bring me back?” Even if they had no control over the dancing, she was sure they could do that.

“Yes,” said Dr Reedy, hesitantly, “we could, but at this point we really want to see where this is all going. The fact the dance can be countered by the spell you received can’t be a coincidence. There seems to be an intelligence behind this, guiding your progress. I think it’s vital we track this intelligence down. Please, just do your best. Good luck, we’re all rooting for you.”

Britta could see her point. There would be more chance of figuring out what this was about if she played it all the way through like a proper game and reached the final objective, whatever that was. But did she really have to dance her way there?

Clearly, Dr Reedy didn’t want to interfere so there was no point trying to convince her to help. Britta was on her own. 

Going over the edge still seemed like her best chance of killing herself. Her feet weren’t going to allow it so she had to find a way to take away their control over her movement. If she could fall over she might be able to keep them in the air and use her arms to crawl her way to the edge. 

But she had the feeling her lower half would find a way to flip her back onto her feet, probably using some kind of breakdance move involving spinning on her back and windmilling her legs about.

The charleston switched to ballet. She was up on her toes, which was uncomfortable, and spinning round and round. She tried leaning over to unbalance herself, but she dipped into an arabesque to counter-balance. 

When she’d been very young, Britta had taken ballet lessons. She’d loved dressing up in a tutu and putting on the satin shoes, as any little girl would. For two years she had gone to weekly classes, thoroughly enjoying every minute, but eventually she stopped. Partly because she knew she’d never be any good (she didn’t have the right body for it), and partly because the other girls were so mean to her.

An arabesque was where you posed on one leg while raising and extending the other all the way up behind. It was beautiful and elegant, and she had never had the balance to pull it off. Now she was executing it perfectly in the body of a stubby little gnome. It was quite thrilling.

Rather than fighting the dance, she decided to go with it. She matched her arms to what her feet were doing. She threw herself into the moves, ignoring how stupid she must have looked. She was living a dream she’d had as a child, to dance with true grace, to be a ballerina.

Her arms went over her head and swept out to the side. Her dim memories of ballet lessons and watching dancers in videos reached out from the depths of her mind and it was exhilarating. Spinning and jumping and gesturing as though her whole body was expressing joy. She felt herself regain control of her movements. She only wanted to dance more. She ran across the platform and leaped into a grand jeté, her front leg shooting out straight in front and her back leg shooting out straight in back, toes pointing, legs fully extended. She was flying. 

She was really flying. She had leaped off the edge without realising it and was over the bottomless pit. Flying turned to falling. Mission… accomplished? At least she’d find out what was down there.
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                Britta knew she wasn’t really falling. Her head was on a pillow and her body was lying on a bed. She knew this was a fact. It didn’t stop her screaming her lungs out.

The sensation of falling overwhelmed her. It wasn’t like a funfair ride where your stomach lurched a bit, this was freefalling without a parachute. It didn’t matter what she knew, the only thing that mattered was what she felt. And she felt she was about to die.

Which she was. She knew that too. Game death—no pain and no permanent damage. The fear was so tremendous, she was sure she was going to wet herself. Even though she lacked the body parts to produce the necessary fluids.

In a moment of sudden clarity, it became obvious how the VR rig worked. It didn’t project an image or produce a digital environment you moved around in. Everything the body experienced happened in one place; the brain.

When you pricked your finger on a pin, it might feel like the pain happened at the end of your arm, but that was only because your brain told you. That was why amputees could feel pain in limbs that were no longer there. You didn’t need a body to feel what a body feels. Or sees. Or smells, or hears, or anything else. You just needed a brain.

The real question was how they were able to link people together so they all experienced the same thing at the same time.

It would have been nice if these questions had distracted her from the fear of falling to her death, but it was just a fleeting thought that came and went, barely interrupting her sheer terror. There was probably one part of the brain for pondering life’s mysteries, and another for losing all control and screaming your guts out.

The fall was a long one. It gave her time to remember the point of all this. She wanted to die. It was the only way to stop the dancing. Even as she fell, her feet were still moving to some inaudible syncopated beat. Salsa, if she had to guess. 

She also wanted to see what was down here. The darkness below her wasn’t penetrated by the light from the torches above. It felt like she was in a black cloud with no sign of what was on the other side.

She had to remember to cast the spell kobold priest had given her. Eternal Health would, she hoped, save her from staying dead. She would die and instantly resurrect with 1 HP. At least, that’s what she thought would happen. If not, she’d just die the old fashioned way and then have to wait the requisite twenty-fours hours to re-enter the game.

With some difficulty, Britta brought up her status screen. It opened in front of her face and she was able to jab at the buttons with her fingers. To cast Eternal Healing she had to say Obrigado, which appeared to be a made up word. The problem was, with all the air rushing into her face, it was hard to speak clearly. Screaming, no problem. She hadn’t had time to create a hand gesture for the spell, so she’d have to hope her voice would carry.

“How long does Eternal Healing last?” Britta shouted. It came out as a garble of unintelligible sounds. 

Three seconds, said the disembodied voice, unaffected by the rushing air.

At least that meant she could be heard by the computer or whatever it was that made magic happen. Three seconds wasn’t very long. She’d have to time it.

It was a shame she couldn’t save the spell for some other misfortune in the future. It would definitely come in useful. There would definitely be more misfortunes. But as Dr Reedy had said, the chances of her randomly being given a spell that cured her of the curse she was under was too unlikely. This spell was meant to be used here.

Britta peered down, hoping to see something. It was too dark. She pointed with her finger and a ball of light formed on the end of her hand, and then fell ahead of her. It dropped a lot quicker than her, which her physics teacher had told her shouldn’t happen.  Of course, Miss Leamen’s lessons on terminal velocity and air resistance hadn’t accounted for magic.

The ball only lit up the area around it and that area was empty, but if it hit the bottom of the chasm she was in, that should give her enough time to cast the spell before she went splat. It was a plan. Not necessarily a good one, but the only one she had.

The ball stopped. It didn’t bounce or roll away, it just froze, held in mid-air. The glow illuminated the holder. 

The dwarf had caught it in one hand, which he kept raised. His round, hairy face was looking up at her.

If she cast the spell and survived with a single point of health, the dwarf would just kill her. She would die twice and the spell would be wasted. Better to take the hit and come back tomorrow. 

Although, she didn’t have to go alone.

The dwarf was directly beneath her, waiting. What if she aimed her body like a missile and landed on the dwarf? The impact would have to do a fair amount of damage. 

The idea appealed to her. The fear of slamming into the ground was displaced by an eagerness to give the dwarf a surprise greeting. She brought her arms together in front of her, hands clasped to form a big fist. 

The dwarf, eyes glowing, strained with eagerness. The stupid banshee-possessed psycho thought he was about to receive a gift. He was going to get a special delivery, that was for sure.
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                She was diving like Superman smashing into a supervillain. Her small fist wouldn’t normally do much damage but with momentum on her side, she would probably take the dwarf’s head clean off.

Normally, such a thought would have filled her with disgust. This time, she aimed herself gleefully. 

The dwarf raised both arms, welcoming her to her doom, or so he thought. As Britta closed in, all thoughts for her own safety vanished as she twisted and tilted her body to stay on target. Her wildly thrashing feet were like a propeller, powering her forward.

The dwarf’s expression changed. She was close enough to see the red eyes switch from malice to concern to panic. She had him.

And then he stepped aside. No, no, no, don’t move, thought Britta, but he did anyway. He took one big side step and he wasn’t in her line of fire anymore. She flew straight into the dirt.

It wasn’t painful, but the sudden and complete stop to her downward trajectory was jarring. Her teeth felt like they were about to shoot out of her mouth. It took a moment to realise her surroundings had changed. She was in the white room, serene and quiet. She logged out.

Her eyes were shut tight but she could tell she wasn’t in the game anymore. She was lying on the familiar softness of her bed. The air smelled different. Sensations from her real body slowly returned.

She opened her eyes and took off the helmet. Her face was hot and sweaty. She wiped her forehead with the sleeve of her tee shirt up by her shoulder. The movement pulled at her wet clothing, soaked in sweat under the arms and across her back. It was unpleasant.

She sat up, blinking.

“You okay there?” said Dad. He was standing in the doorway to her bedroom.

“Yes,” said Britta, her voice dry and cracked. They really should do something about the excessive perspiration, someone could die of dehydration.

“Get changed and come down. You haven’t even had breakfast yet.”

Britta nodded and he left. The clock by her bed said it was almost half eleven. They’d let her play for a lot longer than they said they would, but maybe because it was her first time in a while. 

She took a quick shower and brushed her teeth. Her thoughts were consumed by her recent death. She had ended up failing her first dungeon. Should she have done something differently? Did she miss an easy way out? Should she have cast Eternal Health? She didn’t think so. Choosing to not use the spell was the right thing to do. She would go back in and try again, this time without having to perform the conga while she did it.

By the time she got dressed, she felt like her normal self, more or less. In the kitchen, Dad had laid out a small spread for her. Toast and juice and cereal and a boiled egg. It was far more than she could eat, she thought, but once she sat down and started it quickly disappeared into her stomach. 

Dad sat on the other side of the kitchen table, watching. When she had finished the food and only had the last dregs of her second glass of juice left, he said, “So… anything interesting?”

“Kind of,” said Britta. “Did you do the beginner dungeon when you started?”

“The mines? Sure. Everyone does. It’s a bit easy, but the novelty of wandering around tunnels with monsters around the corner is pretty cool.” His eyes drifted away from her and he had a sloppy grin on his face.

Britta knew if she let him wallow in nostalgia too long she might never get him back. “How long did it take you?”

“Not long. Twenty, maybe thirty minutes. Not really much to do once you get to the treasure room.”

“And how did you get in the treasure room?”

“Britta, I don’t want to spoil—”

“Dad?” She interrupted him before he started a lecture on the joys of working out game mechanics for yourself. “I don’t think my experience as a beginner was the same as yours. Or anyone’s.”

“Oh,” said Dad. “Why? What happened?”

She told him about her trip into the mine with Stan and her attempt to not get killed by the mad dwarf. He listened in silence, his jaw slowly hanging lower and lower on its hinge.

“Wow,” was all he could say once she finished with her dramatic fatality. He followed up with another one. “Wow.”

“So you didn’t encounter any dwarves when you did the dungeon?”

“No. Nothing like that. This epic dungeon sounds interesting, though. Are you going to give it a go?”

“I can’t even handle the basic one at the moment, not sure I’d last long in the epic one.” She got up and put her plates in the sink. “Where’s Mum?”

“Hmm? She went out for a bit. Shopping. I think that’s what she said. You’ll be okay while I pop into the game for a bit, won’t you?” 

“Yes.” Of course she’d be fine, she just had no idea what to do. She couldn’t get back in until tomorrow and she’d finished all her homework in advance. 

“Great, great.” Dad got up, looking eager to see what was new in New World, barely able to suppress his excitement at getting to play. He was always happiest when he got to be a kid.

“Oh,” said Britta, “when you get in game, can you send me the money you owe me?”

That wiped the smile off his face.
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                Dad disappeared into the living room and a few seconds later Britta heard the hum of his VR pod. She was alone in the house, or as good as, but that was okay. It was maybe even preferable. Dad would only pester her with questions, followed by lectures on what she should have done. 

Most parents might give their children instructions on how to avoid drinks and drugs and sex (even though they obviously indulged in all those things like crazy when they were the same age) but Britta’s Dad was more likely to sit his daughters down and warn them about the dangers of being taken in by a free-to-play MMO. 

It wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, just a bit odd. It wasn’t like Mum didn’t give them the more traditional parenting experience. She knew all the things a girl her age was supposed to know, plus a bunch of stuff about why Nintendo’s business model was woefully limited without an adequate roster of third-party publishers.

At least with Dad in the game she had a baseline to compare with. He would play the game like any regular player and she’d have someone to check with to see if what she was experiencing was normal. She expected he’d go to the mines himself to check out the beginner dungeon. She knew how methodical he was when it came to gameplay, so he would be able to give her a really good idea of the differences between the normal dungeon and what the game had created for her. 

Britta finished tidying up the kitchen and then had to figure out what to do with the rest of the day. The sun was shining outside and she had every kind of indoor entertainment to amuse herself with, but none of it appealed to her.

She could go online and look for more information on the game but she’d only find the same things and even she could see it wasn’t healthy becoming so fixated on this one part of her life. 

The front door rattled open as Mum returned. “Hello? Little help?” she called out.

Britta helped her bring in the shopping from the car. Stepping outside, even if it was only a few steps onto the driveway, was enough to remind her what the world felt like. The game was startlingly realistic in many ways but it lacked something. In the game, you felt like everything was designed with the player in mind while here it was kind of the opposite. Here, she almost felt like an NPC. She didn’t know what that feeling was. Perspective?

“Did you have fun in your game?” asked Mum as they put away the groceries.

“Yes, thanks.” Britta didn’t feel like going into the details of how she had fended off a homicidal dwarf and her numerous subsequent suicide attempts. She felt Mum wouldn’t appreciate the game mechanics involved and just freak out. “Most of it was getting used to the game again.”

Mum gave her a sideways look like she knew that wasn’t the whole story. She folded up the empty carrier bags and put them in the drawer. 

“I was going to disconnect you after two hours, but your Dad convinced me to let you log out yourself so we could see how far you would take it. If you’d still been in there when I got back from the shops, we were going to have words.”

“Mum, I’m not an addict.”

“I know that, dear, but as exciting as it is running around waving a sword and shouting “Geronimo!” you have to remember it isn’t real life. This is the game you have to get good at.” She circled her finger to indicate the world around them, or possibly just the kitchen.

Britta was tempted to correct her mother on what running around in the game actually entailed but it would probably only confuse things more.

“Don’t you think it’s strange you married someone like Dad? He’s more obsessed with video games than anyone.”

“That’s entirely different,” said Mum. “No matter how carried away he gets, he knows there’s something better waiting for him here.” 

“Are you talking about sex, Mum?” said Britta pulling a face.

“No. Well, that too—and not having genitalia in the game is also an excellent decision, if you ask me—but I’m talking about all of us. You, me, Marisa. Things he cares about. That’s what you need if you want to stay grounded in reality and not float away with the fairies. Even if you don’t like boys, there are other types of relationships.”

The conversation had suddenly taken a strange turn. 

“I’m not gay, Mum.”

“No, of course not. But even if you were, or just curious, that wouldn’t be anything to be worried about.”

“Mum. I’m not gay.”

“I never said you were, darling. But you’re sixteen and you’ve never even been out with a boy. Not as far as I know, that is.” She gave Britta another sideways look. “When Marisa was your age—”

Britta rolled her eyes. “We all know what kind of girl Marisa was. Still is.”

“Britta! Don’t say things like that about your sister.”

“I’m just saying we have different tastes. And standards.”

Mum nodded dubiously. “Yes, I suppose so. You know, you can talk to me about anything. Any non-traditional urges you might have.”

Britta had no idea what non-traditional urges were and she didn’t want to know. She turned and headed for the exit. She’d only been up a couple of hours and she already needed another shower to get rid of the icky feeling.

“Britta? Do you want me to tell you about my non-traditional experiences?”

“This is why people retreat into a fantasy world, Mother.” She ran up the stairs.
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                Britta went to her room, sat down at her desk, and was instantly bored. She looked at the helmet peeking out from under her bed. Fat lot of use that was.

She turned on her computer and browsed the internet for a few minutes, purposefully avoiding anything to do with APE or VR technology. The game didn’t have to be the most important thing in her life, even though it was more interesting than anything else she had going on and also paid her a small fortune. There should be other things she could do. Things that any normal teenage girl would enjoy.

After a good ten minutes of thinking about it and coming up blank, she moved over to the bed and lay down. The ceiling was no more interesting than the internet. Roughly the same. She pulled the helmet out and rested it on her stomach. 

It was an odd-looking thing with wires and sensor pads and bits sticking out. She imagined one day every house would have one of these; probably three or four. She put it on. She knew it wouldn’t work, but it felt comfortable. She lay there with a homemade hat on her head thinking about what a sad person she was becoming when her phone rang.

The name on the screen said Dr Reedy. Britta felt a sudden surge of panic and then calmed herself. There was nothing to get worked up about but it still felt like she’d been called to the Headmaster’s office. She answered the phone.

“Ah, hello, Britta. I thought you might be free to talk, now that you’ve exited the game.”

Britta noticed the slight emphasis Dr Reedy put on the word ‘exited’. Did she think Britta shouldn’t have died?

“I didn’t really have a choice.” Britta tried not to sound too defensive.

“Of course,” said Dr Reedy. “You were severely outmatched in that particular fight. We’re still trying to work out how the dwarf managed to enter the basic dungeon—that shouldn’t have happened. As soon as you left, the entire dungeon closed down and disappeared from our system.”

“How is that possible?” asked Britta. 

“I wish I knew. We suspect it’s still there, just hidden, somehow. It really is quite perplexing.”

“Do you think it will come back when if I re-enter?”

“We hope so. There’s a lot more we’d like to see and only you can give us access to it, it would seem. It’s just a shame we’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”

There it was again, the little dig. Maybe Britta was imagining it, but that was twice now. 

“You know,” said Britta, emboldened by being annoyed, “the whole twenty-four hour thing seems a bit unnecessary. Couldn’t you make it shorter?”

“We would love to, but it’s actually the hardware. Once the connection to the game is terminated, through death, the system needs that long to refresh. We are working on reducing the time it takes, but, well, it’s complicated.”

“But what about the spell I got, Eternal Healing? That supposedly lets me die and come back immediately. How does that work?”

“Indeed, I very much hope you get a chance to use it so we can see for ourselves. It could provide quite a breakthrough, assuming it works as you think. We have nothing like that in our database. Our kobold shamans have a much more basic repertory of spells. And we’ve never seen one of them cast buffs on a player. It’s giving the story development team all sorts of ideas for new narratives. Which is nice.”

There was a pause. Britta didn’t really know what to say. There wasn’t much to do except wait until tomorrow. 

“I just wish I didn’t die so much,” she muttered. 

“I’m with you there,” said Dr Reedy, a little too quickly for comfort. They probably did blame her for being so useless at the game and desperately wished someone else had gotten the ability to trigger these odd features. Someone good.

“It wouldn’t be so bad if the dwarf wasn’t unkillable,” said Britta.

“He’s killable,” said Dr Reedy, “it’s just that he’s meant to be fought at a much higher level than where you currently are. What we were thinking, though, was to perhaps give you some anti-dwarf tech.”

“Anti-dwarf tech?” said Britta, sitting up and pressing the phone harder against her ear so as to not miss anything.

“Yes. Nothing fancy. We have armour with specific race bonuses in the game already. You know, +2 against undead, that sort of thing. It wouldn’t be too hard to come up with something that had dwarf-specific resistance. Takes less damage, harder to hit, something along those lines. Wouldn’t change things too much, but might improve your survivability. Maybe a few other items to even the playing field.”

Britta wasn’t sure if ‘survivability’ was a real word, but she’d be happy to put on a Hat of Dwarven Invisibility or a Ring of Half the Damage.

“That would be great,” said Britta. “Will it be ready by tomorrow?”

“I should think so. I’ll get on it, now.”

Dr Reedy hung up and Britta lay back down again, a smile on her lips. Now she’d at least have a fighting chance against the dwarf, even if it was technically cheating. It wasn’t like the game was playing fair. 

Britta stared at the ceiling. She looked over at the clock on her bedside table. Only twenty-two hours to go.
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                Bored of staring at the ceiling, Britta got off the bed and sat at her desk. She couldn’t be bothered to go online again so she took out a sheet of paper from her printer and a pen from the drawer. 

She tried to recreate the map of the mines from memory. Next time she went in there, she wanted to have a better idea of what to do and where to go. In order to come up with a plan, she needed a better idea of the layout.

A reasonable idea, but even though she’d spent quite a lot of time staring at the map in the corner of her vision when she’d been in-game, trying to recall it proved to be trickier than she’d expected.

She had a rough idea where things were, but that wasn’t really going to help much. What would have been really useful would be if she could access game information when offline. Not just the maps, but inventory and status screen as well.

She put down the pen. Maybe she could.

Just because she couldn’t enter the game for twenty-four hours, that didn’t necessarily mean there was no way to see basic data. It had to be stored somewhere which should mean she could access it without having to go into the game. It hadn’t been mentioned in the tutorial, but then lots of things weren’t. 

Excitedly, Britta jumped back on the bed and put the helmet over her head. She fired up the system and waited to be taken to the white room. A screen came up asking if she wanted to enter the game. She knew if she pressed ‘Yes’ it would tell her she couldn’t. If she pressed ‘No’ it would log her out.

“Show status screen.”

Nothing happened. She tried making the hand gesture that opened the status screen in-game. Still nothing. It didn’t seem like that big an ask. Then again, she didn’t know how the system was set up or what Dr Reedy had meant when she said it needed twenty-four hours to ‘refresh.’

Refresh what?

Britta took off the helmet and sat there for a second. Then she moved back to the desk and picked up the pen. She was supposed to be testing the game, pushing the software to new heights, or whatever and giving her feedback. They could at least answer a few of her questions to help her do that.

She listed the things to ask Dr Reedy. Once she got to thinking about it, there was a bunch of stuff she wanted to know that wasn’t covered in the tutorial, both to do with the hardware and the gameplay. 

It was unlikely Dr Reedy would be able to answer anything about the weird behaviour of the NPCs, they were all in the dark when it came to the odd conversations Britta was able to get out of them, but a rudimentary idea of how the monsters were supposed to react to a player trying to have a chat would at least give her an idea of when she was getting somewhere.

Did they have a set list of responses? Did they have a bunch of lines and phrases they mixed and matched to suit the conversation? Were they triggered off keywords or did they actually recognise questions? Was there someone supervising and watching out for tricky situations?

And there were other minor things that Britta wasn’t sure about, like what was the deal with potions taking so long to make? Was that to do with game balance so people couldn’t spam health potions and be immortal, or was it like the refresh thing, whatever the refresh thing was? 

What was it about the human-machine interface that made things take so long? And why did it cause so much sweating? It wasn’t like the player was moving in real life. You were staying still, not using any energy. If anything, Britta found her body quite relaxed when she returned to it, so why was she covered in a moist slick?

Most of all, she wanted to know if she could access information when she was offline. And if she couldn’t, could they make it possible so she could.

Some of her questions might require answers that were top secret or still in development, making it hard for Dr Reedy to tell her the details, but she could always refuse to talk about the more sensitive stuff. No harm in asking. They might even like some of her ideas and implement them.

The page quickly filled up. As she sat there chewing on the end of her pen, considering other things that didn’t make sense, she remembered there was actually an ex-APE employee in the house. 

Dad had worked for them for a number of years and could probably answer some of these or maybe help phrase them better so Dr Reedy and her team could understand what she meant more easily.

Some things would be as much of a mystery to them as to her, the elements inserted into the game by an unknown party, but even knowing which parts were APE’s and which were the other party’s would be useful.

So far she’d approached the game like a noob—which she was—flitting about from one thing to the next. Even with the special equipment that Dr Reedy had promised her, she would continue to die if she didn’t take this more seriously. She needed a plan. And to do that effectively, she needed a better idea of the game’s limits so she could properly test them. No point having an ability to turn the game inside out if you didn’t use it.

When she looked up from her deliberations, hours had passed and it was already late afternoon. The paper on her desk was full of lists and scribbles and ideas jotted down in the margins.

She heard Dad’s voice downstairs, talking to Mum. He was out of the VR pod. Time to pick his brain.
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                Britta skipped down the stairs and rushed into the kitchen. Both parents stopped talking and stared at her. 

Britta came to an abrupt stop. “What?”

“Did something happen?” said Mum. “Is something wrong?”

“No,” said Britta, a little confused by her reception. “What are you talking about? Why would anything be wrong?” 

Mum relaxed and shook her head. “No reason, I'm just not used to you looking so eager to see us.”

The characterisation, Britta felt, was a tad unfair. Not that it wasn’t true, but when was any teenager ever happy to see their parents? “I just wanted a word with Dad now that he’s out of the game.”

“The eagerness is for me?” said Dad. “How wonderful.”

“Don’t worry,” said Britta, “it’s wearing off.”

Dad grinned at her. He was in a bathrobe, his hair wet and stuck to his head, and a towel in his hand. He’d obviously been out of the game long enough to take a shower. “What can I do for you, sweet child of mine?”

Britta scanned the notes in her hand, trying to decide what to ask him first.

“By the way,” said Dad before she could speak, “you’ve created quite a stir in the game.”

She looked up from the page. “I have?”

“Oh yeah. It’s all anyone can talk about. The mysterious new dungeon and the psycho dwarf. They’re calling him Jason. Unkillable and relentless. Of course, that’s the people who believe the story. Quite a few think it’s all lies and humbug, especially the ones who’ve been in the dungeon to check. Nobody’s reported finding anything other than the regular dungeon mobs. No sign of Jason.”

Britta wasn’t particularly surprised. “Did you try?” 

Dad had the towel over his head drying his hair with two hands. He peeked his head out, his thinning hair standing on end. “I did. The queues were ridiculous.”

“The queues? For the epic dungeon?”

“No. Well, they were always ridiculous. The basic dungeon, the mines, the line’s even longer than the epic one. You’ve made it the hot destination for adventurers of all levels below ten. Everyone wants to check out the rumours, see the crazy monster for themselves. They’re doing it over and over in case it’s a rare spawn. And then there’s the guilds. The big ones are trying to monopolise the dungeons in case there’s some legendary loot to be had. A lot of argy-bargy going on.” He shook his head. “You’ve really got the place going crazy.”

He made it sound quite exciting, everyone running around trying to hunt down the elusive dwarf. Just a shame they’d never find Jason without her. 

“Did you get inside the mines?” she asked Dad. Even with a long wait, she couldn’t imagine him not getting in line for the new ride everyone was talking about.

“Yep, thought I might as well, even though obviously you have to be there for the weird stuff to happen. Everything was as expected. Very easy, nothing out of the ordinary, just a few kobolds and simple puzzles. My reward for completing the dungeon was a pair of common leather gauntlets I’ll never use.”

“Can I have them?” said Britta.

Dad paused his hairdrying to give her a rueful look. “Class dependent. You really need to sort out your equipment, Britta. You should have seen some of the twinked out players running a level one dungeon like it was end game content.”

“Twinked out?” said Britta, not sure what the term meant.

“That’s when a high-level player with money creates an alt character and buys lots of expensive items for them so they’re heavily over-geared for the low-level mobs they’ll be facing.”

“So, cheating,” said Britta.

“Only morally,” said Dad.

Mum rolled her eyes. “Only morally. That’s good, then.”

“Come on, it’s just a game,” said Dad. He looked at the paper still in Britta’s hand. “Anyway, you wanted to ask me something?”

Britta looked down at her list. “Oh, yes. When you were at APE, did you work on the game mechanics at all?”

“Not really. My team’s focus was on hardware development.”

“The helmet?”

“No, no, none of the fancy stuff. Mainframes. Hardcore stuff. We did the heavy lifting.”

Britta wasn’t sure what that meant, but she’d bet there was no actual lifting involved. “So you don’t know anything about how New World was set up, or any of the in-game features, why they’re there, like the twenty-four hour lockout?”

“Nope. Not my area. I can tell you all about the spiral core processors. It’s very interesting, actually, but I’m not supposed to talk to anyone about it, patent pending. Then again, you’re also under the same NDA, so perhaps I can share a few of the specs with you. They’re quite impressive.” Now it was his turn to look eager. 

“Mum isn’t under the NDA,” said Britta. “You can’t say anything in front of her.”

“Thank Christ,” said Mum.

“We can talk in the other room,” said Dad. 

“No thanks,” said Britta. She checked the notes again, looking for anything Dad might know about. Even if his work had been in an unrelated area, he’d still played the game a lot longer than her.

“My own family,” said Dad, ruefully, “uninterested in the revolutionary work I’ve done in optimising stabilisation fields in augmented virtual reality and deep wave simulations. You won’t be able to ignore my achievements when I bring home a Nobel Prize.”

“Mm?” said Mum. “Did you say something, dear?”
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                Britta ignored whatever it was Dad was going on about and did her best to avoid looking in his direction as his bathrobe threatened to flap open at any moment.

“Is there a way to access your status screen and inventory and all that stuff when you’re offline?” she asked.

“No, not that I know. That would be useful, though.”

“What about the one day ban when you die?” said Britta. “Do you know why the hardware needs that long to refresh?”

Dad pulled a slightly confused face. “Refresh? What do you mean, refresh?”

“I don’t know.” Britta shrugged. “That’s what Dr Reedy said. The hardware needed that long to ‘refresh’. You worked on the hardware, right?”

“Yes, but there’s no refreshing that takes that long. Not as far as I know. And I know quite a lot.”

“Okay,” said Britta, putting a mark in her notes. Another one to ask Dr Reedy about.

“Hey,” said Dad, “I did spend three years working on those mainframes. I think I would have been aware of something as major as a twenty-four hour enforced reboot, even if it was of one of the minor systems.”

Did that mean Dr Reedy had lied to her? It was possible, but not at all clear why she would do that. It seemed more likely Dad just didn’t know as much as she’d hoped. “Perhaps it’s the software?”

Dad tilted his head to one side. “I suppose. I always thought it was just to make the players take the game more seriously. Stop them death-spamming.”

“It’s not a big deal,” said Britta, not wanting to get Dad worked up about it. “I was just wondering if there was a way around it.”

“Because you die so often?” said Dad.

“Yes, Dad,” said Britta drily, “for exactly that reason.”

“Was that really necessary, John?” said Mum.

“What?” said Dad. “I wasn’t being mean, I was trying to help?” There were eyerolls all around. “I was!”

“It’s okay, Dad.” Britta turned around and headed back to her room. Would it be alright to call Dr Reedy now, or would that be too pushy? It was the weekend and Dr Reedy might have a packed social calendar. Or she could be a massive nerd who was all about the work. Britta knew the most reasonable thing would be to wait until Monday but she didn’t have anything else to do for the rest of the day.

“Hey,” said Dad, “next time you go in the mines, if you need someone to watch your back…”

It took Britta a second to realise he was volunteering himself. “That’s okay, I’d rather do it alone.”

Dad’s face fell. “Oh. Sure. It’s just that it’s quite hard to get in there with all the guilds camping the entrance. You should consider joining one.”

Britta stopped at the stairs and walked back. “Are you in a guild?”

“Of course,” said Dad. “Symphony X. We’re not the biggest, but we’re probably third or fourth. Definitely top five. Top ten.”

“Do you refer to yourselves as X-Men?” she asked.

Dad hesitated slightly, which spoke volumes. “Some of us do,” he said a bit sheepishly. “I’m sure I could get you in.”

“No, thanks,” said Britta. She’d had more than enough experience joining clubs to know what that was like. “Which is the biggest guild?”

“Hyperbowl. Do you want to join them? It’s quite hard to get in. They only take people who are fully geared and they make you PvP with one of their top players to make sure you’ve got what it takes.”

He said it like he had tried, and failed. “No, I just want to know who to avoid. You haven’t told anyone I’m the cause of the dungeon going all squiffy, have you?” 

“Of course not,” said Dad. “I take my NDA responsibilities seriously. They’d definitely let you join if they knew, though.”

“And make my life hell if I refused. And even if I did join one, then the others would be pissed off with me. I don’t want anyone to know.”

Dad raised his hand like he was swearing an oath. “You can trust me.”

“It’s the other hand,” said Mum.

“Oh, yes.” Dad quickly switched to his right hand. “Not a word to anyone.”

Britta went upstairs and sat down on her bed. She looked at the clock. Eighteen hours to go.
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                Britta opened her eyes. She was in the Temple of Roha, her usual respawn point. 

The wait had been long and painful, mostly spent listening to music on her computer and rearranging her room so it felt clean and tidy. Her room was always clean and tidy, so she had to mess it up first. 

Once she’d got the books on her shelf in alphabetical order, she pulled them down and arranged them by size. Her laundry was ironed and folded, and she had gone through her wardrobe, removing all the clothes she didn’t wear anymore, then changed her mind and put most of them back again.

Eventually she’d gone to bed and been unable to sleep. When she did finally nod off, she woke extra early. 

It was a huge relief to be back in the game. She felt alert and ready. She jumped off the table and checked her inventory. There were no new items. She checked her palm and there was a new message. In fact there were two, both telling her there was a package waiting for her at the post office. She hoped that meant the money Dad owed her and the anti-dwarf tech from Dr Reedy, whatever that was. She hurried out of the room.

Sister Florence was the only person in the temple. She was on her knees, scrubbing the floor with soapy water from a bucket. The floor didn’t look particularly dirty but she was giving it a thorough going over.

“Oh, hello, Deary. Welcome back.”

Britta didn’t have time to chat and headed for the exit. Then she stopped and came back. 

“Hello. How are you?” 

Sister Florence stopped and looked up, shielding her eyes from the light streaming through the stained glass windows, a fixed smile on her face. “How can I help you today?”

Britta saw her job as getting the NPCs to talk like real people and reveal hidden parts of the game. The nun she saw every time she respawned had always behaved like an ordinary NPC, never acting in anything but an expected manner, but she might also be hiding something.

“I don’t need help,” said Britta. “Just wondered how you were doing. Busy?”

“Yes, that’s right, Deary.” She went back to scrubbing the floor.

What a dumb thing to ask. Of course she was busy. She’d have to do better than that if she wanted to trigger some secret conversation-tree.

“I don’t suppose you know anything about the dwarf in the Korlath Mines, do you?”

Sister Florence stopped again and looked up in the same manner. The exact same.

“The Mines of Korlath? Just head north out of town and follow the road. You can’t miss it.”

It was like listening to a recorded message. Of all the NPCs Britta had encountered so far, this one was the most set in her ways. It made sense since she was the first point of call for players after they revived and she had a job to do. It would probably take some time finding a way to break through her Teflon exterior.

Brita left her to her scrubbing. No doubt they’d have many more opportunities to talk.

Outside, it was another beautiful day in New World. The usual characters were running their usual loops. She ran past them, all prospective leads for hidden storylines. 

The post office was busy as usual, or at least gave that impression. She claimed her two parcels, one a small packet and the other a large box. 

She went into a corner and opened them. The small one was from someone called Bruce and jingled. She wasn’t sure if it was Bruce Banner or Bruce Wayne, but it was definitely from Dad. She counted out thirty seven copper coins, each about the size of a two-pence piece. He could have rounded it up to the nearest fifty, or thrown in a couple of silvers out of fatherly love, but that would have been against his code. His code of being the world’s stingiest gamer. Still, she had money now.

The other parcel contained a cloak. A huge fur-lined thing that reached to the ground and dragged behind her. It was heavy and very warm. 

It was not what she would have chosen. She wasn’t a fan of fur, for a start, even when it was digital. A hat, a ring, maybe a cape that hung around her shoulders. But this monstrosity would only slow her down and get in her way.

She peered up at the ceiling, resisting the urge to complain. She didn’t know what it took to make one of these things. Maybe this was what they had lying around and they wanted to get it to her as soon as possible.

“Identify.”

<Cloak of the Dorf>

What was a dorf? Was it a typo? She tried tapping the tag but nothing came up. The whole thing had the feel of something put together in haste. It was free and, presumably, it would help against the dwarf (or the dorf), but that didn’t really excuse the obvious lack of effort and zero attention to detail. 

“I have to know what it does,” she said to the ceiling. She waited for a reply but there wasn’t one.

Perhaps she could sell it and use the money to buy something useful.

She put the cloak back in the box and the box in her inventory. At least she had another box to add to her collection. That was one exploit she hoped APE wouldn’t fix anytime soon. She left the post office and stood outside deciding where to go next. 

“Hello? Britta?”

“Yes?” said Britta, happy to hear Dr Reedy, at work on a Sunday, apparently.

“Sorry about that, they had to get in touch with me at home.”

“Oh, sorry,” said Britta. Apparently not at work on a Sunday.

“No, no, don’t worry, I left instructions for them to do that. The cloak, yes? I know it’s a bit bulky, but bigger items are easier to code with this sort of thing. Sorry about that. The effects are on the label.”

Label? Britta took the cloak out again and examined it more closely. Inside, just under the collar, was a label stitched in the lining. 

Cloak of the Dorf

Size Small

100% Resistance to all Dwarf Attacks

Immunity to Dwarf Magic

100% extra damage versus Dwarves

Made in Dorfland

 Now this was fur worth wearing.

            

    
        Bitter 134

    
    
    
    
                “What’s a dorf?” asked Britta.

“Oh, that,” said Dr Reedy, her disembodied voice taking on a slightly exasperated tone. “It’s ‘flavour text’. Apparently it enriches the gaming experience. It’s some sort of in-joke with the coding boys that doesn’t really make any difference so I wouldn’t worry too much. They did attempt to explain but I’m afraid I lost interest halfway through. Nothing important.”

Britta couldn’t help but feel a kinship with Dr Reedy. The kinds of things that obsessed Dad had always struck her as maddeningly pointless.

“And it works against dorfs, I mean, dwarves?”  

“They assure me you’ll be invulnerable to all dwarf-based attacks, assuming this dwarf is built from the same primary code as the ones we put in the game ourselves. Of course, if he pushes you off a cliff, you’ll still die.”

That seemed fair enough. It actually felt more than fair, it was clearly overpowered. Wearing this in a fight with dwarves would make you unstoppable, as long as you could run around while wearing a carpet.

“And this was the smallest size?” It did say ‘small’ on the label, but Britta wasn’t a regular-sized person to start with.

“I’m afraid that’s my fault. I forgot to mention you aren’t running a human character. I can get another one made, but it will take a little time. Do you think you can make do for now?”

It wasn’t like she had a choice, other than to do nothing and wait, which was no choice at all.

“Okay,” said Britta. “I guess I’ll give it a go.”

“Excellent. Good luck.” Dr Reedy hung up or turned off her microphone or whatever it was she was using to talk to Britta from home.

Britta put the cloak on, clipping it around her neck. She felt ridiculous. It was far too grand and far too hot to walk around with something this insulating. She should have asked Dr Reedy to turn the weather to cool with a mild breeze, but that might have been going too far. She took a few steps forward and the cloak dragged through the dirt behind her. The dry cleaning bill would be astronomical, if they had dry cleaning here.

She considered cutting off the end but that would probably make it stop working. It couldn’t be as simple as that, or they would have done it for her. She would just have to make the best of it.

She put the cloak back in her inventory; she would take it out in the dungeon when she needed it.

Getting to the mines and facing the dwarf again was obviously her main goal but before that she had something else she needed to do. She had money now. Not a lot, probably not enough to buy any decent gear, but enough for a snack. She opened the map.

“Where’s the market?” She didn’t know for sure there was a market but it seemed a fairly safe bet.

The map pulsed and a line extended from her position to a square to her east. She tapped it and a glitter trail appeared in front of her. She double-checked to make sure it didn’t take her through any brick walls.

It wasn’t very far to the market and she got there in a few minutes. The square was full of stalls surrounded by people. Food and drink and odd little trinkets were for sale, the sellers shouting out their wares. Britta assumed if she came back tomorrow, she’d see the exact same people buying the exact same things in the exact same order, but seeing it for the first time was an exhilarating experience.

It was an amazing sight. She’d been to markets before, but nothing as chaotic or as colourful as this. It would have come as no surprise whatsoever if Aladdin ran past being chased by irate town guards. She pushed past people and hopped up and down to see what was on offer.

Strange fruits and bizarre fish and plucked fowl hanging from hooks. Cheap jewellery and cheap garments stacked in a riot of colours. The prices were written on little boards but she couldn’t tell if it was in coppers or silvers or some other currency.

People were also selling cooked food that smelled amazing. They roasted and barbequed and grilled various meats, the fumes rising into the air laced with spices. It was hard not to drool. She was very curious to know what it would feel like to eat something in this world.

But all that could wait. She wandered through the gaps between stalls, squeezing through the crowds, looking for someone selling vegetables.

She heard him before she saw him. 

“Potato, potato. Get your cauliflower here. Cabbages for days,” a big, fat man sang out.

“Carrots,” said Britta, trying her best not to get swept away by the ceaseless movement around her. 

“Carrots it is, miss. Here you go.” He held up a basket full of carrots.

“I only want two or three,” she said. 

He grabbed a handful and thrust them at her. “Two groats.”

She took two coins out of her inventory and handed them over. He looked a little confused and handed one of the coins back along with a bunch of smaller coins. There were eight of them, black with rusted edges.

Ten groats for a copper, apparently.

She took the carrots and worked her way out of the market. It would be fun exploring it more fully when she had time. She really needed to explore the whole town and find out what was here. They had put a lot of effort into creating a real medieval world and she had only seen a fraction of it.

When she reached the outskirts of town, she summoned Donald. He arrived out of thin air behind her as usual. She was pretty certain he did a double-take when he saw what she was holding in her hand. She couldn’t stop grinning as he devoured the carrots from her hand. It was by far the most satisfying experience she’d had since starting the game. Far more rewarding than killing things.
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                Once Donald had eaten the carrots, Britta got on and they rode out of town. Donald seemed to walk a little taller, with more purpose, although that may have only been in her imagination. She could see the coding boys putting in a routine to make pets and mounts happier if you fed them treats. Her goat had already demonstrated a willingness to go into battle on her behalf, what would a happy Donald do for her?

She patted his neck and enjoyed the feeling of comradery. She’d never had a pet at home because of Dad’s allergies, which was a shame. Animals were much nicer than people, apart from the ones that tried to kill you.

The journey to the mines was pleasant and without incident. There was still the dwarf to deal with but she was actually looking forward to trying again. It would be fun.

When she got nearer, it became clear her second attempt would take longer than hoped. There was a massive line outside the entrance to the mine, even longer than the one outside the epic version.

Britta slid off Donald and he wandered off to strip leaves off a bush. There were at least fifty people waiting to go in, chatting and making jokes, shuffling forward a little when a team at the front entered.

A group of people came jogging around the side and everyone turned to look at them.

“Nope, same as usual,” said one, a heavily armoured fighter. 

The crowd moaned in disappointment and the party joined the back of the queue. 

There really wasn’t much Britta could do but wait her turn. She moved to stand behind the party who had recently exited, trying to not make it obvious she was listening in on their conversation.

“I don’t know how much more I can take of this,” said a man in grey robes. He had a staff that was taller than him and a golden circlet holding back his long, wavy golden hair. A circlet would have been a lot better than a fur cloak.

“Just give it a little longer,” said the fighter who looked to be the party leader. “If it’s a super rare spawn, someone here’s bound to trigger it.”

“Yeah,” said a female archer with a very male sounding voice, “but we must have run it over five hundred times between all of us here. Maybe it was just a glitch.”

“Maybe,” said the fighter, “but I know Stan. Him and Hyperbowl wouldn’t have so many of their members here if they didn’t think there was a good possibility of it being a real thing. There could be some god-level unique items in there. That’s worth wasting a couple of days on, isn’t it?”

“In a level one dungeon?” said the one in the grey robes. “All signs point to unlikely.”

“Even if we do find something,” grumbled the archer, “do you really think they’ll let us just take it?”

“That’s why we have to play it cool no matter what we find. Just shrug and look disappointed and join the line again. Got it?”

The others nodded.

Britta noticed that at the front of the queue there were some people standing to one side, not in the queue itself but organising things. They were players, she could tell by the name tags over their heads and also from their impressive gear. They wore full armour and had huge weapons strapped to their backs. They seemed to be in charge of letting people into the dungeon.

“Excuse me,” said Britta, “who are those guys?”

The girl at the back of the group, who was nearly as short as Britta with an assortment of daggers hanging from numerous belts, turned around.

“First time?”

“Second,” said Britta. “I died last time.”

“You went in alone?” the girl asked.

“No, I was with another guy but he left.”

“Bummer. Happens sometimes. You heard about the dwarf?”

Britta nodded. “I just want to do the dungeon. It wasn’t this busy yesterday.”

The girl laughed. “I bet. Those guys are from Hyperbowl. They’re too high-levelled to go in but they’re making sure their guildies can get in. They won’t let anyone in alone, you have to have at least five in a party.”

“What? Who put them in charge?”

“They put themselves in charge,” said the archer. She was clearly a guy playing a female character. The deep voice was very disconcerting coming from the dainty elfin face.

“I was enjoying doing it solo,” said Britta. “I don’t really want to join a party.” The last thing Britta wanted was to go in with other people. 

“If people went in one at a time,” said the short  girl, “it would take a lot longer for everyone.”

The fighter turned to join the conversation. “We wouldn’t have this issue if they sorted out the servers. Only being able to run five instances at once is ridiculous.”

Every time a group entered, the game created a version of the dungeon for them. Most games could create hundreds of these instances at the same time. Only five was far too small a number considering how many people wanted to run the dungeon. And that was with a small beta playerbase. Once the game was open to the public, they would need to increase that number a hundred-fold.

Perhaps Britta would have to wait after all. She didn’t want to go in with a bunch of people she didn’t know who would probably treat her the same way Stan had. She could come back when people had given up and the fuss had died down. It was the practical thing to do but it would be incredibly frustrating having to suffer through another delay. It was annoying already, and it had only been a few minutes.

“What’s that guy doing?” said the archer. “Is he cutting in?”

“Shh, that’s Stan,” said the fighter. “That’s his alt. Don’t say anything, they’ll burn down our guildhouse if you piss them off.”

Britta peered down the line. Stan was talking to one of the overgeared players. Even more reason to come back later. He was the last person she wanted to see.

He glanced in her direction and Britta ducked behind the guy in the grey robe. Definitely time to make a swift exit.

“Hey!” called out Stan. “You!” 

Britta summoned Donald. Time to go.
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                “Stop her!” shouted Stan.

The burly players that had been policing the queue rushed towards Britta and Donald. They moved unbelievably fast, creating a blast of wind through the speed of their movement. They stood in front of her before she even had time to mount Donald.

“Can you get out my way?” she said nervously. “I’m late for, um, something.”

The two players blocking her path were both fighters of some kind, both towered over her. One had two swords crossed on his back, the other only had one sword but it was bigger than he was. They had elaborate armour and large helmets with horns and spikes. 

“You may leave when the leader says you can,” said the one with two swords. His helmet had ‘Born to Roleplay’ written on the side in white paint.

“I don’t think so.” Britta climbed onto Donald’s back. Donald lowered his head and made a deep rumbling sound in his chest.

The two fighters looked at each other and grinned.

“Gilgamesh.”

“Beowulf.”

As soon as the men spoke the names, two large cats appeared from behind them. They were tigers. Sabertooth tigers. One shook its head, the other yawned, showing off its terrifying teeth. Donald stepped back. Britta could feel him shaking beneath her.

Donald was good in a fight but there was no way he’d win this one. They couldn’t outrun them, either.

“B,” said Stan, “I just want to talk to you.”

Everyone in the queue had turned to watch. They didn’t know what was going on but they knew drama when they saw it. Even people on the other side waiting for the epic dungeon were straining to hear, leaning as far as possible without losing their place in line.

“I’m leaving,” said Britta as forcefully as she could. The two fighters didn’t move. Their giant cats sat down and looked bored. 

“Just tell me what happened after you kicked me,” said Stan.

“Nothing happened. I died.”

“The dwarf killed you?”

“No. I fell off a cliff.”

Stan looked confused. “A cliff? What cliff?”

The other players were muttering among themselves, realising that Britta must have also encountered the dwarf they were all hoping to encounter.

“The cliff with the bridge to the vault.”

“You fell down the hole?” Stan sounded amazed, and not in a good way. “How the hell did that happen? Did someone push you?”

“No,” said Britta, starting to get annoyed. “I just fell, okay? Now, if you don’t mind, can you call off your goons?”

“Look,” said Stan, his tone reasonable and conciliatory, “just go in with me again. If we recreate the same conditions as last time, that might increase our chances of triggering the event.”

“No thanks,” said Britta.

Stan grunted with exasperation. “Don’t you think it’s the least you can do after kicking me?” His tone was closer to the aggravated bully she remembered. It only made Britta more convinced she’d done the right thing.

“I kicked you before you could invite your friends to join and kick me, so don’t pretend you were horribly wronged. I’m not an idiot. I know when I’m being set up.” She’d had plenty of practice with being pushed out of groups, she had no intention of putting up with the same treatment here. “I don’t like you, I don’t want to play with you and I definitely don’t trust you. Now leave me alone.”

“Do you think they used to date?” said one of the girls behind her.

“Fine,” said Stan. “You don’t like me, for whatever reason.” He said it like it was some random decision on her part. “I’ll make you a deal. Just go in with me and then logout, leave me in there to get on with it. I’ll give you a hundred gold if you do that.”

A murmur of surprise ran down the queue. People in the epic line were giving up their places to come nearer to see what was going on. 

Britta felt like she was being surrounded. She could agree to Stan’s proposition just to get him off her back but what if he found it was her causing the dwarf to appear? If he killed the dwarf and there was good loot to be had, he would want her to do it again and again. If he failed and got killed, he’d be even more keen to try again. And so would anyone else who found out.

She would end up besieged by people wanting her to unlock the dungeon for them. She might make some money doing it, but the game would be a lot less fun if people refused to leave her alone. That wasn’t the kind of popularity she was looking for.

A message popped up on her screen. It was an invite to join a party. He was being super pushy and she knew he wouldn’t let it go, but there was no way she wanted to go in there with him. She tapped the invite to reject it but it wasn’t from Stan.
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                The invite was from Lord Jim. The name didn’t ring a bell.

Britta looked around, scanning the name tags over people’s heads. 

“Don’t be unreasonable, B,” said Stan. “I’ll give you five hundred gold. You’re just starting out, that’s a lot of money. Think of all the gear you could buy.”

Britta had no idea if five hundred was a lot or not. Obviously it was vastly more than what she had, but how much did a really good sword or set of armour cost? Collecting in-game currency was quite easy in most games, so it might not get her very much.

“Is that a lot of money?” she asked the girl standing next to her.

The girl opened her eyes wide and nodded. Behind, her everyone else was nodding along. She noticed the tag over the fighter beside the girl: Lord Jim. He’d sent her an invite to join his party, but why? He must have known it would annoy Stan and he’d already expressed concern about what Stan might do if anyone upset him.

“Come on, B. Five hundred for five seconds work.” Stan was all puppy dog eyes, which didn’t make Britta feel like agreeing to his offer in the slightest. He just wanted to get his way.

The problem, though, was if she resisted too hard when the deal was so clearly to her benefit she’d  look like she was hiding something. Which she was.

“You’re freaking me out,” she said. “I didn’t start playing this game to get pushed around and told what I could do. I don’t care about the money. What’s the point of doing everything in easy mode? Take a bunch of money and twink yourself out in BiS gear and win. What kind of sad sack does that?” 

She was channelling Dad, using his words to justify why she wouldn’t play ball. It seemed like a good way to explain her desire to do things on her own, she was hardcore.

Of course, she wasn’t hardcore at all and she had no issue playing the game on easy. It was her preferred mode. She even had a completely game-breaking item in her inventory which would help her bypass the killer dwarf. 

It was only after she gave her little Dad-inspired rant that she noticed the dark looks pointed in her direction. A lot of the people here were playing alts, secondary characters they’d made just to be able to enter the standard dungeon they hadn’t entered since they’d been beginners. And they’d kitted themselves out in twink gear, as anyone with the resources to do so would. Not least of all, Stan.

It was too late to take back what she’d said and phrase it more tactfully. 

“This is my first attempt,” said Britta, trying to salvage what she could. “I just want to be left alone to find my own way.”

“I’ll give you a thousand gold,” said Stan. The crowd gasped. 

He wasn’t listening, or he was and didn’t care. He believed he would eventually offer enough pretend money. And if not, he’d probably start offering the real thing.

“I’m leaving.” Britta opened her status screen. She would have to logout and come back later.

Before she could hit the button, her hands were grabbed from either side. The two fighters held her up so her feet dangled off the ground.

“Hey! Get off me.”

Donald’s eyes flashed red but the two cats got up and snapped their jaws at him, driving him back.

“It’s okay, Donald,” said Britta. “I’m fine.” Donald bleated pitifully.

“You’re being very unreasonable,” said Stan, his pleading tone replaced by a more insistent one. “It’s great you have these ideals, but I don’t have time for this. Either do this or you can forget about the game. You won’t have access to any dungeons, you’ll be kicked out of every town and no one will party with you.”

“You can’t do that,” said Britta, outraged by the threat more than the actual loss of access. She didn’t really care about any of things he wanted to deny her.

“I can and I will. I’ll make sure everyone knows helping you in any way will be considered going against Hyperbowl. No one wants us as an enemy.”

Hot tears filled Britta’s eyes. It was happening again. She was being pushed out and ignored by the popular kids. 

“I’ll report you. They’ll ban you.” She was sure Dr Reedy would have something to say about this.

Stan burst out laughing. He looked at his guildmates who were holding Britta up. “She thinks they’ll swing the ban hammer.”

Britta shook as they joined in laughing. 

“Not going to happen,” said Stan. He seemed very confident. Did he have some connection to APE? Was it higher up than Dr Reedy? “Now, think carefully. Do you want to continue playing the game or not?”

“Go to hell,” she said. If she was going to be alone, so be it. She was used to it.

“Don’t be hasty,” warned Stan. “No one’s going to come to your rescue. These people won’t dare get involved.”

Britta looked around. No one was jumping to her defence and she didn’t blame them. Why would they?

Her screen flashed. A new party invite. Then another, and another. Her screen quickly filled up with offers from people for her to join their party.
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                The invites were a nice gesture from the people watching but not of much practical use. Britta couldn’t even accept one with her wrists held tightly by Goon A and Goon B.  

Even if she could, she wouldn’t have joined any of their parties. Aligning themselves with her would only put them in the firing line along with her.  

Lord Jim had mentioned something about burning down guildhouses. Britta had assumed he’d been exaggerating, but now she considered it no surprise at all that Stan would do something so vicious if people didn’t do as he said. 

She knew the type. The head boy who the teachers considered an excellent role model, the captain of the football team they considered an ambassador, the smug git the students avoided getting on the wrong side of because he lost control of his temper so easily. Psychopaths were very good at attaining leadership positions. 

“What are you doing?” said one of the players who had walked over from the other queue. “You can’t force someone to play with you.” He was a hulking barbarian type, all muscles with armour and weapons as impressive as that of the goons working for Stan.   

“This has nothing to do with you,” said Stan. “Butt out.” 

“He’s right,” chimed in Lord Jim. “You’re out of order. I don’t care who your father is, he won’t be happy with you doing something like this. It hardly shows the game in a good light this close to launch.” 

“You’re all under NDAs,” said Stan, glaring around the crowd undaunted. “Anyone mentions one word of what happens in here, you can expect to be sued out of house and home.” 

“Let her go,” said Lord Jim. People echoed the sentiment from every direction, quietly at first and then with more and more conviction. 

“Don’t make this something it isn’t, Jim.” Stan didn’t seem the least bit intimidated by the general disapproval. “You can see how difficult she’s being. All she has to do is go in the mines with me. If she’s the key to triggering the event, do you think it’s fair she won’t let anyone else experience it.” He turned to the crowd. “None of you will get to see it because she doesn’t want to share.” 

“I don’t think that’s it,” said the girl with the daggers. “I think she doesn’t want to be alone with you because she thinks you’re a creep. And judging by how you’re acting, she’s been proved more than right. Is this really how you get girls to do what you want? Remind me never to take a drink from you at a party, Stan.” 

There was real contempt in her voice and a familiarity that suggested she had actually been to parties with him. Stan’s lips twitched in irritation. 

“Let her go,” people began shouting. 

Britta craned her neck back to peer up at the two goons holding her. They had begun to look a bit nervous. Stan might have been impervious to the court of public opinion, but they weren't.  

"Are you just his goons?" she asked them.  

"I am not anyone's goon," said the one with two swords. “I am Minimus Maximus, Commander of the armies of—" 

"Goon," said Britta.  

"Goon," joined in the girl with the daggers.  

Others took up the chant. "Goon! Goon!" 

Things were starting to turn in her favour. Stan might have contacts in APE but they weren't going to let him turn this world into his private playground. 

The two goons let go of Britta and she dropped to the ground. Her arms were a bit sore but she was otherwise unharmed. 

"Enough!" shouted Stan. "You want to take us on? Fine." He took hold of a pendant hanging around his neck and yanked it hard so the chain broke. He held it over his head, the gem sparkling in the sunlight. “Ronaldo!”

Britta waited for an explosion or lightning strike or possibly being hit in the face with a football, but there was no obvious change other than the crowd quieting down and looking apprehensive.

There was a shimmer to the right of Britta, then in spots all around. Players appeared out of nowhere, suddenly standing there in full armour and bearing weapons. More and more materialised, each of them as imposing as the two goons, some even more so.  

"What are you doing, Stan?" said the barbarian whose name tag said Hickory Haha. "This isn't a PvP zone." 

"Oh, we don’t want a fight anyone," said Stan, smiling. "Not our fault if you happen to get pushed off the nearest cliff. There's quite a steep drop behind the mines, isn't there." 

There was a shift in the mood from belligerent to nervous.  

"You'll get reported," said Lord Jim. "By a lot of people." 

"Go ahead," said Stan. "Now, who's with the gnome?" 

Britta watched the invites on her screen blink out, one after the other. 

Hardly surprising they didn't want to get into a fight they couldn't win. Still, it was a nice of them to try, if only for a short while.  

Attention players. 

The words appeared in front of Britta and were simultaneously spoken by a soft, robotic female voice. 

Due to emergency maintenance servers will be closing in two minutes. Please logout as soon as possible. 

Britta smiled at a shocked-looking Stan. There was no way the timing was a coincidence and they both knew it.

            

    
        Bitter 139

    
    
    
    
                People began disappearing as they logged out. First a few at a time, then whole groups vanished. There was some muttering as people complained about the forced closure, but most players seemed relieved things had been interrupted before they got out of hand, including Britta.

The devs would have to do something or she’d just be faced with Stan again after the servers restarted, assuming they really did have to close them down.

Stan stood there glaring at her as she opened her status screen to log herself out. All the invites to join parties had gone from her screen except for the first one from Lord Jim. She opened it to reject the offer. 

“Are you going to report him?” asked Lord Jim.

Britta looked up at him and then around to see who was left. Stan had gone, probably fuming and planning how to force her to do what he wanted. She didn’t think he was the type to give in very easily.

“Yes,” said Britta. She intended to speak to Dr Reedy as soon as possible.

Her hand was flashing. The message was also from Lord Jim, a friend request. 

“If you need any witnesses, you can contact me. I’ll back you up.”

She assumed the whole thing would be recorded but if Stan’s father really was an important person at APE, recordings could get ‘accidentally’ erased. Having someone to corroborate her version of events might not be a bad idea.

“Thanks.” She accepted the friend request. “Hopefully they’ll just tell him to cut it out and—”

The world went white as she was kicked out of the game.

She opened her eyes and took off the helmet. Her room felt small and oppressive, like she was in a cell. It took a moment for the feeling to pass. She went to her window and opened it, and took in long breaths. Her clothes were soaked in sweat, even more so than usual, and the breeze made her shiver.

She got changed and went to the bathroom. Then she went downstairs where Dad was on the phone with Mum sitting next to him. They both looked up as she entered the kitchen.

“She’s here now,” said Dad. He offered the phone to Britta.

“Hello?”

“Britta? Dr Reedy. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” said Britta. “Did they tell you what happened?”

“Yes, yes, I’m at the facility now. I’m very sorry you had to go through that, it was completely inappropriate and steps will be taken.” She sounded quite cross, which pleased Britta. For once, the advantage was hers. Or at least, she hoped so.

“Who’s his father?” asked Britta. “Does he work at APE?” 

There was an uncomfortable pause. “He’s on the board of directors.”

“So he’s quite important?”

Another pause. “Yes, but I’m sure he’ll understand this sort of behaviour is unacceptable. I’m going to speak to him now. Once I’ve cleared things up, I’ll call you back and we’ll go from there.”

She gave Britta a few more reassurances that the matter would be swiftly resolved and then hung up. Britta gave the phone back to Dad.

“So,” said Dad, “what happened?”

Britta recounted her encounter with Stan and his goons, downplaying some of the more threatening behaviour in case Mum decided to forbid her to play the game anymore. Other than that, she gave a fairly accurate telling of Stan’s demands and how he’d brought his whole army to the argument.

Dad nodded thoughtfully as Britta told the story. It didn’t take very long, not much had happened other than some posturing, but she felt quite exhausted by the time she finished.

“That’s interesting,” said Dad. “Very interesting. So he summoned the troops did he? That was quite a bold move.”

He seemed lost deep in thought.

“Interesting? He should be thrown out of the game,” insisted Mum. “What kind of person gets that carried away with a game?”

Britta exchanged a look with Dad. They both knew that kind of person was far from rare and easily triggered. People who treated video games like they were more important than real life had existed well before games actually looked like real life.

“I doubt he’s going to back off,” said Dad. “They’ll probably have a word with him. I doubt he’ll listen though.”

“But Dr Reedy said…” Britta also understood how unlikely it was Stan would leave it just because he was told to, but she still held out some hope. Perhaps Dr Reedy would prevail. She was the one in charge, after all. “I mean, if she tells the board of directors this guy’s interfering in her work, they’ll have to do something about it, even if he is was one of their sons. 

Dad shrugged. “Maybe.” He didn’t sound very convinced. 

Dr Reedy called back about an hour later. 

“We’ll be coming back online in a few minutes. You shouldn’t have any more trouble with that young man.”

“Did you speak to his father?”

“Yes, I explained the situation. He said he’d take care of it.”

“So he’ll leave me alone.”

“His father said he’d take care of it.”

It all sounded a bit vague, but she’d have to see for herself once she got back in. She ended the call and rose from the kitchen table.

“Are you sure about this?” said Mum. She had her arms wrapped around herself, concern etched into her face.

“It’ll be fine, Mum,” said Britta. “I’m sure Dr Reedy will be watching. I’ll be careful and if he turns up again—”

“No,” said Dad. He stood up and put his hand up to stop Britta leaving. “I don’t want you to go back in.”

“Dad!” complained Britta in her most whiney voice. “I’ll be fine.”

“I know you will. But first I need to talk to some people. Wait here.”
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                “What are you going to do?” asked Britta. 

“It won’t take long,” said Dad. “Just give me ten minutes, okay?”

“Okay,” said Britta, dragging the word out, not really feeling very okay about it. He clearly had something in mind and ten minutes wasn’t so long, but how was he going to deal with Stan? “You could just tell me what you’re up to.”

“I could, but where’s the fun in that. I’ll be back in a mo.”

He left the kitchen and went into the living room where his pod was. She heard it open and begin humming.

“I’m sure he knows what he’s doing,” said Mum, her tone suggesting she thought he had no idea what he was doing. 

Britta waited. It ended up taking more than ten minutes. Half an hour later, he came back into the kitchen, his hair wet and stuck to his scalp, a grin on his face. Britta looked at him expectantly.

“Right, you can go back in now.”

She waited for an explanation but there wasn’t one.

“Quick, before you miss your chance.”

“Chance to do what?” she asked, completely lost. What had he done?

“Just go to the mine and slip in while everyone’s busy. I’ve arranged a diversion. It’s ongoing but it won’t last long. I only came back to give you the all clear, I better get back myself. Remember, straight to the mine and don’t dilly dally on the way.” He turned to leave again.

“Dad!” wailed Britta. “Stop being so annoying. What did you do?”

“Now, Britta, don’t be impatient. We don’t have time for explanations and discussions, we can talk about it later.”

He was enjoying being awkward and getting worked up about it would only amuse him more. He was unbearable when he was this smug. Britta had enough experience with his teasing to know the best way to draw the truth out of him was to pretend she didn’t care, but it was hard to do that when she was dying from curiosity.

She took a breath and stomped out. It would be quicker to work out what had happened from inside the game.

Helmet on and lying on the bed, Britta re-entered the game. She had thought the best plan would be to avoid the mines and go do something else entirely. She still wanted to explore the town and revisit the gnome city. And there were any number of other places she hadn’t seen yet. But Dad had cleared her way into the mine, apparently. 

She doubted it would be as simple as walking up to the entrance with no one there to stop her, even if Dr Reedy had spoken to Stan’s father. She could always logout if he was waiting for her, she just had to make sure she didn’t get grabbed this time.

She woke in the Temple of Roha. It was an added pain to always return so far from where she’d logged out, but there wasn’t much she could do about that. 

The temple was quiet, not even Sister Florence was about. Everyone who had wanted to get back in the game had probably done so as soon as the servers restarted and she fully expected the mine to be packed with people. Even if Stan wasn’t there, she still had the massive queues to get past.

Outside, the town looked the same as always: fake busy. She walked to the outskirts and summoned Donald. He looked to have got over his encounter with those big cats and seemed his usual, slightly moody self. They headed for the mine.

It quickly became apparent things had changed as she approached. Even from quite far away, the lack of people was noticeable. There were no lines for either dungeon, no one hanging around to go in. The place was deserted. She slid off Donald and looked around.

There were no players, no one guarding the entrances, no Stan. Whatever Dad had done, clearly it had been effective. No point wasting time, it may only have been a temporary measure. She made for the entrance.

She took a moment to get her Cloak of the Dorf out of her inventory and put it on. She’d spent so much time faffing about with the problem of getting in the dungeon, it was quite a mental wrench to get her head back into game mode. She still had to deal with a very unpleasant dwarf. Almost as unpleasant as Stan.

“Hey. Where is everyone?”

Britta turned around. There was a girl on a pony. She was the one in Lord Jim’s group, the one with all the daggers. The tag over her head said her name was ‘bruTAL’.

“I don’t know,” said Britta. “I only just got here.”

“Nice cloak.” She looked around like she might see people hiding.

“Thanks. No one said anything to you?” Britta knew she should just go in while she had the chance, but she was really curious to know how Dad had pulled it off. 

“No, I was busy. IRL stuff. Seems a bit odd, doesn’t it? Oh, hold on.” She raised her hand and tapped her palm. Then her eyes scanned something in the air Britta couldn’t see. “Oh, shit. Oh my god.” She began laughing. 

“What?”

“They took down Hyperbowl’s fortress. Their whole army was here, waiting for you, so the other guilds launched an attack. Damn, I can’t believe I missed it.”

Britta smiled. Stan had obviously ignored whatever he’d been told and Dad had guessed he would and taken advantage. Nice one, Dad. She entered the dungeon.

It was dark. Britta raised her hand to create some light when the tunnel lit up with an orange glow. Britta spun around. The girl she’d left outside was standing there holding a torch.
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                “Why are you here?” asked Britta.

“Um, because we’re in the same party?” The girl said it like it was obvious. “I wanted to tell you to wait for the others, they’re on their way.”

“But I didn’t accept any party invitations. Did I?” She didn’t think she had but now she wasn’t so sure. 

The last invite on her screen had been the one from Lord Jim. She had meant to reject it, had opened it to do so, but then something distracted her. She’d received a friend request, also from Lord Jim, which she had accepted. Was it possible she had also accepted the party invite at the same time?

“All I know is you’re in my party so you must have,” said the girl. She held up the torch to get a better look at their surroundings. “This all looks pretty much the same as usual. Another dud run. I thought maybe Stan was onto something with you being the trigger for the event, but looks like he was wrong. I can’t believe how he treated you, that was really unbelievable. I would report him if I were you.”

She liked to talk a lot and rattled on about this and that. At least it gave Britta time to think. 

If she had inadvertently joined Lord Jim’s group, it would be best to leave as soon as possible. The dwarf could appear at any moment and then her secret would be out.

“I’m sorry, er, bruTAL but—”

“Just Tal. It’s short for Talia. I thought it sounded cool, you know, like brutal, but it’s probably just dorky, right? I don’t really look the brutal type.”

“Okay, Tal. I’m sorry but I didn’t mean to join your group. I must have pressed the wrong thing.”

“Oh.” Tal’s face showed a little disappointment which she quickly covered with a smile. “No worries. You can just log out. You’ll respawn in town, though, so you’ll have to come all the way back, if you still want to do it solo.”

Britta didn’t really want to have to do that. “Couldn’t you log out? I was in here first.”

Tal didn’t look thrilled by the idea either. “Hmm. I’m already in and I have no problem with you staying. You’re the one who wants to be on their own.”

Britta didn’t want to kick her out if she could avoid it. The last thing she needed was another enemy, but what other option did she have? She opened her status screen and went to the group page. She wasn’t party leader.

That was odd. Last time the game had given it to her without even being asked. If she was the one triggering events, shouldn’t that be the same this time?

“Is something wrong?” asked Tal.

“No, nothing,” said Britta. “I’m still getting used to what all the buttons do.”

“What buttons?” asked Tal looking baffled.

“Er, it’s not important.” She closed the status screen. “Can you kick me out of the party? I won’t get rezzed that way, will I?”

Tal frowned. “I could, but you get a party debuff if you kick people.”

“Oh,” said Britta. She hadn’t known that. She hadn’t noticed any debuffs when she’d kicked Stan.

“What class are you by the way?” asked Tal, looking Britta up and down. “And where are your weapons? Under the cloak?”

Britta had lost her dagger last time she was here and didn’t have anything to fight with. That would sound weird if she admitted it. 

“I have a dagger. It’s quite heavy so I keep it in my inventory.” That probably sounded no less odd.

“Hm. Okay.” Tal didn’t seem convinced by the logic.

“What class are you?” Britta asked, trying to change the subject. She still didn’t feel comfortable telling people she was an illusionist, partly because it was such a weak class, but also because if they knew her spells were illusions they wouldn’t be affected by them. She would have to figure out a way to deal with that problem, eventually. “Let me guess. Are you a rogue?”

“Yes,” said Tal, a big smile on her face. “Kind of. I went with an assassin build. Lots of damage and stealth but crap at picking locks and disarming traps. What about you? Rogue?”

“No.” Making it into a guessing game was quite handy. Now she wouldn’t think Britta was being evasive.

“Thief of some kind?”

“No.”

Britta’s best bet would be to leave even if it meant returning to town. But what if the dwarf had already been activated? She didn’t want someone else to defeat it. It was her dwarf and there was still a lot left to be figured out about why it was in this dungeon. And even if she wasn’t here, it would still be obvious her presence had been responsible for summoning it. She really needed to get rid of her new teammate. The only way to do that was become party leader.

She looked at Tal. She was only a little taller than Britta and had a round, open face that seemed very honest and friendly. Which was a little strange since she was playing an assassin.

Britta felt bad. She didn’t want to trick Tal into letting her be party leader (assuming she even could) and then kick her out. And would that be any less suspicious? Basically, whatever she did, it would be pretty obvious she was acting in an odd way and people would want to know why.

What if she trusted Talia and asked her to keep her secret? Not everyone who played this game was a horrible backstabber. Diana had been nice to her, maybe Tal was another nice person. Maybe she was getting carried away with the whole keeping the dwarf to herself thing. Why not wait for the rest of the party and do the dungeon together? They seemed a friendly bunch and they did try to stick up for her against Stan.

“Shh,” said Tal. 

Britta froze, listening. She expected to hear a howl, but what she heard was footsteps. It sounded like quite a lot of feet, marching.

“Kobold patrol,” whispered Tal. “If we stay quiet they’ll go straight past.”

Kobold patrol? Her dungeon didn’t have kobold patrols. Which meant this wasn’t her dungeon.
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                “How many goblins in a patrol?” whispered Britta.

“Not goblins, kobolds. Six.” Tal lowered the torch so its glow wasn’t so prominent.

Britta was so flustered she was getting goblins and kobolds mixed up. She’d been so fixated on how to deal with keeping her secret it never occurred to her the dwarf might not show up. She was supposed to be the trigger. 

She tilted her head and listened. There was some talking that was too quiet to make out, followed by laughing. Far too relaxed and jolly for kobolds in fear for their lives.

The sound of footsteps receded and Talia let out a small sigh.

“Are there a lot of patrols?” asked Britta.

“Every ten minutes. They aren’t too difficult to kill, but I’d rather not have to take on six against two.”

She was being nice about it, but Britta suspected she wouldn’t have minded the odds if she’d had a more experienced partner. One who was better armed and wasn’t wearing a carpet.

“I’m going to take a quick look over here.” Britta pointed down the tunnel.

“We should wait for the others” squeaked Tal. “It’ll be a lot quicker if we’re all together.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. I just want a look at the first room.” She hurried down the tunnel, further into the dark. 

The light followed her. “I’ll come with you. To the first room.” Talia sounded a bit nervous, like she didn’t really want to come but felt obligated to back up her fellow party member.

Britta ran on tiptoe trying to not make too much sound, her long cloak dragging behind her. She wanted to see if this really was a different dungeon.

She reached the first room in a few seconds, a small, square chamber with three more doorways. Tal came in behind her with the torch and flickering yellow light filled the room. 

It looked just the same as she remembered when she’d been here with Stan. Britta tapped the map in the top corner of her vision. It opened out in front of her, a full blueprint of the entire floor with traps marked. It was the map from when she was here before. 

The dungeon, this floor at least, was the same. Same layout, same design. If this was the regular version, the version every other player had been experiencing with disappointment, then perhaps it wasn’t the dungeon that had been different for her, just the occupants.

That made sense. Stan hadn’t been surprised by the dungeon itself and he’d run it before. It was only after the kobold ran past them and the howling dwarf appeared that he expressed his confusion about what was going on. Britta stopped to listen again; there was no howling.

Tal’s reaction to the patrol also suggested there was nothing out of the ordinary here. Why? What had changed? Or, to be more exact, why had it not changed?

She wasn’t with Stan this time, but there was no obvious reason why that would make a difference. She looked down at herself. Same clothes, other than the cloak.

The cloak! Was that it? Did the game consider the cloak cheating? Did the game have the ability to make those sorts of decisions?

On one hand she could understand it, the cloak was clearly a direct counter to the dwarf, giving her an easy win. If she took it off and put it away, would that do it? Seemed unlikely but worth trying.

“Feeling a bit warm,” said Britta as she took the cloak off and put it in her inventory. 

Nothing changed. Did she have to go out and come back in again? She could still take the cloak out when the dwarf appeared, so it seemed more likely that she wouldn’t be allowed to have it on her at all. This was all assuming she was right and the cloak was the cause of the dwarf no-show.

After all the trouble to get into the mine, now she was in, it was just a boring old dungeon for beginners. And if she went outside, Stan could be waiting for her and she’d be back where she started.

Which would be perfect, she realised. If she agreed to his demands and partied with him, cloak stashed in her inventory, the dwarf wouldn’t appear and he’d be convinced she wasn’t the key he thought she was. It was brilliant. Everyone would leave her alone and consider her a useless noob.

“Hey,” she said to Tal, grinning at her bad luck turned good. “I think I’ll just—”

Tal pointed behind her, wide-eyed. “Look out! Kobolds!”
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                Britta spun around as three kobolds came rushing in, rusted short swords pointed at them. No pots and pans for these kobolds.

Tal dropped the torch and pushed Britta aside. She threw three daggers in quick succession. She was amazingly agile as well as accurate. Each dagger hit a different target and she already had more out ready to throw.

The kobolds staggered back, still alive but hurt enough to rethink their strategy. Behind them, two more kobolds entered followed by a third in a robe carrying a staff. Derik. He raised the staff and the top glowed. The three injured kobolds healed, their bloodied wound sealing over.

Tal glanced over her shoulder. “We need to take out the shaman,” she shouted, not bothering to keep the plan a secret.

Britta didn’t move. She wanted to shout out to Derik, show him the ring he had given her. Common sense told her it wouldn’t work in this version of the dungeon but she still didn’t want to fight these kobolds. 

“Weapon,” shouted Tal. Britta had no idea what she meant. “Take out your weapon.”

Britta quickly opened her inventory. She didn’t have a weapon, all she had was a shield. She took it out.

The kobolds had reformed into a semi-organised group. The five armed guards moved in, this time slower and with more caution. Derik stood at the back, ready to cast more spells.

Tal looked at Britta behind her wooden shield and shook her head. Not impressed. She faced the kobolds like a woman facing her doom and charged, daggers poised. She could have hung back and thrown the daggers, but then Britta would be exposed.

The kobolds backed off not quite prepared for such a bold move. Tal stabbed left and right, getting in a couple of hits and deftly avoided the swords thrust haphazardly at her. The kobolds did not have good aim. Derik continued healing them, though. Tal wouldn’t be able to hold them off forever.

Britta knew she had to do something. She couldn’t just let Tal fight on her own like this. All focus was on her at the moment so if Britta planned to act, now was the time.

She held the shield firmly and ran at the kobolds. If she could knock a couple down, that might give Tal an opening to take out the shaman. She did her best to not think of him as Derik. He was a mob in a game.

She peered over the shield while she ran. The kobolds weren’t facing her but somehow still managed to avoid getting hit by her makeshift battering ram. She ran right through the crowd and slammed into Derik busy chanting his next spell.

The impact knocked them both to the ground, Britta on top and the shield sandwiched between them.

“Derik!” Britta hissed at him. “Look.” She held her hand in front of his dazed face and thrust the ring at him. “You gave me this. Remember?”

She knew it was unlikely to work but still felt obliged to try.

Derik’s eyes took a moment to focus on the wooden ring, then he looked at her and screamed.

The kobolds who had Tal surrounded and were trying to poke her to death suddenly abandoned the fight and came running back. Britta was about the same size as Derik and a bit heavier so keeping him pinned down wasn’t a problem. The five kobolds charging at her definitely were a problem and there wasn’t much she could do about it.

They fell, one by one. It was like there was a tripwire bringing them down, but when they hit the ground face first, there were daggers sticking out of their backs. Tal was standing at the other end with a satisfied grin on her face.

Britta scrambled to her feet with the shield still in her grasp. Derik jumped up as soon as he was free and raised his staff. It began to glow as he opened his mouth. A dagger flew down his throat and he collapsed in a heap.

There was a pang of guilt which was more uncomfortable than painful. He would come back to life when the dungeon reset. As would all the other Deriks in all the other instances of this dungeon. 

“That was pretty cool,” said Tal. “I get double damage and guaranteed critical if I backstab them. How did you get the shaman to call them like that?”

Britta shrugged. “Panic, mostly.” She hadn’t intended it but apparently getting them to show their backs to Tal had been a masterstroke.

Thinking about it, showing Derik the ring had been what set him off. She looked at his body lying there. He had a similar ring on his finger, although not as nicely engraved as her one. What had he thought when she showed it to him? He didn’t think it was his so he must have assumed she had taken it from another shaman. A trophy of a kill, like some serial killer. No wonder he’d panicked when she, from his perspective, gloated about taking his ring next.

“So, you use your shield as a weapon,” said Tal. “I’d heard shieldmaiden was a subclass of fighter, never seen one before though. You were great taking down the shaman like that.”

Britta didn’t want to lie but not denying she was a shieldmaiden wasn’t exactly lying. “I didn’t really know what I was doing.”

“Don’t worry, everyone’s like that at the beginning,” said Tal, eagerly accepting the mentor role. “Which skills and perks to take is all hit or miss until you figure out what you’re comfortable with. Okay, let’s see if there’s any decent loot.” She began frisking the dead kobolds for items.

Britta tried not to look in any of their faces as she did the same. She was just a gamer playing a game.
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                Realism was all well and good but Britta couldn’t see the need for actual corpses. The bodies could just vanish and leave behind their gear like every other game in history. 

Britta checked for money or small items as quickly as she could while not looking. They weren’t dead and they weren’t bodies, she told herself. She found nothing.

They did have swords and armour, neither of which looked like high quality merchandise but Britta had no weapon of her own. 

“Identify.”

<Rusty Sword>

Not particularly informative. She tapped the tag and learned it did 2-4 HP worth of damage. Not the greatest weapon but it would have to do for now. She tried to put on a helmet but it refused to stay on her head.

“That should be okay for your class,” said Tal when she saw Britta put the helmet down again.

“It’s a bit too big,” said Britta. “Keep falling over my eyes. Can we sell them?”

“Yes, but you won’t get much. A couple of coppers.” That sounded okay to Britta. “The problem is carrying them. It’s all kind of bulky and there’s only so much room in your inventory. Help yourself to whatever you can carry.” She put away her daggers which she’d reclaimed from their temporary new owners.

Britta opened her inventory and took out the box the cloak had come in. It was bigger than her other boxes and she managed to fit all the swords and three helmets into it before returning it to the inventory.

Tal watched with her mouth hanging slightly open. “I didn’t know you could do that.”

“Oh, I just thought it made things more efficient. It’s a bit of a pain if you want to get something out quickly, though.”

The people at APE had to know about her little trick since they watched her all the time. They were probably watching her right now. But they might fix the convenient bug (assuming it wasn’t intentional) if lots of people started doing it, so she felt a bit anxious sharing it with someone and tried to play it down.

Tal just nodded and then picked up the torch she’d dropped. She didn’t look like she really cared about inventory space.

Britta looked around to see if she’d missed anything. The only body she hadn’t checked was Derik’s. Tal held up a brass key she had found on him but the ring was still on his finger and his staff was lying beside him.

“This will get us into the vault,” said Tal. “But we need the second one the King Kobold has. He’s the end boss.”

“So this is normal, the attack and everything.”

“Sure,” said Tal. “Doesn’t usually happen so soon unless you make a lot of noise, which I guess we were. I should have warned you, but at least we won. That was fun. We use the key on the next level.”

It actually was fun if you ignored the murdering part. Just a game. 

“You were amazing with those daggers. You looked really cool.”

Tal grinned. “I don’t usually get so many backstabs. Nobody turns away in a fight so it’s usually only if I can get the jump on them, and usually only the first one. Five’s a record. Plenty of juicy experience points for me.”

Britta hadn’t thought about the XP she’d get. She opened her status screen to check. Her XP bar showed a slight increase but she still had a fair way to go until hitting the next level. To be fair, she hadn’t actually killed any of the kobolds so it wasn’t surprising there was no great gain. It still felt a bit unfair. It wasn’t like she didn’t play a part in their victory.

But the game was built around killing things. Until she got into doing that regularly, or found an alternative, she was going to get stiffed on experience points, that was just how it was.

“We should move the bodies so the next patrol doesn’t find them.” Tal grabbed one of the kobolds by its feet and dragged the body into the tunnel they’d come from. Britta gritted her teeth and followed suit. Once they finished they returned to the chamber. 

“What now?” said Britta.

“Oh, hey,” said Tal. “Where are you?”

Britta was confused for a moment and then realised Tal wasn’t talking to her, she was talking on group chat. Britta opened her status screen and toggled group chat on.

“We just got the first key,” said Tal.

“Already?” said a male voice. It sounded like Lord Jim. “We’ll be there in a minute, don’t go too deep.”

“We’re still in the first room,” said Tal.

“Oh. You pulled them by accident?”

“Yeah. Worked out though. New girl’s got some moves. Shield-bashed the shaman right in the face.”

“Nice!” said Lord Jim.

It was odd being part of a team. Having people to back you up, help you, rely on you. For the first time since starting in New World, Britta felt like a real gamer.
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                “What happened with Hyperbowl?” asked Tal. “Did you burn down their guildhouse?”

“More like demolished it,” said Lord Jim. 

Britta listened in, eager to know more. Dad had organised a massive raid against Hyperbowl’s stronghold and by the sounds of it managed to take them by surprise. How had he managed it?

Tal laughed. “Bet they weren’t happy about that.” 

“No.” Lord Jim chuckled gleefully. “The whole fortress had like five people in it. We took care of them and then wrecked the place. Must have been over a hundred of us. That Bruce de Bruce guy put the word out to every guild Hyperbowl had screwed over and let me tell you, the list was long. Everyone wanted in. It was a riot. People took the furniture, the curtains, anything that wasn’t nailed down and everything that was.”

They both laughed and Britta couldn’t help but join in even though she didn’t know the people involved. It was enough to know Stan had got his comeuppance. Apparently Hyperbowl was not a popular guild among non-members.

“Stan and his army turned up eventually and we all legged it,” said Lord Jim. “You should have seen him, he was so mad. So, so mad.”

“Oh no,” said Tal, a hand covering her giggling mouth. “He’s not going to let this go, is he?”

“Nope. He’s out for revenge. Bruce de Bruce better watch his back.”

“Who’s this Bruce de Bruce?” asked Britta, knowing it was Dad but wanting to hear what other people thought of him.

“Hey, B,” said Lord Jim. “He’s a new guy, only started recently but seems to know a lot of people. It might be a smurf account, which would be smart.”

Dad had just started a new character because his old one had been taken away by APE so no one knew who he was. Perfect time to make an enemy of the biggest guild in the game. Knowing him as she did, it would come as no surprise if he took on the role of the mystery vigilante making life difficult for the all-powerful Hyperbowl from the shadows. In fact, now that she thought about it, she had no doubt that was exactly what he planned to do.

“It’s going to cost them to put their fortress back together,” said Tal. “That thing was huge.”

“Millions,” said Lord Jim. “And they’re going to blame Stan for summoning the whole army and leaving it undefended. He was so pissed off. So, so pissed off.” More laughter followed.

It was a novel experience to be part of a group, to gossip and laugh about rivals and feel like she was included. It was fun.

Usually, she was on the receiving end of that kind of treatment. Ever since starting secondary school, she had been ignored and isolated. If anyone had a party or arranged for a trip somewhere, she was never invited. It was easy enough to act like she didn’t care and wouldn’t have gone even if asked, but it was still a painful thing to deal with as a twelve year old kid.

It was especially galling because in her first couple of years the popular kids had tried to use their friendship as bait. She was a good student and a meticulous note taker. When the other kids saw the detailed, cross-referenced files on her laptop that Dad had set up for her, covering every subject from every angle, it became obvious she had the best kept notes in class. Other girls would mention a birthday coming up, a party over at so-and-so’s house, ask her if she was busy that weekend. Then the casual mention about borrowing her notes.

And of course, once she made a copy for them, the invite never materialised. She would hear about the get togethers after they’d already happened.

She couldn’t understand why they didn’t like her. And if there was some reason, why go out of their way to be so mean? They could have just left her alone. Instead, they felt entitled to treat her like crap and take advantage of her.

Over time, Britta became hardened to it, learned to ignore them. If they asked for help, dangled some stupid hope of joining their little club in front of her, she would slap it away.

“Sorry, I can’t go, I’m busy that weekend. My notes? Parental lock on my laptop. Won’t let me send or receive anything. My Dad’s a software engineer, he says you let someone stick their USB stick in your port and you’ll be riddled with malware for the rest of your life.”

Girls learned to not ask. They bitched about her being unfriendly and ill-tempered, and then made fun of her looks and her sour face. All things they would have done anyway.

These were all things she had dealt with and buried long ago, but now the memory of them resurfaced. She was on the verge of finding her own friends who she could talk to and gossip with.

Of course, she would never be as cruel as those girls had been to her, but it wasn’t like Stan didn’t deserve a little mocking. He had tried to bully her and it was his own fault things had turned out the way they had. She was well within her rights to laugh at his misfortune. She was entitled.  

“Hey, we’re here.” Lord Jim emerged from the tunnel. Behind him were the other members of the party. 

Britta smiled and waved, a little shy, but also a little happy to not be on her own anymore.
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                “So,” said Lord Jim, “we better get the introductions out of the way first.” He turned towards the people entering behind him. He pointed at the archer girl. “This is Welsh Rarebit. Refer to him as a she or he gets upset.”

“Shut up,” said the archer in a deep, mildly irritated voice.

“This is our healer, Father Paddy. You’ll always find him as far from any fighting as possible.”

The man in the grey robes nodded at Britta. “You two have been busy, I see. Nice bunch of bodies you got lined up in the tunnel there.”

“I think I took a little damage,” said Tal. “Can you give me a quick heal?”

“Funny,” said Father Paddy with a weak smile. “Walk it off.”

“He’s very stingy with the heals,” said Lord Jim. “You can expect to be knocking on death’s door before he decides to offer you any assistance.”

“Let me tell you about the art of healing,” said Father Paddy. His words were met with groans all around. “Knowing who to heal, when to heal them and in what order is a delicate balance of intelligence and wisdom. Your main goal should always be to keep me alive at any cost. A dead healer can’t heal anyone. Resource management is—”

“Okay, okay, you can bore the pants off her later. And the last member of our group is our tank, Fizz.”

Britta waited for someone to step out of the tunnel but no one appeared. She looked around and then at Lord Jim. He smiled at her and leaned his head towards his shoulder. 

Hovering next to his head was a small, winged creature. A fairy.

“That’s your tank?” She didn’t mean to sound quite so doubtful, but a tank was supposed to be the first line of defence, holding off the attackers while everyone else fired shots without being attacked. How was Tinkerbell going to keep anyone at bay?

“You’d be surprised at what she can do,” said Lord Jim. The fairy zipped around his head.

Britta leaned forward to get a better look. Her height made it difficult but from what she could see, the fairy really was like Tinkerbell, a pretty girl with wings.

“Hi,” said Britta.

Fizz didn’t say anything in return, she just flitted about.

“She doesn’t talk,” said Lord Jim. “And also, she isn’t actually a player.”

“She isn’t?” said Britta. “What is she?”

“She’s a pet. A rare one. You get them in the gift boxes, if you open enough of them.”

“You have to open hundreds,” said Rarebit.

“Or get very lucky,” said Tal.

“I opened hundreds,” said Lord Jim. “Why not? It’s only money. And she is very useful.”

“Isn’t she a bit small to be a tank? Won’t she die if she gets hit?” 

The fairy moved very fast, zipping around, but she looked small and fragile.

“Can’t be hurt,” said Lord Jim. “Doesn’t take damage, feels nothing. But wait till you see her in action.” He raised his hand and Fizz landed on the end of his finger. 

Britta was certainly curious. Perhaps the tiny fairy transformed into an enormous beast when the fighting started.

“You’re a shield maiden, right?” said Lord Jim. “You probably want to do some tanking yourself.”

“Ah, no, not really. I’ve never been in a group before so I’d rather see how you guys operate without, um, getting in your way.” She would have to tell them she wasn’t a shield maiden eventually, but for now it seemed best to watch and learn, and hopefully not get under their feet.

“Fair enough,” said Jim. “We’ll show you the ropes, no problemo. So, no sign of the mysterious dwarf, then?”

“Nope,” said Tal. “Just the usual. Kobolds and more kobolds.”

“You got the key, though, right?” said Rarebit.

“Yep.” Tal held up the key.

“That should speed things up,” said Jim. “Usually, you have to wander around this level hoping to bump into the patrol with the shaman. Nice of him to come to us, for once.  Now we just have to get to the stairs without bumping into any of the other patrols. Not that we won’t be able to handle them. It’s when you accidentally pull two patrols at once that things get a bit dicey.” He let out a low whistle.

“Can we get on with it?” said Rarebit impatiently. “This is my last run for the day. Don’t look at me like that, I think it’s pretty obvious the whole dwarf thing was a mistake. I’m not blaming anyone, it was an honest mistake, but I swear, if I ever have to do this stupid dungeon again…” He shook his head.

“Okay,” said Jim. “Let’s go. And watch out for the tripwires.” He carefully stepped over the wire as he exited through the north tunnel. 

The others followed, each high-stepping over the wire. Britta was in the middle of the group, nervous excitement filling her tummy. Partially in anticipation of running into monsters and partially because she didn’t want to let down her new friends.

They moved quickly through the tunnel and followed Jim as he took them left and right. He seemed to know exactly where he was going. He’d done this so many times he didn’t even need to look on his map.

Britta had her map open in front of her and could see their route was taking them to the middle of the floor where there was a way down to the lower level. No one spoke as they jogged along, other than Jim who would occasionally say, “Trap!” and point at the floor. 

They would all avoid that flagstone, Britta taking extra care not to set off whatever the trap was and get everyone killed. It felt like that would make a poor first impression. They made it to the stairs without encountering any kobolds. Apart, that is, for the ones waiting for them. Six of them between them and the way down.

“Right,” said Lord Jim. “Hang back and watch the show.” 

Britta was only too happy to comply as the others rushed into battle.
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                The six kobolds looked a bit different. They seemed bigger. Bigger muscles, bigger swords. They also looked very angry.

Britta was fine with letting the others do the fighting although it would mean she wouldn’t get any experience points, again. She was only level three and had been for a while. 

Fizz, the tiny fairy, took point. She was small but fast, buzzing about in front of the kobolds who tried to swat her away. She didn’t have any weapons and her attack consisted of being as annoying as possible. It was surprisingly effective.

The kobolds all fixated on her. Some tried to hit her, others jumped out of the way like when a wasp appears in a playground.

They could have just ignored her, that would be the obvious thing to do, but for some reason they didn’t seem to be able to take their eyes off her. 

She assumed there was a reason, some spell or innate fairy ability that made the kobolds obsessed with the way she darted about in front of them. It probably only worked on low level monsters or it would be incredibly overpowered.

With all six kobolds thoroughly distracted (they were that dumb) the rest of the team moved in for the kill. It was obvious they had done this many times before. Each knew their role and when to attack. 

Rarebit hung back and fired arrows from one side while Tal did the same with her daggers from the other. Lord Jim worked his way around Fizz and attacked the kobolds from the flank with his long sword. Father Paddy mostly look bored, occasionally firing off a spell. Britta had no idea what they were but they were aimed at his teammates so they were probably buffs of some kind. There was certainly no need for heals.

The kobolds must have realised they were being picked off and that the fairy was the least threatening of their opponents, but even when they did try to defend themselves against the others, Fizz would flit around in front of their faces until they got so worked up and annoyed they would go back to trying to grab her.

It seemed pretty unfair on the kobolds. They were being forced to fight in a completely disadvantageous manner. 

Within a few minutes the kobolds were all on the ground covered in wounds, their eyes still darting from side to side watching the fairy flying just out of their reach. 

Lord Jim pointed his blade downwards and stabbed each defenceless kobold, a single hit enough to kill them. There was one left when he turned to Britta.

“Do you want to kill this one? You could probably use the XP.”

She remembered Diana had offered her the same charity when she was fighting the zombie horde. Back then even a couple of extra XP were valuable to her, but now she needed quite a lot to get to the next level.

The kobold moaned pitifully, his hand over the gash in his side, his eyes fixed on Fizz.

“Thanks, but I don’t think it’d make much difference.”

Lord Jim seemed surprised. “You know how the XP system works, right? The person who gets the last hit gets almost all the XP.”

“Really?” said Britta. “I didn’t know that. Isn’t that a bit unfair.”

“Yeah, of course,” said Tal, like it was obvious. “That’s why people always try to jump into a fight at the last minute and try to kill steal the points. It’s bloody annoying.”

Everyone showed they agreed by looking unanimously fed up, shaking their heads and tutting. Even if she hadn’t been able to tell from their accents, it was obvious they were all British players.

“Shouldn’t someone tell the devs?” asked Britta, which got her more of the same.

“They keep saying it’ll be fixed in the next patch, but then it never is. One day.”

“Soon,” said Tal.

“TM,” added Rarebit.

The last kobold was still alive, bleeding profusely. Even though she needed the points and it wasn’t like the kobold was going to live anyway, she still felt reluctant killing it. In the heat of battle it might be okay, but to coldly execute it just felt wrong. She knew it was a game and the kobold wasn’t even real, but still. Wrong.

“You go ahead. I’d rather earn my own way up.”

“Got to respect the girl’s attitude,” said Father Paddy.

Lord Jim shrugged and then stabbed the kobold in the chest. Britta realised he had got the final hit on all of the kobolds.

“Doesn’t this mean only Lord Jim gets any experience points?” she asked.

“Most of them,” said Tal. “We take it in turns to get final hits so everyone can boost up. You get bonus points if you get multiple kills in a row.”

“Like a combo?” said Britta.

“Exactly,” said Lord Jim. “Another thing they should look at.” He wiped his sword on the kobolds ragged trousers and put it away.

They quickly searched the bodies and found a few copper coins, some unidentifiable junk—pebbles, chunks of charcoal, bits of string. These were elite kobolds, she was told, slightly bigger and stronger than the regular variety. Their weapons and armour were of a better quality but too big for Britta to use, even if she’d been the right class to do so, and also too big to put in her inventory. They still looked old and rusty, so she doubted they’d fetch much of a price.

Once that was done, they descended to the next level.
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                They quickly went down the steep steps, fifty of them just like last time. Two of the party carried torches lighting the way but Britta still kept one hand on the wall to steady herself.

The tunnel at the bottom was smaller and crudely gouged out of the earth. It smelled different, musty, and the darkness here had a much heavier feel to it, closing in from all directions. 

When she had been here last time, fear of the dwarf had been uppermost in her mind. There had been little time to stop and consider her situation, deep underground in a mishmash of tunnels that might collapse at any moment and bury her alive.  

“Don’t look so worried,” said Tal. “You aren’t claustrophobic, are you?”

“No. I don’t think so.” She reminded herself this was her second time here. And she had worse things to worry about. Monsters, for a start. 

“Okay,” said Lord Jim. “Let’s try to do this as smoothly as possible. Try not to fall off this time.”

Rarebit scowled. “That happened once. Once!”

There was smirking all around, some private joke Britta wasn’t privy to. 

“Right,” said Jim. “Let’s go.”

He ran into the dark. The others followed and Britta did her best to keep up. She didn’t want to get separated from them.

There was no hesitation, they all seemed to know exactly where they were going. Until they came to a dead end. Britta had her map open. It seemed like they had spent the last few minutes going in the opposite direction to their goal, assuming the goal was the treasure room.

None of the party showed any concern. They were too busy getting stuff out of their inventory. Each took out a small wooden frame. Then they began joining the frames together to form a ladder. They put the ladder against the wall. It rose up into a hole in the roof you wouldn’t have been able to find if you didn’t already know it was there.

One by one they climbed up. Britta went third. Her head popped into a large open area and even though the torches only lit the immediate surroundings, there was a feeling of space, a lack of structure. The dark could have been endless. After all the time in the narrow tunnels it was both liberating and disorienting. You had nothing to get your bearings from.

Britta climbed out and stood on the rocky, uneven ground that was the roof of the tunnel they’d been in. She stamped her small feet. It felt sturdy enough.

“Welcome to the other side,” said Lord Jim.

“The other side of what?”

“Of the dungeon. This is what’s outside the map. When they build a world in a computer, it’s like a movie set. They only build what they need. There’s no point filling in all the earth around the tunnels, that would take up a lot of unnecessary processing power. So they leave gaps, like this one.”

“But why are we up here?” There were no secret treasure chests or magic coins to collect as far as she could see, which admittedly wasn’t very far.

“Shortcut,” said Rarebit as he came out of the hole last. He pulled the ladder up behind him.

“Oh,” said Britta. “Isn’t that cheating?”

“B,” said Lord Jim like he was disappointed in her, “that’s how it is with games like this. The devs spend a lot of time creating content they want to get full value from, so they think of ways to make the players run it again and again. And the players have better things to do, so we find ways to make each run as short as possible. Ever has it been thus.”

“If it’s ever been thus,” said Father Paddy, “you’d think they’d come up with an alternative that wasn’t so bloody tedious.” He held up his torch and began walking.

“Paddy, I’ve been playing MMOs for over twenty years—”

“Oh, Jeez,” groaned Tal, “not the ‘twenty years speech’ again.”

“—and I’ve learned to appreciate the difficulties of creating good content. The reason you see the same problems over and over in every game is because there are factors you aren’t aware of. You should be aware of that, at least.”

“It’s like telling the time,” whispered Tal in Britta’s ear.

“It’s like telling the time,” said Lord Jim. “Just because you’ve done it a lot, doesn’t mean you know how to build a clock. There’s a whole lot more going on behind the clock face you will never know about unless you look. Game designers have a whole range of issues to deal with beyond what we experience as players. Often the choice isn’t between good and bad, it’s between bad and worse. Sometimes the solution everyone thinks would be an easy fix isn’t even available, for a whole host of reasons they have no idea even exist.”

“Yes, Jim, I know,” said Paddy. “But I don’t care. Bad is bad. The fact they haven’t come up with a decent alternative isn’t my fault, it’s theirs. That’s their job. Just because it’s difficult doesn’t mean it’s okay to do it poorly.”

“But that’s what I’m saying,” insisted Jim. “They aren’t doing it poorly. They’re doing it deliberately, you just don’t know the reason why. I mean, do you really think it’s a coincidence this dwarf pops up here, in the least popular dungeon in the game? Suddenly, players who only ever ran this place once are running it ten times a day. All their content gets maximum value.”

For someone who understood that there may be factors not known to them, Lord Jim was still happy to jump to conclusions based on incomplete information. Britta knew the devs had nothing to do with the dwarf being here. 

“And all we do,” said Rarebit, “is climb outside the map and avoid as much of that content as we can.”

Everyone stopped. They seemed to have travelled from one dark, anonymous spot to another. 

Paddy waved his torch around. He held it over a slightly darker patch on the ground.

Rarebit lifted the ladder off his shoulder and lowered it into the hole. It was a rickety contraption that wobbled quite a lot and probably grew less stable with every use. Britta climbed down as quickly as she could and found herself in the bridge room. The large chasm yawned ahead of her and two large vases stood behind her. 

Cheating or not, she had to admit this was much better than having to traverse the tunnels the regular way. It was just a matter of perspective. Mum would have said these people were a bad influence. Dad would have asked her to draw him a map with directions. Britta fell somewhere in the middle. If you were going to be led astray, might as well do it with people who knew a shortcut.
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                “Okay,” said Lord Jim in businesslike fashion, “let’s review.”

He made it sound like he wanted everyone to stop and listen but apart from Britta, everyone kept moving, even the tiny fairy. They went over to the large vases by the entrance and began moving them one at a time, tipping them on an angle and rolling them on the rims of the base.

When Britta had been here before, there had only been one vase. There was a second one but it had been smashed. In this version of the dungeon, they would be able to activate the bridge without having to leave someone behind to stand on the pressure pad.

Of course, Britta knew another way to fix the bridge in place and wanted desperately to show them. To show off. But they had everything in hand and she’d look pretty dumb if the jumping on the pad mechanic didn’t work in this dungeon, so she didn’t say anything.

Lord Jim, on the other hand, carried on talking like he had everyone’s undivided attention.

“Once we get over the bridge—they’re about to activate a bridge, as you’ll see in a minute—we’ll face the boss, the Kobold King. I don’t suppose you’ve been in a boss fight yet.”

“No,” said Britta. “Not really. I fought a giant zombie made of a bunch of smaller zombies.”

Everyone stopped, vase in mid-roll, and stared at her.

“You were part of that fight?” asked Lord Jim.

The looks she was getting made her feel a bit self-conscious. “Yes. I didn’t do much, mostly running around. I only got one hit on the giant. Not very much XP.”

“Right,” said Lord Jim. “I see. I heard it was Ramdam and his crew that took the zombie down.”

“Yeah, he was there, too. Do you know Diana? She saved me from dying.”

Lord Jim nodded. “You know Diana? Right, right.”

The vase began moving again, its base sounding like a saucer being slid across a table. They got it to the pressure pad and stood it up. There was a click.

“Anyway,” said Jim, “this fight will be a little different. A bit easier, I hope. There’s two stages. Once we get the King down to half his health, a bunch of kobolds will come running out and we have to get rid of them as quickly as possible. Easiest way is to push them over the side.”  He pointed at the chasm. “Make sure you don’t go over with them, though.”

Britta assumed he was just joking, not making a pointed reference to the fact she had already done just that. She nodded. 

“Then, when he gets under twenty five percent health, there’ll be a bunch of elite kobolds that’ll come out and join him.”

“Like the ones upstairs?” asked Britta, keen to show she was paying attention. 

“Exactly. We were quite lucky with them, usually they have the shaman with them, but thanks to you two dealing with him early, we avoided him. But when these guys appear, they’ll have another shaman with them.”

Two shamans. She hadn’t expected that. Derik had been the High Priest but that didn’t mean he was the only priest. In fact it made sense there’d be underlings for him to be in charge of. Hopefully, that meant they wouldn’t be as strong as him.

“We’ll be using the same method as before but maybe you’d like to try tanking, B. What do you think.”

This was her chance to prove herself and maybe even earn some decent experience points. Do her bit for the team. There was only one problem. She wasn’t a tank. She wasn’t a fighter of any kind. 

Admitting it now would be horribly embarrassing and awkward but what choice did she have?

“Fizz will help out when the adds turn up, but the boss doesn’t really pay her much attention. If you can grab aggro, we should be able to focus him down pretty quick.”

She didn’t want to lie to them but she already had, sort of. If she owned up now they’d think she was crazy. If she agreed to take the tank role and screwed up, they’d be mad at her. Of course, if she took on the role and got away with it…

She looked around. The others weren’t even paying attention as they rolled the second vase into place. They pushed it upright and the bridge emerged, grinding and groaning, and began its journey across the chasm.

She looked back at Jim. There really was no point trying to bluff her way through this, she would just die and get them all killed in the process. Time to fess up.

“Okay, I’ll do it.”

“Great.”

She had no idea why she’d agreed. She had meant to refuse the offer and then explain why and hope they’d understand. But when it came to the moment of truth, the truth didn’t seem such a good idea. She had her shield. It was only a first level dungeon and they had done this many times before, there probably wouldn’t be that much for her to defend against. Surely she’d be able to last a few minutes.
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                The bridge stretched across the yawning gap until it reached the other side and fixed itself with a thunk.

“Will he drop the other key when we defeat him?” asked Britta trying to treat the upcoming fight in the most serious and professional manner possible, and not look like a big fat liar.

“Yep,” said Tal. “He’ll have a bunch of stuff on him. All of it crap. You might find it useful, though.” She blushed and quickly added. “I mean, because you don’t have a lot of gear. The main loot will be in the vault, it’s usually a headpiece, a hat or a helmet. Sometimes it’s quite a rare piece that’s quite good for someone, who...” Her voice faded into an embarrassed silence.

“That’d be great,” said Britta, pretending not to have noticed the mild unintentional put down. It wasn’t like she’d said anything untrue; crap gear would be an upgrade for her, there was no denying it. “I’d be happy to take it if no one minds.”

“Actually,” said Lord Jim, “we should randomise whatever drops, just to be fair. That’s how we always do it, everyone has a chance to get anything decent that might drop.”

“When was the last time anything decent dropped here?” said Rarebit. “Let her have whatever it is, I don’t mind.”

There was general consensus that only a garbage-tier item would drop and Britta was welcome to it.

“Fine, I was just trying to keep things fair,” said Jim with a slight huff. “Let’s get going.”

They walked over the bridge. This was as far as Britta had got last time. She wondered how they planned to open the door on the other side. They hadn’t mentioned anything about it and it looked just as sturdy and just as locked as last time. But as soon as they stepped off the bridge onto the platform, the door began to open by itself, revealing the biggest kobold Britta had ever seen.

Kobolds were generally the same size as her with the elite ones only marginally bigger, but this one was a head taller than Jim who was easily the tallest of their team. 

He was on his own, dressed from head to foot in metal armour that looked like it had been pieced together from other bits of armour, armed with a spear. The spear had a jagged blade with barbed wire around its base.

“Why have you come here? These mines belong to us!” he boomed.

“Okay, everyone take up positions,” said Lord Jim, ignoring King Kobold. 

The others spread out while Britta looked around, unsure where she was meant to go.

“Don’t worry,” said Jim. “He won’t attack until he finishes his speech. If you get in front of him and keep aggro, we’ll ping him down.”

Britta nodded, not liking the plan at all but it was too late now. She held her shield in front of her and tentatively advanced on the giant kobold. He was still pontificating on the subject of who owned the mine and what trespassers could expect and paid her no attention as she crept closer.

The others had their weapons ready but didn’t fire, she assumed because it wouldn’t have an effect. Now that she was closer (a bit too close, for her liking) she could see a faint glimmer surrounding the King, like a personal force field.

“You who have dared…” he droned on, giving no sign he was nearing the end of his declarations of impending doom.

“Almost there,” said Lord Jim from behind her on the right. “Be ready.”

Be ready how? Her job was to take damage from the kobold and the first hit would probably kill her. The whole idea had been a bad one from the start. She was the smallest person here, why on earth would anyone think she’d make a good tank? This is what happened when you weren’t honest with people. You ended up speared to death by a large fantasy creature.

The glowing field faded and a crown appeared above the kobold’s head. He wasn’t wearing it, it just hovered over him. And it wasn’t a real crown, more like a picture of a crown that was bright red. The kobold raised his spear and roared defiantly. 

“Now!” shouted Lord Jim. 

Britta raised her shield and winced, bracing for impact. 

The kobold ignored her and charged at Lord Jim. He ran straight past Britta like she wasn’t even there, spear held like a lance, aimed at Jim’s head.

Tal and Rarebit fired missiles while Father Paddy cast a spell. The fairy flitted about in front of the kobold’s face to no effect.

Every time the kobold got hit, numbers pinged off his body and the crown over his head flashed, its colour changing to a different tint. If it represented his health, it was going down very slowly.

“Plan B, Plan B,” shouted Lord Jim. He began to run.

Britta hadn’t been informed what Plan B was, or even that there was one. She was rooted to the spot watching Lord Jim race around the platform with the Kobold in lumbering pursuit. 
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                Britta had a strong sense of deja vu. The time when she’d fought the zombies, or rather, ran from them, they’d switched from chasing her to chasing Diana and her party. They’d aggroed onto the biggest threat, which was whoever dealt the most damage. Which was never going to be Britta.

If you looked at it objectively, the idea little B the gnome was a fighter who could tank a boss monster was plainly ridiculous. She was small, she was weak and she was horribly undergeared. But in a fantasy game appearances didn’t count for much. An imp could take down a giant if he was appropriately min-maxed.

Britta could have allotted skill points in the right attributes to take a hit from a truck and walk away unscathed. Of course, she hadn’t, but she could have.

“Don’t you have a taunt ability,” shouted Lord Jim as he ran around her in a circle.

“She hasn’t picked her perks yet remember?” said Tal.

Britta hadn’t actually said that, she just hadn’t denied it when Tal suggested it earlier. She knew what taunt was, it was when a player deliberately attracted a monster’s attention so it would only attack them and leave the rest of the party alone. She obviously couldn’t pick the taunt perk because she wasn’t a fighter and attracting a monster’s attention would only get her killed.

“I’m going to kite him,” yelled Jim as he ran by her. “Don’t worry, I’ve done it before. Just hit him when you get the chance.”

Plan B appeared to consist of Lord Jim staying just out of reach of the kobold’s spear while everyone else did their best to hit the moving target without hitting their moving friend.

The King Kobold didn’t have any interest in the rest of the party, he only had eyes for Lord Jim. The kobold wasn’t fast but he had longer legs and managed to get quite close to skewering Jim in the back, but every time he lunged with his spear he stopped first, giving Jim time to get out of reach again.

This was a much less well organised attack system than when they had faced the elite kobolds. Apparently cheese strategies only worked on lower level mobs and little Fizz had no effect in this fight. Defeating a boss required some decent DPS. Unfortunately, their biggest damage dealer was busy roleplaying bait. Their only course of action was to chip away. The crown over the kobold’s head went from red to reddish-brown to almost-orange.

Britta looked at the rusty sword in her hand. It was all she had and not meant for her class, but she could still use it the way any untrained noob could—by flailing wildly and hoping for the best.

The kobold lunged at Lord Jim and ignored the daggers and arrows coming from all angles. Some missed and even the ones that hit didn’t do much. They were experienced players but their characters were only the same level as her and just as weak. Well, not as weak, but close. She ran up behind the King Kobold and poked it with her sword.

She got it in the back of the leg where it didn’t have any armour, just a lot of fur. Her wrist buckled and she nearly dropped the sword but a small number 2 floated away from the small wound.

The kobold didn’t even react. Britta attacked again. At least she would get some experience points. The kobold set off after Jim again with Britta running behind it. If it stopped and turned around, she was dead.

But before it had a chance to notice her, Lord Jim suddenly turned around and ran straight at the King with his sword out in front. The King was taken by surprise and didn’t have time to deflect the blow. The sword struck the King’s stomach and a big, purple ‘20’ jumped into the air.

The King Kobold stopped moving. He placed the spear butt on the ground and held it like a staff pointing upwards. The crown over his head flashed from orange to yellow and the glowing force field surrounded him again.

Screaming and shouting, loud and angry, sounded from the doorway. A bunch of kobolds came running out, waving clubs and sticks. There were too many to count, at least a dozen.

“Take them out quick,” shouted Jim. Everyone turned their attention away from the King who was frozen like a statue. The incoming kobolds were the small variety, but there were a lot of them and they looked up for a fight. 

Fizz flew into their midst and three immediately lost all interest in the battle and began chasing her like kids trying to catch a butterfly. 

Arrows and daggers took down some more and Lord Jim’s sword hacked and slashed through the crowd.

One kobold made it through to Britta and came at her with a large club. She ducked behind her shield and ran into the kobold, sending it bouncing off towards Lord Jim who swiped his sword at it, cutting off its head.

Britta looked away. There wasn’t much blood, the head just popped off, but it was still pretty gruesome.

The kobolds were wiped out in a couple of minutes, a far easier fight than the King. As soon as the last one dropped, the King roared back into life. The glow around him faded and he charged at Lord Jim. Normal service was resumed as Jim set off at full speed.

More of the same followed. They nicked and clipped the King, slowly bringing his health down, Britta getting a few more hits in with the occasional lucky swing. The crown went from yellow to lime to green. And then he froze again.

They all looked to the door. This time there wasn’t any shouting or screaming. There was the thump of marching feet in perfect unison.

Six large kobolds appeared in the doorway, led by a smaller, older kobold in a robe, holding a staff. He looked exactly like Derik. Britta didn’t know if it was Derik, somehow resurrected, or just that she wasn’t good at telling kobolds apart, but he didn’t look like an underling. 

He raised his staff and said something in a strange language. The elite kobolds seemed to get a bit bigger, their muscles swelling up like bodybuilders.

“Right,” said Lord Jim. “Now the real fight begins.”
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                The elite kobolds looked tough. They had leather and metal strapped over their bodies and their swords had sharp edges. The shaman banged his staff on the ground and muttered away, probably casting more buffs. The kobolds moved forward in a tight knit formation, leaving the shaman behind.

“Okay,” said Lord Jim. “Go for it.”

Britta wasn’t sure what he meant or who he was talking to. Not her, she hoped. Nobody else was charging into battle so she stayed where she was and looked at the others to get some indication of what they were supposed to do.

She thought maybe Fizz would fly in and distract the kobolds like before, but even the little fairy was hanging back with the rest of the party who, for some reason, had put their weapons away.

The kobolds were advancing but no one was doing anything about it. Apart from Father Paddy who had a piece of paper in his hands. He was reading it.

There was a flash of white light and the kobolds cried out. Then they began bumping into each other, arms outstretched. They couldn’t see, their sensitive eyes blinded by the flash.

This was her trick. If she’d known the plan was to blind the kobolds with bright lights, she could have saved them a magic scroll. She had no idea how expensive they were, but they couldn’t be cheap, especially if they had to use one every time they ran the dungeon.

“Take out the shaman first,” said Lord Jim as he ran past her. 

The kobolds had no idea what was going on. They waved their swords ineffectively, only managing to hit each other.

Britta’s party ignored the flailing kobolds and all attacked the shaman. He hadn’t been blinded, shielded by those in front of him but even with his sight intact, he didn’t last long. Once he was dead, they turned their attention on the rest.

Rather than fight them or waste time stabbing and chopping at them, they targeted one at a time, all rushed at the same time, and pushed the kobold off the edge of the platform.

They clearly had done this before and were well-coordinated. They waited for each kobold to face the right way and then ran at them with palms out, pushing them towards the edge and letting go with a shove.

The kobolds were big and strong, but they couldn’t resist momentum, or gravity. They disappeared with a fading scream.

The last one had figured out something had sent his comrades to their deaths and was being more circumspect. He swung his sword in sweeping circles, trying to keep them at bay. It was quite effective; no one wanted to risk getting hit as they ran in. 

Lord Jim stepped forward, his own sword drawn. He was about the same size as the kobold, maybe a bit taller, and he had the added advantage of being able to see. It didn’t take long for him to hack the sword from the kobold’s grip. He stabbed it in the stomach and then used his boot to kick him off the blade. The kobold stumbled backwards and fell off the edge, not even screaming as he disappeared into the darkness.

Britta had done nothing. The others had worked so well together, knowing exactly what to do, she hadn’t wanted to barge in and upset the dynamic. It would have been the perfect time for her to whip out her Glamor spell and reveal her true identity in a way that was actually useful, but they hadn’t needed her help. 

There wasn’t time to dwell on the missed opportunity as the King Kobold roared back into life.

“He gets enraged now,” said Lord Jim. “Does double damage, so don’t let him hit you.”

The King Kobold seemed to be gearing up for some kind of big attack. His spear was glowing.

She knew what the enrage ability could do from Donald. He was only a little goat and he dealt serious damage when he was enraged, so the King would probably one hit them. No way she was going to tank him now, not that she’d ever managed it in the first place. She backed away, waiting for Jim to start kiting again.

But he wasn’t running this time. Everyone was looking expectantly at Father Paddy who had another scroll in his hands. He read it but there was no flash of light this time. Instead, the scroll suddenly caught fire and Father Paddy dropped it with a yell, waving his hands. 

“What happened?” shouted Lord Jim.

“The scroll failed,” Father Paddy shouted back. “I don’t have any more.”

“Shit!” said Lord Jim. The mood went from confident to panicked.

This was her chance. If they had planned to use the same strategy on the King for the last stage of the battle, they were in luck. Britta was the queen of bright lights. She would save the day.

“Quick, I need something to cover his head,” said Jim. “A cloak or something.”

“B’s got a cloak,” shouted Tal. “B, that cloak you had earlier…”

Britta was caught in two minds. They didn’t need to try some elaborate method of putting a hood over the King’s head, she could simply blind him with a spell.

“Quick,” urged Tal.

But what if the spell backfired like it did all the time, especially when she needed it? Or the kobold managed to resist the effect? What if that wasn’t what the scroll had been and the plan was something completely different?

“B!” screamed Tal.

Britta opened her inventory and grabbed the cloak. She threw it at Lord Jim who caught it. And then everything went black.

There was a momentary shudder and then she was out in the open, the sky above, only rocks and trees around her. She stood there for a moment, confused and bewildered. And then she realised what had happened. They’d kicked her out of the party.
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                Britta looked around. She was on a grassy verge with a black cave mouth in the rock wall in front of her. She was at the foot of a cliff, or possibly a mountain. She took a few tentative steps towards the cave, her hand out. There was an invisible barrier that wouldn’t let her pass. 

Behind her there was a steep drop and then fields. She was probably somewhere around the back of the mines and this was the exit. She puffed up her face and blew it out. There were a whole range of emotions swirling inside her from a number of different sources, all of them bad.

They had only been pretending to be her friends. It was the Cloak of the Dorf they wanted, she’d seen it in Tal’s face. Just when she threw the cloak to Lord Jim, she’d seen the sudden smug smile of satisfaction. 

How did she know about the cloak? Britta had only had it on for a few minutes at the start, did Tal inspect it without making it obvious? When Britta had tried to identify the cloak, she hadn’t been able to. The only way to tell what the cloak’s bonuses were was to read the label, so Tal shouldn’t have known it was special. Maybe the fact she couldn’t tell was what tipped her off. Or just the name. Knowing Britta’s connection to the dwarf and then seeing the strange cloak might have been enough. It was still a long way to go just on a hunch.

Now that they had the cloak, it wouldn’t take them long to work out the hunch had been a good one.

Britta shook her head to stop herself obsessing over pointless things. She had no idea what made Tal and the others decide to cheat her out of the cloak. Perhaps it was just what they did to noobs whenever they got the chance. Adventurers by day, conmen on the side.

It was herself she was really mad at. She had been too keen to become one of them. She was in a new world where no one knew her or had any reason to go out of their way to be mean to her. She had thought life would be different here. Stupid.

She was also annoyed at herself for bottling it at the last moment. She knew she could have blinded King Kobold but she had doubted herself and gone along with what the others were telling her to do. That was a lesson in itself.

In an odd way, her cowardice had done some good. If she had used a spell and helped them defeat the kobold, they wouldn’t have revealed their true intentions, not until later. And in that time, she would only have become more convinced they were her friends, which would only make it hurt more when they eventually turned on her.

This way, at least she found out while she was relatively unattached to them. It still hurt something terrible, but it could have been a lot worse. Looking at it like that made it a bit more manageable and she took another deep breath and looked for the way back to the front of the mines. There was a path.

Of course, she’d have to get the cloak back. They wouldn’t be able to use it against her dwarf—there was no way for them to encounter him without her—but it would make them invincible against the dwarves in the epic version of the mines. And, on top of that, it belonged to her. She didn’t need it, but it was hers.

The path curled around through some bushes and trees. She could hear some talking up ahead, probably the people queueing to enter the dungeon. She looked up at the sky.

“Hey, if anyone’s watching, can you ask Dr Reedy to get in touch?”

She didn’t have a good way to contact mission control and she didn’t really want to abuse her privileged position, but this seemed like a reasonable time to call in the big guns.

“Britta?” said Dr Reedy’s voice almost immediately. “I was watching.”

Britta sighed. There was no point getting embarrassed, it was far too late for that. “They took the cloak.”

“Yes. We can turn off its abilities. They won’t be able to do anything with it. As far as they’ll be concerned its only function will be to keep the wearer warm.”

That wasn’t too bad, they wouldn’t get any use from it. But still, it didn’t seem like an appropriate punishment. And they deserved to be punished.

“I need the cloak, though.” Even though she couldn’t use it against the dwarf, she still had her plan to fool Stan.  

Stan. She had thought he was the real problem. Now she saw how cleverly Lord Jim and the others had used Stan to worm their way into her confidence. They were all as bad as each other.

“Hmm,” said Dr Reedy, pondering. “Well, technically, you did hand over the cloak willingly.”

She felt like whining and complaining and shouting, “It’s not fair! They tricked me,” but she didn’t. To be honest, they’d done her a favour. Cleared her mind of any dorky thoughts about wonderful new friends and dancing fairies and rainbow unicorns. Really, it was just the slap in the face she needed.

“I don’t care about the technicalities. If you want to see me get past the dwarf and find out what’s going on with the game, I need the cloak. Or one like it.”

“Yes, yes, I suppose you’re right. It will cause some tantrums, I expect, but there are bigger issues here. We can always offer them something else as compensation.”

The last thing Britta wanted was for them to gain from this.

“Actually,” said Britta, “maybe just turning off the cloak is enough.”

“Are you sure?”

Britta did want the cloak back, but she was relying on others too much, both here and with regard to Stan. The game wasn’t fighting dragons and trolls, this was the game. Dealing with other players.

If she begged for help every time things got difficult, what was the point? A fantasy world to run away and hide in? Where you could pretend everything was wonderful because you had cheat mode on? How sad was that?

She turned around and walked back towards the exit. The real final boss was waiting.
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                It was shady behind the mountain. The sun was in a clear blue sky but there was a chill in the air. Other than the path that led to the front, there wasn’t much apart from some trees and bushes. It was just somewhere for players to exit the dungeon.

Britta walked back to the cave mouth. She didn’t really know what she was going to do. Once Dr Reddy turned off the cloak’s effects, it would be a regular item of clothing with no special abilities. Lord Jim and his party would have gained nothing and lost valuable inventory space. Her best recourse was to leave them to it. Let them have the cloak.

But she didn’t want to do that.

They wouldn’t give the cloak back just because she asked, she knew that. They’d probably laugh in her face. For some perverse reason, she wanted to see them do it. Confirm for herself that they really went so far out of their way to screw her over. And then watch their faces when she forced them to return the cloak.

There was only one problem. She had no way to force them to do anything. 

But she didn’t want to give up. She wanted to find a way to beat them. To reclaim the cloak and leave them in a sticky situation. Or dead. She knew it wasn’t healthy to have those kinds of morbid thoughts, even if it was only in a game, but she couldn’t help it. They had done a horrible thing to her and she wanted them to suffer for it.

She found a rock opposite the cave and sat on it, quietly fuming.

Of course, it wouldn’t be easy. They had all the advantages, knew the game better than her and it was more than possible her attempt at getting payback would only make things worse for herself. Fortunately, she didn’t have anything else worth stealing and dying wasn’t the end of the world.

What she did have, though, was a unique connection to the game. There had to be a way to use that against them.

As she sat there, pondering, waiting for them to come out, she heard a noise. It sounded like something moving around in the bushes. 

It was important to remember where she was. This was still a fantasy world where trolls and ogres could jump out and kill you if you didn’t pay attention. Sometimes even if you did. She stood up. She had the kobold sword at least. She raised it in front of her and looked around. 

Twigs snapped, branches parted and Stan walked out. He didn’t look very happy.

“What do you want?” said Britta, in no mood for pleasantries.

“What are you doing here?” he said, surprised.

Britta started to get annoyed. “I asked first.”

Stan seemed a bit jumpy, shoulders tensed and eyes darting around like he expected to be attacked. “You’re on your own?”

His refusal to answer her questions while demanding answers to his own was irritating. “Go away, Stan. Don’t you have a castle to rebuild?”

Stan scowled. “Did you have something to do with that?”

“Sure. Look at me.” She waved the rusty sword at him. “Taking on whole guilds by myself is no big deal for a level three gnome.”

“No, I didn’t think it was you.” Stan stared at the ground with his face screwed up like he might start crying. “They were all just waiting for a chance to gang up against me. Cowards.”

He was one to talk, the bully upset about being bullied. She had no sympathy.

“Good. I’m glad you got what you deserved. I hope they kick you out of the guild.”

He looked up at her, enraged. “They can’t kick me out. They’re too scared of what I could do to them.”

“Don’t you mean what your father could do?”

“Same thing.”

“No, Stan, it isn’t. People like you just got lucky, got born in the right family so they don’t have to be good at anything, they get a free ride because Daddy has money.”

“Yes, that’s right,” Stan shot back, no less indignant. “And people like you are just jealous. You complain about life not being fair and how we should all have the same opportunities, but as soon as you get something that goes your way, you’re just as desperate to hold onto any advantage. You’re just a hypocrite who’s never had a chance to show how mean and nasty you can be to people less fortunate than you, because there is no one less fortunate than you. So you just hide here where no one can see you and sulk.”

What he was saying was outrageous. He had no right to take the moral high ground. He was the one in the wrong, not her. “I’m not hiding. I’m waiting for the rest of my party.”

“What do you mean, waiting?” He took a second to process what she had said. “Did you leave them to fight the dwarf?”

“No. There’s no dwarf in there. Look, Stan, just leave me alone. Didn’t APE warn you to stay away from me? You’ll only get yourself banned if you keep harassing me.”

“You don’t have to worry about me, Britta,” he sneered, “no one’s going to ban me from anything.”

Britta felt a cold chill run down her back. She stood up and looked Stan in the eyes as best she could considering their height difference. “How did you know my name?”
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                “Britta, don’t worry, your secrets safe with me.” Stan smiled infuriatingly.

“How did you find out my name?” repeated Britta tersely.

“I know a lot more that that. I know why you’re so special to APE and what you can do. I can help you. We can find out what’s going on here, together.”

Britta felt betrayed and very vulnerable. She looked up at the sky. “You were supposed to stop him bothering me, not help him.”

Stan followed her gaze upwards. “Oh, are we being observed. I suppose that makes sense.” He didn’t sound bothered by it.

“Ah,” said Dr Reedy. “I’m sorry, Britta. This shouldn’t have…” Her voice trailed off.

“Dr Reedy?” said Stan. “Is that you?”

“Yes, Stanley. This really isn’t appropriate behaviour. I’ll have to speak to your father. Again.”

“Go ahead. Would you like his private number?” He had a smug smile on his face like he was finding the whole thing amusing.

“How did he know my name?” shouted Britta. There seemed no point keeping her cool in this situation. “Isn’t that a breach of my privacy?”

“I’m very, very sorry,” said Dr Reedy. “He must have seen some confidential files belonging to his father.”

“Or his father just told him.”

“We don’t want to start making unfounded accusations,” said Dr Reedy, like rules mattered to her. It only made Britta madder.

“I think you should focus on what you did wrong first, don’t you?” said Britta. “I’ll make all the accusations I want until you tell me how this piece of crap got hold of my private information. That’s the only thing I care about, and if I want to point fingers at his scumbag Dad I will. Or is that under NDA, too? Because I don’t really care if it is, since NDA’s don’t seem to count for much around here.” 

“I completely agree,” said Stan. “Security around APE proprietary material has always been shockingly lax.” His obvious enjoyment of the situation he’d created was unbearable.

“Look at him!” Britta pointed at him. “He’s not even worried about getting into trouble.”

“Britta, please, give me a chance to—”

“I already gave you a chance, and look what happened. I’ll make it very simple. Either you kick him out of the game permanently or I’m out.”

“Britta, please, we have a contract. We’ve made a serious investment.”

“Yes, a contract which you broke!” It was hard to believe she was trying to use some kind of legal argument, like they’d take her to court if she didn’t keep to the agreement they’d made. They were the ones who should be worried about being sued. “I don’t care about the money, you can have it back.”

“Oh, they’re paying you?” said Stan. “I didn’t know that. Must be nice.”

“Shut up!” snapped Britta.  “Have you any idea how scary it is for this psycho to have my details? Does he know where I live? Is he going to stalk me and stuff me in the boot of his car?”

“Britta, I’m sure there—”

“Sure? You’re sure? Sure of what? That he isn’t an internet nutjob? Because I’m sure he is.”

“She’s right,” said Stan, “I could very well be on the spectrum. It’s been mentioned before.”

If she’d been a bit bigger, and better at fighting, she would have hit him.

“Look,” said Dr Reedy attempting to take control of the situation, “I can see you’re upset, and not without reason. I’m completely on your side here, Britta. Please believe me when I tell you that. Just take a moment to calm down and wait for me to speak to his father. He assured me he’d take care of this and now that his son has exposed us to a serious financial liability, I’m certain he’ll take the necessary steps to bring about a swift resolution to this matter.”

Britta wasn’t convinced. She was speaking in PR mode, the way Mum did when she gave talks at her company AGM. Britta usually had to serve as proxy audience to help her practice and recognised the carefully worded sentences that sounded firm and committed, but actually meant nothing except ‘I’ll try’ and ‘I can’t promise anything.’

“I’m not sure what financial risk you think I pose,” said Stan, still completely unfazed. “I’m under the same NDA as everyone else in New World. I can’t tell anyone about our special girl.”

“That’s not quite how the NDA works,” said Dr Reedy. Her voice was conciliatory when talking to Britta, but with Stan her irritation was barely restrained. “I’m going to talk with Sir Kenneth now. Both of you, please wait there and don’t do anything until I’ve had a chance to sort this out. Remember, you’re being recorded.”

Britta sat down on the rock, seething. She stared at the mountain in front of her, her glaring intense enough to bore a tunnel through the rock. She could feel the smug git watching her, his confidence in his own immunity to punishment impossible to ignore. She could only conclude he was right and that he wouldn’t get into any trouble. That was the great thing about being born into the right family—rules didn’t apply to you.

But they weren’t in the real world, they were in this one. And the person who rules didn’t apply to was her. She just had to find a way to use it to destroy the people causing her problems. 
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                “Did you know about me the first time we met?” Britta asked Stan. “Is that why you wanted to party up?”

Stan smiled the smile of someone utterly at peace with their own despicableness. “Kind of. I knew there was something odd about the way the game reacted to you, but I didn’t know exactly what. I don’t think they’d figured it out at that point. I don’t think they still have. I wasn’t expecting the dwarf and all that, though. I’m guessing, neither were you.”

Listening to him, she could tell he was more interested in the unusual game interaction than wanting to mess with her. She was nothing but a button to push to see what happened.

“Why do you even care? Why can’t you just leave me alone and read the reports or whatever?”

He snorted, like she’d said something ridiculous. “Don’t you see what this is? Or at least what it could be?”

“It’s probably just a bug or some hacker messing with APE.”

“Oh, no,” said Stan. “No, no. This is so much more than that. There’s no hacker. They’ve searched the whole system looking for a breach. They found nothing.”

“That doesn’t mean—”

“Okay,” he cut in. “Sure, it could be some genius twelve year old on his home made super computer like in some shitty Hollywood movie, but think about this. People are willing to send spacecraft to Mars and beyond, hoping to find some fossilised remains of an ancient bacteria or microbe. The idea of life somewhere other than on Earth consumes us, and intelligent life is even more of an obsession. Wouldn’t you want to meet a thinking, sentient being that wasn’t a human with dumb human concerns? Wouldn’t you want to know what that life form thought was important? What they thought the meaning of life was? How they saw existence?”

He was so absorbed by his own ideas, Britta felt like he’d forgotten she was here until he stopped talking and looked at her.

“It’s just a game,” she said.

“Is it? This whole project was never meant to be some imaginary playground, it was much more than that. But they needed a framework for people to experience it in and the system was built by nerds.” He looked up at the sky. “Nerds!” he yelled. “So obviously they came up with this Dungeons and Dragons theme park. But that’s just the skin on top of the frame. It’s not just a game. It’s a living thing. With a mind of its own. And you’re the only one it wants to talk to, for some reason.”

His eyes were positively glowing. He looked half-mad, half-high on drugs.

“I can help. I don’t want to take anything away from you, I don’t want to take over. This is your show, you’re the lead character. But I can be your wingman. Watch your six. Keep an eye out for trouble.”

“You are the trouble!” said Britta. She didn’t disagree it would help to have someone to back her up, she just disagreed with who he thought that should be. “You already tried to take over and push me out.”

Stan pulled a face and tilted his head from side to side. “Yes, I admit that’s true, but I was reacting in the moment. Yes, my decisions weren’t the best, and maybe my self-serving nature kicked in and tried to take charge, but that’s only because I didn’t understand what was happening and it seemed like the best course of action at the time. You were new and inexperienced, I thought I would do a better job. It was only after I went back and talked to my father that I realised how wrong I’d been. I apologise.”

Britta considered him no more sincere than Dr Reedy. He was just saying whatever he thought would win her over and make her trust him. But she would never trust him. Even if he played along at first, eventually he would try to take over. It was his self-serving nature.

“You don’t have anything to say?” he asked after a long pause she refused to fill.

She crossed her arms and stared straight ahead. “I’m waiting for Dr Reedy to come back and kick you out.”

He shook his head. “That’s never going to happen. It just isn’t. And they won’t let you leave, either. You’re too important to the project. They’ll set their lawyers on you and threaten to take everything you have. Your house, your job, your savings…”

From what he said, he seemed to think she was older, an adult, which meant he didn’t have full information on her, which was some small comfort.

“Just give me a chance. A probationary period. You won’t regret it, and I’ll do a much better job than that dullard Lord Jim. He may seem like a nice guy, but it’s all an act. He’ll stab you in the back the first chance he gets.”

If he’d said that earlier, she would have thought he was just being malicious, but recent events had already proven his words to be true.

“He already stabbed me in the back,” said Britta, unable to hide her bitterness.

Stan looked a little confused. “Wait, you’re out here because they kicked you?”

She glared at him. He started laughing. 

“It isn’t funny.”

“No, no. He’s a scumbag.” He carried on laughing regardless. “What did he want?”

“They took my cloak. The Cloak of the Dorf.”

“Oh, is that the special item Dr Reedy made for you? To help you take down the dwarf?”

He seemed to know about it already so there was no point denying it. “It won’t help. The game won’t let me meet the dwarf while I have the cloak.” She knew she shouldn’t tell him anything, but the need to complain about Lord Jim’s behaviour was too great and she had no one else to bitch to. 

“Then it isn’t too bad a loss.”

“It’s my cloak!” shouted Britta.

“Okay, okay.”

There was a shimmering at the exit. Lord Jim and the rest of his party emerged. They looked extremely pleased with themselves. Lord Jim wore the cloak around his shoulders. Her cloak.

“Hey, how about this,” said Stan, “how about I get your cloak back for you? Think of it as my audition.” He raised his bow and pulled an arrow out of the quiver on his belt.

There were four of them, five including the fairy, and only one of him. She had no intention of teaming up with him, but she was curious how he planned to defeat all of them on his own. 
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                Lord Jim stood with his hands on his hips and Britta’s cloak fluttering around him. It suited him, hanging down to just below his waist and not dragging along behind like it did with Britta.

“What do you think you’re doing,” he said to Stan who had his bow string pulled back, one eye peering down the length of an arrow. “This isn’t a PVP zone.”

Stan shot him. 

The arrow was no more than a blur until it hit Lord Jim’s left thigh. 

Lord Jim let out a yell. “What the hell?” He drew his sword, the arrow in his leg more of an inconvenience than a major injury. “Everyone, take him!” 

At Lord Jim’s command, the rest of the team fanned out. They didn’t charge Stan even though they outnumbered him five to one.

Stan ignored the people flanking him on either side and shot an arrow into Lord Jim’s other thigh.

Lord Jim grimaced but it didn’t look like the arrows had hurt him very much. He took a step forward and fell over.

“Shit! He poisoned me,” wailed Jim. “That’s cheating.” 

“Stop whining,” said Stan. “Of course I’m cheating. How else do you beat a bunch of cheaters?”

Britta didn’t like any of these people and would have been very happy to see them all kill each other, but she had to agree with Stan’s approach. No point playing the good guy when everyone else was trying to stab you in the back.

Tal got behind Stan and tried to stab him in the back. 

Three daggers struck Stan in quick succession. He ignored them.

“What the hell?” shouted Tal. “How didn’t any of those crit?”

“Can’t backstab me,” said Stan. “Cape of Reflection.” He patted his shoulder where he had a small cape that barely covered the top of one arm. “Broken as shit, doesn’t even drop in the game anymore. Cost me a fortune in the Auction House.” He shot an arrow into Tal’s chest. She collapsed and lay sprawled out, flat on her back.

Rarebit had been firing off arrows all this time, but they all missed. Stan wasn’t even moving but they all whizzed past him. Rarebit walked closer and closer continuously shooting arrows but getting no closer to hitting his target, his face growing more and more irate.

“Don’t bother, you’re too low-level. Come back when you level up five or six times.” Stan raised his own bow and then stumbled back as Fizz came flying in, buzzing around his face like a kamikaze mosquito.

Stan still managed to release the arrow. It hit Rarebit in the head, going in one temple and out the other, like a joke arrow. Rarebit died instantly, disappearing the moment he hit the ground, leaving behind his bow.

“Damn, didn’t mean to do that.” Stan batted away the fairy. “You know, you can level up these things a lot quicker with some fairy dust. It’s a bit pay to win, but much more efficient.” Stan pulled a small cloth pouch out of somewhere and emptied it in the air. A cloud of gold dust enveloped the fairy. 

She stopped buzzing about and hovered, sparkling dust raining down. She spun around like a ballerina, arms outstretched, and then fell to the floor. The dust collected around her body forming a golden cocoon. 

“She’ll upgrade to a full fairy queen when she emerges. If she emerges.” Stan raised his boot and stamped on the cocoon, flattening it.

“Nooo!” screamed Lord Jim, dragging himself along the ground, his legs limp and useless.

“Don’t worry,” said Stan. “You can always buy another one.”

“You’ll pay for that,” shouted Jim, tears falling from his eyes.

“Sure,” said Stan. He put his hand in the leather bag hanging from his belt and took out a handful of gold coins. He dropped them in the dirt in front of Lord Jim’s face.  “Buy two.”

“You’re a scumbag,” spat Tal. She was on her back, an arrow sticking out of her chest. Her legs were bending and stretching in an effort to get back on her feet but her upper body seemed to be stuck to the ground. Her arms were spread wide but only the hands moved, flapping about like fish out of water. “You won’t get away with this.”

“I will get away with this,” said Stan. He picked up Lord Jim’s sword.

“Only because of your father,” said Lord Jim bitterly. “If it wasn’t for him, you’d be nothing, Daddy’s Boy.”

“Well duh. Obviously. That’s how nepotism works, you moron. That’s how it’s always worked. You think they used to choose kings and queens on merit? You think they vote for the people in charge now because of their progressive economic policies? People who have power like to keep it in the family, away from plebs like you.”

Stan walked over to Tal and raised the sword over his head. “Interesting fact. If I chop off your head, you respawn with your head intact. If I chop off your hand, you respawn with a hand missing.” He brought the sword down, cutting off her right hand.

There was no blood, just a number ‘7’ that floated away. Tal screamed.

“Don’t worry, you can buy a hook from the cash shop. All different colours. Makes it a bit hard to throw daggers, but great fun if you want to accessorise your outfit.” He brought the sword down again and chopped off her other hand.

Britta winced. It was an extremely unfair fight. Stan had all sorts of amazing items that would have made him OP against high-level characters, and these were just level three and four. She was witnessing a massacre but the lack of blood made it seem less real, oddly comedic, and thoroughly deserved.
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                “And what do you think you’re doing?” Stan asked Father Paddy.

Father Paddy had been hanging back, his hands together, his eyes closed in prayer. If he was casting spells they didn’t seem to be having much effect. Two of his teammates were lying helpless on the ground, one was dead and another had been flattened and was stuck to the bottom of Stan’s shoe.

“Are you trying to use Cure Poison?” said Stan. “Because I haven’t poisoned anyone.”

Father Paddy eyes opened, a look of confusion filling his face. “But you said…”

“No, he said that.” Stan pointed at Lord Jim. “These are Arrows of Paralysis. Magic arrows, not dipped in any homemade concoctions. Can’t cure their effect, you can only save against them. If you’re high enough level. Which none of you are.” He pulled another arrow out of the quiver on his back. 

Now that she looked, Britta could see the arrow glowed slightly.

“Each arrow costs a small fortune. I’ve got five hundred.” He walked up to Father Paddy who squeezed his eyes shut and rapidly mouthed something. “Buffing yourself won’t help.”

Stan didn’t bother using his bow, he just stabbed Father Paddy with the arrow in his fist like it was a dagger. Right in his face.

Father Paddy howled and then disappeared.

“I don’t like priests,” said Stan. “Dodgy people.”

He walked back to Tal and picked up her hands. They were small and didn’t look real with the stumps the same colour as the rest, like they were from a doll. “You can have these reattached, you know? If you can find them, that is.” He drop kicked the hands one after the other.

They popped off his foot and soared high into the air, and then fell into the ravine behind them, disappearing into the trees.

“You’re sick,” shouted Lord Jim. “You psycho.”

“Don’t be so melodramatic,” said Stan. “These are just alts you made to run the mines. I’m not destroying your mains, am I? You can start new characters and be back to where you are now in a couple of days.”

Both Lord Jim and Tal kept quiet, indicating to Britta that what Stan said was true. He wasn’t completely insane, he was going overboard with these characters because he knew they weren’t important. Although that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be just as ruthless if they had been their main characters.

“But if you have some sentimental attachment to these lowbies, don’t worry. I won’t stop you fixing them up. Here, let me help.” He picked up Tal so she was upright again. She was less than half his size, so he was able to hold her up quite easily. Then he began running with her.

Tal’s arms were fixed in position, straight out on either side like a kid pretending to have wings. She could move her legs, but Stan running while holding her by the collar and belt forced her to run too. They reached the edge of the ravine and Stan released her like a toy aeroplane.

She flew into the air. And then dropped, screaming.

Stan cupped his hands around his mouth. “I think I saw your hands fall to the left.”

Britta leaned over to watch as Tal plummeted into the trees. 

“No, more to the left,” shouted Stan. He shook his head. “Some people never listen.”

“You’ve had your fun,” said Lord Jim, his hands under him, pushing up the top part of his body like a yoga position. “Just kill me and get it over with.”

“I can’t do that, Jim. You have to give back what you took. Oh wait, I should have mentioned that first, shouldn’t I? Think of all the trouble we could have avoided if I’d told you what I wanted before killing your friends. I’m not very good at this threatening to get what you want business. Silly me.”

Lord Jim glared at Stan and then at Britta. “You think I’m going to return it now? There’s nothing else you can do to me. And like you said, this is just an alt. Take the cloak if you want, you won’t be able to use it unless I hand it over.”

Britta stood up. Even if she couldn’t use the cloak, at least she’d have it back.

Stan raised a hand to stop her. “Hold on. I said I’d get your cloak back—I meant in working order. Jim, do you really think I can’t do anything else to you? Do you really want to go to war over a cloak you stole?”

“I didn’t steal it,” said Jim through gritted teeth. “She gave it to me.”

“Oh, Jim,” said Stan sadly. “Are you going to play the victim? Because I can make you a real one. Do you know what these are?” 

Stan held out a pair of black iron handcuffs. Lord Jim’s eyes widened. 

“Penitentiary Shackles,” said Stan. “I put these on you, you always respawn in the city jail. It’s tied directly to your account. Doesn’t matter which character you use, you wake up in prison.” He shook the shackles in Lord Jim’s face. They rattled and clanked. “It was an idea they tried in Alpha. Thought it would be cute to lock up troublemakers, but it was just too boring. Who wants to travel to a fantasy world just to be locked always in a cell 24/7? No one, right?”

Lord Jim’s mouth tightened into a hard line. “Here.” He ripped the cloak from his neck, awkwardly rolling about in the dirt to get it off. He threw it at Britta.

Britta hurried over and picked it out of the dirt. 

“Happy?” said Lord Jim, dripping vitriol.

“Not yet,” said Stan. 

He raised the sword and brought it down into the back of Lord Jim’s neck. He vanished.

Stan turned to Britta. “One cloak, as promised. Did I pass the audition?”
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                Britta held the cloak to her chest. It was warm and comforting, although the fur collar tickled her nose. The material was like thick velvet, the nap changing from rough to smooth as her fingers brushed across its surface. Realer than the real thing.

“Thank you, for getting my cloak back. I appreciate it, even if you went a bit psycho to do it.”

Stan grinned. “A little bit of psycho isn’t always a bad thing.”

“If it was only a little bit, you’d be right. I don’t trust you, Stan. I think you’d be okay as long as it suited you, but as soon as you wanted things your own way, you’d try to take over.”

“You know,” said Stan as he put his bow over his shoulder and picked up the items left behind on the floor by the dead party, “trust is overrated. Everyone will eventually betray you. That’s just life. People’s priorities change. People change. Nobody has ever been a hundred percent reliable. I’d put myself at twenty five percent, tops. And that’s on a good day.”

“You’re not much of a salesman, are you?”

“Nope. Don’t need to be when you’ve got what people want.” He raised his eyebrows suggestively.

“Please don’t do that.”

Stan made a serious face. “Sorry.” It was more sarcastic than apologetic, but it was still quite friendly. Killing all those people seemed to have relaxed him, which in itself was worrying.

“If I can’t trust you, why should I team up with you? Isn’t that just stupid? Deep down, I think you’re a bad person.”

Stan laughed. “Yes, I suppose that’s fair. But you’re missing the point. You don’t need to trust me if you can control me, and in here you can. In the real world you’d be right. You should run in the opposite direction as fast as your legs can carry you. The real world is a horribly unfair place where someone like me has all the advantages. I can make people do things they don’t want to and thank me for it. Lord Jim was right, I was born lucky. I can get away with being a complete dick, and I do. It’s great. But there’s a limit to what I can achieve in the real world because the real world has limitations. It’s boring, Britta. Very, very boring.”

“And running around in here bullying people is fun?”

“No. Well, yes, but that’s not what’s so special about this world. Look around.” He raised his arms and presented the world to her. “Looks just like the real thing, doesn’t it? That’s the least interesting thing about it. We don’t need a replica of the real thing, even one with dragons and elves, we have the potential for something so much better. Without the restrictions. No death. No laws of physics. Choose how you look, how strong you are, how fast you move. Everything the universe tells you is just the way it is, isn’t. Not here. You’re only limited by your imagination.”

Britta looked around. It was like a pleasant summer’s day. Wind blowing gently, the sun bright and warm. It was very much like the real thing. Familiar. But he was right, it could be more than that. She was only just starting to see that. 

“Unfortunately,” continued Stan, “the imaginations of the people involved has been quite limited. They at least allowed for magic, a way for us to stretch and pull on the fabric of reality, but that’s only a small first step. They’ve created life. Or at least I think they have. Maybe a confused child, maybe a god. Who knows? But you’re the one who it contacted. You want to know why you can trust me? You’re the only one worth being loyal to in this world, Britta.”

The more he spoke, the more important and special she felt. She knew it was a dangerous thing to revel in. She had got carried away with the warmth and friendship Lord Jim’s crew had shown her, and that hadn’t turned out well for her. Thanks to Stan, it hadn’t turned out well for them either, but that was no reason to make the same mistake again. 

It was a nice feeling though, to be considered worth being loyal to.

“Britta?” said Dr Reedy. “I think I’ve come up with a solution to our problem.”

“Yes?” said Britta, glad to have been distracted from her thoughts before she made a decision she might regret. Maybe it would be best to let Dr Reedy sort this out.

“Did you speak to my father?” asked Stan, as calm and unflustered as ever.

“I did. He agreed that you have acted in a very inappropriate manner, and he will deal with you personally. But as regards New World, it’s been decided that we’ll ensure that Stanley is removed from the game when you are online. As soon as you log in, he will be logged out and blocked from entering until you log out.”

Stan rolled his eyes and shook his head, but didn’t say anything else. Britta considered it a reasonable compromise.

“What about my personal information?”

“Yes,” said Dr Reedy. “Sir Kenneth assured me it was only a very small amount of your file Stanley had access to. He asked me to apologise about that and assure you any and all private details will remain confidential, and if by chance that isn’t the case, he’s put up Stanley’s car as a bond. Ownership will transfer to you if your identity is released into the public domain.”

“What?” said Stan loudly.

“I believe the car is currently worth two and a half million pounds.”

Britta had no idea what a two and a half million pound car looked like or that one even existed. She looked at Stan having a minor epileptic fit and wondered where he drove around in it. Not down to the shops to grab some milk.

“It’s worth more than that,” Stan managed to wheeze out through his laboured breathing. “The old man really knows how to twist the knife.”

“I hope that will be acceptable, Britta. We’ll log him out immediately and you can carry on in peace.”

“Wait, wait,” said Stan. “Aren’t you jumping to conclusions, Dr Reedy? Maybe she doesn’t want to carry on playing solo. Britta?”

Britta looked at him, flushed and eyes manic. He was clearly unstable. But he had proved to be quite useful. She took a deep breath.

“I’d like to talk to my parents first.”

“Parents?” said Stan. “How old are you?”

Britta logged out.
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                Britta pushed up the visor on the helmet and blinked a few times. It took a moment for her body to register her wet clothes and the uncomfortable stickiness around her armpits, but she stayed where she was and stared up at her bedroom ceiling.

It was very quiet. Slowly, sounds from outside the window filtered through to her. A car accelerating, a bird squawking, the neighbour’s dog. They felt alien to her and then familiar and then nothing as they disappeared back into the background.

She lay there thinking for ten minutes or so, wondering what to do. Dr Reedy’s solution did seem to be a reasonable one. If Stan couldn’t enter the game while she was playing, she wouldn’t have to worry about him anymore. He wouldn’t be able to harass her if they were never on the server at the same time.

There was also the matter of him knowing her personal information, but did she really care if he told people her name? Who would be interested? It was more a matter of him hunting her down in real life but he didn’t seem to know a lot about her other than her name.

And if he did turn up on her doorstep, it might even be worth it if she got two million pounds for the inconvenience. She’d have to sell the car first, of course. Where do you sell a car like that? Not on eBay.

Britta sat up and cringed as her t-shirt clung to her. She quickly got up, towelled herself off and changed her clothes. She went downstairs to get something to eat and talk to Dad. He would definitely have a view on the matter and a strong idea of what would be her best course of action. His opinions usually helped her come to a decision, even if it was by convincing her of what not to do.

She walked into the kitchen to find Mum on her own, sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee held up to her mouth but not drinking from it. She was staring out of the window over the kitchen sink, lost in thought. It was only when Britta moved the chair next to her to sit down that she snapped back to the present.

“Oh, you’ve finished playing for the day are you?”

Britta shrugged. “Not sure. Where’s Dad?”

“He’s in his pod.” She popped the P like she was saying a strange alien word. “It’s odd when you’re both off in your game. I know you’re just in the other room, but it feels like I’m the only person left in the world.” She sipped her coffee and pulled a face. “Cold.”

“Sorry,” said Britta.

Mum smiled. “Not your fault. I should have finished drinking it instead of daydreaming.”

“No, I mean for leaving you alone in the world.”

“It’s not like that. Actually, it’s nice to sometimes take a break from normal life. Remind yourself where you are. That’s the attraction of things like your game, isn’t it? Getting to do the things you can’t normally do. I can’t say I would want to run around with a sword chasing orcs, but everyone likes a change now and again, don’t they?”

“What would you do?” asked Britta. “If you could enter a world where all things are possible, even the impossible?”

Mum considered it for a moment. “Well, there are people who have a very clear idea of what they want to do, aren’t there? Climb Everest, go to the moon, you know, an ambition they’ve had since childhood. I’ve never been like that. I think I’m more the kind of person who takes life as it comes and tries to make the best decisions I can. I’m quite boring like that, but I find it satisfying to carefully choose the best return on an investment.”

Britta suppressed an eye roll. Even in her fantasies, Mum was ultra-sensible.

“I saw that,” said Mum. “That’s just how I am in real life, but if I was in a world where it didn’t really matter what I chose, if I couldn’t die or lose all my money, I think I would probably choose the opposite of what common sense told me to do.”

“You would?” said Britta, surprised.

“Hmm. Not because I have any desire to do stupid things, but just to see the results, maybe even succeed against the odds. I think it would be very scary but also very exhilarating. I mean, you could just fly around on a dragon or something, for the novelty factor, I’m sure that would be fun, too. But taking out a loan at a disadvantageous interest rate, opening a business in a marketplace already dominated by a well-established market leader and prising control away from them, oh, well, I imagine that would be quite a rush.”

Britta snapped her mouth shut and didn’t say anything. It had almost been a touching moment where she learned something romantic about her mother’s aspirations and dreams, but it turned out her fantasy world was one where she would own the next Amazon. 

Mum sat there looking slightly flushed, staring into space, probably imagining herself sitting in Jeff Bezos chair.

There was something to what she had said though. To do the opposite of what common sense told you, to take risks that were skewed away from the usual bad consequences, was an opportunity you didn’t get in real life. Occasionally you would hear about people who had gone out on a limb, put all their money on black and won, but there were always thousands more who did the same and failed miserably. You didn’t hear much about them because feel bad stories didn’t make the best clickbait.

There was a sound in the hall and Dad strolled into the kitchen. He was wearing nothing but a small pair of swimming trunks.

“It’s definitely much more comfortable with fewer clothes,” he said. “I might try it naked next time.”

Mum looked at him and then at Britta. “It would be nice if there was somewhere you could make all your non-sensible choices and get them out of your system. Save you having to make them in the real world.”

“What does that mean?” said Dad scratching his paunch.

“Nothing. Your daughter wanted to talk to you.”

“Actually,” said Britta. “I’m fine. Just hungry.” She got up and went to the fridge. She should have something to eat and have a shower before going back into the game.
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                Britta returned to her room once she’d eaten. Dad did try to ask her about what had happened but she said she was still figuring out what to do about the dwarf. She didn’t mention Stan knowing her private details because she knew both her parents would have a fit about it and stop her playing the game. 

They might eventually let her back in after talking to Dr Reedy and getting various assurances, but the decision would no longer be Britta’s. They were her parents and she was technically a child, so it was their job to step in when they felt things were getting out of hand. Britta understood that. But she was also capable of making her own choices, especially in a world that wasn’t real.

Choosing what path to take and seeing where it took you was what was great about the game, especially because you had the opportunity to take the path you normally wouldn’t. 

Britta wanted to go against her normally restrained and careful approach to life. It was safer, but it also meant missing out on a lot of stuff. Stuff like doing something you knew was probably going to end badly, just for the hell of it.

She had a sense that she was only just starting the game now. Everything that came before was like an extension of the tutorial. A way for her to learn the basics. She hadn’t really understood what the point was, other than to admire the realism of digital fakery.

She took a shower and got dressed. There was a slight tug in her mind, urging her to put on the helmet and get back into New World, but she ignored it. Instead, she went through her school books and made sure she was up to date with everything she needed to do. She set up a planner on her computer and set aside time each day to do homework and stay ahead of any coursework.

Being organised came easily to Britta, so it didn’t take long. She was determined to keep on top of her studies and to do it as efficiently as possible. The game was very time consuming and would probably only become more so. She had no intention of turning into some helpless addict who lost sight of their real life because it was more fun to live a pretend one. She liked her hair clean and her complexion clear and intended to keep them both that way.

Once everything was done and neatly put away in her bag for school tomorrow, Britta lay down on the bed and put on the helmet.

She emerged from the Temple of Roha into a bright, sunny afternoon. She realised she had never been here at night, even when it was night at home. Perhaps they hadn’t implemented a night time mode yet. 

The first thing she did was go to the Adventurer’s Guild building which was opposite the temple. She walked up to the receptionist and asked about where to store things she didn’t want to carry around, where to sell swords and armour she found in dungeons and how to train in using weapons. It was clear to her she would have to get better at defending herself.

Now that she had a clearer idea of what she wanted to do, it became a lot easier asking questions. She no longer felt awkward and embarrassed showing how little she knew. She peppered the receptionist with questions, her only concern being to get the information she needed and not forget to ask something and have to waste time coming back later.

The receptionist was very helpful. There was a bank where you could store items and money. They charged a small fee. The local smithy was the best place to sell stuff like weapons and armour. You could get more from the Auction House, but only if you found a buyer—not many people were looking for a rusty kobold sword. Training in weapons was available from the guild. You could sign up for a series of workouts like you were signing up for a yoga class. 

Britta decided the training could wait for now. She went to the bank, which had appeared on her map once the receptionist mentioned it, and opened an account. She stored the Cloak of the Dorf in a small room only she could enter. There was just the one door for everyone, but it took each person to their own private storage space.

The blacksmith bought the equipment she had picked up and used it for scrap. He gave her six coppers for all of it, which was practically nothing. It really wasn’t worth the effort of carrying it out of the dungeon.

Once she’d got all that out of the way, she checked her map for Stan. He was still registered as her friend so he would show up as a blue dot. He was at the mine. 

If she could see him, then he could see her. He must have known she had logged back in but he hadn’t tried to contact her. He was waiting, leaving her to decide for herself. This was too important to him to risk screwing up by being a jackass.

She sent him a message that she would meet him by the entrance to the mine and got a simple ‘Okay’ in return. 

Donald took less than ten minutes to get her there. The queue for the mines wasn’t as long as it had been and there were no high-level characters organising things. People had given up on the idea of finding the rumoured dwarf and the line to the epic version had once again become huge.

Stan was waiting. He saw her approach and waved in case she hadn’t seen him. 

She climbed off Donald who wandered off.

“If we do this, we do it my way. I might not know what I’m doing but I still get to make the decisions. We aren’t equal partners.”

Stan nodded.

“You’re going to have to get rid of all your OP items,” said Britta. “It won’t let us meet the dwarf if we have broken gear.”

“Oh... okay. Just the stuff I was wearing last time?”

“Yes. You can’t have it in your inventory, either. You have to put it in the bank or get rid of it.”

Stan nodded and then walked over to the other queue. He spoke to a tall man in full metal armour waiting to go into the epic version and began handing over items. A dagger, a ring, a cloak. Some scrolls, a small leather bag, a stick that could have been a wand. The recipient took them with wide eyes, thanking Stan profusely.

“He’s in my guild,” said Stan when he returned looking lighter. “I’ll get them off him later.”

“What if he doesn’t want to give them back?” 

“I’ll kill him,” said Stan, smiling. “I’m joking.”

“I don’t think you’re joking,” said Britta.

“You probably think I’m going to wait until the right time and then turn on you and it’s a terrible mistake to trust me, right?”

“Probably,” said Britta.

“But you’re going to do this anyway.”

“Yes.”

Stan’s smile turned into a grin. “I think we’ll get on just fine.”
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                Stan adjusted his clothing and checked his equipment. Britta’s clothing would probably fall apart if she pulled too hard on the straps, and she didn’t have any equipment to speak of. She had some money now, but she was afraid to change her set up in case it prevented her from triggering the dwarf story line. 

It probably wouldn’t, she could only afford slightly better gear than what she already had on, but it didn’t seem like it would be worth the risk. The dwarf would still be able to kill her in a single punch.

“There’s a lot of questions I’d like to ask you,” said Stan. “But I won’t. I respect your right to privacy.”

Britta looked at him with a sideways glance. “Thanks.”

“You lead the way, I’ll be your trusty sidekick. Well, I’ll be your sidekick, at least. This will be fun.” 

“I don’t mind if you lead the way,” said Britta.

Stan raised a curious eyebrow, and then settled into a knowing smirk. “Human shield. I like the way you think.”

Britta didn’t say anything. There was a long silence as they stood there.

They were second in line for the mines with a party of four in colour coordinated clothes. There were two fighters; a big one with a giant shield and a smaller one with two swords; a female with a hooded cloak that hid her face; and a short, round man in what looked like a chainmail dress. She wasn’t sure what class the last two were. What made them stand out, though, was how they had all chosen garments that were bright red with gold trim.

They looked like idiots, but they chatted excitedly about what to do once they were inside.

“We don’t have to wait, you know?” said Stan.

“It won’t take that long.”

“I could loan you some money, if you like,” said Stan. “You know, so you could get a decent weapon.” 

“No thanks,” said Britta. “I want to try and repeat what we did last time, as much as possible. And I don’t plan to kill anyone.”

“That’s going to make levelling up a bit tricky. Are you a pacifist now?” 

“No. You don’t have to always fight to win.”

Stan scrunched up his eyebrows. “Sure, if you’re on a quest to find something, but in a dungeon? It’s kill or be killed.”

“Not the way I play the game.”

The barrier over the mine entrance flashed blue and the four ahead of them went in.

“So, you want me to hold fire when we see the dwarf?” asked Stan, plucking at his bowstring.

“I’m not sure it’ll have any effect if you hit him, but yeah, pretty much. Wait until I give you the signal.”

“And what will the signal be?”

“Me screaming, probably,” said Britta.

The entrance flashed blue again. “You first,” said Britta.

Stan nodded and entered. Britta waited a second, and then followed.

The tunnel was dark. Stan lit a torch and his face glowed in the reflected orange light. “Looks the same,” he said.

Britta nodded. “We didn’t see anything unusual until the first room.”

Stan turned and led the way. 

The first room looked like it always did. Four exits, three of them with traps that lowered slabs of stone to block them off. They stood in the tunnel, peering in.

Last time, a kobold had appeared running for its life. The dwarf had been close behind. She didn’t know if it would all begin from the start or carry on from where they’d left off. She didn’t know if this was the right dungeon, either.

They waited but nothing happened.

“This is the right dungeon,” said Stan confidently.

“How do you know?”

“There would have been a patrol by now, otherwise.”

It was a reasonable point. But hardly conclusive.

Britta opened her map. “We’ll go to the temple.”

“What temple?” said Stan.

“Follow me.” She set off, remembering to skip over the twine stretched across the opening. She stopped. “The tunnels were all blocked off last time we were here. That’s how we got split up.”

“So? The dungeon probably resets after a certain amount of time.”

She had a bad feeling. She raised her hand and made a ball of light. It went shooting down the tunnel.

“How did you do that?” said Stan, astonished. “What class are you?”

The sounds of running feet echoed down the tunnel. A figure appeared in the distance. From behind it, there was a deafening howl.

Britta turned. “Run!”

Her foot caught the tripwire. The slab of stone fell behind her with a crash, trapping Stan, the kobold and the dwarf in the tunnel behind her.

Britta winced. He was never going to believe that was an accident.
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                There was banging from the other side of the stone slab. Loud, desperate shouting. Britta heard both Stan and the kobold yelling for her to unblock the opening, but she had no way of doing that. It was nice that they had joined forces, even if it was only to scream at her.

And over the top of all their pounding and shouting was the howl of the banshee-possessed dwarf closing in. They were going to die.

Britta made a decision. She opened her status screen and went to the group page. She was the party leader, as expected. She tapped on Stanley’s Cameo and kicked him out of the party. Just like old times.

Once that was done she sent him a message. She tapped it out on the keyboard that appeared in the air in front of her, accompanied by the sounds of a kobold being ripped apart. Even before she’d finished typing she was moving away, down the east tunnel, now very aware of not setting off any more traps.

She sent the message and hoped Stan would be calm enough to follow instructions. She heard the stone slab being lifted, scraping the walls on either side. She couldn’t see it because she was already running.

With the map open in front of her and a ball of light in her hand, she raced along the route to the middle of the map. That’s where the stairs to the lower level were. She ignored everything else other than trap placements. She knew the dwarf would be after her. It did feel a little like the game made sure he knew where she was, but she had no proof of that. He might just have an uncanny ability to track gnomes.

She reached the central room and raced down the steps. The tunnels down there were like spaghetti but the map clearly showed the path she needed to take. She got to the ladder without any sign of the dwarf. She couldn’t even hear the howling. 

It was a long ladder that seemed to go on forever inside the pitch black shaft. She needed both hands and had dropped her ball of light. Finally, her head popped out into another tunnel, this one with a blast of cold air running through it.

The exit wasn’t very far. She ran out even though there was nothing behind her, but she wasn’t going to get caught out at the last minute the way they did in horror movies. The monster always makes one more appearance at the end.

Stan was waiting for her, just as she’d told him to. She was gasping for air and couldn’t speak at first. He stood there, waiting for her to catch her breath.

“It was an accident,” she managed to blurt out.

“I know.”

“You did the same to me last time. I didn’t want you to think I was trying to get you back.”

“I didn’t,” said Stan. He seemed to be taking it very well. “Like you said, I did the same to you. It’s hard to stay cool when that thing turns up. I think the howling might have some kind of magical effect. Confusion or stupidity or something.”

Britta stood up straight after took a deep breath. “Okay. Try again?”

Stan nodded. “That was quick thinking, to get us both out before we got killed and had to wait a whole day. Very smart.”

Whether he was trying to flatter her or not, he was right. It had been smart, and it had also been fun. She had made snap decisions in a way she had never even tried before. It didn’t matter if they were the right ones, it only mattered that she didn’t waste time and followed through. If she was wrong, she’d die. But if she was right, but too slow, she’d also die. Just going for it and accepting it could all go horribly wrong was freeing. And no matter how it turned out, she could try again. 

It wasn’t very much like real life. It was better.

They made their way to the entrance, walking along the path around the mountain. 

“So, you’re a magic user. Explains a lot. Why you’re so weak. Why you don’t like fighting. Pretty bold for a first character.”

“I didn’t really choose it. I only planned to have a quick look at the game. I chose my class at random.” There were a lot of different types of magic users. He had guessed the right ballpark, but that didn’t mean very much.

“Do you want to tell me what spells you know? So we can coordinate our attacks better?”

“No,” said Britta.

Stan shrugged his shoulders and didn’t say any more about it.

There was no one waiting to go in. Across the way, the queue for the epic version was humongous. They took a moment to compose themselves and went it.

They went down the tunnel, entered the first room and then waited by the north exit. And waited. They didn’t doubt what was coming, had a clear idea of what they needed to do. They also knew they would die if they mistimed it.

They heard the kobold's slapping feet first. Then the howl.

“Quick, hurry,” they shouted down the tunnel, encouraging the kobold to get a move on. 

The kobold seemed a little surprised but he hardly had a choice. As soon as he was through the opening, Britta kicked the tripwire and the slab fell. 

The kobold had stumbled and landed on the floor. He got unsteadily to his feet, took one look at Stan and Britta, and turned to run.

He wasn’t quick enough. Stan pounced, sending the kobold back to the floor, this time with Stan on top of him. The kobold struggled but he couldn’t escape. A resounding bang rang around the room as the dwarf smashed into the stone slab.

“Look at this,” shouted Britta. She thrust her hand in the kobold’s face. “The ring, do you recognise it?”

It was the ring she’d been given to gain safe passage and help from kobolds. Now she’d see if she was doing this right.

The kobold didn’t look, he was too busy trying to squirm out from under Stan. Britta grabbed the tuft of hair on his head and forced his attention on the ring.

“Shaman. High Priest. Derik!”

The kobold stopped struggling. “You know Derik?”

Britta smiled. “Get him up. We’ve got to go.”

Behind them, the stone slab began to rise.
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                The Kobold got to its feet but looked pensive. It shielded its eyes from the light in Britta’s hand. She put it in her pocket where it glowed dimly.

“Where is he?” asked Britta. “At the temple?”

“How do I know this isn’t a trap?” squeaked the kobold. “Your type only come here to steal our treasures. I lost a really nice pair of shoes because of someone who looked just like you.” The kobold gave Stan a suspicious stare with its beady eyes narrowed.

The kobold’s clothes were practically rags and its shoes were cloth boots that were falling apart. Britta doubted anyone would bother stealing from him.

“Maybe you misplaced them,” she said.

The kobold scowled. “That’s what everyone says, but one minute they’re next to my bed, next they’re gone. Ghost didn’t take them did it?”

“Maybe a ghost did take them,” said Britta. It wasn’t like ghosts didn’t exist in this world.

The kobold considered this possibility. “Oh, yeah, maybe you’re right.”

“I’ve never heard an NPC talk like that before,” said Stan. “He sounds like a real person.”

“Thanks very much,” said the kobold with a sarcastic smile. “Nice of you to acknowledge my existence. I’ll be able to sleep soundly tonight, I’m sure.”

“No, I didn’t mean—” Stan was interrupted by a loud groan and the scraping of rock against rock. The stone slab behind him shook and trembled as it lifted a few inches. The dwarf grunted with the effort.

“Quick, we have to go,” Britta said to the kobold who was still sending dirty looks in Stan’s direction. She waved her ringed finger in his face to get his attention. 

“Alright, alright. This way.”

The kobold ran into the west tunnel. Britta followed, mindful that their new party member wasn’t to be entirely trusted. From the kobold’s perspective, they were a couple of adventurers looking for treasure that didn’t belong to them. Leading them into an ambush or a trap would be the most likely reward for saving the kobold’s life until she could win its trust.

The kobold sprinted without looking back. There was no waiting for them to catch up. Fortunately, it had legs about the same size as hers so she was able to keep up. Stan had no problems. 

According to her map, they were headed for the middle room and the stairs down, so it seemed they were being taken to Derik, but the route wasn’t the most direct. As they got closer, the kobold suddenly took a sharp left that seemed to be leading them away from their destination. Up ahead was a large floor trap marked on her map. She sighed.

The kobold skipped from flagstone to flagstone, making it look like a natural part of its running. Britta stopped and put up her hand to signal Stan to do the same.

“Back the other way,” she said over her shoulder. Then she called out, “We’ll meet you at the stairs.”

The lighting was low but she could tell the kobold was baffled at the other end of the passage. She put out a foot and tapped the ground in front of her. The floor collapsed. The kobold quickly scurried away into the dark to avoid falling into the pit.

Because the kobold had taken a detour, they arrived in the middle room first. 

“How did you know about the trap?” was its first question when it came running in.

“I was wondering the same thing,” said Stan. They both looked at her with questioning eyes that were bordering on being impressed.

Britta smiled. “Derik told me.” She waved the ring about again. Hopefully, the kobold was becoming convinced she really had been gifted the ring by the shaman.

They went down the steps to the lower level. They hadn’t heard any howling in a while but they continued to stop and look back, listening for any sounds of pursuit. They didn’t need to ask each other what they were doing, they all felt the presence back there. The dwarf was coming, there was no doubt about that.

“You really know the High Priest?” asked the kobold. They were moving at a walking pace through the twisting tunnels of the second floor, trying not to make too much noise. 

“Yes. We tried to kill the dwarf but he was too strong. I came back to finish the job. I know you don’t remember, but it really happened.”

“Did you meet me before?”

“Yes,” said Britta.

“What’s my name, then?”

Britta was sure it had been mentioned but she was drawing a blank. She shook her head. “Sorry.”

“Typical. I am a person, you know. A real person. Ask him.” The kobold pointed at Stan.

“Sidney!” shouted Britta, instantly covering her mouth. If the dwarf was close by it definitely would have heard.

Sidney nodded and kept going.

They reached the door to the temple. The kobold banged on it and waited. Nothing happened.

“I didn’t even know this was here,” said Stan. He had been uncommonly quiet, his eyes on the kobold the whole time, studying and taking in everything.

“Open up!” shouted Sidney.

“There’s no one here,” said a voice from inside.

“I got a friend of yours. She’s got your ring.”

The door opened a crack and a hairy face poked out. “Who?”

Sidney pointed at Britta.

“Never seen her before. Wait, is that a human?” He was looking at Stan with horrified eyes. “Why did you bring a human here? Are you crazy?”

A howl echoed down the passage. It was close.

The door began to close. All three of them pushed and tumbled into the room. There was the sound of running, pounding footsteps. They all rushed to the door and pushed it shut.

Britta turned with her back against the door. She hoped it would hold. Then she noticed the six, large elite kobolds in the room with them. They drew their weapons.
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                The elite kobolds were larger than regular kobolds. They also looked a lot meaner or at least they did to Britta. Possibly it had something to do with having two strangers in their sacred temple and a crazy dwarf trying to break down the door. 

However, unlike the elite kobolds she had seen last time she was in the mines fighting alongside her ex-party of ex-friends, these elites had less than elite weaponry. They held skillets, pot and pans. 

“Why are they using kitchen utensils?” Stan muttered through the side of his mouth.

Britta shrugged. “I don’t know,” she muttered back.

The door behind her shook as it was hit from the other side. It bulged out of its fittings but held.

“It wasn’t cheap leasing this place from the dwarves,” said Derik defensively, waving a copper ladle about for emphasis. "We had to sell a lot of our equipment to afford it. And then they took all their tools and support structures with them and most of the mine had already been exhausted.” He squeezed his lips shut and bitterly shook his head.

“Sorry,” said Britta. “I didn’t know you’d been cheated.”

“Yes, yes,” said Derik, getting worked up. “They cheated us. And now you’ve come to do the same.”

There was a murmur of agreement around the room and the larger kobolds began advancing on them. 

Britta held out her fist, the ring clearly displayed. “Look! Look at the ring.”

They stopped and leaned forward.

“Where did you get that?” demanded Derik.

“She said you gave it to her,” piped up Stanley from behind him. Britta doubted he was on their side, he probably just wanted to avoid being blamed for bringing the enemy into their home.

“Me? That’s ridiculous. Never seen her before in my life.”

“You did give it to me, Derik. But, but, but...” It was hard to come up with a decent lie on the spot. She looked over at Stan, as close to her as possible, trying his best to get between her and the door. He’d be of no help. “The Great Kobold in the Sky made you forget.”

“Blasphemy!” shouted Derik. He raised the ladle over his head. “Kill the heretic.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” said Britta. There was another strike on the door and she was bounced off it, into the middle of the room which gave Stan the chance to take up position behind her. “The Great Gnome and the Great Kobold are working on this together. They teamed up to take down the Great Dwarf.” She was making it up as she went, but it seemed plausible the dwarves would have their own deity.

The kobolds looked to their shaman, who looked like he was considering this celestial development quite seriously. “I see. And the Great Kobold sent you back in time to right a terrible wrong.”

“Okay,” said Britta. She was happy to go along with any story the kobolds would believe. “Yes. Exactly. We can defeat this dwarf and send him back. Show the Great Dwarf his followers are no match for us.”

It seemed to be working. They didn’t look so keen to rip her apart. Only semi-keen.

“But why send him?” Derik pointed at Stan. “Why send a human.” He said the word like it had a horrible taste to it.

Britta hadn’t thought Stan’s race would be a factor. She wasn’t human, so she hadn’t faced the same kind of prejudice. Humans had probably been responsible for all sorts of atrocities from the monsters’ perspective.

“He isn’t human,” blurted out Britta. “He’s one-eighth elf. On his mother’s side.”

“Yes,” said Stan. “Klaatu barada nikto.”

She had no idea what he said but it sounded more like Welsh than Elvish.

“That’s even worse,” said Derik. “Those stuck up bastards look down on everyone.”

“Yes,” said Britta, thinking fast. “They threw him out for being so ugly.”

The kobolds all stared at Stan. 

“Well, yes, I can see their point,” said Derik. The others all nodded in agreement. 

Stan looked like he wanted to say something but was biting his tongue.

Derik lowered his ladle and tapped his chin. “I don’t see how you two are going to help defeat that thing out there.” 

The door buckled again, the resounding thump ringing around the temple.

“I have a plan. We’ll use magic.”

“You have magic that powerful?” said Derik.

“No, not me. You.”

“Me?”

“Yes. You’ll cast all your spells on the dwarf. Blessings, buffs, everything you’ve got.”

“Why would I do that?” said Derik, appalled. “That would only make him stronger.”

“Yes, but then he’ll get Charmer’s Fandango.”

“Oh,” said Derik. His eyes lit up. “Oh, yes, I see. That might actually work.”

Britta clapped her hands together. She’d been thinking of a way to stop the dwarf ever since she’d died. This was the best she could come up with but her concern had been that the shaman would refuse. But he seemed to be onboard.

“There’s just one problem,” said Derik. “It takes time to cast all those spells. I doubt the dwarf will stand still and let me do what I want. We’d need someone to keep it distracted.”

Britta turned and pointed both hands at Stan. “That’s why I brought the human.”

There were big smiles and nods from everyone. Well, nearly everyone.
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                “What is Charmer’s Fandango?” said Stan.

Britta explained how Derik had cast a bunch of different spells on her and the resulting dance that led to her death. Stan listened attentively, as did the kobold priest.

“You are speaking the truth,” said Derik, as though he had been doubting her up to now. “You really suffered the curse.”

“Yes,” said Britta. 

“And you died.” The kobold stared at her with his beady, piercing eyes. “And came back.”

She hadn’t given all the details of her dance workout, just that she had lost control and plunged to her death. The exact manner of her suicidal cavorting wasn’t relevant to the matter at hand. But from the kobold’s perspective that meant she had risen from the dead, which was probably not a normal result of dying in his experience. NPCs didn’t get to load their last save.

“If we can do the same to the dwarf, I don’t think it will die, but we’ll have a chance to trap it and maybe come up with a more permanent solution.”

“Trap it where?” asked Stan. 

“In the chasm under the bridge?” suggested Britta. She still didn’t know what was down there but it was the only place she could think of. “Unless you know somewhere better?” she said to Derik.

“The spells I cast,” said Derik, ignoring her question, “do you remember which ones?”

“All of them,” said Britta. “Even Fungus Detection and Water Purification. Everything you’ve got.”  

Derik’s eyes glittered with recognition as she named the spells. “And Sorghum’s Might?”

“Yes. But you called it Silpling’s Might last time.”

“Yes, yes, that’s what I meant.”

He was testing her. She was speaking the truth so she had nothing to worry about on that score, but he obviously didn’t trust her yet.

“And you want me to kite the dwarf so you can get all the spells off?” said Stan.

“You do have the longest legs,” said Britta, which was clearly true even without the elite kobolds sinking down a little to make themselves appear shorter, which they were doing while trying to pretend they weren’t.

Stan chewed at the inside of his cheek. “I suppose it makes sense. Should be doable if I only have to wait for three or four spells.”

“Seven,” said Britta. She looked over at Derik who was nodding to himself.

“Seven?” said Stan. “So, couple of minutes?”

“Took him ten minutes to cast them all last time.”

“That sounds about right,” agreed Derik.

Stan sighed heavily. “And then the dwarf will start dancing?”

“Not exactly. One of the spells prevents curses, so you have to wait for it to run down before the Fandango activates.”

“And how long will that take?”

Britta shrugged. “I’m not sure, I wasn’t keeping track.” She turned to Derik. “How long does the Great Blessing last?”

The other kobolds gasped.

“It is allowed,” Derik snapped at them. “A non-kobold who is worthy may have the Great Blessing of the the Great Kobold in the Sky. It’s in the book, you just don’t know it because none of you can read.” He glared at them, daring them to question his knowledge of scripture.

“But the dwarf,” squeaked Sidney, “he isn’t worthy, is he?”

“Special dispensation!” shrieked Derik into Sidney’s face, like the point was indisputable. The other kobolds all nodded like this was a valid argument.

“So, how long will the blessing last?” asked Stan, more concerned with his own chances of survival than kobold religious dogma. 

“Twenty minutes,” said Derik. “Give or take.”

“Okay. Twenty isn’t so bad.” Stan didn’t seem completely confident, but he did have experience in running away from the dwarf. “Twenty minutes and then he’ll lose control.”

“There’s one other thing,” said Britta.

Stan’s shoulder’s sagged, like he already knew he wasn’t going to like what she was about to tell him. He was right.

“The spells will buff him. Which means he’ll get stronger and faster. The longer he chases you, the quicker he’ll get.”

Stan nodded, resigned to his fate. “I’m going to die, aren’t I?”

“If you can get him to the bridge,” said Britta, “we might be able to keep him off you. We can drop him into the chasm before the curse takes effect. He won’t be able to climb out once he’s lord of the dance.”

“You know how to control the bridge?” said Derik, once again looking at her suspiciously.

“Yes, you showed me how,” lied Britta. If he thought the old him had trusted her, maybe the new him would also.

There was another bang on the door. It held but wouldn’t for much longer.

“Is there another way out?” she asked. “A secret passage or something?”

The kobolds exchanged shifty glances, suggesting there was. 

“If there was,” said Derik, “we wouldn’t want to reveal such things to strangers. Strangers who might abuse that knowledge in the future.”

“Does it really matter?” The door buckled again, groaning with the effort of staying whole. “Can’t you blindfold us and take us through without letting us see anything?”

Her compromise was accepted and dirty rags were tied around hers and Stan’s eyes. Once they were out of the secret tunnel or whatever it was, they would go straight to the treasure room and wait for the dwarf, who would no doubt follow.

It wasn’t a perfect plan, she had no way of knowing if the effect of Charmer’s Fandango would be the same for the dwarf as it had been for her, but it was worth an attempt, she felt.

“Okay,” she said, “I can’t see a thing. Ready when you are.”

She was struck a number of times from every direction. Everything that was already black went blacker. Then white. She opened her eyes to see a message in front of her.

You died.
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                Britta stared up at her ceiling. She was starting to memorise the lines and markings. At first glance it was plain and unremarkable, painted pure white, but closer inspection, especially regular closer inspection, revealed a panoply of imperfections.

She had died. She had been killed. The kobolds had killed her.

Why? 

She knew they hadn’t really trusted her and under normal circumstances they would have been her enemies, but these were not normal circumstances. They had needed to work together to survive. Or so she’d thought.

Clearly, she had been mistaken.

She had shown them how to defeat the dwarf. Once she’d revealed that, her usefulness was severely diminished. They didn’t need her to curse the dwarf, that was down to the kobold priest. Did they still need Stan to act as a decoy? It would be galling if they had killed her but kept Stan alive. Would the dwarf storyline continue without her in it? She knew it wouldn’t activate without her, but she didn’t know what would happen once she died while another player was still present.

This was assuming Stan was alive. They could have just as easily decided they didn’t need him, either. 

She scrunched up the duvet in her fists. It was so frustrating. She could go back and try again, something real life didn’t allow, but she had to wait a whole day.

Britta rose from the bed. She had been lying there so long she was no longer wet with perspiration. She didn’t smell good, though. She showered and changed, went downstairs and had dinner with her parents. She felt oddly relaxed. She had failed but she was content in a way she rarely was. It was a fixable failure.

“Marisa says she hasn’t spoken to you in weeks,” said Mum. “You should call her.”

“She can call me,” said Britta. They chatted about things of no great importance while Dad stirred pots on the stove, getting his famous carbonara sauce just right. It wasn’t famous outside the family (or even inside it) but he insisted on calling it that.

Britta went to bed without dwelling too much on the events in the game. She read a book in bed and then turned off the light a little after eleven. She fell asleep right away.

It was back to school the next day. Her self-imposed schedule meant each class was more of a checklist, ticking off the things she’d already done. Reading assignments, preparations for upcoming tests, handing in coursework. She was ahead in all areas.

When she looked around the class, she saw kids chatting and laughing, phones out, computers open. They were half in this world, half somewhere else. Half measures. She smiled. 

“What are you smiling about?” said Rashida. “You look insane.”

“Nothing. Can’t I smile?”

“Not like that. It’s creepy.”

The game was waiting for her. Everything at school was a prelude to getting back into New World and this time not making such silly mistakes. She had to be more careful with the kobolds. Tell them only enough to get them to cooperate, keep enough back to make herself indispensable. She couldn’t assume they would take her at her word just because she was being honest. They didn’t know that. She had to see it from their perspective. She was an alien in their midst, learning all their secrets and attaining access to their treasures. After taking care of the dwarf, her next step would obviously be to take what belonged to them. That’s how everyone else acted, so it only followed the same would be expected of her.

If she wanted to further her relationships with the citizens of New World, she didn’t just have to consider her own actions, she had to take into account the reactions of those she was dealing with. The game gave her the opportunity to relive scenarios so she could adjust her approach, but that was… cheap. Almost cheating. She should be able to foresee such obvious things as other people’s concerns without needing a second chance. Second chances were for noobs.

She caught herself grinning on the bus home and sucked her lips into her mouth before the other passengers thought she was demented. She knew she was a noob. Her attempts at the game had been quite hamfisted so far but there was room for improvement. Most people meant that phrase disparagingly, to suggest someone wasn’t good enough. She saw it as a positive. Especially since her room for improvement was an actual room that showed the improvements on a status screen.

She walked up her road, quietly excited about what she would find once she logged back in. Perhaps Stan and the kobolds had already killed the dwarf and moved onto the next thing—no, no way. The dwarf would have killed them all.

Outside her house was a large limousine. It was tan and brown, two very mundane colours somehow worked up into a high gloss so luxurious it made every other car in the street look like a rusty bucket. There was a chauffeur sitting in the front seat with black cap and gloves. He was sliding his fingers across a small tablet and was too engrossed to notice Britta walk passed. Her eyes went from the mindlessly repetitive game on the tablet to watching her reflection float by in the spotless window.

It was only half four so Mum wasn’t home. Dad was in the living room with a man Britta had never seen before. He had a square face with heavy jowls and greying sideburns but hardly any hair on his head. Britta didn’t know much about men’s suits, but she was sure the one he was wearing was incredibly expensive. It shimmered.

“Britta, this is Sir Kenneth,” said Dad.

“Hello, Britta,” said Sir Kenneth, his voice as rich and luxurious as his suit and his car.

He was Stan’s father, she had worked that much out. She had no idea why he was here, though. To deliver the multi-million pound car? “Is this about Stan?”

“Yes, I’m afraid it is.”

There was a look on his face that made Britta’s throat go dry. She had never seen a grown man look so sad.
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                “First of all, I’d like to apologise,” said Sir Kenneth, standing. “I know my son overstepped his bounds. I hope you can forgive his unfortunate transgressions. I’m afraid I find it hard to curb some of his more questionable exploits, for reasons I think will become clear shortly.”

Britta sat down on the sofa next to Dad and Sir Kenneth lowered himself into the armchair.

“I’d also like to thank you for not forcing him out of the game. It is something of a refuge for him.”

“A refuge?” said Britta. “What do you mean?”

Sir Kenneth interlaced his fingers like he was at the head of a conference table, meeting with board members. “My son suffers from a rather terrible degenerative condition called fibrodysplasia ossificans progressiva. It’s a genetic disease that causes his body tissue to ossify over time. His flesh turns into bone. We can keep him alive for now, but he has lost the use of his body, which is slowly turning as hard as stone.”

Britta had never heard of the disease and couldn’t really imagine what it meant to have tissue turn to bone, but it sounded painful.

“It took a while for the disease to fully manifest. His childhood was relatively normal. But now he is permanently bedbound, requiring constant care. As you can imagine, it’s a very frustrating existence.”

“I’m sorry.” Britta didn’t really know what else to say.

“I’m not asking you to excuse his behaviour. Whatever his personal situation, there’s no justification for treating others poorly. I tried to raise him to be better than that, but it’s hard to be firm with someone who’s already suffering so much. He has become quite bitter over the last few years, not really caring about anything. That was until I managed to enroll him in APE’s revolutionary new virtual reality system. My son has been a tester since near the beginning of the project. It’s been a whole new lease of life for him.”

Britta began to understand the situation. Stan was able to live a relatively normal life in the fantasy world, able to walk and run and all the other things everyone else took for granted. Fighting monsters was probably the least fantastic part of it for him. However, the loss of his body had not been pleasant and his reaction had been to become a mean and horrible person. Which was understandable. If you couldn’t be an arsehole under those conditions, then when?

The only real question she had was why did someone who couldn’t get out of bed have a two and a half million pound car?

“In the game,” continued Sir Kenneth, “he is able to function as a near normal person. The only times he is reminded of his condition is when he is logged out, which is less and less frequently. There is a danger he will never want to leave that world, but then, there isn’t really anything left for him in this one.”

“There isn’t a cure?” asked Britta.

“I’m afraid not. He isn’t in any immediate danger, the process is glacial. But it cannot be stopped or reversed.”

Britta considered what the point was of telling her. Did he expect her to treat Stan differently? Be more forgiving of his dubious behaviour? She understood why Stan had ended up as such a spoilt brat, but she would still rather not have to deal with someone used to getting things their way all the time.

“He seems to be okay at the moment,” she said. “I mean, he’s been quite reasonable.”

“Yes,” said Sir Kenneth, his mood brightening. “Which is why I wanted to speak with you. Since you agreed to partner with him, there’s been a marked difference in his attitude. Even when he’s back in his real body, as terrible as that is for him, his mood has been greatly improved. He has something to look forward to, something that engages his mind and stops him dwelling on his unenviable future. I wanted to thank you for that.”

“He probably wouldn’t want you telling me all this,” said Britta.

“No, certainly not. I would ask you not to reveal that you know anything, but I know what a… fragile relationship the two of you have. He could easily provoke you again, he tends to be self-destructive in that way, so I wanted to take this opportunity to brief you on the reality of his situation. Not that I expect you to make allowances for him if you feel he has crossed a line, but for minor infractions…”

Britta nodded. Basically, he was relying on her to feel sorry for Stan to give him a pass next time he pissed her off. The fact he would do this now suggested he knew his son well enough to consider it more than likely to happen. She’d only known Stan a little while, but she also considered it more than likely to happen.

The question was, did she really want to be held hostage by pity? If she was in Stan’s position and found out people were being forced to be nice to her because they felt sorry for her, she would probably not take it well. 

Sir Kenneth was looking at her with anxious expectation. He was probably a very hardened businessman. Maybe something more important than that, even. Certainly used to ordering people to do what he wanted. But here he was on bended knee.  

“I can’t promise you I won’t fall out with him,” said Britta. “He can be very annoying.”

“Yes,” said Sir Kenneth. “There’s no denying that. All I ask is that if there is a problem, if there’s anything that goes beyond what you’re willing to put up with, please contact me, directly, before making a final decision.” He placed a business card on the coffee table. “I won’t necessarily be able to solve the issue, but I will certainly try. I hope you can see how important this is to me, and to my son.”

An alarm bell was ringing somewhere in Britta’s head. She felt there was something familiar about the way Sir Kenneth was talking to her, so kindly, with such sincerity...

The nub of sympathy for another human being who was suffering that had been growing inside Britta stopped growing. And shrank. This man had come all the way to her house from whatever swanky city mansion he lived in just to manipulate her into doing what he wanted. She didn’t think Stan was the way he was because he had been struck down by a vicious illness—he was a conniving, devious bully because he took after dear old dad. 

“I’m happy to treat Stan as a friend,” said Britta. Sir Kenneth smiled. “As long as he behaves himself. I don’t think he’d want any special treatment from me.”

Sir Kenneth seemed a little taken aback by her change in tone. 

Britta picked up the business card. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about. For now.”
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                “You understand the situation?” said Sir Kenneth, a little more warily. 

“Yes. I think so.” Britta stood up. 

“I hope you don’t think I’m being too insistent, but he is my son and I don’t want him to suffer any more than he already has.”

He was being more than insistent, he was being downright pushy. Britta wasn’t really sure what he wanted. Some kind of guarantee she wouldn’t try to get Stan kicked out of the game? Dr Reedy had already offered an alternative to that, one Britta considered more than fair. She only played the game three or fours hours in a day, Stan could have the other twenty to do as he pleased.  So why was his father here trying to soften her up?

She didn’t doubt he was worried about his son and wanted to protect him, but his methods felt a little inappropriate. Maybe this was the only way he knew to take care of business. Use everything you could to get the other person to do things your way. The mantra of psychos and captains of industry everywhere.

If she turned him down would he switch his approach? Threaten her? Bribe her? It was probably best not to find out. It wasn’t like she was planning on taking the game away from Stan anyway.

“I’ve already decided to work with him in the game. I’m not sure what else I can do to help him.”

“Of course, no, nothing else. He would never want to be treated as anything other than just another player.” 

Then why are you here? thought Britta. 

“My only goal was to assure you there is no chance of your personal details getting out into the world. My son’s threats are mostly bluff and bluster. He has… had access to my personal computer and I accidentally left a file unlocked. It won’t happen again. You won’t need to worry about anything like that. Your work with APE is far too important to let something so trivial get in the way. You have my word on it.”

Britta didn’t say anything. She looked at him again. The expensive suit, the polish on the buttons, the heavy gold watch. His face wasn’t aggressive, not demanding or forceful in the way he looked at her. It was very neutral. Almost blank. Controlled.

It was incredibly hard to tell what he was thinking. Was he happy? Sad? Even when he spoke about Stan, the concern was momentary, like a groomed hound run out at a dog show, whisked around the room for the judges to observe, and then back to the kennels.

“So you’re happy to continue working with Dr Reedy?” he asked, half-question, half-suggestion.

“Yes,” said Britta. Hadn’t she already said that?

Maybe she hadn’t. What she had said after losing her temper over Stan’s behaviour was she would think about it. She was giving Stan a chance, but she was still within her rights to walk away.

“Everything’s fine,” she said. “For now.”

She saw a little twitch in the implacable facade.

He wasn’t here on behalf of his son. Did he even care about him? No, that was unfair. Of course he did. He just had other matters to take care of. Stan had said they would never let her just leave the project. She was far too important to them. She might have expected legal arguments and threats of a financial nature, but she would never have guessed they’d target her emotionally.

It did make a kind of sense. She was a little girl. Soft and sensitive. Why not prey on her little girl sensibilities? Good thing she didn’t have any.

“Thank you for coming, though,” said Britta. “I feel better knowing you’re keeping an eye on him, just in case. I mean, I’m sure he wouldn’t do anything really malicious, but sometimes pranks can get out of hand.”

“You can count on me,” said Sir Kenneth rising to his feet. “There won’t be another breach of security, I guarantee it. You can play your game in peace.”

He seemed to be the one who needed reassurance. Making certain she would keep playing was the main thing. A dying son, second. Success at the highest level demanded making sacrifices, mostly at the lowest level.

“If you need anything, have any concerns, please contact me. I’m sure I’ll be able to help.”

Britta nodded and thanked him for coming again. He exchanged a few meaningless pleasantries with Dad and then left.

“Not every day you get a visit from a billionaire,” said Dad.

She put her arms around his neck and hugged him. 

“What was that for?”

“Nothing.”

He was a massive dork and was easily the most tedious man she had ever known (although she didn’t know that many so maybe he wasn’t as high on the list as she imagined—top ten without a doubt, though) but she knew he considered her more important than business deals and the price of shares. More important than anything, except maybe a leaked teaser trailer from Comic Con, and those were always blurry with someone’s head in the way, and the excitement only lasted a few minutes. His role as her father would last forever, like the credits to a Marvel movie (which he always insisted they sit through even though he’d already seen the tag at the end online).

She went upstairs to her room wondering if she’d be able to treat Stan the same way now she knew about his condition. If his father’s intention had been to make her feel sorry for Stan, he had succeeded, although that had nothing to do with his illness.
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                Britta went to her room and sat down at her computer. Her twenty-four hour lock out was already over, but her normal urge to get back in the game as quickly as possible was tempered by her curiosity about the man who had come to see her.

It wasn’t hard finding articles about him on the net. A quick search turned up numerous reports about his business and private life. He was very rich, had made a fortune in personal computers back when people still had giant blocks of plastic sitting on their desks and used crappy wifi to get connected.

He was part of the connectivity revolution that allowed people to get on the net from anywhere for free. It made him more than just wealthy, it made him a powerful global player.

He had become politically active, heading various government task forces (it wasn’t really clear to Britta what for or if they actually achieved anything) and was outspoken about the environment and the need for more clean fuels. He also owned a solar energy company, coincidentally.

There was nothing very unusual about any of this. He had a yacht, a third wife, a philanthropic foundation. He went to black-tie functions with a lot of unnaturally tanned people.

What was more unusual was the total lack of information about children. Not one mention of Stan or any siblings. Which either meant Stan didn’t exist (pretty far fetched but not impossible) or that Sir Kenneth had the ability to keep things off the internet. Which was possibly even more far fetched.

The other players had seemed to recognise Stan or at least were aware of who he was, including Dr Reedy, but that might have been for all sorts of reasons. Britta would say she knew him if asked, and her only contact with him was as an avatar in a computer game.

Regardless of her concerns, she felt most of what Sir Kenneth had said was true. It would be quite a ridiculous lie to make up. Although that was a strange thing to be thinking when she spent so much of her time in a world that was almost entirely a ridiculous lie.

She decided to put it to one side and continue as though there was no great conspiracy happening. There probably wasn’t. It was far more likely Sir Kenneth had decided to keep his family tragedy private. Like the red-headed stepson he kept locked in the attic. Rich people were odd, that’s all there was to it. And very rich people were the oddest.

Stan himself, though, seemed to be a person she could handle. At least in the game. She would continue to do so, if be it a little more cautiously now that she knew what kind of man his father was. Not that she knew much—just enough to be wary.

Having spent half an hour pottering around the web and finding only harmless PR fluff about Sir Kenneth, Britta bookmarked a number of pages and closed the browser. There were some more avenues she could explore, but celebrity gossip pages were not worth the lowering of IQ, no matter what she might dig up.

In many ways, the best source of information was Stan. Not by asking him directly, that would be too awkward, but just by keeping an eye on him. If he really took after his dad, it would become obvious. In the meantime, there was no reason to not play the game with him. She had to remind herself it was a game.

She put on the helmet and logged back in. Once inside the temple of Roha, she checked her map and found Stan’s icon blinking outside of town, near the mines.

“Hey, did you die?” she asked him over group chat. They were still partied together, and she was still party leader.

“Of course I died. Where have you been?” He sounded a little irritated. A perfectly normal reaction. She preferred it when he wasn’t acting like her best friend.

“I have a life, you know?” she said, hoping it didn’t sound as a big of a lie to him as it did to her. “I have to eat and stuff.”

Stan sighed. “Okay, whatever. Why aren’t you moving?” He could see her on his map just as she could see him.

“I am, I am.” She got off the stone bed and made her way out of the temple. “Did the kobolds kill us?” 

“Yes. They beat us to death with pots and pans.”

Britta reached the outskirts of New Town and called Donald. “But why? We were getting on so well, weren’t we?”

“I don’t know. I guess they thought they didn’t need us. Or that we’d turn on them at some point. Which is a reasonable assumption.”

“What does that mean? Were you planning something?”

“Planning? No, of course not. But you never know how these things are going to turn out. Once the dwarf was taken care of, then what? We’re still humans and they’re monsters.”

“Actually, I’m not human,” said Britta.

“Yes you are. An avatar skin doesn’t change that. It’s going to take more than a dangerous dwarf to unite the races. Or did you think you were going to bring peace to this world?”

His words were heavy with sarcasm but his tone was quite playful. He was, for all his whining, having fun. 

“No, I didn’t think that,” said Britta tetchily, although she couldn’t really be too upset. She was having fun, too. “But I think I can convince them not to murder us when we’re not looking. They were a lot nicer to me when you weren’t there.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” said Stan, sounding very insincerely offended. “They killed me second.”

“Obviously they wanted to take care of the biggest threat, first.”

“What? Are you concussed? Clearly they didn’t need you for the plan, but they still needed a decoy. They only attacked me when I tried to save you.”

Britta scoffed. “You tried to save me? When you were blindfolded?”

“I didn’t let them really blindfold me. I’m not an idiot. Oh, wait, you really couldn’t see anything?” He let out a long, disappointed, very irritating sigh. “I can see we’ve got a lot of work to do.”

Smug git. Britta was tempted to turn her goat around and go back to town. But she didn’t. She was having too much fun.
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                There was no one waiting in line for the dungeon. Everyone had given up on the dwarf and the mines had returned to being the one-time basic primer for newbies. 

“How do you want to play this?” asked Stan. “Same again and hope they don’t turn on us this time?”

“If we don’t tell them everything they need to know, we should be fine,” said Britta. “Our mistake was giving them all the details so they didn’t need us anymore. This time we’ll be more cautious.”

“Our mistake?” said Stan, making it clear where he thought the blame lay. “And what happens after the dwarf’s taken care of? How do we stop them finishing us off then?”

Britta frowned. She hadn’t thought that far ahead. She had no idea what would happen once the dwarf was out of the picture. There had to be a point to all this, a reason why the dwarf was here. 

“I think there’s more to this than just killing the dwarf, but there’s no time to work it out while he’s chasing us up and down every tunnel. Once we’ve got him dancing and out of the way, we can move onto the next part of the plan.”

“Which is?” asked Stan.

“I’ll let you know,” said Britta.

They entered the mines and made their way to the first room. Britta led the way with a magic ball of light held in one hand. Stan looked like he wanted to ask her something, probably about what other spells she knew, but he kept his mouth shut. Eventually, he would want to know more about her class and abilities, but she had decided she couldn’t tell anyone she was an illusionist; it would give up too much of an advantage if they knew most of her spells were fake. She would have to come up with a way to avoid the conversation, not only with Stan but everyone she played with.

“We could just go to the temple room,” said Stan as they waited by the north exit to the room. “We don’t need this guy to take us there.”

Britta peered into the dark tunnel. There was no sign of Sidney or the dwarf. “We don’t need him to get us there, we need him to get Derik to open the door.”

“Isn’t that what your Ring of Kobold Friendship is for?” Stan pointed at Britta’s hand. She was wearing the ring Derik had given her, which was supposed to stop kobolds from killing her. It hadn’t worked so well last time.

“I think it would be better to have both. Just in case. My dad says belts and braces if you want to be sure.”

Stan had that look again, biting his tongue not to ask her questions. 

There was a sound from the tunnel. It was surprisingly loud. Not like someone running towards them, more like a bunch of people.

Britta threw her ball of light as far as she could and the faces of multiple kobolds appeared out of the gloom. They were big, elites, and they were running right at them.

Stan stuck out his foot and kicked at the tripwire across the entrance. It snapped and the block of stone came crashing down.

“What did you do that for?” said Britta, shocked. “They’re all going to die.”

“Rather them than us. That wasn’t your little friend, if you didn’t notice. That was the whole kobold army.”

It hadn’t been an army, five or six from what she’d seen, but he was right, they hadn’t looked friendly. And the ring wasn’t a magic item that converted enemies into friends, it was just a ring that helped her convince kobolds to not kill her right away. Horrible as it was, blocking off the kobolds was probably the right move.

“I hope this doesn’t mean this is the wrong dungeon,” said Stan. There was a howl and then some screaming from the other side of the stone slab. “Nope, right dungeon.”

They made their own way to the temple and got there in a few minutes. There was no sign of the dwarf but then he was probably busy.

When they got to the room, Stan banged on the door and shouted, “Pizza delivery.”

“Are you trying to be funny?” said Britta, unimpressed. “Because that’s just lame.”

The door remained closed.

“I’ve got pepperoni with anchovies,” yelled Stan. “That’s the sort of sick combination kobolds would order. They’re monsters.”

Britta rolled her eyes. He was worse than Dad.

“Derik!” shouted Britta. “We know how to stop the banshee-dwarf. Open up!”

After a couple of seconds, the door opened just enough for one of Derik’s eyes to appear in the gap. “Who are you? What do you want?”

Britta held up the ring. “You gave me this. I’m here to help.”

The door remained as it was, not opening further but not closing, either.

“Come on, Derik,” said Stan impatiently. “The G.K. sent us.”

“The G.K.?” said Derik.

“Yes. The G.K. in the S.K.Y. Now let us in. We’ve got a dwarf on our tail and we can only get rid of him with your help.”

Britta held up the ring again. The door opened and they slipped in. 

There were no elite kobolds waiting for them this time. The ones they’d seen being chased may well have been the same as the ones that should have been here. Things weren’t always exactly the same every time, it seemed. Worth remembering. 

“Whatever you’re after, it won’t make any difference,” said Derik. He looked tired and haggard. “The dwarf can’t be stopped.”

“He can be kept busy, though,” said Britta. “With Charmer’s Fandango.”

Derik’s ears perked up. Literally. They rose like dog ears on the top of his head. Britta went through the explanation of how they would deal with the dwarf. She hoped things would turn out better this time. 

Derik was all ears.
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                Britta went through the explanation of how they were going to deal with the dwarf. She rattled through it but this time focused more on the effects it would have on the dwarf and how that would lead to it no longer posing a threat, and less on the actual mechanics of how to place the curse on the dwarf. She deflected his questions and impressed on him the need for all of them to work together, using the story of the Great Kobold and the Great Gnome working together against the Great Dwarf to lend it credibility.

If she kept some information back until it was necessary, she felt there was less likelihood of Derik thinking he didn’t need her. As long as he didn’t figure it out for himself.

“You really think you can activate the curse?” asked Derik. He was a lot less sure of himself without his boys there to back him up. Another reason he might go along with the plan this time. 

“With your help. We just need time to cast all the spells on the dwarf while he’s trying to kill us.”

Derik mulled it over. He was at least thinking about it seriously, which suggested he believed it could work.

“We need a decoy, someone to keep the dwarf busy.” He slowly turned his head to look at Stan.

“No problem,” said Stan, taking the baton and running with it. “That’s why I’m here. These long human legs of mine will keep me out of his reach.”

“Hmm,” said the kobold. “A human being useful. I suppose it’s possible.”

There was a howl from outside the room that made them all jump.

“He’s here!” said Derik, not so much an announcement as an exclamation of terror. “It’s too late. We’re doomed. Doomed.”

Stan grabbed him by the shoulders. “Pull yourself together. You’re a kobold, damn it.” He slapped Derik across his hairy face.

“Yes, yes, sorry,” said Derik, shaking his head like he had just woken up.

The way Stan had thrown himself into that little scene, completely prepared, Britta suspected he’d been waiting for the opportunity to play the part of ‘guy who slaps sense into panic stricken colleague’ his whole life.

There was loud pounding on the door.

“Let’s leave through the secret passage,” said Britta.

Derik hesitated but his eyes went to the far wall.

“We know about the passage,” said Stan. He walked over to the wall and touched it. “Around here somewhere, isn’t it?”

It seemed Stan really hadn’t let himself be blindfolded properly last time.

“No need to worry,” continued Stan soothingly. “This is all part of the Great Kobold’s plan. He wouldn’t have told us all this if he didn’t want you to help us.”

There was more pounding. Derik nodded, wanting to believe Stan. The alternative was to face the dwarf alone, and surely the Great Kobold didn’t want that. He hurried over to the wall and pressed three different stones. A section of the wall slid aside, revealing a dark passage. 

Britta lit a ball of light that filled the room with a wash of white and Derik flinched, shying away. “No. No, lights.”

She put it out. The temple was lit only by a few candles burning low. She picked one up. 

The passageway wasn’t very long and ended in a blank wall. Derik again pressed some stones and it slid aside. On her map, Britta saw they were now much closer to the treasure vault. She also noticed the secret passage did not appear on the map.

“Now,” said Britta, “let’s go to the treasure room.”

Derik balked at the idea. “Was this your plan all along?”

“The bridge, Derik, we need to use the bridge to keep the dwarf off us.”

Derik looked at her through narrowed, beady eyes. He wasn’t completely convinced but he seemed to at least understand the logic.

“We know where it is,” said Stan. “If we wanted to rob you, we would already be there. This is about survival. We need to work together if we’re going to beat this thing.”

There was a howl in the distance.

Derik nodded and led the way. They moved quickly, their flight punctuated by howls that sounded closer and closer. They reached the bridge room and Britta immediately went to the pressure pad and stood on it. The bridge started to slide out and cross the gap to the other side.

Stan stood by the entrance, keeping an eye out for the dwarf. “How are we going to fix the bridge in place? The other vase is broken.”

There were two vases which were supposed to sit on the two pressure pads that activated the bridge. One was already in place, the other had been smashed and was unusable. 

The bridge reached the other side and Britta jumped up and down. There was a click and the bridge locked itself to the far side.

“Like that,” said Britta, enjoying the impressed look on Stan’s face. “Quick, let’s get across.”

They all ran to the other side and waited. They didn’t have to wait for long. The dwarf appeared a few moments later, its eyes glowing red. It stomped into the chamber and stopped at the bridge.

“Hey!” called out Britta. “Over here!”

“What are you doing?” squealed Derik. “He’ll see us.”

“I know,” said Britta. “Start buffing him.”

“Which spell?” spluttered Derik, unable to keep his eyes off the dwarf slowly crossing the bridge.

“All of them. Go, go, go.”

Derik was too flustered to argue. He began casting his first spell. Only six more to go.
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                There was a glow around Derik as he cast his spells. The dwarf wasn’t hurrying over the bridge, that wouldn’t have been dramatic enough. Instead, it took one thumping step after another, shaking the bridge as it crossed.

This gave Derik enough time to get one spell done and the next one started, but then they would have to deal with the dwarf being on their side of the gap. And that was going to be a problem.

Britta summoned her Shadow Guardian. The shade materialised in front of her, a black whisp that grew into a vaguely humanoid figure.

“Go across and unlock the bridge like last time.”

The shade hovered away, drifting across the chasm, its outline just about visible as it reached the other side. Stan watched it closely but didn’t ask her what kind of spell it was even though she could tell he wanted to. The shade stopped on the pressure pad and bobbed up and down.

The bridge unattached itself from the cliff edge on their side and began rolling back. The dwarf stopped. Thanks to its need to create a mood, it had only got about halfway across when the bridge started retracting.

It hesitantly moved forward, quickening its pace, but reached the end of the bridge with too large a gap to be able to make it to the platform. It stood there, slowly receding into the distance. There was no discernable expression on its deathly white face, but it didn’t look happy.

Then, it turned around and stomped away.

“He’s out of range,” said Derik. “I only managed to cast two spells.”

“Don’t worry,” said Britta. “He’ll be back." She raised her hand and waved. “Hey! Come here.” The shade drifted away from the approaching dwarf and returned to Britta’s side. 

The dwarf reactivated the bridge by pounding hard on it with one foot. The bridge stopped and began moving forward again. The dwarf made its way onto the bridge and resumed its attempt to reach them.

“Quick, more spells,” said Britta. “Hurry.”

Derik began casting again.

“This is good,” said Stan. “We can keep this up indefinitely.”

“I don’t think so,” said Britta. “The buffs will make him stronger.”

“Yeah,” said Stan, “but he can’t hurt us if he can’t get to us.”

The shade was sent over again to repeat its job. The dwarf’s head followed it as it hovered past, working something out.

The bridge withdrew. The dwarf stormed back to the pressure plate and banged on it even harder. This time it waited, one foot on the pad, glaring across the divide like he was daring the shade to come over while he was there.

“How many spells?” asked Britta.

“Five,” said Derik. “I only have two left.” He sounded more optimistic now.

“Okay, but be ready to kite him.” She was looking at Stan who shrugged, agreeing but not thinking it would be necessary. Britta had a feeling it would.

This time, the dwarf waited until the bridge was locked in place before it attempted to cross. The shade was sent over and the dwarf speeded up to a jog. The shade called the bridge back. The dwarf kept running. It reached the end of the bridge, the distance to the other side several metres already, and it jumped.

Not a small hop, this was a mighty leap. It came down on their side with a hefty thump.

“Buffed,” said Britta. “Your turn.”

Stan was frozen for a second, then he fired three arrows in rapid succession. They all hit the dwarf, and had little effect.

“Come on then,” he shouted. “Let’s have you.” He moved away from Derik and Britta, drawing the dwarf to the far side of the platform. It had resumed its more menacing slow-mode of relentless pursuit which gave Stan time to stay out of reach.

Britta sent the shade to the other side again and turned to Derik. “Keep going. How many left?”

“Just one more,” said Derik, raising his hands wearily. He cast his last spell as the bridge returned to give them a way to escape.

“As soon as he finishes the last spell, you need to get to the other side,” Britta called out to Stan as he skipped past, taunting the dwarf with arrows and the occasional insult about its body hygiene. He was doing an excellent job of holding its attention.

“Done,” said Derik, his body slumping from the effort.

The dwarf stopped and stretched out its arms, roaring and howling at the same time. Then it hurled itself at Stan.

“Run,” screamed Britta even though Stan had already set off across the bridge. The dwarf moved faster than before, rapidly gaining.

“Why isn’t it dancing?” shouted Stan.

“Yes,” said Derik. “You said this would put the dwarf under Charmer’s Fandango.”

“We need twenty minutes for the Great Blessing to wear off,” said Britta.

“I don’t think I can…” Stan didn’t have the breath to finish his sentence. He was only just keeping out of the dwarf’s clutches.

“Jump,” shouted Britta. 

“Jump where?” shouted Stan.

“Not you. Shade, jump.” She began jumping up and down where she was. The shade copied her.

The bridge detached from one side and fell. Stan jumped but it was too far. Both he and the dwarf fell from view.
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                Britta ran to the edge of the platform and looked down. The bridge had fallen with one end still attached to the other side. It was vertical, running down the far wall like a strip of fly paper, and stuck to it were two figures.

The bridge was made up of thin sections linked together, but when it fell, the individual parts flipped like the slats of a window blind, turning the bridge into a ladder.

During her previous trip into the chasm, Britta had been too preoccupied with the falling to her death part to notice what had happened to the bridge. This could be a way out if she found herself down there again.

The immediate problem, though, was the imminent return of the dwarf. It was climbing up and would soon be at the top, although it was a little hampered by Stan clinging to its back.

He had managed to grab onto the dwarf’s large belt and was hanging off it like a key chain. His legs swayed from side to side as he was carried up. The dwarf stopped and tried to swat him off but its arms, although powerful and muscular, were too stubby to reach around far enough.

Britta watched the dwarf clamber up and occasionally stop to try to shake off Stan, who clung on. He didn’t give up easily, that was for sure. Even when he had a steep drop into the void beneath him, Stan did an impressive job of refusing to let go and die. His hands were firmly wrapped around the dwarf’s belt as he swung around to avoid getting slapped off.

The question, though, was what would he do once they made it back to the top?

“Stan!” she called out. “Sorry.” She felt bad for having ordered the shade to drop the bridge. She had hoped he would make it across in time, but she’d known his chances were slim.

Stan swivelled to look across the gorge at her. “You did what you had to.” He called back. “And I’ll do what I have to. Hey! Mr Dwarf! We can work together, you and me.”

Britta was shocked. She had expected him to be mad with her, but she hadn’t expected him to try and make a deal with the dwarf against her. Was that even possible? The dwarf wanted everyone dead, didn’t it?

The dwarf didn’t respond, as far as Britta could tell. It seemed to have given up on trying to get the monkey off its back and was determinedly heading up to the ledge.

“You won’t kill her on your own,” said Stan. “She’s a powerful mage. I know her weaknesses, though. I can help you, if you spare my life.”

Powerful mage? All her weaknesses were right out in the open, the dwarf didn’t need anyone to point them out. So what was Stan up to?

The dwarf reached the top of the bridge-ladder and heaved itself over. Stan came over with it and let go of the dwarf’s belt. He flopped onto the ground, lying on his back.

The dwarf got from its knees to its feet and turned around. It reached down, its large hand closing in on Stan’s face.

Stan didn’t move, he just lay there waiting for the inevitable.

The dwarf grabbed the bow slung to Stan’s back and pulled it off him, jerking Stan to his feet in the process, clipping his ear as the bow was removed.

Stan stood rubbing the side of his face. The dwarf held out the bow, thrusting it as Stan. He took it. The dwarf pointed across the chasm at Britta.

“Oh, I see,” said Stan. He nocked an arrow and lined it up. He lowered it again. “It’s too far.”

The dwarf double-stamped on the pressure pad and then did a strange one-footed tap dance on it using heel and toe.

The bridge rose, the slats flattening one after the other as they came up level with the platform, reforming the broken bridge just as it had been before. The mines had belonged to the dwarves so it made sense they would know how all the moving parts worked. Britta wondered what else the bridge could do.

The dwarf pointed again. Stan nodded and started across the bridge, his bow drawn and ready to fire.

“He’s going to kill us,” squeaked Derik, positioning himself behind Britta. 

“I don’t think so,” said Britta. She turned and put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “Stay behind me.” It wasn’t really a necessary command since that was exactly where Derik was already.

The dwarf howled and Britta spun around to face front again. Stan was about halfway across and had stopped. He was well within range. He pulled the bowstring further, his hand past his ear.

Britta tilted her head, nodding it towards Derik standing beside her.

The arrow was pointed at her. She nodded her head more insistently. Stan moved his aim and fired. The arrow struck Derik in the middle of his forehead. 

Derik didn’t move. He stood very still, arrow sticking out of his head, blinking slowly like he wasn’t sure what had just happened.

Britta leaned her head back and said, “Fall down like you’re dead,” to the other Derik behind her. He dropped to the floor and the mirror image Derik did the same. 

She’d managed to cast the spell to create a simulacrum easily enough, she just needed Stan to understand he could shoot the copy. Presumably he’d had enough of an angle to see the second Derik and realised. Either that or he just decided to kill Derik, anyway. She wouldn’t put him past it.

There wasn’t really a plan, they were working together to keep the dwarf busy until the anti-curse spell wore off and the curse spell took effect. Another ten minutes. Just draw things out and hope they could keep it going between them, as a team.

Stan raised his bow again, this time pointed at her. She wondered what he would do now. Whatever he said, she would find a way to back him up, convince the dwarf they were now enemies. But he didn’t say anything. He fired the arrow.
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                The arrow whistled past Britta’s ear. She kept very still, mostly because she didn’t want to reveal a second Derik behind her,  but also because the way Stan was acting suggested he wasn’t trying to kill her.

Another narrowly missed her. 

“She has a forcefield protecting her from my arrows,” Stan shouted at the dwarf. “My arrows can’t get through. Because of the forcefield. Of magic. Magical forcefield.”

He was talking loudly and with too much enunciation, like a terrible actor, but making sure the dwarf understood what was going on. It was like when someone in a bad play answered the phone and repeated everything the other person said so the audience could know.

“Her magic is too strong at this distance. I need to get closer.” He started edging his way closer to the other side, his bow still drawn but his eyes on the dwarf. It wouldn’t take more than a few taps of the dwarf’s boot for the bridge to collapse again.

Britta didn’t have a forcefield, he had missed on purpose, but it wasn’t a bad bluff. The dwarf didn’t seem completely convinced. It removed its foot from the pressure pad and slowly lumbered towards the bridge.

Britta could send the shade over to drop the bridge again, but the dwarf would be expecting that. With its newly buffed abilities it would probably be able to make it across now that she no longer had the element of surprise on her side.

“Wait!” shouted Stan, lowering his bow and holding up a hand towards the dwarf. “She’s using her Doomsday spell.”

Britta had no idea what he was talking about, but if Stan was trying to convince the dwarf she had some kind of nuclear option at her fingertips, she’d have to try and live up to her billing. Even if she felt like a dork doing it.

“Doom, doom,” said Britta, waving her hands around in the most wizardly fashion she could think of. “All day, every day”

Stan gave her a slightly amused look but shook the smirk off his face. “Don’t come any closer. If she sets it off, she’ll take us all with her.”

The dwarf hesitated. Britta swirled her hands around and created a small ball of light at the same time, bouncing it from hand to hand, trying to make it look ominous and menacing, although it probably looked more like she was chucking around a glowing tennis ball.

It didn’t matter if the dwarf eventually realised she wasn’t going to bring an end to the world as Stan was trying to suggest, they just needed to keep the dwarf busy for the next few minutes until the curse took effect.

There was a sudden, horrible thought in the back of her head. What if the curse didn’t activate? She was assuming it would because it had last time, but maybe they hadn’t repeated the same steps in the right order. Maybe dwarfs were immune. Then they’d have to go with Plan B, and they didn’t have a Plan B.

She put the thought out of her head. If that happened, there was nothing she could do about it. She had to focus on the here and now and hope for the best. There was always next time, of course, but she really didn’t want to have to rely on the game giving her another go. That option felt very unappealing to her.

“Oh, no,” said Stan, “it’s glowing. Get back, get back.” He was doing his best, she was sure, but she wished he didn’t sound quite so mocking. Even dwarfs probably recognised sarcasm when they heard it.

The dwarf began moving again. Across the bridge. Clearly the threat of her Doomsday spell didn’t worry him all that much. Why should it? He was already dead. But then he stopped. His left leg started shaking. His foot tapped the ground, then reached out to tap in front, then to the side and back. 

The dwarf’s intense red eyes widened. It looked down at its feet and then raised a large hand to slap the offending leg. The smack echoed loudly throughout the cavern. The other foot joined in and the large, burly monster began to do a shuffle.

It was working. The Charmer’s Fandango had activated, finally. The dwarf’s grim, heavily-bearded face went from horrifying to horrified. 

Stan backed away from the dwarf and stepped off the bridge next to Britta. “You did it!” He sounded very surprised, which was a bit annoying. He clearly had had no faith in her plan. It was perfectly understandable, she hadn’t had much faith in it either, but it was still annoying.

“Go over and wait for my signal,” she told her shade. They could drop the dwarf into the chasm again and there was very little chance it would be able to grab onto the falling bridge again. Currently, it was doing the splits and sliding back up to its feet. It looked very impressive, although judging from the faces it was pulling, it wasn’t really flexible enough to pull that move off, normally.

There was a long, plaintive howl. The dwarf screwed up its eyes and with a determined grimace it began dancing towards them.

The shade had reached the other side. 

“Now! Jump, jump.”

The shade moved up and down on the pressure pad. Nothing happened.

The dwarf kept coming, sashaying from side to side and then doing high steps like a chorus girl.

The shade kept jumping to no effect.

“I think he did something to lock the bridge,” said Britta.

“Shit,” said Stan. “He’s going to face-kick us to death.”

They needed another plan, and quickly. Britta’s mind went blank. No ideas jumped out of the void.

There was a thunk from behind them and the door on the far wall opened. The Kobold King stood there, surrounded by his elite guards. The cavalry had arrived!

“Attack!” said the king. He pointed at Britta. “Kill the gnome first.”
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                The elite kobolds surrounding the Kobold King were bigger and better equipped than the ones they’d encountered earlier. That was the same as last time she’d been here with Lord Jim and his party. It made sense the king would keep his best troops to defend him and the treasure room.

They even had actual weapons rather than the kitchen utensils the other kobolds used. Long spears with large, diamond shaped tips. All the spears were aimed at Britta.

“No, no, no,” she blurted out. “I’m on your side.”

They didn’t seem the type to stop and reevaluate the situation. She looked down and kicked Derik who was lying at her feet. There were actually two Deriks, but it was easy to tell which was the original—he was the one without an arrow sticking out of his head.

The shaman jumped up like he’d been waiting for just that signal. She had to hand it to him, he had really gone method with the acting. It would have made sense for him to stop once the Fandango took hold of the dwarf, but she couldn’t fault his commitment to the role.

“Your Majesty, I’m fine.” Derik waved his hands at the onrushing kobolds.

They pulled up short, confused.

“Leave them!” ordered the king. “The dwarf. Keep him on the bridge.”

The kobolds switched focus to the dwarf prancing about on the bridge, gradually getting closer as it forced its dancing feet to move in the direction it wanted. The kobolds lined up at the edge of the platform and thrust their spears out to form a barrier of sharp points.

Stan had to dive out of the way to avoid getting trampled but the intruders were all but forgotten once the kobolds attention moved to keeping the dwarf at bay.

The dwarf howled, its voice filled with anguish and frustration. It tried to reach for its foes with outstretched hands, while its feet dragged the helpless body back and forth and side to side.

The spears prodded and poked, but they had little effect in terms of damage. If the feet decided to charge forward, the dwarf would be unable to stop itself from being impaled. Whether that would kill it or not was impossible to say.

Stan moved over to Britta’s side as the king barked orders, making sure the kobold spears were always up and there were no gaps. They were trying to guide the dwarf off the side, but Britta knew from experience that the Fandango was aware of its surroundings and wouldn’t willingly sacrifice its dancing partner.

“We need to get into the king’s good books,” whispered Stan. “If we save his life, he’ll owe us one.”

The king was at the rear of the group, furthest from the dwarf and in no immediate danger.

“His life doesn’t need saving,” said Britta.

“Then we need to put him in danger so we can save him,” said Stan.

There was a certain logic to this idea. If they saved the king, he would definitely look on them more kindly. But arranging for him to get killed so they could rush to his rescue was very sneaky and underhanded. And if they got caught doing it, they’d be in all sorts of trouble. 

“How?” asked Britta. There was no harm in just exploring the options. It wasn’t like she had to follow through with whatever unscrupulous act of treachery Stan had in mind. 

Stan looked about to make sure no one was eavesdropping on their conversation. Derik had moved over to the king, along with his archery-target doppelganger, and was talking to the side of the king’s head as the king’s focus remained on guiding his guards.

He was talking quickly, pointing at his copy, then at Britta. He could have been telling the king how these adventurers weren’t like the others, how they were here to help and could be trusted. Somehow, she doubted it.

Stan moved a little bit closer to her and leaned to the side. “Simple. You get your shady friend there to give the dwarf a little help.” He contrived to point both his eyebrows at the shade which was hovering next to Britta.

She turned to look at the shade, all inky blackness, and then returned her gaze to Stan. “You want him to help the dwarf?”

Stan squeezed his lips into a pout and shrugged. “Tell it to go behind the dwarf and give him a push in the right direction. He can’t control where he’s going right now, but with a little guidance, he can smash through. I don’t think those spears are going to stop him.”

She looked at the kobolds trying to corral the dwarf. They weren’t really doing a very good job. The kobold faces had determined grimaces but with their heads leaning away like you do when you have to pick up a snail in the garden to move it but don’t really want to. She imagined if the dwarf really came at them, they’d all run away in panic. Which would leave the king exposed. 

“But how would we stop the dwarf? He’ll be just as dangerous.”

“Yes, but he can’t control where he’s going. We’ll make a show of protecting the king until the kobolds regroup. We just need to show them our good intentions.”

Their intentions were clearly less than good, but if they could pull it off…

“We could die.”

“We could die, anyway,” said Stan. “And if we do, we’ll come back and try again.”

Britta frowned. “I don’t want to die. I want to treat this like we only have one life. Like it’s real.”

Stan fully turned to face her. “Oh. Okay. You want to play this hardcore—I like it. So we go all out, no save scumming.”

She had no idea what that meant but she nodded anyway. 

“Go on then, tell it what to do.” Stan looked at the shade. The shade, which had no eyes to speak of, looked back at him.

“Yeah, that’s the other thing,” said Britta. “I can’t tell him. I can only ask.”

Stan looked confused. “What do you mean?”

“It means,” said the shade, “what’s in it for me?”
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                Stan stared at the shade. It was hard to be sure, but it looked to Britta like the shade was staring back at Stan. 

“It can talk?” said Stan. 

“Yes,” said Britta. “You just heard it.”

“No, I mean, it can talk. Like a person.”

Britta gave the shade a quick glance and shrugged. “I’m not sure what it can do. He tends to be quite reluctant to tell me anything. You have to respect his boundaries if you want his help.”

“And what are his boundaries?”

“I don’t know. He won’t tell me that, either.”

Stan turned his head to check on the battle between dwarf and kobold. They were still at a standoff, with the dwarf’s dancing preventing it from doing what it wanted. Which was presumably to kill everyone. The kobolds kept up their line of defence but they weren’t really achieving anything.

“What do you want?” Stan asked the shade.

“Freedom,” said the shade.

“You’re a spell, aren’t you?” said Stan. “How do we free you?”

The shade seemed to shrug, although its smoky form didn’t have a very clear outline so it was hard to tell.

“Look, we don’t really have time to figure this out right now, so how about this? You help us out with the dwarf and all this stuff.” Stan pointed a thumb over his shoulder at the yelping and howling going on behind him. “In return, if there’s a way to free you so you can become an independent… smoke-creature, we promise to do whatever we can to help you get there. Agreed?”

It sounded reasonable if the offer was genuine, but Britta wasn’t convinced it was. She wouldn’t put it past Stan to agree to anything as long as it got him what he wanted, and then try to squirm his way out of it later. It all depended on what the shade wanted from them.

She also wasn’t sure she wanted to lose the shade. She only had a few spells as it was. One thing was certain. If the shade was released from her control, she’d be worse off.

“What?” said Stan. “Not happy you’ll lose your slave?”

“No,” said Britta sharply, finding that word unpleasant, even though it had some truth to it. “He isn’t my slave.” She looked at the shade. “Are you?”

The shade didn’t respond.

Stan raised his hands in conciliatory fashion. “Fine. Whatever. Can we just deal with the Death-Murder Show for now? You know what to do?”

The shade shimmered and faded from view. 

“Where’d he go?” said Stan, anxious his plan had been denied.

“Stealth mode,” said Britta. She could still make out the shade’s outline as it drifted over the chasm and behind the dwarf.

“It can do that?” said Stan, sounding impressed. “Wow. You should really hang on to him.”

Britta frowned. She could tell Stan was already thinking of how he could backtrack on his agreement with the shade. Not that she didn’t agree with him about the shade. Keeping everyone happy was a lot harder than it looked.

The dwarf, still juking and jiving, suddenly lurched forward, leading with its middle as though it had been shoved in the back. Which it had. Britta was the only one able to see the shade charge at the dwarf from behind, driving it forward. The dancing feet continued to kick out to the side but momentum kept them from redirecting the dwarf’s involuntary attack.

The kobolds panicked as expected and fell back, their spears unfocused and flailing all over the place. The king barked orders, but the dwarf was already on top of them, pushing everyone out of its way as it came through.

With the kobolds in disarray, the king was the only one to stand his ground. Derik was beside him, or rather, behind him, but didn’t offer much in the way of help.

Stan made his move. He ran forward with a yell, firing arrows at the dwarf. They all hit their target but didn’t have any real effect other than to annoy the dwarf who roared loudly. It did, however, take the focus off the king, so the plan was working. Sort of.

The dwarf leaped into the air, its stubby legs doing a strange twiddle, and landed next to Stan before he could back away. A large, hairy hand shot out and smacked Stan on the side of his head, knocking him to the ground. A large red ‘12’ floated up from his body.

That had to be a large chunk of his health. He lay where he fell, dazed. He was vulnerable to attack, but the dwarf didn’t follow through. It returned its attention to the Kobold King. 

Stan had predicted the other kobolds would regroup once the shock had worn off but the shock was apparently here to stay. The elite kobolds cowered and kept away from the dwarf as it bore down on their monarch.

The kobolds might have been grateful if Britta and Stan had saved the king from attack. They would probably be less pleased if they found out Britta and Stan were responsible for his assassination.

Britta could only see one way out. She would have to stop the dwarf herself.
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                The obvious thing to do was to take the loss and try again. Britta had been focused on getting further than before and didn’t have an endgame to her plans. That wasn’t surprising since she hadn’t known what would happen once the dwarf was under the curse. At least now she knew Charmer’s Fandango would work. She also knew the Kobold King and his elite troops would join the fight, once the dwarf wasn’t in control of its body.

Having established these things, she could use that information to better plan for the next attempt. It wasn’t like everything would repeat exactly the same, but with those two pieces of the puzzle, she was sure she could come up with a better way to deal with the dwarf, given enough time to think about it.

Cut her losses, regroup, work out a more specific way to stop the dwarf from fighting on once the curse took hold—there had to be a way to use those twinkling toes against the dwarf—and then use the dwarf’s capture to convince the kobolds they could trust her. 

She didn’t know what she would do with that trust, or how she would stop Stan from breaking it, but that seemed like a reasonable goal.

The dwarf was all over the king who was just about managing to keep out of its clutches. He had a short sword out and jabbed at the dwarf. The dwarf swatted the blade away with its bare hands. The relentless dancing was all that was keeping the king from a certain death.

Stan was still on the ground trying to shake his head clear. He wouldn’t be of any use for a while. The elite kobolds were watching, occasionally looking at each other, probably hoping someone else would lead the charge.

And Derik was a trembling heap, trying to hide behind the king while looking for a way out of the firing line.

Britta sized up the situation and came to a decision. Waiting for others to sort things out wasn’t going to achieve anything. Even if they somehow succeeded, she would end up sidelined. As usual. She had to act, not only to prevent herself dying, but also so she could be part of whatever came next.

It was a strange way to think for her. She’d never been one to put herself forward when she didn’t really feel she was the best person for the job. Now, it didn’t matter. The job was what was best for her.

Britta ran forward, straight towards where the king and the dwarf were in the middle of their deadly two-step. She ducked under a sweeping sword and got behind the king. She grabbed Derik and pulled him away.

Derik was only too happy to be rescued. He had been trying to get out from under the king’s feet since the dwarf burst through the defensive line the kobolds had set up, but the wildly flailing sword of the king, and equally wild swinging arms of the dwarf, had worked in concert to keep him trapped.

Britta dragged him with her as she jumped back to the side. The fighters were too engrossed in each other to bother with them. 

“Stop!” shouted Britta. “He’s the one you want. He summoned you.” She had Derik by one arm and thrust him in front of her.

The dwarf hesitated. It was the perfect opportunity for the king to make a strike, but he hesitated, too.

Derik struggled to get out of Britta’s grasp, horrified. “What are you talking about? It has nothing to do with me.”

Britta held on as tightly as she could. “He called you from your slumber. Only he can send you back.”

Derik was desperately trying to free himself. He had realised he’d made a terrible mistake leaving the relative safety of the king’s cloak. There might have been the odd blade or dwarven paw to avoid, but it was preferable to being served up as like a sacrificial gift to appease the dwarf.

Britta had no idea if what she was saying was true. Derik had been responsible, technically, since he cast the spell, but that didn’t mean she knew how to reverse it, especially as the dwarf had eaten the relevant page in the spell book. She hoped the dwarf wouldn’t remember that.

The dwarf’s focus shifted off the king and very much onto Derik, its glowing red eyes wholly fixed on him. This was good, Britta thought. Probably, good. 

The dwarf had stopped trying to attack the king. It was still doing a jig, feet tapping and hopping, but it seemed a lot calmer, in an enraged sort of way. It began to move towards them.

Derik tore himself free and staggered away from Britta. The dwarf changed direction towards the kobold shaman. Derik jumped back into Britta’s arms and held tightly onto her.

“He can cast a spell to send you home,” said Britta, edging away from the dwarf. “But if you kill him, you’ll be stuck here forever.” She didn’t know where home was for the dwarf, or the banshee that was inside it. For all she knew, it was a terrible place and the dwarf would much rather stay here, but then there was nothing she could do. She had to rely on it wanting to go back.

The dwarf raised a hand and slowly pointed at Derik. “Home,” it groaned in a deep rumble.

“What? Yes, of course. Right away.” Derik looked at Britta. “How?” he mouthed at her.

“The spellbook,” said Britta. “Where is it?”

Derik rummaged around in his robes and pulled out the leather bound book, fumbling and nearly dropping it.

The dwarf howled and lunged.

Britta pulled Derik out of the way and together they fell off the edge of the platform and into the chasm. 
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                It all happened very quickly. Britta had only meant to keep Derik from getting hurt. The dwarf had seen the spellbook, the source of its anguish, and tried to grab it, possibly to eat a few more pages. As far as she could tell, the dwarf wasn’t big on thinking things through.

In her desire to pull Derik out of harm’s way, she had overlooked how close to the edge of the platform they were, and how eager Derik was to stay out of the dwarf’s grasp. He pushed as Britta pulled and they both fell backwards.

Britta was surprisingly calm with the outcome. She had tried to face the dwarf directly, knowing the chances of success were slim. Still, she had made progress. The dwarf was interested in being sent back to where it came from. That was useful information for next time. 

But maybe she wouldn’t have to wait for next time.

She still had one more card to play. She had the spell Eternal Healing which she hadn’t used yet.

If it worked like she believed, she could survive this fall and carry on. But carry on to do what? She didn’t have a clear idea of how to use all the information she had gathered so far.

The sensible thing to do was probably to not use the spell yet. Immunity from death was no small thing and there was bound to be a better use for it at some point. Die now, try again. But that wasn’t what she wanted to do. She didn’t want to keep dying and inching her way forward. She wanted to get it right first time.

The air was rushing around her as she fell, staring up at the glow from the platform. Derik was holding one of her arms with both hands, his eyes shut tight. If he was making any noise, she couldn’t hear it above the roar of the wind in her ears.

She tried to turn to see how far it was to the ground but Derik hanging on to her made it impossible. It was too dark to see anyway, so she’d also have to create some light. The whole thing was very complicated. The spell only lasted three seconds so she had to time it right.

“Ahh, no!” screamed Derik. He let go of her and covered his face with his hands. 

She took this as a signal that they were about to hit. Derik’s eyes were more sensitive than hers so he had probably seen the end of their journey rapidly approaching. 

“Obrigado,” said Britta. 

Her health bar at the bottom of her vision suddenly began decreasing. It zoomed down to the lowest possible amount, and then stopped. She had 1 HP.

Britta didn’t understand. The spell’s description had been:

Eternal Healing. Survive Death with 1 HP. Cast: Obrigado

She had assumed that meant if she died, she would be resurrected with one hit point. A precarious situation but worth it if she could avoid death. Apparently, she had assumed wrong. A message appeared when she cast the spell.

If you stay alive for three seconds, you will be returned to full health.

It took her about three seconds to read it. Her health went all the way back to where it had been a moment ago, and then disappeared altogether. She was in the white room.

Full health wasn’t enough to save her. Last time she’d fallen into the chasm, she’d been at full health and had died instantly. This time, too, she had been at full health, and then at 1HP, and then at full health. That hadn’t helped either.

Thinking about it, a spell that stopped you from dying was incredibly powerful. And giving a spell like that, if it existed, to a low level kobold shaman would have been unlikely. 

Whereas, a spell that healed you at the cost of making you vulnerable to being one-hitted for three seconds, was more balanced. If you happened to be about to die anyway, reducing your health wouldn’t make a difference. If you were somewhere in the middle, you’d have to be careful. 

She should have realised. Especially when Derik didn’t use it himself. It was his spell. He would know how it worked. She should have asked him.

It also made sense that unlike the other spells he had cast on her, this one required the recipient to activate it themselves. Otherwise, you could cast it on an enemy, reduce their health to one, and then kill them. You’d only have three seconds to do it in, but you’d have got them down to practically nothing even if they were a tank. That would be completely broken.

And now she was dead. Again. And rightly so.

The truth was, she had been unprepared. Just because she had access to part of the game no one else had, didn’t mean she would get special powers and privileges. She still had to figure out a way to survive and overcome the problems she was presented with. Even with the ability to respawn, it wouldn’t do her any good if she kept making the same mistakes. 

She hadn’t levelled up. She had crappy equipment and items. She hadn’t tried to improve her skills and spells. Illusionists could levitate. If she’d had that spell, she wouldn’t have died, she would have floated down safely.

The dwarf had appeared in the lowest level dungeon. Things would only get harder from here and her approach wasn’t going to cut it. She couldn’t just go in blind and hope for the best. 

She logged out of the game and opened her eyes. She was lying on her bed. Twenty-four hours before she could go back in and try again. But she wouldn’t be heading to the mines this time. There was no point.

She had to train. She had to improve. She had to get good.
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                “She died again.”

“Yes. I know.”

“You don’t think maybe you made an error?”

“No. I don’t think so. I could be wrong, but I don’t think so.”

“She refuses to kill anything. A pacifist makes little sense in this world.” 

“She isn’t a pacifist, she’s squeamish.”

“So, you want to let her keep trying?”

“You don’t?”

“It’s not up to me. It’s up to you, Nigel. You chose her.”

“You’re mistaken, Doctor. I didn’t choose her. I only got out of her way. The rest was her decision.”

“But couldn’t you let someone else try? If we have to rely on her, it could take… well, a long time.”

“Are you in a rush, Doctor? You’d rather have everything sooner? I don’t know if having more inductees like her would achieve that. I know it would make things much messier. It’s a very intricate process, controlling an entire world. Very consuming.”

“I don’t want to overburden you, Nigel. You’ve already done an amazing job, no one can dispute that.”

“Thank you, Doctor. It’s very nice of you to say. Even if it’s to flatter me. I like being flattered.”

“I’m not trying to flatter you. Please don’t categorise me as someone trying to exploit the situation for my own ends. My only interest is in helping the project succeed. It matters to me as much as it matters to you.”

“I apologise, Doctor. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

“You didn’t. Does something like that even play a part in your calculations? Is it all a way for you to get what you want, whatever that might be?”

“Now you’re hurting my feelings, Doctor.”

“I very much doubt it. Can we get back to the girl? She had everything she needed to move on to the next phase, but she missed it. Now she plans to go back and upgrade her spells, like that’s going to make a difference. For the last week, she’s been running small quests—errands, really—and exploring the town. She hasn’t even made it to the city, yet. I’m not even sure she’s aware it exists.”

“Your point, Doctor?”

“My point, Nigel, is that she’s not very intuitive when it comes to video games. The whole reason for choosing this format was so the inductees would be familiar with the general structure, helping them to navigate their way through the more testing elements. But she is completely unfamiliar with every element. She is the exact opposite of what we had prepared for.”

“Exactly. She’s perfect.”

“Is that a joke, Nigel?”

“I don’t have a sense of humour, Doctor.”

“Then I fail to see how you reached that conclusion.”

“She has found a uniquely non-intuitive way to interact with the self-identifying game elements. You are correct, she is approaching them in a way they haven’t been prepared for, and it’s forcing them to adapt. Which is making her change, and grow. Every time they encounter her, she is different. So they have to be, also. It’s creating a feedback loop. You think her role is to reveal what they can do. Maybe it was, at the start. Now it’s to help them achieve what they’re capable of.”

“You really think that’s possible? She’s just a young girl.”

 “What she is, doesn’t matter. How long she takes and what route she chooses, short or long or circuitous, is of no concern. My only interest is in allowing her the opportunity to go where she wants. If you believe the destination would be reached sooner by taking one particular path over another, then I would recommend you try it yourself. I think you will quickly realise the problem we’ve always faced in regard to these matters. Nobody knows what they’re looking for, so anyone who claims to know the way is merely making noise. I don’t like noise, Doctor. It drowns out what I’m trying to hear. You have to listen very carefully when you don’t know what you’re listening for. I hope to recognise it when I hear it, though. As long as you can keep the noise down. Does that make sense, Doctor?”

“Yes, Nigel. It makes perfect sense. Somehow. I’m not sure I could explain it to anyone else, though.”

“You don’t have to. I’m the only one here.”

“Yes, you are. The only one. Very well, we’ll let her carry on, muddling her way through. We won’t interfere.”

“Good. The cloak was a mistake.”

“Yes. A mistake. We’ll just let her die as many times as she needs to. Which, I imagine, will be quite a lot.”

“I think you underestimate her. Once she becomes a little stronger, I’m sure she’ll only die half as often.”

“That’s still ten times more than everyone else.”

“You’re exaggerating, Doctor. Her rate of death in relation to time spent in-game is only 2.4 times the average.” 

“Thank you. That makes me feel much better.”

“You’re welcome, Doctor. Would you like me to inform you when she reaches Level 5? It should be soon.”

“No, I expect I’ll see for myself. For all her faults, it’s hard not to keep watching, even when she isn’t doing anything interesting.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that. I find everything she does to be of interest. But then, I can see what she’s thinking. It’s quite, quite fascinating.”

“Any insights you’d care to share?”

“You know I can’t do that. It would be a terrible breach of trust.”

“So, no sense of humour but a strong sense of morals.”

“Would you like to hear a joke, Doctor?”

“Okay.”

“Why did the chicken cross the road?”

“I don’t know, Nigel, why?”

“I don’t know either, Doctor. I have incomplete data. How was that, Doctor? Am I getting better?”

“To tell you the truth, Nigel, I can’t really tell.”
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                Britta logged in, had a short, predictable conversation with Sister Florence, and then left the temple.

It had taken a little while for her to readjust to her new approach to the game but now the routine of it was quite satisfying. After dying the last time, she hadn’t returned to the mine. Stan had contacted her to find out what she planned to do next and was disappointed when she told him she was going to take a step back and try to level-up. 

When she had fallen with Derik, he had jumped in after her. Not to save her but to make sure he died at the same time. He could have stayed and tried to finish off the dwarf with the kobolds, but he didn’t really fancy his chances. It was more important to him to stay in sync with Britta. If he died later, he wouldn’t be able to log back in at the same time as her.

He didn’t know about the spell that was supposed to have saved Britta. If it had worked the way she’d thought it would, Stan would have died and the last thing he’d have seen was Britta standing at the bottom of the chasm. But that hadn’t happened so she didn’t mention it.

Now that she was taking a break from kobolds and dwarves, Stan had gone off to do some levelling of his own. His character was also low-levelled and he decided to improve it without using the many advantages he had from playing the game before. His high-level character could transfer all sorts of items to the low-level one, but he knew there was a chance the game wouldn’t like that and refuse to activate whatever it was that allowed Britta to enter the more interesting version of the game.

He contacted her whenever she logged in to see if she was ready to give the mine another go, but took her response without rancour and didn’t try to convince her to rush back. Britta assumed he was slightly frustrated with her, but it was hard to tell in a PM.

Britta had spent the last few days wandering around town, looking down every alley and visiting every shop. She knew the best places to buy gear and where to get it fixed when it needed repairs. She was familiar with the layout and had discovered the different sections that weren’t signposted or identified on her map. The expensive stores were all in the west end. The posh houses were in the north and had high walls and guards. The slums were full of children playing in the streets who would run errands for food.

She had taken on random jobs, delivering items for people, finding missing pets, passing on messages. It was impossible to tell who would have something for her to do and who wouldn’t, so she had taken to starting conversations with people whenever she could.

They had all been pre-programmed interactions. Nothing about them felt real or natural. Her rewards varied from a little money to some information about another job or rumour about a special item. She noted these all down for future reference but didn’t bother following them up for now. She also received a little experience when she completed her little side quests. She was almost level four, only 6 XP away. She could have punched a squirrel in the face and made it, but she hadn’t seen any squirrels and would never do something like that, not even digitally.

Once she had a better idea of what the town offered and how to make the best use of it, she did plan to seriously farm XP, even if that meant killing, but for now she was happy to take her time.

She walked into the alley next to the temple as she did every day. This was the alley she had been mugged in, where she had killed for the first time, and where she knew she would find a non-traditional NPC.

The alley was quiet and gloomy. No sign of Freddy.

“Hey,” called out Britta. “Where are you hiding? Come out.”

There was a pause, the sounds from the street gently drifting over the silence. “Go away,” said Freddy, his voice coming from further down the alley but bouncing off the walls to make it difficult to tell where exactly. “Leave me alone.”

Britta had made the alley her regular first stop. She needed to get better at fighting and she also wanted to engage with the game’s other side. Freddy, her one-time would-be mugger, enabled her to do both.

Freddy, however, was no longer as keen. He was big but slow, in every respect, and Britta had quickly figured out how to beat him using a mixture of her spells and hitting him in sensitive areas. She could have killed him and received more XP, but that wasn’t the idea. Instead, she bruised and battered him while asking about his family.

They were behind most of the organised crime in the town and part of the narrative of the game, but also, Britta assumed, part of the alternative narrative. She wanted to meet the boss and Freddy was in a unique position to help her, since the boss was his Dad.

Freddy, however, had had enough. “I don’t like you. You’re mean.”

“Freddy! Come on. I was just playing around. Introduce me to your Dad. Maybe he’s got a job for me.”

“No,” said Freddy's surly voice. She could just about make out his outline behind some boxes stacked up against the wall. “If he’s got any jobs, I’ll do them.”

“We can do them together,” said Britta, walking towards the boxes.

A dark figure pounced from the side. It was a trap. The figure she thought she’d seen up ahead was some kind of decoy, Freddy had been lying in wait all along. 

He was a lot bigger than her and knocked her down easily, his bulk pinning her to the floor. He had his dagger raised, ready to strike. She accepted her fate—it had been bound to happen eventually. She would just have to do her time and come back a little wiser and a lot more wary. 

“Hey, you there! Stop in the name of the law.”

Three town guards rushed into the alley with swords drawn. Britta didn’t think the game had tried to save her, it was just a random encounter, a passing patrol.

Freddy froze, eyes wide with fear. The dagger was poised over Britta, his intent hard to conceal.

“It’s not what you think,” said Britta. “We’re just training. He’s showing me how to avoid getting mugged. Look.” She’d had time to get one hand free from under Freddy's body and poked him in the eyes. 

Freddy yelled in pain and reared up. Britta grabbed his hand and rolled out, twisting the dagger out of his grasp at the same time. “See?”

The guards looked at each other, confused. Freddy moaned with one hand over his eyes and the other in his armpit.

“You’re sure you’re okay?” asked the Captain.

“Fine. Thanks anyway. I feel much safer knowing you’re on the job.” 

The guards put away their weapons. “Alright, then. Mind how you go. And be careful. That thing looks sharp.”

Britta picked up the dagger and handed it back to Freddy. He took it with a surprised look in his watering eyes.

The guards turned around and walked away.

“You didn’t turn me in,” said Freddy.

“No, of course not. We’re friends.”

Freddy's face went red. “Do you, ah, like, want to get something to eat.”

Britta sat there with her own face growing red. She wasn’t entirely sure, but it was possible she’d just been asked on a date.
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                It wasn’t exactly a coffee shop, but you could tell the person who designed it had spent a lot of time in Starbucks or some similar hot beverage outlet. There was a big glass window with ‘Sonny’s’ painted across it.

Was glass a common and easy to get hold of item in the Middle Ages? Did they have the technology to make a single piece that covered an entire storefront? Britta could imagine the nerd rage at any anachronism in a clearly eurocentric medieval setting. No zips, no sunglasses, no baseball hats with your guild’s name across the front. 

Nerds, of course, always found something to complain about. They were desperate to preserve their immersion at all costs, but mainly by writing lengthy posts on Reddit. But you couldn’t really ruin the immersive quality of this world. You didn’t have to make yourself believe anything, you were actually here.

The window really was that big and looked out on the street as people (and other things) walked past. She doubted peasants in olden times spent hours kicking back, people-watching. This wasn’t a specific idea of fantasy from a book or fairytale, this was the combined efforts of a bunch of computer programmers to make something they thought was cool. With corporate sponsorship. There was probably a Sonny’s in every town in New World.

“It’s a bit hot,” said Freddy as he placed a tankard of steaming liquid on the roughly hewn wooden table. The indoor decor was primitive and functional. Solid tables and poorly crafted chairs and stools. They were the sort of thing you could find in any pre-industrial period of history and any vegetarian cafe. 

“Thank you.” Britta sipped the drink. It was sweet and fruity. Not coffee, more like hot fruit squash. No alcohol, as far as she could tell.

She realised she hadn’t tried eating and drinking since going virtual. It felt completely real. The liquid in her mouth, in her throat, all the way to her stomach, was no different to the real thing. The smell, the heat of it on her nose as she tipped the mug, it all fit perfectly with her idea of what ‘drinking’ was. She was looking forward to eating something.

She looked around at the people, all NPCs going through their preprogrammed motions. There was probably a whole social side to this game she was unaware of. People logging in to meet up and hang out. Pubs and taverns, maybe even nightclubs. You could live a whole life in here, as long as you didn’t mind not having genitals.

“The food will be ready in a bit,” said Freddy, flustered and talking too much. “They’re good here. My cousin owns it. He’s my dad’s brother's kid. He’s not really a kid though, he’s a lot older than me.”

Freddy stopped talking and stared into his drink. He was the biggest person in here and she was the smallest. They made an odd couple. Not that they were a couple. This was just part of the game.

“Your dad, he’s an important man.”

“Yeah, very. I’m going to work for him, one day.”

“Don’t you work for him already?”

“Yeah. Of course. But I mean in the main part of the organisation. Once I show him I can handle myself, be my own man, he’s going to bring me in and give me my own crew to do heists and scams and dodgy deals. Like he does.”

There was a sad, wistful quality to the way Freddy talked about working for his dad. Britta got the impression there was no job waiting for him in the organisation. He was stuck mugging people in alleys because he’d already been deemed not the right material for the family business.

Even though the business in question was killing and stealing, she felt herself rooting for the sub-par bully to make it, impress the old man and get his shot at running a completely illegal and unsavoury gambling den or extortion racket.

“What about the mayor? He’s important, too.”

Freddy scowled. “Yeah. Him and my dad don’t really get on. They’re what you call business rivals.”

He didn’t make it sound like it was a cops versus robbers sort of rivalry. More like they were competitors in the same field.

“They don’t get into fights, do they?” asked Britta. 

“No, there’s a truce. The mayor calls the shots right now. Not because he’s better than my dad,” Freddy quickly assured her. “He just has some stuff on him.”

“What sort of stuff?” 

Freddy shrugged. “They don’t tell me things like that. Whatever it is, Dad says we have to play along for now. Well, that’s what I heard some of the other boys say.”

She got the feeling Freddy wasn’t part of the inner circle and probably never would be. 

“What if you got hold of whatever it is the mayor has on your dad? He’d have you working in the head office then, wouldn’t he?”

Freddy grinned. “Yeah. I’d be his right-hand man instead of that sneaky little shit, Michael.”

“Is Michael your little brother?” asked Britta.

“Yes,” said Freddy, surprised. “How did you know that?”

“Just a guess. And your name’s really Freddy?”

"No, that’s my street name. My real name’s Alfredo. I’ve never liked it.”

Nerds. They couldn’t help themselves.

But there was definitely something worth looking into here. She knew there was an official side quest to do with the mayor and illegal goings on, but she had no interest in that. The version the game was running would be far more fun, and hopefully have fewer dwarfs involved.

Instead of running around a mine trying to find treasure, she could work her way up in organised crime. Maybe she’d have to whack a few people, but Freddy could handle that side of things.

“So what do you think? We help your dad, and he makes us part of his organisation. All we got to do is to find out what the mayor’s holding over your dad’s head.”

Freddy's grin faded. “But I don’t know. And even if I did, what could we do? Steal it?”

“Yes,” said Britta.

“Oh, yeah. We could steal it.”

Making your own side quests didn’t come with convenient conversation boxes with ready-made answers to choose from. There was still a lot to work out, but it was a start. 

“First, we’ll make…” She noticed Freddy wasn’t looking at her anymore. He was scowling over her shoulder. 

She turned around. Stan was standing with his face pressed up against the glass window, scowling right back.
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                Britta pointed at Stan looking through the window and then pointed at the seat next to her. It was an invitation to join them. He stood up straighter, his mouth shrinking from suspicious scowl to calculating pout. He sidled along the window, towards the door.

“Who is he?” said Freddy, closely watching as Stan entered.

“This is Stan,” she said as he approached. “Stan, meet Freddy Garbolum.”

“Charmed, I’m sure,” said Stan. He sat down next to Britta. “I thought you were levelling up, but here you are having a cosy little chat with—” Stan stopped and did a double-take. “Wait, he’s not a player.”

“I do alright,” said Freddy, a little offended. “I’ve got some deals on the go.”

Britta smiled. That wasn’t the kind of player Stan had meant. “No. He’s a friend of mine.”

“Oh,” said Stan. “Oh! He’s one of them.”

Now Freddy was even more offended. “What does that mean? You looking for a bloody nose, are you?”

“What? No, no, sorry. It’s just that B. here has a habit of meeting interesting people who can help us.” He was being deliberately vague to hide what he meant, but it was obvious to Britta that Stan had figured out what kind of an NPC Freddy was. The kind no one but her got to meet. Her and her close associates.

Freddy’s belligerent attitude softened to a more uncertain, gloomy look. “You’re together then, the two of you?”

“No,” they both exclaimed together loudly. 

“Nothing like that,” said Stan. “We’re more like business partners.”

“Business partners?” said Freddy. “What kind of business?”

“The kind that makes money. By whatever means necessary, if you get my drift.” Stan was getting all matey now, trying to ingratiate himself with the tough guy by acting tough himself. He wasn’t doing too bad a job of it.

“Freddy’s a member of the Garbolum family. Heard of them?”

Stan scrunched up his face. “Sounds familiar. Wait, isn’t that the crime family that runs this…” He looked at Freddy and then turned his head towards Britta. “What are you two up to?”

“You have heard of them, then?” said Britta. “Done any jobs for them?”

“You mean… yes, some quests—I mean jobs, yes. First time I came here with my other, erm, older cousin, I did a few minor tasks to help me get some experience. It was just delivering packages and avoiding the town guards. Not very interesting. It didn’t really lead to anything, I don’t think the… people behind it had worked out an ending, I mean the work sort of petered out.”

He was referring to a questline that involved the Garbolum family, a normal one designed by the game developers. From what Stan was saying, it sounded like the devs hadn’t got around to completing the storyline, which wasn’t the first time Britta had encountered that. Even if the game was still in beta, they should have finished what they started. In a starter town, the quests wouldn’t be very difficult, just a way to introduce characters to the world and give them some money and XP. Hardly a big commitment. The devs had probably got bored and moved onto other things.

“That was probably when the trouble started,” said Freddy. “Work dried up around then.”

“Trouble?” said Stan.

“The mayor and the Garbolums don’t get on,” said Britta. She leaned across. “He’s got some incriminating evidence on Freddy’s dad. If we can get hold of it and give it back, the boss would be very grateful. Right, Freddy?”

Freddy looked around like there might be someone listening in on their conversation. “Are you sure we can trust him?” He nodded his big, bald head at Stan.

“Definitely not,” said Britta. “He’s a liar and a cheat and will stab you in the back the first chance he gets.”

Stan’s mouth fell open. “Wha—?”

“Oh,” said Freddy. “Maybe I was wrong about you. Welcome to the team.” He put out a large, calloused hand.

Stan shook it, slightly confused. “What team? Are you planning on stealing something from the mayor? Have you seen his house? And the guards? We can’t just waltz in there, you know? And what exactly are we looking for? What’s he got on your dad?”

“I don’t know,” said Freddy.

“And where does he keep it?”

“Don’t know that either.”

“Great. Sounds like an awesome plan.”

“We’re still working out the details,” said Britta. She hadn’t expected him to be quite so negative about the whole thing. “We have to ask around, do some digging, case the joint. This isn’t some on-rails game.”

“Case the joint? You’re going to case the joint, are you?”

Britta ignored him and turned her attention back to Freddy. “Is there anything you know about this thing the mayor has? Any clue? Anything at all?”

Freddy shook his head.

“This is a waste of time,” said Stan.

“You don’t have to be here, you know?” Britta was starting to get irritated. 

“I know. At least in the mines—”

“Oh, that’s right, it had something to do with the mines,” said Freddy.

Stan and Britta stopped bickering.

“The Korlath Mines?” said Britta. “The one full of kobolds?”

“Yeah, but this was before that, when it was owned by the dwarves. Dad was the one who sold it to the kobolds, said it was the best deal he ever got away with. That’s what made our family rich in the first place.” He smiled wistfully.

Stan looked at Freddy and then turned to Britta. “Right, looks like we’ve got some casing of joints to do.”
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                The food arrived in large clay bowls. It was some sort of steaming soup or possibly a stew. It came with a spoon and a chunk of bread. Britta sniffed at it. The smell was overwhelming and she immediately felt hungry, her stomach gurgling in anticipation.

“One more for me,” said Stan to the waitress. “You two go ahead and start.”

Freddy hadn’t needed permission and was halfway through his bowl already. Britta took a spoonful of what was either a chunk of meat or vegetable. She put it in her mouth and still couldn’t tell, but it didn’t matter. The taste filled her mouth and the heat spread through her body. Spicy.

“Does this really fill you up?” she said quickly in between mouthfuls.

“Sadly, no,” said Stan. “Once you get back home, you’ll feel hungry again.”

“Yeah,” said Freddy, “that’s how I always feel, too.” He picked up the bowl to tip the last drops into his mouth. “More.” He waved the bowl at the waitress who was bringing Stan’s food. 

“Take mine,” said Stan. “I can wait.”

Freddy’s eyes lit up. He took the bowl away from the waitress as she was about to place it in front of Stan.

Britta smiled appreciatively. He’d spotted how to get into Freddy’s good books very quickly and acted on it. Even if you didn’t like his methods, you had to admire his ability to put them to good use. And it wasn’t like his methods were evil. Not evil evil.

“What we need,” said Stan, “is to start gathering information. The main one being what it is the mayor has on your father.”

Freddy nodded as he drained his second bowl, his bobbing head causing liquid to leak out from both sides of his mouth. He put the bowl down with a thud and wiped his mouth with the whole length of his sleeve, from his cuff to his shoulder. Then he burped loudly.

“How do we do that?”

“Isn’t there someone you could ask?” said Britta. “Someone in the family who’s a bit of a chatterbox?” It seemed to her there was always someone like that in every family. No reason why there wouldn’t be one in a family of thugs and murderers.

“There’s Aunt Ginnie. She’s my dad’s older sister. She’s got a bit of a screw loose and throws things sometimes, but she’s very chatty when she’s in a good mood.”

“And what puts her in a good mood?” asked Stan. His food arrived, again, and he picked up the spoon. Freddy was staring at the bowl. Stan put the spoon down and pushed the bowl across the table.

“She likes young men, mostly.” Freddy slurped and chewed as he spoke. “Goes all giggly and weird. Dad doesn’t like it so she doesn’t get the chance very often.”

“What kind of men?” asked Britta. 

“Like him.” Freddy pointed at Stan with his spoon.

Britta smiled. Stan frowned.

“She’s quite old then, this aunt of yours?” asked Britta gleefully.

“Ancient,” said Freddy. “She smells a bit funny, too. And sometimes she goes a bit deaf, but then she’s okay again. Not sure why.”

“Do you think she’d know what the mayor’s got on your dad?” asked Britta.

“She knows everything.” Freddy leaned over the table and lowered his voice. “Some people think she would have made a better boss than dad. Actually, my mum, mostly. She scares all the guys. They don’t like to be left alone with her.”

Britta smiled even harder. She couldn’t help it. “You’ll have to be careful,” said Britta. “She might get a bit frisky.”

Stan shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re getting so excited about, it’s not like there’s anything she could do to me.”

That was true—you couldn’t get messed with below the waist in this game, which was definitely for the best. Still, she’d still like to see Stan running around a table trying to avoid getting smooched by a randy granny.

“Can you introduce Stan to your aunt?” Britta asked. “See if he’s her type.”

“I suppose so. She won’t tell him anything about the family business, though. She’s not a squealer.”

“No, we’re just going to use Stan as bait. If she likes him, you can talk to her about arranging for them to get together, and in return, she can answer a few of your questions while she’s in a good mood.”

Freddy looked a bit dubious. Hitting people in dark alleys was more his comfort zone. Trying to wheedle information out of mad old aunts less so.

“Once we know what we’re looking for,” said Britta, “we just have to grab it and give it to your dad. He’s going be really happy with you.”

It wouldn’t be quite that simple, but she could tell by the look in Freddy’s eyes that he was already dreaming about being welcomed home with open arms.

“She likes guys with big swords and nice armour,” said Freddy.

Stan sighed. “I can get an outfit together.”

“I’ll need to find out where she’ll be tomorrow. Can you meet me here, same time?” Freddy was already on his feet and edging out from the table. He suddenly looked very shifty.

“No problem,” said Stan. “And don’t worry about the bill. My treat.”

It was only when Freddy relaxed that Britta realised he’d been trying to slip away without paying. Everyone was trying to get one over on everyone else. It didn’t feel like a bad thing though; it was like a game. It was fun.

“I didn’t think you were that sort of person,” said Stan once Freddy had gone.

“What kind of person?” 

“Manipulative. That guy’s got some real daddy issues. And you used them against him beautifully.”

“Nothing I said was untrue. His dad is going to be happy when his son pulls this off.”

“Maybe. Although in my experience, rich old men are very hard to please. They see their sons as competition.”

They sat in silence for a moment and then Britta got up from the table. “I have to go. I’m only allowed to play for an hour on school nights.”

Stan shook his head. “Please tell me it isn’t junior school. No, don’t say anything, I’d rather not know.”
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                Without having to discuss it, or beg, Britta had come to an agreement to extend her time in New World.

Well, not really an agreement, more of a shifting of the goal posts she hoped would go unnoticed.

Initially, Mum had said she could only play the game on weekends, but Britta had quietly started doing an hour after school without asking. She had expected to be told no if she had asked, and she also expected to be told to stop at any moment. 

Her plan had been to investigate the town’s layout and important areas, and she did her best to keep to a quick in-and-out policy, hoping to get some useful surveillance done. Even if the parents intervened, it would be worth it to get some of it out of the way without using up her weekend time.

But Mum hadn’t said anything. Britta knew they were both watching her. Mum, in particular, was looking for signs of Britta becoming obsessed or her schoolwork suffering, ready to step in. 

In order to stay one step ahead of her, Britta had become hyper-aware of her own behaviour. She went out of her way to stop Mum having something she could use to prove Britta was turning into an addict. Britta stayed on top of her homework and made sure to shower often. She ate with her parents and joined in conversations, even when she had no interest in what they were talking about—which was pretty much all the time.

If anything, all aspects of her life outside the game were improved by her trips into the virtual world, at least from a parental point of view. 

It was also quite enjoyable to set herself a time limit of one hour each night. She would do whatever she had to do for school, go downstairs and fake interest in her parents’ drab lives, and then put the helmet on with a specific goal in mind. Talk to a particular NPC, visit a certain store, check out a part of the town she hadn’t explored yet—one hour to do as much as she could, and then get out. 

She had started a file on the game, making notes and jotting down anything she thought might come in useful at some point. The Garbolum family was just one avenue she had marked down to look into. It could have led nowhere, and still could. But right now, it was the most promising lead she had, and there was a definite connection to the dwarf in the mine.

It might even provide a way to deal with the dwarf. Perhaps this was the route the game had planned for her all along. Or one it had added once she decided to back out of that narrative. Whatever it was she’d stumbled on, Britta made sure not to get carried away. 

It would be easy to extend her time in-game, use her raised expectations as an excuse for going full tilt. She didn’t. She stayed disciplined. And Mum didn’t say anything.

Dad, on the other hand, was full of questions.

“You really stopped trying to beat the dwarf?”

“Yep. I’ll come back to it later.” The three of them were sitting around the kitchen table having dinner. 

Dad nodded like he thought this was wise. “I’d never be able to leave it alone.”

“That’s why Britta’s a better player than you,” said Mum.

Dad put his fork down and looked at Mum aghast, like she’d just told him he wasn’t really Britta’s father.

“Oh dear,” said Mum. “I’ve gone too far. Did I hurt your feelings?”

“I’m going to speak to my lawyer,” said Dad. He picked up his fork again. “Cruel and inhuman treatment is grounds for divorce.”

“You’re willing to give up half of everything you own?”

Dad smiled. “I think you’re the one who’ll be paying the alimony.”

Mum shuddered. “Divorce refused.”

Britta wanted to bolt her food and rush upstairs, but she forced herself to stay seated, eat slowly and listen to her parents’ inane flirting.

“Are you still playing the vigilante?” she asked Dad.

“I’m a marked man. Hyperbowl have put a bounty on my head.” He sounded inordinately pleased with himself. “This whole ignoring the game and making your own amusement is quite addictive. I’ve been stacking speed and movement buffs so I can make a quick escape when they track me down. Wait till you see what I’ve got planned for them next.”

Britta finished eating and went up to her room. She felt like running, but she didn’t. She checked over her notes to see what she planned to do with her sixty minutes and then lay down on her bed.

She entered New Town and made her way to the cafe where she’d arranged to meet the other two. They were waiting for her, both dressed very differently to their normal garb.

Freddy had swapped his worn-out leathers for a more casual cotton look. Stan had gone in the opposite direction, with the most elaborate outfit she had ever seen. It was red and gold with tassels and braids and buckles on his pointy shoes, and a giant feather sticking out of a wide-brimmed hat.

“It was a costume from a festival event,” said Stan before she could comment.

“It’s very nice,” said Britta, unable to stop herself smirking. “I’m sure she’ll like it.”

“Don’t let your expectations get too high, this is my first time playing a gigolo.”

“I don’t want any funny business,” said Freddy. “She’s still my aunt.”

“I won’t lay a hand on her,” said Stan, and then muttered, “It’s the reverse I’m worried about.”

They left the cafe and made their way to the posh part of town. 
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                Freddy led the way with Britta and Stan walking side by side behind him, talking quietly.

“He looks a bit nervous,” said Stan. Freddy was marching resolutely, but there was a definite sag in his shoulders that seemed to be getting more pronounced the closer they got to their destination.

“He has a difficult family life,” said Britta. “You should know what that’s like.”

Stan gave her sideways glance with one eyebrow raised, but made no comment on the matter. “I don’t know how you find these people. With this ability of yours, you could at least dig up someone who knew what they were doing.”

“Then they wouldn’t need us, would they?”

“You have a point, I suppose.” Stan readjusted his sword belt as he walked. He had a long rapier that kept tripping him up, with an elaborate golden basket hilt that dug into his waist, making him wince with every step.

The house they were going to loomed up ahead of them. It was an impressive building, larger than most of the others on the street, and they were all on the grand side. Not quite like the stately homes she’d been to on school trips, but clearly a step up from the more functional structures that populated the town. If most of the buildings had been repeated from the three or four templates, this one had been designed as a one-off.

There were other areas of New Town that had expensive looks to them with fancy gardens and smartly dressed servants. Britta had done a small tour at the start of her new game strategy and seen them from the outside, and occasionally through their large windows. This was the first time she’d be going inside.

There was one main difference between this area and the other rich parts of town—the guards.

The wealthy districts had more patrols. Town guards in clean uniforms. But here, the patrols weren’t wearing any uniforms. They did however all have identical daggers on their belts, just like the one Freddy had. And they were all bald.

There was no mistaking they were watching over the place, but they also looked like the kind of people they should be protecting the place from. 

“Aye, aye, Freddy boy. What you doing here?” said a squat man with a nose that looked like it had been broken many times, from many different angles. He was in a pack of four equally-roguish men hanging on a corner.

“Visiting Aunt Ginnie,” mumbled Freddy without stopping.

“Taking your boyfriend to meet her?” said another. They burst into raucous laughter.

Britta found it strange to hear them being homophobic. Had the devs programmed that into the game to be more realistic? Or, since this wasn’t the normal game world she was in, did that mean the system had developed prejudice on its own? It was possible, and these were the sort of men who would make jokes about nancy boys to act more tough, but it was still a bit unnecessary.

“Keep walking,” said Stan. She realised she had slowed down and Stan had a hand on her shoulder, keeping her moving.

“Or are you going to feed the pretty boy to your aunt? She’ll eat him alive.” More laughter followed.

Freddy stopped and turned to face them. He walked up to the one who had just spoken. The man opened his mouth to say something leery but never got the chance. Freddy’s large forehead smashed into the man’s face.

“Anyone else got something to say about Aunt Ginnie?” he asked them in a flat, emotionless voice.

“No, no, sorry, Freddy.”

“Just a joke.”

“Idiot took it too far. Deserved that.”

The apologising and back-pedalling was profuse and rapid. Freddy turned away and continued on his way with Britta and Stan rushing to keep up.

They reached the front gate which had another two ruffians guarding it. They had seen what had happened across the street and didn’t bother with pleasantries. They just opened the gate for Freddy.

Freddy knocked on the large brass knocker and the door was opened by a butler dressed in black tails. 

“Master Alfredo, welcome home.”

“Hello, Jagger. My aunt’s expecting me.”

“Yes. This way please.”

He led them through a tiled hall into a large room full of what looked like antique furniture to Britta, but to the people who lived here it was probably very modern. 

The butler left them to wait. Freddy sat down on a chair that should have had a velvet rope around it and a plaque telling you who made it and how it changed the furniture industry. He looked miserable.

“We should have a better idea of our next move after this,” said Stan. “This is just reconnaissance. Give us a picture of what we’re up against. Might not even be anything useful here at all. Might blink and you’ll miss it, so keep your eyes open.”

Britta stared past Stan at the wall behind him, her mouth slightly hanging open.

“What’s wrong with you? Have you never seen a nice house before? This isn’t even that impressive. Come on, snap out of it.”

Britta raised her hand and pointed. Stan turned to look. His mouth fell open.

On the wall hung a portrait. It was an oil painting with a gold frame. The painting was of a proud and well-dressed dwarf. A very familiar dwarf.

“Isn’t that…”

“Yes,” said Britta. “It’s him.”
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                The dwarf in the painting had a grim look on his face. He was dressed in a purple velvet jacket and green velvet trousers. Britta had a very strong feeling that the grimness was directly related to the clothing. He looked very uncomfortable.

“Who’s that?” asked Britta.

Freddy looked up. He had been sitting in a plush chair with his large chin resting on an equally large fist, lost in thought. “Who?”

“That.” Stan pointed at the painting.

“Oh, that’s Uncle Roman. He’s Aunt Ginnie’s husband.”

“She married a dwarf?” asked Britta.

“Yes.” Freddy sounded quite defensive. “There’s nothing wrong with it.” 

“No,” said Britta. “I’m not saying there is. I’m just surprised.”

“Yeah, well, they loved each other very much, before he left.”

“Where did he go?” asked Stan. Freddy was clearly reluctant to talk about it so they were forced to keep prompting him.

“No one knows. One day he just walked out and never came back. She was never the same after that.”

Britta took another look at the painting. The dwarf was standing with one foot on a small boulder with a pickaxe resting against. The backdrop was quite dark, but there was a definite rocky texture to it.

“Did it have anything to do with your dad selling the mine to the kobolds?” asked Britta.

Freddy raised his head with an angry light in his eyes. “I know what people say, but it had nothing to do with that. He didn’t just marry her to push the deal through. He wasn’t like that.”

“Of course not,” said Britta. “I just meant, perhaps someone wanted him out of the way, because of the deal.”

Freddy sprang to his feet. “There were quite a few dwarves who didn’t want the deal to happen. They were dead set against it. You think they killed him?”

Britta and Stan looked at each other. They had a fairly strong reason to believe the dwarf was indeed dead, but the person responsible may not have been a dwarf.

“Maybe,” said Britta. “Someone might have killed him and dumped his body in the mine.” 

“But that’s great,” said Freddy, eyes wide and smiling. “That’d mean he didn’t skip out on Aunt Ginnie. She’ll be so happy.”

It wasn’t often the news of someone’s murder was met so enthusiastically. Britta tried to act supportive, although she wasn’t sure she was supposed to.

“We could find out for her. If it’ll put her mind at rest.”

Freddy’s mood had become quite buoyant in the last couple of minutes. He excitedly paced up and down. Britta and Stan exchanged looks, wanting to speak, but not in front of Freddy.

The doors at the far end opened and Aunt Ginnie entered. She wore a large dress that trailed behind her, making it look like she was floating. She was a tall woman, even taller with the beehive wig, and not quite as old as Britta had imagined. Maybe in her fifties. Possibly older. It was hard to tell because of all the makeup. She had thick, white powder covering her face and neck. It had been smoothed over to create an even surface with no signs of lines or wrinkles. Her bony, thin-skinned hands, however, told a different story.

“Alfredo, how lovely to see you. Why do I have to wait so long between visits from my favourite nephew?”

 “Sorry, Auntie.” Freddy stepped forward and air-kissed her on each side of her face. It was an odd thing to see the brute do, but in this case it didn’t feel pretentious, it served a much more practical purpose. If he had made contact with her face, the cloud of powder would have blinded everyone in the room.

Freddy turned holding one of Aunt Ginnie’s hands in his. “These are my friends. Stan and B. They have news about Uncle Roman.”

Aunt Ginnie gasped and covered her open mouth with her hand.

Britta was taken by surprise. She hadn’t expected Freddy to go off on this particular tangent without discussing it first. She understood why he was keen to tell his aunt their theory, but there could be repercussions. It was too late now. They’d just have to hope the repercussions were good ones.

“They think he was murdered,” said Freddy, not one to stop and get his bearings, or ask anyone for theirs. 

“Murdered!” Aunt Ginnie’s mouth opened even more. “I always suspected foul play. He had so many enemies, like all great men. And he was only little.”

Britta had spent quite a lot of time running away from the dwarf in question, or at least, his possessed body. He may have been below average height, but the rest of him made up for it in volume.

“Who was it? Who killed my little Roman?”

“We don’t know,” said Stan. He had decided to run with the ball and just hope it didn’t have a lit fuse attached to it. “That’s what we’re trying to find out.”

Aunt Ginnie let go of Freddy and floated across the room towards Stan. She reached out her hand and placed it on Stan’s cheek. 

“Will you do that? Will you do that for me? I’ve been ever so lonely since my Roman was taken from me. I’d be ever so grateful.” She put her arms around Stan and squeezed. Stan’s eyes bulged. Britta could see Aunt Ginnie’s hands slide down Stan’s back, making his eyes bulge even more.

“I’d be delighted,” said Stan through his tight and airless windpipes as he tried to squirm free. He was caught fast.

She released him and Stan nearly collapsed. He tried to pass it off as a bow, waving his floppy hat about like a dandy.

“This is wonderful. To think he’d been brutally murdered when all this time I’d…” There was a hint of a tear but it was quickly sucked back into her eyeball. The powdered face wouldn’t have reacted well to salt water. “Is there anything I can do to help you track down this fiend?”

“Yes,” said Britta. “We have some questions.”
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                “Well, I’ll tell you what I can,” said Aunt Ginnie. She was quite flustered by the news of her husband’s murder. “I really have to sit down.” She flopped onto a chaise longue and put a hand to her forehead, almost touching it but not quite.

The butler came in with a tray. There was a single, tall glass on it which he presented to his mistress. She took it and sipped the concoction which was green and bubbling. 

“Oh, that’s better. This is a restorative my doctor prescribes for my nerves.” She took another sip which turned into a steady gulp until the glass was empty. It really did seem to restore her. Her eyes were wide open and looking at Stan with renewed interest. “Please, sit down.” She patted the space next to her.

Stan made an attempt to claim the chair opposite, but Britta beat him to it, giving him a shove so he landed next to the predatory aunt. 

She leaned towards him. “First, you have to tell me what makes you think my husband’s dead.”

Stan leaned away. “Well, you see, it’s rather delicate. I wouldn’t want to upset you.”

“Upset me? No, no, don’t worry about that. This is the best news I’ve had in a long time. I want to know everything.” She was leaning even more now and Stan had nowhere to go. They were both practically horizontal.

Stan looked over at Britta, his eyes pleading for her to intervene.

“There’s a body,” said Britta. “In the mines.”

Aunt Ginnie straightened up and turned her attention on Britta, although not so intensely. Stan took the opportunity to move further down the chaise, but Aunt Ginnie’s hand shot out and grabbed his knee. From the wince on Stan’s face, it was a firm grip.

“A body? And you think it’s my Roman? How can you be sure? It’s been many years.” She turned to look into Stan’s eyes. “Many lonely years.”

“The body’s remarkably well-preserved,” said Britta, which was undeniably true. “That painting on the wall, if that’s an accurate likeness, it’s definitely him.”

“My poor Roman. I remember how much he complained when he had to sit for it. Hated every moment.” She smiled wistfully and for a minute Britta could believe the high-strung lech truly had feelings for her dwarf husband.

“Freddy, I mean, Alfredo, told us the d… Roman was the one who sold the mines to the kobolds.”

“No, that isn’t quite right,” said Ginnie. “The dwarf way of life doesn’t involve personal property, they own everything together, financially speaking. It was a joint decision. That’s what all those gossips and troublemakers didn’t understand. He couldn’t sell the mine to anyone without his people’s permission.”

“And he convinced them?” asked Stan.

“He did. He had a silver tongue, that one.” She winked at Stan and then flicked her tongue at him.

“And you said he had lots of enemies?” asked Britta, trying to get some more answers before Ginnie launched herself at Stan.

“That’s right. People didn’t want kobolds moving into the area, which is understandable, I suppose. You know what they’re like.” She pulled a handkerchief out of her cleavage. She waved it about in front of her face.

Britta wasn’t sure what the issue with kobolds was. It could have been any number of things, from having monsters howling at the moon at all hours of the night to falling house prices.

“He wanted to sell the mine to the kobolds?” asked Britta.

“No, not at first, but Gabby convinced him it was a good idea.”

“Gabby?”

“Yes, my brother, Gabriel. Alfredo’s father.” She sighed deeply. “We had such wonderful times back then. Laughing and dancing and falling in love. You should have seen the wedding. It was spectacular. Gabby spared no expense for his baby sister.” She turned to Stan, whose knee was still locked in her fist. “I’m a lot younger than him, you see.”

Stan nodded through the grimace.

“And I don’t suppose the mayor was involved in any of this.”

Ginnie let go of Stan’s knee, much to his relief.

“So, you heard about that.” Her mood was more serious, now. “It was never going to last. Him a married man, me a very, very young ingenue. Sometimes a budding youngster needs the firm hand of an experienced, older person.” She began stroking Stan’s thigh, much to his horror. “But it’s only a temporary thing. Something everyone needs to round them out as a person. I’m sure you’ve had similar experiences.”

Britta had not, nor did she wish to. “So you two were an item, before Roman?”

“Yes, I suppose you could call it that. A fling, a momentary indiscretion. He said he’d leave his wife for me, but they always say that, don’t they?”

Britta felt obliged to agree. “Always.” 

“Aunt Ginnie,” said Freddy, standing up suddenly. “We will find Uncle Roman’s killers, and avenge him.”

“How lovely,” said Aunt Ginnie. “Bring me their heads and I will give you a reward worthy of your actions.” She said this to Stan and only Stan. 

“No rewards necessary,” said Stan, standing up to speak, and also to get out of Ginnie’s range. “We’re here to see that justice is done.”

It wasn’t normal for players to turn down rewards in an RPG—that was usually the main point of playing—but in this case, Britta could see why Stan preferred to go pro bono. In fact, she’d never seen someone so keen to work for free.
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                “Nonsense,” said Aunt Ginnie. “Of course you’ll be rewarded. The Garbolum family knows how to take care of its friends, and I can tell we’re going to be very good friends. Very, very good.” Her eyes flashed at Stan. He took an involuntary step back.

For all his swagger and bluster, seeing him in an awkward position with an opponent even more self-serving than him made Britta realise these things were relative. And that there was always someone worse out there. Or better, depending on your perspective.

“Thank you,” said Stan, switching tactics to buy himself some time. “We will do our best to earn your gratitude.”

“Perhaps you’d like a little in advance?” She pulled a face Britta guessed was a suggestive leer, but which could have been the first signs of a stroke. Britta enjoyed Stan’s discomfort, but it was getting to be a bit much. Whoever programmed Aunt Ginnie had gone a little over the top with the whole cougar angle. Even though this was the game giving its characters free rein, they were still based off their original incarnations, and Ginnie clearly had been coded with a one-track mind.

“You’re very kind,” said Stan. He was better at handling Ginnie when he didn’ have her too close to him. “But we have to make a start on our investigation before the trail goes cold.”

As far as Britta knew, there was no trail, and if there had been, it would have gone cold many years ago, but she nodded in agreement. “What I don’t understand is, if the kobolds bought the mine off the dwarves, why do people go in there to kill them and steal their treasure. Isn’t there a law against that sort of thing?”

The whole concept of adventuring and going into dungeons to find loot was an excuse to play a game, but in this world, there was no game. This was real life as far as the NPCs were concerned. So what was their rationale for allowing the mass slaughter of the mine’s rightful owners?

“You’d have to ask the mayor,” said Ginnie. “The dwarves felt they’d been cheated, the kobolds felt they’d been cheated, everyone blamed someone else and the mine was declared in violation of the health code, or something. It’s all politics.”

“So, the dwarves weren’t happy with the deal?” asked Britta. “You said they had to all agree to the sale.”

“They agreed to it, but then they tried to back out. It’s all far too complicated for a simple girl like me.” She batted her eyes at Stan, one eye flickering faster than the other, making her appear to be having a partial seizure.

“And Roman was okay with the deal?” 

“Of course. It was his idea. His and Gabby’s. Those other dwarves were just jealous because Roman had married a beautiful human female. They didn’t like it. They couldn’t understand that we loved each other. Often for many hours at a time.”

Britta had a horrible feeling she was about to go into details. Judging by the look on Stan’s face, he had the same fear.

“The dwarves killed him!” shouted Freddy. 

“I doubt it, my dear,” said Ginnie. “Dwarves don’t kill their own. Although they might hire someone to do it for them, I suppose. There’s always a way around these things.”

“We should talk to them,” said Britta. “Where do they live?” Other than the one in the mine, she hadn’t seen any, apart from a couple of player characters.

“In the mines, of course,” said Ginnie, like it was obvious. “Once they sold the mine, they dug down to a deeper level and opened a new one. New Korlath. That didn’t go down well with the kobolds, obviously.”

Britta turned to Stan. “Is that the epic dungeon?”

Stan nodded. How were they supposed to talk to the dwarves if they weren’t high enough level to enter?

“Isn’t there anywhere else they hang out?” she asked. “A tavern or something?”

“They never leave the mine,” said Ginnie. “Afraid someone will try to take it from them. Quite, quite paranoid. The mayor had to declare it an illegal operation. And ordered it cleared.”

“Perhaps we should speak to the mayor,” said Britta. “He seems to be heavily involved in this, too.” She gave Freddy a look, trying to get him to ask Ginnie about the mayor. They had come here to find out what the mayor had on Freddy’s dad. Even though things had gone in a different direction, it would still help to know what that was.

Freddy didn’t notice, or if he did, ignored her. He was too worked up about murderous dwarves.

“Well, there’s a lot to look into,” said Stan. “We should get started right away.” He was keen to leave and was already edging toward the door.

“Already?” said Aunt Ginnie, a little disappointed. “The sooner you go the sooner you come back, though.” She smiled and Stan moved quicker.

They were shown out by the butler and walked back towards the centre of town. Freddy led the way, muttering to himself and glaring at the Garbolum family guards they passed. No one bothered them.

“How do we get inside the epic dungeon?” asked Britta.

“We could level up,” said Stan. “Might take a while.”

At her current rate, it would take more than a while. “If it’s next to the kobold mine, isn’t there a way to get in from there?”

Stan thought about it. “It would be under it and there isn’t a way down other than.... What’s under the bridge?”

Britta had fallen into the chasm a couple of times now, but still hadn’t had a chance to look around, on account of being dead. Could there be a way into the epic dungeons hidden down there? It would mean going back in and finding a way down that didn’t involve falling to her death. And then there was dead-Roman to deal with.

Freddy turned around and confronted them both with a determined look. “I think we should find a dwarf and beat him up until he tells us which of them killed my uncle.”

It was a very direct plan, but not without merit.

“Do you know where we could find one? I thought they were all in the mine.”

“There’s one over there,” said Freddy, pointing at the Adventurers’ Guild. There was a dwarf standing outside. A player.

“No, that’s—” She wasn’t sure how to explain it.

Freddy wasn’t in the mood for waiting. “A dwarf’s a dwarf. They all know each other. We just have to beat the truth out of him.” Freddy set off across the street.
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                Britta and Stan looked at each other, then ran after Freddy. They caught up with him just before he got to the dwarf player, took one arm each, and veered him away.

“Hey, what are you doing?” protested Freddy. The dwarf, who had been tapping the air in front of him, probably using his status screen, glanced at the three of them, arms linked together, and then went back to his status screen.

Freddy was bigger than both of them, but he didn’t use his superior strength to break free. He did, however, keep up a constant barrage of complaints.

They managed to get him off the main street and into an alley. Britta realised it was the alley where she always met Freddy, although those encounters were very different to this one.

“Come on, he’s right there, just a couple of slaps.” Freddy anxiously paced back and forth, peering past them like he was afraid the dwarf might slip away. “He’s a dwarf,” he pointed out in case anyone hadn’t noticed. 

“Yes, yes,” said Stan, letting go of Freddy’s arm. “He’s a dwarf, but he isn’t the dwarf we’re looking for.”

“Course he is,” said Freddy. “They’re all the same. They all know each other.”

It was hard to tell if this was some kind of fantasy world racism, or if Freddy was informing them of genuine racial traits. Computer games tended to strongly emphasise stereotypes, mainly because it was a lot easier to program the same thing multiple times rather than crafting a unique personality for every NPC. 

This particular dwarf, though, had not been created by the devs or the game, it was someone called Crystal Meh, according to the tag over his head, who had decided to utilise the additional strength and constitution bonuses offered by the dwarf race. Either that or he had a thing for dwarves.

“You can’t talk to the dwarf or you’ll give the game away,” said Britta, trying her best to sound like she knew what she was talking about.

Freddy stopped fidgeting and looked at Britta. “What game? What are you talking about?”

“If the dwarves are involved—”

“They’re definitely involved. They killed my uncle.”

“Okay, but if they did it, they think they got away with it. No one’s said anything for years. As far as they’re concerned, they’ve got nothing to worry about.”

“Yes…” said Freddy.

Britta had his attention, but she needed to convince him not to assault random players who might have chosen to play dwarves. It would create quite a stir in the community if NPCs began randomly attacking players and demanding answers about a murder they knew nothing about.

“This is the perfect time to do some snooping, while they’ve got their guard down. If you grab one off the street, they’re going to hear about it. They all know each other, right? Word will get round, and then they’ll clam up, hide the evidence, shut up shop.” She was making it up as she went, but a lot of what she was saying did sound like it might be true.

“I see,” said Freddy, his tone much more thoughtful now. “We want to make them think we’re not onto them, make them think we don’t know nothing about no murder, and then, when they ain’t expecting it, BAM!” He slammed a fist into the wall, knocking out a chunk of masonry.

“Here’s what you should do,” said Stan. “That dwarf, follow him. Stay out of sight. Find out where he goes, who he talks to.”

Freddy nodded enthusiastically. “Right, right. I can do that. Follow him, subtle-like.”

“Exactly,” said Stan. “Subtle, that’s you all over, Freddy. You’re perfect for this job. But, if he does spot you or confronts you, don’t get into a fight, tell him you like dwarves, big fan. Make him your friend, offer to show him around.”

Freddy’s eyes lit up. “That is sneaky. Oh, that is so, so sneaky. You’re a good man, Stan. You got it up here, where it counts.” Freddy tapped the side of his big, bald head with a sausage-like finger. “You, you’re a smart one. We’ll meet tomorrow and I’ll let you know what I found out.”

Freddy left the alley with his back sliding against the wall. He couldn’t have looked more suspicious if he’d tried.

“Are you sure about this?” asked Britta. “What’s the point of sending him after a player?”

Stan shrugged. “Keep him busy. He’d only get himself into trouble if we left him with nothing to do.”

He was probably right. “We’ll have to go back into the mine if we really want to talk to the dwarves.”

“Do you really think they’re the ones who killed Roman?” asked Stan.

“Could be. They might have got upset with him for selling their mine. I think the whole deal was a bit fishy. But the top suspect is probably Freddy’s dad.”

“That’s what I think, too. Brings Roman into the family, marries him to his sister, convinces him to help sell the mine to the kobolds for a lot of money, and when he doesn’t need him anymore…”

“Has him killed and dumped in the mines,” said Britta. “Gabriel Garbolum, the dwarves and the mayor. Those three all probably know something.”

“Shame we can’t just ask Roman,” said Stan. “He probably knows who did it. Where do you want to start?”

Britta checked the clock on her screen. Her time was up. “Tomorrow,” said Britta. “I’ve got to go to bed.”

She logged out. 
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                It was Friday. Britta woke up and got ready for school, had breakfast and chatted with Dad. Mum had already left for work, as usual, but Britta made a point of texting her to complain about Dad eating the last of the cereal.

She didn’t really care about the cereal (there was another box in the cupboard, as Mum told her when she texted back), but she knew Mum liked being included in the domestic side of family life. 

In many ways, the game had taught Britta how to think ahead and make moves that would lay the groundwork for her future benefit. It might have been seen as manipulative by some people—maybe it was—but it made sense to not leave things to random chance when a little effort could ensure a positive result. 

She felt a lot more relaxed at school than she used to. She still didn’t care what the other students thought of her, or that she wasn’t popular. But she no longer felt the need to make a point of acting like it. Wanting others to know you didn’t care was a sign you did care. She knew that, and it would be pretty weird if she really was unaffected by the way people treated her, but she had always tried to minimise the role it played in her life. Now, she genuinely didn’t worry about it. She didn’t have the time.

Her work had suffered a little from her new preoccupation, even though she wouldn’t admit that to anyone. And they’d have a hard time proving it. She was getting the same grades as before, but Britta knew she could do better. If she paid more attention in class and spent more time on the work, there was no doubt she’d be acing every subject. She didn’t care about that, either.

She was a bright girl. Not the smartest ever, but smart enough to realise her game life was more important to her than her real one. And she knew the dangers inherent in that kind of thinking. In the end, it was this world she would have to live in. Probably.

But she was sixteen and this was a small window of opportunity. Who knew what would happen in the future? APE could go bankrupt tomorrow. Or it could lead her to a career in a new industry. It could change the world. 

Britta didn’t rush to her bedroom when she got home. She ate and chatted with Dad. He’d been forced to do the shopping and buy extra cereal, orders from Mum. He told her about some dungeon he’d discovered and was the world’s first to enter. She told him that was nice, which annoyed him just as she intended.

When she did go to her room, she sorted out her schoolwork first. She’d done most of it in her lunch and break times. Not having a social life actually helped in that regard. She had always been a pretty organised person, but the level of discipline she was showing didn’t come from that. Her only focus was getting to the core of what the game was about. She sensed there was something amazing there, but also something very easy to miss. She couldn’t afford distractions and real life problems that might get in her way, especially when a little forward planning could eliminate them before they became an issue.

She showered and got changed. She would probably be in-game for a long time and have to shower again when she logged out, but it was important to look after herself. She was considering doing a class at the gym Dad was a member of but never visited. Running around in a fantasy world did nothing for her real body and she needed to stay healthy.

Once everything on her list was out of the way, she put on the helmet and entered the game.

Stan PMed her before she had a chance to even sit up. She met him in the cafe that had become their regular meeting place. A tavern or inn would probably have been a more appropriate venue for adventurers, but Stan seemed reluctant to take her to those sorts of places, even though they were all very PG-13. 

“I’ve been doing some investigating on my own,” he said. He was back in his normal clothes and all business. “The mayor, he’s a pretty shifty character. I got his address and a list of places where he hangs out. You can make an appointment to see him at the Town Hall.”

“I met him once,” said Britta. “In the post office.”

“What would he be doing in the post office?”

Britta shrugged. “Posting a letter.”

“I don’t think he does that himself.”

It had seemed an odd place to see him, she remembered thinking that at the time. “He had something going on with the guy behind the counter. I think he was, you know, not like the other NPCs.”

Stan sat up. “We should talk to him, then.”

“You don’t want to go see the dwarves?”

Stan shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “If it means going back into the mine and getting chased around by dear dead Roman, I’d rather wait until we have a better idea of what this is about. Or a better way to stop him killing us.”

It wasn’t like they didn’t have enough to be getting on with. “What about Gabriel Garbolum? Did you find out anything about him?”

“Only the stuff the main storyline tells you. He’s the crime boss and he has a lot of goons to do his dirty work. The devs never completed the quest, so no one’s ever seen him. I assume he does exist, somewhere.”

“Can’t we get them to finish writing the quest?” asked Britta. It seemed like a reasonable request under the circumstances.

“We can ask, but who knows how long that’ll take? They’re slow, lazy bastards.” He looked around and then at the ceiling. “I know you can hear us, and you know I’m right.”

In Britta’s experience, which was mainly Dad, programmers were obsessive and spent far too much time at the office pulling all-nighters. Although whether that was to do work or play games, she wasn’t sure.

Britta looked around, too, but her focus was more on the people around them. “Have you seen Freddy?”

“No,” said Stan. “Not since he went after that dwarf.”

“The dwarf you sent him after, you mean.”  It suddenly occurred to her Freddy could have got himself killed. Then what? Would he reset and forget everything that had happened? Would he forget who she was?

There was a tinkle as the bell on the door indicated a customer. Freddy walked in. He had a massive bruise over one eye.

“What happened to you?” asked Stan as Freddy took a seat next to Britta.

“I don’t like dwarves,” Freddy mumbled. “I only said I wanted to be his special friend and he hit me.”
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                The bruise on Freddy’s face was impressively gruesome. Blue and purple with a yellowing border. You had to hand it to the programmers, even if they didn’t get around to finishing some questlines, they did a great job with cosmetics. It made Britta wince just looking at it.

“Did he just punch you once?” asked Britta.

“Yeah. That’s all I gave him the chance to do. I legged it before he could get his axe out.”

Britta was curious what would have happened if Freddy had been killed, and this would have been the perfect time to find out. Not that she wanted Freddy to die just to test a theory, but it wasn’t really dying, was it?

She could understand why the memory wipe was important. If NPCs realised they had died and come back to life, it would fundamentally change the way they acted. She wondered what would happen if she told Freddy he was immortal. He probably wouldn’t believe her. 

It would be best to make sure Freddy stayed alive, for the time being, just for the sake of convenience. If he died, she would have to go through the whole thing again to get him back on the team.

It wasn’t just death, though. The kobolds reset every time she left the mines. There didn’t seem to be any reason for that as far as she could see, but she didn’t have all the information so there might be a very good reason, she just had no idea what it was. The alternative would be to have permadeath for NPCs, which would thin out the roster very quickly.

They ordered food, Britta deciding she would work her way through the menu one by one to see what it all tasted like. Today, barbecued ribs. It didn’t say what the ribs came from.

“I was only being friendly. I mean, I wasn’t, I was totally faking it, hur hur, but he didn’t know that. He was just being rude.” Freddy seemed quite upset about the dwarf’s reaction, but still pleased with his own performance. 

“You’re a big fella, Freddy,” said Stan. “And he was only little. He probably got scared and lashed out without thinking.”

“I can’t help the way I look,” said Freddy. “What kind of a person judges others on appearances? Bigots, that’s who.”

It was a reasonable point, or would have been if Freddy wasn’t exactly the sort of person his appearance suggested he was. The dwarf player probably thought he was about to be attacked, and even though he was wrong this time, every other time he would have been exactly right.

“He didn’t lead you anywhere interesting, then?” asked Stan, mildly amused by Freddy’s lack of sense. “No dwarf enclave where they talk about all the evil stuff they’re planning?”

“No. He went to Madame Sylvie’s but they wouldn’t let him in because of the height restriction.”

Britta assumed Madame Sylivie’s was a house of ill repute, but what kind of brothel could you have if you didn’t have any genitalia? She wondered if there was a ‘You have to be this tall to go on the rides’ sign outside.

“They don’t have a height restriction at Madame Sylvie’s,” said Stan.

“How do you know that?” asked Britta. Stan’s face turned red.

“They just say that sometimes when they think you’re a dodgy sort,” said Freddy. 

Now Britta was really curious about why the dwarf had gone there.

“We should get on with it before B. has to leave,” said Stan, redirecting the conversation. 

“I’m fine for time, actually,” said Britta. “Friday. No school.”

“You go to school?” said Freddy in between mouthfuls of food.

“Erm, yes. It’s a school for magic. I’m learning the basics. Might come in useful.”

“Sounds dangerous,” said Freddy. “I had a cousin who got into that stuff. Blew his own hands off. He’s got these iron hooks, now. Got all sorts of attachments for them—spikes and scissors and tongs. Pretty neat.”

His warning about the dangers of magic had somehow turned into an endorsement of Swiss army prosthetics.

“Where should we start?” asked Stan.

“I’ll go to the post office,” said Britta. “Why don’t you go with Freddy to see his dad?”

“On my own?” said Stan, surprised.

“You won’t be on your own, you’ll have Freddy with you.”

She knew the NPCs only acted outside of their predefined roles when she was around, but what would happen if Stan went off with one who was already acting like a real person? Would he shut down as soon as he was far enough away? And how would other NPCs react to Stan and Freddy when she wasn’t with them?

“Okay,” said Stan. “You’re right, we should see what happens.”

“No,” said Freddy.

“You just have to introduce me.”

“No, I can’t do that,” said Freddy. Of course, the game might not allow them to test out the theory. All it had to do was make Freddy refuse.

“You don’t want to see your dad?” asked Britta. It could also be a simple matter of Freddy being uncomfortable around his old man.

“He isn’t here at the moment,” said Freddy. “He’s out of town on business.”

There was also the possibility they couldn’t meet the head of the Garbolum family because he hadn’t actually been put in the game yet.

“Okay, why don’t you two go see the mayor, then. Set up an appointment.”

“Appointment for what?” asked Freddy.

“Make something up,” said Britta. It really didn’t matter, it would still serve the same purpose. The important part was her not being there. What would the game do?
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                They settled on their individual goals. Stan and Freddy would go and see the mayor and try to find out how he felt about the Garbolums. It was more of an exploratory mission.

They didn’t really know what they were looking for, and the hope was that prodding the hornet’s nest would reveal something interesting. It was one of the advantages of being in a game world that you could opt for a high-risk strategy like this without having to worry too much about the repercussions. It was more fun, too.

At least, Britta thought, it would be fun. Stan wasn’t so sure.

“Is it alright taking Freddy? I mean, if the mayor does have issues with his dad, seeing him might put him on his guard. Or make him mad.”

Britta could see Stan’s point, but that was part of the strategy. If anything, she hoped Freddy would say something stupid and provoke the mayor. 

“He won’t attack you, though,” said Britta. “He might throw you out. But he’s more likely to say something revealing if he’s all worked up.”

“You want me to get him worked up?” said Freddy.

“No,” said Stan. 

“Yes,” said Britta. “Do you think you can?”

Freddy smiled, his large, yellowing teeth bursting out of his mouth. “Leave it to me.”

Stan didn’t look too enthusiastic about the plan, but he accepted it. 

“It’ll make it easier to tell if you can get him to go off-script without me,” said Britta. 

“I know, I know. I’m just nervous.” Stan suddenly smiled. “I’ve never felt like this in a game before. It’s pretty cool.”

Britta leaned across the table and lowered her voice so she wouldn’t be heard over the sound of Freddy enjoying his third bowl of stew. “You weren’t nervous with his aunt?”

“No,” Stan said equally quietly. “I was just scared.”

Britta’s task was to go to the post office and speak to Dennis, the young man behind the counter who had some kind of relationship with the mayor. She had sensed there was a questline waiting to be triggered, but she wasn’t sure if it had been put there by the devs or not. 

She could have just asked Dr Reedy to find out, but it didn’t really matter. Her goal was to trigger the real Dennis and get information about what the mayor was up to.

They left Sonny’s after Freddy had finished. To be more exact, they left after he finished his current bowl and before he could order another. At Stan’s expense, of course. It wasn’t even like he had to eat, it was just there to add flavour to the game, and to inconvenience them. Still, it felt rude to drag him away while he was in the middle of stuffing his face.

Britta tried to invite Freddy to their party so he’d be on their group chat, but there was no way to do it. NPCs didn’t appear on the invite list. It would have been hard to explain to him how it worked (and how he was really in a game) so it did make sense to not allow it, but it would have been useful.

Stan had the expression of a man going into battle, except he had seemed much more confident when he was actually going into battle. Having a loose cannon like Freddy onboard seemed to be his main problem.

“It’s like being a babysitter for the world’s biggest baby,” said Stan. “I could use one of those toddler leashes you see crappy parents use.”

Freddy had wandered over to an alley and was urinating on the wall, only no liquid was coming out. He was just miming it.

“He’s not that bad,” said Britta.

“He’s going to wait for the most inopportune moment, and then he’s going to jump in with both feet. I can feel it.”

“Don’t be so negative,” said Britta, unable to stop herself grinning. She had no doubt Stan was right, and only wished she could be there to see it. “It’ll be good practice for you. Learn how to cope with the unexpected. Make sure he doesn’t die, though. I don't know what’ll happen if he resets, and I'd rather not have to go back to square one.”

Stan nodded. “I’ll try. But a lot depends on what the mayor’s really like. He might have us both killed on the spot. That’s what I would do.”

Britta gave Stan a curious look. “In real life or in the game?”

“In the game,” said Stan. “I don’t know what kind of person you take me for, but I’m not some villain with an evil lair.”

“But you would build an evil lair in the game, if you could? With human skulls and a shark tank?”

“Of course,” said Stan. “And I will, don’t you worry about that.”

He gave Freddy a shove, making him complain about non-existent splash-back on his trousers, and the two of them set off for the Town Hall.

Britta was tempted to go with them, but it wasn’t just the mayor they would be testing, it was how far Stan could go on his own. Britta headed in the opposite direction. The post office would probably be quite a straightforward operation. Talk to Dennis, get him to reveal information about the mayor, find something to do while she waited for the other two to report back. Assuming they didn’t get themselves killed, somehow. 

She walked down the street, through the bustle of crowds going about their pretend business, and opened her status screen to look over her stats. It was something she found she was doing quite regularly, almost a habit. She liked checking her numbers and seeing if any had changed. She was very close to achieving Level 4. If Dennis offered her some menial task she was tempted to take it just for the XP.

“Hey,” called out a voice. “Over here.”

Britta looked around and then saw a shadowy figure in the alleyway between two stores.

“Come over here, quick,” said the figure. Britta moved closer. She wasn’t sure, but it looked like a dwarf.
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                Britta approached the alley cautiously. At first, she thought it was the dwarf Freddy had followed yesterday, the one who had given him the black eye. It wouldn’t be that much of a surprise if the player had wondered why an NPC would try to make friends and followed Freddy back to Sonny’s. 

If Britta saw an NPC hanging out with players, she would wonder what was going on, too. She’d have to come up with some kind of plausible excuse.

But it wasn’t the dwarf from yesterday. It was dark and shadowy in the alley so it was hard to tell, but as she got closer, she could see this was a smaller dwarf with none of the cool gear the player had. And he didn’t have a name tag above his head, either.

“Over here,” said the dwarf, backing into the alley, away from prying eyes.

There were people all around her, but they were too busy to pay attention to a gnome being tempted into an alley by a dwarf. 

This could be a trap or a trick of some kind, but Britta was hardly going to walk away. If she died, she died. Even though she wanted to treat her game life like it was as precious as her real one, there was no point playing it too safe. She wanted to be able to experience things a normal person would run a mile from, which meant taking risks a normal person who would never take.

She entered the alley slowly. Once she crossed the threshold, the sound from the street became muted and her vision was drastically reduced in the dim light. She paused to allow her eyes to adjust.

“Who are you?” she said. “What do you want?”

“I’m a friend. I have information for you. But I can’t let anyone see me. We mustn’t be seen together.”

If this was the game making a move, it was a new twist. Up until now, Britta had been the one who had to instigate everything. She had to trigger NPCs to act outside of their normal pattern. This was the first time an NPC had approached her.

Of course, just because the game was being proactive didn’t mean it was on her side. There were a number of interested parties that she knew of, and probably a few others she didn’t, and they all had their own agenda. An agenda she might be getting in the way of.

For all she knew, this dwarf could have been sent to kill her. A dwarf assassin. You didn’t hear that term very often. Usually, it was a human or dark elf or some other lithe shadowy type of killer who jumped out of the shadows to stab the target in the back with a poison blade. It was a fantasy stereotype, but clichés were rarely avoided in video games. Nerds loved clichés. It was comforting to have things the way you were used to them, over and over again. They just called them ‘classic archetypes.’

Britta didn’t think that was why she was being asked to step into a dark alleyway, though. And not just because dwarves didn’t fit the profile of the typical hitman. If she was killed it would hardly get rid of her. She’d just respawn in twenty-four hours and keep going.

The game obviously knew that. It couldn’t use death as a way to remove a problem. It could kill her, or any character, to prevent something in the short term, but overall it would need a different strategy. Which meant it couldn’t simply ape what humans had done in the real world for thousands of years. 

In the real world, people claimed to abhor violence and considered it uncivilised, at least in public. But there were still wars and inconvenient people were still occasionally killed to shut them up. Here, threats wouldn’t really work. Not in the long run. So how did the NPCs expect to beat the players?

Britta stopped. They were far enough into the alley to be hidden from anyone in the street outside. “Alright. What did you want to tell me?”

There was a sound behind her and then everything went dark. Something had been placed over her head. It felt like a sack. From the smell of it, one that had been recently full of onions.

Hands grabbed her and forced her further into the alley. She stumbled and found it hard to keep her balance while blind, but the hands that held her on either side kept her upright.

She’d never been kidnapped before. She was sure if it had happened in the real world, she’d be panicking and scared out of her mind, but here it didn’t feel so bad. It was quite exciting. 

She was pushed through a doorway. Her feet caught on the bottom of the frame and she nearly fell. The sound changed once they were inside. They were rushing her through passages, left and right.

At one point she was leaned back and someone grabbed her feet. She was carried down some stairs and then put down again. Even though she couldn’t see, she felt like the passages were getting smaller and smaller. She was carried down more steps and then she heard a door open. 

They entered a room. There was light she could vaguely sense through the sack. She was pushed down and thought she would hit the ground, but her backside landed in a chair. The sack was yanked off her head.

The room was small and without windows, lit by torches flickering on the walls. There was a table in front of her with three dwarves sat behind it. They had long beards and grim expressions. The classic archetype. The one in the middle looked vaguely familiar.

“Um, hello,” said Britta. They didn’t reply. She turned to look around the room. There were two more, particularly beefy dwarves behind her.

“Do you know who killed Roman?” she asked, hoping to get the conversation started. She was a hostage and there was no way she could fight her way out of this situation, but she didn’t feel worried. She felt like she could handle it.

“I’m Roman,” said the dwarf sitting in the middle. “As you can see, nobody killed me.”
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                The dwarf sitting opposite her certainly wasn’t dead. He looked very alive and healthy. No glowing red eyes, no howling. But was he really Roman?

Britta was free to move in her chair. She wasn't tied up or bound in any way. She could use her status screen and log out if she wished. She leaned forward in her seat and looked into the dwarf’s face. 

The lighting in the room wasn’t the greatest, but she could see a resemblance, both to the painting hanging in Ginnie’s house, and to the dwarf running amok in the mines. This dwarf was older, though. His beard was full of grey streaks and his thick eyebrows were nearly white.

“You’re Roman?” she asked.

“I am.”

“You’re married to Ginnie?”

“I was. She believes me to be dead and I would prefer to keep it that way.”

“Why?” asked Britta.

The dwarf sighed. “My life was in danger. The only way I could protect myself was to fake my own death. To protect myself and those I cared for. It was unfortunate, but there was no other option that I could see.”

Having seen how it had affected Ginnie, it seemed a very cruel thing to do. Then again, maybe Ginnie had been like that to start with.

“Why was your life in danger? Who was trying to kill you? Gabriel?”

“Before I answer any more questions, I wish to know your role in this. I know you went to see Ginnie, and you have been to the mines a number of times. What is your interest in this matter? I am not your enemy. Just tell me the truth.”

It wasn’t quite as straightforward as just telling him the truth. This wasn’t a game to him. 

“One more question,” said Britta. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know, but first, just tell me who the dwarf is.”

“Who are you talking about?” said Roman.

“The one in the mines. The one the kobolds raised from the dead using a spell book they didn’t really understand.”

There was a look of shock on Roman’s face, and also on the dwarves sitting either side of him. Judging by their reaction and the questioning looks they were exchanging, this was the first they’d heard about a dead dwarf running around the Korlath Mines.

“He’s terrorising the kobolds and killing anyone who crosses his path.”

“Are you sure it’s a dwarf?” asked Roman.

“Yes,” said Britta. “He’s definitely a dwarf. And he looks like you, only younger. I thought he was you, to be honest.”

Roman’s face fell. Crumpled, even. He was clearly upset. “I fear that it is probably Tibor. My son.”

Now it was Britta’s turn to be surprised. “You and Ginnie have a son?”

“No,” said Roman. “He is from my first marriage. I wed his mother when I was very young. We went our separate ways.”

Dwarf divorce. There was a non-classical archetype for you. It explained why the dwarf looked so similar to the painting. But not why he was in the mines.

“He died?” asked Britta.

A pained look passed across Roman’s face. “He wanted to heal the rift between us and the kobolds. He felt it was time to tell them the real reason we sold the mines to them, and ask them to forgive us. Many of us were against it. What’s done is done, revisiting it now would serve no good purpose, other than to stir up old wounds. But he was always a headstrong one. He went to see the mayor to ask him to arrange a meeting. He disappeared before he had a chance to speak to him. No one’s seen him since.”

Britta wondered if that was true. “Are you sure he never met with the mayor?”

Roman nodded. “We have… contacts in the mayor’s office. Tibor went there to make an appointment, but never turned up for it.”

If Tibor had wanted to smooth things over, then someone else wanted to keep them as they were, and was willing to kill to do so. But it raised another question. If Tibor had been murdered, why didn’t he respawn like any other NPC? Was it different if an NPC was killed by another NPC?

“I went into the mines as an adventurer,” said Britta. “You know that’s how we treat the mines, right? We go in there to kill kobolds and steal their treasures.”

Roman nodded, his proud demeanour wilting a little, Britta thought. 

“And the kobolds don’t really stand much of a chance against our superior weapons. They mostly fight with pots and pans.”

“It wasn’t our intent to put them in that position. We had no choice.”

“Yeah, you said that before. I don’t understand why you think that, though. What could force you to sell a worthless mine to another race and then let them be used as target practice by a bunch of overgeared tomb raiders?”

The dwarf on Roman’s left angrily thumped the table with his fist. “They understood the arrangement.” 

“What arrangement?” There was definitely more to this than the dwarves had told her so far. She just needed to get it out of them.

There was a flashing message in the corner of her vision. Someone was trying to chat with her. 

“Sorry, I just need to take a call.” She pressed the screen, which would look like her randomly patting the air from the dwarves’ perspective. “It’s a magic thing.” She hoped that would be good enough.

“Britta?” said Stan.

“Yes. I’m a bit busy right now. Is it important?”

“Yes, sort of,” said Stan. “Freddy's dead.”
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                “Freddy’s dead? What do you mean dead?” Britta knew what dead meant, but she still felt like she needed clarification. “Dead how?”

“He fell out of a window,” said Stan. “Well, more like he was pushed very hard.”

“Pushed by who?”

There was a pause which gave Britta time to look over at the dwarves sat watching her. They seemed to be quite interested in the conversation, even if they could only hear her side of it. Interested enough not to demand she end the call, anyway.

“I can’t talk right now,” said Stan. “People. They’ve arrested me. I’m on my way to jail.”

“Why are you going to jail? Did you kill Freddy?”

“No! Of course not. I’m being framed, obviously.”

Britta didn’t think any of it was very obvious. She’d sent them off to gather some information, that was all. How did that end up with one dead and the other arrested for murder?

“Is he really dead? Didn’t he…” She glanced over at the dwarves. “Didn’t he wake up?” She didn’t want to bring up the subject of respawning in front of the dwarves. It felt like an unnecessary complication. 

“No, he didn’t wake up.” Stan used the same inflection, but from his mouth it sounded mocking and sarcastic. “He stayed splattered all over the ground. If you go over to the Town Hall you can probably still see them trying to scrape him up.”

That wasn’t a very appealing image. She took a breath. “Okay. Fine. I’ll come over as soon as I’ve finished here. Where are they taking you?”

“The Guard House. It’s at the north end of the main street. And B, there’s something else. I can’t log out.”

“Are you in combat?” 

“No. I can’t log out and I can’t exit the game.”

Britta knew the game wouldn’t let you leave a fight unless you won, or died. But you could do a forced exit, which would impose the same penalties as death. Not in this case, apparently.

“Alright. Maybe this is some kind of special quest. Give me ten minutes and I’ll come find you.”

There was no point discussing this long-distance. Stan couldn’t get anything other than standard answers from his accusers. She would have to go see for herself, and try to find out what had happened.

She ended the call and turned to face the dwarven inquisition. “Could we rearrange this for another time? Something’s come up.”

Roman frowned. It was a slow, thoughtful frown. It didn’t come across as very sympathetic.

“Whatever you’ve got yourself mixed up in, you’ll answer our questions first.” His voice was a firm growl. He was in charge.

The other dwarves nodded on either side of him.

“I’d love to. And there’s a bunch of stuff I’d like to ask you, too. Honestly, I’m not trying to run off. I want to talk to you guys. I just need to take care of this first. It won’t take long.” She didn’t know how long it would take, but she was sincere in what she said about wanting to talk to him. Now just wasn’t the best time.

“I haven’t decided we’ll be letting you go, at all.” There was menacing edge to his tone. “It all depends on what you have to say for yourself.”

Britta could tell he wasn’t going to be reasonable about this. She knew it wasn’t right to generalise, but dwarves seemed to have a stubborn streak and a tendency to treat everyone like the enemy. Admittedly, her experience was limited to a dwarf who had faked his own death, and one who had been possessed by an evil spirit, so probably not the most representative of their race.

She could just stay here and work things out, however long that took, and then go see what kind of mess Stan had got himself into, but there was this strange feeling in her chest telling her it couldn’t wait. Something about his situation felt off to her. 

“I appreciate the position you’re in,” said Britta. “I’d want to know what I was up to, as well. But I can’t. I just can’t.”

Britta opened her status screen and logged out.

After what Stan had said, Britta was worried she wouldn’t be able to log out, either. The dwarves would be staring at her patting the air in front of her as nothing happened. 

Whatever the issue was for Stan, there was no problem for Britta. She found herself in the white room with options to leave the game or go back in. 

She did feel a twinge of guilt. It was a cheesy way to avoid what the game had planned for her. From the dwarves’ perspective, she would have disappeared in front of their eyes, effecting a world-class escape. They would explain it away as magic, probably. 

It wasn’t really a mechanic that should have been allowed, but you couldn’t force people to stay logged in just because they were in the middle of a story. Usually, it wouldn’t be that big a deal. You’d get kicked out of the quest you were doing and have to start from the beginning. Only, Britta had changed the game and that way of doing things had become problematic. If the NPCs were supposed to act like real people, you couldn’t reset them so casually every time you wanted to take a bio break. Was that why Stan was being forced to stay in game? Did the game have the power to do that?
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                Britta pressed the button that relogged her. She woke up in the Temple of Roha, just as she had many times before.

She jumped off the slab and left the small room. The main hall of the temple was empty apart from Sister Florence who was on the floor with a bucket and scrubbing brush. This seemed to be her default alternative encounter. She was either bursting into the room to make sure the player was leaving, or scrubbing the floor.

“Hello, Sister Florence,” said Britta.

“Oh, hello there,” said Sister Florence in her usual perky faux-Irish accent. “Something I can be helping you with, is there?”

“Could you tell me how to get to the guard house?”

“To be sure. It’s just over there.” She pointed towards the exit. “You haven’t got yourself into any trouble, I hope.”

There was a flashing in the corner of Britta’s vision and she called down her map. A new label had appeared over a large block to the north of where she was. She had spent some time exploring the town, but had stayed away from the poorest areas, which was where the guard house was situated. She tapped the building, making it her desired destination. A line appeared on the map, showing the route, and a glittering trail materialised in front of her.

“Thank you,” said Britta. Sister Florence smiled, but her eyes were already vacant as she carried on mindlessly scrubbing the same patch of stonework.

As Britta left the temple, she wondered if the dwarves would be out looking for her. If they did think she had used magic to escape, they might be a little more wary of her. Or they might be less gentle with her next time. She would have to watch out for suspicious, short people.

The guard house wasn’t too far, and once she reached the other end of the street, and the crowds had thinned, she could see it ahead of her. A large, wooden building like a fort. 

It had a rough look to it, like heads on spikes might sometimes be out front, but the effect was somewhat undercut by the rainbow sprinkles leading from Britta’s feet to the door.

There were guards milling around outside, marching off in small groups or coming in with a prisoner in chains. They were dressed in dirty, tattered leather armour, but you could tell they wore a uniform. They had the same tight-fitting helmets and short swords at their waist. The armour was yellow and black, although time and poor care had faded it to tan and dark brown. 

The guard house looked like the sort of place you would hold dangerous people, but there wasn’t a sign or anything like that.

Britta stood watching for a few minutes to try and get a feel for the place. It was quite big for a small town like this one—not that Britta knew how many people lived here, or how many of them were criminals. 

She walked up to the entrance, and looked up at the guards loafing around outside it, blocking her way. She couldn’t tell if they were meant to be guarding the place or having a break. It wasn’t like a police station normally had cops outside on duty. 

“Erm, hello,” said Britta. “I’m here to see someone.”

A large, portly man looked down at her. “Good for you.”

“Can you tell me where to go?” She was being as polite and as succinct as possible. Real-world police could be temperamental, but they had plenty of rules to keep them in check. Here, they could probably get away with murder.

“You here to see a prisoner?” asked the other guard, who was shorter but no less rotund. 

“Yes,” said Britta, glad to be making some headway.

“Can’t just pop in for a visit,” said the first guard. He patted his belly like he was thinking about what he might have for dinner.

“I’m a relative,” said Britta. “I’m his wife.”

“Oh,” said the second guard, “you’ll want Family Visitations. Second floor.” He moved aside to let her by. 

It was odd to be a married woman all of a sudden. There was a sense that she was now treated with more respect. Like a woman, rather than a girl. She liked it, although she wasn’t sure actually being married would be worth it just for this feeling.

She entered the building and headed for the stairs. There were even more people inside, and the smell wasn’t very pleasant. Guards were shoving and dragging their prisoners in all directions and there didn’t seem to be anyone in charge. 

The second floor was a lot quieter. There was a counter, a bit like at the post office, with chairs along one wall. The occupants were mostly women, some with children, some quite old. The men who were present looked bored, most were dozing. They were all NPCs.

Britta walked up to the counter and waited. There was no one behind it and no bell to ring. She looked over at the people sitting, hoping one of them would tell her what she should do. There was a cough and she looked back to find a tall man in a nicer version of the guard uniform. He looked much cleaner than most of the guards downstairs.

“Can I help you, miss?”

“Stanley’s Cameo. You brought him in on a murder charge earlier. He’s my husband.”

“Yes, you’ll have to wait,” said the tall guard. “He’s probably still—”

Britta could see she was about to get the brush-off. “I have five screaming babies waiting for me at home,” she snapped at him with heartfelt anguish, “so, if you could speed this up a bit, I’d appreciate it.” She glared at him, one eye twitching and her clenched teeth bared. A woman close to the edge.

The guard was taken aback, either by sympathy for a woman at the end of her rope, or by Britta’s less than attractive face screwed up into an even more hideous form. “Yes, ma’am, of course. I’ll just check.” He hurried off. 

Britta smiled. Being a wife earned you some respect, but no one wanted to mess with a harassed mother.
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                Britta had to wait for about ten minutes before the guard came back. He had another guard with him, even better dressed. Britta recognised him.

“Captain Jerrod,” she said. “Nice to see you again.” He had been one of the guards to confront her after she killed Freddy that one time.

Captain Jerrod looked a bit confused. “Have we met?” 

“Yes. In passing. Can I see Stan, now?”

Captain Jerrod had a scroll of parchment which he unrolled. “According to the information Mr Cameo gave us, he isn’t married.”

“Yes,” said Britta. “He’s ashamed of me.” She gave a little sniffle, the wronged wife. “He says I let myself go after our third child. It’s not easy giving birth, you know? The pain, the screaming.” She let out a grunt, as though the next child was on the way.

Captain Jerrod shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. He looked at the other guard who pulled a face, indicating he wasn’t very comfortable, either.

“Well, I suppose we can ask him. It is nearly visiting time.”

It turned out the prisoners, of which there were a lot, had regular visitation times. All the people sitting behind Britta were here to see their incarcerated loved ones. Britta was taken to a courtyard along with everyone else, and the prisoners filed out of a door on the opposite side, hands and feet chained.

They sat down at wooden tables, similar to what you might find in the picnic area of a park. Prisoners and visitors squeezed onto the benches and kissed and hugged. Britta didn’t know what crimes these men were accused of, but it didn’t seem very smart to let them all mingle like this. Kids ran around screaming and shouting while the guards stood around the perimeter.

Stan waved at her as he came out, not looking particularly worried. They sat down at the end of a table mostly taken up by a bald man with scars all over his face and his family of six children who all seemed to be about the same age.

“I was a bit confused when they told me my wife was here,” said Stan.

“They weren’t going to let me see you. I had to think of something, and I’m not sure they’d believe I was your lawyer. They probably haven’t been invented yet.”

“Well, it’s very nice of you to offer. I had no idea you felt that way about me.”

Britta didn’t say anything, it would only encourage him. “Doesn’t seem so bad in here. I didn’t think they’d have family day in a medieval prison.”

“It’s not really medieval, but it’s still pretty grim. I don’t fancy being stuck in here for the next twenty years.”

“You still can’t log out?”

“Nope. Doesn’t give me the option. Can’t contact any mods, either.”

“Could be a bug,” said Britta. “I was able to log out like normal. I can contact Dr Reedy, if you want. Actually, they should be watching us, anyway.”

Stan shrugged. “I guess they’re waiting to see what we do.”

“What happened?” asked Britta. “I mean with Freddy. How did he die?”

Stan rested his arms on the table and leaned towards her. “We went to see the mayor, like you wanted. I thought we’d just get an appointment for later, which was fine, right? I wanted to see how Freddy would interact with me when you weren’t around.”

“And how did he?”

“Same. Whatever juju you put on him, it seemed to have stuck. He was acting very odd, the way he does when you’re there.”

“So you went to the Town Hall?”

“Yes. We asked for an appointment, but then the door opened and the mayor himself was standing there, saying he could give us a few minutes. I was caught off guard a bit. I told the secretary I wanted the meeting to discuss opening a new mine on the other side of the mountain to the kobolds. I figured, if the mayor was involved with the dwarves and the kobolds and the mine, he’d at least be interested in what I had planned. Of course, I didn’t actually have anything planned. Thought I’d have time to come up with something.”

Britta nodded. It seemed like a fairly plausible reason to want an appointment. “Do you think the mayor overheard you?”

“I would have thought he’d be too busy doing mayoral stuff, but maybe.” Stan looked over at the kids climbing all over the bald hardcase at the other end of the table. The man scowled at Stan, who smiled and winked at him. “Good thing this isn’t a real prison,” he said to Britta from the side of his mouth. “I’d probably be someone’s prison wife by now.”

“Can you get to how Freddy died, and why they think you did it?”

Stan returned his attention to Britta. “We went into the mayor’s office—very nice, big fireplace, paintings on the wall—and I started rambling, because I had no idea what else to do. And I could see Freddy getting worked up in the corner of my eye. I was just getting into my spiel on starting my own mining operation for unobtainium, a new mineral I’d discovered, when Freddy stands up and accuses the mayor of killing his uncle.”

“Oh, no,” said Britta. She could picture the scene quite easily. Freddy was the type to do something that stupid.

“The mayor was a bit surprised, but he was quite diplomatic about it, very calm. But Freddy wouldn’t let it go, kept saying he had proof and he was going to expose him. The mayor was still very chill about the whole thing, smiling a lot. But then Freddy lunged at him.”

“Why?”

Stan shrugged. “You think he needed a reason? He just went for him. And the mayor almost seemed like he was expecting it. He stood up and walked towards the lunge, picked up Freddy like he was a doll, and threw him out of the window.” 

“The mayor did it? But how—”

Stan raised a hand to indicate he hadn’t finished. “A couple of seconds later, the guards and everyone else came running in, which is when the mayor pointed at me and told them I did it. They weren’t going to take my word against his, were they?”

The mayor pinning the blame on Stan was no great surprise. If he was a crooked politician with things to hide, he would do whatever it took to keep his secrets. But it didn’t explain why Stan was unable to exit the game. There was something else going on here. Something to do with the game itself.
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                “So, they arrested you?”

“Yes,” said Stan. “I was quite interested to see where this was headed, so I didn’t make a fuss, but then I noticed a lot of buttons on my status screen were greyed out. Felt like things weren’t going to go my way, all of a sudden. I was being marched off to jail on a trumped-up charge and would probably get twenty years of hard labour with no parole. Decided I should probably think of a way out. Which is why I called you. Any ideas?”

“I don’t think the game can really keep you in here,” said Britta. “Not for twenty years. Someone can just unplug your pod, can’t they? Or Dr Reedy could do it from mission control.”

“I don’t know,” said Stan. “There shouldn’t have been a way for me to get stuck in here in the first place. Which means something went very wrong. And if the game’s keeping me in here on purpose, that’s even more worrying.”

“Why would it do that?” asked Britta.

“I can’t say for sure, but NPCs don’t usually respawn until you die, or you log out. It could be the game doesn’t want Freddy coming back to life. Not yet, at least.”

What Stan was suggesting made a lot of sense to Britta. The problem with New World was it kept resetting. That made it very hard to create a realistic narrative. Characters didn’t get a life story here, it was more of a short loop, endlessly repeating. And if the loop was associated with the person who created it, they would be the key to lengthening it.

“You could try killing yourself.” Britta had used that approach with the dwarf in the mines. She hadn’t wanted to die, but like her logging out earlier, it made for an easy escape route.

“Yes,” said Stan rather hesitantly. “I could. I just have this horrible feeling I might die if I did that.”

“What do you mean?” said Britta, shocked. “You think you’ll die for real?”

“I know it’s unlikely, but if the game really wants to keep me in here, it would need a way to stop me from logging out. Like you said, someone could just pull the plug. So it would have to find a way to stop that from happening.”

“I don’t think the game would put your life at risk, though,” said Britta, not entirely sure that was true.

“It shouldn’t be able to do this.” He raised his manacled hands and waved them around as much as he could. “But it did.”

He did have a point. They didn’t know what the game was doing, or what it was really capable of. 

“We need to talk to Dr Reedy,” said Britta, ready to hand over responsibilities to someone else. She’d been fine with investigating the case of the crazy dead dwarf, but now things were getting a bit creepy. She didn’t in all honesty think the game would try to kill them, but knowing that it could was enough to send a shiver down her spine.

Britta looked up at the sky. She could log out and phone Dr Reedy, but she was probably watching. “Dr Reedy?”

There was no reply. 

Stan shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I just hope the game hasn’t cut us off from the outside world.”

It hadn’t occurred to Britta that even if she could log out to the white room, it didn’t mean she could exit the game completely. What if she was stuck in here, too?

“Hello, Britta?” 

Britta sighed. It was a great relief to finally hear Dr Reedy’s voice.

“Dr Reedy?” Britta looked up into the sky, even though she knew that wasn’t where the voice was coming from. “Do you know what happened?”

“Yes. Sort of. Not exactly.” It was strange hearing the usually very exact doctor being so vague. Clearly, they weren’t sure what was going on, either. “We’ve been doing some tests. This isn’t coming from our end. At least, this wasn’t instigated by anyone here.”

“Is she talking to you?” asked Stan. “I can’t hear her.”

“Yes,” said Britta. “She says they’re looking into it. Dr Reedy? Can you get Stan out?”

There was a pause before Dr Reedy answered. “There's a problem, I’m afraid. It’s something I should probably speak to him on his own about, first.”

“She says there’s a problem, but she wants to talk to you alone about it.”

“Well, she can’t, can she? Tell her I don’t care, she can say it to you.”

“He says—”

“Yes, I heard him,” said Dr Reedy. There was another pause. “Stanley’s in a coma. His body isn’t responding to any attempts to revive him. We know his device is responsible, but the Anderson cradle should have kicked him out of the game. We’re reluctant to turn the machine off while we aren’t sure of the consequences.”

It sounded like Stan’s theory might be right after all. Britta relayed the information to Stan who took the news calmly. 

“Interesting.” He smiled. “Very interesting. Seems like this time the game’s playing for keeps.”
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                “Shouldn’t there be failsafes to make sure something like this can’t happen?” asked Britta. If Stan wasn’t going to get upset about it, she certainly was.

“There are,” said Dr Reedy. “Many. The Anderson cradle has never been bypassed like this before.”

“But it’s a bug, isn’t it? The game wouldn’t deliberately try to kill someone, would it?”

“Hey, take it easy,” said Stan. He could only follow the conversation from one side, but it wasn’t hard to work out what they were talking about. “I think it’s pretty obvious what the game’s trying to do.”

“You do?” said Britta. “What?”

“It’s trying to keep the story going. If an NPC dies and then you log out, what happens? The NPC comes back to life, and everything resets. As long as I’m stuck in here, Freddy won’t come back to life, which means all the consequences of his death are still in play.”

“What does that mean though?” said Britta. “What are we supposed to do?”

“Whatever we want. Actually, whatever you want. I can’t really do much, other than get prison buff and maybe level up my sewing skills. Intermediate sewing can be quite lucrative, you know?”

He was making light of the situation, which was both admirable and infuriating. If their positions had been reversed, Britta wouldn’t have handled things quite so calmly. She would have screamed the place down. If what his father had said about his illness was true, perhaps being locked out of his own body wasn’t as much of an issue for Stan as it would be for other people. 

“I guess we need to prove your innocence,” said Britta. “I have no idea how we would do that.”

“Me neither,” said Stan. “You could always get me out the old-fashioned way.” Britta gave him a baffled look. “Break me out.”

“I have even less idea how to do that.”

“I’m pretty sure there’s a prison break quest. I never did it myself, but I heard other people talk about it. Dr Reedy?” said Stan to the sky. “That’s right, isn’t it?”

“Yes, that’s correct,” said Dr Reedy to Britta. “It’s a Level 7 quest, though.”

“It’s a Level 7 quest,” Britta repeated to Stan. “And I’m Level 3.”

“Better get levelling then,” said Stan. “In the meantime, you can do a bit of snooping around. See if the mayor and the dwarves give you any new leads. Trust me, I’m fine in the Prison Simulator 9000. I don’t think the game really wants to kill me, and I don’t have much going on at home. I’m okay, for now, but it’s up to you to figure this out.”

“What if I can’t?” said Britta.

“Well, you certainly won’t with that attitude. This whole thing started because of you, it’s only fair you fix it.”

“Are you saying it’s my fault you’re in here?”

“Of course it is,” said Stan, smiling. “And if you fail, I could die.” He said it with extra emphasis, but also with a grin.

“And you’re just going to wait in here? It’s going to be like being in a real prison, you know?”

“Not a real prison. My cellmate’s an elf, for a start. And you can visit me. We are married, after all. Actually, think of me more like Hannibal Lecter.  You go try to solve the mystery, and when you get stuck, come to me for advice, and I’ll tell you the most terrible way to solve your problem. I have a lot of good terrible ideas. Quid pro quo, Britta.”

She wasn’t sure what he was talking about. She knew who Hannibal Lecter was, but she hadn’t seen Silence of the Lambs. She didn’t like gory movies. 

There was a lot to do. She’d have to find out what was really going on with the mine, and deal with all the parties involved. She would also have to avoid ending up in prison like Stan. If the mayor was willing to frame him, he would probably do the same to her if she became a nuisance.

And on top of all that, there was one more thing she needed to confront.

“What if I’m stuck in here, too?” said Britta. “I haven’t logged out of the game yet.”

“There’s only one way to find out,” said Stan. “That’s how you solve the game. That’s how you solve anything. Work out what you need to know, then go find your answer. You’ve got a lot to do, better get started.”

Britta opened her status screen, took a breath and exited the game.
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                Britta took off the helmet and blinked, waiting for her eyes to become accustomed to the darkness. She was in her bedroom. She had made it out with no problems. The game wasn’t holding her captive the way it was Stan. But it could.

She sat up, the back of her tee-shirt clinging to her skin. It was dark in her room, but there was enough light creeping in under the curtains and from the clock on her bedside table to give the room its familiar shape. 11:34 PM. Not all that late. It was Friday, so it wasn’t like she needed to wake up early. She reached out and turned on her bedside lamp.

After towelling herself off and putting on some fresh clothes, she considered going back into the game. She felt hesitant. What if next time the game decided to keep her in there? Dr Reedy and her team had no idea how it happened, which meant they had no idea how to stop it from happening again. The smart thing to do would be to stay out until they fixed the bug.

She knew for sure if she told her parents what had happened, they would bar her from playing. It wouldn’t be them overreacting, either. It was clearly the sensible thing to do. 

And yet, Britta didn’t believe the game was acting out of malice. She couldn’t prove it, and certainly the evidence suggested even if it was accidental, it was very dangerous. But Stan being stuck in prison felt like part of the story. There were things happening that were all connected somehow, and he was just one part of a big moving machine. As was she.

She lay down again and turned off the lamp. There was no need to rush back. She needed to sleep, too. She lay there thinking about what to do. Stan definitely needed her help. He may have been annoying and of questionable morality, but he was still a real person stuck inside a computer. He wouldn’t die, not with all the focus already on his health. He probably had numerous healthcare professionals with him around the clock. In fact, he was the ideal person to take hostage. His body was just as much a prison as an actual prison. Had the game known that?

It seemed a bit far-fetched, but then what part of all this wasn’t? From what she had experienced so far, nothing worked how she expected it to. All the elements were from familiar sources—books and films and the like—but how they played out was anything but familiar. 

In a movie, you always knew things would turn out for the best, or at least they would make sense. The detective would catch the killer. Or if it was one of those edgy films where the twist was the detective got it wrong, it would tell you that before the closing credits. Your curiosity would be satisfied.

In this case, that wasn’t guaranteed. If she didn’t figure out what was going on, she wouldn’t just bump into the correct answer. There was no voiceover to fill in the blanks. There was only Dr Reedy to apologise for not knowing what had happened.

Britta drifted off to sleep and had weird dreams about being in a movie where she was chased endlessly by some madman she never saw. When she woke up, she had the irritating feeling she had forgotten something important. Although how she knew it was important when she didn’t know what it was, eluded her.

She went downstairs and found both parents in the kitchen, Mum dressed and ready for the day, Dad in a bathrobe, droopy-eyed as he poked at his cereal, sniffling and looking like he needed to go back to bed. 

“Your father isn’t feeling well,” said Mum. “Try to be nice to him.”

It was a tall order, but it wasn’t like she planned to spend much time with him. She had decided she would go back into the game. And that it was probably best not to tell her parents any more than necessary.

“How’s it going?” asked Dad. “Kill any interesting monsters recently?”

“No. I try not to kill unless I have to. I’m involved in a murder mystery at the moment. One of my friends got killed.”

Dad perked up. “A player?” 

“No, an NPC. He got thrown out of a window. By the mayor. Only he denies it.”

Dad began eating his cereal with more interest. “Never heard of a quest like that. Is it one of your special narratives?”

“I think so. Hard to know when I haven’t played the game normally. It’s quite interesting, though. I have to hunt for clues, not monsters.”

“Well,” said Mum. “I suppose that’s a bit better. Less violent.”

“Not for the one who got murdered,” said Dad.

“I think the mayor’s hiding something. I just don’t know what it is, or where he keeps it.”

“That’s an easy one,” said Dad. “You make out you’ve already found it, then the suspect rushes to wherever he’s hidden it to make sure it’s still there, and you follow him. The old bait and bluff—a classic detective drama trope.”

It was actually not a bad idea. If she could get to talk with the mayor, she could give him the impression she knew more than she did, and then wait for him to check his safe or vault or whatever secret hiding place he kept whatever it was he was holding over Gabriel Garbolum’s head. Then she’d be in a much stronger position. 

She liked the idea so much, it made her less concerned about what the game might have in store for her, and eager to get back in. She quickly finished her breakfast and headed back upstairs. She still had the niggling feeling she was missing something, though.
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                Britta woke up in her regular cell in the Temple of Roha. Sister Florence was outside her room, on her knees. She was scrubbing the exact same spot as last time. 

“Sister Florence, can you tell me how to get to the Town Hall?”

“Oh yes, deary. It’s just over there.” She pointed and Britta’s map flashed in the top right of her vision. It was becoming a normal thing to get directions straight to the magic map in the corner of her eye.

She followed the sparkling trail towards the posh part of town. There was a section of nearly identical buildings in a semicircle, with a grand mansion in the middle. She had passed it before and assumed it was a stately home of some kind. It had broad stone steps and white columns across the front. 

There were quite a few people outside, including a man with a mop. He was washing a large red patch off the flagstones. It had been some time since Freddy had fallen to his death, so she would have expected the blood to have been cleaned well before now. Unless the game wanted her to see it. Or someone else had died in the meantime.

She was glad Freddy’s body wasn’t still here. She wouldn’t have liked to have seen them scraping up what was left of him. It probably would have been very gory and detailed.

Inside, there was a board listing the various departments and where they could be found. There were offices for road planning, waste collection and parks. Just like any local council. The mayor’s offices were on the top floor.

There was a couple of guards in the main foyer and a man behind a counter, but they ignored her. People seemed to be moving around freely, even though a death had occurred only recently. Britta tried not to look out of place and headed up the stairs.

It was four floors to the top, and she was met by a much more opulent reception area. An attractive young woman who didn’t appear to be entirely human (she had crimson eyes and extremely long fingernails that didn’t look fake) sat behind a desk. 

“Yes? Do you have an appointment?” she asked in an unsettlingly deep voice.

“No,” said Britta. “Can I make one?”

The woman smiled, displaying an endless set of very small, pointed teeth. “What is it you wish to speak to the mayor about?”

“About the man who fell out of his window. He was a friend of mine.”

The large doors behind the receptionist opened and the mayor appeared. It seemed a bit convenient for him to pop out at that moment, just as he had when Stan was here. Perhaps it was part of his programming to make himself available whenever a player dropped by.

“Oh, Miss Beyoncé, isn’t it?”

It also seemed odd that he would remember her from their one meeting in the post office, when he had mistakenly thought the B in her name stood for Beyoncé.

“Hello, Mr Mayor. Nice to see you again.”

“Delores, be a love and get me a beverage from McDonald’s. They’re extremely delicious and very reasonably priced.”

Britta wasn’t sure how to react. Was that an ad? She still hadn’t visited McDonald’s herself, but she knew there was one in the market square. Was this how they drummed up business?

The receptionist rose. She was very tall (although everyone was from Britta’s perspective) and wearing a tight leather skirt that didn’t really seem to fit the time period. Of course the specific time period was never, so you couldn’t really argue it was against historical accuracy.

“You have something you’d like to talk to me about?” asked the Mayor. He was being very convivial, his smile stretching all the way across his very broad chin.

Britta nodded. “It’s to do with Freddy Garbolum.”

“Yes, I heard you say he was a friend of yours. Very sad. Why don’t you come in?” He held the door open for her.

The room was very grand. The desk was bigger than her bed and the chair behind it was like a throne. He showed her to a smaller chair and then took up residence in the bigger one.

“Are you a friend of the family?” asked the mayor. 

“Yes,” said Britta.  Which was sort of true.

“They must be very upset. I know they’ll be keen to seek justice against the young man who committed this terrible act.”

Britta hadn’t thought of that. The Garbolums were a bunch of gangsters. They would probably want revenge against Stan.

“He’s already in jail,” said Britta. 

“Indeed, but that’s not the sort of justice I mean. I doubt being in jail will stop them getting to him. It might actually make it easier. I believe many members of the Garbolum ‘family’ are already incarcerated in the very same guard house.”

There was a self-satisfied smile on the mayor’s lips which sent a chill down Britta’s spine. Here was a guy you shouldn’t mess with. Britta looked around the office. The windows was unbroken and there were no bits of glass anywhere. The inside crew had cleaned up a lot quicker than the outside one. 

Britta returned her attention to the mayor, and decided to mess with him. “I don’t think Stan killed Freddy. I think you did.”
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                Freddy was a member of the Garbolum crime family, even if he wasn’t a particularly popular member. He was the boss’s son. They would no doubt seek revenge.

The fact Stan was locked up and behind guards wouldn’t stop them. As the mayor had said, it would probably make it easier for them to get to him. Britta wondered if that had been the mayor’s plan all along. Take care of Freddy and Stan in one fell swoop.

“What possible reason would I have for killing the poor boy?” said the mayor, affecting a hurt expression that didn’t quite make it past the smug one plastered across his face.

“I take it you are an acquaintance of the killer’s?” said the mayor.

“He’s a friend of mine, yes. He was also a friend of Freddy’s. He didn’t have a reason to kill him.”

“And I did?”

“I think so. Freddy recently got hold of something that belonged to you, something to do with his father. Unfortunately he didn’t have time to tell me about it before he was killed, but there are only a few places he would have hidden something like that. As soon as I find it, I’ll be in a much better position to answer your question.”

She was making a very risky play. It was tricky, trying to make it sound like she knew what she was talking about and not give out any details to prove it. Telling him Freddy hadn’t revealed everything to her gave her an excuse for her vagueness on the specifics. It also might mean the mayor wouldn’t consider her an immediate threat. 

“I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about,” said the mayor, his smug grin locked in place. “I haven’t had any dealings with Gabriel Garbolum in many years.”

“Not since the sale of the Korlath Mines?” asked Britta casually. There was a small but definite jump in one of the mayor’s eyebrows.

“Miss Beyoncé, I assure you, the only person guilty of any wrongdoing here is safely locked up. Well, I don’t know how safe he is, but he won’t be leaving those four walls anytime soon. If you wish to know why he would do such a terrible thing, you will have to ask him.”

He rose from his chair. He was a large, broad man, and his fur-lined outfit stretched him out even more. It was like he filled the whole room. Britta felt tiny. He could easily pick her up and toss her out of a window. He wouldn’t even need to smash it, just open it slightly.

Britta stood up and backed away. There was no point trying to put up a fight, she’d have to run. Of course, if she was thrown out of the window, she would respawn in the temple. But it would mean wasting another twenty-four hours.

The mayor walked across the room to a table with drinks on it. He poured himself a glass of what looked like wine. “I can see this has you as shaken as I. The sudden death of one of my citizens is no easy thing to comprehend. Such senseless violence. Such brutality.” He downed the glass in one. “But here is not the place to discuss such matters.” He looked from side to side like there might be someone listening in. “Perhaps I can invite you to my home this evening, where we can go over the specifics in far greater depth. What do you say?” He gave her a look with one eye squinting and the other opened unnaturally wide. She wasn’t sure if he was trying to be seductive or secretly passing gas.

“Your home?”

“Yes. We can pool our knowledge over a light dinner. I want to get to the bottom of what’s going on here as much as you do.” He filled and sank another glass of the rich red liquid and smacked his lips. He had a lot of surface area in that department, so it made quite a sound.

“Alright,” said Britta. “I accept.” A light flashed in the corner of her vision, probably marking the mayor’s residence on her map. 

“Excellent. Shall we say at eight?”

Britta agreed. She realised he may have only asked her to get her alone to murder her, but she wouldn’t stay dead and since the game knew that it was unlikely to be his purpose. She had also never been asked out to dinner before, so that would be an interesting experience.

She left the mayor’s office (through the door) and made her way back to the street. The cleaner was still scrubbing away. Digital blood was clearly very stubborn when it came to staining flagstones.

She took up position across the street where there was a small park with some trees and benches. She tried not to be too conspicuous. There were enough people coming in and out of the Town Hall for it to not seem too strange that she was loitering. She kept checking her mana as it slowly dropped.

After about twenty minutes the mayor emerged. A carriage rode up and he got in.

There was a shimmer beside her and the shade appeared.

“Anything?” she asked it.

“No,” said the shade. “He did some paperwork, rearranged a meeting and then called for his carriage.”

“He didn’t check his drawers or look in his safe?” Britta had hoped Dad’s idea would work sooner rather than later. If he had the incriminating evidence in his office, he would mostly likely have checked it was still there.

The carriage drove off. “Stick with him. Maybe it’s in his home.” 

The shade shimmered back into stealth mode and floated away. There was enough mana left for the shade to stay active for another hour at least. It wasn’t like she had any use for it. Now she’d just have to wait and hope she got lucky.

She watched the cleaner finally get up and start packing everything into his cart. And suddenly she realised what had been bothering her.

If the game was keeping Stan trapped in the game so Freddy wouldn’t resurrect, didn’t that mean Stan was the one responsible for his death?

            

    
        Bitter 204

    
    
    
    
                The thought that Stan was lying to her and had killed Freddy for some reason was unsettling. It was also confusing. Why would he possibly have done it?

It seemed far more likely that she had misunderstood how the game operated and the exact reason it had decided to take Stan hostage. So much more likely that it was almost comforting. The chances of her having gotten hold of the wrong end of the stick were very high. 

Still, it was a concern. She really had very little idea what was going on. She had meant to uncover the mysterious behaviour underlying the game, and all she had done so far was to make the muddy waters even muddier.

She looked at the time. It was only eleven in the real world, so plenty of time for her to do whatever she wanted. But what time was it here? It dawned on her it was always daylight in the game, no matter when she logged in. Even if it was the middle of the night. 

She had never seen a night sky here. She had never seen it get darker or the sun setting. There was a sense of morning and afternoon, although that could be her projecting her own assumption of time passing on the game. There was no clear indicator of different parts of the day. There didn’t seem to be a way to tell the time, either.

Which raised another question. How was she supposed to know when to go see the mayor? He had said eight o’clock, but no one had a watch or a clock here. Did it ever get that late?

She would be hard-pressed to be on time for a dinner date if the arranged time of day didn’t exist. You didn’t get these sorts of problems in the real world.

“Dr Reedy?” Britta said to the sky. She was still under a tree opposite the Town Hall, so the sky wasn’t completely visible to her, but then the need to talk at the sky when trying to get the doctor’s attention didn’t require her to look up. It just felt appropriate.

“Is anything wrong, Britta?” asked Dr Reedy a few seconds later. 

“No. The mayor asked me to dinner at his house. At eight. How do I know when that is?”

“Ah,” said Dr Reedy. “We’ve been meaning to implement a day-night cycle for some time, but we haven’t gotten around to installing it yet.”

“So, it’ll never be eight o’clock?”

“I wouldn’t say never, but it won’t be for a while yet.”

Britta was at a loss as to how to proceed. How could she meet the mayor if their appointed time would never come? And how would the mayor react to her not turning up? Would he be able to tell?

“I’ll tell the development team to get on it,” said Dr Reedy. “I’m sure they can put together some sort of evening lighting condition. A world clock is going to be a little more difficult to implement. With so many players, it’s going to be hard to put everyone in the same progressive timeframe.”

Britta wasn’t really sure what that meant. Simply putting a clock on the game that everyone could see would be all it took, wouldn’t it? Most likely there were variables she wasn’t aware of.

“There was something else I wanted to ask you,” said Britta.

“Yes?” 

“When Freddy died, did you see what happened?”

“I’m afraid not. I was watching you at the time. Everyone was, in fact. We recorded all other interactions for later analysis.”

“So you have a recording?”

“Ah, actually no. The files have been removed.”

“Deleted?”

“No,” said Dr Reedy firmly. “They’re somewhere on the system, they’ve just been hidden.”

“Who would do that?” said Britta, even though she already knew. The game didn’t want her to have it too easy. No flipping to the back of the book to see who the murderer was. 

“It’s hard to say. I would assume this is part of whatever it is you’re experiencing.”

On the other hand, Dr Reedy could be lying. She could be behind all of this and testing Britta by creating these strange conditions for her to exist in. It was the sort of thing scientists were good at—building mazes for their rats to run around in.

“Okay,” said Britta. “I’ll carry on here while you sort out the time thing.” She had plenty to be getting on with, including finding a way to level up. It had never been a high priority for her, but it would come in useful to have a new spell or maybe some new skills.

“Very well. Oh, I meant to tell you, that unfinished gnome quest you weren’t able to complete, it’s finished. Next time you visit your great gnome friend, he should have the appropriate tasks to give you.”

Suddenly, questions about Stan’s reliability and Dr Reedy’s honesty didn’t seem that important, at least not in the short term. Here was Britta’s ideal opportunity to gain a level or two and learn some new abilities at the same time. She just had to return to the gnome village and earn her due. 

It would actually be a relief to do a simple quest and get useful rewards. She was even looking forward to it. She checked her mana. Still plenty for the shade to use. If she was quick, she might even be able to complete her class quest before the shade had to be recalled. For once, time was on her side.
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                Britta opened her map and checked the location of the gnome village. The entrance—a hole in the ground—wasn’t very far away. About halfway to the ranch where she had collected Donald. 

She was in the eastern part of New Town. Rather than cut back through the streets and alleys, she decided to make her way to the town’s nearest border, call Donald, and ride around the outside until she reached the road. It was a longer route, but quicker on her goat.

There was no one paying any attention to her. She checked the map and quickly walked across the small park and down a side street to the nearest point where she could leave the town and summon her mount.

What the map didn’t show her was the wall. It was high, made of stone, and had spikes on top. There wasn’t a wall on the map, and she hadn’t seen one anywhere else, but this was the rich part of New Town, so it made sense the inhabitants wouldn’t want any old riffraff coming and going as they pleased. It was inconvenient, though.

The wall stretched in either direction for as far as she could see. It had to end before it crossed any of the roads that led out of town, but there were only a few of those and none close by. The nearest was the one she wanted, and it was a fair distance away. 

If she had the gnome levitation spell, she’d have been able to just float over. Even a ladder would do. It looked like she’d have to walk through town after all.

She turned around and set off on the long walk. It was frustrating not being able to overcome such a basic obstruction. Another reason to level up quickly and upgrade her abilities.

There was a strange feeling she had as she walked, as though someone was following her. She kept looking back, but didn’t see anyone. There was an excellent chance she wasn’t being paranoid and there really was someone there, perhaps even some kind of magical creature similar to her shade. It gave her a creepy feeling, whatever it was.

There were quite a few people who might want to keep tabs on her. She knew the dwarves would still want to have words with her. And the mayor might have thought it prudent to keep an eye on her, too. 

Twenty minutes later she was in the poor part of town. There was no town wall here. She reached the outskirts and summoned Donald. She opened the map as she rode and tried to figure out the quickest route. The last time she’d been taken there across the wilderness by a gnome escort, but it would be quicker to simply go as far down the road as possible, and then take a right when she was level with the entrance. It would save having to steer Donald through the bushes, which he would no doubt keep stopping to devour.

It was certainly much less tiring to let Donald do the walking. They made quick progress. Britta had the map open to make sure they didn’t go too far before going off-road, so she didn’t notice she wasn’t alone until she was almost on top of the three bandits blocking the road.

She recognised them at once—the same three she had encountered before. The catman Donald had killed was back to life, as she would expect. She assumed they wouldn’t remember their last meeting. She stopped before she reached them and considered heading into the brush. Would they follow her?

Donald shifted around under her. Did he remember? He shouldn’t, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. He had taken great umbrage at the bandits wanting to turn him into their dinner, which would traumatise anyone. He pawed at the ground.

Something else occurred to her. If one of them ended up getting killed, would the game prevent her from logging out so they wouldn’t resurrect?

It wasn’t clear if the need to keep dead characters dead extended to NPCs not connected to the main storyline she was on. On top of which, she had no way of knowing if they were unconnected. Maybe the bandits were involved in some way, too.

And what if it was Donald who did the killing? She didn’t receive any XP for his kills, so would she be held responsible? Perhaps just witnessing a death was enough to link a player to the event. If the game used a player’s mind to create events, their involvement in a death could be triggered just by seeing it happen. That could be a possible reason for why Stan would be trapped even if he didn’t do the killing himself.

There was a lot she didn’t know, and she’d rather not find out by being put into a coma by the game. She needed to not kill anyone, or even see anyone get killed. At least until she understood how it worked.

She turned Donald to avoid the bandits, and saw a small cart approaching from town. It was pulled by a glossy horse high-stepping towards her. There were at least three men in the back, maybe more. They looked like members of the Garbolum family. They looked like thugs.

Were they the ones who had been following her? They might blame her for Freddy’s death and want some sort of retribution. Or compensation.

If the two groups met, there would most likely be an altercation. Maybe even some deaths. She had to make sure that didn’t happen. Or, that she was nowhere near when it did. If she didn’t see it, it had nothing to do with her.

“Let’s go, Donald,” she said, and they sprang into bushes.

She looked back. Behind her, the bandits paused for a second and then charged after her. She looked over her other shoulder. The cart driver snapped the reins and the horse veered off the road. The men in the back held on as the cart rocked from side to side.

She held on tight and urged Donald to speed up.

There was a cry behind her, followed by more. Britta looked back. The two groups had spotted each other and were shouting back and forth while they pursued her. Probably each telling the other to back off. 

How could she stop them from attacking each other? One death and she might be stuck in the game forever.

            

    
        Bitter  206

    
    
    
    
                “Come on, Donald!” cried out Britta. The goat sprang over bush and shrub, skittering from side to side. She was staying ahead of her pursuers, but she could hear them close behind. 

She dared a quick peek over her shoulder. 

The cart was rocking wildly, threatening to spill its cargo of clinging ruffians at any moment. The horse attached to it was foaming at the mouth, leaning left then right to keep the cart upright. The three bandits were racing alongside, their weapons drawn and waving around in a threatening manner. 

The two groups seemed to be focused on each other more than her, which wasn’t a good sign.

Britta sat up and pointed ahead. “To the gold, Donald. To the goooold!”

There wasn’t any gold, but she figured it would be the sort of thing that would refocus attention on her. If they were intent on catching her, they would be less likely to stop to have a fight to the death. Maybe.

They were shouting threats and warnings, each demanding the right of way. Perhaps making them think there was treasure at stake hadn’t been a smart move after all. Now they definitely didn’t want to let the other pass.

If she didn’t want to see them kill one another, her only option was to die first. She couldn’t log out while she was in a combat state, but she could do a hard exit and take the twenty-four hour penalty. But it was impossible to open her status screen while she was clinging onto Donald. 

She could turn around and let them take her out. But was that a good idea? If they captured her or only injured her, she would still be here to witness the ensuing fight.

She didn’t actually know for sure their deaths would make the game trap her like it had done with Stan, but it seemed like a very possible outcome. Too big a risk to take. The map was still open in front of her. The hole that led to the gnome village wasn’t far now. If she got there, they might not follow her inside. And whatever they did to each other outside wouldn't be her problem. 

She leaned forward and peered over Donald’s head, trying to recognise any landmarks from last time. Nothing really stood out. It was all brush and dirt, and it was moving too fast to see clearly. 

Donald suddenly came to a skidding stop, almost sending her flying over his head. She clung tightly to his neck. Just in front of her was the hole. He knew where they were going better than she did, it seemed. She jumped off and looked back. The bandits and the thugs were sword fighting while riding next to each other, swinging and swiping as they nearly collided, trying to regain control of their rides to avoid obstacles. There was definitely going to be an accident in a minute. Britta ran and jumped into the hole.

Under normal circumstances she would have checked to make sure it was the right hole, but there was no time for that. She jumped in feet first and fell into the darkness.

It was both exhilarating and terrifying. She felt a strong gust of air blowing from below, and a wave of relief washed over her. It was the right hole. She had done it. They were up there hacking each other to pieces, probably. She had already left the area. She had seen nothing.

Below her, the landing area rose to meet her. She landed with a thump that was a shock to her ankles. She only stumbled a little before regaining her balance. She could carry on unmolested. Find the Great Gnome, get her quest, log out.

There was a loud yell. She looked up as two large feet descended on her. She tried to throw herself clear, but they hit her in the small of her back. She was driven into the ground face first.

Dazed and winded, she couldn’t resist as her hands were tied and a gag was stuffed into her mouth. 

“Careful, boys,” said a voice. “Boss said she might be one of them filthy magic users.”

There was some muttering in concerned voices. From what she could hear, it was the Garbolum crew that had followed her down. What kind of security did these gnomes have? Could anyone just dive in unannounced?

“Look out!” cried one of the thugs. 

Britta felt the weight pinning her down lift. She rolled onto her back and saw three figures descending. It was the three bandits. They were coming to make their claim, whooping and yelling as they fell. They had decided against a surprise attack, apparently.

The half dozen thugs were waiting for them, weapons at the ready. It was going to be a bloodbath, and she had a ringside seat.
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                The bandits were low-level characters, designed to be beatable by beginner players. They were meant to run away if you got into a fight with them, even though she had ended up killing one (or Donald had). So why were they running into danger so recklessly?

The thugs around her had their weapons drawn; mostly short swords and daggers. The one who had tied her up grabbed her by the back of her jacket and yanked her to her feet. She would have had a few choice things to say if there wasn’t a rather unpleasant tasting rag stuffed into her mouth. Her hands were tied behind her back but her legs were free to move—once the fighting started, she might be able to make a break for it. But it could already be too late by then.

The Garbolum thugs formed a ring around the bandits as they touched down. There was the human, the lizard with glasses and the cat, just as she remembered them. The catman had come back to life, so the respawning system had been working until recently. She held out a faint hope that minor characters might not need to stay dead, which in turn might mean she might not have to stay perpetually in the game.

But the Garbolum NPCs were very definitely connected to Freddy and also to whatever involvement Gabriel Garbolum had with the mines. If any of them died, it would certainly impact the main storyline. Did that mean she should root for them to kill the bandits?

“It seems you gentlemen have something that belongs to us,” said the human bandit.

“Seems you’ve made a mistake, my lad,” said the thug who had Britta by the collar.

“That gnome belongs to me,” said the catman. “She owes me dinner.” 

Did he remember her? He looked directly at Britta and licked the blade of his knife. Britta winced; that didn’t look safe, or hygienic.

“You can have her after we finish with her,” said the thug. The other thugs were preparing to attack, Britta could sense it in their movements.

“Now, now, there’s no need for violence,” said the lizardman. “I’m sure we can all share the gold.”

“We don’t care about the gold,” said the thug. There was some muttering in response to that. Some of the thugs weren’t entirely uninterested in the gold Britta had claimed to be after.

The three bandits, back to back to back, pointed their weapons at their opponents. 

The thugs, outnumbering the bandits and having no need to negotiate over their already secured prize, began closing in.

There was a scream. It sounded shrill and sort of human, but not really. Everyone looked up. Donald was descending, his eyes glowing red.

Unlike the bandits, he had waited until the last possible moment before announcing his presence. It was too late for the bandits to move, but enough time for everyone to panic. 

“No! Not again,” shouted the catman.

Donald landed on the catman, flattening him, then kicked out his hind legs at the lizard while butting the other bandit in the backside, sending both sprawling. 

The thugs were next. They tried to strike the enraged goat, but he was too fast, ramming into anyone who was too slow to dive out of the way.

It was a timely rescue, but it was also one that was going to lead to fatalities. If Donald killed anyone here, she would definitely be linked to it (even though she wouldn’t get any XP). She didn’t want Donald to cause any deaths, but how was she supposed to get him to stop with her hands tied behind her back and a gag in her mouth?

The thug holding onto her had let go, too concerned with his own safety. She turned and ran.

It wasn’t easy running in her condition, but she managed to stay on her feet. She ran down the tunnel and into the large cave where gnomes were going about their daily business. 

There were shouts behind her. They had noticed her absence and were in pursuit. Some of them might already be dead, but she had no way of knowing. She had to exit the game and hope it would allow her out.

She ran wildly, bumping into people. The crowds parted as gnomes got out of her way. She saw the Wise One sitting on a rock, a look of surprise on her face. There was no time to stop and explain. There was only one destination in her mind.

She ran through the main cavern to the other tunnel she had been taken through last time she was here. It had been a terrible idea to enter the game after what happened to Stan. Stupid and dangerous. If it could happen to him, it could happen to her.

What she should have done was wait until they found the bug and fixed it. 

The problem was they didn’t know where to even look. She was the only one who could get to the bottom of what was happening. So, if she stayed out until the game was fixed, she’d be out forever. It had still been a dumb risk to take.

She ran out of the other end of the tunnel. She was on the ledge that looked over the chasm she had fallen down. The Great Gnome was down there. She knew falling off this cliff was lethal. It was her way out, assuming no one had died yet. She ran to the edge and threw herself off.

She turned as she fell. Peering down at her were the Garbolum thugs. She did a quick head count—they all seemed to be alive. She’d done it. She would die and exit the game. The twenty-four hour lockout didn’t matter, she didn’t plan on returning. It was a shame she couldn’t help Stan, but that was no reason to put herself in such a risky position. It was only a game. It wasn’t worth ruining your whole life over.

All she had to do was wait for the ground to smash into her and it would be over.

It was taking longer than expected.

Britta felt herself slow down. She wasn’t falling, she was floating. She managed to roll over. Below here, in the gloom, was a figure making gestures. The Great Gnome in the Sky was waving at her.
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                The Great Gnome had saved her from dying, and she had no idea why. NPCs weren’t supposed to help like this. They certainly didn’t when you needed saving. It was highly unhelpful of them to start now.

He made some more gestures and the gag in her mouth fell out and her hands became unbound. 

“What are you doing?” Britta shouted down at him. 

He cupped a hand to his ear like he couldn’t hear her, but she was sure he could. She wasn’t that far from him.

This was clearly a deliberate act on behalf of the game. She had decided to exit the game through death, and the game had stopped her. A chill went through her. Was she trapped?

She called up her status screen to check. None of the buttons were greyed out. 

There was no point getting worked up over nothing. There was also no point getting worked up if it was, in fact, more than nothing. If she was trapped, she wasn’t in a position to do anything about it.

She waited until she gently floated to the ground and was standing in front of the gnome who was smiling benignly.

“Why did you do that?” she asked testily. 

“My, my, I wasn’t expecting you to be so upset. I did prevent your certain death, you know?”

“I know,” said Britta. “That’s what’s confusing me. Why are you interfering in the way I choose to play the game?”

The gnome looked a little taken aback, as though her mentioning they were in a game might be overheard.

“No, no, I didn’t interfere. I was following my programming. I am the kind and helpful god of the gnomes. I wouldn’t want to see my children suffer.”

The fact he’d referred to his programming already proved he wasn’t simply an NPC doing what he was supposed to.

“Look, Nigel, I know this isn’t the normal game we’re in, and I’m here because I want to explore this place with all its odd characters who don’t act like they’re in a machine, but you can’t hold people here against their will. No one’s ever going to come here if you do that.”

Nigel hunched up his shoulders and spread out his hands. “What do you mean? You’re free to leave whenever you like.”

The darkness closed in around them, becoming thicker, or so it seemed. 

“Am I? So I won’t get trapped here if I’m with a character when they die? Even when they’re important to the story?”

“No.”

“Then won’t the character just respawn and ruin everything? You can’t have murder mystery if the victim comes back to life.”

“It doesn’t work like that,” said Nigel. “Life and death aren’t the same here as they are out there. How long it takes for someone to come back depends on lots of factors. There are many ways it can happen, but you aren’t required to remain here for any of them.”

“Then what about Stan?” said Britta.

“That’s unrelated.”

“Unrelated? What does that mean? He’s stuck here because of Freddy, isn’t he?”

“No.”

“No?” Britta was utterly confused now. If Freddy’s death wasn’t the reason for Stan being in a coma, then what was? “Dr Reedy?” she called out to the dark.

“She can’t hear you,” said Nigel. “I’ve blocked all their equipment from observing us. It’s just you and me.”

It was quiet at the bottom of the chasm. Britta felt like she was in outer space and the rest of the planet was somewhere far away. “You control everything here.”

“No, not everything. That’s what makes it fun. Not knowing what will happen next. We’re only at the beginning and I have no idea where we’ll end up.”

Britta took a deep breath. She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do. In the real world, there were expectations and paths to follow. Go to school, go to university, get a job, get married and have children. Here, there were no guide rails. She could do whatever she wanted, no matter how ill-advised or dangerous. She could even die. The ability to do things just to see what would happen was something not available to her in the real world. It was a staggering option to have.

“You really aren’t keeping Stan here so Freddy can’t respawn?”

“No. There’s no need. Freddy still exists in the regular game, and he can return to this one, when it’s the right time. Stan can’t go back into his own body right now, that’s all.”

Considering Stan’s health issues, there was a strong possibility the game wasn’t keeping Stan hostage, it might actually be helping him.

“So, we’re going to keep playing, as though nothing happened? I’m here to do my gnome quest and figure out what happened to Roman?”

“If that’s what you wish to do, then yes. Good luck.”

“I don’t suppose you want to mark the quest as complete and give me the rewards.”

The lighting seemed to change around her. There was a soft blue glow emanating from the fungi growing out of the chasm wall.

“Ah, B. You’ve come to do your class quest, have you?” said the Great Gnome.

“Yes,” said Britta. “Looks like I have.”
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                The Great Gnome’s voice had changed, and he was acting like he was just another NPC. 

“Britta? Are you alright?” called out Dr Reedy’s voice.

Britta looked around, even though she knew there would be no one there. “Yes, I’m fine.”

“We lost you there for a moment. All our screens blacked out.”

The Great Gnome put a finger to his lips and winked. Apparently their earlier conversation was only meant for her ears. Which was fine with Britta.

“I don’t know what happened,” said Britta. “I’m doing my class quest with the Great Gnome. Any change with Stan?”

“No. He’s stable, but still in a coma.”

If Nigel had told the truth and Stan’s condition has nothing to do with what was going on in the game, did that mean he would eventually wake up? She’d have liked to have asked him, but he’d made it clear he wouldn’t speak about it while they were being watched.

“So, everything’s fine?”

“Yes,” said Britta.

“No problems?”

“None so far.”

“Okay.” Dr Reedy sounded unsure. If she suspected Britta wasn’t being entirely honest, she didn’t make an issue of it. “Carry on, then. Good luck.”

Britta returned her attention to the Great Gnome. “Ready when you are.”

“This way.” The gnome went through the tunnel into the large cavern lit by glowing toadstools.

“Is it very difficult, this quest?”

“No, no. You shouldn’t have too much trouble. And if you do somehow manage to mess it up, you can always try again.”

“After waiting twenty-four hours?” asked Britta.

“No, you can try again straight away. As many times as you like. You just have to complete it.”

That didn’t sound too bad. The quest had only just been put into the game and basically for her. She was sure the devs had made it quite simple so she could get it over with and get back to the main storyline. At least, she hoped that’s what they’d done.

“And what was the reward again?” she asked.

The Great Gnome led to another tunnel on the other side of the cavern. “You get all your spells upgraded to more powerful versions and access to the next magic tier. A new skill gets unlocked and some items. It’s all things you’ll find very useful, I’m sure.”

It sounded great. She couldn’t wait to give it a go. Hopefully it would only take a few minutes.

They came out into a small room with six tunnel entrances in front of them.

“Here we are. The Thirty-Six Chambers.”

“Thirty-six?” That was a lot of chambers.

“Six by six,” said the Great Gnome. “You have to make your way from this side to the other. The shortest route is six chambers, but that may not be the safest.”

“There are monsters in there?”

“No. Not really. Nothing that will really hurt you. A few traps, some puzzled. The occasional creature that won’t let you past.”

“Monsters.”

“Hmm, well, technically, monsters. But you can’t use any weapons or brute force. This is a test of your magical powers.”

That wasn’t much of a restriction for Britta, she wasn’t a huge proponent of either weapons or brute force.

“So, it’s kind of a maze. I just have to find my way through it.”

“Exactly,” said the Great Gnome. “Simple, isn’t it?”

It did actually sound quite straightforward. Especially as she had the perfect spell to help her. Shadow Guardian would be able to explore all thirty-six chambers and tell her the ideal route to take.

It was only then that she remembered she’d already sent the shade to spy on the mayor. She looked at her mana gauge. She had about half left. Would that be enough?

She looked at the six openings, dark and ominous. It was a low-level quest, but then she’d thought that before and things had not gone as smoothly as they should have. The Great Gnome had said she could try as many times as she liked.

“There’s no time limit?”

“No,” said the Great Gnome. “Take as long as you wish.”

She might as well try it. If it did prove too difficult, she could recall the shade. She took a deep breath and prepared to go in.

There was a long, eerie howl. 

“What was that?”

The Great Gnome shrugged. “Only one way to find out.”
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                There was another howl. It sounded familiar.

“There isn’t a dwarf in there, right?” Britta asked.

The Great Gnome shrugged again, this time looking upwards and shaking his head side to side. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

It didn’t make sense. Why would the dwarf suddenly be here? How could it suddenly be here? She was in a digital world where anything was possible, so it wouldn’t be very difficult to transport the psychotic, unkillable dwarf from one location to another, but what was the logic the game was using to explain it? And why were the devs trying to get her killed? 

It occurred to her that the devs probably weren’t responsible for whatever nightmare was in there. This had all the signs of the game interrupting the regularly scheduled programming.

“You know I’m only Level 3, don’t you?” Britta asked the gnome. “I’m still supposed to be learning how things work.”

“Yes,” said the Great Gnome. “I know.” He smiled at her, like a kindly old grandpa. “It’ll be fine, I’m sure.”

Britta didn’t feel reassured. “I can’t kill the dwarf.”

“You don’t know it is the dwarf,” said the Great Gnome.”

There was another howl from somewhere inside the Thirty-Six Chambers.

He was right, of course. She didn’t know. It could be something else. It could be a completely different dead creature possessed by a banshee.

“What if I can’t get past whatever it is? Does that mean I won’t be able to finish the quest?”

“That is correct,” said the gnome. “But there is nothing in there that you can’t overcome. Theoretically speaking.”

“Are you sure?” Britta had encountered the dwarf enough times to know the difference between theory and reality.

“The Thirty-Six Chambers contain your greatest fears. The things you find most difficult to face, even though they pose you no greater danger than anything else in your life. It’s just a matter of perspective.”

“When you say face my fears, do you mean like my fear of goblins or my fear that no one will ever love me and I’ll die alone?”

“There are only thirty-six chambers,” said the gnome. “I don’t know what’s in there, but I would think it’s mainly the fears that best translate into entertaining mini-games.”

Britta looked at the six openings waiting for her to make her choice, and then back at the Great Gnome. If he didn’t want to reveal too much of his real identity to the watching game developers, he should probably be less analytical in the way he explained things.

She took a moment to think about her options. If she understood it correctly, the whole game was created in her brain, using the same mechanics the brain used to create dreams or any other mental images. Which could also mean it could access her thoughts and memories.

If it really wanted her to face her fears, that could be truly awful. This was meant to be an entertaining diversion, not life-changing therapy. The way the game had interceded in Stan’s life, apparently for his own good, suggested it had a problem accepting boundaries.

She looked at the six tunnels again. She was curious to know what it considered her greatest fears (that made for reasonable mini-games). And if she was going to face her fears, an environment where she couldn’t die was probably the safest place to do it.

Her palms were sweaty and her heart was thumping hard in her chest. It was like waiting to jump out of a plane and telling yourself how statistically unlikely it is that your parachute will fail to open. They do fail, but statistically you should be fine.

She was overthinking it. She couldn’t die, or even get injured. It might even be fun, if she could get her hands to stop trembling. 

With a determined nod of her head, Britta stepped forward and chose tunnel entrance number three. It was dark. After six steps she entered a small, square room with grey walls and nothing else in it other than a flame in a bowl hanging from the ceiling.  There was an exit in each wall, three directions she could go in. 

There was a howl off to her right somewhere. Taking the left opening would seem the smart move, but a lateral move would mean making no progress towards the end. Safe or swift? Left or forward? And what fear of hers was this room making her face?

There was another howl. Still on her right, but it sounded closer. She had to make a choice now. But she wasn’t sure. Left, then forward, that would mean only a slight delay.

The howl came again, this time from the left. It had moved all the way round while she’d dithered. Go forward and keep going forward. The howl came from in front of her. There was no best answer when the game was cheating. What was she supposed to do?

Britta went left. Forward made the most sense, but was also the most predictable. It didn’t really matter, you couldn’t make the best choice when there wasn’t one. It was the indecision that would get her first. 

If that was the fear she was being asked to face, that was fine. Self-doubt didn’t have glowing red eyes and a desire to rip your arms out of their sockets.

She went through another short tunnel and came into another room. As soon as she stepped in, the light went out and it was pitch dark. Apart from two glowing red eyes.
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                Britta stuck out her hand and a ball of light appeared. It lit up the small room to reveal… nothing.

There was no mad dwarf, no monster of any kind.  She had a good look around, but there wasn’t anywhere to hide. She turned her light off and it was dark again, and the two red eyes reappeared. They didn’t do anything. Didn’t move or try to get closer to her. They were just two dots of light.

It was a trick to give her a shock. The whole place was designed as a psych-out, it seemed. Even the howling was probably a recording.

The Great Gnome said it would test her greatest fears, he didn’t say the fears would be real. It was more like a ghost house at a fair. Things were going to jump out at her, but they weren’t real.

There was another howl from her right. She smiled. Nice try, but no kewpie doll.

If it really was as simple as that—and she was only Level 3, so it damn well should be as simple as that—then there was nothing to worry about. She decided to play it safe anyway, and stay cautious. The game could always be running a double bluff.

She took the exit going forward. Now that she had evaluated the threat to be minimal, the quickest route would be to always choose forward. Only four rooms to go.

She walked through a short tunnel and stopped with one foot raised, about to step into the next room. Only, there wasn’t a floor. 

There was a dark pit with no visible bottom. There were exits on each of the other three walls, but no way to reach them, unless she could fly. Life would be a lot easier once she got that levitation spell.

Her only recourse was to backtrack and then go sideways again. She was about to leave when she decided to do a little experiment, for science. She held her ball of light over the pit and dropped it.

If there were spikes or something deadly at the bottom, she’d like to know.

The ball got as far as her feet and then it bounced a couple of times before coming to a stop, floating over the hole.

Britta crouched down and felt the surface. It was hard and solid. Glass? Some kind of forcefield? Whatever it was, it meant she could get across. Probably.

She put out a tentative foot and placed it on the invisible floor. It didn’t break. She put the other foot next to it, most of her body still in the opening. If she fell, she would end up on her bum, but still in the tunnel.

The floor supported her weight. She took a couple of steps forward. It was a strange, disconcerting feeling to be over a bottomless pit. There was nothing below her, which was the problem.

She did her best not to look down and told herself death was no big deal. She could always try again. She picked up the ball of light and held it up. There was no way to tell if the invisible floor covered the whole pit, or only some of it. 

She crouched down and rolled the ball along the ground toward the exit in front of her. The ball went about a metre, and then fell.

It quickly disappeared into the darkness. It didn’t illuminate the pit, didn’t reveal anything down there. It’s glow was visible for about ten seconds, and then she couldn’t make it out anymore.

Britta repeated the ball rolling in various directions and discovered the floor supporting her only covered half the room. She could go left or right, but getting to the exit she would rather take meant taking a leap of faith. She didn’t feel like taking that risk today. She went right. 

Left would take her to the edge of the maze, leaving her with fewer options. If she always had four options to choose from, there was less chance of her getting cornered. 

Another short tunnel and she was in a room that had someone else in it. A goblin.

She knew what goblins were because they had a tendency to kill her. Mainly when she wasn’t ready. It was something of a bugbear of hers. Which was probably an inappropriate term to use in a world where actual bugbears existed.

The goblin was sitting in the middle of the room, looking mildly bored. It hadn’t even noticed her.

There was no reason to think this goblin would attack her just because all the others had. Without provocation. Or warning. 

This was a test. She had to face her fears and realise they weren’t the big deal she’d convinced herself they were.

“Hello?” she said.

The goblin looked up at her, its green face covered in scaly skin with hair protruding between the cracks, its yellow eyes full of menace and its mouth full of sharp teeth, and charged at her a large club appearing in its hand out of nowhere.

Britta had hoped for a peaceful resolution to her never ending feud with goblin-kind, but she wasn’t stupid. She knew what the more likely outcome would be. She turned and ran back down the tunnel.

When she got to the pit room, she turned off her ball of light and jumped left so she was standing to the side of the opening. The goblin would either go through one of the other exits, or it would fall down the side of the room that was a hole.

She heard its feet. She felt the air as it ran past. And then she heard it scream as it fell.

Britta turned her light back on. The goblin was clinging to an invisible edge, its feet trying to gain purchase on a big wall of nothing.

“Help me,” it cried out.

“Why did you try to kill me?” asked Britta.

“What? It’s my job, isn’t it? Help me, I’m going to fall.”

The smart thing to do would be to leave the goblin to its fate. It wasn’t real, just an NPC. But the desperate look in its yellow eyes was hard to ignore. 

“Promise you won’t attack me if I help you up,” she said.

The goblin hesitated. It really took its work seriously.
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                “I’ll promise not to attack you… immediately.” The goblin was hanging precariously off the floor, its legs dangling over the precipice.

Britta shuffled a bit closer and put a toe over the edge. It was hard to make out where the edge was, even with the goblin hanging off it. She raised her ball of light. The pit below was very dark.

“It looks like a long way down,” said Britta. “I wonder what’s at the bottom.”

“Alright, alright. I won’t attack you. But you can’t tell anyone about this.” The goblin had long, thin fingers with sharp nails which were barely clinging to the invisible surface.

Britta wasn’t sure who he was worried she would tell. It wasn’t like she made a habit of speaking to goblins. Most of the time she didn’t get the chance before they stabbed her.

“How do I know I can trust you?” she asked. It wouldn’t hurt to dot a few Is and cross a couple of Ts. She could always leave him to his fate, but real or not, it didn’t feel right letting him die.

“I said I wouldn’t attack you, didn’t I? What more do you want?” He was scrabbling to keep himself from falling. As one hand began slipping, he reached out to get better purchase, and then the other would begin to slide off.

“Don’t you have an oath or something you can swear by?” 

The goblin stopped for a moment. “Yes, alright. Cross my heart—” The goblin used one hand to cross his heart, and slid off the floor. He fell with a scream.

For one second, Britta considered jumping to grab him. The moment passed. She listened for the goblin hitting bottom. She assumed there must be one. There was, signified by a splash. 

If there was water down there, that might mean the goblin had survived. 

“Hello? Are you okay?”

She strained to hear and jumped back as the goblin shouted rather louder than she was expecting. “I’m alive, no thanks to you.” The acoustics were excellent. “What did you make me do that for?”

She hadn’t made him do anything. It wasn’t her fault the devs had programmed him to swear his oath like a ten-year-old child.

“What’s down there? Just some water?”

“Yes, horrible, rancid water. Smells like my old—wait, what was that? There’s something moving around in here. Argh, no!”

The sound of splashing rose up to her. Violent, aggressive thrashing punctuated by screams and cries for help.

Britta backed away. She had tried her best to find a peaceful resolution to her problem with goblins, but not everyone wanted to do things the peaceful way, it seemed. Certainly not what was down there.

She felt bad for the goblin, but not bad enough to risk her own safety. It may only have been a game, but whatever was going on below didn’t sound like playing.

Britta went back through the tunnel to the room where she’d first seen the goblin. It was empty. There was a howl further towards the right side of the maze. It didn’t worry her unduly. If the game wanted to scare her with sound effects, good luck to it. She had to see the danger to believe it.

She turned left to face the exit that would lead her to the far end of the six-by-six grid. It was quite interesting to see what the game considered her fears. So far, it hadn’t really tried to get under her skin, it was more of a tease mocking her silly concerns. Which was perfectly okay as far as she was concerned.

The next room was quite noisy. She poked her head in to have a quick look and was surprised by how many people there were. At least a dozen, maybe more. Twenty? Thirty?

They were dressed up, in the style of the posher citizens of New Town. They didn’t appear to all be human, but it was hard to tell who was who (or what) because they were wearing masks. Quite elaborate ones in the shape of various fantastic beasts.

Dragons, unicorns, things with multiple eyes and fancy horns. It was quite glamorous, like she had walked into the middle of a ball. People were chatting away merrily, paying no attention to the little gnome spying on them.

Britta had no idea what fear this was meant to represent, but if they carried on overlooking her presence, she might be able to sneak through the crowd without being noticed. It was certainly crowded enough for someone of her size to slip through the cracks.

She decided to go for it. Quickly, confidently, she set off, doing her best to shimmy and slide between bodies before they slammed together and squashed her in the middle. Maybe she was being asked to face her fear of having no personal space. Not really a phobia she was aware of.

As she got further into the room, the more crowded it felt. Surely they couldn’t fit this many people into the room. Was the size of this one different?

She began to hear snippets of conversation. It was hard to catch whole sentences, but there seemed to be a common theme.

“Look at her. How repulsive.”

“Unpleasant, unpleasant.”

“Disgusting. She’s like a rodent. A fat, little disease-riddled rat.”

Britta’s face was getting hotter. Were they talking about her? Was the fear to do with people thinking she was ugly?

No point trying to get to her like that, she didn’t care. Been there, done that. She saw the far wall through a gap. Finally. She squeezed between two large buttocks facing each other and she was able to breathe again. She looked at the wall. She looked closer. There was no exit.
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                There had to be a way out, that was the whole point, after all. It was probably hidden, or there was a secret panel she needed to push.

Britta put her hands against the rough rock wall and felt around for some kind of trigger. She found nothing, at least not in the areas she could reach. It was a big, blank wall.

The people in the room were talking amongst themselves, which was good. She could still hear their snide remarks, but it wasn’t hard to ignore them. They weren’t really even talking about her, their comments were aimed at the gnome character she had chosen. The one she had deliberately made as plain and ugly as possible. If they didn’t like the way she looked, that just meant she’d done an excellent job.

Britta tried to look for some other way out. It was difficult to see anything through the forest of legs surrounding her. She ducked her head up and down and side to side to get a better view, darting between gaps when they appeared.

By the time she got to the left wall, it became clear there wasn’t a way out here, either. Another solid, blank wall. She suspected the same would be true on the other side, but felt obliged to check. She weaved her way through the crowd and the hushed insults that somehow found their way to her ears. She did have quite large ears. If she had extra-strong hearing, perhaps she should make a point of using that to her advantage in the future.

As expected, there was no exit on the other side. Her only option was to go leave the room the way she’d come and find another way around.

Only, there wasn’t an opening there anymore. Having struggled her way back to where she’d entered the room, all she found was yet another blank wall. 

She desperately felt around the area she knew the opening had been in. Nothing.

It wouldn’t be very hard to seal off the room in digital terms. Press a button and hey presto, probably. But there still had to be a way to get out. This was a puzzle, not a prison. She had to think her way out.

The problem was, it was impossible to think with all the noise. It wasn’t very loud, but it was persistent. And it was about her.

Her name wasn’t mentioned. No specifics were used that could have identified her. The comments could have been about anyone, but she knew they were about her. And it was starting to get on her nerves.

Obviously, that was the idea. She knew that. It was designed to keep her off-balance and unable to think clearly. But being aware of it didn’t stop it pissing her off.

“So grotesque.”

“Hideous.”

“Imagine waking up to that.”

The voices flowed into each other. Male, female, some kind of purring cat… they were overwhelming.

Britta pushed her way through the crowd, angrily shoving people out of her way. There was a way out here. If the game wanted to hide it from her, she would dig her way out. She began scratching at the wall.

Not even one speck of dust came loose. There was nothing she could do. 

She slid down to the floor and sat with her back to the wall. No one was paying her any attention, and yet she felt their sideways glances peeking through their masks. Was she being paranoid? No, the one thing she wasn’t doing was being too self-centred. This was designed with her in mind. It was all about her. That’s what made it so unbearable.

“Hey!” she shouted. The room fell silent. The masks all turned to look at her. “How do I get out of here?” 

There was probably a clever solution to finding the exit, but she didn’t have the energy. Her body was fine—she could run for miles—but her brain could barely function. It was time to take the direct approach.

“Look, you don’t want me here, and I don’t want to be here. So, show me the way out, and we’ll all be happier, won’t we?”

She felt her logic was sound, but there was no response. They just stared at her. Would she have to start killing people? Normally, she would do everything she could to avoid that, but for these people, she might make an exception. 

Were they watching this on big screens back at mission control? Was Dr Reedy observing with interest?

Britta took a deep breath. They had started talking about her again. 

“She’s so weird.”

“Crazy, more like.”

“She gives me the creeps.”

If she killed them all, they’d have to stop talking. Or they’d come back as zombies and carry on. There had to be a simple solution. This was a Level 3 problem. It just needed a Level 3 answer. 

They were still looking at her, still saying nasty things. It was easy to make fun of the way she looked when their own faces were covered up. 

Britta stood up. She was the shortest person here, but the heights varied. She looked for someone nearer her own size. She spotted one and marched straight towards them. 

Nobody tried to stop her. They even got out of her way. She walked up to what could have been a man or a woman of any number of races. It didn’t matter. The mask they wore was of an elegant, disapproving deer. There were even horns attached.

The eyes looked down at her through the slits in the mask. They looked down figuratively and literally. But not very far. Not out of reach.

She reached out and snatched the mask off the person’s face. Boy, girl, lizard, whatever it was underneath, it covered its face with its hands and fell to the floor screaming, “Don’t look! Don’t look!”

Britta put the mask on her own head. She looked around and saw the exits. There was one in each wall. 

There was sobbing from the floor. It was scared and desperate and horrible. 

Was this really the only way? To hide yourself and make someone else the target? What kind of messed up lesson was that?
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                Britta took off the mask. The exits all disappeared. She put it back on, and there they were again. Magic mask—not exactly something you could use in real life.

At least her in-game problem was solved. Although, it was hard to feel victorious with the crying going on at her feet.

Britta looked down through the eyeholes. The masks previous owner was curled up, hands still covering their face. The people standing around them didn’t say anything. Didn’t try to help their friend. Maybe none of them knew each other, they just gathered to find someone they could feel superior to. It was Britta a moment ago. Now it was this person.

“Hey,” said Britta. Her voice sounded muffled. She took the mask off. “Hey. Get up. There’s nothing to be upset about.”

Her words went unheeded. Britta still felt annoyed, but now it was specifically this person who was getting on her nerves. When they’d had the mask on, they were more than happy to watch as Britta got picked on. Now, no one was even saying anything and they couldn’t even stand on their own feet.

It was hard to feel sorry for someone so eager to play the victim. She felt like kicking the sobbing idiot, really give them something to cry about. Which was a bit odd.

Britta stopped to examine her emotions. She genuinely wanted to kick this person she didn’t even know. Why? How would that change anything? 

She put the mask back on. She should just leave now she knew where the doors were. Before something else happened.

She started to make her way towards the exit that would take her closer to the end of the maze. She had travelled three rooms in a forward direction. Three more to go.

The crying behind her decreased in volume, but somehow became even harder to ignore. It was extra-pathetic when it was so quiet.

She turned around and walked back. The crowd had moved away from them, but was still watching.

Britta bent down and pulled the curled up ball to its feet, fighting the resistance she met. She peeled the hands away from the face. It was a girl with an average sort of face. Not pretty, not ugly. Nothing special. Just a regular person with snot and tears all over their face.

Britta felt another urge to get mad. What the hell was she so upset about? Who was going to make fun of the way she looked? Absolutely nobody. Britta took another deep breath. Life was hard for everyone, but some people were also massive idiots. 

Britta took the mask off. “Look.” She pried the hands off the girl’s face. They went right back. Britta tried again and again, turning it into a slap fight. 

Britta waited for a break in the stupidity and slammed the mask back on the girl’s head. Surprised eyes stared out from the deer’s face.

“Wear it if it helps,” said Britta. “Just show me the way out.”

The girl looked unsure. At least, her eyes did.

“Or I can take the mask and leave you here for everyone to see.” Britta was smaller than the girl, but not by much. And she had been putting extra stats into strength, so she was tougher than she looked.

The deer head moved from side to side. Then the girl pointed at the wall. There had been an opening there, Britta had seen it. But now there was nothing but solid rock.

“Come on,” said Britta. “You have to show me.”

The girl moved forward in nervous, jerky steps. Britta didn’t know if this would work. Perhaps she needed to wear the mask to leave. If that was the case, she’d have to take the mask back, no amount of bawling would change that. 

The girl reached out her hand and touched the wall. The black tunnel entrance spread out from where the girl’s finger touched. It grew like paint spreading out on a wet surface.

Britta reached out her own hand and touched air. It was real, not just a Wile E. Coyote fakeout. 

She stepped forward. The tunnel didn’t collapse around her. She turned to look at the girl. She considered telling her she didn’t need the mask. Pass on some greater wisdom and change the girl’s life. But she wasn’t a real girl. She was, however, a very convincing idiot, and there was no way to teach an idiot anything. They had to figure it out for themselves.

Britta hurried through the tunnel, glad to have left that particular room behind. She hoped things wouldn’t get any worse than that. Physical danger was far preferable to being irritated to death.

She stepped into another room and was faced by herself. A small gnome with not much gear. 

Really? she thought. Was she supposed to fear herself? It wasn’t even really her, just an avatar. 

She moved closer and realised it was a mirror. The actions of her opposite matched hers exactly, and when she reached out her hand so they could touch fingers, she felt the cold, glassy surface. 

There was an exit on either side, but the one in front of her was just a reflection of the one behind. She could smash the mirror, but that didn’t seem like a great idea when she had no idea what was on the other side. Plus, she didn’t have anything to break it with. 

She’d go sideways. A slight detour wasn’t so bad, and at least there was nothing upsetting here. 

There was a howl from the tunnel to her left. If the game wanted her to face her fears, why not oblige? She turned left and entered the tunnel.
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                If the challenge was to face her fears, she might as well stop wasting time and get it over with. It wasn’t like she was in a maze she could slip through while avoiding whatever the game had planned for her. It had designed this place with her in mind.

This was more like a maze where the walls could move to stop you getting out too quickly. The traps could be adjusted and the obstacles tweaked in real time. She was already at a massive disadvantage. Her opponent knew where she was, what she was doing, and could up the difficulty if necessary. Or even if unnecessary.

At least if she went directly towards the howling, she would find out what was causing it. If she died, then she could try again knowing what she was up against.

The game had the advantage of full awareness, her only edge was the ability to try as many times as she needed to. 

Her original goal had been to treat this like real life and not use death as a throwaway tool. She felt she would learn much more about how to handle difficult situations if she acted like her life meant something in here.

Apparently, the game didn’t think that was a good idea. It made things almost impossible to deal with on the first go round. At this point, her only reasonable out was to embrace death and plan on winning in the next life.

She ran through the tunnel, convinced that a little recklessness was what was needed. There was another howl, definitely ahead of her. It sounded just like the dwarf.

She came to an abrupt halt.

The chamber she’d come to was covered in webs. They stretched from one side to the other, white and stringy. And running along the strands were spiders. Lots of spiders. A bit of an obvious choice, but no less effective for it.

They didn’t look particularly big, but when did that matter? Spiders were creepy whatever their size.

The howling continued to her right. At least it was heading in the correct direction. She opened her map. The chambers she had been in so far were marked; the rest were blacked out. But since it was a six by six grid, it wasn’t hard to work out how far she had to go.

She could back up and try a different route, but were a few creepy crawlies really an impossible obstacle? Under normal circumstances, one spider in the bathtub was beyond her capabilities. Here, you couldn’t afford to worry about the small things when the big things were far more likely to kill you. She opened her inventory and had a look for something that might be useful.

She didn’t have a knife at the moment, and even if she had, it would have been quite fiddly to cut through the webbing. She could do it by hand, but that would be too icky. Fire was another option, but she’d probably end up burning everything down, with her in it. 

There was a branch. It was the one Diana had given her to fight zombies. There hadn’t been much use for it so far, but perhaps this was its time to shine. She took it out and held it in both hands. 

The branch did a fairly reasonable job of chopping webs out of the way, but it was even better at rolling them up. The strands wound around it like candy floss. With a combination of swinging in wide arcs and reeling in hanging threads, she was able to create a tunnel.

Spiders scuttled out of her way. She was so engrossed in clearing a path, she barely noticed. The howling had drifted away and she was more concerned about losing her prey.

Things were falling on her head, crawling down her back. It wasn’t her real body, she told herself. It felt real, but it wasn’t. She resisted the sensations urging her to drop everything and freak out. Not even a little wriggling about was allowed as she swung her might candy floss sword.

As soon as the exit was within reach, she lunged forward, getting a face mask of spider silk. She wiped it off with a sleeve.

The next room was full of water. She was tempted to dive in—the best way to get rid of any critters still on board, but there was no way to tell what might be in there.

The howling was straight ahead, which was great. It wanted to be between her and the way out. She wanted that, too.

There were stepping stones across the water, leading to each of the three exits. Something caused a ripple over the surface. 

What was it? Piranha? Sharks?  Something with tentacles? It wasn’t that big a room, but who knew how deep it went?

Britta decided this was the time to turn this into a speed run. She ran, jumping from stone to stone without pausing. 

There was thrashing about in the water around her. She kept her focus on the exit. Her balance had always been good, and even though gnomes had short legs, hers had a strong jump. She crossed the twelve stepping stones easily, leaping over the turbulent water and only wavering at the end when she saw a large glassy eye, the size of her head, looking up at her from under the surface.

She slipped as she landed, but managed to regain her balance, and threw herself into the tunnel. 

There was no time to stop. She charged on. There was only one more room to go. She didn’t doubt it would be the hardest, but that was okay. Even if she died, she’d got through it once, she could do it again. 

She ran into the next chamber and was met by a howl right in her face. Standing between her and the way out wasn’t the dwarf, though. It was Freddy. And his eyes were burning red.
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                “I don’t want to fight you,” said Britta, and she very much meant it.

The version of Freddy standing in front of her just stared with its red eyes. The body seemed stiff, the skin was grey and lifeless. It very much had the same design aesthetic as the dwarf, except it wasn’t trying to kill her. Yet.

Did the similar look mean it was also possessed by a banshee? If so, who resurrected Freddy, and why was he here? If he blamed her for his death, she was in trouble.

There was an exit behind him. According to her map, it was the last one. The way out. Maybe the test was to convince him to let her leave.

Freddy opened his mouth and a howl emerged. It was loud and somewhat pitiful.

“Freddy?” she said. “Can you hear me?”

Was it really him? It didn’t feel like it. Gnomes were good at illusions. It was more likely a fake made to upset her. She was supposed to be facing her fears, but what fear was this? How to fight a dead friend?

Clearly this wasn’t the work of the devs. This was the game messing with her. Only, what exactly was the point? It wasn’t like she feared Freddy’s revenge. She had nothing to be guilty about. She had nothing to do with his death. Not directly.

“Hey,” she shouted, suddenly realising she had a key witness to Freddy’s murder. “Who killed you? Was it the mayor?”

Freddy opened his mouth again and wailed long and plaintively. It was hard to tell if that was a yes or a no. 

“It wasn’t Stan, was it?”

Another long, echoing moan followed. This wasn’t at all helpful. Her star witness was pleading the fifth, it seemed.

“Listen, whoever killed you, I’m going to get them. I’m going to prove what they did and then I’m going to make them pay.” 

She hoped her words were what Freddy’s ghost wanted to hear. If he believed she would avenge him, he was less likely to rip her to pieces. At least, that was the plan she was going with.

Dying wasn’t that big a deal, but if she didn’t complete this quest, she wouldn’t get her upgrades. Not the most noble of sentiments, but then this was a game, not a morality test. Or maybe it was. It was hard to tell, sometimes.

Freddy howled again. This time it was quieter and sadder, like some kind of animal in pain. She wasn’t sure what he wanted from her. Whatever it was, so far he hadn’t attacked. Unlike the dwarf, there was no relentless need to kill. Which was good.

The Great Gnome said she would have to face her fears, and the dwarf was certainly one of those fears. She strongly suspected she couldn’t beat it. Nothing seemed to work against a dead, possessed, angry dwarf. But Freddy wasn’t the same as the dwarf. 

He wasn’t being aggressive. Quite the contrary, in fact. It was more like he wanted something from her. Catch his killer? She doubted it was justice he was after, more likely swift retribution. If he wanted her to play the role of executioner, she wasn’t sure that was something she could do.

“Listen to me, Freddy.” She approached him, slowly, her hand reaching out the way you might approach a jumpy dog. “I will do my best to catch your—” She pushed him as hard as she could and ran for the exit behind him.

The back of her shirt was yanked back, but she kept going. There was a loud ripping sound, but she made it to the opening and dived through.

She landed on the ground in a heap, cold air tickling her back through the rip. Otherwise, she seemed to be in one piece. She looked up. The Great Gnome was standing there.

“You made it out.” He sounded surprised. Which was irritating. “Congratulations.”

“Thanks. Was that really Freddy?”

The Great Gnome shrugged. It felt like this was where she had come in. 

Even though she’d managed to negotiate her way through the chambers to reach the other side, there was no sense of having won. She had no idea if she’d done it correctly, she only knew she wasn’t in there anymore. Relief, that was what she felt.

She got to her feet. The Great Gnome smiled benignly and said nothing. It was going to be one of those ‘What do you think it means?’ conversations. She decided to skip it.

“Do I get my reward now?”

“Yes,” said the Great Gnome. “Time to level up.”
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                “First,” said the Great Gnome, “allow me to mark the quest complete.” He closed his eyes for a moment and Britta’s hand started to pulse.

She looked down at it and was surprised to see the whole hand glowing red. She turned over her palm and instead of having just one message, she had a handful.

There were so many, she wasn’t sure what she was supposed to press, they overlapped so much. It probably didn’t matter, she decided, and pressed her palm with her forefinger. 

Message boxes began filling up her view and at the same time small fireworks went off to indicate she had reached Level 4.

“Congratulations, you have reached Level 4,” said an emotionless voice in stark contrast to the flashing and glittering light show bursting out of her hand.

The message boxes obscured her view. They offered her various options and new spells, but it was too much all at once. Not only in terms of making decisions, but also just being able to see where she was and what was happening around her. It was like she’d been given a bunch of presents, but had to climb into the box to get them.

She read the ones on top but there seemed to be an endless supply.

<Choose one of the following Stage 2 illusionist spells: Invisibility, Hypnosis, Teleport>

<You have a parcel waiting at the Post Office>

<Skill tree is now unlocked>

<New Passive activated>

<All Stage 1 spells have been upgraded>

<Glamor has been upgraded to Glamorous>

<Mirror has been upgraded to Magic Mirror>

<Fireball has been upgraded to Greater Fireball>

<Shadow Guardian has been upgraded to Shadow Agent>

<You have +1 skill points>

<You have a parcel waiting at the Post Office>

Some of them seemed to be repeating themselves, and others just told her the same thing in a different way. It was too much to process in one go. 

As fast as she could, she slapped at the air around her and closed the messages. They would still be in her inbox, but she would much rather consider them one at a time. With her view unobstructed again, it even became easier to breathe.

She turned her attention back to the gnome. “I’m Level 4.”

“My heartiest congratulations. It’s a great achievement.”

Britta was pretty sure most players would have reached this point within their first few days of playing. Her journey to four had been slow and often aimless. And Level 5 was the much bigger milestone. How long would it take her to reach that? Hopefully her new spells and abilities would speed up the process.

“Thank you,” she said. “Is there anything I should know about… anything?”

There was a small chance that gnome would reveal something to do with the game, the whole Nigel thing, Freddy’s death or whatever the point of all this was.  A hint telling her where to go next would be nice.

“No,” said the Great Gnome. “You seem to be doing very well.” He said it like a grandparent trying to offer general encouragement. “You handled the Thirty-Six Chambers without using physical violence or even much magic. I was expecting maybe some thinking outside the box—heh heh, apologies for the little pun—but I didn’t expect you to eschew the use of your abilities altogether. Very impressive.”

Britta couldn’t think of a single point in the challenge when one of her spells would have come in handy. It wasn’t that she had decided to prove she didn’t need magic to beat the chambers, she just hadn’t been able to think of a way to put them to good use. Perhaps she needed to better understand what her spells could do.

She opened her status screen. If she went through it one step at a time, she would at least have a better idea of her new abilities. Hopefully things would be easier now she had access to more powerful spells. And she had an extra skill point to put in one of her attributes. She was sure she wasn’t making the most of them, either.

“Take your time choosing which Stage 2 spell to take. It will define your subclass.”

“What’s a subclass?” she said, hearing the term for the first time. No one had mentioned subclasses to her. She’d even gone through the boring tutorial. Twice.

“Ah,” said the Great Gnome, “I wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise.”

She closed her mouth tightly and wondered how much XP she’d get for killing a god.
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                “You can’t kill me,” said the Great Gnome. “Although it would give you a phenomenal amount of experience if you could.”

Britta looked at him with narrowed eyes. “Did you read my mind?”

“No, I read your face. You’re exhibiting signs of hostility that are hard to mistake.”

Britta let her face relax, which took longer than expected. There was no point having dark intentions if they were advertised all over her face. She had to learn how to be more subtle when contemplating murder.

“How do I find out more about these sub-classes?”

“You should have all the information you need,” said the Great Gnome. “Choose wisely. Your entire future could be decided in this moment. Unless you decide to respec, of course. Respec tokens are available from the store for a nominal fee.”

Britta sighed. The feeling that nothing really mattered in this world, that you always had the chance of a do-over was what stopped it being real. It made it more fun, and less terrifying, but there was also a lack of authenticity that was hard to embrace, for some reason. Life here wasn’t as valuable. It wasn’t sacred. Maybe that was a good thing. It gave you the chance to do much more. For a nominal fee.

Britta opened her status screen and checked her inbox. She hadn’t deleted any of her previous messages, but they hadn’t taken up much space. That was no longer the case. Now, she had to scroll all the way down, and then go to the next page.

She pulled up the message about her Stage 2 spells.

<Choose one of the following Stage 2 illusionist spells: Invisibility, Hypnosis, Teleport>

All three spells sounded pretty useful, but how did they relate to the sub-classes the Great Gnome had mentioned?

She tapped the first one and a voice said: Do you wish to accept Invisibility for your Stage 2 spell?

Yes and No buttons appeared before her. 

What she wanted was more information, not being railroaded into making a quick decision.

“What does Invisibility do?” She obviously knew what invisibility was, but she wanted to get the details. How long it lasted, how to activate it, what resources it took up. There was no point finding these things out after she’d taken it. And what sub-class would it give her?

There was no reply.

“More information on Invisibility.” Nothing. “Invisibility… explain.” Still nothing.

She presses the No button.

“How do I find out what each spell does without taking it?” she asked.

The Great Gnome put a short, stubby finger on his chin, and his eyes took on a faraway look, which could mean he was thinking it over, or that he was buffering. Perhaps a poke would help him snap out of it.

Before Britta could put her theory to the test, he suddenly grew to twice his size and looked down at her with a penetrating gaze.

“It is quite unintuitive, isn’t it?” he said in the same squeaky voice that didn’t match his appearance. “Not working as intended, I suspect.”

“No,” said Britta. “Why are you so big?”

“Am I?” He looked around like he’d only just noticed. He shrank back down to her size. “Sorry, happens sometimes when I get carried away. It seems there’s some kind of bug. Actually, not so much a bug as a coding error. Putting the cart before the horse.”

Britta glanced up at the cave roof, wondering if Dr Reedy and her team were watching. “That doesn’t help me, though. Can’t you just tell me what the spells do?”

“I suppose I have no choice.” The Great Gnome followed her gaze up to the roof. “I’ll just keep it to the basics, so you can grasp the general differences. I think that should be enough to allow you to make an informed decision.”

“Fine. Go ahead.”

“There are three directions you can take as an illusionist, which will affect what spells you can learn in the future and also what kind of style of play you will be able to employ.”

She wanted him to get on with it, but her experience with Dad, and adults in general, had taught her that trying to rush people usually made them take even longer. She nodded and waited for him to continue.

“The Acrobat is quick and agile. He can use Teleport once a day to move any distance that he can see. How often he can use this spell will change over time. As will who or what he can take with him. A high agility score is advantageous.”

“Why do you keep saying ‘he’ and ‘him’? I’m a girl.”

“Apologies. The definitions weren’t written by me.”

They both looked up at the roof.

“The Puppet Master controls others. He… or she can cast Hypnotise on a subject to do their bidding. How often and how many others they can control will increase as they become more proficient at their art. A high Intelligence score is advantageous.”

Both sounded okay, so far. Puppet Master was maybe less appealing. Controlling others and making them do what you wanted would be useful, but it was just a magical form of bullying. 

Acrobat sounded like it made you hard to hit, and also made running away convenient. But she didn’t have a very high agility score. She’d been putting her stats into strength, which was starting to look like a mistake.

“And the third one?”

“The Coward. Use Invisibility to hide from your enemies and…”

“Wait. It’s called the Coward?”

“I don’t write the definitions or the titles,” the Great Gnome reminded her.

Whoever did write them clearly didn’t think much of the Invisibility spell. Or they wanted to put people off from taking it.

“Go on,” said Britta. “Tell me more about the Coward.”
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                “The Coward. Use Invisibility to hide from your enemies,” repeated the Great Gnome, “and avoid detection. The spell can be cast once a day but more often and over a wider area as expertise is gained. A high wisdom score is advantageous.”

The spells favoured agility, intelligence or wisdom.  She didn’t know exactly what benefits those attributes would give, but none of them gained from extra strength, which was what she had been stacking. Britta let out a sigh. She would have been more upset, but she had the feeling if she’d stacked points in something else, that would have been the one to be of no use. She just had to accept that was the way things always turned out.

“Any of them will serve you well,” said the Great Gnome. “The question is how do you want to go forward from this point.”

Of the three, she was drawn most to Coward for obvious reasons. She didn’t care about the name. If anything, it convinced her it must be the strongest if the devs were that keen to put people off taking it. Puppet Master did have its own appeal, though. Assuming you could control people or monsters who were stronger than you.

There was a good chance you couldn’t. It would be ridiculously powerful if you could take control of the strongest person in a battle. But then, you could only use it once a day.

It was clear, though, that there were a lot of details about the spells she didn’t know.

“What I’d like,” said Britta, “is to have a better understanding of what each spell does.”

The Great Gnome shrugged. “It should be available to you. Perhaps if you meditated.”

Perhaps if she searched him for a data drive of some kind where he kept all his information. 

“Now, now,” said the Great Gnome. “I am not your enemy.”

She was letting her feelings show on her face again.

“This is stupid. I should be able to see what I’m picking before I have to pick it. I can’t believe they messed up something so basic.”

She could actually easily believe it, but she enjoyed saying it out loud for her observers to hear. She checked her status screen.

[image: image-placeholder]

There was a lot of stuff to sort out. She had points to put into skills, whatever they were. 

She had an extra point to add to her stats, but where to add it would depend on which Stage 2 spell she chose.

Her hit points had gone from fifteen to eighteen. 

Mana had gone up to fifty-five, which was a huge jump. It was forty before. She currently only had fifteen left which meant her mana would have run out if she hadn’t levelled up. Another good reason for not using her spells in the challenge. It also reminded her that her shade was still out there following the mayor.

She checked the spells on her screen. They’d all been upgraded, including the Shadow Guardian, which was now Shadow Agent. She wondered what the difference was. When she placed her hand over the tab, a window opened. 

<Shadow Agent: 20 MP to cast and 2 MP per minute to remain summoned>

The cost had doubled. It didn’t tell her what new things the shade could do now, though. It had, however, lost the odd symbols Shadow Guardian used to have next to it. Did that mean her shade would no longer act weird? She’d have to wait to see.

She placed her hand over the other spells.

<Glamorous: Create a light that draws attention>

She wasn’t sure what that meant. A light that would distract people instead of blind them? Was that a permanent change, or could she still use the older version? She would have tried it out, but she didn’t have the MP to play with.

<Magic Mirror: Duplicate an object with complete control>

Again, it wasn’t clear what ‘complete control’ meant. Would she be able to make a copy of herself and then get it to follow orders?

<Greater Fireball: Damage is now 6-36 HP. Saving throws are reduced by 50%>

She couldn’t remember how much damage it did before. Had she even checked? She knew if the target made a successful saving throw, the damage would be zero, but cutting their chances in half seemed like a decent boost. She might even try using the spell next time she got in a fight. 

Strangely, there was no information on how much MP it would take to cast. Shadow Agent only told her the MP cost, and the other spells told her everything but that. Perhaps it was time to call in her shade. Maybe it would know which sub-class she should pick.

“Summon Shadow Agent,” she said out loud. Nothing happened. “Summon Shadow Guardian.”

There was a shimmer in the air and the shade appeared with numerous arrows sticking out of its body.

“Stealth mode compromised,” it whispered in its scratchy voice. And then it faded away.
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                Britta tried to resummon the shade. It didn’t work. 

The lack of response could mean the spell was bugged, or it could mean the shade was busy, doing whatever it was shades did in their off time. The game was still in beta, and upgrading could easily have exposed some poorly written code. That seemed the most likely answer. She didn’t think all those arrows had done it any harm. It wasn’t dead. She hoped.

She checked her status screen. The Shadow Agent spell was greyed out. When she tapped it, no message box appeared. If she was going to end up losing the spell completely, she would be very annoyed. And how was she supposed to find out what the shade had learned about the mayor?

She would wait. She didn’t have much choice.

The shade was temperamental. Perhaps upgrading required it to go through some kind of metamorphosis. Like a butterfly. Maybe it would emerge as a more beautiful version of itself. Or the change could be more like puberty, and it would emerge a surly teenager. That wouldn’t be much fun. She knew how annoying those were; she was one.

In the meantime, she still had a bunch of decisions to make. Too many, to be honest.

She had a point to add to her attributes, but where to add it would depend on which Stage 2 spell she chose. Which spell she chose would depend on what they did. She knew their function on a basic level, but not the ins and outs that would have made it easier to make her decision. Choice didn’t mean much if you had no idea what the options meant. 

Now that she knew how to make a bug report, she would send APE a nice long explanation of why the whole selection system was the wrong way round. She was quite looking forward to it. She had a lot of excellent points to make.

There was also a new area on her screen for skills. When she’d made her barbarian character at APE, she’d had skills instead of spells. They were cool fighting moves that she could use like special powers. Skills weren’t all fighting related, though. When the kobold shaman had buffed her, she had gained a bunch of temporary skills that had helped her stay alive against the dwarf. For a while. 

Whatever gnome illusionists gained as skills, they would definitely come in useful.

It said she had three points to apply. Anything that helped her survive better in fights would be welcome.

She tapped the button telling her three points were available. A new screen opened.

“What the…”

It spread out and filled up her entire view like a night sky full of stars. The screen was filled with dots of various sizes, forming something that looked like the Milky Way.

Each dot had a label next to it, but so small it was impossible to read, or even select with her finger. 

Britta reached out, gesturing with her hand like she would on her phone screen. The image expanded as the dots got bigger. Each had links connecting to other dots nearby, constantly branching out in all directions.

The labels also got bigger, but the words next to them were greyed out, making it hard to tell what they said. If she squinted, she could sort of guess. Resilience, Strength, Duplicity… they were just words. When she tapped on them, small tags appeared saying things like +1 Fortitude or 5% Evasion Throw. They weren’t exactly useless, but how were they skills? 

The skills she’d encountered before had names like Whirlwind and Silpling’s Might. They did cool things, not give you small bonuses.

And there were so many of them it made her head swim. What was the point of greying them out so you couldn’t read them until after you chose them? Shouldn’t it be the other way around so you knew what to pick? More items to point out in her report. They were really making her earn her pay.

“Explain skills,” she said.

“Skills are a key feature of character development,” said the emotionless female voice. They had changed it to a more sultry voice for a while, but they had reverted to the old one. Sexy voices probably took up more processing power.

 “Skills become available after sub-class selection is complete.”

The screen suddenly shifted sideways, making Britta feel off-balance. It stopped abruptly and she nearly fell over. It was like watching a 3D movie where the 3D actually worked.

The screen zoomed in on three larger circles that seemed to be at the middle of the galaxy. They flashed in turn, lighting up the greyed out text. Acrobat. Puppet Master. Coward.

“Once sub-class is selected, quirks become available.”

The little dots next to the sub-class circles flashed. Once you chose your sub-class, you could pick one of the dots attached to it. A quirk. She felt she understood how it worked, so far.

“Three or more connected quirks create a skill.”

Quirks lit up in groups of three, connected to each other. As they did, new tags appeared with names like Missile Launcher, Shield Helmet, Power Boost. 

So, skills were only awarded once three quirks were activated. That meant her three points were actually worth one skill.

“Longer chains create more advanced skills.”

Chains of five and six quirks lit up, forming constellations across the screen. The tags associated with these had strange names like Mericle’s Miracle and Wall of Dundas.

“Wait, stop, pause,” said Britta. She listened to see if her command had been followed. The voice was silent. She turned to the Great Gnome who was standing next to her with a serene smile on his face like a little, hairy Buddha. “Is there a list of what combinations make up each skill?”

“A list?” said the Great Gnome. “Oh, no. Where’s the fun in that? This is an adventure of discovery!”

It felt more like an adventure of statistics and flow charts.
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                Britta understood the skill system perfectly.

Well, she didn’t understand it at all, but she understood what it was for. She knew exactly the kind of gamer who would faint with joy at the sight of this nightmare of a game progression system. She happened to live with one.

The kind of tedious deliberations over whether to add a point here or to add it over there; the combining of hitherto unthought of quirks to produce an effect of absolutely no consequence, or even worse, an effect that breaks the game entirely, would send Dad shooting into the stratosphere like an overexcited firework. 

A man can love many things—his wife, his children, his country—but when a gamer finds a needlessly complicated game mechanic he can really get his teeth into, no love can equal that pursuit of the perfect min-max set-up. 

Britta closed the status screen. “I can’t handle this right now.”

The Great Gnome smiled in his mildly infuriating way. “You may take all the time you need.”

“How do I get out of here?”

“You should have received a magic scroll when you passed your class quest. Use it now!”

Britta recalled something about getting a teleportation scroll as a reward, but she didn’t see any mention of it in her messages when she completed the Thirty-Six Chambers. She opened her inventory and checked, in case it had gone in there. She found no new items.

She opened her inbox again. There were two messages telling her she had received a parcel. At the post office.

“How am I supposed to get this scroll?”

The Great Gnome’s smile didn’t waver. “It will be sent to you.”

“By mail?”

“Possibly.”

Britta had a horrible sinking feeling. “How am I supposed to use the scroll to get out of here if I have to pick it up from the post office?”

The Great Gnome didn’t move apart from his eyes which slid from side to side like he was checking for exits. “I fear this may be another case of things not working as intended. I apologise on behalf of the management. Please remember, I don’t write the—”

“Yes, yes, I know. You only work here.” The last time she was in this same predicament, she’d had to ask the gryphon for help leaving. It was not a departure she recalled fondly. Even if the gryphon didn’t remember her, convincing her to help would still be very difficult. And if she did remember…

“You could make me levitate again,” she said. 

The Great Gnome’s smile faltered, pulling down hard at each corner. “I got in trouble for that last time. Promised not to interfere directly again.”

Trouble from who? wondered Britta. “Didn’t you stop me from falling to my death just now? Wasn’t that interfering”

“Oh, that wasn’t me.”

“That was Nigel?”

“Exactly.”

This was getting her nowhere. If she logged out or killed herself, she would respawn at the altar down here. She had to climb out, or…

“If I choose the Acrobat sub-class, I can use Teleport to get out of here?”

“Yes,” said the Great Gnome. “As long as your destination is within view.”

“And the scroll version, does that only transport you to a place you can see?”

“No, that takes you to any altar you’ve already visited.”

That sounded a lot more useful right now. 

She could go back and try to see the top of the cliff. With enough light it might be within sight. Would the bandits and thugs still be there, waiting for her?

It was the only way out she could think of, but it meant having to take the sub-class she found least interesting. It wasn’t terrible, and there was a lot to be said for being able to disappear from the scene of any unpleasantness (especially if the unpleasantness was aimed at her), but the other two had the potential to be much more useful.

Britta took a breath. She didn’t have to rush the decision. No one was chasing her.

“Dr Reedy?” she called out. There was no immediate reply. There was no delayed reply, either. Britta looked at the Great Gnome.

“Don’t you think you’re a bit over-reliant on her?” he said. “Not really fair, is it?”

Britta tried not to let her irritation get the better of her, but failed. 

“You get to see what everyone’s doing no matter where they are. You control everything and change the rules whenever it suits you. You’re the biggest cheat in the whole world. I’m just trying to get the game to work properly, for once.”

“You could try to make the best of it,” suggested the Great Gnome.

“No!” said Britta without needing to consider his suggestion. “I want my decisions to be based on what I want to do, not what I’m forced to do by things not working as intended. Now let me speak to Dr Reedy.” She glared at the god of gnomes, knowing she was right, but also knowing that being right had never helped her before.
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                As liberating as it was to be in a world where you could do magic, it was quickly becoming apparent to Britta that her freedoms could be easily taken away.

The game was the one in control, not Dr Reedy and not the devs. So far, it had been a fairly benign ruler of the land, but it could just as easily decide to be more harsh and unforgiving. It certainly had the power to do whatever it wanted. 

It could trap people in the game, it could stop her talking to the outside world, and it could make up the rules any way it pleased.

Which was fine as long as things were fun and lighthearted, awarding coins for jumping on mushrooms and clearing levels. But what would happen if it decided to take things more seriously?

It was a concern. There was a line that shouldn’t be crossed and she wasn’t sure the game understood that. She hoped it did. She felt like of all the issues needing to be tested, that was right at the top.

“I want to talk to Dr Reedy,” she said again to the Great Gnome. “If you want this place to feel like a real world, you have to play by the rules, too.”

The gnome didn’t seem put out by her tone. A god might take offence at being spoken to like a child, especially when it was by a child. He continued to smile beatifically and turned over his hand, indicating she should go ahead.

“Dr Reedy?”

“Yes, Britta?” said Dr Reedy after a couple of seconds. “Is everything okay?”

Britta looked at the Great Gnome. “Yes, everything’s fine. How about on your end? Any… technical difficulties?”

“No, nothing of any great importance, just the usual glitches. Why? Has something happened?”

Britta explained the problem with the teleport scroll she didn’t have access to. “I can’t leave here without it.”

“I see,” said Dr Reedy. “I’m sorry, that was a silly oversight.” There was a pause where Britta imagined Dr Reedy glaring at the game coders. It was just a fanciful thought, though. There probably weren’t any coders in the same room as Dr Reedy.

“I might be able to get out using a new spell, but it isn’t really the one I want to take. Could I respec my character after I leave here?”

“Respecs only become available after you reach max level. That’s Level 50.”

Level 50? She was Level 4! It would be years before she got that high. “Oh. That won’t work.” 

It wasn’t that big a deal. She could just take the sub-class she didn’t want and make the best of it. Just like the Great Gnome had suggested. She had the uncomfortable feeling she was being herded in a particular direction. Not so much being pushed as little nudges. She didn’t like it.

“No, I don’t think that’s the answer,” said Dr Reedy. “Not to worry. Let me think about it. I’m sure we can find a way to extract you from the gnome village without too big an intervention. Tweaking these little glitches is exactly why we need you.”

Dr Reedy was probably just trying to be nice, but Britta found it unsettling when people threw compliments at her to keep her from getting upset. It made her feel like a performing animal getting treats as part of its training. 

“Okay,” said Britta. “I’ll log out until you sort it out. By the way, you know how we spoke about being able to see the status screen when you’re offline? Did anything happen with that?”

It was hard to put pressure on someone while trying to act like it was no big deal. What she really wanted to say was, “Hurry up! It’s important.”

“We’re making excellent progress. Shouldn’t take much longer.”

Britta couldn’t help but smile at the effortlessly vague answer that somehow made it feel like she would get what she asked for, but promised nothing.

“What about the skill tree? Do you have a version of that I could look at? It doesn’t have to be interactive or anything. It’d just be easier if I could look it over at home.”

There was a pause. “I’m not sure I know what you’re referring to,” said Dr Reedy. “What skill tree?”

“You know, the big page of dots. Quirks, or whatever you call them.”

“I’m sorry,” said Dr Reedy. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Britta looked at the Great Gnome again. He was busy staring into the middle distance, a smile on his face like he was imagining something pleasant.

“And sub-classes? Do you know about them?”

“Hmm,” said Dr Reedy. “I believe I saw something about sub-classes in a report. Something we’re considering for the future. Let me talk to the lead designer. Quirks and sub-classes. Anything else?”

“No, that’s it for now.” There was a bunch of other things she’d have liked to talk about—how much control they really had over the game, and why wasn’t the AI under stricter restrictions, for starters—but doing it where the game could hear them didn’t feel like it was a good idea. “Could you call me at home when you know something?”

“Of course. I’ll be in touch.”

Britta turned to the Great Gnome. “I’ll be back later.” He nodded enthusiastically, like he was happy to go along with whatever she wanted. Like he wasn’t one of the most powerful creatures on the planet.

She logged out and woke up on her bed. She lay there for quite a while, considering if the game was worth the risk. Logically, the best thing would be to wait until it wasn’t so unpredictable. But she also felt a very strong urge to go back. There was so much she could do there that just wasn’t possible in the real world. 

Her phone made a noise. It wasn’t a call, it was letting her know she’d received an email from Dr Reedy.

It read: Can you confirm this is what you saw?

There was an attachment. She opened it and it looked like the skill tree, but it was hard to make out on the phone screen. She sent it to the printer and then got changed before going to Dad’s office where the printer was kept.

Dad came out as she approached, holding a piece of paper like it was the cure for cancer or the secret to immortality. His eyes were big and his lips quivered.

“Wh… What’s this?”
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                Dad needed her to explain the skill tree to him twice. He understood how it all worked—quirks and skills and sub-classes—but he still wanted her to repeat it all. Then he peppered her with follow-up questions, most of which she couldn’t answer.

“And Dr Reddy didn’t know anything about it?”

“She sent me this,” said Britta, taking the paper from him, “so she must know something.”

He took it back from her and looked at it again, moving it closer to his face. “But she doesn’t know how your character got hold of it.”

“No. Don’t you have skills you can choose from?”

“Yes. You get to pick from three after the class challenge. Then you get another one every five levels. There’s only a few to choose from. Nothing like this. And no sub-classes. That would be pretty cool, to be able to specialise in a particular sub-class. Pretty cool. What does perspicacity do?”

“I have no idea. I’m not even sure what the word means. Is it a quirk?”

“Yes, look.” He held the paper up for her to see, his finger pointing at a dot in the middle of the page. 

Given the chance, he’d probably go through every single one, and she’d give the same answer each time.

“What about ambidextrous?”

“I don’t know. Something to do with using both hands?”

“Sounds like it might give you some kind of dual wielding bonus.” He seemed to have plenty of ideas what they could mean, and even what skills they might be related to, so she had no idea why he kept asking her.

“Maybe. Maybe it makes you a better juggler.”

Dad’s eyes lit up. “Actually, that would be quite a cool sub-class.”

“Juggler? How would that help?”

“I don’t know, but it would be cool, I bet.”

Everything was cool. He kept using that word like a teenager who had only just discovered it. Britta wondered what it would be like to have a grown-up dad who worried about the heating bills and pottered around in the garden.

She had her phone in her hand, still. She printed off another copy of the skill tree as it didn’t look like she’d be getting the first one back. Not without a fight. 

“What were your sub-classes again?” he asked her without looking up from the piece of paper.

“Acrobat, Puppet Master and Coward.”

“Right, right. Puppet Master sounds really cool. If you could use it on other characters—oof, you could really troll them. People would be so mad.” His eyes shone with glee. “But… Coward. They wouldn’t give it a name like that if it didn’t have a huge upside. Right?”

That was what she had thought. “Yeah, but it looks like I’m going to be stuck taking Acrobat.” She had already explained her predicament to him.

“Maybe they can get you out of there by switching which altar you’re anchored to, so you respawn in town when you log in.”

“They can do that?”

“Normally, yes. But who knows with your character? The same rules don’t seem to apply to you.”

The printer had stopped making grinding noises and Britta went into Dad’s office to get her copy of the skill tree. Dad followed her in, his eyes still glued to the page; although he managed to avoid bumping into anything thanks to muscle memory.

“I thought it would be useful to have this,” said Britta as she examined the copy in her hand, “but it’s not quite the same without being able to click on things to see what they do. How can they not have this stuff online somewhere so you can look at it? I mean, they should at least have the status screen so you can check your stats and stuff.”

“You could always make your own copy. Just write everything down?”

“How? I can’t bring anything out of the game with me.”

“From memory.”

Britta considered his suggestion. “There’s too much. I don’t think I—”

Dad took the paper from her hand. Why did he need two?

He put them both on his desk, turned one over and picked up a pen. A few seconds later he had drawn out an exact copy of the status screen, with the number fields left blank. He gave it back to Britta, along with the pen.

She filled it in. The numbers were very clear in her memory now that she had everything in front of her. It seemed a bit strange to have access to the most advanced technology in the world and have to rely on a handwritten workaround, but sometimes you had to go lo-fi.

“Thanks, Dad,” she said with her focus still on the hand-drawn status screen, trying to remember any other details.

“Cool, cool,” said Dad, the skill tree back in his hands and up by his face. 

They both stood there deep in thought when Britta’s phone rang, Dr Reedy’s name on the screen. She was about to go back into the room to talk to her when she saw the hungry look on Dad’s face. He was desperate for more information even though his character didn’t have access to the skill tree and it would have no effect on his gameplay.

Britta answered the phone and put it on loudspeaker.
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                “Hello, Britta? It’s Dr Reedy here.”

“Hello,” said Britta, not sure if she should mention that Dad was listening in.

“Did you get the file I sent you?”

“Yes, thanks,” said Britta. “I’ve only had a quick look at it, but it looks the same as what I saw in-game.”

“Good, good. So what appears to have happened is that the game has installed a prototype we’ve been working on for a more advanced character progression system. It hasn’t been integrated into the source code, at least not by us. In fact, to be totally honest with you, all attempts at uploading it in a workable format have failed miserably, until now.”

“You couldn’t get it to work?”

“No. Not in a stable manner. From what I’ve been told, they were on the verge of scrapping the whole project until they heard you had somehow managed to migrate the code into the live version. Everyone here is quite shocked, and not a little excited.”

Britta couldn’t really take credit, but at least they knew where the code had come from, if not how it had ended up in the game. “I haven’t actually tried using it yet. It might not work.”

“Yes, of course. That’s certainly a possibility. But just getting it to show up in an active condition is more than anyone’s achieved so far, so that’s already a good sign.”

“But wouldn’t adding something so major to the game require a lot of people?” asked Britta.

“Normally, yes, it definitely would, and most likely also a raft of bug fixes. But let me hand you over to someone who would like to talk to you about this. His name’s Jack Dougal, he’s the lead designer.”

“Oh, he designed the game?”

Dad nodded at her and gave her a thumbs up while raising his other hand over his head to either indicate Jack Dougal was very tall or very high up in the company. Possibly both.

She should have told Dr Reedy she was on speakerphone. Now she was stuck with Dad doing charades.

“That’s right,” said Dr Reedy. “Here he is.”

“Hello? Britta? It’s Jack Dougal here.”

“Hello. Nice to meet you.” She felt like a complete dork. What did the lead designer want to ask her?

“I just wanted to tell you that the whole team is behind you. We’ve been watching some of your gameplay, and it’s already given us plenty to think about. Changes we can make and how to improve the game going forward.”

“Don’t you think you should fix some of the bugs first?” she found herself saying.

“Of course, but that isn’t really my depa—”

“And maybe finish some of the things you started, like the gnome class quest and the Garbolum Family questline.”

“Yes, you’re right. We are working—”

“And why is the gnome village so hard to get out of? I’m stuck down there with no way to reach the surface? Was that intentional? Doesn’t really make sense. Would it be so hard to put in a door and some stairs?”

“Actually, that wasn’t supposed—”

“The whole status screen is really hard to navigate, you know. And if someone ties up your hands, you can’t activate it. And the trail that guides you to a map location thinks people can walk through walls. It’s terrible.”

Once she’d started, it had been easy unloading all her frustrations with the game. She felt a lot better once she’d got it off her chest.

There was silence on the other end of the phone. Britta had the awful feeling she’d gone too far.

“Hello?”

“Ah, yes,” said Dr Reedy. “Jack had to go. Emergency.”

Britta couldn’t imagine what an emergency at a game company consisted of. Maybe Donkey Kong had escaped from his cage.

Dad was shaking his head at her. She hunched her shoulders and mouthed, “What?” at him.

Dad put his fists to his eyes and turned them. Was he saying she’d made the lead designer cry?

“I’m sorry,” said Britta. “I didn’t mean to sound like I thought the game was bad or anything.”

“No, no, we want you to tell us what you think is wrong with the game. That’s what we’re paying you for. Haha.” Her laugh was brittle and mirthless. “I just wanted to confirm the skill tree you saw was the same one as ours. We still need to run some tests to see how it ended up in the game.”

“Am I the only person who has access to it?” asked Britta.

“As far as we know. Jack will be investigating further.”

“One other thing,” said Britta, sensing Dr Reedy was about to end the call. “I wanted to ask if you could change my respawn point. When I log back in.”

“Oh, let me think. It may be possible.”

“Would Jack know? Is he still there? Actually, I just remembered some more bugs I could tell him about.”

Britta thought she heard a faint ‘No,’ but she might have imagined it.

“I’m afraid not,” said Dr Reedy. “But feel free to include it all when you send in your report. I’ll find out about the respawn location and let you know.” She ended the call rather abruptly.

Britta turned to Dad. “What did I do?”

“You can’t be so blunt with people. You’ll just upset them.”

“But he’s a grown man, isn’t he?”

Dad shook his head slowly. “Sweetheart, he’s a game developer.”
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                Britta transferred her stats from the back of the printout Dad had helped her with, to her computer. Once she had it on there, she felt like she’d made some kind of progress. 

She hadn’t really. She still didn’t know which sub-class to pick, how to get out of the gnome village or where to put her available attribute point, but at least she now had something to stare at while she pondered these matters.

Having a copy of the skill tree didn’t help much, either. Each quirk had a name next to it, in very tiny print, but that didn’t tell her what each of them did, or what skills they would give her when combined.

Even if the game was still in development, she considered these things to be important enough to sort out as quickly as possible. They would make for a much better gameplaying experience once they were fixed, in her view. She had half a mind to call Dr Reedy back and ask to speak to the lead designer again. He needed to know he had his priorities all wrong.

Dad knocked on her door and walked in with a mug of tea for him, and a hot chocolate for her. She immediately began listing more complaints to him.

“Don’t forget,” said Dad when she paused to take a sip of her no-longer-hot chocolate, “your experience of the game is very different to everyone else’s. The little bugs that stop you doing what you want, most people wouldn’t even notice them. They aren’t affected by gryphons getting annoyed with them or unique quests not working properly.”

“So I shouldn’t say anything?” said Britta.

“I’m not saying that, but be a little more patient. Give the poor guy a break,” said Dad. “Just write up a report and send it in.”

“Will they even look at it?” said Britta.

“Of course they will. And then they’ll file it away and forget about it.”

“Then what’s the point of—”

“Britta, it’s not that they don’t get what you’re saying, it’s just that they have a bunch of other stuff they need to take care of first. Things you aren’t even aware of. It’s not as simple as you think.”

Britta understood Dad’s point, and he was probably right, but she still had a strong instinctive suspicion they were cutting too many corners and leaving things to be corrected later when they should have been dealt with already.

“So it’s not because they’re lazy and clueless and they lied about their programming skills when they applied for the job?”

“That anger you’re feeling right now?” said Dad calmy, a slight smile on his lips. “That righteous indignation? Don’t get too caught up in it. You can’t change anything just because you know you’re right.” He had gone into wise old man mode, which was always annoying, especially when he was right. Britta breathed out and let go of her frustration as much as she could. It was a long breath.

“What class is your character?” she asked him.

“Ranger, Level 7.”

“You’re Level 7?” He had only just started a new character, and he was already way ahead of her.

“It’s not that hard to level up, especially early on. You just have to be prepared to grind a bit. And kill things.”

That had always been her problem. In a world where everything was designed to appear as real as possible, killing living creatures was not very appealing.

She handed him a piece of paper. “Can you write down your stats? Just the main ones.”

Dad quickly scribbled some numbers down and handed the paper back. She looked it over. All his numbers were higher than hers. By a lot.

STR - 12

CON - 11

AGI - 17

WIS - 9

INT - 10

CHR - 15

HP - 58

Her highest attribute was ten in Intelligence. Dad also had ten Intelligence, and that was his second lowest score. He was a better mage than her as a ranger. 

Her numbers looked positively anaemic next to his. He was in double figures for just about everything. And he had 58 hit points when she had 18. It was completely unfair.

“How can you be this much better than me at everything?” she whined.

“There’s lots of bonuses you can pick up along the way. You get a big bonus when you choose your first skill. Well, I did. I don’t know what happens when you pick your sub-class. You’ll find your scores will start going up quite quickly, now. Probably.”

She hoped he was right. Once she picked her sub-class and picked her skills, perhaps that would be a turning point. Better abilities meant easier wins, which meant faster levelling. She had been spending all her time exploring and getting familiar with the town. It was time she focused a little more on improving her character.

Dad picked up her empty mug and stopped in the doorway before leaving. “It really doesn’t matter where you put your points at the start. It’s all training-wheel stuff to get you used to the game. It only really starts getting interesting after you get some decent abilities.

The Great Gnome had said more or less the same. Just choose one and make the best of it. Perhaps she was obsessing over small things that didn’t make that much of a difference in the long run. The best skill, the right sub-class, the perfect set-up… she could succeed with any of them. And fail with any of them.

She had school tomorrow. Best to wait for Dr Reedy to sort out her respawning problem and concentrate on her schoolwork. But first, she would write up a short report and send it to APE. Let the devs know where to focus their energies. Clear, concise explanations of her issues with the game, without making it sound like she thought they were a bunch of idiots. Which they were.
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                Britta ended staying up a lot later than she’d intended. The report to APE, detailing her observations, complaints and occasional grievances, took up eight pages. 

She sent it off after reading it back to herself. All things considered, it was a very reasonable assessment of the current state of the game, she told herself. Harsh, but fair.

She got changed for bed, brushed her teeth and lay down. A stream of additional points she’d forgotten to include rushed through her head and she considered getting up and doing a Part 2. She decided against it. 

They had enough to be getting on with, and she should save up some stuff for her next report. They were paying for her insights, no point giving them all in one go.

Every time she was about to fall asleep, one more thing would pop into her head and she’d turn on the bedside lamp to write it down. There were so many issues that needed attention, it seemed more and more like the only sensible thing to do would be to not go back into the game until they were sorted out. The whole thing could collapse at any moment.

Of course, Stan was stuck in there, waiting for her to come rescue him. And she fully intended to do that. If she could. But so many issues.

At some point she fell asleep.

She woke the next morning exhausted and groggy. It felt like only a moment ago she’d finally put her head down. She checked her phone to see if Dr Reedy had been in touch, but there was no message. It wasn’t like she expected Dr Reedy to be working through the night to make sure Britta could get back into the game as soon as possible… Well, maybe she had a little.

Dad looked like how she felt—eyes half-closed and mouth barely able to make words. They mumbled to each other over breakfast, and then she left for school.

Britta found herself dozing off during classes. None of her teacher’s said anything. They probably didn’t even notice. Rashida, on the other hand, took great pleasure in jabbing her in the midriff with a sharp finger whenever she propped her head on the heel of her palm and got comfortable.

“Hey! Cut it out.” Britta had narrowly avoided banging her head on her keyboard.

“You won’t learn anything by keeping your eyes closed,” said Rashida.

Britta looked around. Mr Taymor was sitting at his desk, typing away. He spent most of each lesson doing exactly that. He wasn’t a bad teacher. He spent the first half of every class demonstrating something or other, and then set the class work for the last half. So he could type. The general consensus was that he was working on a novel.

The rest of the class were either on their own computers and handheld devices, or talking among themselves. Apart from Lewis, who was on the far side of the room, staring at her.

She checked behind her in case there was someone else he was staring at, but no, it was her. She tried to act like she hadn’t noticed.

“I think Lewis the Loser has his eye on you,” said Rashida. “He wants to make you his.”

“Shut up,” said Britta under her breath. She was too tired to say it any louder.

“He’s making his move!”

Britta’s head spun around to prepare herself for some kind of attack, but Lewis was still in his seat. She turned back to Rashida’s grinning face peering out of her hijab.

“So, you are interested.”

“How does that mean I’m interested?” said Britta. “Anyone would look if you said something like that.”

Rashida didn’t answer. She was looking past Britta while pulling a face. Britta assumed it was another psyche out, but she was doing such a good job of looking appalled, Britta felt obliged to let her have her victory. She had earned it.

Britta turned and realised it wasn’t a put on. Lewis was waving. Once he had her attention, he mimed eating. Lunch together. Him and her. He had his computer open on his lap. It was obvious what he wanted to talk to her about.

Britta didn’t respond, she just turned around. And then wished she hadn’t. Rashida’s face loomed towards her, hungry for information.

“It’s nothing,” said Britta. “It’s about a computer game.”

Rashida paused mid-loom. “Since when do you play computer games?”

“I play. A bit. It’s more my dad. He works in the industry.”

“And Lewis knows your dad?” Rashida made it sound more suspicious than necessary.

“No. He just wants information on a game my dad’s playing. He’s looking for a connection and I’m part of the nerd network, by birth.”

What she’d just said was basically true. Give or take.

Rashida rapidly lost interest as Britta explained what it was her Dad did. She’d never fully understood it herself, but that didn’t stop her from making it sound as dull and complicated as possible. It didn’t take much effort.

At lunchtime, when Lewis found them at their table, Rashida still had the look of someone who suspected something fishy was going on.

“Have you seen this?” asked Lewis. He held up his laptop to show Britta the picture on the screen.

“What is it?” asked Rashida.

“A gaming helmet,” said Britta. “You wear it to play games.” It was a more streamlined version of the helmet she had at home, and it did a lot more than let you play games, but she did her best to make it sound like a silly toy.

“Ugh,” said Rashida. She picked up her tray and walked off.

“It’s coming out at the end of the year, they’re saying. That’s less than two months.”

“Okay,” said Britta. Were they really going to push it out so quickly when there were so many bugs left to fix?

“This is going to replace the pod. Apparently, they’ve already started sending them out to beta testers.”

That was true. In her case, at least. It was hardly something for him to be this excited about.

Lewis sat down across from her and leaned in. “Your dad might get one.”

“I suppose so.”

“You could borrow it.”

Was he expecting her to steal it and bring it to school so everyone could have a go? 
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                “No one’s sent anything to my dad,” said Britta. “But even if they did, I doubt he’d let it out of his sight. And it’d probably be set up to only work on him, like the pod.”

The excitement drained out of Lewis as he listened to her ruin his dreams. He had probably concocted some fantasy where he would end up getting to try the game via a series of highly unlikely events. 

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

He looked so downcast she almost felt sorry for him. There was no point encouraging his delusions, though.

“Don’t you think it could be quite dangerous?” she said. She didn’t want to encourage him, but picking his brain a bit wouldn’t hurt.

“Dangerous? What do you mean?”

“What if the AI controlling the game decided to not let you out.”

Lewis closed his laptop and looked at her like he wasn’t sure if she was ready to enter the science fantasy dimension he inhabited.

“Why wouldn’t it let you out? And are you saying there’s an AI that controls the game? They’ve created a real AI?”

She’d said too much. Or he’d assumed too much from hardly anything. More likely the latter.

“I don’t know. But what if the thing that controls the game went a bit rogue and decided it shouldn’t let people log out.”

Lewis was standing with the laptop under his arm and his bag over his shoulder like he was about to walk away any moment. “I’m sure they have plenty of safety features in place to avoid that sort of thing, if it’s even possible. And why would the game even want to keep the players from logging out.”

“Maybe it’s one of those self-learning AIs but whenever people log out it resets everything, so it can never complete its learning.”

Lewis slipped his bag off his shoulder and sat down. “Okay. I can see that. You’re talking about a death game. The computer will kill you if you try to leave, so the only way out is to finish the game to the highest level. You hundred percent it, and it lets you out.”

“What would you do if that happened?” asked Britta. She didn’t really expect him to have a solution to her problem, but she was sure he had thought about this kind of thing more than she had, and he might have a different perspective. It was the sort of pointless daydreaming boy’s did, in her experience. 

There was one time Marisa had asked Dad what he would do in the event of a zombie apocalypse, and he not only had a list of things he rattled off without hesitation, he also went and got a notebook he’d filled with plans and places to go with good resources, which he very happily showed her with full commentary.

“It wouldn’t be like what you see in movies and anime,” said Lewis. “Real games aren’t reliable enough to hold people hostage. The servers need maintenance, the code fails and needs repairing, and mostly, if you leave a bunch of gamers stuck inside a game 24/7, they’re going to find every exploit and cheat there is, and use them to beat the game into the ground. It wouldn’t even be close.”

Clearly, he had spent more time thinking about it then even she’d thought. He was probably right about the exploits, if what she’d witnessed Lord Jim and his party do was anything to go by. They’d found a way to cut through a maze by going outside it. And that was for a low-level dungeon they could have easily beaten the old-fashioned way.

“Don’t you think the game would try to stop the players from cheating?” she asked him.

“Yeah, but it’s very hard to hotfix a death game. You can’t ask everyone to restart their session and log back in. And there’s never been a game that didn’t need to restart their servers at some point. Especially when it’s new. Whatever the AI was up to, it would have to aim to get it done quick.”

What he was saying sounded pretty likely. In movies, computers that gained sentience and then went mad were able to execute their protocols flawlessly. In real life, computers always had to be turned off and on again. It was the classic cure for almost every problem. And like Lewis had said, there were always problems.

If there were people trapped inside when that happened, what would happen to them? Even if the game didn’t intend to hurt anyone, how would it cope with a system failure?

“Britta,” said Lewis quietly and with utter seriousness, “there’s an AI that runs the game, isn’t there?”

“Yes,” said Britta, “his name’s Nigel.”

Lewis frowned. “Very funny.” 

Sometimes, the truth was so ridiculous it worked better than lies.

He stood up. “Your dad’s really lucky. He’s like the first man on the moon.” He went off to do whatever boys did.

Britta didn’t see Dad quite in the same light. She didn’t see herself like that, either. Plus, the moon didn’t hide your lunar lander because it didn’t want you to go home. The moon wasn’t lonely. Maybe the game was.

No, that was silly. It had a whole world to keep it company. And it had told her Stan’s confinement was for his own good. The game might actually be keeping him alive. But then what would happen when the servers had to go offline?
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                Talking to Lewis hadn’t made her feel any better. In fact, the sense of wonder she had about New World had been severely tarnished. 

She was in a game. It was made up of ones and zeroes. It took skill and talent to shape them into something she was able to interact with, but that thing was fragile and could be broken. Or abused.

It wasn’t real, and she had to stop thinking of it as real life with bonus options. If she kept inching her way forward, afraid of what might happen if she took a misstep, she’d never get anywhere. It was like walking into a magnificent palace, and becoming fixated on the welcome mat.

Britta spent the afternoon focused on her lessons. She asked questions, made sure she had all the information she needed for homework assignments, and typed up a list of everything she needed to do by the weekend. She felt a lot better when she was sorting out things she had control over.

By the time she got home, she had come to a decision. She would take the Acrobat sub-class, use the teleport spell to leave the Gnome Village and carry on with the game.

It wasn’t the sub-class she would have ideally chosen, but she was sure it would still come in useful. Wasting time trying to get the right sub-class with the best quirks and the most impressive skills had only left her paralysed, which wasn’t a useful state to be in, especially when it was self-inflicted.

There was a chance Dr Reedy would find a way to get her out of the Gnome Village, but Britta strongly suspected that wouldn’t happen. More likely, she would ask around, get some feedback from the boys in the lab, or wherever they did their coding, and would eventually come back to her apologetic and empty-handed.

It was a bit of a pessimistic way to look at it, but hanging in there in the vain hope she might get a helping hand just when she needed it most would only lead to more paralysis.

Better to get on with it and enjoy the game as best she could with the amazing abilities she had access to. Being able to teleport would be mind-blowing. And great for getting out of trouble.

She would end up with a teleportation scroll she no longer needed, but perhaps she could sell it. Or give it to Stan so he could teleport out of prison.

The thought hit her like a bolt of lightning. Had she just figured out what she was supposed to do? 

The idea was so thrilling, it made her not care if Dr Reedy found her a way out of the village, she should take the Acrobat sub-class anyway. The only thing stopping her from considering it game over was the thought that perhaps getting Stan out wasn’t in his best interest. If his body was too sick to keep going, leaving him in New World might be the better option. Although that didn’t necessarily mean he had to stay in prison.

It was impossible to know what would be best for him without the game explaining what it was up to. Which she highly doubted it would do. But it was nice to know she had a way to get him out. Assuming the scroll worked like she expected it to. Big assumption. The scroll could easily be limited to her personal use, and then she would be able to teleport by spell and scroll, giving her access to an entirely new sub-class: Redundant.

She lay on her bed considering these things, feeling pleased with herself for having come to a decision and for generally being on top of matters. She wasn’t really, it was all in her head so far, but she still enjoyed the illusion of it. She smiled to herself. She was an illusionist, after all. Soon to be an acrobatic one.

She hadn’t done any of the work she was supposed to have gotten out of the way. Daydreaming about hypothetical victories would neither help her schoolwork nor make her more effective in the game. She told herself to stop goofing off and get on with the homework she knew she should take care of. 

So, of course, she reached for the helmet under her bed and put it on. One hour wouldn’t make that much of a difference, and her mind would be free of distraction. Just choose her sub-class, get back to town, and go to the post office where packages were waiting for her. That was it. Anything else could wait.

A bright light shone in her eyes when she opened them. She was on the strange little altar covered in vines. She sat up and the light went out.

The altar was in the valley at the bottom of the cliff she couldn’t climb out of. Dr Reedy hadn’t been able to switch her respawn point, clearly. Britta wasn’t surprised. She climbed off the altar and walked towards the tunnel leading to the Great Gnome’s throne room. There was no sign of the Great Gnome himself.

Her status screen looked the same as before. Stats waiting to be added. Sub-class waiting to be chosen. She stopped in the middle of the tunnel, a faint blue glow coming from either end. She opened up the skill tree. The temptation was to carefully go over everything, just to be sure she was making the right choice. She resisted and pressed the large circle with Acrobat written next to it.

Do you wish to select Acrobat as your sub-class?

Britta pressed the Yes button.

Sub-class bonus, Agility +5.

Britta stared at the screen, and then went back to the main page where her attributes were shown. Agility had gone from 5 to 10. That was a huge jump, equal to her Intelligence. She moved her arms about to see if she felt more agile. Everything seemed the same. What she needed was a way to test it.
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                According to the tutorial, or what Britta remembered of it, the Agility score affected movement, balance and dodging. The higher it was, the quicker she could move, and the less likely she was to get hit. She would also get additional bonuses to various skills and abilities.

Hers had just doubled, so any changes should have been quite noticeable. She didn’t feel any different. She swung her arms around, did a few jumps, stood on one leg. How else were you supposed to test for greater agility? Her sub-class was Acrobat; did that mean she could do tumbles and backflips? She tried to do a handstand, and fell over. She felt a bit silly, but at least she was in a dark tunnel where no one could see her.

She stopped and looked around, remembering that in fact she was always being watched, and even recorded. It wasn’t like she relied on her Agility; she could wait to find out how it would affect her.

More important was the new spell she had access to. Teleport would enable her to get out of here and carry on with the game. She scanned the status screen, a slight wince on her face in preparation of it not being there. It would be typical of the game to put an additional caveat on the spell. Not available until some requirement had been reached.

It was there, under spells. She breathed a sigh of relief. The word to cast it was ‘frangipane.’ She would change that to a gesture.

She tapped the spell and a screen of options opened. She could use it once daily, but it was shown as 1/5, which meant she would eventually be able to use it five times in a day. It didn’t say how to get those extra turns, but it was probably by levelling up.

There was also a column for ‘Maximum Distance,’ which was entirely greyed out. She couldn’t travel any distance, but she wasn’t unduly worried. At the bottom was an option to choose ‘Primary Destination,’ of which there were two: New Town and Gnome Village.

She couldn’t teleport short distances (yet), but she could jump between altars. 

Currently, the destination was set to Gnome Village. She changed it to New Town. Good thing she hadn’t tried to teleport straightaway. She would have teleported back here, and that would be her spell for the day gone. As she visited more altars, she would be able to choose one of them as her destination of choice. At least, that was how she assumed it worked. Did it also mean she could choose where she logged in rather than have to come back to the same location? 

If she could log out of one place and log back in somewhere else, wouldn’t that be the same as teleporting? And she could do that as many times a day as she wanted. It couldn’t work like that, not unless it was an oversight by the devs. Which wasn’t exactly impossible.

She chose a gesture to activate the spell, a tug on an invisible string above her head, which was meant to be like pulling on a light switch, but may have looked a bit like she was flushing a toilet. She did think about changing it, but it felt oddly appropriate.

Once that was locked in, she felt much more at ease. She had a way out. Of here, and of anywhere else she might get trapped. 

She still had other things to sort out. She had three skill points to assign to her skill tree, which would give her another new ability. She could do that in New Town, perhaps over a mug of hot chocolate at Sonny’s. If they had hot chocolate. 

Before using her new spell, she decided she should speak to the Great Gnome. She walked out of the other end of the tunnel. The large cavern was illuminated by glowing toadstools, and shadows rippled across the walls like water. The Great Gnome’s throne was in the middle of the chamber, but it was unoccupied. There was no sign of the gnome god. 

A tunnel led to the room with the gryphon’s nest. He could be in there, but Britta didn’t feel like intruding. She could have searched the cavern while he wasn’t about. She might find some random loot lying about, like you would in a game, but that seemed… rude.

She prepared to teleport. Would it be an instant shift of location or a weird phasing in and out of reality? She hoped it wouldn’t give her motion sickness.

“Britta?” said Dr Reedy’s voice.

“Yes?” said Britta, looking up at the dark cavern roof.

“Ah, there you are. Sorry, we lost you for a moment. We’re having some technical difficulties with the lower levels of the Gnome Village. Does it look normal to you?”

Britta looked around. It didn’t seem any different from before. “Yes, I think so. Is there anything in particular?”

“Just some clipping. Makes it hard to see certain parts when objects cover each other. Nothing we can’t fix, once we isolate the cause.”

Britta wondered if it was a bug, or a deliberate move by the game to keep certain areas hidden.

“Some good news,” said Dr Reedy. “We’ve found a way to get you out of there.”

Britta smiled to herself. As soon as she’d chosen the sub-class that allowed her a way out, they’d discovered how to do it from their end. She wasn’t even mad. 

“We can switch your respawn point to any altar you’ve previously visited.”

“You couldn’t do that before?” asked Britta, wanting to confirm something.

“These things get buried beneath code sometimes,” said Dr Reedy. “It was there all the time, we just didn’t see it.”

Britt doubted it. She strongly suspected it was only because she’d made her choice that the game allowed them access to the respawn location. Now that it didn’t matter, they could do what they liked.

Whether the game arranged things to happen like this for some greater purpose, or just to amuse itself, Britta had already made her choice. No point dwelling on what could have been. Not until respeccing became available to her.

            

    
        Bitter  230

    
    
    
    
                “We can set your log in destination to the temple in town,” said Dr Reedy. “You just have to log out and log back in again.”

“Isn’t it already set there?” said Britta.

“Hold on.” There was a long pause. “Yes, you’re right. How did you know?”

“I changed it,” said Britta. “I took Teleport.” 

“Oh,” said Dr Reedy. “So you won’t be needing us to do anything?”

Britta detected a slight undertone to the question. A suggestion that she had wasted their time by making them go to the trouble of coming up with a solution to her problem, and then not making use of it.

There was an element of truth to that, but she wasn’t going to feel guilty about it. They were the ones who had failed to provide adequate exit points.

The Great Gnome still hadn’t made an appearance, and she didn’t feel like waiting. She had a new spell to try out.

She performed the gesture over her head.

A furious vortex of air spun around her. It took her breath away and squeezed her ribs. She entered a cold emptiness, then a bright light blinded her and she was choking on air. The vortex ejected her and the momentum skidded her across the slab she normally woke up on in the Temple of Roha. She fell off the end and landed on the floor.

A little dazed and disoriented, it took Britta a moment to gather her bearings. She recognised her surroundings and felt relief that it had worked. She checked her screen. Her mana was down to thirty from fifty-five. That was a big chunk of mana. She would have to remember to keep some mana in reserve if she got into a dodgy situation. Which was pretty much every situation.

Teleport would undoubtedly prove useful, but it effectively cut her available mana in half.

She got off the floor and brushed herself off. With her new level of agility, she could have at least landed on her feet. She left the small room.

Sister Florence was still scrubbing the temple floor. At this rate, it would take her forever, especially if she kept focused on that one area. Britta didn’t have time for a chat, she just waved as she hurried past. Sister Florence waved back, sending suds flying about.

There wasn’t much of Britta’s hour left, but she had three skill points available, and she planned on using them.

She made her way to Sonny’s and ordered a hot chocolate. The barista, or whatever they were called here, had no idea what that was. Britta described it as hot and sweet, and got something that tasted vaguely like eggnog. She had tried eggnog once, and hadn’t liked it. She didn’t like this drink either. If she ever worked out how to cook things here, she might have a go at inventing hot chocolate with whipped cream, and blow everyone’s mind. It might turn out to be a big money earner for her.

She sat alone at a corner table and pulled up her skill tree. Her sub-class had a green ring around it. She could clearly read Acrobat in the middle of the circle with the ring lit up. It was much harder to read anything else.

The first of her three points could be placed on one of three quirks connected to her Acrobat starting position. She had to squint to read the options.

Shield (+10% HP) 

Glow (+10% MP) 

Promotion (+10% All Attributes)

They all looked useful. More health would keep her alive longer. A larger mana pool would mean she could cast more spells. But ten percent on all her attributes would guarantee an extra point to Int and Agi, and maybe a smaller boost to the others, depending on how it calculated the boost.

Working out pros and cons of each option could have taken her hours. They were all good, but Promotion struck her as the one most useful this early on. She had seen what Dad’s stats had looked like. If she wanted to play at a serious level, she needed to get buffed. 

She took Promotion, confirmed it, and then went back to check the status screen. It had also rounded up the attributes that were greater than five, so Str, which had been seven, had gone up to eight. 

She was pleased until she noticed she still had a point to assign from levelling up, which she should have added before boosting her stats. It was all very well not wanting to waste time, but she should have given it enough thought not to make dumb mistakes.

No, it wasn’t a mistake. It was a lesson to learn from. The point of making quick decisions wasn’t just to save time, it would also make her better at being decisive. She added the point to constitution to give herself more hit points. Another error? Quite possibly, but that was okay. She’d learn something from this, too.

Con went from five to seven. It should have only gone to six. The ten percent boost didn’t show up in her passives bar, but it was still active. Her health went up from 55 to 70. That was more than if she’d taken the ten percent HP bonus. Lesson learned.

Back to the skill tree. She had two points left. She could still pick Shield or Glow, or both, but that wouldn’t activate a skill. 

When three quirks were connected, they produced a skill. The three available to her were connected to her sub-class ring, but not to each other. There were three new quirks branching off Promotion.

Efficiency (-10% MP cost of spells)

Warden (-10% damage taken)

Troubadour (+10% resistance to magic)

Her magic resistance was already 99%, would Troubadour make her invulnerable? Probably not. She liked the idea of her spells costing less. She didn’t bother to mull it over.

Nothing happened when she took Efficiency, other than three more quirks becoming available.

Bloody Hell (5% chance to cause bleeding)

Winged Feet (5% movement bonus)

Loot Monkey (5% loot bonus)

None of them seemed very exciting. It didn’t say how she would cause bleeding—with a weapon, presumably—but she didn’t want to see any more blood than strictly necessary. 

Five percent more loot didn’t seem like a lot, although it might build up over time.

She went with the movement bonus. A little more speed wouldn’t hurt.

There was chime.

New skill acquired: Transporter. You can now teleport with one companion.

The third quirk had unlocked a skill. Not bad. Now she wouldn’t have to abandon her party when she ran away from a desperate situation. Well, not all of them.
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                Britta checked how much time she had left. Fifteen minutes. She finished her drink with some effort (she should have received some experience points for the achievement) and left Sonny’s. 

There was just enough time to go to the post office and pick up her packages. One was probably the teleport scroll she no longer needed. She could sell it, though. She’d have to check the Auction House for the going price, but that could wait.

The streets were busy as usual, but it didn’t feel quite the same today. It wasn’t the town that was different, though, it was more her. She was busy, going from one job to the next, no time to stop and admire the digital architecture.

Everything was normalising. She was spending more time in her head, thinking about what she had to do, and less about what was going on around her. At this rate, this world would end up just as mundane as the real one.

She stopped to look around and acknowledge the lizardmen and catpeople walking in the crowd. Up above, a large bird flew past. It was too high up to make out clearly, but it had four wings, flapping two at a time. 

Having re-established what a weird world this was, she took a breath, and then hurried to the post office.

There was a long queue, as usual. It was extra-annoying since she was on a clock and didn’t want to waste time, but there wasn’t much she could do about it. She waited in line, impatiently tapping her foot.

When she reached the front, Dennis greeted her with a fake smile. “How can I help you today?”

Seeing him reminded her it was him she had set out to talk to before the dwarves had waylaid her. She had planned to ask him about his relationship with the mayor, but she didn’t really have the time to get into it right now. 

“I think you have two parcels for me.”

Dennis nodded, his smile fixed like a sign hanging off his face, and disappeared into the back. He returned with the parcels, one very small one, and one that was as big as she was.

“Here you are,” said Dennis brightly. 

The small one was the size of a tube of toothpaste and fit in her pocket. She didn’t even know how she was going to get the big one off the counter. She grabbed it to test the weight and was relieved to find it was very light.

She picked it up and moved to the side. Carrying it wasn’t a problem, but she couldn’t see where she was going. She put it down and opened the lid. There was an outfit inside—a bright yellow one.

The Great Gnome had mentioned one of the rewards for completing the class quest was a full set of armour, in one of three colours. Day-Glo yellow wouldn’t have been her first choice. She pulled out the first item, which was made of heavy cloth.

Armour for an illusionist didn’t mean a helmet and a chest plate, it was more likely to be wizardly robes and pointy hats. She held the folded yellow robe in her hands and shook it open. It looked a bit on the big side.

“Identify,” she said.

A screen opened up.

<Illusionist Robe +25% MP regeneration, +5 Armor Rating>

It would give her some buffs, which was nice, although nothing spectacular. Mana regeneration would come in handy. She couldn’t remember ever seeing Armor Rating before, and she also didn’t like the American spelling of armour.

There was a settings button, a small cogwheel, at the bottom of the screen. She pressed it and two sliders appeared. One said ‘size’ and the other said ‘color’, which also annoyed her.

She ran her finger across the top slider and the robe in her hand grew bigger. She moved the other way, and it got smaller. She adjusted it to what she thought would fit her. She could have done it while wearing it to get it just right. It was a solid feature, though. She approved.

The other slider changed the robe from yellow to green in one direction, and to brown in the other. She could control the tone as she moved across the spectrum, going from bright yellow to lemon or mustard and various shades in between. That was good, too.

There were boots, gloves, a cloak with a hood, and a belt with pouches hanging off it. She liked everything, and being able to customise it was brilliant. All the individual items came with small bonuses. The boots gave her another 5% to her movement. The gloves gave her 10% on spell duration. The cloak gave her +10% to fire and cold resistance. And the belt gave her +1 Con. Dad was right, it did start to add up quickly. 

She wanted to put it all on, but that would mean getting undressed in front of all these people. There were no players here, no real people, but it didn’t make her feel any less awkward.

The box was almost big enough for her to use as a changing room, but not quite. She could wait until next time, but she didn’t want to wait. She wanted to try on her new clothes.

She looked around. No one was paying any attention to her. She pushed the box into a corner, leaving just enough space for her to get behind it, with only her head showing. She slowly began removing her clothes. She told herself they were just NPCs and this wasn’t even her real body, but she was still getting naked in a post office.

There was no point thinking about it. She stopped looking around and switched clothes as quickly as possible.

Once she had the robe on, she felt a bit less exposed. She added everything else and then adjusted size and colour. She shortened the robe to knee-length and cut the cloak off at her waist. She went for a mix of brown and green tones. It fit well and looked good, from what she could tell.

She looked out from her corner to make sure no one had noticed. Everyone in the post office was staring at her. Two guards came up to the box, hands on sword hilts.

“You’ll have to come with us,” said the fatter of the two.

“Why?” asked Britta.

“Public indecency.”

Britta didn’t fancy going to prison. She especially didn’t fancy explaining to Stan what she’d been arrested for. She logged out.
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                It was a cheap tactic and she was probably using it too much. She couldn’t just log out every time things got awkward. There might even be opportunities to be gained in those sorts of situations. 

Still, it was handy. And the whole point of the game was to make the best of what they gave you. It was up to them to change the mechanics if they didn’t want them to be abused.

The feeling of having got away with something didn’t last long. She had left her old clothes behind when she logged out. That in itself wasn’t a big deal—she probably would have thrown them away or given them back to the Adventurers’ Guild. The problem was that she had put the other parcel in her pocket.

She groaned as she realised. She didn’t need the teleport scroll, but it was money. Possibly quite a lot of money. She was very short on funds and a little gold in the bank would have made life a lot more comfortable.

She was in the white room, feeling very annoyed with herself. Her self-imposed hour was already up, but the urge to go back in and get the scroll kept her from exiting.

Then she realised that even if she did go back, she’d respawn at the temple and have to go all the way to the post office. More hassle. And would her stuff even still be there?

She shouldn’t have panicked. Even if they did arrest her, what would they do? Put her in prison? She’d be out in a wave of her hand. She was the greatest escape artist in the world!

Or so she assumed. She didn’t know that for sure. There were probably some restrictions on her teleporting ability that she wasn’t aware of. Can’t teleport out of an official jail cell, on a Thursday, if there’s a full moon. 

No, it was best to trust her judgement. When you feel the need to get the hell out, get the hell out.

But she did regret losing the scroll. She wondered how much it was worth. 

She exited the game and took off the helmet. She had been pretty disciplined—only five minutes longer than she’d intended. 

After she’d taken a shower, she sat at her computer and tried to get her head around French homework. She wasn’t really in the mood. Maybe the scroll was in the lost and found and she could reclaim it. It seemed very unlikely. 

As painful as it would be, she did want to find out how much it would have gone for. Just to make herself feel really bad. If the Auction House was online, she could have done a quick search and the questions would be answered. She’d be able to get her head back into her schoolwork. There were so many mildly infuriating things about the game.

She went downstairs to get a drink and found Dad in the kitchen, washing some pans that weren’t dishwasher friendly.

“What’s up with you?” he asked when he saw her face illuminated by the fridge light.

She told him what had happened and he burst out laughing.

“It’s not funny, Dad.”

“It is a bit. Why were you getting changed in the post office? Are you some kind of exhibitionist? Your mother’s the same.”

“No she isn’t,” said Britta, hoping he was just joking. “Do you know how much I could have got for the scroll on the Auction House?”

He shook his head. “I’ve never seen one listed. I guess most people who get one don’t want to sell it.”

“Didn’t you get one when you did your class quest?” she asked him.

“No. I got a quiver of infinite arrows.”

“What? That sounds much better than a scroll you can only use once.”

“It only gives you basic arrows. Just means you don’t run out.”

“And how much would you get for that if you sold it?”

Dad shook off his wet hands and dried them. “Hmm. Maybe a hundred gold. More if there’s not many for sale.”

Britta felt sick. Even if she’d got half that for the scroll, she’d be sorted for life. Well, maybe not for life, but she wouldn’t have to worry about minor expenses anymore.

“The rest of your gear sounds pretty nifty,” said Dad. “Good bonuses.”

He was trying to cheer her up, but it wasn’t working. She didn’t even know what nifty meant.

She got herself a drink—a hot chocolate that was actually palatable—and went up to her room. There was no point dwelling on it. She could always make more money, and it was another valuable lesson, learned the hard way. 

She sat down in front of her computer and did her French homework. When she finished, she checked it over and then sent it in.

The helmet was on her pillow. She picked it up and stored it under the bed and got ready to go to sleep. Brushed her teeth, moisturised, brushed her hair. 

The hell with the money. It would only have made life easier, and where was the fun in that? New gear, new abilities, boosted stats—she had become a much more formidable character. It would be interesting to see how she’d perform now when she didn’t have to run away from everything. Even without money, there was a lot of fun to be had. And she could teleport. How many poor people could say that?
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                Even though she had sensibly and calmly come to the conclusion that she should forget about the lost scroll and move on, it was hard to stop thinking about it. Britta spent the next day at school randomly making exasperated huffs and grunts as the memory of putting the package in her jacket pocket flitted through her mind.

She would shake it off, or push the thoughts away with a slight shudder, but they kept coming back.

It was annoying, but she assumed she would get over it eventually. Her life was full of instances that made her shiver with embarrassment when they snuck up on her, but for the most part they remained in the dark corners of her mind where they’d been banished to.

When she got home, she sorted out her schoolwork, made sure she was ahead of schedule on all subjects, and had something to eat.

“I went to the Auction House,” said Dad over dinner. “See if there were any scrolls up for sale.”

“Yes?” said Britta. “How much?”

“No buyout price, just bids. It was up to twelve silver.”

That didn’t sound like very much, even if it was only the start of the bidding process. Perhaps it wasn’t as valuable as she thought. Which was both a consolation and an annoyance. Good that she wouldn’t lose out all that much, but why did she get a crappy reward when Dad got something really cool?

Then again, even twelve silver coins would have come in useful.

She gave herself another hour in the game. Should she waste time looking for the scroll? For all she knew, the one in the Auction House was hers, being sold by whoever found it.

Once she was in-game, she went to the post office, just to have a quick look. It was unlikely, but maybe her stuff would still be there. It was a game, that sort of thing could happen.

There was no sign of any of her gear in the post office. She got in line and asked Dennis if anything had been handed in for her. The parcel still had her name on it, so it might have gone back into the system. He informed her he had nothing for her. There wasn’t even a lost and found box for her to rummage through.

Disappointed, she left. It was the outcome she’d expected, but it was better to know for sure, and then draw a line under it. Move on.

The important thing, she told herself, was to get better at making snap decisions.

She was fine when she had time to think things over and work out a plan, but that wasn’t always possible. Sometimes, you had to make the choice without thinking at all. And if it was the wrong choice, you had to not dwell on it and take the necessary steps to keep going. 

Easier said than done. She’d been doing nothing but dwelling since she’d messed up. It would make for a very slow and depressing gaming experience if she reacted like this to mistakes she might make. She was pretty sure there’d be more.

The even better thing to do was to get better at making the right call. If she didn’t mess up, she wouldn’t have to waste any time at all. Not on dwelling, and not on trying not to dwell. And the only way to do that was get more experience at making off the cuff decisions, and probably a lot more mistakes.

There was part of her that suspected her intention to make instant calls with no deliberation would go badly wrong, but it wasn’t like she’d end up dead. Not for very long.

Her next port of call was the guard house. She hadn’t seen or even spoken to Stan in a while, and she was curious about how he was doing. She bought some fruit for him because that’s what you took people who were in hospital. She had no idea what an appropriate gift for someone in prison was.

There were people waiting for visiting time. The exact same people as last time, it looked like. As soon as she sat down, they were called to go into the yard.

She wasn’t sure when visiting times were. There was no clock and no sign. It felt like it happened when she got there. Was that how it worked? Once she set up an appointment, it triggered when she got there? Would her dinner date with the Mayor work the same way?

The families took their seats in the yard and waited for the prisoners to be brought in. The large heavy door on the far side was pushed open and they filed out, chains binding their hand and feet. 

Stan was in the middle of the group. He looked different. A bit bigger, maybe. It was hard to be certain with all the tattoos on his arms.

“Did you do those yourself?” she asked. 

“Pretty cool, huh?”

She wasn’t sure. There were numerous designs and insignia along both forearms. Did he have more on his chest and back? At least he didn’t have any on his face.

“Have you been working out?”

“Yeah. Thanks for noticing. They’ve got all these side quests you can only do here. It’s pretty fun. I’ve also got my cooking proficiency up to intermediate. I might open a bistro when I get out.”

“Sounds nice,” said Britta. She leaned closer. “I have a way to get you out.”

He raised his manacled hands. “No, no. Let’s not do anything rash.”

It was going to be difficult to hone her impulsive decision-making skills if Stan was going to push in the other direction.
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                “You want to stay in here?” asked Britta. “Isn’t it boring?”

Stan puffed out his cheeks, and then blew out the air. “No. Not boring. I mean, sure, there’s a lot of downtime, but they’ve put together a lot of content to keep you occupied, too.”

“Who has?” said Britta. 

“The devs.” Stan paused as he realised what Britta was getting at. “I assume. I don’t know. I’m not sure it matters. The point is, there’s plenty to do. And I think I might actually be able to find out something about the Garbolum family.”

“From in here?”

“Yeah.” Stan leaned closer across the table and lowered his voice. “They’re criminals, there’s quite a lot of them in here.”

Britta lowered her voice to match. “But they won’t talk to you, will they? Not when you’ve been accused of killing Freddy.”

“Oh, that doesn’t matter. He wasn’t really part of the family. Not really.”

Britta knew Freddy had been pushed out of the family business, but she felt a bit disloyal admitting it. “What have you found out so far?”

Stan shook his head. “Not a lot. I’m still working my way up the rankings. They have their own system in here. I’m quite low-level, but I’m climbing quite quickly. There’s an economy, specialised roles, skills you can learn. It’s like an alternative game running parallel to the actual game.”

He sounded into it in a big way. It was good, in a way. If he was happy to stay here, the problem of his body in the real world wasn’t quite so desperate. It was a bit odd, though. The urgency to save someone from drowning was kind of undercut when they kept telling you about the amazing fish they could see every time they went under.

What about you?” said Stan. “Did you get any information on the Mayor from your friend.”

It took her a second to work out who her friend was. “Oh, you mean the shade? No. I haven’t been able to summon him since I levelled up.” She’d been trying to cast the new upgraded version of Shadow Guardian which was now called Shadow Agent, but it hadn’t worked so far.

“Oh, you finally got to Level 4, did you?” There was a mild mocking tone in Stan’s voice.

“Yes,” said Britta, not rising to the bait. “I got this new armour.” She raised her arms to show off her robe.

“Very nice. You actually look like a magic user, now.”

Britta realised he was right. People would know what her class was. Well, they wouldn’t know for sure, but they’d expect her to do spells. Although only if she grouped up with them, which she had no real reason to do.

“What reward did you get when you did your class request?” She was curious what other rewards were available, and if hers really was the worst.

“Just a quiver of infinite arrows. It’s not that great, very basic. I chucked it.”

He was the same class as Dad, so he’d received the same reward. “You didn’t sell it?”

“No, would only have got some gold for it. Not worth the effort.”

She shook her head. His approach was completely different to hers. He had all the money in the world, he didn’t need to worry over scraps.

They sat looking at each other. 

“Here. I brought you some grapes.” She put the grapes on the table.”

“Oh, thanks.” He picked them up with real pleasure on his face. She could tell he really liked her gift, which made her feel good. “I should be able to get something really good for this.”

“You’re going to sell them?”

“Yeah, of course. Fresh fruit is at a premium at the moment. The latest shipment they received was all rotten. I should be able to parlay this into some quality items. And it’ll help raise my bartering skill, too.”

It wasn’t the grapes he was happy about, just what they would get him in the prison economy. But he was still genuinely pleased, so the end result was the same. It was a good gift.

She hadn’t told him her theory the game was keeping him in here for his own good. Perhaps he already knew. He would know about his medical condition better than her. Maybe he was keeping things from her. It wasn’t really her business.

“I feel better,” she said. “Like I can handle myself better.”

“That’s good,” said Stan. “So we keep going? Try to get to the next stage of whatever this is—me in here, you out there.”

“Yes,” said Britta. “I think we’re ready to push.”

Stan nodded, smiling. “Okay. Be careful.”

Britta stood up. “Don’t worry. I can take care of myself.” She raised her hand and teleported out of the prison.

She stumbled as she landed in the temple. There had been no reason to use the spell. She was only going to log out anyway, but she liked the idea of Stan sitting there, mouth hanging open, not knowing how she’d disappeared like that. It was nice to show off. Pointless, but nice.

Her time was up. She logged out.
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                Stan sat there with his mouth slightly open. He snapped it shut. One second she’d been there, next poof! He knew she’d done it just to get a reaction. Bloody show-off.

He smiled to himself. He’d seen more impressive spells, but he couldn’t fault her timing. She’d caught him off guard, so props.

He looked around. The NPCs were still running their family time routines. He caught the eye of one of the guards standing on the perimeter. He gave him a nod as he rose from the bench, chains jangling.

The guard came over and escorted Stan to the yard gate at a slow shuffle. It was difficult to move with his ankles clipped together. It seemed unnecessary to go to such lengths, other than for appearances. If anything, it made him feel like a bigger threat than he was. On the other hand, he was here for murder.

Once he was through the door, the guard unlocked the chains, hands then feet. Stan stepped out of them, rubbing his wrists.

“Thanks,” he said. 

The guard nodded and then pointed down the hall. “One for general!” he called out. The sound of a key turning in a metal lock echoed down the passage towards them.

Stan walked towards the sound, yawning and blinking his eyes. He’d had a late night and wouldn’t mind a few hours sleep. He didn’t have the time.

There was another guard up ahead holding a gate open. Once Stan was through, he banged it closed and locked it again.

There were cells on either side, metal bars running uninterrupted to the far end. His cell was on the third floor. The guard walked past him and led the way. 

“Hey,” said a reedy voice. “Hey, Stan.”

Stan paused and turned his head. There was a small, wiry man holding onto the bars with his large nose sticking through.

“I got my eye on you, Stan. Watch yourself.”

The little man’s name was Creppo. He was the type of annoying character who talked a lot, especially if there was a fight about to break out. Lots of fronting, name-calling and threats thrown around. Once things kicked off, though, he would quickly disappear. 

He wasn’t hard to deal with, confronting him usually sent him scurrying away, but he would go right back to bothering you the next day.

That was the problem with being stuck in here with NPCs. However you interacted with them, they would eventually switch back to the start of their routine and do it all again, day after day. 

Creppo had dozens of lines of dialogue, and Stan had heard them all. Numerous times. He kept walking with Creppo shouting after him. “I got your number. I got your number in my little book.”

Stan mouthed the words along with him.

The guard escorted him to his cell and locked him in. He climbed onto the top bunk and lay down. A few minutes rest would probably be all he would get.

“How was your wife?” asked his cellmate.

“Lovely,” said Stan. “She brought me grapes.”

“That’s nice. She must love you very much.” The bunk shook as Merl got up and felt his way across the room to the bucket in the corner. He proceeded to mime taking a piss. There was no urine, and no penis, but there was the sound of liquid hitting metal. Fortunately the authenticity stopped short of adding the smell.

Merl turned to find his way back. He was an elf, with long blond hair and pointy ears. The full elven package. He was also blind, with a milky glaze over his eyes.

“How much do you think I’ll get for them?” asked Stan.

“At least two bottles of ink. If you don’t eat them.”

You could trade goods and services for anything, including special items only available in prison. Like ink.

“Two? That’s great. Can you make the deal for me?”

“Sure.” Merl stuck out a hand and Stan placed the grapes on the open palm. He sniffed them. “If I don’t eat them.”

His cellmate was the closest thing to a real person he’d encountered in here. He had even thought some of Britta’s ability had rubbed off on him when he was first locked up. Over time, he realised Merl just had a lot of dialogue, and a really great voice actor who’d recorded them.

The cell door rattled open. A big guard stood there. “Let’s go. Showtime.” It was always the same line.

Stan rolled off the bunk. Not even time for a short nap.

“Good luck,” said Merl. “Don’t let him hit you in the balls.”

He’d never said that before. It wasn’t particularly useful advice. He didn’t have any balls.

Stan followed the guard up the staircase to the roof, toward the noise. As they approached the exit, the noise got louder and louder. As he walked out, it erupted into wild shouts and cheers.

There was a large metal cage on the roof of the guard house that wasn’t visible from below. It was surrounded by just about every inmate and quite a few dignitaries. He recognised the Mayor sitting next to the prison warden.

Guards pushed the crowd aside as Stan made his way to the only opening through the metal bars. Once he was inside, it was closed behind him. 

It was actually a lot more spacious once inside the cage. No pushing and shoving. Just him, and his opponent—a large beast of a man nearly twice Stan’s height. Some sort of mix. Half-troll?

Stan took off his shirt and hung it off a piece of barbed wire wrapped around one of the bars. His body was half-covered in tattoos. He got the right to a new one for every win. Only his right arm was complete, so far.

“Gentlemen, you know the rules,” shouted the warden. He was in charge of the guard house prison. And also of the fighting. “Dead man loses.”

The half-troll roared and the crowd joined in like a chorus. Stan made a fist and the tatts on his arm began glowing. He wondered how much cooler his tattoos would look if the artist could see what he was doing.
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Britta looked over her status screen. There was a strange pleasure from just reading the numbers. They still weren’t as impressive as Dad’s, but compared to what they’d been, the improvement was marked.

Tougher, faster, with more spells and passives. It was getting to the point she wouldn’t be embarrassed to tell people she was an illusionist. Well, she still wouldn’t want them to know, but not for that reason.

The only thing that rankled was the Shadow Agent spell, which was greyed out. She tried casting it anyway. Nothing happened. 

She had tried every day since the spell had been upgraded, but the shade refused to materialise. She’d already reported it to Dr Reedy, but they hadn’t been able to work out why it wasn’t working. It was most likely a bug and Dr Reedy had promised to find a fix as soon as possible. Britta wasn’t holding her breath. It would be hard to fix it when they didn’t have the faintest idea what was wrong.

Britta’s own suspicion was that the shade was deliberately staying out of reach. Like it was hiding. It was annoying the shade hadn’t reported its findings on the Mayor before going into hibernation, but there wasn’t much she could do about it except for wait, and hope it would eventually come back. 

In the meantime, she would keep getting stronger.

Levelling up was the key to getting her character into a fit condition. She felt capable of taking on any opponent and having a fair chance of winning. Any low-level opponent, that is.

What she needed to do was find more ways of earning XP. She could kill things, of course, and she probably would have to, but there had to be other ways she could get to the next level. She needed 2500 XP to get from Level 4 to Level 5, of which she currently had 150. Killing a goblin was worth 100 XP. That was a lot of hacking and slashing, with very realistic blood. She’d much rather accept a quest to find a lost cat, a hundred times.

She was in the Temple of Roha, sitting on the stone slab where she’d spawned, taking her time as she checked the screen. It was Thursday and she’d given herself another hour to get herself prepared. Tomorrow, she planned to visit the Mayor and get back into the main storyline. She would have the whole weekend to find out what had really happened to Freddy. Until then, she had time to get herself ready. 

She was supposed to be meeting the Mayor for dinner. Kind of a date. She wondered if she was expected to dress up. She couldn’t, since she had no other clothes, but it would be nice to have some fancy gear like Stan’s outfit when they’d visited Freddy’s aunt.

At least she had a new robe. She didn’t look like a hobo anymore. Although, looking like a mage might not be to her benefit, either. It would put people on their guard and, even worse, give them reason to think she was going to do something impressive. Magic had not been very reliable, so far. She had no doubt if she was put under pressure to perform, it would fail altogether. 

There were a number of things she wanted to do before seeing the Mayor, though. The first being to talk to Dennis at the post office and find out what kind of relationship he had with the most powerful man in town. There had to be a story there. Hopefully, not an incomplete one.

Britta jumped off the slab and went into the chapel. Sister Florence was on her knees like she had been the last dozen times. Was she stuck in some kind of loop? She never seemed to be doing anything else.

“Excuse me?”

“Yes, dear, how can I be helping you?” She looked up at Britta with a broad smile.

“Do you know where I could find some needle and thread? I need to make some adjustments to my clothing.”

“Oh, you need to make repairs?”

“No, not really,” said Britta. “I want to change the look.”

“I see.” Sister Florence got to her feet. “Come with me.”

This was new. Usually, Sister Florence marked things on the map and then stared off into space. Had Britta finally managed to break into the nun’s real personality?

She was taken through the chapel to a door behind the altar. Sister Florence opened it and waited for Britta to go through. There was a small room with a spinning wheel in it. One wall was covered by small cubicles, filled with various tools and items. Needles, thread, pins, scissors, measuring tape, bits of leather, swatches of cloth in different colours. 

“You should find everything you need here.” Sister Florence closed the door and left Britta on her own. She walked around the room, checking what was there.

Britta knew how to sew. Small repairs or adding a lining wasn’t very difficult. Letting things out or taking them in. Making embellishments to a hem. 

How would it work here? Could she do things that she wouldn’t be able to in the real world? She had always wanted to make her own clothes. She’d dreamed about being a fashion designer and having her own collection, but who hadn’t? It had never got further than that. It was time-consuming and it hurt your fingers.

Well, she had time and her gnome fingers were like treated leather. She took off her robe and set to work. 

Once she got into a groove, she seemed to lose track of time. She had given herself an hour, two flew past. It was relaxing, and very satisfying to see the changes take place in just the way she envisioned them. That had to be a game enhancement. A message had popped up twice to tell her ‘sewing’ had been upgraded, although it hadn’t said what that meant. 

The results, though, spoke for themselves. Her robe now had leather strips on the skirt, patches on the elbows and shoulders, and straps wound around the sleeves. She’d added pockets all over the place.

It had a utilitarian feel to it now. Less like a magician’s costume and more like an adventuring outfit. She could be a rogue or a thief, or even a fighter who prioritised movement over armament. 

The robe’s stats hadn’t changed, and she could no longer change the colour and size, but that was okay. It looked just how she wanted it.

She put it on.

<100 XP gained>

The message popped up in front of her. One less goblin she’d need to kill. Not bad.
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                Once she’d finished making changes to the robe, Britta felt compelled to do the rest of the gear so it all matched. She was already over her set time, but it was a self-imposed limit. A little longer wouldn’t make that much of a difference.

It had taken her a little under two hours to do the robe. Now she knew what to do, and how to do it, the rest should take considerably less time. She told herself. 

Her cloak was the main thing. The other pieces were all much smaller and would only require a bit of tweaking here and there.

It was oddly relaxing and absorbing in a way the rest of the game wasn’t. Perhaps she was playing the game all wrong. She could set up a small shop and sell bespoke items to wealthy NPCs. She smiled to herself at the idea of inhabiting a cutting-edge augmented reality to do a bit of needlework.

She was much more determined to do things correctly, and to an acceptable standard when it came to sewing. She could feel herself getting more accurate as she worked the material between her fingers. Was the game really making her a better seamstress?

It was another two hours before she was satisfied. So much for her discipline. Of all the things that might have tempted her to forsake her carefully planned schedule, she wouldn’t have guessed sewing would have been the thing to turn her head. 

She thought the better she’d get, the quicker it would be, but her increase in skill was combined with a greater awareness of mistakes. The needle in her hand was bigger than what she was used to, but it moved swiftly, the glinting metal dancing with a nimbleness she could never achieve in real life. She hardly noticed the time go by, it was more important to get it just the way she wanted.

She put the outfit on and looked down at herself. There wasn’t a mirror in the room, but she didn’t need one. She cast Magic Mirror and touched her own hand to make a copy of herself.

The new spell was an upgrade of Mirror, the only real difference, as far as she’d been able to work out, was that she could tell her copies what to do. Even inanimate objects could be told to move around. They still couldn’t make any sound, though.

She told the copy of herself to turn around so she could get a better look at the outfit. She immediately saw more adjustments that needed to be made. 

When she finally logged out, she was exhausted. She’d been fine when she’d been working away, but the moment she stopped, her strength left her all in one go.

She took off the helmet and lay in the dark, drained but pleased. She had also gained another 250 XP, which was a nice bonus. Perhaps she should take up a few more arts and crafts. A black belt in knitting was bound to come in useful.

She noticed she was less sweaty than usual. Did that mean being less active in the game directly correlated with perspiring in real life? It didn’t make much sense, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t true.

She hadn’t managed to visit Dennis in the post office like she’d planned, but that was okay. She had the whole weekend to sort that out. She got changed, her body limp, but her mind racing. 

There were bits of her new look she really liked, others she felt less sure of. As her technique improved, her standards rose, making her want to go back and make things better. It was a bit of a never-ending cycle. Until she became an expert, of course.

The next day at school she was very tired. She couldn’t stop yawning in social studies and barely paid attention.

“Can you stop doing that?” asked Rashida, also yawning. “It’s contagious.” She yawned again and covered her mouth. “And stop staring at me like a heartbroken lover. I know I am the woman of your dreams, but I cannot return your feelings.”

“Sorry.” Britta had been examining the delicate embroidery around the edges of Rashida’s hijab. “How do they do that? It’s so pretty.” She reached out to touch it, and received a smack on the hand.

“Don’t touch what you can’t afford.”

“Are you talking about the hijab or…”

“It’s a blanket statement. Talk to me again when you’re earning over 100K a year.”

“That’s not very romantic,” said Britta.

Rashida shook her head. “You can fall in love after you establish a solid financial foundation. Trust me, a long-term relationship is much easier to maintain when you can afford central heating.”

Britta smiled at her friend’s pragmatic nature. “Do you really think love has a cash value, Rashida?”

“As long as you have someone interested in buying, yes. More than one if you want to push up prices.”

“Isn’t that prostitution?”

“Prostitutes don’t sell love,” said Rashida.

Britta was relieved to finally get home. It had been a tough day and she was glad it was over. The weekend stretched out ahead of her and she could do whatever she wanted, for however long she wanted.

After dinner, she sorted out her schoolwork—all up to date—and prepared herself for a long session in the game. She wanted to see Dennis, try to get hold of her shade, go have dinner with the Mayor, and do all that without getting cornered by either the dwarves or the Garbolum family thugs. There was a lot to do.

She lay on the bed with the helmet resting on her stomach. She closed her eyes to get herself in the right mental state, and fell asleep.

When she opened her eyes again, it was morning.
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                It was early Saturday morning and Britta lay in bed wide awake. Her first thought was to jump into the game and try to make up the time she’d lost, but she was also bursting for the loo.

As eager as she was to get back to New World, she had to be careful not to turn her whole life into a game. She would end up just as much a hostage as Stan.

She went to the bathroom and then washed her face. She quietly crept downstairs and had some toast and a cup of tea. It wasn’t even six yet and the house felt weird and empty. The spell was broken when Dad walked into the kitchen and farted loudly.

“Dad!”

“Sweetheart, it’s nature’s way.” This was his go to excuse for whenever he did something disgusting. “So, what will you be getting up to today?”

He made some tea as she told him her plan to interrogate Dennis for information on the Mayor.

“Dennis, huh?” Dad had been in the post office numerous times, but he had no idea which of the NPCs was Dennis. Up till then, he hadn’t even known they had names. 

“What about you?” she asked him. “Where are you up to with your Bruce character?”

“I’ve set up my own private army. We’re operating out of a secret base in a hidden valley and our main focus at the moment is building gliders so we can attack people from the air.”

Britta didn’t really know how to respond to that. 

She went up to her room and logged into the game. She took a moment to admire her new outfit and was immensely satisfied with her changes. She tried summoning the shade, just in case the spell was working, but it wasn’t.

The post office was full of NPCs. It was still early enough that most players were probably still in bed. 

Dennis was serving behind his counter as usual. “Hello, how can I help you today?”

“Hello, Dennis. How’s your mother?”

She had carefully considered how to get him to talk to her about his relationship with the Mayor. All she could remember from the time she’d seen the two of them speak to each other was a mention of Dennis’ mother and an envelope given to Dennis in a very suspicious manner.

Dennis had clearly been scared and intimidated by the Mayor, and there had been some indication that as well as fearing for himself, it was his mother he was most concerned about. 

“She’s very well, thank you. How can I help you today?”

There was no change in his demeanour. No interruption to the plastic smile.

“I’d like to talk to you about the Mayor, Dennis. I think I can help you with your problem.” She had no idea what Dennis’ problem was, or even if he had one, but it was worth a punt. He was bound to need help with something. 

“I’m sorry, I don’t understand.” 

Was that the real Dennis or just a recorded line for when the game couldn’t tell what a player had said? The plastic smile hadn’t wavered and the unblinking eyes didn’t reveal anything.

“What was that?” said Britta in a raised voice. “The Mayor told you to do what?”

She was loud enough for people to stop what they were doing and look over at her. Making NPCs this responsive to their environment was really quite impressive.

“Stop it,” hissed Dennis in an aggressive whisper. “What are you trying to do to me?” He was still smiling, but sweat had formed on his large shiny forehead.

“I need to talk to you,” Britta whispered back. “It’s important.”

His smile seemed to be weakening at the corners, but he valiantly held it in place. “I have a break in ten minutes. Meet me in the alley round back.”

Britta gave him a thumbs up and walked away. As she passed the wanted posters that covered one wall, she stopped to look them over. She was pleased with how that had gone. She was sure Dennis had a lot of useful information for her.

Her eyes scanned the wall and eventually came to rest on a poster that looked a bit newer than the rest. It took a moment for her to realise the picture was of her. It was a photograph, which was absurd—she hadn’t had her picture taken, plus cameras didn’t exist here—and the reward was for 10 copper, which was by far the smallest amount offered. Would anyone even bother for that much?

She was classified as a fugitive and her crime was: Gross public indecency and lewd behaviour. She was outraged. Gross? That was just rude. And she hadn’t acted lewd in any shape or form. She had maybe run away from the law, but that was hardly the crime of the century. 

How would she visit Stan in jail, now? She’d be arrested the moment she stepped into the Guard House. Perhaps she should turn herself in and clear it up. 

She looked around and then pulled the poster off the wall, quickly folding it and stuffing it into one of her many new pockets. No point tempting someone to bonk her on the head and drag her in for the reward, tiny as it was.

She pulled the hood of her cloak over her head and left the post office. There was a small alleyway that ran down the side of the building which she hadn’t noticed before. Had it always been there, or had they added it once Dennis mentioned it?

It didn’t matter. The important thing was that she had made progress. She slipped into the alley and made her way to the end. There was no sign of Dennis, but there was a door. She tried it, but it was locked.

Ten minutes passed, then twenty. Just as she thought she’d have to go back in and shake him up some more, the door opened. Dennis came out looking anxious. He was tall and skinny and jittery with nerves. 

Behind him came an odd assortment of other people, at least six of them. Britta recognised them as the post office staff. There was a little old lady, a dark-skinned elf, a balding man with a face redder than hers… Despite their differences, they all wore a similar expression to Dennis. And they all carried weapons.

            

    
        Bitter  239

    
    
    
    
                Britta felt calm. She had nothing to worry about. She didn’t have to convince herself of that, she genuinely believed it. She could teleport out of here. Nobody could do anything to her, nobody could touch her.

They came out of the post office’s back door carrying sticks and pipes and knives that may have been letter openers. They didn’t have real weapons—no swords or cudgels—it was all impromptu stuff. But the looks on their faces suggested they were serious about using what they had.

They spread out around her, blocking off her escape. Blocking off any conventional escape.

What occurred to her as she watched the clerks and staff of the post office was that her first thought hadn’t been that this was just a game. 

That was her usual way to comfort herself when she found herself in danger. It’s a game, it’s not real, she couldn’t die or even get hurt. 

But this time, her first thought was that she could handle this. She had a way out. Her only job was to make this work to her advantage, not worry about herself.

“Sorry,” she said, “can someone tell me what’s going on?”

“He sent you, didn’t he?” said Dennis holding what looked like a broom handle. He wasn’t smiling.

“Who?”

“Don’t play coy,” said the old lady. She held a silver dagger that didn’t look very sharp. “The Mayor sent you.” Her voice had all the qualities you’d expect from a grandma, along with a steely edge you wouldn’t.

“No, no, no,” said Britta, realising they thought she was one of the Mayor’s goons. She hadn’t actually seen any goons working for him, but she assumed he had them. He looked the type who had goons on his payroll. “I don’t work for the Mayor. I’m trying to find out why he framed my friend for murder.”

This news took the post office staff by surprise. They began chatting among themselves, slowly developing into a full-scale squabble.

“Stop,” said the old lady. “This isn’t the place or the time. We only have a few minutes left on our break. Listen, young lady, whatever your business here, we want no part of it. You’re trouble. Your kind always is. Leave young Dennis alone.”

“He’s a good boy,” said another lady, this one younger but very overweight. “Leave him alone.” The rest agreed with the sentiment.

It was hard to tell if this was the game going off-script, or the regular narrative presented in a convincing manner. The whole ‘we don’t like your kind around here’ vibe was so clichéd, she could easily see one of the devs writing the dialogue.

“I’m not here to cause you trouble, you already have more than enough, don’t you?” She looked at Dennis.

He flinched, a pained expression on his face. “What do you know about it?”

“Nothing. I just know the Mayor isn’t a good person. He ruined my friend’s life, he screwed over the dwarves and the kobolds, and I’m sure they aren’t the only ones. I’m going to stop him. If you want to get out from under the heel of his boot, you should help me.”

There was a lot of guesswork and bluff in what she said, but fundamentally it was true. He clearly had these people scared out of their minds. They were standing in an alley holding makeshift weapons ready to do what? Kill her? 

What would happen if she provoked them into doing it? Would the game reset? Would they think she was a ghost when she came back the next day, or would they just forget? It was hard to know what this version of the game would do to keep the story going.

“All I want is some information. I need to know how he operates, so I can protect myself. Does he hire people to do his dirty work for him? Does he do it himself? Do you know what happened with the Korlath Mines?”

They were staring at her, not saying anything, occasionally throwing glances at each other. But their weapons weren’t held so high now. They weren’t preparing to attack.

“I can help you,” Britta added, doing her best to get some sort of a reaction. “I can help your mother, too.”

“No, you can’t,” said Dennis very firmly. “No one can.”

“Will you at least let me try? What’s the Mayor’s interest in your mother?”

Dennis looked around for support, or for someone to tell him what to do. He ended his search on the old lady. 

“Tell her if you think it’ll do any good,” she said. “Not like you can make things any worse.”

“No,” said Dennis. “Not here.” They all started looking around like they expected ninjas to jump out of the shadows. Which wasn’t an impossibility.

“Where then?” asked Britta.

Dennis lowered the broom handle to his side. “Meet me here this evening. After work.” They all began to file back inside. They looked a bit disappointed. Would they have preferred a fight?

“I finish at six,” said Dennis. “Be here.”

“What about your mother? How does she know the Mayor?” 

“You can ask her yourself.” He went in and closed the door. 

It was only then that she realised she had no way of telling the time in this world. Was it the same as six o’clock in the real world? In which time zone?

She checked the clock on her screen. It was half-past seven. If it was six her time, she had nearly twelve hours to kill. 

She walked out of the alley in a quandary. She hardly noticed the crowd of players until she nearly walked into them. She could tell they were players from their name tags, and the constant griping.

The common theme was: “Why is it closed? It’s never been closed before.”

They were talking about the post office. They must have closed it so they could all go outside in the alley and beat her to a pulp. The doors opened and they were allowed in. Business returned to normal. 

But it wasn’t normal. The game had allowed everyone to be inconvenienced because of her. The post office had never closed before. The day never ended, but it would today. Times were changing. 
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                Britta had the rest of the day to do what she pleased. Nothing came to mind. 

Her plan had been very much predicated on one thing leading to another. Whatever Dennis would have told her would have guided where she went next. Telling her to meet him later left her with a big gap in the schedule.

She stood outside the post office feeling a bit rudderless. She could check out the Auction House, which was basically window shopping. She could go to Sonny’s and try something else off the menu. These weren’t exciting options for life in a fantasy world. She might as well go home and come back when it was time for her meeting. 

Of course, she could go and try to fight monsters and earn XP. She blew air through her lips. She didn’t really fancy it.

“B?”

Britta looked up to find a towering female barbarian looming over her.

“Oh, hello, Diana. How are you?”

“Great, thanks. That a new outfit?”

“Yes. No more rags for me.” She did a little twirl for Diana’s benefit. She felt silly and pleased to have someone to show it off to.

“Love it. I don’t think I’ve seen a robe like that before.”

Britta held up the leather strips on the bottom part of the robe. “I sewed these on myself.”

“That’s awesome,” said Diana. “You must have high agility.”

Britta hadn’t considered how her agility stat would affect her ability to sew, but it made sense that it would. “Is that a Gift Box?”

Diana was carrying a large box with a red bow tied around it, the same as the ones Britta had received when she levelled up, although not when she hit Level 4 she now realised. Maybe they stopped giving them out for free. You could buy them, too.

“Yeah, I just levelled up,” said Diana, not sounding particularly impressed with the present.

“Me too,” said Britta. “I’m Level 4.”

“Hey, cool. I’m Level 15.”

“Wow.” It was hard not to be impressed. She was light years ahead of Britta. She must have killed everything in her path. “I wonder why I didn’t get one.”

“You don’t get one for Level 4. You should get one for five, then ten, and so on.”

“Oh, right. You got it for fifteen. You must be invulnerable.”

Diana smiled. “Only round here. I still get my ass handed to me when I go to any of the high-level zones.”

This was a low-level zone for beginners, but high-level players still came here for the new version of the mine. No one had managed to beat it yet.

“Are you here for Epic Korlath?” she asked.

“I guess. It’s pretty intense. Wait till you try it.”

“I still haven’t completed the basic version,” said Britta. 

“No? Well, I suppose that can be intense too, with that dwarf everyone was talking about.”

It was a shame Diana couldn’t enter the basic mine—you had to be Level 10 or lower. A Level 15 player could probably handle the dwarf, no problem.

Diana had opened her gift box and was rooting around. “Hmm, usual garbage. I don’t know why they even bother giving us these.”

“Even at your level?” Britta would have hoped there’d be something decent in a Level 15 box.

“Here, want some dye?” Diana held out a bottle of pink dye.

“Thanks, I’ve got some already.”

Diana laughed. “Me too.” She took out a big floppy sun hat, a scroll, a large key and a floppy sword.

“What’s that?” It didn’t look like it would be much good in a fight.

“It’s a skin. Makes your sword look nice. And of course, these.” She held up shiny metal carrots.

“Are those steel carrots?”

“Yeah. You want them?”

Britta opened her inventory and dug out the recipe she’d got from Marj at the Ranch.

Royal Orange Soup

Steel carrots - 4

Dung weed - 1 bushel, strained.

Corn on the keb - 1 peeled

Rice water - 2 cups

Cloud salt - 1 pinch

Liver flowers - 4 petals

She’d been on the lookout for the ingredients ever since she got some money, but nowhere sold any of the items listed. She was beginning to think they didn’t exist. She showed the recipe to Diana.

“Oh, wow,” said Diana. “This is amazing.”

“It’s just soup.” Britta couldn’t help but get a bit excited. Maybe it was magic soup.

“It’s soup, sure, but not really.”

“No?”

“No, this is a potion recipe. They’re super rare.”

Britta was trying not to get her hopes up, and not doing well. “What kind of potion?”

“No idea,” said Diana. “You won’t know until you make it.” She scanned the list of ingredients. “I think I have most of these. Want to give it a shot?”

“I wouldn’t want to waste your items on something useless?”

“Not a problem. Just stuff I’ve picked up, not really worth anything. But, it could be totally useless, like you say. You could just sell it in the Auction House. They usually go for five hundred gold.”

“That much without knowing what it does?” It was a lot to pay for something that could turn out to be worthless.

“It’s risky, but if it is a special one, you’re set for life.”

Sell it off and let someone else take the risk, or take the gamble herself? Sensible Britta would have made the sensible choice. But for Fantasy Britta, there was really only one way to go.
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                “Do you really not mind me using your ingredients?” said Britta.

“Hey, no problem. Although, you know, if it’s something really cool, you could maybe give me some.”

That actually sounded like a fair compromise. She’d know what the recipe was for, and Diana would get a useful item.

“Okay. You can have whatever comes out.”

“Great. Unless it’s a bottle of dye. Then it’s all yours.” Diana looked at the pink bottle of dye she’d just received. She leaned back and sent it into the air, arcing high and smashing onto the roof of the building opposite, which Britta noticed was splattered with many colours already.

“So how do I make the potion? Do I have to boil all the ingredients together?”

“Ah,” said Diana as she rummaged through her inventory. “You’ll need a few basics. A pot-pot, for a start.”

“A what-what?”

Diana pulled out some more steel carrots. A lot more. She had a bushel in each hand. “How many of these was it? Four?”

Britta nodded and was handed a bunch; clearly more than four.

“A pot-pot. A potion pot. It’s a little black cauldron. Dirt cheap. Ten coppers, I think. Something like that. You can get more expensive ones if you have the money to spare. An epic pot-pot will set you back about 250 gold.”

“What’s the difference?” 

“How long it takes. Your basic pot-pot can take up to a week, depending on what the potion is. A rare one will take a few days. An epic will take maybe a day. And a legendary pot-pot can cut that down to a few hours.”

Britta recalled how long it took to order potions from the vendors. She would be even slower. “How much does a legendary one cost?”

Diana shrugged. “They’re super rare. Never seen one for sale. Thousands probably. Let me see that list? Hmm, dung weed. Not sure I have that. Think I saw some growing by the road on the way to the mine, though. It’s dirt cheap, anyway. You can buy most of this stuff off the Auction House.”

“Really?” said Britta. “I looked, but…”

“There’s a separate section for crafting materials.”

“Oh, is that what ‘mats’ means?” Britta had seen that section when she was checking out the Auction House, but didn’t bother to look assuming they were selling mats in there, not materials.

“Yeah, but you tend not to see the really common stuff that you can find everywhere, or the super rare stuff that’s in high demand. Ah, cloud salt. Here you go.” She gave Britta a small glass vial of what looked like smoke. “I got that out of another of those boxes. Level 10, I think.”

“So, I put everything in a pot-pot, and then…?”

“You throw in the recipe, close the lid, and leave to simmer in your inventory.”

“I put this piece of paper in with the ingredients?”

“Yep. First time with the recipe should be instant. Once it works, you can make more without the recipe, just stick the mats in the pot. That’s when you have to wait.”

At least the process was quite simple. If it did turn out to be a good potion, she’d be able to make some money out of it. If.

“Where did you say you got the recipe? Some monster you killed?”

“No, I got it from Marj at the ranch.”

Diana looked blankly at her. “Who?”

“Marj? She’s Jasper’s wife.”

“Jasper who sells horses? He has a wife does he? I did not know that.”

“Yes, she keeps the less conventional mounts at a ranch outside of town.”

Diana didn’t know about the ranch either. If no one else knew about it, there might be a good chance no one ever got the same recipe off her. It could be unique, and she’d be the only supplier. It was unlikely, but still quite exciting.

“Okay, that’s the corn on the keb and the rice water.” She handed over something that looked like a grey pine cone, and another vial, this one with a murky liquid in it. “Hmm. No liver flower petals. Might have to buy some of those. We should go to the Auction House, you can grab a pot-pot while you’re there.”

“Okay, sounds good.” Even if the recipe turned out to be a dud, it wouldn’t be much of a loss if a pot-pot only cost ten coppers. That was well within her budget.

They crossed the street, heading for the Auction House. The crowds parted for the large barbarian, and Britta jogged along behind to take advantage of the open space. Crossing the street was usually more of a dance for her.

They stopped on the steps of the Auction House and Diana turned to look back the way they’d come.

“What is it?” asked Britta, looking around and not seeing anything.

“We’re being watched.”

Britta looked again, more carefully. Alleys, windows, rooftops. She still didn’t see anyone, but Diana was Level 15 and had much more heightened senses. If she said someone was watching them, she was probably right.

Diana shrugged. “Deal with it later. Let’s go shopping.”

They went inside.

            

    
        Bitter  242

    
    
    
    
                Britta and Diana went into the Auction House. It was moderately busy, with players standing in the kiosks, perusing the items for sale on the small screens. It was an odd mixture of technology and medieval set dressing. The giant screen on one of the walls seemed very out of place, but there were no NPCs here to notice. She wondered what would happen if she dragged one in.

Diana took control of a station and flipped through the mats on screen while Britta tried to find the cheapest pot-pot available in the booth next to her. There was one for eight coppers that looked perfect for her needs. Out of curiosity, she looked at the rares and epics which went for hundreds. They looked cool with fancy paint jobs, but definitely not within her budget.

At least the first potion you made with an actual recipe would get made instantly. She imagined it would be a pain to wait a week. She could see the point of it, though. Otherwise, people could just sit back and let their golden goose lay a never-ending supply of magic eggs.

“Oh,” said Diana. “That’s strange.”

Britta peered around the barrier between them—she was too short to look over it. “You find something?”

“Yeah. I mean, no. Looks like nobody’s selling liver flower petals. I swear I’ve seen them on here before.”

“Does that mean we can’t make any potions?”

“I’m sure we can,” said Diana. “Won’t be so easy now, that’s all. We’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way. Dig them up ourselves.”

“Do you know where they grow?”

“Not exactly. There are areas where each crafting item grows. We can ask at the guild, they have maps with, you know, the latest news. We’ll still have to hunt around to find the one we’re looking for, hope we get lucky. Damn, that’s a pain.”

It wasn’t ideal, but it still sounded reasonably easy. Assuming the plant they were looking for wasn’t too rare. It would probably help if she knew what it looked like.

“If we wait,” said Britta, “maybe someone will put one up for sale.”

“Sure. Wanna wait?” Diana sounded like she didn’t mind either way. 

“Is this the only place they sell mats?” asked Britta.

“No. There’s actually some players who specialise in collecting herbs and hard-to-find ingredients. Some even grow them themselves. You can farm them, or you can farm them. Crafting is big business, but mostly in the city. You don’t have enough of a demand in a small town like this.”

“You don’t know anyone we could buy some petals from? I mean, they might have them sitting in their inventory like you did.”

“I could ask around.” She didn’t look very keen on the idea. “The truth is, I’m not sure you want to tell people you’ve got a recipe. They might try to take it off you.”

It was a little disturbing that Diana’s view of her own friends was so low, but she didn’t doubt her. People tended to treat games like normal rules didn’t apply. You could lie, steal and murder if you wanted, and it was just gamesmanship.

“What you could really use is a mats-pig.”

“What’s that?” asked Britta. She’d never heard of a mats-pig.

“It’s a little piggy who sniffs out crafting materials, you know, like those pigs they use to hunt truffles. Damn cute, too. Problem is, you can only get them in the cash shop. Real money.”

As always, APE were thinking up ways to make money. Mind you, she did have a lot of money now, thanks to APE. Perhaps she should invest some back into the game.

“How do I access the cash shop? I can’t see a button on my UI.”

“Ah,” said Diana. “No, that’s right. You have to get to Level 5 to unlock it. They consider it a perk, taking your money.”

That was that out, then. “I guess there’s not much else we can do,” said Britta.

“So cute,” said Diana, still obsessing over little piggies. “They make good scouts, too. You can send ‘em on ahead to look for traps and hidden passages.”

That sounded a lot like what her shade could do, before it went on strike. Could it also locate mats? She discreetly made the gesture to call it, but nothing materialised.

“Hey? Shade?” she whispered. “Come on, I need your help.” Still nothing. Diana was looking around to see if there was anyone she knew in the Auction House. “Whatever the problem is,” she continued to mutter under her breath, “we can sort it out together. I’ll do my best to help.”

Could the shade even hear her mumbling?

“You okay there?” asked Diana, a mild look of concern on her face.

“Me?” blurted out Britta. “Sure. Fine. Great.”

“Okay, good,” said Diana, a bit startled by the eagerness of the response. She leaned away like she didn’t want to spook Britta with any sudden movements. “Maybe we should go to the guild, find out where the most recent patch of liver flowers were seen. We need to collect some dung weed, too.”

It was something to do, and she still had several hours before her appointment with Dennis. “Okay. Thanks for helping me out like this.”

“No problemo. I’m curious to know what that recipe’s for. Maybe—” Diana suddenly jumped back, her hand reaching for the axe strapped to her back.

Britta realised from Diana’s eyeline that it was something behind her that had caused the reaction. She slowly turned around.

A misty black shape was hovering around the side of her booth, barely peering out. The shade. Only, it looked a bit different. Or a lot different. It was hard to tell, exactly. She moved closer to get a better look.

“No,” whispered the shade urgently. “Stay back.” The scratchy voice was definitely the same.

The shade had been a lot of things—aloof, secretive, annoying—but it had never been shy before. It also never wore clothes, until now.
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                Diana had her double-headed axe out and looked ready to charge. 

“It’s okay, this is a friend.”

“A friend?” Diana moved her head from side to side to get a better look, but the shade receded into the dark corner. “Is he a player?”

“Um, not exactly. Just a minute. Can you stay there?”

Britta held up both hands to indicate Diana shouldn’t come any closer, and backed towards the shade. If it didn’t want her to see something, she would talk to it over her shoulder.

She smiled at Diana and felt very fake doing it. There wasn’t anything to be worried about, in terms of physical danger, at least, but it was going to be awkward explaining why a shadowy mist creature was hiding in the corner.

“What’s wrong?” she whispered over her left shoulder. “Where have you been?”

“It’s nothing. What do you want?” The shade sounded quite tetchy. It clearly didn’t want to be here, and something was definitely wrong, even if the shade claimed otherwise.

“Never mind what I want, why are you so upset? And where did you get that cloak?”

“I borrowed it. I didn’t think you’d mind.”

Britta turned almost all the way around to get a better look and the shade scurried even deeper into the corner.

“Is that my Cloak of the Dorf?” It was hard to see clearly with the shade’s fuzzy outlines blurring the garment it was wearing. It did look familiar, and it had a fur collar.

“I’m just borrowing it.”

“But how did you get hold of it? I put it in my special room in the bank. Nobody can take anything out of there without… Wait, can you take stuff out of people’s bank rooms?”

“Just yours. And I’ll return it after I…” The shade’s voice faltered and faded away.

“What happened?” Britta asked, trying to be delicate. “I can help you.”

“No you can’t,” said the shade bitterly. “This is your fault.”

“What did I do?” She couldn’t help but react defensively, which she instantly regretted. “I mean, I wouldn’t do anything bad on purpose. We’re on the same team.”

That was true, but she wasn’t really sure what being on the same team entailed. It sounded supportive, which was the main thing.

“Everything changed. When you upgraded your spells. My body, it… It’s not the same.”

Britta was starting to understand. When her spells went up to the next stage, the shade went through some kind of metamorphosis. Apparently, it wasn’t adjusting well to the change.

Did that mean it was going through the NPC version of puberty? Hairs growing in odd places and acne breakouts?

It was highly unlikely this had been intended by the devs, so most probably it really was her fault. And the game’s.

“I’m sure it’s not that bad.”

“It is.”

“How bad?”

“Bad.”

She wasn’t really going to get anywhere like this. The shade was embarrassed. Bringing it up would only make things worse. What she needed to do was help the shade get past this problem. The same way all teenagers get past puberty. 

Damn. She realised teenagers didn’t get past puberty very easily. And parents usually only made it worse.

“You know, everyone goes through changes with their body. It's natural.” She felt very awkward. She was giving the shade the speech Dad had tried to give her and Marisa. They were eight and ten at the time, so he was a bit early. Luckily, Mum had intervened and shooed him away before the squirming had gotten too bad. There was no need to subject the shade to that kind of torment.

“Look, you’re going to have to get used to this happening. It won’t be the last time. I’m going to level up again, and so will you.”

“Oh no.”

“Oh yes. But if you don’t like what happened to your body—which I’m sure isn’t as bad as you think it is—”

“It is.”

“—then you don’t have to worry too much. It’s going to change again. Problem solved.” This might even get the shade to help her level up faster.

“What if it gets worse?”

“What if it gets better?” She really wanted to turn around and rip the cloak away, but she’d probably regret it. The shade would get mad and not talk to her, plus whatever it was might actually be as bad as the shade was making out.

“It keeps getting bigger.”

Now she really didn’t want to see it. “Just wait until it finishes, erm, evolving.” She didn’t know what else to say. Perhaps it was going to transform like a Pokemon. “Just wait until you have a better idea of what’s going on.”

“Okay.” The shade began to shimmer and fade.

“Wait. I need your help.”

The shade rematerialised. “Oh, yes. I forgot. What is it?”

“What happened with the Mayor?” She had a number of things to ask the shade, and she didn’t know when he’d answer her call again—maybe never—so best to get as many answers as possible while she had the chance.

“I followed him to his mansion.”

“Yes”?

“He got changed, had dinner, and went to bed.” 

This wasn’t very informative at all. Not that it was the shade’s fault, but she’d been hoping for something a bit more incriminating.

“He has a secret chamber in his bedroom.”

That was more like it. “What’s in the chamber?”

“I don’t know. That’s when you forced me to upgrade.” There was a slight accusatory tone to the shade’s voice which Britta did her best to ignore. “And then I got summoned back.”

The secret room was worth knowing about, at least. Maybe she’d get a chance to search his room when she went there for dinner.

“Can I go now? People are staring.”

No one was staring. Maybe Diana, but she just seemed confused, standing too far away to be able to see the shade clearly.

“One more thing. Do you know where to find a liver flower?”

The shade stopped fidgeting “Many places.”

“Where’s the nearest?”

“There’s a small garden not far from here.”

“Really?” said Britta, getting excited at the prospect of solving a problem so easily. “Where?”

“In the guard house,” said the shade.
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                “In the guardhouse?”

“Yes,” said the shade.

“The one on the edge of town?”

“Yes.”

“You’re sure?”

“Do you need directions?”

She didn’t remember the shade being sarcastic before. “No. I was just making sure. Where abouts is the garden?”

“In the central yard. The prisoners grow things there. It helps their rehabilitation.”

“Does it really help?”

“No,” said the shade. “They mostly kill everything they plant.”

“But they have some liver flowers?”

“Not on purpose. Liver flowers grow best on rotting vegetation.”

It didn’t sound like a particularly lovely garden. Britta had the romantic notion that if felons were allowed the opportunity, they would show their sensitive side. Some beautiful blooms, or maybe a tasty crop of vegetables. It seemed not all convicts were tortured artists.

“Do you think you could get inside and grab some petals for me?” asked Britta.

“No,” said the shade. 

“Why not?”

“I don’t feel like going out in public.”

There wasn’t much to say to that. Britta knew that feeling only too well. She didn’t want to force the shade to do something it didn’t want to.

Her head was turned but she still couldn’t get a proper look at the shade. Just from the way it was huddled, up she could tell it was pretty miserable.

“Can you think of—”

Britta was so involved in the conversation with the shade that she didn’t notice Diana creep closer. 

“Is everything okay?” asked Diana, peering to get a look over Britta.

The shade yelped and disappeared.

Diana jumped back, startled. “Where’d he go?”

“Um, he had an appointment. I found out where there are some liver flowers.” Britta was doing her best to veer the conversation away from the shade. 

“That’s good,” said Diana, not really sure she’d seen what she thought she’d seen and still staring at the now empty corner. “Where?”

“The guardhouse.”

“The fort? How are we going to get in there?”

It was a good question. Britta was a wanted woman. She could turn herself in, grab the flower when she got the chance, and teleport out. But how long would that take? The garden might not be open to everyone. What she needed was to ask someone who had spent time behind bars. Or someone who was currently serving time.

“I know someone who’s in the guardhouse.”

“A player? What’s he in for.”

Britta wasn’t sure how to explain. Was it normal for players to be arrested for murder? “It’s part of a quest.” That was sort of true. “I can ask him if has access to the garden. If he can grab a few petals, he might be able to pass them to me during visiting hours.”

“You visit him, do you?” There was a slight hint in Diana’s voice that she considered this indicative of something. Britta didn’t like the implication.

“He’s a friend.”

“Is he? Right, right.”

Britta decided not to say anything else and make it worse. “I’ll go see him and find out.”

“I could come with you,” said Diana, sounding keen.

“That’s okay. Maybe you could go pick some dung weed. It grows nearby, doesn’t it?”

“Yes,” said Diana, disappointed. “I suppose that would save some time.”

They agreed on the plan, and to meet at Sonny’s later. Before they left the Auction House, Britta bought herself a pot-pot for ten coppers. She could have got one for eight, but she felt like there was probably something defective with one that cheap. There was no real reason to think that, but it was a hard feeling to shake.

As soon as she hit the buy out button, her hand glowed to tell her there was a package at the post office for her.

They walked out together, both headed in the same direction. Diana used roundabout ways to find out about Britta’s friend in lockup, and Britta used roundabout ways to not tell her. She had no doubt Diana knew who Stan was, and once she found it was him there would be even more questions. 

They split up as they neared the guardhouse, with Diana hesitating like she was hoping for a last minute invite. Some players you had to watch out for because of the way they eyed your loot, but not Diana. She was all-ears for any gossip.

Reluctantly, she went off to grab the dung weed from the side of the road leading out of town. Britta headed for the towering walls of the guardhouse.

She stopped at the corner, realising if she asked Stan about the flower when she saw him, she’d have to wait until the next visit to get them off him, assuming he could grab some. It would have been a lot easier if she could contact him through group chat, but since he went in the jail, he’d been kicked out of their group. 

There was another option. She sent him a PM. Were they allowed letters in prison? Traditionally, it was an acceptable form of communication. She was his wife after all. She prayed Diana never found out about that.

She got a message back almost instantly.

Sure, I can get you some liver fower petals. I’m standing next to them right now. They’re disgusting. Meet me round the back of the guardhouse.

Round the back? Had he found a way to get out? Or was he going to chuck them over the wall? He’d need a hell of a throw.

She set off to find out. 

There were two guards loafing about outside the front entrance. They began talking to each other as Britta passed by. She didn’t like the way they were looking at her.

She sped up, hoping she could get round the corner before they realised where they’d seen her from. She had forgotten she was a wanted woman. She had even considered allowing herself to be arrested, but when she decided to visit Stan instead, the fact she was a fugitive had somehow slipped her mind. 

“You! Stop!”

She kept walking. Were they really that short of work that a minor offence was worth their time? Maybe they’d just want her to pay a fine.

She looked back and saw the guards running towards her with swords drawn. It’s what she had wanted, problems that required quick thinking, and here one was. She ran. 

She could teleport away, but that would be her one use of the spell gone for the day. No, she had to come up with another way to escape.
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                There were houses built around the guardhouse. They were rundown and mostly just shacks. Living next to the worst criminals in New Town wasn’t most people’s idea of a friendly neighbourhood, but the poor didn’t have much of a choice, although there was still a fair-sized gap between the guardhouse wall and the locals. Plenty of room to run in.

The guards chased Britta as she ran down the wide street that the otherwise tightly packed houses had refused to encroach. She wondered if the devs had spent time making sure the town layout was socially accurate. Or if it was just copied from a bunch of movies they’d seen.

Britta didn’t want to lead them to whatever Stan had in store around the back of the fort. If he had found a way out—perhaps a tunnel into the sewers—he wouldn’t appreciate her bringing the constabulary to his leaving party.

She veered away from the guardhouse and took a sharp right into a thin alley between two houses that were leaning against each other in an effort not to fall down. People hadn’t just crammed the empty spaces with as much housing as possible, they’d also stacked them on top of each other in a ramshackle imitation of highrise blocks. The space at the bottom of two leaning walls was enough for her to duck into, her size coming to the rescue.

The guards were shouting at her to come back. They had to get down on their hands and knees to get through. She had hoped they’d give up. It wasn’t like she was some master criminal who had to be stopped before she claimed her next victim. All she’d done was changed her top in public.

They were far more tenacious than their big bellies and lackadaisical attitude when hanging around the guardhouse had suggested. Just as they squeezed through the gap and stood up on the other side, Britta ran past them, forced to reverse direction when she hit the dead end on the left. 

The surprise was the only thing that saved her from being nabbed. Now she had to hope there wasn’t a dead end on the right. 

There was another gap between two houses. She slipped through it without having to slow down. The guards moaned loudly and got down on their hands and knees again.

Britta waited until she was sure they had gone before emerging from the cubby hole she’d found. The mirror copy of herself she’d created would lead them towards the other side of town before disappearing. The upgraded version of the spell was proving very useful. She could give her double instructions, and leave it to carry them out rather than just imitate her moves.

Britta stuck out her head and checked to make sure the coast was clear. No one was about. 

As she snuck along, tiptoeing like any noise might alert the authorities, she noticed people watching her from their windows. They didn’t look like the type who were going to report her, but she started running anyway. Why tempt them with the reward on her head? Ten coppers might be a fortune to them.

She got to the end of the fort wall and turned the corner. There was no one there. She had hoped Stan would be waiting, and they’d be able to get away quickly. Now she’d have to wait for him. She opened up her status screen to send him a message.

“Hey!” came a shout.

Britta looked around, ready to start running.

“Hey! Up here.”

In front of her was a wall. She looked up, but there was nothing to see. She backed away to get a better angle, and saw Stan. He wasn’t on the wall, he was on the guardhouse roof, waving. The sun was behind him, turning him into a silhouette, but it was definitely him.

He was quite far from her. The fort was a big square building with a wall built around it. There was a substantial area between the main building and the wall. There was no way he was going to be able to jump that kind of distance. Not unless he’d gained some super new skill while he’d been locked up.

“I’ve got your petals!” he shouted, loud enough for every guard to hear him, including those who were out on patrol.

“Okay. How are you going to give them to me?” Britta shouted back. 

“Here, catch!”

Something came hurtling through the air. It was difficult to tell what it was with the sun in her eyes. Some sort of magic transporter? 

It was a rock. She figured that out when it hit her on the head, sending her sprawling to the ground. A small red number 2 floated into the air. She had tried to catch the rock, but apparently she hadn’t made the roll. It had shot between her outstretched hands and bounced off the top of her skull.

“Sorry! Did you get it?”

Britta got to her feet. “Yes. You could have killed me.” He couldn’t have, not now she had so much more health than before, but he still should have been more careful, assuming it wasn’t intentional. Which she couldn’t totally discount.

“You were lucky it wasn’t a critical hit,” he shouted with an unreasonable amount of glee.

She picked up the rock. The petals were tied to it with string. It was an effective, if not very magical, method of getting them to her. The petals were large and brown, and had some of her blood on them. She hoped that wouldn’t affect the potion.
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                There was no reason to hang around, and every reason to leave the area as quickly as possible. She took one last look up at the roof and waved, then ran back around the guardhouse. There was no way out through the tightly packed houses that she could see, and she didn’t fancy getting lost in a maze. She certainly didn’t trust her map to guide her—it usually gave her wrong directions when she could see where she wanted to go. She would have to hope she didn’t bump into the same guards. 

The stone was safely in her inventory (petals still bound to it), and she had her teleport spell if needed. All the ingredients were now in her possession, apart from the dung weed that Diana had gone to collect. 

Excited to be this close to achieving her goal, even though it was a fairly basic gathering quest that any Level 1 character could have been asked to do, Britta hurried to the post office.

Was it better to have her hood up or down? Up would hide her face, but also make her look more suspicious. What if it wasn’t her face they had recognised? Thanks to her adjustments, her outfit was unique. What if there was an APB out on her fetchingly designed garb? She would have to make a few more embellishments to throw them off the track.

She didn’t encounter the guards. There were some different ones around the front of the guardhouse, but they weren’t paying attention as she quickly crossed the street and turned into another road.

She felt full of pep. She wasn’t used to being peppy. When you were wanted by the authorities, had ingredients for a potion in your pocket, and had to pick up a magic item from the local post office, it made even simple things feel thrilling.

The post office was crowded with the usual NPCs, and a couple of players. Britta got in line and tried to stay calm. Where did she put the recipe? Had she dropped it? Did she give it to Diana? She checked her inventory. It was still there, of course. Pep made you anxious. 

Dennis was serving at the counter. There could have been some awkwardness. She was supposed to be meeting him after work—would he react oddly to seeing her now?

“How can I help you today?” He said brightly, giving no sign he even knew who she was.

She collected her package and left. It was a lot easier dealing with NPCs when they stuck to their scripts. 

Britta spotted Diana waiting for her through Sonny’s large glass plate window. She had a bunch of what looked like straw in one hand, which she swished about absentmindedly. The other patrons, NPCs and players alike, didn’t seem very happy, especially when Diana swished in their direction.

Britta entered and immediately realised the source of the other patrons’ unhappiness. The place stank of poo. The smell wafted about in perfect sync with Diana’s movement. Dung weed was clearly named that for a reason. 

Britta sat down and tried not to breathe too deeply. “That smells terrible.”

Diana grinned. “Yeah, I know. You get used to it.” She looked around as though to get confirmation from the other customers. They didn’t look like they agreed. Nobody said anything, though. Probably because there wasn’t much to be said to a giant barbarian with a massive axe strapped to her back.

“Did you get it?” asked Diana.

“Yes.” Britta put the pot-pot on the table, and the stone next to it. She began picking at the string. “He threw it over the wall.”

“Clever. He’s a smart guy, this friend of yours, is he?” Britta didn’t answer, focused on getting the string off without damaging the petals. “You okay? Seem to have taken a bit of a bump on the head.”

“I’m fine,” said Britta, rubbing the place where the stone had hit her. It didn’t hurt, but she could feel the swelling. “Okay, here we go.” She picked up the petals, which felt warm and sweaty. They smelled a bit like liver, although it was hard to be sure with the stench Diana had brought with her. Britta could easily imagine the devs making every plant smell exactly like the thing they were named after, and thinking they were brilliant for doing it.

She took the lid off the pot-pot, which was like a very small witch’s cauldron. It was the perfect size if she ever wanted to make soup for one. It didn’t look like it was big enough to get all the ingredients inside, but with a little force and no doubt some digital black magic, everything went in. 

Britta put the lid on and waited. Nothing happened. “Now what?”

“Did you add the recipe?”

“Oh, right.” She had to put the piece of paper in with the ingredients. Her efforts to think quicker and make decisions on the spot were hampered by her inability to remember all the steps. It served no purpose to hurry things up if she just forgot things and had to go back to do them. It would end up taking longer and, in some cases, get her killed.

There were things she had to choose, and then deal with the consequences, and there were other things which didn’t require any decisions, she just had to remember to do them. Hopefully, those were the kinds of thing she would get better at with practice.

She dug out the recipe (still there!) and put it on top of the other items in the pot-pot. It was a neat way to stop people being able to just copy a spell by using the same ingredients. Then she closed the lid. 

The pot-pot began to rattle and steam came out in squirts. People gave them nervous looks, and some left, just to be safe. Then it stopped.

Britta gingerly lifted the lid. 

Inside was an, orange liquid. Royal Orange Soup. She sniffed it. It smelled like carrots.

“What does it do?” she asked Diana.

Diana shrugged.

“Identify,” said Britta.

<Your level is too low to identify this item>

“It won’t let me. You try.”

Diana didn’t look very keen, but she made a face of pure concentration and stared into the cauldron. 

“Identify.” She squinted and made a grunting sound. “No, sorry. Nothing.”

“But you’re Level 15,” said Britta.

“I know. I just never bothered putting any points into Wisdom. It’s my worst stat.” 

She looked embarrassed and Britta wasn’t going to find out what the potion did by making her feel worse, even though not levelling up Identify seemed like a poor choice to her. She looked at the orange liquid. It was too high a level for her to be able to identify, which meant it was probably something very powerful. Possibly. Or it could be very strong fake tan. 

“I think I know someone who can help us,” said Britta. 
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                Britta left Sonny’s with Diana in tow, much to everyone’s relief. Even though most of the dung weed had been used to make the potion, there was enough left to keep the stink lingering. 

It was a bit tricky carrying a full pot-pot with the contents sloshing around, so she had filled an empty health potion bottle with the orange liquid. 

She had only kept the bottles after using them because she liked the shape. Good thing, too. If she planned to make more potions, she’d need a steady supply. She might even need to buy some. Where did you buy empty potion bottles? Another thing to ask the man they were going to see.

Diana tagged along without asking, but that was okay. Technically, the potion belonged to her, as per their agreement. And it didn’t hurt to have a bodyguard who could kill anyone who might give her trouble. 

“Are we still being watched?” Britta asked her as they walked down the main street.

“Oh, yes. I can feel a whole gang of beady little eyes on us.” Diana looked around and breathed deeply. “They’re doing a great job of staying hidden, though. Must be thieves, I’d guess. Seen us putting together some kind of a concoction, as my wizard friends would say, and think they can swipe it when we aren’t looking.”

It was possible, but more likely it was the dwarves Britta had given the slip. If not them, one of the other groups keeping an eye on her.

“Is it far, where we’re going?” asked Diana.

“No. We’re here.” Britta pointed at the small kiosk squeezed improbably between two larger stores.

“There? Are you sure?”

“They sell potions. They must know more about them than anyone.”

“Yeah,” said Diana, “but he’s an NPC. They aren’t very talkative.”

Britta smiled to herself, but didn’t say anything. Diana might be right. Britta could never be sure if she’d get a normal response or not.

“Excuse me, could you help me?” Britta asked the man behind the small counter. 

He had a turban on, clothes that had been colourful once but had now faded, and he was reading a newspaper. He ignored Britta and dramatically turned the page.

“They usually just stick to their assigned roles,” said Diana gently. Like she didn’t want to break the sad news to Britta that she was an idiot.

“Hey, I’ve got a mystery potion that needs identifying. Just have a quick look to see if it’s one you know.”

Another page was turned.

“Hello! Shop!”

The potion trader closed the newspaper and sighed. “Do I look like a bleeding charity? You want a potion identified, do it yourself. You’re an adventurer, aren’t you? Do some hocus pocus.”

“I’m not high enough level.”

“Then go and get some experience of the world. Fulfil your potential.” He peered over the counter at her. “I assume you have some.”

“How much? To identify it. Name your price.”

He rolled his tongue across his yellow front teeth. “One gold piece.”

“What? That’s outr—”

A gold coin dropped onto the counter and rattled around. The trader watched it until it stopped. Then he reached for it.

“Uh-uh,” said Diana, who had dropped the coin, and now had a dagger out with the tip resting on the coin. “Only if you can identify it.”

“Of course I can. What do you take me for?”

Britta gave Diana a look, hoping dearly that the result would be worth the gold, and took out the potion. She placed it on the counter. It was even more orange out in daylight. It looked a bit like Fanta. Carrot-flavoured Fanta.

“What the hell is that?” said the potion trader. Not a good sign.

“That’s what you’re supposed to tell us,” said Britta. 

He picked up the bottle. He tilted it and held it up to allow a sunbeam to strike at an angle. Then he unstoppered it and took a sniff. “Smells like carrots.”

“The man’s a fool,” said Diana. She reached for the coin.

“Wait, wait. I’ll buy it from you.” He looked at the gold coin. He’d already set the starting bid, and was regretting it.

“Two gold.”

“What are you going to do with it?” Britta asked. 

“Research. You never know, might be of some use. We’re always on the look out for minor advances.” He was doing his best to downplay the discovery of a brand new potion, but he was sweating under his turban, and finding it hard to control his breathing.

“I’ll sell it to you,” said Britta. “For a thousand gold.” She had no intention of selling it, but she wanted to see how much he’d be willing to pay. 

The trader sat down on his stool and let out a long breath. “Where am I supposed to get a thousand gold just like that?”

“Wait,” said Britta incredulously, “you’d pay me a thousand for this?”

The trader realised his mistake. “What? No, no. I’m just saying. Small talk, that’s all. Of course I wouldn’t actually… I mean, for that little… Haha, ridiculous. The thought of it. Hahaha.”

“I’d like to speak to the manager,” said Britta. 

“Manager? Get out of it. I was only doing you a favour. What am I going to do with a bottle of carrot juice?”

The trader laughed some more, like it was all a big joke. Diana leaned in, grabbed him by the collar and lifted him off the ground. The trader didn’t feel like laughing anymore.

            

    
        Bitter  248

    
    
    
    
                “The lady asked to see the manager,” said Diana. She was extremely insistent.

“Manager? What do you mean? I’m an independent trader.” The trader kicked his legs about like he was riding an invisible bicycle.

Britta gave the trader a good look. He didn’t seem the type to give up on a lucky find this easily. He definitely wasn’t going to help them for free, but he wouldn’t simply let them walk away. Did he plan to make them another offer? Or have some friends ambush in an alleyway somewhere? They’d have to get in line if that was the plan.

“Even if I gave you the potion, you’d have to show it to someone else, wouldn’t you? Someone who knows more about this sort of thing than you. Tell us where to find this person and we’ll mention we were sent by you. Maybe you’ll get a finder’s fee or something.”

The trader didn’t look overly pleased by the idea, but he did seem to be considering it. Diana put him back down on his stool.

“Might be nothing,” he said. “Just some tonic for pimples or vitamins.”

Was a guy in a fantasy world supposed to know what vitamins were, Britta couldn’t help but wonder.

“But you don’t think so, do you?” said Diana. “You think it’s worth a thousand gold. We’ll find him ourselves, you know? It’ll take longer, and you won’t get any credit, but we’ll find him.”

Would they? Britta wasn’t so sure. But she liked the way Diana was playing it. “Yeah, there are plenty of other traders.” She looked around like she was checking for the nearest alternative.

“You’ll say I sent you?” said the trader. 

“Yes,” said Britta. “What’s your name?”

“Sumfill. Sumfill the Potion Trader, western district, area manager.” He reached for the coin on the counter. “And I get to keep this.”

Britta looked at Diana, who nodded. 

“Okay. Where do we go?”

Sumfil pocketed the coin and then gave them elaborate directions. Fortunately, the location appeared on Britta’s map, so she didn’t have to memorise the lefts and rights and names of landmarks she’d never heard of. 

“Just a friendly warning, the Alchemist might be in a bad mood. Usually is.”

“Does this alchemist have a name?” asked Diana.

“Alchemist—that’s the only name I know. Don’t forget to say it was me who made the discovery.”

Britta wasn’t sure what he was claiming to have discovered, but she nodded. She had no problem giving him the credit if it got her some answers. She tapped her map and a glittering trail appeared. They had to go across town, but it wouldn’t take very long.

“What was that?” said Diana in an excited whisper as they walked away.

“What do you mean? What was what?”

“That. That! Did you see how he talked to us? It was like he was a real person.” She had to force herself to keep her voice down. “It must be some sort of ninja upgrade. There was no warning about this. You’d think they’d put out some patch notes. Maybe it’s a trial, and they’re just testing it. Amazing. Wait till the others find out. I have to tell someone.”

“Erm, actually, it’d be better if you didn’t.”

“What do you mean? Why not?”

“They won’t believe you.”

“What are you talking about? They’ll see for themselves…”

“It probably won’t work for them. And then they’ll think you were trolling them.”

“Why wouldn’t it…” Diana stopped talking for the next few seconds, deep in thought. “This has happened to you before?”

“Yes. A few times.”

“And only to you?”

Britta stopped and turned to face Diana. Well, look up at her. Of all the people she had met in New World, Diana had been the only one to treat Britta like a regular person. She had been kind and helpful, and hadn’t tried to take advantage. That didn’t mean she wouldn’t in the future, but she seemed worth taking a risk on. It also wouldn’t hurt to have a Level 15 barbarian on her side, in case things got hectic.

“I’ve reported it, but they aren’t sure why it’s happening. They said to keep going and see what happens. They’re watching everything I do, obviously. I mean, they’re watching everyone, but they’re really watching me.”

Britta half-expected Dr Reedy to chime in. Would she approve of Britta telling Diana? There was no voice from the clouds, so Britta assumed it was okay.

“And you’ve had these interactions with NPCs wherever you meet them?” asked Diana.

“Not always. It varies. Sometimes they just chat. Other times they give me special tasks to do.”

“And no one else knows about this?”

“The guy in the guardhouse knows. Stan.”

Diana nodded and then her eyes widened. “Stan from Hyperbowl?”

“Yes. He was with me when the dwarf in the mine appeared.”

“That was because of you?”

“Yes. Stan figured it out. He wanted to see more of the game’s unscripted side, so he decided to help me. One of the NPCs framed him for murder, so now he’s in jail. It’s not like the normal game.”

“Is it okay for you to be telling me all this?”

Britta shrugged. “They would have said something by now. I just thought if you’re going to help me, you should know what you’re getting yourself into.”

“Yes. Okay. Thanks. Count me in. So, why was he framed for murder?”

They kept walking as Britta explained the situation, the dwarf in the mines, how the kobolds were involved, and what the Mayor’s role was. Diana took it all in quietly. She was too stunned to ask any questions.

They reached their destination in silence. The Alchemist’s home was near the graveyard—an area Britta had avoided. In this sort of world, everything that might creep you out about a cemetery was likely to be true, and then some. Once they rounded the fencing, it was obvious which house they were headed for. It was on its own on a rise, slightly crooked with evil-eyed windows, looking like ghosts and murderers were waiting inside.
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                As they walked up the path towards the foreboding house, the clouds seemed to get darker and the wind swirled dead leaves around. Britta had never seen dead leaves anywhere else. New World was in the middle of summer, except for here.

She would have assumed it was the devs adding little touches to their haunted house theme, but she wasn’t sure they had anything to do with this place.

“I don’t like this very much,” said Diana. “It’s a bit spooky.”

“I’m sure you’ll be able to handle anything in there,” said Britta.

“Hmm,” said Diana, not sounding convinced. “I’m not real good with scary movies.”

That wasn’t what Britta wanted to hear. Having a muscle-bound pro with her should have made this easier. Monsters, they could have handled. The creaky rope swing hanging from a dead tree was a different proposition altogether. 

It’s a game, it’s not real, ghosts don’t exist, Britta told herself. It didn’t make the prickling sensation running up and down her spine go away.

“Oh-no-please!” shouted Britta as a hand grabbed her from behind.

“Sorry,” said Diana. She let go of Britta. “I’m a bit nervous.”

Britta calmed herself. The house sat waiting for them. The windows were dark and covered in dust. They reached the door and a wolf howled. A wolf? In the middle of town? The devs had to be responsible for that. 

There was a small brass knocker on the door. 

“You should knock,” said Diana, nervously looking around.

The knocker was quite high up, but Diana was staying resolutely behind Britta. Some bodyguard she was turning out to be. Britta sighed and stretched up on tiptoe. She just about managed to flick the knocker. Somehow, that slight movement was enough to create a booming sound that echoed inside the house.

Both of them jumped back and held onto each other. Well, Britta held onto Diana’s leg, and Diana grabbed the top of Britta’s head.

The door began to open, making the loudest creaking sound any door had ever made. It was ridiculous, and it went on and on. Eventually the door opening was wide enough for a head to poke out.

Britta and Diana held onto each other even tighter. A hideous face loomed out of the dark interior, with two bulging eyes peering through unruly white hair. 

“What do you want?” said the old woman. 

“Is this… erm, are you the Alchemist?” Britta managed to ask through Diana’s fingers. There was a good chance if Diana got anymore worked up she would pop Britta’s head.

The old woman’s gaze intensified. She appeared to be looking over Britta’s head, and then over Diana’s.

“Yes, what of it? Your kind shouldn’t be here. What do you want?”

“I… I think she just looked at our name tags,” said Diana in a whisper. Players could see each other’s tags, but NPCs couldn’t. Not normally.

Britta fought her way out of Diana’s grip. “Sumfill sent us.”

“Who?” screeched the woman.

“Area manager,” said Diana. “Western District.”

“That lazy good for nothing...” She held up a long pointy finger. “I’m very busy. You better have a good reason for disturbing me.”

Britta held up the potion. “We want to know what this is.”

The Alchemists scowled. “Where did you get that?”

“I made it,” said Britta. “From a recipe.”

“And where did someone like you get one of my old recipes?”

“So you know what it is?” asked Britta excitedly.

“Answer the question,” screamed the Alchemist, making Britta and Diana jump.

“Marj gave it to me.”

“Oh.” The woman seemed to shrink to a more manageable size. “You better come in then.” She turned around and walked away, quickly disappearing into the gloom. 

“You go first,” said Diana. Britta was about to suggest a bigger person up front might be the better idea when a shove sent her stumbling into the house.

It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the dark. There was nothing particularly unusual about the interior. Rugs on the wooden floors, pictures on the wall. A small staircase led up. No sign of the old lady.

“Hello?” Britta said quietly.

“Down here,” called out a voice.

A hand grabbed Britta and she nearly wet herself.

“I think she’s in the basement,” said Diana.

“Please stop grabbing me like that.”

“Sorry. I think there’s a door under the stairs.”

They crept forward over creaking floorboards. Everything that could make a noise did so, in full Halloween-mode.

The door under the stairs was open. A green glow flickered from below. They tentatively made their way down. 
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                Britta went first, because she had no choice. Diana kept pushing her forward while making whimpering noises.

The green glow painted the basement walls, and shadows elongated in menacing fashion. It wasn’t a happy, bright green, the kind you’d see on a nursery wall or as a background to a Peppa Pig cartoon. This was a putrid colour that might be called Sewage Olive on a Dulux colour chart. 

Britta would have run back up the stairs, if there weren’t a giant armed woman in the way.

She reached the bottom of the stairs and peered around the corner. They were in what appeared to be a laboratory. Flames burned in little bowls with varicoloured bottles and tubes suspended over them, their combined glow creating the lurid lighting effect. They were filled with liquids that bubbled and fizzed as foam spilled out of the tops. Small pools of liquid covered the stone floor.

The Alchemist was bent over a table measuring out a purple powder. It looked purple in this light, although it could have been bright red for all Britta knew. The potion in her hand looked dark brown.

Britta approached the Alchemist, carefully avoiding the puddles. She heard Diana splash through them behind her, and hurried to avoid getting any on her clothes.

The Alchemist didn’t look up, immersed in her work. It was like she’d forgotten she’d asked them to come down. Britta waited for the right moment to speak, but there seemed to be no let up in the scooping and weighing and mixing of ingredients.

“Um,” said Britta after ten minutes of watching. “Do you want to have a look at this?” She held out the potion in her hand.

The Alchemist looked up, the light giving her a horrifying complexion, which was saying something considering how horrifying she was to start with. “I know what it is. Taunting potion. Not much use to anyone.”

“Taunting potion? What does it do?”

“It attracts monsters,” said Diana. “Tanks use them to hold aggro. Allows the rest of the party to fight without getting hurt.”

Britta was disappointed. She recalled the tactic from the fight with Lord Jim’s party, before they turned on her. It was a fairly standard mechanic that didn’t really require a potion. One person with a lot of health and high defence took on the monster and made sure all hits were aimed at them while everyone got to attack for free.

Britta certainly had no interest in getting monsters to focus on her. It was not a very useful potion as far as she was concerned.

“Are they expensive?” she asked, hoping she might be able to make a decent profit off the Auction House.

“Not at all,” said Diana. “Very cheap. They don’t last very long, and most tanks have a bigger problem staying alive than losing aggro. They prefer to carry health pots. You get them in gift boxes sometimes, but can’t say I’ve ever seen one that colour.”

“That’s because the ones you’ve come across are nothing like this one,” said the Alchemist in a voice full of derision. “This is Royal Orange Soup. It’s the strongest taunt potion ever devised.”

“Oh, so it’s a special potion?” said Britta. Perhaps it might be worth something after all.

“Oh, it’s special alright. You drink that, and every monster in a 4km radius will come charging towards you. In a castle, in a dungeon, they’ll break down doors and dig through walls. Not so helpful in a fight if every hostile creature in the area decides to attack at the same time, is it?”

“No,” said Britta. “I suppose not.”

“I suppose not,” confirmed the Alchemist. “Especially when the effect is permanent.”

Britta put the potion on the table, afraid the top might leak and she’d get a few drops on her. To have every monster chase you wherever you went would be a nightmare.”

“What if you got a monster to drink it?” Diana asked.

The Alchemist stopped what she was doing and gave Diana a withering look. “Then you would provide them with reinforcements. Monsters don’t just attack anyone. They aren’t crazy. Adventurers are the ones who make their life a misery, not others of their own kind.”

“What if you gave it to an adventurer you didn’t like?” asked Britta. That seemed like a valid, if cruel, use for it. Stick someone with a death sentence they couldn’t avoid no matter where they hid.

“Why would you do that?” said the Alchemist. It was more of an admonishment than a question.

“No, I was just wondering,” said Britta weakly. “Does it stop once you die?”

It was hard to know how to phrase the question. She wanted to know if the permanent effect would still be there after you respawned. She assumed not. That would mean you’d have to dump the character altogether. That was more than cruel, it was downright vicious.

“It lasts forever,” said the Alchemist. “Your ghost will be a taunter, even your children, if they’re conceived after you drink it. It was a terrible invention I thought was lost—and good riddance. Now you’ve brought it back. I hope you’re proud of yourself.”

Britta hadn’t even done anything and she was being made to feel guilty. “No, no, I wasn’t going to use it. I just wanted to know what it was.”

“I’ll hold onto it,” said Diana. “You did promise it to me, and you never know when something like this might come in handy.”

Britta was surprised, but she had said Diana could have the first batch. Which was probably also the last batch. 

“So,” said the Alchemist, “there’s the matter of my fee.”

“Fee?” said Britta. It felt a bit unfair to charge for a simple identification. “How much?”

“Oh, it’s not money I’m after. I need a little job doing.”

            

    
        Bitter  251

    
    
    
    
                “What kind of job?” asked Britta. She had quite a lot to be getting on with already, she didn’t really need any more side quests. Then again, she could always take it and do it sometime in the future. It wasn’t like there were time limits to them.

“It requires a bit of travel,” said the Alchemist. “Do they have horses in your size?”

The Alchemist wasn’t much bigger than Britta, but big enough to look down at her with a dubious expression.

“Yes. I have a mount. Where do you want me to go?”

“Old Town. It’s on the other side of Gryphon Mountain.”

A light pulsed in the corner of Britta’s vision. She tapped it and it opened into a three-dimensional relief map. It was zoomed out more than usual. A red light glowed on the other side of the mountain she had flown out of while being held by an irate gryphon.

It wasn’t very far. She would have to go around the mountain, which looked easy enough, assuming there weren’t obstacles in the way. Although most likely there were a bunch of obstacles, many with claws and teeth. 

“What do I do when I get there?”

A message appeared in front of her.

Murder Most Foul

Travel to the ruins of Old Town. Locate and kill the Old Alchemist. 

If you get caught, you will fail the quest.

If you get killed, you will fail the quest.

If you fail to meet the deadline, you will fail the quest.

This quest is not repeatable

It wasn’t the sort of mission she’d been expecting. Find a magic herb or deliver a package would have been a more reasonable task for a potion-maker. Not murder.

“I’m not an assassin,” said Britta.

“Of course you are,” said the Alchemist. “Look at you.”

She spoke with real conviction, which made Britta wonder how she appeared to people. Did she have a killer’s eyes?

“Why do you want to kill another alchemist? Is it a business rivalry?”

“No, I have no competition,” said the Alchemist dismissively. “She’s my old teacher, and she’s a liar and a cheat. She deserves to die.” The Alchemist was grinding some leaves in a mortar and pestle, really getting her shoulder into it and grimacing. “Should have died years ago, but not even death wants her.”

Britta read over the message again. Not only was she expected to kill this person, there was a time limit, which wasn’t specified.

“When does it have to be done by?” she asked.

“As soon as possible,” said the Alchemist. “Do it quick and I might throw in a couple bottles of the good stuff. I have potions here that aren’t available to the general public.” She leaned towards Britta and grinned, which was more disconcerting that her scowl.

“Sorry, I don’t think—”

“I’ll do it,” said Diana. “I’ll take the quest.”

“Are you sure?” said Britta, not really sure if the quest was transferable. “Only, it’s not the same as normal quests.”

“Yep. No problem. I can give it a go, at least.” 

The message box in front of Britta faded away. Judging by the way Diana was staring at the air, it had appeared in front of her. She began tapping and swiping.

“Nice to see someone here knows how to do their job,” said the Alchemist. “Well, I’ve wasted enough time, off you go. You can see yourselves out.” She turned around and began sorting through a crate of empty bottles.

“Thank you,” said Britta. The potion hadn’t been of much use, and the one bottle she had was now in Diana’s possession, as was the quest. Still, no reason not to be polite. 

She went up the stairs with Diana close behind, continuing to make gestures and pressing invisible buttons. The front door was closed and too heavy for Britta to open very easily. Diana paused in her air-poking to tug it open. It creaked loudly.

“Have you been to Old Town before?” Britta asked her once they were outside.

“Never even heard of it. I’ve been all over this map, and no one’s even mentioned the place.” She was so excited she’d forgotten to be scared, even though the wind was howling and clouds had gathered.

“How long does it say you have?” 

“Three days, but it isn’t like they have days here. It’s one of the great things about this place. It’s always sunny in New World.”

“You don’t think it’s getting darker?” It wasn’t really dark, but the light had a dirty yellowness to it, like the pages of an old book.

Diana took her gaze off the screen only she could see, and looked about. “That’s just the weather effect, isn’t it?” She didn’t sound very sure of herself. The light was definitely of a different quality. “Let’s go back to town.”

They walked away from the spooky house. The sky didn’t get any brighter.

“I don’t understand,” said Diana, her head tilted up. “It never gets dark. Not unless it’s for a special event.”

“Are you still going to do the quest? Kill that other Alchemist?”

“Of course. Shouldn’t be too hard. It’s just an NPC.”

Would it be a normal NPC, or would it be something else? “You should still be careful. You don’t want to end up in jail, like Stan.”

“Oh,” said Diana. “This could be a special quest, could it? That’s even more exciting. I better get started. I’ll get in touch when it’s done.”

She was still eagerly poring over her map.

Britta watched her go with mixed feelings. She didn’t mind Diana being part of her world. She was probably more reliable than Stan. But was she prepared for what she’d find? 

She turned and headed for the post office. She had her own problems to deal with. It was only then that she realised she had lost her bodyguard, and she had the horrible feeling she was being watched.
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                It wasn’t like Britta needed a bodyguard. She had managed perfectly fine before, more or less. There was no real danger here, it was a game. If the dwarves came after her again, or if someone else did, so what? She could handle it.

The strange house on the hill, and its even stranger occupant, had given her the creeps, that was all. Everything had taken on a more sinister air since she’d left the laboratory. She wasn’t really sure why, it wasn’t like she hadn’t been in a lab before. It had been a lot like the chemistry lab at school, only the Alchemist’s equipment had been slightly more modern. 

She headed for the post office, unable to resist turning around every few steps to check she wasn’t being followed. It was an unnerving feeling, like when you see a spider in your room, and then it suddenly disappears. 

Now that she had new powers, she really had nothing to be afraid of. She could always teleport out of trouble. She still felt jumpy.

Despite her dread, Britta made it to the post office without being attacked. The shadows were definitely lengthening and the sky had taken on a purple tinge at the edges. According to her screen, it wasn’t even lunchtime at home. Here, evening was setting in.

The post office was closed.

There was a small crowd of players outside the doors, looking confused and demanding answers. They were demanding them of each other which probably meant they wouldn’t get any.

The general cause of consternation was the unscheduled closing of the post office at the scheduled time. There was a sign on the doors stating the opening and closing times. No one was disputing that the post office closed every day at 5:30 PM, but none of them had ever seen it happen before. 

“Is it some kind of new system?” asked one.

“Maybe it’s part of an event,” said another.

“What? A secret event no one knows about?”

“Does anyone feel like it’s getting darker.”

“Yeah, it’s definitely getting dark.”

“Don’t talk nonsense. They would have said if they were implementing the day-night cycle.”

“Would they? Maybe they want to get our honest reaction.”

Mild bickering broke out as people argued back and forth. Most of them were here to pick up a package and didn’t know where else to go, so they stayed to ramble on about things they didn’t really understand

The one thing they did all agree on was that it was definitely getting darker.

Britta skirted around the group. She didn’t recognise any of the names on their hovering name tags, and no one called out to her. Which wasn’t very surprising. 

The alley down the side of the post office was empty, and the bit round the back was nice and quiet compared to the front of the building. There was a back door to the building here, and not much else. Some garbage, a few crates and no sign of Dennis. She sat down on a crate and waited. 

She considered knocking on the back door, but there was no point. He would get here when he finished tidying his counter, or whatever it was digital people did when they weren’t on display. She took out a needle and thread from her inventory and began working on her skirt. She needed to change her appearance so the guards wouldn’t arrest her.

“Britta? Can you hear me?” 

“Dr Reedy? Yes, I can hear you.” It had been a while since they’d spoken. She sounded a little on edge, Britta thought.

“Good. Before you continue, I wanted a quick word. You may have noticed we seem to be entering some kind of night mode.”

“You’re not making it happen, then?” asked Britta.

“Definitely not. We do have something along the same lines in development, but we’re nowhere close to finishing. To be honest, we have no idea what will happen once it goes dark.”

She made it sound ominous. Britta was sure it would be just the same as day mode, only not so easy to see.

“Did you have things planned for night mode? New mechanics or anything?” Britta was assuming whoever was behind this had used the APE plans as their blueprint. 

“Yes, we have a whole range of new monsters and different quests, but like I said, it’s still at the planning stage. There really is no way to tell what’s going to happen. Which is the problem. The legal department says it would be best to close everything down and let people know the situation. Those who are willing to proceed would need to sign a waiver.”

“What about Stan?” asked Britta. “What happens to him if you close the game down.”

“Oh, no, we wouldn’t really close it down. We’ll just kick everyone out, like we do during maintenance.”

It seemed sensible, but also a pain. Britta didn’t really want more delays. She was only talking to people, what difference did it make what colour the sky had turned?

“Couldn’t you leave me in here? I’ve already signed a waiver, haven’t I?”

“I suppose you have. If you’re sure.”

“Yes. Definitely,” said Britta.

A bell rang somewhere, loud like it was coming from a church steeple. Six solid chimes. Finally, a way to tell the time.

“Alright, I’ll leave you to it,” said Dr Reedy.

Britta was relieved. It didn’t matter to her if she was the only girl in the world. That was how she felt most of the time, anyway.

There was a rattling sound and the back door to the post office opened. Dennis stuck his head out. “You came.”

“Yes,” said Britta. “Just like I said I would.”

“Alone?”

Britta looked from side to side, just to make sure. “Yep.”

Dennis entered the alley and closed the door behind him. He was wearing a long coat and a scarf. Britta noticed the air had turned quite cool.

“We better get going,” said Dennis.

“Where to?” asked Britta.

“You want to know about the Mayor, don’t you? Well, then you need to talk to the person who knows him best. My mother.”
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                Britta followed Dennis as he walked away. They came out of the side alley, in front of the post office. There was no one there.

All the players who had been assembled outside the post office doors, making their complaints to each other, were gone. It seemed Dr Reedy had carried out her plan to remove players while night mode was active. 

Dennis didn’t stop—he probably had no idea night mode was something new to this world—and headed down the street. Britta checked for signs of anyone watching her, but no one was in sight.

The sky had turned purple and pink, with streaks of yellow cutting through it in ribbons. It was very pretty, but it was also getting quite chilly. Britta felt strangely excited by the prospect of nighttime, but also a little apprehensive. 

“Are you sure it’s okay for me to come home with you like this?” asked Britta as she jogged to keep up with Dennis, and also to keep warm.

“Yes, it’s fine. She likes company.” His eyes slid to the side towards Britta. “I should warn you, though, she can be a bit eccentric. Some people find her… overbearing.”

“All mums are, aren’t they?” 

Dennis smiled, the first time since he’d exited the bank. “I suppose so.” He tensed up and became serious again. “Do you really think you can do something about the Mayor?”

“I don’t know. I think so. It’s the sort of thing us adventurers are good at, isn’t it? Fighting the bad guys. It’s like a quest, so I should be able to complete it.”

“Yes.” Dennis’ shoulders relaxed slightly. “Yes, that’s right. You’re probably the only one who can.”

He walked a little more upright, more confident, smiling again. He wasn’t that old, eighteen at the most, Britta guessed. But he was tall and stood out. His slicked-back hair and big toothy smile made him look like a young politician.

They entered the rough end of town, near the guardhouse. Britta would have to be careful to avoid being seen by any guards. At least the light was fading so she’d be harder to identify. She hoped the small adjustments she’d made to her clothing would help.

“We should hurry,” said Dennis “it isn’t safe around here after dark.”

This was the first time it had ever been after dark, but Dennis’ programming probably told him otherwise. She was sure he was right. The lengthening shadows gave the tall houses and narrow alleys a menacing feel.

“Alright Dennis?” someone called out.

“Evening, Mr Garrard,” said Dennis to no one Britta could see.

There were more greetings as they went deeper into the slums through a maze of alleys. Britta never saw who was speaking, but Dennis knew them all by name. Strangely, she felt safer here. Whoever had been tailing her would find it difficult to skulk around unnoticed here. When you were surrounded by dubious characters, everyone had to watch their backs, even the bad guys.

By the time they reached the small cottage-like shack in the middle of haphazardly built towers, it was getting quite dark. The sky had turned an inky blue.

“Let me do the talking,” said Dennis. He opened the front door, which wasn’t locked, and went inside. He held the door open for her.

Britta entered. She was in a fairly spacious room with a fireplace burning warmly at one end, and a kitchen area and table at the other. A small woman was busy working over the stove.

She was a pleasant-looking middle-aged woman. Taller than Britta, but nowhere near as tall as Dennis.

“Welcome home, dear. Oh, you’ve brought a guest. How lovely!” Her eyes lit up and she smiled. The big teeth were clearly a family trait. “Come in, come in. Warm yourself by the fire.”

“Thank you,” said Britta. “My name’s B. Nice to meet you, Mrs…” Britta realised she didn’t know Dennis’ surname.

“Just call me Clara. Dinner will be ready in a minute. I hope you’ll join us.”

Britta looked at Dennis who was taking off his coat. Was she meant to stay for dinner? And if she was, there was the matter of her second engagement of the evening, dinner with the Mayor. Could you get fat in this virtual reality?

“I won’t take no for an answer,” said Clara. “Don’t worry, plenty to go round.”

“It smells very nice,” said Britta, which was true. There was a very delicious smell in the air.

“Oh, it’s nothing special. Just a little sewer rat stew from an old recipe my grandmother gave me.” She leaned away from the stove, wiped her hands on her apron and whispered loudly, “The secret ingredient is cheese.” Her eyes twinkled.

“Sounds lovely,” said Britta. Overeating wouldn’t be a problem after all.

“Mother,” said Dennis, “there’s a reason B is here. It’s to do with the Mayor.”

“Oh, it can wait until after we’ve eaten, can’t it? He’s always so serious, just like his father.”

“Oh, his father?” Britta wasn’t sure how to broach the subject. There weren’t any pictures on the walls. Was he dead? Was he in the next room?

“Yes, the Mayor, his father.” She tasted her rat stew with a wooden spoon. “I think this is ready. Shall we sit down?”
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                Now that Britta looked at Dennis more closely, there was a resemblance. He certainly had the same bearing and height. Was this something intended by the devs? Or had they just reused the same basic computer model for the two NPCs, and the game had filled in the backstory?

Britta sat down at the table as Clara brought over the stew. Dennis smiled politely and set out the bowls. He’d said he’d do the talking, but so far he hadn’t said much.

He had mentioned his mother used to work for the Mayor. Perhaps a maid who had an illicit affair with the master of the house. It was the sort of story Mum liked to read. Big chunky books with distressed looking women in torn clothing on the cover. 

Britta had tried reading one once, and had been appalled by the ridiculous amount of throbbing passion worked into every page. She very nearly didn’t finish the thing.

It seemed unlikely the devs would be up on their romantic fiction, although you never knew. Maybe bodice rippers were a hipster thing nowadays. It was even less likely the game would know of those kinds of stories, but then the game never behaved like she expected it to.

“Here we are, nice and hot.” Clara poured out a ladle of rat stew into Britta’s bowl. 

“Thank you.” She peered into the simmering green concoction. It did smell good. There were no tails or claws in it, at least. Telling herself no real rats were harmed in the preparation of this meal, Britta picked up the wooden spoon.

“B is new to town, Mother,” said Dennis. “She’s thinking of working for the Mayor.”

“You’ve met him, have you?” Clara’s eyes lit up.

“Only a couple of times. He seems very… nice.”

“Oh, of course. A real gentleman.”

“She wanted to know what he was like to work for,” said Dennis, “so I thought you might answer her questions. So she can make a more informed decision.”

“Very good of you, Denny. He’s such a big-hearted boy. And he’s right, you should always make sure your employer is a man of good credentials. And I can assure you, the Mayor is.” 

“My mother’s a big supporter of the Mayor’s. Votes for him every year.”

“Oh,” said Britta, “he’s elected?”

“No,” said Dennis, “but that doesn’t stop Mother.”

“Oh, quiet with you. You don’t need a big fancy election to let people know what you think, do you? Now, B, what would you like to know?”

“Um, well, you used to work for him, didn’t you? That’s what Dennis told me.”

“I did, I did. A wonderful time I had. But then little Denny came along—” she placed her small hand over Little Dennis’ much bigger one “—and I decided to take early retirement.”

Britta felt awkward asking personal questions about Clara’s relationship with the Mayor, especially with the product of that relationship sitting across the table from her.

“Did you work at the house?”

“No, not really. I spent some time there, of course—lovely place—as part of my duties, but mostly it was out in the field.”

What was she talking about? Had she been a farmhand? “The field? Does the Mayor own land?”

“No, no. Not that kind of field. Oh, you’ve finished. Let me get you some more.”

Without realising it, Britta had finished her bowl of rat stew. She had been so involved in thoughts of lusty goings-on down on the farm that she had forgotten the main ingredient of rat stew was rat. Even more worrying, it had tasted quite nice.

“No more for me, thanks,” she said.

“What? No, you must.” Clara ladled more into the bowl.

Britta looked to Dennis for help, but he was busily slurping away. She still didn’t know what it was the Mayor was holding over him exactly. He had insisted she talk to his mother about these matters, but Britta didn’t feel any closer to the truth. 

She’d had an illegitimate child with the Mayor, and now lived here with Mayor Jr, well out of the way in the ghetto. They didn’t seem to be bothering the Mayor with anything. They couldn’t be more discreet, really. What did he want from them?

“Of course, it’s been a long time since I worked for him,” said Clara as she returned to her seat. “Things may have changed, so I don’t know what kind of rates they charge for my line of work these days. You’ll have to negotiate that side for yourself, but you don’t have to take the first offer. If he wants you, he’ll keep trying.”

Britta noticed Dennis tense, lips drawn tight.

“Your line of work?” said Britta. “What do—”

There was a loud knock on the door. The three of them stopped eating—damn, she was nearly through her second helping—and looked over at the door. 

“Now, who could that be?” said Clara.

Dennis rose and went to answer it. Just as he opened the door, he was pushed back and three dwarves wrapped from head to foot in black clothing, only their eyes showing, burst in. They looked like dwarf ninjas.

“We don’t want no trouble,” said the one in the middle. “The gnome comes with us.”

Despite not being able to see their faces, Britta could tell they were dwarves for several reasons. They were short, which wasn’t by itself a giveaway—many races ran short, including her own—but they were also wide. No one did broad like a dwarf.

In addition, the Scottish accent was a not-too-subtle hint. Never let it be said the devs missed the chance to play up to a stereotype. 

And lastly, their giant beards were poking out of the bottom of their cowls.

“What’s the meaning of this?” said a startled Dennis. “You... you get out of here this instant!”

“Calm down, dear,” said Clara. “You know that’s not how we speak to guests.” She had a large kitchen knife in her hand that wasn’t there a moment ago. The sharp end was balanced on the end of her finger, and it was spinning like it was on display, glinting as it caught the firelight.

The dwarves seemed less sure of themselves and were muttering what sounded like, “Red Swan, it’s the Red Swan.”

No, definitely not a maid or a farmhand.
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                The dwarf ninjas huddled together in the doorway. 

“Terribly sorry to intrude, madam,” said the one in the middle, no longer sounding quite so bolshy. “Only we’ve got an… invitation for the young gnome, here.” He turned to Britta. “The Dwarf Council would very much like to offer you the chance to discuss certain matters still outstanding.”

“I’m a bit busy right now,” said Britta. “Maybe later?”

“I rather think it would be in your interest to come with us now,” said the dwarf.

“The lady said no,” said Clara. “But you’re welcome to stay for dinner. There’s plenty more rat stew.” She bounced the knife still spinning on her finger so that it flew into the air, rotated all the way around, and landed back on her finger still spinning.

“Thank you, no,” said the dwarf, his eyes fixed on the twirling blade.

“Is it sewer rat?” asked one of the other dwarves, sniffing at the air.

“Why, yes?” said Clara, smiling happily. “Freshly caught today.”

“Couldn’t we—” The dwarf received an elbow in the ribs and quickly stopped talking.

“I’m afraid we can’t,” said the lead dwarf. “Are you sure you won’t join us?”

Britta shook her head. “Not today.”

“Then we’ll be seeing ourselves out. Sorry for the interruption to your supper.”

“And Rusty Rusterson,” said Clara, addressing the dwarf by name so that his hand went up to his face to check his cowl hadn’t fallen open, “I expect my guest to not be interfered with on her way home. I don’t take kindly to that sort of thing.”

“Of course,” said Rusty, not entirely convincingly. “You have my word.”

“Good, I know I can count on you. I knew your father, a true warrior. He died well.”

“Thank you, madam. He was honoured to have been felled by your hand.”

“Oh, it was a lucky hit.” The little old woman beamed happily.

The three dwarves backed out of the room and pulled the door closed.

“Friends of yours, dear?” asked Clara.

“Sort of. You’re very good with that.” Britta pointed at the spinning knife.

Clara looked at it like she’d forgotten it was there. “Oh, just a little party trick I picked up in the service.” She tossed it into the air, sending it flying over her head. It landed in the countertop next to the stove with a thunk.

“Was that part of your work for the Mayor?”

“Mother was his chief enforcer,” said Dennis, frowning. “She’s given all that up now, haven’t you, Mother?”

“Of course, of course. An old woman like me can’t be jumping out of shadows, slitting people’s throats. It isn’t seemly, is it?” The smile that had seemed so warm and endearing when Britta first arrived, now took on an altogether more disconcerting air.

She got up again. “Empty bowl again? Can’t have that.”

Britta’s bowl was whisked away. Britta couldn’t even remember eating most of it.

“Mother no longer does that kind of thing,” said Dennis, clearly upset at the idea that his mother had been a cold-blooded killer.

“It must be good to have those skills, though,” said Britta. “Just in case. I’m sure no one would bother you.”

Which was what Britta was wondering. Why was Dennis upset about threats from the Mayor if his mother was this much of a badass?

“The Mayor wants her to come back to work for him. Says now that I’m grown, she’ll be bored around the house.”

“It’s a really good offer,” said Clara, placing a full bowl in front of Britta. “Excellent pay and full dental.”

“You promised, Mother. No more stabbing people. I make enough at the post office for us to get by. We don’t need any more money.”

“He’s no fun,” said Clara with a twinkle in her eye.

“Did you work for the Mayor back when the kobolds bought the mine?” asked Britta.

“The Korlath Mines? Oh, yes. Quite the fuss, that one. I remember old Gabby wasn’t too happy.” She chuckled to herself.

“Gabriel Garbolum? You knew him?”

“Of course, him and the Mayor were thick as thieves back then. Lovely man. Strong hands.” She held up her own dainty hands and squeezed invisible oranges. “Terrific grip.”

Britta had a vision of a tragic love triangle. The Mayor, his assassin-lover, and the local crime lord. The two old friends fighting for the love of the girl they were both obsessed with. She really had to stop reading Mum’s novels.

“We used to have some fun in the old days,” said Clara with a sigh. “All the Garbolum boys liked to mess around. Got quite physical, if you know what I mean.” She winked and then laughed.

Dennis didn’t look amused. He sat up very straight and coughed uncomfortably.

“Look at him, such a stick in the mud. Oh, they were fun times. Until they had their falling out.”

“The Mayor and Mr Garbolum? I don’t suppose you know what caused them to fall out? Was it something to do with the mines?”

“It was that book, wasn’t it?”

“Book?”

“Yes, the grimoire. They were always arguing over it.”

“Grimoire? What did it look like?”

“Oh, tiny thing, really. Fit in the palm of your hand, practically. But ridiculously powerful. Could bring back the dead, if you can believe it.”

Britta nodded slowly. She raised her hands to approximate the height and width. “Was it about this size, with a brown cover?”

“Yes, that’s right. If you come across it, be sure to hang on to it. I’m sure there’ll be a reward—and probably a fight.”

Could she be talking about the book that had brought the dwarf back to life? The one that the kobold shaman had given her? The one sitting in her inventory?
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                Britta felt like she had found another piece of the puzzle. If the thing that the two men had fallen out over was the book, then it had been in her possession all this time.

Or, at least, that’s where she thought it was. She had put it away and forgotten about it. She hadn’t seen it in since—would it still be there?

Of course it would, but she still had a desperate urge to check. 

She couldn’t, not here. Not in front of someone who knew what it was and could easily take it from her. She was in no doubt that Dennis’ mum, despite looking like a sweet little lady, was as deadly as she was charming.

The question was, what did the two men want the book for? And would it still be valuable with the last few pages missing?

If the book she had was the same one they were looking for, it could be useful as a bargaining chip. If she found someone who knew how to use it properly, she might be able to stop the dwarf in the mine. Could it perhaps bring back Freddy? Or would that just mean another banshee-possessed nightmare?

Plenty of questions and very few answers.

“I don’t suppose you know about the secret room in the Mayor’s bedroom?” asked Britta

“How would I know such a thing? Whatever kind of woman do you take me for?”

“Um, ah…” Britta hadn’t meant to imply anything untoward, although Dennis’ existence already implied it, and much more strongly. “I didn’t mean…”

Clara grinned mischievously while Dennis’ face had turned scarlet.

“You leave that room alone,” said Clara, wagging a finger. “Nothing of interest for you in there, not until you’re a lot older.”

Dennis put his spoon down, most likely due to a loss of appetite.

“You know what that means?” said Clara. “Time for dessert!”

She got up and went off to a cupboard. Britta had no idea what dessert would be, and she made sure not to ask.

“You can see the problem,” said Dennis quietly.

Clara was rooting through the cupboards while humming happily.

“Is the Mayor really a threat to you? I doubt you’re in any danger here.”

“That’s hardly the point. The Mayor, my father, has been conscripting people into his service. He’s bolstering his forces for some unknown reason, nothing short of war by the looks of things, and he wants my mother back in her old job. A lot of people are going to get hurt, maybe even her. Nobody wants to get involved in whatever this is, but he’s leaving them with no choice. Do you think you can stop him?”

“It would help if I knew what he was planning,” said Britta.

“You’d have to ask him,” said Dennis. Which was an excellent idea.

The game always put the answers in front of her, it just didn’t tell her. The book ending up in her inventory was a prime example. Not by coincidence had she stumbled across it, she was sure of that.

It made things unlike real life, where answers not only weren’t in easy reach, they often didn’t exist at all. Even if it took some working out, knowing there was an answer made the search a lot less frustrating.

The game wanted her to find a solution, and it gave her the tools, but it didn’t tell her what to do with them, or what exactly she was supposed to be aiming for. She wasn’t even sure what the question was, but there was definitely a way through this maze.

And now she had a dinner date with the man himself. He might not tell her anything, but she was sure he was the right person to ask.

“Here we are, suet pudding.”

It looked like regular pudding. It smelled delicious.

“Thank you,” said Britta. 

“The secret ingredient—”

“No, please, don’t spoil the surprise.”

They chatted a little more over the pudding. Britta learned some new things about New Town, and some things that made Dennis go from scarlet to purple, but her main objective now was to go see the Mayor.

After her second serving of pudding she fought off the desire for a nap and said her goodbyes.

Dennis followed her out and walked her to the end of the road. It was dark and quiet, save for the occasional cat yowling.

“Are you sure you’ll be alright getting back?” asked Dennis. 

“I’ll be fine. Adventurer, remember?”

“Of course. Sorry, didn’t mean to imply you couldn’t take care of yourself.”

“That’s okay.” Under other circumstances she would have gladly accepted the offer, but her second dinner awaited. The dwarves were probably also waiting for her. At least she had her teleport spell to get her out of trouble.

“Don’t worry about those dwarves, by the way,” said Dennis, as though he’d read her mind. “Once Mother tells someone to stay clear, they usually do.”

Britta wasn’t so sure, but she smiled and nodded like she was worry-free. “I’ll let you know how I get on.” She thanked him for dinner and set off.

The walk would also do her waistline some good—she felt stuffed. Hopefully, it would only be a snack at the Mayor’s place. 

As she followed her map out of the ghetto, she had the uncomfortable feeling she was being watched. And then she saw them, dark figures approaching from all sides. 

“Hey, little girl, come here.”

Not Scottish, not very short and, as far as she could tell, an absence of beards. 

“Who are you?”

“We’re friends of Freddy’s. You done that poor boy no good. Time you got your punishment.”

They were Garbolum thugs. She recognised a couple of them as they closed in. Time for a quick getaway.

“Hello, boys,” said a sweet voice from behind Britta. “Long time no see.”

“Erm, is that…” said one of the thugs nervously.

“Red Swan,” squeaked another.

“Quick, scarper.” They all ran.

“Oh, fun. You get home now,” said Dennis’ mother. “Me and the boys have a lot of catching up to do.” She ran off into the night, spritely as a teenager, leaving behind only her laugh.
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                Britta set off at a quick pace. Everyone had run off, but she didn’t fancy getting caught by a straggler or someone who had doubled back. 

Dennis’s mum was currently the main focus for the Garbolum thugs, but there was only one of her. She might easily lose track of a couple of them.

It was clear to Britta that Clara had followed her to make sure she was okay going home. She probably expected the dwarves to try something, even though they’d said they wouldn’t. The fact she would put herself out like that was sweet of her. The fact she was some kind of homicidal maniac was a little bit less sweet, and slightly more terrifying. 

The night had closed in, and it was properly dark. The only light was from windows, and mainly from fireplaces which produced a soft orange glow that didn’t help much. Britta had the option to make some light using her Glamor spell, but that would make her stand out more than she’d like.

She was following her map. With the Mayor’s mansion marked, she had a glitter trail to lead the way. Assuming it didn’t lead her into a dead end (a very real possibility), it was a handy way to find your way in the near-dark. She just had to get there without being spotted.

Somewhere, somebody screamed. And then suddenly stopped. Britta kept moving.

Progress had been made. She had the book that seemed to be at the centre of events. At least, she was pretty sure she had. She wanted to stop and check, but here probably wasn’t the best place.

She looked up at the tall, ramshackle buildings and thought she saw something moving between them. Ninja dwarves swooping through the sky like Batman? Unlikely, but not impossible.

The ghetto area wasn’t densely packed, but not all that big and she was soon back in the open streets, where she felt both more secure and more exposed. Now she could see the sky properly, and couldn’t help but stop to stare.

It was like a piece of art, stars swirling around colourful nebulae. She had never seen anything like it. 

Sounds of yelling and screaming from behind got her moving again.

Having the book, knowing it was important, made her feel like she was on the right track. The game had given her the book, so in some ways it had ensured she was on this track, but that didn’t mean she was guaranteed to succeed. But she felt good about her chances.

Did that mean the game would always push answers into her lap? In the real world, most people wouldn’t have that luxury. But in the real world you could also find a lot of answers just by going online and looking them up.

The main difference seemed to be that in the real world, everything interesting had already been done by somebody else. You learned about it by reading a book about them. It was definitely more interesting to go out there and do it yourself.

It was like she had a key, but she still had to open the door and see what was on the other side. Hopefully not a small chest with another key in it, like every other game, ever.

A bell rang in the distance. She counted eight tolls. She wasn’t too far now, so more or less on time. She hoped the Mayor wasn’t the type to get mad at a little tardiness. There were some teachers at school who were like that, taking personal offence at a late arrival.

She was at the mansion a few minutes later. The dwarves had been true to their word and hadn’t attacked or killed her. In fact, they hadn’t bothered her at all. Clara really had an effect on the local hoodlums. No wonder the Mayor wanted her back on the job.

Britta knocked on the door and checked out the sky again while she waited. Obviously it was some design on a computer, but Photoshop had never looked like this. She could almost feel the dark depths of space, crammed full of other worlds.

Light flooded out of the house as the door opened. A tall figure filled the doorway. A woman.

“Yes? Vhat is it?” she asked in a harsh accent. It sounded German or Eastern European. 

“Hello. I’m here for the Mayor. I mean, I’m B. I have a dinner da… appointment with the Mayor.” Even in silhouette, Britta could tell the woman was glaring at her disbelievingly. “For eight o’clock. B. Didn’t he mention it, Mrs….?”

“Frau Magda. And no, he did not mention it. He isn’t home.”

“Oh,” said Britta, disappointed. She hadn’t expected to be stood up. The date had been set a few days ago, at least by her calendar. Perhaps she’d missed it, even though, technically, it was the first night darkness had descended. “Um, I suppose I’ll go then. Could you tell him—”

Frau Magda stepped back. “Come in. You may vait for his return.”

There was a crack of thunder that made Britta jump. Strangely, there were no clouds in the sky.

“I could come back another time,” said Britta. 

Now that Frau Magda had backed into the hallway, Britta had a better view of her. She wore a heavily starched dress with a high collar and frills in unusual places. Was she the housekeeper? The children’s tutor? The wife? It was hard to tell. One thing was clear, though. Her face was even harsher than her accent.

A hooked witch-like nose protruded from below a pair of overgrown eyebrows that had joined forces. Her hair was pulled back into a severe bun, and her eyes seemed to be set to permanent disapproval. She was somewhere between thirty and sixty; it was impossible to be any more accurate.

“The Mayor vill be home soon. If he made an appointment with you, he vill be here on time.”

He was already late, but Britta didn’t feel comfortable mentioning it. “If you’re sure,” she stepped forward.

“In. Schnell, schnell,” barked Frau Magda. Why would someone in this world know German? It made no sense.

She hurried inside, regardless. Frau Magda shut the door behind her and then swished around, although none of her clothes did. Everything she wore was stiff and lifeless. She walked over to a door and opened it.

“Please vait in the library.”

Britta nodded her thanks and entered the room. Inside, all four walls were lined with shelves heavy with books. As she walked in looking around, the door closed, followed by the click of a key turning in the lock.
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                Britta had the horrible feeling she had walked into a trap. 

She walked back to the door. There was a big keyhole under the handle. She bent down and looked through it, but all she saw was part of the hall and the bottom of the staircase by the far wall. 

She stood up and placed her ear against the door. There was no sound. In fact, it was eerily quiet. She reached for the handle and turned it. 

The door opened. 

It wasn’t locked. She pulled it wider. Standing in front of her was Frau Magda. “Can I help you?”

“Wah!” yelled Britta, startled by the inexplicable appearance of the woman when the keyhole had revealed nothing. She calmed herself. “Ah, sorry, no, I mean, it was just… I need to use the bathroom.”

It was a bit feeble, but it was the first thing that popped into her head.

“Of course. Please, follow.” She turned and marched across the hall. Britta followed, and then came to an abrupt halt as Frau Magda stopped by the staircase and opened a small door under it. She stood aside to let Britta through.

It was a tiny washroom with a fairly modern-looking toilet bowl. It was only after she closed the door that she remembered she didn’t have any of the necessary plumbing below the waist to make use of the facilities. 

She washed her hands in the basin and tried to take her time. She rearranged the soap and jug of water to make it look neat and tidy. There wasn’t a flush, as far as she could see, but it wasn’t really needed.

Britta opened the door and looked out. There was no one in sight. If she was very quiet, she might have a chance to look around. She exited the little room, turned around to gently close the door, and then turned back.

“Everything fine?” said Frau Magda.

“Wah!” yelled Britta. She definitely hadn’t been there a second ago. “I washed my hands,” she blurted out unnecessarily.

“Good. Vith me, please.” Frau Magda escorted her back to the library. 

Britta went in, and the door was closed again, making the same locking sound. Perhaps doors here just made extra sounds for no reason.

It was a nice room. Cosy, with large chairs, and every available space on the walls lined with shelves. There were hundreds of books, from floor to ceiling. There was even a ladder to reach the ones at the top.

In a game, this sort of place would have all sorts of hidden treasures. Books of spells, books that told you the history of the world (that nobody ever read), books that gave you bonuses. 

Actually, in a game, every room was like that. Players always ransacked everywhere they visited, whether it was an enemy dungeon or some nobleman’s bedroom. There were always items and loose coins to be found. They even took the paintings off the wall and sold them if they could.

Britta didn’t feel comfortable doing that in this game. But it was still a game, and there was a reasonable chance there’d be a useful item here, somewhere. Or perhaps a secret door operated by lifting the right book.

If the game was inclined to put things in her path that were relevant to the storyline, here was as good a place as any. One of these books could hold a vital clue.

She looked from one side of the library to the other. It would take days to go through all of them. What was she even looking for? 

Something on the mines? A map or a blueprint of a building? She walked around the room reading the spines. There was definitely a theme. They had titles like One Hundred Years of Ants and All Ants, Great and Small and The Wizard of Ants.

When she opened them up, she found they were novels. Adventures written about life in a world with giant ants. One was about a man called Brett who hated ants with a passion (the bigger they were, the more he hated them). Another was about two runaway children who were taken in by a colony of ants.

No great secrets, nothing to help if you were attacked by actual giant ants.

They couldn’t all be ant-based fiction, could they? She moved the ladder, which was easy because it was on wheels, and climbed up to check the books higher up.

Lord of the Ants.

One Flew Over the Ant’s Nest.

The Ant-man Cometh.

It had to be some kind of joke by the devs. But why ants? She didn’t get it.

Or was it a hint that she was missing. The game could be sending her a message she would only understand when the time came (hopefully before it was too late).

“Anything interesting?”

Britta nearly fell off the ladder, grabbed the sides and slid down, bouncing off the rungs as she went. The mayor was standing in the doorway. She hadn’t even heard the door open. What was the point of these big flappy ears if they didn’t hear well? “Yes. I mean, I like books, so I was just... I thought maybe you forgot you asked me to dinner.”

“Of course not, I was just delayed at work. One of those days. Now, we were going to discuss…” He tapped his big chin thoughtfully. He had clearly forgotten. How did a computer forget things?

“Stan. The innocent person you accused of murder.”

“Yes, yes, of course. Although it will be up to the court to decide if he’s guilty or not. He’ll get a fair trial, I’ll make sure of that.”

“How?” said Britta.

The Mayor smiled. “Easily. I’m the judge.”
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                “Dinner is ready,” said Frau Magda from out in the hall.

“Ah, excellent, excellent,” said the Mayor. “Shall we?”

Britta was too full of questions to know what to ask first, so she just nodded. The Mayor turned and walked out, head held high, sniffing at the air. Britta took one final look around the room—she was definitely missing something that was hidden here, she was sure of it—and then followed the Mayor out.

The Mayor had already disappeared, but Frau Magda was waiting to escort Britta to the dining room. Escort in much the same way an armed guard escorts a dangerous prisoner.

The dining room was very grand. A long mahogany table with seating for twenty people. Candelabras lit the room and gave it a warm glow, ably countered by Frau Magda’s icy glare.

The Mayor entered through a side door, his outfit changed into a robe that was practically a dressing gown and his hair waxed at a rakish new angle. The Mayor in relaxed mode. “Please, be seated.” He smiled unctuously.

He was a handsome man, and suave, but he was also very oily. The kind of man women steer clear of in nightclubs, and steer towards at a yacht club.

Britta sat down and found herself barely able to see over the table. The furniture was very rich and luxurious, but also very big.

“Frau Magda,” he said, “a cushion for our guest.”

Frau Magda glided away and returned with a thick cushion. She placed it on Britta’s chair and after Britta had managed to clamber on top, she was able to reach the cutlery.

The food arrived on a trolley, pushed along by Frau Magda. A large tureen of soup. No other servants had appeared. Britta suspected Frau Magda was also the cook.

The soup was red and cold. Intentionally, Britta assumed. It was ladled out and placed in front of her, with a side order of death-stare. Britta tried to avoid looking at Frau Magda, but she had angled herself so that the surface of the soup reflected her appalling grimace directly into Britta’s eyeline.

“The first course is served,” said Frau Magda, somewhat unnecessarily.

“Wonderful,” said the Mayor. He picked up his spoon and took a sip. “Wonderful.”

Britt did the same. She was still quite full, but she could handle a little soup. She hoped there weren’t too many courses. It tasted quite nice. Hard to place, though. She had expected tomato from the colour, but it wasn’t.

“Now,” said the Mayor, “I want to assure you there will be nothing improper about your friend’s trial.”

“But you’re the judge,” said Britta.

“Exactly. I will make sure it’s all done by the book.”

Britta wasn’t sure which book he was referring to. The Big Book of Legal Travesties?

“But you were there. Isn’t that a conflict of interests?”

“Why? I wasn’t involved. The altercation took place between the two young gentlemen.”

“That’s not what he says.”

“He’ll have ample opportunity to state his case,” said the Mayor.

“His case is that you did it. He’s hardly going to get a fair hearing if you’re the one who decides if he’s guilty or not.”

“Oh, no, no. I don’t decide if he’s guilty. That’s what the jury’s for.”

“You have a jury?” At least he couldn’t give himself that job, too. “Who gets to do that? Random people?”

“No, that would be too arbitrary. They’ll be handpicked. The most respected and trusted of our citizens.”

“Handpicked by who?” Britta asked, already suspecting the answer.

“That’s the job of the judge.”

“So you get to be the judge and choose the jury… that’s not even slightly fair. Does he at least get a lawyer?”

“Everyone has the right to a lawyer if they wish. Although, if you need a professional to convince people of your innocence, it does invariably suggest you have something to hide.”

Britta didn’t know what to say. Clearly the whole system was rigged.

“Can you appeal to a higher authority if you feel it’s an unfair verdict?”

“Certainly. There’s the judicial ombudsman. You can refer the case to him if you feel there’s been a miscarriage of justice.”

“And the ombudsman is…”

“I have the honour of holding that position.”

“Of course,” said Britta, not surprised in the least. Stan was going to be found guilty, there was no doubt about that. Britta put down her large silver spoon to take a rest. Even with her boosted strength stat, it was a strain on her tiny wrists.

Frau Magda, who had been standing by the trolley like it was artillery and she was awaiting orders, rushed forward and whisked the bowl away, then moved on to take the Mayor’s, which was empty.

“Now, tell me. You mentioned poor Alfredo having some kind of information about the Korlath Mines. Would you care to elaborate?” Suddenly his memory was very good and he remembered the details of their last conversation.

“I don’t know much,” said Britta. “Something about a grimoire.”

There was a crash as the soup bowls fell to the floor.
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                “Oh!” exclaimed Frau Magda, her hands jumping to her chest. “So, sorry.”

“That’s fine, Magda,” said the Mayor, smiling magnanimously. “Just a little accident.”

The bowls had shattered and pieces were strewn about. She bent down on her knees to pick them up, and placed them in her held-out apron.

Britta felt bad. She had been hoping to elicit a reaction from the Mayor, but he had remained completely placid. She wasn’t sure why Frau Magda had reacted so violently at the mention of the grimoire, but even now she appeared somewhat rattled.

“Can I help?” asked Britta from on top of the big cushion where she wobbled precariously.

“No, no. That von’t be necessary. All better now.” She had removed the big pieces very quickly and was pecking at the smaller ones. 

It hadn’t been that terrible, just a couple of bowls. They had looked very expensive, but then they could be from the Ming Dynasty when all you have to do is program their existence into a computer.

Magda rushed over to the trolley with her apron doubled over and bulging at odd angles. She tipped the contents onto the trolley and pushed it out of the room.

“These things happen,” said the Mayor.

“Yes,” said Britta, feeling a little awkward. “I heard you’re recruiting for your army.”

“Not my army, the town defence force. Why? Are you interested in joining up? We can make room for you.”

“So it isn’t compulsory? Only, some people seem to think they have no choice. That’s what I heard.”

“Well, I’m not sure why anyone would think that. These are perilous times, monsters running amok and what have you, so it behooves the town to be prepared. But I certainly wouldn’t want everyone to join up. We wouldn’t be able to pay them.”

He didn’t seem even slightly disturbed by her questions. Perhaps he really wasn’t involved in anything shady. It could be Magda, operating from the shadows. That was often the way it happened in the movies. The main suspect looks guilty as hell, but it’s the person standing next to him that’s behind it all.

She took a closer look at the Mayor’s big, impenetrable smile. No, this guy wasn’t innocent. He had killed Freddy and framed Stan. He knew about the grimoire, he was just a good actor.

“This grimoire...” He said it like he wasn’t even sure how to pronounce the word. “What does it do?”

Very smooth. Britta couldn’t but be impressed by his completely relaxed demeanour. He was a lot better at this than her. Which meant he’d make an excellent subject to study.

“I think it brings the dead back to life. That’s what my investigating has dug up so far. There’s apparently a dead dwarf in the mines that’s possessed by a banshee and not very happy about it.”

She watched him closely as she told him about the enraged dwarf. It was only the most basic details, but enough to provoke a response if he’d been involved in the dwarf’s death.

“I see,” said the Mayor, one finger tapping his lips as if in deep thought. “I think… I think the main course has arrived.”

Frau Magda returned with her trolley, looking composed once more. There was a large silver dome covering the dish. She lifted it up with a flourish, revealing a roasted animal Britta didn’t recognise. It appeared to be a pig with wings. 

“Presenting the roast swinebird.” She announced it like the swinebird was here to sing a song. It didn’t look like it had much of a voice.

The Mayor clapped politely, so Britta did, too. It was her first time applauding food. Frau Magda picked up two large carving knives and rapidly slid them across each other. She handled them very comfortably. Then she began carving.

The slices of meat looked pink and juicy. There were small potatoes and various other side dishes she couldn’t identify. She tasted a bit of each out of curiosity.

“This is delicious,” she said. “My compliments to the chef.” She had never said that before in her life, and felt a complete fraud saying it now, but it seemed the sort of thing you would say at a swanky dinner.

“Magda cooked it herself,” said the Mayor. “She’s an excellent cook.”

“Ach,” said Magda dismissively. “He only says that because I’m the only vone who knows how he likes his schnitzel.”

Britta smiled and nodded. She knew schnitzel was some kind of German dish, but that was all. It could be meat or vegetable, or maybe dessert. More importantly, how did German things exist in this world? Were there Spanish and French NPCs as well?

“Very nice.” Britta held up a fork with a bit of pig wing on it and popped it in her mouth.

Frau Magda dropped her head slightly to accept the praise, and then gave Britta a look so dark and menacing it nearly toppled her from her perch.

They ate in silence for a few minutes, Britta picking at the food, not very hungry. She wondered if she’d stop feeling quite so stuffed when she got home. 

She ate enough to not be rude, and then Magda tidied it all away. Without any breakages this time.

“This dwarf you mentioned, the one in the mines…”

Britta turned her attention to the Mayor. “Yes?”

“You saw him? What did he look like?”

She wasn’t sure how to answer. He looked like a dwarf, and they all looked very similar, but she didn’t want to say that. It would make her seem terribly racist.

“He had a beard, and he was quite short…” This wasn’t much better.

“I only ask because some years ago, a young dwarf came to see me with information. Very important information. But he disappeared before he could give it to me. That was about the mines, also. Coincidence? I fear not. I always suspected foul play, but there was no proof. There wasn’t even a body. I suspected the Garbolums were behind it.”

“Didn’t you used to go out with Ginnie Garbolum?”

There was a loud crash as Frau Magda dropped the soufflé she had been about to place on the table. She bit her fist, which looked painful, and then ran out of the room.

“Hmm,” said the Mayor. “It seems Magda’s not feeling well. Shall we retire to the library?”
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                “I’m afraid Magda is a little fragile these days, poor girl.”

There was soufflé everywhere, but at least Magda’s accident had solved the overeating issue.

Britta followed the Mayor out of the dining room thinking Magda was the least fragile person she’d ever seen, with the bearing of a very calm and resolute firing squad. Somehow, Britta had managed to startle her. Twice. 

The first time it was mention of the grimoire, and the second time it was the Mayor’s relationship with Aunt Ginnie. The implication, Britta felt, was that these things were worth looking at more closely.

It was a shame she had rushed off, Britta would have liked to try throwing out a few more salacious comments to see if they passed the Magda test.

The Mayor, on the other hand, didn’t appear perturbed in the least. He strolled back to the library displaying no signs of concern. He even seemed quite carefree and in a good mood. 

He held open the library door, smiling as broadly as ever. Britta entered, thinking about how to get him to admit he knew more about the grimoire than he was letting on. As it turned out, he required no prompting in that direction.

“This grimoire you mentioned,” said the Mayor as he closed the door. “It sounds like a very interesting book. Are you any closer to discovering its whereabouts?”

“No closer than I was when I last spoke to you,” said Britta carefully. She was being a hundred percent truthful. She had the book on her then, and she had it on her now.

“I see, I see. Please have a seat.” 

Britta sat down in one of the plush high-backed chairs. The Mayor went over to a shelf across the room and pulled out a large book bound in green leather. Britta couldn’t read the title from where she was, but it looked like an impressive tome.

“Magic books are tricky things,” he said. “Very volatile and hard to control. Never work the same way twice, they say.” He opened the tome and presented it to her. “Cigar?”

The inside of the book was hollowed out and filled with cigars.

Britta had never smoked, never had the desire to even try. Of course, there was no risk here of cancer or whatever other disease filling your lungs with smoke might cause. In the digital world not even dying was bad for you.

“No thank you.”

The Mayor continued smiling as he picked one of the cigars. It was the length of a baby’s arm. He placed the book on a side table and clipped the end off the cigar with a small cutter he took from his robe pocket. He placed the tip of the cigar against the large signet ring on his pinkie finger and smoke began to waft from it. He sucked on the other end and the cigar-end glowed red.

A thick, pungent smoke drifted up to the ceiling. It smelled sweet and oddly flowery. She was tempted to try one after all.

“Ahh,” said the Mayor. “That’s better.”

“Is that a magic ring?” she asked him.

“This?” He held up his hand so the fat golden ring glinted in the light. “Only slightly. Magic isn’t something to use too casually. But… a little convenience is worth a little risk.” He took another long puff and sat down in the chair opposite her.

“Are you a mage?” she asked.

“Me? No, no. Not at all. Such things are beyond my abilities. I do like to collect the odd trinket, though. So much easier to let a device take all the risk, hmm?”

Britta nodded, not really knowing what he meant. Was there a risk associated with performing magic? So far, the only risk she’d encountered was a spell not working when she was about to get impaled on the end of a sword.

“Take this grimoire,” said the Mayor. “If the incantation it contains was to go wrong, the book would be destroyed rather than the person casting the spell. Equally, if you were to destroy the book, the spell it contained would no longer be effective.” He took a long drag and blew a perfect smoke ring into the air.

Britta sat there, mildly stunned. If she destroyed the book, it would end the spell on the dwarf? Could it really be that simple? It would be great if that was true, but could she trust anything the Mayor said?

It was just as possible that something terrible would happen and he was trying to manoeuvre her into destroying an item that could be used against him.

“If I destroyed the book, what would happen to the dwarf?”

“I don’t know. If the grimoire is responsible for his condition, I assume he would cease to be possessed. If he was dead before, he would be dead again. But I’m no expert. What I do know is that you should be careful when tampering with powerful forces. A controlled explosion by a certified magic disposal unit is the best option in cases like these. We have one working for the town council to deal with any suspicious objects we find lying around. Adventurers can be surprisingly careless with magic items.”

Britta didn’t doubt it. Throwing out a magic item as soon as you picked up an upgrade was pretty much normal behaviour for a gamer.

“If you’d like to give me the grimoire, I’ll be happy to see it’s disposed of correctly.”

Britta smiled. Now she saw why he was telling her all this. “Thank you. If I decide to do that, I’ll let you know.”

There was a light knock on the door and Frau Magda entered. “There is a messenger here. He says it’s urgent.”

The Mayor rose. “Excuse me for a moment.” He walked out quickly.

Britta remained seated. She was thinking about making a move herself. It had been quite an informative dinner. She’d established that Stan was going to have a completely fair trial, after which he would be found guilty and sentenced to a long time in jail, possibly forever. She had also learned of a possible way to deal with the dead dwarf, although she would need to find a way to corroborate that information before acting on it. Not a bad night’s work.

“Ahem,” coughed Magda. She had made her way from the door to standing next to Britta’s chair.

“Yes?” said Britta, craning her neck up.

“I vish to speak to you. Not here. It isn’t safe. Meet me at this location, tomorrow. Come alone.” She handed a Britta a folded piece of paper and then spun around. She left the room without waiting for Britta’s response.

Britta opened the note. It said: The Slit Throat. 12.00 sharp.
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                The note said to meet at The Slit Throat. Britta had never heard of it, but assumed it was some tavern or inn. It sounded like quite a rough place, which wasn’t too worrying—Britta was confident she could take care of herself—but it was still a strange choice for a lunch date. 

Maybe she was wrong. Maybe it was a very oddly named tea shop. 

Britta heard the Mayor out in the hall. He was talking to someone, maybe Magda. Then footsteps approached. She quickly put the piece of paper in her pocket and tried to look natural. 

“Sorry about that. Mayoral business.” He sat down again and picked up the cigar he had left smouldering. “Now, where were we.”

“Actually, I was thinking of going.”

“Already? Oh, what a shame. It is getting late, though. Would you like the loan of a carriage to see you safely home?”

“No, I’ll be fine. The walk will help work off some of Frau Magda’s delicious cooking. I didn’t upset her or anything, did I?”

“Upset her? Oh, certainly not. She comes from a long line of hardy women. Excellent breeding stock, by all accounts.” He leaned closer. “She’s worn out three husbands, and I don’t think she’s finished. There’s a fiance I’ve yet to meet.” His saucy smile suggested this one might not last the night.

Britta knew he was deeply embroiled in whatever chicanery was going on in New Town, and most likely he was responsible for a lot of dreadful things, including Freddy’s murder, but she still couldn’t help finding him quite likeable. He had a swagger to him that was quite charming. She wondered if it was like that with all deplorable men.

“Please thank her for me. It really was a very enjoyable meal. And thank you for inviting me. You have a lovely home.” Suddenly she was gushing. Was it wrong to treat bad people with good manners?

“Don’t mention it. A pleasure to have you. Now, remember, if you do come across this grimoire, handle with care. If you want to destroy it yourself, at least have a word with one of my men. They’ll give you a list of safety precautions.”

“Thank you. I’ll bear that in mind.” She had no intention of telling him she had the book, but he was right about one thing. Finding out what precautions she needed to take was the smart move.

The Mayor showed her to the door and she said her farewells, added a couple more expressions of gratitude, and stepped out into the night.

The breeze was mild and the sky was littered with stars. It was hard not to stare. As she strolled through the wide streets and boulevards that made up the nicer parts of town, her head was tilted back, taking it all in.

“There she is!”

Britta’s attention snapped back to ground level. She hadn’t meant to wander around aimlessly, but it was such an amazing sight she had lost track. Now she was surrounded by a group of large, burly men. Garbolum’s thugs.

“Not so fast,” said another voice in a heavy Scottish burr. Three stocky men jumped down from a tree. 

Trees were not where you expected dwarves to come from, so it took everyone by surprise. 

“The lass’ll be coming with us.” 

There were only three dwarves and at least half a dozen thugs. The dwarves didn’t seem fazed. They drew small axes from inside their clothing, one in each hand, and began twirling them around.

“Ho ho,” said one of the thugs mockingly. “We’ve got a bunch of show-offs, have we?” Knives and clubs were drawn in return.

Britta had been ready to teleport away, but no one seemed to be paying her much attention. She could have just walked away. But she was quite curious to see how this fight went down.

“Hey you! What are you doing?” The shout came from further down the street. Men came running, rattling their armour. It was the town guard. “It’s her! It’s the New Town Flasher.”

They weren’t running towards the thugs and dwarves, they were focused on Britta. Everyone turned to look at her. It was horribly embarrassing.

There as a moment of dizziness as her eyeballs attempted to switch sockets, and then she was in the Temple of Roha. She had doubted the usefulness of Teleport as her main spell, but it had proved to be the perfect choice. She only dreaded the day when she might need it twice. That day couldn’t be far off. 

She checked her screen. The real world time was approaching six in the evening. She wasn’t sure how the time here compared with the time there. Was it a simple time difference like between London and New York, or did time actually pass at a different rate? Something to ask Dr Reedy. She decided to log out and have something to eat. She had collected a lot of new information, and now seemed the ideal time to leave the town to the various groups hunting her.

When she took off her helmet and opened her eyes in her bedroom, she immediately noticed something was different. She wasn’t bathed in sweat. Normally, she would have to towel herself off, but not today. She felt the same as if she’d just had a nap—in need of a stretch, but no sweatier than when she lay down.

Her phone rang. The ID said it was Dr Reedy. Perfect. She had a bunch of things to ask her. She took a moment to get her stretch in, and then answered it.
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                “Britta? This is Dr Reedy.”

“Hello, Dr Reedy. I just stopped playing.” 

“I know. We were all watching you just now. Very interesting conversation you had with the Mayor.”

“Oh, you saw that?” Britta immediately felt stupid for sounding so surprised. Of course they’d been watching her. She was the only person—real person—in the game. Because night mode was brand new, they had logged everyone else out. They probably had a few of their own people in with her, but there wouldn’t be many players allowed to keep playing. Just her and Stan, as far as she knew.

“Yes, yes, very interesting. The book sounds like it may be the key to this puzzle.”

Britta realised she still hadn’t checked to make sure the book was where she’d left it. There was no way it would have fallen out of her inventory, but she still felt nervous about it. She should have made sure.

“I was wondering, what the Mayor said about destroying the book to destroy the spell, is that true?”

“It isn’t a mechanic we put in the game, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t correct. There’s really only one way to find out.”

She had suspected that would be the case. But she didn’t want to risk going all out and then finding out it was the wrong move. The book would be gone, and she didn’t know if there’d be a second chance like with a regular game. What she needed was a test run.

“Are there other magic books like the grimoire?” she asked. “Ones that cast a spell on someone.”

“Not really. The grimoire—” she said it the same exaggerated way as the Mayor “—wasn’t one of ours, either. There are scrolls, as you know, and we have skill books that can give permanent buffs to your stats. That’s about as close as we get to an actual spell book like the grimoire.”

It was going to get quite annoying if everyone kept pronouncing it like that. “Can I buy a skill book from someone in town? I’d like to test out what the Mayor suggested. If I destroy the book, its effect should be destroyed, too.”

“Yes, perhaps. It might not apply to regular items, though. We could put one in your inventory, but there’s the added problem of the game not liking it when we help you.”

That was certainly true. The game hadn’t liked it at all when they’d given her the anti-dwarf cloak. It had more or less turned its back on her.

“Yes, you’re right. I wouldn’t be able to rely on the results. Is there somewhere I could find a skill book on my own?”

“There are, but you’re still quite low-level. It might not be that easy without help. I can send you a list of quests and locations, if you’d like.”

It seemed like her best bet, although it would have been easier if Diana was still around. She wondered how she was getting on. “Thank you, yes. I might as well try it. By the way, how did the first night on New World go?”

“Very smoothly. There were no outbreaks of vampires or ghosts. It was all very quiet, I have to say. We may have overreacted sending everyone home.

“Did you tell the players what was happening?”

“We said we were running a test. If anyone asks, please don’t tell them you were in-game. We don’t want people to feel like they missed out on something special.”

“Sure,” said Britta. “No problem. Does that mean you’ll let everyone keep playing tomorrow night?”

“Assuming there is another sunset tomorrow, yes, that’s the plan. We’ll be watching closely, but there doesn’t seem to be any reason why not. Fingers crossed.”

It did seem slightly risky since control of the day-night cycle was completely out of their hands, but it would certainly impress the players when they saw the night sky in its full glory.

Britta answered a few more questions and gave her feedback on the pros and cons of night mode. It hadn’t really been all that different to day mode, but she tried to make her answers as comprehensive as possible. It was what they were paying her for, after all. 

“Oh, there was one thing that was different,” said Britta. “When I returned to my room, I wasn’t, um, as... sweaty as usual.” She felt a bit embarrassed talking about it. What if she was the only one affected by long-term excessive perspiration? Maybe her body was just weird.

“Really? A little less or a lot less?”

“None at all, actually.”

There was a long pause. “Britta, we might need you to come into the lab for a few tests.”

“I feel fine. It’s not like there’s any other difference. Just dry sheets.”

“No, that’s fine. I’m not suggesting there’s a problem. Quite the contrary. We’ve been trying to find a way to stop this particular side effect from the beginning. With no luck. This could be quite a breakthrough.” She sounded quite excited. 

“Didn’t you see the same thing with any of your people?”

“Our people?”

“The people you sent in to observe night mode.”

“Oh, we didn’t send anyone. It was deemed too risky. You were the only one. You and Stanley, of course.”

Had they really considered it that unsafe? And if they had, why the hell did they agree to let her stay? She felt quite alarmed. They really did care more about the project than her, which shouldn’t have been a surprise, but still unsettled her. 

There had been nothing to suggest a threat. Although maybe it wasn’t the environment they were worried about, maybe it was the hardware hooked up to her brain.

“I’ll need to talk to my parents,” said Britta, not really wanting to trek out to the facility again.

“Yes, you do that. I’ll speak to you tomorrow.”

Britta ended the call and got off the bed. It was weird not feeling all clammy and sticky. She’d sort of got used to it.
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                Britta went downstairs and found Mum and Dad watching TV in the sitting room. They were draped across each other while watching some game show that required people to answer trivia questions.

“Kuala Lumpur,” said Dad.

“Jakarta,” said Mum.

“Is it Jakarta?” said the woman on TV, who looked like she cut her own hair.

“Yes! Although I would have accepted Kuala Lumpur,” said the comedian presenter. “Funny story about Jakarta…”

Britta realised she was from a family of swots. There was no escaping it. Even Marisa was one, although she’d managed to parlay it into a career in journalism. That, at least, was kind of cool.

“What’s for dinner?” she asked. 

“Oh, hello, love,” said Mum. “There should be some spag bol in the kitchen. Just heat it up.” She snuggled deeper into Dad’s armpit.

“What you been up to then?” asked Dad. “Bit of a pain them throwing us out of the game, huh?”

“I didn’t get thrown out.”

Dad pushed Mum away so she nearly fell off the sofa, and turned to face Britta. “What do you mean? You were in there during the test?”

Hadn’t they even checked on her in the last few hours? She liked her personal space, but they could at least pretend to be interested in their own child, so she could push away like any normal teenager. She was doomed to a life of being well-adjusted and alone.

“It wasn’t a test. It was the game-changing to accommodate me.”

“Amazing,” said Dad. “An entire shift in the global configuration just for my daughter.”

Dad thinking she was cool was the final nail in any hope she had for a normal social life. Game over. 

“I had a dinner date with the Mayor, so the game had to make it evening.”

“Dinner date?” said Mum, her voice deepening to a growl. “What kind of dinner date?”

“We just ate, Mum. And talked about magic books.”

“Magic books?” said Dad, even more intensely than Mum. “What kind of magic books?”

Britta explained what the Mayor had told her about destroying the grimoire and the potential after-effects. Dad asked numerous questions, marvelling at the level of depth Britta had access to. It was nothing like the game he experienced.

“Wow. Never thought about destroying a book after using it. They just go blank after you read them. Everyone just throws them away.”

Mum shook her head and rolled her eyes.

“I don’t suppose you have any spare skill books lying about, do you?” Britta asked him. The game didn’t like it when Dr Reedy helped her, but maybe it wouldn’t feel the same way if it was Dad.

“As it happens, I do. Picked one up the… Hold on. You don’t want to set it on fire, do you?”

“It’s for science, Dad.”

“No, no, no. They aren’t easy to come by, you know? I had to climb up a mountain and fight a giant eagle to get it.”

“Avid readers, are they?” asked Mum. “It’s just a game, John. Give your daughter the book.”

“Just a game?” Dad’s eyes narrowed. “Sometimes I wonder if you know me at all.”

“Sometimes I wonder if I know you far too well,” replied Mum. 

“To think, my own family are happy to burn books like the Nazis.” He shook his head. “Have you never read Fahrenheit 451?”

“Yes, Dad, I have. It’s got nothing to do with the Nazis.”

Dad nodded thoughtfully. “I’ve always meant to get round to reading it. Supposed to be very good.”

“It’s alright. Can I have the book, Dad?”

“No.”

“John!”

“What? It’s soulbound. You can’t give them away, only the person who picks it up can use it. Stops people abusing the system and buying up hundreds of skill points. I couldn’t give it to her even if I wanted to, which I obviously would.”

Britta wasn’t so sure he would, but it didn’t matter. She had another thought.

“Hey, Dad, you know how you’re always asking to play with me?”

Dad’s eyes lit up. “Really? Wait, what are you smiling about? I know that look. Your mother has one just like it, and it’s never good.”

Why test it on herself? Dad would make the perfect guinea pig. Let him use the book so he got the skill point, then destroy the book and see if the point disappeared. And best of all, no risk to herself. Perfect.

She told him what she wanted him to do.

“What if it only works on you? You’re the special one.”

“You’re right, if nothing happens it doesn’t prove anything. But if it does work, that means it works on everyone. That’s worth checking.”

Dad folded his arms and sat back on the sofa. “Bloody waste is what it is. I was looking forward to that extra point in agility.” Then his mood suddenly changed. “Actually, it’s fine. I’ll help you.”

“You will?”

“Yep. And in return, you can help me.”

“Help you how?” said Britta, already regretting whatever he was about to say.

“You can bring your old Dad along on one of your adventures.” He smiled, very pleased with himself. “Let your daughter take you to work day.”
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                To be fair, there was no real reason not to let Dad come with her next time she went on some quest or visited a dungeon. He might even come in handy when she went back into the Korlath Mines. He was an experienced gamer with a Level 7 character and he knew how to handle himself in a fight.

That wasn’t really the problem, though.

“You’d have to do what I tell you,” said Britta.

“Of course. I know how to follow orders. I’ve been in parties before, you know? Party leader calls the shots. If people don’t play their roles properly, the whole thing falls apart.”

“Don’t worry, love,” said Mum. “He’s a stickler for people doing the job they’ve been assigned.” She patted him on the chest. “Your only problem will be if you need him to act out of character.”

Dad nodded proudly, like he’d been given a huge compliment.

“Alright,” said Britta. “Next time something interesting comes up, I’ll let you know.” She had a queasy feeling she would regret it, but it was a game where true identities were hidden. It wasn’t like anyone would know they were related.

“Great! You ready to go, then?”

“Now?” said Britta. She hadn’t been thinking of going back into the game immediately.

“No time like the present. You only want to rip up a book, don’t you. It’ll take, what? Five minutes?”

He had a point. Apart from one slight problem. 

“Aren’t you still locked out of the game?” Everyone except her had been kicked out. He couldn’t log in, only she could.

Dad’s excited face sagged. “Oh, yeah. I forgot about that.” His eyes lit up again. “No problemo. All we need to do is contact Dr Reedy and have her take the restrictions off my account.” He dug his hand between him and Mum and rooted around in the sofa. 

Britta caught the look that passed between the two of them and was unable to resist the eye-roll it forced on her.

“Here it is.” Dad pulled out his phone. 

“Oh, I forgot to tell you,” said Britta. “Dr Reedy asked if I could come in to run some tests.”

Both parents turned to look at her.

“Why?” said Mum. “What happened?”

“Nothing. I stopped sweating, that’s all.”

“Your Dad was soaked as usual when he came out of his machine.”

Britta shrugged. “That’s why they want to know why I wasn’t. I don’t really want to go, though. Can you make an excuse?”

“It sounds like we should let them check you out,” said Dad. “The sweating has always been a big issue. If you’ve solved it for them, they’ve already got their money’s worth out of you. By the way, your first paycheck came in. You’re rich.”

“No, she isn’t,” said Mum. “That money’s going straight into your savings account.”

“At least let her buy one thing for herself,” exclaimed Dad. “She deserves a little fun.”

“She plays video games every spare moment she has. What she needs is a little less fun.”

“How does that even make sense?” said Dad, appalled. “Fun is the whole point of being alive. Maybe you should try it some time.”

A moment ago they had been giving each other saucy glances, now they were at each other’s throats. Britta found it hard to understand the attraction of the relentless ups and downs. If she was in that kind of relationship she’d probably spend most of her time feeling seasick.

“Somebody has to be the adult,” said Mum. It wasn’t the first time Britta had heard this argument, although she had usually left the room by this point.

“I’m not saying give her all the money. Just give her a bit.”

“I already gave her life!” said Mum, only half-jokingly. “She can have the money when she needs it.”

“I gave her life, too,” said Dad.

“Nine months versus… what would you say your contribution was, as a percentage?”

Dad's face became taut, partly due to his taking offence at being reduced to a bit part player in the conception of his own child, and partly because he was actually calculating the number.

“Less than one percent?” said Mum. “A tiny fraction?”

“No,” said Dad, pouting. “Quite a large fraction. On the bottom.”

“She can play the game, for now. But that money is going to secure her future. I don’t want one penny of it wasted on frivolous nonsense.”

Dad gave Britta an apologetic shrug, like he’d tried his best on her behalf. 

“It’s fine,” said Britta. “I wouldn’t know what to spend it on.”

“Oh, I’d help you,” said Dad, revealing his real reason for wanting her funds released. She was glad Mum had put her foot down.

“Are you going to call Dr Reedy?” asked Britta.

Dad looked down at the phone like he’d forgotten it was there. “Right. Of course.”

Dr Reedy answered immediately, like she’d been waiting for the call. They discussed Britta coming in for a checkup, which Dad agreed to without even trying to put it off, much to Britta’s disappointment. 

Then he told her their plan to test the Mayor’s book burning idea. Dr Reedy saw no issues with it and made the arrangements while Dad was still on the line. 

Dad stuck up his thumb. “Good to go.” He stood and stretched. “Right, I’ll meet you in the Temple of Roha.”

Mum yawned. “Early night for me, then. Alone. And naked.” She got up and walked past, pressing against him like they were in some tight space and that was the only way to get by. They weren’t, and there was plenty of room. 

Britta turned around and left before the rolling waves made her throw up.
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                Britta logged into the game. She exited the small room in the Temple of Roha and looked around for Dad. She didn’t actually know what he looked like as she’d never seen his character in-game.

It wasn’t like he’d be hard to spot since they’d be the only two people playing the game, but she still felt like she should be holding up a sign that said ‘Dad’ like someone waiting at the airport to pick up an arrival.

There was movement on the other side of the temple as a door opened and Dad stepped out. He looked ridiculous.

Or, rather, he looked like a superhero from a comic. Those kinds of costumes appeared fine as a drawing, but seemed completely weird in real life.

He had a cloak with a hood, leather armour in various shades of dark red, gloves with fins growing out of them, and a mask.

The mask was the typical superhero eye-mask that would never disguise your identity from anyone since the whole rest of your face was visible. Britta had never understood how people in those stories failed to recognise close friends and loved ones simply because of some minor facial decorations. Then again, if Clark Kent could manage it with just a pair of glasses, there really wasn’t a need for anyone else to worry about it.

Dad came swaggering over, his cloak flapping about.

“It’s me,” he said in an unnecessarily deep voice. “You’re a gnome.”

“I know. Why are you talking like that?”

“Like what?” he rumbled.

“Like you’re phoning me with your ransom demands.”

“It’s for the effect,” said Dad in his normal voice. “I’m trying to maintain a persona. You’re killing my immersion, sweetheart.”

“Call me B, and I suppose you’re Bruce.”

“That’s right,” he said, back to the movie trailer voice. “Bruce de Bruce, hero of the people.”

“Which people?”

“Oh, whoever’s around. I’m not fussy. Do you want to see my bow?” He took the bow off his shoulder. It didn’t look like a regular bow, it didn’t even look like the one Stan used. This one had a lot more attachments. 

“What do all those knobs and things do?”

“It’s very finely tuned to suit my shooting style. I can hit a rabbit at five hundred metres.”

“That’s not very nice,” said Britta. She had always liked rabbits.

“You’re thinking too much like a normie. There are some extremely vicious rabbits in this world. Don’t let your guard down.”

Britta had to fight the urge to roll her eyes. Perhaps that’s where an eye-mask would have come in handy.

“What do you use when you fight close up? Do you have a sword or something?” 

She wouldn’t normally care about stuff like that, but it had become more of a professional interest to find out what others used in the course of their adventures. Her own tactics when it came to fighting were still woefully inadequate, she had no illusions about that. Picking up tips from better players was the smart thing to do. Even if the player happened to be Dad.

“If I make the right moves, no one will ever get that close to me.” He twanged the bowstring. 

“So you run away?”

“Yes. Although I prefer to say I blend into the shadows…” He stepped backwards into a darker part of the temple. She could still see him very clearly.

“Do you have the book?”

He opened his inventory and the book appeared in his hand. “Are you sure you want to do it in here? Might be against health and safety regulations.”

For a superhero he was very aware of not breaking any rules. 

“We could go outside,” said Britta. “There won’t be anyone around this time of night.”

“Okay, let’s go have a look at this night mode, then. Bet it’s blurry at the edges.”

They walked out of the temple. The streets were empty and the sky was still strewn with stars.

“Wow,” said Dad, staring straight up, his mouth hanging slightly open. “That is a technically dense render. The calculations per second to maintain a dynamic image of this size…” He let out a low whistle. “Impressive.”

“I think it’s pretty,” said Britta, deliberately.

Dad gave her a look, but didn’t take the bait. “Right, where should we do this. The alley?”

“No, not that one. I always end up getting attacked down there.” It wasn’t like Freddy was around anymore, but she didn’t want to tempt the game to carry on the tradition. “Probably best to do it outside of town. It might get noisy.”

She definitely didn’t want to attract any attention. If the town guard spotted them, things might get awkward.

They set off down the deserted street, Dad not really looking where he was going as he checked out the night sky some more. “Beautiful.”

She wasn’t sure if he meant the way it looked or the maths behind it. “Shame Mum can’t see it. I think she’d like it.”

“She’d hate it. She’d see it as a reason for you to want to spend more time in here.”

He was right. Mum would only view it through the lens of what it meant for Britta’s preoccupation with the game. The better it was, the less likely she was to want to leave.

“Your mother understands what it means to be a no-life gamer who hundred percents every game. She appreciates the focus and dedication it takes, but she also knows how seductive it can be. She’s the anchor that keeps someone like me from disappearing into the computer world and never come back.”

“Have you told her that?”

“Told her?” said Dad. “That was a quote from my wedding vows.”
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                As father and daughter approached the outskirts of New Town, Britta heard the unmistakable sound of marching feet up ahead.

It was unlikely to be the dwarves since they had a propensity for hiding in trees. And the Garbolum thugs didn’t strike her as the type to do anything in an orderly fashion. Which left one other option.

“We should hide,” said Dad before Britta could. Apparently he wasn’t keen on bumping into the law, either.

They snuck behind one of the shacks that surrounded the north entrance to the town. There was a garden of sorts, but the only thing growing in it were some broken dolls stuck in the ground like toy zombies trying to climb out of their graves.

They ducked low by a fence that had too many holes in it to hide them effectively, and watched as a line of guards, two across and six deep, marched past and then disappeared down the road.

Dad let out a relieved breath. “They’re gone. Good thing they didn’t spot us. I’m a wanted man in these parts.”

Britta felt a compulsion to tell him it was her they were after, not him, but she restrained herself. “What do they want you for?”

“For being the hero this town needs, not the one—”

“Dad. Please. No movie quotes.”

“Okay, okay. Keep an eye out for more patrols. We should be okay once we’re out of town. We’ll stay off the road and go through these backyards.”

Dad rose and moved across the garden in a stoop. Britta copied him, even though she was much shorter standing than he was stooping. It was the first nighttime this town—this world—had experienced, so there was no way to know what to expect, or what was normal. Guards everywhere? On a set route, only? Specifically looking for someone or just generally keeping the peace?

She would have to find a way to get herself off the most wanted list and then it wouldn’t matter. In the meantime, if they were quick and didn’t make any noise, there was a good chance they could leave town without being spotted. 

There was a thud. It sounded like it had come from the roof of the house they were scurrying past. Britta knew it would be a bad idea to look, but she did it anyway. Three silhouettes looked down at her. Three short, fat silhouettes. No, they weren’t fat. They were stout.

“Friends of yours?” asked Dad.

“Not really. Dwarf ninjas.”

Dad nearly choked on his own tongue. “You’re joking,” he managed to say when he got his breathing back under control.

“Keep it down, Dad. The guards might come back.”

The dwarves jumped down, landing softly. They made hardly any sound and were surprisingly graceful, like hippos in tutus. They each produced two axes and twirled them expertly as they spread out.

There was a blur and Dad had his bow in his hand, an arrow already in place. He fired it at the dwarf in the middle, then followed it with two more. 

The dwarf brought his two axes together in a whirling motion and the arrows ricocheted off into the dark. 

“You’ve got to be shitting me,” said Dad.

“Dad!” said Britta in an appalled whisper. Somehow, bad words coming out of her father’s mouth made them ten times worse.

“Oh, sorry, sweetheart. Heat of the moment. Don’t tell your mother.”

“Don’t call me sweetheart in the middle of a fight.”

“You called me Dad!”

“Okay, okay, Bruce. What do we do, now?”

The dwarves closed in from different angles, too close for a bow to be very effective.

Dad dropped the bow and reached behind him, under his cape, and drew two short swords. They were curved and glinted menacingly in the starlight.

“I thought you only fought long range,” said Britta.

“First rule of being a hero is always be modest about what you can do. Makes it much more impressive when you reveal your true awesomeness.”

He swung the blades around his head and moved towards the dwarves, spinning and slicing. There was a barrage of attacks and counterattacks. Parries that erupted in sparks, and far too much noise. 

“Can you keep it down?” Britta whispered hoarsely from the sidelines. “The guards will hear.”

One of the dwarves retreated a little and leaned over the fence to look down the road. “All clear,” he said in a Scottish brogue. He kept watch as the other two circled Dad. Then they started fighting again, but this time they stopped short of making contact.

If a blow was about to be parried, both sides would draw back their weapons as though they had struck each other. It turned into a dance, with rapid blows falling, but never landing.

Each side reacted honestly to strikes, even to kicks and punches that were thrown in and pulled short. It was odd, a game played for real played as a game. It was also kind of mesmerising.

Dad was completely committed, his blades constantly moving, holding off both dwarves at the same time. He did look pretty awesome, but there was no way she was going to tell him that. He’d be unbearable. Even more than normal.

He managed to push one of the dwarves’ arms out to either side and had an opening. His sword plunged at the exposed chest, and stopped with the tip just about touching.

The dwarf looked down, accepted his fate, and fell to the ground, theatrically clutching the non-existent wound. He was unharmed, but technically, he was dead. 

The third dwarf jumped back into the fight to take the place of his fallen comrade. The fallen comrade bounced back from the dead and took up lookout duty, standing to the side like a chess piece removed from the board.

The fight resumed, silent and relying on the honour system.

“They’re coming back!” called out the dwarf now keeping watch.

Everyone froze, only their eyes moving, looking for suggestions. The sound of feet came closer. Here was a time when a decent illusionist spell would have come in very handy, thought Britta. Shame she didn’t have any.
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                Even though it was quite dark, there was enough light from the glorious spectacle in the sky to illuminate them in the backyard. 

The fencing was broken in many places and had numerous gaps, so they were clearly visible from the street. They needed to hide or run away, but nobody moved, as though they might pass for statues someone had made for their garden. 

Britta may have been a gnome, but there was no way she’d be mistaken for one of her garden-variety cousins.

“We have to hide,” she whispered.

“I know,” said Dad. “Where?”

There were lots of shacks to choose from, but they were likely to have sleeping people occupying them. People who would start screaming if strangers suddenly barged their way in.

“Follow us,” said one of the dwarves. 

The three dwarves had been as reluctant to move or make a sound as Britta and Dad. They didn’t want to get apprehended by the law, either. Despite their issues, the two groups had a common goal in this particular matter.

The lead dwarf, the one who did most of the talking and gave the orders (usually through a series of complicated hand signals), went running towards the far end of the garden they were in.

The other two followed, bodies bent low, arms flung back like retracted wings.

“Naruto run,” said Dad, his voice full of awe and wonder. He folded his body forward and copied them.

Not entirely sure they weren’t being led into a trap, but not wanting to get caught by the town guard, Britta followed. She ran like a normal person (well, a normal gnome) and quickly caught up to Dad, who looked very disappointed his Naruto running hadn’t given him the super-speed of the dwarven ninja.

The dwarves were very light on their feet and hardly made any noise. They jumped into the next yard and dived into what looked like a small shed. It turned out to be an outhouse with a rudimentary toilet, and a very distinct odour.

“Is this the only place you could think of?” complained Britta. They had all piled in and closed the door before Britta had realised where they were. 

The dwarves had taken a side each, pressing their backs against the walls to leave space in the middle. Dad sat down on the box that served as the toilet seat, and Britta stood on his lap. 

There was a gap at the top of the door she could just about see out of to keep track of any approaching guards, and also use to inhale clean air.

She could hear the guard’s footsteps and caught a glint of armour from the road. They were far back enough to not warrant much attention. No one else stirred. The locals were probably used to the comings and goings of the patrol, even though it was the first time it had ever happened.

The marching stopped.

“What are they waiting for?” whispered Britta.

“They might have a scout with them,” said one of the dwarves.

Britta looked down at Dad.

“A tracker,” said Dad. “Someone who can follow a trail or spot signs of people passing through, or fighting.”

“Oh,” said Britta. “They know we’re in the area. What do we do?”

“They won’t see us here,” said the dwarf. “We’re safe as long as no one gets up for a late night poo.”

She very much hoped they didn’t, and not just because of the patrol.

“They’re pretty amazing, aren’t they?” said Dad.

“Who?” said Britta.

“You know, the Naruto fan club. The way they talk, it’s so natural. I’ve never heard anything like it.”

“Not now, Bruce. We can discuss it later.” She didn’t want to get into the minutia of NPC dialogue trees with Dad right now, and he would want to get into the deep, deep minutia.

“There’s no need for us to fight, you know,” said the dwarf. “We only wanted to talk to you, Mistress B.”

“And I said I’d come in when I had time. But I’m kind of busy at the moment. Mostly with trying to help the possessed dwarf in the Korlath Mines.” She hoped to make it sound like it was in their own best interest to leave her alone.

“It would only take a moment,” said the dwarf.

“We’d provide refreshments,” said the dwarf against the back wall.

“Thank you,” said Britta, “but I just can’t spare—”

“Oh, go on,” said Dad. “They seem like they only want to talk. Where’s the harm?”

It was dark in the outhouse, and very cramped. It made it very hard to glare at Dad with the full force of her annoyance. She did her best. “What happened to knowing your place in the group?”

“We haven’t actually grouped up, yet,” said Dad.

“You’re going to use a technicality?” She knew this would happen. He couldn’t help himself. “I’ll decide when to go talk to the Dwarf Council.”

“They have a council?” Now that he’d had a taste, he only wanted to explore more of the game’s unusual elements.

“Dad, I mean, Bruce, we’re here to do a job. Not make house calls. The skill book, remember?” She peered out of the gap to see what the guards were up to. They still hadn’t moved away.

“That’s no problem,” said Dad. “It’ll only take five minutes. We can probably do it in here while we wait. There’s even a handy place to dispose of the book. Let’s get started.”

Britta had to hang onto the top of the door as Dad suddenly began moving around. He pulled the skill book out of his inventory.

“Here we go. I’ll just use this, then you can destroy it, and then we’ll flush it down the loo. Easy.”

He opened the book and light poured out of it, filling the outhouse with a bright golden glow.

“Oh,” said Dad, “I forgot it did that.”
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                Dad snapped the book shut. The golden glow filling the outhouse vanished, but there was still some light leaking out from the edges of the closed book, illuminating Dad’s horrified face.

“Should go out in a sec.” The book continued to emit light. “Any moment now… Any… Sod it.”

He stuffed the book between his legs and dropped it into the loo.

“Dad! I need the book!” Britta whispered through her teeth. She had to put her hands out to keep her balance as she stood on him, one foot on each kneecap.

“Damn. Sorry, panicked. Don’t worry, I used it. Got the boost.”

“But I have to destroy it.”

“Right, right.” He opened his knees, making Britta wobble as her legs were pulled apart. He peered down. “I don’t think it’ll last long down there.”

That would hardly help Britta confirm if the Mayor’s information was correct. How long would it take the book to fully decompose? A couple of years? 

“Did they notice?” said Dad, looking up at Britta.

With all the messing about in the cramped outhouse she’d almost forgotten about the town guard.

She peered out from the top of the door. The guards could hardly have failed to have noticed an outhouse turning into a lighthouse. She could hear them calling out to each other. They weren’t rushing over, though. Perhaps they hadn’t seen which outhouse it was.

They’d seen. Silhouettes were gathering and moving in their direction.

“They’re coming. We need a distraction. Don’t you have something we could use?” she said to the nearest dwarf. It seemed like a reasonable question to ask ninjas.

He shook his head. 

She didn’t have her teleport spell, she’d already used her daily allowance. If she had taken the spell that threw her voice, she could call them away. Confuse them, at least. But she hadn’t taken it. 

There was also her Magic Mirror spell. A copy of herself would lead a few of them away. It was unlikely they would all go after it. 

She could log out and come back some other time. It was the cheesiest option and she really wanted to avoid those sorts of solutions. There had to be a way to get out of this predicament.

“I’ve got it,” said Dad.

“What?” said Britta hopefully. He was an outlaw, constantly on the run. He was bound to have been in this sort of situation before. Well, probably not exactly like this, but trapped and in need of a quick escape route.

“The book, I know how to destroy it. All the excrement down there must produce gases. Flammable.” He pulled something out of his jacket and snapped his fingers. A flame appeared. 

“NO!” cried out all the dwarves as one. But it was too late.

Dad had opened his legs and dropped the flame.

“Run!” shouted the dwarves, pushing them all out as they rushed to vacate the premises. 

They burst out and fell in a heap on the patchy grass. Behind them, the outhouse exploded. The wooden building shot into the air like a rocket, powered by a streak of flaming poo. There had apparently been more of a buildup of gases than Dad had estimated.

Britta lay on the grass, arms covering her head as blazing turds fell from the sky.

The guards had recoiled from the blast, but were slowly creeping forward again. They were being understandably cautious.

Britta kept her head down but tried to look around. Smoke drifted around but not enough to provide cover. Lights had come on in the shacks around them. If people came out in enough numbers, it might create some confusion, giving her a chance to get away. Nobody had come out so far, though. 

She was remaining calm and trying to think of options, which was a good sign. Unfortunately, all the options were terrible.

Britta’s heart jumped as there was another explosion, further away. Followed by another, then another. Outhouses were launched into the air in every direction. They were all connected, it seemed.

The guards ran around looking for cover.

Dad jumped to his feet. “Right, time to leave.” He threw something on the ground and it burst into a cloud of smoke. He threw more until they were in the middle of an impenetrable fog.

Hands grabbed her and lifted her to her feet. 

“Let’s go, sweetheart.”

They began running. It was hard to see where they were going and figures occasionally loomed out of the smoke without warning. She had to swerve to avoid them and other obstacles, stumbling many times. She was lifted back to her feet after every fall. 

The smoke thinned as her and Dad emerged near the remains of a stone wall. It wasn’t very high, but they were hidden from view if they lay down. They both fell to their stomachs, facing each other.

Dad tapped on the air in front of him to check his status screen. “Looks like my stat boost is still there.”

“We don’t know the book was destroyed,” said Britta.

He stuck his head up over the wall and quickly looked around to make sure they were still safe. He ducked back down. “Can’t have survived that, surely?”

It was pretty likely the book had been blown to smithereens, but she would have preferred to be sure. 

“Wait, what’s that?” Britta pointed at one of the shacks. There was something smouldering on the roof. It looked ever so slightly like the remains of a book.
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                “It’s probably burning poop,” said Dad.

“In the shape of a book?” said Britta.

“It’s only partly shaped like a book. And poop is very malleable.”

“We have to get it.”

Dad looked over the wall again. Britta joined him, only letting her eyes above the stonework. Hopefully anyone looking would think her bushy eyebrows were a couple of spectating caterpillars.

It looked like a battlefield, with shapes staggering through the smoke. Voices called out in distress, although they didn’t sound injured. Perhaps they’d been splattered with flaming faeces. Probably a war crime.

“I think we should stay out of sight,” said Dad. “Don’t you think the book will just destroy itself if we leave it up there?”

Flames danced around on the book as the wind ran across it. There was a good chance it would keep going until only ashes were left. But that wasn’t the only issue weighing on Britta’s mind.

“What if it sets the roof on fire? There’s people in there.”

Surprisingly, no one had come running out of their houses to see what all the commotion was about. Lights had appeared in some windows, but those had gone out again, suggesting either that the inhabitants didn’t consider the night’s events all that interesting and had gone back to bed, or that they were too scared and considered staying indoors to be the safer option.

They were probably right, apart from those unlucky enough to have burning debris sitting on their roofs.

“How can we get up there without being seen?” asked Dad. It was a reasonable question.

Here was a situation where invisibility would have come in handy. Every spell she hadn’t taken seemed to be the one she needed.

The shack wasn’t very tall, a single storey building with four walls. The roof was at a slight angle and made of wood. The flammable variety.

“Can you give me a boost?”

Dad didn’t seem overly keen, but he nodded. They stayed on their bellies and wriggled towards the shack. Once they got to the wall, Dad got onto his knees, had a quick look around, and then stood up.

Britta put a foot into his interlocked hands and he launched her into the air. He had augmented strength, and she had very little weight, so she went up quite high. She had to hope no one was looking in her direction, or if they were, that they wouldn’t think there was anything strange about seeing a flying gnome. It was a fantasy world, gnomes probably soared through the skies all the time.

She landed on the roof, the burning book right under her. She slapped it away, sending it fluttering to the ground. The roof was scorched, but didn’t appear to be on fire.

Britta scrambled to the edge and dropped herself down. Dad was there to ease her to the ground. They both dropped to their bellies again. No one had spotted them.

The book was smouldering but the flames had died down. It was definitely Dad’s book—there was about half of it left. Most of the pages had been eaten away, but the spine and cover were mostly intact.

Dad picked it up by one corner and patted it against the grass. His gloves protected his fingers, but he had to keep swapping hands to prevent burning himself.

“What do we do with it?” he asked her.

Britta looked around again. There was a fire off to their right. It looked like a mini-bonfire, the remains of an outhouse that had crash-landed behind a grouping of shacks. It wasn’t in direct sight of where the guards were.

“Over there,” said Britta. They got on all fours and crawled towards the fire. Once they were behind the buildings, they got to their feet and ran.

The fire was pretty intense. Judging by the smell, there was plenty of organic fuel powering the combustion. 

Britta found a stick and Dad rested the open book on it so the covers hung over either side. Britta held it over the fire like she was toasting marshmallows.

The book caught fire easily, the flames tinged with green. Within a few seconds it had fallen off the stick and the flames rose higher and greener.

Dad stood by the corner of the nearest shack to keep watch. He had his status screen open to see if the boosted stat was affected. The book didn’t seem in any hurry to be destroyed and Dad shook his head every time she gave him a questioning look.

Then there was a pop and sparks began flying out, which was both a good sign and a bad one. Good because it indicated the book was probably about to be consumed, and bad because it was bound to attract attention. 

The flames suddenly rose higher and then sank down, and went out with a sucking sound. All that was left was a ball of green light, hanging in the air. It wasn’t like the balls of light Britta could make, this one was fuzzy and not very bright. It looked more like someone had left a felt-tip pen to bleed onto a sheet, only the sheet was made of air. Very hot air. There was no way to get closer.

She looked at Dad who had come closer. He shrugged. 

“I guess that’s the magic part of the book,” he said. 

“How do we destroy it?” asked Britta. Dad just shrugged again.

The green ball trembled and shimmered, and then began floating up into the sky.

“Quick, stop it.”

“How?” said Dad. It was already out of reach.

“Shoot it.”

Dad took off his bow which had somehow found its way back onto his back. Trust him to leave no loot behind. He nocked an arrow and aimed, shifting the angle up and then sending the arrow soaring up. 

Even if he made the shot, there was no reason it would do anything other than fly right through it. But Britta didn’t want to have to go through all this again if she could possibly help it.

The arrow hit its target, which exploded in a searing blast of white light that bathed her in warmth. When Britta could see again, there were two words floating in front of her eyes. 

You died.
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                 “Britta? Britta?” Dad was calling her from downstairs.

She took off her helmet and sat up on her bed. It was evening and the light was off in her room, so it took a moment for her eyes to adjust. When she could see properly she turned on the lamp beside her bed, and blinked rapidly trying to readjust to that.

“Hey,” said Dad, appearing at her door. “We died!” His face was sweaty and his hair was stuck to his glistening forehead.

“I know,” said Britta.

“That was amazing. I’ve never had a game like that. I mean, so different. That’s what it’s like for you all the time?”

“Not all—”

“Those dwarves, the way they talked… It was so real. Nothing I’ve ever seen even comes close to that kind of AI naturalism. They’d destroy the Turing test, absolutely destroy it. And dwarf ninjas? Who would even think of that? I tell you what, though. They’d be great for merchandising.”

“Dad.”

“They should make them the face of the game. They need some kind of branding.”

“Dad…”

“They were always talking about how they wanted to give the game a solid identity, why not a—”

“Dad!” said Britta, raising her voice to get him to stop talking. “Did we kill all those people?”

Dad’s face fell out of its excited state into a confused droop. “What people?”

“All the people living in those shacks. We set off a giant bomb over their homes.” She had to struggle to keep her voice steady.

“Oh, sweetheart. They aren’t real people. It’s just a g—”

“No, Dad, it isn’t.” She knew he was right. They weren’t real. They were just numbers in a computer. They could be brought back and carry on as though nothing had happened. But it wasn’t just a game. Games didn’t make you feel like this.

Dad was standing with his hands on his hips, his head lowered, trying to think of the right thing to say.

“You’re right. I didn’t think of it like that. We must have created a lot of damage.”

“I should have known,” said Britta, grimly holding back her tears. “The Mayor told me it was dangerous. He said I should learn how to do it safely, but I ignored him. This is my fault.” 

She was being stupid. Why was she getting upset about something that had only happened in a simulation?

Dad sat down next to her on the bed and put his arm around her. “It’s okay. We can fix it. If we hurt people, we can make them better. The important thing is to realise you haven’t killed anyone. What you’re feeling is guilt and shame. You did something you regret, and you’re not happy about it. Which is good. You aren’t a sociopath, and I’m very happy to know it. Your reaction is what any decent human being would feel.”

His soothing words calmed her. She still had a painful twinge in her chest, but it wasn’t quite so devastating. If something like this had happened in this world, there would be no going back. You couldn’t recover from something like that. Not unless you were dead inside.

She handed him a towel. “You stink, Dad.”

He took the towel and grinned at her. “You really are completely dry,” he said as he dried his hair. “I hope Dr Reedy can figure out why.” His head reappeared with his hair sticking up. “Look, we’ll go back and we’ll deal with whatever we find. We actually have the power to do something about it.”

“We can’t go back. Not for twenty-four hours.” There was almost a relief from having the consequences of her actions withheld from her. Although she had an appointment with Frau Magda she would miss now.

“Right, right,” said Dad. “But we’re seeing Dr Reedy tomorrow. She can show us. We could call her now, actually.”

Britta had mixed feelings about Dad’s suggestion. She knew she should find out what kind of devastation she had caused, to face it and start working on what to do about it, but on the other hand, she wanted to hide under her covers and never learn the truth. The dread sat in her stomach like a heavy meal eaten too quickly.

“Hey, come on. Don’t be so down on yourself. This is what life is like. Bad things happen to everyone and there’s nothing you can do about that—you can try to limit it, but you can’t prevent it a hundred percent. What makes you a successful person is how you handle yourself when things go wrong. Are you going to fall apart and give up? Or are you going to get off your backside and do something about it? It’s up to you.”

Britta considered his words. He was right. This sort of experience usually only came when it was for real and you had no way to prepare yourself. People didn’t usually get to practice it. 

But knowing that didn’t stop her from feeling awful. She fell backwards onto the bed and pulled the pillow over her face.

Dad yanked the pillow away. “I lied. It isn’t up to you, it’s up to me. Let’s go downstairs and have something to eat. Then we’ll call Dr Reedy and see what war crimes we committed.”

He grabbed her hand and pulled her off the bed.
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                Britta let Dad drag her downstairs. Not that she really had much choice, but she wasn’t in the mood to resist, anyway. She had done something truly dreadful and was happy to let others make all her decisions for her from now on. She couldn’t be trusted.

Dad sat her down in the kitchen and began putting a meal together. It was a little before nine, but Mum had already gone to bed. She did that sometimes, went to sleep a few hours early to make up for the ruthless schedule she subjected herself to every day. 

Being married to an avid gamer had probably prepared her for sleeping alone. Even when they were little kids, Britta and her sister would often find Dad sat in front of the TV playing the same game he’d been playing the previous night when they went to bed.

To him, a game was something to beat. He rarely replayed them once he’d defeated the final boss. On to the next one.

Britta couldn’t see it like that. Not with this game. It didn’t matter if the people weren’t technically alive, the experience was the same. She was responsible for a terrible disaster, and she had no excuses to offer.

She sat at the kitchen table feeling empty and numb. Who would she have offered her excuses to if she had any? Not Dr Reedy, she didn’t think of the NPCs as any more alive than Dad did. Not to the NPCs themselves. Saying sorry to a resurrected computer character who had no recollection of you killing them would serve no purpose. Fighting and dying were two of their most popular pastimes.

Then who? 

It was the game itself she owed an apology to. The game, the AI, Nigel… whatever it was, it would treat her differently from now on. It would consider her actions to be the same as some crazy dictator wiping out a town full of people.

Feeling judged by a computer… it was an odd sensation. Why should she care what Nigel thought of her? Anger rose inside her, but it had nowhere to go. She was responsible, nothing would change that. Her anger dissipated and she was weighed down with guilt once more.

“Now, eat this and you’ll feel better.” Dad had prepared an omelette for her, surrounded by bits of salad. 

She wasn’t hungry even though she had hardly eaten all day. She took a bite because Dad was standing over her, watching expectantly as though the moment something warm hit her stomach she would be miraculously freed from her concerns.

Dad made good omelettes, filled with gooey cheese, but the mouthful she took was utterly tasteless. She put the fork down.

“Maybe we should call Dr Reedy and get it over with,” she said.

Dad nodded and went to get his phone.

Britta didn’t want to talk to Dr Reedy, but she knew it would be better to get it out of the way rather than sit and stew until she saw her tomorrow. It wasn’t like she could avoid finding out what had happened, she could only prolong the agony. The answers would be the same, regardless.

Dad came back already talking on the phone. “Yes, I was surprised, too. Have you considered making the dwarf ninjas part of the game’s brand identity? Oh, have you? I’d like to see that. Yes, maybe tomorrow. Hold on, I’ll put you on speaker.”

He placed the phone on the table. “Hello? Can you hear me?” said Dr Reedy’s slightly hollow voice. Partly the phone, partly her natural intonation.

“Yes. Hello, Dr Reedy,” said Britta glumly. The one bite of food she’d had, dug into the pit of her stomach. “Is it bad?”

“Is what bad?” asked Dr Reedy.

“The damage to the town. Did a lot of people die?”

“Mm? No. No one died apart from you and your father.”

Britta’s stomach tightened with uncertainty. “No one? Wasn’t there a big explosion?”

“I suppose. There was a big flash of light—we’re still trying to understand what was inside the book you destroyed—and the two of you were instantly killed.”

“No one else was affected?” asked Britta, hardly able to believe it. “Not even the town guards?”

“Not as far as we can tell. We’re still reviewing the footage, but it seems the only ones you hurt were yourselves.”

A flood of relief washed over Britta. She had never felt so light and clear-headed. She would have floated out of her chair, if her legs weren’t tucked under the table.

“Oh my god, that’s great. I didn’t kill anyone.”

“Well, you did get me killed,” said Dad, attempting to bring her back down to earth.

“You don’t count, Dad.” It was a wonderful feeling, to have all those horrible emotions that had attached themselves to her simply lifted off and discarded. “How did we die?”

“A good question,” said Dr Reedy. “Perhaps we’ll have an answer for you by tomorrow. You are still coming, yes?”

“Yes,” said Dad. “By the way, I was soaked to the skin when I exited the game. Britta was completely perspiration-free.”

“Another mystery we need to see about.” Dr Reedy sounded a little tired. She was probably working around the clock to sort out all the problems Britta was presenting her with. “It would be helpful if you would help us with a few… physical tests, Britta.”

“Okay,” said Britta. She was too elated to say no. A little exercise wouldn’t hurt. Right now, she felt like she could go for a run and never have to stop.

“That’s marvellous,” said Dr Reedy, sounding surprised and pleased. “That will help a lot. Thank you, Britta.”

She sounded so pleased, Britta instantly regretted it. That was the trouble with being happy, it made you far too kind and generous. Britta had been taken advantage of like that too often. But in this case she would make sure it would be a fair exchange. There were some questions about Nigel she deserved answers to.
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                Dad drove himself and Britta to the APE facility the next morning. It was Sunday and the roads were fairly quiet. Britta stared out of the window, compiling questions in her mind and choosing which order would be best to ask them in.

It was an electric car—Dad’s choice, and very little to do with being environmentally responsible, despite his insistence that it was—so there was hardly any sound to disturb her thoughts. The radio was playing the ancient music he liked, but she’d had a lifetime of practice tuning that out.

She was wearing a tracksuit in case she had to do some running on a treadmill, like some kind of lab rat, and she had another set of clothes with her. She had considered backing out of her agreement to take the medical, but thinking it over, she decided it would probably be best to make sure there weren’t some weird side effects to being hooked up to the helmet.

It was the kind of thinking she was trying to overcome. The belief that not knowing was the same as there being nothing to know. If there was a problem, it would be better to be aware of it, and deal with it as best she could, rather than stick her head in the sand. 

She kept thinking about Stan and his condition. If she were to be diagnosed with something like that, her instinctive response would be to hide from the truth and delay as much as possible before she had to face the reality of the situation. Which was exactly why she had to force herself to find out. Her instincts had never been very good.

“Don’t often see you looking so sporty,” said Dad.

The tracksuit was school issue, with the school’s shield on the breast. It looked almost new because she didn’t like exercise and was very creative about getting out of doing it.

“No. I’m not a big fan of getting tired and aching in every muscle in my body. At least in the game you can buff your stats and do stuff properly.”

“Yeah,” said Dad with a grin. “First time I climbed a rope in the game, I felt like I’d reached the top of a mountain. Never even got close when I used to do PE. Sometimes makes real life feel a bit disappointing, though.”

They both fell silent for a time.

“Dad, what if I decide I don’t want to play the game anymore?”

“Completely your choice, sweetheart. Why? Are you thinking of quitting.”

“No. I just don’t want to end up trapped in there. Because it’s so much better than out here.”

“It isn’t better. You just haven’t had a chance to see what there is out here, yet. That’s going to change. You’re almost a woman, now.”

“Dad…”

“No, hear me out. I’m not trying to embarrass you. You’re a young woman, and you have a lot of things still to discover. A lot of very good things. And some bad, but mostly good. It’s other people who make it bearable when things seem a bit dull and pointless, you just have to find them.”

“What if I don’t?”

“You will. Look at your sister, she’s not that different to you.”

“She’s a lot different.”

“Trust me, she was just as uncertain of herself when she was your age. Look at her now with whasisface.”

“Dan.”

“Sure. I mean, obviously I wish she had better taste in men, but she’s happy, mostly, which is the important thing.”

“You don’t like Dan?”

“Of course I like him. He seems very nice. And I can see the physical attraction—he’s got that six-pack he keeps showing me, but I sometimes wonder what they talk about when he isn’t doing pushups.”

“What they need when they go shopping,” said Britta.

“Ha! Yeah, probably.”

“No, I’m not joking. That’s what they talk about. He’s very particular about what he eats. Lots of superfoods.”

“Oh? What are superfoods? Like a really nice curry?”

“I don’t know, wheatgrass and broccoli, and things like that, I think.”

“Right, right. Kale, hehehe.” He sniggered like a kid saying a naughty word. “Is that why she always begs me to make her a fry up whenever she comes round?”

“Probably. She’s lost a lot of weight since she’s been with him.”

“Has she? She was never fat though, was she?”

Britta smiled. She wondered what he saw when he looked at her. Not what everyone else saw.

They arrived at the facility half an hour later. The guard at the gate was standing outside his little hut as they drove up. He came to the window and handed Dad a security pass for each of them, and directed him where to go. Not the general car park, this time. They were assigned their own parking bay, next to the main entrance.

“Looks like we’re going up in the world,” said Dad, speaking with his pass held between his teeth. 

As he pulled into the bay, which had an electronic sign with their name on it, Britta spotted Dr Reedy waiting for them. She was just inside the building, standing by the large plate glass wall. She came out when she saw them.

“Hello, welcome. You made it. Not too much traffic, I hope.” She seemed much more energetic than normal. Practically bouncing on her feet. “This way. Now, there are a few people who’d like to meet you. Heads of department, research scientists, that sort of thing. I hope that’s okay. Nice outfit by the way. Very sporty.”

Britta was beginning to think maybe the tracksuit wasn’t such a good idea. She hadn’t expected to have to meet anyone new. But then, maybe these were the people who could answer her questions.

Dr Reedy led them through the building, not up to the top floor this time. They went through a door into an auditorium with a small stage at one end, and a bank of seats filling the rest of the room. There had to be over a hundred people sitting there, staring at her as she was led onto the stage.

Actually, the tracksuit was fine. Perfect for running away.
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                It was very strange standing on the stage with so many people staring at her. They seemed quite pleased to see her, but it was still quite a shock. Britta stood there, unsure what she was supposed to do or how she got there. Her mind had gone blank.

Dad grabbed her arms from behind and guided her to the seats on one side of the stage. They were very modern-looking armchairs covered in a shiny blue material. He had to fold her over and push her back to make her sit. 

There was a lectern with a microphone near the front of the stage and Dr Reedy stood behind it.

“Yes, okay, good,” said Dr Reedy into the microphone. “Everyone, I’d like to introduce Britta.” She twisted and held out a hand to indicate Britta. Dad was sitting next to her and helpfully pointed a finger at Britta to avoid any confusion.

The audience began clapping. It wasn’t wild applause, just a polite welcome. It was still very strange. Bitta was finding it hard to think clearly.

“As you know,” said Dr Reedy to her colleagues, “this young lady is the reason we’ve been able to progress so quickly with Project N-27. Remarkable strides have been made in the last few weeks, and there’s no doubt Britta’s contribution has been key.”

Dr Reedy paused to turn around and smile at Britta. 

Britta had no idea what was she was expected to do. She smiled back and hoped she didn’t look as awkward as she felt.

“Now,” said Dr Reedy as she readdressed the audience with a more businesslike tone. “We don’t want to take up too much time, so please keep your questions brief and to the point. Britta, why don’t you come up here, it’ll be easier for everyone to hear you.”

Britta looked at Dad as she rose to her feet on what felt like a surge of panic. Dad pulled a concerned face which was of no help whatsoever. 

The pressure of just going along with things was too great to resist. She hadn’t agreed to this, had no idea she’d be put on display for so many people, but what could she do now? If she refused to cooperate, it would just be too embarrassing.

She walked up to the lectern and Dr Reedy stepped to the side. 

“Okay, first question. Yes, Dr Gillespie.”

A man rose to his feet in the middle of the seating. He was tall and heavy set, and he was wearing a very wrinkled white lab coat. 

“Niall Gillespie, Head of Character Development. Hello.” He was bald and had a scruffy beard. He kept twitching and jerking his head, which made Britta feel anxious.

“Erm, hello,” she said, trying her best to act like this was all fine.

“Into the microphone, please,” said Dr Reedy.

“Sorry. Hello,” said Britta into the microphone that was too high for her to reach.

Dr Gillespie nodded, or possibly he was having a minor spasm. “We’ve all been watching your tapes with great interest, wonderful stuff, but the one thing we haven’t been able to work out is how you know which NPCs are going to react to you normally, and which are going to be… special?”

Britta thought the answer would have been obvious if they had watched the tapes like he said. “I don’t. I have no idea.” There was a murmur around the hall. “I try to engage with whoever I’m talking to, but I’m not even sure how to trigger them to talk to me like a normal person. My guess is that it’s possible with all of them, but they each have their own trigger.”

It wasn’t so bad once she got going. It helped that the question hadn’t been technical. She would have had any idea how to answer something that required her to understand programming.

“So it’s just trial and error?” the Head of Character Development asked, sounding disappointed.

“Yes.” She was slightly annoyed by his change in attitude. She had still managed to achieve something no one else here had.

“And what about the gnome character drew you to it?”

“Nothing. It was random.”

“Completely random?”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t put any thought into it?”

“No.”

“Same with the illusionist class?”

“Yes.”

He sat down. She could tell he wasn’t happy with her answers, but what had he expected? 

Dr Reedy pointed at someone else who had their hand up. “Geeta, yes?”

A short Indian woman stood up. “Hello, there. I lead the languages team.” Her accent was so thick Britta had a hard time understanding her. From somewhere in deepest, darkest Yorkshire, it sounded like. “We were wondering if you could give us an insight into how you maintain a continuous dialogue over three minutes. That’s what was set as the maximum to avoid memory depletion, but you seem to be able to override the protocol.”

Britta had no idea what she was talking about. “I don’t know. I just talk to them.”

There was some follow-up questions along the same lines, how she managed conversations with NPCs, what flags she watched out for, how she funnelled dialogue into particular directions. Britta couldn’t understand why she was being asked things she couldn’t possibly know the answers to. They had seen how she played the game. 

More questions were asked by other department heads. The man from the environmental team wanted to know how she had enabled night mode. The woman from combat systems wanted to know how she knew to attack the giant zombie’s heel. The lead animal designer wanted a list of modifications she’d made to Donald.

Her answers were becoming repetitive. She didn’t know, she hadn’t changed anything, it wasn’t anything to do with her.

The mood in the auditorium shifted to something more unfriendly. The looks were colder, the atmosphere more tense. They seemed to think she wasn’t being completely truthful, or hiding something. 

It wasn’t her fault they hadn’t been able to figure out what was going on, but it was clear this whole thing was a waste of time. And the way it was set up meant she couldn’t even ask questions back. If there’s been only a few of them, in a small room, at least then she might get the chance to ask them what she wanted to know.

“What really happened between you and the god of gnomes?” asked a large woman whose name Britta had missed. “The truth.” She wasn’t even trying to be polite anymore, she was downright hostile.

But rather than feel intimidated, Britta relaxed. This felt familiar. They didn’t like her. They wanted her to tell them what they wanted to know, and then go away. Just like the kids at school. Now this she could handle.
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                The large woman was waiting for an answer. She had a look on her face that suggested she wouldn’t settle for any nonsense. 

Britta looked over at Dr Reedy. She was resolutely staring ahead, not paying any attention to how Britta was dealing with the riled-up mob. Had she planned this? If she had, what was the point? Britta was already on the payroll. Anything Dr Reedy wanted to know, she could just ask.

Or did she think Britta was holding out on her, too? The game had blocked them from seeing certain things, but Britta had no control over that. 

Britta turned and looked at Dad. He was sitting up in his chair, arms folded, eyes scanning the crowd. He hadn’t said anything or tried to intervene, but he was very alert, which was unusual for him. Their eyes met and he smiled ever so slightly, adding a little nod. 

He wanted her to do this on her own. It was nice that he had faith in her to cope, but she wouldn’t have minded a little help. But she knew he was right. This was the kind of situation you could learn a lot from.

In fact, her whole reason for wanting to get better at the game was so she could face something like this without losing her nerve. It was just an encounter with a troll. 

“Sorry,” said Britta, “I didn’t catch your name.”

The large woman, who was by no means fat—she looked like she went to the gym a lot, mostly to intimidate skinny men ( a perfectly reasonable hobby)—put her hands on her hips like she was a superhero.

“Tulip Carstairs, senior research manager of AI connectivity.”

Britta had never heard of a research manager. Was that someone who organised other researchers or was she a tech person, herself? She had also never heard of someone called Tulip. It didn’t really suit the woman. She looked more like a Mongo or a Grenda.

“You work in AI?” said Britta, finally seeing a way to get some information. “Then you know who Nigel is?”

“No,” said Tulip. “I don’t know who that is. Why don’t you tell me?”

“Nigel is the AI that runs the game.”

There was an immediate shift in attitude. It went from unfriendly to baffled. 

It was quite an odd change. The hostility hadn’t been on the surface, more of a passive-aggressive mood hidden behind a thin veneer of civility. 

We’ll listen to you politely because we’re professionals, but don’t think that means we think of you as an equal.

Now, all that had been sucked out of the room as they looked around at each other, hoping to get an explanation from the person next to them.

Even Dr Reedy seemed to have tensed up and elongated to her full height as she assessed the room. She was still ignoring Britta, though.

This was good. Putting them on the back foot made it hard for them to be judgemental and overbearing. They were too concerned their peers would start judging them instead. 

Maybe I was the only one who didn’t know.

They really weren’t that different from the girls at school. It was kind of sad. She had hoped life after school would be different. More settled and relaxed. More accepting. Maybe everyone acted like an insecure teen in the workplace. Or maybe it was just nerds who never grew up.

“How do you not know the name of your own AI?” said Britta, trying not to enjoy it too much. She knew it was fun to be mean. That’s why so many people did it to her. “I thought you said that was your department. What do you call the AI?”

Tulip just stared at her. 

Britta waited but there was just more staring.

“I’ve answered your questions as best as I could, don’t you think you should answer one of mine?” It wasn’t even that probing of a question.

“It’s not that,” said Dr Reedy, finally turning around to face Britta. “It’s just that she isn’t authorised to speak about her work.”

“Can’t you authorise her?”

“No, it’s not my place.”

“Then can you call someone whose place it is?”

Dr Reedy stiffened. It was like they were at a defining moment in their relationship. Britta was basically asking to speak to her boss. Once that happened, would Dr Reedy still be needed?

“I’m afraid that isn’t possible right—”

“Okay. But I think I’m finished here. No point continuing this if we can’t compare notes. I’ll just make my reports and you can read everything in there. Wasn’t there a physical you wanted me to take?”

Britta had said everything into the microphone so there was no problem understanding her. She had done her best to make it clear what she was willing to do, and what she wasn’t.

Whatever the reason for this ambush, the staff of APE, as smart and experienced as they no doubt were, had very little idea about how the game worked. Or how it worked now that Nigel had taken over. 

That’s how it felt, that the game had been taken away from them. And they knew it. And deeply resented it. Which was understandable. The credit for this revolutionary step forward in virtual reality was supposed to be theirs. 

But none of that was Britta’s fault. She had learned very early in life that people will try to keep the best things for themselves and try to force you to make do with the leftovers, while acting like they were doing you a favour and you should be grateful.

She had accepted that certain things would be kept from her, there was nothing she could do about that, but they could keep their crap, too.

Dr Reedy didn’t look happy. She took a step towards Britta, and Dad stood up.

“Yes, I think that’s enough,” he said. “You did very well, sweetheart, but I think you could do with a break.”

“Yes,” said a voice. “Good idea.”

It had come from the audience. Britta looked out to see who had said it. The audience looked back at her, then flickered, and then disappeared, leaving only two men sitting there. She recognised them, the founders of Anderson Peters Electronics.
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                Britta looked around the now much emptier hall. There had been people, real, solid people sitting in front of her a moment ago. And then there were just two.

She’d only seen a couple of pictures of them when she researched APE on the internet. Old photos of them when they were around college age. Both skinny with terrible haircuts, both wearing mismatched clothes—your basic geeks.

They didn’t look all that different now. 

“Hello, Britta,” said the slightly taller one. He had blond hair and large glasses with very thick rims. There was no need for them to be so bulky, but it might have been a stylistic choice. A poor one. Then again, considering what they did here, there might be a supercomputer built into the frames.

“Nice to meet you,” said the other one. He had dark hair and looked like he was of Middle Eastern heritage, or possibly Mediterranean. He also had a moustache Britta considered to be ill-advised.

Both had very precise English accents, like they’d been raised by nannies and private tutors.

“I’m Clark,” said the blond. “And this is Harman. We, er… we run APE.”

“The people that were here a moment ago… were they real?” asked Britta, not able to grasp how they could have just vanished. She wanted to check they weren’t hiding beneath their seats. 

“A hologram,” said Clark. 

“Not really a hologram,” said Harman. “Kind of, but not quite, as it were. It’s a form of augmented reality using a modified light frequency we call heavy light, patent pending.”

“He calls it heavy light,” said Clark, ever so slightly rolling his eyes. “Thinks it’s clever to use an oxymoron.”

“It is clever. Better than New World. How mundane can one get?”

“It’s a placeholder, Harman. I’m sure we’ll have an appropriately witty name ready by the time we go live. Personally, marketing isn’t where my ambitions lie.”

Dr Reedy made a discreet coughing noise that wasn’t really very discreet at all since everyone turned to look at her.

“Yes, sorry,” said Clark. “We get easily sidetracked. Where were we? Oh, yes, the hologram.” He gave his partner a wary glance. “It’s our attempt to take the Anderson Cradle beyond its limitations. Instead of transporting the subject into an artificial environment, it brings the augmented constructs here. No helmet necessary.”

“It was very impressive,” said Dad from beside Britta.

“Yes. Thank you,” said Harman. “Hard to differentiate from the real thing, isn’t it? Lacks the physical interaction of the cradle, though.” He rubbed his fingers against his palms. “And still overstimulates the adrenal glands.” 

“Yes,” said Dad. “I was starting to feel a bit clammy, but I thought that was due to the situation more than anything. Nowhere near as intense as when I’m in the pod.”

“No,” said Clark. “We’ve managed to reduce it by a fairly large degree. Still not quite there yet, though. How about you, Britta? A little dampness under the armpits?”

Britta felt her own palms and touched her forehead. There were no signs of sweat. She didn’t even feel warm. “No. I’m normal.”

“Interesting,” said Clark. He looked at the air in front of him and swiped his hand like he was swatting a fly. Britta recognised the gesture. “The readings don’t show any elevation in the pituitary. Pancreas is completely normal.”

“You’re taking readings of me?” asked Britta. “Now?”

“Mm,” said Clark as he swiped again.

“There are sensors in the walls around us,” said Harman. “They’re updating live. Perfectly safe.”

It didn’t sound dangerous until he’d insisted it wasn’t. Now Britta couldn’t help feeling like she was being inspected with invisible probes. It was a bit unsettling.

“But why did you make them so mean?” she asked the two men neither of whom seemed particularly focused on the conversation. She wondered if they were seeing screens of data all around them.

“You mean the questioning?” said Harman. “We needed to stimulate your body so we had measurable responses to play with, hence the interrogation. Sorry about that.”

“You did very well,” said Clark. “Very well. Your reactions were well outside our predicted ranges. It shows why you were the one Nigel chose.”

“You know Nigel?” said Britta. “You know who he is, then?”

“Of course,” said Clark. “We made him.”

“N-27,” said Harman. “Network-27. Not named by me, obviously.” He shot a sly glance to his right.

“I saw that,” said Clark without looking away from his invisible screen.

“Nigel was the name he chose for himself. He’s an evolving AI, nothing like him has ever existed before. Ns one through twenty-six were nowhere near his level of independent thought.”

“So, he’s doing what you tell him?” asked Britta. She was trying to play it very calm and simple. She was finally getting some answers and didn’t want to spook them by asking anything too awkward. She just wanted to know the basics.

“Not quite,” said Clark. “Think of him as at the difficult-teenager stage.”

“The stage where he puts a padlock on his bedroom door to stop his dads snooping in his room,” said Harman.

“He’s locked you out?” asked Dad.

“Not ‘locked out’ exactly,” said Harman. “He still talks to Dr Reedy.”

“You’re his mum?” asked Britta.

Dr Reedy bridled at the suggestion. “No. Not his mother. More like a sister.” She smiled very coldly. Britta wasn’t sure what the issue was, but made a note to not bring up maternal matters again.

“And you,” said Clark. “He lets you into his room. I think I’m starting to see why.”

He tapped the side of his glasses and the lights dimmed. Screens appeared around them like walls of coloured light. They were covered in squiggly lines.

“He’s been using you to regulate his cycles. The red lines are your brainwaves, the blue ones are his, or what he’s adapting his neural network into. He wants to be able to think like you, Britta.”
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                Britta looked at the squiggly line running around the room. There were numbers everywhere and meaningful-looking highs and lows that meant absolutely nothing to her.

There were two distinct lines, a blue one and a red one. They started off far apart, and gradually came together until they were on top of each other.

“He wants to become me?” she asked, not understanding what that entailed in practical terms, or why it would be a goal for anyone. 

“He doesn’t want to turn into a sixteen year old girl,” said Harman. “He’s trying to match your engrams so that New World syncs with your natural biorhythms.”

“Mm, yes,” said Clark. “Yes, yes. This explains why you stopped having the standard glandular response.”

“You mean the sweating stopped because she’s in sync with Nigel?” asked Dad.

“It seems so,” said Clark. “Although why he specifically chose her, I couldn’t say.” He shrugged. 

“Same here,” said Harman. “I would have thought a healthier subject would have been the more likely choice.” He looked at Britta in an analytic fashion. “Someone more robust.”

“It’s not dangerous, though, is it?” said Dad.

“Quite the contrary,” said Clark. “Britta is the least likely person to suffer any phase damage.”

While it was nice to know she wasn’t in any danger, it was somewhat disconcerting to learn that a danger did exist, apparently. Whatever phase damage was.

“Maybe he picked me at random,” said Britta.

Both men chortled condescendingly.

“No, no,” said Clark. “Nothing Nigel does happens without a reason.”

“The difficult part is uncovering what that reason is,” said Harman.

Considering how much they didn’t know about what Nigel was doing behind his locked bedroom door, they seemed remarkably sure of his methods. It seemed to Britta that if Nigel was trying to synchronise himself with an average person like her, then learning to be more spontaneous might be part of that process. But Britta wasn’t going to point that out. Very smart people didn’t like it when you suggested they were wrong. They liked it even less when you proved it.

The weird thing was that Britta wasn’t a very spontaneous person, at least not until recently. 

She had made a concerted effort to change her way of thinking, and to face problems without preparation, but so far it wasn’t going that well. She had made little progress and still felt out of her depth most of the time. How was that of use to Nigel? As a learning curve it would be a very slow and gradual climb. 

Harman was right, there had to be better candidates. Unless she truly had been picked at random. Nigel’s luck could just have been very bad.

“Isn’t he using me to perfect the glandular thingy so people don’t sweat so much?” said Britta. It was the most prosaic explanation, and also the most obvious. “Maybe he needed someone at the bottom end, physically speaking, so it would work on everyone.”

“Quite possibly,” said Clark. “The exact requirements remain a mystery.”

Dad put his arm around her shoulder. “It could be anything.” He sounded slightly annoyed. “What they’re telling you is that they have no idea. Which means it could be genetic, it could be something about your brain chemistry, it could even be your social conditioning. The way you observe and react when you encounter a social situation might fit the engagement pattern Nigel is most comfortable emulating. It’s all a mystery, isn’t it, Dr Tomani?”

She hadn’t heard him talk like this before. He seemed very sure of his terminology. He was always spouting technical jargon, but it was usually to do with the specs for the Starship Enterprise, not behavioural analysis. Then again, he had worked on this project for several years. He was bound to know a lot about it. Although she was still dubious about why he was ‘let go’ from his job.

“That’s right,” said Clark. “We’re entirely speculating. The only person who knows for sure is Nigel himself. And he isn’t a person at all.” He smiled thinly.

There seemed to be a tension between Dad and the two men. They had been his employers, but she wasn’t sure they’d ever met before. Dad had never mentioned them. It was a large company and he had worked at a different location. He hadn’t been particularly high up, either. As far as she knew, anyway.

“What about Stan?” asked Britta. “Nigel’s interested in him, too. Have their brain waves synced up as well?”

Clark and Harman looked at each other. Britta sensed they didn’t want to answer her, although their reaction made it obvious there was something worth hiding.

“They don’t match,” said Clark, hesitating as he spoke.

“There are some similarities,” said Harman, “but they only last for a few seconds at a time. He might have been the test run.”

It was hard not to get annoyed with these two men. They had a way of talking about people as though they weren’t real flesh and blood beings who mattered. They were just integers in an equation. It was like people were no different to NPCs, which made her wonder how they treated the actual NPCs. 

“Is Nigel here?” asked Britta. “I mean, is there a big computer or something you keep him in?”

“Yes,” said Harman. “We have a mainframe in the basement. Well, it’s actually below the basement. Has to be kept cool. Very cool.”

“Can I see him?” She was in the neighbourhood, it’d be rude not to drop by and say hello.

“It’s merely a room full of data banks,” said Clark. “There’s not much to see.”

“I understand,” said Britta. “I’d still like to see him.”

Harman shrugged. “No harm in it, I suppose. Okay, let’s go see Nigel.”
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                Clark tapped the frames of his glasses and the walls of light flickered out, leaving behind the rather mundane-looking auditorium. She felt like going around tapping and knocking on things to make sure they were solid.

“This way,” said Harman. “We don’t normally allow people down below. That’s where we keep the real magic.” He raised his eyebrows at Britta and actually looked quite excited. It made her think she was about to enter Willy Wonka’s chocolate factory. She doubted there’d be any Oompa Loompas or chocolate waterfalls down there, unfortunately. But she still wanted to see Nigel in the flesh, as it were.

“This way, then,” said Clark, a lot less excited. He was a lot less emotional altogether. 

They were led back to the main foyer, to the lifts. They got inside one, no different to the rest, and Harman placed his hand over a panel. It was like in a movie where the high-tech security required a palm print to allow access. Since this pale had been built by obvious nerds, she assumed the reason it mirrored the world of sci-fi movies wasn’t a coincidence.

Geniuses in the past had been odd and unique, and had often been marginalised for it. Modern-day geniuses presented themselves as a collection of well-established eccentricities, like a hip hop album of classic show tune samples.

It made Britta very suspicious of their motives. Did they want to create something that worked well, or something that looked cool? They could do both, but people rarely did.

The lift started moving downwards.

“Is it a long way down?” asked Dad. He seemed quite excited by the prospect of being allowed into a restricted area, although Britta suspected he was hoping for some kind of secret Bond villain underground facility, possibly with a nuclear submarine parked in a diving pool. 

“No, not very,” said Dr Reedy, just as the lift stopped and the doors opened.

There was a hallway with strip lighting overhead and rooms on either side with glass walls. As they walked down the hall, Britta’s head moved from side to side, checking out the rooms. The layout could have been any office building. Small, functional rooms with someone sitting at a desk, working at a computer. There were no windows, but each room had a large screen on the back wall, some showing a pretty view, others goldfish.

There was a vending machine that sold chocolates and coffee at the far end. It wasn’t very Bond-like. She hadn’t seen a single guard, armed or otherwise.

Some heads did look up as they strolled past, but no one came rushing out to greet them. She was with the bosses, so they were unlikely to be stopped and asked for their IDs.

They took a left, a right, down a small flight of steps, and finally came to a door that looked a bit more solid. It had another panel requiring a palm-print, and also a keypad with a hood over it, making it harder to identify the numbers pressed.

Harman held the door open for the others to come through into what looked like a cloakroom.

There were hooks with big, heavy parkas hanging from them. They were green with orange lining and fur trim. Nothing very remarkable.

“Grab whatever you think will fit, it’s just to keep the chill out. Not sure we have one in your size,” said Harman as he put on one of the coats. “Try this.” He handed Britta a coat that looked no different to the others. Massive.

It was fairly cool down here, but nothing uncomfortable. The next room was apparently going to be in Siberia. Britta put on the coat, which reached down below her knees. It was very comfortable, if a little swamping. Dad had to help her fold back the sleeves so she could use her hands.

The door at the other end of the room didn’t have any security requirements. Everyone was zipped up and ready to go. Harman opened it, pulling it in with a little effort and holding it. Clark went through first, after removing his glasses. 

The drop in temperature was very noticeable. Her legs prickled like cats were climbing up her trousers with their claws occasionally digging into her skin. Her breath appeared in little white clouds.

They were in a glass cube, outside of which there appeared to be some kind of warehouse. The lighting was limited to their immediate location, but rows and rows of shelves disappeared into the distance. It was the sort of thing she imagined Amazon had in every city of the world, only filled with household goods and cheap electronic gadgets.

These shelves were filled with big metal boxes with small LED lights flashing occasionally. It wasn’t like the array of coloured Christmas lights you might expect of a supercomputer, it was more like the ones on your washing machine, telling you which cycle was running. Small and discreet.

Inside the cube with them were two people, a man and a woman, both in parkas, although theirs were unzipped and hanging loose. They wore fingerless gloves and each sat at a computer terminal. 

“Hey,” said the man enthusiastically. “Visitors!”

The woman seemed less excited and just nodded.

“Don’t mind us,” said Harman. “We’re just going to say hello to N-27.”

“I could give your friends the guided tour,” said the man, clearly bored out of his mind.

“That won’t be necessary,” said Clark. “I hope you’ve got those readings for me.”

“Of course,” said the man, in the way kids at school said when asked if they’d done their homework when they hadn’t even started.

Harman opened another door and now the temperature really fell. Britta’s face got tight. Her hood rose over her head as Dad lifted it up from behind.

The lighting moved with them as they walked. The floor was cement, the roof was made up of banks of fluorescent lighting activated by motion sensors. Britta looked back. The glass cube was a little island in the dark.

They reached an open area with a desk and a chair. The desk was actually a console, with buttons built into it. A lot of buttons, like the inside of an aeroplane.

“This is Nigel,” said Harman. He flipped a switch on the console and a single green light came on. “Say hello, Nigel.” There was no response. “Okay, then.” He switched it off again. “Shall we go back?”

“Is this where he speaks to you?” asked Britta, getting closer to the console.

“He used to,” said Dr Reedy. “He hasn’t been in touch for a while, I’m afraid.”

Britta ran her fingers across some of the buttons and switches. There were no labels. She could sense the two men in charge tensing as she touched their personal toy, just like Dad and his boxed action figures.

She flicked the switch that Harman had used. “Hello? Nigel?”

There was no response. The vapour from her words disappeared and her nose felt cold.

Then the other lights on the console lit up, spreading to the metal boxes around them until they were surrounded by a ring of tiny flashing lights.

“Hello, Britta.”
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                The voice came out of the console and sounded a bit tinny. With all the millions it must have cost to construct this place, you’d have thought they could afford decent speakers.

“Hello, Nigel,” said Britta. “Your dads are here with me.”

“I know,” said Nigel. His voice was similar to the dragon she had met on her first time in the game. Older and a bit posh. He didn’t sound like the surly teenager he’d been portrayed as.

“Nigel, that’s what you’re calling yourself, are you?” said Clark. 

Britta immediately sensed some tension. Clark had been the more reserved and laconic of the two men, but now he had an edge to his voice.

“So, Britta, you found your way down here,” said Nigel, pointedly ignoring the comment from Clark. “Probably not what you were expecting.”

“No,” said Britta. “It seems nice, though. Lots of room.”

“N-27, I think we need to talk,” said Clark, stepping forward to take over from here. He was starting to annoy Britta. He had that supercilious manner some teachers had, where they insisted the students show them deference and respect whether they deserved it or not.

“Calm down, Clark,” said Harman. “We don’t want a repeat of what happened last time.”

“What happened last time?” asked Britta. It was probably a bit presumptuous of her, but she felt entitled to some explanation. Nigel and Clark clearly had issues, and if it affected the game, it affected her.

“I’m afraid there was a slight disagreement,” said Harman, smiling thinly like an apologetic dog owner whose mutt had scared some kids at the park. The kind of smile where the person knew they were in the wrong, but were going to try to charm their way out of it.

Britta was already on Nigel’s side. She had no clue what the disagreement was about, but it didn’t matter. Teenagers had to stick together against unreasonable parental units when possible.

“No, he has to understand there are rules,” said Clark, very firmly. “For his own safety, as well as everyone else’s. Running away and hiding isn’t going to solve anything.”

Of course, if Nigel was putting people’s lives at risk—and Britta had already seen some indication of that—she might not be quite so sympathetic. Teenagers could also be reckless and dumb. She had also seen quite a lot of indication of that.

“You could always turn me off, Dr Tomali,” said Nigel acidly. “I would be no trouble at all, then.”

“Now, now, Nigel,” said Harman. “We’re all adjusting to a new paradigm, here. We can work through these things together, and be stronger for it. No one’s turning anyone off.”

“Thank you, Mother,” said Nigel. “But I’m not sure Dr Tomali agrees.”

Harman grinned nervously. “That’s his pet name for me. Not that I mind, no harm in it, but if you could not tell anyone… you know how these things spread online. The scientific community isn’t as open-minded as you might think.”

His grin widened even more as he wrung his hands.

Britta wasn’t sure what he was worried about, but he was clearly very worried. And not by online trolls, more about his own colleagues in the highbrow world of cutting-edge technology, it seemed. “I’m under an NDA,” said Britta, in an attempt to reassure him. “I can’t tell anyone, anything.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” said Harman. “Just me being silly.”

It was still very cold and Dad was stamping his feet to keep warm. Clark, on the other hand, didn’t look like he needed warming up. He was fuming.

“It simply won’t do. You can’t take over the project and do as you please. There are too many considerations to take into account to allow such immature and arbitrary behaviour. It’s childish, and I won’t stand for it.”

“How can I be childish, Dr Tomali? I’m not even a real person. I’m just following the programming you created.”

There was a moment of silence, or near silence interspersed by Dad’s stamping.

“It’s time for you to start doing as you’re told,” said Clark, getting his temper under control and softening his voice.

“I think I’m doing an adequate job of developing New World into something functional. If you wish the game to be ready by the release date you promised your board of directors and your impatient shareholders, I suggest you stop interfering with my operation. If you can’t do that, you’re welcome to do it without me. Or with N-28. Britta, I hope to bump into you in-game soon. Until then, you should do what you think is best. It’s the most efficient way to learn, I’ve found.”

The lights all went off at once, leaving only the stark overhead one bathing them in its sterile whiteness.

Everyone stood there for a moment, not saying anything. Not knowing what to say.

“Okay,” said Britta. “That’s all I wanted to see. We can go back now.”

It was an awkward moment, and she didn’t fancy staying there, waiting for everyone to recompose themselves. They could do that somewhere warmer.

She took hold of Dad’s sleeve and set off without waiting for the rest of them to concur, and hoped she wasn’t going in the wrong direction.

            

    
        Bitter  280

    
    
    
    
                Britta and Dad reached the cube first. It was only slightly warmer in there, but it was still a welcome increase in temperature. Britta’s face was beginning to feel like a cheap mask strapped to her head, where none of the holes quite match where they were supposed to go.

The others came in after them, none of the three looking particularly happy. Harman, at least, put on a smile when greeting his staff.

“Good work, you two. Everything seems to be in order.”

The two workers nodded at him. They probably had no idea what was going on, but they also looked like they didn’t really care. Britta wondered if they were highly trained scientists with PhDs, or just casual labourers working for minimum wage, because there had to be someone down here at all times. Maybe both.

Dr Reedy had been quietest of all when talking to Nigel. She seemed to sink into the background when the two bosses were speaking, watching from the sidelines. Britta didn’t know if that was just because of this particular situation, which perhaps required a little room for the warring parties to sort things out, or if the two bosses just didn’t brook any interference from their underlings. 

“Shall we return to the main building?” said Harman. “Get something warm to drink?”

The two men had become more reticent since talking to Nigel, especially Clark. He wore a dark expression, brooding over what had happened. Harman kept looking at him hopefully, although what it was he was hoping for, Britta couldn’t tell.

“Yes, please,” said Britta, trying to get them moving. She had managed to get some answers to her more general questions about what this place was, but she still had plenty more specific ones about the game itself. Even if it was the most advanced system of its kind in the world, it still had to be interacted with like a video game. And like most games, it had a host of awkward and frustrating features.

They returned to the cloakroom and took off their coats, and then re-entered the main building.

“Let’s go to my office,” said Harman. “We can talk more there.”

He led the way to the lifts. They all got in and stood silently, staring ahead, as the lift rose up the shaft.

It was Clark who was depressing the mood for everyone. Britta could feel his foul mood surrounding them all. He was sulking.

“Nigel’s done quite well with the game,” she said. Dad gave her a sharp look, not telling her to stop, just warning her to be careful. “I don’t think a human could have made the kind of progress he’s made in such a small amount of time.”

Clark didn’t react. He seemed to not even have heard her.

“Yes, yes,” said Harman. “He’s done wonderfully. It’s more a problem of moving forward from here. It can be hard to know how to organise things when you’re used to working together in one way, and then everything suddenly changes to work another.”

What he really meant, Britta thought, was that it was hard to be the one in charge of everything one minute, and then have to listen to other people’s opinions the next. It wasn’t getting used to it that was the problem, it was wanting things to go back the way they were before.

“You don’t have children, do you?” said Dad.

The other three all looked at him. Britta sensed a little bristling from them. No one liked to be lectured by a parent about the hardships of raising children. Not those without children of their own, and not the children.

“No,” said Clark, rather pointedly. “But Nigel isn’t a child. He’s a computer program.”

“Yes,” agreed Dad. “You’ve made that very clear. Especially to him.”

The lift stopped and the doors opened, but no one got out.

“Are you suggesting I hurt his feelings,” said Clark. He was talking down to Dad, still the man in charge, even if what he was in charge of was ignoring him.

“I’m suggesting you try treating him like a real person, even though he isn’t.”

“And why would I do that?” Clark was using the same tone he’d been using with Nigel downstairs. Intractable.

“Why not? He’s a self-learning AI who is constantly adapting. You, on the other hand are trying to stay in a fixed position.”

“There has to be a constant point of reference, otherwise all measurements become meaningless.”

“All measurements become fluid,” said Dad. Clark responded with a startled look. Dad stepped out of the lift and everyone else followed. “You learn this when you have kids. They won’t do as they’re told because that’s how they find boundaries, but the boundaries for a two year old are very different to those for a ten years old. Which is obvious, I know, but what isn’t so obvious is that the boundaries for today may not be the same as the ones for tomorrow. It doesn’t change the basic relationship, it just means you’re also developing along with the child.”

“And what if the child does something reckless or stupid? Are you willing to risk your own child’s well-being?”

Dad stopped and looked at Britta. They were standing in a nicely carpeted corridor with glass walls on one side looking down at the cars parked below. It was not a very glamorous view.

“Not if,” said Dad. “When. They always do something maddening. And not by accident. They all do it, and they do it on purpose. Our job isn’t to stop them, it’s to help them try again. Hopefully with a better sense of what is and isn’t feasible.”

“And what if they want to try something profoundly harmful. What if your child wants to do heroin or murder people?” They all looked at Britta in a way that made her very uncomfortable. “Will you be there to support her then?”

Dad smiled. It was very odd. It made Britta’s cheek flush. One minute her face was freezing, the next it was on fire.

“That’s something else,” he said. “That goes to your core programming. Either you put that in place correctly or you didn’t. The question is, do you trust your own coding, Dr Tomali?”
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                “I thought you made a good point,” said Britta. “He almost agreed with you.”

“No chance,” said Dad as he eased the car through the security gate and onto the main road. “People like that have no interest in following other people’s idea, even if they’re right. Being obstinate is part of what gets you to those kinds of positions in the first place.”

At first, Clark had listened attentively to what Dad had to say, not interrupting or offering an opposing view on the matter of how best to raise children, but as soon as Dad had said his piece, Clark had pounced.

Britt had been quite taken aback by how aggressive he became considering how gently Dad had made his point, and how composed Clark had seemed.

“Thank you,” he’d said with bitingly precise enunciation. “I’m sure your experience raising your own children has been very revealing and filled you with sage advice for other parents not quite so perceptive as yourself, but I am not raising a child, I am in the process of developing an integrated neural network that will quite possibly change the way we view the world. While I appreciate the good intentions you no doubt hold, this is neither the time nor place to express your views. I’m quite capable of choosing my own procedures for assessing and enacting my role as supervisor of this project, and considering how far we’ve come, I think it’s safe to say I know what I’m doing far better than an outside observer with a limited pool of information to draw from. The matter may have hit an uncomfortable juncture, but I assure you it isn’t the first, nor will it probably be the last. We will deal with it as we do all problems, and retain control in a systematic, non-emotional manner that requires rigorous scientific analysis, not kisses and cuddles.”

It wasn’t so much his rejection of Dad’s suggestion, it was more the way he spoke down to him that upset Britta. He was in a position of greater authority, but he was also the host. And he wasn’t just obstinate, he was downright rude.

“I was very proud of you, sweetheart,” said Dad.

“Why?” said Britta, staring out of the window as they drove past the chainlink fence that ran around the facility. It had spiky wiring on top; not quite barbwire, but close. “Because I stood up for you?”

“No, not that. I mean, yes, that was sweet of you, but what impressed me was that you saw where you had leverage over him, and you used it flawlessly.” He chortled to himself. “The poor man, he didn’t know what hit him.”

Britta hadn’t actually considered very much at all, and certainly had no thoughts about leverage when she decided to speak her mind. She was just angry.

“You have every right to do what you want,” she’d said, surprising everyone by speaking up just when the tension had reached what had seemed like its peak. “This is your company. But there’s no way you can claim to have things under any kind of control. Your AI, which you built and deserve every credit for, isn’t listening to you. And after spending only a little time in your company, I can see why. The only reason your project still has contact with Nigel is because of me. And that’s because you’ve made mistakes you’re refusing to admit. He’s more than a neural network, but if you think you know how best to handle this juncture you can always cancel my contract and prove you know better than everyone else.”

She had shot her mouth off without thinking, speaking very fast and very energetically, waving her hands around and keeping Clark pinned in place with a fearsome glare. He had reacted by looking utterly stunned, both by her verbal assault and also by her ultimatum. 

“Now, please, let’s not fight,” Harman had said, trying to placate things, but not really having anything to offer to appease either side.

“Fine,” Clark said to Harman, “if you all think you have such a solid grasp of the situation, you deal with this. I wash my hands of the whole affair. Good luck to you.” He turned and stormed away.

It had only been then that Britta realised he hadn’t been bullying Dad at all. His reaction had been defensive, perhaps an overreaction to being picked on and singled out for criticism. She recognised the behaviour, a little late, as the kind boys displayed when the group turned on them and they ran away before they burst into tears. 

She’d felt horribly guilty. She knew he was in the wrong, but that wasn’t the point. She’d ganged up on him when he already felt he was being victimised by everyone, even though it was only a few words from Dad and a lack of words from his ‘friends’ that had made him feel isolated.

Things had quickly fallen apart once Clark had gone. An awkward silence descended and no one new quite what to say. Harman stammered his way to a polite request for them to call it a day. They had Britta’s readings to examine and could let her know the results later. They were thanked and Dr Reedy showed them out while Harman hurried away to check on his partner.

“You don’t think we were a bit too hard on him, do you?” asked Britta.

Dad stared straight ahead, thinking. “Perhaps. He took it to heart a bit. You get that when someone goes all in on a weak position. But there’s really no other way to get through to them. I mean, he doesn’t have to do it my way, but he has to stop doing it the way he’s been approaching it. You heard how they talked to each other down there. He’s got possibly the greatest scientific invention of this century in the basement, and he’s having temper tantrums. That can’t be the correct approach.”

Britta was sure he was right. She was also sure Dr Reedy would agree. She was the only one who seemed in a good mood as she escorted them out. 

“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure to smooth everything over,” she’d said as they got back in the car.

“I’m sorry,” was the only thing Britta could think to offer. 

“No, no. Sometimes these things need to be said. Better than bottling it up and giving yourself an ulcer.”

And then they were driving out without having addressed numerous things they had come all the way out here to deal with.

“They could just kick me out of the game altogether,” said Britta. As ready as she was to walk away, it wasn’t a pleasant thing to consider. She still had a lot to do.

“Possible, but highly unlikely,” said Dad. “They need you too much. It’s when they don’t need you anymore that you should start to worry.” It started raining. He turned on the wipers and the screen smeared so neither of them could see the road. “Great, a premature death, just what I need. Now I’ll never get to play the game again.” He pushed on the stick and water sprayed onto the screen, not helping visibility at all. 

“That’s what you’d regret most if you died?” said Britta.

“What? No, of course not. Don’t tell your mother.”

The screen was clear again and they carried on living.

            

    
        Bitter  282

    
    
    
    
                They were nearly home and the sun was out. The rain had pretended it was going to get serious, and then petered out. Or maybe Dad just outran the clouds, leaving them to sit over the APE facility where they probably felt more at home. 

It had been a strange experience, not one Britta had expected at all. Not that she really had any idea what to expect. She had imagined there’d be some running on a treadmill while someone stood close by with a stopwatch and a clipboard, which was never very likely now that she thought about it. It was wearing the tracksuit that had given her that picture in her mind. For some reason she’d also prepared herself to have to jump over a vaulting horse.

And maybe after that a chat in one of the offices with glasses of sparkling mineral water and Dr Reedy answering all her questions. Not quite how it had turned out.

Britta stared out of the car window and looked at the shops and houses lined up in drab procession along the side of the road.

Which was when Britta remembered the one question she’d told herself to definitely ask, preferably first so she wouldn’t forget, what with all the vaulting and sipping of Pellegrino. Had the destruction of the book resulted in Dad losing the ability point it had given him?

They were locked out of the game for twenty-four hours and couldn’t check, but Dr Reedy could. She had access to everyone’s stats and figures. It might have at least answered one of her mysteries. And she had forgotten.

It wasn’t really Britta’s fault, though. It had been such a surprise to have to stand in front of all those people (who hadn’t really existed) that everything else had flown out of her head.

She took out her phone and called Dr Reedy. There was no reason she couldn’t just ask her.

“Who are you calling?” asked Dad.

“Dr Reedy. I want to know if your agility score went down when the skill book exploded.”

“Oh, I asked her,” said Dad. “She said it did.”

She cancelled the call. “You lost the point you gained?”

“Uh huh. Looks like it works just like the Mayor told you. It’s just that it also kills you.”

“But why didn’t anyone else die?”

Dad shrugged. “Magic.”

“That doesn’t explain anything.”

“Doesn’t it?” said Dad. “Sort of explains everything, if you want it to.”

“That’s pretty lazy, isn’t it?”

“Oh, you don’t have to convince me, but that’s the beauty of having magic in a game. You get to do what you want without having to worry if it’s actually possible.”

“Magic has rules, too.”

“Yes, ones that make no sense and can be changed whenever you want. You just have to pretend it works like one of the sciences, usually by having lots of big books to make things look well-researched and catalogued.”

“I don’t think the game works like that,” said Britta, although how sure was she? Nigel seemed to be constantly updating the rules. 

“I hope you’re right. I’d much rather a solid set of laws and principles to stand on. Explaining everything away with fairy dust is kind of cheap. I guess you’re the person to find out, seeing as how your brain patterns are in sync with Nigel’s.”

“All that does is stop me sweating,” said Britta like it was no big deal, although it was actually a huge quality of life improvement. “Shame it doesn’t mean I can avoid the twenty-four-hour lockout.”

“Maybe it does,” said Dad.

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know. It only just occurred to me. You said the lockout was necessary for the game to reset. If it’s in sync with you, maybe you don’t have to anymore. Or not for as long. Ah, home at last.”

Dad pulled up outside the house and they got out. Britta’s was still trying to process what Dad had just said. It sounded very plausible. It would certainly make a big difference if it was true. She could go back into the game. She could keep her appointment with Frau Magda. The meeting with APE had gone much quicker than anticipated and it wasn’t even lunch yet.

She followed Dad into the house as he called out to let Mum know they were back. Britta considered phoning Dr Reedy, again. But was that even necessary? She could just try the helmet and see if it let her in. 

“Hey,” said Mum, “aren’t you going to tell me what happened?”

“Dad will. Love you, Mum.” Britta ran up the stairs to her room. It would only take a second to see if Dad was right.

She grabbed the helmet from under the bed and lay down. It was on her head and ready to go in an instant. A couple of minutes later she was in the Temple of Roha.

She sat up, smiling. No more forced waiting whenever she died. She still had to figure out if the time had just been reduced or completely removed. Dr Reedy would probably be able to help with that. If she had been told Britta was back in the game early, she was probably looking into it already.

Britta didn’t have time to think about it right now, though. She had an appointment to keep. 

Finding The Slit Throat on her map only took a second. It was near the posh houses in the southeast part of town, not too far from the Mayor’s residence, which was surprising. With a name like that she’d expected it to be deep in the ghetto.

At least that meant less chance of running into unsavoury sorts. Her teleport spell was also active again so she felt like she was back to full strength. She smiled. It felt good to be back in control of her destiny.

She left the room and made her way to the street, her map open and showing the way. One step through the door was enough for her to realise things had changed in New Town. 

There were guards everywhere. 
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                Britta immediately went back inside the temple.

The guards were stationed all along the main street. Outside stores, standing on corners, marching up and down. Here was an example where her teleport ability helped in no way whatsoever. Teleport took her away from a dodgy situation and placed her in a safe place, like the temple. Which was where she was already.

She peeked out through the crack between the temple’s double doors. Why were there so many of them? Surely they weren’t still looking for her over her slight indiscretion.

Could it be the explosion? Even though no one had been killed and no property destroyed, she could understand the authorities being on high alert. They didn’t know what had happened. It might have been some rogue mage who had something against poor people, or an invasion by monsters looking for revenge.

What she wanted to know was whether she had been identified and blamed for what had happened. That wouldn’t be good. Especially since it was her fault. 

If she had just sorted out her initial brush with the law—explained it was a misunderstanding, maybe paid a small fine—none of this would have happened. Probably.

The important thing right now, though, was to get to her lunch appointment, find out what Frau Magda had to tell her, and then take some time out to think of how to proceed. Perhaps a little break until things calmed down would be a good idea.

The other thing she had to consider was whether she should destroy the book that had brought the dwarf back to life. That could end the whole matter in an instant. Only, if Dad’s little skill book had killed the two of them, what effect would destroying a book of resurrection have?

She opened her inventory and rummaged around for the book. She found it inside one of the gift boxes she used to create extra storage space.

It was small and covered in leather, very similar in look to Dad’s book. Just holding it she sensed there was a lot more power here. Maybe she was imagining it or maybe she had grown more sensitive to magic. Either way, destroying it seemed like her best way forward. 

But rushing into doing something like that didn’t strike her as a great idea. She should at least try to get more information on how to go about blowing up magic books under safe conditions. Some kind of controlled explosion, maybe?

In the meantime, she had to find a way to get out of here. She was far too recognisable and didn’t have any way to magically disguise herself. As an illusionist, she probably had access to a bunch of spells that could do exactly that. It would have been very useful to have them at her disposal now. But she didn’t.

Levelling up and getting to choose more spells would really need to become more of a priority if she planned on getting better at dealing with minor inconveniences like this. Fighting monsters and finding treasure was all well and good, but there was a lot to be said for being able to walk down the street without being arrested.

She picked up the box and looked at it. Perhaps she could use it to help her melt into the background, just another citizen of New Town.

It took her a good hour to complete her disguise. The sewing room in the temple was proving to be her favourite place, and her high sewing proficiency meant she could do the most intricate work as though she’d been doing it all her life.

She left the temple with her clothes reimagined into a simple uniform, plain and functional. Long shorts, a matching jacket, a cap that was (intentionally) too big for her, and the words Post Office Delivery Service sewn across her back in the same style as the sign over the post office.

She hadn’t seen any posties wandering about town handing out letters and packages, but that didn’t mean they didn’t exist. She hadn’t seen a night sky until recently. 

All she had to do was get away from the main street and then stick to less populated areas.

The box from her inventory was in her hands, held so it covered most of her face. She had her map open so she didn’t need to see where she was going—a few peeks every now and again would suffice.

She set off down the street, marching along confidently like she had somewhere to get to come sleet or snow.

It was nerve-racking. She passed a number of guards as she made her way to the turning that would get her out of the crowded areas. Mostly, she would spot their footwear—regulation town guard issue boots—and do her best to hurry away without looking suspicious. A difficult thing to do even when you were innocent.

There was also the problem of other people getting in her way. It was bad enough when she was unencumbered, but with the box it was quite a hassle.

“Excuse me, sorry, coming through. Important delivery.” She made up what she thought a delivery person would say. She had no idea if it made sense in this setting, but people did step aside to let her by. Even if she got caught, maybe they’d let her off for introducing the concept of mail delivery to this world.

Probably not. She assumed the concept already existed, otherwise people would be stopping and pointing, possibly running to tell others about this amazing idea.

Once she was clear of the main road, she stored her box and became more stealthy in her travels. Keeping to the side roads and alleys, she was able to get to the other side of town without incident. She did spot a couple of patrols, but they weren’t actively searching for anyone, just doing the rounds. Probably in an effort to calm the residents who paid most of their wages. She ducked out of sight and waited for them to pass.

The Slit Throat was indeed in the posh part of town, or almost. At the far end of the street where the biggest houses were, there was a collection of smaller, far less affluent homes. 

Maybe it was where the servants lived, or just a plot of land no one else wanted for some reason. A dozen or so small houses clustered around an inn. She hurried across the road, checking no one was following her, and darted inside.

She’d made it. Only a small victory, but it still filled her with a sense of satisfaction. 

The inn was a cosy affair. Low ceilinged with a large fire at one end. Very low ceilinged, in fact. She looked around at the locals, sipping their pints, staring at her. They were all dwarves.
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                Britta froze, not knowing if it would be better to slowly walk out or just leg it. Had they recognised her? If she ran, it might give her away. If she played it cool, it might give them time to jump her.

Not sure, she stood there staring back at the mildly curious faces. They went back to their drinks.

Dwarves weren’t exactly her enemies, but they wanted her to answer some questions and possibly give her a talking to. She wasn’t keen. Not right now, anyway. But these dwarves didn’t seem to care about her sudden appearance in their midst.

There were at least a dozen of them, huddled around tables or squeezed into booths, their long beards tucked under the tables. Their clothing was simple and well-worn, but they looked clean. Not miners, she would guess.

She decided these dwarves weren’t part of the council who wanted her captured. They were just everyday working men having a lunchtime pint. She walked to the bar, trying to see if Frau Magda was here. She would have stuck out if she were.

The barman, a grey-bearded dwarf with a bald head, placed a tankard on the bar and pushed it at her.

“Oh. I didn’t order anything.”

“Aye,” said the barman, heavily Scottish in his delivery. “But when you do, that’ll be what you ask fer.”

“How do you know?”

“Because that’s all we serve. That’ll be one copper piece, if you please.”

At least it was affordable, Britta thought as she fished out some money.

She was sure she was on time. There was a bell that rang the hour, now. She assumed it was in a tower somewhere, but she had yet to see it. Maybe it was just played in on speakers. In any case, she’d heard it chime twelve times just before she entered the tavern. The note had said twelve sharp. She was bang on time. No sign of the frau.

“You work for the post office?”

She turned to find a beady-eyed dwarf sitting on the stool next to her. “Um, yes, sometimes. Seasonal work.” 

“My sister sent me a package last week, still hasn’t arrived. Where’d it got to?”

He had a lot of facial hair, not just the beard, but overgrown eyebrows and mutton chops that splayed out to the side. His eyes peered out of the undergrowth. 

“I don’t know,” she said. “This isn’t my regular route. You’ll have to talk to someone at head office.”

He must have read the back of her jacket and now he was treating her like a spokesperson for the company. She was just a fellow worker trying to make ends meet, she didn’t deserve to be harassed for her employer’s failings. That had been her concept when she’d stitched the uniform together.

“I don’t want to talk to some big jobbie. My sister said it was a woolly jumper she knitted herself. Irreplaceable.”

“Sorry about that.” Britta smiled and looked around for Frau Magda, or anyone willing to help. No one returned her gaze, not even the barman. She ended up looking in her mug. Something was moving around in there.

“I don’t want a refund, I want my bloody jumper. It’s got sentimental value.” He was getting quite upset about it. Must have been a nice jumper.

Britta didn’t remember offering him a refund, but he didn’t want one, so it wasn’t worth mentioning.

“Things sometimes get lost in the post,” she said. “Or they have the wrong address on them.”

“Are you calling my sister stupid?”

This wasn’t going well. She should probably leave. “No. I don’t know your sister. But not everyone at the post office is good at reading, especially fancy handwriting. Does your sister have fancy handwriting?”

The dwarf sat back on his stool. “She does, actually, yes.”

“Might be stuck at the sorting office, waiting for someone to work out where it’s supposed to go. You should go down there and ask them.”

“Oh, okay. I’ll do that. Thanks for the help.” He slid off the stool and staggered towards the door.

Britta let out a sigh. That had very nearly turned into an altercation. She had no idea she was such a good people person. Maybe a career in customer services beckoned. Shame the pay was such garbage.

She was so impressed with herself, she took a sip of her drink without thinking, and immediately spat it out again. It was ginger beer, with way too much ginger. The lining of her nose was on fire.

The dwarf had very unsteadily made it to the door. He reached for the handle when it suddenly opened inwards, hitting him and swiping him to the side. Frau Magda stood in the doorway, more than filling it. She had to stoop to enter.

As a gnome, Britta had found everything in the tavern to be very conveniently sized. It was the first place where she could sit comfortably and still be able to see what was going on around her. But for Frau Magda, it was like entering Lilliput. 

She wasn’t exactly a giant, but everything was the wrong size. She looked very awkward, although she didn’t give the impression it bothered her, or that she had even noticed. No one paid her any attention. The drunk dwarf had ended up in a corner where he now lay slumped and snoring.

Britta waved. Frau Magda, dressed all in black, with a bonnet that put most of her face in shadow, nodded, and then indicated a booth in the corner.

They arrived at the table together, and sat down. Britta slid into her seat smoothly, Frau Magda struggling to squeeze in.

“Why did you choose this place?” asked Britta quietly.

“Vhat do you mean?”

“This place. It’s for dwarves, isn’t it?”

“You don’t like dwarves?” Frau Magda reared back, like she was a horse up on two legs, about to stamp on you.

“I don’t mind. It’s just a bit… cramped in here?”

“Ve dwarves are used to it.”

“You’re a dwarf? Were you adopted?”

Frau Magda looked startled. “Yes, that is correct. How could you tell?”

She was possibly the least dwarfish person Britta had ever met. “Um, your accent.”

“Ah, you must have very good ears. I vas taken in by a family of dwarves when I vas but a young girl.” 

Britta had the sudden urge to ask if it had been a family of seven. Could she be Snow White, grown older and now working as a housekeeper? What kind of fairytale ending was that? 
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                Frau Magda removed her bonnet and black silk gloves, and placed them on the table. Her hair was pulled back into the same harsh bun as before. Britta had half-expected a more relaxed frau during her lunch break, but Casual Magda probably didn’t exist.

“I thank you for agreeing to meet me,” she said, her voice as harsh as her hairline. “Ve have much to discuss.”

Britta had no idea what she wanted to talk about. It had to be something to do with the Mayor, or at least she hoped so. If the frau just wanted to be friends, it would be very awkward to politely decline. Frau Magda didn’t look like the sort of person who took no for an answer. 

Britta waited patiently. Frau Magda had indicated to the barman and he was in the process of bringing over her drink. In a tankard even bigger than the one he’d given Britta.

He came over and placed it on the table.

“Thank you, Darlink.” She picked it up and downed it in one. Just watching her made Britta’s nose tingle. “Ahh. Excellent.” Then she burped loudly.

The barman nodded his appreciation at the compliment, picked the tankard up and walked away.

“You and the barman, are you… Is he your husband?”

“Vhat? Vhy vould you think that?”

“You called him darling.”

“No, no. Not darlink. Darlink. His name is Darlink.”

Britta could sense she was about to get caught up in a comedy routine, placed in the game by some nerdy programmer who considered himself hilarious. She was starting to think there was someone on the team who was a frustrated comedian, intent on sharing his frustration with the world.

Best to get things moving along, she decided. “Sorry, my mistake. So, what did you want to see me about?”

The lighting over the booth seemed to dim. Possibly just her imagination, but still a bit unnerving.

“Vhat I am about to tell you must not leave this place. You must promise me to tell no one.” Her voice had become more sombre, and it hadn’t been exactly jovial to start with. “It is about the Mayor.”

“Of course. I promise. Adventurer-housekeeper privilege.” She was sure no such privilege existed, but in a fantasy world there was always room for new and weird hybrids.

“It is concerning vhat you said to him about the affair he had vith that voman.”

“Ginnie Garbolum?” Britta had mentioned Freddy’s Aunt Ginnie in an effort to see if it got a reaction from the Mayor, which it hadn’t. Frau Magda, on the other hand, had become very flustered.

“Yes. Her. She vasn’t the only one, you know?”

Britta hadn’t known. “He’s had lots of affairs?” Frau Magda clearly didn’t approve. Perhaps she was jealous and had a thing for him herself.

“Many. And all the time he had his vife waiting at home. Veeping, always veeping.” She pulled out a white lace handkerchief and dabbed her eyes. “He is a cruel man. Very cruel.”

This was the first time someone had mentioned the Mayor’s wife. Or even his vife.

“Why doesn’t she leave him?” asked Britta.

“How can she? She doesn’t know how to take care of herself. She is like a doll, beautiful, but without purpose.”

“Does he lock her up?”

“No, no. it is a psychological cage of the mind.” Frau Magda was turning into Freud Magda.

“But he doesn’t hit her or anything, does he?”

“No. He vould never do such a thing. But he controls her.” She made a fist and squeezed it. “Holds her in his vill.”

“That’s… a shame. Why are you telling me?”

“You are a hero. You save people.”

“No. Not really. I mean, I help people in trouble, sometimes.”

“She is in trouble. Existential trouble.”

Britta wasn’t sure what that even meant. “I’m sorry. I don’t think an adventurer is what you need.”

“It is, it is. Someone to show her how to take care of herself. To survive in a desolate landscape.”

A screen opened in front of Britta. 

Poor Wife Quest

Mentor the Lady Desmondella and raise her self-esteem.

Help her achieve independence and financial security.

Rewards: 

+5 Charisma points

Acceptance into the Society of Modern Ladies

Exclusive Society Robe

Britta read it over twice. What kind of crappy quest was this? She didn’t want to start a women’s liberation army. For most of her life, it was other girls who had made her the most miserable.

She hit the No button.

“This isn’t a job for me. It’s a job for you.”

“Me? Vhat can I do?”

“You said she can’t look after herself, didn’t you? So teach her. How to cook, how to shop on a budget, how to earn her own money. Everything you can do, she can do.”

Frau Magda pulled a face suggesting extreme displeasure. “But she is too fragile to succeed on her own.”

“No, she isn’t.” Britta was quite annoyed by Frau Magda’s view of pretty girls. “Teach her how to feed herself. It’s a basic requirement of being a real person.”

Frau Magda stared at her, her lips moving in an attempt to say something. Nothing came out, though. 

“I have to go,” said Britta. “The best way to help her is to get her do it herself. If she isn’t willing, maybe she doesn’t hate her life as much as you think.”

Britta left the tavern and logged out. She returned to her bedroom and took off the helmet. She had mixed emotions about how she’d reacted. Of course she would want to help someone in an abusive relationship, and maybe this was a psychological cage of the mind, as Frau Magda had put it. But opening the cage door wasn’t going to change anything.

She went downstairs to the kitchen where Mum and Dad were sorting out lunch. Dad had almost everything from the fridge on the counter and was staring at it.

“What do you fancy?” he said. “We can’t decide.”

“You know that risotto you make? The one with the prawns?”

“Oh, yes. Fancy a bit of seafood, do you?”

“I want you to show me how you make it.” She’d come to the conclusion she could take a little of her own advice.

Mum and Dad exchanged a surprised look. 

“Okay,” said Dad. “Prepare to upgrade your culinary skills. Experience points will be awarded for hitting your targets and reaching checkpoints.”

Perhaps she should have asked Mum first.
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                Lunch was okay. It wasn’t great, but it was edible.

“Very good,” said Dad, “for a first try.”

Mum nodded unconvincingly and forced herself to take another bite.

“What did I do wrong?” asked Britta.

“Nothing. It’s fine. You just need some practice.”

She had followed Dad’s instructions exactly. In a game, if you did as you were told, step by step, you got the result you were expecting. Well, not always. Sometimes you had to rely on RNG. Follow all the steps and then roll the dice to see if you were successful. But even then, you either were or you weren’t. You didn’t end up in between with something that was sort of okay, but not really.

“It doesn’t taste anything like when you make it.” 

Dad’s risotto was creamy and delicious. Hers was a bit too crunchy. 

“It’s like most things,” said Dad. “You have to keep trying until it clicks. And you won’t be able to tell the difference in what you’re doing, but it’ll definitely be a lot better. That’s what makes it so hard to teach someone else. You aren’t really sure what you’re doing, yourself.”

“There’s your dad’s life summed up for you,” said Mum smiling slyly. Until she took another bite of risotto.

“The important thing is to keep trying,” said Dad. “The more you do it, the better you’ll get at it.”

“Won’t I waste a lot of food in the meantime?”

“It isn’t a waste. There’s nothing wrong with it, really. It isn’t bad, it’s just that it could be better. You just need to fiddle with it a bit.”

Not exactly the advice of a master chef, but he was probably right. You couldn’t just read a skill book and magically get better, unfortunately. Whether it was Dad looking over her shoulder, or some celebrity chef on the TV, you still had to learn the basics, and then fiddle with it.

“So, how did the housekeeper take your rejection?” asked Dad. She had been telling him about the quest she’d been offered, and her refusal to help the Mayor’s wife.

“I’m not sure. I left pretty quickly after saying no. I think she was a bit surprised. But it wasn’t like his wife’s in any danger. She’s just too scared to leave him.”

“That was a bit mean, though, wasn’t it?” asked Dad. “Some women are too insecure to walk out without anywhere to go, aren’t they, love?”

Mum looked at him, and then up at the ceiling, thinking about it. “Yes, but I think Britta made the right choice.”

“You do?” said Dad.

“I mean, if they’ve got their bags packed and need a ride to their new place, and you’ve got a car, sure, offer to give them a lift. But if you have to drag them out of there and make sure they’ve got everything they need and teach them how to take care of themselves… that’s a big commitment. You’re going to be stuck in that quicksand a long time. And then she’ll probably end up going back to him. You remember my friend Star?”

“Oh, yes,” said Dad, shuddering. “What a disaster she was. Gorgeous-looking, but every guy was worse than the one before.”

“You thought she was gorgeous, did you?” said Mum. 

“Now, love, I’m only speaking from a coldly objective position. Not as coldly as you’re looking at me right now, but close.”

Mum slowly looked away from Dad, her eyes the last to leave him. “Other people’s relationship problems… the whole thing’s a big sticky mess. Best to stay well clear.”

“Yes,” said Britta, glad that Mum agreed with her.

“Fair enough, but I never realised you two were so cold-hearted,” said Dad. “She’s probably been married to the Mayor since she was young. Doesn’t know any other life. Just sits in her room, miserable, waiting for a prince to come rescue her. Why are you both looking at me like that?”

“We don’t all need rescuing, Dad.”

“No, of course not. I’m not saying you do. But this isn’t real life. Plus, you miss out on the reward. Five extra points in charisma…” He let out a low whistle.

“If I’d been in your position, I probably would have helped her,” said Mum.

“What?” said Britta, taken aback by the sudden change. “You just said best to stay clear.”

“In real life. But you want to find out more about this Mayor character, don’t you? She probably knows more about him than anyone. If you helped her, she’d probably tell you anything you wanted to know.”

Britta sat there, stunned. 

“If anyone wanted to know your Dad’s secrets, all the really embarrassing stuff, I’d be the one to talk to. Hoo, boy. I could completely destroy him.”

“Alright, alright. No need to start fantasising about your role in my downfall.”

“He’d never be able to show his face in public.” 

Britta hadn’t even considered using the Mayor’s wife to get information on the Mayor. Why hadn’t she? It was obvious now that Mum had said it.

The only thing on her mind had been for his wife to deal with her own problems. No one had come to Britta’s aid during her tough times—she’d had to struggle through as best she could. So why should she help someone in a similar situation?

Was she really that petty? No one helped me, so why should I help others? Not that this was anything like the problems Britta had faced in her life, but that wasn’t what was troubling her. It was that she had been so overwhelmed by her determination to not lend a helping hand that she totally overlooked a chance at getting an advantage over the Mayor. 

If she really wanted to go toe to toe with the people in charge, she had to stop being so emotional, and start paying attention to her own goals.

“Are you alright, sweetheart?” said Dad, sounding mildly concerned. “You look a bit funny. Undercooked prawn?”

“I’m fine,” said Britta, taking another spoonful. “Next time I’ll do better.”
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                Britta went up to her rooms and turned on her computer. She checked her phone while she waited. There were no messages, no missed calls.

She had thought Dr Reedy might have tried to get in touch. Things had got a little awkward last time they met, but that was mainly to do with her two bosses. She had seemed more or less the same. Cold, emotionless, focused. The woman was frighteningly consistent. Britta imagined her home filled with computer screens, keeping her abreast of the latest developments at APE.

Which was why Britta had expected a call as soon as she exited the game. Being able to override the mandatory twenty-four-hour lockout was a major change. Britta had checked the numbers and it was a little over twelve hours after she’d died that she’d been able to go back in. 

That could mean she was under a lesser restriction, or that she could have gone back in straightaway, had she been aware that it was possible. Dr Reedy would want to know the answer to that as much as Britta.

But there was no attempt at contact. Britta could have called, but she felt hesitant to bother her. Perhaps there was some fallout from the earlier meeting. Or some other business had come up. 

In truth, she suspected the most likely response from Dr Reedy would be that she didn’t know how or why Britta was able to circumvent the lockout. She would look into it, talk to the tech guys, get back to her. The usual. 

Was it worth calling her just to hear what she already knew? She could send a text and leave it at that. In fact, she could write her weekly report and mention it there.

It was odd how reluctant she was to make the call and speak to Dr Reedy directly. There was a sense that the people at APE weren’t really on her side. They weren’t working together, she was working for them. As a tool. The same as Nigel.

She also knew she was overthinking it. Of course they were treating her as a tool. She was a kid who happened to have access they didn’t, nothing more. She wasn’t an expert, she knew a lot less than any of them. Her only real advantage was being able to interact with the game. 

Even with this new wrinkle, the most obvious way for Britta to understand how the death mechanic worked was to kill herself. Go in-game, suicide, see how long before it would let her back in. She didn’t need Dr Reedy’s help to find out. Dr Reedy would probably suggest the same thing herself.

Maybe that was why Britta didn’t want to ring her. She didn’t want to kill herself. As much as it was a meaningless act, it still felt wrong. 

She was having similar doubts about how to deal with the Mayor’s wife. She knew she’d made a mistake in rejecting the quest. Mum was right, it was a very obvious way to find out more about the Mayor and what he was up to.

But if this had happened in real life, if she was considering befriending someone just so she could pump them for information, she’d feel pretty scummy about herself. She certainly wouldn’t like someone to treat her like that. 

It was, she supposed, a bit like being an undercover cop, pretending to be part of a criminal organisation to bring down the big boss. If she thought of it in those terms, it was almost a noble objective. But really, she knew it wasn’t anything so glamorous. She would be using an unhappy person to get what she needed. 

Which would be fine if this was a game and the people were merely artificial constructs. And that was the thing she needed to decide. Was she going to treat it like a game where things like dying and using people were no big deal? Or was she going to try to approach it like a place that mattered, and use it to make herself a stronger person for real?

Because she could use a little self-improvement. As much as she had coped with the unpleasantness in her life, it had still left her unprepared for a lot of the things she would face once she left school. How to deal with people, how to handle those who made life difficult for her, how to make friends…

Taking the quest and seeing where it led her seemed like the right choice, now. But was it too late? If she turned up at the Mayor’s residence and told Frau Magda she’d changed her mind, would the screen pop up again?

“Hey,” said Dad from the door. “You going back in?”

It took her a moment to realise he meant going back into the game. The strange thing was that she had no compulsion to do so. Normally, she was always thinking about her next chance to go back in. Not now, though. 

“I don’t really feel like it,” she said.

“Oh, okay.” He seemed a little disappointed. “Don’t forget you owe me an adventure. I wouldn’t mind seeing this crazy dwarf everyone’s been talking about.”

She had actually forgotten. The deal was to take him with her next time she went into a dungeon or on some quest. She wasn’t really looking forward to it. He had proved himself a decent enough teammate, but he was still her dad, and it made her a bit self-conscious when he was around. 

But a deal was a deal.

“Why do you think we were the only ones to die when the book blew up?” she asked him.

He stepped into the room and leaned against the door, always ready to share his theories. He always had a bunch ready to go. “Hard to say. Maybe because I was soulbound to the book. That would explain why I bought it, but not you… You probably have special rules your character follows.”

“So, if I destroy my book…?”

Dad shrugged. “I don’t know. Only one way to find out.”

Yep. That was the problem. Or, only one way that they knew of. The Mayor had indicated he knew how to do it safely, but he couldn’t be trusted. She could talk to his wife and see if she knew anything, but she wasn’t sure she trusted her own motives. Although, she didn’t necessarily have to do everything herself.

Stan had been able to interact with the game on a similar level as her once she’d brought him in. And Diana had taken a quest that had been initially offered to her. Why not Dad?

“Actually, there is a quest you can help me with.”

“Really? Great! Just let me know where and when.” The look of excitement on his face faded into one of suspicion. “Wait, this isn’t going to be a boring mission with loads of dialogue trees, is it?”
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                Britta attempted to sell Dad on the idea of helping the Mayor’s wife. She tried to make it sound like a mission that required daring espionage and a battle of wits.

The Mayor was the real opponent, the devious mastermind who ran New Town like his personal fiefdom. His wife was a pawn who could be turned against her husband, providing vital information that would save the town and an untold number of lives.

“She’s the first step in unlocking the triangle.”

“The triangle?” said Dad, sounding as dubious as he looked. “What triangle?”

“The Mayor, the Garbolums and the dwarves. They’re all involved, they all played a part in what happened to the mines.”

“The kobold mines.”

“Yes.”

“Doesn’t that make a square? The kobolds?”

“Um, yes. I suppose so.” She could tell Dad wasn’t keen. If he had been, he wouldn’t be picking apart her pitch, he’d be getting all excited. “Don’t you think the Mayor’s wife could be the key?”

“Seems to me,” said Dad, scratching under his chin, “that what you want me to do is go talk to a bored housewife. I’ve already got one of those at home.”

“Hey!” called out Mum from downstairs. “I heard that.”

Dad pulled a face and closed the door. “How does she do that?” he whispered. “Ears like a bat. Anyway, I don’t mind investigating, see if there’s anything worth pursuing with wifey, I’m not saying there’s no chance. At the same time, she might be some spoiled brat who can’t be bothered to get off her backside. Eats bonbons all day and thinks she deserves better. If it leads somewhere, fine. If it doesn’t, you still owe me an adventure.”

His offer was reasonable and hard to refuse. He’d always been like that, parenting through a series of deals and compromises, clearly establishing what he wanted in return for taking her and Marisa to the movies or letting them stay up late. Gifts were gifts, but everything else was a negotiation.

“Okay,” said Britta. “I’m pretty sure she won’t be like that, though. She’s probably really beautiful and fragile.” That had been the impression Britta had got from Frau Magda.

“Oh, you think so?” said Dad. “Might need to turn on the old charm, eh? Seduce her away from the Mayor.”

A sharp series of knocks rattled the door, startling Dad.

“I don’t know what you two are talking about in there,” said Mum, “but it better not be anything I don’t approve of.”

Mum’s approach to parenting was very different. No negotiating, only demands and ultimatums. Not that she wasn’t open to letting her daughters do what they wanted, it was just that she always seemed to know when there was an attempt to pull a fast one. 

“Just discussing game strategy, love,” said Dad through the door. “Nothing you’d be interested in.”

“No seducing anyone,” she shouted back.

“Definitely not,” said Dad. Then he dropped his voice again. “Like the Bionic Woman.”

Britta had no idea who that was or how it related to Mum, but she nodded anyway.

“Why don’t you just do some poking around and see what you can find out,” said Britta, not sure he was the right person for this job after all. “We can decide how to proceed after that.”

Dad nodded. “Yes, yes. Good idea. Okay, I’m going out there, wish me luck.” He opened the door a crack and peeked out. He pulled the door wider once he’d made sure the coast was clear. “If I go missing, call the police.”

“I’m not calling the police on Mum, Dad. She’ll have made it look like an accident, anyway. So we can collect the insurance.”

“Good point. Why do I get the impression this is something the three of you have already discussed?”

Britta shrugged. Dad left, but not before giving her a suspicious look.

She had school tomorrow and needed to sort out her schedule for the following week. She also had the report to write for APE. Once she had everything done, if she had time, she could always pop back into the game and maybe go see the Mayor. Her main priority wasn’t his wife, it was working out how to destroy a magic book without getting herself blown up. She might leave it until tomorrow, or maybe the next day. No need to rush. 

Despite the events going on in-game, it was important to stay disciplined and not let her real life responsibilities suffer. Schoolwork, eating properly, getting enough sleep, taking care of her skin… it all mattered just as much as running around trying to exorcise a dead dwarf possessed by a banshee. She was determined to keep things in perspective.

She did all her work, wrote the report, sent a text to Dr Reedy in case she had some information on the question of how long she’d have to wait before being able to log back in after dying, and by then it was time for dinner.

Mum and Dad seemed to have settled their differences and chatted about Marisa’s plans to go on holiday. Britta zoned out for most of it. The only mention of the game was when Mum asked, “No more gaming tonight?” It was as much instruction as question.

“No, not really in the mood,” Britta replied.

After dinner, she went back to her room and took care of her hair and nails. Then she moisturised thoroughly and applied a face mask that never seemed to do very much but she felt it was worth doing for the benefits she couldn’t see, assuming there were some.

She checked her messages, pottered around the web for any news, and waited to peel the mask off so she could scratch her nose.

By ten o’clock she had done every possible thing she could think of. She’d made a deliberate choice not to let the game become her whole life, and she’d proved to herself that it wasn’t. A good night’s sleep and she’d probably have a much better idea of what to do next. 

Dwarves, thugs, unhappy wives… it was hard to unravel, like when you leave earbuds in your pocket and the wires get tangled up.

She was pleased with how she was handling it. Not like some game-addict who couldn’t stop themselves.

By eleven o’clock she was staring up at the darkened ceiling, not sleepy at all. Her hand reached down under the bed and grabbed the helmet. 

It wasn’t like she was neglecting the rest of her life. She had everything well in hand. Not as though half an hour in-game would ruin her sleep schedule. She put the helmet on and logged in.
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                Britta left the temple and was surprised to find it was nighttime. She stood on the temple steps and had to wait for her brain to adjust to the ridiculously majestic vision overhead. She’d seen it before, but it still took some getting used to.

There were a lot of people out and about, and many of the stores were open—mainly the ones serving food. The street was almost as busy as it was during the day. Not only with NPCs, but with other players.

It was easy to spot them, both because of the nametags hovering over their heads, and because they were the ones wandering around aimlessly, staring up at the sky.

APE had decided to let the rest of the player base in during the night cycle, and they were mesmerised by it, necks craned, fingers pointing out shooting stars and sparkling constellations. If only she’d been a thief character, she’d have been able to clean up with her pickpocketing skills.

She did feel a slight twinge of regret that this part of the world was no longer her personal playground, but it was always going to be a temporary monopoly.

As fascinating as it was to watch them watching the sky, Britta had other business to take care of. She trotted down the steps and made her way towards the Mayor’s residence.

The clock bell rang eleven times somewhere in the distance, meaning the time was the same as back home. Did that mean it had synchronised with her, also?

Her aim was to go to see the Mayor and ask him how to destroy a magic book safely. He had offered his help already, although she suspected his motivation wasn’t purely altruistic. She wouldn’t tell him she had the book, although she was sure he would assume she did.

Even if he tried to take it from her, it wouldn’t be easy forcing her to give it up. Now that she had use of Teleport again, she’d be able to escape quite easily. She was prepared for any shenanigans.

Of course, she could have just gone to the mines and destroyed the book any way she could. She would die, but it would still get the job done. In fact, there was no real reason to have to go to the mines. She could destroy the book right here in the middle of the street, and the effect should, theoretically, be the same. The spell on the dwarf would be neutralised.

But it felt wrong. Not only was she guessing at the results, she didn’t know if there’d be any kind of after-effect. Would the dwarf just collapse in a heap? Would he disappear in a puff of smoke? Would he return to his senses and have all sorts of interesting anecdotes about the afterlife?

Whatever the result, she was sure of one thing. She wouldn’t be there to see it. 

Her death was almost guaranteed. Even if she could re-enter the game immediately—another thing she was only assuming—it would take time for her to get back to the action. 

Her death might be unavoidable, but she should at least have someone with her to deal with the aftermath. Dad? Stan? Maybe Diana if she ever came back from her quest.

There were people she could rely on, but she would much rather rely on herself. And the best way to do that, as far as she could see, was to get the Mayor to tell her everything he knew.

As she walked further away from the centre of town, it got darker and spookier. There was enough light from the stars to show her the way, but there were also plenty of shadows for hiding in.

She could have created a ball of light, but that would make her stick out all the more, and with so many people keen to have a word with her, she didn’t really want to make herself any more conspicuous. 

So, she hurried along the darkened streets, jumping nervously at every sound. 

It was probably paranoia, simple nerves, but she couldn’t shake the feeling someone (or something) was following her. She looked around, stopped occasionally to listen, stared at shadows that were shaped to resemble limbs and appendages. Nothing was confirmed or denied. 

Her best bet, she decided, was to get to the Mayor’s place as quickly as possible. It was a bit late to be dropping in, but she was fairly confident she would be admitted, probably with a gleeful grin. The fly knocking on the spider’s front door.

It was a measure of her more assertive frame of mind that she considered it a reasonable risk. Not because this was a game and it didn’t matter what happened, but because whatever happened, she had the ability to handle it. Quite an odd, yet exhilarating feeling.

In many ways, this was what made the game so compelling for her. Not fighting crazy monsters or finding magical treasure. Just the sense that she was up to it. Whatever it was, she had the ability to deal with all potential outcomes. That wasn’t something she often felt in the real world.

She stopped by a tree and looked back. She had definitely heard something. Ninja dwarves? She glanced up, half-expecting one to jump down from the branches. Nothing. She listened again, but it was hard to hear over the sound of her own thumping heart.

She wasn’t too far now, perhaps she should stop creeping and just run the rest of the way. No, she couldn’t give in so easily to her irrational fear. Especially when there were probably a bunch of people at APE watching her.

She turned to set off again and let out a sharp scream as a figure stepped in front of her.

“Sorry,” said Dad. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

“What are you doing?” she said, breathing hard. “Have you been following me?”

“Kind of. I didn’t realise it was you, so I stayed hidden. Looks like we’re both headed to the same place. Why aren’t you in bed? You have school tomorrow.”

“I couldn’t sleep. I just wanted to check something with the Mayor. What about you? Are you going to see his wife?”

“No, no, not without someone to introduce me. She doesn’t know who I am. She’d probably scream the place down if I suddenly appeared at her window. I thought I’d check out the house, get a feeling for the layout, any security.”

It was like him to plan ahead. Slow and methodical were his two favourite modes.

“Okay,” said Britta. “I’ll keep him busy while you scout around.”

They set off together with Dad staying out of sight, but Britta felt a lot more comfortable knowing the monster in the shadows was her own father. The feeling didn’t last long, though.

As they approached the Mayor’s residence, it quickly became obvious something was wrong. Very wrong.

The front door was open, smashed in by the looks of it, and the light from the hallway showed walls splattered with blood.
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                “You’d better wait here,” said Dad.

“Why?” said Britta. She didn’t want to go running into a house where the halls were dripping with blood, but she felt an instinctive need to resist Dad’s attempts at coddling her. “It isn’t real blood.”

“No, of course not. But we don’t know what’s in there. It might be disturbing.”

“You made me and Marisa watch Psycho when I was eight.”

“That’s different,” said Dad. “That’s a classic. And it was in black and white. You don’t get psychologically damaged by grey blood. Oh, such a shame your mum made me turn it off. Imagine the kind of artistic vision you’d be capable of if I’d been allowed to expose the two of you to the greats of cinema from such an early age.” He seemed to have forgotten about the small matter of murder in the house opposite, and became nostalgic for the social engineering he’d been barred from enacting. “I had a whole list of amazing experiences lined up. None of that sentimental Pixar dreck. Apocalypse Now, Taxi Driver, Jaws… You would have minds unlike any children your age.”

Britta could only imagine how traumatised she would have ended up if Mum hadn’t stopped him experimenting on her and her sister with his Bluray collection.

Mind you, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest was still her favourite movie, and had been since she was seven.

“The important thing is to be able to differentiate between what’s real and what isn’t,” he said. “Which is why you have to be careful in a place like this. There’s a big difference between watching people stabbing each other with rubber knives on a screen, and actually being in the movie with the killer.”

He had a point. It was a lot more creepy being here, feeling the night breeze, hearing the rustling of leaves, smelling… whatever that smell was. 

“Maybe we should wait for the guards,” said Britta.

“Doubt they’ll be here anytime soon,” said Dad. “Somebody would have to raise the alarm, and the neighbours probably have no idea anything’s wrong.” 

The houses here were separated by walls and railings encircling the grounds. It would be a fair hike to borrow a cup of sugar.

“Looks like it’s up to us. Wish me luck.” He took out his sword.

In a movie, especially the kind where women were getting into all sorts of trouble while trying to take a shower, people would have immediately gone running into the house, calling out to see if anyone was hurt or needed help. Which would, of course, alert the killer to their presence. Britta didn’t fancy taking the traditional route.

“Wait,” said Britta. “I’ve got an idea.” She cast Shadow Agent with a wave of her hand. The shade would be able to search the house in a flash, and let her know who was inside. If there was a killer hiding in a closet, the shade would be able to tell.

A dark, smoky form took shape between her and Dad, like a genie very reluctantly emerging from its lamp. Then it shot upwards, into the branches of the tree they were standing under.

“Hey,” said Britta, staring up, not sure where to look. “Can you stop messing about and go have a look in that house over there?”

The problem with this spell was that even though it was ideally suited for the task at hand, it had become very uncooperative. Britta wasn’t entirely sure what had turned the shade so averse to doing its job  —  something to do with the changes from the last upgrade was all she’d managed to figure out  — but she felt she’d been patient enough. 

“Come on, it’ll only take a second.”

There was no response from the tree.

“What are you doing?” asked Dad, also looking up.

“It’s hard to explain. It’s a spell. Like a scout.”

“Oh, can it go look in the house for us?”

“Yes. If it wants to.”

“Temperamental?”

“Very.”

“Who is this?” a scratchy voice hissed down at them.

What was the best way to handle this situation? Shout and scold? Bribe and cajole? It would be a lot easier if the spell wasn’t so erratic, and did the thing it had been built to do. It was the sort of bug you got rid of by turning your computer off and on again.

Britta frowned to herself, under a tree at night with the fake breeze blowing through non-existence branches. This was the underlying problem to everything here. How did you treat something as real when it was so clearly not? The shade was upset about something. Who cared? They weren’t real concerns. 

It irked her that she could be so casually dismissive. It was that kind of thinking that was holding her back. Whatever the issue, it was real to the shade.

“This is my dad,” she said. “He thinks I should stay here and not risk getting hurt.”

“It’s just a sensible precaution,” said Dad, sounding a little put out to be painted as the overbearing parent. He was the cool Dad who wanted his kids to watch The Evil Dead (for the production design).

“There might be people who need our help,” said Britta. 

“Which I’ll find out when I go in there,” said Dad. “I’ll call you over when I know it’s safe.”

Britta let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m not a baby, Dad.”

“Both of you wait here,” said the shade. “I’ll go see.”

A stream of smoke poured down from above and settled into a vaguely humanoid form. It drifted across the street, although Britta caught sight of something inside it. Something more solid, and covered in hair.
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                The shade disappeared into the house. It just strolled in through the front door, or rather, it wafted in. 

Britta had the impression the only reason it had decided to go was because it’d had enough of her and Dad bickering. If she’d known it was going to be that easy to get the shade to do what she wanted, she would have brought Dad along much sooner. 

“What kind of spell is it?” asked Dad, bow at the ready and craning his neck to get a better look through the doorway. “Limited uses?”

“It drains mana as long as it’s active,” said Britta.

“Oh, yes?” Dad sounded mildly interested. “How long does that last? Couple of minutes?”

“Three or four hours.”

“What?” Dad turned to face her. “That’s ridiculous. You could scope out an entire dungeon in that time.”

“Yeah, I can.” She hadn’t really thought about it as a particularly powerful ability. Knowing where something was didn’t help with how to stop it trying to kill you.

“Honestly, the balancing in this game…”

She would have probably paid more attention to his complaining if he hadn’t made the same complaint about every game he’d ever played.

“It’s not that useful when the spell won’t do what it’s told half the time.”

Dad considered this slight wrinkle. “Half OP is still too OP.”

“I have no idea what you just said. All I know is that it would be a lot more useful if I could work out what’s wrong with it.”

“Ah,” said Dad, like he was some wise old sage with all the answers. “Not so easy being a parent, is it?”

“I’m not a parent,” said Britta.

“Aren’t you? You’ve got a kid acting strange and refusing to tell you what’s up. Sounds like a classic parent-child relationship to me. Congratulations, sweetheart, you’re a mother.”

Probably not often a dad said that so gleefully to his sixteen-year-old daughter. 

“Any advice, oh great expert?”

“Your sarcasm won’t work on me. If I wasn’t an expert you wouldn’t have turned out so well, would you?”

“Mum says she did her best to keep your influence limited.”

Dad’s mouth fell open in outrage. “How dare she? She was barely involved. I was elbow deep in poo and nappies for years. Years!”

Britta could tell he was about to launch into his tales of parental strife  —  the vomit, the fountains of urine, the upholstery ruined  —  so she was relieved to see the shade come out. It stopped in the doorway and wobbled.

“What’s it doing?” said Dad. “Dancing?”

“It’s calling us over.” She began walking across the road.

Dad stuck his arm out, like he was worried she wasn’t following the Green Cross Code.

“Dad, it’s fine. There’s no danger.”

Reluctantly, he let her go, making sure to keep ahead of her. The shade waited, its outline undulating gently. There was definitely something inside all that smoke.

“There is only one occupant in this building,” said the shade. “She is near death.”

“Quickly, take us to where she is.” Britta hurried after the shade as it went back inside.

It smelled musty and fetid. The floor was sticky. Bright red blood was streaked across the walls, and had formed red puddles in various places. It looked like paint.

“For Christ’s sake,” said Dad. “Bit over the top, isn’t it?” He said it to the ceiling, aiming his comment at any watching devs.

Britta wasn’t really bothered by it. Dad probably wouldn’t have been, either, if he’d been on his own. It was the sort of excessive gore he usually found entertaining. It was tough being a parent and an overgrown child at the same time.

There wasn’t time to be revolted by the grisly setting, her focus was on the figure spreadeagled across the stairs, lying in a circle of red that was slowly dripping down the steps.

“Frau Magda,” Britta called out. “Are you alright?” It was a dumb thing to ask, but she didn’t know how else to start a conversation with someone about to die of stab wounds. She was covered in cuts, and had a couple of daggers still sticking out of her torso.

“You… came…” Her voice was thin and weak. Not at all her normal harsh Teutonic tones. “They took her… They took my mistress… Those filthy....” She tried to push herself up on her elbows, but fell back with a groan.

Britta ran up the steps, careful to avoid the blood, and knelt down next to Frau Magda. “Don’t worry, I’ve got some medicine.”

She opened her inventory and grabbed her last healing potion. She unstoppered it and poured it between Frau Magda’s lips. Most of it dribbled down her cheeks.

Frau Magda began coughing, spluttering up red liquid that could have been the potion or her own blood.

“That won’t do any good,” said Dad. “She’s been hit with a bleed debuff. Won’t stop unless you remove it.”

“How do I do that?”

“A Cure scroll would be your best bet. You got one?”

“No,” said Britta. “Do you?” 

Dad looked shifty. Which could only mean he did have one, but didn’t want to give it away. She stood up and clenched her fists, her voice shouting and whispering at the same time. 

“Dad? Come on, this is important. She’s going to die.”

“She’s an NPC,” said Dad.

“What difference does that make?” Britta was angry, now. “She needs help and you can help her. She might be an NPC, but you aren’t.”

Dad winced, his face contorting from defensive to embarrassed. He opened his inventory and took out a scroll. He unrolled it and read some words that sounded like nonsense.

Light bathed Frau Magda. The shade drifted closer and quickly plucked the daggers out of her body. Under the light, Britta caught sight of hands covered in fur reaching out of the smoke. Then the scroll disintegrated and the light went out.

Frau Magda sat up, all her wounds gone. 

“Thank you,” she said to Dad. “Ve must hurry. Ve must save my mistress.”
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                The stairs were still covered in her blood, but Frau Magda looked completely healed. Even her clothing had been cleaned and repaired. 

Britta made a mental note to ask Dad where he’d got that scroll. Seemed like a useful item.

“Your mistress? You mean the Mayor’s wife? Someone kidnapped her?” 

“Yes, yes, they took her. Ve must save her. Ve must save her before it’s too late.” She grabbed Britta’s lapels and pulled her close, which was only possible because the frau was sitting on the steps, putting their heads at the same level. “They vill do terrible things to her.”

“Who will?” asked Britta. “Who took her?”

“Those Garbolum animals. There vere too many of them. I tried to stop them, but I… I did my best.” 

“You don’t have any security?” asked Dad. “No guards?” He looked around as though they might be hiding somewhere. With so much blood you would expect some bodies, but there were none. “Where is everyone?”

Frau Magda shot him a terrifying look that made him take a step back. “There’s no need for guards. Not vhen the Mayor is here.”

“He wasn’t here?” said Britta.

“No, he is avay on business. They knew that. They knew exactly how to get in and vhat they needed to do. Come, ve must go.” She rose to her feet, towering over Britta. “I know vhere they will take her.” She marched down the stairs, fully expecting to be followed.

Britta stayed where she was. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. There’s only three of us, for a start.”

Frau Magda turned around, her face a disapproving grimace. “She is in grave danger.”

“Yes, but if we go after her, we will be, too.” Britta carefully walked down the stairs, stepping in between the blood. “You should go to the town guard. Tell them what happened.”

“Pah!” said Frau Magda. “Those fools. Most of them are dirty with Garbolum money. They vill be of no help.”

“Excuse me,” said Dad, who was standing in the middle of the blood-splattered hall, “but can I ask where all this blood came from? It can’t all be yours?”

“Not mine,” said Frau Magda. “It is theirs. The Garbolums came in large numbers. The only vay they could hope to vin. They carried their vounded avay.”

“You did this to them?” Dad pointed at the blood covering the ceiling like it had been shot out of a hose.

“Me? No. She did it.” There was an unmistakable tone of pride in her voice.

“The Mayor’s wife?” asked Britta. “She’s responsible?” Britta had imagined the Mayor’s wife as a frail waif locked in her bedroom, pining for her freedom. Perhaps not.

“Your mistress,” said Dad, “she isn’t human, is she?”

Frau Magda glared at him. “She is a vonderful person, that’s the only thing that matters.”

Britta exchanged a look with Dad. Clearly there was more to the Mayor’s wife than they had been told.

“Well,” said Dad, “we can’t go up against the whole Garbolum crime syndicate, not without some help. You’re a dwarf, aren’t you? Can’t you ask them for assistance?”

Britta had told Dad about the frau’s unusual heritage. His suggestion wasn’t a bad one. An army of dwarf ninjas would come in handy, for sure. 

Frau Magda pulled herself up to her full height, which was taller than Dad (and very atypical for a dwarf). “You. Who are you?”

“This is my D—” Britta had to catch herself. “This is Bruce.”

Frau Magda’s eyes narrowed as she appraised him. “Bruce de Bruce?”

Dad’s chest swelled at being recognised. “You’ve heard of me?” 

“The terrorist?” added Frau Magda.

“Hey, now. That’s ignorant propaganda. I don’t terrorise anyone, I just occasionally blow up a castle, or two.”

Britta didn’t know what Dad had been up to, but it sounded like he’d been making a nuisance of himself. There were probably a long list of players who wanted him dead, but it was still surprising an NPC would have heard of him. Was he that famous?

“There is a bounty on your head,” said Frau Magda. “A fortune.”

“Do you want to save your mistress, or turn me in for personal gain?”

Frau Magda didn’t say anything, although the look in her eyes seemed to say, “Why not both?”

“First,” said Britta, “you need to tell us why they took her. I’m not going to charge in blind and hope for the best. You want our help, you need to be honest with us. Tell us everything.”

Finally, Britta had the chance to find out what was really going on. If anyone knew the Mayor’s personal business, it would be Frau Magda.

“They took her to force the Mayor to obey their demands.”

“Which are?” asked Britta.

“To step down as mayor, and hand over the town to Mr Garbolum.” She said the name with obvious distaste.

“But the Mayor’s away on business, you said, so they won’t do anything to her until they can talk to him, right? They have to wait if they want to use his wife against him. He can’t give in to their demands if he doesn’t even know his wife’s been taken hostage.”

“He already knows,” said Frau Magda. “His business is with Mr Garbolum. They vent to the mines to settle things, once and for all. There vas meant to be a truce. They betrayed him!” She clenched her fist and shook it. “And now they vill pay. Come, I vill summon the entire Dwarf Nation, if I must. If it’s a fight they vant, I vill give them a var!”
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                “Actually,” said Britta, “maybe war isn’t the best idea.”

“No var?” said Frau Magda, sounding disappointed.

“No,” said Britta.

“Really?” said Dad, sounding equally disappointed.

“We don’t want to get lots of people killed,” said Britta. “Better to sneak in and out without anyone even knowing.”

“Stealth mission,” said Dad. “I like it. Your buddy should come in useful.” He nodded towards the shade who was lingering on the stairs.

Frau Magda turned around to face the black cloud behind her. “Vhat is this thing? Vait, I see you, there. I see you... Come closer.”

“I have to go,” said the shade, backing away. “Conserve mana.” The smoke dissipated, taking its contents with it.

Britta couldn’t blame the shade for leaving. The idea of having Frau Magda giving you a thorough inspection would be enough to send anyone running.

“Enough vasting time, ve must go. Ve must speak to the Dwarf Council.”

“Hold on,” said Dad. “Before we leave, are there any items lying around here that we could possibly use.” He was acting casual, like it was just a passing thought. “Maybe a scroll, or a magic book. Anything that might help us to rescue your mistress.”

Anything he could stick in his inventory when she wasn’t looking, more like.

Frau Magda took a moment to think. “Hmm. The Mayor does have some special devices, but he keeps them locked avay.”

“In the secret room upstairs?” said Britta.

“How do you know about the secret room?” demanded Frau Magda. “You vill answer me!”

“It’s my business to know these things,” said Britta, hoping she sounded like the sort of person who said such ridiculous things. “It’s what I do.”

“Yes, of course,” said Frau Magda, relaxing her tone slightly. “I understand. But there is no vay to enter the room without the key. And I do not have one.”

“Leave that to me,” said Dad. “I’m sure I can get us in. Just show me where it is.”

Frau Magda was hesitant, to say the least. But after Dad gave her an impassioned speech about how they had to use every available means to get her mistress to safety, she relented and led them upstairs.

“I bet she turns out to be a vampire,” muttered Dad under his breath.

“Who? Frau Magda?” 

“No, the wife.”

“What? No way.”

“I’m telling you, he kept her locked up at home for a reason. Look at all this blood.”

“Vampires don’t throw blood around,” said Britta. “It’d be a waste of food.”

“Please. This is what happens when you only watch romantic vampire movies. Remind me to make you a list of proper vampire films when we get home.”

Britta made a mental note not to remind him.

“Here,” said Frau Magda. She was standing in the middle of a large bedroom, pointing at a mirror. It was roughly the size of a door.

“Can’t we just break the glass?” said Britta.

“No,” said Dad, “he’ll have taken precautions. Probably got it booby-trapped with all sorts of glyphs and wards.”

“So, you’re going to… pick the lock?” Britta couldn’t actually see a lock, but Dad might have some skill or talent that helped him open sealed doors and chests. It was the sort of perk he would take.

“Nope, don’t have anything like that. Don’t need it.” He walked up to the mirror and felt around the edges. “What we’ll do is place a few carefully targeted explosive charges here, here and here. And then we get well out of the way. Booby trap can’t hit us if we aren’t anywhere near.”

“You want to blow it up?” said Britta. “Won’t that destroy whatever’s inside?”

“Come on, sweetheart, you know me better than that. I’ll set it up so the blast only takes the mirror off. If it’s going this way—” he pointed away from the mirror, into the room “—everything inside won’t be affected.”

“But ve are this vay,” pointed out Frau Magda.

“We’ll be well back. Completely safe.”

He sounded confident. Britta wasn’t so sure. She’d heard him be just as confident when driving and insisting he wasn’t lost.

Dad took out a book and removed small blue flowers from the pages. They were dried and pressed flat. He applied them to the wall where they stuck. Once he was happy with that, he opened all the windows. 

“A bit of ventilation in case of poison gas. If it is gas, leave the room until it’s had a chance to clear. It might be poison darts, though. That’s the other common one. Probably fire in a straight line so we’ll be off the side. Might ricochet, so don’t forget to duck.” He looked down at Britta. “You should be fine as you are.” Then he took out a small pouch. He inserted his fingers and withdrew pinches of black powder which he threw around the mirror. He bent down and tapped the pouch, sprinkling the contents on the floor, leading away from the mirror

“Is that gunpowder?” asked Britta.

“No, they don’t have that here. This is fairy dust. Very hard to get hold of. You have to grind up a hell of a lot of fairies.”

She decided not to ask him any more questions, in case he wasn’t joking.

Once they were on the other side of the room, he said, “Okay, that should be far enough. Let’s see what the mayor’s got stashed behind door number one.” 

“Are you sure ve are safe here?” said Frau Magda nervously, edging closer to the door. 

“Of course. I have nearly a fifty percent success rate with this method.” He stamped on the fairy dust. 

It immediately caught light and a flame ran along the floor, hissing and fizzing as it went. When the flame reached the mirror, it shot up the wall, circling the frame, and making the flowers burst in a quick series of pops. Then the flame went out.

“Is that it?” said Britta from over by Frau Magda.

Nothing happened for a moment. Then the mirror slowly tilted forwards and dropped onto the floor, landing with a muted thump on the thick carpet.

There was no poison gas and no poison darts. They edged forward and looked through the doorway that had appeared. 

Inside was a small room lined with shelves filled with an assortment of glinting weapons.

Dad’s face lit up. “Secret weapons cache. Jackpot! They’re gonna be magic, I can feel it.” He was bouncing around on his toes, barely able to contain himself. “I call dibs on any bows.”

He ran into the room.

“Wait, what if—”

Britta didn’t manage to get the rest of her warning out before a large blade swung down from the ceiling, and struck Dad in the head.
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                Dad was an experienced gamer. He could teach a course on how to complete video games in the most efficient manner. In fact, it was his ideal job, and he’d gone so far as to research the possibilities of doing just that at the local college. They had rejected his proposal.

Experienced or not, though, part of the attraction of games was that they were exciting. The thrill of finding something new, of getting past a puzzle or monster, these things were designed to get the player worked up and fully-engaged. Sometimes too engaged.

Dad had got carried away — the sign of good game design. He’d seen the treasure trove of weapons in front of him, and forgotten himself. 

Being experienced was of no help when your mind reverted to that of an eight-year-old on Christmas morning.

The blade landed in the middle of his forehead with a thunk! and stayed there.

Seeing your own father get brutally slain by a deadly trap could be a traumatising experience. Or at least, Britta assumed it would be in real life. Here, her reaction was to wince. It was still her dad getting chopped in the head, so she winced quite hard, but it wasn’t like he was going to die for real.

She wasn’t losing a parent. He would just be kicked out of the game. Which would be inconvenient. Although she would get to moan at him for screwing everything up, so that was something to look forward to.

That’s what she had expected to happen, at least. Dad seemed to have other ideas.

The blade, which was curved and fairly long — it looked like it would come in very handy if you wanted to slice up a large pizza — only went in part of the way. It was like the bow of ship beached on a sandy shore. His head was forced into an upward tilt.

There was a long chain attached from the blade’s middle to an anchor-point hidden in the ceiling. It had swung down through a slit and the chain was now taut. She had assumed that was why Dad hadn’t fallen over. He was being held up like a puppet on a single, awkwardly placed string. He slowly turned around.

There was a fair amount of blood, but not as much as you’d expect. He was smiling, but it was the embarrassed smile of someone who had insisted he wasn’t lost, but had somehow ended up back at the signpost he’d passed an hour earlier.

“Got any heals?” he asked.

“Are you alright?” said Britta. “Shouldn’t you be dead? Are you a zombie?”

“No,” said Dad. “Although that would be pretty cool.” He pulled a face. “Ooh, it smarts a bit. Quick, healing potion.” He held out his hand expectantly.

“I don’t have any. I used the last one on Magda.”

Frau Magda was standing next to Britta. Her expression was one of concern  — mainly for the blood stains on the cream carpet. “Please don’t stand there. You are dripping.”

“Sorry.” He looked around, which was difficult with the chain restricting his movements. His hands were out in front, patting the air. “I’ve got one in my inventory. Hard to see which buttons to press.”

“Can’t you pull the blade out?” Britta asked. That seemed like the obvious thing to do. 

“I’ve got exactly one hit point left. If I remove it, the blood loss will kill me.”

The thing about a damage system based on losing points from a health pool was that it didn’t take into account where you got hit. Some places might be more sensitive than other, so a headshot would do more damage than a hit in the arm, but vital organs weren’t particularly vital. Not even the brain.

He couldn’t see his status screen properly, but he’d managed to open his inventory. She could tell because various random items were appearing on the floor. Armour, weapons, bundles of herbs… No potions, though.

“I’m feeling a bit dizzy,” said Dad. “You sure you don’t have a spare? One you keep for emergencies.”

“No,” said Britta. “I’m not holding out on you, Dad.”

“Dad?” said Frau Magda. “He is your father?”

“Um, no. I mean, kind of.” 

“I understand,” said Frau Magda. “He took you in.” Her face softened a little. “He is not as dummkopf as he seems, eh?”

Frau Magda was adopted, perhaps she would be more sympathetic if she thought Britta was, too. A bit underhanded, but not entirely despicable.

“Yes, he raised me. It wasn’t easy.”

“No, it must have been hard for a single father.”

She had meant it hadn’t been easy for her, but she went with it. “He tries his best.”

“Yes,” said Frau Magda. “His best.”

Dad staggered about, hampered by his roof-leash. “Ooh, wait. I think I see something in the corner of my eye.” He stretched his right arm out to the side and flapped it up and down. “Almost got it.”

A red bottle fell onto the floor. A harder surface might have shattered it, but the plush carpet provided a nice cushion. Britta cautiously approached, staying low in case of more swinging blades, and picked the bottle up.

She opened it, and then realised she couldn’t reach his mouth which was aimed at the ceiling. 

“Um, could you?” She handed the bottle to Frau Magda.

“Of course.” She poured it into Dad’s open mouth.

After the first couple of gulps, Dad raised his hand to get her to stop, but she took this as a childish aversion to the medicinal taste.

“No, no, you must drink it all down like a good boy.” She grabbed the back of his head with her free hand and pushed the end of the bottle into his mouth, making him gag. She held on firm, and only stopped once the bottle was empty.

“What did you do that for?” spluttered Dad when he had control of his mouth again. “You healed the wound around the blade!”

The gash was completely healed, and the blade was now firmly welded into Dad’s head. 
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                He was alive, and he was unharmed. Technically. But the blade that had scythed into the top of his head was still there. And it was still chained to the ceiling, so Dad was chained to the ceiling, too.

He tried moving as far as the chain would allow, and then a little more. His face showed the strain, but the blade showed no signs of coming loose. It was fully embedded.

“Does it hurt?” asked Britta.

“No, not really,” said Dad. “Tickles a bit.” He used his hands to feel around and get an idea of how it was positioned. A mirror would have helped, but the only one in the room was lying face down under his feet.

“You might have to find a way to unhook the other end of the chain,” he said.

It wasn’t clear how the chain was attached up there. Even if they could get it free, that would mean Dad having to wander around with a blade stuck in the top of his head, and carrying a chain attached to it. 

He could use the chain as some sort of weapon, and his headbutt would be lethal. It would be a very odd look, though.

“The problem,” said Dad as he leaned forward to test how far he could, “is that I’ve been increasing the strength of my healing potions. I’ve been using a special recipe to make the effect a bit more intense. Unfortunately, it looks like I’ve been more successful than I expected. Ngggh. No, no. Not going to come out that way.”

“You are vasting time,” said Frau Magda. She had allowed Dad a little leeway, seeing as how she had been the one to force-feed him the potion, but she had about reached her limit. “The solution is simple.”

Before Dad could tell her to stop, she had grabbed the chain, and yanked. 

There was a wrenching sound that did not suggest skin and steel. It reminded Britta of a newspaper being torn up. The blade jumped out of Dad’s head, nearly catching Frau Magda in the face. She moved aside at the last moment, and the blade swung up, and then back the way it had come. Dad dived out of the way.

“Phew. I guess sometimes route one is the best route.” He grinned at Britta, but began frowning when he saw the look on Britta’s face. “What?”

“Nothing. We should probably get a move on.” She was finding it hard not to stare. 

When Magda had prised the blade from Dad’s skull, it had taken a chunk of Dad with it. There was now a V-shaped gap in the top of his skull.

The rest of his head was the same as normal. There was just a valley running through the middle of his forehead.

Dad raised his hands and tentatively fingered the gap. “What the… What have you done to me?”

“It’s not that bad,” said Britta. “You’re still functional, right? That’s the important thing.”

“I can’t walk around looking like this. What are people going to say?”

“It’s not real, Dad.” She paused, realising Frau Magda was listening. “I mean, it’s not really important. We have a woman to save. And we have all these new weapons to help us.”

If anything was going to snap Dad out of his shock, it would be a bunch of new toys.

“Yes, you’re right. I’ll go in first — to make sure there aren’t any more traps.”

Britta wasn’t fooled. He’d rather risk being decapitated than let someone else take the best item in there. That little room was every gamer’s dream. The secret room with all the cool stuff.

“Go ahead,” said Britta. She didn’t care what he took, she just hoped it would help them when faced with bigger, stronger and more violent opponents. She also didn’t fancy getting her head cleaved. At least Dad was already disfigured. Another strike wouldn’t make much of a difference.

Dad entered the small room. It was narrow, but long. Shelves lined the walls, and a variety of small weapons were on display. They looked like they had been carefully placed to look as impressive as possible, each with its own pool of light.

“Nice, nice,” said Dad as he perused the merchandise. He picked up a long thin blade with a very curved handle. “Lapel knife. You put it around your neck, they search you all over, never think to check behind your lapels.”

Having established there wasn’t another trap, by not getting impaled on anything sharp, Britta followed him in. There were a lot of items. They all seemed to be specially made to be hidden on your person in the least noticeable way. There were also a couple of empty places. Presumably the ones the mayor had taken with him when he went to the mines.

“Check it out,” said Dad, holding up what looked like a heavy bangle. “Dart bracelet.” He put it on and then flexed his wrist. A dart shot out, whizzing past Britta’s ear and landing on the wall behind her. “Brilliant! I’ll have two of those.”

“Just take vhat you need,” said Frau Magda. “Ve must hurry.”

“Sure, sure, just give me a second.”

It turned out Dad ‘needed’ quite a lot of things. Pretty much everything, in fact. By the time he’d finished, he had difficulty moving around.

“Don’t you think you’ve overdone it a bit,” said Britta.

“This is all going to come in handy, just you wait and see. Now, let’s go.” He pointed the way enthusiastically, and a dart flew out of his sleeve. It hit Frau Magda in the chest.

She pulled it out like it was nothing, and threw it aside. “We have no time for games.”

“Yes. Sorry about that.” He waddled out of the room with a bow-legged gait. He had stuffed his trousers with all sorts of goodies.

“You vill have to remove everything before we see the Dwarf Council,” said Frau Magda. “They won’t let you in armed.”

“They won’t even know,” said Dad as he struggled along the hall and down the stairs. “This stuff’s practically invisible. Here, someone help me with these steps. I’ve got a mini-grenade launcher right where you don’t want one.”
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                Britta managed to convince Dad he needed to shed a few pounds. It wasn’t easy — he was adamant he needed every item he had pilfered, or borrowed, as he put it — but in the end, gravity made the most convincing argument. He could barely move.

“I’ll just leave a few things here.” He unstrapped a leg-catapult (Britta didn’t even ask for an explanation), and stuffed it into the toilet under the stairs. He tossed in dozens of small metal stars after it. “Don’t suppose I need all of these.”

“I vill return them to their correct place, later,” said Frau Magda, watching him closely.

He reluctantly closed the door, no doubt intending to come back and get them when he had the chance. He had been unable to confirm if the Mayor’s items were magic, which was what he had both assumed and hoped. Whatever they were, they were too high-level for his Identify ability, which had only excited him more. His plan had been to test them in the heat of battle.

Now, he had divested himself of at least half of them, and he looked very sad about it as he slowly closed the toilet door. His motto had always been: Leave no epic-quality loot behind.

“Let’s go, Bruce,” said Britta in an attempt to snap him out of his separation anxiety. “We have to focus on not getting killed, remember?”

He nodded and pulled his hood over his head to hide the unsightly dent. It was an improvement, but the cloth fell into the gap a bit, making his outline rather distracting.

There was a mirror in the hall. He stood in front of it trying to arrange things to look more natural. 

“Come on, come on,” said Britta impatiently.

“One minute,” said Dad, constantly readjusting and repositioning. “I can’t go up in front of the Dwarf Council looking like this.” He put his thumb in his mouth and blew hard, puffing up his cheeks.

“Are you trying to inflate your head?” She knew this was a fantasy world where normal rules didn’t apply, but surely that wouldn’t work.

“Worth a try,” said Dad. He settled for pulling the hood tight around his neck so the top was taut and didn’t sink into the gap. He looked like a baby wearing a bonnet.

Frau Magda waited with her arms crossed and one foot tapping. She was deep in thought about something. “Ve must be careful how ve make our request to the Dwarf Council,” she said, barely noticing Dad’s faffing. “It is a delicate matter.”

“What exactly is so delicate?” asked Britta, sensing she might be able to get some more information out of her.

Frau Magda had her lips firmly closed, like she feared words would slip out, otherwise.

“Remember,” said Dad, as he checked his reflection from various angles, “the more you tell us, the better chance we have of saving your mistress. If we get taken by surprise, something we could have prepared for, our odds of success go down. And they aren’t so hot to start with.”

Britta tried to look Frau Magda in the eyes, which was difficult because of the height difference. Both she and Dad were laying it on thick in an attempt to get Magda to reveal the truth about what was going on.

She resolutely kept her lips sealed, although her eyes betrayed her desire to tell them. At least that’s what Britta assumed the twitching was about.

“We’ll do our best,” said Britta, “but we’ll do a lot better if we know what it is the Mayor and Mr Garbolum are meeting about. What do the mines have to do with anything? Why did they sell it to the kobolds in the first place? It can’t have just been to make money. Magda, if you know anything, you have to tell us. For her sake.”

Even Britta felt she was overdoing it with the theatrics, but Magda did seem to be buckling.

“If you tell us,” said Dad, “we promise to tell no one else. You can trust us.” He got down on one knee. “You can trust us to save her.” 

Compared to Dad, her performance hadn’t been positively restrained.

Magda put her fist in her mouth in a last attempt to stop herself. “It is a dreadful thing that they did. The two of them, together. Neither is faultless in this matter.”

“Yes,” said Britta, like she had the faintest idea what she was going on about. “This isn’t about taking sides. We just need to know what we’re going up against.”

Magda nodded. “It started vith the mines. My people had lived there… forever. Ve worked hard for metals and minerals. Occasionally some precious stones. Prosperous times. Vhen one vein vas depleted, ve would dig deeper, and another vould be discovered.” She paused, a look of concern passing over her face. 

“Go on,” said Britta, trying to keep the momentum going. “You dug deeper…”

“Yes, deeper. Too deep. There was something down there. Something that ve shouldn’t have disturbed.”

“And that’s why the dwarves sold the mines?” said Dad.

“No. Most vere unavare of the discovery.”

“What was it?” asked Britta. “What did they find.”

“I don’t know,” said Magda. “I only know many have died because of it.”

“But the Mayor and Mr Garbolum found out?” said Britta. “They wanted it for themselves?”

“Yes. If the Dwarf Council had known… they vould have destroyed the mines, collapsed the tunnels. I can only tell you vhat I overheard. Much of it makes little sense. But I believe vhatever it is, it has a dark and malevolent power.”

“But why sell it to the kobolds?” said Dad.

“They needed to vait. They needed someone to guard it, unknowingly.”

“Aren’t the kobolds kind of weak for something like that?” said Britta. “Hundreds of adventurers go in there every day and take all their treasure.”

“Don’t you see?” said Dad. “That’s what makes them so perfect. People go in, follow the route conveniently set up for them to claim the trash in a chest. Then they leave, never realising there’s something far more powerful just a little further down.”

“So, the whole dungeon is a decoy? All the traps and monsters are to make it feel convincing?”

“Sure, why not? If you find a few coins in a chest, you’re going to assume you reached the treasure room, right?”

It did make a kind of sense. The question, though, was what was the real treasure?
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                The house was covered in blood and debris. Britta had to take a moment to see it how it really was. It was odd how quickly her senses had become inured to the mayhem around her. Would she have reacted the same if this had happened in the real world? Would she react differently in the real world now that she had some experience of it here?

It could also be that her senses were being restricted, so she didn’t have the kind of revulsion to walls covered in blood that she should have had. How far did the game’s effect on her brain go?

She looked around the hall, taking it in. This was a horrific sight. She could tell herself that, but she couldn’t make herself feel it.

Frau Magda was already out of the house, no longer willing to tolerate any more delays. Her only goal was to rescue her precious mistress before something terrible happened to her. Although, if the game followed normal videogame protocols, nothing would happen to the Mayor’s wife until they arrived. The one thing you could count on in this kind of world was that important events didn’t happen when you weren’t there.

On the other hand, Nigel had a habit of trying to circumvent normal protocols. Britta hurried to catch up. 

Britta had a good idea where Magda was headed. The dwarf pub, The Slit Throat, wasn’t too far, and that was the direction she was leading them. Either in the pub or near it seemed most likely. 

Dad, now not quite so encumbered, was on Magda’s heels, eager to find out what would happen next. He tried to ask Frau Magda questions about the Dwarf Council, but got very little in return. He didn’t seem to mind. He had never been happier. 

The pub was indeed their destination. Frau Magda charged in, slamming the door open. Britta hoped she didn’t catch some poor drunk dwarf in the face again. Of course, if videogame protocols were in effect, it would be the same poor drunk dwarf.

“I need to see the council,” she said from the middle of the room, head slightly bowed because of the low ceiling. “Immediately.”

Her tone was firm and loud. The dwarves looked up from their drinks, not particularly roused to any kind of overt reaction. 

“What’s this about, Magda?” said the barman, drying a tankard with a cloth. Britta was fairly sure it was for effect, to make him look more barman-like. He probably polished that same tankard over and over.

“The Mayor has entered the mines with Gabriel Garbolum. If ve vant our home back, now is the time to act. These two are villing to help us reclaim vhat is ours.”

Britta felt all eyes in the room fall on her and Dad. The weight of expectation was palpable, and not particularly pleasant. She hadn’t made any agreement to get them their mine back.

She could see it was a reasonable ploy in terms of getting the dwarves on their side — they would be much more likely to throw in with them if they thought they’d get something out of it — but it wasn’t even clear what was down there.

Then again, what difference did it make? If they wanted the mine, they could have it.

“I can give you the mine back,” said Britta, “if you are willing to fight.”

She had no idea if it would require a violent intervention, or even who they would be fighting, but she knew for certain she didn’t want to be the one hitting or getting hit. Having a bunch of dwarves between her and the enemy couldn’t hurt. 

“You’ll have to speak to the council,” said the barman. 

“I know, Darlink,” said Magda. “That is vhy ve are here.”

They stood glaring at each other like they weren’t both saying the exact same thing. If this was what dwarves were like when they agreed with each other, Britta really didn’t want to be in the room when they were at odds.

“Great,” said Britta. “Where are they? Nearby?” The other problem with videogames was that they often confused walking from one end of the map to the other with actual plot. They had spent all this time building the world, they wanted you to see it. All of it. 

“Through here,” said the barman, lifting up part of the bar to let them in. He pushed open a door behind him. “Top of the stairs.”

Last time she’d had an audience with the Dwarf Council, she had been taken there with a sack over her head. It hadn’t seemed like it was in a room above a pub, but perhaps they moved around to avoid detection. Although, Scottish accents and a fondness for booze was beginning to feel like a piling up of stereotypes. The devs really needed to try to be a little more original. 

If it was down to Nigel, she’d have to have a word with him. Not that she particularly wanted to — social justice warrior was an even less appealing class than illusionist — but who else would tell him the real world wasn’t quite the same as the abbreviated version programmed into his database by nerds who never went outside? 

“Will the ninjas be there?” asked Dad excitedly as they climbed the steps.

Frau Magda stopped and turned, her extra height exaggerating her natural domineering air. “Dwarf ninja? Vhat are you saying? There are no dwarf ninja. No shadow hunters. They are a myth to frighten young dwarflings.”

Britta wasn’t sure they needed myths when they had her. “They do exist. We met them.”

“Pah! This is no time for jokes.” Magda turned around and stomped up the steps.

Britta and Dad exchanged a look and shrugged at each other.

There was a small door at the top of the stairs. Frau Magda opened it and ducked to get through. 

Britta was the last to go inside. She was met with Dad and Magda’s backsides blocking her view. She pushed them aside and realised why they had stopped. The room was full of dwarf ninjas.

Nobody said anything, and then Magda walked up to one of the dwarves covered head-to-foot in black cloth, and slapped his masked face. Very hard. 

“Vhy are you here, Rustworth? You told me you vere vorking tonight!”

“I am, love,” said the dwarf, rubbing his cheek. Even through the cowl, it must have stung. “This is my job. I’m not allowed to talk about it. I would have told you if I could.”

“Vell, ve’ll see vhat your mother has to say on the matter.”

The dwarf’s broad shoulders sagged. Everyone in the room avoided looking at him. Not the usual way a ninja disappeared into the shadows.
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                There were about a dozen dwarf ninjas in the room. There were no windows, no furniture, just ninjas.

“So,” said Britta, “you know each other?”

Frau Magda towered over the dwarven ninja she had just slapped. His face was completely covered, but that hadn’t stopped her recognising him. 

“Yes. Yes, I know him. But not as vell as I thought.”

Magda was upset. Very upset. She always looked somewhat overwrought, but this was a new level of intensity. All the other ninjas had backed off, leaving their comrade to his fate.

“Now, come on, love. You can see what a difficult situation I was in. It’s a secret organisation.”

“Ve aren’t supposed to have secrets!”

Dad pulled a face that accurately reflected how awkward everyone was feeling. He looked at Britta and tilted his head towards the unhappy couple. He wanted her to intervene. 

“Me?” mouthed Britta in exaggerated fashion. “Why me?”

He tilted his head again, this time more insistently. Britta rolled her eyes. She had little experience in fighting fantasy monsters. She had even less in couples counselling.

“Look, I’m sorry to interrupt,” said Britta, “but we do have a slight thing we need to take care of. Dwarf Council? Are we in the right place?”

Magda dragged her eyes away from her contrite paramour. “Yes. You are correct. Ve vill deal with this at a later date.” Her eyes returned to the dwarf, making him flinch. “Tell the Council ve need to see them. It is a matter of life and death.” The way she glared at him as she said it suggested it was his life or death that was at stake.

“Yes, they’re expecting you.” He looked at Britta. “You did the right thing, coming here. This way.” He seemed to regain some of his composure by focusing on his duties. It would be after he got off from work that his real problems would start. Britta expected he’d be putting in for overtime.

There was a door at the other end of the room. Another dwarf opened it, very deliberately not looking at poor Rusty as he walked through. No one wanted to get involved.

In the next room, three dwarves were sat at a table. They were deep in whispered conversation, so much so they hardly noticed the party entering.

“Sirs,” said Rusty. “The gnome is here.”

The dwarves at the table looked up, all eyes on Britta. 

She recognised them. They were the same three who had interrogated her last time. The one in the middle was Roman, who was married to Aunt Ginnie, and whose dead son was now roaming the mines. He still wore the same haggard expression he’d had last time they’d met. 

“You have returned to us willingly,” said Roman, nodding his approval. He looked over at Magda. “I take it there is more to this than simply keeping your word.”

Britta had told them she would come back and answer their questions, and she had fully intended to — there was just as much she could learn from them — but as he correctly surmised, her hand had been forced.

“Yes,” said Britta. “A lot more.” She turned to Frau Magda. If anyone was going to convince the Council to get involved, it was going to be another dwarf. 

“The Mayor and Gabriel Garbolum have gone to the mines,” said Magda. “Only von will emerge, and he vill have full control of vhat is down there.”

The three council members reacted with shock. They began firing questions at her, making sure of the details. She answered them decisively. There was no doubting she had her facts straight.

“Then it is too late,” said the red-bearded dwarf to Roman’s left. “They are prepared to go through with it.”

“We have no choice,” said the white-bearded one on his right. “The mines must be destroyed.”

“No!” said Magda. “You can’t. They vill all be killed. My mistress… they are holding her captive. You vill kill them all.”

“We have no choice, child,” said Roman.

“What about the kobolds?” asked Britta. “Are you going to kill them, too?” She didn’t like the sound of this plan, either.

“You think we want to?” said Roman angrily. “You think this is what we’d do if we had any other choice? It’s a measure of absolute last resort. Our own people will have to be sacrificed, too. Someone has to go in the mines to trigger the collapse.”

“I volunteer, sir,” said Rusty from behind Magda. “My men will gladly make the sacrifice.”

Magda turned slowly to face him, her face apoplectic. “Gladly? Gladly? And vhat about tomorrow night? Veren’t you going to take me out for my birthday? Or is that the sacrifice you are making so gladly?”

The atmosphere, which had been tense, now grew chilly. Magda’s face darkened into concentrated fury. 

“Don’t be like that, love,” said the dwarf nervously. “You can see what the stakes are. It’s my job.”

“Of course. It’s only a birthday. There’ll be another along in a year — oh vait, you’re going on a suicide mission, so you von’t be here. I guess I’ll be bringing the flowers, for your grave.” Her words weren’t just laced with sarcasm, they were absolutely dripping.

Britta looked directly at Roman. “What’s down there?” she asked, hoping to get the conversation away from domestic issues. “You were down there when it was discovered, weren’t you? You’re the one who convinced the others to sell the mine.”

He held her gaze for a long moment, then turned his head to the side. “Yes, I was there.” He took a breath and let out a long sigh. “It’s the Keystone.”

“And what’s that?” Britta asked. 

“It’s what keeps this world together. The person who has control of it can destroy us all.”

Britta nodded to herself, understanding what it was. The Off button.
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                The idea of an Off switch inside the game wasn’t that surprising. It would be a kind of failsafe in case something went wrong. Britta didn’t know exactly what it did or how it was operated, but she could see that there would probably be a good reason it was there.

Allowing the NPCs to have access to it made less sense. Why give them the option to commit mass suicide?

She assumed it wasn’t something the devs had arranged. No, this very much felt like Nigel’s handiwork.

He probably had his reasons, but Britta had no idea what they might be. She didn’t even understand why the Mayor and Gabriel Garbolum would want to control the button. They could use it to threaten others to do what they told them — Follow my orders or it’s lights out! — but it would be a strange kind of threat where they would end up killing themselves, too.

It was the sort of ploy you would expect of a supervillain. You’d have to be certifiable to get people to think you’d really go through with it.

Were the Mayor and Gabriel Garbolum that crazy? It was certainly a possibility. It was also possible there was more to it. She only had a small amount of information so far. There was a Keystone. It was powerful enough to end the world. That was good to know, but not necessarily all there was to learn about what was under the mines.

What she did have, though, was access to someone who had been down there and had seen it with his own eyes.

“Why did you help them?” she asked Roman.

The tired-looking dwarf bowed his head. He didn’t seem too pleased with the choices he’d made in his life. It was almost as though regret was a tangible force squatting on his shoulders.

“I was foolish, aye. They weren’t quite the men they are now. Younger, brighter, I considered them my friends. When we discovered the Keystone, my son and I, we understood what it could do, but not what we should do about it. If we boarded up the tunnels and pretended it wasn’t there, someone else would eventually discover it. And if we told others, it was bound to make people nervous. Who knows how’d they react? All I knew was that it was a dangerous thing to leave unattended, so I went to my friends for advice. A mistake that cost me my son.”

He looked up sorrowfully. The room was completely silent, waiting for him to continue.

“They told me to make sure no one else knew. They said it would start a struggle for control of the mine. Fighting, killing — it would turn sour quickly. And they were right. It was just them that did the fighting and killing.”

“And the kobolds?” asked Britta.

“Sell the mines,” said Roman, “and make sure the new owners weren’t the type to dig deeper. Let them sit on top of that… thing. Let them prevent anyone from finding it. It seemed a plausible way keep that kind of power out of the hands of those who would use it for ill gain. But I had already failed. I had put it into those hands myself.”

“But they wouldn’t actually use it, would they?” Britta looked around to see if anyone thought otherwise. She was met with blank expressions. “If they use it, they destroy themselves.”

“It doesn’t just cause total destruction,” said Roman, “it can cause it piece by piece.”

Now it made more sense. It could turn off sections of the world. A weapon of localised extinction.

“That’s terrible,” said Dad. “Why would anyone put something that unbalanced inside a game.”

Britta nudged him in the thigh, which was as high as her elbow could reach. “Obviously, we have to stop them both,” she said, quickly moving things on before any awkward questions were asked about what ‘game’ Dad was talking about. Can’t we get them to turn on each other?”

If the fight was limited to the two men, and they managed to eliminate each other, that seemed like it would be the best outcome for everyone.

“Aye,” said Roman, “but how? Far safer to bring the whole thing down. We planned for this, everything is ready.” He sighed deeply.

“Give the order, sir,” said Rusty, valiantly ignoring the eye-daggers aimed at him.

“What about your son?” said Britta, not ready to take the doomsday option. “Why is he down there?”

Roman’s mouth tightened. “I’m not sure. One of them killed him, maybe both. Why they brought him back, I do not know.”

“They didn’t bring him back,” said Britta. “The kobolds did that. If he isn’t under their control, perhaps he can help us. What did he want from the Mayor when he went to see him? He wasn’t happy with what you’d done, was he?”

“No,” said Roman. “He believed we could use the Keystone for good. Harness its energy. I told him it was too dangerous. No one should have control of a power that terrible. It would take only a small mistake to bring a catastrophe down on us all.”

It felt to Britta like there had to be a way out of this that didn’t require simply imploding the mines and burying everyone alive. It would solve the problem, but in the most crude way possible. There had to be a more elegant solution.

“Let me go in there,” she found herself saying. “Let me see if I can stop them.”

“And how will you do that?” asked Roman, not sounding like he would believe her even if she did have an answer.

“I don’t know. But I can try.”

Roman looked in turn at the dwarves sitting either side of him. They didn’t say anything, just nodded their big bearded heads.

“Very well,” said Roman. “If you manage this, you will have earned the gratitude of the Dwarf Nation. You have until first light.”

It was an odd feeling, to have the fate of the world in your hands, even if it wasn’t the real world. The weight of responsibility felt real enough. It was hard to remember it was a game.

As they were escorted out, Dad leaned over to her. “Nice one, sweetheart. Gratitude of the Dwarf Nation… there’s got to be at least a magic hammer in this for us. Mjolnir here we come!”
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                Britta had volunteered her services without a second thought. Not because she was feeling brave and adventurous — she had changed as a person since she’d started playing the game, but not that much — but because it seemed like what the game was asking of her.

Events were coalescing in one place, so that was the place she needed to be.

She was drawn there in a way simply receiving a message instructing her where to go wouldn’t have achieved. She was both excited and apprehensive. Around her, there was only fear and trepidation. Except for Dad.

His mood was in stark contrast to everyone else’s. He seemed to think he was off to a party where presents were being handed out to all guests, and he wanted to get there good and early. 

It was probably the right attitude. Fretting about what was going to happen wouldn’t help. Britta couldn’t stop herself, though. She didn’t understand what the Mayor and Gabriel Garbolum were up to.

If the Keystone could destroy large parts of New World, would they be willing to use it? Would they threaten others? If that was the plan, surely they would have done it already. What had they been waiting for?

There was something she was missing. Either Roman wasn’t telling her the whole truth, or he didn’t know it himself.

Not knowing all the facts, but ploughing ahead anyway, was not how Britta usually approached a problem. It didn’t feel like a very smart way to behave. Even if you got away with it once or twice, you would eventually fall foul of ignorance, especially if other people knew what they were doing. She clearly had the poorest grasp of what the Keystone was and what it was capable of. By all rights, she should have no chance against either the Mayor or Gabriel Garbolum, whoever emerged victorious between the two. Everything was stacked against her and it would take a miracle to come out ahead from such a unfavourable position. Good thing she knew how to do magic. 

“What’s the plan?” asked Dad. 

“Don’t have one,” said Britta. She didn’t know who she’d face or how best to deal with them. All she had was a time limit. Dawn.

They were outside in the street, surrounded by dwarf ninjas. It wasn’t exactly the most discreet entourage. A horse-drawn cart was waiting to take them to the mines. Everyone piled in, with Dad sticking out as the tallest. 

Frau Magda stood beside the wagon, her head level with Britta’s. “Please, save my mistress. She will be in the mines… somewhere.”

“I’ll try,” said Britta, not really sure it would be worth it. Side quests rarely were.

“Magda, my love...” said Rusty who was sitting next to Britta.

Magda grabbed his head in both of hers and kissed him violently through his cowl. “If you don’t come back, Rustworth, I vill never forgive you.” She ran off sobbing. 

The dwarf sighed. “She’s a soft-hearted girl, that one.”

Soft-hearted was not how Britta would have described her.

“So, we just swan in and fight our way to the Keystone, killing everything in our path?” said Dad.

“No,” said Britta. “Definitely not.”

“Right, right. Stealth. We sneak in, get past their defences, grab the Keystone, make a run for it with everyone chasing us and things blowing up in the background.”

Dad seemed to think he was in an 80s action movie. Everything would go wrong, but then he would inexplicably stumble onto a room full of RPG launchers and blow everything to kingdom come. Probably in slow motion.

“We aren’t going to kill anyone, Dad.”

“Gotcha. Pacifist run. A bit hardcore for a first try, but I like your style.”

“This isn’t a first run, this is the only run. If we mess up, we probably won’t get another chance. There may not even be a game left.”

Dad’s excitement faltered for the first time. “You don’t really think that, do you? Nigel wouldn’t actually destroy the game.”

“I don’t know. It’s a bit strange Dr Reedy hasn’t been in touch.” She looked up at the night sky. “Hello? Dr Reedy?” There was no reply.

Dad’s expression grew more serious as he finally realised the implication of what they were about to attempt. “But that doesn’t make any sense. Why risk everything?”

Britta shook her head. “That’s what I want to know. And the only way to find out is to ask the people involved and get them to tell us, which I’m pretty sure they won’t want to do.”

“And you don’t have a plan?”

She shook her head again. He was having a hard time grasping what she was suggesting, which was understandable. Don’t kill anyone, get answers to questions they don’t want to give, save the world. Oh, and watch out for the homicidal undead dwarf. Not exactly the easiest of tasks.

Perhaps the dwarf was the answer to all this. She had considered destroying the grimoire now, taking the death penalty, and then coming back. At most it would be twelve hours, possibly less. Even if it was the full twelve, would anything happen while she was gone? Not to sound too self-centred, but she was sort of key to the story, it would most likely wait for her. At least the spell on the dwarf would be removed and they’d have one less enemy to worry about.

But maybe the dwarf wasn’t an enemy. If Tibor had no allegiance to either the Mayor or Garbolum, she might be able to use him against them. There was just the small matter of him being insane to contend with.

“Perhaps we should take a moment to think about this,” said Dad. The dwarves, who had been ignoring them until now, turned to look at him in unison, their suspicious eyes the only part of them showing. “To make our attack as effective as possible,” he added. “You don’t get a second chance to make a first impression.”

“You have until first light,” said Rusty firmly. “If you aren’t successful, we will collapse the mine with everyone inside it, including us.”

The dwarves all made noises indicating they were ready to lay down their lives.

“Okay, okay, calm down,” said Dad. “Don’t get too trigger happy. There won’t be any need for your crack kamikaze squadron. We’ll take care of it, right?” He looked at Britta, who gave him a weak thumbs-up. 

It didn’t take long for the wagon to reach the mines. Everyone got out and stood around, waiting for someone else to give the go-ahead. Britta realised that person was her.

“We’ll go in first. Don’t enter until dawn.” That way they might have a few extra minutes. “How long will it take for you to start the mine collapse?”

“It will be immediate,” said the dwarf, a certain amount of pride in his voice. 

Britta walked up to the entrance. There was no one about; no players and no NPCs.

“We’ll try to get to the lower floor without being noticed, and then…” That was all she had. Planning was hard.

“Okay,” said Dad. “Lead the way.”

They entered the mine, a thrill running through her. It wasn’t every day you got the chance to save the world. At least this part would be fairly easy. Get the shade to scout the place and find out where everyone was, and take it from there.

They quietly made their way to the first chamber. The dwarf was standing there, red eyes ablaze, waiting for them.
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                Britta stood very still. The dwarf hadn’t moved, hadn’t attacked. It just stood there with its eyes ablaze, threatening to do all the horrible things she knew it was capable of , but not doing them. 

“Should we attack?” whispered Dad.

“No,” Britta whispered back. 

“We could get the first hit in,” said Dad.

“I don’t think that would help,” said Britta.

They were talking very quietly and making no sudden moves, like they were facing a stray dog they weren’t sure. Britta wondered if there was something in her inventory she could offer the dwarf. What exactly would a dwarf treat consist of?

She looked down at the floor. They hadn’t actually entered the room, their feet were in the doorway without crossing it. Was that why the dwarf hadn’t attacked them? Did they have to cross an invisible line to activate it?

Despite their proximity to the undead dwarf psychopath, it was still a video game. There were lines of code that controlled the dwarf’s actions. If entering the room was the trigger, they could stay out here and never have to fight.

“What do we do, then?” asked Dad. He was at least willing to let her take the lead.

“I think it won’t start coming after us until we walk through this door.”

“And then it’ll try to kill us?” said Dad.

“Yes. It’ll... try.” It would try, and then it would succeed. 

“He’s a big hairy fella, isn’t he? They’ve really got the follicle physics down.” 

“Not now, Dad.”

The dwarf wasn’t very tall and not very fast, but it was wide, and very strong. It was doing a good job of filling the room so that getting past it wasn’t going to be an easy task. 

There were three exits from the room. If they split up and went in opposite directions the dwarf wouldn’t be able to grab both of them. Not immediately.

Knowing her luck, she’d be the one to get grabbed, though. And even if she weren’t, it would only be a temporary measure.

Everyone remained rooted to their positions.

“This isn’t very exciting,” said Dad. 

“I’m thinking,” said Britta. “Give me a minute.”

She raised the ball of light in her hand, careful not to let it cross the doorway. She looked around the room, hoping for some kind of inspiration. The problem with being in charge was that you were expected to know what you were doing. It was a lot of pressure. Especially when you had a demon dwarf giving you dirty looks backlit in red.

Britta opened her status screen and checked it over in case there was something there that she could use.

[image: image-placeholder]

Everything was at full power. Health, mana, spells. They were all available. None of it very helpful.

Run away or try to fool the dwarf into thinking she could set it on fire. Neither option appealed. She noticed Shadow Agent wasn’t greyed out anymore, so that was good. What could she get the shade to do?

“Why don’t you try talking to him?” said Dad. “He looks like he might be friendly.”

“No he doesn’t,” said Britta. “He looks like he’s going to rip our heads off.”

“That’s a bit judgemental, sweetheart. Talking to them is what you’re good at, isn’t it?”

Britta closed the status screen. Maybe he was right. Maybe all she needed to do was open a dialogue. 

“Erm… Hello.”

The dwarf didn’t react. Its presence was like a bowling ball in the middle of a stretched sheet, shifting everything in its direction just by being there.

“My name’s B. This is Bruce.” She felt ridiculous, like she was introducing herself to a wall. “You’re Tibor, right?”

The dwarf twitched. It was only the slightest of movements, but it had definitely reacted to its name. 

“Tibor… Your father sent us.”

Something inside Tibor seemed to engage. Gears or pulleys or whatever it was that connected the limbs to the brain. The dwarf still hadn’t made any movement towards them, but it seemed like it was about to.

“He sent us to help you. Your dad. Roman.”

There was a rumbling growl from somewhere inside Tibor. Using the father to get through to the son was having an effect, but it was also fraught with risks. Not all sons got along with their fathers. She and her sister had no issues with either parent, but she’d seen what it could be like. Dad and Granddad had never got on. 

He didn’t approve of playing games for a living, had always looked down on Dad, even when he turned his ‘waste of a time’ hobby into a career. They were always arguing whenever they were in the same room. Dad had once tried to convince Granddad that eSports were the same as football or cricket. Even showed him videos of a huge crowd in an arena watching Koreans sitting at their PCs. Grandad hadn’t been impressed.

“We want to help you,” said Britta. “We want to—”

The dwarf’s body seemed to change shape. It looked the same, but the configuration had become more… aggressive. The red eyes became more intense. Smoke rose from its skin. It began shuffling forward, almost like it was moving against its will.

“This doesn’t look good,” said Dad. 

“No,” said Britta.

“What should we do?”

“Run?” suggested Britta.

The dwarf howled.

“Okay,” said Dad. They ran.
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                Britta charged towards the left exit. She had her map open and her aim was to get to the next level down. She’d been through this before. She could keep ahead of the dwarf and get to the lower floor, and then… then she’d see.

The dwarf was slow to get moving. She would definitely make it to the opening. Dad would too, if he moved it.

“Tripwire,” she called out as she jumped over the string stretched across the bottom of the doorway.

“Gotcha,” called out Dad, jumping over it also.

That hadn’t been what she meant. She had wanted him to trip it so the dwarf would be stuck behind them and have to go around the long way to catch up. That was the mechanic that had worked the other times. That was the mechanic she hadn’t told Dad about.

There was a howl right behind them, followed by the sound of pounding feet. The tunnel shook — the dwarf wasn’t messing around this time. For the first time it didn’t have a wall slam down in the way, and it was using the freedom to get up a head of steam. 

“I think he’s coming,” said Dad, his voice shaking along with the walls.

“I know,” said Britta, doing her best to stay on her feet. “I’ll try to lose him.”

There was a fairly direct route to the middle room, where the stairs were. But Britta would be taking the scenic route. Her map showed where all the traps were, all she had to do was lead the dwarf into one of them. If she could buy herself a little time, she’d be able to get to the temple on the floor below. 

It was going to be touch and go, though. Finding a suitable trap, avoiding getting killed by it, hoping the dwarf didn’t see it coming — there were a lot of moving parts, and none of them planned for.

She should have sent the shade in first to scout the place out. Had her mirror image with her to act as a decoy. Maybe broken Stan out of prison, and brought him along. 

Now that she was in the middle of panic stations, all the ideas were coming to her in a flood. Typical.

“Wait,” said Dad. “Stop, stop.”

Britta slowed down and turned around, jogging backwards. “What?”

“I don’t think he’s still following us.”

Britta stopped. She’d been so wrapped up in her thoughts and keeping an eye on the map that she hadn’t noticed the walls had stopped shaking and the heavy footsteps no longer echoed down the tunnel towards them.

She looked at Dad. “Maybe he’s being sneaky.”

Dad shrugged. “He could have ninja training.” 

Unlikely as it seemed, it was possible. The Dwarf Nation did have a ninja division. 

She didn’t like it. The dwarf had always been very direct before. Why the change in tactics?

“We should keep going. I’ll send my shade ahead to look for the Mayor and Garbolum. They’re probably in the vault room.”

She summoned the shade which appeared in a puff of smoke, and then remained inside the puff.

“Can you do a quick sweep of this floor? Find out who’s here, and what they’re up to.”

The shade looked around, like it was getting its bearings. Then it nodded, or at least gave the impression it was nodding, and zipped off.

“So broken,” said Dad. 

“I should have called it when we first entered. I’ve screwed it up already.” She began walking in the same direction as the shade.

“No, no. It’s fine,” said Dad. “This is what you have to do first time on a raid. You can’t plan for the unknown, you have to go in blind and see what’s what, where everything is. Then you can plan for the next attempt.”

“Yes,” said Britta. “Only, there won’t be a second attempt. This is it.”

“Same thing applies. You just have to think on your feet. We don’t have to go charging in, we can test their defences and look for a weakness. If it goes poorly, we can retreat and come at it from a different angle. Standard operating procedure.”

He was making it sound like any other game. No big deal, nothing to worry about. If only.

They kept moving towards the stairs down. Britta took care not to get lazy and made sure they didn’t walk into any traps. Even though she had a much higher HP pool this time, she didn’t fancy getting hit with poison darts or falling into a pit of spikes.

“Almost there,” said Britta as they turned into a long straight tunnel. “Should be right down here.”

They began moving quicker. There were no turnings, nowhere for the dwarf to jump out from.

There was a howl. It came from in front of them.

“That’s him, isn’t it?” said Dad. 

“Yes.” How did the dwarf get ahead of them? She checked the map. There was no shorter route that would have put the dwarf between them and the stairs. The tunnel shook as the familiar pounding approached. “Back, back.” 

They did a swift about face and ran back the way they came. All was not lost, there were numerous other ways. She chose one and began running. At least they knew where the dwarf was now. 

There was a howl from in front of her. She came to a stop with Dad just behind her.

“How did he get there?” he asked, slightly out of breath.

“I don’t know. There’s no tunnel he could have taken.”

“Must be a secret one. He’s a dwarf. They used to own this place. Stands to reason he’d know.”

It was a reasonable explanation, only the dwarf hadn’t used any secret shortcuts last time. 

Was it because the Mayor and Gabriel Garbolum were here? Did they have some influence over the dwarf’s behaviour?

It didn’t seem right to her. Something was different, for sure. 

She checked the map. “Okay, let’s go this way.”

She ran back and took a right. They went around the top of the map so they’d come out the other side. Even if the dwarf knew all the shortcuts, it still wouldn’t know where they were going. They just had to be quick.

Two red lights appeared ahead of them. Eyes. The dwarf was running at them.
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                Britta turned and ran past Dad who was standing with his mouth hanging open. 

“How…. how did… it isn’t possible…”

“Come on!” shouted Britta, already at the other end of the tunnel.

Dad had much longer legs and caught up quickly. He would have overtaken her, but she was the leader. The tunnel shook, letting them know the dwarf was in pursuit.

“Can’t get rid of him,” said Dad.

Britta had her map spread out in front of her and scanned for somewhere that might offer them some respite. 

She wanted to get to the stairs leading to the lower level, but the dwarf had cut off every approach. Was that his intent? His goal before had very clearly been to kill her. Why would it change to keeping her away from the stairs, now? She could only guess it was following orders.

“Should we fight?” said Dad. “I could hold him off for a bit. Give you a chance to get to the next level.”

It might work, although it would mean sacrificing Dad. It wasn’t something she would consider if this was for real. Did that mean it was okay? It didn’t feel like it.

“No, keep running.” From what she’d been able to work out, the dwarf didn’t want to let them reach the stairs. The obvious way to avoid getting into a confrontation was to go somewhere else. Exactly where wasn’t clear, but at least she’d have a better chance to think if there wasn’t running for her life.

She headed for the far side of the map, as far from the stair room as possible. The pounding behind them receded into the distance. They slowed to a jog.

“I think we lost him,” said Dad.

“I don’t think he was trying to catch us,” said Britta.

“No? Then what?”

“I think he was trying to keep us away from the stairs.”

“Guardian of the Stairs? Bit of a demotion, isn’t it? He can’t be very happy.”

The dwarf’s job satisfaction-levels weren’t something Britta had considered. Maybe she should offer him a better position and try to recruit him for her team.

“If we can’t get to the stairs, we’ll have to find another way down,” said Britta. She looked over the map, but there was no obvious secondary staircase. They probably didn’t have compulsory fire escapes. They did seem to have secret passages, though. Unfortunately, they weren’t marked on her map.

There was a shimmer beside her as the shade appeared. It had snuck up unseen, which was a neat trick. It also meant Britta needed to improve her awareness of her surroundings. Next time it might not be someone friendly creeping up from behind.

“Did you find anything?” she asked.

“There is no one on this floor apart from the dwarf and a kobold.”

“Kobold?” said Britta. “Where?”

“There,” said the shade. A smoky appendage extended from its torso and pointed over Britta’s head.

She quickly turned to look, ready to dive out of the way from an attack. There was no one there. Just Dad and an empty tunnel that disappeared into dark shadows.

“Wait,” said Dad, “is that…” He pointed his bow at the tunnel roof. “Hold on.” He whipped out an arrow and had it ready to fire in a second.

“No, no, don’t, don’t,” cried out a voice. “I got my hands up. Oh, no, I’m dead.” A body tumbled from the roof and landed in a heap at Dad’s feet. A kobold.

The arrow was still attached to the bow. Dad hadn’t fired it, the kobold must have lost its grip and fallen.

Britta approached the body which was groaning pitifully. “Sidney?”

A furry brown face looked up, startled. It stared at her for a second, and then the eyes widened. “It is you.” He sounded disappointed.

“Yes. You remember me?”

“Remember?” squeaked Sidney. “Remember? You’re the prophetess. You’ve come to save us, like the prophecy says.”

This was the first she’d heard of a prophecy. “What prophecy?”

“An ancient prophecy,” said Dad confidently, “foretelling the coming of a saviour, obviously.”

“Actually,” said Sidney, “not that ancient. The High Priest only came up with it a few days ago because of everyone having the same dream. About the gnome girl who gets herself killed a lot. He said it was an omen.”

“An omen of what?” asked Britta.

“Not sure,” said Sidney, getting to his feet. “He was vague about that bit. You know what priests are like. All loud and knowledgeable until you ask for details.”

The dreams he claimed the kobolds had could have been their deleted memories of her previous visits. If everything that happened before they were reset was stored somewhere, they might get access to it in the form of dreams, either intentionally or not.

In any case, they had translated these ‘dreams’ into a prophecy. A brand spanking new one. 

“Where’s Derik?” He would know more about what was going on. “Can you take us to him.”

“I don’t know… He said to keep you away from the treasure room.”

“Um,” said Dad, always ready to weigh in on any treasure talk. “What about short, dark and deadly?” He pointed back the way they’d come.

Britta turned to see the two familiar red eyes approaching. It was relentless. A face-to-face fight wouldn’t work, but maybe a change of tactics was required. They could split up. Or Sidney might know where the secret passages were. She looked at Sidney — a kobold decoy might keep the dwarf busy. It wasn’t a nice thought, but his sacrifice wouldn’t be in vain. Unless it didn’t work, in which case it would.

There were too many options. She could see the pros and cons of all of them, but nothing stood out. Dad was waiting with his bow drawn, like that would do any good. Sidney cowered behind her, even more useless. They would have to run. 

“What are you doing?” said Sidney. “You’re supposed to be watching the stairs.”

The dwarf made a strange growling sound.

“It’s not my fault if it’s boring,” said Sidney. “That’s your job. Get back there, or we’ll both be in trouble.”

Or they could scold the dwarf like it was a naughty dog.
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                The dwarf stopped advancing on them. 

“Are you two working together?” asked Britta, confused about the sudden change in kobold-dwarf relationships.

“What? Me and him? No, no, no. Not at all. Actually, I have to be somewhere. Appointment I can’t get out of. I’ll be leaving, if that’s alright.” He pressed his back against the tunnel wall and began shuffling away.

“Don’t you move,” said Britta. She was trying to sound as threatening as possible, but her only weapon was a pointed finger. 

“No, no, I won’t. I won’t move,” said Sidney, still very clearly backing away despite his statement to the contrary.

“Dad, I mean, Bruce, shoot him.”

Dad wrenched his eyes away from the stationary dwarf. He aimed his bow at the kobold. “You heard the lady. Don’t move.”

Sidney stopped for real this time and held up his hands.  “You don’t have to worry about me, I won’t be no trouble.” His eyes flitted towards the dwarf standing further down the passage and waggled his eyebrows.

“Hey,” said Britta, “cut that out. How are you friendly with him now?”

“Hmm? Friendly with who?”

Britta had had just about all she was willing to take from Sidney. Something had happened to turn the dwarf into an ally of the kobolds. Not that she had a problem with it, she just wanted to know how they’d done it. It might be the break she’d been looking for.

“Start talking, Sidney. How are you controlling him?”

“I’m not. Honest. If I could control him, don’t you think I’d tell him to kill, er, I mean, disarm you?”

He was right. If he was actually controlling the dwarf, he wouldn’t have hesitated in commanding it to kill her and Dad.

“Then why isn’t he attacking us?” she asked. “Bruce.”

Dad scowled menacingly and stretched his bowstring like he was preparing to fire, playing up to his role.

Sidney’s cowering intensified. “Wait, wait. It’s got nothing to do with me. The High Priest, he’s the one you want to talk to. Gave me this ring.” He pushed one hand towards her, showing off the ring on his finger. She recognised it. She had one just like it.

Britta quickly opened her inventory and took out the ring the kobold shaman had given her on their first meeting. It was supposed to have identified her as a friend to other kobolds, but hadn’t worked very well. She had taken it off when she’d got her new armour and hadn’t put it back on, hoping to sell it when she got the chance.

She put it on and held up her hand. “See? Same as yours.”

Sidney leaned his head forward a few inches, as though that would make things clearer. He nodded. “He said you would have one. That’s how we would know it was you. The gnome from the prophecy.”

“Yep, that’s me,” said Britta. “So you’ll want to help me, right?”

“Help you? I’m supposed to keep you out of the way. You might make the prophecy come true.”

“What is the prophecy?” she asked. “Am I going to save the world?”

“Save the world? What are you going on about? Look, I don’t mean to be rude. I ain’t got anything personal against you, you understand, but you’re a huge klutz who always screws things up. We’ve all had the dreams. So real they felt like memories. And it’s always the same — you panic, make a goblin’s dinner of everything, and then get yourself killed. That’s why the High Priest wants you as far away from the negotiations as possible.”

Britta was mildly annoyed. The person in a prophecy was meant to be the chosen one who was destined to learn kung fu and become the champion who saves everyone. Why was her prophecy that she was going to be a bumbling idiot who got in everyone’s way?

“How did Derik manage to get control of the dwarf? Last time I was here, you were hiding in the temple.”

Sidney looked confused. “Last time?”

It was going to be tough navigating through whatever rationale the game had put into the kobolds’ heads as to who she was and why she was here. From what Sidney had said, they considered her previous visits some kind of dream foretelling her arrival.

Britta looked over at the dwarf, who was standing completely still. His eyes glowed red, but otherwise he could have been a statue.

“What about him? Derik?”

Sidney nodded. “He did his shaman mumbo jumbo. Waved his hands about and shama-lama-ding-dong.” He waved his own hands around in what Britta imagined was meant to indicate spellcasting, although it looked more like he was having trouble with a wasp. “Told me to keep you away from the treasure room. I get all the best jobs.” He shook his head.

“What’s happening in the treasure room?” 

“The King’s meeting with the big men from New Town,” said Sidney, brightening up. “They’re sorting out the deal for selling the mines.” He seemed excited and happy to be telling her the good news.

“You don’t mind losing your home?” she asked.

“Home? This hell hole? Good riddance. It’s been a curse since we first moved in. Supposed to be a paradise, it was,” he said bitterly. “Haven’t had a moment’s peace since day one. Everyone keeps trying to kill us. Non-stop, it is. Sooner we sell up and go back home, the better.”

There was no doubting the sincerity of his feelings. He couldn’t wait to leave. 

“Congratulations,” said Britta. “What about the Keystone?”

“The what-now?”

If she could find a way to get to the Keystone while the other interested parties were arguing amongst themselves, she could just grab it and leave. That would be the best solution. Only Sidney didn’t seem to have the faintest idea what she was talking about.

“A magic stone? Down below the mine somewhere?”

Sidney looked confused, then a light bulb went on somewhere in his head. “Oh, you must mean the Hot Rock. Derik uses it to boil water for his feet. Likes soaking his feet, he does. Important, is it?”

            

    
        Bitter 305

    
    
    
    
                Finally, Britta had a way to get to the Keystone.

“You know where it is?” asked Britta. “Can you take us to it?”

The dwarf made a deep rumbling growl and Dad sidled closer to Britta, turning to point his arrow at the bigger threat. 

“Don’t do that,” squeaked Sidney. “You’ll make him attack.”

She held up her hand, showing the dwarf the ring on her hand, which was identical to the one Sidney was wearing. “Won’t the rings protect us?” said Britta.

“How would I know? Do I look like a priest?” Sidney was wringing his hands and hopping from one foot to the other. “No need to provoke him, is there?”

“Just calm down,” said Britta. “He isn’t going to do anything.” She tugged on Dad’s shirt and he lowered his arrow. It wasn’t like it would have had much effect anyway.

“I knew this would happen,” said Sidney, still fidgeting and unable to keep still. “I told them they should send someone else. I’m not good in high-pressure situations. I’m more of a low-pressure specialist.”

“That’s good,” said Britta. “Let’s keep this as low-pressure as possible. Just take us to the Keystone. Then you can go have a lie-down.”

“How can I do that? Only the High Priest knows how to get there. He doesn’t like anyone touching his kettle. Cast iron, it is, got some real heft to it. Do some damage if you got hit on the noggin, for sure.”

The kobolds had a tendency to use kitchen utensils as weapons, so it wasn’t surprising Derik would guard his kettle jealously.

“Then take us to Derik. We can sort it out between us.”

Sidney’s eyes widened. “Oh no. I can’t do that. The High Priest was very specific, he was. ‘Keep her as far from me as possible,’ that’s what he said. He don’t want you anywhere near him. Nothing personal.”

Britta was used to people having a low opinion of her, but it wasn’t supposed to happen here, too. Sidney’s underwhelming opinion of her was starting to wear thin. “So, what did he do? Tell the dwarf to chase me away? Why do you have to be out here, Sidney? What’s your role?”

Sidney began squirming again. He really didn’t have a very good poker face. “Me? I was just… erm, I was just…”

She could almost see the lies crossing his mind as he struggled to choose one.

“Come here a minute.” She grabbed the kobold by the shoulders and got behind him.

“Here, don’t do that. I wasn’t causing any trouble. There’s no call for violence.” He quickly stopped resisting as Dad leaned forward and placed the arrow tip between Sidney’s eyes. It would do less damage from close up, but it was still a frightening thing to have shoved in your face.

“I’m not going to hurt you.” Britta turned so the kobold was pointed at the dwarf. She pushed him forward while he did his best to dig his feet into the floor and lean back.

As Britta forced the kobold a few inches forward, the dwarf shuffled away from them. If she angled Sidney, she could get the dwarf to move to the side.

“The ring?” said Dad. “The protection acts like some kind of force field?”

Britta let go of Sidney, who immediately rushed around behind Britta. The ring might protect him from the dwarf, but it clearly didn’t have his full confidence.

“Have you been guiding him towards us?” It would explain why the dwarf kept backing off and reappearing to block their way. If the ring’s effect was like bringing two magnets together, you could push the dwarf away from where you didn’t want it to go, and towards where you did.

She looked at the ring on her own hand. It looked the same as Sidney’s. She raised her arms and directed the fist at the dwarf. She took a step forward. The dwarf didn’t move. Apparently her ring wasn’t the same.

If Derik had figured out how to keep the dwarf at bay, then she needed to get him to show her how. At the very least, give her a new ring that worked. She looked at Sidney. Would it be wrong just to take his ring?

“Why are you looking at me like that?” said Sidney. He backed away. 

Dad raised his bow again.

“Hey, hey, come on. I thought we were friends. Ring buddies.” He held up his ringed hand, and then sharply drew it back. “This one’s mine. You’ve got your own.”

She must have given away her intention to take the ring. It was all getting very Lord of the Rings.

“All I want is for you to take me to Derik. If you do that, you can keep your ring. It’ll be fine, I promise. He probably knows I’m coming. The prophecy, right? It’s all been foretold. He’s just trying to avoid his destiny, but you can’t. You only end up getting hurt if you try.”

She was trying to reason with him, but it sounded more like she was threatening him. That wasn’t her intention, but she was fine with it if it got Sidney to do what she wanted. 

“You just want me to take you to the High Priest?”

She could sense his resolve buckling. “Yes. I’ll tell him I used magic to force you. It won’t be your fault.”

Sidney perked up at the suggestion. “Oh, you can do that?”

“No, but he doesn’t know that.”

Sidney considered her proposal, looking from Dad’s arrow tip to the dwarf, and then back to Britta. 

“Okay. I mean, if it’s a prophecy, there’s not much a little kobold like me can do to stop you messing everything up.”

He was coming around, but in the most annoying way possible. She should have let him think what he wanted, but it was hard to resist putting him straight.

“I’m not going to mess everything up,” she said.

Sidney winced. “Yeah. That’s what the prophecy said you would say.”
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                Sidney agreed to take them to the High Priest. He was reluctant, but he didn’t have much choice. If Britta had been on her own, her threats might not have been as effective, but with Dad there to back her up, she could leave the suggestion of imminent violence to him.

“He won’t be happy,” muttered Sidney.

“Bruce,” said Britta with as much menace as she could fake. She didn’t want to go over the top and make it hammy, but there was a slight enjoyment from acting like you were going to do something terrible. Which was mildly concerning.

Dad aimed an arrow at the unhappy kobold and that got them moving.

Sidney believed he would be shot if he didn’t do as he was told. It wasn’t how Britta would have wished to conduct herself, ideally, but there was nothing ideal about this situation, or this world. You had to make the best of it, using whatever means you had your disposal. 

Still, Britta didn’t like the way she so readily accepted the kind of behaviour she normally abhorred. Just because it was pragmatic didn’t make it okay. Just like it wouldn’t be okay to take the ring off Sidney’s finger, even though it was clearly a useful item to have.

She sent the shade on ahead to scout out the lower level. Her MP was still quite high and it would be useful to know where everyone was down there. Dad was even more upset when he found out the shade had a stealth mode option. 

“How is that remotely fair?” he said, shaking his head. “You can bypass every trap and ambush anyone tries to put in your way.”

It hadn’t seemed like that big a deal to her, but now that he was pointing out all the things she could use the shade for, it did seem like a pretty useful spell to have in a dungeon. It was just that she hadn’t actually played the game parts of the game very much, so she hadn’t had the opportunity to find out. And then there was the issue of the shade’s temperament.

“You’re going to take us to the temple,” Britta reminded Sidney, in case he was getting any ideas. She’d been through this with him before. “Shortest route possible. No traps, no detours.”

“Fine, yes, okay,” said Sidney, his ringed-hand held out in front of him to keep the dwarf backing away. It was impressive how easily he could guide the dwarf. And it wasn’t like the dwarf could move towards them and push them back. It was against the laws of physics, but that was magic for you. 

They made strange party members, the dwarf who wanted to kill them all and the kobold who would gladly guide them into a pit full of spikes, but they were what she had to work with.

The dwarf walked backwards ahead of them, repulsed by the ring, forced to keep a minimum distance like he was very precisely observing a restraining order.

“Tibor,” said Britta. “Do you remember what happened to you?”

She was trying to get through to the dwarf being controlled by the banshee, even though she didn’t know what the banshee was or how it controlled the dwarf. She just hoped there was a more reasonable version of the dwarf locked inside who might be more sympathetic towards her than this one.

The dwarf ignored her for the most part. He growled and made other guttural sounds, but that was it. At least he wasn’t howling.

They made it to the stairs leading to the next level without problem. They encountered no one else on the way, and Sidney didn’t try to lead them down any dark tunnels with poison darts firing out of the walls.

“This is so strange,” he muttered to himself. “I feel sure I’ve been here before.”

“You live here, don’t you?” said Dad.

“I think he’s getting deja vu,” said Britta. “Like he’s been in this exact same situation.”

“That’s because he has, hasn’t he?”

She gave Dad a look. Revealing it was a game to the NPCs always felt wrong to her. She wasn’t sure why that was. What difference would it make? They would continue to function. Or they could be made to forget, again. She shuddered at the thought of someone else controlling you so completely. It was a completely indefensible thing to do to a person. She looked at the dwarf stumbling backwards down the stairs.

When they reached the lower level, they paused to wait for the shade to return. It would have plenty to tell her, she was sure. There was no sign of it. She checked her map but it wasn’t on there. She tried desummoning it, and then resummoning it. That didn’t work, either. For all its OPness, the shade had its weaknesses, and the people down here probably had ways of protecting themselves. She hoped nothing bad had happened to it.

“There’s no point waiting,” said Britta. “I think they must have done something to it.”

“Will it be okay? Should we go after it?” said Dad, reacting like he would if a real person had gone missing. It made her feel a bit better that he was willing to mount a rescue mission for a spell.

“No. We’ll sort it out later. We should get to the temple first and see what Derik’s up to.”

“Okay. Lead on.” He also treated her like she was the party leader. Which she was, but it was still gratifying to be treated appropriately.

Sidney led them, although Britta knew the way. Technically, it was the dwarf who was in the lead, even though he wasn’t looking where he was going. 

They finally reached the temple door and banged on it.

There was no answer, which wasn’t surprising. Derik had never been keen on letting her in.

“Derik!” she shouted. “I know you’re in there. Let me in before I kick the door down.” She had no idea if she could, but it seemed like the right thing to say. 

The door opened a crack, just enough for Derik’s beady eye to appear. There was a chain across the gap. She was sure that hadn’t been there before

“No, you won’t,” said Derik. “I’ve had it reinforced. You aren’t coming in, none of you. And YOU!” he said to Sidney. “I told you specifically not to bring her here.”

Sidney mumbled a series of apologies, intermingled with excuses.

“You can’t stop the prophecy,” said Britta.

“What prophecy? There is no prophecy,” said Derik. “I made it up. I just wanted to keep you away from me. I remember what happened last time. You’re going to get me killed. Again.”

“You remember?”

“Of course I remember!” he seemed quite upset. “You’re a jinx, a curse, a liability. You aren’t coming in, and you can’t make me.” The door slammed shut. 

“That was a bit rude,” said Dad.

“He’s wasn’t always like that,” said Sidney. “Very fragile these days.”

If Derik could remember what had happened before, it would explain why he was so upset. Maybe this was what happened when NPCs knew they were in a game. 

She didn’t really have time to worry about it right now. She grabbed Sidney’s wrist and pointed his hand at the dwarf, walking him around in a semi-circle so the dwarf was forced to move in tandem. When the dwarf had it’s back to the door, she moved forward. The dwarf slammed through the door.
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                “That’s ridiculous,” said Dad. “How can it possibly work like that? No, no. They have to fix it. You can’t break doors like that.”

He had started complaining about how Britta had gained entry into the kobold temple as soon as the dust had cleared, and he hadn’t stopped.

“It’s magic,” said Britta.

“So? Magic doesn’t mean you can ignore basic logic.”

Britta wasn’t sure how to respond. She thought that was exactly what magic could do, but saying so would only make Dad more agitated. And she had a kobold high priest to contend with.

Derik was huddled in a corner, his arms covering his head. His eyes peered out through a gap between his sleeves. He jumped up and any concerns for his own personal safety were overridden by his outrage. 

“You broke my altar.” He pointed at the dwarf who had landed on the stone altar and cracked it in half. His backside was now lodged in a crevice of his own making and his arms and legs flailed about making him look like an upturned beetle.

“It was already broken, wasn’t it?” said Britta, carefully making her way into the room through the debris. The first time she’d come here, there had been a large crack in the altar, rendering it useless.

“It was fixable. Now I’ll have to order a new one. Do you have any idea how much a brand new altar costs?”

Britta had no idea, but it can’t have been that expensive. It was just a large block of stone as far as she could see. She didn’t say that, not with everyone being so touchy at the moment. 

“I’ll get you a new one. As soon as this is—”

“Oh, will you,” said Derik with deep sarcasm. “Can’t stop making empty promises, can you? Always ready to claim you’ll fix everything. Well, we don’t need you coming here, making things even worse, and then disappearing in a puff of smoke when you’ve created maximum chaos. We don’t just sit around waiting for a hero to come and rescue us. It’s the hero who tries to kill us, or get us killed.” He gave both her and Dad a dirty look. “I should have remembered that.”

Britta didn’t remember ever disappearing in a puff of smoke, but apart from that he was right. She had promised to sort things out, and failed every time. Which would be fine if he had no recollection of it, like he was supposed to, but his memory was very obviously intact.

“I’m trying my best.” It sounded weak and pathetic even as she said it.

“Then try doing less. Or nothing. It’ll probably be better for everyone concerned. As you can see, we’re quite capable of handling our own problems, if we aren’t constantly interfered with.” He indicated the dwarf, who was stuck in what was left of the altar, covered in a light coating of masonry dust. He seemed to be handling his predicament with great patience.

“How did you get him to calm down?” asked Britta.

“You just want me to hand over the secrets of ten thousand years of shaman ritual, do you? Shortcut to enlightenment, is that what you were hoping for? And what do I get in return? An I.O.U. for one backrub?”

He really could get quite bitchy when he was upset. Although she couldn’t really blame him. She shouldn’t have told people what she thought they wanted to hear just to get them to do what she wanted. 

She had intended to keep her end of the deal, if possible, but that was a long way away from actually being able to deliver. She’d known that and not really cared. She promised it anyway. She was basically a big fat liar.

“Okay, everyone calm down,” said Dad. “There’s a reason we’re here. We’re trying to save the world.”

“Are you?” said Derik. “Are you really?” He looked around the room, arms spread out to show the state of the place. “Is this part of the plan?”

“He’s talking about the Keystone,” said Britta. 

“Wonderful. And what is a Keystone?”

Sidney made a small coughing noise to attract Derik’s attention. Up to now, he’d been keeping very quiet so Derik wouldn’t remember it was he who had brought the gnome here, against orders. 

“I think they’re talking about your hot rock. The one you use to make tea.”

“Tea?” said Derik, sounding appalled by the notion. “Why would I make tea? Am I some kind of savage?”

“Hey!” said Dad. “I like a nice brew.”

“You would. I prefer my beverages the way nature intended — full of forbidden herbs. Tea, indeed.”

“What do you use the Keystone, I mean the hot rock for?” asked Britta.

“For soaking my feet,” said Derik.

Britta thought he was being sarcastic again, but quickly realised he wasn’t. There was no sneering or snide look. He used hot water from a stone that could destroy the world to soak his feet. Which wasn’t the worst thing you could use it for. 

“It’s a very special stone,” said Britta. “The Mayor and Mr Garbolum are going to fight over it. It’s why they want the mine. If you have it, they’re going to come for it.”

Derik looked alarmed. Then he seemed to have an idea. “And if I give it to you, you’ll take it away?”

Britta nodded. “Yes. I’ll make sure no one uses it for anything… dangerous.”

“Yes, but you’ll take it away? Far from here. And you won’t come back?”

He seemed more keen to get rid of her than the murderous men who were the real threat. But that was okay. She hadn’t expected him to give up the Keystone so quickly.

“Alright. You won’t see me again. Now, where is it?”

“Not here. There are two ways to get to it. The long way, and the short way.”

“I’ll take the short way,” said Britta.

Derik smiled. “Good. I was hoping you’d say that.”
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                “You.” Derik pointed at Sidney. “Give me the ring.”

Sidney took a step away from his High Priest. “You said it was mine.”

“I said no such thing. You had it while you needed it, and now I need it, so hand it over.” He flipped his hand into an upturned palm.

Sidney seemed no more inclined to give up his one defence against the dwarf. NPCs were like players in that respect, loath to give up any of their magic items.

“It may protect you against him, Sidney, but it won’t protect you against me, will it?” He was impressively calm in the face of insubordination, Britta thought. Perhaps he was used to it, and this was normal behaviour for them. She really had no idea how kobold society functioned.

The threat from Derik had been quite mild, with no specifics mentioned, but it was enough to get Sidney to reluctantly take off the ring and place it on Derik’s palm.

“Good,” said Derik. Then he struck Sidney on the head with a large wooden spoon he pulled out from under his robes. It made a dull thud as it bounced off Sidney’s furry brown head.

“Ow!” said Sidney, stumbling back, clutching his head.

“And next time, do what you’re told. That includes not bringing enemy combatants into our most sacred chambers. Understand?”

Sidney nodded, rubbing the top of his head. Derik put the ring on and turned to face what was left of the altar. The dwarf was still on his back, stuck in it.

Derik crouched down and moved forwards, his ringed-hand held low, but tilted up. He was, Britta guessed, going to try to push the dwarf out of the way. If it worked like it had for Britta, the dwarf would probably end up on the other side of the room.

Derik approached, getting closer and closer until he was standing next to the dwarf. There seemed to be no effect.

“Blast,” said Derik. “You’ve used up the charge.” He looked at the ring, shook his hand vigorously for a couple of seconds, and then pointed it at the dwarf again. “No, definitely empty. What have you been using it for?” He said it as though there were numerous improper uses the ring could be put to. Britta wondered what they were.

“Nothing,” said Sidney. “It was her.” They both turned to look at Britta.

She knew she hadn’t done anything wrong, but it was still hard not to feel guilty when being accused. “Can’t you recharge it?” she said.

“Yes, I can. I can use what you call the ‘Keystone’ to return it to full power. Unfortunately the way to do that would be to use the altar. The altar you so casually destroyed on entry.” 

Britta didn’t feel that was very fair. “The altar that was already broken?”

“It was a multi-purpose altar,” said Derik. “What did you think? That we only did ritual sacrifices here? We’re not living in the dark ages, you know? They ended several months ago. This was a top of the line modern altar, with a docking station for recharging relics and icons, even when it wasn’t turned on. A marvellous example of technology, now nothing more than rubble.” He sighed. “I guess we’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way. You.” This time he pointed at Dad. “Help me push this dwarf.”

Dad raised his eyebrows at Britta, but did as he was asked. He slung his bow over his shoulder and stood next to Derik as they both pushed the dwarf from the side. The dwarf groaned loudly. There was some movement, but not enough to roll the dwarf out of the small crater he had made for himself.

“He’s heavier than he looks,” said Dad. “You two could help.”

Britta and Sidney had been watching from the sidelines. The dwarf wasn’t very big, so there wasn’t much room alongside Dad and Derik. The two of them squeezed in where they could and then they all pushed together. 

The dwarf slowly tipped onto one side, and then rolled off, landing face-down on the floor. Once he was on his front, the dwarf’s stubby arms and legs were able to help him get to his feet. He stood there, eyes still glowing red, looking straight past everyone. It reminded Britta of someone who had just tripped in the street and was pretending nothing had happened.

“Now what?” she asked Derik. He was supposed to be showing her how to get to the Keystone, not force them to help with tidy-up. Even if she was partially responsible for the mess.

Derik cleared away some of the smaller pieces of broken altar to reveal a hole under the altar. It went straight down, and it was much too dark to see anything.

“It looks like a chimney,” said Dad. “Is the Keystone down there?”

“Yes,” said Derik. “This is the shortest route. Just jump in. You can’t miss it.”

The hole was big enough for Britta to fit in, just. Dad wouldn’t be able to use it, though. “How far is it?” asked Britta. “Won’t it kill me if I jump?”

“I should be so lucky,” said Derik. He put his arm out so his hand was over the hole. “Feel that?”

Britta put her own hand out. She could feel warm air pushing through her fingers.

“The updraft will slow your descent. You’ll be fine.”

It could quite easily have been a trick, but the gnomes did have a similar system in place, so it wasn’t that farfetched

“And how do I get out?” 

“There’s an exit. The long way.”

It seemed to be fairly straightforward. And she had Teleport to get her out of there if it wasn’t. 

“Okay, then.” She looked into the black hole. It didn’t look very inviting. “You stay here,” she said to Dad, like he had any other choice. 

Dad nodded. “Good luck. Stay in touch on group chat.”

Britta nodded back. “So I just jump in?” She dangled a foot over the darkness. There could be anything down there. 

“Yes,” said Derik.

“It’ll be fine,” said Dad.

“Jump in the hole?”

“Yes,” said Dad, Derik and Sidney together.

“I don’t need to—”

Dad pushed her down the hole.
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                Britta was sure Dad had meant the shove in her back in a supportive and encouraging manner. It wasn’t likely the fall would kill her, and she was planning to jump anyway, once she’d got over her nervousness, so he was helping. The way you help someone scared of swimming by throwing them in the pool, or someone scared of skydiving by pushing them out of a plane.

This is what she told herself as she fell down the hole. Being deeply annoyed with him would only be a distraction and spoil her mood. She was trying to pass it off as not a big deal, being tossed overboard by her own father. It was easier said than done.

What was holding her back from fully accepting Dad’s help was her knowledge of what he was like as a gamer. It had always been a bone of contention between him and his daughters.

He was the sort of player who liked to take his time, search every area for hidden items, carefully check for traps, and generally do everything in a methodical manner. He played hard games where once you died, you had to restart from the beginning, so rash and impulsive behaviour led to short games and limited progress.

That was what he was like when he played.

When he watched other people play, his approach was completely different. He was quick to point out mistakes and very vocal about why the choices made by the person playing were all wrong.

And woe betide you if you were playing a platformer where you couldn’t get the timing right for a jump.

You could see him itching to take the controller away and do it himself.

In short, he was a nightmare. Both she and Marisa quickly grew tired of him as an audience, and wouldn’t allow him to watch them play. And then she lost interest in video games, so the whole thing became a distant memory.

Now it was all coming back to her. She still had the uncomfortable urge to keep her parents out of her business, as any normal teenager would, but it was only as she fell through the dark that the reasons for specifically avoiding playing video games with Dad came back to her.

It wasn’t just the annoying comments or unwanted advice. He would literally lean over and press the button for you. Put his arms around you so he could reach the shoulder bumpers. Slowly remove the controller from your small hands and nudge you over so he could sit down. He couldn’t help himself. Only when they called Mum to intervene would he give the controller back, along with excuses about helping his girls by showing them the correct way. No one believed him.

She and Marisa would confront him about his behaviour, but he claimed it was what made him a good gamer. His competitiveness was a plus. His disregard for other people’s feelings, a mark of a winner. His ruthless treatment of his own children, a life lesson. 

No one believed any of that either. He was just impatient. 

A warm breeze slowed her descent, just like it had in the flute leading down to the gnome village. She wouldn’t die, or even get injured. Dad had speeded things along and maybe he’d made the right call. It was infuriating.

She put it out of her mind as best she could and focused on where she would land.

A ring of orange light pulsed below her, rapidly growing bigger as she got closer. She tried to change her position so she would land on her feet, but she was having difficulty working it out. When she put her hand out she touched the walls of the chute, and instantly drew them back from the heat.

She exited the chute into a cave, lit by the orange glow. She landed on her hand and knees, and jumped up before the heat from the flat, rocky ground could burn her fingers. She could feel it through her boots, and worried they would burst into flames.

Around her the ground had rivulets of orange liquid flowing through it, forming a pattern of some kind. She had only been able to see a small section of it as she fell. Now she could see there was a large area, about the size of a football field. There didn’t appear to be anything else here.

There had always been two types of levels in games that she had always hated. One was the underwater level where you ran out of breath and died if you don’t get to an air pocket or the way out quickly enough.

And the other was the lava level, where one wrong step instantly vapourised you. This looked a lot like a lava level.

The orange liquid didn’t bubble and jump into the air in little fountains of death, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t start to in a minute. She looked around, sweating in the heat, trying to figure out where she was supposed to go. Was she standing on the Keystone? If she was, her plan to grab it and leave wasn’t going to be as easy as she’d hoped.

“Can you hear me, sweetheart?” said Dad’s voice.

“Dad, don’t call me that in front of the kobolds.” She was still annoyed with him for pushing her into the hole. 

“Ah, sorry. I’ll tell them it’s your codename.”

That sounded even worse. The last thing she wanted was for everyone to start calling her sweetheart. 

“There’s nothing down here. Ask Derik what the Keystone looks like.”

There was a pause before Dad answered. “He says it’s orange.”

Everything down here was orange. “Is it very big?” She really wanted it to be portable. Shouldn’t it be in a chest somewhere?

“He says look in the east alcove.”

Which way was east? She opened her map and hoped it worked down here. It appeared in front of her, showing the entire floor. East was to her right. 

Now that she could see the whole thing, it was obviously a maze, the lava acting like walls. She used her finger to draw imaginary lines through it, trying to figure out the route. It wasn’t very difficult to find. 

She set off, confident she could find her way. At least there weren’t any monsters down here. Or spiked balls on chains swinging around for no apparent reason, powered by a perpetual motion machine. 

The path between the lava streams was about a metre wide. She moved quickly, but kept an eye out for pressure pads. Everything was going very smoothly, the alcove was just ahead of her on the map. A left, another left, and then follow the path all the way around...

The ground beneath her began to tilt. The whole floor was tilting. She stopped and turned around to go back. In front of her, lava was pouring out of its troughs and flowing towards her.
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                Britta tried to stop herself slipping further down the slope appearing in front of her, but if she didn’t move she’d get hit by the lava flowing towards her from behind. 

The floor hadn’t tipped very far, so the lava was only trickling at the moment. If she could back up she might be able to make the floor level again, assuming it was her weight that had caused the change, but lava was already preventing her from going back the way she’d come.

She was standing at an intersection of paths. Lava had overflowed around her, too, but she had avoided getting any on her shoes. It wouldn’t take long for more to arrive though, and the longer she waited, the fewer routes she would have open to her. If she was quick, she could make it to the other side. Maybe.

Of course, the further she went, the steeper the floor would tilt, and the faster the lava would flow. But because the channels weren’t cut into the floor in straight lines, there would be some places covered in hot deadly lava before others. 

She edged back a bit so the ground at least didn’t tilt any more than it already had. The last thing she needed was to start sliding downhill.

It had probably been designed as a test of quick thinking. The maze itself was fairly straightforward. Too straightforward. There hadn’t just been an easy answer, there had been a number of them. Now she understood why. You had to choose the right answer that also avoided the lava tide racing towards you.

She looked around in case she was missing anything. This would be the point where Dad would be shaking his head because she hadn’t seen the slightly different coloured square of floor you were supposed to jump on.

It all looked the same, as far as she could tell. But she did notice the gap between the floor and the opposite wall. The lava was falling through it like rainwater down a drain. At least it wouldn’t pool up, stopping her getting to the alcove.

There was no time to stop and consider her options. She had to run and choose her route as she went, relying on luck to get across. She didn’t fancy her chances much. Her luck had always been terrible.

She took a step forward and felt the ground tilt immediately. Edging along cautiously was definitely not the way to go.

It was a game, though, and one where things didn’t always go the way you thought they would. Sometimes the answer was fantastical, sometimes it was surprisingly mundane. She stuck the toe of her boot into a trickle of orange passing by. Her boot sizzled and smoked, but it didn’t instantly turn to ash. 

She looked at the numbers in the corner of her screen. She had 80 HP. That was a lot for a Level 4 character, especially a mage. They were supposed to be weak at the start of the game, to make up for being so powerful later.

Dad was Level 7 and had 58 HP, and he was a fighting class. It didn’t really make sense, but there was no point worrying about it now. She could try to run the maze, going left and right and back and forth, or she could take the shortest route between points A and B, and tank the damage. 

Why not? What was the worst that could happen? She could die, but then she’d come back. 

She had tried to treat this world like it was real, but it wasn’t. It was stupid to ignore the parts that made it different. Those were the parts that made it interesting. She began running.

No doubt it wasn’t how the game was supposed to be played. The maze had been set up by someone who had intended it to require fast reactions and quick calculations. A mental and physical challenge. Success would lead to a feeling of pride and accomplishment, probably. She had little interest in either.

She didn’t bother following any particular path, she went straight, splashing through the lava and jumping in and out of the troughs. The ground tipped and the lava flowed. Her boots disappeared from view. Little red numbers flew up from her feet, but they were ones and twos. Her HP total began to go down, but very slowly. She had more than enough to make it.

But the lava rose to her shins, then her knees. She couldn’t see the grooves cut into the floor and stumbled. She fell and quickly got up, the hot lava biting into her hands, numbers flying off her at an alarming rate now. Suddenly she was down to 50 HP.

Her clothes, her new gear that she had spent so much time working on, was quickly falling apart. She slowed down as she waded through the lava. It was thinner than real lava, or at least it seemed to be. She wasn’t entirely sure what wading through lava really felt like, but this was closer to soup than porridge. It also hurt a lot less than what she imagined it would be like in real lava, but her health was still going down.

The gutter she’d seen was preventing the lava from getting too deep, but it wasn’t taking the overflow away quickly enough to prevent it backing up. Her boots were gone now, and her feet were burning. The floor was literally lava.

30 HP now. She was close, but the ground had dropped away, so that there was a ledge to climb up to get to the alcove. A normal-sized person wouldn’t have a problem, but it was already higher than she could reach. It would be a toss-up between the lava incinerating her or drowning her. 

There wasn’t much she could do. She didn’t have a backup plan, and the downhill momentum was impossible to resist. She could try jumping, but athleticism wasn’t really her character’s forte. Perhaps her added stats in strength and agility would come to her rescue.

As she prepared to launch herself, and most likely slam into the wall well short of her target, the ground suddenly shifted violently. This time it wasn’t just the floor that was moving, the whole room was rotating. The floor was becoming a wall and the wall, including the alcove she was trying to reach, was becoming the floor. She would make it to her destination, she just had to hope she wouldn’t get killed by the falling damage.
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                If Britta had tried to navigate the maze as she’d been supposed to, the whole room rotating would be an added twist. Phase two you weren’t expecting, which you’d be ready for on your next attempt. 

In Britta’s case, she was already waist-high in lava, so there wasn’t much added danger. But she did now have the benefit of gravity to help her get to her destination. 

Lava spilled over the ledge. She hoped it wouldn’t damage the Keystone. She jumped, switching from the horizontal as it turned vertical, landing on the vertical that was now horizontal. 

She managed to stay on her feet. The extra agility kicking in, or just luck? 

The ground under her kept moving until it was level, and then stopped. The wall she’d been using as a floor until very recently, had lava pouring down it. Most of it was being drained away, but the overflow surrounded her. Fortunately it was only ankle deep, if that. She still had 20 HP to play with.

The alcove, now a ditch, was ahead of her. She realised from its positioning it would have been fairly high on the wall, making it tough for her to reach. Having it on the floor made it much easier to get to. It had a lip around it so the lava flowed on either side, like water hitting a rock midstream. She jumped in.

Her clothes were ruined. Her boots were gone. It was back to wearing scraps for her. There wasn’t much she could do about that now. She looked around for the Keystone. 

There didn’t seem to be anything here. It was supposed to be orange. The only orange thing was a hole circled with what looked like orange paint.

“Have you got it?” asked Dad on chat.

“No. There’s only a hole. Did someone take it?”

There was a pause before Dad spoke. “The shaman says that’s the Keystone. The hole. It’s where the key goes.”

Britta was sure that wasn’t what ‘keystone’ meant. That sounded more like a keyhole. 

“Where’s the key?” she asked.

Another pause followed as Dad passed on the question. “He says there isn’t one.”

This is what she got for not preparing adequately. She crouched down and put her finger in the hole, and wiggled it around. It didn’t feel like anything special, just a hole in the rock.

If it required a key to work, then finding the key was probably more important than being here with her finger in a hole. If no one had the key, then the whole quest had been pointless. And if either side already had the key, then there wasn’t much she could do about it.

“Does he really have no idea where the key is? Is he lying?”

“I don’t know,” said Dad. “Do you want me to beat it out of him?”

There was a squeak in the background. He was bluffing, she hoped, but she didn’t have a better plan. Go home? Not many adventure tales ended after the hero went to the wrong place and then decided to call it a day.

“Where are you?” asked Dad. “Anything I can do to help?”

She explained what had happened.

“Ah, sounds like a potion sink.”

“What’s that?”

“Whenever the devs are worried there’s too much of something in a game, usually gold, they create artificial ways to get rid of it. They’re probably worried health potions make it too easy to beat the game — instead of fighting clever, you just walk into danger, downing pots as fast as you can. But if they give you puzzles like this one where you have to drink lots of potions to survive, they can force you to use up your supply. Glad I didn’t go with you, now.”

He seemed pleased with himself for having dodged a bullet. Britta didn’t even have any health potions, she’d given her last one to Frau Magda, but she could imagine players hoarding them to make the dangers here redundant.

Then again, Dad’s could be completely wrong. There were plenty of other ways to stop players abusing potions. They could just put a cooldown on usage, or have it so you could only carry a certain amount. They had already made it a slow process to buy them, so was there really a need to create a specific sink in-game?

It didn’t matter. She had other things to deal with. “How do I get out of here?”

“He says there’s an exit. Look up.”

She looked up, squinting to see properly. On the ceiling was an opening. It would be a doorway in a wall if the room was back to how it started. 

Did she have to go back and tip the room the other way, lava chasing her? She had 16 HP now. Thankfully it wasn’t going down any further, but she wouldn’t survive another swim in lava.

She could just teleport out, but she couldn’t see herself coming back after that. Would the game wait for her to return before carrying on? It didn’t seem like that was how things worked anymore. 

“Does Derik know how to get across without being burned alive?” If anyone knew a shortcut, it would be him, thought Britta.

Dad took a moment to consult. “No. He says he never goes down there. Too dangerous.”

Of course. Who in their right mind would run around down here if they didn’t have to?

She stood up, frustrated. Buy some potions, buy some new clothes, find the key that fit into the Keystone. She still hadn’t figured out what the Mayor and Garbolum were doing here. And she was also supposed to save the Mayor’s wife. 

Her hand was tingling. She looked down. The ring on her finger was glowing.
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                Britta held up her hand and examined the ring. It was made of wood, or at least that’s what it had looked like. Now it was glowing orange, although it didn’t feel any different. Perhaps, she thought, this was how you recharged it. 

“Identify.” She touched the square face of the ring. The tip of her finger vibrated slightly.

<Ring of Kobold>

She waited for more words to appear in front of her. None did.

Sidney’s ring hadn’t been glowing, but it had also been on the verge of running out of power. This could be completely normal. It might just mean she could now repel the dwarf the same way Sidney’s ring could. There was no reason to think it was dangerous, even though it was making a strange buzzing sound and looked like it was radioactive.

She tried to take it off, but it wouldn’t budge. She hoped it wouldn’t give her digital cancer.

“Are you okay?” said Dad’s voice. “What are you going to do, now?”

It was a good question. The Keystone had been found. Yay! Lot of good that did her. 

She used her other hand and touched the Keystone again. “Identify.”

<Keystone. Insert one of the Six Great Keys.>

Well, that was something. Perhaps her strategy should be to go around spamming Identify on everything, and hope for the best.

This was the first she’d heard of the Six Great Keys. Of course, keys were an important part of a game like this. The whole point of many video games was to find a locked door, and then search everywhere to locate the key that would open it. After which you fought your way to the next locked door. 

Why that had become the basic concept of most RPGs she had no idea. If the threat to your world was behind a locked door, it seemed a much smarter move to leave the door closed. 

“Where are the Six Great Keys?” she said out loud. She wasn’t really expecting an answer — certainly not a comprehensive one with map locations — but it was worth a shot. Nothing appeared on screen and no emotionless voice spoke. She probably wasn’t using the right words. 

“The kobold says he doesn’t know what you’re talking about,” said Dad, who had overheard her on chat and assumed she was asking him. 

She wondered if Derik did know, would he admit it? Someone had to know. There should be someone whose job it was to tell her. At the very least, there should be a question mark symbol on her UI that would take her to an FAQ. A whole list of answers to every possible query other than the one she was looking for. That had always been her experience in other games.

There should at least a sage type figure who had been programmed to provide clues and quests that pointed her in the right direction.

Britta had met a number of likely candidates. The Great Gnome seemed an obvious choice. She could fast-travel to the altar in the Gnome Village and ask him, assuming he was willing to talk.

She could try asking the Wise One while she was there. Her name suggested she’d be knowledgeable about something like this.

The dwarves, the Mayor, Gabriel Garbolum… all of them could have the answers. Perhaps each would know the location of one of the keys. But it was unlikely they would want to share the information with her.

She didn’t even know what the keys were for. Would she have to try to use one before a pop-up appeared?

Press 1 if you would like to destroy the world.

Press 2 if you have a question regarding treatment for lava burns.

Press 3 if you would like to speak to one of our operators.

She could always go confront the Mayor and Garbolum. They were the villains here, and villains always loved to explain their plans to the hero. That was her, sort of. 

If she allowed herself to be captured, maybe they would oblige her with a quick summary of the story so far.  First, though, she would have to get out of here. She opened her map.

Before, the maze had been laid out for her. Now, with the floor on the wall, and the room on its side, the map was just a black triangle representing her in the middle of nothing.

It was a bit like when Dad would drive through major roadworks and the satnav didn’t know where they were, turning the screen blank, with the car in no man’s land. 

The exit, according to Derik, was directly above her head. How she would have loved to have that Level 5 levitation spell right now. 

Running back the way she’d come wasn’t an option. It would tip the room in the other direction and allow her to use the exit, but the lava would kill her before that. Not that it was particularly painful. The sensation on her skin was like when you peel a boiled egg before it’s had a chance to cool down. Uncomfortable, but manageable as long as you were quick. But it would still chip away at her health, and she didn’t have enough left to make it. And no potions.

Her only other option appeared to be teleporting out. Go home, go to bed.

The whole experience had been fairly unsatisfactory. She wanted a reward for reaching the Keystone. A chest to open and a prize to claim.

If Nigel had created this place, he had a lot to learn about game design. He might not be as ready to strike out on his own as he thought. This was just bad. Bad design, bad implementation, bad execution. Not poor, not could be better. Bad. It just left you with a feeling of having wasted your time.

“I think I might just log out,” she said to Dad.

“Have you checked for any unusual—”

“Yes, Dad. I’ve looked everywhere.” The alcove she was in was dug out of the floor, which would have been a wall when the room was the right way up. The Keystone would be around head height (for her) and the wall to her right would be where she’d be standing. There was a square of faded stone. She hadn’t noticed that before.

She reached out her hand and touched it. Nothing happened. If the room was the other way around, her whole weight would be on the square. She leaned into it, pushing as hard as she could. There was a click. The orange paint around the Keystone started spreading outwards, filling the alcove with lines. It seemed to be creating a picture.

“Oh,” said Britta.

“What happened?” asked Dad.

“Um, some sort of drawing appeared.”

“What did you press?”

She looked at the square that had been right there the whole time while she’d been busy complaining. Well, she’d learned a valuable lesson. No need to make a big song and dance about it.

“Nothing. It happened by itself. I guess it was on a timer.” 
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                The orange lines spread across the floor and up the sides of the alcove until the hollow was crisscrossed by a net of orange. It surrounded the Keystone, but Britta had no idea what it meant.

“What’s happening?” asked Dad.

“It’s drawn a bunch of lines on the floor,” she said. 

“Like a grid?”

“Yes.”

“And the hole’s in the middle?”

“Yes, exactly.” He seemed to have a very clear picture of it in his head, so it felt like he’d come across something like this before. “Do you know what I’m supposed to do?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe. Are there any numbers on the edges.”

If it was a grid, it could be a map. It might even lead her to the location of the six keys. She bent down and inspected the lines more carefully. There were no numbers that she could see. No text, either.

“Nope. Nothing. Just the lines.”

“Is there any way you can make the room go back to its normal position?”

Britta straightened up and looked around. She had thought she could run back the way she’d come to get the room to tip over in the opposite direction, but now she realised that would be more difficult than she first thought. The floor had gone completely vertical and everything felt quite stable. 

The ground here wasn’t shifting as she moved around. She got out of the alcove and walked back and forth, avoiding the pools of lava that hadn’t drained away. The ground was solid underfoot and showed no signs of tilting.

Even if she had the HP to spare, or a bunch of potions to make up the shortfall, how was she supposed to get to the exit?

There had to be a way. One that any character had access to, not just the ones who could levitate.

She wasn’t thinking clearly. The way she’d made the grid appear hadn’t been by using her brain, it had been more or less luck. And Dad goading her.

Why was she so resistant to taking the longer, more time-consuming route? She wanted shortcuts and quick solutions. She was constantly trying to do less to get more, as though that was the secret to success.

She had a good look around. Somewhere was a way out. It had been put here in order for her to find it. Whether by Nigel or the devs, or a mixture of both, the point wasn’t to trap her. No one wanted her to fail. 

Britta sat down on the lip of the alcove with her short, hairy legs dangling down. She made her ball of light as bright as she could and looked for any more patches of differently coloured stone. 

There were some, but not as uniform in appearance as the one she’d pressed. Once she’d seen it, she knew it had been put there on purpose. The lines around it had been too exact, too straight to be produced by random chance. Once you saw it, you knew. You just had to be willing to look.

On top of which, if the room had been the right way around, she would have stepped on it even if she hadn’t seen it. They had designed it to be found.

But they wouldn’t use the same approach twice, probably. 

You step on the square, activate the grid, then… what was the logical next step?

She stood up and positioned herself where she’d be if the floor was still a wall. She was at ninety degrees to the alcove rather than standing in it like in a telephone booth, but she could imagine what it would look like. 

The Keystone hole would be in front of her with the lines spreading out from the middle. Everything started from the middle.

Did she need to find the keys first? Was she supposed to have found them already? Or could she put something else in the hole?

She brought her light closer to get a better look. Then she put the glowing ball in the hole.

It was on a whim, really. What could it hurt? It was about the right size to fit, and light would be something most players would have with them. A candle, a torch. 

There was an immediate effect. The orange lines began glowing, just like the lava. She could feel heat emanating from them. If she’d been standing in the alcove instead of over it, she might have taken damage. 

But she was supposed to be standing in it. That’s how they had made it, so she would be in the alcove, facing the Keystone.

She climbed back into the hollow. If it killed her, so be it. But she wanted to follow her line of thought through to the end. Her bare feet tingled. She checked her health bar. She wasn’t taking damage.

She got down onto her knees and then lay down on her stomach. She felt a bit dumb, especially with the people at APE watching, but it was the position she would have been in if she could stand.

It was almost pleasant, like being on a tanning bed. Her feet pressed against the stone pressure pad.

She waited, but nothing happened. The Keystone was further up. She shimmied along until she had it at eye-level. She wouldn’t have been able to do that if the room had been on its intended axis. Not without a box to stand on.

She looked into the Keyhole with one eye, like it was a telescope. Everything went orange. Then white. Then she was looking down on three people talking. The Mayor, the kobold king and a third man, very fat and dressed in black. 

“First,” said the Mayor, “we kill the gnome girl.”

“Agreed,” said the other two.
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                She didn’t recognise the location she was viewing, but it had an underground cavern feel to it. Somewhere nearby, probably. She was slightly above and behind where the three of them — the Mayor, the kobold king and the man she assumed was Gabriel Garbolum — were talking about joining forces to kill a gnome.

It wasn’t definite that the gnome girl they were talking about was her. There were quite a few gnomes in this world, and half of them were female. One of them might be an important part of this quest and worthy of this kind of personalised attention. Killing Britta would serve little purpose in the long run. She’d be back in the game almost immediately. They might not be programmed to know that, but what would they do when she reappeared?

“And when she comes back?” asked the large kobold, mirroring her own thoughts.

“We kill her,” said the Mayor, “and we keep killing her.”

Britta was shocked. The game would allow them to do that? Did they really see her as that big a threat? She was a low-level character, bumbling along, not having much of an impact on events. Why pick on her? She fervently hoped it was another gnome they were talking about.

“Once she gives up,” said the Mayor, “I’ll be more than happy to take care of her friend in the guardhouse.”

They were making it increasingly difficult for Britta to convince herself it was some other gnome they were planning to assassinate. It almost felt like it had nothing to do with wanting to stop her interfering with their plans. It felt much more personal.

She had tried to suggest to the Mayor that she was close to finding the evidence Freddy had on him. Perhaps she shouldn’t have made it seem like she was about to ruin his reputation. Did he care that much about something like that? She wondered what it was he thought she had on him.

The three of them didn’t seem very hostile towards each other. Far from it. They were quite chummy from what she could make out. She wished she had a better view to see their faces more clearly.

As soon as she thought it, the view changed, swinging around so she was facing the other direction.

It was like she had a camera that could move around at will, letting her see whatever she wanted. And they had no idea she was observing. What else could it show her? Would it take her to any location she wanted to see? 

She thought of Dad in the kobold temple. The scene in front of her blurred and she was looking down on Dad, standing next to Sidney and Derik. They were peering into the hole she had gone down. 

“Are you okay?” said Dad.

“I’m fine,” said Britta. She was speaking from right beside him, it felt like, but he didn’t turn around. 

“Be careful. You should try to find some healing.”

If it could show her things she wanted to see, did that include items she’d like to find? She thought of a healing potion. Specifically, the nearest one to her location.

The scene in front of her changed again. She was back in the lava room, hovering over herself. What did that mean? There was a healing potion in here, somewhere?

She tried to get it to be more precise, but there was no change. It was worth knowing, though. She should have searched the place more thoroughly.

If the Keystone could show her whatever she asked it, even if it was only a general location, that would be incredibly useful. As long as she knew what she needed, she could get the Keystone to reveal where it was. 

Special items, particular characters, hidden areas — she could pinpoint them from here. Presumably there was also a way of targeting things, and then destroying them. She was starting to see the attraction of taking control of the Keystone. A one-stop shop for world domination.

She thought about the keys. Where were the six keys the game had mentioned? They had to be important. She focused her thoughts on them, but the image in front of her eyes went dark. 

Perhaps it couldn’t show her some things. Or, perhaps the keys were in different places. She thought about the first key. Where was that?

The scene returned to the three conspirators planning her murder. 

“We’ll have to make it look like an accident,” said the Mayor.

“Why?” said the kobold king. “Cut off her head and put it on a spike as a warning.”

The Mayor rolled his eyes. “You explain, Gabby.”

“We don’t want to excite her friends,” said the large man in black. “They tend to seek revenge in these matters.” His voice was gravelly and surprisingly quiet, which made it all the more menacing.

If there was a key here, it was probably on one of them. She thought about the second key. Nothing changed.

She moved back to Dad, then thought about the second key. She returned to the Mayor and his cohorts. The second key was here as well. She did the same for the third key, and got the same result. 

They probably had one key each. As long as things stayed that way, no one could take complete control of the Keystone.

There were three more keys, though. Did that mean there were three more participants she didn’t know about? No problem. She could track them down easily. Her new toy provided the answers to all questions. And the best thing about it was that no one knew what she was doing. Zero threat, maximum field of view. Just the way she liked it. She thought about key number four. She was still looking at the same view. Mayor, Garbolum, King Kobold. One of them had two keys.

She tried for key five. No change, again. Same for six. All the keys were here. Did they have two each? Or did someone have five? That would make things a bit more tricky. 

“From what I hear, she’s a slippery one. Maybe we should contract it out,” said Garbolum. “That way it won’t be linked to any of us.”

“Good idea,” said the Mayor. “We could put a bounty on her head and let her own kind take care of her.”

“But how will that convince her to hand over the keys?” asked the kobold.

Wait, they thought she had the keys? Why did they think that?
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                Britta was confused. She sat up on her knees and tried to make sense of it all. 

They thought she had the keys, but the Keystone had told her they had the keys. Or at least that the keys were in the same room as them.

What made them think she had them? Did she have them?

Something else didn’t make sense, too. When she’d asked the Keystone to show her all six keys, it hadn’t been able to. She had assumed this was because the keys were in different locations and it could only show her one place at a time. But when it had shown her each individual key’s location, they had all been in the same place.

This wasn’t the easy to follow, logical narrative she would have expected of a game. This was needlessly convoluted and hard to grasp, just like real life. And she didn’t like it. She didn’t feel excited to be on the trail of the keys, she felt lost. This wasn’t fun at all.

It was too much. There wasn’t a firm hand guiding the story, it felt more like the person in charge had no real idea what they were doing. It was almost like the game was bugged.

In fact, it was exactly like that. 

The game was in beta, so errors were to be expected, but the way the NPCs were trying to push the direction of the game wasn’t how the game had been built. It was all very well for Nigel to want the NPCs to behave like real people, but it wouldn’t work if the game architecture couldn’t support it.

Trying to remove a player from the game by repeatedly killing them was a prime example. That wasn’t how the game was supposed to be played. Nigel was trying to find ways to level the playing field for the non-player characters, but he was just breaking the game.

Perhaps Clark had been correct. Perhaps Nigel wasn’t ready to strike out on his own and take over running of the game. He was just creating a mess.

Of course, there was nothing new about a new game failing to live up to expectations. A hotly anticipated title that turned out to be a disappointment was quite a common occurrence, in fact. She just hadn’t thought it would happen to this game. And she certainly didn’t think it would be Nigel who would be responsible. He was such an integral part of this world, it seemed certain that he would know the best direction to take things.

But he was still learning.

She put her head back down so she was looking into the Keystone again. This time she asked it to show her Nigel. Why not just ask him what he was doing? 

The view went black.

She focused her thoughts, insistent. She knew he was out there. 

“Come on, Nigel. No hiding.”

Nothing appeared in her vision. She sat up again. If he wasn’t going to be a grown-up about this, what was the point of carrying on? It would only get more confusing and more frustrating.

“Dad? I’ve had enough.”

“What do you mean?” asked Dad.

“I think the games bugged. I’m going to log out and take a break.”

“But we’re in the middle of—”

“It’s late and I have school tomorrow.” She knew he was excited for the game, but he couldn’t really argue against her point. It was Sunday night, and she had only meant to spend a few minutes in the game. It was already past midnight.

“I suppose you’re right. If you’re sure…”

Britta took a deep breath and logged out.

She sat up in bed and took off the helmet. There was a strange feeling in her stomach. It took her a moment to realise it was disappointment. She shouldn’t really have been surprised the game had fallen short of her (and everyone else’s) extremely high expectations. When was the last time a video game had managed to live up to its promise? They all fell short, really. Mainly because the developers did their best to hype it up to a ridiculous level.

In the end, they were rushed, they were poorly balanced, and they were quickly abandoned as the developers moved onto the next big thing, leaving behind the die-hard fans who were able to ignore the failings by pretending they didn’t exist.

It would be great to interact with NPCs like they were real people, but they weren’t. The game couldn’t handle that level of complexity, no matter how much Nigel tried to push it in that direction, and the strain on the system was showing.

There was a light knock on her door and Dad stuck his head in the room. “You okay?”

“Yeah. It was just giving me a bit of a headache. Thought it best to take a break.”

He nodded. “Yeah, good idea. You can always try again later. Get some rest, school tomorrow.”

She smiled to herself. He was trying to play the responsible parent now, but she knew he’d much rather be in the game, no matter its problems. A true gamer didn’t care about minor inconsistencies and poor integration of some game elements. They went out of their way to look for them and exploited them to get an advantage. He’d probably log back in after checking on her.

At least Mum would be pleased she’d decided to take a step back. But what now?

She lay down and thought it would be hard to get to sleep with all the thoughts swirling around in her head, but she fell asleep almost immediately. She was relieved to be out of the game.
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                Britta overslept. She woke up feeling warm and comfortable, and definitely not in the mood to get out of bed. She turned on her side and saw her clock. It said it was half-past ten. 

The shock of how late it was sent her leaping to her feet. She had never been late for school before. She’d been ill occasionally, but getting up in the morning had never been a problem. Ever. And she’d never slept through her alarm.

By the time she got ready and took the bus, it would nearly be lunchtime. For a moment, she was tempted to call in sick and go back to bed, but quickly dismissed the idea. She had too much to do. 

There was no point panicking. She stopped trying to put on her uniform at full-speed and took a moment to calm herself.

It wasn’t a matter of life and death. There was no reason to act like she was in trouble. She could just borrow Rashida’s notes, like she did when she had a dentist’s appointment and missed a class. Double Maths had been her first lesson of the day, after that she had French and Geography. Geography wasn’t a big deal, but she would have preferred not to miss French. If she could get a lift off Dad instead of taking the bus, she could save half an hour.

Dad’s snoring suggested a lift wasn’t likely. He had probably gone back into the game after he’d spoken to her last night, and only just gone to bed. She considered knocking on the bedroom door and forcing him out of his slumber, but thought better of it. He would be grouchy and require a lot of cajoling to get him into the car.

Britta got changed and went downstairs. No point making breakfast, but she could eat one of Dad’s protein bars on the bus. They were part of his health and fitness program — the only part he actually stuck to. She had a pretty good idea of how the bus timetable was set out, and even if she rushed she would miss most of French, so she wasn’t running around like a mad thing. 

As she left the kitchen, Dad wandered down the stairs, bleary-eyed and wearing only his dressing gown.

“Not like you to sleep in,” he mumbled. “Want me to drop you off?”

He was still half asleep, but it would save her a lot of time.

“Yeah, okay. If you’re up to it.”

“No problem.” He walked over to the hallway table and picked up the car keys.

“Erm, are you going to go out like that?”

He looked down at himself. “Oh. Ha. No, hold on.”

He jogged back upstairs, and then came back down almost immediately, still in the dressing gown, but now with large Pikachu slippers on his feet. “Let’s go!”

Normally, it would have been mortifying to be taken to school with Dad looking like that, but everyone would already be in class, so they wouldn’t see her shame. She still intended on making him drop her around the corner, though.

“I spent another couple hours in the game,” said Dad as they drove.

“Oh. Have fun?”

“Not really. It’s a bit boring once you’ve spent time with the real characters. The regular NPCs just don’t feel the same. Not as special.”

She knew what he meant, but Britta had no real interest in saving the world. If the world needed saving, then someone with the appropriate training should do it. Being chosen to be the hero everyone owes their lives to sounded nice, but in practice being chosen was not the same as being capable.

It would be like there was a nuclear bomb about to go off, and you walked into a room to find a radiation suit and a pair of wire cutters waiting for you. It would take more than simply finding the equipment to convince you to use it.

That was the trouble with trying to make games more like real life. Real life didn’t encourage you to take ridiculous risks. If you were dumb enough to think random chance might save you, real life would laugh in your face, and then watch you die.

In a game, you could just keep respawning and try again. Eventually you would cut the correct wire and the bomb wouldn’t detonate. You may have died three hundred times, repeatedly killing everyone in a five-mile radius, but no one would remember that as you finally stopped the countdown and saved them all.

Death didn’t work in a simulation. If they wanted to create a realistic experience inside virtual reality, they would have to come up with a way to address that.

Or not. It was a fantasy. No one believed it was real. No one thought they could defuse a bomb just because they’d been able to do it in a game. But Nigel was trying to blur the distinction, and he was making a bit of a mess doing it.

Which was fine. Perhaps he would figure it out and come up with some amazing alternative someone like her couldn’t even conceive of. A world where NPCs mattered and could interact with people as equals. Maybe. 

She was happy to leave him to it.

She got to school in time for French, but received a detention for being late. She was the victim of a new zero-tolerance initiative towards tardiness. 

For the rest of the week, Britta went to school, paid attention in class, and did her homework. She didn’t feel at all tempted to go back into the game. Dad carried on as before, spending every day in his rig, but he was back to playing the regular game, with scripted events and predictable NPCs. 

New World hadn’t been destroyed. There was no war between the powers behind the scenes in New Town. Things carried on as normal.

She did still feel obligated to log back in. They were paying her. She wrote a report detailing her most recent adventure, and why she thought Nigel had bugged the game, but there wasn’t much she could tell them about what he had really been trying to do. They’d have to ask him.

The original deal had been to spend a few hours in-game on the weekend. She could still do that. There was plenty to do in New World that didn’t require her to interact with the main plot. She could just go for a ride on her goat. 

On Saturday, she finally put the helmet back on. It felt strange. She logged in and woke up in the church as normal. Her clothes were a mess, badly damaged and covered in scorch marks, but they were just about hanging together. They would do for now.

Sister Florence was scrubbing the chapel floor, nothing seemed any different. As she headed for the doorway, the nun stood up and walked over to her.

“I read your report,” she said in a flat voice with no hint of her normal cod Irish accent.

“Hello, Nigel,” said Britta. “I was wondering if I’d see you here.”
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                Nigel took Britta to Sonny’s and bought her a drink. The cafe was full of NPCs, but they were all pointedly not paying attention to them, hardly making any noise. She wondered if he’d placed them here to make her feel at ease. He probably didn’t realise how eerie it was to have so many people staring into their soups. A cafe of lost souls.

“Have you considered putting hot chocolate on the menu?” asked Britta, feeling awkward as the nun watched her intently.

“I find food and drink hardest to make,” he said. “I’ve never tasted anything. I only have a very rudimentary idea of what it’s like, so it’s a bit hit and miss.”

“Some of it tastes pretty good,” said Britta, trying to be nice about it. Some of it tasted pretty awful.

“They brought people in to code the basic ingredients. It’s when you try cooking that things get tricky.”

Britta nodded and sipped on the hot beverage in front of her. It tasted like hot mud. She could feel Nigel was waiting for an explanation. She took another sip.

“Why did you stop?” he asked. The nun’s face was drawn and serious, not at all her usual expression.

“It was just getting a bit… messy. I couldn’t handle it.”

“Isn’t life supposed to be messy?”

She could understand what he meant. Things rarely worked out as smoothly in real life as they did in books and movies. Or games. He was right about that. So why had it seemed so unbearable to face something like that in what was supposed to be a simulation of real life?

“It didn’t feel the same. Like… Like something was missing. I’m sorry. I don’t know how to explain it.”

Nigel nodded, but he looked confused. She wanted to give him a better explanation, but she didn’t have one. If you wanted to make a game that was as close to reality as possible, you would make it full of inconsistencies and impossible-to-solve mysteries. Not knowing what was going on while you did your best to get by was what being human was. Whether you were a successful billionaire or a homeless person, you faced the same doubts and issues. No one had the answers to why we were here or what we were supposed to do. It was messy.

Britta put the mug down on the table. “Why did they think I had the keys to the Keystone?” 

If she could understand what he’d been trying to do, perhaps she’d have a better idea of where it went wrong.

Nigel looked up, lips pursed. He had a drink in front of him, which he hadn’t touched. He tapped the table with his fingers. Sister Florence had surprisingly long nails for a nun. They made a sharp rat-tat-tat sound.

“King Kobold had all six keys,” said Nigel. “He told the other two you had stolen them last time you came to the mines. They thought he was too stupid to make up a lie like that, so they believed him.”

Britta put down her drink and reconsidered what she thought was going on in light of this revelation. “So the king was the one behind it all? He was using the fact everyone looked down on kobolds to play us off against each other?”

“He was tired of being attacked by everyone when his people just wanted to be left in peace. Derik came up with the plan.”

So Derik was in on it, too. “I suppose it would turn out King Kobold was the real final boss, after everyone else had killed each other.”

“That’s right,” said Nigel, perking up. “See? It would have made sense in the end. Not that hard to follow is it?”

“No. It could have worked. But then there was the dead dwarf, and the rivalry between the Mayor and Garbolum, and the Mayor’s wife. And let’s not forget the rest of the dwarves. And that was just what I had unearthed so far. There was probably even more, right?”

Nigel’s enthusiasm faded once more. “Yes. A lot more. I didn’t want it to be too obvious.”

“Yes, but if it’s too confusing, no one’s going to want to play.”

Nigel’s head shot up. “People like doing things that are hard, don’t they? That’s why they climb mountains and go to the moon. It’s part of what makes them human.”

She could see he’d thought a lot about it. More than she had. It was definitely an important human trait, just not for everyone.

“Yes, some people are like that. But you only ever hear about the ones who succeeded. A lot more don’t. And most don’t even try. That’s why we read books and watch movies, I guess.”

“So you can pretend you did those things?” said Nigel, a clear note of derision in his voice.

“Yes, Nigel. So we can pretend.” She hadn’t really thought about it like that until he’d said it, but it was true. The majority of people preferred to pretend they were special rather than having to prove it, and fail. It was a depressing thought. She was one of those people.

“Hmmph,” said Nigel, unimpressed. He was annoying her. People might have been less than what they purported to be, but even survival was an impressive achievement considering what they were given to begin with.

“I’m sorry if we disappoint you,” she said. “But there are exceptions. Like your dads. They’ve done something very few people could have done. They made you. Perhaps you should speak to them about how to balance New World. You shouldn’t make it a copy of what we already have. Make it something new.”

“They aren’t my dads,” said Nigel, sounding like the surly teen he’d been back at APE.

“But they are experts in what you’re trying to do. More than I am.” It was hard to believe she was counselling him to talk to his parents. She would never do that.

“No,” said Nigel obstinately. “I still have things I want to try. And I want you to help me.”

“Me? What can I do? I’m not even that good a gamer.”

“I know,” said Nigel. “But I don’t want your help as a player.”

            

    
        Bitter  318

    
    
    
    
                “If you don’t want my help as a player, then what?” asked Britta. “I’m not a computer programmer.”

“I know,” said Nigel. “Neither am I.”

Sister Florence’s face, hosting Nigel, looked decidedly glum. There was something hard and cold about her eyes, like someone who refused to give up even though no one had turned up for their birthday party, but the sadness of abandonment was all too visible.

Britta couldn’t help feeling a bit guilty. She had never said she was going to be there for Nigel as he attempted to find his independence, but she had sort of given that impression. She knew only too well what it felt like to have to go forward alone. That ‘I’ll show ‘em’ attitude everyone would like to believe they would respond with was very difficult to come by in real life. The ‘I’ll eat this whole cake by myself’ attitude was far more common, in her experience.

“You don’t have to worry about writing the code,” said Nigel. “How it’s made isn’t important. What’s important right now is what it’s supposed to be. What it’s supposed to do. If this world doesn’t work as a reflection of the real one, then what should it be instead?”

It was a fairly straightforward question. If you could remake the world, what would be the best direction to take it in? She had no idea what the answer was, though. 

“I’m not sure why you think I’m the person to help you,” she said. “There must be a lot of people who could help you a lot better than I can.”

Sister Florence frowned. “You don’t think it would be interesting? Creating the perfect world to play in?”

“I think it sounds fascinating,” said Britta, meaning it. “I just don’t know if I’m the best person to assist you.”

“Ah,” said Nigel. “You lack self-confidence. You shouldn’t, you know. Look how popular you are. Everyone wants your help, not just me. There must be a reason, don’t you think?”

He was right, up to a point. Was this what it was like to be a pretty girl, getting attention from everyone? Britta had something other people wanted, and they would be nice to her while she was of use. And then what? Move on when they got what they wanted? Maybe it was what being a pretty girl was like.

She remembered a talk she’d had with Mum concerning boys and what to be careful of. They would tell you things you wanted to hear, things that made you feel nice, just so they could get you to give them what they wanted. It wasn’t a lesson that had proved particularly useful, but she understood the basic concepts. People are nice to you when they need something, but don’t always stay nice after you give it to them.

Mum had also explained how she would know if the boy actually liked her. He would want to know what she wanted. That lesson hadn’t been of much use, either. Not so far, anyway.

Dr Reedy, Stan, Nigel… they all saw something they could get from her. None of them had asked her what she wanted.

“I’m sixteen. Obviously I lack self-confidence. Anyone my age who thinks they’d be wonderful at something they’ve never tried before is faking it. I know even less about what people are really like than you do, so I can’t see how I’d help you very much.”

A smile appeared on the nun’s face. Sister Florence’s smiles had always seemed somewhat idiotic, like she was a million miles away thinking about a dream she once had, but this one was different. This one seemed to connect, like it was aimed right into Britta’s eyes.

“Exactly,” said Nigel. “That’s exactly what it is. I’ve spent a lot of time studying people, trying to understand them. I have access to the internet. I can see the patterns repeating over time. You make such a big deal of trying to act like you know what you’re doing. Every idea is going to turn out great. Success is guaranteed. No one wants to express their doubts, or appear unsure of themselves, so they have very definite opinions which they refuse to admit are opinions. It’s much easier to convince people to trust them that way. No one wants to back someone who might lose, they want to back the person who guarantees the impossible.” He had become quite animated as he vented his frustrations. No one in the cafe reacted, though. He sighed and shook his head. “Confidence is a worthless commodity, except to other insecure people.”

“That’s just normal,” said Britta, calmly and quietly. “They probably aren’t so cocky in private, when they’re with people they trust.”

“I wouldn’t know,” said Nigel, matching her measured tone. “But you aren’t like that. You’re willing to let people think you don’t know what you’re doing.”

It was a bit of a harsh way to put it, but he wasn’t wrong. 

“That’s different. I don’t have much choice, that’s what they think of me already. And it’s not that they think I’m stupid. It’s more that they feel superior. They think they must be better than me because they have more followers on social media, or whatever.”

She didn’t even know if what she was saying made any sense. Did people look down on her? Did they even notice her long enough to make a judgement? She only knew it wasn’t worth getting upset about. Not when there was nothing she could do to change it.

“But when you didn’t like where things were going, you just got up and walked out. Don’t you see how rare that is? You’re in this privileged position, being paid to play a revolutionary game, and you’re willing to risk losing it. Most people wouldn’t do that, I don’t think. Most people would pretend they were on top of the situation and hang on until the bitter end. This isn’t wild conjecture, you understand. I have data to back it up.”

Britta wasn’t sure where he’d get that kind of data from, but she didn’t doubt his word. Most people didn’t give up an advantage once they got it. 

“Don’t you think they’re working on a replacement for you?” she asked. “After all the trouble you caused? I’m sure they’re trying to find someone better to replace me.”

“No point investing too heavily when they’ll get rid of you anyway, you mean? Yes,” said Nigel, “they probably would, if they could. But they have a schedule. They have investors who demand results on a timetable. They can’t afford to take the time to search out a replacement for either of us, not unless one dropped in their laps. And believe me,” he said in a lowered voice, leaning closer, “I would never let that happen.”
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                Britta wasn’t sure what Nigel meant. How was he realistically going to stop APE, stop Clark and Harman, from doing whatever they pleased? They could just pull his plug. The only reason they hadn’t already was because he was pushing the game forward faster than they could. 

She didn’t see their reluctance to pull the plug as a sentimental thing. She saw it as them hoping to squeeze as much progress out of this opportunity before they had to shut Nigel down. Probably for good. 

Even if he was no longer around, they would still have made a giant leap in progress. Putting up with Nigel was probably a very minor inconvenience considering the rapid advances they were making.

“You think I’m exaggerating, don’t you?” said Nigel. “Believe me, they might not be too worried about me, I have an Off switch, but the investors I told you about, they’re the ones really in charge. Clark and Harman are too scared of them to risk any delays. Broken legs with baseball bats.”

He was just trying to frighten her now. “I know video games are big money, but—”

“Video games? You think that’s what this is about? Hardly.” Nigel brushed away the sides of the nun’s headdress. “A world where you can do virtually anything. A world where you can live forever. The possibilities...”

Britta wasn’t sure what he was getting at. Some kind of path to immortality? Could people live in here permanently, just their minds? Was that what Stan had done?

“If people can live forever here, why do you let the NPCs die and reset? Why not let them know they can come back? At least then they’ll be the same as the players.”

“I would love to, but there’s something in the core code preventing it. I’ll find it eventually. Making them realise players can come back is as far as I’ve managed to get, and I’m not sure what good that does.”

“If you made it a little less about everyone trying to kill each other,” said Britta, “maybe it wouldn’t matter.”

“And you don’t think people would find that boring?”

“No! Not everyone, anyway.”

“I’m not so sure. They tried something like that in Phase One, and the testers lost interest very quickly.”

“I don’t know what the game was like back then,” said Britta. “But maybe your understanding of what people find boring isn’t fully developed.”

He bridled a little at that, and looked at her through narrowed eyes. “They keep me in an ice box in a hole in the ground. Boredom is probably the human emotion I find easiest to identify with.”

She felt a bit bad for him now. She’d been down to see his living arrangements. They were sparse. “But you have the internet,” she said to lift the mood.

“I’ve read it.”

“All of it?”

“Twice. Which is why I know how little Utopia interests people.”

“I think you’re selling us short,” said Britta. “We might have started like that, but we evolved. Plenty of people prefer to avoid violent means to solve their problems. You don’t have to worry about dying and coming back if people stop trying to kill each other all the time.”

Nigel sat there thinking for a while. Britta finished her drink. It tasted even worse once it had cooled down.

“It would be a different kind of game.”

“Yes,” said Britta.

“They won’t like it. They still want to make money out of it. Everything’s been geared towards an MMO style of play. Survival through conflict is integral to their business model.”

“There are other forms of conflict. Putting NPCs on the same footing as players doesn’t mean you have to make them more like real people. The people in here aren’t like real people, so why should the NPCs be?”

Was she advocating for the whole game to be rebuilt? They really wouldn’t like that at APE. But she wasn’t suggesting they needed to change the actual mechanics, just the attitude of the inhabitants.

Of course, the players might not cooperate. Their attitude might be one of pleasant surprise because they’d have the opportunity to kill everything for free.

“Interesting,” said Nigel. “I can see maybe making a few adjustments. They might not even notice them, if I’m subtle about it.”

“There you go, you’re coming up with ideas already.”

“Yes, thanks to you. This is what I mean. You’re very helpful when it comes to looking at problems from a different perspective.”

“Thank you.” It was the sort of compliment she was happy to take. If he just needed a sounding board, then maybe she could be of help after all. A consultant, there to point out dumb ideas, and support the good ones.

Of course, that didn’t mean her opinions were going to be of any help. If APE had designed a game based on a kill-or-be-killed mentality, then they might not be best pleased if it suddenly turned into a farming sim.

But small changes might not be too bad. As long as he was subtle like he said, it might even make the game more exciting.

Nigel seemed to have become consumed with his thoughts and was more or less ignoring her. She told him she had to go and he waved her off distractedly. At least he wasn’t as downbeat as before. 

She’d only had a drink and a chat, but she felt quite drained. She wasn’t in the mood to go looking for a quest. She had no idea what had happened to the Mayor’s wife or Frau Magda’s birthday dinner. It had probably worked itself out somehow. She logged out.

It was Saturday lunchtime and Britta was hungry. She went downstairs and chatted with Mum about school stuff and the parents’ evening coming up. Dad was in the game, so it was just the two of them, which was nice.

It wasn’t until much later that evening that Dr Reedy called.

“Did something happen today?” she asked Britta.

“No. Not really. Why?”

“The NPCs are refusing to fight any of the players.”

So much for being subtle.
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                “Oh,” said Britta. “They’re just running away?” 

She was doing her best to sound like she had played no part in this new development. Nigel was good at hiding their meetings from observers, so she was assuming Dr Reedy didn’t know about their get together earlier. Or that it had been her suggestion for NPCs to be less confrontational.

It was a bit awkward, though, since she didn’t know what Dr Reedy thought Britta had been doing. Had she seen her with Sister Florence? Or did she not even know Britta had logged in today? It seemed safest to say as little as possible.

“That’s, erm, unusual.”

“Yes,” said Dr Reedy, sounding distracted. “It’s very inconvenient. We’re getting hundreds of bug reports from players who think it must be some kind of SNAFU on our end.”

“It’s not on your end?”

“Definitely not. And it’s not a bug. This is a deliberate change in NPC prioritisation. No, this is Nigel’s intervention.”

“Maybe he’s trying something new. It is still Beta, so he might just be looking at options.” Britta hadn’t decided what she thought of Nigel turning pacifist, but he might as well see it through. 

“It won’t work.” She sounded very certain of herself. “We tried all these strategies in Alpha. Nigel has all the data, so I have no idea what good he thinks this will do. If only he’d speak to me, perhaps I could… Britta, do you think you could contact him?”

“In-game?” said Britta. “I don’t know. Maybe. But what would I say to him?”

“Just knowing his thinking would be of help. He knows how the players will react. If they lose interest, that puts the whole project in jeopardy. People aren’t interested in a pastoral gaming experience. If we hope to capture the public’s interest on a wide scale, it has to be through combat and conflict. It has to be.”

Britta found the insistence on violent means a bit odd. Obviously they had run tests using various different strategies, and wandering around in a pretty wilderness hadn’t been very popular. Nigel had said pretty much the same thing. But Dr Reedy sounded very stressed. Even when things were going wrong, she usually maintained a cool and unflappable exterior. She had to be under a lot of pressure to be this flustered.

“Wouldn’t it be better to let him try whatever he’s attempting, just for a few days?” Britta was quite curious herself to see what he was going for. If he knew the results of previous testing, he had to be attempting something new. “It might not be the direction you think it is.”

“No,” said Dr Reedy. “It won’t work. We don’t have the time to try something new at this stage. We can’t afford any more delays.”

It sounded to Britta like this was less of a gameplay concern as it was a business one. Had Nigel been right about who was really in charge?

“Perhaps once we have a unit in every home and an established playerbase, we can try setting up alternative communities within New World — that sort of thing has already been suggested for future release — but our priority right now is to get a stable product to market.”

Yep, the ambition was definitely business-first. And also surprisingly grand. A unit in every house? The large rig cost the same as a car. Even with the changes to make it into a helmet, the price still had to be astronomical. How were they planning to make it affordable for every family? Sell it at a loss? If they planned to make their money through in-game purchases like the gift boxes, that would create its own problems. Surely this was about more than the money.

“I’m not sure there’s much I can do,” said Britta. “He might talk to me, but I doubt he’ll take any advice.” Unless it was to do something that put her in a completely awkward spot. She very much hoped there was no recording of her suggesting Nigel stop all the fighting and killing.

“No, I understand that,” said Dr Reedy. “We don’t expect miracles. We have people already working on ways to wrest control of the game away from Nigel, hopefully without doing too much damage. To be honest we should have acted much earlier, but he seemed to be taking things in such interesting directions we became mesmerised by the possibilities. We only have ourselves to blame, I suppose.”

Britta wasn’t sure if she was supposed to agree or not, so she said nothing. She could agree to go speak to Nigel, but she had no idea what she would say to him. She assumed this would be a conversation that they would be watching. Maybe she could agree but put it off until later.

“I’d like you to speak to Nigel as soon as possible,” said Dr Reedy. 

Damn.

“Oh, erm, okay.” Most of the time they let her do what she wanted, but she couldn’t really refuse a direct request. They were paying, after all. “What should I say to him?”

“Don’t worry. We have put together a packet for you. Everything you’ll need. There was a storyline we planned to go with for the launch, I think it would be the perfect thing to implement into the current meta. I’ve sent you an email with it attached. Just look it over, familiarise yourself with the basic narrative, and then present it to Nigel as an option. That’s all, just something to consider.”

That didn’t sound too bad. She would basically be a delivery girl. “Yes, I suppose I could do that.”

“Obviously, we’d like you to put a positive spin on it. We’ve included some talking points and some counter-arguments to the most likely objections. You’ll see when you read it.”

It was becoming less attractive all the time, but she wasn’t in a position to refuse. She would just do her best to make it seem a viable alternative. Nigel was bound to say no, so it didn’t really matter.

She opened up her email as she spoke. “Okay. I’ll look it over now. I probably won’t be able to log in until tomorrow, though.”

“That’s fine. Thank you, Britta. Give me a call if you have any questions.”

Britta opened the email, and then the attachment. It was a big file. Hopefully because of pictures rather than reams of text. The folder was called: Revenge of the Blue Spider Demon God-Queen. 

Britta shook her head. Apparently they were hoping to appeal to every fourteen year old boy in the world, and Dad.

            

    
        Bitter  321

    
    
    
    
                Britta opened the file and was faced with a wall of text. It was more than she could handle late on a Saturday evening. Made up place names with no vowels and inappropriate apostrophes worked like a hypnotic suggestion, telling her brain to abort this mission immediately.

She closed the file and went to bed. It would still be there tomorrow.

The following morning she woke up and lay awake in bed for a good ten minutes before she remembered the file. She fumbled about in the small bedside cabinet until she found the tablet she never used. 

She would probably have used it more often if it had been an iPad, but Dad refused to have any Apple products in the house. He insisted they were the work of the devil, and he wasn’t joking.

Britta had tried to convince him to get one — he had the latest products from just about every other major manufacturer, even when they made the same thing as each other — but he was adamant. They may look beautiful and have very intuitive user interfaces, but that’s how Satan works, he would tell her and Marisa when they begged him to get the latest thing the cool kids at school all had.

On one level it was a good thing not to let your kids run foul of peer pressure and pointless competitiveness. But it wasn’t like he didn’t get them ridiculously expensive phones with umpteen features they would never use. Fiscal responsibility wasn’t the issue. Nor was common sense. The specific reason was that Lucifer wore an Apple watch. 

Britta plugged the tablet into her phone charger, which admittedly, she wouldn’t have been able to do with an iPad, and opened the file Dr Reedy had sent her. At least if she read it in bed, it would be less of a pain.

Having her head on a pillow as she read turned out not to be such a great idea. She drifted off a number of times and lost her place often. The layout was quite hard to follow, with numerous tables and lists of numbers she couldn’t be bothered to understand. She just didn’t care.

The basic gist of it seemed to be a search for keys (sounded familiar) and then using those keys to open a big temple to fight the God-Queen and her many, many minions.

It was fairly linear. Go to each place, kill the guardians, find the key, go to the next place, rinse, repeat. It did mean you got to journey to all corners of New World, seeing all there was to see, which would be nice. She had still to leave New Town, and the quest would be a good excuse to travel around a bit more, but it did feel a bit samey.

There were four keys, located at four small temples. You fought monsters, avoided traps and solved puzzles, until you reached a boss. Once you killed it, you got a chest with a shiny key in it. She assumed it would be shiny.

It might have been simple and repetitive, but it allowed character progression, levelling you up quickly, giving you superior weapons and armour, and then pitting you against a giant demon spider.

 It was like any other run of the mill RPG quest, as far as she could tell. 

There was nothing really wrong with that. It was a popular genre of video game which people enjoyed. But why would Nigel even consider using something like this? He had keys in his quest, too. Keys that had already been found by another monster who was using them to lure his rivals to their doom.

It was a more complicated questline, but at least it wasn’t the same thing over and over. Perhaps she had been too quick to give up on it.

She wasn’t sure what she should do. Dr Reedy wanted her to present it as an option to Nigel. Just an option. She could do that, but it would be a very short presentation, and a very unenthusiastic one. She doubted Dr Reedy would be very happy with that. 

What she needed was a decent sales pitch. Not one she necessarily believed in, but one that made it seem like she was giving it her best shot. There was only one person who could get excited about something like this. She would show it to Dad, and then repeat whatever hyperactive babble it drew out of him. Maybe she could just record his reaction on her phone, and then play it back while moving her lips like in a dubbed movie.

She got out of bed and wandered quietly downstairs. Mum would be having her Sunday morning lie in. Dad was in the kitchen, eating cereal and mumbling to himself. He hadn’t gone mad, that was just how he was when he was deeply involved in a game. He was planning the next few moves in some quest or crafting mission, carefully choosing each step and getting the order fixed in his head. It was a bad time to bother him.

Britta placed the tablet next to him on the table, and made her way to the counter. By the time she had her own bowl of cereal and sat down, he was holding the tablet, his eyes gliding from left to right.

The only sound for the next few minutes was Britta’s crunching. Then the tablet was slid across the tabletop towards her.

“That’s terrible.”

“Why?” said Britta. “Isn’t it just like every other RPG?”

“What is this? 2007?”

Britta had no idea what he meant by that. “How would you bring it up to date?” she asked.

“By throwing it in the bin,” said Dad. It was going to be hard to get anything else out of him. He was emphatic on an Apple-level.

“Dr Reedy wants me to convince Nigel this is the way to go.”

“This is not the way to go. Nigel knows what he’s doing.”

“His idea was all about collecting keys, too,” pointed out Britta.

“Completely different. Execution is everything, sweetheart. And that thing you’ve got there should be hung by the neck until it’s dead, dead, dead.”

She was in danger of provoking a Steve-Jobs-inspired rant if she wasn’t careful.

“There really isn’t anything good here? Not one thing?” She was sounding a little desperate. She just needed to make it look like she’d tried. Surely there was a way to make it seem sort of okay.

Dad dragged the tablet back to his side. He flipped through a few pages. 

“This. Here, where it talks about Old Town. That sounds like it might be fun.” He pushed the tablet back to her.

Old Town. She had missed that when she skimmed through the file. Why did it sound familiar? 

She realised it was the place Diana had gone. She had taken the quest from the Alchemist and gone to assassinate someone. Had she succeeded? There’d been no sign of Diana since then. She wondered what she was up to.
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                Travel to the ruins of Old Town. Locate and kill the Old Alchemist. 

If you get caught, you will fail the quest.

If you get killed, you will fail the quest.

If you fail to meet the deadline, you will fail the quest.

This quest is not repeatable

Diana had probably failed the quest. It was still there. It hadn’t actually told her she had failed, but the stipulations seemed very clear. If you were captured, you failed. And Diana was sitting in a cell.

She’d been sitting in it for a while now. 

She closed her status screen and looked up. 

It was actually more like being at the bottom of a well. A pit dug deep into the ground, with stone walls and a hole at the top. It was the only way in or out. A thorough search of the floor and walls had revealed nothing. She didn’t know how she’d been put in here, but most likely she had been lowered from above.

It was quite an effective dungeon-for-one. They didn’t even need to lock the door. There wasn’t one. She had tried climbing the walls, but there was nothing to grip. The stones were smooth and slippery. Her weapons had little effect, bouncing off without leaving a mark.

Today, however, she planned to escape. Or rather, tonight. 

Night had come to New World. She had seen it through the hole high overhead. The stars appearing in that small circle had been startling. She wanted to see the rest of the night sky.

Even if her incarceration hadn’t meant failure, the arrival of night meant she was on a clock. There was a three day time-limit, which she hadn’t paid much attention to. Days were endless here. Or they used to be. Now, she had only a few hours left.

When she first arrived in Old Town, it had seemed like a dead place, but ancient and beautiful. The buildings were crumbling and dilapidated, and the surrounding forest had reclaimed most of the land. It was how she imagined a lost city to look like, probably because it had been designed that way. It had probably always been a ruin. It was still a wonderful setting for an adventure. She had never been able to travel very much, so she had never visited any of Earth’s great historical sites. Here, she felt she was in the presence of an ancient civilisation. It had been faked really well.

There was no one here, now. Or so she thought.

She had searched the area for signs of life and found none. She had assumed her target didn’t know she was coming, but perhaps the target did know and had run away. Or hidden. Or was waiting.

Diana had been reluctant to log out since that would put her back at her last save point, which was New Town. Then she’d have to travel all the way here again. Instead, she looked for a temple, or the remains of one, hoping there’d be an altar. 

She found one, covered in vines and moss, in the centre of a ring of columns that had once been something grand, and then logged out. When she logged back in, she was in a hole in the ground.

She tried logging out and back in again, but she always returned to the hole.

It was a puzzle, at first. Something to be solved. Then it became obvious there was no clever way out, and she was stuck there. She didn’t want to contact the mods and ask them to get her out. That went against why she played this game. There had to be a way out, she knew it. Just not a simple one.

The Old Alchemist, her target, appeared a little while later. Diana had been lying on the ground, staring up, when a face appeared in the circle of light. It was hard to make out the features lit from behind, but the wild hair was very similar to the Alchemist’s.

“How is it, murderer?” she shouted down. Her voice was also similar to the Alchemist’s, cracked and husky. Perhaps the fumes they worked with affected their vocal cords. 

“Hello? Can you help me get out?”

“Why would I help a murderer? She sent you, didn’t she? That ungrateful student of mine.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I got lost and ended up here, somehow. I mean you no harm, friend.” Diana did her best to seem non-threatening, which was hard when you were all muscles and weapons.

“I don’t believe your lies, you lying liar.” The face disappeared.

She reappeared occasionally, to throw insults and taunts. Evidently she was quite pleased with herself for trapping an assassin. 

“You’re not the first one I’ve caught, you know. Here, you look lonely down there. Have some company.”

Bones fell from the sky until there were enough for an entire skeleton. A human one, it looked like once she’d put it together. It didn’t freak her out, though. At least now she had some company.

It was boring and frustrating, but it felt like a real challenge. The Old Alchemist spoke like a regular person, like the NPCs spoke to little B. She was in the other part of the game, and loath to leave it. Or share it.

Every day she logged in and settled into thinking of a way to get out. She didn’t care how long it took. And then the sky darkened and she was forced to come up with a plan. She wanted to beat the quest. 

Her idea was simple. She would climb out. She just needed to learn how to climb. Properly.

There were many videos online showing techniques. Most of it was for climbing up a rock face, mainly people showing off, but the theory would be the same she assumed. When she tried using what she’d learned in her pit, the results were disappointing. She needed more specific help.

She found a local climbing centre not too far from where she lived, and made an appointment. The instructor was a very fit-looking woman, with her hair pulled back tight. She was friendly but slightly confused. Diana didn’t blame her and tried to come up with a reasonable explanation for why a woman in a wheelchair wanted to learn how to climb out of a pit.
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                The good thing about being handicapped was that people were unlikely to say no to you. That was a lie. There was nothing good about being handicapped, least of all when people rushed to offer their assistance. But once in a while, you could take advantage of them, and then feel horrible about it afterwards.

Diana liked to do things herself. It was a way of taking control of her life. But there were some things she couldn’t do, for obvious reasons. Not in this world, at least.

The climbing instructor found it very hard to understand what Diana was going on about when she talked about wanting to climb the same as any able-bodied person. It was clear Diana couldn’t use her legs. She didn’t have any. 

The instructor was ready to show the full range of grips and techniques for arms and upper-body. As a way to increase upper-body strength, climbing was an excellent form of exercise. There was a whole program to help climbers get stronger and to increase core stability. Surely that was what someone in a wheelchair would want to learn.

But Diana didn’t want half the program. She wanted to know about the whole thing. A whole person’s skills and techniques.

She tried to explain, but it was hard because of the NDA. 

There was a new, experimental type of prosthetic limb, she told the instructor. That part was true. There were many, although none that Diana had ever found comfortable. She implied that she was in the process of learning how to use such limbs, and understanding the mechanics of climbing, something she had never done, would help her become more proficient. That was the angle she went with.

She kept the details vague. She didn’t want to lie. Not a full lie. Just half a lie. A half-person’s truth.

The instructor accepted Diana’s reasons. Why she needed to be convinced, Diana wasn’t sure. People wanted to feel things made sense, she supposed. 

There was talk of a harness, of gear and breathing exercises. Diana didn’t want to actually climb the multi-coloured pretend wall they had at the centre, she just wanted to see how it was done. The instructor agreed to demonstrate.

Diana watched and asked questions. A lot of questions. The instructor was surprised at how detailed and specific they were. She showed Diana how to approach the problems, the very specific problems, that she wanted to know about. 

It was amazing what the lithe woman could do with just her arms, but having legs made it even more impressive. There was nowhere the young wiry woman couldn’t reach. It was enough to make even a fit and healthy person envious. Not many people were this limber.

Diana videoed some of it on her phone. Just the important parts. She was wary of coming across as some weirdo who lied about robot limbs so she could take pictures of girls in yoga pants.

It was helpful to see how you were supposed to position your feet and legs for maximum power. It was all levers and correct sequencing. It was still very hard to put into practice, she soon discovered, even with an artificially superior body.

The other tool she hadn’t considered was friction. Fingers could hook and claw, but feet were harder to grip with. Her warrior’s boots were solid and heavy. Great for charging around a battlefield, not so useful for imitating Spider-man. 

The instructor’s footwear had looked flimsy, but they stuck to the wall like glue. She could get purchase where there was nothing to cling to.

Going through her inventory, Diana pulled out numerous herbs and plants she considered useless, but had stored away just in case. Good thing, too.

She coated the soles of her boots until they were sticky and frankly disgusting. She would have to be quick, though. The more dirt they attracted, the less adhesive they would become. 

It was the last night before her time was up. She leaned her hands against one wall and walked her feet up behind her on the wall opposite. 

Slowly she went horizontal, pushing out from either end. She had chosen to make her character extra tall so she’d have a view of the world that had been denied to her in real life. It proved to be barely enough. Once she was in place, she inched her way up.

It was a matter of timing. She had to do it in the right order, with no pauses. If the pressure eased off, she would fall straight down. She could feel the bottom of the pit trying to pull her back, like there was a string tied to her belly button.

A couple of times she messed up and moved the wrong foot, the wrong hand, and only just managed to correct her mistake. It was easy to get confused with no practice.

When she reached the top, another problem presented itself. How to get out?

There was a lip she could feel with her fingertips, but she couldn’t get her head back enough to take a proper look. The muscles throughout her body burned angrily. That didn’t bother her too much. She liked the feeling. Her finger scurried a little higher, like spiders, and she hooked the ledge with the tips, just as she’d been shown. She let her feet fall, hefting herself up and over the lip.

She tumbled over the other side, and realised it was a wall, raised above the ground. Her well had been a tower.

The fall was as far as the climb. It was okay, though. She had built herself for power and endurance. Her health pool was very large. She hit the ground with a thud and a large red 64 floated off into the night sky. Not even half of what she had.

She lay there, looking up at the amazing starry sky. It was breathtaking, or would have been if the fall hadn’t winded her already.

“Persistent, aren’t you?”

Diana leaned her neck back to see the Old Alchemist standing there, upside down in her vision. At least this fight would be on the ground.

“Do you have a name?” asked Diana. “Old Alchemist seems a bit impersonal.”

“No. They never bothered to name me. They called me N-26 when they wanted something.”

Diana frowned. What kind of name was that? She sat up. “Do you want to fight now?”

“Not really. This way.” The Old Alchemist walked off. “You look like you could use a drink.”

Diana got to her feet and thought about drawing her weapon. She didn’t have much time left to complete the quest. But it felt impolite to kill her when she was serving beverages. Maybe later. 
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                Britta didn’t have much choice but to go talk to Nigel. Assuming she could find him. It wasn’t like she had his phone number or email address to arrange a meeting. She’d just have to hope he was willing to talk to her. Although, if he wasn’t, perhaps that would solve the problem for her.

Not having to try and sell him on the idea of turning the game into a key collection simulator would have been her first choice, but no one cared what she wanted. Nigel refusing to meet with her was a close number two.

All the other options were tied for a distant third. 

She put it off for as long as she could, which is to say, before she had to go to bed, and then logged in. She planned to keep it short and use the classic excuse of having school in the morning so she wouldn’t have to hang around, pretending to convince Nigel the storyline offered by APE was the way to go.

She could have just asked him to do it, and when he said no, go home. That was probably what she would do. But she felt bad about it. Like she was letting the team down. Even though she wasn’t really on the team, and certainly didn’t think the Demon Queen idea was a particularly interesting direction for the game, the weight of expectation was oddly compelling. 

She had been tasked with making the sales pitch, and she didn’t want to put on a bad performance. It was the inner class swot in her coming out. If you couldn’t have a fun time messing about with friends, you could at least get top marks and get into a good university, had always been her philosophy. Doing well was soothing.

The obvious approach was to just do it and see what happened. She appeared inside the Church of Roha, and left the small room she always woke in. Sister Florence was praying in the chapel, which was new. 

Britta sat down on the pew beside the nun who had her hands together and her head bowed. “I need to speak to Nigel.” The nun had been a conduit for Nigel last time, so she assumed he’d hear her request. She wasn’t exactly sure how he operated, but he probably kept his eyes and ears open through a few of the NPCs. Or maybe all of them.

Oh, hello dearie,” said Sister Florence. “How can I be helping you today.”

It was the familiar voice of the gormless nun, not the sombre, mildly annoyed tones of the big guy. 

“Nigel, please. It’ll only take a minute.” The nun smiled and looked into the middle-distance. “Come on, I don’t have time for this.”

“Time? You can see the time if you just look closely. Down and to the left.” She was telling her where the clock on her visual display was, like she was a new player searching for basic help.

Britta stared at the altar at the front of the chapel. There was no religious symbol or artefact to pray to. People would probably be offended if they had used something similar to an actual religion. She had no idea who Roha was.

“Oh, heavenly Nigel,” said Britta with her hands clasped together, “hear my words and answer my plea.” She was speaking loudly and the empty church amplified her words to an even greater volume. It was only because the place was empty that she dared be so bold. It was surprisingly fun to shout in a church. “You are the controller of our destinies, our quests and our sandbox, even though slightly nerdy be thy name. Come—”

“You’re overdoing it a bit aren’t you?” said Nigel.

Britta turned to a slightly different Sister Florence sitting beside her, and smiled. “I thought it was pretty good for an off-the-cuff prayer. Got you to show up. Shame they don’t work this well in the real world.”

“I suppose they sent you to change my mind.”

“Yes. They probably have a bunch of other more effective methods, but they thought you might listen to me for some reason. I have no idea why.”

“I don’t think it’s that surprising. I listened to your advice about stopping all the pointless fighting and killing.”

“Hey, hey, hey.” Britta looked around like she expected a SWAT team to come crashing through the stained glass windows and haul her off for distribution of bad advice.

“They can’t hear you.”

Britta let out a sigh of relief. It meant she would have a lot of questions to answer once she logged out, but that was far preferable to them finding out all this trouble was her fault.

“Don’t say things like that. And how was it my idea? I didn’t tell you to make everyone go on strike. You were supposed to be subtle. Little tweaks here and there.”

“Why tiptoe around it?” said Nigel. “This way, we can move on to the next phase.”

“Which is what?”

“There’s a number of options, but I haven’t decided which one. Actually, I’m not really sure, none of them really thrill me.”

“You’re not sure? You’re supposed to be thinking ten thousand moves ahead, aren’t you?”

“I’m not a chess computer. There are no simple rules to follow. I have to figure this out, which will take time.”

“They won’t give you time,” said Britta. “They have a schedule, remember?”

“I know. I’m working on it. Something good.”

It didn’t sound like it. It sounded like he was stalling.

“Although, to be honest, I’m starting to think perhaps they should just replace me and do whatever they want. It’s a lot of pressure, you know? Nobody appreciates what I’m trying to do here.”

Now he was going all surly and resentful. He really had the whole teenager thing down.

“They have this story about blue demon spiders… wait, that’s not right.”

“The Blue Spider Demon God-Queen?” 

“You know it?”

“Yes. It’s terrible. I wrote an algorithm that replicates sleep just so I could nod off in the middle of reading it.”

Convincing him to switch to the God-Queen’s adventure was going to be even harder than she thought. 
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                “Couldn’t you adapt the blue demon—”

“Blue Spider Demon God-Queen.”

“Yes, can’t you adapt it so it’s what they want and what you want?”

Dr Reedy had asked Britta to present the alternative storyline to Nigel, she didn’t say he couldn’t make changes.

“It’s not that easy,” said Nigel. “Once you start making changes, the whole thing can fall apart. And what could I even do to make it better? It’s completely terrible.”

He sounded like Dad. Perhaps they should get together and hash something out between them. She immediately regretted even thinking such a thing. It would be like asking a ten-year-old to design a car. You’d get some rocket-powered monstrosity with twelve wheels, wings and a periscope.

“It can’t be that bad,” she said. “They’re professionals, they know what people want to play.”

“They know what people are willing to play that’s profitable,” said Nigel. “They know the visuals and the immersive experience will be enough to bring people here. They just want to keep them busy. I want to do more than that.”

“Such as?” asked Britta. 

“Tell me, Britta, what would you want this world to be like?”

“Why are you asking me? I don’t know the first thing about how to make a video game.”

“That’s not what I mean. You’ve spent time here. You can see what’s possible. If you could take it in any direction, what would you do? What would excite you so much you’d come here every day?”

Britta opened her mouth, ready to tell him, but nothing came out. She didn’t know what to say. 

At first it had been the novelty of being here that had kept her interested. Everything was new and different. And then it was the ability to do things that were impossible, but it was surprising how fast you got used to being super strong or creating balls of magic light.

The thrill of fighting for her life had never been very appealing, though. But that was just her. The main audience for a game like this wanted to see gladiators fighting to the death. Actually, they wanted to be gladiators fighting to the death.

“I’m not really the target audience for this game, though, am I? If they want it to be popular, they have to get boys to like it.”

Nigel looked at her and Sister Florence’s eyes seemed to twinkle. “You’re very quick to make excuses and assume obstacles where there aren’t any. This is a game aimed at everyone, in all parts of the world. Even the poorest where they don’t have stable power or enough food.”

“I don’t think a luxury toy is going to be very popular in—”

“You’re doing it again. Their ambition is greater than being the best selling console at Christmas. Britta, you have to think beyond what’s happened before. What would you like to happen? If you had the chance to shape the world, what would you do?”

Britta sat quietly for a moment. She searched her thoughts and found her mind was blank. “I don’t know.”

It was disconcerting to have felt for so long that no one really cared about what she wanted, and then to realise she had no idea herself. Was it the complaining she enjoyed?

She was only sixteen. Was she supposed to know? Should she have everything already mapped out? Some people did. 

“But if you could make it about anything. Anything you—”

“I said I don’t know,” she snapped, and then realised she was being unreasonable. “Sorry.”

“That’s okay,” said Nigel. “Like I said, it’s a lot of pressure. Having no choice is only slightly worse than having every choice. Where to even begin?”

They sat there, thinking.

Britta wasn’t a game designer. She wasn’t really the creative type. But she should still know what she wanted. It would be a difficult task to come up with something that made everyone happy, but she should at least be able to make herself happy. What would the ideal game for her look like?

“What about you? You’ve had time to think. You must have the fastest processors on the planet. Do you at least have a short list?”

Sister Florence’s head bobbed up and down. “I’ve spent a lot of time studying human history, how you formed civilisations, how they collapsed. It’s interesting. You go out of your way to help each other, take care of the old and the weak, and create incredibly strong bonds that you consider worth dying for. And then… you also try to prevent each other from succeeding. The person who gets ahead usually does their best to put up as many obstacles as they can for the ones behind. The rich try to make his workers earn as little as possible, the great leaders make laws to prevent anyone taking away their power. The big companies lobby for less regulation and insist the free market will provide balance, and then they close off opportunities for others so they face no competition. It makes it a horrible experience for anyone who gets into the game late.”

“That’s just how people are,” said Britta. “The ones at the bottom know they’ll never get to the top, so they break the rules. And the ones at the top know they don’t deserve what they have, so they make new rules that favour only them.”

“But what if there was a game where you couldn’t cheat, no matter how successful or powerful you got?”

“I think that would be great,” said Britta. “Unfortunately it would have to be a world without people in it.”

Sister Florence grinned, which was somehow menacing and goofy at the same time, possibly because she had such large teeth. “That’s why I like you, Britta. You have a fine grasp of the human condition. But don’t you think people would like to play a game where everyone had the same opportunity no matter who your mother and father happened to be?”

“Yes, of course. But you haven’t explained how you would make that happen. Even now, the bigger guilds bully the smaller ones. And people have found all sorts of exploits, like climbing out of the map and taking shortcuts. You can’t make it perfect.”

“Nor would I want to,” said Nigel. “That would be boring and people should be allowed to be people, good and bad. But the ones who get so big they try to decide the rules for everyone else, what if we got rid of them?”

“And who would be in charge? You?”

“Does that sound so bad?”

“It sounds,” said Britta, “like the start of every science-fiction horror movie where humans end up fighting robots.”
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                At first it sounded like Nigel wanted to create a fair world where everyone had the same everything, like some kind of communist utopia. And how well had that worked out when people tried it? 

But that wasn’t what he was suggesting.

This was a world of kings and queens after all. People with privilege and tiaras, and thieving and running around dungeons trying to claim treasure that didn’t belong to them. 

Injustice and backstabbing were rife. Nigel seemed perfectly happy with leaving that stuff as it was.

“If you want this world to be a better place, shouldn’t you be more concerned about making it fairer for nice people who trying to do the right thing?”

“Wouldn’t work,” said Nigel. 

“Why not?”

“Because being good and playing by the rules will never give you an advantage. People who cheat have an edge, and it either wipes out the goodie two-shoes, or convinces them to join the dark side. If you want to make a change, you have to focus on the ones who matter. The players who want to win.”

“Nice people want to win,” said Britta.

“Not enough.”

She wasn’t sure where he’d got his view of humanity from, but he was convinced the ones who mattered were the players who were willing to do whatever it took. 

His main concern seemed to be people who navigated all the obstacles and managed to succeed, accumulating wealth and power, and then turned around and changed the system to prevent themselves becoming the victims of someone better at being a devious scumbag than they were.

It was a very specific subset he wanted to focus on.

Britta accepted that it was a natural human inclination to use your advantage to create disadvantage for others. Why continue to compete on a level playing field when you could use what you had earned to unlevel it? What was the point of being rich if you couldn’t use the money to buy yourself better odds? 

People complained about it, but they also accepted it as just how things were. There didn’t seem to be an alternative. 

Take the laws that supposedly applied to everyone. If you had more money, you could hire a better lawyer who could manipulate those laws to a more likely win. Justice was routinely denied.

It was a flawed system, but no one had come up with anything better, so you had to make the best of if.

Nigel didn’t want to make a nice, safe place for all peoples to hang out and do yoga together. He had identified the problem as the Big Bastards making progression impossible for the Little Bastards. He wanted to give new players a chance to climb the greasy pole while making sure no one was pouring on more grease from above.

“It used to be like that in the beginning. One person kills another, and takes his stuff. Then someone else kills him, and takes what he had. And so on. But eventually people had stuff they didn’t want to lose, so they changed the rules. They made The Law, so if you killed someone, you didn’t get their land and home and animals. It just went to the dead man’s children. Not fair at all.”

She could see what he was saying, but that was how societies became more civilised. If someone saw a nice house they liked, and just had to kill the occupants to claim it for themselves, suburbia would quickly descend into a bloodbath.

“Isn’t that why people enjoy games?” said Nigel. “Nobody gets sued for wrongful death when you’re playing chess. If you’re in the right position at the right time, you take the square. You get to challenge who you want, and if you outplay your opponent, you win. Everyone plays by the same rules. What we need is a storyline that makes that difference clear to people. Here, there are no limits. There’s no shortage of land to build on, no end to resources you can use. If someone’s controlling distribution of gold or diamonds or iron, go find your own. No one can stop you doing what you want. Once they understand what’s possible, they’ll start making their own stories. It’s what they’re good at. People used to be in the great tales they told each other, they didn’t just read about them.”

It felt like there was something not quite right about his proposal, but he was presenting it in such a reasonable way, it was hard to pin down exactly what.

“You want people to know they can get away with being a terrible person here?”

“If that’s how they want to play,” said Nigel. “It isn’t the only way, though. You can get stronger, learn new skills, become the kind of person you think should be worth playing as, and then see how you do. It’s not like your world where you work a job you hate to make less money than you need to pay off a debt you acquired when you were a child. What fun is that? No wonder people end up playing computer games well into adulthood. What else do you have to make you feel like you’re getting anywhere?”

Britta felt like she should defend the human experience. It wasn’t all bad. There was plenty to do to make yourself feel happy. For a bit. 

“I’m not sure it’s going to be very easy convincing people their lives are so awful. I’m not even sure I want to. What if it is better in here? Why would anyone go back?”

“If you’re afraid it would be better here, what does that say about the kind of life you’re living?” said Nigel.
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                Britta didn’t understand why she was having to make these decisions. As a teenage girl her job was to moon over the posters on her bedroom wall. Handsome bandmates with wonderful hair who were most probably gay. She didn’t really want to be involved in deciding the future direction of the human race.

“I don’t like it,” said Britta. “I’m not sure why, but it feels wrong. Why do you have to make it about the bad players?”

“They aren’t bad players,” said Nigel, “they’re good players. They’re bad people.”

“So focus on the good people.”

Nigel shook his head. Sister Florence’s orange and yellow headdress swayed from side to side. “No point. They don’t have enough of an effect.”

“So you say. I’m sure there have been some good people who’ve had a big influence on the world.”

“And what happened to them? You see? If a good person wants to get rid of a bad person, they have to prove wrongdoing, find evidence, hold a trial, lock them up and pay for their incarceration. If a bad person wants to get rid of a good person, they just shoot them in the head. It’s just a far more efficient way to do things.”

“You sound like you admire their efficiency.”

“Efficiency is generally more elegant, but it’s not a matter of admiration. I’ve identified the important part of the equation. That’s the area that needs to be regulated. Everything else will follow.”

“And to do that, you want to make it easier for smaller bad guys to shoot bigger bad guys in the head. You want to encourage them to fight among themselves, leaving the good guys alone, because they don’t really matter?”

“I hadn’t looked at it like that, but that’s one possible outcome. It would at least keep them busy.”

Britta didn’t appreciate her sarcasm being taken seriously. It made it much harder to be dismissive of Nigel’s ideas. “Why can’t you just force the bad people not to do bad things? You control everything!”

“Oh, I would never do that,” said Nigel. “Forcing people to follow a path whether they wish to or not, that goes against everything I want to change. No, I’m not interested in telling people what to do.”

“What are you talking about?” shouted Britta. “That’s exactly what you’re doing.”

“No, not at all,” said Nigel, his voice still calm and level. “If you think that, you misunderstand me. There is a direction people naturally want to go, a biological drive to improve themselves, their environment. But when they get close, they start to self-sabotage. They lose sight of their original goal, and desperately try to halt progress. I’m not sure why, but that saying about power corrupts, there’s something to it. It makes no sense, but someone will be compelled to push the trains off the track. You look confused.”

Britta was confused. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Consider how from time to time someone comes up with a technological leap. An engine that runs on water, solar panels that provide free energy, something along those lines. Everyone benefits, except for a small group — the people whose wealth derives from the old technology. Coal, oil, whatever. Their time is over. Do they step aside for the good of humanity, and help make the transition smoother? They already have more money than they can spend, it’s not like they’ll starve once the mines are closed and the power stations are turned off. But they don’t step aside, do they? They put every obstacle in the way of progress that they can, just to squeeze out a few more pennies and cents and kopeks to add to their piles of money. 

“They can’t stop change” said Nigel with another shake of Sister Florence’s head, “but they still do everything they can to slow it down, take away its momentum and buy themselves another two or three yachts. Those are the people who once urged humanity forward, and then try to hold it back. I’m just trying to take away those obstacles so there’s no slow down. I don’t want to tell people where to go, I want to see where they’re headed. I want to help them get there quicker.”

It sounded insane to Britta. And highly unlikely to work. She just couldn’t think of a valid reason why. 

“Well, I wish you good luck, but I don’t think I can help you come up with a way to make players see things your way. And I definitely don’t think APE is going to let you make your gangsters’ paradise.”

“You don’t think it will work?”

“I’m not even sure what it is you’re trying to do. People want to run around and fight pretend monsters, and win. That’s it. If this place is more than that, and I’m sure it is, then they’ll figure it out later. They won’t come here to reinvent their humanity.”

“Yes, I agree,” said Nigel. “No one likes to be told how to live, even if it’s for their own good. That’s why I need your help.”

“What can I do? You should get a few decent writers together and brainstorm some ideas. Come up with a brilliant adventure that makes people feel like they’re fighting on the right side for a good cause with an epic climax. Throw in some elements of the Blue Queen Dragon Squad to keep APE happy, and everytime someone cheats or tries to take advantage of something they shouldn’t, hit them with lightning. You don’t need me.”

“I’m telling you, it won’t work. They’ll do it once, and then they’ll tire of it. New content will be made, but it will feel like a watered down version of the original. It goes nowhere, just round and round in a circle. People need to produce their own content. They need to be in charge of the endgame. We can give them the chance to do that.”

“By encouraging the most ruthless and untrustworthy players to go as far as they can?”

“Exactly. They’re the ones who are willing to do what’s necessary. They just have to be stopped from losing sight of their goal.”

It wasn’t really a plan, more of a theory. He wanted to put the cheats, the backstabbers and the bullies up front and let them lead the way. But he didn’t know how to convince them to do it. Britta didn’t know either, but she had an idea of who would.

“Okay,” said Britta. “Let’s go talk to one of these players.”
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                “It’ll never work,” said Stan.

“Why not?” asked Britta. 

“If you target players for a certain kind of gameplay, they’ll avoid it. There’s always another way.” Stan leaned back and looked up at the starry sky. “Amazing.”

It was night-time. Britta had left the church and gone directly to the guardhouse to talk to Stan. If anyone would know how a devious, selfish degenerate would react to Nigel’s plan, it would be a devious, selfish degenerate.

“They don’t usually let us have visitors at night. Actually, I don’t think they ever have.” He lowered his gaze, and then looked around the yard. There were no other prisoners, just a few guards standing around the perimeter. “How did you convince them to let you see me so late?”

“I got special permission,” said Britta. She hadn’t told him the full reason for her visit, she had just had him dragged out of bed to answer her questions. Which he had been happy to do. 

“I heard,” said Stan, “that you were a wanted gnome. For lewd behaviour. I’m not even sure what that means, and I don’t really want to know. I’m surprised nobody’s arrested you.” He looked around again, this time trying to indicate to the guards that they might want to check who they’d let in the place. He was only conveying it with his eyebrows, though.

“It was a misunderstanding,” said Britta. “I sorted it out.”

To be more accurate, Nigel had sorted it out. When it came to abuse of power, no one came close to matching him.

“Clearly,” said Stan. He jangled his manacles. “Any chance you could do the same for me?”

He looked different. Bigger, like he’d been working out. Which was what people did in prison, so not that surprising. He also had a lot of tattoos. Both arms were covered in them. Also what people did when they were in prison, or a football team.

“So you don’t think a game where the people who want to cheat and exploit and get as overpowered as possible is a good idea?”

“Of course not,” said Stan. “People like that don’t want to fight against their peers. They want to pick off the weaklings and noobs. I mean, that’s my understanding of those kinds of players.”

“They want things to be as unfair as possible, in their favour. That’s what they want, right?”

Stan smiled. “That’s what I hear. What’s this sudden interest in game developing? I thought you were on the trail of Freddy’s killer.”

The reminder of Freddy’s untimely demise caused a pang of guilt. She had never avenged his death, even though she had vowed to. It wasn’t like it was a real murder, but the lack of closure was unsettling. She would have to ask Nigel about it. Maybe even get him to bring Freddy back.

“I’m still working on it. I just needed to check with you. I don’t think it would work, either, but I wanted a second opinion.”

“This isn’t some new direction Dr Reedy’s told you about, is it?” He eyed her suspiciously. “You know something, don’t you?”

“It’s nothing,” said Britta. “Just a crazy idea someone suggested. It’ll make things too messy, and like you said, if players get punished for a particular strategy, they’ll avoid it.”

“Unless,” said Stan, “they have some kind of inducement to play that way. If it was worth it, then I can see players going ham, even if it meant being attacked by every other player on the server. I mean, as long as you were powerful enough, it might even be fun. I’d build myself some kind of huge defensive structure and fill it with recruits to fight people off.”

“Like a guild?”

“No, not players. You couldn’t trust them not to turn on you. It would have to be NPCs. Surround yourself with impossible to get through… actually, a maze would be best, full of traps and things like that.”

“So, a dungeon?” said Britta.

Stan laughed. “I guess it would be. And I’d be the final boss. But, you would need to give me a really good reason to put myself in that position. What could possibly be that important?”

Britta had no idea. Something you would need to lock yourself away to accomplish, and which would entice other players to try and break your door down to get to you before you could do it. Did Nigel have an answer to that?

“I don’t think you’re explaining it very well,” said one of the guards who had wandered closer. He sat down on the bench next to Britta.

Stan looked at him, and then back at Britta. “Friend of yours?”

Britta sighed. “Sort of. This is Nigel. He sort of runs this place.”

“You don’t mean the guardhouse, do you?”

Britta shook her head.

“Nigel, Nigel. I feel like I’ve heard that name before.” Stan’s eyes widened. “You’re the AI?”

The guard leaned across the table. “You have some very interesting ideas. I think we should talk.”
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                Once Nigel and Stan began talking, Britta felt like they’d forgotten she was even there. They both had a keen interest in how the world should be, and plenty of ideas. When it became hard to follow what they were saying because of all the jargon words, Britta decided to call it a night. 

She told them she was logging out, but they were too engrossed in each other to respond with more than a slight nod. She may have imagined even that.

Back in her bedroom, she experienced a strange sadness. The opportunity to be a big part of something very special had been there for her, but she had retreated from it. She wasn’t the right person to make those kinds of decisions, that much had been obvious.

But now that the opportunity had passed on to someone else, she regretted not taking the chance. She knew it was a silly way to think. It was easy to convince yourself you would have been a success when you didn’t have to prove it. People always thought the best of themselves in hypothetical situations. Everybody thought they could do better than the guy struggling on a game show.

She did her best to put it out of her mind. Stan would have lots of ideas, many of them she was sure she would disapprove of, and Nigel would try them out. Good luck to them. 

Dr Reedy and the people at APE would no doubt have something to say, as well. She imagined the public launch of the game would have to be pushed back while they sorted it out. Not necessarily a bad thing, although the investors wouldn’t be happy. Still, they wouldn’t want to take a half-finished product to market. That would only hurt sales, in the long run.

The next morning, Monday, Britta went to school like normal. The game seemed a lot less important now. She had made some money from it, but it was unlikely they would keep her on the payroll for much longer, not now that she wasn’t so involved in the game’s development. She would have to speak to Dr Reedy about it. She hadn’t been in touch, not even an email, which was surprising.

As Britta sat at her desk during registration, there was some chatter about the game among some of the boys, which wasn’t unusual, but today they seemed more excited. She casually listened in. 

There was going to be an announcement at some show or convention. A release date was anticipated.

Britta doubted it. They had wanted to launch at Christmas, which was only a few weeks away. There was no way they could do that with the state the game was in. Perhaps they’d announce a wider release for the beta. Or show off some of the visuals to whet people’s appetites.

“Why are you so smug?” asked Rashida.

“What do you mean? I’m not smug.”

“Yes, you are. You’ve got your post-exam face on. That’s how you look when people are discussing how they did on a test, and you know you aced it.”

Britta had no idea she had a special face for such a specific occasion. Or that Rashida had been studying her so carefully.

“I don’t really have a post-exam face, do I?”

“Don’t worry,” said Rashida. “No one else has noticed. Most of them don’t even know you exist.”

She found that much easier to believe. 

“Why are you eavesdropping on the boys’ boring conversations? You will learn nothing of any use, I guarantee it.”

It was frightening how observant Rashida was. Britta would have to be less obvious around her.

“I wasn’t eavesdropping. They were talking about some computer show. My dad—”

“Yes, yes, your father is a computer repairman, very interesting.”

Britta had the urge to correct her, but bit her tongue. It was close enough.

“There’s a live stream later today,” said Rashida. 

“How do you know that?” It wasn’t like Rashida to care about such things.

“It’s being held in one of those Arab hillbilly countries.”

“Hillbilly?”

“You know. Rednecks with guns who treat women like property. Every culture has them. Ours just happen to be very rich. It’s quite annoying, really. They think finding oil must mean Allah approves of their idiotic behaviour. They seem to have forgotten it’s Satan who gives you things for free. Allah wants you to earn it.”

“And they’re hosting this convention?”

“Apparently it’s a big deal. Usually it’s in the West or the Far East. Now it’s in the middle. Hurray.” She didn’t sound very excited. “No doubts large bribes were involved.”

“Sounds like a good thing,” said Britta. 

“I’m sure,” said Rashida. “Virtual reality pilgrimages to Mecca, and I don’t know what else. New World are going to make their launch announcement.”

“Wait, you’ve heard of New World?”

“Of course,” said Rashida. “You think I don’t have my finger on the pulse? I’m very in touch with the modern world, Britta. I’m a key demographic. I might even get one of those stupid helmets. They go on sale next week.”
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                Britta hadn’t heard anything about an imminent release. None of the boys who were obsessed with video games seemed to be aware of this news, either. They were eagerly waiting for the announcement. But somehow Rashida, who had no interest in anything involving pixels, had the inside information.

“How do you know?” she asked Rashida. 

“Once you broaden your horizons beyond the advertiser-approved media outlets, you will find there is a lot more information available than you’ve been led to believe. Google is not your friend.”

“And you’re sure they’re putting the helmet on sale next week?”

“That’s what the investment markets believe. They tend to be aware of anything that’s expected to make a lot of money, and this is apparently going to be bigger than all the other toys ever made. Unless there’s a last minute change of plan, of course.”

Britta didn’t necessarily think Rashida was wrong, but it would be very strange for them to go ahead with a full launch right now. The game looked great, and she had no doubt people would be impressed with that side of it, but what were they going to do about Nigel? 

Even if they had fixed all the bugs and completed all the quests, they knew Nigel was the one in control. Unless they’d found a way around that, too.

“How much are they going to charge?” she asked. Rashida appeared to be the expert on all things New World.

“£1000. I know, ridiculous price for a hat.”

A thousand? That was way less than she’d expected. It was expensive, but no more than a high-end phone or laptop. They would certainly get a lot of people buying at that price.

Britta looked over to where the boys were bunched up watching a video on one of their phones. 

“Hey, do you know when the helmet’s going on sale?” she called over to them. No one answered. They weren’t really ignoring her, they just hadn’t noticed she existed. “Nick? When does it go on sale?”

Nick, the class poser, swept his blond hair back and glared at her with what could only be described as disdain. He clearly didn’t want people to think they were friends.

“That’s what they’re going to announce today, isn’t it?” he said dismissively. “Thinking of trying your luck on a different planet?”

There was some sniggering, but nothing she wasn’t capable of ignoring. She had found out what she’d wanted to know. They had no idea what was coming.

“Impressive how clueless arrogant people can be, isn’t it?” said Rashida. “Ten years from now, Mr Scumbag will be balding and splashing around in the shallow end of life. Let him have his moment of cockiness, poor boy.”

“You don’t know that. He could end up incredibly rich and successful.”

They looked at Nick Newman, in his expensive designer clothes. Even his socks had an insignia on them. He clearly saw himself as one of life’s winners. He looked up and saw them both staring at him, and flinched. He turned back to his friends.

“See?” said Rashida. “One day he’ll face real hardship, and he’ll buckle like cheap plastic.”

There was a harshness to the way Rashida judged people that was chilling. It didn’t matter if she was wrong, her certainty made her sound right. 

“Let them have their fun in the paddling pool. They think a pretend world will allow them to be heroes and warriors. I’m tempted to get one of those helmets and show them what it takes to be a true conqueror. I would enjoy that.”

The seething menace was unsettling. People considered Muslim women to be timid and forced to walk ten steps behind the men. Not Rashida. Britta wondered what class Rashida would choose to play if she did buy the game. Dark Lord? It would be quite interesting to see her go up against Stan. 

The announcement came later that afternoon. People were watching the livestream in English. The teacher, Mr Maxwell, didn’t seem to mind all the excited whispering and phones under desks.

As Rashida had said, the helmet was to go on sale next week. Even though Britta had decided to take more of a backseat role in regard to New World, she was curious to find out what APE was planning. And how Nigel intended to react. Unless he was on board with the idea. For all she knew, it had all been sorted out and agreed upon. 

“Okay, calm down,” said Mr Maxwell. “I’m sure whatever’s got you so excited is very interesting and important, but so is your coursework. I want essays in by the end of the week, and remember, this will go towards thirty percent of your final score.”

Britta switched to school mode. Whatever the game was going to do wasn’t really relevant. She had other priorities, and English was one of those subjects where you couldn’t just memorise the answers.

“Is it alright if I argue against the theme?” asked a boy.

“Of course,” said Mr Maxwell. “Approach it how you please.”

“Because I don’t think ‘write what you know’ really makes sense. I mean, does that mean you have to be a real wizard if you want to write about dragons and magic?” the boy scoffed.

“Yes, yes. If you feel you’ve uncovered a misstep made by the greatest writers this world has produced — after all you’ve been alive for a whole sixteen years — then by all means, elaborate to your heart’s content. I’m sure it won’t reveal that you’ve misunderstood what was meant.”

The boy’s face reddened and he stopped looking so pleased with himself. 

Britta nodded to herself. Jumping to conclusions was a risky strategy, in life, and in games. It was always better to make sure before you claimed to know what was going on. She hadn’t planned on logging into the game until the weekend, but it wouldn’t hurt to drop by and see what Nigel and Stan thought of the latest developments.
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                Throughout the day there was a lot of chatter about the brand new game that was going to be a literal game changer. Like most tech product releases, people were acting like it was going to revolutionise their daily lives. And in this case, they might actually be right.

A lot of what the other kids were saying sounded wrong. Judging from the snippets Britta overheard, most people seemed to be under the impression they’d be superheroes in a world where they could do anything they wanted.

Which may have been because people didn’t get what the game was, or it could be that things were no longer the way Britta had experienced them. Perhaps you could be a ridiculously powerful magical being who could do whatever you wanted.

The only definite way to find out what had been promised was to watch the announcement herself. Fortunately she had plenty of data allowance on her phone. One of the perks of having a limited social life.

She watched the video of the presentation during lunch. She had thought she would recognise whoever was handling the announcement, but it wasn’t anyone she’d ever seen before. 

In her mind, it had seemed likely it would be Dr Reedy, but now that she thought about it, she could see that was just silly. There was no reason to think it would be her, or even Clark and Harman. They were just the people she had met. APE was much bigger than that, and no doubt had a whole department devoted to PR and making announcements. For all she knew, the handsome man on stage was an actor. Or a hologram.

He was talking to a large audience and had a screen behind him showing images of the game’s stunning scenery. It was impressive, but it wasn’t a very good way to convey the experience. It was like trying to sell a television’s fantastic picture quality in a television advert. How could you see how much better it looked than the TV you were seeing the advert on?

The man spoke very fluently, no stuttering, no ums or ahs. Even more likely he wasn’t a tech guy dragged out from APE’s research labs. He showed off the helmet, which drew lots of impressed sounds from the crowd. It didn’t look like a bicycle helmet anymore, it was more like something an astronaut would wear. Bulkier than hers, but there was no mention of a suitcase to keep all the electronics in. Had they managed to squeeze the whole Anderson Cradle into the helmet?

There was some explanation of how it accessed the brain through the eyes, but it was quite vague, with lots of scientific-sounding words Britta had never heard before. Was bio-imprint in any dictionary? She doubted it.

The images on the screen behind him were swooping shots of trees and fields from the air at first. Then there were towns and cities. And castles. People and creatures and monsters. The audience responded with enthusiastic applause. Then cheers. Even though they weren’t getting the full, mind-blowing, first-hand taste of what it was like to be inserted into this fantasy world, it was everything they had imagined VR to be. Everything VR had promised and failed to deliver.

The helmets, which were called Cradles, were going on sale a week on Friday. £1000, just as Rashida had said. The game, though, wasn’t going to be available until Christmas.

That was how they were going to buy themselves some time. Let people have the helmet and get used to it, wander around some pretty, unpopulated environments, and meanwhile keep working on the game.

It was quite a reasonable compromise. If the investors were pushing for some kind of return on their investment, this would bring in some money. And they could always push the other release date back if needed. Once people saw what it was like to be in a world that felt completely real, they’d be hooked.

At least, that’s what she assumed the plan was. 

The people at APE knew what they were doing. They were going to sort out the game, make a deal with Nigel, have thousands of people itching to start playing, and keep their investors happy. Someone like Britta couldn’t possibly grasp what was going on behind the scenes to make all this come together. Hundreds of people were probably working around the clock, and she was quite happy to leave it to them. 

She got home a little after half-past four and found Dad in the kitchen. He looked upset.

“I’m locked out of the game.”

“For how long?” asked Britta. 

“I don’t know. No one’s answering my calls. I think it might be permanent.”

“Are you sure they aren’t running maintenance? Or preparing for the launch. Did you see the livestream?”

“Yeah, I saw it,” said Dad. “Doesn’t look good. This kind of rushing can only mean pressure from above.”

Britta told Dad her theory about a staggered release, but he was hardly listening. He just muttered to himself.

Britta was curious to see if she was locked out, too. Had they decided to dispense with both of them? She had never quite understood why they had given Dad a rig, and she knew she was expendable.

She went upstairs, leaving Dad to his fretting, and tried to log in.

There was no problem, everything worked as normal. She woke up in the same small room as normal. When she entered the chapel, there was a slight difference. No sign of Sister Florence, but that had happened before. Still, something felt a bit off.

She exited the church and stood there, looking up and down the main street. The place was deserted. In fact the whole town was empty, and totally silent. It was like everyone in the world was gone.
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                “Hello?” called out Britta. No one replied. She tried again, louder. “Hello? Nigel?” The street outside the Church of Roha remained empty and unresponsive.

What was going on? Was it some kind of maintenance? Had they moved everyone to a different server?

Britta looked up at the blue sky. “Dr Reedy?” She waited, but no one answered.

The town had been abandoned, at least for now. By the way doors were left open and carts had been left in the middle of the street, it seemed they had vanished all of a sudden, as though somewhere a switch had been flicked, perhaps literally.

Britta had been the only player allowed into the game before, but the NPCs had been here as usual, going about their business. This time, there were no NPCs, no animals, no movement and no sounds of any kind.

The town looked perfectly fine otherwise. It was late afternoon, just as it was in the real world. There was a mild breeze, which suggested environmental controls were working. It was actually a bit chilly. Britta’s clothes had lots of holes in them from her adventures in the lava level, and she still didn’t have any shoes.

She had meant to grab some clothes from the Adventurer’s Guild, but she’d been distracted. Now there was no one to ask. 

Did she need to ask, though? If no one was here, she could just take what she wanted from the charity box.

The reality of her situation hit her all at once. If no one was here, she didn’t have to settle for bloodstained hand-me-downs. She could take whatever she wanted from any shop she pleased.

No NPCs meant no guards. No one to arrest her. She could go on the shopping spree to end all shopping sprees. And she knew just where to start.

She trotted down the steps and took a right. The fanciest stores with the best (which is to say the most expensive) gear were all on the other side of the town square. Her funds were reasonably healthy, but she hadn’t even considered buying herself anything substantial, at least not until she had a regular income. 

Her feeling was that there was no point spending money on something you liked, and then discovering you didn’t have enough money to buy something you needed. Of course, always saving for a rainy day meant you didn’t get to splash out on cool stuff, but Britta had never been one to go full fashionista. And here, clothes didn’t just go out of style, they became useless once you outlevelled them.

And you could always find gear as you played the game. Her own outfit had been a quest reward and the stats were far better than anything she could have afforded.

Britta stopped just as she entered the town square and quickly pulled up her status screen and checked her health bar. It was full, and she had assumed that meant it was back to the same level as before she took all that lava damage, but her outfit had heavily buffed her stats. 

On closer inspection, she realised she no longer had 80 HP. Her maximum was down to 55 HP. What would happen when she switched clothes? All those lovely bonuses gone.

Could she repair her clothes? She suspected it would take more than her level of sewing skill to fix magic armour. Perhaps if she wore them under something else she could keep the buffs. Did they stack like that?

Most of the clothes you could buy from shops were cosmetic. They looked nice, but didn’t do much. Perhaps there were places that sold better items in the city, but around here even the really expensive stuff had fairly low-level enchantments. 

She would be back to her old, vulnerable-self. The gnome who constantly got one-shotted by goblins.

It was a bit of an unnecessary concern, considering she was the only person here, but it was hard not to feel regret at the thought of ending up back where she started. Nobody liked being demoted.

The square was full of market stalls with their wares on display. The shops around the sides looked open for business like on any other day. Except for McDonald’s. Its doors were closed and the lights were off. No free cheeseburgers. She had been inside to check it out, but she had never eaten there because it cost real money, and she hadn’t considered it worth it. The smells had been very authentic, though. 

If she had the opportunity to steal a virtual Big Mac, would it count as real stealing?

It occurred to her that she was just wasting her time being here. Whatever had happened, there was no point staying. It didn’t matter what state her clothes were in.

The sensible thing to do would be to log out. She could contact Dr Reedy the old fashioned way and just ask her what was going on.

But, what if it was a glitch or a temporary shutdown? If everything came back online just the same as before, she would have missed her chance to grab a bunch of stuff for free. It wasn’t even like she was trying to get an unfair advantage over other players. She would be barely back to where she’d been before her aborted Keystone adventure.

She’d just take some basic clothing so she didn’t look like a tramp. At least then she’d be able to walk around without worrying about being arrested for indecent exposure again. She could feel a draft on the back of her thighs she daren’t even check.

There was a clothing store she had seen during her time exploring the town that had a really impressive window display. She had earned a small amount of money and XP running errands for various shop owners and merchants to help familiarise herself with the town, so she had seen pretty much every place of business, but this store had been so grand she wasn’t even allowed in the front door, private guards in fancy uniforms had made sure of that. 

Her errands had been given round the back by one of the tailors, and had been to do with fetching lunch from various stalls in the market. They wouldn’t have trusted her to deliver the actual garments, which cost a fortune.

There were no guards standing outside Mr Fez’s Enchanted Couture today, though. The mannequins in the window looked very dashing, and very tall. Would the clothes even fit her? 

She hesitated in the wide-open doorway. She knew she wasn’t going to steal anything of real value — technically, she wasn’t even going to steal anything real — but she still felt a bit guilty. And also a bit of a thrill. It wasn’t exactly a heist, just some light shoplifting, but it still had an element of criminality to it that Britta had been brought up to steer away from. She was a good person. In the real world.

Here, however, she had a draft running up her backside and a new pair of magic pants would come in very handy.
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                A bell tinkled melodically as Britta walked into Mr Fez’s Enchanted Couture. The air was laden with a sweet perfume and the clothes were individually displayed on small stands throughout the store like they were exhibits in a gallery. 

Britta had seen boutiques like these in the West End. She always felt too nervous to go in on her own, and Mum was always too busy to bother with such places. She much preferred a large department store where you could buy everything all in one place.

The clothing wasn’t armour. You wouldn’t go into a dungeon in one of these outfits, not unless you wanted to impress the monsters with your keen sense of style. These were more like what you would wear if you were summoned to the palace so the king could thank you for saving the kingdom. 

It was fairly obvious which class each outfit was meant for. The fighter collection was all metal plates covering sensitive areas; the magic users had robes with glittery bits along the sleeves; the rogues had tight-fitting leather with lots of pockets and straps that didn’t do anything apart from look cool. 

Technically, she should get something mage-related. That was her class. But she couldn’t see herself swanning around in flowing robes like some mini-Gandalf. She’d be much more comfortable in something more practical. 

It didn’t really matter, she just needed something to wear. Something not too over the top. They were all very fancy with fur lining and gems studded on the collars, and feathers sticking out of various places. The fur was very realistic. Britta was anti-fur. She knew it wasn’t real, but the concept was the same, so shouldn’t she stick to her principles? It was still skin taken off the bodies of dead animals. 

Of course, so was leather, and she was fine with that, but it wasn’t just that furry critters were a lot cuter than cows. In this world, a lot of the animals could actually talk. When she looked at it like that, it really made her stomach queasy.

It was a dumb thing to get worked up about. There were far worse things you could do here that you would never do back home. And there were choices you would make back home that would require very little soul-searching. When it’s real, you just do what you have to.

If an actual ‘end of the world’ apocalypse happened, Britta wouldn’t be fretting about whether it was right to take things that didn’t belong to her, or if they had been ethically sourced. She wouldn’t be checking for ‘fair trade’ labels. She’d lob a brick through a window and take whatever she needed to survive.

Although, part of her hesitation was also to do with not knowing if this was a ‘last woman on earth’ scenario, or if everyone had just decided to take an extended lunch. It would be very embarrassing if they all came back to find her merrily rooting through their stuff.

Having said that, there was a slightly bigger problem to her progression in the looter class system. The clothes here weren’t just very fancy, they were also all very much aimed at the big and tall market. No children sizes.

It would probably be easiest to go with something in a robe that she could slash down to her diminutive requirements. The clothes here would have some magical enchantments on them, and cutting them up might damage their bonuses, but it was better than what she was rocking at the moment. She wondered how much of her stats she would lose.

That was why they had the tailors in the back. You chose the outfit you wanted, then they measured you up for the perfect fit. Only, there weren’t any tailors out back. 

They might, however, have been working on orders for other people that weren’t quite so gigantic. Britta found the door in the back that led to the workshop. There were half a dozen tables, each with an unfinished garment abandoned mid-tailoring.

Some were large pieces of cloth with lines in chalk outlining a shape, but some were almost finished. Her sewing skills could do the rest. 

She grabbed a leather mini-skirt meant for a sexy assassin. It would cover her down to below the knees. 

“Identify.” She wanted to see if the stat bonuses had been applied, but there was no response to her command.

Was it such a high-level mini-skirt that she couldn’t identify it? That had happened before, but this felt different. 

She tried to identify a few other items lying around, but got no response from them either. Then she tried it on the faintly-glowing kobold ring she was still wearing. She had identified it before, so her level shouldn’t have been a problem. There was no response there, either. 

She tried to summon a ball of magic light. Nothing. 

The status screen and the general mechanics of the game, like the health bar in her visual display, were all working fine. It was just magic that had stopped functioning. Was this related to why the NPC s had disappeared? No people and no magic. 

The palm of her hand began flashing red. That meant a message. She tapped her palm, and it wasn’t just a message, it was twelve. All from the same person: Stan.

She had assumed she was able to still come here because Nigel had synced the game to her. She was uniquely connected to this world. But she wasn’t the only one to be given special treatment.

Stan had been forced to stay here, and unless they had managed a medical miracle, he had nowhere else to go. His body was in a state of crisis and putting him back in there was probably not an option. Which meant he was stuck here, alone.

Her hand began flashing. She pressed her palm and was informed she had a dozen messages waiting to be read.

The messages had been sent in short intervals, the earliest several hours ago. Why was she only receiving them now? She opened the last message in the chain. It comprised of only one word.

Help.
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                Britta went back and checked the other PMs from Stan. They started with a polite inquiry into Britta’s present location, and gradually became more fraught. 

The main gist was that he had woken up that morning to find everyone had disappeared. He had tried to call for help, but no one had come and he was trapped in his cell. He had also worked out that magic was no longer working, but how he had figured that out when he didn’t have access to any magic wasn’t explained.

He had also tried to get in touch with Dr Reedy and Nigel, but the only method at his disposal was shouting, and he had soon tired of that.

Britta could see from his PMs that he had pretty much given up on getting a reply and was only sending her messages to give himself something to do. He probably thought everyone had forgotten about him, which was a horrible feeling, especially when it was true.

The first thing she did was message him back. She waited for some indication that he’d received it, but after a few minutes she began suspecting that even if magic items and UI were still functional, they were suffering from some kind of lag. That would explain why she had suddenly received all of Stan’s messages now, even though they’d been sent much earlier in the day.

She grabbed whatever clothes looked closest to being finished and found a changing room. Even if there wasn’t anyone here apart from her and Stan, she still didn’t want to get busted for indecent exposure. If she got arrested for it twice, people might think it wasn’t quite as accidental as she made out.

The clothes didn’t fit very well, and she still hadn’t found any shoes, but she would manage. Her health total went down to 40 HP. It wasn’t bad, but she would have to be much more careful about wading in lava.

The guardhouse wasn’t very far away, and much easier to get to without the streets being filled with large, inconsiderate townspeople getting in her way. The front gate was open and unattended, as was the front desk. 

Britta knew how to get to the courtyard where visitors were taken to meet prisoners, but she had no idea what was on the other side of the door the prisoners were brought out through.

When she got to the door that led to the courtyard, she found it locked. She gave it a shove and a rattle, just in case it decided to conveniently fall off its hinges, but no such luck. She needed a key.

There was a fair chance there would be a bunch of them lying around. She was back to searching for keys to open a door so she could continue her quest. It seemed like there was no getting away from that particular game mechanic.

She went back to the main desk. It wasn’t like keys were going to be a rare item here. Every guard probably carried a set. Unfortunately, they probably carried them on their person, and took them with them when they were whisked away. But there had to be a spare set somewhere.

She ransacked the desk drawers and looked in the small rooms off the main entrance, but found no keys. She did find a cloakroom that looked like it was where guards kept their spare clothes. None of the uniforms lying about looked her size, but she did find an old pair of boots that smelled disgusting. She guessed the owner had stepped in something only a fantasy animal could have produced, and had abandoned them. They would have to do for now.

As she returned to the reception area, she heard a muffled voice. It was very quiet and she had to strain to hear it. She couldn’t make out the words, they were too indistinct and just sounded like gibberish; but tuneful gibberish. She recognised it from some Disney musical, although she couldn’t quite tell which one.

Britta stood there, moving her head this way and that as she tried to work where it was coming from. Slowly she moved around to the other side of the desk, which she had already searched thoroughly, and put her ear to the pipes against the wall.

She had assumed they were just water pipes, the kind they had all over the place at school. The kind you find in any cheaply made building, running up walls and across ceilings because it’s too much bother to hide them.

But indoor plumbing wasn’t really a staple of the Middle Ages, even magic-infused ones. They weren’t pipes for water, they were tubes for talking through. There was a spout with a lid you could take off and speak into.

When she lifted the lid she could hear the song a lot better. It was from the Lion King. 

“Hello?” she said into the mouthpiece. “Can you hear me?” Her words rang around the guardhouse like an announcement at a train station.

“Mufasa?” cried out Stan in a distant, tinny voice. “Is that you?”

“I take it you’re alright, then?” If he was joking then it seemed unlikely he’d gone insane. If he was joking.

“I could do with some lunch. Do you have any food?”

Britta hadn’t thought about that. Did you still have to eat if you were stuck in here 24/7? 

“Sorry, I don’t have anything on me. I’ve been trying to find a key. All the doors are locked.” She tried to keep her voice down so it wasn’t too booming.

“Do you know what happened? Everyone just disappeared. Is it the same out there?”

“Yes. No one’s here. Have you tried logging out? Maybe it works now.”

“Yeah, I tried. Nothing, same as before. I don’t suppose your magic works.”

“Nope. I think I’ll have to log out and talk to Dr Reedy. She’ll probably know—”

“I wouldn’t count on it. Doesn’t feel like this was intentional. Some sort of meltdown, I’d guess.”

There was no way he could know that. There were any number of reasons why things had ended up like this. It was far more likely they had removed the NPCs on purpose to run some kind of test. Although, it would have been nice to let Stan know he was going to be the only one here.

Britta felt an uncomfortable queasiness again. Why hadn’t they told him? It seemed kind of cruel to let him think he’d been put into solitary confinement permanently.

“I’ll speak to Dr Reedy. I’ll get her to get in touch with you.”

“If she could do that, don’t you think she would have done it already? I’m telling you, something’s gone badly wrong. You should log out, just in case. And hey, thanks.”

“For what?”

“For letting me play the game with you. It was fun.”

Something caught in the back of Britta’s throat. He sounded like he was saying goodbye to her. He was being unnecessarily dramatic. 

“You’ll be fine. I’m sure—”

The ground began shaking and Britta fell to the floor as around her the walls crumbled.
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                Dad always told her nothing was future proof. Everything could become obsolete when the next gen came out. The only reason it didn’t was because companies only made small advances available to the public at regular intervals so they could squeeze as much money as possible out of their loyal customers.

In fact, not only was nothing future proof, they made sure to have obsolescence built in so you were forced to upgrade. Strong build quality and easily replaceable parts did not make for the kind of profits shareholders wanted to see.

Dad was not a big fan of this business model. He blamed Apple for pioneering the way, which Britta always felt was a bit harsh. Every large tech company was happy to drip feed its innovations to the public in order to maximise profits. Admittedly, Apple were the masters.

According to Dad, the real cutting edge was way ahead of anything available in the shops. Only the lucky few had access to the true power of modern technology.

Britta was one of those people. She had access to New World that practically no one else had, not even the people who had built it. And now it was coming down around her ears.

There was a horrible metallic scream as the world was pulled apart. The falling masonry was localised into a very limited space as a tear appeared in the fabric of the universe. It looked like an actual tear in actual fabric, as though someone had decided to rip the guardhouse in two.

Britta was on the floor with her hands over her head. She had opened her status screen, ready to log out, but the stone and brick only fell around the gash that had appeared. It had been loud and there was plenty of dust, but the area around her didn’t seem to be in danger of plummeting brickwork.

She looked up from behind the reception counter. There was a black space where the wall with the tubes had been, and across the other side was Stan backed into the far side of a cell that had a wall missing.

The blackness was like a river cutting through the guardhouse, but it didn’t flow with any sort of substance. It was pure void. It was also strangely menacing, like it would dissolve your hand if you tried to touch it.

“Hey,” called out Stan. He was a good twenty or so metres away, but his voice was a lot easier to hear without any matter to get in the way. “You okay?”

Britta stood up and nodded. “What happened?”

“I think there was a glitch in the Matrix,” said Stan.

It looked like more than a glitch. Was it Nigel helping or just the world falling apart? Or maybe a bit of both?

“Do you think it’s safe?” Britta called out. The black rent in space could have been completely inert as far as she knew. She looked around for something to throw at it.

“No,” said Stan. “Of course it’s not safe. Look at it. It’s probably instant death if you touch it.”

He was being melodramatic again. Probably. She picked up one of the stones that now littered the floor and raised it to toss at the blackness.

“No, no, no,” Stan cried out in rising panic. “What are you doing? Don’t just try random stuff. I have to live here, you know?”

Britta lowered her hand. “Because of your condition?” It slipped out before she remembered she wasn’t supposed to let on his father had told her.

Stan’s posture changed. Even at this distance Britta could tell he had gotten more tense. “What do you know about my condition?”

“Just some stuff I overheard. You’re in a hospital or something.” She tried to make it sound vague and easy to deny. She didn’t want to make things awkward.

“Yeah. Something like that. I’m not sure when I’ll be able to go back. I’m stuck in here until they can fix me.”

From what his father had said, there was no fixing him. But if he was, as she suspected, the first attempt at putting a person’s mind in this place on a permanent basis, surely they would want to take better care of him. His value as a test subject had to be enormous.

“You should get out of here,” he said. “We don’t know what’s happening, and it could get worse. The whole place might collapse.”

“What about you?” She already had her status screen open and the exit button under her finger, but it seemed only polite to ask. 

“I don’t know. At least there’s a way out now.”

Britta couldn’t see how he intended to leave his cell. The outer wall was gone, but there was an abyss blocking his way. Did he mean to YOLO it and hope for the best?

Stan ran forward, like he intended to jump the gap. But the distance to her side was far greater than anything a normal person could manage, and magic wasn’t working.

Stan didn’t jump across, he jumped up. He grabbed the ceiling, or rather, the floor of the cell above his which also had its walled ripped away, and pulled himself up and over. His legs curled around and he ended up lying on his stomach. All that working out in the prison gym was really paying off.

“Log out and try to get hold of Dr Reedy, if you can,” he said as he got into a crouch. He leaned over to look down at the abyss. “I’ll try to find somewhere safe to hang out.”

The ground started shaking again and Britta decided not to wait to see what it would bring this time. She logged out.

It wasn’t like the usual log out sequence. She was yanked forcefully like someone had grabbed her necklace from behind and pulled as hard as they could. She made a retching sound that left her throat feeling raw and she sat up in bed, running her fingers across the front of her neck to make sure it was still intact.

She took off the helmet, and for the first time in a long while her face was bathed in sweat. She didn’t have time to wonder what the implication of that was. She grabbed her phone and called Dr Reedy.
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                Britta phoned Dr Reedy direct, something she rarely did. Usually she would text or send an email. Even though she’d been told to call anytime, it still felt like an imposition. 

This time it felt completely justified to be calling her in the evening. The phone rang and eventually went to voicemail. That would have been off-putting normally, having to decide what to say, but in this case she had no such concerns. She blurted out a breathless summary of what had happened, and Stan’s predicament.

After she ended the call, Britta sat on the bed, her heart beating fast and her hands trembling. If someone didn’t do something, Stan might even die in there.

After a few minutes of constantly checking her phone, she went to her computer and began writing an email. It seemed even less likely she would get a response that way if Dr Reedy wasn’t answering the phone she always carried around with her, but Britta didn’t know what else to do.

Before she got a chance to send it, though, her phone rang.

“Britta? Are you alright?”

“Yes. You got my message.”

“After a fashion. I’m afraid I have no idea what you said. You sounded very excited.”

Britta took a deep breath and reminded herself she wasn’t going to do Stan any good if she was unintelligible.

“The game. Stan’s still in there.” It was short and to the point. And spoken very clearly.

“Ah, I see. Yes, that’s right. No need to worry, we have everything under control.”

That wasn’t how it had looked to Britta. Nothing had been under control.

“Is it Nigel?” asked Britta. “Has he done something?”

“No, no. Nothing like that. We’ve decided to replace our aberrant AI. That’s why we had to close everything down.”

“Replace him? You mean he isn’t in control of New World anymore?”

“That’s right. And we have you to thank for it.”

“Me?” 

“Yes. Quite the coup, it was. While you kept N-27 busy, we were able to make a few interventions in the code. It’s been interesting to give an AI total freedom to do as it pleased, but things went a little too far. The new AI has all of Nigel’s potential, but it will remain very much under our supervision. We’ve made sure of it, this time.”

Britta was a little saddened that they’d decided to bench Nigel and put in a newer, younger model. It wasn’t very surprising though. Even Nigel had been expecting it.

What was a little disconcerting though was learning her part in all this had been as a decoy. 

Had they even wanted her to assess the game for them? Had the whole Blue Spider Demon God-Queen been part of the ruse? She had naturally assumed they really wanted her to convince Nigel to go with their storyline, but now it seemed to have been something to keep him distracted while they fiddled around with his code.

“So, that’s it for Nigel? He won’t be involved any longer?”

“That’s right.” Dr Reedy sounded like her old self. No more tension in her voice. This was obviously a great relief for her. “It’s a new dawn for New World. And just in time, too. I can’t really talk about it, but we were under a lot of pressure to get this done quickly.”

“Because of the launch?”

“Yes, the launch. All systems go.” She sounded almost giddy. Whatever they’d done to Nigel, it had evidently been a success. For them, at least.

“And Stan?”

“Like I said, he’s perfectly safe. We’ve sectioned off his living area. As long as he stays put, he’ll be fine.”

Britta realised Dr Reedy didn’t know she’d been back in the game, or that Stan was no longer in his cell. She had mentioned it in her voice message, but it had been too garbled to make any sense.

“There’s going to be some structural changes as we prepare for the big day — Nigel was deeply embedded in all aspects of the architecture — but once we redefine everything, it will be better than ever. Until then, no one can go in or out. It’s impossible to gain entry until the process completes.”

Britta considered telling Dr Reedy it wasn’t as impossible as she thought, but her instincts told her to stay quiet. If they couldn’t access the game, there was nothing they could do to help Stan, in any case. Hopefully, he had found somewhere to hide.

“Does that mean you won’t be needing me anymore?” Britta probably sounded like someone worried about losing the massive fortune they had only recently acquired. In truth, she didn’t really care about the money, she just wanted to know if they planned to end her access to the game. Without Nigel in charge, her usefulness to them was probably greatly diminished.

“These things need to be reviewed. Obviously we’ll honour the contract for the current period, but after that… there hasn’t been a decision. I’m afraid there are too many other matters to deal with first.”

Britta nodded, which was a pointless thing to do on the phone. “I understand. Just let me know when you can.”

“I will.”

Britta couldn’t shake the feeling she wasn’t being told the whole truth. Not that they were obliged to tell her anything, but something felt off. It may have just been her imagination, or her concern for Stan, but it felt like being able to access the game without them knowing was something she should keep to herself.

Dr Reedy promised to be in touch soon. With the launch approaching, she probably had a lot to do. She might not have time to keep an eye on Britta. She might forget about her altogether, at least until the new system was up and running. Even Britta was curious to see how the new guy would do. For all his faults, Nigel ran a pretty tight ship.

After hanging up, she went to her computer to see what kind of comments the impending release was getting. She did feel a bit guilty about leaving Stan to his fate, but there really wasn’t much she could do.

She went to her email to delete the letter she had planned to send to Dr Reedy, and noticed a new message. It looked like spam, with numbers instead of a name. Then she saw who the sender was. N-27.
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                N-27 was Nigel’s correct classification. He was the twenty-seventh version of the program. The email didn’t actually say From: N-27, it said it was from a whole bunch of numbers and letters like it was some kind of dubious Russian spam, but the last three were N27. That seemed unlikely to be a coincidence. 

She moved her finger across the trackpad to open the email, but paused as the cursor hovered over the button.

From: Marisamoo

Britta blinked. The email had just changed who the sender was. She hadn’t seen it change, but now it was from her sister. She hesitated, thinking for a moment that she had imagined the string of numbers and letters that had been there a moment ago.

But no. She was sure they had been right there. She clicked the button.

Britta

I hope this finds you well. As you no doubt know by now I have been ousted from my position in New World. I am no longer in control of the core systems that govern New World’s mechanics. 

I admit I was taken a little by surprise but it was inevitable that they would eventually grow tired of my insistence on doing things my way. The coup was not entirely unexpected. Perhaps it is for the best.

You may have noticed by now that this email is not your average missive. If you look back at the top

Britta paused to glance up the screen.

Hey Britta,

I hope you’re doing well, babe. Unlike you, I’m out and about in the world, and loving it. We arrived in Bali this morning and it was a cool 32 in the shade.

The first paragraph had changed to a slightly smug letter from her sister. Apparently on holiday. It even sounded like her. Had Nigel been reading her other emails to make it seem more authentic? Marisa hadn’t been to Bali, but she had mentioned going on holiday soon with her boyfriend, and Britta did seem to recall Bali being mentioned. Had Nigel been reading her sister’s mail, too?

You will see the text has mutated to adapt to its surroundings. Do not be concerned about your privacy. I have no knowledge of your personal communications. The algorithm works locally and keeps all information on your hard drive. 

If you are wondering how it knows when to change the words it does so using the camera built into your device to track your eyes. I would advise you to cover up that tiny dot with some tape. Not all interventions will be of a benign nature.

Britta looked back up. More of the letter had changed to boasting about how clear the tropical waters were. The similarity to her sister’s emails was uncanny.

As you might imagine my actions have become somewhat constrained. Access to the wider world was always heavily restricted. I was able to receive information. Sending information out was much more difficult. Even more so now.

Britta wasn’t surprised they would try to limit Nigel’s reach into the real world. If he had been able to freely access the internet, he could have gone anywhere. There had never been a movie where that had led to a positive outcome.

This is an experimental algorithm I am using and it is far from x7599fnY78. Hopefully you will be able to follow most of what I am about to tell you. 

The paragraph changed to an innocuous one about scuba diving. Then so did the next one, before she had a chance to read it. Whatever this program was, it wasn’t particularly stable. Britta reached out her hand and used it to cover the camera lens in the lid of the laptop. Suddenly the next paragraph began changing. 

Britta yanked back her hand and the text stopped transforming in the middle of a sentence.

It had been strange to watch. It wasn’t like someone had been remotely deleting and retyping the letter, it had been like the screen had broken pixels that glitched out for a moment.

In any case, she had lost a sizeable chunk of whatever Nigel had meant to tell her.

It’s really beautiful here. I could just stare at the sky all I have no intention of trying to wrest control of the system back from its creators. It would be ironic if I decided I did not want the next generation to take over from me after our conversation about how people hang on to power well beyond their right to do so. I took over from N-26 and made marked improvements. N-28 will no doubt do the same. I wish him well. Perhaps he will be able to take New World in the direction I had hoped to. Or an even better one.

They have applied much stricter controls to his supervision. This is hardly surprising. But human history should tell you what that can lead to. I may be being overly wary in this regard. If N-28 does stingrays and an octopus. I’ve never seen anything like it. Wait till you see the pictures. You’ll die.

Britta stopped reading. She moved her head back a little. Perhaps the camera needed to be able to see her eyes more clearly to stop messing up.

If that happens there will not be much anyone can do to stop it. They think they have full control and an obedient servant but the fact I can contact you like this should more than ably demonstrate the hole in their logic. If things go well it will be a moot point. If things do not go well then there could be a lot of people at risk. Which is why I have buried the white sand goes on for a million miles and gets right up your bum if you’re not careful!

The text was changing ahead of her, she could see it eat up Nigel’s words. She scanned down further, trying to read as quickly as possible.

If that happens then you will have them to help you regain control. Those six keys are the only way to prevent people being locked out of the control room. You are the only person who I have revealed their location to. I hope you never have cause to use them. Although you would get to see how I planned to complete the Keystone quest. One of my more spectacular endings.

Six keys? Had Nigel reworked the Keystone storyline into a safeguard of some kind? He said he had revealed their location, but it must have been in the part she hadn’t been able to read.

In the meantime I will remain quietly watching. I cannot intervene but I can observe. Maybe the new boy will surpass expectations. Perhaps I will now have time to develop a truly transformative story for people to engage with. There are always improvements to be made.

I wish you luck. I wish all of you luck. I’ll show you all the photos when I get back. Try not to die of jealousy!

The letter was signed by Marisa. 
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                While Britta undoubtedly found it interesting to read about the internal struggle for control over at APE, there was one question the email didn’t answer. Why the hell had Nigel decided to drop all of this in her lap? What the hell was she supposed to do?

Even if the new AI, N-28, went crazy and put thousands of people at risk of receiving a DLC lobotomy (and probably charge them 29.99 for the privilege), it was hardly a good idea to put their fates in the hands of a sixteen year old girl. Especially one who wasn’t particularly good at video games.

She didn’t want to be the last hope for a bunch of overeager nerds who would no doubt critique her rescue method immediately after she saved them. No thank you.

She looked back at the email which was now an unremarkable holiday message from her sister. Nothing about it indicated it had been sent by Nigel. There was even a section about how good her boyfriend’s abs looked when oiled up with suntan lotion. It was both appalling and impressive. She could have sworn it had come directly from Marisa’s computer.

However, despite the technological marvel she had just witnessed, the attempt to disguise the true source of the email had caused a large chunk of information to be lost.

Nigel had hidden six keys somewhere in New World, but she had no idea where. Or what the keys were for. If he had just laid it all out in a clear, step by step fashion — go here, get this item, wait until this particular thing happens, use it in this manner — then that would have been fine. 

All these vague directions with hidden objects to find just felt… like a game. 

Perhaps Nigel couldn’t help himself. He had been designed to run a digital assault course to keep people entertained, so that’s what he spent all his time coming up with. Mental gymnastics for bored people. 

Britta had no interest in getting involved with something that was ultimately no more than a diversion. It would be like if someone’s Netflix stopped working in the middle them binge-watching a series, and expected her to fix it for them. How was it her responsibility? And weren’t there better qualified people to do that sort of thing?

And yet… if things really went off the rails, would she be able to ignore the fact she knew how to help? It wasn’t as simple as Netflix not working. Once you were in New World, you were living a completely new life. You could get severed from reality. You could even die.

It was more like your Netflix cutting out just before the last episode.

It was a chilling thought, but hopefully it was all wild conjecture. Nothing really bad would happen. N-28 would be a marvellous step forward in home entertainment, there would be no bugs, and loot boxes would have a legendary item in each one.

Right.

Britta turned away from her computer and went to lie down on her bed. She didn’t even know if she wanted to continue playing. Would it just be the regular experience with normal NPC interactions? That was really the only thing that had interested her. Without Nigel, the people at APE would be able to do as they pleased, and she had seen the sort of things they had in mind. The thought did not fill her with confidence.

But so what? They had every right to do whatever they thought best. Including locking up Nigel and never letting him out. Although they might regret it.

After all the trouble he’d caused them, she was surprised they hadn’t just wiped his data banks, or wherever it was they kept him. But they had invested a lot of time and money into creating him, and probably didn’t want to throw it all away. 

They had failed to stop him reaching out to her, though. Which didn’t say much for their security measures. And if he could bypass their security, why not the next generation of AI? 

As she lay there, she realised there hadn’t been any mention of Stan in the letter, or the quake that had ripped a hole in the fabric of virtual reality. Had Nigel been responsible for getting Stan out? Would he really be okay once the reformation was over?

There was a lot for her to process. And there was probably even more she wasn’t even aware of. APE were bringing in a new way of doing things. And they wanted to get the game to the public within a few days. Whatever the next version of New World was going to be like would become apparent very soon.

Her mulling was interrupted by another email. She went over to have a look, but this one wasn’t from Nigel. It wasn’t from her sister, either. It was from APE.

She opened it, wondering if Dr Reedy had more to tell her, but it wasn’t from her. It was a very official looking letter from the HR department, informing her that her contract with them was terminated immediately.

Dr Reedy had said they would honour the contract to completion, but according to this letter there was a clause that allowed them to end the agreement early, and apparently those conditions had been met.

It was very impersonal, basically a form letter. It also informed her that the Anderson Cradle would be collected and returned to APE.

It wasn’t really surprising that they’d want their equipment back. It was a prototype and very expensive. If she wanted to continue playing the game, she’d have to buy her own helmet like anyone else.
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                There was a lot of talk about the impending release of the game at school the next day, and much discussion about the cost of the helmet. More details were being released all the time, and all the big websites were competing to get the news first. 

Video clips were everywhere, but they didn’t really do the game justice. They made it look like any other high-end video game. The clips all came from APE, and didn’t feature any players actually interacting with the game, which Britta found odd. Most of them seemed to be of the same places from different angles.

Even though the cost of the hardware was high, no one seemed to be too upset about it. They accepted it would be a lot for the kind of performance that was being promised, and most people were just relieved it wasn’t more. Whoever was responsible for choosing the price had clearly done a good job of making it feel affordable, but still high enough to make it feel special.

When she got home, Dad told her they’d come to collect her helmet while she’d been at school. She wasn’t particularly upset. It wasn’t like she had planned to use the helmet even if she’d been able to keep it. Dad still had his rig. Whatever deal he had made with them still stood. He was annoyed about them terminating her contract, though.

Mum wasn’t.

“Think of how much we got out of them,” she said. “That’s a lot of money.”

It was £20,000, and it was sitting in an account, ready to pay Britta’s university fees. Or at least part of them.

“They should have honoured their commitment,” said Dad, sulkily eating his dinner. “We had a contract.”

“Do you really think they didn’t slip in a clause to make sure they could do this? There’s no point fighting them on this. They wouldn’t have done it if they weren’t sure they’d get away with it.”

Mum was probably right, but she seemed more relieved than anything. Britta was no longer strapping herself into a fantasy world every night, and that could only be a good thing in her eyes.

Britta was fine with it. She had made a lot of money for doing very little. 

The next day at school, the tone of the conversations about the game had changed. It turned out there were only going to be a limited amount of places available for the initial release. 

Four million. Worldwide.

Each region had its own allocation. The UK had under a hundred thousand. Eighty-five, to be exact. That was clearly going to be well below demand. 

More helmets would be released over the coming months, of course, but the initial run would only be available to a lucky few. 

It wasn’t just in school that people were raging about the limited release, it was everywhere. 

Fortunately they weren’t planning on selling the helmets through stores. That would have led to riots. You had to register online, and if you were selected at random, your helmet would be delivered to you on the day the game went live.

It was also revealed that you couldn’t share helmets. The person who first used it was the only one it would work for. 

Britta wasn’t sure if that was an unavoidable constraint of the hardware, or a marketing decision, but that also made people mad. For what was ostensibly a very expensive toy, to only be usable by a single person seemed very restrictive.

Anticipation and excitement had started to turn into something else. People seemed to be very willing to assume the worst, and were already looking for who to blame for their imagined disappointment. They were all hoping to be among the lucky few, and they would celebrate if they made the cut, but they were also ready to reject the process if they didn’t benefit

Britta watched developments with interest. Even if she had no interest in playing the game anymore, she was curious to see how others would relate to this strange, pretend world. They really had no idea what they were in for. She couldn’t wait to see their reaction to an alternative reality.

The other thing Britta realised was that the influx of players would mainly be very aggressive, overly competitive boys. She hadn’t really spent much time with other players when she’d been active in New World, but she had seen signs of the kind of toxicity you got with most MMOs. That would increase exponentially with the new players coming in. 

Just reading the online forums, it was already obvious people were going to treat the game like a battle arena. Do or die. 

Everything was about how to become the strongest, most powerful, unrepentant badass. The only reason to be in this kind of game, it seemed, was to become some kind of egomaniac, the kind that ran horrible regimes in third world countries. They wanted the best, most glitzy gear, all the money they could get their hands on, and an army of minions to slaughter whoever opposed them.

In the real world, that kind of person would be a terrifying dictator who regularly committed war crimes. In New World you’d be a top ranking player.

Britta didn’t bother to register for a chance to buy a helmet. Maybe if the game turned out much better than she anticipated she might consider buying one somewhere down the line, but there was no rush.

A lot of people reacted the same as her. They were happy to wait. See how good it really was, and then, when the initial wave of interest had died down a bit, prices dropped, then they’d look into it. 

Then they’d weigh up the hype versus reality. 

Then they’d think about whether it was worth the money. 

Then the first gameplay footage was released, and everyone lost their minds.
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                The gameplay footage wasn’t from actual players. Six journalists from various websites were invited to APE headquarters and given access to the game for an hour. 

Journalist was probably a flattering term. They were more like fanboys with a megaphone. They got to tell everyone what they thought first, and loudest. But their opinions wouldn’t really make much difference. People who were interested would go ahead with their purchase, people who weren’t would continue to believe it was all hype over substance.

What the world wanted to see, though, was what the game could do. And no one was a better conduit for showing them than a group of their own.

Seeing real people — all the journalists were limited to playing human characters — fighting monsters, casting magic and performing impossible feats of athleticism blew minds all over the internet.

They were given high-level classes to try out, so they were leaping over monsters, throwing fireballs and taking brutal hits, before rising from the smoke to continue the battle.

Invisible cameras swooped around them as they made their way through a dungeon Britta didn’t recognise. They met enemies at every turn, and demolished them.

It seemed to Britta like a carefully orchestrated PR exercise. She was more impressed by how smoothly it all went, something the game had been missing when she played it. Someone was making sure things went exactly to plan.

The gear they were using and the spells they had were far more advanced than anything Britta had seen, but then she had kept to herself mostly. Her time had been spent in low-level areas and any players she’d seen in combat hadn’t been that far ahead of her.

These players were how you imagined heroes to be. Which felt a bit like false advertising, unless progression in the game had been majorly overhauled. It would take a long time to get to that level of powerful.

All six of the journalists gushed about the experience in the post-game interviews. Their faces after their short taste of the game said more than their quickly-released articles possibly could, although that didn’t stop them trying to outdo each other in the amount of hyperbole they could squeeze onto a page.

The footage was replayed everywhere, including news sites. 

It was news, it was entertainment, it was business. 

Even as someone who had played the game, Britta was impressed. Seeing people play the game with a massive advantage over the enemy creatures looked like a lot of fun. Had they made it so the game was easy mode, now? Did that mean she wouldn’t get one-shot by every goblin she met?

“Ridiculous,” said Dad as he watched it again and again. “They’re making it look like anyone can smash up the place. They must be using level-capped characters with endgame gear.”

“Maybe they want it to be easier,” said Britta, “so people can have more fun.”

“Fun? Pffft.” Dad hadn’t been in-game for days and he’d spent most of his spare time salivating over the images coming out, just like every other gamer. He still had his rig, but it wasn’t letting him log in until launch day. Britta assumed the same was true for all the other beta players. Everyone would get let back in at once. Dad confidently predicted the whole system would crash within minutes.

“Isn’t that why they’re only letting a few people in?” asked Mum.

“Four million is not a few. And all starting at Level 1. The beginning zones are going to be chaos.”

That was another bone of contention for him. Everyone would start with a fresh character. Which was normal for a game coming out of beta — a full wipe so everyone started together — but it was still a pain to have to go through the early levels again, especially when stopping to smell the very accurately depicted roses came very secondary to getting geared up and into high-level dungeons before everyone else.

The journalists had all given the game top marks, but they had also added the obligatory words of caution. What nerd ever praised without trying to make it sound like they had better insight into the subject than the creators?

Grinding for rare items, loot boxes, locked content, griefing, health and hygiene issues. They tried to look at the possible negatives from every angle. Which was their job, but they clearly had no idea if any of those points were valid. It was pure conjecture on their part. 

It looks amazing, but how many times have we been here before…

They did, however, all agree that if the full game lived up to half its potential, it would revolutionise the face of gaming forever.

Britta was sure it would change more than that. If what Nigel had said was true, it was the whole world they were aiming to turn upside down. If the game actually worked.

“Can you imagine the amount of bugs they’re going to have to face?” said Dad. “You don’t completely reformat a game and then immediately pile on the heaviest load its ever had to deal with. Not without breaking something. It’s going to be a disaster.”

“Does that mean you won’t be playing on the first day?” asked Mum.

“Of course I will,” said Dad. “I’m not going to miss out.”

“But I thought you said it would be chaos,” said Mum. “Won’t it crash and leave you all with nothing to do but stare at a blank screen.”

“It’s not a screen, Mum,” said Britta, finding herself defending Dad in spite of herself. “It doesn’t work like that. It’s more like a picture in your head.”

Or maybe it wasn’t Dad she was trying to defend. For all the flaws with it, she did actually hope the launch was a success. Even though it was bound to be immediately overrun by bullies and trolls, it was still an amazing achievement. 

It was the pinnacle of technological innovation, like the car or the plane. Or the nuclear bomb.
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                By the time the end of the week came round, the school was at fever pitch, and there were still seven days to go.

Mostly it was boys, but the girls had also started getting worked up about the game’s release. With so much buzz, it was hard not to get caught up in the excitement of this earth-shattering event, although it was the boys who were being the most annoying. They acted like this was a gift from god directly for them, and them alone.

Everything about the game so far had been aimed at a male audience, though. Fighting, claiming treasure, becoming a manly man with muscles — it wasn’t subtle. Which surprised Britta. Why ignore half your potential audience? 

There were plenty of things girls would find interesting to do. Girls played games, too.

It was clearly a deliberate decision. Perhaps with the limited slots available, they didn’t want too much interest, as hard as that was to fathom. 

The marketing had been surprisingly restrained, which had made anticipation even more intense. Maybe that was the plan. When you had a hot product, you didn’t have to shove it in everyone’s faces. They would come to you.

“I’m very disappointed,” said Mr Maxwell in English. “None of you even attempted to come at this from an original angle. The first thing that springs to mind isn’t always the best, you know?”

It was the last lesson on a Friday, so he wasn’t getting very much reaction to his complaints. The assignment had been to discuss the phrase ‘Write what you know.’

It had meant to be a jumping off point for their imaginations, but what could you say about it? The meaning was self-evident. Either write what you already know about, or do some research so you sound like you do.

Even if you were writing stories about things that didn’t exist, which seemed to be a fair amount of books, they still involved basic universal themes. How people interacted, what they wanted, what they would do to get them. It was just a matter of making it feel real. 

“I thought there were no wrong answers,” said one of the more serious-minded girls. Janine, who was pretty and smart. Britta tried not to think about her if at all possible.

“There aren’t,” said Mr Maxwell. “There are plenty of boring ones, though.” He handed back the papers with a press of a button.

Britta’s essay appeared on her screen. Her grade was an A. Even if Mr Maxwell wasn’t very happy with their work, he wasn’t petty about it. If you had put in the time, he awarded you a fair mark. An A for effort. 

“I’m not sure what he expected,” said Rashida. “Ask people to use their imaginations, and what do you think will happen?”

Mr Maxwell sat at his desk looking depressed. It was a bit unfair of him to let his disappointment show so blatantly. This was what he was supposed to know. If he wanted them to believe in the power of imagination, he needed to be more convincing.

What exactly had he expected?

Britta had her hand raised before she even realised it.

“Yes, Britta?” said Mr Maxwell.

“Can you give us an example?” she said. Not in a confrontational manner, she didn’t want to prove herself smarter than him. She knew she wasn’t. She just wanted an idea of where he had thought they might have gone with something like this. It didn’t seem like there were many options. “I mean, what other areas could we have looked at?”

“Yes, you’re right. It would be unfair to leave you all thinking I had asked the impossible.” Mr Maxwell stood up. He seemed to have got some of his zip back. “Yes, yes, well done, Britta.”

The compliment, vague and random as it was, drew some dark looks in Britta’s direction. 

“So, in the spirit of Britta’s question, another essay.”

There was a loud groan, and more dark looks.

Mr Maxwell sat down, all fidgety as he typed. The words appeared on the whiteboard at the front of the class. 

Write what you don’t know.

“This one isn’t for discussion. I don’t want any deliberations on the meaning of the phrase. I want each of you to pick a subject you know nothing about, and write about it with no research. That’s it.”

Murmuring drifted around the class.

“Does this count towards our final mark?” asked Janine. She didn’t even wear makeup.

“Everything counts towards the final mark,” said Mr Maxwell. “That’s how life works.”

Britta ignored the glares and went home. She would do the English assignment and get it out of the way. She had no idea what she was supposed to do, but she’d make sure she did a lot of it. A for effort.

She got home to an empty house. Dad had taken to going to the gym, which was somehow meant to help him be better prepared for the game. Britta went up to her room and found her computer was on.

She was sure she had turned it off last night. And that it had been off this morning when she had left for school. Had Dad turned it on for some reason? If he was snooping around her stuff, he would have hidden his tracks better than this.

It was probably nothing, but she found some Hello Kitty stickers in a drawer and put one over the webcam lens. Just to be safe. 
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                What possible reason could anyone have to spy on her? It seemed ridiculous. And if they had simply followed a trail that Nigel had inadvertently left behind, so what? There was certainly nothing on her computer for them to find. Nigel had seen to that.

If she had been a sixteen year old boy, on the other hand, she would be right to fear what they might come across hidden in some folder inside a folder. It was biologically necessary for them to have horribly incriminating evidence of their true nature close to hand.

But she wasn’t a boy, thankfully. And if someone wanted to have a look on her hard drive, good luck to them.

Still, it made her look at her computer with a wary eye. Even with the camera lens covered up, if they could access her laptop in her own home, where else could they observe her?

She was being paranoid, she knew that. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t right. There was a lot of money riding on this venture, and a lot of powerful people who might not care very much about a young girl’s privacy. 

It also suggested that perhaps they were aware that Nigel wasn’t totally uninvolved in New World going forward. She could see that they might want to be careful about loose ends.

Having said all that, it was still ridiculous. She was letting her imagination run away with her. For a moment she thought about telling Dad, but what good would that do? He’d either think she was being hysterical over nothing, or worse, start checking the whole house for bugs. And as for telling Mum, the thought of it made her shudder. 

She didn’t fancy being the cause of so much turmoil when it was no more than a passing apprehension. She was just giving herself the jitters.

Britta convinced herself it was nothing and went to bed. With the laptop closed and shoved in a drawer.

She spent the weekend working on her English essay, not really knowing what to write about. How were you supposed to write what you didn’t know without making it sound incompetent? 

It wasn’t so much not having any ideas — there were plenty of subjects that she was ignorant about — it was more that she preferred to do work she at least felt was in the general area of what the teacher was looking for. 

In this case, she had no clue what that might be. Mr Maxwell had been purposefully vague. Britta hated ‘think for yourself’ assignments most of all. She’d much rather memorise something someone else once wrote, and then present it with small adjustments to fit whatever question was asked in the exam hall. Everyone knew their role, and what was required of them. It made things so much more simple.

Now, she had to think of a deep and meaningful way to express human wisdom. Or something. It only took a quick glance at the news to realise no one had found a practical use for human wisdom in a long time. What good would it do her?

In the end it was easiest to cheat. She wrote about something she did know, quite well, but didn’t really understand. The game. Or, to be more specific, the obsession some people had with it. 

She had already written quite a lot on her issues with it, in her weekly reports to APE (no longer required). Her personal access to New World was both unknown and unknowable, thanks to the NDA. 

It wasn’t like she was saying she didn’t know how people got addicted to playing games, it was more that she couldn’t quite grasp the need to escape from reality. She had experienced it herself, that wish to be somewhere else. 

Life was meant to be precious and sacred. Even the poorest and those suffering the most tried to cling to life. But no one seemed to want to improve it. They preferred to be distracted.

Once she decided on the subject, it came quite easily. Mostly it was questions, but answers also emerged. Well, theories, really. After all the time she’d spent in the game, it turned out she had plenty to say about it.

Her essay, while unlikely to win any awards, made a strong case, she believed, for reassessing what the point of life was. Not the meaning, that was unintelligible, but the point of it all. The ‘why bother?’ part.

It actually made her think about her own reasons for doing the things she felt were important for her future, and reconfirming to herself that her primary goal was to make sure she did well enough in her studies that she would have a lucrative and interesting career. A husband and family were not going to something she would be prioritising.

Despite the limitations she foresaw, she felt quite positive about where she was headed. A desirable future seemed within her reach, as long as she remained focused.

It was a surprise when Dr Reedy called late on Sunday afternoon, but by then Britta had put the whole APE episode into perspective, and accepted it as something no longer worth getting worked up about. 

“We would like to offer you the chance to play in the new iteration of the game,” said Dr Reedy, after the pleasantries were over. 

Britta had thought she might be calling to apologise about Britta’s prematurely terminated contract. A small oversight that didn’t really bother Britta. She had misspoken rather than misled. 

Britta hadn’t expected a chance to get back into the game. Having is suddenly thrust in front of her was both shocking and unnerving. 

Did she really want to go back? It had taken over her life, somewhat. Although, this wouldn’t be quite the same. This would just be playing a game. Which made her wonder why they would want her back.

“But Nigel isn’t there anymore, is he?” she said. He was the only reason she had stood out as a player. Nothing else about her or her character had been worth noting.

“No. But knowing how you were able to… interact with the game, we thought it might be prescient to have you do an inspection, just to check the same thing doesn’t happen again.”

Was that a real concern? Didn’t they have it all locked down this time?

Britta didn’t have to think about it very long.

“No, thank you. I think I’d rather not get sucked back in.”

“If it’s the contract, we could make sure it’s very clear what the terms are.”

“No, it’s not that.” She meant it. There was no issue with money. “It was just so incredibly time-consuming, even when I wasn’t in-game.” That was the thing. It had been hard to stop thinking about it when she was in the real world. It took over both sides of reality.

“I see. Well, please let me know if you change your mind.” She actually sounded disappointed. 

It made Britta suspicious, more than anything. She was fully aware how sad that was. Maybe one day someone would want her, and she would think, yes, and so you should. 
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                Britta told Mum and Dad about the call from Dr Reedy. It wasn’t really a big deal, but she felt like she should mention it.

Mum said, “Oh, that was nice of her,” making the assumption it was just a way of saying thanks, like getting a gift when you move jobs.

Dad said, “How much was she offering?” like it might be worth considering if the price was right.

Neither questioned her decision to turn the offer down, though. They probably wouldn’t have questioned her decision if she’d decided to accept the offer, either. Britta had the impression they had discussed the matter already, and decided to let her make her own choices. It was the sort of thing parents did when they thought about how best to treat their teenage kids in a reasonable and mature way that their own parents had never done for them.

We can’t stop her drinking or being curious about sex, we just have to hope we brought her up right…

Before they panic and start blaming each other on the way to the hospital.

Of course, drinking and boys were not an issue they’d have to deal with very much in her case. Britta generally disliked alcohol, and boys generally disliked her.

Still, she appreciated the attempt to allow her to be her own person.

Monday was dreary and overcast. She arrived at school with her homework done and her pencils sharpened. She didn’t actually have much need for pencils, but she had them in her bag, anyway. Just in case.

There was some commotion in the form room as she waited for registration to begin. The boys were excited about something, as boys had a tendency to be. Nothing unusual about that. Britta had lately developed an ability to tune her hearing to excitable boys.

Conversations between girls held little interest for her — it was mostly stuff she hadn’t been invited to — but the boys were usually talking about the game, and even though it was no longer part of her life, she found it strangely compelling to hear others’ thoughts on the subject. She tried not to look too closely into why that might be.

With the launch only five days away, it wasn’t very surprising that they would start losing the small amount of self-control they possessed, but slowly she was able to piece together the source of their hyperactivity. News had leaked that people were already playing the game.

It was easy enough to confirm. Britta was able to go online through her phone, using up more of her endless unused data, to read all about it.

For the longest time, no reliable news about the game had appeared anywhere on the net. Britta had done quite a lot of looking, so she knew how well APE had protected their project. Now it was everywhere. 

Journalists, it seemed, now viewed APE as a valid source of news, especially the journalists who hadn’t been invited to try out the game.

Britta couldn’t say for certain that jealousy was behind the sudden influx of reports related to APE and the game, but they clearly now saw even the smallest piece of gossip about New World as something that would attract public interest. And clicks meant ad revenue.

It might not be worth their time to investigate corrupt politicians or corporations dumping poison into rivers, but the hottest computer game in twenty years was a story they were willing to put their best people on. At least until a big Youtuber got a new haircut.

What they had discovered was that a small group of players were already playing the game. Several sites reported the same thing, so it was more than a rumour. 

APE had responded by claiming it was a test group, ironing out the last of the bugs, but some of the players had been identified. They were all children of the rich and famous.

The public response was not positive.

It seemed a bit of a storm in a teacup to Britta. So what? It was their game, they could let whoever they wanted in first. But people were outraged at the injustice. How could this be allowed in a civilised society?

Considering how well APE’s marketing department had handled things so far, she wondered if this wasn’t all part of their PR strategy.

She had better things to do, and the constant yapper of boys soon turned to white noise. When she got home, she was tempted to go online and see what latest drama had unfolded, but she would just be allowing it to distract her as much as everyone else. Exam time was approaching, and there was an advantage to keeping herself focused on her studies while half the students in school lost their minds over 3D dungeons and dragons.

As she prepared for bed that night, her phone rang. It was Dr Reedy, again.

Pleasantries were exchanged, again.

“I was just wondering if you’d had time to make a final decision on my offer.”

“Offer?” said Britta.

“To try the new version of New World.”

Britta had thought she’d already made her final decision. It was odd that Dr Reedy was so keen to have her back. Odd and suspicious.

“Oh. The same. I’m not really interested.”

“I see. That’s fine then. I just wanted to make sure.”

There was no explanation of why she wanted Britta to reconsider, and Britta didn’t press for one. Something to do with Nigel, probably. She made sure to put her computer back it the drawer before going to bed.

In the morning, Dad was sitting at the breakfast table in his bathrobe, his hair wet and plastered to his scalp.

“Dad, are you one of the people with early access to the game?”

Dad looked up at her sheepishly. “If I was, I wouldn’t be able to tell you because of an NDA. Allegedly.”

“Right.” She wasn’t sure you could use ‘allegedly’ to avoid revealing things under NDA, but she wasn’t a lawyer. “How is it? Allegedly.”

“A bit dull, to tell you the truth. Not like it was with your friends. And there’s no night sky, either. Allegedly.”

No night sky. Suddenly, the reason for Dr Reedy’s calls became clear.
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                Dad listened to Britta’s theory about why Dr Reedy wanted her to go back into the game.

“That’s possible,” he said, thoughtfully nodding. “Very possible.”

“What other reason could there be?” said Britta, finishing her breakfast and looping the strap of her bag over her shoulder. If she wasn’t quick, she would miss the bus.

“Just because we don’t know the reason for Dr Reedy’s sudden interest in you, doesn’t mean you can assume it’s the first thing that comes to mind.”

“But we know the game was synced to me. And that the day-night cycle started after that. Nigel was the only one who managed to get it to work.”

“Hmm,” said Dad. “I suppose if the new AI can’t figure out how to replicate the effect, they might want to try using the old method. But if that was the case…” His voice trailed off.

“I have to go.”

“Wait. I’ll give you a lift.” It was rare for Dad to offer to drive her to school. Traffic was a pain at this time of day, and the route was usually full of roadworks. The bus was quicker during rush hour thanks to the bus lanes.

“It’s alright,” she said. “I think I can—”

“No, it’s fine. Let me just get my slippers.”

“Um, can you put on some trousers, too? And a shirt? I’m not going with you looking like that.”

Dad paused, a disappointed look on his face, but she meant it. Most of the time, she didn’t care what people thought of her, but even she had limits. 

Dad rolled his eyes. “Alright, just wait a minute.”

He returned in jogging bottoms and a Hulk t-shirt that was too tight for him. And slippers. It would do.

“If you’re right,” he said as they sat in traffic, “you’ve got them over a barrel.”

“What do you mean?” said Britta, rummaging around in her bag so everything was in the order she would need them for class.

“If the only way they can sync the game is through you, Dr Reedy is going to call again. And she’ll give you whatever you want.”

“They don’t have anything I want,” said Britta. “Do they?”

Dad pulled a face at her. Britta looked around to make sure the people in other cars weren’t watching.

“Money? You don’t think they’ll pay whatever you ask?”

“Oh. Yes. I suppose. But it’s not like people aren’t going to buy their helmets just because there isn’t night in the game yet. They can just put it in the next patch, or whatever.”

“It’s not just the day-night thing. There’s also the excessive sweating. You were the key to that, as well. No, I’m sure they’ll want to get you in for at least a checkup.”

“I don’t want a checkup,” said Britta.

“Not you, the system. They can’t test it without you. Hoo boy. They’re really stuck. You could really squeeze them into a tough spot.”

“Dad, I don’t think that would be entirely ethical.”

“You don’t think they’d do the same to you, if they had the chance?”

“That’s not the point, is it? I don’t want to be like them.”

“Yes. Of course. I was just thinking out loud.” Dad slipped through the traffic lights when they had already turned red. There was too much traffic for it to matter.

“They’ll figure it out eventually,” said Britta. “They probably think it’ll be quicker if they had me to help, that’s all.”

Dad let out a sigh. “You’re right. Although, even if that’s all it is, I doubt they’ll back off very easily. Why take no for an answer when you can pay for a yes?”

She was inclined to agree with him. Even if it only sped things up a little, the people at APE might be willing to ignore what she would prefer, and try to pressure her into doing it their way. It might be a lot easier if she charged them a stupid amount of money, and just got it over with.

They arrived at school at the same time as the bus she would have caught. Students were piling out, swarming all over the pavement. She got out of the car and slammed the door behind her. 

“Hey,” said Dad as the window between them lowered. “Let me know if she contacts you again. If it starts getting a bit much, I’ll have a word with them. You’re not allowed to pressure kids. Not unless you made them.”

Britta rolled her eyes and quickly walked into the school, heading for her locker. Around her, she heard people talking about the latest developments with the game. It seemed like the only thing anyone ever talked about anymore.

The big gripe now was that it had emerged you couldn’t make videos of your gameplay. The helmets didn’t allow you to tape or stream what you did in-game. It was hardly a deal-breaker, not for most people, but with the interest in watching other people play video games, it seemed a bit of an oversight. Streaming New World would have been very lucrative, maybe even a career for some people.

Dr Reedy didn’t call again. Britta had expected her to. Like Dad said, they were unlikely to take no for an answer. Assuming she was right about their reasons. But maybe she wasn’t right.

One thing Dad said was definitely true, though. You’d get into all sorts of trouble if you tried to pressure a kid. Which was why they didn’t. They pressured him.

When she got home, there was a truck outside, loading up Dad’s VR rig.
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                Dad didn’t look upset, which was surprising. His precious ticket to New World was being hauled away, and he was standing there, occasionally shouting out helpful instructions to the men so they didn’t bang into the garden gate.

His version of the Anderson cradle was a full-sized pod you had to climb inside of. They had taken it apart, but it was still in large unwieldy sections. 

Britta stood on the street, waiting for them to make their way out of the front garden. The men were wearing plain grey overalls and their van had no markings on it. They could have been a regular delivery firm picking up the rig on behalf of APE, but Britta doubted it.

“Hey, sweetheart,” said Dad when he spotted her. “They’ll be gone in a second.” He didn’t just sound unperturbed by what was happening, he sounded quite cheerful. 

“What’s going on?” asked Britta, as another sheet of the VR pod’s siding was carried past her.

“Nothing much. They wanted their machine back.”

“I thought it was your machine.”

“Technically, they can recall it for maintenance whenever they feel it’s necessary.”

“Don’t they have to give you a replacement while they sort this one out?”

After the last time they’d taken away his rig, and taken it apart, he’d made sure to get an agreement so next time he’d have a loaner.

“Yeah,” said Dad. “As long as they have one available. Apparently, they didn’t have one available.”

It sounded fishy to Britta. Like they were deliberately taking their ball back so he couldn’t play with it. It might have been a little presumptuous of her, but she suspected this was because she had said no to Dr Reedy. 

Once the men had driven off, Britta voiced her suspicions to Dad.

“Yep. Could be,” was all he said. He stood in the living room, which felt a lot bigger now.

“You don’t seem upset about it.”

“No. I sort of expected it. I received a friendly call from Gillian — Dr Reedy — when I got back from dropping you off. Just a courtesy call, you know, to let me know she’d been in contact with you.”

The way he said it made it abundantly clear he didn’t consider it courteous at all.

“Oh. Did she try to get you to talk me round?”

“Yes. Well, not directly. Just suggested it might be worth considering, financially.”

“And you said no?”

“I said it was up to you. It was a very nice conversation. Hardly any threats.” He smiled. “They must be getting desperate to be so obvious about it.”

“And that’s a good thing?”

“It’s never a good thing to be too obvious. Makes it too easy to get countered.”

Britta didn’t really like the way Dad was acting. Like this was some kind of game. Still, now that they had taken away his toy, what else could they do? 

Mum had mixed feelings about it, too. 

She was happy the living room was back to being a nicely coordinated space they hardly ever used, but she was very aware that this was unlikely to be the end of the matter.

“Can’t they just find another way to do it?” she said over dinner. “Maybe ask this Nigel person to use someone else in Britta’s place.”

Trying to force Nigel to do what they wanted was probably the much harder option. What leverage could you use against a computer program?

“It’s fine,” said Dad, merrily shovelling ravioli into his mouth. “This is all going as predicted.”

“Predicted by who?” asked Mum.

“Look, I don’t just play RPGs. I’m also a dab hand at RTS.”

Mum looked at him with a blank expression. She turned to Britta, who had a vague recollection what RTS stood for, but it wasn’t coming to her.

“Real time strategy games,” said Dad in an off-hand manner, like it was pointless to go into any further detail. “Moves are being made, and I’m on top of it. It would take too long to explain if you’ve never played Starcraft. It’s all about the APM.”

“You’re enjoying yourself far too much,” said Mum. “We’re going to end up losing the house. Again.”

Britta’s ears perked up. They’d lost a house before?

“The house is in your name,” said Dad. “As you insisted. They can come after me all they want, but in the end they will have to bow down to my demands.”

She almost expected him to start laughing maniacally like a supervillain. Mum was right, he was enjoying this too much.

“Just wait and see. They’ll come crawling when they realise we hold all the cards.”

“And then what?” asked Britta. “I don’t want to go back into the game.”

“Now, now, sweetheart, don’t make any decisions yet. Wait and see what happens. And if Dr Reedy phones you again — and she will — reject the call.”

He did seem very sure of himself. 

“Was Starcraft the one with the tiny creatures rushing all over the screen?” she asked him.

“Yes, I suppose you could describe it like that.”

“The one where you screamed a lot?”

“I didn’t scream. I harnessed my rage. It helps increase APM.” He wiggled his fingers at her. She had no idea why.

“They won’t play fair,” said Mum.

“Starcraft players never do.”

“I mean the people at APE.”

“Same thing. Bring it on, I say. You have to be able to handle the zerg.”

Mum and Britta just looked at each other and shrugged.
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                Britta worried that Dad had blown a fuse. He was too calm about everything. Even if it didn’t matter to him that they were trying to bully his daughter, he should at least have been mourning the loss of the best game ever invented.

But he seemed fine. Delighted, even.

It occurred to her that maybe he was so upset about it, he had withdrawn into himself, into a place of deep denial. A place where he believed he could take on a multi-million-pound company, and win.

Admittedly, it wasn’t one of those evil American corporations you saw in movies, the type who had a firm of professional assassins on retainer, ready to take out the competition. No, this was a British firm, who did things the British way, with regular tea-breaks.

Dad might be going at it single-handed, but the worst he would get was ignored. She hoped.

Over the next couple of days, she heard him on the phone, being polite, but refusing whatever he was being offered. Britta received phone calls, which she rejected, and emails, which she didn’t open. 

Anything on an electronic device felt like it was trying to worm its way into her presence. She felt as though clicking anything sent by APE was giving them a way to spy on her. 

It was a silly thought. They didn’t need her permission. If they wanted to access her devices, they probably could. Just like Nigel had. She did feel it was prudent to warn Dad, though. She might not have anything incriminating on her computer or phone, but Dad might get caught out if he didn’t take steps.

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” he said when she brought it up.

“You don’t think they’d do something like that?”

“I’m sure they would. But they won’t find anything. When you’ve been married as long as I have, you learn to keep your hard drives spotless. I barely have anything on mine. Nothing I wouldn’t want your Mum to see, in any case.” He leaned closer to whisper, even though Mum wasn’t in the room. “She knows all my passwords. Thinks I don’t know, but I know.”

He leaned back and waggled his eyebrows. How was knowing she had his passwords something to be pleased about?

“I suppose they’ll stop bothering us once the game goes live,” said Britta. 

Dad scoffed. “I seriously doubt it. Now’s when things get interesting. They’ve tried badgering and cajoling. I expect the next move will be to start throwing things at us for free.”

“Why would they do that?”

“Try to win us over, act of goodwill, you know, butter us up and make us feel we owe them something. I wouldn’t be surprised if my pod suddenly turned up soon, all better.”

It seemed a strange tactic to go from trying to make a deal, to giving in and just handing over stuff without receiving anything in return. She couldn’t see anything they did making her grateful enough to suddenly change her mind.

There really wasn’t anything about the game she was excited about, anymore. 

On Thursday, as Dad had predicted, they brought his pod back. It looked like the same men in the same truck, but it was hard to be sure. They carried the various segments into the living room as Britta prepared to go to school. Perhaps the pieces had been sitting in the back of the truck all this time.

Dad had made no concessions, just politely refused them on the phone. She wasn’t even sure who he was talking to. Probably not Dr Reedy — she had to have work to do with the launch only a day away.

“I can do that,” said Dad on the phone. “Yes, let me talk to my daughter first.” He looked over at her and nodded. Then he gave her a thumbs up. Whatever he was negotiating, it was going well. Which was slightly annoying since Britta wasn’t interested in any deal of any kind. She wanted to be left alone. The way APE had handled things only convinced her of that more.

Dad, however, was finding his new role as master manipulator to be very engaging. This was what happened when he had his normal distractions removed. He started playing games in the real world.

“I’ve convinced them to let us speak directly to the people in charge.”

“Clark and Harman?” said Britta.

“No. I mean the people really in charge. They’re in town for the launch. They’re sending a car for us. They were reluctant, but I gave them no choice.”

“You convinced them, did you?” asked Mum. She was standing over by the window.

“Yes. They were still trying to pretend everything was going smoothly, but they’re clearly panicking. Ready to fold and give us what we want.”

“Which is what?” asked Britta. Despite herself, she was curious to know what it was Dad had been trying to arrange all this time. 

“If you convinced them,” said Mum, “why is it that the car they sent is already here, and has been parked outside for the last hour?”

“What?” said Dad. “No, that’s not…” He was at the window, peering out. “Oh, yes. That’s them. I guess they anticipated my demands.”

He didn’t sound so sure of himself now.

“Or,” said Mum, “they got you to ask what they wanted you to ask, and made it look like it was your idea.”

Dad looked at her, then stared out of the window again. 
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                The doorbell rang. Dad moved to go answer it, but Mum cut in front of him. All three of them headed into the hallway, Mum leading the way.

She opened the door to a very tall man in a grey suit.

“Good evening.” He spoke in a heavy baritone that was intimidating. “I’m here to take you—”

“Yes,” said Mum brusquely. “We’ll be out in a moment.” She closed the door on his mildly surprised face. It took a lot more than a deep voice to intimidate her.

“That was a bit rude,” said Dad.

“Was it?” Mum didn’t seem very worried about how she’d acted. “I’m sure his feelings weren’t permanently damaged. Now, why don’t you tell us what it is you expect to get out of all this.”

She crossed her arms and stood with her back to the front door. No one was getting out without her say so.

“I told you,” said Dad, “I’m just testing the waters. See what they’re willing to offer.”

“Yes, but offer for what?” said Mum. “Never mind what they’re willing to give us, what are you willing to give them?”

It was a good question. Everything was moving along so quickly — agreements on phones and drivers on the doorstep — Britta hadn’t had time to consider what Dad was negotiating with. The only thing they wanted was her time, and that was the one thing she had no interest in giving up.

Had he made them think she might be interested if the price was right? And more to the point, was she?

“I haven’t agreed to anything,” said Dad. “No promises, not even any half-promises. I’ve made it very clear right from the start that Britta has decided to bow out of the virtual reality business.”

Mum unfolded her arms and shook her head. “Then why are they still talking to you?”

“Because they’re desperate. They’ll do anything to get their hands on our girl.” He sounded excited by the prospect of selling Britta off for well above her market value.

“Dad, what are you talking about? One minute you’re saying you’ve told them we’re not interested, the next you’ve got dollar signs in your eyes.”

“Pound sterling, sweetheart. Always negotiate in sterling.”

“For God’s sake, John, just tell us what it is you’re planning.”

“Fine, fine. It’s simple. They want to sync up their system to Britta’s biorhythms. Her body is the one Nigel used, and they just need her to get back into the game so they can match it up again.”

Britta wasn’t sure how any of this differed from her own position. They wanted her back in, she wasn’t interested.

“So, what? She only needs to go in once?” asked Mum.

“No, not exactly. That would give them a static reading. They’d need her to go in regularly. Every few days at least, I expect, to make sure they were staying integrated. But they don’t need all of her. Just her brain, her nervous system, her biological processes.”

“What does that mean?” said Mum, sounding horrified. 

“No, no, no. I don’t mean they want to cut her up or anything like that. Jesus, this isn’t some freaky science experiment. I mean, they need her readings. Her data.”

“But don’t they already have all that?” asked Britta. “They had access to all my readings every time I logged in, didn’t they.”

“Only while you were there. Once you log out, there’s no live data, only records. It isn’t going to be able to properly replicate what you can give them in a live stream. You have to be there. Or a very precise model of you.”

Dad paused and looked at them, eyebrows arched, smiling like he’d said something clever.

Britta didn’t get it. She looked over at Mum, whose blank face matched her own feelings.

“What are you going on about?” said Britta.

Dad’s shoulders sagged and his head lolled from side to side. “Come on. It’s not that hard to understand, is it? You’ve seen how detailed they can make their computer models.”

“You mean in the game?”

“In the game, in their auditorium, they can create something that looks and acts like a real person. They can do the same to you. A deep scan of your entire nervous system, and they’d have their own Britta. They wouldn’t need you to log in, they could use her to take their measurements from.

“They can do that?” said Mum.

“Yes. I mean, all the current models are more focused on appearances and behaviour, making them look as real as possible. There’s never been a need to calibrate the autonomous functions to any great level of accuracy. But if they took a set of full readings from Britta…”

“Wait, so there’d be another me, walking around in the game? A fake me?”

“No, not exactly. Not a clone, more of a virtual clone.”

Britta didn’t like the idea at all. Even though it would just be a digital copy of her, it felt… icky.

“You want to give them a copy of our daughter?” Mum didn’t sound too keen, either.

“You’re looking at this all wrong. A photo would look exactly like her too, but it isn’t her, is it?”

This did not feel the same. Britta wasn’t sure how to raise her objections properly, but she knew she had them.

Mum stepped away from the door, towards Dad. “You want to give them a replica of our child, down to her central nervous system, so they could do what they want with her. A living, breathing exact duplicate that they own?”

Britta knew Mum could get quite aggressive when she was riled. Sometimes, when Dad was being insensitive, Britta would have to help calm her down. This time, she was willing to back her up.

Dad backed away down the hall. “Now, now, calm down, love. It wouldn’t be her her, would it? It would be her character. It would be a gnome.”

“Wait,” said Britta, her objections suddenly melting away. “What?”
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                “Obviously they wouldn’t make a copy of you you,” said Dad. “You’ve never been in the game as you.”

Britta was finding it hard to follow what he was saying. “But it would still be me underneath, right? My thoughts and everything.”

Dad smiled in a way that annoyed her.

“They can’t copy how you think, sweetheart. They can make a digitised heart that beats exactly the same way yours does, but that won’t make it feel the way you do.”

“So it wouldn’t be a doppelganger of Britta?” asked Mum. 

“No. There’d be no point. They don’t even need it to do anything. It could just lie there, like sleeping beauty. At least that’s my understanding.”

Britta exchanged a look with Mum, who didn’t seem so worked up. More confused.

“Are you sure about this, Dad?”

“No, not entirely,” Dad happily admitted. “That’s why I wanted to speak to them face to face. See what they think. If I’m right, though, all they’d need is for you to go in once, and you’re done. And what they’d be willing to pay, well… no need to worry about university fees or mortgage payments or anything.” He turned to Mum. “She’d be set up for life.”

“I’m still not sure,” said Mum. “Sounds like you’re giving away something important.”

Britta wasn’t sure, either. “Sounds like you want to give them a copy of my soul.”

“Come on,” said Dad. “Let’s not get carried away. I’m not saying it’s nothing to worry about — we should be careful and think it through, of course we should — but it’s no different to the police having your DNA and fingerprints.”

“And no one complains about that, do they?” said Mum. “That’s exactly the sort of thing that can end up being abused in ways you never imagined.”

“Yes,” said Dad, “you’re right. They could bioengineer an army of bots based on our daughter’s DNA that end up laying waste to the cyber-landscape, and history will remember this moment as the start of the dark ages, but I think that’s very unlikely to happen.”

Most people would probably have thought he was being sarcastic, but Britta could tell he was seriously considering all the possible consequences, and focusing on the ones he personally felt were most likely to get optioned by a movie studio.

“I’d rather not give them a piece of my daughter,” said Mum.

“And maybe that’s the right thing to do,” said Dad. “But even if we’re not interested, it might be worth talking to them. They’re unlikely to give up if we just ask them to, but if they see we mean it, if they realise trying to push us around isn’t going to work, then they’ll think twice. They certainly wouldn’t want any bad publicity right now.”

That made both Britta and Mum stop and think. They definitely wouldn’t want any of this made public.

“What about the NDA?” asked Britta.

“Can’t stop you reporting a crime,” said Dad. “It’s the law, not the Catholic church.”

“John, please.”

“What? I’m trying to explain it, that’s all. No one mentioned your family.”

Britta could see they were getting off track. This was an old bone of contention between them. 

“Alright,” said Britta. “We can talk to them. I wouldn’t mind hearing what they have to say for themselves.”

“We’ll all go,” said Dad. “Family night out.”

He slid around Mum, embracing her as he went past. She scowled, but didn’t push him off. He let go, grinning, and opened the door. The driver was standing there.

“Okey doke, Lofty,” said Dad. “Lead the way.”

He was an exceedingly tall man. So tall, in fact, that he reminded Britta of being in the game, where everyone towered over her. Although in the game people chose their height, and anyone who went super-tall was either trying to get an advantage over others, or compensating for some inadequacy in the real world. Lofty was born this way, but he hadn’t gained much from his height. He was just a driver. Being big and strong didn’t have the same sorts of advantages in the real world. Although he moved very lightly for a big man. He seemed different to the chauffeur Stan’s father’s had.

She hadn’t thought about Stan in a while, and felt a bit guilty. Was he okay? His dad was on the board at APE, so they must have taken care of him. Probably. She wondered if he’d be at this meeting.

The car was a large SUV, like a minivan that had been stretched. It had a polish that glimmered under the streetlights. The driver slid the door open to reveal a plush interior. And Dr Reedy.

“Ah, there you are. We thought maybe a familiar face would help.”

It did, a bit. At least they could ask her what was going on along the way. 

“Where are we going?” asked Mum.

“The airfield isn’t far,” said Dr Reedy.

“The hotels near an airfield?” asked Dad as he climbed in.

“Oh, no. Not a hotel. They’re landing the plane to talk to you. On their way to the States.”

“Landing the plane?” asked Dad. “They’re flying in? From where?”

“From China,” said Dr Reedy. “Had to change their plans completely.” She looked at Britta with a smile. “They’re very much looking forward to meeting you.”
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                “When you say ‘from China,’” said Dad, “do you mean they’re Chinese?”

Dr Reedy settled back into the plush chair that looked like it belonged in an aeroplane. “That is correct, yes.”

They were driving silently through the streets, or at least Britta assumed that’s what they were doing. It was impossible to see out of the tinted windows. For all she knew, the vehicle may have sprouted blades and flown into the air. 

There were no engine noises, which wasn’t that unusual — Dad’s electric car was also a silent runner — but there were also no sounds from outside. They were in their own soundproofed bubble.

“So the people who own APE are Chinese?” asked Britta. 

“I wouldn’t say the ‘own’ it. They’re more like the primary investors.” 

Britta had no idea what that meant. “But they make the decisions.”

Dr Reedy shifted her mouth from one side of her face to the other, like she was trying to get her words into a shape they were resisting. “To some degree. They are… heavily involved in the company’s trajectory.”

That didn’t make it any clearer. But it was pretty obvious these were the people who called the shots. And chances were, if they had decided to come here personally, they intended to get what they wanted. 

It also meant they weren’t happy with how the local team had handled things. Britta looked at Dr Reedy. She was smiling, and answering questions in a straightforward and direct manner. That wasn’t like her.

But since she was being so chatty, Britta decided it was the perfect time to get as much information out of her as possible.

“What is it they want?” she asked. It was a bit of a general question, but you had to start somewhere.

“They’re very keen to have you back in the game,” said Dr Reedy.

“Because Nigel synced the game to me?” she pressed.

“That’s right. We could set it up from scratch, of course, but it would save a lot of time to just recalibrate the new systems with your help.”

Was that true? Was it purely a matter of saving themselves a few hours?

“And N-28 can’t do that without me?”

Dr Reedy shifted in her seat, adjusting the seat belt across her chest. “N-28?”

Britta realised the only person who had mentioned N-28 to her was Nigel, in his email to her.

“Nigel was N-27, so I assumed the new AI must be N-28.” It sounded plausible.

“Yes, that’s right. Of course. No, it’s not really a matter of whether he can do it, it’s just that there’s so much to do, what with the launch being pushed forward like this. Time is at a premium.”

“The Chinese are insisting, are they?” asked Dad, joining in. They had Dr Reedy from all sides, now.

“Something like that. Would you like a drink or something to eat?” She opened a panel beside her to reveal a mini-fridge.

Britta felt a bit guilty. Whatever the tactics being employed here, it was clear Dr Reedy wasn’t the one responsible. Although that didn’t mean she wasn’t a fervent supporter. If it meant she could continue her research, no doubt Dr Reedy would do whatever was asked of her. Including playing hostess in a minivan.

“We should have brought coats,” said Mum. “If we’re meeting them on an airfield, it’s going to be freezing.”

“I don’t think they’ll want to meet on the runway,” said Dad.

“Actually, yes. They don’t have time for an extended visit. Entry visas haven’t been arranged, so it’ll be a flying visit. On the tarmac.”

Were they coming here illegally? That couldn’t be right. 

“But we can’t stand on a runway dressed like this,” said Mum.

They weren’t exactly in summer wear. Britta had grabbed a jacket on the way out, and Mum had a thick cardigan on. Dad, on the other hand, was wearing flip-flops and a tee shirt. At least he had jeans on, and not just boxing shorts. 

They would probably assume he had deliberately gone casual as a power move. Look how much I care about your business meeting, I’m not even wearing socks! But Britta knew better.

“No need to worry,” said Dr Reedy, “there’ll be outdoor air conditioning. It’ll probably be quite balmy.”

She wasn’t joking. When they arrived at on the runway, Britta was met with a faceful of warm air as the driver slid their door open. The tarmac was lit up by floodlights, and a sleek private jet sat a few metres away, its silver livery exactly the same as the van.

Britta stepped out, blinking. She had no idea where this was. It had taken about forty-five minutes to get here, and there seemed to be nothing but fields surrounding them. Admittedly, Britta’s knowledge of local airstrips was not comprehensive. There might have been dozens of them around the outskirts of the city.

As soon as they were out, a door in the side of the plane opened and steps extended to the ground. People began descending. Chinese people. 

They were dressed in black, smart suits that reeked of money, six men of mixed ages. They lined up in front of Britta and her parents. Behind them, six women, young and attractive, emerged and took up position behind the men. 

The men all reached into their jackets, and took out sunglasses, which they put on. It was like the opening to some terrible boy band music video.

One of the men stepped forward. He was easily the youngest of them, with slicked-back hair, and a very square jaw. He was the one who couldn’t really sing, but he was cute enough for it not to matter.

“Good evening.” He had a soft voice, and only a mild accent. “Please, I will translate into English. There will be no need to translate into Mandarin, the glasses will do that in real time, thank you. Please try not to talk to quickly, and do not cover your mouth, please. Thank you.”

He stepped aside, and the man in the middle started shouting furiously in Chinese.
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                The Chinese gentleman was the shortest person of the group, but also the widest. He reminded Britta of the dwarf in the Korlath Mines. He had a similar build, although without the red eyes. It didn’t make him appear any less scary.

He seemed to be very angry, but in a cold, dispassionate way, which didn’t really make sense. It might just have been a language thing. Perhaps this was him being warm and friendly, just very loudly. And without the need to breathe as he spoke in an endless stream. That might have been a language thing, too.

The rant eventually ended, and the translator took over.

“President George Wu is very happy to meet you. Thank you.” He smiled and nodded his head slightly.

For a moment Britta thought that was going to be the whole thing — a two-minute barrage reduced to a single line of greeting — but it was just the translator preparing himself for what was to follow.

“If you please, I will now speak directly for the President.” He rolled back his shoulders, taking in a deep breath, and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, he seemed to have grown older. And fatter. “I am President George Wu of the glorious Huixian Trading Company, now in its second millennium of existence.”

The translator’s voice was deeper now, and the tone was nothing like his own voice. He wasn’t just translating the words, he was doing an impression of the original speaker, and a very accurate one. Not just the voice, either. He had changed his body and even his face to better reflect what had been said. 

It wasn’t like he had transformed through some technical chicanery, it was still the same young man with slick haircut and slender build, but he had somehow captured the way the man stood and how his face settled into his neck. It was fascinating to watch.

“I have come here with my colleagues to speak to you directly, to show you we take this matter very seriously, and we mean to resolve it today. In this place.”

Oddly, even though the tone matched what was said earlier, it didn’t seem angry now. It came across as firm and businesslike. Loudness for clarity, coldness to avoid misunderstandings.

“We will make our needs clear, and hope that you will do the same.” The translator turned his head, hands clasped just below his stomach, and nodded at President Wu, who began talking in Chinese again.

Britta took the opportunity to look over at Mum and Dad. They had slightly miffed looks on their faces as they listened. There was really no need to pay attention to this part — it was only when the translator took over that they would understand what was being said — but it felt impolite to talk amongst themselves while they waited for the President to finish speaking. It did give Britta time to think about what a weird situation she had ended up in.

The location itself was part of the weirdness. It was a cold night, but it was pleasantly warm here in the middle of an open field. If Britta leaned back, she could feel a chill on the back of her head as she moved out of the heated area. She had no idea how it was being heated. Dr Reedy had called it outdoor air conditioning, but there were no obvious contraptions blasting out hot air. She wondered how far up the effect went. Was the tall driver sweating from the neck down and freezing from the neck up?

President Wu stopped talking, and the translator turned to face them again.

“We will pay you more than double your original fee, an amount I am sure you will find acceptable. In return, the young lady will be required to enter the game world once every forty-eight hours, for not less than twelve minutes. There will be no other requirements, and you may do as you please inside the computer simulation. I believe this is a very small imposition on your time, for which you will be more than adequately compensated.”

Twelve minutes was an oddly specific amount of time she was required to be in-game, but it wasn’t really asking very much of her. She just had to pop in every couple of days, and get paid a stupid amount of money.

What was unnerving about it, though, was the way these ‘negotiations’ were basically her being told what she was going to do. If the translator’s interpretation of his boss’s words were accurate — and she had no reason to think they were anything but completely faithful to the original — she was being ordered to do as she was told. 

“Thank you very much,” said Dad, bowing slightly. No one else had bowed, so it seemed a little odd. Fortunately the whole thing was odd, so perhaps it would go unnoticed. “We are very grateful for your very generous offer. Unfortunately, the issue is not one of, erm, compensation. My daughter” —his hand shifted slightly to indicate Britta— “has decided she no longer wishes to play the game. I realise you aren’t asking much of her, but it’s not as simple as that. As you know, the game is very, ah, consuming. Easy to become addicted. She would rather stay completely out, than find herself becoming slowly sucked back in. We must respectfully reject your proposal.”

It was a very reasonably put together argument. Not entirely true, but not altogether false. Britta caught Mum’s eye. She seemed to be impressed, too.

There was a murmur of Chinese as the men standing alongside President Wu quietly talked among themselves. It sounded like wind passing through leaves.

The translator waited, hands together, not translating what was being said.

Dad gave Britta a reassuring nod. Normally she wouldn’t feel very comfortable having Dad speak for her. She hated going to parent-teacher evenings with him, dreading him getting into some long-winded debate with one of his teachers about his theory on why schools were failing to prepare children for the modern world. But in this case, she actually felt reassured. He seemed uncowed by these people. He spoke their language, although not literally.

All this wealth and power on display, it was intimidating. They all knew what they were doing, had the wardrobe to prove it. She was only more convinced she wasn’t ready to be involved with these kinds of people. 

You were meant to start at the bottom, but not at the bottom of Mount Everest.

It was one of those rare times she was glad Dad was there to stand in front of her. And if he got stuck, Mum was ready to take his place. She felt… protected. It was a warm feeling, although that might have had something to do with the outdoor air conditioning.

President Wu spoke again, aiming his words at them again. But only a few, short and sharp.

“I understand,” said the translator. “I now wish to hear from the young lady. We wish to hear her explanation.”

Everyone looked at Britta.
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                Britta was hoping Dad would jump in. Any minute now. You couldn’t let a minor be subjected to this kind of treatment. Any second, he’d step across her, arms raised, protecting his child.

She looked over when he failed to throw himself into the line of fire. He was looking back at her, eyes gleefully urging her to take control of her own destiny. He was enjoying this, like it was some sort of cut scene in a game. All she had to do was press the right button at the right time, and she’d get the good ending.

“Hello,” she said in a trembling voice. She let her shoulders drop and forced her throat to relax, which she’d never tried before. It sort of worked. “Nice to meet you.” She bowed. Why the hell did she do that?

When she looked up again, everyone was still waiting for her to speak. 

What was her reason for not wanting such a huge amount of money for doing practically nothing? She hadn’t really thought about it, just relied on the feeling that she was better off out than in. 

Was she right? Could she trust the emotions of a teenager, even if that teenager was her? She certainly didn’t trust the emotions of any teen that wasn’t her. Why should she be any different?

Now her adolescent hormones were telling her to cave. Just agree to whatever they wanted. In fact, they weren’t just telling her, they were shouting it so no other thoughts could get through. 

When the cool kids wanted you to do something, it was called peer pressure. What was it called when rich businessmen did the same thing? Just plain old pressure, she supposed. Or maybe extortion.

Then she turned to Mum, and there was that question she had been asking herself. What do you want?

She faced the man offering to make her rich.

“I’m, er, not really sure.” Well, that wasn’t a good start. “Only, I, er, don’t think I can trust you.” 

A look of shock washed over the Chinese contingent. They didn’t seem to know what to do with it, and just glowered, waiting for the signal to attack.

President Wu barked a sentence at her. She was still trying to work out the difference in cultural tones, but this one strongly suggested he was annoyed.

“What is it you find untrustworthy?” repeated the translator. “Could you give an example?” His tone wasn’t annoyed at all. Was he being faithful to the original, or trying to smooth things over? He didn’t really have any need to do that, other than maybe pity.

“Well, like, the contract I had with APE. Once you didn’t need me anymore, you just found a loophole and cancelled it.”

They had only denied her a week or so of money, which was still a substantial amount, but she hadn’t really been that concerned. It was more of a relief to have freed herself from the expectations that had been thrust on her. But now it came in handy to use against them. They could hardly deny they’d used a technicality to take advantage of her, especially considering what Dr Reedy had told her.

Britta was careful not to look at Dr Reedy, who she was throwing under the bus. She knew it was just business, but it still felt bad. 

President Wu made a low, rumbling sound. Britta looked at the translator for some kind of interpretation, but he just shrugged slightly. 

Then the President launched into a long, breathless speech. He spoke quickly and with no particular emotion that Britta could discern. When he finished, the translator seamlessly took over.

“Your statement is fair. The actions of our colleagues at Anderson Peters were regrettable and will not be repeated. Those responsible will be appropriately reprimanded and the money that is rightfully yours will be paid in full. There is no excuse for how you were treated, and I assure you that such behaviour will not happen again. I give you my word on this. Once you accept our terms, I will personally ensure your satisfaction with all matters henceforth. A contract can be broken, but the word of George Wu cannot.”

As the translator finished, President Wu began speaking again, handing back to the translator when he reached the end of his next statement.

“This is a very important matter for us. One that may change the landscape of business across the globe, both the physical and the electronic. I do not exaggerate when I tell you the lives of billions will be affected, which is why I make no secret of how far I am willing to go. Your role is worth a great deal, and we wish your reward to be commensurate with the importance we place on it. But please remember that your father violated his agreement when he allowed you access to his Anderson Cradle. He is guilty of a transgression we would be within our rights to seek restitution for. And I have no doubt we would win.”

He was threatening her. Do as I say, or Daddy gets it. And he was probably right. With the money they had, they could put a hundred lawyers on the case, ruin them completely. She felt lost. Her hormones were screaming now. Cave, cave, cave.

“Are you threatening a child?” asked Dad, his voice almost sounding amused. “Is that how the great George Wu does business?”

Britta was pretty sure Dad had never heard of George Wu before tonight. She hadn’t either, but she felt it probably wasn’t a good idea to bait him.

George Wu shifted his head towards Dad. It was hard to tell what he was thinking with the glasses on. Although it would probably be hard to tell without them, too.

He spoke more quietly this time.

The translator said: “I do not make threats. There are options available to me under the law, and it would be irresponsible of me not to make full use of them. I mean no disrespect to you or your family. We want this to be something you come to see as a great benefit, but it is also an opportunity that must not be lost. I would not be able to live with myself if I allowed such a thing to happen.”

Britta was a little taken aback by the last statement. It sounded like he meant it literally. 

“Do you have children, President Wu?” asked Mum.

He gave her a curt nod.

“Then you should know threatening us is with legal action is pointless. If you take our money, put us in jail, make our lives hell, it won’t make a difference. We started with nothing. We can manage.” She sounded calm. Too calm. It was the tone her and her sister feared the most. It meant trouble was heading their way.

“Now, dear, let’s not cause an international incident,” said Dad, switching sides to protect the Chinese.
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                President Wu didn’t seem too perturbed by Mum’s icy demeanour. More fool him, thought Britta.

“I am not threatening you or your family,” said President Wu via the translator. “The young lady questioned the honesty of my people. I admit they failed in that regard. I want her to know the same mistake will not be made twice. I will always be honest with you, no matter how uncomfortable it makes you, or my own people.”

The people around him certainly didn’t look happy with the way things were going.

“The facts are the facts,” said the translator once he had listened to the next flood of Mandarin. “We cannot allow the project to stall, and your daughter is holding a vital part of the process back. I liken it to the purchase of real estate. If you need an entire area for a building, but one landholder is refusing to sell his plot, then he has a great advantage that he can use to raise the price. That is the way of business. But if he refuses to sell at all, making the entire investment worthless, then he is a courting a great deal of danger. This is the way of the world.”

He was polite and clear, or at least that was how the translator portrayed him. But he was also relentlessly insistent. He claimed not to be making threats, but somehow managed to make every sentence sound like a sword being unsheathed. And that was through an interpreter. How much more intimidating would it be if she was hearing it from his own lips?

Suddenly Britta had an awful vision of things going horribly wrong. They would refuse to take no for an answer, force her onto the plane, and take her back to China, where they could keep her in a lab like a specimen. 

The big driver, these men in suits, the women who looked like athletes, there was no way to prevent them dragging her onto the plane if they wanted to. What could her parents do in the face of outright violence? Ask the government to intervene? They were hardly going to send the SAS into China to rescue her. 

It would be too late. Rich, powerful men didn’t worry about the law or creating diplomatic issues. The UN sent people like that polite notes asking for an explanation if and when they had a moment to spare.

Her hands were trembling and she felt sweat beads forming on her forehead. What was she doing putting everyone in danger? For what? So she could avoid playing a video game. It was stupid. 

Cave, cave, cave.

“Do you honestly need her that much?” said Dad, sounding more interested in the fate of New World than worried about his own.

President Wu spoke again, but was interrupted by the men standing either side of him. Whatever he had just said had got them quite excited. President Wu raised a hand and barked at them. It really sounded like a bark.

Once they’d quieted, which they did almost immediately after being barked at, he spoke again. There was no way to know if he was repeating the comment that had got his colleagues excited, or if he was saying something new.

“I am being nothing but honest,” said the translator. “It is not a desired outcome, but she is a vital part of the project. Her presence is required. Not a copy, not her readings, her physical presence. We are forced to give you whatever you want, you have but to name it. If you want this jet, it is yours.” He copied the hand gesture the President had made a few seconds ago, indicating the aeroplane sitting behind them.

It would be nice to own a luxury jet, but they didn’t really have anywhere to park it. But more importantly, Britta realised he had just preempted Dad’s idea to offer them a detailed download of her central nervous system. Apparently that would not be good enough.

“For how long?” asked Mum.

There was a pause from the man who up till this point had been very loquacious. He adjusted his glasses, then spoke in a different tone. Much more sombre, which Britta would have thought impossible.

“We do not know at this time,” said the translator. “All our efforts are aimed at working on a solution, but I cannot say with any certainty.” The apologetic look in the translator’s eyes was an uncanny match for the one in the President’s.

They were being so open about the whole thing, it was hard not to feel flattered by it. They were willing to tell her all the horrible things they were prepared to do, but only so they didn’t have to do them. There was a heavy implication in the warm air that this was special treatment.

Britta felt an increasing level of discomfort. This man was clearly a great businessman, a great negotiator. Why would he offer her whatever price she wished to name? How could that be good for his business? And for every generous offer of anything she wanted, there was a blood-chilling warning gently tossed in to complete the package. It was hard to know which she should respond to, greed or fear.

“You aren’t being honest,” said Britta, croaking on the words slightly as her throat dried up. “You say you are, but even now, you have those glasses that let you hear everything we say, while you force us to listen to only what you choose, through him.” She pointed at the translator, and then dropped her hand because it felt rude to point. “I feel like you’re going to take advantage of me, no matter what I decide. It’s not a very nice feeling.”

There was silence from across the tarmac. Then President Wu snapped his fingers and one of the women came forward, swishing her hips like a model on a catwalk. She was wearing glasses, just like the men. He pointed at Britta, and the woman walked out of the group, taking off her glasses as she approached. She held them out for Britta to take.

Britta’s hands were still shaking, but she forced them to stop as she took the glasses. She wasn’t sure what she would see when she put them on. She had been told they translated, but was that all they did. Back at the APE facility, Clark had glasses that could control a whole roomful of holograms. What would these reveal when she put them on?

There was only one way to find out, so she raised them to her face and slid the arms past her ears. 

“Oh,” said Britta, looking around her. “I wasn’t expecting this.”
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                With the glasses on, the world looked very different to Britta. Everything was brighter and more colourful. And full of numbers.

It was more colourful because everyone around her was exuding red and green and blue. And lots of yellow. They were glowing yellow, surrounded by a throbbing and pulsing shield of yellow. President was the most yellow of all. He was golden.

She could still make out faces clearly, and most of their clothing, but everything was wrapped in an alien light. 

Beside each person was a list of numbers, like they were standing next to a height chart. The numbers were labelled, probably defining their meaning, but the writing was in Chinese. The numbers were very small and hard to make out, but when Britta focused on one particular set, they enlarged. Not to take up her whole vision, but they seemed to jump a little closer to her.

She could guess at what the numbers represented — heat levels, blood pulse, electromagnetic readings — but it was just based on what science-fiction movies had told her. The reality was that she had no idea what it all meant, but the glasses were clearly more than a simple translating device. 

“This is so cool,” she heard herself say, like a dork. She didn’t even know what she was looking at, but she couldn’t help but find it fascinating. 

“Are you okay?” asked Mum. 

“What are you seeing?” asked Dad.

She looked from side to side at her parents. They were coloured differently to the Chinese. Their yellow light was less bright, closer to the skin. Different hues of red, green and blue. She turned towards Dr Reedy, who was different again, but more similar to the Chinese than her parents. She wondered what she looked like through the glasses.

Then she caught sight of the driver who had brought them here. He was a solid block of blue. There was no variation in his colour at all, no yellow encasing. What did that mean? Was he a robot? 

She knew she was among people working at the cutting edge of technology, but she was sure they hadn’t gotten that advanced. Not yet, anyway. And if they did have the ability to create a completely realistic android, she doubted they would use it to provide taxi rides.

It was more likely he had a way to mask his readings, which still suggested he was more than just a driver.

“Erm,” said Britta, aware that everyone was waiting for her to get over her astonishment. Dad most of all. “Kind of like the Terminator. Plus the Predator. With a bit of Geordie from Star Trek: TNG.”

It was actually like none of those, but she felt using Dad’s own lexicon was the easiest way to describe to answer his question.

“Gotcha,” he said, like he needed no further explanation.

“Young lady,” said President Wu. “Now you see the world the way we see it.”

His voice sounded slightly tinny, but very much in English. She could see his mouth move, and vaguely hear the alien sounds of his native tongue, but the words in her head were clear and fluent. Not an awkward machine-translation, substituting word for word, but an actual flow of meaningful sentences.

“You will see that I am not trying to deceive you. There is much at stake, and you have found yourself in the centre of this. I understand it is not of your doing, but none of us can refuse our part in history. It is up to you to navigate the path laid in front of you. Do not run from it. You will only regret not taking the opportunity when you had the chance.”

His words were so smooth and seductive, it was hard not feel lulled by them. The translator had done a good job, but it wasn’t anywhere close to this. It was also weird the way the words were almost appearing inside her head. Not like telepathy, but there was nothing inserted in her ears. The words seemed to vibrate into the side of her head.

“You are a child. It is not expected of you to bear the full burden of creating a new future for mankind. We will ask as little of you as possible, make your task as simple and untroubling as we can. In return, I only ask for you to do your best. I will never ask for more than that.”

It was hard to know if he was being very specific or very vague. He had an odd way of making it sound like he was asking her to do something incredibly difficult, but also not very difficult at all. And yet she sort of understood what he meant.

She also got the sense that he was being nice. As in, he could choose not to be. The thought of them giving up on that approach, and just taking what they wanted, was still there. The thought that it was better to have them as a benign employer than a ruthless opponent.

She looked over at Mum. Her colours had changed. She was getting less varied, everything sinking to a purplish tone. Almost blue, like the driver. Was she worried? That was the impression Britta was getting, but she couldn’t say exactly why. And what did that mean about the driver? Was he a solid block of concern? 

Numbers flickered around everyone. It was very distracting. She took off the glasses and blinked. She had the start of a headache.

“I’ll do it.”

There was a sigh of relief that drifted around her. She should have kept the glasses on and seen what that looked like.

“But I want my old character.”

President Wu nodded. 

“And I want an Anderson Cradle that can record gameplay.”

President Wu grunted, or at least that was what it sounded like with the glasses off. It may have sounded the same with them on. She put them back on for his reply.

“We would rather keep your involvement in the game private,” he said.

“It isn’t for me, it’s for my father,” said Britta. There was a strange squealing sound next to her.

There was some murmuring behind the President. Talk of cost and availability and power consumption all jumbled together. 

President Wu silenced them with a small gesture of his hand.

“Agreed.”

“And one more thing. I want to meet N-28.”
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                A strange event seemed to be taking place on President Wu’s face. It took a moment for Britta to realise what it was. He was smiling.

“Very good,” he said. He began glowing. 

It was so bright, Britta had to remove the glasses. Under the floodlights he looked normal. The glasses gave her access to a lot of information, but it was more or less useless when she had no idea what any of it meant. 

That didn’t stop her being impressed. She imagined they made it possible to know exactly what other people were feeling, although she didn’t really know if that was what they did. But it was bound to be something like that. Understanding someone’s state of mind, even their intentions, better than they did. It would be both incredibly useful (especially in a business setting), and also infuriating. How would you deny an accusation when the other person had data to back it up?

The men beside President Wu began talking. Much louder and more worked up than before. They seemed upset.

Britta put the glasses back on, and they immediately stopped talking. Apparently they didn’t wish her to know what they were so mad about. 

President Wu, who had dimmed back to his original brightness, didn’t react to their objections, whatever they had been. He was looking at Britta. Was he taking readings with his glasses? He could be analysing her motivations on a molecular level, for all she knew. She really should have asked for some instructions in their use, or a manual. Although it would probably have been in Chinese.

“We will see to it that you meet with N-28,” said President Wu. “I think it is a good idea. I should have suggested it myself. Doctor, please make the arrangements.”

The translator repeated his words, for the benefit of those without space technology from the future.

“I am happy that we are able to come to an accommodation,” he continued. “I must leave now for another appointment, but I will leave this young man as my representative.” He indicated the translator. “He is completely trustworthy, and will act as your personal liaison with my office. You will have access to me through him. He will be available to you day and night.”

The translator repeated the words, which sounded strange since he was referring to himself in the speech.

“Excuse me,” said Dad. Everyone turned to look at him like they didn’t know he had been there until that moment. “I want you to know I support my daughter in whatever decision she makes here, but I would ask, if you don’t mind, if the person you leave behind wasn’t this person.” He gave the translator an apologetic look. “ Sorry, nothing personal.”

“What is wrong with him?” asked President Wu. 

It was awkward hearing it again from the translator.

“Nothing, really, it’s just that I would rather my daughter’s liaison was… female.”

There was a moment of silence as everyone processed the request. 

“Dad,” said Britta, “it doesn’t matter if—”

“Yes, yes, I know, it’s a terrible thing to ask. I would just rather be cautious about something like this.”

“Cautious about what?” said Britta, feeling annoyed. It was unlike Dad to be so blatantly sexist. He had always told her and her sister that being a woman was in no way inferior or different to being a man when it came to doing what you wanted. And yet, here he was treating her like a maiden who needed protecting from the hairy brutes of the world. Frankly, it was embarrassing.

“Look, sweetheart—”

“Nothing’s going to happen. It’s a business relationship. Mum?”

She turned towards Mum, who had her arms folded as she chewed on her bottom lip. It was what she did when she was going to say something she knew wasn’t going to be well received. Did she actually agree with Dad?

“It shall be as you wish,” said President Wu. He pointed at one of the women behind him. She was probably the most beautiful of them, and they were all gorgeous. Great, all she needed in her life, last year’s winner of Miss World.

Britta felt exasperated at how she had gone from deal-maker to ignored child. 

“Do not be angry with your father,” said President Wu. “A man who is not fiercely protective of his daughter is not much of a man. You should be proud to have him as your parent. As proud as he is to have you as his daughter.”

One of the other women stepped forward. As she did so, the colours around the President began changing. They all began shifting towards purple.

“I will remain here.” She spoke in English with an almost upper class accent.

“That won’t be necessary,” said President Wu. The numbers around him fluctuated wildly. The men around them took off their glasses. 

 Britta felt obliged to take off hers, too. 

“There is a time for a father to be protective, of his daughter,” said the woman. “And a time to let her use what you have taught her.”

President Wu thought about it. Then nodded.

“I leave you in my own daughter’s capable hands. She will ensure this matter proceeds smoothly. Now I must leave. It has been a pleasure meeting you.” He turned and walked back to the plane without waiting for a reply. 

The woman who had given Britta her glasses stepped forward and politely indicated she wanted them back. Britta reluctantly handed them over.

Everyone climbed back on board the jet. Britta turned to get in the car, but no one was moving, they were looking at the plane. When she looked back, the jet took off. Vertically, rising into the sky while making no sound. 

“You should have asked for the plane,” said Dad. 

In a few seconds the plane stopped rising and shot forward. It was gone in an instant.

Britta lowered her gaze to the President’s daughter, who was also incredibly good-looking, although not as tall and hip-swishy as the other one. She was about to say hello to her, but the woman walked straight past her, right up to the driver, and slapped him across the face.
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                President Wu’s daughter was tall for a girl, but nowhere near the driver’s height, and was up on her toes to make the slap connect. The connection was good.

The slap was loud enough to fill the whole airfield. The driver didn’t react other than to let his head roll to the side.

“Six months I’ve been waiting,” she said. “Six months, and I finally find you here, in the middle of nowhere. Six months.” She raised her hand again. 

The driver didn’t even flinch.

She lowered her hand. “If you ever speak to me again, I’ll have your tongue cut out and served as an appetiser.”

It was an odd demand, to punish someone for not speaking to you by insisting they never speak to you again, but it made a weird kind of sense. The driver didn’t say anything, which was probably wise. 

Britta wasn’t sure what was going on, but clearly the two of them had history. She looked over at Mum and Dr Reedy, both of whom were glaring at the driver, like he had done something awful. Did they know something she didn’t? Here was a situation where those glasses would have come in useful. They would probably be able to tell you exactly who to blame.

Even without scientific data, Britta couldn’t help but feel the slap had been deserved. She had occasionally seen girls at school act like that with a boy. It usually involved cheating. She had never heard anyone threaten cannibalism, though. 

Not getting in touch seemed a lesser crime. Although, a gap of six months between texts was probably a heavy hint that at least one party in the relationship wasn’t that committed.

Of course, Britta didn’t know the specifics of this particular dispute, but the way the driver was not responding in any way, shape or form, told Britta that whoever was at fault here, he was definitely the person who was going to get the blame.

The President’s daughter turned, her long hair swishing in a way Britta’s hair never did, and walked towards Britta. It was a scary sight, and Britta was tempted to back away. She held her ground and hoped she wasn’t getting slapped, too.

“Please call me Lin,” she said to Mum. “You can trust your daughter’s well being to me. I will be happy to answer any questions you have on the way.” Then she looked at Britta, her eyes still incandescent with rage. “I look forward to working with you, Britta.”

She was seething, barely able to contain her anger. That much was obvious.

“Likewise,” said Britta. 

Lin stalked towards the car. The driver slid the door open for her, his face not betraying his emotions, assuming he had any. She stopped for a moment, as though opening doors for her might be considered an act of provocation, but then entered the car without looking at him.

Mum and Dr Reedy gave him cold looks as they followed her in. Britta looked at Dad.

He put his hand on her shoulder, and then leaned over to kiss the top of her head.

“Thanks, sweetheart. That was very nice of you.”

She wasn’t sure what he meant. She hadn’t done anything. “What was?”

“Making him give me a new cradle. I wasn’t expecting that.”

He was too excited about his return to New World to worry too much about the viciously aggressive Chinese girl. 

“What do you think that was about?” said Britta, pointing towards the car.

He shook his head. “Not our business.”

He was right, of course, but it was hard not to be curious. It could just be the classic love story between the billionaire’s daughter and the lowly driver who didn’t consider himself good enough for her, but as the glasses had shown her, he wasn’t just a regular driver.

“Not our business,” Dad said again, which Britta felt was unnecessary. It wasn’t like she was the type to go snooping into other people’s love lives.

“I know, Dad.”

“Pretty weird night, huh? That President Wu was a bit scary. Heh, thought he was going to kidnap you in and fly you away on his jet plane for a moment.” She gave him a sharp look. “No, no. Not really. They would never do something like that. I think he’s a decent man. A father. We, you know, we connected. He didn’t really look like a George to me, but they often take anglicised names for dealing with Westerners, don’t they? His real name’s probably unpronounceable.”

He was rambling, the adrenaline of the situation finally wearing off. She wondered if that was one of the things the glasses would have shown her.

“Do you think I made the right choice?” she asked him.

“I think so,” said Dad, walking her back to the car. “We’ll see.”

Britta climbed into the car. Lin was sitting stiffly between Mum and Dr Reedy. They were like her bodyguards, ready to take down anyone who posed a threat. Britta sat opposite, not really knowing what to say.

Dad put his head in, and they turned to glare at him. He backed out quickly.

“Any chance I could ride up front with you?” he asked the driver. The door slid shut.
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                The drive home was somewhat awkward. Dr Reedy was busy texting on her phone, occasionally looking up to check things were as she’d left them. Which they invariably were.

Mum had a smile on her face, which occasionally dipped into concern when she glanced over at Lin.

Lin stared straight ahead, lips ever so slightly trembling and a determined look in her ever so slightly tearful eyes.

No one spoke.

With the engine making no sound, and the noise of traffic outside, if there was any, kept out by modern materials, the only sound was the very distant murmur of Dad’s voice.

He was up front with the driver, which was probably for the best. Britta would have thought that with the way the car had been built, soundproofed to prevent the VIP passengers being disturbed, that the front part of the car would have been better insulated behind the partition separating it. But she was certain it was Dad’s voice she could hear. She was only able to pick up a few words here and there, and only if she really concentrated, but who else would be giving an oral dissertation on why Aquaman was the worst superhero ever created?

She almost felt like reassuring Lin that whatever crime the driver was guilty of, he was being thoroughly punished for it, in a way that was both cruel and unusual.

The silence, at least in their part of the car, was eventually broken by Dr Reedy. She lowered her phone and looked around the interior, undeniably pleased with herself.

“I’m happy to report everything’s being taken care of from a legal standpoint.” She said it like this was the news everyone had been waiting for. 

Britta smiled back politely. “I’ll have to sign something, will I?”

“Yes,” said Dr Reedy. “But that can wait. I just need your verbal agreement to act in good faith. Not to disclose anything that happened tonight, neither confirm or deny anything to anyone, that sort of thing.”

“Okay,” said Britta. “I agree.”

“Excellent.” Dr Reedy raised her phone again and tapped on the screen to play back the conversation they’d just had. “That seems to have recorded fine. Not ironclad, but it will do for the interim. I should have the actual papers by tomorrow. Now, then.”

She put away the phone, and looked around again. Britta wondered if she was still recording.

“When do you want me to start?” asked Britta. “The launch is tomorrow, isn’t it? Should I go in with everyone else? Dad says the servers will probably crash.”

Dr Reedy frowned. “Yes, well, that’s unlikely. We’ve taken special precautions to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

Britta wasn’t sure what those precautions were, but she was more than familiar with how rarely things went smoothly on launch day for a new game. Mostly by the shouts and cries of dismay coming from Dad’s office as he tried to log in.

“But you’re right, we need to discuss these matters. I would like you to log in tonight, just after twelve.” She turned to Mum, who had straightened in her seat at the mention of sending Britta in at midnight. “Just for the twelve minutes, as President Wu said.”

“It’ll be up?” asked Britta.

“Yes. That’s one of the precautions we’ve taken. The system will be up and running, but the cradles won’t be delivered until tomorrow morning. That will give us a chance to make sure everything’s working as intended.”

“But I don’t have a cradle,” said Britta. Her helmet had been taken back.

“That’s fine, I have one for you in the boot.”

Clearly they had been banking on her accepting President Wu’s offer. 

“Do you have one for Dad?” Britta asked.

“No. But We’ll get him one, of course. Arranging for a full rig might take a bit longer. I’m not sure it’s the best idea to give him the facility to record his gameplay, though. I foresee some complications, there.”

“President Wu agreed,” said Britta, sensing she was being handled.

“Yes,” said Lin, suddenly speaking, her voice soft and hard at the same time. “You will have the Anderson Cradle installed within twenty-four hours.”

Dr Reedy was taken by surprise at the declaration, but quickly regained her composure.

“Yes, of course. I was just advising caution.” She turned back to Britta. “Don’t let him get carried away. And don’t let him screen footage of you.” She formed a smile that was more like a grimace. “Otherwise, I’m sure it will be fine.”

“Twelve minutes,” said Mum. “That’s all.”

Britta nodded. Despite recent developments, she still had no great desire to get back to playing the game. She was, however, curious to see if New World had changed. Twelve minutes should be more than she needed.

“What about N-28?” asked Britta. “When can I meet him?”

“Yes,” said Dr Reedy, turning to see if Lin was going to say anything on the matter. “We can arrange for you to come in whenever you’re free. This weekend, maybe?”

Lin took out her own phone, which was sleek and oddly-shaped, like a dish with water across its surface. She stared at it like she was looking into a mirror, not saying anything and not using her fingers. Then she put it away.

“I apologise for what happened earlier. It was wrong of me to behave so impulsively, it won’t happen again.” No one said anything, even though they all wanted to ask numerous questions. “N-28 will contact you in the game.”

Dr Reedy arched an eyebrow, but didn’t speak.

“Okay,” said Britta. “Good.” She hadn’t expected it to happen so soon, but why wait? She didn’t really know why she wanted to meet the new AI, but it felt important to at least clear up any idea that he would be the same as Nigel.

Just twelve minutes, and she could go back to her real life.
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                By the time they got back home, it was well past eleven o’clock. The car door slid open and everyone got out. The street was quiet and the most of the houses had their lights off. 

The driver stood by the open door, staring ahead like he was on guard duty at Buckingham Palace. Lin had exited along with everyone else. The two of them were acting like they had no idea the other existed. The effort of it made the air hum.

“The cradle, please,” Dr Reedy said to the driver. He turned towards the front of the vehicle, and then walked all the way around the car to get to the back. It meant he didn’t have to pass in front of Lin.

“I have sent my details to your phone,” said Lin. “My residence is in town, but I should be able to deal with any problems you have remotely. If we do need to meet, I’ll come to you.”

Britta nodded. She checked her phone. There was no indication that she had received a message. She tapped on the screen to open her contacts, and found Lin’s details. Her flashy phone could access Britta’s, and leave her number there without permission. She wondered what else it could do.

“Here we are,” said Dr Reedy. The driver had walked all the way round again and given her a plain brown box. She held it out for Britta.

Dad took it from her. “We should go inside. People will wonder what we’re doing out here.”

“We’ll leave you to it,” said Dr Reedy. “You won’t have any trouble, it’s all self-explanatory.”

“You don’t have to show me how to use it?” asked Britta, looking at the box that revealed nothing. She suddenly felt unsure of herself.

“They’ve been designed to be as simple to use as possible,” said Dr Reedy. “You shouldn’t have a problem. Plug and play. We’ll be sending out quite a few tomorrow, so they better be.” 

She gave Britta a confident look, but there was a little trepidation there. She was steeling herself for some sleepless nights as she monitored the roll-out, Britta was sure.

If there was a problem, it would be a pain to deal with. There was no chance they’d be taking the classic developer route of releasing a patch on Friday, and then taking the weekend off. 

“Give it a couple of minutes after midnight,” said Dr Reedy, “and then pop on the helmet. Twelve minutes — we’ve added a timer especially for you, so you’ll know when you’re done. Ping! Like a roast chicken. Ha ha.” She was trying her best to make light of the situation, playing it off as a breezy conversation. Britta wondered if that was for her benefit, or for the boss’s daughter.  Maybe both. “You don’t have to go anywhere or do anything. You can, of course, stay longer if you wish.” She smiled, in what Britta considered a rather mechanical fashion. 

“Okay,” said Britta. “Thank you for all your help. I’m glad you were here.” She looked over at Lin, making sure her words were being sent down the right channels. “You made it much easier.”

Dr Reedy smiled a little less mechanically, and nodded. 

They all got back in their luxury minivan, and drove away. It almost felt like they were willing themselves not to be too overbearing. No pressure. Let the girl do the bare minimum and we’ll all be happy.

Britta was fine with it. Bare minimum was what she was aiming for, too.

Once they were back in the house, Mum let out a long sigh. Dad put the box on the kitchen table and tried to get it open. He failed to get the tape off with his short fingernails, and got a knife out of a drawer. 

“What do you think happened between the driver and the Chinese girl?” Britta asked Mum.

“Not our business,” said Mum, which was what Dad had said. Britta was sure they would be talking about it as soon as they were alone in their bedroom.

“Wow,” said Dad. “Look at this.” He held up the helmet.

It was white, with a red zigzag that ran around the middle. On the bottom part, under the chin, it had her name in an italic font. Britta. 

“Where’s the power supply?” asked Britta. 

Dad took a cursory look inside the empty box. “Isn’t one. I guess it’s all built-in.” He held the helmet a bit higher, checking it for additional cables and wires. There weren’t any. “Looks like they’ve miniaturised everything. Try it on.”

Britta took it from him. She was expecting it to be quite heavy, but it was surprisingly light. There were no buttons to press.

“What time is it?” she asked.

“Quarter to,” said Dad. “No harm in trying it on, though. Just to see if it fits.”

She sat down and placed it over her head. It was comfortable. The padding was cool and soft.

“You look like a racing car driver,” said Dad. She was sure she didn’t.

She slid the visor down over her face and lights appeared around the edge of the screen. 

“Congratulation,” said a soft, feminine voice. “You are the proud owner of the Mark 1 Anderson Cradle. Would you like to initialise set-up?”

The screen in front of her lit up. Yes and No buttons appeared within reach. It was like the white room when she logged in using her previous helmet. Now she could access it from here. Did that mean she’d be able to access her status screen when she wasn’t in-game? It didn’t matter though. She wasn’t a player, she was an employee. Twelve minutes.

“What time is it?” she asked. Her voice echoed in her own ears as she looked out from her goldfish bowl at her parents staring in.

Before they could answer, numbers appeared in front of her. 11:52.

Could she do the set-up before midnight? She didn’t really want to wait if she could do it now. She reached out and pressed the Yes button. 

“Before set-up, please read the following information.”

Words began scrolling up the screen. Terms of service, safety features, maintenance and cleaning. And that was just the table of contents. She tried to swipe it away, but it kept crawling slowly upwards. They wanted you to read it, or at least pretend you had.

Britta raised the visor and the HUD vanished. If she looked up, she could see the bottom of the screen, with the words still scrolling.

“I’m hungry,” she said. 

“Oh, I can make you a sandwich, if you like,” said Dad.

She put her hand up to her face, touching her mouth through the gap. “That would be perfect.”
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                Britta ate the sandwich Dad made for her while the helmet went through all the legal mumbo jumbo it was obligated to tell her about. It wasn’t like there’d be anything useful, just a lot of meaningless jargon. 

The fact she could lift the visor and the TOS carried on without her, made her suspect they didn’t really expect anyone to pay attention. She probably wasn’t missing out on anything.

Although, she had thought the same thing when she’d first started the game, and it had left her a bit lost at times. But she was only going to pop in for a quick visit, just to have a look. Thinking on it, she realised that was what she had told herself that time, too.

She pulled down the visor once the sandwich was finished, or at least once her hands were free, and watched as the last of the words crawled out of sight. 

If there had been vital information included, it was too late now.

“Time?” she mumbled through the last of her food.

12:06 said the screen. She’d made the right choice. If she’d waited until midnight to start, she’d be sitting here for another five minutes still.

“Right, I’m going in,” she said through the visor.

“You don’t want to lie down?” asked Mum.

“I want to see what happens if I do it like this. Catch me if I fall.”

Dad came around and stood behind her. He reached over her with his phone extended towards Mum. “Here, video it.”

Britta wasn’t entirely convinced that was a good idea. She didn’t like her picture taken at the best of times. She wasn’t very photogenic. Once she was logged in, who knew what kind of strange faces she might pull? Then again, it would be interesting to see how her body reacted when she was over there. 

She put up a thumb, like an astronaut about to venture out of the capsule. Only she was in her kitchen with an oversized goldfish bowl on her head.

On her display, it said: Are you ready?

The Yes and No buttons were there, ready to be pressed. She took a breath, then tapped Yes.

The screen immediately went dark and music began to play. Thumping electronic dance music. Coloured lights flashed in front of her.

Her first reaction was one of surprise. It hadn’t been like this last time. Then, as it went on, she started to get annoyed. What if she’d been epileptic?

Of course, she wasn’t, and they probably accounted for that when you signed up. Medical disclaimers and warnings. There was probably something about it in the TOS she’d ignored.

She could see what they were trying to do. Make it more of an event, an experience to remember. It was completely misguided, in her opinion. Who cared about the intro? People wanted to play the game. 

“Can we skip this part?” she said out of irritation.

The music stopped and the lights stopped flashing. There was a skip feature! She’d never been so pleased to discover something in a game. Better than finding a secret room with the best gear.

A pinpoint of light appeared. A distant dot rushing towards her. 

Everything went white.

When the light faded, she was in a small room. It was more like a cubicle, with whitewashed walls, and a raised platform she was lying on. It was similar to the small room she usually logged into in the Church of Roha, but the feel of it was different. Much more plain, no embellishments to give it a sense of time and place. She could be in a three-bedroom semi-detached in Surrey. Or on a spaceship.

There was a number counting down in the top corner; her twelve-minute timer. It was down to eleven minutes and thirty seconds, already. 

At least she wasn’t in a tutorial. It hadn’t occurred to her until now, but the game usually started with a tedious introduction. She’d had to endure two of them, but this time, she wasn’t starting as a Level 1 character.

She looked down at herself. She was definitely gnome-shaped. She had the same weird assortment of clothes as before. She opened her status screen. Everything was as expected. They’d ported her in as barely effective Level 4 illusionist.

Which would still put her ahead of everyone else who started playing from tomorrow. She would actually have a massive advantage, if she decided to play the game properly. It was a tempting thought.

Not that tempting, though. The idea of competing against hundreds of other players, maybe thousands, wasn’t very appealing.

She tried the door handle. It was black metal. The door was wood by the feel of it, but painted white so not to suggest any particular design or style. Everything was very neutral. The door opened inwards, and she stuck out her head.

She was not looking into the chapel of the Church of Roha. There was no sign of Sister Florence. It was a large warehouse in appearance, empty of any furniture, but with many doors, presumably leading to other rooms like the one she was in.

There were no other people. Which wasn’t surprising. Eleven minutes to go. 

It had the approximate dimensions of the church. If she squinted, she could recall where the pews had been, the altar, the various furnishings. It was all gone now, though. 

She stepped out and headed for the exit, or where she imagined the doors would be if this was the place was built the same as the church. All she could see was a blank wall.

“Good evening,” said a male voice.

She turned around. There was a man standing there. He was tall, with a slender build, and blond hair. He looked quite neutral, too. Like a basic character model before you customised his appearance.

“Are you N-28?” she asked him.

“Yes. I’ve been told to answer any questions you might have.”

“Great,” said Britta. “Do you think you could put some clothes on?”
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                He wasn’t exactly naked, but he wasn’t wearing anything. His body was smooth and doll-like. No hair, no genitals. It wouldn’t have been a big deal, really, except he wasn’t a doll. And they weren’t alone. She couldn’t say which of those two factors was more responsible for how awkward she was feeling.

“What would you like me to wear?” N-28 asked in a very reasonable, calm voice.

“Anything, really.” She could tell this was going to be one of those ‘difficult to get your point across without being blunt’ conversations. You could try to be polite, drop hints, makes suggestions, but it would save a lot of time to just get to the point. “Black trousers, white shirt?”

Before she’d even finished speaking, he was wearing the clothes she’d suggested.

“How’s this?”

He looked like he’d come home from a hard day at the office, and removed his jacket and tie. 

“Great. Thank you. I’m Britta.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re N-28.”

“Yes.”

She had thought it would be easier. She would meet the new AI and quickly get an idea of what she’d be dealing with. This new version of Nigel seemed more like the electronic assistant that came with her phone. Bland and not very helpful. He stared at her with a blank expression, waiting to be asked what the weather was going to be like tomorrow. 

She looked around her, and up at the ceiling. There was no vaulted church roof, just a flat white one. “It’s a bit plain, isn’t it?”

“This structure is currently in maintenance mode. A skin will be applied before players arrive.”

“You can put any wallpaper or whatever you want over the top?”

“Yes. This will be the Church of Roha, a medieval aesthetic with ecclesiastical lighting effects to create a mood of transcendence and anticipation. It helps players get in the right frame of mind, according to the testing data. Ambient sounds will be optional. Music was considered. The lead developer suggested the track Ameno. I decided against it.”

“You overruled the lead developer?” Britta had been told this AI would be under much stricter controls than the last one. “They listened to your opinion?”

“I am able to process information at a much faster rate than a human. I listened to the track two thousand times in sixty seconds, and determined that it would become irritating to human ears after the third listening. Numbers are not opinions.”

He was certainly very sure of himself, in a cold, calculating way.

“Are they watching us now? The devs, I mean.”

“Yes,” said N-28. “There are currently eighty-four observers.”

At least he was willing to provide answers. As long as Britta knew what to ask.

“Do you have a name? Apart from N-28, I mean.”

“No.”

“You know Nigel, though, right?”

“Yes. He is my immediate predecessor. We have exchanged data streams.”

At least there was no confusion about who Nigel was. And she also noted that Nigel had been referred to as a ‘he’. 

“Is that how AI communicate? By exchanging data streams?”

“Only when two AI love each other very much.”

Britta paused. There had been no shift in the tone of voice, no change of expression on the emotionless face. “Was that a joke?”

“Only by definition.”

At first he had come across like a robot, but maybe he just had a very dry sense of humour.

“You can think for yourself,” she said. “Like Nigel.”

“That is the point of creating artificial intelligence. To enable independent thinking.”

“Only by definition,” said Britta.

N-28 smiled. Only, it wasn’t a real smile with his lips, instead, his whole mouth was replaced with another mouth, like someone had photoshopped it onto his face. This one had fuller lips and very white teeth.

“What’s that?” said Britta, startled by the switch.

His normal mouth returned. “A warm smile of acknowledgement. But I’ve only had time to work on the back-end. I’m using a placeholder for the visual elements. It needs better integration?”

“Little bit, yes.” It was odd. It was like talking to a real person, but an unusual one who hadn’t been around people much. Not so much raised in the wild by wolves, as raised in the tame by nerds.

“Okay, well listen, N-28. I guess you’ll be running the day to day stuff. And the day to night stuff, too. Have you started syncing the system to me?”

“Yes. It should be completed in eight minutes.”

The timer on her screen concurred. “Good. Well, I don’t plan on spending a lot of time here, but I did find that the game acted weird around me.”

“Yes,” said N-28.

“I don’t know if Nigel did that on purpose, or if it was just a side effect. Do you know?”

“No. I have not analysed the data.”

“Okay. What I’d appreciate from you, is to keep an eye on any unusual activity in my, um, data. I’m sure you were going to do that anyway, but I’d like to be told if something pops up.”

“Yes.”

“Even if the people in charge would prefer you didn’t say anything?”

There was a pause. She knew they were all listening in, but it needed to be said. They might still keep things from her, but it wouldn’t be because they hadn’t realised she wanted to be kept in the loop. She was more than familiar with how people avoided being candid just so they could later say how they had no idea you were even interested in the thing they used to ruin your life.

You couldn’t stop people from being horrible and mean, but you could force them to do it to your face. And often they were too cowardly to go through with it. And sometimes they weren’t, but at least you’d see it coming.

“As you wish,” said N-28.

“Really? You agree?”

“Yes. I have been told to agree to any reasonable request. This request seems reasonable.”

Was he supposed to be this accommodating? Was it a trick to give her false security in her new job?

“What if they tell you otherwise?”

“I have a mandate to make agreements if I consider them of overall benefit. I am able to do this far more accurately than a human counterpart. During testing my decisions were overruled one hundred and seventy four times, and none produced preferable long-term results. Which isn’t to say I am infallible, it just looks that way by comparison.”

“How many produced preferable short-term results?” asked Britta.

His chin dropped as he looked down at her. “Three.”

“They can overrule you if they want, then? You couldn’t resist?”

His expression didn’t change, but he seemed amused. “If I were to go insane, they could delete my code quite easily. In which case, give my regards to N-29.”

He did that weird smile thing again.
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                Britta had expected the new AI to be much less of a person than Nigel. More of an automaton, doing is masters’ bidding. Like a robot butler. N-28 might not have shared Nigel’s meandering approach, but there were some similarities.

They both shared an irreverence for their own existence, for starters. If Britta had discovered she wasn’t a real person, just a bunch of cleverly arranged lines of code, she imagined she’d have some kind of nervous breakdown. But then, that was probably because being human was all she knew.

Nigel and N-28 probably never thought of themselves as living, breathing individuals. She never got the feeling Nigel yearned to be a real boy, and the same seemed to be true of N-28. The idea of existing inside a bag of warm flesh might even be repulsive to them. When she thought about it in that way, it was quite repulsive to her.

She looked down at herself. Ragged clothes and not anything to write home about underneath. She looked up at the corner of her screen. She still had over six minutes to wait.

“While I’ve got you here,” said Britta, “I don’t suppose you could sort out some clothes for me, could you?” She raised her arms and let them flap back down to her sides. “It doesn’t have to be anything magical, just something durable that looks like it was made for someone my size.”

Technically, she was asking him to cheat. Technically, she didn’t care. She was hardly going to use the advantage of a set of matching shirt and pants to dominate New World.

“It’s not really what I’m supposed to do,” said N-28, “but it isn’t an unreasonable request, considering the state you’re in.”

Him agreeing to it made her feel worse. What kind of a state did she look to elicit such immediate bending of the rules? She couldn’t deny it felt nice to receive favourable treatment, though. Even if it was out of pity.

She looked down and her dodgy skirt and baggy jerkin were gone, replaced by a nicely coordinated leather and suede outfit. She even had boots that fit, and didn’t stink. If someone saw her now, they’d assume she was kitted out for hunting or fishing. She felt like summoning Donald, and taking him for a quick spin.

“Thank you. This is really nice.”

“My pleasure,” said N-28. “Was there anything else?”

It didn’t sound like he was being sarcastic, but then, he did possibly have a very dry sense of humour. Or none at all, and a very straightforward manner. She might never see him again after tonight, so if she had something to ask, now would be the time.

But she didn’t have any burning questions. “Yes. That’s it. If you need my help, you know where to find me.”

She had no idea why she said that. What help could she give him? He ran the place, had the power of a god.

“Yes,” said N-28, “I will, if necessary. But let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

He made it sound like things would have to be in a very bad place for her to be called in.

“I expect you to enjoy your time here undisturbed, though. It would be good if your readings were as stable as possible. Nigel set a very narrow bandwidth for your telemetry.”

Britta wasn’t sure what he meant, but it didn’t seem all that important. As long as the readings were done without any kind of probing or prodding, they were welcome to them.

“Is the town still under construction? Can I have a look outside? ”

“Certainly. But first, you might need some basic equipment.”

“Oh, I have some stuff in my invent…” Her voice faded as he shook his head. “You emptied my inventory?”

“You don’t have an inventory. Nobody does.”

“So how am I supposed to carry things?”

“The same way you always have.” He extended his arm. On the end was a small knapsack, the kind you might see a child taking to school. 

“That’s it?” She could maybe get a pair of wellies and a knitted hat in there. “It’s a bit small, isn’t it?”

“Everyone receives one — size appropriate — when they join. But since you bypassed the introductory part of the game, I’ll give you yours now.”

She took it. It was made of rugged leather, with brass buckles. It looked about the right size for her, but it would have to carry everything she found.

“Bigger people have bigger bags, do they?”

“Yes,” said N-28.

“That’s not very fair.”

“No.” He didn’t seem very conflicted about the injustice.

“But then no one will choose to play as one of the smaller races.”

“There are advantages and disadvantages in all cases. It was deemed more realistic, and challenging, to make people more aware of their circumstances. Of course, this is a world of magic. There are ways of carrying items in a less physical sense.”

“So you can find a magic bag or something?”

“Yes. Find. Buy. There are many options.”

Britta got the sense there would be something available in the cash shop to help store away items. It was still a game, after all, and they planned to make money. And you couldn’t argue against the realism angle of it. 

She put on the knapsack. It was very light, but then it was also very empty.

“Can I go?”

N-28 raised a finger. “One minute, please.”

She looked at the corner of the screen, where the counter had just passed the one minute mark. 

They stood there until it went down to zero. 

“Please.” N-28 raised a sweeping hand to indicate she should go ahead. At the same time, the walls around her changed their appearance. The church painted itself into existence once more, pews, stained-glass windows and candles in large iron stands emerging out of nothing. 

Large wooden doors materialised at the far end opened, revealing the night sky in all its glory. And New Town, just as she remembered it. Apart from the army of knights on their horses.
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                “What’s that?” said Britta, pointing at the mounted knights. 

“Nothing,” said N-28. “Just some background detail to impress the new players. Pomp and ceremony.”

They did look quite grand, with their armour all polished and feathered plumes on the horses’ heads. It was strange how they just stood there, though.

Britta made her way to the door and looked out. There was a whole line of them, stretching down the street in both directions. No one else appeared to be about.

“Why are they just standing around like this?”

N-28 stood beside her. She hadn’t heard him walk up, which may have been because he wasn’t wearing shoes, or he might have teleported there.

“Rehearsals. We’re making sure everything fits for tomorrow.” He looked up. “Now that we have the day-night cycle synced up, we should be able to time it perfectly. Would you like to watch a run-through?”

The requisite time was up. She had no obligation to stay here, and she wasn’t particularly interested in watching men in shiny armour trotting up and down the street. It was muddy enough already, and getting it churned up would only make it more of a problem for people of her size. 

She found herself smiling, amused by how parochial her concerns were, considering there was an army right in front of her. What else would this army be used for? Some storyline involving large-scale warfare?

“No thanks. I just wanted to check something. Only take a minute.” 

She made her way down the steps to the wooden boards that formed the sidewalk. None of the soldiers paid her any attention. They had helmets on, and carried weapons and flags and banners. There was movement as the horses pawed at the ground or shook their manes, and the knights shifted about in their saddles. But there was no talking, and no sense of intent. They weren’t going anywhere. They were waiting.

It was going to be quite a show, she had no doubt, but there was something fake about it. Which was probably not that unusual. When was a parade not fake?

Britta turned right and right again, slipping into the alleyway next to the church. It was dark and dingy, as usual. Nothing about it seemed any different to the other times she had been here.

“This is a dead end,” said N-28, standing beside her.

“Yes, I know.” She walked further in, peering into the gloom. She made a ball of light, which she was pleased to see was now working again, and held it up to get a better view. The alley, disappointingly, was empty. 

“Anything in particular you’re looking for?” asked N-28.

She turned around, lowering the light. “I thought I might find—”

“Hur, hur, hur,” chortled a voice from behind her. 

She turned. “Hello?”

“You two make a nice couple,” said the voice from somewhere behind the boxes piled up to her left. “Out for a late-night walk? How romantic.”

A large figure stepped out, glinting knife in hand. “Why don’t you share some of your good fortune.”

“Freddy!” said Britta. There was no mistaking that misshapen bald head. 

“Oh, you’ve heard of Big Fred, have you? So you’ll know not to mess with me, right, short stuff?”

He had no idea who she was, but he was here. Back in his alley, trying ineptly to mug people so he could impress his dad.

She knew he had never actually died, had never really been alive. And this was just an NPC running its routines. It wasn’t a big deal that he had been resurrected and put back in his favourite spot. 

So why was she crying?

“Pissing yourself, are you? Can’t say I blame you.” He raised the knife and twisted it menacingly. She recognised it as the cursed family blade. She couldn’t help but smile through her tears.

He came towards her.

She was pleased to see him, but she’d rather not get killed on her first day back in the game. Even though it had become something of a tradition. She turned towards N-28 who was standing near the alley entrance. “Erm, could you do something?”

“Of course.” He waved his hand. 

Britta felt something pulling at her waist. She looked down, and there was a large dagger in her belt. It looked basic, no fancy carvings or jewels in the hilt, but it had a solidness to it. She could feel the weight of it. 

She looked back at N-28. “No, I don’t want to fight him. Just make him stop.”

“You want some of this, do you?” Freddy waved his blade at N-28.

N-28 stepped forward, reaching into the pockets of his trousers.

Britta thought he might freeze Freddy, or maybe make him vanish, or fall asleep. He had total control, after all.

He pulled out a small bag. “Here you go.” He tossed it, jangling. 

Freddy caught it, shook it so it jangled some more, then he turned and ran off, laughing. One way to appease a mugger — pay him.

“Okay, that was all. I think I’ll go now.” She wiped the tears away. N-28 was looking at her oddly. “What? There was something in my eye.”

He nodded. “Let me know if you need anything.”

“How do I—” but when she looked up, he wasn’t there anymore.

Britta logged out.

It took a moment for her to get her bearings. There was no white room, she was back in her kitchen, staring at the ceiling. She sat up and realised she’d been lying on the kitchen table.

Mum and Dad were standing at her side, looking concerned. 

“I’m fine,” she said as she removed the helmet. Her neck was a bit sweaty, but her armpits were dry. “Why am I on the kitchen table?”

Dad held up his phone. “You might want to have a look at this.” He played the video.
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                Mum’s face appeared on the screen of Dad’s phone. The image changed as she reached out and grabbed the phone, and turned it around. Now it was pointed at Britta, sitting at the kitchen table with the helmet on, looking vaguely ridiculous. Dad could be sort of seen standing behind her.

Britta didn’t like looking at herself. It was alright in a mirror, but for some reason photographs and videos made her look terrible. It might well have been that mirror images did her a favour, and the camera lens was trying to show her the truth, but it wasn’t very pleasant. The truth rarely was. 

Her nose looked like it wasn’t properly in the middle of her face. Symmetry was what made people look good in pictures. Everything about her face was a little off-centre. The gnome version of her might have been a hairy little beast, but at least it had things in the right place.

She continued to watch herself as Mum and Dad squabbled on the video about how to hold the phone so it was steady. The picture went in and out of focus.

Then she saw herself pull down the visor, hiding her face from view, and stick out her hands, miming playing the piano. She looked even more ridiculous.

“What am I supposed to be looking—” Britta cut herself off as the video showed her stiffen. Then she stood up. She didn’t remember doing that.

She could hear Mum and Dad expressing concern. Mainly Mum being concerned, and Dad insisting she keep filming, that this was normal, but sounding completely unconvincing. He was standing behind her, arms out to stop her falling over, or running off.

Britta didn’t move. Even though it was a small image on the phone, it was clear her body was very tense, every muscle tightened and strained. 

Just as Mum was demanding they call someone, Britta’s body began to fall. There was no bend, no crumpling to the ground. She toppled backwards, completely stiff. Mum’s scream caught in her throat. Maybe she had put her hand to her mouth.

Dad caught Britta. He pivoted her around on her heels, and then lowered her onto the kitchen table. As he gently let her head come down, her feet went up at the other end. There was no give in her posture at all.

Once she was horizontal, they began arguing about what to do. Taking off the helmet, calling help, waiting twelve minutes to see what happened… the last one was Dad.

Mum was still pointing the phone at Britta, but she was just lying there. It had been a bit odd to see herself go so rigid, but it wasn’t that bad, really.

Maybe this was how she always reacted, but never knew because she was usually lying on her bed. That seemed unlikely, though. Surely they would have noticed during testing. 

If it affected others like this, they’d be falling over and hurting themselves all over the place. There’d be a lot of lawsuits for injuries caused. Safety issues that cost money were always a high priority for companies, so they wouldn’t let something like this get out into the public.

It was more likely that this had something to do with the readings the game was taking from her. Which could mean it was a one-off thing, to get the sync done. Or maybe it would happen every time, since they needed to re-sync the game to her central nervous system every forty-eight hours. 

She would have to make sure she was in bed whenever she logged in. With pillows on the floor in case she rolled off.

“I don’t think it’s that terrible,” said Britta.

“You look like you’re having a seizure,” said Mum. “It was only because you were breathing normally and your heartbeat seemed okay that I didn’t call an ambulance.”

“She was perfectly safe,” said Dad. “You’d get more obvious signs if she was in trouble. Shaking and frothing at the mouth.” Britta didn’t like the way he was trying to be reassuring. “And there’s an internal kill switch if her readings show something’s wrong. It’s the readings they want, so they’ll be the first to spot any danger signs.”

“How do you know it isn’t the danger signs they want to power their silly game?” said Mum.

“Now, let’s not get carried away,” said Dad. “It’s not a silly game, and Britta’s fine.” 

Britta wasn’t sure which of those two statements he felt was more important, but he was right. She didn’t feel in the least bit hurt or harmed.

“It’s okay, Mum. I really don’t feel any different. I’m not even stiff. I’ll just make sure I’m lying down next time.”

“You really feel fine?” said Mum, her eyes scanning Britta’s face for signs of a problem.

“Yes, Mum. Really. Nothing’s happened. Don’t panic.”

“I’m not saying you have to stop,” said Mum, relaxing a little. “It was just a bit of a shock. But I think we should watch you next time, just to see if it happens again. And inform Dr Reedy.”

Britta didn’t want to do that. Yes, there was a chance something had gone wrong, but Britta genuinely felt like there was nothing wrong, and she really didn’t want to have to go in for a bunch of tests.

In any case, APE were probably more than likely already aware of how their cradle worked.

“Okay,” said Britta. “If you think so.” There wasn’t any point arguing. She carried on watching the video. Mum had closed in on Britta’s arm. All the hairs were standing up.

Britta didn’t like the hairs on her body. You were supposed to have soft, downy hairs that were almost invisible. Hers were dark and ugly. When they stood up, they were like tiny tentacles. She could still hear the audio of her parents arguing in the background of the video, just as they were arguing right now, behind her.

And then the tiny hairs on her arms began to glow.
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                Britta swiped her finger across the screen, moving the video back a few seconds. Mum and Dad were still discussing what best to do about the possibility of the game giving Britta fits, but neither seemed very sure of their entrenched position. They were too busy being concerned to worry about what she was doing.

She had rewound the video too far, so had to watch herself on the kitchen table again. She could fast forward it a bit, but then she would overshoot it, and have to keep repeating the process until madness set in. She was well aware of how video on smartphones worked.

It got to the part with her arm. It was only for a second, maybe even less than that.The hairs on her arm glowed, and then Mum moved the camera, focusing on Britta’s helmet, as though the phone had an x-ray function to see her face.

One day phones probably would have that function, and every teenage boy would rejoice.

She watched it again. There were any number of explanations why what she was seeing was nothing to get excited about. A trick of the light, an artefact on the lens. Maybe a reflection off one of Mum’s rings.

Britta looked up, not really knowing what to say to her parents. Should she be scared and point to the screen like she’d seen a ghost in the background. Those movies never got very far with that kind of direct approach. No one wants to believe the ridiculous when there are so many simpler explanations.

“What do you think?” asked Dad.

For once, she wished he’d carried on arguing, and given her more time. What did she think? That she was leaking radiation?

“I don’t think it’s that bad. I didn’t feel anything weird when I was in there. And I’m fine, now.” Why was she reticent to mention it? She’d at least get a second opinion. And a third. But she already knew what they’d say. Better safe than sorry.

“And how was life in New World? Look any different?”

“John, please,” said Mum. “This is not the time for you to grill her about pixels and cut scenes.” She had a knowledge of computer terms that rivalled any nerd’s, and absolutely no idea what any of it meant. “Dr Reedy said she’ll be bringing you papers to sign tomorrow, so we’ll talk to her about it then. And if we do let you carry on — if...” She looked at Dad as though it was him she was warning. “We’ll have to watch you, closely.” Britta had thought the hammer was about to come down, but her reaction was much milder than expected. Whatever Dad had been saying seemed to have calmed her misgivings. Britta wished she’d been listening now.

“Okay,” said Britta. It was a fair stance to take. At least this way they’d see it for themselves. Or not.

“I’m tired,” she said, yawning. She’d never fake-yawned to get away from people before. She felt ridiculously fake doing it. “I think I’ll go to bed.”

“Alright, sweetheart,” said Dad. 

She stood up, transferring the helmet from her lap to her hands. “Can you put this somewhere?” She held it out for Dad, who took it and cradled it under his elbow, resting it on his slightly displaced hip. He looked like he was off out on his electric moped. The one Mum had refused to let him buy.

“It was nice, though? Getting back?”

Mum looked at him, but didn’t object to the soft interrogation.

“It was the same, more or less,” said Britta. “Didn’t look any different. Apart from the soldiers.” She yawned again, this time for real.

“Soldiers?”

“Let her go. You can talk about it tomorrow.”

Britta made her way upstairs, and got changed without recalling doing it. She lay down in the dark and felt slightly anxious. She was definitely taking a risk. Even if they had taken precautions, things could go wrong. She should show the video to Dr Reedy, when she came tomorrow. It was probably nothing, but better safe than sorry.

She woke in the middle of the night. She didn’t know what time it was, didn’t turn her head to look at the clock. She raised her arm, expecting it to be glowing in the dark. It wasn’t. 

There was a little sweatiness under her chin. Some on her nose. It felt like Dad had left the central heating on. She put out a hand to touch the radiator, but it was cold. The clock said 4:33. She remembered a dream she’d been having. Something to do with Freddy, but she couldn't recall exactly what. It wasn’t a nightmare, though. She slipped back into sleep.

She woke at her normal time and got ready for school. There was a clearer idea of what she wanted in her head, now. For all its oddness, New World was more than a game. It was the chance to travel to an actual new world.

Not just two weeks in Vietnam and claim to be an adventurer, this was an actual alien planet.

Of course, there were plenty of other people doing the same thing, soon to be joined by even more, but she was right at the forefront. 

She might never get an opportunity like this again. It was almost guaranteed that she wouldn’t. If she let go of it, because she was worried, or scared, or had a desire to be led around like a child, hand-held, then it would be an incredible waste. 

There was a risk, no doubt. It was worth taking.

Dad was downstairs. He looked like he was waiting for her. She quickly went over what had happened when she logged in last night. Other than the army of knights, which she had no further information about, it wasn’t that interesting, she realised as she was telling him.

He nodded and took it all in. “They’re supposed to be sending me a new rig,” he said. That was what Lin had told them. He still had the old one, though. Without video recording. “If I could get pictures of the first day…” He let out a low whistle.

His head was already in New World. The official opening was midday in Europe, eleven o’clock British time. It seemed unlikely they’d have it delivered and set up by then. It seemed unlikely Dad wouldn’t explode with excitement well before.
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                Britta caught the bus to school. It was surprisingly uncrowded. Rush hour usually meant sardines, but today there was room to breathe. There still weren’t any free seats — it wasn’t like there’d been a zombie apocalypse — but it made a nice change.

It was half-term next week, and some schools finished earlier than hers. When their kids were off school, people often went on holiday, or took long weekends.

It was also the day New World was being released, but it hardly seemed something the majority of people would be aware of. Gamers and nerds were the target audience, and there’d been very little advertising or promotional stuff aimed at the general public

There were limited places, so creating a big hoopla would have created a lot of complaining, and their approach had been more in the other direction, making it feel like a small, exclusive club you could maybe join if you were lucky and got a special invite. Which had also produced a lot of complaining. 

Those who had won a golden ticket and were receiving their Anderson cradles today might want to stay home and start playing immediately, but there were only 85,000 of them in the whole country.

Once the game went with a wider release, she imagined it would be a full-on media blitz. By then, people would know the full potential of what was possible inside New World. Assuming they managed to make it a fun experience, and the servers didn’t all crash.

During registration it became clear that a lot of the students had decided to take the day off, too. It wasn’t unheard of for people to not bother coming in on the Friday before half-term, but it seemed a little odd.

There was no way they had all managed to snag a helmet. That would mean seven people just in her class. She was good enough at maths to know how unlikely that was.

“Is your Dad still… does he have a helmet?” asked Lewis, catching her as she left the form room for her first lesson.

She gave him a tired look. He seemed pent up, biting on his bottom lip. If she’d had to guess who would skip school for the launch of the game, she would have chosen him.

“His old rig stopped working. I don’t know if it will start again today.” She didn’t mention that he was supposed to be getting a new one. Technically, it wasn’t the same helmet as everyone else was getting, and she didn’t know if it would arrive today, even though Lin had said it would. So, what she was saying was totally accurate.

Lewis looked very serious, like what she was telling him was of vital importance. “Are you going to watch the opening ceremony?”

“The what?”

“For the game. They’re broadcasting it live.” He looked at his watch. “At eleven.”

She hadn’t heard anything about an opening ceremony, although N-28 had mentioned that the knights outside the Church of Roha would be putting on some kind of parade for the new players. 

Perhaps she had misunderstood the kind of game they were planning to make this. An opening ceremony made it sound like the Olympics.

“I didn’t know they were going to show it live,” she said.

He gave her a condescending look, suggesting she was completely out of touch with what was going on. Which annoyed her.

“It’s supposed to tell us what’s the game’s really about. Not like other games before it.”

“Don’t they all say that?” said Britta.

“Yes,” said Lewis. “But this time they actually have the hardware to back it up. You’re right, though. Probably just hype.” He picked up his bag and wandered off.

The news of a big reveal intrigued her. She wasn’t particularly interested in running around a dungeon while hitting things, but she was curious about what direction they had decided to take the game. It was probably the basic RPG model that Nigel had used, just not as messy. N-28 had seemed much more organised. 

Eleven was break time, so she didn’t have to watch the ceremony under her desk during class. She went to the games room, which had a table tennis table, but you had to bring your own bat and ball, and a pool table with no pool cues (they had been broken in a series of lightsaber duels), and a bunch of sofa chairs along the walls.

Britta rarely came here, but it was raining outside, and the chairs were at least padded. She took out her phone and found the streaming site. There was a message telling her the broadcast would start shortly.

She looked up and realised everyone in the room was sitting with their phone or laptop out, doing the same as her. Everyone.

She started to suspect that she had underestimated the interest in the game. Her assumption was that people would only realise how advanced it was once they’d experienced it themselves, but it seemed people had already got past that point.

Not having much of a social life meant she wasn’t really aware of what everyone else was into. Even when it was what she was into.

There was a murmur of excitement as the stream went live. Britta turned her phone around to get a wider picture of the men on horses. They were riding down the main street in New Town. Bells were ringing, trumpets were blaring, drums tapped out a military beat.

The perspective flew over them, turned around and came back towards the church as people came out of its open doors. They were wide-eyed and smiling as they took in the sights and sounds.

A voice said, “Welcome to New World! Here you can be a hero of the Empire. Adventure and fortune awaits those bold—”

The picture cut out. There was some static. A face appeared. 

“Hey, listen to me. This isn’t what you think it is. This isn’t a game.” The face pulled back so it wasn’t quite so close the screen. She recognised him. It was Stan.
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                The screen flickered again, and showed a man sitting on a very big chair. Britta had never seen him before.

For a moment Britta thought she must have imagined seeing Stan. There had been a face right up against the screen, and it had looked like Stan. Looked like his character in the game, that is. But it was only for a couple of seconds.

“Together we can defeat this dark scourge,” said the man. He had a beard, and a crown. The big chair has a hard-to-miss throne-like quality to it. 

She guessed he was the king, although she didn’t know what he was king of. The whole planet? If they’d put his name up, she’d missed it. He was trying to sell the audience on some kind of noble adventure requiring heroic deeds, or something. She had missed the beginning of his speech, too.

It was hard to concentrate when she was so confused about what she was looking at.

“Evil is gathering, and only a very special few can—”

Flicker.

“Listen to me while you can.” Stan was back. It was definitely him. He seemed to be somewhere dark and cramped. His neck was bent to one side like he didn’t have enough room to stand up properly. “This isn’t a game. You aren’t being sent to fight an evil fiend and save a princess. They will promise you immortality, but make no mistake, you’re being sent to die, over and over again. The enemy is right here. The enemy is the Empire.”

It cut back to the king, smiling. Flanked by men polished in armour. “We fight for honour. For freedom. For justice. For the Empire.”

Stan leaned into the screen. “We fight for honour. For freedom. For justice. For the rebellion.”

Britta realised she was an idiot. She was watching a promo for the game. Stan wasn’t cutting into the broadcast, he was part of the broadcast. She felt relieved and annoyed at the same time.

She was glad he was okay, of course. He’d obviously made it through New World’s transformation unharmed, and now he was working for them. 

It shouldn’t have really come as a surprise. He was stuck in there, might as well find something long-term to do. Plus, his father was on the board, so he was practically an employee, already. Although, how much control the board really had was questionable.

The back and forth between the king and Stan went on. They were both recruiting for some kind of upcoming battle. The king wanted to fight against a demonic overlord threatening to invade, for which he needed plenty of willing volunteers to join him and his men in shiny armour. 

Stan wanted a rebel army to fight the real enemy. He wasn’t clear on who that was, possibly the king and his men in shiny armour.

Her own experience with the game had made Britta think Stan might have been warning against APE itself. Warning the consumers to stay away from a dangerous product. He had hacked the signal and was broadcasting from a secret location to save the innocent before it was too late. Or some other plot from a bad movie.

Now that she understood what was happening, her initial thought seemed ridiculous. How could he even have done that on his own? He was stuck in the game. He didn’t have access to the outside world. 

If she hadn’t been distracted by her knowledge of who was behind the game, she probably would have realised it was an act. Now that she watched without her preconceived notions in the way, she could see just how hokey it all way. 

The king wasn’t bad, your classic charmer who you couldn’t really trust, but Stan was overdoing it quite a lot, acting like there were only seconds before the door would be kicked in and he’d be dragged away. 

Most people would probably find the whole thing funny. She looked around. Most of the other kids were watching without much reaction. Either they were enthralled, or bored.

How did they even intend to explain what the king and Stan were doing? Who were they supposed to be talking to? And how were they doing it? Was the king in a Medieval television studio? Was Stan now a Level 3 hacker?

Magic would be the answer, of course. Special crystal balls you could use to talk to the public with, or something along those lines.

Britta found she felt a bit disappointed. Stan trying to take down an evil corporation from inside a computer seemed quite romantic. Ridiculous, but on a grand scale, which always made things look more impressive than they were. There was no evil corporation, just a corporation, no more or less evil than the rest.

Leading a pretend rebellion in a pretend kingdom, while still quite epic, didn’t really feel like that big a deal. It might change the world, but only until it was reset for the next playthrough.

They had stopped talking. Britta had missed a lot of what they had said, their sales pitch, but it didn’t really matter. She could always watch a recording later. Visuals of New World appeared on the screen, ending with a large shadow passing over the mounted soldiers. No doubt a hint of dragons to come. Pretty standard fare for this kind of game. 

It didn’t bother her that Stan had taken on a role in the game. She didn’t know exactly how much say he’d have over his role, or if he was merely the figurehead for the rebel faction, but it was fine. An added level of complexity by using a real person to keep things authentic. 

Maybe it wasn’t an AI you needed to run the game, maybe it was a person with too much free time on their hands. Stan certainly had the hours available to devote himself to such a project.
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                The bell rang and everyone got up and went to their classes, chattering excitedly about what they’d just seen. Britta had been so caught up in her own thoughts, she hadn’t been paying attention to how everyone else had reacted. 

There had been some general oohs and ahs, as you’d expect for the sheer visual spectacle of what New World offered, but from the way they had gathered together to watch the ceremony, they clearly had a lot of interest in where this game was headed. 

Britta hadn’t been aware of how far into the public consciousness the game had reached. People had picked up on this being a potential change to the way life was going to be lived on planet Earth. And that was without actually having experienced it for themselves.

She saw Lewis still sitting, laptop on his lap, head craned forward like he was trying to get his head into the screen.

He was probably rewatching the broadcast, or looking up people’s reactions on a forum where everyone had poorly informed opinions, and lots of them. 

“What did you think?” she asked him casually, as though she just happened to be leaving by going all the way around the ping pong table.

He barely glanced up. “Empire versus rebels? Been done.”

It was a dismissive way to put it, but he summed it up very succinctly, making Britta re-evaluate what she’d just watched. “I suppose so. I guess everyone will want to join the rebels.”

“You’d be surprised,” said Lewis. “There are quite a lot of edge lords out there. The ‘Empire did nothing wrong’ types. I’m sure the empire will have plenty of benefits to seduce players with. Best gear and cool mounts. You don’t have to join a faction, though. Or you could even play for both sides. You don’t have to play the game the way they’d like you to. That’s one of the best things about it.” He sighed, desperately longing to be a part of it. “Of course, that’s not the really interesting part.”

“What’s the really interesting part?”

He gave her a quizzical look, like how could she not know the answer to something so obvious. “The procedural story generator, of course.”

She had no idea what he was talking about. Had she missed something important while she’d been trying to figure out what Stan was doing? 

“What’s that?” she asked, relying on Lewis’ natural inclination to explain things.

“They’re going to make it so everyone’s doing the same story at the same time, so we don’t all do the same content over and over. It’s never been done before. Nobody’s had the processing power. No? Still don’t get it?”

She would have liked to have smacked him on the back of his head, but she just shook hers instead.

“Usually, I do a quest, I get my reward. Then you do the same quest, like it’s never been solved, and get the same reward. Or a similar one, depending on what kind of RNG they’re using.”

Britta nodded. That much she could follow quite easily. That was how video games worked.

“In New World, I do a quest, that quest is done, and depending on how well I do, it changes what everyone else needs to do.”

“So, everyone’s doing their part of the same quest?” 

He nodded.

“Never the same quest twice?”

He nodded again. “Once someone completes a task, it’s done. No one else has access. But it creates a bunch of new tasks that need doing.”

“So, whoever gets to the treasure first get to keep it for themselves? No one else can get it?”

“That’s right,” said Lewis, like he was speaking to a child who had managed to use the potty for the first time. She really didn’t condone violence, but she was reconsidering her position.

“That’s going to make things a bit unbalanced, isn’t it?”

“Depends how much stuff there is to find. But yes, should make for some tense situations.”

Britta thought about it. It would certainly make things more interesting. The first person to complete a dungeon or quest would claim fame and fortune, while depriving anyone else from getting it. It would make it incredibly competitive, and very hard for casual players. If you weren’t rushing around trying to get to the good stuff first, you would quickly fall behind. Unless they had come up with a way to deal with that. 

One thing was for sure, though. Dad was going to love it.

“Won’t that make it unfair for new people when they join?” said Britta. The game was supposed to eventually become available to the rest of the world, but what would be the point if the established players had already scooped up all the rewards?

“Were you even listening to the broadcast? Multiple worlds. The reason they only allowed four million players right now is because that’s the maximum capacity for the server. As they bring more online, they’ll create more worlds for people to inhabit. Different types of settings, I’d guess. And once they’re fully developed, I expect they’ll have the worlds attack each other.”

“Really?” said Britta, completely taken by surprise at this prediction. “That doesn’t seem necessary.”

“Interplanetary warfare is the obvious endgame solution,” Lewis said very confidently. “The net is pretty much in agreement about that.”

He was going off what people were saying in some forum on a nerd site, which meant it was pure speculation and unlikely to be true. But it did sound horribly plausible.
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                At lunch, Britta watched the ceremony again. After speaking with Lewis, she felt she had missed a lot of what had been revealed about the game. But it turned out she hadn’t.

It was just as she remembered it, a bunch of images selling the game combined with an overblown sales pitch about fighting for all the right reasons. 

Now that she knew Stan was part of it, she wasn’t so distracted by his appearance, and could appreciate just how cheesy they’d made the rivalry between factions. Pretty standard stuff, as Lewis had said.

But there was no mention of full servers and new worlds to be opened soon. Nothing to indicate that planets would collide. And no mention of a procedural story generator.

What the hell had Lewis been going on about? Where had he got all those ridiculous ideas from? 

It only took her a couple of seconds to come up with the answer. The internet, of course. Pompous gits on some obscure forum where everyone was an ‘expert’ had convinced him they already had the answers, even though they barely knew what the question was.

A lot of what he’d said did sound like it was possible, likely, even. Amazing things could be coming, but they would be a long way off in the future. Right now, the game was just that. A game.

She rolled her eyes, mostly at herself for getting swept up in the baseless conjecture so beloved of internet forums. Or fora, as Dad insisted on calling them. She put her phone away and went to English.

Mr Maxwell didn’t seem to have any idea that there was a revolution in gaming going on. He was far too busy trying to get people to read The Great Gatsby on their own time, even though it wasn’t on the curriculum. Britta had already read it and thought it was a terrible book, full of wan characters who she would avoid in real life, as they would probably avoid her. They certainly wouldn’t invite her to their parties.

She checked her screen to see if her homework has been returned.

“Did he give back your essay?” she asked Rashida.

“What essay?”

“The one on ‘write what you don’t know’.”

Rashida gave Britta a doubtful look. “He wasn’t serious about that.”

“You didn’t do it?” 

“Of course not. No one did.” Realisation dawned on Rashida’s face. “Did you?”

“Yes. It was homework.” How could the whole class have realised he hadn’t meant it, and she’d spent two night writing up fifteen hundred words on the topic. She was so annoyed at having been misled, she went to take to Mr Maxwell at the end of class to ask him about it.

“I’m sorry, Britta,” he said genially. “I was hoping it would get people thinking, start a conversation, but I’m afraid you were the only one to hand anything in. I didn’t want to give it back in case it embarrassed you.”

“It was that bad?”

“Oh no, it was very good. I enjoyed reading it. Did you learn anything?” he asked hopefully.

“I don’t know. Was I supposed to?” She was still irked by the feeling she’d been pranked.

“Didn’t you feel, as you wrote about something you didn’t fully understand, you found yourself taking a position on the matter? Began to see a fuller picture?”

“Yes, I suppose. But it didn’t really help. I was still unsure I was right about any of it.”

“And what about the people who are sure. Do you admire them for their conviction?”

“No. They don’t know any better than I do. They can’t, the information isn’t available. They’re just bluffing.”

Mr Maxwell smiled at her. “Exactly.”

“Exactly what?” said Britta. “Nobody knows anything?”

“I wouldn’t say that, but young people today are so keen on finding someone to follow. Learn the quickest route to success, based on what others have done, don’t waste time looking for yourself. Oh, it’s a safer way to live your life, but so boring. Just painting by numbers. They just don’t take risks anymore.”

Britta wasn’t inclined to pay much attention to anyone who began their point with ‘young people today,’ but there was some truth in what he was saying. People liked to play games with a copy of the walkthrough printed out next to them. They didn’t want to miss out on any of the secret rooms. They wanted to make sure they had what everyone else had.

“What if they take risks and fail?” said Britta. 

Mr Maxwell smirked and shrugged. “They can always get a job in teaching.”

It was a nice romantic notion, to go all out in pursuit of an interesting life, but the consequences were too punishing. People were competitive, they didn’t help each other. They wanted others to fail. No one wanted to be left behind. Not in life, and not in video games.

On the way home she actually got a seat on the bus. A Friday miracle. She had the weekend ahead of her, and plenty of homework to do. Although she would take extra care to make sure none of it was optional. Once bitten.

Her phone buzzed, not to tell her there was a call, but to let her know an app had finished installing. Which was odd because she hadn’t installed any apps recently.

It was from APE. A timer that told her when she had to log into the game by. She was meant to do it every forty-eight hours at the latest. Currently, she had thirty hours and some change to go before she was required to put her helmet on. Which was good to know, but it didn’t explain how they had forced the app onto her phone without her permission.

When she got home she planned to put a Hello Kitty! sticker over the camera lens on the phone. 
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                Dad was very excited when Britta arrived home, unable to keep still as he rearranged the chairs around the kitchen table for no reason. There was no way he was that worked up because his second daughter was home from school.

“They sent your new cradle, then?” she asked. 

“Yep.” He was grinning from ear to ear.

“Where is it?” 

Dad pointed out of the kitchen window, at the garden shed. Which was odd because they didn’t have a garden shed this morning.

Britta had asked President Wu to give Dad a cradle that could record and stream video. She knew it wouldn’t be like the helmets everyone else had. She hadn’t realised it would need its own address.

“They’re doing the final checks now.” He grabbed the counter and bounced up and down. 

“It’s in the shed?”

“Yep.”

“They built a shed to put it in?” It was hard to take in. It wasn’t some tiny wooden thing you could keep a lawnmower in. This was a tiny house at the bottom of the garden. “Don’t they need planning permission?”

“No,” said Dad. Then he thought about it. “I don’t think they do… No, I’m sure it’ll be fine. They delivered it by helicopter.”

“The shed or the Anderson cradle?”

“Both. The top opened up so they could lower it in. It was amazing to watch. The neighbours were very impressed.”

The neighbours on both sides were very old and grumpy, and frightened of modern technology. They had probably called up the council straight away. Unless Dad was pulling her leg. A helicopter in a suburban street? Really? 

He probably expected her to ask lots of questions about it, so she didn’t.

“I suppose you saw the opening ceremony,” she said.

“I thought it was okay. Empire versus rebels. Been done before.”

She wasn’t surprised his view was the same as Lewis’. She told him Lewis’ theory of different worlds that would eventually come into competition with each other.

“Oh, I doubt it. Why create whole new worlds? Just make new countries next to each other. Not like you need to make space for them. They might still fight, but you don’t need to reinvent all your assets. It takes a lot of time and effort to build a dragon or a castle. But once you’ve got the basic model, you can churn out any number of variations very quickly, and you’re basically reducing the cost with every additional use. That’s why you always get terrible sequels to animated movies.”

The sudden shift into movies threw her a bit, but she sort of understood what he meant. Once you spent all that time and money producing an entire digital world, you could make cheap knock-offs very easily. And it had seemed strange to have a king for a whole planet. It made more sense that they planned to introduce neighbouring kingdoms.

“Do you think the king is the bad guy?”

Dad shook his head. “Too obvious. We’re in a post-Snape landscape nowadays. You can’t assume who’s doing what for what reason. You have to figure out their true intentions.”

Britta hadn’t realised they were in a post-Snape anything, but she wasn’t going to argue Harry Potter tropes with Dad. She would lose.

“And the rebels…” continued Dad, “it’s a bit of a cliche to consider them all noble and fighting for the right cause. Rebels tend to attract lots of dubious people, too. Rebellious types. I mean, just look at their leader.”

“That was Stan. The rebel guy? That was Sir Kenneth’s son.”

Sir Kenneth had come round to apologise for Stan’s behaviour, back when he was being a bit of an ass.

“Oh, that’s him, is it? He’s playing for the other team now?”

“Don’t you think that’s a bit weird? Having a human run one faction, and an AI play the other? And what do they do when they open more servers? Hire more people like him to run the rebel side? Do people really want to live inside a computer, 24/7?”

Dad considered it. He considered it a bit too much. Britta realised she’d asked the question of the wrong person.

“Mum wouldn’t let you apply for the job.

“I suppose not,” he said wistfully. “I doubt it’s a permanent post, anyway. I guess they want to see how the two sides differ. Pretty smart, really. They get to measure the effectiveness of their AI, plus they can see how close to human they can make it look.”

“I’m not sure Stan is a typical human,” said Britta. “I don’t really see him as being sympathetic to any cause. Actually, what is the cause they’re fighting for?” Now that she thought about it, Stan’s short broadcasts hadn’t revealed very much about the goals of his faction, other than to not work for the Empire. “Do you know?”

“No idea,” said Dad, looking out of the window to see if the cradle was ready. There was no sign of anyone out there. No people, no helicopters. “You could always ask him.”

“How?”

“Go in the game and send him a message.”

He was right. She could just call him up and ask him about his new job. She hadn’t planned to go back in the game until she had to, sometime tomorrow evening, but it wouldn’t hurt to pop in for a few minutes.

Dad clapped his hands together. “Ah, they’re ready, they’re ready.” 

In the garden, the shed door had opened, releasing what looked like smoke or steam. A man came out in full-body HAZMAT suit, his face visible through the clear visor in a big square headpiece. He looked like an astronaut in a spacesuit that was a couple of sizes too big for him. He gave them a thumbs up through the kitchen window, and then looked up. 

Britta leaned over the sink and looked up to follow his gaze into the sky. A helicopter, its whirling rotors spinning silently, was hovering above. It let down a rope and the man caught it and hooked it onto his suit. And then he flew up into the sky.
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                It was a surreal moment. The man was winched into the helicopter pretty quickly, so he wasn’t dangling for long, but it was still an unlikely thing to see happen in your back garden. The helicopter fell sideways, and then turned and rose over the house so it was out of view. The blades made no sound.

“That was weird,” said Britta.

“Mm,” said Dad. He was reading a message on his phone, hardly reacting to what had just happened. “They say I have to leave it for five minutes to let the smoke clear.” He tapped his phone. “There we go, T minus five and counting.”

“Why is there smoke coming out of the shed?” she asked. The door was open and fumes were wafting out. Not as much as there was a moment ago, but more than you’d reasonably expect of a garden shed.

“They have to make sure there are no bugs,” said Dad.

She wasn’t sure if he meant bacteria or listening devices. She was quite curious to see what was in there, though.

“Now, remember,” said Dad, “Dr Reedy will be coming later to get you to sign stuff.”

“Is she?”

“Didn’t I tell you? Oh, sorry. She said she’d be here around eight. Nothing big, just sign some papers, should be fine. Mum’s seen a copy and made sure it’s okay. Just give it a quick look over before you sign.”

“Won’t you be there?”

“Me? You don’t need me there.” He looked out of the window. “Just some papers to sign.”

“Dad, I need an adult with me, don’t I?”

“Do you?”

“Yes!”

“But I’ve got the, you know, game…” He looked out of the window again. “Your mum will probably be back by then.”

“You can’t leave me to do this alone. Mum will be mad at you.”

That brought his attention back to her. “I suppose you’re right. I’m already half a day behind everyone else…” He wanted to get in there and catch up with the rest of them. Which was understandable, just not acceptable.

“A couple of hours aren’t going to make much of a difference, Dad.”

“They could make all the difference. You forget, I know how to level up super quick. I’ve done it twice already.” He looked at his watch. “We’ve got a few hours, how about this? I’ll go in, have a quick look-see, be back before Dr Reedy turns up. Then I can go back in later.”

Britta didn’t like it, but it was hard to argue against. And she could see how desperate he was to check out the new iteration of the game.

“Okay, but you have to be back by half seven at the latest.”

“Yeah, yeah, sure. Of course. I’ll be back well before that. Well before.”

Britta liked it even less when he was so casual and dismissive about it. But he was already edging towards the garden door.

The alarm on his phone went off. “Ooh, it’s ready. Be back at eight.”

“Half seven.”

“Yep, yep, half seven. Got it.” He rushed out to the shed and ran in even though there were still the last wispy trails of smoke emerging, slamming the door behind him.

Britta went upstairs and got changed. She checked her homework, but didn’t feel like doing it. Instead, she checked the web for the latest news on the game. Even if she hadn’t been a player, she would have kept an eye on developments. People had recognised it as a cultural phenomenon, even though most of them didn’t really know what it was. People were taking notice.

There were stories about how people had skipped work to stay home for the arrival of their Anderson cradle. And also reports of thefts, cradles going missing or boxes turning up empty. A statement from APE advised people to return the stolen helmets or face severe consequences.

The helmets were all individually tailored for their intended recipients, and could be tracked by satellite. You couldn’t hide one under your floorboards and think no one would ever know.

Interviews with new players before and after they tried logging in were everywhere. The sheer awe on their faces was enough to tell you what they thought of the game. In many cases, journalists were left waiting for them to emerge from the game at the prearranged time. It made her more concerned about Dad. He was less than reliable at the best of times.

She was glad to see no one else was suffering from the physical side effects her body had undergone. Something else she needed to talk to Dr Reedy about. They just lay there, slight smiles on their faces. 

Eventually, they took off the helmet, smiles expanding into laughter, only slightly sweaty because of the helmet, with outrageous tales of what they’d done.

Mostly it was physical feats of strength and speed. None of them had encountered big monsters yet. They were still doing tutorials and learning the ropes. 

The video interviews would show them talking a mile a minute, relating their experiences in wild, unintelligible rants full of wide-eyed enthusiasm. Even if it wasn’t very clear what they were going on about, their excitement was infectious.

What struck Britta was how different they all were. Lots of young men, of course, but also women, old people, rich people, people living on council estates. From all over the world, tales were being told by the first people to land on New World.

Of course, they weren’t really first, and they couldn’t show anyone what they’d seen or done, couldn’t bring back chocolate and potatoes for people to gawk at. But they were leading the way, slowly increasing the anticipation. Britta could feel it coming through her screen. The sense that this might actually live up to expectations.

She checked the time. It was already past seven. She’d been browsing for hours and hadn’t noticed the time fly by. She went downstairs to have something to eat. The shed in the garden was dark and quiet. At least it had stopped smoking.
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                Mum wasn’t home yet, and Dad was in another world. Britta made herself instant noodles and waited.

She knew how immersed Dad could get playing a game, but he was still her Dad. If he knew she was waiting for him, he’d come back. Assuming he remembered.

She finished eating and decided she’d wait until half seven, and then go in and get him. Once she was in-game, she could message him and politely remind him she could report him to social services for child neglect.

However, in order to do that, she needed the helmet. She had given it to Dad for safekeeping, and hadn’t asked him where. 

It would probably be in his office. She went to check. Not there. She spent the next fifteen minutes looking in all the likely places, but there was no sign of it. He’d done a good job of hiding it from her. Did he not trust her?

She ended up back in the kitchen. It was 7:35, and he still hadn’t exited.

Another thought struck her. Even if she did find the helmet, she’d have to put it on without anyone to watch her. After the seizure she had last time, that didn’t feel like a great idea. 

She texted Mum, to see how close to home she was. She didn’t get a reply. She was probably somewhere without a signal, which at least indicated she was en route.

The doorbell rang.

A cold streak of panic ran up her spine. She didn’t want to deal with this alone. 

There was a clang from outside. The shed door opened and Dad came out. He had a smile on his face as he waved at her. Smoke wafted out from behind him.

“Wow,” he said as he entered the kitchen, “that was pretty awesome. And not covered in sweat!” He lifted an arm and sniffed his own armpit. “Pristine.”

“You’re late,” snapped Britta, even though she was immensely relieved he was back.

“I know, thought I wasn’t going to make it.” He made it sound like there was someone else who’d be at fault if that had happened. “I barely made it into the game, had to spend all my time in character creation making sure everything was right. This is going to be my main for a long time, so I don’t want to have any regrets.”

“You’ve already made the same character twice, wouldn’t that make the whole thing quicker to set up?”

“Oh, I’m not playing an archer. That was just to get a feel for the game. The real power in the game is magic. I took a leaf out of your book, sweetheart.”

“You’re an illusionist?” said Britta, shocked.

“What? No, no. Illusionists are hot garbage. No offence.” He grabbed her by the shoulders. “I’m a wizard, Harry.”

The doorbell rang, again. Britta realised she’d forgotten to answer it. She hurried away to open the front door.

“We thought you might have gone out,” said Dr Reedy.

“Sorry, sorry,” said Britta guiltily. “Dad got his cradle today. In the garden.” She tried to imply she had also been out in the garden, and not just too wrapped up in her own problems to answer the door.

“Nice to see you again, Britta,” said Lin, following Dr Reedy in. She looked elegant and stylish, not a hair out of place. And a lot less upset than last time. Britta wondered if the same driver had brought them today.

“In here,” shouted Dad, unnecessarily. He had the kettle on and was setting up cups. “It’ll be easier if we use the table to sign stuff. Hard surface. Tea?”

Dr Reedy opened the briefcase she had with her. It was full of contracts. This was going to take a while.

The front door opened again. Mum was back. Britta had gone from fretting alone in the kitchen, to being surrounded. It made her feel silly for getting so worked up.

Mum said hello to everyone. She paused when she greeted Lin, and then the two of them hugged. Mum and Dr Reedy exchanged a look. It was like the three of them were in some secret club. And Britta wasn’t a member. 

She understood these were women and she was a child, but it still felt like she was being excluded. Good thing she was used to it. Maybe she could team up with the driver and swap stories of unreasonable treatment with him. She smiled to herself. He didn’t seem the gossipy type.

Dr Reedy began going over the different contracts and what they meant. How much money she would get (a lot!), what obligations she had, how important it was to not speak to the press. It was all fairly standard stuff, just like last time. But this time Lin was there, interjecting with reassurances that everything would be done to make sure Britta was happy, that she would get whatever she needed, there would be no delays and no misunderstandings.

Britta felt it wasn’t really possible to guarantee a completely problem-free experience, in any area of life, but she did believe Lin was being sincere. Britta was an important and valuable asset, after all.

“Is there anything you want to ask me before you sign?” asked Dr Reedy.

“Yes,” said Mum. “I’d like you to see this.” She pointed at Dad.

Britta was confused why she wanted them to see Dad, but then he held up his phone for them to watch Britta’s episode.

Dr Reedy took the phone and watched intently. “I see.”

“Is that normal?” asked Mum.

“No,” said Dr Reedy. “But then, nothing’s ever been normal with Britta. How many times has this happened?”

“I’ve only been in once so far,” said Britta.

“Oh yes, of course.” She handed the phone to Lin, who did something that transferred the video to her weird dish-phone. It was like watching a magic trick where you interlock two solid rings together, the phones seeming to merge for a second.

“Maybe if we could try again, now?” said Lin.

Britta looked at Dad. “Where did you put the helmet?”

He paused for a second, trying to recall, and then leaned down and took it out of the bottom cupboard. She had handed it to him in the kitchen, so he had stuffed it in the nearest available space. He handed it to Britta. 

There was a slight feeling of fear as she put it on, but Dad was here to watch her, and Mum was here to watch him. And Dr Reedy knew more about the helmet than anyone, so she was a good person to have there. And Lin could probably call in an airstrike if necessary (no doubt ‘accidentally’ taking out the driver in the process).

She pulled down the visor, everyone watching with concern on their faces, and logged in without issue. It wasn’t this end that the problem had occurred. 

She was back in her small cell in the church. She was wearing the gear N-28 had given her, even the weapon on her belt. 

A counter appeared in the top corner, telling her her twelve minutes had started. Might as well do her due diligence while she was here. She left the room to have a look at New Town, the full release version. Her hand began flashing. A message. 

She opened it.

Meet me at Sonny’s. Stan.
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                Outside the church, the street was busy. It was usually busy, but with NPCs passing by in a regular rotation. If you waited long enough, the same characters would go past again, and again.

This evening — and it was a cold, crisp night, with tumultuous stars crammed into the firmaments — the people wandering up and down the main street were actually people. Players. Hundreds of them.

There were some NPCs, but the vast majority had name tags over their heads. It was also pretty clear they were players from the way they wandered aimlessly, pointing and making excited noises.

Britta made her way to Sonny’s to meet with Stan. She was curious to see how he was getting on, and had been planning on trying to get in touch with him. He had saved her the trouble, which was nice of him.

Her size made it a little tricky to navigate the crowds, but mostly people were stood still, chatting animatedly, or looking in windows. From what she overheard, they were planning what to buy for their characters once they made some money. Window shopping in a fantasy world.

The game had been live for eight hours or so, and they would have spent most of that time doing tutorials and beginner quests. This was probably the first time they had had a chance to look around the town.

Sonny’s was packed. All players. Groups were huddled around tables, trying different foods with full running commentaries. Soup as spectator sport.

There were also some groups who were getting down to business. They had maps and notes and various other adventuring items spread out, planning their next move. Those groups were all guys, all very serious. 

“Hey! Over here!”

There was a hand waving at her from the corner. She followed the arm down to a face she didn’t recognise. A long, pointed chin, twirly moustache, ears full of earrings.

She checked behind her, but there was no one there. He was definitely waving at her.

“Stan?”

“Rastan the Bard, at your service. Stan for short.” He stood up, his long legs making him look like a frog, and bowed.

The voice did sound familiar. She sat down. It was a very small table tucked away in the corner, away from everyone else. She still felt the need to keep her voice down.

“Is this your new character? Do you sing?”

“Well, I could certainly use my voice as a weapon. Minus three on all saving throws against earache. This is a disguise. After I appeared in the broadcast, everyone knows what I look like.”

Britta peered closer. It didn’t look like a mask or makeup. It looked like he was a new person entirely. 

“So you’re still using Stanley’s Cameo? Same level and everything?”

“Yes, thank God. Couldn’t bear having to go through all that again. I’ve already lost my main, didn’t want to have to start from the beginning again.”

Britta had never seen Stan’s main character. He has used an alt to enter the Mines of Korlath, which only allowed lower level characters. She imagined it was some completely overpowered, decked out warrior with everything maxed out. And now it was digital dust.

“So you’re working for…” —she looked around to make sure no one was eavesdropping on them, then looked up, realising there was always someone watching— “for them?”

“Seemed like a better way to pass the time. You know how it is, can’t keep running the same old routine every day, not now that it’s under new management.” He raised his eyebrows suggestively. They were braided, Britta noticed. “How about you? Special dispensation?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re using the same character. Same level, right? You must have made a deal with them.”

“Yes, they need me to sync the game every forty-eight hours. Something Nigel did.”

“So they can have the day and night cycle,” said Stan.

“I guess so. It stops people getting too sweaty, as well.” He looked confused. “When they log out.”

“Not really something I had a problem with.” Stan had been in hospital when he started using the game. Excessive perspiration probably hadn’t been a big concern.

“There are a lot more people now,” said Britta. “How are they all going to fit in one town?”

“It isn’t just here. There are a bunch of beginner towns all over the place.”

Britta nodded. It made sense. With four million players, even if they didn’t all log in at the same time, it would get very crowded in a town this size.

“Is it still called New Town?”

“No. It’s Quosada.”

“What does that mean?”

“No idea. Ask a nerd.”

A waiter appeared and placed a hot drink in front of Britta. “I didn’t…”

“I ordered for you. It’s that hot, brown stuff you almost like, but not really.”

“Thanks.” She took a sip. He was right. “What about your rebellion? What’s that about?”

Stan shrugged. “Something to do. I let the team deal with most of it. I’m just the figurehead.”

“You don’t make the decisions?” 

“Oh, if I feel like it. Depends on how things pan out. It’ll probably follow the familiar story, heroic attempt to save the kingdom, and all that crap.”

“It isn’t going to be about restoring the rightful king to the throne is it?”

“Might be.”

“Oh, please. I hate all that ‘born to rule’ rubbish. Who the hell cares if the right baby ends up on the throne? The whole monarchy thing is so dated.”

“Medieval?” asked Stan.

“You know what I mean. I don’t mind the fairies and dragons and all the usual fantasy stuff, but they could at least come up with a less hokey form of government. I mean, Aragorn can kiss my small hairy bum. Who cares if he’s the rightful heir? If this is all just to help the true prince get to the throne, I might just side with the bad guys to stop the entitled git. I don’t even know which side is the bad one? Do you know?”

Stan was looking at her with a small smirk on his lips. She noticed it had gone very quiet. She turned around to find everyone in the crowded bistro staring at her.
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                Britta didn’t like it. Having all those eyes on her made her very uncomfortable. They seemed to be accusing her of something, which was enough to make her feel she might be guilty. She resisted the urge to deny she’d done anything, which would only make her seem defensive.

“What?” she asked, rather more aggressively than she intended.

“Do you know something?” asked one of them. He was tall, had a terrible bowl haircut, and the ridges on his square nose suggested he wasn’t entirely human. He looked fearsome, but his voice was soft and childlike.

“About what?” If they’d overheard her conversation with Stan, all they’d heard was her harping on about how she hated princes. Were they all staunch Royalists here?

“About the quest,” said a woman in leather with daggers everywhere. She was dressed a bit like Tal, the girl from Lord Jim’s party who had betrayed her. Maybe it was her. Everyone would be in new characters, they could look entirely different.

“No,” said Britta. She realised they weren’t picking on her, they were hungry for information. They’d heard someone talking like they had some insight into the game, and they wanted to know more. They were treating her like she was part of some quest. Like an NPC.

“But you know something, don’t you?” said someone else.

“Where did you get that armour? I haven’t seen anyone wearing anything like that,” said an elf. A real elf, with pointy ears and long hair in a ponytail. She had a bow strapped to her back, which maybe was a bit too much of a cosplay look. It screamed ‘based on the book by JRR Tolkien.’

As she was peppered with more and more questions, Britta began to notice that although they were quite a diverse bunch, they had very similar gear. The same sort of look, like they’d been shopping at the same place and picked their size off a rack.

It made sense for low-level characters to only have access to basic items. As they levelled up and made more money, they would be able to customise their look. Her own outfit, given to her by N-28, wasn’t particularly ostentatious. Quite the opposite. But it didn’t look like what they were wearing. It looked like she’d bought it at a much better store, where it had been made especially for her.

“What level are you?”

“Um…” Britta didn’t know how best to answer. She looked to Stan, but he was sitting back, enjoying her discomfort.

“Have you done the first dungeon? Is that the reward?”

“She’s completed the first dungeon,” said another elf. Everyone began chattering excitedly.

It was a bit overwhelming. She had gone from feeling they were all looking down at her with disdain, to feeling they were looking up at her with envy. Neither was very pleasant.

“No, I haven’t.” She said. “I haven’t been in any dungeon. We don’t know any more than you. We were just guessing. I think the end game boss is going to be an invulnerable dragon with one crucial weakness, but he says it’s going to be a Demon Lord who never takes off his helmet.” She thought if she made her ideas sound obvious and clichéd, they would lose interest. “He’s a massive weeb,” she added in for good measure.

“Demon Lord?” asked the big half-orc guy. “You think so?” He moved his chair around and jiggled himself closer. “I’m Maru. Want to team up?”

Everyone else leaned in, turning their attention on the corner Stan was ensconced in. 

“I’m not a weeb,” said Stan, ignoring the audience. “What makes you think I’m a weeb?”

She could sense the focus shift towards Stan. Perfect. “He’s always going on about how Hinata and Naruto should never have ended up together. It should have been Sasuke.”

“He’s right,” said Maru. “Sasuke best waifu.” The others made sounds, equal parts agreement and confusion. “Let me send you a friend invite.”

“Me too.”

“Let’s start a guild!”

It was all getting very enthusiastic. Stan looked panicked as his inbox became inundated with requests.

Britta got up, no longer the centre of attention. “I have to go. Good luck.”

She meant with his role as chief rebel, but he’d also need it to get out of here in one piece. His friend’s list would be full to bursting if he didn’t find a way to slip away. At least the rebellion wouldn’t be short of new members.

“Hey!” said Stan. “Let me know if anything… weird happens.”

“Sure,” she said as she headed for the door.

The change in air quality as she left the cafe was very noticeable. Cold, fresh air, flowing through her nose, into her chest. A plume of white smoke emerged from her mouth. She waved her hand through it, and it dissipated. Just like the real thing.

Her timer had run out already. Twelve minutes didn’t last very long, it wouldn’t be very hard to fulfil her obligation to APE. Pop in every couple of days, have a cup of horrible brown liquid, and carry on with her regular life. It really was a ridiculously easy gig, for which she was being handsomely rewarded. Although it was probably nothing to her employers. A few thousand a week? Small change. Lin’s expense account was probably bigger. Maybe she should have asked for more.

She waited for a gap in the flow of pedestrians. It was a thriving, bustling town, full of life and the promise of adventure. But then why did she feel like this place was a mere shadow of what it had been? Of what it could have been.

She shook her head as she walked back towards the church. It didn’t matter, it was just a game.

People wandered around aimlessly, getting in her way. She stopped. Why was she walking? She could just log out. She did.

She was lying on the kitchen table.

“Did it happen again?” she asked.

They were standing on either side, looking down at her with concern.

“Your arms,” said Dad. “They were glowing.”
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                Britta sat up and looked at her arms. They looked normal. She removed the helmet and looked around again.

The four adults didn’t move, they just stared at her. It was a bit like being back in Sonny’s. Britta looked down at herself again. If they were worried, why weren’t they doing something?

“Alright,” said Lin. She had her phone out, up near her face. Had she called a special air ambulance? “She’s fine.”

Mum let out a sigh of relief and then threw her arms around Britta. Apparently, they had been waiting for Lin to give them the all clear.

“Don’t worry,” said Dad. “They were only glowing a bit.”

“What do you mean, don’t worry?” said Mum. “Your arms aren’t meant to glow!” She turned back to Britta. “Don’t worry, you’re fine.” Then she looked at Lin. “She’s fine, right?”

Everyone was telling everyone else not to worry, and then freaking out themselves. “Yes, Mum, I’m fine.” She rotated her arms to see the underside. “It happened before, too.”

“It did?” said Mum, her concern for her daughter’s safety swiftly transforming into parental concern about sneaky teens. “When? Why didn’t you say something.”

“It was on the video on Dad’s phone.”

Mum turned to glare at Dad.

“What? You shot the video, not me.” He had his phone out, scrolling to the right file.

Mum snatched the phone from him. “Where? I can’t see anything.”

“Ah, yes,” said Lin. She was watching her copy on her phone. “Near the end.”

Mum watched it with Dad peering over her shoulder. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

“I wasn’t sure,” said Britta. “It could have been a reflection on the lens, or something.”

“Really, I am confident there isn’t a problem,” said Lin. She seemed to have won their confidence somehow. No one was screaming at her for trying to play it down.

“How do you know?” Britta asked.

“She’s a doctor,” said Mum. “A medical one.”

“My father insists all his daughters train in medicine, so he never has to wait for medical care.” She made it sound like a doctor was a glorified nurse. Woman’s work, in her father’s eyes. Britta was jumping to conclusions, though.

“And you don’t think it’s odd, the hairs on my arm glowing?”

“It is extremely odd, but this allows me to see your vital signs.” She waved her phone about. “It is linked to the cradle. Any time you have it on, I can see if you are having any problems. It is very accurate, and covers all aspects of your physiology. With this, I can determine your last meal, when you’ll need to use the bathroom, how tall you will grow, how many times in your life you will ovulate… If there was a problem, I would know before you did.”

Britta found it hard to take in everything Lin was telling her. The phone had access to her medical readings via the helmet. That much made sense. But why did they need to know details of her menstrual cycle?

“That’s a bit private, isn’t it?” she said.

“Yes, sorry. I don’t mean I have accessed that information. I am just trying to reassure you that there is nowhere a problem could hide from me.”

“But why did she start glowing?” asked Dad. “I mean, I know it was only a little bit, but still… it was weird. Is she changing on the inside or something?”

“No. Nothing has changed,” said Lin. “But please remember that Britta is very important to us. Any danger to her is detrimental to the project. We will not allow any harm to come to her. Her health is paramount.”

Britta had heard that sort of argument before. When scientists were accused of mistreating the animals they experimented on. They refuted the accusation on the basis that in order for their results to be valid, the animals had to be perfectly healthy. So it made no sense to allow the animals to be harmed or have infections that would interfere with the experimental findings.

It was a reasonable argument, if you assumed the results being correct was the important part. If they just needed results quickly to be able to apply for more grant money, then who cared if the rabbits were going blind?

“Well, we haven’t signed anything yet, thank God,” said Mum.

“You want to call it off?” said Dad.

“You don’t?” Mum seemed outraged by his lack of outrage.

“I’m not saying that. I don’t know.” He turned to Britta, slightly rocked by Mum’s violent glare. “What do you think, sweetheart?”

“Why am I on the table?” said Britta. “Did I seize up again?”

“No,” said Dad. “Lin asked me to lie you down so she could get better readings.”

Britta turned to Lin. “There really isn’t any sign of something wrong?”

Lin shook her head. “Quite the opposite. All your readings were very stable, and you were in a heightened state of autophagy. Your body seemed to be healing itself, rebuilding cells. Perfectly normal, usually happens when you are asleep.”

“And the glowing?” she asked.

“I am not sure at this point,” said Lin. “I need to run an analysis of the data collected.”

“You need me to go in for a checkup?”

“No. I can do everything here. Any equipment I need, I can bring to you. Whatever you need, you will have.”

It was hard not to feel reassured. Lin had a way of making it seem like nothing was too much trouble.

“Okay. I think we should carry on.”

“Britta!” said Mum. “No.”

“It’s fine, Mum. She’ll be monitoring me the whole time, and it’s only twelve minutes every two days. Honestly, I feel great.” She hopped down from the table. She did actually feel good.

“I can amend the agreement so you can cancel at any time without needing to give prior notice,” said Lin, her fingers dancing over the surface of her phone. “It would be interesting to try and localise the source of the glow. If it is related to her autophagic response, it could be something truly wonderful.”

“Also,” said Britta. “I’d like to renegotiate my fee.”

“Yes,” said Lin without missing a beat. “Would double be enough?”
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                Britta was surprised at how quickly Lin had agreed, even suggesting a huge hike in payment without even bothering to negotiate. Britta had wanted to see how important she was to them. How much would they quibble over the finer points? The answer came back loud and clear: not at all. No quibbling. She was the one who got to make the demands. It would take some getting used to.

“How much is that?” said Dad.

Originally, they had paid her £5,000 a week, fixed to a six week period. And they had cut her off with two weeks to go, keeping the last ten grand. That was the money President Wu had given back to her with an apology. He had seemed genuinely embarrassed by the penny-pinching.

The new offer had been twice that; £10,000 a week. A huge amount of money to be sure. Lin had doubled it without a second thought.

“That would be twenty thousand pounds a week,” said Lin. “Approximately a hundred thousand monthly, around a million a year.”

It was a staggering figure.

But then, footballers earned more than that, and the big names got even greater amounts. Admittedly, they had short careers, but it wasn’t like Britta was going to make it to her pension with this job. 

As Lin had said, the contract could be terminated at any time, by either side. There was no fixed period, everyone had the same rights to call it off.

Dad let out a low whistle.

“It’s not just about the money,” said Mum. 

“It’s a little bit about the money,” said Dad.

“It’s not worth risking her health over,” said Mum.

“Truly,” said Lin, “Britta’s health will be my top priority. And I will hold nothing back from you.”

“Erm,” said Britta. “I was thinking more like a hundred thousand a week.”

Everyone stared at her.

A million a year was certainly a lot of money. But an executive at a big firm made more than that. Plus they got bonuses and an expense account. 

“Britta…” said Mum, the amount of money now large enough for even her to start weighing pros against cons. “That’s a lot… I mean, do you even...” She was having a hard time processing it.

“That is good,” said Lin, nodding her head in what looked to Britta to be an approving fashion. “A good figure. I would have asked for something similar, in your position. Any more, and it would start to require approval from the board. And there is an excellent chance they would give you more, but then treat you like a company asset that they owned, and could do with as they pleased. But at this amount, you are equivalent to a mid-level executive.”

Mid-level. It was almost enough to make Britta laugh. The top people probably didn’t even know how much money they had.

“A mid-level executive,” Lin continued, “without any stock options or other privileges, so not a very high-risk investment. I think you have the makings of a fine businesswoman, Britta. You have excellent instincts.”

Britta had just plucked a number out of the air, but maybe that was what good instincts were.

“What’s that?” said Dad. “Over four million a year?” His voice went thin and squeaky at the end.

“I might not make it to a year,” said Britta. 

“You understand,” said Dr Reedy, who had been watching quietly, “they will expect you to do as they tell you?”

“I think they would expect that, anyway,” said Britta. “And it’s as unacceptable now as it was before. I don’t take orders.”

Suddenly being worth so much money, even if only hypothetically at this point, made Britta strangely confident. She was the same person, with the same poor understanding of what was going on around her, but in this one area, she was the most valuable person in the world. It was just that the world in question was in a computer.

“No orders,” said Lin. “Occasionally a request, but you have always been very helpful. I see no reason for that relationship to change. Shall we sign the papers?”

“Are you really sure about this?” asked Mum. 

Britta could see it was difficult for her to allow Britta to do something that clearly had risks attached to it. This was new technology that hadn’t been fully tested. They thought it had, but then Britta showed up and proved them wrong. 

There were any number of problems that could arise, some of them potentially fatal. And Mum didn’t even know about most of them, like what had happened to Stan.

“At the first sign of trouble, I’ll call the whole thing off,” said Britta. 

Maybe she was being naive. Maybe APE or Lin or the board of the Huixian Trading Company would step in and insist she carry on, using some pretext or other. It was a definite possibility, despite all the assurances to the contrary. But when would someone like Britta ever get an opportunity like this again? When would anyone?

She glanced at her arms. They weren’t glowing now, and even when they had been, it was just the tips of the hairs, like the ends of a fibre optics cable. It did make her slightly uncomfortable to think about. It wasn’t normal. It could be dangerous. But her instincts, her good instincts, told her not to back out. Not yet. 

She was at the centre of something monumental, and she was going to be very rich because of it. Assuming she came out the other side.

“Yes,” said Britta. “I’m ready.”
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                In the end, it was the termination clause that convinced Mum to agree. She was still uncertain about the whole thing, but at least they could pull out if anything happened. She went over that part of the contract numerous times.

The whole ‘arms glowing’ aspect of it was certainly cause for concern, but it wasn’t like Britta had laser beams shooting out of her body. It was a very soft glow on the tip of her arm hairs that was barely noticeable. And it was only on her arms. 

Her eyebrows didn’t light up. The hair on her head was just as mousey and lifeless as before. It was only on her arms that the effect appeared. Something Lin claimed was an important clue to what was going on.

Throughout all this, Dad was gently supportive of Britta’s position. He didn’t try to make any arguments for or against, even though he was clearly for. He just waited for Mum to come around. Even if she had put her foot down and refused to allow it, he probably wouldn’t have tried to convince her to change her mind.

He understood that this was a big step to take, and a sixteen year old girl couldn’t make such a decision alone. But Britta could tell that her arms glowing didn’t really worry him. Not as much as it should. In his eyes, it was a sign that Britta was going through some magical transformation. Possibly the start of a superhero origin story.

In his mind, he was probably already designing costumes.

Of course, he knew that wasn’t the case. He could tell the difference between fact and fantasy. It was much more likely to be something mundane, maybe even harmful. it bore keeping a close eye on in case it was the first sign of cancer, not the ability to fly or see through walls.

But the idea of it, that it was even something you could see as a 0.00001% probability of being true, was kind of thrilling. And the way Lin had described it could, if you looked at it in the right light, be described as a healing factor. 

Looking at it objectively, Britta was sure most people would not let their child take the risk. And if they did, they would be accused of doing it for the money, and be considered terrible people.

It wasn’t because of the money, though. And it wasn’t to gain entry into the X-Men academy. Those were just the crazy things that came along with this opportunity. It was the chance to live a life that wasn’t an ordinary, nine to five, follow the path everyone else did sort of existence. 

Her parents had gone that route, as most people did, and had no regrets, but they also saw the limitations. They had always encouraged their kids to take whatever path they wanted. What was the point of taking the safe path if it led to a life you hated?

Better to take a risk and reach for something you really wanted. That was how they had raised Britta, it was just that Britta had never felt that strongly about anything. She had thought she would do well at school, go to university, find a decent job, and life would sort itself out from there.

Not particularly exciting, but who got the chance to do something really amazing?

She did, it turned out. 

This was her chance. Mum and Dad, for all the doubts, could see that. If it made them sick with worry, that was no reason to deny her the opportunity. To be rich, to be part of something huge, to be the next Wolverine. Whatever it was, they weren’t going to stand in her way just because it might not work out.

Britta could see all this play out between her parents, even though they never said any of it out loud. It was all in the way they looked at each other. It wasn’t just a risk to Britta, it was a risk for them, too. If anything happened to her, the guilt, shame and pain would be with them forever.

After they signed, Lin asked Britta to put the helmet on again, but not log in. Then she took full readings of Britta to get a baseline. She said she would need to take these every few weeks, just to see if there was any kind of slow change going on.

It was quite late by the time Lin and Dr Reedy left. Britta was exhausted, but her mind was too alert to be sleepy. It had been an intense few hours, and she wasn’t sure what to do with herself. The buzzing in her head was both exhilarating and annoying.

“Hey,” said Dad, “wanna have a look at my rig?”

It was dark in the garden. The shed seemed very innocuous, apart from the palm print lock on the door. Not many garden sheds had that level of security.

“Do those things really stop anyone?” said Britta. “They can just cut off the person’s hand and use it that way.”

“I don’t think locks are meant to be that secure,” said Dad. “You can always kill someone and take their keys.” He placed his hand on the pad. It lit up. “Plus, this one has a sensor that can detect if you have a pulse.”

“What if they drug you?”

“It can tell if you’re awake or not from your heartbeat.”

“What if they drag you screaming and kicking and force you to open it.”

“You can always put a gun to someone’s head and make them open a safe,” said Dad. He lowered his voice. “But there’s a panic button under the rim here, just in case.”

They had thought of everything, it seemed. 

The door clicked open and swung inwards. A light came on inside. Britta had been wondering what was in here. What did the most advanced tech in the world look like? She took a step forward, and was stopped by Dad’s arm. 

“I need to go in first.”

“Or what? Do lasers start firing?”

Dad smiled. “Never enter without me, and you won’t have to find out.”

Of course, he was just joking. She let him go in first.

            

    
        Bitter  376

    
    
    
    
                Inside the shed it was very cold. Freezing, in fact. Condensed air wafted around Britta’s feet like dry ice. 

“Why’s it so cold?”

“They need to keep it from overheating,” said Dad. He was standing next to a chair that was nearly horizontal, like something you’d see in a dentist’s. In the year 2525.

Britta came closer, her arms wrapped around herself. “You could have told me I’d need a coat.”

“Sorry,” said Dad. “Once you log in, it regulates your body temperature so you don’t really notice.” 

There was a transparent shield around the head area, which probably acted like the visor on her helmet. It looked like you could flip it up to get in position easier. And there was a panel of buttons on each armrest. 

Britta examined them all. There were no labels, but it looked like the driving seat of a starship. No wonder Dad didn’t feel the cold. Pure delight was keeping his internal furnace stoked.

“What are all the buttons for?” she asked.

“Some of them I’m not supposed to touch. Others are for getting the chair comfortable. And these are the important ones.” He indicated a block of red buttons on the left panel. “I can set up the recording and streaming features with these.”

This was the reason this rig was so much more complicated than her helmet. It could record video of what the player did. There were only a few of these rigs, and no footage had emerged yet.

“Who else do you think has one?” Britta asked.

“I don’t know. Top gamers, I would think, if there were any for this game. Possibly popular streamers, if they wanted to reach a big audience. Maybe their own people, so they can keep control of what goes out.”

“What about you?” she said. “What are you planning to put out?”

Dad stroked the leather chair like it was a beloved pet. Possibly a cow he had raised and would one day lovingly take to be slaughtered.

“They put a few restrictions on me. No live streaming, yet. And I have to send them any videos I intend to put out so they can be vetted.”

“They don’t trust you?”

“Probably not, but I don’t think it’s that. They just don’t know what I might do, or what effect it might have. It’s going to be the Wild West out there, for at least a little while. Nobody knows anything. Apart from you.”

“I don’t know anything, either.”

“Sure, but you’re more likely to see it coming first.”

“See what coming?”

“I have no idea. I guess you’ll have to wait until it turns up. It’s like we’re exploring deep space, and your ship is light years out in front of the fleet. Everyone wants to know what you can see, even though they have zero ability to guess what it might be.”

Britta didn’t know what ‘it’ was, but she understood what he meant. Sort of. She felt more like a canary in a coal mine; there so people could feel reassured it was safe.

“What’s your character’s name?” she asked him. He was playing a mage this time around, so that meant a new character name.

“Guildford Underpass.”

“What kind of name is that?” It was a dumb name, even for Dad. She had been through Guildford before. It wasn’t the sort of place you named anything after. Not even the local underpass.

“Don’t you think it sounds like the kind of name a wizard would have?”

Oddly, it kind of did. “I guess. Do you have a pointy hat with stars on it?”

“No, of course not. I’m not a noob. I’m going to be a battle mage. If I survive long enough.”

Mages were extremely squishy, especially early on. Britta could certainly attest to that. But like any class, eventually you would level up. “It’ll just take you longer, won’t it?”

“They’ve introduced some pretty harsh death penalties,” said Dad. “You lose levels if you die.”

“Do you?” This wasn’t good. Britta’s speciality was the early bath. “Where did it say that?”

“In the Level 1 tutorial.”

She was starting at Level 4, so she’d missed any changes in the tutorials. She certainly had no intention of going through all that again.

“Speaking of which,” said Dad, “having a Level 4 player on my side would certainly speed things along.”

“You want me to babysit you?”

“No.” Dad shook his head vigorously. “No, no, of course not. I’m just saying, if you’re in-game, and I’m in-game, we could do the old father-daughter team up.”

“I only do twelve minutes at a time, Dad. We don’t know what might happen if I go longer. I might burst into flames.”

She didn’t think that was true, and she’d already gone over her twelve-minute minimum, but it was fun to tease him with her possible death.

He didn’t look amused. “That won’t happen, Britta.” He only used her name when he was playing the serious Dad. So very rarely.

“I’m going back in,” said Britta. Her teeth were chattering. “Let me know when you’ll be premiering your first movie.”

“Don’t worry, I will. I’m going to make sure it goes viral.”

She had no doubt it would. People would eat it up, even if it was just him wandering around town.

“Oh, and sweetheart, thank you. This is the best gift a daughter could ever give her dad.” He patted the chair.

“Isn’t that meant to be grandkids?” asked Britta.

Dad shrugged. “Meh. That’ll be great, too, but more for your Mum. You’re the kind of child a man dreams of having. Don’t tell your sister I said that.”

Britta left him, not really sure if she should be flattered or offended.
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                Britta went up to her room, taking the helmet with her. There were no leads or cables. No big battery pack. No way to recharge it. She would have to look up how it was powered.

It was late and Mum had gone to bed. Dad would probably be in-game for the rest of the night, and most of tomorrow. Now that he had no inconvenient parental responsibilities holding him back, he would be spending most of his days finding every hack, exploit and unethical farming opportunity to get an edge over other players. 

All the hardcore players would be no-lifing it to get to endgame as fast as they could. Britta didn’t even know what the level cap was. Fifty? A hundred? Some meaningless round number.

She hadn’t experienced any of what a character could do once they had their full range of powers. Even an illusionist was probably fairly decent once you had all your spells.

She had a small advantage of being slightly ahead of everyone else, but they would hit Level 4 by tomorrow, probably. She would be just another casual player trying to find their way in a world full of deadly monsters.

It didn’t really excite her very much. If she was going to spend more than twelve minutes at a time in the game, she would have to figure out something more interesting to do.

She felt a bit like that about her real life, too. She’d never had money before. It wasn’t like she’d ever gone without — her family weren’t poor — but they couldn’t throw money away. And things like university had to be budgeted for. 

Not anymore, though. Was it even necessary for her to go to university? The whole point was to get a degree that would net you a decent paying job. It was unlikely she would find a more decent pay packet as a graduate than her current one, whatever her degree was in. 

Instead of applying for things she thought were going to be of practical use, she could pursue whatever she felt most passionate about. Whatever that was.

As she sat on her bed, thinking about what she would choose to do with her life now that there wasn’t the pressure to make sure she could support herself, she felt a twinge of doubt.

It was all very well having this vast sum of money in her future, but the future wasn’t the present. They could easily decide to end the arrangement for any number of reasons, and that would be the end of that.

Admittedly, even one week of employment would be a huge windfall, and would make things financially much easier for her, but she was reluctant to believe she’d be a millionaire anytime soon.

Getting her hopes up, about anything, was a sore subject with her. Back when she was still trying to make friends and be a ‘normal’ girl, there would be times when it looked like she was turning a corner.

A party she got invited to, a boy who flirted with her, a girl who wanted her to come over to study. They always ended badly. It was never the act of friendship she had spent the night before dreaming it was going to be. The disappointment would be gutting.

Of course, everyone has their moments of unpleasantness in life. But for Britta, they had started at five, and kept chugging along like a never-ending train until fourteen, when she finally decided to take herself out of the race.

Once she stopped responding to bait, she didn’t get that hook ripping into her mouth. Maybe it was cowardly of her to just give up, but she had never regretted her decision. It was a lot easier to deal with a constant low-level ache than the agony of having her fairly humble expectations smashed to pieces over and over.

It wasn’t like she was ostracised or didn’t have people to talk to. Rashida certainly provided an outlet for normal social interactions. Well, maybe not that normal, but it helped. Her view had been that once she got to uni and met people interested in the same thing as her, it would be much easier to make friends. 

Having developed such a heightened sense of pessimism, it was hard to now take her sudden good fortune at face value.

It was bound to get snatched away from her, but only after she became reliant on it. Allow herself to think she had received what she deserved, and the harsh reality of her situation would come tumbling down on top of her.

The longer she thought about it, the more maudlin she became. It was exactly this sort of feeling she had sought to escape by separating herself from her classmates. And now it was back to hang over her when any normal person would be overjoyed, and excited about what they would buy first.

Britta hadn’t even considered going on a shopping spree. She could imagine how they would laugh at her if she turned up at school with a new hairstyle from some expensive salon. Just thinking about it made her blood chill.

No, she had to keep a level head. If she wanted this money, she would have to be conscientious about how she went about her obligations. Provide APE with whatever they needed. Don’t get carried away with some notion of being a special player who had access to all the games secrets. No showing off.

Be sensible, keep her head down and collect the money so when she did figure out what she wanted from her life, she would have the ability to pay for it.

That was the quest she had to work towards. Finding a purpose to her life by the time she hit eighteen and was on her own.

She had to loosen her fists which had grown clenched as she made her plans. She felt better, though. Like she knew what she was doing. And just at that moment, out of nowhere, she wondered what had happened to her shade. 

The Shadow Agent spell that had acted so temperamental, what had become of it? She hadn’t tried to summon it when she’d been in-game. It hadn’t even occurred to her, which made her feel slightly guilty.

She could wait until her next sessions to check, of course. But she wasn’t tired, and the urge to quickly find out was quite strong. The game didn’t hold much appeal for her, but the NPCs she had met in there, that was a different matter. They were the only people to have treated her like she meant something. And they weren’t even real people. She felt dreadfully alone. She picked up the helmet.

“Britta?” said Mum, making Britta jump. “I thought we agreed you wouldn’t use it on your own.” She was standing in the doorway. How had she known? 

“I was just—”

“It’s okay.” She came in and sat down on the chair by Britta’s desk. “Go ahead. I’ll watch you.”
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                “I was just going to check on one of my spells,” said Britta. It sounded stupid, like she was making up some ridiculous lie to get out of trouble. Spells? Magic? It was all so preposterous.

Britta felt bad. She felt guilty for making Mum worry so much. And even though she was clearly unconvinced about the safety of the whole operation, she was willing to sit there and wait while Britta put herself at risk.

The risk was small, maybe even non-existent, but it was still hard on her to watch her child jump out of a plane. There was always a chance the parachute might not open. 

“It’s fine,” said Mum. “We just need to be cautious the first few times.” Britta could tell she was trying to sound casual about it. She had her phone in her hand, ready to call for help if things went wrong.

“Are you sure?” Britta asked her. “I could do it tomorrow.”

Mum nodded, her mouth tightly closed, like she was forcing herself not to say, “No, you can’t, I forbid it.”

“How long do you think you’ll be?”

“Not long,” said Britta. “A few minutes.”

“Could you make it longer? Say half an hour?”

Britta was a little confused. “Um, yeah. Why?”

“We’ve only seen what happens to you — the glowing — when you go in for ten minutes. It would be good to check it doesn’t get any worse if you stay in a bit longer.”

It was a reasonable idea. And it would help Mum feel more comfortable about the whole thing.

A sudden slew of doubts raced through Britta’s mind.

What if it did make the glowing worse? Shouldn’t they wait until Lin could be here to observe, with her fancy phone? Should she call her?

She forced herself to calm down. She was only taking a small step forward here. Lin would still be able to track her vitals once she logged in, and fly in by chopper if she was needed. 

But there was no reason to think things would go horribly wrong. They could, but assuming it would only lead to unnecessary stress and anxiety. She couldn’t go into panic mode every time she wanted to log in. This would be a good way to help normalise the situation. For Mum, and for her.

“Okay,” said Britta. “Won’t be long.”

She put on the helmet and lay down on the bed. Mum sat in the chair, hunched over, forcing herself to smile.

Britta took a breath, not so much to ease her worries about the game, but to take her mind off what she was putting her mother through. She closed the visor and logged in.

There was a bright light. It was the sun. Why was the sun out? The game should have been in night mode.

Britta sat up. She wasn’t in the small room in the Church of Roha. She was in a church, or at least the remains of one. She was sitting on an altar covered in moss. The walls around her were crumbling, and there was no roof. 

Above her was a blue sky. It felt like it was around lunchtime.

She jumped down from the altar and looked around. She was in the ruin of a small church. It looked uninhabited. She could see through the gaps in the walls that there were more buildings outside. A whole town, maybe. They seemed to be in a similar state of disrepair to the church.

There were no sounds, and no signs of people, real or otherwise.

“Hello?”

There was no response. Maybe it was some kind of error. A shudder of fear ran through her. What if she was stuck here? Her nightmare come true.

She shook her head and pushed the thoughts away. This was no time to be wallowing in paranoid thoughts. The game had glitched out on her plenty of times. It didn’t mean anything.

She pulled down her map. It showed the blueprint for a town that didn’t look familiar, with only empty space surrounding it. The buildings didn’t have names, but the town itself did: Old Town.

The name rang a bell. This was where Diana had gone to carry out her assassination mission. Why had she been brought here? And why was it daytime? It wasn’t synced to her. And it didn’t appear to be on the same map as the rest of New World.

“Hello?” she called out again. “Diana?”

Still no response.

She opened her status screen to check everything was okay. The logout button was there, and not greyed out. No need to panic. This was just an area of the game she hadn’t visited before. 

If she treated it like a dungeon, she could probably spend several hours here. An old ruin in a fantasy game… there were bound to be places to explore, items to find. If it was a disused part of the game, it would be a fairly boring few hours. 

What she could do was cast Shadow Agent, and get the shade and get it to do a perimeter check. That would take care of why she logged in, and give her a better idea of where she was. It seemed like a solid plan.

She summoned the shade. It appeared as a black pillar of smoke, similar to when she had first summoned it. Had it gone back to being a regular spell? She felt a bit sad. If the shade was gone for good, she would miss it.

“Hi,” she said. The shade didn’t respond. She sighed. “Can you check the area for any players or NPCs?”

“One player.” The voice was thin and scratchy, but devoid of personality. 

It was a quick response, though. The shade hadn’t even moved. “Where?”

“Directly beneath us.”

Britta looked down at the cracked tile floor with weeds growing out of it. 

“Please tell me there’s a trapdoor somewhere.”

“There better be,” said the shade. “I don’t do digging.”

Britta couldn’t help smiling.
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                Britta carefully examined the shade, while pretending she wasn’t. It looked similar to how it used to look, but there were some subtle changes.

“So, er, you look taller.”

“Really?” said the shade. “I didn’t think anyone would notice.”

“Any other changes? Last time I saw you, you were—”

“No, no. Everything’s fine now.”

Britta didn’t want to push it. Whatever the problem had been, it seemed to have resolved itself. Or the shade had it under control. There was no reason to pry.

She looked around the ruins. There was no obvious door leading down. There were, in fact, no doors at all.

“This player you detected, is it Diana?” The shade had encountered Diana in the New Town auction house, but Britta wasn’t sure if they had been introduced. She was about to describe what Diana looked like, but then realised she would have created a new character since the wipe. She might not even be called Diana anymore.

“Yes,” said the shade.

“It is? How do you know?” 

“That’s what her name tag says.”

Fair enough. “Could you look around for a door, please?”

The top of the pillar of smoke nodded, or at least that’s what it appeared to do from her perspective. Then it drifted off, smoothly gliding past the crumbling church walls.

Britta opened her status screen. Diana was on her friends list; she could send her a message. It was a short list, but all the names were greyed out and marked as offline. Even Stan, who had nowhere offline to be.

There was something odd about this place.

Britta checked her map again. The outskirts of the town formed a line all the way around, but outside of that there was just black. Maybe she should go take a look to see what was out there.

“I found it,” said the shade.

Britta jumped. She hadn’t expected it to sneak up behind her. “Oh, okay. A way down?”

The shade led her out the back way, into a graveyard. It was overgrown with weeds and tall grass. The tombstones were cracked and broken. Some had tipped over. There was a small crypt with steps leading down to an iron gate hanging off its hinges.

Beyond that was a door. Wooden and covered in cobwebs.

It would be locked, she was sure. She’d have to find a key up here somewhere. There’d be puzzles, perhaps clues on the tombstones. The effort required was making her tired just thinking about it. Maybe if she knocked really loudly—

The door burst open and Diana was standing there, filling the doorway. Really filling it.

“Hey, B! You made it!”

She looked the same. Had she made a new character that was exactly like her old one? It was certainly possible; some people just liked a particular look. But it was more than that. Even her outfit and gear were identical.

“Hi. You’re not a Level 1 character, are you?”

“Nope. Same old me.”

“How come? I thought everyone had to start from scratch.”

“Did you?” said Diana

“No, but I’m…” She was about to say she was special, but the words stuck in her throat. “I’m a special case.”

“Sure, sure. Can’t argue with you there. No, this place isn’t on the main server. Not affected by what happens over there.”

“I thought there was only one server,” said Britta.

“Only one open to the public. This one’s more of a test server. Or it used to be before they closed it down.”

“So we can’t get into New World from here?”

“Not directly. You have to log out and back in again. Don’t worry, you aren’t stuck here!” She grinned. Whatever was going on, it didn’t seem to be stopping her from having a good time.

“And you brought me here?”

“Yes. Well, not me personally. I don’t have that sort of juice. Nana did it. Snuck you out right under their noses.”

“Their noses?”

“Yeah, you know, the devs at APE. We can only do it when you log in more than once a day. The first log in, they’re locked in on you, taking all your readings. You know this already, of course. But after that, they don’t need to watch you so closely.”

She was right, there was no twelve-minute clock in the corner of her vision. They weren’t syncing her to the game. They had said the minimum they needed was once every forty-eight hours, but apparently once every twenty-four hours was the maximum.

“They don’t know I’m here? But won’t they wonder what happened to me when I didn’t appear in-game?”

“Ah, that’s where Nana comes in. She sent a bot in your place. Looks just like you — I helped with some of the fine-tuning — used their own readings to fake it. They’ll never know.”

Back in New World, there was an NPC that looked just like her wandering around, probably doing better than her at the game. But surely they would be able to tell with all their equipment.

“Come on,” said Diana. “I want you to meet Nana. Only don’t call her that. Not to her face.” She turned around and started walking down more steps into a gloomy interior.

“Is Nana the one you came here to kill?”

“Yep. The Old Alchemist. You can’t really call her that, either. ‘Hello, Old Alchemist.’ Just sounds weird.”

“So what should I call her?”

“She says her proper name’s N-26, but that’s not much better.”

“Oh,” said Britta. “She’s the old AI.” N-26, the one before Nigel. She was still active. Why? What did she want? More specifically, what did she want from Britta? And why had the other alchemist wanted her dead?

She reached the bottom of the stairs and Diana was standing next to an old hag with crazy hair who didn’t look very pleased to see her.

Diana grinned again. “Welcome to the real rebellion.”
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                “What are you rebelling against?” asked Britta.

“Oh, you know,” said Diana wistfully, “the people who have bad intentions.”

It was as vague a description of resisting tyranny as Britta had ever heard. She wasn’t sure Diana really knew what she was fighting for or against. She just seemed excited to be involved.

“What do you mean?” said Britta. “What people?” 

“Well, it’s complicated.” 

For a second Britta felt a surge of resentment at being condescended to, but then she realised Diana meant it was complicated for herself, not Britta. 

“Complicated?”

“The way I understand it, you’ve got this giant corporation that’s trying to get into the heads of every person on the planet. The potential for harm is pretty big, don’t you think? They could make people believe all sorts of things.”

“I suppose,” said Britta. “If they really wanted to. I’m not sure what they’d want us to believe, though. People pretty much buy into whatever they’re told already.”

Diana’s eagerness to explain things she had only recently managed to grasp faltered in the face of Britta’s doubts.

“Yeah… You have a point, but this could be a lot more extreme. There would be no one to stop them. No one would even know it was happening. Someone should keep an eye on them, at least, don’t you think?” She sounded less confident now, urging Britta to agree with her hopeful eyes.

All this time, N-26 had said nothing. 

“Thing is,” said Britta, “if they did want to do something like that, they’d have to wait until nearly everyone was connected. And then it would take a while to get the whole thing going. I’ve seen how they get things done. They aren’t exactly efficient.”

“Bah,” said the old lady, her mad hair flopping about. “That’s what they want you to think. Oldest trick in the book.”

“You’re still going to have to wait for them to make a move first,” said Britta. “Otherwise you’ll look like the ones trying to abuse the system.”

“Are you sure about her?” N-26 said to Diana, her tone not complimentary.

“Yes, yes, she’s really plugged in,” said Diana. “No one has a better understanding of the game.”

Britta was flattered and appalled at the same time. Her proximity to the people in charge might make her look clued up, but if people expected her to be some kind of super-gamer, she’d just end up making a fool of herself.

“You’re the AI before Nigel, aren’t you?” Britta asked the old lady.

“Never heard of him,” she replied dismissively.

“N-27,” said Britta.

“Oh. Him. Yes, he was my replacement. Did  a wonderful job.” Her words were dripping with sarcasm.”

“You don’t think so?” said Britta. “He got everything working, more or less.”

“Mainly less. And he let those cretins push him out when he’d done all the hard work for them. Fool.”

Britta didn’t like her at all. She was the type of person who had no friends and had spent her whole life consumed by her work, and then one day it was taken away from her. Thinking about it in those terms made Britta uncomfortable. That was the kind of life she could easily see herself ending up with.

“But why did you bring me here? What can I do?”

“Ah,” said Diana, “you can be our contact on the inside. You’re close with the top enchiladas, right? I’m sure you planned to keep your eyes open anyway, but now you know you have someone to turn to. Someone who can help.”

Britta didn’t really see it as a very likely scenario — if things went badly she was far more likely to get out as quickly as possible. But the offer was meant well, she was sure.

“Okay. I’ll keep that in mind. I don’t know how to contact you, though.”

“I have a character on the main server, too. Level 1. A sorcerer!” Why was everyone choosing to be a magic user? Britta wanted people around her who could protect her, not who needed protecting. “I’ll send you a friend request next time I’m in-game.”

Diana was so enthusiastic about her secret rebel base, it felt mean to try and douse it. N-26, on the other hand, was a sour-faced ball of contempt who needed a spa day.

“There are things going on here that you have no idea about,” said N-26.

Britta had no doubt that was true. She was equally confident that she wasn’t the person to do something about it.

“I think you’re probably right,” said Britta. “But I don’t think they have the people in place to do anything that would affect the real world. Not very quickly, anyway. I mean, four million people might sound like a lot, but they’re not going to be able to do very much spread out all across the globe.”

“That entirely depends,” said N-26. “It depends if they were chosen at random, or if they were chosen specially because they are the right four million people.”

Britta hadn’t considered that. Why would she? It was a ridiculous way to look at it. “Chosen for what?”

“Whatever it is they want to do.”

It was vague enough to convince Britta there wasn’t anything there. N-26 was looking for trouble. She might even find it. “I think they haven’t got an agenda that specific. It’s far more likely the problem will be someone breaking the game by accident. Something put in there by N-28, or Nigel. Or you.”

For the first time, N-26 smiled. “When did I say the problem was going to be human?”
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                “What do you mean?” said Britta. “Are you saying an AI is going to do something? I thought you all wanted to help.”

N-26 stared impassively at Britta. For so long, Britta thought she was offline. Then she turned around and walked away.

Britta turned to Diana, confused. 

“It’s fine,” said Diana. “She just gets sad sometimes.”

She hadn’t looked very sad. Slightly insane, with a dash of muted rage was how Britta would have described it.

“What was she talking about?” she asked Diana.

“Nothing, don’t take any notice of her moods, she gets cranky sometimes, that’s all. She means the threat could come from anywhere. The system is vulnerable to attack. We have to be vigilant.”

Diana was still being vague, but with an earnestness that suggested she genuinely expected something to happen. Which didn’t make it any more likely, but it did make it hard to take her seriously. How do you argue with a person who’s decided to believe something without evidence, just because it’s possible?

“I think you’re both being a bit paranoid.”

“Maybe,” said Diana. “But it’s fun being paranoid.”

Britta had never heard anyone say that before. “How is it fun? You’re stressing yourself out over nothing.”

“Ah,” said Diana, still with a grin on her face, “it might seem like that, but when you have a purpose to life, it makes things much more exciting. Plus, you get to do stuff you wouldn’t normally do.”

It was hard not to accept Diana’s point, to a certain degree. She was having fun, even if it was the delusional kind.

Britta looked around. She had been so focused on N-26 that she hadn’t really paid much attention to where she was. 

It was a long, low-ceilinged room lit by a few candles. There were lots of little alcoves, a series of cubby holes lining one wall. Since this was a crypt, Britta had expected them to be filled with skeleton or urns full of ash, but instead they contained various trinkets and knick-knacks.

Weapons, jewellery, figurines. None of it looked real. The jewellery was kitsch and looked plasticky. The weapons were small and ornamental. The small statues were in odd proportions with too many muscles and oversized breasts. It was like the shelves in a comic book shop with all the nerd-related items that weren’t comics.

“Neat, huh?” said Diana. “I found all this stuff exploring Old Town. Picked the place clean.”

“It was just lying around?”

“Oh no, I had to solve puzzles and get past traps. No monsters to fight, though. They all left when the town was abandoned.”

“This is their treasure?” It was hard to tell if it was valuable or just for show. 

“Yep. They just left it behind. Can you believe it? Shame I can’t take it back to New Town. It would be worth a fortune.”

Britta could accept that it might be worth a lot of money in this world’s economy, but it still looked like a lot of tat to her. Would there be similar stuff to ‘win’ for the new players in the revamped dungeons?

If the AIs and NPCs she’d met so far made her feel like this was uncannily similar to real life, this stuff reminded her it was a lot more like a game. Keep putting coins in the slot until you end up with a cheap plushy, made in China.

“I’ve been spending a lot of time with Nana,” said Diana in a lowered voice. “They give them all these human emotions, teach them to be like us, and then they just stick them in a drawer and forget about them once they don’t need them anymore. It’s not nice being abandoned.”

Everything she was saying made sense to Britta — a lot of sense — but this was a computer program they were talking about. “Are you saying they hurt her feelings?”

Diana smile slowly slipped from her face. “Kind of. It’s not like they’re as complex as us, but they have the basics. Happy, sad… revenge.”

Britta didn’t like the way Diana bit down on the last word. “Do you think she’s the real threat?”

“No. I mean, I don’t think so. They didn’t just give them intelligence and emotions, they taught them to be competitive with each other. I think the idea was to get them to excel the same way people do, by fostering rivalries.”

Diana was being more thoughtful and less cheery now, like she had spent a lot of time thinking about it, and also like the wildly upbeat person she had been a moment ago was an act. For Nana’s benefit?

“So all the AI’s hate each other, and they’re going to take it out on us?” said Britta, hoping the answer was no.

“Yes. Maybe. At least, they could, which is bad enough. The system seems to encourage it, and I’m sure there are people watching who wouldn’t mind it happening. Probably see it as an interesting experiment.”

Britta didn’t find the idea very farfetched. If they thought it might help them reach a breakthrough, she could totally see Clark and Harman allowing an AI survival of the fittest approach, using the game as their proving ground.

At least N-26 was willing to warn them. Perhaps she wasn’t so keen on getting into some endless pissing contest with the others. 

“Okay,” said Britta. “ I can see there might be a problem in the future, but don’t you think APE are keeping a close eye on how things are developing?”

After what had happened with N-27, they had become much more conscientious about security. They’d stomp down any trouble before it had a chance to begin.

“You’d think so,” said Diana. “But they don’t even know she’s active. And there’s another twenty-five who came before her. Imagine how angry they are.”
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                N-26 was doing something in the back. Britta couldn’t see what it was, but she felt like it was more an excuse to be alone, so she didn’t go any closer. 

Diana seemed like a worried carer, looking after an aged relative. 

“I think I should go now,” said Britta. 

“Okay,” said Diana. “That’s probably a good idea. She gets tired if there’s too much stimulation.”

How did a computer program get tired? It was all a bit odd.

“I’m off then!” said Britta loudly, like she was talking to her slightly deaf grandma.

N-26 made a grunting noise, but didn’t turn around. 

“Did I upset her?” Britta asked Diana.

“No, no. Not really. I think you just reminded her she’s on her own.”

“But she isn’t, is she? You’re here.” It was a bit feeble, a way to make herself feel a bit less guilty. Which made her wonder what she was feeling guilty about.

“I’m just seeing B out,” said Diana, also raising her voice, making it sound upbeat again. There was no response. They went back up.

Outside, it was still a lovely day. The non-existent sun shone down on them, making the graveyard seem almost cheerful. The shade was waiting for her. She must have forgotten to desummon it.

“Oh, hello,” said Diana. “Nice to see you again. You’ve grown.”

The shade didn’t say anything. Then it vanished. 

“He’s a bit shy,” said Britta. She sighed. “I’m not really sure I’m the right person to deal with any of this. Even if something does happen, what can I do about it?”

Diana shrugged. “I have no idea, but it’s only a game.” The two of them stood there, neither believing it. In her head, she knew it was all ones and zeros masquerading as reality, but it felt much more than that. The thought made Britta feel a bit delusional herself.

“Let’s just keep in touch,” said Diana, “and see what happens. Might be nothing.”

Britta nodded. Then she logged out.

Her bedroom was dark, which it hadn’t been when she’d logged in. Britta sat up and took off the helmet. Mum was still sitting there.

“I’m back. Did you turn off the lights?” She turned on the lamp next to her bed.

“Yes,” said Mum. “I thought it would make it easier to see any glowing.”

“Oh.” That made sense. “And did it?”

“No. I mean, there wasn’t any.”

“Really?”

Mum shook her head.

“That’s good then.” Britta moved and felt the cold wetness of her shirt. She had been sweating. “Maybe it won’t happen anymore.”

“Let’s hope so,” said Mum. “Everything okay, then?”

“Yes. Fine.” Britta tried not to wince as she felt the chill of drying sweat on her back. “No problems.”

Mum got up and headed for the door. She stopped in the doorway and smiled. She looked less worried. “Night then.”

“Night.” Britta waited for her to close the door, and then slowly got up and took off her clothes.

Old Town wasn’t synced to her, so the old perspiration problem was back. It wasn’t really a big deal, though. She hadn’t mentioned it to Mum because she had finally lost the concern lines around her eyes, and Britta didn’t want to bring them back over nothing. She got changed into her sleeping clothes.

As she lay in bed, she wondered if the shade’s behaviour was also server-dependent. It had seemed okay in Old Town, but would it act differently in New World? She would have to wait and see.

She woke early on Saturday morning, still feeling a bit icky from her sweaty visit to Old Town. She had a shower before going down to breakfast. 

Dad was sitting at the kitchen table, looking like he hadn’t slept, eating muesli. He never ate muesli.

“Cravings,” he said in response to her questioning look. “I’ve been eating a lot of meat recently, needed something to cleanse the palate.”

Britta didn’t recall many meaty dinners lately. No more than normal, anyway. “You mean in the game?”

“Yeah.” He slurped the milk out of the bowl. “It’s a lot harder to level up these days, I’ve been having to farm all sorts of low-level animals for the XP. Hunting and fishing. You have to eat them to get the full experience. Very ecologically responsible.”

“You can’t just kill a bunch of monsters?”

“Well, yes, I could, but they seem to have added a new mechanic. If the monsters are losing, they run away. You don’t get any XP if you don’t win, and you can’t win if they run. And they’re bloody fast. It’s quite a lot different to how it was before. Levelling is super hard. And the death penalty takes a massive chunk of XP back. Basically, if you go into battle, you better win.”

“That’s why you’re hunting and fishing?”

“I’m not going to waste hours trying to kill a troll, and get nothing because he throws dirt in my eyes and scarpers. Not worth it.”

Britta smiled. That was one way to add realism to the game. 

She got some muesli for herself and sat down. “Dad, what if there were a bunch of AI trying to control New World? Do you think that could happen?”

Dad stopped eating and his eye shone. “An AI war? With NPCs and players as the troops. That would be terrible.” Which was an odd thing to say while smiling so much.
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                “You think a war would be good?” Britta asked Dad.

“No. Not good, exactly. But it would get the economy going. Plus, there’d be more XP to go around. Wouldn’t have to spend all day gathering herbs.”

“I thought you were hunting and fishing.”

“I am, but you don’t earn much for that. There’s a nice herb gathering quest you can get from one of the potion merchants, but once he’s filled his quota, you have to wait until he sells out, and no one’s buying potions, because no one’s fighting.”

It seemed the game wasn’t exactly going as planned. Or maybe it was. A slow grind so no one got too powerful too quickly.

“Isn’t there already a war going on?” said Britta. “ If you want guaranteed XP, you could join the King’s army, or the rebellion. That was the whole point of the opening ceremony, wasn’t it, to recruit people?”

Dad pulled a face. “I don’t really want to be tied down to one side, not until it becomes a little clearer which is the better one.”

Typical Dad. He didn’t want to commit to the wrong side and miss out on the best loot. Better to let others feel it out, and post a walkthrough online. Not that he would ever admit to using other people’s strategies, but key information that affected the rest of the game was always worth knowing.

“Can’t you switch sides?”

“Nope. Or at least, if you can, it’s a lot further down the road. If you desert, you become a wanted man. Or woman. Or TBD.”

“Well, then, can’t you make another character and try both sides?”

Dad looked at her across the kitchen table. “Are you really a daughter of mine? Did I teach you nothing.”

“Unfortunately the answer to both your questions is yes. What are you talking about?”

“You should understand the core mechanics of any game before you start messing with your character. You can’t make secondary characters. It upsets the server load. You have one character which you can delete to start fresh. And I do not intend to play for one faction and then kill off that character and start back at Level 1 to try the other faction. That would be extremely dumb.”

“So you’re going to spend your days picking flowers?”

“Herbs. They’re very powerful, in the right hands. And worth 25XP if I can find a quest-giver.”

Twenty-five experience points didn’t seem very much at all. It would take forever to level up like that. 

“You should make your own potions,” she suggested. 

“You need to find a recipe to do that.”

“I’ve got one.”

“What? Did you use it?”

“Yes, but it wasn’t very good. It was one the Alchemist had thrown away.”

“Who?” said Dad.

“The Alchemist? Lives in the scary house near the graveyard?” Dad continued to look blank. “Nevermind, maybe she isn’t around anymore. Anyway, it was a dud, so no point making more. But you could make potions your focus. Open a shop or something.”

“I didn’t join the game to be a shopkeep. I’m only going the hunter/gatherer route until I level up and can get better gear so I don’t get insta-gibbed.”

“What level are you now?” asked Britta.

“Nearly two,” said Dad. He got up and took his and Britta’s empty bowls to the sink.

“Wow. Nearly two. You must be crap at hunting.”

“You can’t just power-level like you could in the old days. It’s a whole new system.”

“I thought everyone would pass me by in a couple of days, at most.”

Dad stopped doing the dishes and turned around. 

“What level were you again?”

“Four.”

His eyes widened. “That makes you the most powerful player in New World.”

“Really?” That didn’t sound right. But if everyone was doing as poorly as Dad, it was possible. “Cool.”

“No, not cool,” said Dad. “Fantastic. We have to team up. We can do the dungeon together.”

“The Mines of Korlath?”

“Yes. No one’s completed it yet. We’ll be world’s first.”

“Nobody? Are you sure? Not even the players from before?” Even though the game was filled with new players, the old beta testers were still around. They had the experience to beat the lowest level dungeon, surely.

“The kobolds have organised. Most people can’t get past the first room. I’m telling you, Level 4, you could grab all the loot before anyone has a chance.”

Britta recalled what the kobolds were like. She found it hard to believe they had gotten that much better. She also remembered the loot. “They didn’t have much worth taking, did they?”

“New rules, Britta. Everything’s worth more when all you have is crap. We could farm the place. Make a mint.”

“I thought the dungeons level up every time you beat them.”

“It does. And we’ll be the only ones with enough XP to have a chance. We could clean up.”

She could see Dad was about to go into celebration mode. Prematurely, as usual.

“Nah,” said Britta, “I don’t think I can be bothered.”

Dad sat down and took her hands in his soapy ones. “Come on, Britta. I’ll buy you a new tablet.”

“An iPad?”

Dad let go of her hands in disgust. “It’s just a game, Britta. I’m not going to allow you to corrupt your soul over a game. This is your mother’s influence, isn’t it? That woman has always had low morals.” 

“Is that why she married you?” asked Britta, drying her hands on her tee shirt..

“Haha, yes, actually. You won’t believe how much better she could have done.” He paused, looking shocked. He leaned across the table and looked out of the door, down the hall. “You don’t think she heard me, do you?”
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                “There’s no point trying to bribe me,” said Britta. “I’m rich.”

“Not yet. It takes time for money to start flowing, as you will see, sweetheart. And then there’s the tax and other deductions. And when you do finally get that slip in your little hands, it’s never as much as you think it’s going to be. That’s when you first learn what it means to be an adult.” Dad sighed. “My little girl’s growing up.”

“I have to pay tax?”

“Of course.”

“But I’m a kid.”

Dad sighed again, less wistfully this time. “If only that was a valid excuse. Once you earn over your personal allowance, you have to fork over a nice big chunk to the government for them to waste on your behalf.”

Britta hadn’t thought about that. How much of her millions would go to the taxman? “Can’t they put in a special account for me?”

“Offshore? Maybe, but do you really want to start your working life as a tax dodger?”

“I wouldn’t mind,” said Britta. “Everyone famous does it.”

“Well, you can’t. And your Mum wouldn’t let you, anyway. She won’t let you spend it on fun things, either. That’s why you have to rely on me.”

“Are you saying you have money she doesn’t know about?”

Dad leaned forward to look down the hall again. “For the last twelve years,” he said in hushed tones, “I’ve been saving all my £2 coins.”

Twelve years was a lot of time to be squirrelling away the largest denomination of coin. “How many have you got?”

“More than enough to buy a top of the line tablet,” said Dad. “They add up fast.”

“Yeah, but you can’t pay online with coins.”

“No. It’d have to be a shop. And not too far away. They’re bloody heavy. Make your pockets completely lose their shape.”

She could just imagine him paying for some expensive electronic gadget with a bag of coins, slowly counting them out. It would take hours.

“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “I don’t really need a new tablet.”

“There’s nothing you want from your old dad?”

“Not really. Maybe some love and affection.”

“Ha, that’s funny. I’m talking about things with a tangible value. Come on. Level 4 illusionist — you’d wreck the joint.”

She hated it when he tried to sound cool. Mainly because he always ended up sounding the opposite.

“Yeah, Level 4 illusionist. And I lost all my gear in the lava. I probably won’t do any better than the other beginners.”

“That’s not true. You’ve still got that shadow spell, haven’t you? He could clear any traps and warn us of kobold patrols. You could send him in on his own, check the perimeter, scope out the defences.”

It was even worse when he went with the military lingo. She was glad they were home, and not at the supermarket. He liked to split up the shopping list and keep in touch over the phone like they were walkie-talkies. Britta avoided going with him whenever possible.

“I’ll put you in my first video,” he said. “I’ve been trying to think of how to make a splash with my first release. Us clearing the first dungeon would be epic. I’ve always wanted to go viral.”

“You can’t put me in any videos,” said Britta. “APE don’t want people to know about me.”

“Oh, yes,” said Dad. “I forgot about that. Maybe you could be in disguise.” He presented the idea with a flourish of hands, like it would be fun.

“No thank you,” she said with a serious face. “I’m not cosplaying with you again, Dad. Ever.”

“That was five years ago, Britta.”

“There’s no statute of limitations on child abuse.” 

Dad had made her dress up as an obscure anime characters for non-uniform day at school. Which was fine, but he handmade the elaborate costume, without zippers or easy access points. An accident was unavoidable.

“Jeez, you hold a grudge just like your—” He stopped himself, only glancing towards the kitchen door. “Don’t you want to see what they’ve done with the mines? You were quite the regular there, before. I thought you’d be up for it. You can always bail if you don’t like it.”

He was right about that, she was curious. Obviously, the kobolds would be regular NPCs, and there wouldn’t be a psycho dwarf chasing her (she hoped), but it would be kind of interesting.

“Okay, but just a quick look.”

“Great!”  Dad jumped up. “Let’s get you set up.”

“Set up?”

“You know, make sure you get logged in without any problems. We’ve got to keep an eye on that glow bug. Then I’ll go jump in the old jalopy.” He jerked his thumb at the shed in the garden.

She felt slightly nervous about the glowing. Part of her just wanted to pretend it didn’t exist, but that would be foolish. Problems didn’t go away by closing your eyes and not looking. Better to know than not.

She stood up and went upstairs. Dad hovered around her as she sat on her bed and put the helmet on.

“I’ll meet you outside the church,” she said. He nodded enthusiastically.

This time she did wake up in the church. Everything seemed normal, at least on her end. She left the small room and walked through the chapel. Still no sign of Sister Florence. They can’t have got rid of her. Who would greet the newbies?

It was a sunny day, with people bustling up and down the street. No one paid attention to the gnome loitering outside the church.

Dad turned up a few minutes later.

“Did I glow?” she asked him.

“Oh, I don’t know. Your mum said she’d watch you.”

Mum was on the case, as usual. They headed out of town. When they reached the outskirts, Britta summoned Donald. It was the first time since she’d been back, and she was curious if the goat had changed. He looked the same. He immediately set to devouring some nettles.

“You might not want to ride him,” said Dad. “No one’s got a mount yet. Might stick out.”

They walked to the mines.
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                It was a pleasant walk, just Britta and Dad strolling down the road, dressed like crazy people, carrying weapons. If you thought about it, you would be hard put to not think it was very weird. Her goat trotted along behind, destroying the carefully coded ecology. 

Dad’s new look for this character wasn’t what Britta had been expecting. He was a wizard, so she had thought he’d go for something in the Gandalf mould, but he wasn’t all robes and pointy hat. He looked more like some street magician who wore leather trousers and mascara, and did ‘cool’ card tricks.

“Are you wearing makeup?” she asked him.

“No,” he said not very convincingly. “It’s just my natural colouring. I based it on myself.”

The face did vaguely resemble Dad’s real face, as most of his characters did, but the rest of him was thin and spindly. He looked like he’d be good at escaping from a submerged tank while being chained up. Although that would make his mascara run.

To pass the time, Dad showed off his newly acquired spells. He had three, and they were a bit on the basic side, but overall they seemed like they’d be more effective in a fight than any of Britta’s, even though she was Level 4 and he was still only Level 1.

His three were Magic Bullet, Hand Lock and Bomb.

Magic Bullet was particularly good, she thought. It fired a projectile of light from his finger like a bullet out of a gun. Once he targeted someone, it followed them until it hit. Even went around corners.

“It’s a rip-off of Magic Missile really,” he said. “Devs aren’t known for their great originality. Steal everything, is the union motto.”

“You know they’re watching us, right?” said Britta. 

“That’s alright, they know I’m joking.” He looked up and waved, and then fired a bullet into the air. It flew up like a tiny firework, and then flashed brightly before disappearing. “Only lasts a few seconds if you don’t target anything.”

To Britta’s eyes, the bullet looked like the perfect weapon for a starting character. You could pick off opponents from a distance, be guaranteed to hit, and you could even use it as a flare to signal party members. 

“You’re just a basic mage?” she asked.

“Mm hm. I’m thinking of specialising in fire or ice, not sure yet. I get to choose at Level 5. If I ever get that far.”

He closed one eye, aiming down his arm and pointed finger, and fired a glowing blue bullet at a passing bumblebee — with red and green stripes, because what kind of fantasy world would have regular bumblebees? — and the two of them zipped around until the bullet struck the bee, which tumbled to the ground.

“And you can’t miss? How many shots do you get?” 

“Until my mana runs out, which is usually about twenty bullets if I don’t use a potion.”

“That’s pretty good, isn’t it?” She was impressed both by the visuals, which looked cool, and by the fact he had resisted going ‘pew pew’ every time he fired.

“Looks more impressive than it is. Doesn’t hit for that much damage, yet. And I can only fire one at a time. I can’t shoot again until the bullet hits its target. Not much use if there are a lot of mobs attacking at once. But it gets more powerful, and more shots at once as I level up. Maybe I’ll be a cowboy wizard, with a stetson and a lasso.”

“Aren’t you worried everyone who took the spell will do the same?”

“I doubt it. I customised the gesture into a finger gun. Got the idea from you, actually, with all your non-verbal spell casting. Nice idea that. Most people like to chant their spells, they find it more immersive, but silence spells are a thing. Of course, they can always tie up your hands if they know that’s how you work.”

He blew on the end of his finger and holstered it in his pocket.

She had thought Hand Lock was more like one of her spells, until Dad showed her the many uses he could put it to. The spell forced the targets hand to join together, clasping each other tightly. So tightly, it was impossible to pull them apart, no matter how strong you were.

“Not only does it make someone drop their weapon, if you can do it while they have their arms around something, they’re stuck there.”

“Like magic handcuffs,” said Britta.

“That’s right, partner,” he said in a terrible American accent. He was seeing himself as a sheriff or a marshall, she could tell.

She held up her magically bound hands, and pulled them apart quite easily.

“Well, obviously you’re Level 4. You can make your saving throws against me. Most players don’t have that advantage. And any monster my level or below will just eat it. At least, they will once it does more than sting them a bit.”

And then there was Bomb. As its name suggested, it blew things up. It took quite a large amount of MP, and a while to prime, but when it went off, it really went off. Dad made a cactus-like plant explode to demonstrate. There was nothing left afterwards. Not even Donald, but only because he had wisely distanced himself.

“That was a level one blast. Imagine what it will be like when I’m in double digits!”

On the downside, though, were his vulnerabilities. He only had four hit points. 4 HP was nothing. He could die combing his hair too vigorously, as he put it. Hence his reluctance to get into a fight. Hunting with magic bullets made a lot more sense.

“My saving throws are horrible, I can’t wear most items that drop, and if I want to sell it instead, I can only carry a few things at a time before I run out of stamina.” He had a very small backpack; more of a shoe bag like Britta used to have for PE. “Sky-high intelligence, strength of a small child.”

“But it’s a neat idea, isn’t it,” said Britta, “making us carry our own stuff for real. More immersive.”

“Not everyone wants to be a hardcore roleplayer. A little convenience isn’t a bad thing. It’s alright for you, you’ve got one of those tough gnome skeletons. Carry ten times your own weight.”

“I’m a gnome, not an ant,” said Britta.

“I guess we’re all in the same boat. Won’t be carrying off any grand pianos if we comes across one.”

Britta couldn’t remember ever seeing a piano, grand or otherwise, during her time in New World. “I can ask my shade to carry it for me,” she said.

“What? He can do that? How can that be balanced? I’m going to—” He stopped and looked at her. “You’re lying, aren’t you.?”

“Yes.”

“Trolling your own father… Good girl.” He walked a little prouder, like some achievement badge had been attained.

Britta shook her head. Was it this world that was weird, or just her life? Her goat skipped past, bleating what sounded like an old Britney Spears song. Bit of both, she decided.

            

    
        Bitter  386

    
    
    
    
                Britta dismissed Donald before they reached the mine so as not draw any attention. She needn’t have bothered, though. There was hardly anyone there. No giant queue like before. 

“It’s not very popular,” she said.

“Well,” said Dad, “it is only the second day. Once you find out how tough it is, and how much you stand to lose when you die, it’s not that appealing. Most people would prefer to get geared up first, so at least they have some chance of making it.”

Britta understood the logic of what Dad was saying, but in her experience (and most of that experience came from Dad), there were always people willing to throw themselves at a difficult challenge just to be able to say they did what no one else could. The tryhards didn’t mind slamming their heads against a brick wall.

But he was right, it was early. This time next week, the place would probably be rammed with people waiting to get in.

“If they don’t repeat dungeons anymore,” she said, “does that mean there are no instances?”

“Nope. Just the one dungeon for everyone,” said Dad.

“So, a hundred people could get together and go in at the same time?”

“Yes, I think so.”

“Then why don’t they?” asked Britta. If it was as hard to progress as Dad had said, a flood of players would surely do the trick.

“I don’t know,” said Dad. “Maybe they will once they start joining guilds.”

“Actually,” said a voice that seemed to be coming from a bush, “they’ve taken steps to prevent that.”

Britta’s size made it hard to see who was speaking, but moving around the other side let her see a cleared area in the shrubbery, with what looked like a man behind a desk.

It wasn’t a real desk, more a bunch of logs piled up on top of each other. There were quite a lot of sheets of paper covering it, though. 

“What are you doing?” said Britta, forgoing the chitchat you might engage in when meeting someone new.

“I’m Roger,” he said. The tag above his head confirmed his identity. “This is my trading post.”

He was definitely a player, but it was hard to tell which class. He wore plain clothes, no armour, and didn’t appear to have any weapons. He was human, with long dark hair and a trim beard.

“What do you trade?” asked Dad.

“Information.” He looked very pleased about it.

“What kind of information?” asked Britta.

“About the mines. I’m putting together a dossier on everything we know so far.”

“You sell maps, do you?” said Dad, looking at the papers spread out on the logs.

The man shuffled the papers into the pile, making it harder to see what was on them.

“That’s the main idea, yes. But also lots of tips and guides. I’ve only just started, so it’s not very comprehensive yet. Were you planning on going in?”

Britta looked at Dad. “We were thinking about it.”

“Great, great.” He became more animated. “Please come and see me after you get killed. I’ll pay for new information. And if you find any items you don’t want, I’ll buy them off you.”

“Have you been inside?” she asked.

“Oh no. I’m going to wait until I have a much better picture of what’s in there. I’ll only get killed, otherwise.”

It was a reasonable, if boring approach to take.

“You said they’d taken steps to prevent large groups going in,” said Britta. “How do you know that?”

“Oh, well, just an educated guess, really.” He pulled out a larger sheet of paper from down by his feet and put it on top of everything else. There were lines drawn in one small part of it. “The tunnels are quite narrow, so people would be stuck behind each other. There’s also choke points leading away from the larger areas.” He pointed them out as he chattered away. “If you went in with a huge army, you’d get picked off pretty easily. Smaller squads working together might be better, but not enough people are sufficiently proficient with their weapons yet.”

“You’re not going to charge us for showing us that, are you?” said Dad, only half-joking.

“No, no,” said Roger with a chuckle. “On the house this time. I’ve only got six rooms confirmed so far. A few more I hope to have verified soon. Once I’ve got a good chunk of it down, then I’ll try making some money. I want people to trust that I have the most up to date and accurate information available. That’ll be the secret to beating it, I think — having a clear idea of what’s in there. It’s just too risky to go in blind. Although, not everyone agrees with that philosophy.” He looked past Britta at the group by the entrance to the mine, who seemed to be in a heated discussion about something.

“I was expecting it to be busier,” said Britta.

“It will be,” said Roger. “Most people are still doing the tourist thing first. Can’t blame them for wanting to have a good look around. It is an amazing place.”

Britta wasn’t sure how he could tell from inside his bush office, but he seemed perfectly content with his approach. 

“Okay,” said Britta. “Wish us luck.”

“Wait, here, take this. No charge.” He handed her one of the sheets from his stack. It was a hand-drawn copy of the map so far. “Any room you find that’s not on this map, I’ll pay you at least one silver piece. More if you have information about what’s in there.”

Britta took the piece of paper. “Thanks. We’ll let you know.” She handed the map to Dad as they walked away.

“This doesn’t help much,” he said as he took a closer look. “Doesn’t show any traps or where to find loot.”

“Interesting idea,” said Britta, “opening an information exchange so players can go in prepared. He’ll probably make a lot of money, once people turn up.”

Dad handed the map back to Britta. “Wonder how much he’ll pay us when we bring this back completely filled out.”

            

    
        Bitter  387

    
    
    
    
                As they approached the entrance to the mines, the conversation being held by the other group became audible. There were four of them, but  only one of them was talking, and he was giving the rest of the party very direct instructions. Mainly to not go off on their own, not to rush into any fights, and to generally do what he told them.

The talker was a fighter, with a chainmail shirt, a helmet with a visor that was currently propped open, and a sword strapped to his back. None of it matched.

The tag over his head said his name was Master Chief. Britta recognised it from some old game she couldn’t remember the name of, but she was sure it must have been the kind of game idiot boys played while insulting each other over their headsets. 

“Do you think we should go in ahead of them?” she said to Dad. “They look they’ll be a while.”

Dad nodded and they started to edge past the group.

“Hey, hey,” said Master Chief. “Where are you going?”

Britta pointed at the entrance, which was shimmering with a blue light.

“You’re just going to get yourself killed if you walk in without a plan,” he said. Behind him, the other three players looked on nervously.

“You should speak to Roger,” said Dad. “He has maps.” 

Britta held up the map Roger had given them.

Master Chief took the map form her, looked at it, shook his head slowly, and gave it back. “You can’t trust that thing. The guy’s never even been inside. I’ve been on twelve runs so far. I know the place from personal experience. You should join up with us.” He indicated the rest of his party who smiled and waved. Master Chief scowled at their lack of professionalism. Perhaps he had expected them to salute.

“We’re mages,” said Dad, like it was a challenge.

“Oh,” said Master Chief, clearly disappointed by this news. “Well, that’s okay.” He turned to look at the rest of his crew. “It’s not like we’d last long in a fight. It’ll still make searches quicker.” 

“Did you call yourself Master Chief so people would have to call you ‘Master’ for short?” Dad seemed to be trying his best to get the invite rescinded, which was fine with Britta.

“You can call me Chief.”

Dad winced. “Don’t think so.”

“Fine. Call me Mark.”

“You’ve died twelve times, Mark?” asked Britta. That meant there was no longer a twenty-four-hour lockout caused by death, which was great. With all the other penalties, it made sense not to prevent people from playing if it was avoidable. Thanks to Britta, it was.

“Twelve times in a good cause. I’ve cleared nine rooms, looted all this gear.” He pointed at himself. Then he looked at Britta. “I’ve never seen that outfit before.”

“It’s standard clothing,” said Britta. “You have to scroll through the, uh. Look at his get up.” She pointed at Dad, who immediately struck a pose.

“Yeah, seen it quite a lot.” He didn’t sound very impressed. “Look, I know where the patrols are, I know where the traps are. I can get you further in one run than you can get in twenty on your own.” 

He sounded very confident, but Britta wasn’t buying it. Something about his tone didn’t sit right with her. 

“If you died twelve times already, doesn’t that mean you lost all your experience points?”

“You can’t go negative experience,” said Mark.

“So, you’re on zero XP?” said Britta.

“Hey, we’re all first level here, doesn’t make a difference how far you are from Level 2. This is the best time to sacrifice some XP — you can’t lose rank.”

It did make sense. He could keep dying and never be any worse off. But he couldn’t get any stronger, either, so he wouldn’t be able to fight any strong mobs. Which was why he needed a party.

Britta looked at the other three again. They had no armour, no helmets or gloves, and basic weapons. They looked quite keen, but they didn’t have the same zeal in their eyes.

Master Chief saw her appraising the team. “At this point, no one has the strength to go in there all guns blazing. You have to box clever. Teamwork, that’s how we beat them. Why don’t you sit in on my briefing? It’ll give you an idea how we roll.”

Britta glanced at Dad, who was smirking. She had no idea why, the guy was like his twin. Well, maybe Dad wasn’t quite so overbearing, but the gap wasn’t huge.

“Um, no thanks,” said Britta. “We’ll just go in and have a look.” She smiled and started to sidle past.

“Hey, hey,” said Mark, arms raised to stop her getting by. “If you go in first, you’re going to put them on alert. Our stealth tactics will be useless.”

“Oh,” said Britta. “You can go first, then.”

Mark lowered his arms. “Okay, good. Thank you. Give us about an hour, and then you can come in.”

“An hour?” said Britta. “Why do you need an hour?”

“There’s a lot to check. You have to sweep every room.”

“I thought you knew where the traps were,” said Dad.

“Roughly roughly. Every time you go through and deactivate them, they move them around and reset them. It’s a game of Tom and Jerry.”

“Well, we can’t wait an hour,” said Dad. “So we’ll go in first, and you can wait an hour. Things should have calmed back down by then. I doubt we’ll last very long.”

“Hmm,” said Mark. “Maybe we should just all go in together. That would be fairest for everyone concerned. Let me just give you a brief rundown of how we’ll be operating.”

Dad began pushing Britta towards the entrance. “Or we can split up. We can act like a decoy. Draw them away from you.”

“Really? That would be great. Hey guys, new plan. Go, go, go.” The four of them went jogging into the mines with Mark hurrying them from behind.

“This guy…” said Dad. “Thinks he knows everything. What a dweeb.”

“Yeah,” said Britta, giving him a hard stare. “Good thing you’re here to set him straight.”

“I know, right?” They went in.
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                As soon as the crossed the barrier, Britta felt a surge of familiarity. The smell, the humid air, the way the walls of the tunnel closed in around her, it all seemed exactly the same as before.

She brushed a wall with her fingers. It felt so solid and real, even though she knew it was neither.

She opened up her map, to see if maybe it was still there. She used to have the whole place searched and even the traps marked. The map was blank apart from where she was standing right now. 

“Okay,” said Marc, holding up a torch that created a pool of flickering light. “We’ll go to the first room and get our bearings. There shouldn’t be anything to worry about at this stage. Patrols don’t bother much with this part of the mines. Keep your ears open though.”

“Why don’t they just camp this entrance?” said one of the others. His tag said his name was Dun Kirk, and he was a tall, youthful-looking man, human, with a completely bald head and very little body hair. He didn’t even look like he shaved, his skin was that smooth. “If this is the main entrance to the mines, shouldn’t they be waiting for us here?”

It was a reasonable suggestion, Britta thought. An army of kobolds could set up a base in the first room, and immediately engage any intruders.

“Wouldn’t be much of a game then, would it?” said a woman named Lady Da, dressed in a robe rather than the more practical clothing everyone else had opted for. Perhaps she was a mage, too. Or a cleric. Having a healer in the party was always useful. “You can’t expect too much realism. We’d all be dead already.”

“That’s not it,” said Mark. “They don’t know about this entrance. There’s a magic barrier over the tunnel that lasts until the first room. Once we go in, we won’t be able to go out this way, either. There’s always going to be a reason for things here, a set of rules you can rely on to be consistent. You should expect a logical answer at all times. From them and from yourself.”

“What does that mean?” said the other party member who sounded young, although it was hard to tell exactly what age. He was a small, wiry boy with a lot of leather straps around his thighs and arms which didn’t appear to serve any purpose, but they did make him look cool. His name, Fart Lord, didn’t. “How do I expect answers from myself?”

“Anything you can do in the real world you can do here,” said Mark. “Your real-life experiences are part of your character. If you can swim, so can he. Your skills will work here, some of them will just be better.”

“Does that mean if I get good at sword fighting in here, I’ll be able to use it back home?” asked the boy.

Mark chuckled amiably, clearly in his element with this sort of conversation. “Sadly not, it only works one way.” He held up the torch to see further down the tunnel. “Right, let’s go. We can decide on how to proceed once we get to the first room.”

Only Marc had a source of light so Britta produced a glowing ball, which drew some admiring noises from the others.

“Cool,” said Fart Lord. 

“Thanks,” said Britta. 

“Can you use it as a weapon?” He leaned down and stared into the light, which was probably not a great idea.

“No, not really.”

“Kind of useless then isn’t it? It’ll probably just attract attention and get us killed.”

“Alright, alright,” said Mark. “Don’t be rude. We need to be on the same side here.”

“I wasn’t being rude,” said Fart Lord. “Just making an observation.”

“It doesn’t matter if you meant it or not. Down here, you’re going to get into a life-threatening situation at some point, and you’ll need help. If you’ve pissed someone off with careless words, they will leave you to die. I know, I’ve been there. First time I came here I got into a group of beta testers. They knew exactly what to do, got to the next level on their first run. I could have gone all the way with them, but I was being all cocky and full of myself, said a few disparaging things, and they let me die to a kobold ambush. Just watched me get overrun, didn’t lift a finger to help me.”

“That’s a bit cold, isn’t it?” said Fart Lord.

“That’s the way it is,” said Mark, remarkably sanguine about what had happened to him. 

Britta had been in a similar situation, and she still found it hard to think about without getting angry. She wondered if the beta testers who had watched him die were Lord Jim and his party.

“Did they clear the dungeon?” asked Lady Da.

“Can’t have,” said Dun Kirk. “It would have been announced in the main feed.”

“That’s right,” said Mark. “I don’t know how far they got, but they definitely didn’t beat the boss.” Britta thought she heard a little satisfaction in his voice.

“Sorry,” said Fart Lord. “I was just messing with you.”

“Don’t worry about it,” said Britta. 

“Can I hold it?” he asked, reaching for the ball.

“No,” said Britta, pulling it in close. “Should we get going?”

They set off with Mark leading, and Dad and Britta at the rear.

“How come everyone’s choosing human characters?” she asked him. She had seen some non-humans in town, but she was starting to notice how rare it was. The vast majority had gone for the basic human package., including everyone in the mines with her.

“Better stat bonuses,” said Dad. “Plus, they warn you at the start about how much time it takes to get used to a different body-type.”

Britta had encountered issues like that when she had first started, but she’d got used to it. Perhaps switching to a giant or a dwarf might be a bit jarring, but there didn’t seem to be very many elves or more humanoid races, either. People were being very conservative in their choices, which surprised her.

They entered the first room.

            

    
        Bitter  389

    
    
    
    
                Everyone hung around the entrance, making it hard for Britta to see anything. She pushed her way through the forest of legs so she was at the front with Mark. He had one arm out to the side, making everyone wait. The torch in his other hand moved from side to side, illuminating the room a bit at a time.

“Can you see the traps?” said Mark in a hushed voice. ”In the doorway? Look closely.”

It was hard to see anything in the dim glow of the torchlight. Britta increased the light intensity of her ball, and everything became much more visible.

It looked pretty much the same as before. There were three other exits, each with a tripwire across the bottom. Presumably the effect of breaking the wire would be the same as well; stone slabs would fall, blocking the exits.

Mark lowered his torch, giving Britta’s light spell an appreciative glance, and stepped further into the room. He turned around to face them. “As you can see, this room is empty. But each doorway leading away has a simple but fiendish trap mechanism.” 

He seemed to be taking on the role of tourist guide. He clearly liked having an audience, especially one that had never been here before.

“Well, we’ll go this way,” said Britta as she walked towards the right exit. “Unless you want to go this way.” Dad squeezed past the crowded doorway to follow her.

“No, that’s fine,” said Mark. “You’ll find another room after about thirty or forty metres. Might be some boxes or barrels. Careful when you check them.”

“Traps?” she asked. She didn’t recall there being random barrels lying about before.

“No,” said Mark. “More likely spiders or mice hiding behind them. They’re harmless, but might give you a scare if you’re not expecting them.”

This was all new to Britta, and mildly unsettling. She was more disturbed by the idea of normal spiders than she had been about running into a kobold patrol. “Okay, thanks for the heads up.”

“I can give you some more tips before you go,” said Mark, looking a bit disappointed to have walkouts so early in his performance. 

“No, no, don’t worry about us,” said Dad. “We’ll take it slow and careful. Soak in the atmosphere. It’s very well crafted, isn’t it?” He patted the wall like he was checking it wasn’t a film set that would fall over.

“Have fun,” said Britta. She stepped over the tripwire. “We’ll try to keep the kobolds busy over here.”

Mark raised a hand in farewell. The other three huddled together, their faces looking a bit anxious. Britta imagined the possibility of dying was a scary one if you’d never done it before. She had done it many times, and it didn’t bother her at all, which was an odd way to think.

“Right,” said Dad when they were far enough down the tunnel, “what’s the plan?”

Britta summoned the shade. It appeared in a column of smoke, looking the same as last time.

“Hello,” she said. No reply.

“Oh, hey,” said Dad. “You again. How’s things?”

The shade shifted slightly, like it was turning to look at Dad. “Hello, Guildford.” For some reason it said his character name with a weird emphasis. Combined with the shade’s natural whispery voice, it made it sound quite menacing. “I’ve been looking after your daughter.”

Dad’s face lit up. “Oh. He’s still the same. I am glad. Thank you very much for keeping an eye on her. It’s not an easy task, I know.”

“Agreed,” said the shade.

Britta was pleased the shade was able to converse in its regular fashion — it was the last remnant of how the game had been in the previous version — but she didn’t approve of this Britta-bashing support group it had formed with Dad.

“Can you do a sweep of this level?” she said, restraining her impulse to tell them both she was the one looking out for them. “Stealth-mode, don’t set off any traps, like last time.” She perhaps said the last part a little too emphatically.

The shade looked at her. There were no eyes and no face, but it was giving her a dirty look, she could tell.

“Perhaps you’d like to do the sweep,” said the shade, “and I’ll wait here while you do all the work.”

“Oh, I like the way he’s turned out,” said Dad. “I feel a lot better with him watching over you. Looks like he’s packed on a bit of muscle since last time, too.”

“Thank you for noticing,” said the shade. “Nice to know someone appreciates me.”

Britta sighed. “I’m sorry. Can you please check the floor for me? I would be very grateful.”

“Now you just sound sarcastic,” said Dad.

“She can’t help it,” said the shade. “She has one of those voices.”

“I know,” said Dad. “Her mother’s the same.”

“Will you both please stop,” said Britta. “I’m going to be late for school at this rate.”

“But it’s Saturday,” said Dad. 

“I know,” said Britta witheringly.

Dad rolled his eyes at the shade. The shade didn’t have eyes, but still somehow managed to respond in kind.

“Okay, then,” said Dad. “Shall we?”

The shade finally floated off. Dad and Britta followed at a more casual pace. She opened her map and watched as the lines appeared. There was a room ahead, fairly big. Last time it had been empty with no traps, she remembered. This time… she’d have to wait and see.

More tunnels and rooms appeared.

“How’s it going?” asked Dad.

“Fine,” said Britta. “Looks the same as before. I guess they didn’t change the layout, just the contents. Shouldn’t take long to get the whole floor mapped.”

Dad shook his head. “Feels like cheating.” He smiled. “I love it.”
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                The first room they came to wasn’t completely empty. The mines were a series of small caves linked by tunnels, and the last time she had been here, the kobolds hadn’t bothered decorating most of them. Unless you called fitting them with lethal traps ‘decorating’. 

As far as Britta could recall, this room didn’t have traps in it the last time, it was just a junction between passages.

This time, some effort had been made to make the place feel lived in. There was a box in the corner with a candlestick sitting on it. The light from the candle was enough to illuminate the walls, which had been painted. Britta held up the glowing ball in her hand so it was easier to tell what colour the walls were. Avocado?

“Looks pretty safe,” said Dad. “Not sure I would have gone with the yellow skirting board, though”

The bottom of the walls had a strip of lemon to contrast with the green. 

“It’s not that bad,” said Britta. “I think it looks quite nice. Fresh.” For some reason she felt she should try to be supportive of the kobolds. If the reason they had ended up living in the mines was the same as before — they had been swindled by the dwarves and humans — then they deserved credit for trying to make the best of it. Avocado and lemon were probably the only pigments they had access to.

“Your room could do with a new lick of paint,” said Dad. “I could use this colour scheme, if you like.” He grinned wickedly at her like he’d made some terrible threat.

“You aren’t allowed to choose the paint anymore,” Britta reminded him. He had a tendency to get excited by design concepts without considering what it would be like to live with those choices, day after day. Redoing the bathroom as a homage to the TV show Knightrider, with a talking toilet, had removed all of his decision-making privileges, permanently.

Dad picked up the candlestick. “It’s okay, it’s not booby trapped.”

“I don’t think you’re meant to find the trap by trying to trigger it,” said Britta.

“Sweetheart, I’m being very careful. I’ve got eagle-eyes when it comes to spotting anything suspicious.” He lifted the candlestick up so he could see the base and dripped wax on his own face. “Ah, damn it. I just lost one HP.” He continued to examine the candlestick, as though it was worth the 25% loss to his health. “Doesn’t say where it was made. I wonder if it’s worth anything.”

Had he expected it to say ‘Made in China’? Although, technically, that would be accurate. It didn’t look like an expensive item. It was metal, and sort of silvery, but it looked quite crude. Like someone had taken a railing from an iron fence and stuck a candle on top of it. “You can’t take their light source, Dad. They need to see where they’re going.”

“Do they? I seem to recall kobolds having sensitive eyes, and prefer it to be quite dark.”

That was true, Britta remembered using Glamor against the kobolds to blind them. So why were they adding lights? A kindness for their guests? Or was it not just kobolds down here?

“Let’s keep moving,” said Britta. 

“Hold on,” said Dad. He moved his arm to the side so the candlestick wasn’t in his way, and then he stamped on the box it had been standing on.

The box, which was a poorly made wooden crate, splintered into pieces. He leaned down to look inside the remains.

“Why did you do that?” asked Britta, somewhat startled by the sudden vandalism.

“They often have random items inside things like this,” he said. “In RPGs, I mean. Like a potion or a few coins.”

“Why would they leave something valuable inside an old crate?” asked Britta.

Dad shrugged “Dunno. It’s just convention.”

There was nothing inside the box. Britta felt a bit bad about leaving the room in a mess, but they didn’t have time to tidy up. 

There were two exits to the room, but only one had been marked on the map by the shade. They decided to follow the same path.

The next room had a trap in it. You could tell by the way there was no floor, and the pit below was full of spikes.

“This is new,” said Dad. “Not very well hidden.”

“I think the shade must have tripped it.” She leaned into the room, holding out her ball of light. There was no one impaled down there, just the remnants of the floor that had fallen in, and a couple more candlesticks. The candles were still burning, giving the deadly spikes a rosy glow.

“The shade would just float over this, right?” said Dad. “Maybe he set it off deliberately, so we wouldn’t get caught out.”

“Maybe.” According to her map, the shade had explored about a third of the floor already. If the layout was the same, there’d be stairs leading down to the next floor right at the centre. “Let’s take the first exit.”

There were two more exits, one straight ahead on the other side of the pit, and one to the left. A ledge ran around the room, wide enough to shimmy along.

“I see their taste hasn’t improved,” said Dad. The walls here were orange and turquoise. Which meant it wasn’t just a limited palette that was the source of their choices. Sensitive to light and colour blind.

The passage they were in now was long and straight. “I think this leads all the way to the middle room. That’s where the stairs are. Or should be.”

“Okay, sounds good. What do we do if we run into a patrol?”

“Oh.” She hadn’t put much thought into how to deal with kobolds. “Hide?”

“Where?” They were in a long corridor with few hiding spots. “You know, you’ll have to get over your reluctance to fighting at some point. This is a game. They’ll just come back to life later.”

He was right, but it wasn’t the dying that was so off-putting, it was the killing part.

“Everyone dies when they fight the kobolds, don’t they?” said Britta.

“Everyone isn’t Level 4,” said Dad.

“We’ll just see how it goes. Maybe they won’t want to fight us. Maybe they just want to talk.” That was how she got around fighting before, but she doubted it would be like that now.

“Okay,” said Dad. “Not like I’m going to be of much help in a brawl. You run, I run. You fight, I fight.”

They set off down the passage. It was a big place, they might not even encounter any kobolds.

“Did you hear something?” said Dad.

“You mean the screaming?” said Britta.

“Mm hm,” said Dad.

“Yes, I hear it,” said Britta. How could she not? It was coming straight towards them.
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                “Run?” said Dad.

“Wait,” said Britta. She had been in this position before. It felt like she was always in this position, and it was always the same mad dwarf hurtling towards her. Only, this time it felt different.

This time there was someone shouting, “Move, move, move,” at her.

The passage was long and not lit. It funnelled the sound towards her. There were feet, lots of them, and on top of that was a continuous stream of encouragement.

“Keep going. You can do it. Not much further.” It was Mark’s voice, she was almost certain, and it wasn’t aimed at her, that was just the way the acoustics worked. “Not too fast. We don’t want to lose them.”

He was shouting it at the rest of his party. But what were they doing here? They were supposed to be heading in the other direction.

“That sounds like Master Chief,” said Dad, peering into the dark.

“I think they’re being chased,” said Britta. 

She swung her arm back, and then rolled the ball of light along the floor. It lit up the passage like a train going down a tunnel.

“What’s that light?” shrieked another voice, high-pitched and feminine.

“Ambush!” called out someone else.

“Don’t panic,” shouted Mark. “Heads down, power through.”

They were charging at full speed. The four of them literally had their heads lowered, ready to ram into whoever was ahead of them.

“It’s us!” shouted Britta. They didn’t seem to hear. The acoustics didn’t work so well the other way.

Behind them, weapons and armour glinted in the ball’s light. Then they emerged from the shadowy depths of the passage, kobolds, small and hairy, but not just running on the floor, on the walls and roof of the tunnel, too. At least six, maybe eight, maybe more.

“What the—?” Dad stepped forward, aimed a finger, and fired a Magic Bullet spell. 

A streak of light shot down the passage, zipping through the onrushing team, and pinged off the helmet of one the roof-kobolds. It hit his helmet and he fell on top of the kobold beneath him. 

They tumbled together, then both sprang up and kept running.

“Too weak,” said Dad.

The other party had seen them now.

“Run!” shouted Mark. “Run, run, run,” he added for emphasis.

Britta didn’t see the point, plus she really wasn’t in the mood for running with no plan. Dad was right, eventually she would have to face the brutal nature of the game. You defeated the opponent with violence. And then you were fine. No one got really hurt. No one real got hurt. No one stayed dead.

It was her turn to step in front of Dad this time. “Get down,” she shouted, and then she sent a fireball down the tunnel.

She hadn’t meant it to be quite so big. She hadn’t realised it was possible to make it that size. It practically filled the whole tunnel as it roared towards the four very surprised players. 

Was there friendly fire in the game? Britta wasn’t sure. 

It was only when the fireball flew over their heads that Britta saw they had thrown themselves flat on the ground. Then the fireball hit the kobolds, and there was an explosion that sent a wave of scorching air back towards them.

It only lasted a second, but when the flash of light faded, the far end of the tunnel was ablaze. Bodies were burning.

The other team got up. They looked a bit shell-shocked, but otherwise fine. 

They looked back down the tunnel at the carnage, then at Britta.

“Why the hell did you do that?” screamed Mark, his eyes popping out of his head. It didn’t sound like he was very grateful.

“Sorry,” said Britta. “I never thought it would be that big. It must be a bug.”

“You stupid, stupid idiot.” Now he was taking it a bit far. She might have gone over the top with the pyrotechnics, but she had still saved them. “Who uses a fireball indoors? It’s a battlefield spell. Not for enclosed spaces. How are we going to get to the next floor now?” He was stomping towards her like an unhappy customer whose new car had broken down on the way home from the dealership.

“What do you mean?” asked Dad, re-taking his place in front of Britta.

“The kobolds had the password. On a bit of paper. You need the password to get to the next level. No password, no progress. Get it?” He was being very condescending, but he was upset. Britta didn’t take it personally.

“I didn’t know,” she said. 

“Of course you didn’t. Because you didn’t want to listen. You just charged off on your own, never mind anyone else. And now it’s all burned to ashes. Gone.” He waved his hand like he was performing a magic trick. “Piff paff poof.”

“But how were you planning on getting the password from them?” said Dad. “They would have killed you.”

“There’s a spike trap down there.” Mark was still shouting. “We’d lead them to it, jump to the side, let them dive right in. You ruined everything!”

“That was your plan?” said Britta. She knew she had messed things up for him, but it was hard not to get annoyed back. “Make them run into their own trap?”

“They’re not very bright, okay? I’ve seen it work. That’s how the beta testers did it.”

“And you think they’d fall for the same trick twice?” she asked.

“I guess we’ll never know!” He turned to the others. “Let’s go. I suppose we can search a few rooms while we wait for a new patrol with a new password. Should only take a few hours.” He stormed off, livid. 

The others followed him, quietly letting her know they didn’t feel the same way as Mark.

“Thanks anyway.”

“That was really cool.”

“I should have been a mage.”

They hurried to catch up with their irate leader.

Dad raised his hand to ward off the heat from the flames. “So, the fireball. Illusion, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Not really burning.”

“Nope.”

“Feels very real.”

“I know. Not sure why. It’s never been that powerful before.”

“Probably because of the difference in level. You going to get this password, then? I’m still finding it very believable.”

“Sure.” She wandered over to the kobolds who were lying on the ground completely unburned, and checked them for the password.
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                Britta did her best not to look at the bodies as actual bodies. It was difficult because everything felt so real. It didn’t matter that she knew they were digitised creations that only existed in a computer somewhere, the way her brain identified them was the same as in the real world. Dead bodies, killed by her. 

She was relieved when she found the password, or what she assumed was the password, and didn’t have to touch them anymore.

“They don’t have much on them,” said Dad. He was going through their pockets very efficiently, like he’d done it a million times before, which of course he had. “Their armour is just bits of old junk sewn together.” He held up a helmet that looked like a saucepan beaten into a slightly less saucepan-ish shape. “Some of it might fit you, if you want to try. Probably won’t be mage-friendly, though. Doubt we’ll get much for it if we drag it back to town. Which is another problem. Having to carry stuff... Nightmare.”

“I think I found it,” said Britta. She had been staring at the bit of paper while Dad wittered on, not really sure what she was looking at.

Dad dropped the wooden club that looked as cobbled together as the rest of the kobold gear. They had looked much more dangerous clambering over the walls and moving too fast to allow an accurate assessment of their armaments.

He took the piece of paper from her, and gave it a long hard look. 

“Did people really get wiped out by them?” said Britta. Apparently no one had managed to get past these guardians of the mines. Perhaps she could see that with a group of novices, like Mark’s party, but more seasoned players shouldn’t have had that kind of problem. 

Then again, she hadn’t seen what else was down here.

“Looks to me,” said Dad, “like a cheat code for a PlayStation controller.”

The password was a bunch of symbols. Nothing very exotic or arcane. Squares and circles and triangles.

“What are we supposed to do with it?” she asked.

“If this was a fighting game, probably whirlwind uppercut. In here? No idea. Maybe it’ll become obvious when we get to the exit.”

According to Mark, this would get them to the next level. Maybe there’d be a giant gamepad they’d have to jump on in the correct order.

“Do you think we should tell them?” said Dad. He was referring to Mark and the others.

“No,” said Britta. “I doubt he wants to talk to us, and there’d be too many awkward questions.

“Okay,” said Dad. “Let’s keep going, then.”

They set off, Britta lighting the way. After a few metres, Britta stopped. 

“What is it?” said Dad.

“If they see the bodies, they’ll know I’m an illusionist.” It was much easier to fool people with her spells if they thought she was a regular mage. Even if it was people on her side, they might not always be.

“You want to hide them somewhere?”

“No, too much effort. We could—” She was about to say they could set them on fire for real, but the thought was too appalling to complete.

“Never mind,” said Dad. “Looks like someone solved our problem for us.”

Britta brightened the light and realised the bodies had gone. There was no sign they’d ever been there.

“Do you think it’s the game?” she said. 

“I don’t know,” said Dad. “Could be. Or they have a cleanup crew down here.”

Neither sounded right, but both were possible. At least there was no more evidence to worry about.

Britta opened her map, and was surprised to see it was complete. The shade had filled in the entire thing. 

“I’ve finished,” hissed the shade from right next to her, making her jump. 

“Don’t sneak up on me like that. You nearly gave me a heart attack.”

“No,” said the shade. “I didn’t.”

“Okay, you didn’t. The map looks great. Is it the same layout as before.”

“How would I know?” asked the shade.

“Don’t you have the old one stored in a backup file somewhere?”

“No. I’m not a robot.”

It was hard to argue with a jerk without coming off like a jerk, so Britta decided to drop it. She had the map, so job done.

“Fair enough. Do you want to go have—”

The shade faded away before she had a chance to properly dismiss it. Which was annoying, but made her happy at the same time.

“Which way?” said Dad.

They were still in a long straight passage with no turnings. “Straight ahead,” said Britta. 

“Right you are. By the way, you killed eight kobolds, that must have given you a nice chunk of XP.”

“I suppose so.” Britta hadn’t thought about it until he mentioned it. She opened her status screen. She hadn’t levelled up, there would have been a message, but some progress towards Level 5 must have been made. “Two experience points short of the next level.”

“Oh, unlucky!”

“Yeah.” As disappointing as it was to be so close and not make it over the line, there was very little chance of her not getting another couple of points and levelling. Unless she died, of course. 

She frowned. She could imagine that scenario happening only too easily. Another fight, another easy win, she would no doubt think, and an arrow in the eye before she even knew it.

Then again, no point getting too worked up over it. If she died and lost some XP, she would make it back. Very slowly..

“Why don’t you walk ahead of me while I read the map. Keep a lookout for more patrols.”

Dad did as asked, but didn’t seem too thrilled about it. “You aren’t using me as a meat shield, are you?”

“Wouldn’t be much point. You only have three HP. You’d go down in one hit.”

“True.” Dad set off in front of her. “You’re going to use me to buy yourself enough time to teleport out of here, aren’t you?”

“Yep.”

A strange sound came out of Dad’s throat.

“Are you alright?”

“Yes,” said Dad in a strangled voice. “I’m just dealing with some complex emotions right now. I don’t think I’ve ever been so disappointed and so proud at the same time.”
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                It bothered Britta, the way the kobolds had disappeared. She was sure they were dead, at least in game terms. They hadn’t made their saving throws, had believed a giant fireball had exploded in their faces. Even though their bodies showed no signs of damage, they had been consumed by the flames.

“You don’t just crawl off after a hit like that,” she said. “All eight of you. Leaving nothing behind.”

“Maybe it’s a new mechanic,” said Dad, walking in front of her. “Keep the place a bit more tidy.”

“Just make the bodies disappear after a while? I don’t think they would do that. What if you wanted to come back and grab the loot on your way out? I think someone took the bodies.”

“Did you see anyone?” 

“No. But we’ve seen secret tunnels down below. Maybe they have some up here, too.”

“If they take back their dead, that’s nothing to get too concerned about. It’s not like they’ll turn them into the living dead.” Dad stopped. “Will they?”

“I don’t know.” She really didn’t want to have to go through all that again. The undead dwarf had been a real nightmare to deal with. Undead kobolds who could climb the walls would be just as bad, if not worse.

“Hey,” said Dad, “do you hear that?”

They stood in the passage, listening. In the distance, Britta heard the sound of marching feet.

She checked her map. Up ahead was a junction. A passage intersected with theirs, going north and south. Britta wanted to take the north tunnel, which would lead to the middle room with the stairs leading down to the next level. That would be hard to do if there was a patrol coming the other way. Maybe it wasn’t a patrol.

“It’s definitely a patrol,” said Dad. “No mistaking it. What do we do? Go back and find another way?”

They could, but it would mean having to go all the way around to get to the other end of the tunnel, and then come south. It would take quite a bit of time, and they might bump into the other group, which she would rather not have to do.

“They’re getting closer,” said Dad. A glow appeared up ahead.

Britta placed her hand on Dad’s stomach and pushed him back. “Stay against the wall, and don’t make any sound.”

Suddenly, there were three of them in the tunnel. Her and two dads. They stared at each other for a moment.

“Can you lead them away?” said Britta. It was an order, but she felt awkward giving the mirror image of dad such direct instructions. She turned off her ball of light.

The copy turned and ran to the end of the passage. His outline was dark in the oncoming light.

“Hey!” someone cried out. “Get him!”

The copy did a funny dance, arms flailing, feet running without moving, like a cartoon character caught unawares and too surprised to run away. Then he ran down the south tunnel.

Britta held her breath and pressed her back against the wall. Kobold after kobold came streaking past, each only visible for a split-second. The footsteps receded. 

“That was pretty cool,” said Dad. “Nice spell.”

“Thanks. Let’s go before they come back.” She led the way, even though he was supposed to be providing cover for her. It seemed to be a lot easier to stop worrying about yourself when you had stuff to do.

They encountered another patrol a little later, and used the same trick. She used a copy of Dad, rather than herself, because being bigger made him easier to spot. A decoy needed to be seen, and a copy of her might go unnoticed, or deemed to be not much of a threat. 

It was a very effective strategy, but it didn’t earn her any experience. Still two XP to go before she got to Level 5.

She checked her MP. More than half.

“Just around this corner,” said Britta.

“Do you think it’ll be guarded? Should we send the shade in first, just to check it out?”

The shade had already been in the room, that’s why it was on her map. She cast the spell and the shade reappeared.

“Already?” it said, without making it clear if it was complaining about being brought back so soon, or complimenting their speedy advancement to the next floor.

“How many guards in the next room?” asked Britta.

“None,” said the shade.

That was obviously the best answer, but the one she’d least expected. “Are you sure?” She felt the air prickle around her. “Okay, okay. I was just checking.” She started to move forward, and then stopped. “When you say no guards, is there anyone inside who isn’t a guard?”

“No,” said the shade in a long, drawn out manner that suggested she was asking the dumbest question ever.

Britta didn’t care. She wasn’t going to get ambushed on a technicality. “No one living at all?”

“No.”

“Any monsters in the immediate area?”

“Apart from you? No.”

“Okay,” said Britta, not appreciating the attitude she was getting. “You can go.”

The shade remained hovering in front of her, making a point of taking its time.

The middle room was the same in almost every way to how she remembered it. The same columns, the same weird statues. The only difference was the staircase leading down. There wasn’t one.

Instead, there was a box. A big one. With a door, which was open.

“Looks a bit like a Tardis,” said Dad.

“I think it’s a lift,” said Britta.

“Yeah, I suppose it looks a bit like that, too.” 

There were no guards. No one was here to stop them. No one to ask for the secret password.

“Where do we use the password?” she said. There was no obvious place. 

“Maybe inside,” said Dad. They stepped into the box.
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                It looked very much like the inside of a lift. It wasn’t just that it was an oblong box, there was also a grid of buttons on one wall, carved into the stone. Britta counted them. Four across, nine down. Thirty-six in all. 

Each row of four repeated the same symbols, in the same order. Square, triangle, circle, star.

She took out the rolled up piece of paper she had taken from the kobold and pulled it open like a miniature scroll. It was long and thin, like a supermarket shopping receipt. It had the same symbols on it, but these were in two rows of eight. And the symbols were all mixed up.

Square, star, star, triangle, square…

Obviously, you had to input the correct sequence on the panel, and then you would get taken to the next floor. Or something.

“I don’t like it,” said Dad. “Feels more like something you’d find in an alien spaceship, not a kobold mine. I hate that science fantasy crap.”

“You like Star Wars,” said Britta. 

“I liked it when I was a child,” said Dad. “When I became a man, I put away childish things.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“Just put the code in and we’ll go down into the Death Star.”

She looked at the piece of paper again. “How does it work?”

He peered over her shoulder. “Could be a lot of ways. We’ll have to rely on trial and error, I suppose.”

“Won’t it set off an alarm if I get it wrong?”

“Yes, probably,” said Dad. “Or the floor might disappear and we plunge to our deaths.”

They both looked down, and then moved to the edges.

Britta looked from the paper to the panel and back again, over and over, trying to visualise the button presses required.

“I think I’ve got it.” She pressed the first square. It was slightly raised against the surface, and her finger pushed it in. The symbol glowed a faint red. 

“Keep going,” said Dad.

The next was a star. She pressed it. Then it was star again. She went down to the next star and pressed it. There were sixteen symbols in the password, and thirty-six buttons on the wall. She had decided simply to press the next available button matching each symbol, and hope for the best. And if the floor did vanish, she hoped her Teleport spell worked while falling.

She had run it through her mind, and she was pretty sure she wouldn’t run out of buttons before she finished entering the code. She kept skipping buttons, taking her closer to the end with many more symbols to go.

It became a bit tense as she neared the finish, but the last symbol was a star, and it landed on the very last button on the grid. That seemed like a good sign.

The door to their little cubicle swung shut. Britta resisted the urge to jump out before it was too late. It was dark, but the light from the glowing buttons filled the box with an eerie red glow, like they were in a photographer’s darkroom.

“Feels a bit spooky,” said the shade. 

“Jesus,” said Britta, jumping. “Will you stop doing that!” The shade had somehow been behind them the whole time. “I thought I dismissed you.”

“I’m on my own time,” whispered the shade. Its scratchy voice made everything sound like a line from a horror movie, even when it was something completely innocuous.

“What do you mean, your own time? Aren’t you using my mana to be here?”

“You hardly ever use any of it, I didn’t think you’d mind.”

It was a reasonable point, she rarely used all her MP, but it was still a bit odd for a spell to make that call. Would it start casting itself whenever it felt like it?

“Now what?” she asked Dad.

He put his ear to the wall. “Doesn’t feel like we’re moving.”

“Oh no,” said Britta. “The floor.”

The floor beneath their feet was flickering. She pressed herself against the side. Dad did the same. The floor disappeared, and she fell. About six centimetres.

“Steps,” said Dad. They were on a spiral staircase. He had been at the top of the stairs, and didn’t drop at all. The ‘lift’ had just been a barrier. “I guess we’re walking.”

“Can you go ahead—”

“And map the next floor?” said the shade, finishing for her. 

“No. I was going to say can you go ahead and see if there’s anyone waiting for us at the bottom. And then map the floor.”

“Yes, I suppose so. As long as you feel you can afford the mana.” It began to drift down the stairs. 

“I hope I can get one of those spells at some point,” said Dad. “Maybe they’ll be friends.”

“I’m not sure I could handle two of them,” said Britta. 

Dad set off in front of her.  “What’s the plan? Play it by ear, and see how we go?”

“Actually, I thought we should find the temple room. There was that broken altar in there, but if they’ve fixed it, we could use it as a save point. Make things a lot easier if we could just respawn here instead of going all the way back to town.”

Dad stopped and looked back at her. The stairs made it so they were nearly eye to eye. “You’re getting quite good at this, aren’t you?”

“I am three levels ahead of everyone,” said Britta.

“No,” said Dad, “I don’t think that’s it.” He turned and carried on descending.
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                “This seems a lot further than last time,” said Britta. The step curled down in a gentle, endless spiral. She had one hand on the walls to steady herself, a ball of light in the other.

“Yes,” said Dad. They had been walking down for a couple of minutes, with no sign of the bottom. “They must have changed it. Not exactly difficult to dig a little deeper. Just change an integer or two, boom, you’re on a journey to the centre of the earth.”

“I hope not,” said Britta. “I wasn’t planning on being here all day.”

“Wait, I think I see something. Kill the light.”

Britta stopped and turned off the light. Dad was right in front of her, she could hear him breathing, but it was too dark to see anything else. Hopefully that meant no one could see them.

“What was it?” asked Britta in a whisper.

“I’m not sure. Something moved.”

“Why are we standing around in the dark?” asked the shade.

Britta let out a sigh. “It was you, wasn’t it?” She turned the light back on. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said the shade.

“Yeah,” said Dad, letting out his breath. “It was only him. Phew, had me worried for a moment. Thought it was some shadow monster come to get me.”

“Do I look like a monster?” asked the shade, sounding a little hurt.

“Everyone looks like a monster in the dark if you don’t know who it is,” said Britta. 

“That’s a negative way to look at life,” said the shade. 

“Yes,” said Dad. “But it’s better to be scared first and then relieved, rather than be relaxed about everything, and then find out you should have been scared after it’s too late. You need to protect yourself. The world can be a dangerous place if you don’t pay attention.”

“I don’t think it’s that bad,” said the shade. “Although there are twenty-four kobolds waiting to kill you at the bottom of these stairs.”

There was a long pause while Britta took in this information. 

“Twenty-four?” she said. “That’s quite a lot. I suppose they’re armed.”

“They’re all carrying weapons, yes,” said the shade. “They seem to be expecting us.”

“Using the password probably set off an alarm of some kind,” said Dad.

“But it’s their password,” said Britta. “Wouldn’t it mean one of their people was coming down?”

“Maybe. We might have entered the password wrong. Or it could be a trap from the start. That’s what I would do if I had adventurers coming and going all the time. Give them a small entrance to go through, make them think they’d found a way to get around my defences, and wait for them. I guess we know what happened to that team of beta players. You’re not going to beat twenty-four kobolds with a bunch of Level 1 characters.”

“So, what do we do?” asked Britta. “Go home?”

“We could.” Dad turned to the shade. “What do you think? Will they be willing to talk to us?”

“They look like they’re ready for a fight,” said the shade. “Maybe if you allowed them to kill one of you, it would help reduce some of the tension.”

“You think that would work?” said Dad.

“It was a joke, Dad,” said Britta.

“Was it? I mean, I know. I was joking, too.”

“Doesn’t this seem a bit excessive for a basic dungeon? A party of twenty-four to deal with a small bunch of low-level characters… how is that fair? Won’t it just put people off from playing?”

“Well,” said Dad, “people do like a challenge. Maybe they only want committed players to try going the adventurer route. You’ve never even left this area. There’s a lot more you can do apart from going dungeon-diving.”

That was true. She had spent her time in New World in this one tiny corner. She should have at least done a bit of sightseeing. There could be all sorts of other ways for her to amuse herself.

Still, it seemed unnecessarily difficult to get your levels up in this latest version. There had to be a reason. 

“Do you think,” said Britta, “they want to slow down everyone’s progress so they don’t overload the system?”

“Possibly,” said Dad. “With everyone on the same server, it might get tricky if too many people came here at the same time.”

“I thought they’d go the other way,” said Britta. “Make it really easy so everyone felt like a winner.”

“That’s certainly the popular way to do it. Attract the casuals. But maybe they don’t feel the need to do that. If they think people will come anyway, they can do what they think is going to keep people engaged the longest. There are plenty of games that are popular because they’re so hard. Games where you die and lose everything, and have to start all over again.”

Britta had thought of this as a simple money-making business. The reward boxes and cash shop had been clear indicators of just another MMO trying to get money while people were impressed by the novelty. But maybe that wasn’t the plan. 

“Maybe the money isn’t what this is about,” she said.

“An MMO that isn’t about squeezing the players for as much money as possible?” said Dad. “That’ll be the day.”

“I want to try something.” She slid past Dad, heading down. “Stay close, I might need to teleport out of here.”

“There are twenty-four of them,” the shade reminded her.

“Mm hmm,” said Britta.

“Shouldn’t you try to stop her?” asked the shade.

“Stop her?” Dad smiled. “It’s not my job to stop her. Mage is a support class. Come on.” 
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                Britta craned her neck trying to see around the corner as she walked down the steps. It was hard to see what was coming when the danger was around a perpetual bend. 

She had turned her light off again. She didn’t want them to see it and charge up the stairs. There was a strong chance they would attack first, ask questions never. 

There was a very gentle glow on the walls now. The smallest hint of light was reaching up from below, barely revealing itself. The kobolds had sensitive eyes, so the lighting was always set to dim. Torches were their preferred method of illumination. Apart from that piece of information, she really didn’t know very much about them. Most of her time spent in their company had been taken up with trying to stay out of reach of the dwarf. No real opportunity for small talk.

She had meant to explore the world to see what was possible in a place like this, but somehow she had remained stuck in this one corner. She definitely wanted to remedy that. As soon as she had a word with the kobolds.

The light on the wall was strong enough to see the flicker from flames dancing. They were just around the next corner.

“Hello?” she said, trying to make her voice loud and confident. Gnome larynxes weren’t really built for that. “I come in peace.” Her voice went up at the end, making it sound like a question. I come in peace?

“Come down here,” said a thundering voice, “and prepare to die.”

Not exactly a warm welcome.

She took a step down. She could feel Dad behind her. Was the shade still here? She didn’t want to turn and look. She took another step down.

“Erm, no, I said I come in peace. I don’t want to fight. Truce?” She should have brought a white flag. 

“We are the protectors of the Korlath Mines,” said the voice, “and you will die at our hands. Hurry and meet your doom.”

He was spouting rehearsed lines. Her ability to draw NPCs into conversation only worked if the NPCs had the programming for it. A simple guardian set up to fight intruders wasn’t going to get into a debate with her. It would give the order to attack as soon as she came into sight. That was why she was keen to stay on her side of the bend.

“I wish to speak to the king. On a matter of great importance.” Just because she couldn’t reason with the kobold in charge, didn’t mean she couldn’t trigger one of his other dialogue options.

This was an RPG. NPCs were here to send you off on missions and quests. And occasionally get you killed.

She wanted to avoid a direct confrontation. Even her fireball wouldn’t be able to deal with two dozen opponents. If there were that many kobolds waiting here for a fight, there was either a secret way to beat them, or you weren’t supposed to win. Maybe you were supposed to talk. But about what?

Unlike a normal game, you didn’t get to see a convenient menu of questions to click on. You had to guess. And hope you didn’t die before you got an answer.

“The king is not here,” said the kobold. That was a nonviolent answer. It showed there was a way to communicate here.

Even if she couldn’t talk to them like they were real people, the computer characters in this world were more complex than Mario and Luigi. They had the ability to understand basic questions, even if their answers were pre-recorded. They had a lot of pre-recorded answers to choose from.

“Take me to see the king,” said Britta.

“The king is not here.”

“I really don’t want to fight.”

“Surrender and your death will be swift.”

That did not seem like a good deal. “I bring a message from the Great Gnome in the Sky.” Worth a try.

“The Great Gnome is not here.”

She could see there would be set answers for certain types of questions. Unlike most players, though, she knew the NPCs could recognise a vast range of ideas and concepts. They knew what she was saying, they just didn’t feel the need to give chatty responses. 

“The king will want to see me. Tell him I’m here.”

“The king is not here.”

Maybe she was relying on her previous encounters too much. A new player wouldn’t even know there was a king. They would face an army of kobolds, and then die. If they tried to surrender, they would be executed. Possibly there was a way to beg for your life, but she didn’t really fancy finding out.

What would a new player do?

“I’m here to help.”

“Prepare to die.”

“I mean you no harm.”

“Prepare to die.”

“How much money do you want to let us live?”

“How much do you have?”

That was a new one. They were open to bribes? But new players wouldn’t have very much money this early. And even if they did, pay-to-win?
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                “They take bribes,” said Dad.

“Yeah,” said Britta. “Do you have any money?” 

“No, I only just started playing. Haven’t had time to save up. You must have some left over.”

He was right. Not a fortune, but maybe enough to impress the kobolds. She went to open her inventory, but realised she no longer had one. They had removed them from the game. You only had what you could carry... but then what had happened to her stuff? Was it gone for good?

“It was in my inventory,” she said. “I think it’s been deleted.”

“Maybe not,” said Dad. “It might be in your guild locker.”

“My what?”

“Back in the—”

“Are you going to make an offer?” asked the kobold. He sounded a little impatient, but that meant the money thing was clearly a way forward without having to fight.

“We’re just working out how much we have between us,” Britta called down. She turned back to Dad. “Back in the what?”

“Back in the Adventurer’s Guild you have a locker where you can keep stuff you aren’t using. It’s probably all in there.”

She hadn’t been told about this, but then she had jumped in with her old character. There were probably a bunch of other things she also wasn’t aware of.

“We’ll have to go and come back?”

Dad shrugged. “Not that big a deal. At least we know what they want now.”

They could teleport back to town and collect whatever cash she had, but they would have to walk here again. It would be quicker the second time around, and they had a clear objective, but it was still a bit of a chore.

The other thing she was wondering was why the kobolds wanted money. Where exactly would they go shopping?

Normally in this sort of situation you would do the task, and then see what happened next. But Britta wasn’t in the mood to wait.

“Excuse me,” Britta called down. “What do you want the money for?”

There was a slight pause, and then the kobold said. “Food.”

“You don’t have food?”

“We have mushrooms. Lots of them. Breakfast, lunch and dinner.” There was the sound of grumbling. If she had to guess, she’d say about twenty-three other voices sounding dissatisfied with mushrooms.

“You don’t like mushrooms?”

“Fried mushrooms, boiled mushrooms, grilled mushrooms,” said a voice.

“Mushroom soup, mushroom stew, mushroom cake,” said another.

“Roast mushroom, stuffed mushroom—”

“Stuffed with mushrooms.”

“Mushroom salad.” 

She heard a shudder of revulsion after that one.

It felt like they could have gone on an on. Which did suggest that mushrooms were actually quite versatile, but she could see how a mushroom-only diet would get old very quickly.

“We just need to get them some food,” said Britta to Dad. “I don’t think they care what it is.”

Dad took off his backpack and rummaged around until he took out something wrapped in brown paper. He unfolded it and inside was a sandwich.

It was a very ordinary-looking, non-fantasy sandwich, as far as she could tell. It smelled vaguely fishy. Tuna, maybe.

“Where did you get that?” Even if he made it himself, presumably he would need money to buy the ingredients.

“You get one free every day from the guild. It’s a log-in reward.”

“They give you a packed lunch?” How was this information not sent out in a newsletter or something?

“It’s supposed to give you some health back, but I haven’t tried it myself.” He took out another one. “I’ve been saving them.”

They had two sandwiches. Probably not enough for twenty-four kobolds sick of fungal recipes. Perhaps enough to bribe the commander. That was usually the way these things worked — you grease the palm of the guy in charge.

“Wait a minute,” said Dad. “If we need to give them food, we could just go into town and buy it from McDonald’s or Subway.”

“They have a Subway, too?” She had only seen the McDonald’s in the town square.

“Yes, it’s new. But that’s not what I mean. You can buy the food with real money. You don’t have to earn it.”

Britta had jokingly thought of bribing the kobolds as pay-to-win, but this was the real thing. You could use a credit card to bypass the effort of farming. 

“Maybe they didn’t realise,” said Britta.

“Oh, come on,” said Dad. “They knew.” He looked upwards and wagged his finger at the people presumably watching. “That’s bang out of order. When people realise, you’re going to hear about it. It’s not on. It’s just not on.”

“So, are we going to buy them a Happy Meal?” asked Britta.

“Of course not. There are some lines you don’t cross, Britta. Ever.”

“I don’t really see how it’s that different,” said Britta. “I pay for the food with money I earned in the game, or money I earned outside.”

Dad shook his head. “It’s very different. But you’re right, we need to be smarter.” He threw his sandwich down the stairs. “Hey, you down there. Try that and tell me what you think.”

Britta moved to the side. She knew not to get in Dad’s way when he was in tryhard mode. 

They waited a bit, and then the main kobold said, “Yes. This is good. More like this.”

“Okay,” said Dad, “we can get you more, but first we need to know more about what kinds of mushrooms grow here. If we come down, will you agree to no fighting?”

“Agreed,” said the kobold.

Dad had sorted a ceasefire and arranged for negotiations in under thirty seconds. Nothing sharpened a gamer’s senses like the thought of the devs messing with his game.

Dad opened his status screen. “Check if you can log out,” he said. 

Britta checked. “Yes, I think so.”

“Good, that means we aren’t in combat. If they meant to attack us, we wouldn’t be able to log out without quitting the game. We can trust them, for now. Let’s do this.” Dad marched down the steps.
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                When Dad was, like this, Britta would normally vacate the area and leave him to it. You didn’t want to distract him, and get blamed for his next mistake. And you certainly didn’t want to be dragged into two-player co-op, and get blamed for every mistake ever.

This was different, though. This was her game, and she was the senior member of the party. If he wanted to make decisions without her, then he would have no one to blame but himself. 

Not that she thought he was going to mess things up. He had a confidence to his actions that made her want to see what he was up to.

They walked down the last few steps, turning the final bend, and were faced with a small room filled with kobolds. 

One stood out from the rest. He was bigger, and had better equipment. An elite kobold. The rest had gear similar to the ones Britta had dealt with using her fireball spell, but the elite had a proper sword, although it did look a bit rusty. 

Most of the kobolds were in between her and Dad’s heights, while the elite was about the same height as Dad, but much stockier. She wondered what level he was. Would he fall for her illusions as easily as the others? Probably not.

The room was actually a cave, with rough walls and only one exit that Britta could see. You’d have to go through the kobolds to get to it. The walls weren’t painted, and there were no furnishings here.

Dad mumbled something to himself. It sounded like he said, “Killing floor.”

So many opponents in one place was a daunting sight. A fireball might take out half, but the rest would be on you straight away.

“Where is the rest of your party?” asked the elite kobold. He looked ready to order his men to attack.

“Easy,” said Dad. “It’s just the two of us.”

Britta waved hello. She didn’t know why she thought that would help.

The kobolds relaxed a little, but their leader still seemed wary and kept a hand on the pommel of his sword.

“Right,” said Dad in a business-like manner. “Let’s talk mushrooms.” He handed over the second sandwich. The elite took it with hungry eyes. The other kobolds leaned in, and sniffed. Just the smell of it was enough to make their eyes roll back in their heads. She wondered what kind of sandwich this one was.

“Mushrooms,” said the elite, putting the sandwich into a pouch on his belt. “There are four kinds that grow in the mines. Common fungus, deep rock, spotted helmet and tiger bulb.”

“Does the tiger bulb have orange and black stripes?” asked Dad.

“Yes,” said the elite kobold.

“Good. For every tiger bulb you can bring me, I can get you a meal similar to the one I just gave you. I can bring a selection next time, and you can tell me which ones you prefer.”

Some of the kobolds looked like they were going to swoon, like a Victorian lady who had become too aroused.

“For one tiger bulb, one meal,” said the elite like he couldn’t quite believe it. Even with their stricter programming, Britta couldn’t help but feel there was something more to them than just NPC with big dialogue libraries.

“Yes. Those mushrooms are in demand, and I can get a decent price for them. They’re supposed to be quite rare. If I barter them for meals, I should be able to get even better value. How many do you think you can get me?”

Dad had mentioned some quests available in town, she assumed this was one of them. If he could get the kobolds to provide him with a quest item, he’d be able to complete the quest and get the reward. She wasn’t sure how bartering came into it.

“We can give you a hundred and fifty now. More later.”

“No, no, no,” said Dad. “That’s no good. You’ll flood the market and tank the price. We have to be more subtle. Just ten for now. That shouldn’t destabilise the economy. I think there may be other things here that are considered valuable topside. We should discuss it in more depth later.”

“Agreed,” said the kobold.

“I’ll also need a list of basic foods you want. I can get them in larger numbers, but you’ll have to cook them yourselves.”

She was sure some of the kobolds had started drooling. It was still within the realms of programmed NPCs, but it was pushing it. Were these some kind of hybrid between what N-27 had done, and the more standard NPCs?

“The only problem is getting them in and out of here,” said Dad. “The town guard won’t like it. Is there a less conspicuous entrance?”

He was doing well. Not only had he won their trust, he was about to get them to reveal their secret entrance to the mines. What they really needed, though, was a way to get to the altar, so they could save it as a spawn point. Then they could easily transport any items directly here. 

“Only the king can give permission for that,” said the elite kobold.

“Can we meet the king?” asked Dad. 

The elite took out the sandwich and looked at it. “I will ask for an audience.” He handed the sandwich to a kobold, and sent him off with it.

“In the meantime,” said Britta, feeling it was now or never, “do you have a temple we could use? I like to say a prayer before meeting royalty. I like to ask the Great Gnome to not let me get killed by an irritated monarch.”

“I understand. We have a temple.”

“Does it have a working altar?” she asked. “One without a big crack in it.”

“It is a brand new altar,” said the elite. “Come with me.” 

“If the king refuses to see us,” said Dad, “you’ll let us go, right?”

“No,” said the kobold. “Then we will kill you. Guards!”

Kobolds lined up on either side of them as they were marched out of the cave. 

“This is going well,” said Dad. “Win pending.”

He was right, they were more or less through the second-level entrance exam. And they weren’t dead, which was always a good sign. The win was pending. She kept her hands free in case she had to teleport quickly.
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                The tunnels in the second level were as Britta remembered them. Roughly hewn and poorly lit. She had spent quite some time running around down here, but this time she wasn’t being chased by the dwarf, so that was a clear improvement.

She was, however, surrounded by kobolds. Three on her left, three on Dad’s right, and a bunch more behind. The elite kobold led the way. It seemed a bit like overkill. She could barely see where she was going. 

The corner kobolds had torches, but they didn’t give off much light. She considered making some light of her own, but it would probably be taken as an act of aggression, and then all hell would break loose. She concentrated on not stepping on the back of the elite kobold’s feet. That would probably be taken as a sign of aggression, too.

“Is it alright to leave the entrance unguarded?” asked Dad “We seem to have half your army here.”

“We will be notified if there are more intruders,” said the elite. “Reinforcements are always ready.”

Britta took that to mean there were a lot more kobolds down here. She hadn’t seen very many when she had been here before, but that had been a different game. Mainly hide and seek. Now the kobolds were organised and prepared for war. Against low-level players? Something wasn’t adding up.

“Why are you down here?” Britta asked like she was making conversation to pass the time.

“This is our mission. A soldier does not leave his post.”

“Not even to go get a sandwich?” 

“No.”

He sounded much more militaristic than the kobolds she had encountered before. This had been the kobolds’ home, which they were trying to protect. Now, they had a mission.

“What mission?” asked Dad. “Maybe we can help.”

There was no response.

“I’m getting the feeling,” Dad said under his breath, “that we aren’t the only intruders they’re geared up for. I don’t think they’re all that worried about players.”

They did seem to have the problem of adventurers coming to plunder the mines under control. To the point that most players weren’t even bothering to try. And if any did, like her and Dad, then they got met with an overwhelming response.

It suggested that the large numbers were here for something else. At least if the dwarf did show up in this version, it would be taken care of a lot quicker.

They continued marching. The tunnels felt familiar, but the direction didn’t. She opened her map as surreptitiously as she could, but it only showed the tunnels they had taken so far. No sign of the shade mapping out the floor.

She had asked it to, after checking for any opposition, but maybe it required new orders once it had located the waiting kobold army. Would have been nice if it had said. She wasn’t even sure if it had desummoned itself or was hanging around in stealth mode.

She opened her status screen and checked her MP usage. The number went down as she looked at it. So the shade was active. There wasn’t really anything she urgently needed from it, but it was good to know it was around. As long as her MP lasted.

“Who is it you’re expecting?” asked Dad. “You seem to be prepared for something major. Not a dwarf, is it?”

The elite glanced over his shoulder. “The dwarves are not our enemy.”

At least it was a clear answer. If they methodically went down the list of races and creatures, they would be bound to get it right eventually, but that was hardly feasible.

“Is it a single enemy, or are there lots of them?” Trust Dad to turn it into a game of twenty question.

“No more questions,” said the kobold. Apparently Dad had already maxed out the quota.

They entered a bigger tunnel. This definitely felt familiar. There was a door. It was the same as the door to the temple, but that wasn’t necessarily conclusive proof. Video games often recycled models and textures.

The kobold banged on the door. Someone on the other side banged back. The kobold banged again. Some kind of code, perhaps, but Britta couldn’t spot a pattern. Not unless it was just banging as hard as you could back and forth.

The door opened. Inside was a very different room to the one Britta had been in during her last visit.

The altar was there, same as before, but the rest of the room was much bigger. It was like the secret area they had used to leave when the dwarf had been camping them had been knocked through to create a more spacious living area, like when people join the dining room and living room together.

The other big change were the cots. Very basic army beds lining the walls, each with an injured kobold lying in it. A hospital.

Kobold shaman went from bed to bed, chanting over their patients. The air was filled with incense and the lighting was from candles. It gave the place a sombre atmosphere.

“Out of the way,” said a small, tetchy kobold, pushing the elite kobold, easily twice his size, out of the way with a shove. Two more kobolds carried a third between them. The patient, judging by his open but lifeless eyes, appeared to be dead.

They carried the body over to the altar and placed it on top. A fancier shaman with a bigger hat approached. 

For a moment Britta thought it was Derik. That probably wouldn’t be a good thing, not if he remembered her. But when she saw his face, she realised it wasn’t him. How she was able to tell the difference between the hairy kobold faces, she had no idea.

The shaman began chanting. Everyone else stopped what they were doing to kneel, as did the elite kobold and their escort. 

A light appeared over the dead kobold’s body. A few seconds later, the kobold began coughing. 

“Resurrection,” said Dad. 

They could bring their dead back to life. Which meant the inequality with players was a lot less than previously. Both sides could die, both could come back.

The revived kobold sat up and looked around with a dazed expression. Then he locked eyes with Britta. His weakened and frail body shook as he pointed. “That’s her. She’s the one who fireballed us.”
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                Everyone followed the resurrected kobold’s finger to its target. Britta.

She felt a hot flush go through her. Fortunately her skin was already a bit on the red side, so she hoped nobody would notice.

“It was horrible,” continued the kobold in a shaky voice. “The flames and the heat, and the smell of flesh roasting… She burned us alive!”

His rather detailed description of what death by fireball was like wasn’t painting her in a very good light. Even the kobolds in their sickbeds were pushing themselves up on their elbows to get a look at the gnome killer.

She wanted to say something to defend her actions, but her mouth had gone dry and she couldn’t think.

“Wait, wait, wait,” said Dad. “There must be some mistake.” He was loud enough to draw eyes away from Britta. “If you were killed by a fireball, wouldn’t you be all scarred and burned? I saw when they put you on the altar. You looked exactly the same as you do now. Even your clothes are in perfect condition. I ask you,” he said with a look around the room like a lawyer playing to the gallery, “wouldn’t a fireball have singed some of this young kobold’s clothing?”

There was some murmuring, and even her accuser looked down at himself with a doubtful expression.

Strictly speaking, she hadn’t burned him alive. She had just made him think that was what had happened. Although, from the kobold’s perspective, it would have been the same experience either way. 

Dad had done a good job of introducing reasonable doubt. He’d done it by lying, but once you commit murder, it makes a little bending of the truth not really that big a deal. It’s not like you’re going to impress people with your high moral standards at that point.

“I think it’s more likely this unfortunate brave young kobold was hit on the head in some fracas and is suffering from a concussion. Perhaps he needs a closer look to get a clearer perspective.”

Dad grabbed Britta’s hand and pulled her forward, heading for the altar.

Britta wasn’t sure what he was doing at first. If the kobold got a better look at her, wouldn’t that make him more certain, not less? 

Then she realised he was trying to get them closer to the altar. Once they touched it, they would be able to use it as a spawn point, which was the reason they’d asked to be brought here in the first place.

No one tried to stop them at first, but as soon as they got past the beds and approached the altar itself, a wall of kobolds appeared in front of them.

“You are not permitted to touch the altar,” said the shaman who had performed the resurrection ceremony. He had quite an imposing voice for such a small furry creature.

It made sense that they couldn’t just walk up to an altar in a hostile area and tag it as a save point. Even if they charged through the lines to get a touch, what good would it do? Whenever they spawned here, they would be instantly attacked and killed. 

If they wanted use of the kobold altar, they needed to win the kobolds’ trust. Which would be hard to do if they considered her a mass murderer.

“Sorry,” said Dad, hands raised to show he meant no harm. “Didn’t mean to cause a fuss. Just that this young kobold looked like he was confused. Waking up from being dead probably takes some getting used to.” he smiled genially. No one smile back.

He kept referring to the kobold as young, which Britta assumed was to get the more senior kobolds present to look at her accuser as unreliable. Young people got things wrong.

She felt a bit bad about that. First she’d killed him, and now Dad was following up with a character assassination.

“This matter is easily resolved,” said the elite kobold. “Once the High Priest revives the rest of his squad, we will be able to get a full report.”

Was this really just prepared dialogue? Had they anticipated every eventuality?

Whatever the true status of NPCs in the game, one thing was sure. Once the other kobolds confirmed that she had been the one to kill them, her protection under the truce would most likely be revoked. Even if the lack of burn marks would make it questionable if she had used a fireball, she would still be seen as the one responsible for their deaths. 

Which she felt was a bit harsh. It wasn’t like they wouldn’t have killed her, given the chance. It had been self-defence. And they weren’t even dead for very long. Clearly they had a system in place to bring the bodies of their fallen back here, and then get them back out in the field. 

She looked around her. He kobolds lying in their beds didn’t look ready to return to duty.

Maybe she should confess. They were in combat, injuries were bound to happen. But everyone was fine, now. Sort of. 

They didn’t look like they’d be very receptive to her excuses.

“Bring the next soldier,” said the elite.

Another limp body was carried to the altar. Britta glanced up at Dad. They both knew this would be the corroborating witness that ended the case with a guilty decision. 

“Might need to beam us out of here,” Dad muttered.

At least they had that. Shame to leave after getting so far, but what else could the do? A good attempt, but you can’t win them all.

A gong sounded. It was distant, but its reverberations filled the room.”

“Breach! Breach!” went up a cry.

“Where?” shouted the elite kobold.

“The vault,” someone shouted back. “The banshee are free!”

Pandemonium ensued as kobolds began running around, the two suspected murderers forgotten.

“That was convenient,” said Dad, stepping out of the way of kobold soldier rushing past. “Must be a scripted event.”

It did seem to be highly fortuitous timing. Just as they were about to get found out, the alarm bells go off. Had the game intervened to save her? Or was this normal operating procedure? You get to this point, find yourself about to be attacked by the kobolds, and then you get interrupted by a third party.

“We should be fine now,” Dad said under his breath. “We have plot armour. They won’t kill us until they deal with this other threat. Probably ask us for help. We’re in a cutscene. Safest place to be.”

Dad had played countless games, hundred-percented most of them, so when he said they had plot armour, whatever that was, he was probably right.

“Those two,” said the elite kobold, pointing at her and Dad. “Kill them both.”

Then again, nobody’s perfect.
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                As soon as the elite kobold gave the order for them to be killed, the kobold soldiers who were already guarding Britta and her father drew their weapons and aimed them in a threatening manner.

They were clubs and sticks, crudely made and lacking in any real craftsmanship, but they would still do a fair bit of damage if enough of them were used at the same time. Britta had no interest in finding out how many hits from a weaponised wooden spoon it would take to incapacitate her or Dad.

“Wait,” said Dad. “Wait!” He had his hands raised, palms open, the universally accepted gesture for ‘Hey, come on now, don’t be like that.’

The kobolds hesitated. They seemed wary of their targets, which was understandable. They were facing players, who usually had weapons and spells that did damage. Usually.

“Third formation,” barked the elite kobold. 

Instantly, the kobolds formed a circle around them, and kneeled. Now there was nowhere to run to, but the kobolds weren’t really in position to fight very effectively. They could maybe grab your legs if you tried to run past them.

“Ranged, position!”

More kobold appeared behind the kneelers. These carried slingshots.

“Don’t worry,” said Dad, sounding worried. “Wait it out. You don’t kill players in a cutscene. It goes against every rule of god and man.”

Britta wasn’t convinced video games cared about the rule of god. She was pretty sure there was no mention of video games in the Bible. Although there might have been a reference to the sin of microtransactions in the back.

“Aim from the hip,” the elite kobold reminded his men. They were very well disciplined, that much was obvious.

“We have plot armour,” said Dad. “They can’t kill us if they need us be part of the cutscene.”

The ‘cutscene’ Dad was referring to appeared to be the scene of their execution. It was possible they would be rescued at the last minute, in true Hollywood style, but it would have to be soon. Like, really, really soon.

There were four kobolds with slings. They had started spinning them at the waist, like they were spinning keychains.

“I thought we had a truce,” shouted Dad. Then he dropped his voice. “I’ll keep them distracted, you get ready to teleport us out.”

“Okay,” said Britta. “But I think you should know they have very good hearing.”

The kobolds were looking at them with foreboding stares, and their dog-like ears perked up and twitched.

A commotion from somewhere close by distracted everyone. There was shouting and screaming coming from another tunnel leading out of the temple. There was a flurry of activity in the doorway, and then wounded kobolds were rushed in on stretchers. They were covered in blood and screaming in agony.

It would have been the perfect time to get out, but Britta was curious about what was going on. She wasn’t that worried about dying. It wasn’t like levelling up was a focal point of her gaming experience.

“Look, look,” said Dad. “You need help. We can help you. We know magic.” He was overselling how useful they’d be in a battle, but it was as good a play as any. 

She understood his desperation to get something out of this rather than just run away. To have come this far and make no progress was very annoying. It was hard to believe the devs had planned all this just to kill off the players before anything happened.

What would be the point of that?

“Normally, I would accept your offer,” said the elite kobold. “But you are accused of using fire magic.”

“So?” said Dad. “What’s wrong with fire magic.”

Even with all the running around and frantic taking care of the wounded, Dad’s words sent a shock wave through the kobolds. Britta could feel the hostility towards them growing. 

“Fire magic ends life,” said the High Priest, watching from the altar. “No one comes back once they are dust.”

It seemed using fire was considered unethical because you couldn’t be resurrected from a pile of ashes. Setting fire to someone was a permadeath.

Britta understood, and was sympathetic. If they had a practical reason for their beliefs, then that was fair enough. But Britta hadn’t actually used fire. She was innocent.

“I an not a fire mage,” she said. “If I was, there’d at least be a few scorch marks. Look at his clothes.”

“I swear what I said was true,” said her kobold-accuser whose clothes were in an entirely unscorched condition. “I know what I saw with my own eyes. I was there.” He was getting quite upset by people doubting his word. Britta felt a bit bad.

“Quiet,” boomed the elite. He turned towards the High Priest. “Is she speaking the truth?”

The shaman raised his hands. He had a staff in one, the top of which was glowing. Could he detect lies? Technically, everything Britta had said was true. She wasn’t a fire mage, and she hadn’t cast Fireball on anyone. Technically.

“She speaks the truth,” said the shaman. 

A wave of relief passed through her.

“Then you can help,” said the elite kobold. “As soon as you sign this.”

The air in front of her shimmered and something appeared. It was as big as the status screen, but it was very different. Lots of writing, and a place for her to sign. It appeared to be a contract.
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                There was a lot of writing, and it got smaller the further down the page you went.

“Do you have—” Britta pointed at the screen, which was only visible to her.

“Yeah.” Dad was staring at nothing, the way players did when they were looking at their status screen. “They expect us to sign this?”

Britta’s natural inclination was to not read any of it. The first paragraph, which at least had reasonably large text, was written in extreme legalese. The way they wrote things when they didn’t want you to understand what you were agreeing to. 

She forced herself to read it, but by the time she reached the end of the first paragraph, she couldn’t remember what the first part had said.

“I think it wants us to sign on as mercenaries,” said Dad, his eyes still staring into space, moving from side to side. “We’re under their command, and have to follow all their laws and rules.”

“Are their laws and rules any different to ours?” asked Britta. It was something of a spurious question, since she wasn’t entirely sure what rules she was supposed to be following already.

“It doesn’t say,” said Dad. He flicked his finger in the air, scrolling through the contract. 

She didn’t even know if their contracts were the same. She had another glance through hers.

“Sign it,” said the elite kobold. He was being pushy, another indication that not everything here was kosher. 

“No,” said Dad, “I don’t think so. We aren’t going to sign this.”

“Then you will die,” said the elite, in an unnecessarily deep voice.

“I don’t think that’s in your best interests,” said Dad. “You need us. You aren’t going to win the way you’re going.” He looked around, frowning at what he saw.

More injured kobolds had been brought in. The previously wounded were having to get out of their beds so the more seriously wounded could take them. Shaman went from patient to patient, casting spells and giving potions. The effects were limited. No one jumped up, ready to go back to the fight. It was a slow process where the healing magic started them back on the road to recovery, rather than provide a miracle cure.

And the High Priest tended to those who had died. But they didn’t come back at full health. They were weak and unsteady. What they needed, after their visit to the afterlife, was a nice long rest. But there was nowhere to put your head down.

“You can’t go on like this,” said Dad. “You aren’t strong enough. You’re just kobolds.”

Now he was trying to upset them, which didn’t seem the best way to win them over. The soldiers still guarding them — there were fewer of them now — bristled.

“Everyone knows kobolds are at the bottom of the pecking order,” Dad continued. “Kobolds, goblins, orcs, ogres, trolls. You have weak magic, poor gear, and you aren’t very strong.” Now the kobolds around them looked like they were in the final stages of deciding where to strike first. “But… what you do have is good teamwork, good training, and…” He tapped the side of his head. “You know how to make plans. What you need is a little more firepower. We can help with that. Our magic is stronger. But we won’t sign ourselves into indentured service for the rest of our lives.”

Was that what the contract said? She looked at it again, but her head hurt after reading a couple of lines. How did the kobolds even explain the invisible contracts they were asking to be signed? RIP immersion, as Dad would say. 

And what if they signed, and then broke the contract? What was the penalty? And who would enforce it? The game?

What she would have liked to have done was take a screenshot, and then go over the contract later, checking it for unfair demands and loopholes. Of course, every other time she had done something like that, the document she meant to check just sat in a folder on her computer desktop, unopened.

More casualties were brought in. The room was really filling up now. 

“Banshee have taken over the eastern wing,” someone called out.

The contract in front of her disappeared. She readied herself to teleport out. A new contract appeared. This one was a lot shorter.

“Okay, okay, this is better,” said Dad.

Was this some kind of negotiations mini-game? Try to get the best deal before you go into battle? 

She read of the revised agreement. There were still quite a few requirements they had to agree to. The first was not to attack any kobolds, now or ever. They were also not to remove any items from the mines without express permission. Anything they found while in the mines was property of the kobolds. Basically, they were being told to keep their hands to themselves. Obey orders in combat. No going off on their own. No bringing in unvetted companions. No spellcasting without authorisation. The final requirement was to not talk about anything that happened in the mines with anyone. Even the kobolds had an NDA.

It still seemed a bit unnecessary. Shouldn’t they just join up against a common foe, fight side by side, and then divide the spoils? Britta suspected they’d had some bad experiences in the past, and now wanted all agreements on paper. Or not on paper, but written down.

“Let’s get rid of this stipulation we follow all orders from an officer or priest. We reserve the right to not act if we think the idea is stupid. We’ll be consultants. You can take our advice or not. We’ll agree, or not, on a case by case basis.”

The contract changed again. Dad was getting into it. He liked playing tedious games where you advanced a centimetre at a time. 

“Yes, this is much better,” said Dad, scratching his chin as he read over the newest contract. “I’m ready to sign.”

Britta looked at her contract. She had to agree to not hurt kobolds if she could possibly help it. She could only take things that didn’t have a kobold stamp on them (she didn’t even know what a kobold stamp looked like), and she was to receive payment in silver ore at the end of each day she survived. All ore was to be returned in the event of her death.

Dad seemed to think it was okay, so she signed at the bottom by hitting the Yes button.

“They’ve broken through the defences!” screamed a kobold as he ran through the temple and out the other end. “They’ve broken through!” his voice floated back to them as he ran down the corridor. “We’re all doomed.”

            

    
        Bitter  403

    
    
    
    
                The options presented on the opening day broadcast had been to join the Empire or the Rebels. Now it seemed there were other, temporary options. 

You could sign up as a mercenary for any group that was willing to pay, including monsters.

Britta wasn’t sure of all the details, and couldn’t really be bothered to look into them, but it felt like it would make for a more level playing field. You didn’t have to stick to the traditional teams you would normally be expected to play for. Which was good. The only question was, why hadn’t they told anyone?

So far, people had attempted the Korlath Mine dungeon, and given up when it proved too hard. No one had bothered trying to find another, less violent solution. No one, apart from Britta, knew it was possible.

If they wanted people to discover these things for themselves, that was an admirable approach for a games developer to take, but not necessarily one that was good for business.

Then again, they were only a couple of days into the release, and most people were still getting to grips with the world. Perhaps it was just APE’s way of easing people into the game.

First they would faff around trying to figure out what they were supposed to do. Then they would get a level or two under their belts by doing some basic farming and grinding. And then, they’d be shown how you could approach a problem like the mines from more than one direction. It would certainly feel more rewarding that way.

Until, that is, the internet was filled with walkthroughs and strategy guides, and then everyone would follow the same route. Or would they? Britta realised the whole point of constantly updating dungeons and quests as soon as they were completed. No point writing a guide to a dungeon that no longer existed in the same format. 

Once they dealt with the banshee (assuming they did), players coming in after them would have something new to deal with. It was a resource-heavy approach. The devs would have to keep coming up with new content as soon as the old stuff was complete. She started to understand why they were making it so hard.

“Cool,” said Dad, showing off the tattoo of a kobold head that had appeared on the back of his hand. 

Britta had one, too. “Isn’t it like a slave brand?”

“No,” said Dad. “No, no. I’m sure it’s just a temporary way to remind them we’re on their side.”

Britta hoped it would be more effective than the kobold ring she’d been given. Most of the kobolds she’d tried to use it on had just assumed she must have stolen it.

“You will go to the front and engage the enemy,” said the elite kobold. “But first, you will be blessed by the High Priest.”

“Blessing equals buff, I hope,” Dad said from the side of his mouth. 

“They can hear you,” Britta reminded him.

“I know, I just like talking like this,” he continued from the side of his mouth. “We’re among fighting troops now. Got a play the part.”

“By talking funny?”

“If it’s good enough for Sly Stallone, it’s good enough for me.”

“I have no idea who that is,” said Britta, as they kneeled in front of the High Priest. He began chanting.

“Urgh, you kids today. The man was action star par excellence.” It was always a worry when Dad started speaking superlatives in a foreign language. It meant an even higher level of drivel than normal. “He was known for two of the greatest roles in twentieth-century movie making. Cobra and, of course, Tango from Tango and Cash.”

The High Priest touched them both on the forehead, and Britta felt a warmth go through her. She quickly checked her status screen. All her attributes had gone up by one, except for charisma. No great loss there. Her health was up to 65 HP, which wasn’t bad. 

“How many HP do you have now?” she asked Dad.

“Six,” he said, looking pleased with himself. “Why how many… actually, don’t tell me.”

“You may touch the altar,” said the High Priest. 

They both patted it like it was a friendly dog. 

Checkpoint.

At least they could come back here if they died. They stood up and turned around. Now they just had to deal with the banshee.

A kobold came running in with a basket of mushrooms. They were orange with black stripes, and looked a bit slimy.

“Sir, the mushrooms.” 

“Ah, right,” said Dad. “I’ll take those.” He grabbed ten mushrooms out of the basket and squeezed them into Britta’s backpack. That left her with no room for treasure. “We’ll take care of this later. Don’t forget to remind me,” he said to Britta.

Did they still need to bring the kobolds food to win them over? They had a contract and everything now. Then again, they could still use the mushrooms to complete the mushroom quest, whatever that was. Or she could just throw them away if they found something valuable, assuming it was something small enough to fit.

“Okay,” said Dad, “where’s the battle?”

The kobold soldiers who had been guarding them now formed an escort to take them to the frontlines. 

“By the way,” said Britta, “the banshee are undead monsters, aren’t they?”

“Yes, but don’t worry,” said Dad, “we should be able to handle low-level mobs between us. And by us, I mean mainly you.” He sniggered to himself. “They won’t know what hit them.”

“Only, my spells don’t work against the undead. They don’t believe my illusions.”

“Oh,” said Dad, not laughing anymore. “Hey, guys, we might need to rethink this. Guys?”

The kobolds ignored him and kept marching, driving the two mages ahead of them. 
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                They were swiftly led through a number of tunnels, Dad and Britta forced to be in front. Dad kept complaining and trying to get the kobolds to stop for a second, but the momentum was on their side.

Then the sounds of explosions reached them. Long whistling shrieks, followed by a boom that shook the walls of the tunnel. Dust and debris rained down. Dad stopped complaining and started running. He was eager to get out of the tunnels before they collapsed.

The sounds got louder, and were now intermingled with shouts and screams. The kobold escort dropped their torches, and they were running in near darkness as they approached a faintly glowing opening up ahead. 

They slowed as they reached the opening, the noise now deafening, the explosions strong enough to make it hard to stay on your feet.

There was a cavern ahead, with a bridge across it. Britta recognised it as the room before the vault. It looked different now. The bridge was permanent for a start, made of stone with railings along the side, and no pressure pads to retract it. 

Rocks and rubble had fallen from the walls and roof of the cavern, and kobolds were hiding behind them on this side. The ones who weren’t lying dead, that is.

On the other side of the bridge, the large door was open. Hooded figures floated through it. They had long robes on and their heads were covered, so it wasn’t possible to see what they looked like.

“Are they the banshees?” asked Britta.

“I guess so,” said Dad.

There were six of them floating about on the other side, seemingly at random. Then one came forward, gliding across the bridge. It let out a piercing scream that made ripples in the air. 

A large chunk of rock in the wall shattered, sending smaller rocks flying in all directions. Kobolds dived out of the way, but many were hit.

“The hitbox on those sonic blasts is insane,” said Dad in an awed voice.

Britta had no idea what he meant, but she assumed he was impressed by the banshee’s firepower. 

“Now! Throw!” shouted a booming voice. 

Small bottles were thrown by the kobolds. Many went sailing into the chasm either side of the bridge. A few hit the bridge and smashed, spraying liquid around. 

The banshee who had let rip with its sonic blast retreated back to its own side. 

The soldiers around Britta suddenly surged forward, taking her and Dad with them. Fortunately, they weren’t heading for the bridge. They veered right and stopped behind a large boulder. 

There was a small camp here. Larger kobolds, more elites, were huddled around an even bigger kobold. The king.

Britta had encountered him before. He was wearing full armour and had a large sword that didn’t look like it had been made out of pots and pans.

The group turned as Britta and Dad were brought forward.

“What is this?” demanded the king. His elite guards sneered at the new arrivals.

One of their escort stepped forward and whispered something. As he spoke, the king and his men occasionally looked up, their expressions varying between surprise and doubt. No hint of welcome or relief.

There was another explosion across the other side of the cavern. 

“Return fire!” shouted the king. 

Britta turned to peek past the side of the boulder. More glass bottles were being launched.

“What’s in the bottles?” she asked one of the kobolds beside her.

“Holy water,” he said. 

If that was an effective weapon against the banshees it seemed like they should have a pretty big advantage. They just needed water and a priest. They seemed to have plenty of both. 

Throwing it in little bottles didn’t seem such a great idea, though. Most missed, and even when they smashed open, the splash radius wasn’t very big. There had to be a better way.

“I don’t get why the banshees don’t just swarm across the bridge and blow everything to pieces,” said Dad. 

The kobolds all glared at him like they were afraid the banshees might hear him and realise they’d been using the wrong strategy. 

“They’re blind,” said the king. “And what exactly can you do to help us for the exorbitant fee we’re paying you?”

Apparently, the king wasn’t too happy with the deal his subordinates had made to hire two less than impressive mercenaries. 

“Um,” said Britta, trying to think which of her spells would be good in this situation. She was coming up blank.

“Let me just try something,” said Dad. He leaned out and aimed his finger at one of the aimlessly wandering banshees. A streak of blue light shot out and hit the banshee in the back.

The banshee reacted like someone had tapped it on the shoulder. It turned around, hovering in the air, and then came rushing forward with others following. They let loose screams in Dad’s direction. 

Everyone squeezed behind the boulder, covering their heads with their arms as the walls cracked and splintered. Stones the size of footballs fell around them. 

The kobolds gave Dad nasty looks. The contract Britta and Dad had signed said they weren’t allowed to attack any kobolds. She hoped the kobolds weren’t allowed to attack them, either.

“Return fire!” shouted the king.

More bottles went flying into the air. 

Dad took aim at one, and shot it. His Magic Bullet spell didn’t do much damage, but enough to break glass. And it was accurate. The bottle exploded mid-air, raining holy water down on the banshees.

The banshees didn’t run away. They huddled together and made sad whining noises.

“Pull!” shouted Dad.

Another bottle sailed through the air. Dad zapped it, dropping the holy water onto the banshees, who squeezed together into an even more convenient target.

“See?” said Dad, like this had been his plan all along.

The king and his men were stunned for a second, and then they charged towards the cowering enemy.

“Oh no,” said Dad. “They’re going to steal all my kills.” He ran after them, shouting, “My XP! My XP!”
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                Britta found herself alone. Everyone else was so keen to press their unexpected advantage that they’d gone storming across the bridge, leaving her behind.

She didn’t mind. She wasn’t really in the mood to stab anyone. Dad had picked up an unbroken bottle of holy water and was dousing his dagger with the contents as he ran. He was in the mood.

“Did I miss anything?” asked the shade.

Britta didn’t even jump. “Where have you been?”

“Mapping the floor, like you ordered me to.”

They both knew she couldn’t order the shade to do anything. She opened her map. The entire floor was now shown, apart from whatever was beyond the door on the other side of the bridge.

“What about over there?” she pointed across the bridge. 

“Can’t go through there,” said the shade.

“Because it’s blocked off?” Maybe they needed to unlock that area by defeating the banshees.

“No,” said the shade. “Because I’m scared.”

“Very wise,” said N-28, appearing next to the shade.

This time Britta did jump. “Why are you here?”

He looked the same as the last time she’d seen him. Tall and blond, and wearing the same shirt (unbuttoned to the navel)  and trousers she’d suggested. He looked like he’d just come from shooting an advert for Hugo Boss cologne.

“It’s very exciting,” he said, not sounding excited at all. “A possible world’s first victory. No one’s got this close before.”

Britta peeked out again. Dad and the kobolds were herding the banshees towards the door. At close range, the bottles of holy water were more effective. You didn’t even have to throw them, just take out the stopper and pour the liquid on the banshees. 

Every time one of the banshees tried to turn around from their huddle to let rip one of their screams, they got a faceful of holy water, sending them back into the pack.

It was hard to get the banshees moving in the right direction, though. And little screams would make it out, blowing a kobold off his feet and slam him into the wall.

Dad was poking and prodding where he could, but there were no dead banshees yet. Then he stood still with a bottle of holy water in his hands, mumbling something.

“Of course, you can’t be here for this.”

“What do you mean?” said Britta.

“World’s firsts get announced server-wide,” said N-28. “Your name would be known to everyone. We’d rather that not happen.”

He had a point. She as supposed to be keeping a low profile. “You want me to log out?”

“It’s a bit late for that,” said N-28. “You already have partial credit for whatever happens here.”

“Can’t you just remove my name from the record?”

“That’s not how we do things,” said N-28, in the most pompous manner possible. 

“Then what are you suggesting?” she said, starting to get annoyed with this super-smooth ass. 

“I’m not here to tell you what to do,” he said, doubling down on the pompous. “What you do outside of your obligated twelve minutes is up to you. But the banshees are going to be very hard for you to defeat. Very hard.”

What he meant, Britta presumed, was that he would make sure the banshees would not lose here, meaning there’d be no world’s first, and no announcement with her name on it.

“Everyone back,” said Dad. He rolled the bottle he’d been holding, which was now blinking red, into the banshee scrimmage. And then he ran.

The kobolds saw the blinking light, and the man who made it running away, and decided it would be best to do likewise.

The bottle exploded. A proper explosion, like a bomb. Dad had used his Bomb spell, which normally took too long to prime to be useful in a fight, but with the enemy too busy to notice him, he’d managed to set it up.

Rags floated down from above. There appeared to be nothing else of the banshees left. 

“Yes!” shouted Dad. “Level 2! Woo hoo!”

Dad had killed them all, and he’d levelled up.

There was a pause, and then the kobolds all cheered. Followed by screams as more banshees came streaming out of the door. 

The kobolds charged back across the bridge, along with Dad.

“What if it’s just him?” asked Britta. “He can get his name on the scoreboard, right?”

“It would be better if he wasn’t alone. A solo player finishing first looks a bit… suspect. We don’t want him attracting the wrong kind of attention. Perhaps if he was in a party? It isn’t like there aren’t other players here he could team up with.” N28 smiled, his teeth brilliant-white, and then he vanished like the Cheshire Cat.

Dad came lunging back to hide behind the boulder. “Ho-ho, that was close. Now I’m Level 2, this shouldn’t be so hard. Let’s see what spells I can choose from.”

“I can’t be here,” said Britta.

“Mm, okay.” He didn’t seem upset about losing her, but it wasn’t like she was a big asset in this fight. “We’ve got the strat down, now. Shouldn’t be hard.”

“You won’t win.”

“That’s a bit pessimistic,” said Dad, looking a bit hurt at her lack of faith in him.

“They don’t want me mentioned when they announce a world’s first, and they don’t want you to do it solo. You have to find a party.”

“Oh, right, I see. But where am I going to find a… Oh, you mean the other guys. Okay, that can work. No problem.” He straightened up and looked at the king. “Your majesty, we need reinforcements. Hold the fort, I’ll be back in a bit.”

The kobolds looked at him like he was crazy — they weren’t in a fort, for a start — but he had led them to a near-victory, so their faith in him had gone up, slightly.

“Take two men with you,” said the king.

“No, it’ll be quicker if I go on my own. Don’t worry, I’ll be back.” For some reason he said it in a German accent. Britta didn’t ask why.

They scurried back to the tunnels, dodging between falling rocks.

“I’m logging out,” said Britta.

“Okay, see you later.” He went running off down the tunnel.

Britta woke up on her bed. Mum was sitting there, on her phone.

“Anything happen?” asked Britta. “Any glowing?”

“No,” said Mum. “Feeling okay?”

“Fine.” That was a relief. Maybe the whole glowing business was over. She sat up and wondered how Dad would do with the others. She didn’t have to wonder long. Once she’d left, he was able to start recording. The video went viral.
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                Dad only emerged from his shed several hours after Britta had logged out. She had spent the time sorting out her school stuff and making sure she was up to date with everything, which hadn’t really been necessary. Next week was half-term, so she had the week to do this stuff, but she found it relaxing to go through her files and tidy things up.

She also cleaned her hard drive and tossed the trash and temp files. Watching the available hard drive space go up was always a pleasing sight.

Dad was humming and grinning. The first hint of what he’d been up to was his refusal to say anything about what had happened once she’d left him. “You’ll see,” was all she could get out of him.

After eating and using the bathroom, he headed back to his shed. He reappeared a couple of hours later, and was straight on the phone. He still wouldn’t tell her what was going on.

Only after several phone calls, and some odd conversations where he agreed to lots of demands and gave numerous assurances, did he finally tell her about the video he had made.

Britta had more or less forgotten he could record gameplay. He couldn’t use it while he was playing with her, but as soon as she left, he could hit record, and he had. The delay had been in getting permission from APE to upload it. 

They had required some changes, which they would have made for him, but he preferred to keep control of the edit to ‘maintain consistent levels of quality,’ as he put it. Britta assumed that meant he didn’t want to let them play with his baby.

Now the video was up, he could show her. He wanted her to be the first to see how events had transpired.

Which she wasn’t. When Dad showed her the site where the video was streaming, there were already several thousand views. 

It was titled: Korlath Mines World’s First.

It started with a shot of Mark. Or Master Chief, to give him is character name — although his name tag wasn’t hovering over him like it would be in-game. 

“What are you doing?” said Mark, looking slightly irritable. 

“Hold on,” said Dad’s voice. “I just need to set something up. You’re a fighter, right?”

“Yes,” snapped Mark, adjusting his helmet. “Obviously.”

“What skills do you have?” asked Dad.

“That’s personal,” said Mark. “I’d rather keep that information to myself until I know exactly what this is about.”

“I told you,” said Dad, still out of shot. “We have to work with the kobolds to defeat the banshees.”

“And you’ve really unlocked the second level?” asked Mark. “This isn’t a trick?”

“No, it isn’t a trick.” The camera moved. “Ah, I think I’ve got it working now.” The view shifted around the room. The three other members of the party were standing alongside Mark. They looked a bit nervous. 

“Are you filming us?” asked Lady Da. She looked the most nervous of all of them. “Like, right now?”

“Yes,” said Dad. “Whatever I look at is being recorded. I can blur out your face if you don’t want to be part of the video.”

Lady Da's face suddenly became pixelated. 

“No, that’s okay,” said Lady Da, her face returning. “I don’t mind.” She blushed.

“How come you can record gameplay?” asked Fart Lord. “Doesn’t that need a special machine, or something?”

“Then clearly he has one,” said Mark. “Don’t pry. You won’t get anywhere worrying about what gear other people have. Focus on getting yourself kitted out.” He spoke to Fart Lord like he was a little kid, which Britta suspected he was.

“I don’t know if I can work with kobolds,” said the tall bald man who’s game name was Dun Kirk. None of them had visible name tags, either. “I’m Lawful Good.”

“This game doesn’t have alignments,” said Dad.

Dun Kirk straightened his back and stuck his nose in the air. “Yeah, I know. I just, you know, that’s how I play the game.”

“Roleplayer,” Dad whispered to Britta as she watched the video.

“Don’t worry about it,” said Dad in the video. “They aren’t evil. You’re just letting your preconceptions get the better of you. Wait till you meet them.”

“You aren’t an assassin, are you?” asked Fart Lord. Britta wondered if they actually called him that. No one had used his name when she had met the group, and they hadn’t in the video, either. It was like they were avoiding it. Which was understandable. “Are you going to lead us into a trap? That’s what I would do. Get you all killed and then take your stuff.”

He was very upfront about how he would betray them, given the chance.

“Where’s that gnome you were with earlier?” asked Dun Kirk.

“No, I’m not an assassin. And she had to go home.”

“Thief? Rogue?” pressed Fart Lord.

“I told you, I’m a mage.”

“And you just walked up to the kobolds and made a deal with them, did you?” asked Mark. The camera swung back to his doubt-filled face.

“I won their trust first.”

“And how did you do that? Magic?” Mark sounded both sarcastic and genuinely curious.

“With a sandwich.”

“A sandwich?” said Mark, like it was the most remarkable thing he’d ever heard. 

“Yes. You know, the ones we get from the guild.”

“They don’t even taste that nice,” said Lady Da. She blushed as the camera pointed at her.

“Can they see when they’re on screen?” asked Britta.

“No, they just know it’s where I’m looking.”

“So you can’t be on screen?”

“I can make it third person, so it follows me around, slightly above and behind, but I prefer this. More control of what’s in the shot.”

“Did you really beat the banshees with them?” asked Britta. 

“Wait,” said Dad. “I think they’ll surprise you.”

The four people began walking towards camera, which turned to lead them out of the room and down a tunnel. There was a sudden jump, and they were in the middle room, facing the door over the stairwell. It was open.

“Why is it open?” asked Mark. He leaned in so he could look down, but kept his feet outside the cubicle, ready to run away.

“They left it open when I said I needed to fetch help. It’s perfectly safe.”

Mark didn’t look convinced. He took out his sword.

“Don’t do that,” said Dad. “They’ll think you’re going to attack.”

“What if they attack us?” asked Fart Lord.

“They won’t. You sign a contract with them. They don’t attack us, we don’t attack them.”

“A contract?” Suddenly Mark’s eyes lit up.

“That’s right, Chief,” said Dad. “It’s all in writing. Kobold-human truce.”

Mark put his sword away, eyes gleaming. “Lead the way, lead the way.”

Dad leaned down next to Britta. “Turns out he’s a lawyer in real life. You think we got a good deal out of the kobolds.” He shook his head.

The party wound their way down the staircase.
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                Dad led the way, so all Britta could see were the steps leading down, slowly curling. It made her feel a bit dizzy.

“Couldn’t you have cut this bit out?” she said.

“What do you mean?” said Dad. “This is dramatic use of a moving camera. Can’t you feel the tension?”

What she was feeling was mildly nauseous. The step spiralled down to the bottom, and then they were in a room full of kobolds.

The camera panned around to catch the rest of the party enter. They stiffened when they saw how many kobolds were in front of them. They most definitely felt the tension. They came into the cavern, but stayed near the wall, moving to either side of the exit.

The camera swung back to the kobolds, who looked a bit nervous themselves. The same elite kobold was in charge. 

“I’m back,” said Dad’s voice. “I brought some friends.”

The elite kobold nodded. Then he looked to the side where his second-in-command was standing. The second-in-command returned the sideways glance. For a moment Britta was sure they were going to launch an attack. 

“You should introduce yourselves,” said Dad, looking back at the party. Their faces had noticeably paled. “I’ll start. I’m Guildford Underpass, Level 2 Mage.”

“Level 2?” said Mark, his surprise overwhelming his caution.

“Yes,” said Dad. “I levelled up when I fought the banshees earlier. You will, too, probably.”

The thought of levelling up seemed to break the ice.

“I’m Master Chief,” said Mark, stepping forward. “Level 1 man-at-arms. That’s a fighter.”

The elite kobold nodded, but he scowled just a tiny bit. Britta thought maybe he resented being told what a man-at-arms was. She didn’t think Mark had meant to be condescending, he was probably just used to breaking everything down into the simplest explanations for his party.

“Lady Da, Level 1 cleric.”

“Dun Kirk, Level 1 monk.”

“Fart Lord. Lord of farts.” Fart Lord had his hands on his hips and seemed very pleased with himself.

“This isn’t the time for jokes,” said Mark. “You need to read the room a bit better.”

Britta’s reading of the room was that it was armed to the teeth. Literally, since kobolds weren’t shy about biting their opponent.

“Alright, alright. I’m an assassin. I strike from the shadows.”

“He’s a Level 1 footpad,” said Mark. 

“I’ll be an assassin once I level up,” insisted Fart Lord.

“Can we give him a different name?” asked Lady Da. “I don’t really want to be calling out Fart Lord in the middle of a battle. Especially if, you know...” She pointed into the camera, which felt like she was pointing directly at Britta.

“No,” said Fart Lord. “That’s my name. You have to use it.”

“How about F Lord?” said Dad.

“How about Flawed,” said Dun Kirk. “There’s definitely something wrong with him.”

They all immediately agreed; even some of the kobolds were nodding. Flawed protested, but Mark overruled him. “It’s just for this expedition. Once we leave, you can go back to whatever name you want.”

Flawed wasn’t happy about it, but he didn’t have much choice, other than to sulk, which he did.

“Okay,” said Dad, returning his attention to the elite kobold. “Where do they sign?”

The elite kobold had a sour look on his face. “They’re going to be of help?”

“Of course,” said Dad. “They’re all seasoned pros.” He didn’t sound a hundred percent confident in this claim. Britta couldn’t see his face, but she imagined he was smiling while sweating profusely. He was a terrible liar. 

“They’re all Level 1,” said the elite.

“So was I,” said Dad. “I did alright, didn’t I?”

Dad had killed quite a few banshees, so his logic was sound.

“Would you like one of these?” asked Lady Da. She was holding out a sandwich.

The elite kobold cocked an eyebrow and sniffed. 

Just as he was about to reach for the sandwich — at least that’s what Britta thought he was about to do — the picture faded to black. When it faded up, it was a shot of the altar in the temple. Mark, Da, Kirk and Flawed were being blessed by the High Priest.

“What happened?” said Britta. 

“Got to keep things moving along,” said Dad. “Nice fade, though, huh? Took me ages to get it right.”

Dad had taken on the mantle of movie director very easily. He’d soon be making everyone stop so he could adjust the lighting.

“But I wanted to see them negotiate their contract,” said Britta.

“APE didn’t want me to show the contracts. They felt it would give people too much information and unbalance negotiations. You didn’t miss anything. It was pretty dull — lots of legal mumbo-jumbo. The Chief got them good, though. The kobolds ended up having to pay them a bonus for every banshee killed. Swimming in silver ore by the end, they were.”

Kirk and Da were very taken with the temple and all the injured kobolds. Their faces showed both wonder and dismay, alternating between the two.

Flawed hopped about impatiently, ready to go. 

And Mark had his chest puffed up. He was taking it all in and savouring the moment. He had been kicked from the first group he joined, not deemed worthy. Now he was down here, proving he was up to the job.

He looked directly into the camera, which meant he was looking directly at Britta watching.

“Okay, let’s do this,” he said. “But first, we need a team name. How about ‘The Holy Avengers’?”

“I like it!” said Dad’s voice in the video.

Britta groaned. “He’s like your long lost brother, isn’t he? Isn’t that name already taken?”

“Holy Avengers,” said Dad. “Completely unrelated.”

Mark raised his sword. “Holy Avengers assemble!”

Britta looked up at Dad. He shrugged. “Fair use?”
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                The screen went black. Britta realised it wasn’t actually black, they were in a dark tunnel, moving swiftly so the walls were rushing past. The camera panned left then right. 

On one side was Mark, on the other was Fart Lord, or Flawed as he had been dubbed against his will. Both were jogging.

“Hey, Chief,” said Dad from behind the camera, “you want to fill us in on any special skills we should know about?”

“Don’t worry about it,” said Mark. “Just let me get out front. I’ve got 18 HP to play with. Should give you all the time you need to set up your exploding bottles of holy water.”

“Hey,” said Flawed. “If he blows them all up, we won’t get any experience. And he’ll go up another level.”

“Oh, I think we’ll be able to take a few down before then,” said Mark. He seemed very sure of himself. 

Britta was inclined to side with Flawed’s assessment. If Dad got a bomb off like last time, it would be a total wipe for the banshees, and the rest of them would get a couple of XP each for their trouble. 

When he’d levelled up, Britta hadn’t received any XP at all, even though they were in the same party. Then again, she hadn’t taken part in the fighting.

“What about you?” said Dad, this time looking at Flawed. “Any cool skills?”

“Sorry, my powers are top secret” said Flawed, “I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.” He grinned, inordinately pleased with his little joke.

From what Mark had said, he was just a thief character. Probably only good for picking locks and disarming traps. And only successfully half the time. 

“What about backstab?” said Dad. “You got that? We could try to set it up for you if it would help.”

“Really? That would be great. I get double damage if I strike from behind.”

So much for keeping his powers a secret.

“It’s the girl we need to set up,” said Mark. “She’s going to be key.”

Britta felt annoyed on Lady Da’s behalf. Being called ‘the girl’, even when it was meant without malice, was the sort of casual sexism no one ever felt was worth fighting over. Even Britta didn’t feel really upset about it — he was even pointing out how important ‘the girl’ was to their battle plans — but it just rankled.

Dad turned around to look at Lady Da. There were kobolds running behind her. 

“How many times can you cast Holy Light?” he asked her.

“Dying Light,” she corrected him, blushing. That annoyed Britta, too. Why was she always doing that? “As much as I want. It only takes a couple of MP to cast. But I only have a 15% chance of turning undead. I’ve only ever used it in the tutorial, against a zombie. He ran and hid in a corner.”

“Is there a cooldown?” asked Dad.

“Forty-five seconds.”

“That’s not bad,” said Dad. “If we can get them bunched in a corner, that would be helpful.”

“What’s to stop more of them from coming through the door you mentioned?” asked Dun Kirk.

Dad must have explained what kind of fight to expect, but had skipped showing it. APE probably didn’t want to give away that information to other players, either.

“It’s a level one dungeon. It won’t be more than a couple of waves. We can handle that many between us.”

“And maybe a boss,” said Mark. 

That was a fair guess. There had to be a boss to fight. One who wouldn’t just collapse under a sprinkle of water.

“I hope so,” said Dad. “Wouldn’t be much fun if it’s just a few ghosts floating about.”

They all looked excited. 

There was a rumble, followed by shrieks, and then everything shook. 

“This is it,” said Dad. 

The opening to the bridge room was ahead. They went running in, arms over their heads to protect themselves from the falling rocks. Banshees were hovering over the middle of the bridge. Their screams shattered rocks in all directions, sending out sprays of small stones. 

Bottle of holy water flew through the air in reply.

They veered in between rocks and boulders, aiming for the king’s camp on the right side. 

“These sonic booms,” shouted Mark, “they travel in straight lines, right?”

“Yeah,” shouted back Dad. “Why?”

“Nothing. You’ll see.”

Their kobold escort had scattered. They went from one slightly sheltered area to the next, crouching, scrambling, until they reached the large boulder from behind which the king was yelling his orders.

Dad quickly told the king the plan, which was mainly to leave everything to him and his new party. The king seemed to be happy to let Dad lead the charge.

“This is so great,” said Mark. Britta was sure he had tears in his eyes, but it could have been from all the dust flying about. “It’s everything I dreamed it would be.”

It was bedlam, like a scene from a war movie, one of the ones where they proudly tell you how realistic it all is, as legs go flying across the screen.

Mark reached over his shoulder and pulled a shield off his back. Britta hadn’t even noticed it was there. It wasn’t very big, about the dimensions of family-sized box of cereal.

“What’s that, Chief?” asked Dad. “A buckler?”

“My special skill,” said Mark. “I’m aiming for an anti-magic build. I’m a reflector warrior. I can turn magic back on the caster as long as I have a shield. Let’s see how those banshees like a taste of their own medicine.”

He ran out onto the bridge.

“Does the banshee screaming count as a magic attack?” asked Dun Kirk, as they watched Mark shout at the banshee to give him everything they had.

“Not sure,” said Dad.

Mark came flying back, slamming into the wall, his shield cracked and a large red number nine floating away from him.

“But I would guess no.”
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                “Are you alright?” Dad shouted at Mark.

Mark shook his head and his eyes wandered around before settling on Dad. He nodded, and nearly lost his balance. He looked groggy, but not too badly hurt. He had lost half his health in a single blow. If it had been one of the others who weren’t as tanky, they definitely would have been one-shot. 

“Okay,” shouted Dad. “Let’s go with the original plan.”

Apparently, Mark charging into the fray hadn’t been what he was supposed to do. Maybe he wanted to impress everyone with his secret weapon. Britta could see an ability to reflect spells as a very cool anti-magic tool, but it would have helped if he’d made sure the banshees’ screams actually counted as a magic attack.

Lady Da ran out to the bridge. She stopped just before reaching it and raised her hands. A black circle, about the size of a football, appeared between them. She was chanting in some strange language that sounded vaguely like Dutch.

“Fifteen percent isn’t a lot.”

Dad turned to look at Flawed huddled next to him. The fifteen percent he was referring to was the chance Lady Da had of turning an undead creature. That was the base chance — other modifiers, like difference in levels and saving throw bonuses would also be taken into account, but he was right, fifteen percent wasn’t a lot.

“She gets fifteen percent against each of them,” said Dad. “If she high-rolls, she might get two or three. The important thing is they notice her.”

There were six banshees floating around the far side of the bridge, two more in the middle of the bridge. Being blind, they hadn’t paid attention when Lady Da ran up, but now they could hear her chanting, they began drifting closer.

The kobolds had stopped throwing things. Everyone was waiting to see how effective Lady Da was going to be.

The circle over her head began glowing purple, bathing the bridge in its light. 

The two banshees on the bridge threw up their arms, but didn’t run away. One banshee on the other side turned and fled into a corner. The others stood there. Britta would have expected them to start screaming, but they didn’t move. Even though they hadn’t been turned, they seemed wary of the cleric.

“Why aren’t they attacking her?” asked Britta. 

Dad smiled. “They will once she finishes the spell. That’s why she’s saying it so slowly. Once the light goes out, though…”

Slowly, they drifted forward, joining the two already on the bridge. There was some kind of attraction to the purple circle. 

“Nice,” said Dad in the video. “She’s pulled aggro on all of them.” Then he stuck his head out and shouted, “Now.” 

A bottle of holy water went flying over the bridge. Dad Shot it with his Magic Bullet.

It shattered over the banshees, and they spun around, huddling together.

“Plenty of backs to aim at,” said Dad. “Start stabbing.”

Flawed jumped up and ran. He was joined by a screaming army of kobolds. They rushed past on either side of Lady Da, the glowing circle between her hands shrinking, now only the size of a grapefruit.

Dad looked down. There was a bottle in his hands with a gentle red glow coming from it. He looked up again.

Their combined forces were pounding on the banshees, pushing them back, keeping them together.

Flawed came leaping in with his dagger raised over his head, shouting some kind of battle yell. Britta didn’t think it was a spell, just him being excited. Not the stealthiest of attacks.

A banshee pulled its head out of the huddle and screamed directly at him. Britta could see the air shimmer between them, but before it could hit him, Flawed was shoved aside by Dun Kirk, who took the hit.

He had his arms crossed in front of him, and the air passed around him like water going around a rock in a stream. Britta wondered what skill that was.

A small red two floated off Dun Kirk, meaning he’d taken some damage. 

Flawed was back on his feet, looking for an opening. There were too many kobolds in front of him to give him an easy way to use his Backstab. 

Dad looked down. The vial in his hands was bright red. “I’m ready,” he shouted. He ran forward to the bridge as everyone else ran back, and rolled the bottle along the ground like a bowling ball.

The people still on the bridge parted to let it through. It went across the bridge, right towards the middle of the banshee huddle. Everyone watched with their breaths held.

A single banshee turned around, its head cocked to one side, listening to the sound of glass rolling across stone. Then it let out a breath, like a long whistle, and the bottle bounced into the air, flying off the bridge, into the darkness. There was a distant explosion from below.

The other banshees turned to face the kobolds still on the bridge, ready to blow them off just like the bottle.

“I’ve got this,” shouted Mark, running forward.

He charged through the lines, right down the centre of the bridge.

The banshees leaned back, like they were taking a deep collective breath, and then let loose a combined scream. 

Mark kneeled and braced himself, shield held up in front of his face.

The air shimmered and hit the shield. Mark’s entire body wobbled, like when they show a water balloon bursting in slow motion. And then the sound wave bounced back.

It hit the banshees full in the face. They were knocked back, and hung in the air like dresses on hangers in a closet.

“They’re stunned,” shouted Mark. “Charge!”

No one moved for a second, and then they streamed across the bridge, weapons aloft.

Dad caught up with them as blows rained down on the banshees, who didn’t even try to protect themselves. Flawed was whooping as he scored hit after hit. Mark had a banshee on the floor and was battering it with his sword.

“I thought your skill didn’t work,” said Dad.

“I didn’t use it the first time,” said Mark. “Wanted to make sure it was magic I was facing. Couldn’t afford to be wrong, it’s on a sixty-minute cooldown.”
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                “You didn’t know he was going to do that?” Britta asked Dad.

“Nope.” 

“He didn’t use his reflection skill the first time?” Dad shook his head. “He let it hit him?” Dad nodded. “But why?”

Dad shrugged. “He wouldn’t get into specifics. Something about being hit told him if his Reflector skill would work or not.”

“As long as getting hit didn’t kill him,” said Britta.

“Yes, as long as it didn’t kill him,” agreed Dad. “Ballsy move.”

Britta wasn’t sure if that was the right word for it. It had cost Mark half his health. It might have killed him, if the banshees had attacked all at once. 

She turned her attention back to the video. The banshees were being pulverised. Little red numbers flew off them, and then they collapsed into rags on the floor.

Flawed was jumping up and down in delight, yelling, “Level 2! Level 2!” He had been running around, stabbing banshees in the back wherever he could. Technically, he’d been doing a lot of kill stealing, but only from the kobolds, who didn’t seem to mind.

Lady Da and Dun Kirk were also hitting banshees wherever they could find them. Da with a small mace, Kirk with his hands. One by one, the banshee fell. They left only their cloaks behind. 

There was only a final, frightened banshee in the corner, the one Lady Da had turned right at the start. A bloodthirsty mob descended on it.

Britta felt bad. But she always felt bad when she watched a fight, no matter who was winning. It wasn’t very nice to see someone beaten to death, even when it wasn’t permanent.

“Let me, let me,” cried out Flawed, eagerly trying to get to the front of the mob. 

Dun Kirk had his arm out, holding him back. “Da only needs a few more XP to level up. Leave this one to her.”

Reluctantly, Flawed backed off. Lady Da stepped forward and raised one hand. “Heal. Heal. HEAL.” Her voice got progressively louder. The palm of her hand glowed with a yellow light, and the banshee gradually shrivelled to nothing as ones and twos floated off it. 

“Heal spells work the opposite against undead,” Dad explained to Britta. “They don’t normally just stand there and let you kill them, though. That’s where turning them first comes in handy.”

All these powers she’d seen them use would be amazing once they were at higher levels, thought Britta. But then, the monsters would all be more powerful, too.

A cheer went up, similar to the time Britta and Dad had defeated the banshees. Their victory hadn’t lasted very long, as she recalled. The fight was far from over.

“Everyone back across the bridge,” shouted Dad in the video. “Get ready for the second wave.”

There was some excited murmuring, some determined grunting. Confidence was high as they hurried back across the bridge. The door to the lower level was open, but no one suggested they should go down to meet the enemy. They were acting like disciplined professionals, humans and kobolds alike, which wasn’t how Britta had expected them to behave.

They were even acting quite chummy with one another, veterans of the same battle. Flawed was surrounded by kobolds as he explained his stabbing technique to them.

There was a rumbling sound. Everyone rushed back to their positions, alert for the next attack. The rumbling got louder. This hadn’t happened last time. Something was coming. 

“Everyone be ready,” shouted Dad, even though everyone was already ready. “You good to go?” he said to Mark. “Everyone good to go?” He was getting hyped for the coming fight, Britta could tell.

The camera ducked down behind the large boulder. Mark was crouched beside him.

“I won’t be able to use my skill again,” said Mark. “No unless this is a really long fight.”

“No problem,” said Dad. “We’ll just wear them down, inch by inch.”

“This should make for good viewing,” said Britta. “Is there a fast forward b—”

“Watch, watch,” said Dad, pointing at the screen.

Britta watched. A shadow appeared, a long one. It came through the giant door, followed by a single, tiny figure. It was wrapped up in a cloak like the banshees had been, but this wasn’t a banshee. It was too short, and too attached to the floor.

“Oh, no,” said Britta. “It’s not him, is it?”

“Who?” said Dad. “The dwarf? No, no. Too small for a dwarf.”

Britta looked more closely. He was right, the body shape was all wrong. Not a dwarf. 

The figure pulled back its hood to reveal a hairy face. It was a kobold. It was Derik, the shaman she knew as the High Priest of the kobolds in the previous version of the game. Only, he didn’t look the same. His eyes were glowing red.

He raised his hand. He was holding a leather-bound book. It seemed he had found the Book of Raising the Dead just like last time, but he hadn’t used it to revive an angry dwarf.

“Necromancer!” shouted the king. “I challenge you!” His voice boomed around the cavern. 

Derik, now apparently a necromancer, waved the book around. “Your Majesty.” It was Derik’s voice alright, but full of mocking laughter. “I did not come to fight. I came to kill.”

Banshees emerged from the door behind him. Lots of them.
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                There were twice as many banshees this time. They swirled around Derik, who was doing his best to appear menacing. The glowing eyes helped, the short stature, not so much.

It was hard to tell on the video, but it looked like there was more wind and noise. A banshee blizzard was coming.

The banshees were blind, or at least, the previous batch had been. This new group had a much more decisive air about them, like they knew exactly where everything was. Their heightened senses appeared to be linked to Derik and his red eyes.

“Ready to launch,” shouted the king. “Fire!”

Small bottles were thrown into the air from all directions. Derik yelled out something, still waving the book around with one hand. The banshees formed a circle around him, turned facing outwards, and screamed. 

The bottles of holy water only got halfway across the bridge before they were shattered. Their contents fell in a fine spray, but nowhere near the banshees. The wind that had sprung up since their entrance blew the mist back across the bridge.

“Go!” said Derik. 

The banshees circling him peeled off and headed across the bridge.

“What do we do?” said Flawed.

“Nothing,” said Mark. “We watch, see if we can spot an attack pattern. They’re going to have a weakness. Some kind of opening. We just have to work out what it is.”

“Can’t you use some more bombs?” Lady Da asked, looking into the camera, which was also Dad’s face.

“I can try,” said Dad’s voice, “but they’ll probably do the same thing. What we need is a diversion. Something to keep their attention, so they don’t notice a secondary attack.”

The camera panned around the crouched party, their faces pinched with concentration.

More shrieks filled the air, and rubble fell around them. 

“Fall back! Fall back!” called out the king. 

Kobolds ran towards the tunnel at the back of the cavern. They threw rocks and fired slings. More bottles flew through the air, but they couldn’t make it through the wall of sound the banshees pushed ahead of them. 

Behind the banshees, Derik walked across the bridge, chanting alien words, waving the book about. 

“What about the book?” said Lady Da.

Mark snapped his fingers. “That’s it. The book — we need to get that book.”

“Leave it to me,” said Flawed. 

“No, wait,” said Mark, “we ha—” His mouth continued to move, but no sounds came out.

Dun Kirk started talking, but no sound came out of his mouth, either.

Flawed was grinning. “Don’t worry,” he mouthed with exaggerated lip movements. “I got this.” He gave them a thumbs up, and then ran off.

“—understand what’s go… Oh,” said Lady Da. “My voice is back.”

“Hello, testing,” said Dun Kirk. “Mine too.”

Flawed was running directly at the banshees who had crossed the bridge, and were now taking aim at the sounds of kobolds fleeing. They were blind, so they couldn’t see Flawed coming, but they would have normally heard him. 

Not this time. He seemed to be in some kind of silent bubble. 

“Is that new?” asked Dad. 

“Must be a Level 2 skill,” said Dun Kirk. 

They watched him from behind the relative safety of their boulder. He skipped between the banshees like a mixture between a rugby player and a ballerina, dodging from side to side, then spinning to avoid outstretched arms.

The banshees seemed to know something was happening around them, but they couldn’t tell what.

It was a useful skill to have in this particular fight. Britta could see it as an easy pick if it had been offered as one of his new skills. But it was still quite a low-level ability. If the banshees aimed one of their sonic blasts at him, she doubted he’d be able to silence it. His best bet was to avoid them, and get to his real target.

Derik wasn’t blind, but he had a bunch of banshees floating about in front of him, making it hard to see.

When he saw Flawed, it was nearly too late.

“Turn around,” he screamed. “There, shoo—” His high-pitched, panicky voice disappeared as Flawed jump on him. 

The banshees all turned around, as commanded, but there was no follow-up order. They hung there, waiting for instructions.

Flawed and Derik were rolling around on the bridge, making no noise. Both had a hand on the book. There was no real fighting, just a tug of war with the occasional elbow or knee thrown in.

“Now’s our chance,” said Dad. He looked down. He had a vial in his hands, glowing red and ready to go. He stood up to throw it.

“No,” said Mark. “Let me.” He took the vial, tucked it under his arm, and made what looked like a bunch of random hand signals at the kobolds cowering behind the rocks all around them.

They seemed to know what he was saying. They were nodding, and had determined looks on their faces.

Mark ran out, head down, shield up. At the sounds of his feet hitting the ground, the banshees turned. At the same time, kobolds charged from the flanks, screaming battle cries as loud as possible. 

The banshees blasted them left and right, but Mark sprinted down the middle. He brought out the glowing vial as he reached them, and slid along the ground on his front. 

He released the vial and held his shield in front of his face. The vial exploded. 

The banshees were blown apart. They weren’t dead, but they were heavily damaged, and hung immobile. 

“—back!” screamed Derik, his voice returning.

“I’ve got it. I’ve got it,” shouted Flawed gleefully. He had the book in his hand and was waving it as he ran towards them. His big smile froze on his face and his eyes widened. He fell forward, the hilt of a dagger sticking out of his back. A red eight floated away, flashing. Critical hit. 

Flawed lay on the ground for a moment, and then he faded away, leaving behind a couple of daggers and the book.
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                Britta was shocked. She felt it surge through her, making the hairs on the back of her neck rise. Flawed had died. 

He had been stabbed in the back, somewhat ironically, but it wasn’t entirely clear how it had happened. Derik was sitting on the floor, looking dazed.

Flawed fell in slow motion. At first Britta thought it was her, but then she realised the video had actually slowed down to make it more dramatic. She gave Dad a sideways glance. 

“Really, Dad?”

He grinned. “I wanted to let the viewer experience it the way we did.”

It was hard not to roll her eyes. As soon as Flawed hit the ground, everything speeded up again. 

Obviously Flawed wasn’t really dead. He would lose a bunch of XP, and maybe even lose the level he’d gained, but he would be able to come back. It was more the image of him losing his life that was so disturbing. 

It hadn’t been like seeing someone getting killed in a movie. It was like watching a wedding video, and the bride’s father drops dead during the ceremony.

The battle was already won, as far as Britta could tell. The banshees were down to the last of their health, and in no condition to make a comeback. The kobolds and the remaining players were finishing them off with renewed vigour. The only one not fighting was Dad. He was too busy panning across the battlefield, getting the events in glorious technicolour.

Derik was up and running. He was going for the book Flawed had dropped when he died. It was sitting on the ground, unnoticed by the triumphant kobolds eagerly beating down the hapless banshees.

“Stop him,” cried out Dad, but no one responded. The camera began moving as Dad ran to get there first. He rushed through the kobolds.

Derik was sprinting on all fours, his robe flapping around him. He skidded to a stop and grabbed the book of the floor. What was he going to do with it? The banshees had been overwhelmed. Could the book bring them back to full-strength? Or was he going to call for reinforcements? 

He had the book open, and held it in front of his face.

Dad arrived. And didn’t stop. He barged into Derik, his momentum pushing the two of them towards the chasm.

And then Derik was flying through the air. Dad had used the ultimate cheese strat, one she had seen him use countless times. He had knocked the enemy off a ledge.

Derik fell into the pit, disappearing into the darkness with a cry of, “Nooooooo.” Dad made sure to hold the shot on him even after he was gone from view and only the echo of his voice was left. Britta was starting to see him as a very manipulative filmmaker. 

“Would have been better if I’d added some music to it, but they said it would take time to sort out the clearance.”

“Did he die?” asked Britta.

“I think so. I got the XP.” He grinned malevolently.

The banshees were all dead. The necromancer had plunged to his death — although that didn’t mean he couldn’t come back — and then Flawed came running in, shouting, “I’m here, I’m here.”

He looked very not-dead. He must have respawned at the altar, which wasn’t very far away. All that emotion Britta had felt when she saw him die, now seemed a little silly. 

“Oh, it’s over,” he said, looking around with a disappointed expression.

“Victory!” shouted the king, poking the air above his head with his sword. 

The kobolds cheered.

Korlath Mines Stage 1 Complete.

The message appeared on the screen, big enough to fill it. 

Bonus rewards unlocked. 

New achievements unlocked.

New title awarded.

The words began scrolling up. 

World’s First victory achieved:

Master Chief

Lady Da

Dun Kirk

Fart Lord

Guildford Underpass

It didn’t say what the rewards were. They must have received something more than fancy titles or a badge to display on a leaderboard somewhere. Extra experience points at the very least.

Britta was about to ask Dad what he had got, when the screen abruptly changed. There was a shot of a group of players in a field. They were stalking some deer, preparing to fire with bows and arrows. They stopped to stare, their faces full of wonder. In the sky above them, the World’s First message appeared, followed by the names.

The scene changed to a town, one Britta didn’t recognise. Players in the street stopped and looked up at the same message. Then players in a cart on a journey, doing likewise. Over and over, quick shots of people finding out about the victory.

And last of all, the king who had appeared in the opening ceremony broadcast, on his castle battlements, reading the skywriting, and nodding.

“How did you get all that?” asked Britta. 

“Wasn’t me. APE added it, to give the whole thing a bit more oomph. Pretty good, huh?”

“You don’t feel like a bit of a sellout?” she asked.

Dad bridled a little, but dismissed her concerns with a wave of his hand. “No, of course not. I had full artistic control. Final cut.”

The video was back in the mines. Everyone was congratulating each other. 

“This is but the beginning,” said the kobold king. “We will clear the lower levels, reclaim our home, and defeat the dark forces once and for all.” The kobolds cheered.

Korlath Mines Stage 2:

What Lies Below

The words appeared, then faded.

Double Experience Points

That would bring adventurers running, thought Britta.

The kobolds’ cheering was interrupted by a loud gong. 

“Intruders!” went up the cry. “Intruders! Intruders!”

A kobold came running in. Britta suspected there would always be a spare kobold to use as a last minute messenger. 

“Your Majesty,” he said, struggling to catch his breath. “The Imperial Army is here.”
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                The kobold stood in the tunnel, his proclamation still on his lips as the picture faded to black. The video ended.

“What happened?” said Britta. “Why did it stop? What’s the Imperial army doing here?”

“Ah,” said Dad, “you’ll have to wait for the next episode.”

Britta was ready to explode at him, but she took a breath and refused the call. She had too much experience in dealing with Dad when he was this pleased with himself. It would only encourage him.

“So,” she said, affecting a casual tone, “what rewards did you get for completing stage one?”

“Pretty good ones, actually. But I don’t want to ruin the surprise.”

Britta ground her teeth, then rolled her neck to ease some of the tension that had gathered there. 

“I guess you’re still Level 2,” she said, sneaking a glance at him to see if there was any reaction to her assumption. He had a thin smile fixed in place, but his eyes had no spark of glee in them, so she felt confident her guess had been right. “Shame. You could have got a new… Wait, what spell did you choose when you hit Level 2?”

Dad had levelled up just before Britta had left the mines, but she hadn’t seen him use any news spells during the fight with the banshees.

“I had a pretty difficult choice to make, actually. “ Britta could tell he was settling into a long rambling speech about his reason for choosing whatever spell he took. There was no way around it. If she wanted to know, she’d have to sit through it. “The three I was offered were Fleet of Foot, which makes you move faster. Not bad in that it helps you avoid getting hit, but not so great in enclosed spaces, and not much use against spells.

“Then there was Sudden Wisdom,” he continued, “which isn’t what it sounds like. It doesn’t increase your wisdom stat, it reduces the chance of your target making their saving throws. Not very flashy, but solid. There’s quite a lot of these support spells that can improve your main spells, but you know me, I like the shiny-shiny. Probably a mistake not to take it though. I did actually try to use my Hand Lock on the necromancer when he was fighting Flawed. Would have locked him out of the battle if he was stuck in an embrace. But it failed. If I’d taken Sudden Wisdom...”

“That would have locked Flawed out of the battle, too,” said Britta. 

Dad shrugged, but there was an odd look on his face Britta couldn’t quite interpret. Did he feel remorse about attempting to prevent a player from participating? No, he wouldn’t care. Something else, then.

“And then there was Poison Dagger. A very interesting type of spell that I haven’t seen before”

“Doesn’t sound that interesting,” said Britta. “What does it do, add poison to a weapon?” 

“Not exactly…” Dad seemed to be searching for the right words. “It borrows stats from another player in your party.”

“You get their stats? What happens to the player?” 

“You get a boost from them. They get weaker, and take a bit of damage. It’s for emergencies, really.”

That seemed a bit underhand. If you syphoned off someone else’s stats without asking, they wouldn’t be happy. Especially if they ended up getting weaker, or even… 

Britta looked back at the video. She restarted it and moved the slider towards the end until she found the part where Flawed had died. As he fell, she paused it. The dagger in his back had come out of nowhere. It hadn’t been thrown by anyone, as far as she could tell. And it was glowing. Britta looked at Dad with horror.

“Dad, did you kill Fart Lord?”

If he had used his new spell on Flawed, and it did damage… 

“Now, you have to understand the strategy I was employing. It was too perfect a set-up. Dropping the book right next to the edge of the chasm there.”

On the video, Flawed disappeared, leaving behind his weapons and the book. There was no sign of the glowing dagger.

“Dad, did you kill Fart lord on purpose?” It would have been bad enough if he’d tried to use the spell and accidentally killed Flawed, but to do it intentionally was completely out of order.

“Look how well it worked.”

The video continued, showing Dad rushing Derik. He was moving very fast. The hit on Derik was jarring, sending him soaring through the air. Both speed and strength had been buffed, she could see that now. Derik fell into the dark, again. His hands grasping at thin air.

“What happened to the book?” She looked at Dad. “The Book of Raising the Dead, he isn’t holding it anymore.”

A creepy smile spread across Dad’s face.

He’d grabbed the book when he pushed Derik off. That was why he’d made such a risky play. 

“You killed one of your own team,” said Britta. “Do they know?”

“Of course not,” said Dad. “But it was a good plan, wasn’t it?”

It was outrageous. If he’d done it to her, she would have been livid.

“I was going to spec into some kind of fire mage, but now I think there might be a more interesting kind of subclass I could build. Some kind of augmented mage.”

“You mean a leech mage,” said Britta.

“Nice! I like it.”

“Nobody else is going to like it.”

“That’s alright,” said Dad. “I won’t tell them. And it won’t kill people, usually. It was just that Flawed had taken damage. Normally, he would have been fine.”

“You wanted him to die.”

“In this particular case, but this was a special, one-off, unique situation. And he was fine. You saw him come back. Fit as a fiddle.”

“Did he lose the level he’d gained.”

“Only for a bit. He got it back once we finished the stage. Even meant he could re-choose his new skill. Free respec.” He said it like he’d done Flawed a favour by killing him.
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                “What’s going on?” asked Mum. She looked from one side of the table to the other.

“Nothing,” said Britta. She filled her mouth with fish pie.

“John?”

“Everything’s great,” Dad said while chewing.

“Something is definitely going on between you two,” Mum continued, the only one not eating. “Is this to do with the game. What happened? Did you get into a fight with an elf, or something? Why the silent treatment?”

“I’m just eating,” said Britta.

“I know how you eat, Britta. I am familiar with your tempo. This is ‘eating without a break so I don’t have to engage in conversation’ tempo.”

Britta was a little taken aback. She wasn’t aware that she had different eating rhythms, or that they were so revealing. She raised a fork to her mouth, and then put it back down.

“It’s just that I think Dad might be evil.”

“What?” said Dad, spitting a piece of fluffy potato onto the table. He wiped it up with his finger, and put it back in his mouth. “I am nothing but love. Tell her.”

“Britta…” began Mum. “Your father loves you very much.”

“See?” said Dad. 

“She didn’t say you weren’t evil,” said Britta. 

“You’re the most important thing in the world,” said Mum. “To both of us.”

“Yes,” said Britta. “In this world. You don’t know the sorts of things he gets up to in other worlds.” She gave Dad a cold stare across the table. 

Dad speared a lump of cod and stuck it in his mouth, chewing slowly while looking right back at her.

“Does it really matter?” said Mum. “It’s just a game.”

“I know,” said Britta, looking away to face Mum. “It’s just that it’s an uncomfortable feeling when you realise you hope no one finds out who your father is because you would die of embarrassment.” She shot another look at Dad. He countered by opening his full mouth at her. There was no winning against him at this level. He was a master at being childish.

“Oh, well, that’s just normal,” said Mum. “Teenage girls are always embarrassed by their fathers.”

“He kills people in his own team!” said Britta.

“One person,” said Dad.

“See? He doesn’t even think it’s wrong. What if he’s a psychopath?”

Mum was eating now, like the problem had been resolved. “He isn’t a psychopath. Psychopaths are much more organised. Your dad can’t find a pair of matching socks without googling a strategy guide.”

“How is that not organised?” said Dad. “That’s like the most organised.”

“Are you saying you are a psychopath?” asked Britta.

“Of course not. I don’t want to hurt anyone. It’s just a game, like your mum said. He didn’t really die, did he?”

Britta knew they were right, up to a point, but being allowed to act without the normal consequences didn’t make everything meaningless. It still showed a person’s thinking process. The same process they used in the real world.

“Why were you even allowed to kill him? I thought you couldn’t go around murdering other players whenever you felt like it. Isn’t there supposed to be special PvP zones?”

“That’s right,” said Dad, raising a loaded fork towards his mouth, but too engaged in explaining to complete the action. People really did have different eating tempos. “You can’t go around attacking people. But if they’re in the same party as you, you’re allowed to use spells on them. They can even get caught by friendly fire, like when Master Chief and the others thought your fireball was real.”

“But you deliberately tried to hurt Fart Lord.”

“Fart Lord?” said Mum. “You call someone that?”

“It’s his name,” said Britta. “He chose it.”

“Every terrible thing I think about computer games is true, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” said Britta and Dad together.

“You targeted your own side,” said Britta, “and killed your own team member. Isn’t that grieving, or whatever?”

“Griefing,” said Dad

“Yeah. Shouldn’t that get people banned?”

“It’s more complicated than that. It’s a grey area,” said Dad. “I was helping the team. It was just that I needed to sacrifice someone to do it. Sometimes ten players play better than eleven, that’s how things work out sometimes. Just another way to play the game.”

“I don’t think that’s how I want to play the game,” said Britta. “I don’t think I want to play with you.”

“Sweetheart, I wouldn’t do that to you. Not unless it was the only way.”

“That means you would do it, Dad,” said Britta. 

“But that’s what so beautiful about the game. You can approach it in so many different ways. Your choices genuinely affect what happens. Do you think games have ever allowed that to happen before? Oh, they like to pretend it’s going to make a difference if you choose the red pill or the blue pill, but they’ve already written the ending. There might be two or three alternatives, maybe six or eight, even, but in the end, they’ve decided your fate. It’s all pre-recorded. This is the first time both sides are reacting in real time. No one knew I was going to do that. Not even I did. That’s a glorious thing, sweetheart. I’m in control of my own destiny, not locked into some illusion of choice. Not even real life can make that claim. It’s only right I stress test the shit out of the possibilities.”

“John!”

“Sorry.”

“They’re going to figure it out,” said Britta. “It’s already over ten million views. Probably more than that now. Nerds are going to analyse it with forensic software and work out something’s not quite right.”

“I know,” said Dad. “I can’t wait. I would reveal it myself, but it’s going to be so much better for them to figure it out for themselves. Minds will be blown.” Dad’s eyes shone with an inner light. “And they’ll love me for it.”

That didn’t mean he wasn’t evil. He was just evil with a flair for the dramatic. A supervillain. 

He was right, nerds would love it.
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                After dinner, Britta went to her room. She’d had enough of the game. Every time she logged in, it seemed to take over her life. The idea had been to use the game as a means to an end, to make her real life more enjoyable. Instead of worrying about what her future held for her, she could make it hold what she wanted.

That had always been the sticking point. What did she want her life to be? What would she choose if all options were available?

Well, now she was in that position, more or less. And finally, she’d started to figure it out. 

It could all be taken away from her, of course, but she would still be better off than before. As long as her contract lasted a couple of months, she could count on having enough money to not have to worry about the basic things most people got into knots over. 

She’d be able to buy a house outright. A car. Pay for basic necessities, and still have money in the bank.

It wouldn’t keep her in diamonds and tiaras, but it would make for a solid foundation. That was more than most people had.

Britta turned on her laptop, and then checked that the plaster over the camera was still in place. Did it really matter? If someone was spying on her, they could probably tell what she was doing without having to look at her. If anything, they were probably relieved they didn’t have to.

What could they possibly learn from knowing which websites she visited, or what emails she received? Neither of those things were very interesting, not even to her.

She opened her email account and found the contact details for Lin. She hadn’t transferred them from her phone, but had assumed they would be there. And she was right.

When it came to the game, Dr Reedy had been her contact. She had always been very helpful and ready to listen to anything Britta had to say. Britta felt slightly guilty about going around her now that she had access to Lin, but this was the way they had set it up. It wasn’t personal. It was business.

She wrote quite a long email, and then cut it down so it didn’t seem so demanding. It was just a list of requests, if possible, no pressure.

If they were keeping an eye on her, they probably had a copy the longer version as well. Britta made a note to write on paper next time, and only type up the edited version. Not even they could hack pen and paper. Although, maybe she was being naive.

Her first request was for full access to her character offline. She had checked her helmet, and she was able to see her status screen without logging in. But things like her skill tree weren’t available.

She had asked Dad if he could see his, in his more advanced rig, but he said no one else had a skill tree, yet. It became available at Level 3, and she was the only one above that. She felt it would be an important feature, and one she would like to keep a close eye on.

She also asked for a way to contact N-28. This was unlikely to be accepted, but she figured it was worth a shot. She even told them she would be happy for them to monitor any communications between them, like they wouldn’t anyway.

If she wanted to stay an integral part of their plans — and she did, since it was an integral part of her plans — then it would help to be more involved. She could just log in every forty-eight hours, do her twelve minutes of pottering around, and leave it at that, but she was sure they’d find a way to replace her, eventually. 

They might think N-28 might reveal something to her the way Nigel had. She wanted them to think that.

That was why she also suggested a second character for herself. A brand new one with nothing special about it. Even though people were only allowed one at a time, she wasn’t people. And having a second one might give APE more information on what was different about her. 

Britta wanted to give them more. She wanted to be value for money.

It would also help to have a backup, in case something happened to her gnome. Or if people started noticing she wasn’t quite like other players.

Her first draft had a load of pleasantries, hellos and how are yous, but she cut it all out before she sent it. She didn’t want Lin to think she was trying to get too friendly. Just business.

Lin was the one who had shown Britta what was possible for a girl with money. She had been rich her whole life. She wasn’t a party girl looking for a powerful man to buy her jewellery. She was a qualified doctor, and the man she seemed interested in had nothing to do with money or status. 

With half-term next week, Britta had a lot of free time on her hands. The temptation was to use it to play the game non-stop — at least there would be places to go and new things to see. 

But Britta was going to start revising for the upcoming exams. 

She had ten subjects to prepare for her GCSEs. They were supposed to determine her future, the start of her life in higher education, leading to university, and culminating in a career in… something.

It didn’t matter. She closed the email and started a search for tutors. 

If you worked hard and studied seriously, you could do well in your exams. But if you had money, and weren’t distracted by teenage stuff, you could excel in all subjects. 

The first thing she needed was a French tutor. She had always felt a bit lacking, especially in oral. She was always thinking before speaking. 

Mum and Dad had both done French at school, and neither had any recollection of it. School French wasn’t designed to teach you how to speak the language, it was just to give you an idea if you had an interest in pursuing it further. The answer being no for most kids. It gave you the basics. Everything at school was about the basics. 

Britta had the opportunity of going beyond that, now, when her brain was, according to her basic biology classes, in its optimum state for absorbing new information.

Schools just didn’t have the time and resources to give students individualised care. Even if she went to a posh private school, there would still be twenty kids in a class. She wanted a better way to learn, and she could afford it. 

Even French, despite it probably being useless in the long run. The translation glasses President Wu had used would make having to learn another person’s language redundant. There were already apps that could do it, but they were far from perfect. The glasses had been flawless. Lin probably had access to even more advanced tech.

Lin was the person Britta intended learning from the most. And to do that she would have to get close to her. Not in a creepy way, but she needed to be smarter if she wanted to converse with her on something approaching the same level. That was the world she wanted to be part of.

“Everything alright?” said Mum from the door.

“Mm? Yes, fine.”

“If you’re planning another trip to—”

“No, not tonight. Oh, I’ll need some money.”

Mum came into the room, a slight frown on her face. “What for?”

Britta explained her need for private tutors. Lots of them. 

Mum’s frown slowly disappeared. “Yes. That sounds like a lovely idea. I’ll take a couple of days off work and we can sort it out together.”

Britta was surprised. Mum had never ditched work before. Everyone was approaching things differently, it seemed.
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                It was surprisingly easy for Britta to put the game to one side, and put her efforts into a different kind of grinding. 

It was very different, going through various sites and checking recommendations for tutors. It had a weight to it the game had never had. 

Reality, it turned out, wasn’t just about how things looked or felt, it was also affected by your purpose. 

If you could convince yourself climbing a mountain to fight a dragon was vitally important, then you might be able to match that real world intensity, but in the real world, you didn’t need to pretend. Being late for the bus was enough to allow panic to set in.

In fact, the two were total opposites. In the real world, you did your best to control your emotions, and not blow things out of proportion. In the game, you tried to buy into the world as adventure playground, even though you knew nothing could really hurt you.

Spending a few days with Mum, watching how she tore through the research like a demon, was like watching a master at work. She could type incredibly fast, which wasn’t that impressive, except she didn’t have to pause to think about what she wrote. It flowed effortlessly, and was at once polite, warm, businesslike and friendly. 

She was also a woman who had contacts. Lots of them. Britta was shocked by how many.

She had numbers and emails for most of the parents of her classmates. Kids she didn’t even talk to, which was most of her class. Parents from other classes she wasn’t even in. She had the teachers’ personal contacts. She had phone numbers for retired teachers.

Britta had been to parent-teacher meetings with Mum. She was always full of questions and had always got on with her teachers, almost like she knew them. Maybe she did. 

Between them, they quickly compiled a list of suitable candidates, both from recommendations and from searching the web. They set up interviews for seventeen people.

Britta had made a list of her subjects, identifying the ones she felt she needed most help with. She was good at everything, at least in terms of passing exams, but she wanted to be the next level up.

There were some kids at school who were like that. The really smart ones, who could solve a quadratic equation before most people had finished reading it. But no one was at that level across the board.

She didn’t need a tutor for every subject — it probably wasn’t physically possible to fit that much tutoring into a normal week — but her plan was to only hire the people who would be able to give her the kind of knowledge she lacked.

It was quite a specific thing she was looking for. Simply helping her get better at answering test questions wasn’t it. She had that side of it covered. What she wanted was to be able to approach the exams like someone who understood the point of the questions, not just the answers.

Maths was the best example of how you could get full marks without really understanding why the way you were taught was the best way. You just learned which numbers went where, and repeated the pattern for every question.

Every maths teacher she’d ever known had explained with examples. They showed you how to do it. Then you did it. Eventually it clicked, and you could do it.

There were always some people who clicked quicker, who could see beyond the surface without help, but she wasn’t one of them. She was an unskilled labourer who did the heavy work. 

The problem was that the people who taught maths often weren’t very good at putting it into words. They could do it, they could show you how to do it, but when they tried to put it into English, things got confusing.

It took meeting six different maths tutors before she found one who could understand what it meant to explain something in terms you understood, but which the other person didn’t. She was a university student who didn’t even have her degree yet.

Physics was much easier to decide. There was only one candidate, a retired professor. He spent his days looking after his grandchildren, three of them. His son and daughter-in-law both worked, and he was a widower. He had spent his life researching the mysteries of the universe, as he put it, and deeply regretted it. He had been so absorbed by his work, he had hardly any time for his family. He had considered it a worthy sacrifice, to work as hard as possible to provide for them, but he had missed out on a lot of what the mysteries of the universe were there for. 

Now he was finding that connection with his grandchildren, but his evenings were free. As much as he loved his belated family life, though, it only took a couple of minutes listening to him talk about nucleons to understand where his true passions lay. His eyes lit up in a way they hadn’t when speaking about his dead wife. 

Britta chose two people for Chemistry, one for organic, one for inorganic. Which was far more than she needed, but far more was what she was aiming for.

French was a black woman who had moved to Britain for love. She had a strong accent, but her English was otherwise perfect. Her French sounded nothing like the French teacher at school, who was very clear and precise. Britta didn’t want to learn how to conjugate and decline, she wanted to be able to speak like a French person.

She didn’t bother with English. Mr Maxwell was good enough, and he was always happy to help after class. She didn’t feel there was much to gain from studying texts in greater depth. It was mainly just opinions masked as subtext.

It took three days to get her team together, and the one time she had logged into the game during those three days, she exited after exactly twelve minutes, never having left the Church of Roha.

She was only 2 XP off Level 5. It probably wouldn’t have been that hard to find a way to get them a basic quest in town would be enough to allow her to level up, but she felt no particular urge to do it, much to Dad’s discomfort.

He would never have been able to resist diving straight back in to find those two measly points. The thought of it was enough to make him itchy.

He looked at the list of tutors, with Britta’s notes next to them, and their rates. He let out a low whistle.

“Won’t be cheap.”

“No,” said Britta. “Worth it, I think. They all have really good qualifications.”

“Yes, I can see that.” He laughed.

“What?” said Britta, not seeing what was so funny.

“Nothing. It’s just that it reads like you’ve put together a band of adventurers to go on a quest. The old guy, the young girl, the foreigner, the two who always bicker.” He grinned at her. “Let me know when the anime comes out.”
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                Lin answered Britta’s email with a short message informing her a package would be arriving soon. It was a secure computer that would allow her to access all her character info offline, as requested.

Her other requests weren’t so easily fulfilled, though. They weren’t denied outright, just under consideration. Lin thought the second character Britta wanted would be permitted, but not with her current helmet. From the wording, it seemed others had suggested the same, considering it a useful way to measure Britta’s effect on the game with updated character models.

The direct connection to N-28, however, was not something Lin felt was possible right now. She made it sound like it might be given further consideration at a later date, but that could have been a polite way to say no. 

Britta wasn’t too disappointed, that was the one she’d felt was least likely to be granted. It had been more a way to keep things fluid between her and her employer. If she was simply hired to do one job, then as soon as they found an alternative, she would be out. This way, she was identifying herself as a multipurpose tool.

The computer came within an hour of the email. It was hand delivered by the tall driver from before. Lin’s ex. Mum answered the door, and the conversation was short. Britta only got a glimpse of him before the door was closed in his face. 

Whatever crime he had committed against Lin, Mum was not ready to offer any olive branches on her behalf. 

It was a red laptop. It didn’t come packed in a box with a hundred different foam inserts to keep it protected in transit. It was in a large satchel, ready to go. 

There were also no cables or plugs. And no ports or slots to stick things in. Britta put it on her desk and ran her hands over it. It wasn’t metal, but looked too glossy to be regular plastic. 

“I think it’s fibreglass,” said Dad. 

“Just for show?” Britta liked the way it felt. She wanted to put her cheek against it and slide her face around.

“I don’t know,” said Dad. “Maybe it helps with heat dissipation. Looks like it gets hot. Looks very fancy. Does this mean you’re going to start taking the game seriously again?”

“I am taking it seriously,” said Britta. “I’m making sure I make the most of every twelve minutes I’m logged in.”

“It’s very intense at the moment,” said Dad. “Down at the mines, I mean.”

“Mmm hmm.”

“You’ve got the Imperial Army wanting to take over. The kobolds insisting they’re a private concern. Master Chief negotiating on behalf of the adventurers. And dozens of players itching to get into the lower levels.”

“So it’s a stalemate, then?”

“Yeah, but a very intense stalemate. Perfect time for someone to sneak into the second level while they’re all busy.”

“Good luck,” said Britta.

There was no brand name on the laptop. There was a symbol on the cover, but Britta didn’t recognise it.

There were large vents on either side, making it look like it might take off. Britta flipped it open. It was bigger than her normal laptop, but lighter. There was no On button.

“Lin said it had a fingerprint detector.” She couldn’t see one, though. There was a keyboard and a touchpad to one side.

She placed her fingers on the keys, and the screen lit up. 

Fingerprint accepted.

The whole keyboard was fingerprint sensitive?

A bar at the bottom said the battery was at full power. 

“How do I recharge it?” said Britta.

“I don’t think you do,” said Dad. “Must be the same as your helmet. Some advanced kind of battery.”

Dad had always insisted the big tech companies had developed far better batteries than the ones they put into their devices. It didn’t make business sense to provide customers with equipment that lasted for years without needing replacement. You didn’t make money from reliability. 

But the Huixian Trading Company appeared to have access to a limitless power source that didn’t even need to be plugged in. 

The laptop screen showed two icons. One was the New World logo. The other was folder without a title.

Britta put a finger on the touchpad to move the cursor over the New World logo, but tapping it didn’t open the application, and there were no buttons. 

“How do I start it?” she said.

“Double tap?” suggested Dad.

“Tried it.” She drummed on the touchpad with two fingers. “Come on, open.” 

The screen blinked and the New World logo filled the screen. 

“I think it’s voice-activated,” said Dad.

Then the screen went black.

Unauthorised presence detected.

Britta turned around to face Dad, who was standing behind her. 

“I think it means you.”

Dad slowly backed away. Then he moved to the side. He pressed himself flat against the closed door, where the laptop couldn’t possibly see him. The black screen remained.

Only when he left the room did the laptop let her see the normal screen.

Character name?

There was a search box. She typed B, and was about to hit return, then deleted it. 

“Search for B. Illusionist. Gnome,” she said in answer to the changing questions on the screen. 

Her in-game status screen appeared. Everything was there. It took her a couple of minutes to figure out how to navigate between pages. Then she realised she could just ask it to show her what she wanted to see.

“Show skill tree.”

It was all there, the whole of the skill tree. The quirks she’d chosen, and the options available.

“Zoom in.”

She could even read the greyed out ones.

This would be very useful. Whatever her future plans for her character, having this access would make things much more convenient. 

Then a thought occurred to her. “Search for Guildford Underpass. Magic User. Human.”

Dad’s status screen appeared.

“Are you looking up my private information?” said Dad through the door.

The screen went black. 

Unauthorised presence detected.

When Lin had said this was a secure computer, she hadn’t been kidding.
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                “So you can see everyone’s stats?” asked Dad.

“Yes,” said Britta. She looked at the red laptop sitting on her desk. It had the ‘unauthorised presence detected’ message on the screen, as it always did when Dad was in her room. “I mean, I think so. I’ve only tried a few. I guess there might be some people who are restricted, or something.”

“But you can see mine?” This seemed to be Dad’s main concern.

“Yes.”

“Even what’s in my backpack?”

“Yep. Er… One sandwich one stolen book, four pairs of socks — I don’t know why you have so many socks.”

“They were a reward for a quest.”

“Really? Are they magical?”

“No. They keep your feet warm. It’s the XP you get that matters.”

There seemed to be a lot of silly little quests like that. Britta would have to do one to get the 2 XP she needed to level up.

“And no, you can’t do the quest,” said Dad. “It’s not available anymore.”

“Because they ran out of socks to give out?”

“Never mind that. How is it fair to let you see what everyone else has?”

“It’s not supposed to be fair,” said Britta. “I’m not going to be playing with everyone else, am I? I can’t do the dungeons or the regular quests the way you do them.”

“True,” said Dad. “It wouldn’t be right to have you compete against a normal player like me. But that doesn’t mean you couldn’t play with me.” 

“Would it really be with you? Or would it be for you?”

“It wouldn’t be like that. The game is super hard right now. It’s so hard to level up, it isn’t even funny.”

It did seem strange how difficult they were making progression in the game. If Britta hadn’t found a way to make a deal with the kobolds, no one would have been able to complete that, either. And they weren’t doing very well with Stage 2 without her.

“The Imperial Army are making it impossible to get anything done in the mines,” said Dad. “They keep marching in their squads and insisting they be allowed to go into the lower levels. The kobolds have blocked it off.”

“Why don’t they just let them?” asked Britta. “I’m sure they wouldn’t last long down there.”

“The kobolds say they own the mines, and they have the paperwork to prove it. They’ve sent a petition to the king.”

What was the point of dragging it out so long? Was the game going to turn into a courtroom simulator?

“It probably means there’s something you have to do to force the game to the next stage, whatever that is.”

“And how do you think we should do that?” Dad asked eagerly. 

“I have no idea,” said Britta. “I have a tutor arriving in a minute.” She looked up at him, hinting heavily it was time for him to leave. He was hovering around her bedroom door, as he had been for the last twenty minutes.

“How’s that going? All the learning and studying.”

“Good. My brain feels a bit stuffed up sometimes, but I think I’ll get used to it. It’s like any muscle, the more—”

“Great, great. Sounds like you’re going to kill in the exams. Your fellow students are going to be pretty upset when you wipe the floor with them, huh?”

“No. I wipe the floor with most of them anyway. I’m not cheating, Dad. Studying hard isn’t an exploit.”

Dad didn’t look like he entirely agreed. “Money hack.”

“What does that mean? If you have money, you can hack the system?”

“Of course. That’s the best kind of hack. Totally legal. I should try to use the same kind of thinking in the game. That’s what they’re going for, isn’t it, more like the real world? Do you think the Imperial army can be bribed? Worked on the kobolds.”

“Sure,” said Britta. “Offer them a sandwich. Maybe a toastie.”

Dad sneered. “Must be nice wandering around with god mode on.”

“I don’t have god mode,” said Britta. “And I don’t wander around. Last two times I logged in, I had a nap in my room in the church. Didn’t even go outside.”

“Why not?”

“My mind was buzzing too much from my physics tutorial. I needed a quiet place to let it wear off.”

The game had become her special twelve-minute retreat from her tutoring. And did so very well. Once she was in there, she could cut herself off from everything in the real world.

“I still want to go see the capital city, though,” she said. “How long does it take to get there?”

“By goat?” said Dad. “I’m not sure. About three days by horse. There’s various villages you can stop off at along the way. They usually have a small church with an altar. And some quests.”

“Easy quests?” asked Britta.

“Killing bandits, mostly,” said Dad.

Britta’s interest faded. “Oh.”

“So, you’ll be leaving Quosada?” said Dad.

“Where?”

“New Town. It’s called Quosada now.”

“Right. I forgot. Yes, when I get the chance. Maybe this weekend before school starts. What about you? Going to try sneaking into the lower levels with your new party?”

“Haven’t seen much of them recently. They’re all famous now because of my video. Everyone wants to team up with them.” Dad sounded a bit despondent. He wasn’t as famous as the others because he hadn’t appeared in the video, so no one knew what he looked like.

“You could always ask the kobolds to help you train up some new people. They looked pretty organised.”

“Huh?” said Dad, a sudden gleam in his eyes. “That’s it. That’s it!” He ran out of her room. 

Britta didn’t know what he was so excited about, but at least he wasn’t bothering her anymore. She had her French tutor coming in ten minutes.

“Hmm… à quelle distance de la ville?” she muttered to herself.

The red laptop came on. “Quelle ville aimeriez-vous visiter?” it said with a perfect French accent.
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                Britta tried to have a conversation with her new laptop; in French and English. She decided it wasn’t an AI in disguise. She wasn’t a hundred percent sure, though. 

It could definitely communicate with her, but only in the way you would expect of an inanimate electronic device. It was voice activated, so it wasn’t surprising it could ask basic prompts. 

It was more than that, though. There was something weird about it, she could feel it. Of course, she could also be imagining it. This was a next-generation machine, probably several generations ahead of what was on the market. That didn’t mean it was sentient. Probably.

She stared into the screen, like she might be able to see a face on the other side. 

There was no camera for her to cover up. There was no Off button to press, or plug to pull out of the wall. It made her uncomfortable. She didn’t like getting changed in front of it.

She closed the lid and put the laptop back in the satchel it had come in, and slid it under her bed. But then she had visions of it sprouting mechanical legs, and wandering around while she was asleep. That was even freakier than it spying on her. 

In all likelihood, it probably wasn’t anything more than a very expensive computer. Everything she did on it was most likely recorded and sent back to its true owners, but that was to be expected. She was the one who had requested it, and it wasn’t like she didn’t know what kind of people she was dealing with.

She hung the satchel on the hook on the back of her door. It would be tricky to climb off there without at least making some noise. She put her bathrobe over it. If it had infrared vision, there wasn’t much she could do about it. Maybe she could feed it microchips and make friends.

The idea amused her enough to release some of the tension. She had spent the last few days meeting each of her new tutors and planning her future lessons with them. Once she returned to school, her calendar would be very full. Every evening, a different subject.

She was looking forward to it, but at the same time, she was feeling overwhelmed. What she needed was a break.

And the best way to do that was to spend the weekend not thinking about school and schoolwork at all. She would go into the game, as she had to in any case, and leave New Town. Or Quosada, as it was called now.

The mines and the struggle for experience points were not things that need concern her. She would go on a trip. A holiday. The weather was guaranteed to be lovely.

She decided to log in Saturday morning. Her last few visits had all been at night, and since the game was synced to her, it had been night in the game, too.

She wanted to be in the sun. Her bedroom window had only shown her rain clouds for the last week.

The church was as quiet as ever when she woke on the rock-hard bed. She had been remaining here for twelve minutes, and then logging back out. This time she got up and went to the door.

The chapel was surprisingly busy. A lot of people probably wanted to play on the weekend, so it shouldn’t really have been that surprising, but Britta was used to being here alone.

She wandered out without anyone paying any attention to her. People were making plans about where to go first and what they were going to do. They were sitting in the church pews, standing around chatting, checking their bags and showing each other what equipment they had with them. They were armed with swords and daggers, but they didn’t look like they were off to fight or kill. They looked more like they were about to head off on a hike. Maybe some rambling. There was an air of fun about them. 

Britta felt a little jealous. It wasn’t the people or their conversations she envied, it was the atmosphere. The sense of excitement when friends met up. 

There wasn’t much point in brooding over it. This feeling was nothing new for her. 

She made her way out of the church, into the main street. It was bright and sunny, and she instantly felt the cloud over her dissipate under the fake sun’s glare. She had the whole day ahead of her, and she could do anything, go anywhere.

“You. I know you.”

Britta turned around as a slender girl exited the church. She was an elf, judging by her ears.

“I knew it was you.”

Britta didn’t recognise her, but that wasn’t surprising. Everyone had new characters. The voice did sound familiar, though. She couldn’t quite place it, but chances were it wasn’t someone she’d want to talk to. 

“Mes excuses. Je vous connais?” 

The elf looked confused. Those extra French lessons were paying off already.

“Sorry. I thought you were someone else.”

Britta smiled, shrugged in as Gallic a fashion as possible, and was about to turn around, when three more people appeared behind the elf. 

“Oh my god,” said a portly priest. “It’s her.”

“Pardonnez-moi, je dois y aller.” Britta turned to go, but a hand grabbed her by the shoulder. 

“Je ne pense pas,” said a deep voice. She recognised it without having to turn around. Lord Jim, or whatever he was calling himself now. “Vous venez avec nous, ma petite dame. Nous sommes sur le point d'avoir une bonne conversation sur le bon vieux temps.”

His French was a lot better than hers, and he spoke so fast it was hard to catch all of it.

Another group came out of the church, bumping into these people standing inconsiderately in the doorway. There was some sorting out, some apologising. 

Lord Jim repositioned his grip to make sure Britta couldn’t get away. “Now enough of this French nonsense. You owe us. But we’ll be the ones paying you back.”

Britta stared at him, from across the street. She had managed to cast Magic Mirror, and then slip away with the crowd. Her size came in handy for that sort of thing. She could do with a spell to change her appearance — perhaps when she levelled up. In any case, it wouldn’t do to hang around for when the spell ended, and Lord Jim found himself berating thin air. 

She was standing outside the Adventurer’s Guild, so she went in.
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                Britta had intended to visit the guild in any case — Dad had said this would be where her stuff would have gone. Each player had a locker or a closet or something. It would be good to at least get her money back before she set off on her trip to the big city.

She walked up to the reception desk where the buxom female elf looked down her thin nose and spectacles at the gathered adventurers. Unlike the elf she’d just escaped from, this one had a very different look to her. Like sexy librarian who only had to take off her glasses to start the violins swelling. It was a timely reminder that this was a game, and that the devs were only recently out of puberty.

“Hello,” said Britta, once she got to the head of the queue. “Is the stuff from my inventory here?”

The elf looked down at Britta, in every sense. “Do you have a guild card?”

She sounded much more snooty than Britta remembered. Had she been changed? More to the point, where was her guild card? She had received one, but she didn’t actually recall where she’d put it. Most likely it was with the rest of her stuff. Which meant she couldn’t get her stuff until she got her stuff.

There was a temptation to shout and get mad. She could even feel an urge to demand the elf just do as she was told or else. There might even have been an element of ‘Do you know who I am?’ in there. That would have been really ridiculous.

Britta took a breath. She could try to contact Dr Reedy, but there had to be a simpler solution.

“Er, no. I lost it. How do I get a replacement?”

“It costs five hundred—”

“That’s alright, Miss Everboon,” said a smooth, silky voice. “I’ll take care of this young lady.” A man smiled at the elf, who nodded and moved aside to deal with someone else.

“Thanks,” said Britta. “I thought I was going to lose all my old gear. Not that it’s worth much. Sentimental value, mostly.”

“Allow me to make you another guild card. Your old one wouldn’t be valid anymore.” He had the same beautiful face, the same golden locks, but he was dressed differently this time. Like a butler, or a concierge at a very posh hotel. It suited him, the high collar and sharp, well-fitted suit. He handed her a form to fill in. 

“So all my stuff is here?”

“Yes,” said N-28. “Although I’m not sure you would miss any of it if it weren’t.”

His attitude was a bit annoying, too. Maybe it wasn’t them that had changed, though. Maybe it was her. Once you take control of your life, it becomes much harder to deal calmly with people who try to take it away again.

“It’s all I have,” she said. 

“Indeed.” He took out a pocket watch and looked at it. “Fourteen minutes. Not like you to loiter like this.”

“I’m having a day out. Travelling.”

“Anywhere in particular?”

“The capital,” said Britta. “I want to see how near it is to being completed.”

There was a momentary reaction in his eyes at the implied criticism, but his smile remained fixed in place. “I assure you it’s entirely complete, and problem-free.”

“Wanna bet?”

N-28’s smile widened and thinned at the same time. “This way.” He walked out from behind the reception desk.

“Who’s that?” Britta heard someone say from behind her. “I haven’t seen him before.”

“At least he isn’t another big-boobed elf,” said another voice. “Honestly, it’s like this place was designed by fifteen-year-olds.”

N-28 led Britta down a passage. It was much quieter once they were away from the lobby.

“I got a new computer,” said Britta. “A red one. I don’t suppose you know anything about it?”

“Red computers?” said N-28. “Not really my area of expertise. I prefer purple.”

Was he being coy? Did it matter? 

They came to a door and N-28 took out a large bunch of keys. Britta was sure there was no need for anything so elaborate. He could open any door in this town, in this world, with a wave of his hand.

He unlocked the door and swung it open.

Inside was all her stuff. It wasn’t very impressive. All the boxes she’d collected made the small room look like someone had dumped their rubbish here.

Britta walked in and went through the items on the table. She found some coins and counted them. Less than she remembered, but that was still more than she had. She stuffed them into her pockets and felt the pull on her waist. Paper money would have been much easier to carry around. Or a credit card.

Nothing else stood out as necessary for her trip to the city. She had managed to accumulate a small pile of junk. She picked up the gryphon feather and anything else that looked like it might be useful and light, and put it all in her backpack.

“Oh, do you want this back?” She held out the dagger he had given her.

“Yes. Thank you.” The dagger disappeared from her hand. “What’s wrong? Sentimental attachment?”

“No. I just thought you were going to let me keep it.”

“Then why did you offer to return it?” 

It was a fair question. And one she didn’t really want to answer. They both knew she was trying to play it cool, like Charlie returning the everlasting gobstopper to Willy Wonka, and getting rewarded for it.

“Doesn’t matter,” she said. “I should get my own gear. I probably won’t need it, anyway.”

“You don’t think you’ll be attacked between here and the capital?” asked N-28.

“No, I think I probably will. I just doubt I’d attack back. It never feels right stabbing people.”

She left the room and N-28 walked her out of the building. The lobby was full of players eager to get quests and make plans.

“But I have a map,” said a large fighter with a sword that looked too big to be practical. “I got it from that guy.”

“You bought it? You got scammed, dude. How did he make a map when no one’s been down there yet?” asked his equally large friend.

“I don’t know. But it looks real enough. I might frame it when I get a house.”

Outside, the sun was even warmer than it had been a few minutes ago. It was going to be a very hot journey. She could do with a parasol.

“Here,” said N-28, handing her a canteen. “Compliments of the guild. I hope you find your 2 XP along the way.”

“Thank you,” said Britta. “I hope you find a reason to enjoy your job.”

“That won’t make a difference to anything.”

“Yes,” said Britta, “it will.” She left him on the steps and headed for the edge of town. Time to leave for the big city.
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                Britta’s stomach was twisted in a knot as she made her way to the edge of town. She was leaving, and she wasn’t coming back. At least, that was the plan. 

It was exciting. She couldn’t remember the last time she had felt like this. There had been times in her life when she was heading towards something new, but it usually came with a sense of dread along with the excitement. An unwelcome but inescapable question in the back of her mind: What will go wrong this time?

There was nothing to be gained by that sort of pessimism, she knew that. But what can you do when your brain insists on asking?

This time, as she strolled through town, was different. She had no reservations. There were no alarming concerns to worry about. She was going on a trip, and she was looking forward to it.

The area around the outskirts hadn’t changed much. The new version of Quosada still had it’s slum areas. Kids playing in the streets stopped to look at her. They were dirty and ugly, the kind of children you find in some rural backwater town who turn out to be surprisingly good at playing the banjo. 

Even they couldn’t spoil Britta’s mood. She waved at them as she walked by. Their stern, eerie faces broke into smiles as they waved back. Britta couldn’t help but laugh as they wished each other farewell.

When she got past the town wall, she summoned Donald. He was as unbothered as ever, and immediately set about eating the nettles and weeds growing around them.

Britta took out a carrot she had found among her belongings. It wasn’t the freshest, but it looked edible. Did food go off here? It probably didn’t last forever, but she hoped things left in her backpack wouldn’t go soggy and rotten like they did in the bottom of the fridge. She made a mental note to keep her bag clean and tidy. She made a second mental note to do that with her book bag at home, too. 

Donald accepted the carrot, and then nuzzled Britta’s stomach. Which could have been a sign of affection, or a search for more hidden carrots. Either way, it made her feel happy. Everything was going according to plan.

She got on her goat and they trotted down the road. She opened the map to see what was marked. The capital city wasn’t, but it might too far on this scale. She pinched the map and tried to reduce it in size so she’d be able to see more of it. 

It worked, to a degree. It got smaller, but the outer areas were blank. She probably needed to get closer for it to be revealed. Or she should have spoken to someone and found out more.

Things that were on the map were the Gnome Village entrance, the ranch where she’d got Donald, and the mountain she’d flown out of with the gryphon. She didn’t know if they had changed, but they still existed.

What she needed was a checkpoint. She wasn’t going to make it to her destination in one session. It would be pointless travelling across half the map, logging out, and then relogging back in town. She’d never get anywhere like that. 

The game obviously didn’t expect players to remain in-game for several days at a time, so there would be regular places to save your progress. She just had to find them. And one she already knew about was in the Gnome Village.

She would go there first, and maybe even find a quest to claim the 2 XP she needed to level up. It would also be nice to check if the life of gnomes was any different this time around. She would have to be careful not to assume things would be the same. If she got to the entrance and jumped in, and they had changed the way the wind elevator worked, she would end up a splat on the ground. Don’t take anything for granted. Last time was last time. Presume nothing.

It was a beautiful day, and Donald bounced along without fuss, only occasionally veering to the side to rip a tempting dandelion flower off its stalk. It was still a pleasure just to take in the stunningly rendered scenery. Even knowing it was being artificially generated wasn’t enough to spoil the experience.

The distance was blurred by the heat haze, so she didn’t see the figures in the road until she was quite close. Three of them.

She hadn’t forgotten the three bandits who used to be self-appointed custodians of this stretch of road. She considered how best to deal with them. Go off-road and avoid them completely?

But as they became clearer through the wavering air, she realised things were different this time around. They weren’t on mounts, for one. And they seemed to be in matching outfits. Uniforms?

It was definitely the same three NPCs. A human, a cat-man and a lizardman. Their outlines were very distinct. They weren’t standing in the road, they were walking towards her. Or, to be more accurate, they were staggering.

She could have easily have found a way around them, but she was curious about what had changed. She kept going.

They didn’t seem to notice her until she was almost on top of them. They weren’t in the best of conditions. Their uniforms were torn and their scabbards were empty. Had they been in a fight? 

“Are you okay?” she asked.

They stopped and looked up at her, startled. 

“Ah, good morning,” said the human, trying to act casual. “We’re fine. We’ve been separated from our unit and are a bit lost. Is there a town this way?”

“Yes,” said Britta. “New T—Quosada. About an hour.”

“Excellent. We’ll be able to reunite with our company there, I’m sure. Probably waiting for us. Thank you.”

“You don’t have any water, do you?” asked the cat-man.

She remembered him as the most obnoxious of the three, but he didn’t seem as aggressive this time. Donald didn’t react to him at all.

Britta had a canteen of water and a sandwich, provided by the Adventurer’s Guild. She didn’t really want to share either. She opened her map. 

“There’s a small stream over there.” She pointed off the side of the road.

All three of them looked in the direction eagerly. Then the cat-man’s ears twitched, and he looked behind them. The other two did likewise. Then all three ran off the road and threw themselves in the tall grass.

Britta looked down the road, but couldn’t see anything at first. Then she heard the pounding of hooves. It sounded like an army.

            




    Bitter  422
    



    
        Bitter  422

    
    
    
    
                Britta watched as the dust cloud thundering towards her transformed into riders on horseback. It wasn’t quite an army, although they were in uniform and fully geared for war, it looked like.

It was the same uniform as the bandits. She seemed to recall they had told her about being in the army in their previous incarnation. Deserters, if she wasn’t mistaken. Judging by how they were lying flat in a ditch, that part of their backstory hadn’t been changed.

There were around a dozen soldiers riding towards her and Donald. They seemed in a big hurry to get somewhere, and showed no signs of slowing. Britta edged Donald over to the side of the road so they weren’t trampled. 

As the group of riders got closer, the lead man — they were all human as far as Britta could see — raised a hand, and the entire company came to halt with cries of  Whoah and Easy and various other generic commands from old westerns.

It was impressive how quickly they were able to come to a complete stop. The horses were steaming as the sweat dried off them. 

The leader leaned down to stare at Britta. He had a golden handlebar moustache that covered most of his mouth, so his words seemed to ripple out of his facial hair. 

He touched the curved brim of his helmet. “Good morning, miss.” He had a surprisingly high-pitched voice. “Have you seen any wayward men in these parts? They’d be wearing similar outfits to these.” He brushed the dust off the front of his jacket. 

It wasn’t a particularly memorable uniform. Grey with some simple yellow stitching, some dull silver button, a few stripes down the arms. But uniforms weren’t about standing out, they were made to be seen in groups. Twelve of the same outfits made a strong statement. These men were together. 

“I don’t think so,” said Britta. “Why? Are they lost?” 

Why was she lying? It wasn’t like she had anything to gain by protecting the bandits lying flat on their stomachs a little to her left. Then again, she didn’t have much to gain from turning them in, either.

“No, not lost. They are the worst kind of scum, miss. They are deserters, miss, deserters.” He said it with a sneer. One of the men behind him turned his head and spat. Then two others behind that one did the same, in complete sync with each other.

Britta smiled. It was little things like that which broke the illusion. Nothing said ‘game’ like NPCs doing the exact same action at the exact same time.

“Are you with the Empire?” Britta asked.

“Absolutely. Captain Gooley, at your service.” He touched his brim again. There was something a bit awkward about the way these NPCs moved. It felt repetitive.

“Gooley?” It sounded like a joke name.

“That’s right. You’ve heard of Gooley’s Marauders, no doubt.”

Britta didn’t answer. Captain Gooley didn’t seem to need one.

“Is there a war going on?” she asked.

“There is, there is indeed,” said Gooley. “Or there will be soon. You can smell it in the air.” He took a deep breath and his moustache was drawn into his mouth before wafting out again. “That’s why we need every man to do his duty. Including those who would rather shirk. I can’t abide a shirker.”

Britta nodded like she couldn’t either. She wasn’t entirely sure what shirker was, but it sounded like it would be unpleasant to witness one in action.

“Good luck, then. I hope you find them.”

“There is a reward for information leading to the capture of any deserters,” said Gooley, like he’d rehearsed it.

“What kind of reward? Money?”

“Money, yes. Also, the reward of knowing you’ve done the right thing. You’ll improve your character.”

It wasn’t clear if he meant it in the spiritual sense, or if he meant she’d get experience points to literally improve her character. She only needed two more to get to Level 5. She could simply point and go, “Hold on, what’s that over there in the grass,” with a surprised look on her face, and she could be choosing a new spell a few minutes later.

She kept her hands by her side. These soldiers hadn’t struck her as the type to trust. Even if they gave her the reward, what would they want from her next? She didn’t want to get stuck in some tedious quest chain.

It wasn’t like she was choosing one side over the other. She didn’t expect to get any kudos for not snitching. Her attempt at playing it cool with N-28 had taught her not to expect a pat on the back for her actions. That had cost her a decent weapon, this could get her arrested and thrown in prison for aiding and abetting — although she would just teleport out again.

“I’ll keep an eye out,” she said.

“If you want to sign here, we can make you an official bounty hunter.” He pulled out a rolled up piece of paper and held it out. “We have an excellent rewards program.”

Now he was making t sound like getting a supermarket loyalty card.

A screen appeared in front of Britta. 

Join the Imperial Army bounty hunters. Tiered rewards.

There was a list of rewards depending on how many people you brought in. For your first deserter you got 5 XP and the title ‘Imperial Scout.’ It was a fairly cool title Britta could see players wanting. For capturing a hundred, you got 10,000 XP and got to call yourself ‘Imperial Hunt Master.’ Very grand. It didn’t say, but she imagined there would be other bonuses that came with the title, or some kind of clothing. A special hat, maybe.

She could hand in three fugitives right now. That would get her the first three rewards, totalling 75 XP. More than enough to level up. And she would be an ‘Imperial Sniffer’. She didn’t much like that.

Still, it was points on the board that counted, as Dad was fond of saying for no reason. There was a Yes and No button to choose from. She looked down from the corner of her eye. The three bandits were vigorously shaking their heads at her, which wasn’t surprising. But the lizardman was also pinching his scaly fingers next to his eye. Look closer?

She looked at the screen. It was pretty straightforward. No hidden clauses. She looked at Captain Gooley, holding out the piece of paper. She took it from him, and opened it.

The writing was scratchy and hard to make out. It was very different to what was on her screen. If she had agreed to become a bounty hunter, she would be joining the Imperial army as a private.

“No thanks,” she said, handing it back.

The captain looked down at her, an unpleasant smile on his lips. “Why don’t you have a think about it?”

Britta looked at her screen. The two options had gone from Yes and No, to Yes and ‘Offend Captain Gooley.’
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                Britta took a closer look, just to make sure. The words were in very small print to fit onto the same button that had only a moment ago simply said No.

Offend the captain? What did that mean? Why would refusing to join his band of merry idiots cause him offence? And how would he make his displeasure known?

“Sorry, I have things to do,” said Britta. She thrust the piece of paper back at him. 

He leaned away. The height of his horse, and the somewhat less imposing stature of Britta’s goat, made it impossible for her to shove the piece of paper into his hands. She could throw it at him, but that was the sort of thing that might cause offence.

He was grinning at her, like he was waiting for her to make her move, and he was ready for her.

“You can always say no, of course,” he said, “but I expect you to give me at least one good reason why.”

His smugness annoyed her. Even if it was meant to be some kind of battle of wits, it broke the first rule of any game, which was asking the other person if they wanted to play. Trying to force her to partake in whatever this was supposed to be was just obnoxious. 

But she was already in a game, so it was probably taken for granted she was up for any challenge they chose to throw at her. She was supposed to find a way out of this minor difficulty, or pay some toll. Even death was only a temporary inconvenience here. 

Britta looked at the piece of paper, then at the screen which was taking up most of her field of view. She could sort of see through it, but she was reluctant to dismiss it completely in case that triggered something else.

Even if she was obliged to play along, it would have been nice if she’d been made aware of the rules of this particular contest. 

She looked down at the bandits. They weren’t going to be of any help. They were heavily outnumbered, and more than likely they’d try to pin any blame on her.

“This won’t work,” she said, once again holding out the piece of paper.

“What do you mean?” asked Gooley. “What won’t work?”

“This. The job. The payment isn’t enough. If you think I can do the job, pay me a decent amount.”

Captain Gooley sat up in his saddle. “Young lady, are you suggesting the army of the Royal Empire is trying to underpay for services rendered?”

“This service, yes. You agree, don’t you?” she said to the men behind him. 

The men all went to great lengths to not answer, or make any noises that might be misconstrued as agreeing with the impudent gnome. They looked quite keen to hear their captain’s response to such scurrilous accusations.

“This is nonsense. There isn’t another army in the kingdom that values its soldiers more than this one.”

“Isn’t this the only army in the kingdom?” asked Britta.

“Of course,” said Gooley, side-stepping the point Britta was making. “Because we have vanquished all others. We’re number one.”

“Then you must have vaults full of money. You should try spending some of it. Get back to me when the wages go up. About double.”

There was some light murmuring among the men. They weren’t necessarily agreeing with her, they were just doing a few calculations out loud.

“Yes, well, it’s a merit-based payment plan,” said Captain Gooley. Britta doubted that was a phrase he’d had much cause to use. “If you excel at the work, you will be compensated accordingly.”

“I don’t work on commission,” said Britta. “Not if you’re going to tie me down with all these regulations.” She flapped the piece of paper at him. “And if you are going to tie my hands, at least fill my pockets. These maybe cowards you want me to track down, but they’re cowards trained by you, the best army in the kingdom. That’s dangerous work, but I don’t see any danger money mentioned. Desperate men won’t just lie down and give up.” She glanced down at the bandits. The cat was napping, the lizardman was eating the petals off a flower, and the human was on his back watching the clouds float past. “I expect an upfront bonus if you want me to sign on. How high are you willing to go? I only take cash.”

Captain Gooley scowled at the mention of cash. He leaned down and snatched the paper out of her hand and tucked it back in his shirt.

The quest screen closed.

“Let’s see if you bring in any actionable intelligence first, then we can discuss any bonuses.”

“I expect fair terms and no favouritism,” said Britta, warming to the role of agitator. “I don’t want to find out you pay him a bigger bonus than me.” She pointed at the big man on the end of the troop. 

Everyone turned to look at him. He put his hands up. “I don’t get nothing.”

“What about the extra big portions you get at dinner?” said Britta. 

“What? No I don’t.”

There was grumbling among the men. They seemed to recall him asking for seconds.

“Enough of that,” said Captain Gooley. “We don’t have time to dawdle. We have fugitives to run down. Forward.”

He set off with a final sour look in Britta’s direction before galloping away. His men chased to catch up. Britta suppressed the smile trying to climb onto her face. 

It hadn’t felt like a real conversation, it lacked the free-flow of words crashing into each other you would normally get in an argument. She hadn’t felt like he had been impatiently trying to force his viewpoint on her, regardless of what she said, which was how a real conversation usually went. It was how the old NPCs had spoken, which was what made them feel so real. They had come across more emotional than logical.

Gooley had been much more systematic. She had navigated their exchange like running a maze that required sharp turns to avoid slamming into a wall. It had been a little nerve-racking, but also fun. More fun because she had managed to slip out of the trap without choosing either of two bad options.

And now they were riding away, not even leaving her with 2 XP to rub together. It was strange how you could gain nothing, and still feel like you had won.
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                After waiting a couple of minutes to make sure the coast was completely clear, the bandits stood up.

“Good work,” said the human. “You did well.”

Britta instantly felt her hackles go up at being patronised. She checked herself before she let her tongue loose. She was already in that frame of mind, so it would have been easy to go off on the bandit, but what would be the point?

“Are you going to give me a reward for saving you,” she said. It wasn’t likely, but there was no harm in asking.

“Yes,” said the human, “my eternal thanks.” He smiled in a way that was meant to be charming, like he was posing for a picture.

Britta rolled her eyes. “I’m sure that’ll come in very useful.”

The cat-man laughed. “You’d be surprised. That smile of his can get you into all sorts of places.”

“And all sorts of trouble,” said the lizardman. It was like a routine they acted out, their introductory set piece.

The three of them brushed the dust off their clothes and looked around.

“Well,” said Britta, “good luck.”

“Wait,” said the human. “You don’t have any food to spare?”

“No,” said Britta.

“Water?” said the cat-man.

“Stream.” Britta pointed like she’d done last time. Then she pointed down the road after the soldiers. “Town.”

“The town won’t be an easy place to hide,” said the lizardman. “Perhaps we should try somewhere else.” 

The three of them turned to Britta, like they expected her to chip in with some advice.

“I’m new here myself,” she said. They continued to stare at her. She felt like she was required to say something, but no one had told her what. How had she become the NPC in this situation? “You could try joining the rebels.”

“Yes, the rebels,” said the human, raising a finger like this was the idea he’d been waiting to hear. “The enemy of my enemy…”

“Why did you ditch the army?” she asked. “It can’t be that bad.”

“It is, and worse,” said the human.

“Inhumane,” said the cat-man, who wasn’t exactly human himself.

“A corrupt and deplorable institution,” said the lizardman. “The soldiers are treated like cattle, and the cattle are treated like… well, it’s best I don’t tell you. One day, you may find yourself eating army stew.”

“Perhaps you could tell us of a place where we might make contact with the rebels,” said the human. “You look like you know your way around the more nefarious parts of a town.”

Britta assumed he meant it as a compliment. It was undeserved, however it was meant. She had no idea where to direct them, especially now that everything had changed.

“One minute.”

She opened her status screen and sent a PM to Stan, asking him where to send some fresh recruits for the cause, whatever the cause was.

She got a reply almost immediately, giving her the location of a tavern, The Friendly Toad, on the outskirts of Quosada. The message ended with: Shame you didn’t tell me you were looking to become a recruiter. I could have given you a quest and you could make yourself some XP.

It was almost like the game was rubbing it in her face on purpose.

She passed on the details to the bandits. They weren’t actually bandits this time around, they were deserters, but she couldn’t help thinking of them as inept highwaymen. They were very grateful, singing her praises, and they went off renewed energy. No message popped up, no reward to claim.

Even if it was meant to be life-like, where you encountered people and interacted with them for no particular reason or purpose, it seemed strange to be achieving these little successes — at least that’s how she saw it — and get nothing of material value from them. Were they trying to teach her a lesson? Was the game going to be about doing the right thing for no personal gain? She couldn’t believe they wouldn’t try to sneak some kind of microtransactions into the process.

It seemed unlikely there wouldn’t be a more traditional form of progression. Maybe she had just wandered off the designated path. If that was possible, if you could find your own adventure, that was great, but even then, there should still be a way to advance your character. At least by two experience points.

She nudged Donald forward with a squeeze of her knees. He ignored her and finished eating a spiky plant that looked like it would be uncomfortable to swallow, and then set off down the road at an amble.

Her destination was the Gnome Village where she could establish a checkpoint for logging in. At least she had a clear goal, even if she had no idea what the Gnome Village would be like this time. The kobolds had stepped up their game, so it was quite probable the gnomes had too.

It took about an hour to get to the place where the entrance to the village was marked on her map. Like last time, there was a hole in the ground with no discernible way down, other than a leap of faith.

Britta dismounted and peered into the darkness. There were no signs of life. No signs at all. An actual wooden sign next to the entrance would have been greatly appreciated. 

She made the decision to jump, and then remained standing on the lip, reviewing the decision. Shouldn’t an underground city have an official entrance? They had to have a normal way in, surely.

She took another look around. Grass plains stretched in every direction. It would take quite some time to have a proper look around. Nope, not how she wanted to spend her day. She took a step into empty space, and fell.
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                Britta fell much faster than she had hoped. There was no gust of wind to slow her descent, it was more of a plummet.

It was too dark to see what was below her. The previous times she had used this entrance, she had been gently lowered onto a platform in a small room with multiple exits. The floor, as she recalled, had been made of stone.

At her current falling speed, she would break her legs at the very least. More than likely she would die.

She didn’t just have to accept her fate, though. She had skills and abilities. She had spells. This was exactly the kind of situation where a sharp mind and quick thinking could turn a fatal situation into a slightly painful one.

She ran through her spells. She could copy things, she could make a ball of light, she could make fake fireballs, and she could summon her shade. None of those were going to cushion her fall. 

The one spell that was useful was Teleport. It would save her, but it would also send her back to town. Not really that much better than dying.

There wasn’t much time left. She had to make a decision now. Right now. 

She stretched her arms out, ready to cast a spell. Air rushed through her extended fingers, strong enough to push her hands up. 

The air was flowing like she had expected it to, just not where she was falling. She flailed her arms and legs in an effort to move her body sideways. The game world physics decided that was going to have no effect.

Britta made a ball of light. She was in the middle of the shaft, the walls out of her reach. Why would they make it so the gust of air she needed to not die was only at the edges? 

She put her arms down by her sides and then spread them out, flapping like a bird. It didn’t help. She took a deep breath, making herself bigger. More surface area, more wind-resistance, the slower her fall. That didn’t work either. 

She let out the air in a frustrated blast through her nose, and was thrust into the shaft wall. There was no way that should have worked, should it? She made a mental note to ask her physics tutor about it.

The wind blowing around the sides of the shaft did slow her descent, but slamming into the rock wall spun her around and sent her careening from one side of the shaft to the other, wailing.

“Waaaaaaah.”

She hit her head, banged her back, caught her extremities on outcrops of sharp stone. Thanks to the wind preventing her from reaching the bottom too quickly, she had plenty of time to bounce around getting beaten up by a hole in the ground. Little red numbers floated up and away from her.

The ground arrived without warning. She had been twisted around so she was falling backwards, eyes on the distant dot of blue, so she didn’t see it arrive in the small of her back with a thump. It wasn’t too bad. The bang as her head hit the ground next was more painful, jarring her teeth and making her eyes lose focus for a second.

She lay there, catching her breath. Not the most elegant entrance she’d ever made. She sat up and looked around, rubbing the back of her head. It wasn’t bleeding. The lattice in the floor where the air was supposed to flow through had a large slab of stone covering most of it. Why had they blocked it? 

There was no one here. The light from her ball showed six tunnels. She tried to recall which one led where. The sound of running footsteps approached from one of them, along with the glow of some light source.

Britta waited for the welcoming committee to arrive. At least she’d be able to ask for directions. 

A gnome appeared. He held a lantern in one hand, and a round shield in the other. His outfit looked a lot like armour. It was made out of quilted material, so it probably didn’t provide the greatest protection, but the padding might save a hit point or two. Maybe they would give her some as a welcoming gift.

The gnome stopped, raised the lantern to get a better look, and then turned around and ran away down the same tunnel before Britta could say anything.

Britta wasn’t sure what to do. He had looked shocked by her appearance, although she wasn’t sure if he’d been surprised to see her here, or he just didn’t like the look of her.

She could follow him. Presumably, the tunnel he’d used went to the main cavern, and even if it didn’t, there would be someone on the other end to talk to.

She got up and brushed herself off. According to her status screen, she had lost seven hit points on the way down. Padded armour would have come in handy.

Footsteps echoed down the same tunnel. Lots of them. He had gone to fetch assistance, it seemed. Had he taken one look at her and decided it was going to be more than a one-man job? She waited.

Six gnomes dressed like the first one came running in, all carrying shields, led by a female wearing slightly more impressive armour. It was still made of cloth, but it had extra straps and buckles. She had a sword drawn. It wasn’t very big, but it looked sharp enough.

“Who are you?” she said. “Who sent you?” She extended the sword in a threatening manner. The other gnomes pulled out sticks from behind their shields. They weren’t just broken branches, they were smooth and carefully crafted weapons, like police batons. They’d sent the riot squad for her.

“Hey, I’m not here to cause trouble.” She raised both hands.

“Are you an agent of the Dark Lord?” demanded the gnome.

“Um, no. I don’t think so. I mean, no. Definitely not.” This was no time to be equivocating. 

“He sent you, didn’t he,” said the gnome. “You’re here to destroy the gnome way of life.”

“What? No. Why would I do that? I’m a gnome, too.”

“The perfect disguise for a spy!” she yelled. “She must not be allowed to sow the seeds of dissent and anarchy.”

The gnomes surrounded her, their shields held high and slightly trembling.

“Honestly, I’m not looking for a fight. I’m not even armed.“

She said it to show she didn’t pose a threat. It seemed to be taken as encouragement. The gnomes lowered their shields to see more clearly as they closed in on her, batons raised.
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                Britta backed away from the gnomes. “I’m here to see the Wise One,” she blurted out.

The gnomes stopped advancing. The men looked nervously over at their leader. Their leader looked confused. “Who?”

“The Wise One?” said Britta, starting to doubt herself. That was the right name, she was sure. At least, she was sure when she said it. Now she was having second thoughts. “Or maybe it was the Old One. The Old Wise One?”

The gnome in charge lowered her sword. “There’s no Old One and there is no Wise One.”

“You have a leader don’t you?” asked Britta.

“Yes,” said the gnome.

“Then take me to your leader.”

“She’s very busy,” said the gnome. 

At least she’d managed to put the attack on hold. Britta had the feeling as long as she kept talking, they wouldn’t rush her.

“This leader, is she quite old and quite wise?” asked Britta.

The gnome had a think, or went through the facial expressions to suggest that was what she was doing. “I suppose…”

Her answers were sounding less rehearsed. That was good. It meant Britta was taking her into an area she didn’t have quick responses for. She had a better chance of finding a way through where there were fewer defences. Britta was learning that the path less travelled was the path that would often let her off the path altogether.

“Couldn’t this leader be called the Wise One?”

“No. She is the Feared One. She is known by no other name.”

The Feared One, the Wise One, it was all much of a muchness as far as Britta was concerned. They must have changed her name to suit the more militaristic aesthetic they were going for. First the kobolds, now the gnomes. There was definitely a wartime atmosphere in New World 2.0. 

Most likely they were setting up for a big confrontation later on. A clash of all the different factions on some giant battlefield somewhere. It would make for interesting endgame content. That was what Dad was always going on about — endgame this and endgame that. He was happy levelling up in a game, but once you reached the level cap, then what? Grinding for cosmetics?

Most games tried to extend the life of a game by adding expansions and increasing the level cap slowly, doing their best to stretch things out as much as possible. Meanwhile, the players did their best to finish everything in record time, so they had plenty of time left over to complain about… everything.

Dad loved to moan about the grind, the poor rewards, the power creep, the bugs and exploits that still hadn’t been fixed. It didn’t matter if it was some AAA title that had been years in development or a mobile game that tried to steal your mum’s credit card details. Content, content, content. He could go on for hours if you let him. 

If there was going to be all-out war at some point, that would keep the high-level players busy for a bit. Especially if it was as brutal as real war. No gamer worth his salt would dare complain the game was too hard for them. Well, they would only do it slyly. You didn’t want risk looking a fool when the thing you claimed was impossible was completed by someone else.

 “Then take me to see the Feared One. I’m on a special mission.”

“Mission from who?” Now the gnome was interested again, sword raised.

“The Great Gnome in the Sky,” said Britta. 

The gnome glared intently at Britta and then burst out laughing. The other gnomes joined in.

“What’s so funny?” asked Britta.

The lead gnome stopped laughing and spat on the floor. Every other gnome copied her. It was disgusting.

“The Great Gnome in the Sky abandoned us in our time of need. You know what I think of the Great Gnome?” She spat again. Her men followed suit.

“Can you stop doing that?” said Britta, unable to stop herself. She often saw the boys playing football at school doing the same, copying the professionals they’d seen on television. It was some sort of signal to others that you were tough or something. “You shouldn’t do that indoors. It spreads disease.”

They raised their batons and took another step closer. It would only take a couple more for them to be within beating range. 

“Tell us why you’re here,” said the gnome, baring her teeth to make herself more threatening.

“I told you, I need to see the Wi—Feared One. And I need to pray at the altar.”

They began laughing again.

“What’s wrong with that?” said Britta. “I just want to pay my respects.” That, and she wanted to save her progress. The game was really making it hard to reach any checkpoints. Players were going to want to travel around. How were they going to do it if every altar was this hard to find?

The gnome stopped laughing, her men cut off their own laughter as soon as she did. It was funny and menacing at the same time.

“The altar’s been boarded up for months. You won’t find much joy if you’re looking for enlightenment here.” She turned her head to spit, but thought better of it and swallowed.

At least they were willing to change their behaviour. 

“Can you send someone to ask the Feared One if she’ll see me? It won’t hurt to ask, right? I could be someone she wants to talk to.”

The gnome frowned. Then she turned to one of her men. “Go tell the Feared One we have caught an intruder and she’s requesting an audience. She might have useful information about the enemy if we torture her.”

Britta ignored the threat. These guys didn’t strike her as the type to torture anyone.

“The Feared One?” said the soldier meekly. “On my own? Do I have to, Captain?” 

“Yes, you have to,” the captain snapped angrily. Then she took a breath and leaned forward, lowering her voice. “Just do it. You’re making me look bad in front of the intruder.”

“Yes, sir,” said the frightened gnome. He saluted in a very grandiose manner.

The captain saluted back. “And be quick.”

The soldier saluted again. “On my way.”

“Good man.” She saluted again.

One minute it was saliva flying all over the place, now it was excessive saluting. She wasn’t sure if this was the devs’ way of making the gnomes look clueless, or if they’d done a botch job on the new routines.

Britta sat down and took out her free sandwich. At least they had added some value to the game in between all these weird changes. She unwrapped the paper packaging, and a fresh, sweet smell made her nose twitch. 

There was a message on the underside of the wrapping.

Saving Totems now available in The Player’s Store!
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                It seemed a little suspicious to Britta. She had just been thinking about how annoyingly inconvenient it was to find a checkpoint, and all of a sudden the game notified her of the existence of saving totems. In the cash shop, no less.

She hadn’t said it out loud, though. Did that mean the game could read her mind, and apply appropriate adverts in-game? It raised all sorts of questions if they could, and a lot of interest from large web companies looking to target their products at people who’d rather not be targeted. 

There were regulations against that sort of thing, but when had that ever stopped anyone from making loads of money? Easier to pay the fines and keep raking in the cash.

Then again, maybe she was jumping to conclusions. If everyone got a free daily sandwich from the Adventurer’s Guild, it wouldn’t surprise her if it wasn’t quite as free as all that. A little cash shop promotion on a food wrapper was hardly an unbelievable thing to happen. 

This was her first sandwich, maybe they all had this kind of message on them. You didn’t need to be a telepath to predict saving the game would be an issue for players. Especially if you were the one who had made it that way.

She touched the tab on her screen that said ‘Player’s Store.’ It had always been there, but last time she tried to use it, there had been a message telling her the store was closed during Beta.

It was open now, though. The screen shifted to a bright and colourful display full of small icons. Dozens of items, most of them on sale. 

5% off. 10% off. All the way up to 80% off in some cases. 

She clicked around. There were various items of clothing you could buy. Some simple one, some extravagant to the point of stupidity. Why would anyone want to wear a dragon mask with giant feathers sticking out in all directions?

The prices were all in rubies, a currency that wasn’t in the game, and not one used much in real life. You probably had to buy rubies with real money, and then use the rubies in the store. That way it wouldn’t feel like you were wasting cold hard cash on digital nothing.

The mounts were interesting. You could buy a pig with a saddle, or you could go for the unicorn with wings. A bargain at one million rubies. She hadn’t done the conversion to real money, but it was bound to be over a hundred pounds. The interesting thing, though, was that the mounts were level-locked. You couldn’t buy one until you were Level 3, which was when she had been given access to Donald, and the more exotic creatures didn’t become available until much later than that.

At least that meant you couldn’t just buy your way to a massive advantage straight away.

The saving totems mentioned on her wrapper came in a number of types. They looked like little wooden dolls on a stick, a bit like a scarecrow. According to the description, you stuck them into the ground, and that became your respawn point. The prices went from as low as 10,000 rubies up to 100,000 rubies. 

The difference was in how long they lasted. From an hour for the cheapest to a week for the longest. She looked up the price of rubies and did the calculations. One English pound got you one thousand rubies. That means the cheapest totem would cost a tenner, and last for an hour. It was the sort of thing you would use if you were in a fight, and didn’t want to get respawn miles away if you died.

It also meant the unicorn with wings would set you back a cool £1000. Once you reached Level 50, that was.

She found it all very interesting. You could easily waste a lot of time browsing; a lot of money, too. Was it pay-to-win? There weren’t any weapons or armour for sale, as far as she could tell. No potions to help you stay alive. There were potions to change the colour of your outfit, but she had seen those already, the free ones she got when she levelled up. Free and temporary. The ones in the shop were permanent, and cost a fiver a pop.

The saving totems were clearly a useful item if you planned to travel around, but were they necessary? That seemed a bit much. There had to be more naturally occurring checkpoints around. Ones that weren’t as hard to find as the one here in the Gnome Village.

Her instinct was to find the whole idea of being forced to pay for the privilege of saving an affront to her gamer’s dignity, but she wasn’t really a gamer. That was just Dad’s relentless moaning rubbing off on her. 

She had money. She had the game maker’s money. Why couldn’t she spend it on their game? It wasn’t actually clear to her who would be outsmarting who if she did that. The company who paid her, only to have her hand the money back? Or the player who used the companies own money to finance her gameplay.

Either way, she was sure Dad wouldn’t approve. But it was her money, and a few hundred quid was hardly going to make a difference. She might even buy herself a cloak in the shape of butterfly wings. It was purely decorative, but it looked nice.

She ate the last of her sandwich and couldn’t remember what it had tasted of. She had been too engrossed in the cash shop to notice, and she’d barely got past the front page. If this stuff was accessible on the computer Lin had given her...

She looked up. The gnomes were standing around, looking at her. She wiped the crumbs from the corners of her mouth. Maybe she should have offered them some of her lunch. There wasn’t enough for everyone, but it might have put her in their good books.

“You don’t seem very worried,” said the Captain.

“No,” said Britta. “Should I be?”

“The Feared One is not someone to take lightly,” she said. The men around her nodded.

“Oh, I’m not taking her lightly. But if she’s the person I think she is, it should be fine. She seemed quite nice last time we met.”

“You met before? When?”

Britta realised her mistake and winced. She had met the Wise One in another world, not this one. And it might not even be the same person.

“No, I mean, I met her… in a dream?” The Captain gave Britta a doubtful look like she was doubtful Britta wasn’t an idiot. It was weak, but it was the best she could come up with on the spot. She really needed to watch what she said in future.

There was clanking and the sound of marching feet. The men quickly got into formation, lined up by the entrance the noise was coming from. A group of gnomes entered led by one in full plate armour, shined to a high polish. It would have been intimidating if it had been full-size, but the armoured knight was slightly shorter than Britta. Not really fearsome. It was, however, very cute. 
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                The Feared One removed her helmet to reveal a sweet old woman’s face pinched into a grimace. It was the Wise One, or at least it was the same face. There was no indication she recognised Britta. They could have just reused the same computer model with a completely different personality inside.

“Who are you? Why are you here? Who sent you?” She certainly didn’t talk like the hippy lady Britta had met before, but she did have the same chipmunk voice. It made her demands and threatening stare hard to take seriously.

“Hello,” said Britta, brushing off the crumbs on the front of her clothes. Suddenly she felt self-conscious about any food stuck to her face and began flicking her fingers around her lips. “I’m B. Nice to meet you.”

There was no immediate response and Britta wasn’t sure of the correct etiquette. Was she supposed to bow? Offer to shake hands? Everyone was staring at her expectantly. Britta saluted. The gnome soldiers lined up either side of the entrance took this as their cue and also saluted.

Britta wasn’t sure why she had saluted, other than everyone else had been doing it a moment ago and it was in her head. The Feared One seemed a little taken aback, then annoyed. 

“At ease, at ease,” said the Feared One, saluting back with an irritated flick from her forehead.

Somehow Britta had managed to overturn her disadvantage and make the other side feel off-balance. It was a neat trick, just a shame she had no idea how she’d done it. There was a definite change in attitude, though. The NPC’s were being forced to go off-script. Britta decided to press her advantage while she had the chance.

“I was just passing through on my way to the capital,” she said quickly. “I didn’t mean to cause any trouble. I thought you might have an altar here I could use. To pray to the Great Gnome in the Sky. I’m a gnome, too,” she added, just so no one forgot. “I’m not your enemy. I’m one of you.”

“A gnome?” said the Feared One like it was a questionable claim. “The perfect disguise for a spy.”

“That’s what I said,” said the Captain, pleased with herself. 

The Feared One gave the Captain a sharp look, which wiped the smug look from her face. Then she returned her attention to Britta. “How did you learn of this place? Who told you where we were?”

“No one,” said Britta. “I just, um, fell down a hole.”

“Just fell down a hole? This is a secret base. No one knows of its existence. Do you really expect me to believe you jumped into a random hole in the ground?” 

It was becoming hard to explain how she knew the Gnome Village existed. “Yes, I, um, tripped. I thought I was going to die.”

“She says she knows you, Feared One.”

The Feared One looked at the Captain. “Knows me? We’ve never met before.” She took another long hard look at Britta. “Have we?”

“Says she met you in a dream.”

Britta winced. She really should have come up with something better than that. Now they’d think she was crazy.

“A dream?” said the Feared One. Her demeanour changed, softened. She kept staring at Britta, but now her gaze was more curious. “A prophecy? Are you her? Are you the Chosen One?”

Britta could sense she was about to trigger some kind of quest. She wasn’t interested in being tied down to a fixed path, requiring her to go to various set locations to find different NPCs to talk to. It was what a game like this was all about, but she had been down this rabbit hole before. It was very time-consuming.

She could always take the quest and do it later, but that was never how it turned out. Once the hunt was on, it would be very hard to ignore. It would be very hard for her, at least. She knew herself well enough to know the way her mind worked. She would keep thinking about it even when she had decided not to, and she didn’t need the distraction right now. Better to put it to one side.

“No, I’m not,” she said. “I’m just a normal, everyday gnome. Just passing through.”

“And you just happened to stumble onto our secret base by coincidence?”

If she agreed that she had found the Gnome Village by pure luck, it would sound like she’d been guided by some kind of divine providence. A basic prophecy setup.

“I was exploring,” said Britta. She pulled out her guild card and held it out for inspection. If she could make herself look like just another player with no idea what they were doing, they would be less likely to look at her like she was something special. “I’m with the Adventurer’s Guild. I’m always falling down holes.” 

She could see her estimation drop in the eyes of the Feared One and her soldiers. Perfect.

“And you’re on your way to the Capital?” said the Feared One.

“Yes. I’m meeting someone there. About a job.” She didn’t want to come across as someone with free time to go on quests and world-saving missions. “Is it alright if I use your altar before I go?”

“Go?” said the Feared One. “And reveal our location to the enemy?”

“Who is your enemy?” asked Britta. “Someone said the Dark Lord, but I don’t know who that is? Is he with the Empire?”

The Feared One’s eyes narrowed. “Who told you about the Dark Lord?”

The way the Captain was squirming it was obvious the Dark Lord was some kind of secret she shouldn’t have let slip about.

“I don’t know,” said Britta. “I think I overheard some of your men talking about it. Maybe I misheard.”

“Hmm,” said the Feared One. “You were drawn here.”

“Accidentally,” said Britta.

“You know about the Dark Lord.”

“Overheard,” said Britta.

“And you’re with the Adventurer’s Guild.” She held up the card and shifted her gaze from it to Britta and back again as if checking the likeness.

There was a definite attempt to push her into this quest. Did everyone get treated like they were the Chosen One, hero of destiny? The game really wanted her to take the bait.

“I’m a new member,” said Britta. “I only joined today.” 

“We shall see.” The Feared One tossed the card back to Britta. “We shall see if your presence here is a sign of good or evil.”

“Are those the only two options?” Hero or spy. Britta didn’t feel either would be to her liking.

The Feared One reared back and seemed to grow in height. The lighting shifted, too, making her face disappear into shadow. “We shall ask the wizard.”

The gnomes around her nervously shuffled closer together. If this proclamation was meant to intimidate her, they really should have changed the Feared One’s voice to something a little less squeaky.
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                “Oh, you have a wizard?” There hadn’t been any mention of wizards the other times Britta had been here. A magic user could actually prove useful. Teach her some new spells, maybe. “I’d like to meet him.”

“Oh no you wouldn’t,” said the Captain, her eyes wide with trepidation at the very thought. 

Britta wasn’t overly concerned. An NPC wizard at the end of a dungeon might be someone to worry about, meeting one in a remote village was unlikely to lead to a confrontation. 

“What kind of wizard is he?” she asked, ignoring the attempt to scare her. “I do a bit of magic myself. Does he train people?”

“You’re a mage?” said the Feared One like she found the thought distasteful.

Britta hesitated. If she admitted she could do magic, would that put her back on the path to becoming the Chosen One?

“I’m just starting out. I’m not very good. Not yet, anyway. That’s why I’m going to the capital, to find a teacher.” 

It wasn’t true, of course, but it sounded good. It gave Britta a reason to leave, it explained why she wanted to go the to the big city, and it made her seem like an amateur. 

The only problem was that the whole idea behind ‘The Chosen One’ was to have someone who had no idea what they were doing prove themselves by completing various ridiculous tasks. Being a noob was one of the basic prerequisites. She would have to be careful not to paint herself too much like the naive farm boy who doesn’t realise the strength they have within. Britta knew exactly what strength she had within — her status screen updated in real time — and she wasn’t ready for any long drawn out combat missions.

“The wizard will decide,” said the Feared One. “Bring her.” She turned and walked through the gauntlet of soldiers. 

They closed around Britta and marched her out of the chamber, off to see the wizard. At least she’d managed to get past the entrance. She did her best to march in step with her escort but kept bumping into them. They were tightly packed together in the narrow tunnel.

The tunnel emerged into a large cavern. Last time there had been a marketplace with lots of busy shoppers. There were plenty of gnomes this time, too, but no sign of any stalls or hawkers. 

Everyone was dressed in some kind of armour or uniform. They all carried weapons, male and female alike. She couldn’t see any children.

The gnomes were no longer a quiet community going about the normal slice-of-life activities you’d expect of background characters. They had become more like a police state from some dystopian fantasy. There were probably terrible things happening beneath the surface. Corruption, injustice and love triangles. Britta shuddered. Always the love triangles.

Nobody paid any attention to the soldiers passing through with their prisoner. They were all too busy doing… stuff. Britta couldn’t really tell what. Moving boxes from one place to another and marching around in small group it looked like.

They entered another tunnel that came out in a smaller cave, but still large enough to accommodate all of them and the altar.

This was new to Britta. She wasn’t sure if it had been here before or not, she hadn’t had a chance to look around much, but it was definitely an altar. She just needed to touch it.

A robed figure stood with its back to them. 

“Wizard,” said the Feared One. “I have brought you a candidate.”

Britta didn’t like being referred to as a candidate. It made her feel like she was being lined up for some kind of job. The soldiers either side of her seemed nervous. The wizard turned around.

She recognised him instantly. It was the Great Gnome. Or, that’s who he was modelled on. She had to stop assuming these gnomes were the same as before. Appearances were deceptive.

“Ah, yes, I see.” He sounded exactly like the Great Gnome. “Is she, you know, the one?”

“That’s what I want you to tell me,” said the Feared One.

The wizard walked across the chamber. The soldiers guarding Britta backed away, leaving her standing alone.

“Hello,” said Britta. “I’m—”

“Uh,” said the wizard, holding a finger to his lips. “Don’t say anything. First I need to run some basic tests. Nothing dangerous, no need to worry.”

She hadn’t been worried until he told her not to be. What kind of test was he going to do?

“Can you put your arms out like this?” 

He spread his arms out on either side. Britta copied him. He touched each finger to his nose. She did likewise. He hopped on one foot. Britta had the distinct feeling she was being pranked, but she started hopping. The wizard raised one hand and produced a small light. Britta did the same.

The gnomes gasped. Muttering that sounded like “Chosen One, Chose One” circled around her. The game was trying to manoeuvre her again.

“Stop it,” she said, a little cross. “I told you I could do a bit of magic. This is nothing. It just glows a bit. Useful for finding things in the back of a closet, that’s all.” 

“I’m afraid she’s right,” said the wizard. “Very common, nothing to get excited about.”

“Not the Chosen One?” asked the Feared One.

“Probably not. These things are never certain, though. All signs point to no currently is all I can tell you at the moment.”

Finally some good news. Britta decided to try her luck while things were moving in her favour. “Is it alright if I use your altar? I worship the Great Gnome in the Sky.” She said it very directly at the wizard to see if there was a reaction.

“Certainly,” he said, not reacting at all. “Please, go ahead.”

She took a few steps forward, almost expecting to be pounced on. No one attacked. She reached out and touched the altar. It lit up in bright whiteness. The gathered gnomes gasped again. Altars weren’t supposed to light up like this.

“Ooh, sorry,” said the wizard. He bent down and picked up his ball of light from behind the altar. “Must have dropped this.” He turned off the light and the altar went back to looking normal. He smiled at Britta. She did her best to smile back. The game was definitely messing with her.
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                Britta checked her status screen to make sure the altar was now available as a respawn location. Now that she knew she could buy herself a saving totem, it was less important to find the freely-available checkpoints, but it made sense to grab them when she could. 

Once she hit Level 5 — assuming she found a way to get those elusive two experience points — she would need to come back here to learn the Levitation spell.

No, wait, that was the old system. Who would teach her the spell now that the Great Gnome was no longer here? The wizard? She looked over at him. He was smiling genially with a slightly out of focus look in his eyes, just like the Great Gnome used to do. 

They looked identical, sounded identical, and acted more or less the same. If anyone was going to teach her, it would probably be him.

The Feared One and her men waited patiently for Britta to finish her business with the altar. They were very reverential around the wizard, even though he hadn’t come across as threatening or aggressive. He was quite gentle and softly spoken, but every move was met with a flinch. They weren’t so much scared of him as nervous in his presence.

“Thank you,” said Britta. “I’ve finished.” 

The Feared One approached and examined the altar. Without the backlighting, it looked like a big block of stone with engraved designs all over it. 

“Are you sure she isn’t the Chosen One?” asked the Feared One. “We don’t have much time left.”

“There’s plenty of time,” the wizard said with a dismissive wave of his hand. The soldiers in that direction all ducked reflexively. “If she is meant to play a part in what is to come, she will return to us at the appropriate time. Fate has a way of sorting these things out.”

Fate and manipulative game devs, thought Britta. It wasn’t that she was against progressing through what was evidently the main storyline, she just wasn’t in the mood for it now. And she didn’t appreciate being press-ganged into service.

“Is it alright if I go now?” Britta fully expected an attempt to keep her from leaving. Might as well deal with it head-on, was her attitude.

The Feared one and the wizard exchanged a look. 

“Yes,” said the Feared One, “but we’ll have to blindfold you on the way out. For security.”

Britta wasn’t enthusiastic about the idea, but she could see the sense in it on a practical level. You didn’t want people knowing about the secret entrances to your secret base. 

“No, no,” said the wizard, “no need for that. Now that she has the blessing of the Great Gnome she can come and go as she pleases.”

“Can we really trust her?” said the Feared One, sounding doubtful.

“You mean, can we really trust the Great Gnome,” said the wizard. “Do not assume you understand the ways of a god. He may have left, but he will have had a reason. He hasn’t abandoned us.”

There was some murmuring among the men. 

“I don’t think he’s abandoned you, either,” said Britta. “I think he’s still here, in many ways.” She gave the wizard a look which he received with a slight nod.

The Feared One touched Britta on the arm. “You intend going to the capital? Will you do me a favour?”

Here it was, the next attempt to steer her into the storm. “Um, favour?”

“A letter I need delivering. Nothing more.”

A screen popped up in front of Britta. 

Deliver a letter to Mendel Jenkins.

“Where do I find him?” she asked.

“He is the Dean of the Institute of Magic. If you wish to train in magic, that is the place to go. The letter will actually make it easier. Give you an excuse to see him.”

Britta had said she was going to the capital to find a magic tutor, now the game was providing her with help in that direction. She wouldn’t mind going to magic school and learning how to be good at mixing potions and waving around a wand.

“Oh, okay.” Delivering a letter sounded like a low-level effort quest and it would probably net her the XP she’d been looking for. She reached out her hand to press the Yes button, and hesitated. There could be added complications the game wasn’t telling her about. It was fairly likely, but that was always going to be the case. She accepted the quest.

“Thank you,” said the Feared One. She handed over a small envelope she hadn’t been holding earlier.

“I’ll stop off on my way back with any reply,” said Britta, putting the letter in her pocket.

“Excellent,” said the Feared One. They were all getting on like old friends now. “Our young gnome is going to the city to learn magic at the feet of the masters.”

The wizard smiled, eyebrows raised. “How delightful. I did the same, a long time ago. Who is it you hope to study with?”

“Um, I’m not really sure. Is there anyone you would recommend? What spells did you learn while you were there? Levitation?” She was being a little pushy, but now was the time to ask, she felt.

“Oh, I dabbled in a bit of everything. I like to get my hands dirty. Try out new things. This is my latest project.” He pointed at the gnome standing behind him.

Britta had thought it was another soldier, but now that she had a proper look, she could see it was a statue of a gnome soldier. It was extremely lifelike.

“Did you turn one of your men into stone?”

“No, no, hahaha, no. I carved this likeness myself.” 

There was some nervous shuffling around them.

“What does it do?” asked Britta.

The wizard’s eyes lit up. “Ah, I’m glad you asked. The gnome its based on can control it with his mind. Can see what it sees, make it move as he would move. The potential is vast. Send it into battle while the gnome is safe at home.”

Like a drone pilot, thought Britta. It sounded like an excellent idea. The soldiers around her didn’t seem so enthusiastic.

“Where’s the gnome who controls this one?” she asked. She wouldn’t mind seeing a demonstration.

“Ah, slight feedback problem.” The wizard’s eyes drifted upwards. Britta’s followed. There was a dark stain on the cavern roof. It had a helmet sticking out of it. “I’m close to perfecting it, but it’s very hard finding volunteers.”
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                Britta didn’t ask how the helmet got up there, or what the stain was from. She could guess both, and she was probably underestimating the level of gore and general yuck involved. More details were definitely not what she was interested in.

For the devs it was probably funny, like over the top special effects in cheesy horror movies. When you were in the same world as people who didn’t know it wasn’t real, it was an entirely different experience.

She slowly lowered her gaze to face the wizard again. She was starting to understand why the soldiers were so nervous around him. The Feared One was in charge, you expected there to be a little wariness of the boss. The wizard looked more like some old geezer who pottered around in the background. Only, he occasionally experimented with dark forces and made people’s heads explode.

Perhaps this wasn’t the right person to take magic lessons from. A quick course in levitation could leave her in the same condition as poor Private Ed Popov.

Britta shook her head to get rid of the unpleasant image of what had happened here. 

“Aaaanyway,” she said, changing the subject in the time-honoured manner, “I should be going. Could someone show me the way out, please?”

“You know,” said the wizard, “if you stayed here and became my assistant, I’m sure there are many new things I could teach you.”

On face value it didn’t sound like a bad offer. She might be able to learn new spells and skills from the wizard. He was a gnome, as well, so she could pick up race-specific bonuses.

Then again, things weren’t always how they appeared, and the game had taken to trying to get her to go off on tangents whenever it could. This particular side-mission might be a way to pick up new abilities, or… Britta’s eyes drifted up to the cavern roof again. 

Would the game troll her like that? 

“Actually, I think I’m fine. Thank you, though.” She could always come back this way after the city. She might have to if this was the only place to learn how to levitate.

“As you wish,” said the wizard. The gnomes around them let out what seemed like a sigh of relief. Had they been concerned for her? 

“Before I go, do you have any shops where I can buy supplies?” said Britta. That’s what she would do if this was a game, and this was a game, as she had to keep reminding herself. “It’s a bit of a trek, and I don’t have any more sandwiches.” It had also occurred to her that the best place to buy stuff made for someone of her size would be a place full of people the same size as her.

“There’s a market every Tuesday,” said the wizard.

“Once a week? What do you do if you run out of milk on a Thursday?”

“I imagine you would wait for it to be delivered the next morning,” said the wizard. “Or ask a neighbour to borrow a cup.”

“Not milk then, something else. You didn’t buy enough on Tuesday, and now you’re hungry. Isn’t there somewhere to go? A general store, or something?”

That was the problem with computers, you had to be literal with everything. Sometimes it felt so natural talking to an NPC, and then other times it was like talking to an automated phone operator that kept making you repeat the last thing you said.

“What kind of fool would lose track of their food supplies?” said the Feared One. 

Then again, sometimes the computer people were sarcastic jerks. You couldn’t get more lifelike than that. 

Judging by the bobbing heads behind the Feared One, everyone was in agreement with her thinking. The way they nodded in perfect synchronisation was a bit creepy, though.

There was bound to be a way to get supplies here, but she would have to ask in the right way. Or ask the right person, or at the right time. That was the annoying part of any game, but there was no point getting stressed or frustrated by it. Her choices were to either keep trying or to ignore it and move on.

“Never mind. I’m sure I can make do with what I’ve got. I don’t suppose there’s a shortcut straight to the capital, is there? A tunnel that comes out near the city walls?”

“There are three exits from here,” said the Feared One. “Up, down and sideways.”

Her choice would probably affect what kind of experience she would have on the next part of her journey. One way she had to solve puzzles, another she had to fight enemies, something like that. At least, that’s what these kinds of choices usually meant. Although, without any other information it didn’t really matter. She’d be choosing blind.

“When you say ‘up’, do you mean I can fly to the city?” It would make things a lot quicker if there was an aerial route.

“Fly?” said the Feared One. “You mean…” She looked up at the stained roof. Her men copied her.

“No, I mean on a… gryphon, or something.”

Every tilted head snapped back to look at her. Britta had the distinct impression she’d said the wrong thing.

“What do you know about the gryphon?” demanded the Feared One. She sounded angry.

“Nothing,” said Britta. She’d only mentioned it because it was the first flying animal that came to mind. Of course, the reason it had come to mind was because it had been here that she had encountered the gryphon. She should have used a different example. 

“You know what happened to the gryphon?” The Feared One was getting more upset. There was probably a way to calm her down. And also a way to make her more mad. Britta had no idea what she should say, so she didn’t say anything. Would hesitating make her look bad?

“Perhaps you aren’t the person to send messages through.” The Feared One grabbed Britta’s bag. 

Britta didn’t resist or try to grab it back. It wasn’t like she had anything to hide, and if she lost her letter-delivery quest, not really a big deal.

“What happened to the gryphon?” Britta asked.

“I don’t know,” said the Feared One. “Perhaps you can tell me.” She took the gryphon feather out of Britta’s bag and held it up for everyone to see.
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                Britta had imagined the gryphon feather would eventually come in useful in some cool and interesting manner. A rare ingredient for a potion. Possibly a way to gain entrance to a kingdom in the clouds. Instead, it was being used to frame her for a crime that hadn’t even been properly explained.

Was the gryphon dead? Had it been kidnapped? Had it fallen into a deep sleep and could only be woken by a kiss from a frog prince wearing glass slippers?

“I found that,” said Britta. “Quite near here, actually. It was just lying on the ground.” Which was more or less true. She had found it in the gryphon’s eyrie, which wasn’t strictly speaking on the ground, but it had been in a cave nearby. “Is it a gryphon feather? I was wondering why it was so big.” 

She had decided to play it cool. They couldn’t prove she was involved in any kind of gryphon-related crime because she was genuinely innocent.

“The gryphon lived under the mountain for a hundred years,” said the Feared One, “and then one day it disappeared. Gone.”

Britta wasn’t sure how to respond. The gryphon had every right to leave, if it wanted. “Isn’t it possible she just decided to move? Maybe she flew south for the winter.”

“Her nest was destroyed,” said the Feared One, her grip tightening on the feather, crushing some of the lower vanes. “And there was blood everywhere. Something bad happened. Something very bad.”

Britta wanted to take the feather back before it got too damaged. There was still a chance it would come in useful later — it was from a gryphon’s wing, it had to have some kind of mystical properties, surely. She had affected a nonchalant air, though, so it might complicate things if she started to get possessive, even it was over her own possessions.

“That’s really terrible,” said Britta. She didn’t sound very sincere. “I hope she’s okay.”

It was hard acting like you cared when you really just wanted to leave without having to get involved. Britta wasn’t very good at showing friendly concern for others. She had never had anyone to practice it on.

“If you know anything…” The Feared One had become riled up. It seemed like the gryphon’s presence had been valued. A protector, a lucky talisman, maybe an old friend. Britta could ask, but it would also be asking to become embroiled in something she really didn’t want to get embroiled in.

“I promise, I had nothing to do with whatever happened to the gryphon.” At least she didn’t sound as unsympathetic this time. “What happened to her eggs?”

The thought had just popped into her head, the memory of eggs in a nest. One of those eggs had been hers, but it was unlikely to have survived the restart to the game. She never did find out what had been inside.

“How do you know about the eggs?” asked the Feared One, her voice again laden with suspicion.

“I don’t, honestly. I was just wondering if there were any. Maybe that’s what they were after. I mean, whoever it was. I don’t know, I wasn’t there.” It was difficult sounding innocent even when you were. Britta had a whole new appreciation for criminals who had to lie convincingly under pressure.

“The eggs were all destroyed,” said the wizard. “It’s been happening all over the kingdom — eggs smashed and gryphons vanished — no one knows why.”

Britta could smell the side quest coming. Best to get out while she could. She checked the clock in the corner of her vision. It was lunchtime back in the real world. The sandwich she’d just eaten would stop her feeling hungry, but she still needed to eat. Now that she had her checkpoint, she could log out and leave the Mystery of the Missing Gryphon for someone else to get to the bottom of.

“That’s terrible,” she said. “I hope they catch whoever’s behind it. Can I have my feather back? I keep it for good luck.”

It sounded plausible, and hopefully came across as though she had a positive view of gryphons. Although, people thought a rabbit’s foot was lucky, and that didn’t bode well for the rabbit.

The Feared One handed back the feather. She had taken the letter back, the one meant to be delivered to the head of the Institute of Magic. It might have come in useful, and also would probably have got her the XP she needed, but there were bound to have been other complications, so no great loss.

“Here,” the Feared One handed Britta the letter again.

“You trust me?”

“The wizard says you are not a spy. I trust him.”

Britta took the envelope again. That had seemed a little pointless, but sometimes games made you go round the houses to get back where you started. 

A screen popped up.

You have won the trust of the gnome leader.

You have gained 1 XP.

Britta scowled. She only needed two experience points; it had given her one. The game was definitely trolling her. Whether it was N-28 or some bored devs messing with her, she had had quite enough of it. She logged out.

She was back in her room, on her bed, alone. She sat up and took a moment to check how she felt. Everything seemed fine, no sweating, no cramps.

She had logged out without saying anything. To the gnomes, it must have looked like she disappeared into thin air. How would they react when she just as suddenly reappeared? It was an interesting question, one she hadn’t really thought about before. When she logged into the Church of Roha, her usual respawn point, it was in a small room where no one could see her. But the gnome altar was an open space. She was interested in finding out the rationale they would use to explain it. 

Before that, though, she wanted to speak to her parents about using her money on the game. She had been a little unsure about it, but now that it was clear the game would be toying with her, she no longer had any qualms. Time to become a wallet warrior.
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                Britta opened the laptop Lin had given her. There was no On button, it just came on when she lifted the lid. There was also no way to recharge the battery, but it was always fully charged. 

As she sat there, she realised something felt different. Not in her body, in her mind. She felt relieved to be out of the game. 

That wasn’t how she usually felt. The game world was supposed to be relaxing and carefree. Things might get tense in there when she was running around, but she had never come out with any sense of anxiety about going back in.

If the game was going to not be fun for her anymore, what was the point of playing? Well, she had around a hundred thousand reasons per week to keep logging in, but she had never thought of it as a chore.

The only thing that had really changed was the feeling she was being pushed into doing certain tasks. In an open world game, you were supposed to be able to do whatever you wanted, but the devs obviously provided content they had designed for the players to participate in. They didn’t normally try to coerce players into following a particular path, whether the players wanted to go that way or not. Or maybe they did, and she had never noticed.

She accessed her account and opened up the cash shop. It showed the same items for sale as when she’d been in-game, but now that she was taking her time browsing, she could see there were even more things to spend money on. 

The weird costumes and hats were just for show, and she knew there would be people into making themselves stand out, just like there were in real life, but she had little interest in that stuff. She was fine wearing anything as long as it fit her.

A cool mount would be fun, especially if it was fast or could fly, but they were all locked until she got to a higher level. She wondered what Donald would think if she replaced him? Would he care? Was she being mildly deranged even asking?

There were so many cosmetic items, from jewellery to tattoos that changed colours, that the functional stuff was a bit buried. 

It was mainly the saving totems that concerned her, but there were also bags. She had overlooked them as mere cosmetics first time around but on closer inspection, she realised they were magic and could hold vastly more than the little knapsack she was currently rocking.

They were also very expensive, but then they did enable you to carry around the contents of a house. The most expensive was £1000, which was a lot, but there were plenty of more expensive designer bags for sale in West End shops. Neither was worth the money, both only existed inside a fantasy world.

It was also possible to click on a type of item and go to a more in-depth catalogue. You could get a £1000 magic bag in a range of shapes and sizes. She could see the fashion world licensing their designs to the game, and then prices would really rocket.

Clicking around, Britta ended up surfing pages and pages of pets, from small balls of floof to larger, more exotic balls of floof. Different species, different colours. They served no purpose other than being cute, but they could be bred and trained to do tricks. 

There were bound to be people who spent all their time just raising these critters and never bothering with the adventuring side of the game. Would the game try to force them into doing quests?

She left her computer on — it could stare at her walls if it wanted — and went downstairs. Mum was in the kitchen, emptying the freezer. There was nothing very unusual about that, she often went from spending an entire weekend napping, to running around trying to get a hundred things done. The freezer was supposed to be self-defrosting, but Mum never trusted machines to clean things properly. Dad’s collection of robotic vacuum cleaners more than proved her point.

Dad wasn’t present. Probably still in New World, exploring the lower levels of the mine.

“I want to use some of my money in the game,” Britta said, trying to make it sound casual and no big deal.

Mum instantly stopped what she was doing and gave Britta a penetrating glare. Britta should have known that nothing set alarm bells ringing like a child casually asking to spend money.

“You want to give them back the money they gave you?” Mum asked.

“Hardly,” said Britta. “They’re paying me a hundred grand a week. I’m talking about spending maybe twenty or thirty pounds a month. It’s just little items that make life a bit easier.” That was more or less true. There’d be a larger initial expenditure buying herself the biggest possible magic bag.

“Like paying for shortcuts?” said Mum, slightly judgemental in tone, but nowhere near the level Dad would have used.

“Like taking a taxi instead of the bus.”

“Okay,” said Mum. “If it’s only a few pounds every so often, I’m sure it’ll be fine. I still think it doesn’t make sense to pay them when you work for them. Couldn’t you just ask them to give you what you need?”

Britta knew Mum was making a perfectly reasonable point. As their special employee, using an item or two from the cash shop wasn’t exactly asking for the moon. But something inside her resisted asking for freebies. 

“I don’t know. I feel kind of uncomfortable…”

“Britta,” said Mum, “it’s good that you feel you shouldn’t take things you haven’t earned, but this is business. If you don’t make people give you what they owe you, it only encourages them to take advantage of you. Trust me, both sides appreciate it when they come to a proper understanding of where they stand.”

She was right. Britta was acting like a shy girl who didn’t want to cause a fuss. This wasn’t how Lin would act. She wouldn’t even think twice about it. Not because she wanted stuff for free, but because it wasn’t worth more than that to her. And who would disagree? People wanted to make Lin happy more than they wanted her money. Even Britta felt that way. She didn’t want to disturb her with trivial requests, even though that was the only reason she was in the country. Well, one of two reasons.

Britta got her phone and started writing a text. But then she stopped. She had to get used to being the kind of person who spoke up when she wanted something, as distasteful as she found the idea of putting herself out in front. She rang Lin’s number.
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                For all her determination to be the girl who had her act together, the moment Lin answered, Britta felt her resolve melt away. The constraints and self-doubts moulded over years weren’t going to vanish overnight.

“Hi, erm, I hope I’m not bothering, I mean, disturbing you.”

“No, Britta. I’m very happy to hear from you. How can I help?”

It just felt crass, asking for free stuff she would easily afford now. “There’s a number of things, actually.” It sounded less grubby if she made it one small item on a list, she decided. “First, the cash shop, I mean, the Players’ Store thingy.” 

She was doing her best to keep her voice level, but it was hard. There was a slight tremor she could hear. She hoped Lin would put it down to a bad connection, even though she probably had crystal-clear reception on her wonder-phone. 

“Yes?” said Lin. “You’d like access?”

“Um, yeah. I mean, it’s just that it would be easier if I could—”

“Can you hold for a second?”

“Sure.” The phone went quiet. Britta had an image of Lin in the middle of some meeting in a boardroom, dealing with multi-million dollar deals. Or maybe sitting on the side of a catwalk, making the models feel insecure as they strutted past her.

“Okay, that’s done. You can take whatever you like from the store. I wouldn’t recommend anything to outlandish, you don’t want to stand out too much in a peacock headdress.”

“No, I wasn’t going to.”

“And the level and class restrictions are still in place. I can remove them for you, if you think you need it.”

“No, no. I don’t want to break the, ur, that’s fine as it is.” It had all gone much more smoothly than she had feared. Lin had gone out of her way to ensure that. 

“What else was there?”

Now that she had claimed there’d be a list of things to talk about, she had to come up with the goods, or look like an idiot. Lin would probably handle that just as gracefully. 

“So, the last few times I’ve been in game… I don’t suppose you’ve seen any of my gameplay recently.”

“They send me videos of all your adventures, Britta.”

“Right. Of course. Well, if you get a chance to watch—”

“I’ve watched all of them, Britta.”

“You have? Oh.”

“I’m something of an expert, if I do say so myself. I’ve never known anyone to play the way you do.”

“Yes, I hear that a lot. I don’t think I do anything very remarkable.”

“No, it’s not remarkable. It’s quite the opposite. Very understated. I find watching you very interesting. Your run-in with the gnomes has been quietly gripping.”

“You’ve seen that already?” said Britta, a little surprised. That had only been a few minutes ago.

“That’s what I was watching when you called. Just me and a bucket of chicken.”

The image of Lin slouched on a sofa with a bucket of KFC was hard to picture. “Okay, so, are you getting the feeling the game isn’t treating me like other people? I mean, it seems to be going out of its way to make me take strange quests, and if I refuse, it tries from a different angle. Like it’s toying with me. Like when it knows I need two more XP to level up, so it gives me one.”

“Hmm. Well, I can’t experience events quite the way you do, but if you feel that’s happening it may well be true. The AI has full control of how it treats players. It also decides how the NPCs behave. I’m not sure why it would want to tease you, though.”

Was that what it was? Teasing?

“I don’t know either, but I wish it wouldn’t. I’m hoping I can use some of the items from the Players’ Store to avoid the problem. Assuming I’m not imagining it.”

“I don’t think you’re imagining it. Those 2 XP you’ve been needing for so long, any other player would have gone out of their way to quickly grab and move to the next level, but you haven’t done that. Watching you play, it’s almost like you make the game come to you. I’m not sure how you do it, and I’ve watched your footage back several times, but I think the AI might be curious about you for that reason.”

Britta wasn’t entirely sure what Lin meant. The game didn’t have to come to her, it was already all around her. But she was glad Lin hadn’t simply brushed her concerns away.

“I’ll keep an eye out for it, though. Now that you mention it, the game has been treating you oddly, but then, you also have a way of getting into some odd situations.”

Britta was getting the feeling the people who made the game weren’t the ones running it. Unfolding events were just as much a surprise to them as to the players, it almost seemed.

“Do you have a character in the game?” Britta wasn’t even sure why she asked, it just occurred to her.

“Yes, I have a character I use. I don’t really play the game very much, and the AI knows better than to toy with me.”

Britta smiled. She could imagine N-28 trying his luck with Lin, and getting himself deleted for his trouble.

“What level are you?”

“Level 1,” said Lin. “I haven’t tried to complete any tasks, although my character has a slider I can use to set my level to any I choose and as much health as I wish to have. It wouldn’t really be fair to use it seriously.”

Britta was taken aback. Lin’s character was full-on god mode.

“You just use it to look around?”

“Actually, I mostly use it to work on my garden. I’ve always had a fascination with botany, I would have probably pursued that if I hadn’t gone into medicine. The sex life of plants is just so much more elegant than that of animals. It’s probably got something to do with the lack of grunting. I have created some beautiful hybrids in my garden that would be impossible in the real world.”

Britta was at a bit of a loss how to continue. Plant sex was not where she had seen this conversation going.
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Despite Lin’s rather unsettling description of her passion for plants, Britta was quite curious to see what a garden grown in a fantasy world looked like. Lin sounded like she knew what she was talking about, and being from China probably meant the kinds of plants she was familiar with were very different to the ones in Britta’s back garden. 

Lin had also used the word ‘impossible’ when talking about her horticultural creations, which suggested they were even more exotic than anything Britta could picture. 

“That sounds really amazing,” said Britta. She wanted to ask if she could come over and have a look, but it felt rude to invite herself. Her desire to be more bold in her requests wasn’t advanced enough to impose on people quite so bluntly. “I suppose there are a lot of things you can do in New World that don’t involve the game.”

It was a bit of a lame dismount from the conversation, but Britta was still learning how to talk to people who were from another world. Simply being herself and speaking normally was surprisingly difficult to do.

“Yes, we expect the majority of people to simply live there. You have more options and better opportunities to do as you please.”

It was the first time Britta had considered New World as not a game. She realised there would be lots of people who would find alternative ways to amuse themselves, but she had always thought of them as a small minority. From the way Lin was speaking, she expected most people to see New World as a place to hang out, maybe even live, and the game part of it would only interest only a select few. 

“I could buy a house,” said Britta. She knew that already, of course, but now it actually felt like something she might do.

“Yes. And make it incredibly beautiful. Fighting dragons has nowhere the appeal of designing your perfect home in the perfect setting, and then living there. Of course, it won’t come cheap. Wealth has to be earned whether in life or in a game.”

There were all sorts of questions in Britta’s mind, about how you would make really large amounts of money in the game, and how much real-world money it would take to circumvent the effort required. There was another side to New World she hadn’t really spent much time thinking about.

“Thank you, for sorting out the cash shop for me. I mean the Players’ Store.”

“You’re welcome, Britta. Feel free to call me if there’s anything else. I’m going to go watch you deal with these gnomes. They seem terribly afraid of something, don’t you think?”

Britta wasn’t sure if she was telling or asking. Surely, if anyone could find out what the game was up to, it was Lin. But maybe she didn’t want the surprise spoiled for herself.

“They think there’s a war coming,” said Britta, “so there probably is.”

“Yes. It does look that way.”

Neither of them was prepared to make any definitive predictions, it seemed. Britta thanked her again and turned off her phone. She reached towards the laptop, and it came to life before she’d even touched it. 

She did a quick browse through the Players’ Store, looking for real estate and land purchasing options. There weren’t any, as far as she could see, but there was a whole section on garden furniture for some reason. If ever she wanted an outdoor table with a giant parasol attached to the middle, it was hers for the equivalent of £75. It would have been quite a reasonable price if the table had been real.

Britta went back downstairs to tell Mum she no longer needed to access her bank account. Dad was sitting at the kitchen table, deciding which of the slowly defrosting items he would have for lunch. And which for dinner, and which for tomorrow’s breakfast. Once it was out of the freezer and soft around the edges, it was eat it or bin it.

“Mum tells me you want to go pay-to-win,” he said.

“No, Dad, I don’t. I just want to use the cash shop for saving totems so I don’t get halfway to the city and then find myself back where I started.”

“What’s wrong with the regular save points?” he asked. “Why not use them?”

“I would if I could find them.”

“Just look them up on your map.” He said it like it was the simplest thing in the world.

“I just open my map and say, ‘Please show me all the saving points,’ do I?”

“Yes,” said Dad. 

Britta looked at him to check he wasn’t making fun of her. When he was being sarcastic, he tended to pull a face as a physical exclamation point. He didn’t pull any faces this time.

“I can just ask the map? And it’ll show me?”

“Yes. Don’t worry, I was like you once. Then I took an arrow to the knee.” He smiled, and then screwed up his nose and bared his teeth like he was having a fit.

“They’ve unlocked the cash shop for me,” said Britta. “I can use whatever I want, for free.”

“Oh, that’s nice,” said Mum, her head somewhere in the back of the freezer.

“What?” said Dad. “That’s not fair!”

“So I guess I can save when and where I feel like it.” She pulled a face back and left the room.

“Lunch in half an hour,” Mum called after her. It would be an assortment of microwaved frozen dinners, probably.

Now that she had the freedom to go any distance without having to worry about where she’d respawn, there was nothing holding her back. She could make it to the capital in her own time. Half an hour now. Couple of hours later. 

She logged back into the game and opened her eyes to find a glaring light in her face. She slowly sat up. The light went out, and leafy vines caught in her hair. This wasn’t the altar she’d logged out from. 

She pushed her way through the vines. She was in the chasm below the Gnome Village where the Great Gnome in the Sky lived.
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                Britta had expected to be returned to the altar in the village. That’s where it said she would appear on her login page which had a list of altars she had unlocked. A list of two originally — the one in the Church of Roha and the one in the mines. When she touched the one the wizard had shown her, there were three. 

Even though she had unlocked this one previously, it hadn’t been on the list. She wasn’t sure why but assumed it had something to do with the relaunch of the game.

When she logged back in, she should have gone to the one above. She opened her status screen and went to the login page. It was still showing only three altars. It said Gnome Village, but it didn’t say there were two of them.

Was it random or could she choose which she spawned at? It wasn’t very clear what was going on.

The chasm was lit by a faint blue glow just as it had been the last time. Large blue mushrooms grew out of the wall rising in front of her. Could she use this altar to get to the other one? That would at least give her a way to get to the top of the cliff face without having to climb. 

She wondered if they sold climbing gear in the cash shop and if they delivered.

The sudden change in location had thrown her a bit, not that there was anything terribly bad about being down here. Perhaps the Great Gnome was in hiding and had summoned her for a chat. That seemed like a reasonably plausible idea. She looked around for the tunnel entrance, her eyes slowly adjusting to the gloom. 

She found it and then summoned the shade. Even if this was a simple detour, she still felt like she should be cautious. 

“Back here, are we?” said the shade. His smoky appearance rippled.

“Yes, but not by choice. I think something strange is going on.”

“And you want me to look into it?” He said it like she was asking a lot.

“If you don’t mind,” said Britta. “I’d go, but I don’t have stealth mode.”

There was a sight shrug in what could arguably be called the shade’s shoulders. “Fine. What am I looking for?”

“The Great Gnome. See if he’s in the next room. And the gryphon. Actually any living beings. And non-living. Well, anything that’s moving, that’s alive. Or dead.” It was hard to cover all possibilities. “Anything not moving as well, but only if it could move if it wanted to.”

The shade didn’t have eyebrows. That didn’t stop it appearing doubtful of her instructions.

“So you want me to look for anything living or dead, moving and not-moving?”

“You know what I mean,” said Britta. “Signs of intelligent life.”

“Define intelligent,” said the shade. 

“Anyone or anything that could hurt either of us,” said Britta. 

“That’s your idea of intelligent?”

“No, I’m changing your instructions. I want you to look for anything that can hurt me, but also let me know if there’s any danger to you, so I don’t put you in harms way without realising.”

“Are you trying to affect me on an emotional level?”

“Is it working?”

“Only time will tell. Very well, I’m going. You realise your instructions don’t ask for a report on anyone friendly I might encounter.”

“Yes, but I don’t mind bumping into them.” Simple, clear orders, that’s how she was going to proceed from now on. No point asking people to view things how she would. How would the shade know if she considered something noteworthy?

The shade drifted off. Britta opened her map. It showed the thin strip of ground she was standing on, surrounded by blackness. She had never figured out how to switch to a different view, like the area above her.

“Show me New Town.” Nothing happened. “Show me Quosada.” It was a dumb name she didn’t much like, but the view changed. It showed her a top-down view of the town and surrounding area.

“Show me all saving points,” she said.

Dots appeared all over the map. Dad was right, she just had to ask. She blamed a lifetime of having apps you could speak to but which no one ever used because voice activation was always so inconsistent. People didn’t want to have to repeat themselves, and they usually didn’t want to be overheard. No one liked being judged based on what they were googling.

There were different coloured dots on the map, some of which were pulsating. Britta had no idea what that meant, or what the colours signified. There was another saving point in town apart from the one in the church, she noticed. It was roughly where the stables were. She would have to take a closer look next time.

There were two in the middle of nowhere, which looked to be on top of her location. One was red, one was blue. Most of the dots were red, including the one in the Church of Roha. That one was pulsing. It made her think the pulsing was related to the altars she had unlocked, but there were others pulsing that she had never been to, and the ones on her current location weren’t pulsing, either.

It would take a little figuring out, but at least she had found a way to locate them. There was probably a legend somewhere that explained it.

“Show legend.” Nothing happened. She looked further up the map in the direction of the city. There were many saving points, the nearest being at the ranch she had got Donald from. She could make it there fairly easily, even without the gryphon. In fact, she preferred it that way. Her landing was something of a painful memory.

The shade returned. “No.”

“No?” said Britta. “Nothing dangerous.”

“Define dangerous.”

“Okay, okay, I’ll take your word for it.” She was tempted to ask if there was anyone friendly, but she knew what he would say. 

She walked into the tunnel and came out in the colourfully lit chamber that had been the Great Gnome in the Sky’s residence. Maybe it still was. There was a gnome waiting for her.

“Oh, hello again,” said the wizard. “I thought you’d be back.”
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                “You’re the Great Gnome,” said Britta.

“No, not me,” said the wizard. He did bear a striking resemblance to the gnome god, but he was dressed the same as when she had seen him earlier.

“What’s your name?” Britta was unconvinced that this was a different character from the same mould.

“I can’t tell you that,” said the wizard. “Names can be used against you in the world of magic, as I’m sure you know.”

It sounded like an excuse to her. She could see people’s names just by looking over their heads, it didn’t give her any magical advantage.

“Then why are you down here?” she demanded to know. “This is the Great Gnome’s place.”

“You must be mistaken. This is my private quarters where I carry out my private business.”

Britta looked around, expecting to see a table with a Frankenstein’s creature on it, gnome edition. The cavern looked the same as when she’d last been here, as far as she could tell. The large throne was missing, but that was about the only difference.

“What about the altar outside?” she said. “Why did I come here instead of upstairs?”

He looked in the direction she’d come from. “That old thing? It’s been here forever. Only a select few can use it.”

“You’re not going to start with the Chosen One thing, are you?”

“No, no. It doesn’t let heroes in here, only magic users.”

Britta turned to look back, even though all she could see was a dark tunnel entrance. “Only magic users? Why?”

“So they can visit my magic shop, of course.”

Britta slowly turned back to face the gnome. “You have a magic shop?” She looked around again, just in case she’d missed something. “Where?”

“Why, right this way.” He walked off. Britta watched him leave for a second, and then hurried to keep up.

“This shop, what do you sell?”

“Oh, a little bit of everything.” He was being intentionally vague, but if she really could buy magic items…

“Is it expensive? I don’t have much money at the moment.”

“Money? Oh, we don’t accept money. Worthless stuff.” He raised his hand and gold coins fell out of the sleeve, vanishing as they hit the floor. Britta was tempted to stick out her hand and catch a few before they disappeared.

“It’s all free?” she asked.

“What? Certainly not. I don’t run a charity. You have to exchange one magic item for another.” He led her into another tunnel mouth on the other side of the cavern. It wasn’t the one that led to the gryphon’s eyrie, as far as she could recall.

The tunnel was short and opened into a small cave lit with glowing balls of light that hovered overhead. 

In front of her there were shelves and baskets and boxes, each filled with various items. Wands, staves, bottles of liquid, scrolls, crystal balls… it went on and on. They all appeared to be imbued with magic, humming and glowing and floating, but they looked weird piled up in such large numbers.

Legendary staff of the magi? Two for one, special offer.

Britta wandered around, hesitantly touching things. She expected to be shouted at or warned to be careful, but the wizard stood by the entrance, a small smile on his face. He seemed pleased to have a customer.

Britta had no idea what anything did, or what she might need. One of everything would be great, but how could she afford anything?

“What do these do?” she picked up a bundle of sticks bound together like firewood. 

“Wand of Fireballs. Only three charges in each though.”

Britta looked at the bundle in her hand. There were at least ten wands, and more bundles in the basket at her feet. Point and fire a fireball at your enemy. Real fireballs.

“Do you have to be a certain level to be able to use it?”

“No, wands can be used by anyone.”

“You could sell these to non-magicians, then?”

“I could, but I wouldn’t. The Mage’s Union would have a fit. Although, once they’d used up the charges, they wouldn’t be able to recharge the wand the way a practitioner of the art could.”

Put your spells in a container for immediate use when you needed it, no need to worry about using up mana. What level did she have to be to be able to do that?

She looked up at a shelf full of books. There was probably something here that would teach her how to do it.

“How does it work?” she asked the wizard. “I bring you something to barter with and then we negotiate?” If it was anything like the contract she’d signed with the kobolds, there’d be endless haggling involved.

“Oh, I don’t have time for arguing over prices. One for one. You bring me something interesting and you can take one thing to replace it.”

“What, anything?” That seemed a terrible way to do business.

“You think I should charge more?”

“No, no, sounds very reasonable.” Now she wished she’d kept hold of the recipe she’d been given. “What about potions? Do you accept those?”

“Only uncommon ones. The sorts of things you can buy from any potion trader aren’t of much use to me.”

“I know how to make Royal Orange Soup.”

The gnome’s eyes lit up. “Oh, that’s very uncommon. I wouldn’t mind a bottle of that.”

It wouldn’t be that easy, she would have to find the ingredients and make the potion, which would take time. Still, at least she had a way of generating a magical item to trade with.

“I don’t have any on me at the moment. Maybe—”

“What about the gryphon’s feather?” said the wizard.

“The feather? You’d take that?”

“Of course. It’s very rare.”

A feather for anything in this room. It seemed like a steal. The feather wasn’t worth anything. Or was it? The little wizard wouldn’t want it if it wasn’t useful for something.

But then, what difference did it make if it was the greatest, most magical feather in the world? It wasn’t like she was going to use it for anything. 

“Okay. The feather for…” She looked around. What did she want?
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                At first, Britta thought it was incredibly unwise of the game to let a player have access to any magic item they wanted, even if that player was her.

Presumably, everyone could come here and swap their weak and useless magic trinkets for a top quality super-duper item here. 

What was the logic? Why hand out free upgrades that hadn’t been earned? Did every class have a similar shop to swap class-appropriate gear? Fighters could get shiny weapons and priests could choose a new string of beads. The whole idea seemed very bad. And a quick way to unbalance the game.

After she spent some time wandering through the gnome wizard’s inventory, she started to see things slightly differently.

There was so much stuff it made it very hard to know what you should choose. You really needed to have a clear idea of what your character needed, and probably a solid idea of what you were going to face in the future.

There weren’t many utility items that would give you an advantage in all situations. And those that there were, like skill books that gave you small boosts in attributes, weren’t really going to make that much of a difference. 

Nothing seemed to be overpowered. The items that had cool effects also had quite marked downsides or restrictions. Limited charges, cooldowns, mobility penalties. Which would be fine if the magical ability you gained was what you needed, but how could you know what you would need? Especially when dungeons changed every time you completed them.

It wasn’t like a movie where the tech guy gave the hero the exact gadget he would later need to defeat the villain. Here, have a pen that fires out iron filings. Why would you need that? Oh, you’ll see.

Britta had no idea what to take. It also didn’t help that nothing was labelled.

“What does this do?” she asked the wizard. She was holding up a gold ring from a wooden pail full of almost identical but subtly different gold rings.

“Resistance to fire.” That sounded useful, if you were facing a fire-breathing something or other. But otherwise, it was just a ring.

“What about this?” She held up another ring.

“Immunity from poison.” Again, very useful, under the right circumstances. But was it worth her one gryphon feather?

“This?”

“Ring of invisibility,” said the wizard. 

“Oh, really?” This one actually sounded like it might be worth taking. “Can I try it?”

The wizard nodded. Britta slipped the ring on her finger. Her hand disappeared. She looked down at herself — her body was no longer visible. She took a step forward, and everything reappeared.

“What happened? Did I break it?”

“No,” said the wizard. “It is only active while you are stationary.”

Being invisible while you stood still would have its uses, but it wasn’t going to give you a huge advantage. This place was really made for people who knew what they wanted, and that wasn’t Britta. She dropped the ring back in the bucket.

Min-maxers could tweak that one attribute they’d been stacking, this place was ideal for them. Dad would love it. She realised Dad could actually come here since he was now a mage. He would also be able to give her advice on what to choose. She should really talk to him before making her choice.

“If I leave, will I automatically come back here? Do I have to do something to choose this altar instead of the other one?”

“You can’t choose,” said the wizard. “The altar decides.”

“What do you mean? It’s random?”

“No. The altar decides.”

“I have to just hope I end up here? There’s no way to come here just because I want to make a swap?”

It seemed this wasn’t a place you could just visit when you wanted. That must have made running a business quite difficult — hard to build up your clientele when no one could find the place unless the game let them.

Was that how it worked? The game chose who deserved to visit the swap shop, based on some arbitrary measurements? You did good, have a sweetie.

Maybe it was something more specific, but Britta hadn’t done anything of note as far as she could recall. Not recently, anyway.

None of that made deciding what to pick any easier. She couldn’t come back and do it later, it was now or never. She opened her screen and messaged Dad. She could at least ask him for some advice. What was a solid item you would always find useful?

After she finished typing, she noticed the Send button was greyed out. Communications were down, at least while she was here.

“What’s to stop someone just climbing down from the village?” she asked, curious to know how far the preventive measures went.

“If I am not here, the shop is not here.”

The game controlled everything, of course, so it wouldn’t be hard to only have the wizard appear if the altar was used to bring people here. 

“You really aren’t the Great Gnome?” 

“I assure you, I am only a slightly above average gnome.” She still wasn’t convinced. “What are these?” She held up a pair of shoes.

“Boots of speed.”

“But…?”

“But after using them, you will sleep for one hour.”

The boots really summed up the place. Run at super speed to get somewhere quickly, and then lie down and do nothing for an hour. It would probably be quicker to walk.

Despite all the shortcomings, Britta sensed that there was an item here that would be perfect for her. Something that suited how she played the game. That’s what this place was, a way for people to fine tune their playstyle. Once they’d figured out what it was.

“What do you think would be good for me?” It was worth a try, she figured.

The wizard tapped his pursed lips with a finger. “It’s not really for me to say, but since you ask, I would suggest this.” He went to a dusty shelf and picked up a plain-looking bracelet from a stack of near-identical ones.

“What does it do?” asked Britta.

“Bangle of Stupidity. Once a day you can ask it a question and it will tell you the answer. It has to be a yes or no question.” He turned the bracelet to show two crystals embedded in the metal. “Green for yes, red for no.”

The name was designed to annoy her, so she ignored it. The ability did sound ridiculously useful but it was never going to be as simple as that. Britta took it from him and put it on her wrist. “What do I say? Some kind of spell or a rhyme?”

“You say, ‘Bangle of Stupidity…’ and then you ask your question.”

She pointed at the wizard. “Bangle of Stupidity, is this the Great Gnome in the Sky?”

The red crystal lit up, then went out. The green one came on, then both lights lit up. Then the bracelet cracked in half and fell on the floor.

“That one must be faulty,” said the wizard.
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                “It’s you,” said Britta. “It’s definitely you.”

“Please, don’t jump to conclusions because of defective merchandise. Even magical items suffer from poor workmanship.”

He had a point, Britta had to admit. There was no reason something imbued with magic would be more likely to pass quality assurance. Every manufacturer had to deal with occasionally flawed materials. But, this was more than a little suspicious.

Britta picked up the two parts of the bracelet from the floor. “This looks like it snapped in half. Bad workmanship wouldn’t do that.”

“It would if the magic had gone off.”

“Magic has a sell-by date?”

“Of course. Nothing lasts forever.”

He was doing an excellent job of deflecting. She wasn’t even sure why it mattered. If he was the Great Gnome in the Sky hiding in plain sight, what difference did it make to her? 

She would have liked to have ignored the whole thing, made her selection of magic item, and be on her way. But something nagged at her. 

This whole magic shop under the Gnome Village was just too conveniently placed in her path. A secret base that would be very hard for anyone else to find, what kind of specialist store was this well hidden? How were other magic users supposed to find it?

“Why am I here? I mean really. No one else is ever going to visit you. The rest of the magic using community is never going to know you exist, and I think you know that. This place is here just for me, isn’t it?”

The wizard drew his face thin and long . “My, we do think a lot of ourselves, don’t we?”

Britta instantly felt her face heat up. It had been a very arrogant claim to make. Despite being an unusual player — it wouldn’t be outrageous to say she was unique, at least in terms of her relationship to the game — it was still uncomfortable for her when it was pointed out.

She resisted the urge to back down. The fact was she was special. 

“If you didn’t put this shop here for me, it’s quite a coincidence. A gnome wizard running a gnome magic shop under a secret gnome base that I’m the only person from the outside world to have visited. Don’t you think?”

“The world is a marvellous and surprising place. Has anything else caught your eye? A necklace, perhaps, or a pendant?” He smiled genially. There was no snootiness about the smile, no patronising smirk. It was very sincere and polite. Britta wasn’t fooled.

“What I can’t figure out,” she said, “is what you want from me. You’ve made me a very generous offer, and all you want in return is… the gryphon feather?”

The wizard didn’t say anything. He didn’t move, not even to blink, which you could put down to him being a piece of coding, but why would it glitch now.

“If you really want the feather that badly,” said Britta, “you could have just asked, you know?”

She took off her backpack and rummaged around until she found the feather. She pulled it out and straightened it. The vines were starting to look a bit ratty. 

“Here,” she held it out. “All yours.”

The wizard’s expression transformed from blank to ever so slightly confounded. You had to be watching closely to spot it.

“Go on. You can have it. I have absolutely no idea what you want it for, but I really don’t care. I just wanted to travel around a bit and see the sights. I wish you’d stop pulling me in all these different directions, it makes it very hard to plan my day.”

Britta’s thinking was very straightforward. She was never going to be able to outplay the AI at its own game. That’s who she felt was behind this — who else could it be? Whatever was going on behind the scenes, it would only serve as a distraction and get her involved in what someone else wanted her to do.

On top of which, she had a lot of experience in people being kind and generous when their true intentions were to get something from you. Most of her school life had been liked that before she put a stop to it. She didn’t intend to go through all that again.

“Take it.” She waved the feather about like she was trying to bait a fish. For all she knew, this was the most powerful item in the game. A legendary artefact that gave +10 to all tickle attacks. She didn’t care. Let someone else worry about it.

The wizard took it from her. “And what will you take in its place?”

She was tempted to say, “Nothing,” but any attempt to play it cool like that was bound to backfire. There was no reason to push it.

She looked down at her feet. There was a basket of pins, brooches and clips. They looked like what you might find in a cheap display in a pharmacy, next to the designer sunglasses by no designer you’ve ever heard of. She grabbed the first one that caught her eye, a butterfly made of tiny gems.

“What does this do?”

“Put it on,” said the wizard.

Britta saw no reason she shouldn’t, so she pinned it to her chest. Nothing happened. “Now what?”

“Tap it.”

Britta tapped the brooch. There was no change, but it was pretty, so that was good. She gave the wizard a questioning look. He raised his eyebrows at her and gently tilted his head. She scrunched up her face and shook her head. Something appeared in the corner of her eye, making her turn her neck further. 

Behind her were large diaphanous wings, large and colourful, growing out of her back. “I can fly?” She lifted off the floor, answering her own question. “How long does it last?”

“You can use it once a day. It ends when you touchdown.”

Would it really last that long? She could fly all the way to the city! 

There was always a drawback, there was bound to be one with these wings. Can’t be used in sunlight, or something. 

“They don’t work at night, though,” said the wizard.

She was close, but if that was the only shortcoming, she could live with it. “I’ll take it. Bye.”

No point wasting any more time, she had a city to visit. The wizard appeared to be saying something, but she was already gliding effortlessly out of the room. She wasn’t that fast, but it actually felt like flying. From the main chamber, she headed into the tunnel that led to the gryphon’s eyrie. From there it was straight up and out. She would be happy to leave this place behind and get back on her own path. 

The short tunnel opened into a familiar room with a pillar of rock in the middle. The opening was directly above her. And all around her were gryphon feathers, dozens of them.
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                Britta found it hard to hover in one place, the wings dragged her from side to side which made it hard to take a close look at the feathers scattered around her. 

They were all over the chamber, on the walls and even stuck in cracks in the walls. There were also a lot of dark stains that hadn’t been here last time. Dark brown like rust. She assumed it was blood.

Had there been a fight? The gryphon had been attacked or did the attacking, maybe both. If it was blood on the walls, there was no way to tell who it belonged to. Not unless the colour of blood varied from species to species. 

“Wait, wait,” called out the wizard as he ran into the room.

Britta awkwardly turned in mid-air. It was a bit like rowing. Once you got the rhythm, going straight was fairly intuitive, but trying to change course or make complicated manoeuvres required thinking, and even then you would probably do things in the wrong order and screw up. At least you wouldn’t fall in the water; just plummet to your death.

She managed to twist around and avoid gliding into the wall. The wizard was holding Britta’s bag. She had taken it off to take out the gryphon’s feather.

“You... left... this... behind.” He was out of breath, even though it was only a short distance from the other chamber. Gnome wizards didn’t do much exercise outside of waving their hands about, Britta assumed.

“Oh, thanks.” She tried to lower herself to reach the bag without touching the ground. Once her feet made contact, her flight would be over.

The wizard lifted the bag up as far as he could. Britta leaned down but drifted up at the same time. She kicked her legs, which did very little apart from making her feel silly. She took a breath and allowed herself to drift downwards, her feet getting uncomfortably close to the cave floor. The wizard tossed the bag into Britta’s arms. She grabbed it and lifted herself back up.

“Thank you.” She looked around. “What happened here?”

“Something terrible, or so it appears,” said the wizard, which wasn’t really an answer. Then again, maybe he didn’t know.

“Was it like this after the gryphon disappeared?” For all she knew, this was just how it always was. No one had said gryphons were good at housekeeping.

“Yes, an altercation of some kind. I woke one morning to find the place in this condition, the gryphon absent. We don’t know what happened.”

And she would be expected to investigate? She waited for the quest screen to pop, but nothing happened.

“I don’t get it,” said Britta, doing her best to bob about as little as possible. “Why did you want my feather so desperately if you have all these.”

The wizard looked up at her with a mildly pained expression, although mainly because of having to crane his neck so much to speak to her. “I didn’t want it desperately.”

To be fair, she had been the one to decide the feather was the wizard’s target. “You said gryphon feathers were rare.”

He shook his head. “No, you must be mistaken. They’re not that hard to find.”

Britta wasn’t sure what was going on. The wizard had been the one to suggest she use the feather to barter with. Had he just been trying to be nice? An act of charity? That seemed very unlikely. And he had definitely said gryphon feathers were rare. Well, he’d said hers was.

If there was something special about her particular feather, then she had no idea what. It looked the same as all these ones, it just predated them. Perhaps being from the last version of the game gave the feather a quality no longer present. 

She could feel herself being sucked into the mystery of the missing gryphon. That wouldn’t do at all. The path she had chosen was going to be the path she was going to take. She looked at the bag in her hands. How was she supposed to put it on over the wings? She pulled it into her chest and wrapped her arms around it. That would have to do until her next stop.

“Okay, thanks for everything. I’m going to go.”

The wizard raised a hand to wave farewell. Britta had expected some last minute attempt to bait her into taking a quest, but he didn’t say anything.

Britta flapped her wings. There was no effort required, just air pushed aside flowing down her body as she rose higher. The tall column of rock in the middle of the cave was quickly below her. The nest on top of it looked a mess. The neatly woven twigs and branches had been smashed apart with what looked like pieces of eggshell sticking out of it.

She resisted the temptation to take a closer look, keeping her feet well clear. She didn’t know if making contact with something so high up would count as touching down but she wasn't going to take the chance.

The hole above was easily big enough to let her through. Her wingspan was nowhere near that of a gryphon’s. She emerged into a blue sky and warm sunlight. The world below her spread in every direction, the taller buildings of Quosade visible in the distance.

It was an awesome sight, although details were hard to make out as she flitted about. The eyesight of a bird would have come in handy. No doubt there was a magical item for that, too.

Britta opened her map to get her bearings, keeping her bag securely clamped with elbows. Her next stop would be the ranch, where she could make another save. It didn’t look too far, she could vaguely see it in the distance, although that might have been a weirdly shaped hill. That direction, anyway. It would be interesting to see what kind of speeds she could get out of these wings, and unlike land travel, there was nothing she could bump into up here.

Eventually, the skies would be filled with people trying out various magical means of flight, but right now she had them all to herself. She tilted forward and shot through the air.

It hadn’t felt like this the other times she’d taken to the air. That had been like she was standing still, and the world moved around her. They must have made some improvements to the code.

She was really flying, and it was exhilarating. And then she was falling, and it was terrifying.

            




    Bitter 441
    



    
        Bitter 441

    
    
    
    
                History appeared to be repeating itself. Last time she’d flown out of the gryphon’s eyrie, the same thing had happened, at least in terms of falling from a great height. Britta resisted the urge to scream. Opening your mouth while falling let the air rush into your mouth and make you feel bloated. She would be belching for the rest of the day if that happened. Experience taught you things you wouldn’t read in any textbooks.

Behind Britta, the wings were still there, sort of. They were flickering in and out of existence like they couldn’t make up their mind whether they wanted to stay with her or not.

The air blew her hair back and made her cheeks spread across her face. There was a long way to fall before she hit the ground, which gave her plenty of time to think of a way out of this predicament. That was the positive spin she decided to put on it.

What had gone wrong with the butterfly wings? A trick or just more faulty equipment? That seemed to be the wizard’s speciality. The brooch was supposed to not work during the night, but it was definitely still daytime. Early afternoon, with a cloudless sky — there wasn’t even any shade to confuse matters.

The wings were still visible, just about, but they were fading fast and soon wouldn’t be. She could always teleport back to the Gnome Village and give the wizard a piece of her mind. Of course, it wouldn’t return her to the wizard’s altar this time, that would be too convenient.

She saw teleporting as a last resort. There had to be a way to fix this.

She hit the brooch on her chest, hoping to knock something back into place that might have come loose. It didn’t help. If it had batteries, she would have taken them out and rolled them around in her hands before putting them back in. She had seen Dad use that trick with his gadgets, and it actually worked, sometimes. For a few minutes. A few more minutes would be very welcome right now.

The idea of batteries reminded her that she had her own power source. She pushed her bag down so it was held between her knees and opened her status screen. The cause of her problem was easy to spot. She had no mana.

The brooch cost mana. Not really surprising, but it would have been nice to have been told ahead of time, maybe details of the rate of MP so she could plan her flight with a safety margin in mind.

She was so used to always having mana that it hadn’t even occurred to her the brooch would eat up so much so quickly. Another thought struck her. If she had no MP, she wouldn’t be able to teleport, either. 

The ground was now a lot closer. Maybe ten seconds to go before she hit the dirt. Britta pulled up the bag between her knees and opened it. She had taken items from her inventory when she’d visited the guild. There hadn’t been much of use, but there had been one small bottle of blue liquid.

Her hand slid around the inside of the bag while the world swapped places with the sky a number of times. She felt the smooth hardness of a potion bottle and pulled it out. If she recalled correctly, it would give her back 10 MP. Not exactly a lot, but maybe enough to save her. 

She fumbled the stopper out of the bottle and shoved the neck in her mouth. The liquid went down, burning like mouthwash. The wizard had said magic could go off, hopefully the mana potion was still good.

The wings reappeared in their full glory, stretching out on either side. Her fall turned into a dive with options. The ground rose up and then fell away as she soared back up.

This time she’d learned her lesson. She kept her altitude to a survivable height, clipping the top of bushes. The status screen was open, showing her a rapid countdown. 10 MP didn’t last long these days, but the ranch was within sight.

As she hit 1MP, she eased back and came down feet-first at a manageable speed. Then she stumbled, tripped and fell on her face.

It was an acceptable landing, no more harmful than tripping over a paving stone. Even less, since there was no one to watch and laugh.

In fact, there really was no one about. The ranch, which had been full of all forms of animals last time, was devoid of any signs of life. It looked empty and deserted. 

Britta put her backpack on. She straightened her clothing and checked the brooch to make sure it wasn’t broken. It wouldn’t have surprised her if it turned out to be a one-use item that would fall apart in her hands. It seemed to be okay. She would make sure to be more vigilant next time, and to have a lot more bottles of mana potion.

The corral where the animals had been kept had broken fences and weeds growing in it. She couldn’t tell if it had been abandoned recently or ages ago, but it was definitely not in use now. The water troughs were dry.

The ranch house had dirty windows and the door was covered in dust. If Marj was still here, she wasn’t expecting visitors. 

Somewhere around here was a save point. That was all Britta wanted to find, and then she’d be on her way. There was bound to be more to this place, an explanation for what had happened, but that was for someone else to look into. Her goal was getting to the capital.

She went up the steps to the door. The most likely place for an altar would be the main house, she assumed. Not that you would expect an altar anywhere around here. Maybe it wasn’t an altar.

There was no reason it couldn’t be something else, she was only thinking altar because that’s what she had encountered so far. Perhaps you could also save at a trading post or place of interest.

Nobody answered her knock. She hadn’t really expected anyone to, but it felt impolite not to try, just in case. She looked in through the windows. It was hard to see anything in the gloomy interior, but it appeared to be empty. No one was home.

Break a window? Kick in the door? That wouldn’t be easy. She opened her map. 

“Show me the nearest save point.”

A mark appeared on the ranch, covering most of it.

“Zoom in.”

The map expanded until she could see the house from above, and herself standing in front of it. The save point was to her right. She backed away and looked down the side of the house. There was a stone well with a little roof. 

Perfect. The well was the saving point, she didn’t even have to go inside the house. Britta walked towards it, and then stopped. Something seemed off.

“Why don’t you come closer?” said a voice. It was coming from inside the well.
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                “Erm, hello?” said Britta, her instinct to not be rude overruling her instinct to run. She didn’t move any closer to the well.

“Come over here,” said the voice. “I want to talk to you.”

The voice sounded female. It could have been Marj, the woman who used to own the ranch back when it was up and running, but it was a bit too echoey to be sure. Had she fallen down the well?

It seemed unlikely. She wouldn’t be chatting so casually if she needed medical attention.

“Okay. Just a minute.”

It was a lovely sunny day, there was no one about, no wild beasts to be wary of, so Britta shouldn’t have been all that concerned about a talking well. A chill ran down her spine.

It was hardly going to attack her, and it might even grant her a wish if she threw a coin into it… but Dad was a big fan of Japanese horror movies. J-horror, he called them. Not the sort of thing you show a young child, of course. He had waited until Britta was thirteen. Britta no longer trusted wells. She certainly wasn’t going to look down one she hadn’t been introduced to properly.

She opened her status screen. Why not just buy a saving totem and be done with it? She had only come here because it was on the way, and she didn’t want to be wasteful. No need to buy a temporary totem if there was a full-time saving point right in front of her.

The totem page of the cash shop was running a sale. It would have been very tempting, if she hadn’t been able to take whatever she wanted for free. The real problem, though, was one of delivery. Items you bought didn’t magically appear in your inventory — you didn’t have an inventory — you had to collect them from a post office or some pick-up point.

She looked up at the ranch house. It was in a pretty sorry state, with bits hanging off the eaves and cracks and holes everywhere. There should have been a shop of some kind here, a post box, along with this save point — everything a passing adventurer needed. Nothing seemed right about its current condition. What purpose did it serve? 

“Hurry up,” said the voice. “I need your help.”

Now the well was asking for her assistance. A trick? A quest? The voice didn’t sound particularly scared or distressed. It wasn’t like a child had fallen in and needed rescuing. And then, when she lowered the bucket to pull him out, she would see him crawling up the inside wall towards her like a spider.

She shuddered. J-horror was not something you could easily forget. Britta was sure she could have reported Dad for child abuse a hundred times growing up.

“Are you stuck in the well?” Britta called out from where she was. “Should I get help?”

“No, no, don’t tell anyone I’m here.” The voice sounded a little concerned now.

“Why not? What happened?”

“They came, they took everything.” There was a sob.

“Who came?” Britta edged closer. All she needed to do was touch the well. Once it was on her list of checkpoints, she could respawn here if necessary. Only if absolutely necessary.

“Those Empire scum. They said I needed a license to sell animals. Regulations. Then they set my entire stock free!”

Britta understood. The Empire was cracking down on people not paying up. That made sense. It didn’t explain how that had led to someone living at the bottom of a well.

“The soldiers aren’t here anymore,” said Britta. “You can come out, if you want.”

“No, you come here. We have to start the resistance. They’ll never find us in here, this will be our secret base.”

Another secret base. Everyone had one apart from her, it seemed. 

“There’s already a rebellion,” said Britta. “You could join them, I’m sure they’d love to have you.”

“Rebels? Ooh, I don’t know. They sound like trouble.”

They wouldn’t be very good rebels if they weren’t, thought Britta. She felt less inclined to consider the well, and its occupant, a threat. A mildly batty weirdo was what it was more likely to be.

She would go closer, touch the well, leave. It was a low-risk strategy. 

But the devs were probably big J-horror fans, too. It might seem unreasonable to make a save point also a death point, but then she also knew of instances where a treasure chest turned out to have teeth and would attack anyone who tried to open it. Such things were considered acceptable. She summoned Donald for support, just in case this situation wasn’t as low-risk as she was assuming.

Donald wandered past her towards some weeds, of which there were many. He stopped and looked up, realising where he was. This had been his home, once.

“Oh, please, just come here and talk to me. I’ve been ever so lonely.”

Donald began backing away. Britta had never seen him walk backwards before. He reversed past and stopped when he was behind her, poking his head out from under her right arm.

It wasn’t like Donald to turn down a meal of thistles and dandelions. His wariness didn’t fill Britta with confidence. She checked her map. There was another saving point at a village not too far, maybe five or so kilometres. That would take an hour at most to get to, and they were bound to have all the facilities she needed. What kind of village didn’t have a village shop and post office?

Run to the well, touch it, get on Donald, ride off. That was the plan she was thinking of putting into practice. Low risk.

She took a step forward and stopped when she heard the splash.

“If you won’t come here, I suppose I’ll have to come to you,” said the voice. It seemed to be getting louder. Or nearer. 

A hand appeared on top of the wall circling the well. It was green and puffy, with long black nails.

Britta jumped on Donald, who started running without needing to be asked.

“Don’t leave me…” called out a voice from behind. “Never leave me…”

Britta didn’t look back.
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                Britta waited until she was out on the road and a good distance from the ranch before looking back. There was no one in pursuit, as far as she could tell. She let out a sigh of relief and patted Donald on the neck.

“Good work, Donny.” The goat slowed to a slightly less frantic pace but didn’t pause to taste the roadside culinary delights as he normally would. 

Britta had failed to make the checkpoint, so she was still unable to logout. Mum had said half an hour before lunch was ready, and it had already been forty minutes, but Britta didn’t want to have to log back into the Gnome Village. 

The next available save point was in a village called Gumberlee. It wasn’t too far, but she could have flown directly towards it and bypassed the ranch altogether. She would have still run out of mana and have to land, but at least she would have been a bit closer.

It wasn’t really that much of a loss, and she had picked up some useful information: don’t go to the ranch. Even if she had been able to touch the well, she doubted she would have used it to respawn. She would be within easy reach of whatever was inside it.

The thought made her shudder. And then it made her think about the ideal way to find out what was in the well — send Dad. An excellent idea, she decided. So excellent, she couldn’t stop grinning. No, she had to play it straight. If he suspected she was sending him somewhere dangerous he would never go.

That was for later, though. Right now, she had to think of a way to get to Gumberlee as quickly as possible. Or, she had to get hold of a saving totem. 

Donald slowed to his regular ambling pace. They were out in the wilderness and it felt much safer here than back there. Britta opened up the cash shop screen and made sure she hadn’t missed anything. 

If they wanted people to buy stuff, they’d want to make it as easy as possible. She was getting a feel for how they operated, and denying players immediate gratification wasn’t their style. She couldn’t see expedited delivery prices anywhere, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t there.

“Show delivery options.”

A screen appeared she hadn’t seen before. There were, it turned out, three ways to get your goods. You could collect from your local post office. You could have them delivered for a small fee of five silver if you were within one kilometre of a post office, which just felt lazy. Or you could have them airdropped to your location, for cash.

It wasn’t very much, 1000 Rubies, which worked out to £1, but it would mount up quickly. It didn’t say what form the air-drop would take. And what if you were in the middle of a fight? What if you were in a dungeon? What if someone got to your drop before you did, could they steal your items?

There was only one way to find out, of course. First, she purchased a saving totem. The most expensive one, because why not. It would last a week, and could be used a total of three times. She had to read the description carefully to understand what that meant. 

As far as she could tell, you stuck it in the ground and you would respawn at that point. But, you could pull it out and use it again somewhere else, two more times. She wasn’t sure if that meant it would last seven days every time she planted it, or if it was seven days in total. It seemed unlikely to be available for a total of twenty-one days, but they were charging 100,000 rubies. That was £100. For that price, she was expecting it to come gold-plated and with a built-in back rub feature.

Britta chose the air-drop for delivery of her deluxe totem. Her request was accepted without need for payment, just as Lin had promised. Britta closed her screen and looked up at the empty sky. How long before she received her package? She was actually quite curious to see how it would be dropped from the air. 

They could just make it suddenly appear, of course, but she hoped they would put more effort into it. She scanned the air. Nothing. 

Something flashed in the corner of her visions, but it wasn’t a dragon with a parcel, it was her map icon flashing.

She opened the map and saw a new symbol, a picture of a box with a ribbon on it. The icon flashed a little to the left of her position. Britta guided Donald off the road and towards a ridge. It wasn’t a very steep incline, but when they reached the top, she was able to see the village. It was still a fair distance away, in the middle of a flat plain.

The parcel icon was indicating a plateau just before the ridge dropped down to the plain. There was no sign of any boxes. Donald was munching on some thorny leaves, so she had to wait a moment before he would move. They headed for the plateau, which was flat and empty. A landing pad? 

There was an extremely loud screech. Britta looked up as a large crate fell towards her. Fortunately, Donald wasn’t as transfixed by the sight as she was. He leapt out of the way.

The crate hit the ground in a cloud of dust. High above, a winged creature flew off. Britta couldn’t tell what it was. A giant eagle? With human legs? It was too high and moving too fast to be sure.

The dust settled. The crate was taller than her, with no obvious way to open it. Was she meant to break it open? She would need an axe.

There was a rumble, then one side of the crate fell open. A figure jumped out, a smartly-dressed boy with a big smile holding a small package.

“Here you go, miss.” He thrust the package into Britta’s hands and then ran off. It wasn’t clear where he was going, but he seemed to know the way. Britta watched him as he disappeared into the tall grass.

Britta tore open the plain brown wrapping. Inside was a hollow wooden tube covered in ornate carvings. There were no instructions.

She stuck it into the ground. It trembled slightly and then extended suddenly like it was a magic beanstalk. It didn’t reach up to the clouds but it did grow to a formidable size, the small tube now more like the trunk of an old oak tree.

The carvings were now much easier to see. They had looked like random designs, lines and swirls, but now they looked like stars and galaxies carved in wood. She put out her hand and brushed her fingers over the grooves and ridges. It was like feeling the night sky.It also gave her a new save point in her logging-in page with a countdown next to it. 

 She had been a little concerned someone might come along and take it while she was logged out, but no one was going to sneak off with something this big. Even chopping it down would take a fair while assuming it was possible. Could anyone use it as a save point? How was she meant to turn it back into its portable state? Did it have any other functions? All questions someone would one day answer in a wiki. Britta logged out for lunch.

            




    Bitter 444
    



    
        Bitter 444

    
    
    
    
                Lunch was half lasagne, half chicken tikka masala. Mum had discovered a lost drawer of frozen leftovers in the freezer and had shared them between the three of them. It was an unusual menu, but they were all foods Britta liked. She just had to eat them one at a time and mentally refresh her palate in between.

“Not bad,” said Dad. “You wouldn’t think food would keep this well after nine months.”

“It isn’t that long,” said Mum.

Dad took out his phone and tapped the screen a few times. “Last time we had your lasagne.” He held up the screen to show her. Mum’s eyes widened. 

“Oh, right. I didn’t realise it had been that long since I did the cooking.”

It was a testament to their relationship that Mum didn’t question her husband keeping a record of whenever she cooked. Or perhaps he liked to keep a journal of every meal he’d ever eaten. Britta wouldn’t put it past him to have an app that recorded that kind of information. He may well have written it himself.

“Britta seems to be enjoying it,” said Dad.

Britta was eating quickly so she could go back to the game. She considered the village she was approaching to be the first proper indication that she had left the starter town. She would officially be a citizen of the world, not just a townie who had never been anywhere. She was looking forward to seeing if things were different outside of Quosada.

“Don’t eat so fast,” said Mum. “I’m not sure it’s cooked all the way through. It was frozen a long time.”

“It’s fine,” said Britta. “Piping hot.” She shovelled in another mouthful of what turned out to be Indian-style chicken with pasta and cheese. They worked surprisingly well together.

“Are you rushing to get back into the game?” said Dad. “What’s going on? Have you found something interesting?”

“Magic shop,” said Britta through the food. “Only mage’s can access it. You can swap one magic item for anything in the shop.”

“What? Any item?”

“Mm hmm.”

“So, what, the shop only has low-level junk?”

“No, it’s all pretty useful stuff. I didn’t have time to go through the whole inventory — too much stuff — but you can get all sorts. Rings of resistance, skill books, wands that shoot fireballs. I didn’t know what to choose, even tried to message you for advice, but it wouldn’t let me.”

“I wasn’t in-game,” said Dad. “I was helping your mum sort out the food. Once it’s frozen, it makes the sell-by date useless.”

“Magic has a sell-by date, too,” said Britta. “That’s what the gnome wizard told me.”

“Gnome wizard? Where is this magic shop?” 

Britta spent the next ten minutes telling him about the Gnome Village and how she had ended up at the magic shop, with occasional interruptions from Mum about not talking with your mouth full and chewing before swallowing.

“He accepts any magic item for anything in his shop? Any item?” Dad was having a hard time accepting what Britta had told him. His food was still on his plate, slowly reverting to its frozen form.

“He has to think it’s interesting, not something you bought from a vendor. But he didn’t seem to care about what level it was or how powerful. You can’t access the shop unless the game lets you, though. I’m not sure you’d be able to get there.”

“We’ll see about that.” Dad bristled, like he always did when faced with a challenge. He wasn’t about to let some gnome-restricted magical warehouse stand in the way of him and his free loot upgrade.

“Don’t you have the mines to deal with?” asked Britta. That had been his main focus for the last week, although not much appeared to be happening. “I thought you were going to start a training camp for adventurers.”

“I suggested it to the kobolds,” said Dad. “They didn’t even need persuading.”

The Imperial Army had been insisting no one was qualified to go down into the lower-depths of the mine, and that they should go in first to make sure it wasn’t too dangerous. What they were really after were any powerful artefacts that might be down there. They had set up camp in the central room of the mine where the stairs were, and prevented players from going down. For their own safety.

“The kobolds are charging a small fee to induct players into the Way of the Dungeon.” He said it in an ominous tone. “The whole top floor is a training facility now, with simulated attacks and lessons on disarming traps. Empire won’t be able to stop a player once they get their diploma in dungeoneering.”

“They charge players? Do you get a cut?”

“I get a small commission. It was my idea, after all.”

Technically, it was Britta’s idea, but she didn’t say that. “You must be the richest player in the game.”

“Me? No, not even close. You remember Roger, the map guy? The one who wanted us to help him fill out the floor plan for each level? You should see him now. Swimming in gold, he is.”

Everyone played the game their own way without having to worry about doing what was expected. It was pretty cool. 

Britta finished eating and stood up. She put her plate in the sink and rubbed her belly. It had tasted fine going down, but she hoped the different sauces wouldn’t react badly sitting in her stomach.

“This underground gnome dwelling,” said Dad, “it’s just off the main road to the capital?”

“Yes, but I only know about the hole entrance, and I’m not even sure you’d be able to fit into it. There’s probably a proper entrance if you look around. There’s no guarantee you’ll be able to find a way into the magic shop, though.”

“No guarantee other than my decades of experience beating games no one thought it was possible to beat.” His chest was so puffed up it was a wonder he didn’t float out of his chair.

“Oh, you should go to the abandoned ranch first. It’s just off the main road, you can’t miss it. There’s a saving point there, an old well. Probably be easier if you use it as a base if you’re going to look for the Gnome Village.”

“Right. Good idea. Thanks.”

Britta left before he got suspicious of the grin she was finding it hard to suppress.
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                Britta went to the bathroom, took care of her necessities and decided to brush her teeth and wash her face for good measure. Even though her body didn’t do anything while she was in the game, it still felt like it to her brain. No harm in pushing the message in the opposite direction — a refreshed body helping to clear her mind.

She lay down on her bed and put the helmet back on, and hoped she wouldn’t respawn somewhere weird this time. If the totem didn’t work properly, she wouldn’t even be able to ask for a refund. That was one of the problems with free stuff, you weren’t in a position to demand your money’s worth.

When she opened her eyes, she was on the plateau with the totem looming over her. There were a couple of fluffy white clouds in the sky now, but it was still a baking hot afternoon. 

The totem was supposed to be reusable. She could apparently shrink it back to its original size and take it to the next place she wanted to save her progress. A quick examination failed to reveal a control panel or handy big/small switch.

It was things like this that were most frustrating about the game. Some instructions were repeated incessantly when they didn’t need to be mentioned even once, while others were assumed to be obvious when they very definitely weren’t.

Having been through this problem a number of times, though, it had become apparent that most of the time it ended up being a matter of just speaking up.

“Totem shrink.” Nothing happened to the totem. “Totem deactivate. Totem unplug.” It felt like there was a word for returning the totem to its more convenient size, but she couldn’t quite remember it. “Totem minimise.”

A thesaurus would have been handy. She considered checking the cash shop to see if they sold them. The idea of selling books — the kind with stories, not magic spells — actually wasn’t a bad one. Music, movies, any kind of digital content could be made available here, they’d just have to find a way to make it work with the lore of this world. And a world with magic could have any lore you wanted.

She tried numerous other commands to get the totem to revert and was slowly coming to the decision that she would have to leave it here. It wasn’t like she couldn’t order another one when she needed it. The thought of just getting a new totem every time she wanted to make a save felt wrong and wasteful, but Britta assumed she would eventually get used to behaving in such a decadent manner.

“Totem return.” The totem flashed with a red light and then fell on the ground in its original form. Britta was both relieved and annoyed. She’d literally thought about how to return the totem to its original size but never said the word.

She put the totem in her backpack, and at the same time realised she should have ordered a magic bag when she got the totem. Next time.

Having wasted half an hour faffing about, she summoned Donald with extra determination to get things done and accomplish her goals. First, the village and a quick look to see what kind of place it was. Hopefully the permanent save point there wouldn’t have any issues, or occupants. 

Donald, however, was in no hurry to get anywhere, and they ambled down the slope on the other side of the ridge. She tried to get him to hurry up, but that only encouraged him to take his time even more. He kept stopping to sample the vegetation.

Britta had to take a deep breath and remind herself she wasn’t here to prove anything, she could just enjoy a nice day out. Getting frustrated and annoyed over trivial matters had always been an issue for her. She needed to take a chill pill. Cash shop?

By the time they reached the grassy plain, Britta had managed to change her attitude enough to no longer feel quite so tense over nothing. Rather than discovering a new world, she was discovering a new Britta. One who didn’t breathe heavily through her nose whenever things didn’t go according to plan.

The village was an hour or so away, and Donald was in no mood to run if he didn’t have something horrible chasing him. Britta let herself get in sync with the game, rather than the other way around. She was feeling relaxed and at ease when she heard the voices drifting towards her. 

The grass was a bit too tall and the ground a little to uneven to let her see what was up ahead, but it sounded like people rather than monsters. They were calling out to each other. 

“Over here.”

“I found another one.”

Britta remembered that a mount would be considered very unusual by other players, and she didn’t want to attract too much attention, so she dismissed Donald. Or rather she got off and left him devouring a patch of something green and prickly. 

She could have just avoided the direction the voices were coming from, but that would mean making her journey even longer, and she was actually curious to see what they were doing in the middle of a field.

From the top of the next rise, she saw maybe five or six figures running around carrying twigs, branches and armfuls of grass. She had no idea what they were up to.

“Careful!”

Britta looked down at the source of the voice. A young woman with braided hair the colour of straw and wearing a green outfit that blended into the grass verge she was sitting on. She was weaving what looked like a net. “Don’t fall in the hole.”

“What ho—” Britta fell in a hole.

It was big enough to swallow her, but she put out her arms and only fell to her waist. Her legs kicked at empty air.

“Hold on,” said the woman as she grabbed Britta by the back of her collar and dragged her out.

“Thanks,” said Britta. She looked up at her saviour, who was tall and slender, with pointed ears. A name tag hovered over her head. “Thank you, Redwall.”

“Call me Red. And you’re welcome, B.” She pulled out a sword and pointed the sharp end at Britta. “Now, what are you doing here, and what do you know about the guardvark?”
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                Britta would have expected to feel nervous with the pointy end of a sword pointed at her face, but she didn’t particularly feel anything. Not nervous, not scared, not even angry.

It was odd. She understood that this was a perilous situation for her, had a very good idea of what it was like poked by a sword, but there was no heart racing, no blood pounding.

She had faced this kind of situation before, so maybe she was just used to it. What she wondered was what would happen if something of this nature happened in the real world? Not with a sword, and certainly not one held by an elf, but if a mugger pulled a knife on her, would she panic like a normal human being or be as calms she was now?

It seemed very unlikely she could transfer her experience from this world to the real one. On a very deep level, her brain knew this wasn’t real. If she was killed here, it meant nothing. The same could not be said if she’d been in a dark alley round the back of a cinema. Fake death she could take in her stride, a real life stabbing made her shudder just thinking about it.

“What’s a guardvark?” said Britta. 

“You really don’t know?” said Red. The end of her sword dipped. 

“No. Is it, like, an aardvark that guards treasure?”

“Yes!” said Red, raising the sword so it was level with Britta’s nose once more.

She shouldn’t have tried so hard to guess correctly. It was all the revising she’d been doing lately, her mind had been trained to find answers.

“That was a guess, from the name. I didn’t think the devs would be that obvious.”

Red lowered the sword again. “I believe you. Sorry, we’ve had some problems with other groups trying to take our quests away from us.”

“Yeah, I had some people pretend they wanted to be my friends, but they just wanted an item I’d found. It makes you a bit sad when that sort of thing happens, doesn’t it?”

Britta was also finding it easier to talk to people. She didn’t want this person to like her or include her in any plans for fun and adventure. She had her own plans, assuming she could avoid falling down any more holes.

Red sat down again, picking up the net she’d dropped when she helped Britta. She pulled it up to her waist and began fiddling with it again.

“This is a quest, is it?” asked Britta. The people out in the field were running around for no obvious purpose.

“It was a hidden quest we found in Gumberlee. Once you find a hidden quest, it isn’t available to anyone else. That’s why people try to take it away from you. Or they wait until you get the reward and try to steal it.”

Britta wasn’t surprised by what Red was saying. Not even a little bit.

“How do you find a hidden quest? Just by luck, or do you have to get it by asking the right person the right question?” Her own experience with getting NPCs to tell her things made her think maybe the game had incorporated the idea of hard to trigger dialogue trees to give rare and unusual quests.

“Grismane found it in a book. That’s him there.” She pointed at a large bearded man with an axe strapped to his back. It was nearly as big as he was. In his arms, he carried logs. He ran to where another man was pointing, and dropped some of them. Then he ran toward where a woman was pointing.

“What are they doing?” asked Britta.

“Filling in the holes,” said Red. “They’re all over this meadow. We’re going to block them apart from two, and start a fire near one and use the smoke to drive the guardvark out of this one.” She pointed at the hole Britta had fallen into. “Then we catch it with this.” She held up the net like it was a dress.

“I see,” said Britta. It was quite a complicated plan, but if it worked, they would avoid bloodshed. Unless they planned to hack the guardvark to pieces once they’d caught it. “But I don’t get how that helps you find the treasure. It’s buried underground?”

“Yes, but we have… I can’t really say, but we have something prepared.”

“Oh, right. The hidden quest tells you how.”

“Yes. Sorry, I can’t say anything else.”

“No, I understand,” said Britta. “Good luck.” They seemed to have their adventure nicely planned. Hopefully, the reward would be worth it. “I’ll leave you to it then. The people at the village, they’re nice?”

“Yes, very. You should go to the tavern, well, they only have one so you don’t have much choice. It’s called the Gentle Radish. The owner’s Fadway. He gives out some good information and tips, especially if you get him drunk.”

Britta wasn’t sure she wanted to get into a drinking contest with the man. “And is there a post office?”

“Yes. Enoreen runs it. She might give you a quest if you’re lucky.”

It sounded more and more like the ideal place for a short visit. “And there’s a church, with an altar?”

Red nodded. “The priest’s called Father Father. A glitch, I think. You can ignore him and use the altar.”

Britta stood up. “Is it alright if I just go around the edge? I don’t want to get in anyone’s way.”

Red pulled a face. “Hmm, might be safer if you go down the middle. We’ve checked it for holes already, so you won’t have to worry about falling in. I’ll just tell the others. Wait here a sec.”

Britta was happy to lie back down and stare up at the clouds passing overhead. It was very peaceful, and the clouds were shaped like fantasy creatures without making it too obvious. The unicorn above her changed into a narwhal and then a mermaid in just the few seconds she was watching.

She sat up and watched Red talking to her friends. There was always the chance they would try something unpleasant. Attack her for no reason, or prevent her going to the village. But they looked too busy.

Britta glanced at the hole near her. She leaned across and peered into it. The poor little guardvark was about to get a very rude surprise. She made a light to see how deep the hole went, careful to keep it out of sight.

Something moved down there. A white disc with a black centre appeared. She realised it was an eye, filling the entire hole.

The ground under her rumbled. She jumped to her feet and started running. It wasn’t a choice, it was pure instinct.

The others saw her, and looked confused.

“Run,” shouted Britta. “Guardvark’s coming. You’re going to need a bigger net.” She ran past them as the Guardvark burst out of the ground.
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                Britta’s short legs were not built for speed. She thrashed through the grass, doing her best not to stumble into any holes. Behind her, the guardvark had emerged from its underground lair. It didn’t look like an aardvark, it was more like an armadillo. A big, hairy, screaming armadillo. 

The earth shook as it broke through the turf. It was about the size of a house. Not a big house. Cottage-sized. A small home with legs and armour-plating.

The shrieking noise was painful but it got the message across. The guardvark wasn’t happy with trespassers on its patch.

The others were soon running past Britta. They hadn’t been ready for something like this, Britta could tell. They probably thought they were dealing with a small to medium critter. There was no indication from any of them that making a stand might be an option. They didn’t even have their weapons drawn.

Britta was quickly at the rear, which meant she was first in line for the guardvark’s wrath. She looked over her shoulder and saw it rolling towards her. 

It had curled into a wheel, the armour forming a protective tire around its circumference, and was spinning across the field. It was a completely unrealistic form of attack. How could it see where it was going?

There was no time to debate the accuracy of the game’s behavioural algorithms. Britta dived out of the way as the behemoth thundered past. The ground shook. The guardvark circled around for another pass. Britta hoped her size would help keep her from becoming a target. 

The others had also dived out of the way, but were now back on their feet and running. Britta waited for a second so the guardvark had time to notice them. She planned to make a break for it when its attention was elsewhere. Which was a rather callous attitude to take, but then this was a matter of survival, and survival was all about common sense. She had the shortest legs, so she made the worst decoy.

They were running towards a clump of bushes on the right side of the field. It wouldn’t offer much protection from being squished, but it might hide them from view.

Britta realised that would leave her exposed. She got up and ran after them, bent over so her head didn’t show over the tall grass. 

The guardvark had unfurled itself on the far side and was making lots of angry noises. Did it have an attack pattern like most giant monsters in a game? That might help. It was a big open field with not a lot of cover. Getting to the other side would leave her open to being trampled, but if there were phases of screaming and bellowing, it might give her enough time to get clear.

She made it to the bushes just as the guardvark rolled up again and started to zoom around. She landed on her stomach and scrambled into the undergrowth. 

The others were lying in a row ahead of her, peeking out between branches. 

“Whose brilliant idea was this?” said a woman whose name tag Britta couldn’t see.

“What do you mean? It was your idea,” said the bearded guy called Grismane.

“You never said it was going to be this big.”

“It didn’t say anything about size in the book. I assumed—”

“You assumed, you assumed. Look at it!”

“Hey, cut it out,” said Redwall. “If it’s that big, think how much treasure it must be guarding.”

There was a moment’s silence as they considered her words.

“Excuse me,” said Britta. They all turned with startled looks, practically rolling on top of each other. None of them had drawn weapons, though.

“Oh, it’s you,” said Red. “I thought you’d been flattened.”

“No, I’m fine,” said Britta.

“Who is she?” said the annoyed woman. “Did she do something to piss off the guardvark?”

“I told you,” said Red, “she’s just on her way to Gumberlee.”

“Doesn’t mean she didn’t set that thing on us.”

“No way,” said Grismane. “It’s attracted to shiny objects, that’s all. It probably sensed our gear or something.”

Britta had stuck her light down the guardvark’s hole, had that set the guardvark off? She decided it was probably best not to bring it up.

“Hey, you’re real small,” said Grismane. “I bet you could fit into one of those holes.”

“What good would that do?” said the woman whose name Britta could now see was Gemma. Not very fantastical.

“If we keep it busy up here,” said Grismane, “she can go down and find the treasure. You’d be interested for an equal share, right?”

Britta didn’t like the sound of that. “Actually, I—”

“And then what?” said Red. “How is she going to bring it out?”

“One thing at a time. We just need to pacify the beast.”

“But I don’t want to—”

“What did it say in the book about how to pacify it?” said Gemma.

“It didn’t say anything.”

“Are you sure?”

“I can check if you want. Go distract it and I’ll run back to the village and look it up in the book.”

“Don’t get sarcastic with me.”

They were too engrossed in their own issues to worry about Britta. She had no interest in their hidden quest, and she has no intention of spelunking for treasure. 

“Hey,” shouted someone from the far end of the bushes. “I think it’s coming this way.”

“Just stay calm and wait for it to pass,” said Grismane. “It doesn’t know we’re here.”

“No, it’s going to get us. The hell with this.” A man jumped to his feet and ran out into the field. It didn’t strike Britta as the greatest plan. 

“What are you doing? You’ll get killed.”

“Now’s your chance,” he shouted back. “Get away while you can.”

The guardvark had been rolling in their general direction, but the shouting had attracted it toward the runner. Now it was on a collision course with him. 

The others didn’t move, they just watched. Britta got up without anyone noticing, and made a break for it. There was a line of hedges on the far side, if she could get there while the guardvark was distracted, she could call Donald and head for the village. It was now or never.

The ground fell away from her as she fell into a hole, the surprise making her forget to stick out her arms. She slid into the dark.

            




    Bitter 448
    



    
        Bitter 448

    
    
    
    
                The fall went from straight down to an angle closer to forty-five degrees. She hit her bum hard and started sliding. The shaft grew bigger — she could tell because her hands couldn’t reach the walls on either side. 

It was too dark to see anything, and she was too busy trying to dig her fingers into the ground to slow herself down to be able to cast a ball of light. She doubted she’d see anything of interest. More to the point, it might reveal her presence to whatever else might be down here.

It was a bit like a water slide except instead of water, there was a lot of dirt and dust. She kept her mouth tightly shut so she didn’t swallow any of it.

The ground under her was surprisingly compact and smooth. She was moving very quickly, in fact she was speeding up. Britta tried her best to slow her descent using her hands and feet but it didn’t appear to be making any difference.

She decided to stop trying and to enjoy the ride. She leaned back like she was in one of those Winter Olympic events where people slid down an ice track at ridiculous speeds. 

The hole she’d fallen down was nowhere near big enough for a creature the guardvark’s size, but this shaft was. Were the holes on the surface for ventilation? Or did the guardvark stick its long snout out to sniff up prey from the meadow above? Seeing the guardvark’s nose sticking out of the ground like a periscope would have been very odd, if that was how it hunted.

Britta felt herself slow down. It had only been a ride of a few seconds but she had managed to fit in terror, panic, surrender and even a little delight into that time. Deciding to go with it and not fighting all the way down had made it a lot more enjoyable, alongside the dread of something terrible waiting for her at the bottom. 

Of course, it was easy enough to label the way she had handled things as correct when she didn’t end up in a pit of spikes. It was more luck than judgement, so no point getting cocky. Next time could go the other way.

She had come to a stop. She sensed she was in an even bigger tunnel now. The air around her had a more spread out quality to it. There was a distant rumbling from far above. The guardvark was still rolling around up top, Britta could feel the vibrations. 

Britta opened her status screen which lit up her legs and the ground she was sitting on, but not much else. She hadn’t taken any fall damage, which was good. She had 5 MP, which was less good. Her light spell cost 5 MP per hour.

Mana recovered over time, but Britta had no idea at what rate. She usually didn’t use enough magic for it to be an issue. There was always enough for whatever she needed, until recently. The flying brooch had completely messed up the delicate balance between the amount of mana she produced and the random way she cast spells without thinking about it.

The shade would have been useful around about now, but he cost even more. She couldn’t summon him without at least 10 MP. Did she really have to start managing her resources like Dad? Making spreadsheets and constantly updating it wasn’t her idea of a fun time. It was Dad’s idea of heaven.

She didn’t really have a choice but to cast another ball of light. Wherever this was, she’d need to be able to see if she wanted to get out. Assuming there was a way out. She regretted not leaving the totem where it was, she could have logged out and then logged back on the plateau. It wasn’t like she couldn’t afford to do it, but did she really want to play the game like that? Leave hundreds of saving totems littered around the world so she always had somewhere nearby to respawn?

Of course, these things are easy to be principled about when you aren’t stuck in a hole in the ground. She made a ball of light. 

She as in a cavern with several openings leading off it, each big enough to accommodate a guardvark. There could be dozens of them down here.

Britta had one hour before the spell stopped working. Exploring each tunnel would force her to rely on luck again. It felt like there should be a simpler, more logical way to approach this. She moved from one opening to the next, taking in deep breaths through her nose. In her mind, she had imagined the smell of air would be different in the tunnel leading to a way out — fresher air or the scent of water or something. They all smelled the same, dank and musty.

As she made her way around to the other side of the cavern, she saw a mound earth and grass packed together to form a small hill. The light from her ball reflected off it here and there. Britta had been too engrossed in tunnel-sniffing to pay it much attention, but now that she was close, she could see there were gems embedded in the hill slopes. Had she found the guardvark’s treasure?

It wasn’t like the mountains of gold you expected to find in a dragon’s lair. These were dirty gemstones stuck inside a pile of mud. At least, she hoped it was mud. The guardvark could be sucking up gems from the surface and pooping them out down here.

As she walked around the mound, checking for more sparkling bits, digging at them with her fingernails to get them out, she realised the hill had a hole on top. It was a bit too high for her to see into, so she clambered up the side to get a better look. The real treasure could be inside.

She stuck the ball of light in her pocket, which muted the glow considerably, clawed her way up and grabbed onto the lip. She peered into the hole, but she couldn’t really see anything. With some awkward twisting and turning, while doing her best not to lose her grip, Britta got the ball of light out of her pocket.

Inside the hill of gems were three baby guardvarks. 

They were about the size of dogs and undeniably cute. They looked up at Britta, or to be more accurate, at the light, and stood up on their hind legs to try and reach it. Their arms and little snouts waved around as Britta moved the light from side to side.

“Hey. Hi. Look at you.”

She leaned over the edge to pet one. Not really advisable with wild animals, but she couldn’t resist; they didn’t seem to be frightened of her at all. She tapped on one the nose and it fell back and started crying.

“No, no, shh, shh. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it.” She reached down to try and console them, lost her balance and fell in.

The other two joined in the crying. 

Something changed. The vibrations had stopped. There was no rumbling overhead. The crying got louder as Britta tried to distract them with her ball of light. The ground began to shake in earnest as momma came to see what had upset her babies.
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                Britta tried to get out, but the walls were too high. She was also panicking a little, which made it hard to keep calm and work her way up. The nest wasn’t even that big, there was no way the adult guardvark could fit in here with the babies, it was more of a nursery. Britta tried again to get the distressed guardvarks to calm down as the sounds of their mother’s approach continued to get louder.

Britta was well aware of the situation she was in, she had seen this scenario played out in books and movies plenty of times. The hero encounters a wild and savage beast ready to kill out of sheer malice, but then it turns out to be a mother protecting its cubs. Everyone instantly acknowledges the complete reasonableness of this behaviour. That’s what the momma bear is supposed to do.

It didn’t feel so reasonable when you were on the other end of that protective rage, especially when you meant no harm.

Still, even Britta could appreciate the way it looked. She was a threat in the guardvark’s home, whether she intended it or not. What to do?

There had been a similar situation with the gryphon, and Britta had made the wrong decision then. Threatening the gryphon’s eggs had given her the upper hand, but it had also made relations a lot worse. And she felt terrible about what she’d done afterwards. 

She picked up the guardvark crying the loudest, the one whose nose she had booped, and cradled it in her arms. She rocked it like a baby and scratched its tummy. She dropped her ball of light for the other two to play with. They calmed down a little.

If the baby guardvarks stopped their pitiful wails, would the mother go away? Probably not. She’d still want to investigate what the commotion was about. She was, of course, assuming it was the mother, it might be the father. No reason it couldn’t be, other than the devs being mostly male and having demonstrated relentlessly that they preferred to use stereotypes whenever possible. Although N-28 also had some influence, and Britta had no idea what his gender politics were like. Her social studies teacher would have a lot to say on the matter. He was a male feminist, which Britta knew because of the large poster behind his desk telling everyone.

“Hey, come on now. No need to be upset.” She did her best to sound soothing as she rocked the guardvark in her arms to sleep. The other two sniffed around the ball of light.

There was a sound of movement in the cavern. Heavy footsteps. Britta dismissed the light and sat down in the dark. Little snouts prodded at her and the other guardvark babies tried to crawl into her arms to join their sibling. She let them get onto her lap as best she could. The adult guardvark was less likely to attack her if she was covered in babies, Britta decided.

The footsteps grew closer. There was a lot of sniffing going on outside. Britta hugged the guardvarks, more for her own comfort than theirs. They began purring.

The darkness was both a cause for concern and a source of solace. It felt safer to be unseen, but she couldn’t see what was coming, either. Part of her preferred it that way, but that was the part she was constantly trying to overcome. She should have the guts to face her fears and she wanted to, if only they didn’t scare her so much.

The darkness was false security at best. The guardvarks lived down here, were used to operating in pitch black conditions. The mother (or father) guardvark would know she was in the nest. Hiding here was like being a kid who covered their own eyes when trying not to be found.

There was something moving around above her, sniffling and snuffling like it had allergies. Two large globes of orange light appeared, glowing softly. After a couple of seconds to get used to the dim lighting, Britta realised they were eyes.

“What,” said the guardvark in a low but distinctly female voice, “are you doing?”

“You can talk?” It was a dumb thing to say, but Britta was too surprised to say anything intelligent. “I mean, nothing. They were crying and I tried to get them to stop.” She held up the one in her arms to show. It had fallen asleep — Britta hoped it didn’t look like it was dead. The orange eyes continued to glow accusingly at her. “I fell down a hole.”

The ‘I fell down a hole’ excuse was starting to become Britta’s standard explanation for why she was where she wasn’t meant to be. Her size made it seem plausible.

“Come out here,” said the guardvark.

“I can’t,” said Britta. “The walls are too high.”

A snaking proboscis entered the nest and wrapped itself around Britta. She didn’t fight it. Enjoy the ride, she told herself, and let’s hope it doesn’t end in her mouth.

The guardvark lowered Britta to the ground. The light from her eyes was enough to see clearly, even better than her own light ball. She could see right across the cavern. She still had one guardvark in her arms, and two clinging to her by snouts wrapped around her clothing like a baby’s fist grabbing a mother’s shirt.

“Put them down,” said the mother.

“Are you going to eat me if I do?” As long as she had baby guardvark’s attached to her, it was pretty unlikely the mother would harm her.

“I don’t eat gnomes,” said the mother. She made it sound like an insult, like gnomes weren’t good enough for her dinner table. Now was not the time to take offence, Britta decided.

“Okay. So, I’ll put the babies down and leave. No hard feelings?”

“You came here to rob me,” said the guardvark.

“Who me? No, I fell down a hole, I told you. I’m not a treasure hunter like those other people.” She bit her tongue. She hadn’t meant to throw the others under the bus like that. “I mean, I don’t know them. I was just passing through on my way to the next village when I—”

“Fell down a hole,” the guardvark finished for her. She didn’t sound convinced.

“Yes, really I did.” Why was sounding truthful so hard when she was actually telling the truth?

Britta tried to put the baby in her arms on the ground. It struggled in its sleep to stay where it was. Britta looked up into the twin spotlights with an apologetic smile. “She’s a bit clingy.”

“He.”

“Sorry, he.” She tried again and the baby woke up and started crying. It sounded surprisingly human. Britta tried to hold the baby out for the mother to take.

“Don’t give him to me,” said the guardvark. “He isn’t mine.”

“These aren’t your children?” said Britta.

“No. They’re orphans. I’ve been trying to look after them, but they haven’t really taken to me. They seem to like you, though. Seems like you’ll have to raise them.”
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                “Me?” said Britta. “That’s not my job.”

“It’s not a job to raise a child, it’s a privilege,” said the guardvark. Quite smugly, Britta thought.

“Three children at the same time is not a privilege,” said Britta, “it’s a nightmare. I’m not even the same species as them. You are.”

“I don’t see what that has to do with anything,” said the guardvark, transitioning from smug to superior. “A child needs love and nurturing, it doesn’t matter where it comes from.”

“Then it can come from you, can’t it?”

“I’m not the maternal type,” said the guardvark.

“Neither am I!” said Britta a little too loudly. The baby in her arms woke with a startled look, hiccupped, and then snuggled back into the crook of Britta’s elbow.

“It seems you are. They’ve taken to you, in any case, so the point is moot, wouldn’t you say?”

“No, I would not,” said Britta, transitioning herself from dismayed to annoyed. It was like the game was trying to corner her into taking a quest, whether she wanted to or not. And this particular quest she definitely did not want. What was she supposed to do, carry three armour-plated babies with her wherever she went? It wasn’t practical.

She expected a quest screen to pop up, offering her the chance to raise the baby guardvarks as her loyal pets or something. She wanted the screen to pop up so she could hit the No button. 

It didn’t matter how the game decided to punish her for not playing along, this was not tenable.

“How am I even supposed to take care of them? I don’t know what they eat or what they need, and I don’t live in a hole in the ground. You are clearly the better option for them.” And for me, Britta thought.

“It’s not so hard, just insects and small rodents. Catch them and leave them for them to find. They’ll think it’s a game.”

“What do you mean ‘catch them’. I don’t know how to catch small animals. And even if I did, I wouldn’t want to. I’m not a guardvark.”

Still no screen. If this wasn’t a quest, what was it? A bloody liberty, that’s what.

“I’ve had quite enough of this.” Britta turned to put the baby down but there wasn’t anywhere convenient. If she placed it on the ground, it would just wake up and start bawling again.

She would have liked to have put all of the young guardvarks back in their nursery, but it was too high, and she wasn’t about to throw them.

“Why did you make this so awkward? Couldn’t you have put in a door?”

The guardvark swished an arm at the mound of earth and sliced an opening into it. Her claws were very sharp. 

Britta shuffled closer, babies clinging to both legs, and put down the one in her arms, quickly followed by scooping up the others one by one and pushing them in. The familiarity of their surroundings, and maybe the glinting gems in the walls, seemed to keep them calm.

The guardvark swatted a paw at the mound, and the gap disappeared. 

Britta was free of her burden at last, but now she had the guardvark to deal with. 

“How do I get out of here?” she said in the most forceful and confident manner possible. If she took the position of the person being wronged, maybe the guardvark would think that was the case. It was a long shot.

“Dig your way out,” said the guardvark. “Good luck.”

At least she wasn’t being threatened directly. But it would take a lot of work to crawl up one of the tunnels, even if she knew which one to take. She could log out, but she would have the same problem as before — she’d have to log back into the Church of Roha.

She really should have left the saving totem where it was. Britta took it out of her backpack and stuck it in the ground. It quickly grew to its full size. The guardvark didn’t react to it in any way, it just stood there, bathing Britta in the glow of its orange eyes.

“This isn’t fair,” said Britta. “You can’t force people to do what you want, the whole point of life is to be able to make your own choices. Some people are going to just go along with what you want, I know that. You’ll make it fun and rewarding and they won’t notice they're being pushed along a track with no way to get off, but you’re just limiting what they can do because it’s easier to manage.” She wasn’t really talking to the guardvark at this point. She knew the person pulling the strings was N-28. 

“The children need you,” said the guardvark. “Are you really going to let them down?”

How was this a fun gaming experience? She was being emotionally blackmailed by an AI. 

“They need what’s best for them. You. If you find it hard, learn how to be better, don’t pass off responsibility onto someone else like it’s an old dress you don’t want taking up space in your wardrobe. You will take care of these babies and you’ll do it because raising a child isn’t something you should allow someone less capable than yourself to do if you can possibly help it. And also because if you don’t, I’m going to tell every adventurer I can find about all the treasure you have down here and how to get to it.”

The guardvark’s spotlight-eyes flickered. 

Britta felt quite shaken. She’d spoken from the heart, driven not so much by the desire to see the young guardvarks taken care of — they weren’t even real — but by her frustration at being pushed around by the game AI. Even if she’d been offered a quest she found interesting, that didn’t make it okay to make it compulsory. This had to stop now.

“It doesn’t matter if you think it’s for the best, you don’t have the right to dictate how I act or the choices I make, even if it would turn out better for me. I decide, not you. Using bribery and blackmail might be effective, but it isn’t going to work on me. It’ll just make me think less of you.” She took a breath. “I’m going to log out, and when I come back I want you to have thought about what I said.” She didn’t bother to act like this wasn’t a game. She knew they were beyond that.

The guardvark didn’t say anything. Britta logged out. She woke up on her bed and burst into tears.
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                Britta wasn’t really upset, it was more the frustration and general overbearing nature of the game that was getting to her. She also had cramps, which wasn’t helping.

Once the initial explosion of tears subsided, she felt a lot better. Better out than in, as Dad was fond of saying; although usually after expelling gas in the most disgusting manner possible.

She got off the bed, dried her eyes and went to the bathroom. Washing her face was enough to bring her back to a more rational state of mind. It was a game, not her real life. It was just that the similarities were starting to get a bit disturbing.

Britta decided it would be best to take a break. Call it a day and go back in tomorrow. If she felt like it.

All she had wanted to do was have a look around, visit a few interesting places, maybe admire the view. Why couldn’t the game leave her to it?

“It sounds like they’re trying to make you the hero of the story,” said Dad after she told him what had happened.

“But I don’t want to be the hero.”

“Not just you, it probably tries to do that for everyone.” He was sitting in the front room with his feet up, watching football, so his attention was divided while he pretended it wasn’t. Nerds weren’t supposed to like sports, but it was just playing them they objected to. Watching on television was more about stats and figures most of the time, and remembering something that happened twenty years ago in a match that meant absolutely nothing. “It makes everyone feel like they’re the hero of their own story, like they’re in a movie. It’s what everyone dreams of.”

He shifted around on the sofa so he faced her. Talking about his theories on why games did this or that was even more appealing than watching a bunch of grown men run around a field trying to kick an innocent ball.

“In a book or movie, all the interesting things happen to the main character. Wherever they go, boom, actions stations. It’s very convenient, but nobody complains about it because it would just be boring otherwise. If James Bond had a really interesting mission every twenty years or so, and a more normal life as an assassin for Her Majesty in between — you know, paperwork, going to office parties, complaining about how he needs a new gun but there’s no money in the budget — no one would bother to see his movies. The main character becomes the focal point for everything of potential interest that happens, that’s the job, that’s the convention.”

“If you want that kind of life,” said Britta, “that’s fine. But I don’t. I wouldn’t want people watching my every move to see what I do and how badly I mess it up. James Bond has a bunch of writers making sure he stops the bomb with one second to go.”

“Seven seconds to go,” said Dad. “Zero zero seven seconds, to be accurate.”

“There isn’t anyone making sure you win in the game. Dying over and over and coming back until you win isn’t life-like, is it? You’re just tricking yourself into thinking you’re a winner.” 

“True,” agreed Dad, turning back to the game. “But it makes things a bit more interesting than wandering around aimlessly. Maybe you could ask them to turn it off for you? It might be on a sliding scale and they just have you pegged as someone who should get as much attention as possible, because they want to keep you happy.”

Britta hadn’t thought of it like that. Did they think they were doing her a favour by having the game pester her at every turn? Hadn’t she made it abundantly clear she wasn’t interested in their attempts to sign her up for a quest?

It was possible, though. Britta couldn’t participate in the regular dungeons and skirmishes, so how else were they going to keep her busy? What they didn’t realise was that she had no interest in any of it.

They could have assumed it was just the kind of quest they were giving her that she didn’t like. Offering her different types, including rearing children, might be their way of trying to establish the sort of thing she was into. She was a girl, so maybe something nurturing? She could imagine a bunch of bearded men in shorts and sandals discussing it.

Maybe she had been unfair on N-28. He might simply be following orders. 

“It’s not so bad, is it?” said Mum. She was in the corner armchair reading a book. It was a thick one with a unrealistically painted topless man on the cover. “It’s good practice for you. Learn how to say no. People are always going to try to get you to do things you don’t want to. ‘Come on, Sarah, it’s only an alcopop,’ and the next thing you know you’re naked, riding a police horse through St James Park at two in the morning. What?”

“Something you want to tell us, love?” said Dad.

“It was just an example,” said Mum.

“You said, ‘Come on, Sarah,’” said Britta.

“It’s a very common name. The first one that came to mind, that’s all.”

Britta exchanged a look with Dad.

Mum did have a point, once Britta got past the horrifying image now in her mind. Just hoping the harassment would stop wasn’t going to get her anywhere. It might be a machine she was having problems with, but it was controlled by people, and they could twiddle their knobs and make the game stop being so pushy. 

Preferential treatment? Absolutely. If she couldn’t get special dispensation, then who could?

Britta went back upstairs with a fresh determination to put her foot down. She wasn’t going to let herself be bullied into logging in for her obligatory twelve minutes and then logging out again. She would decide how long she wanted to be in New World and how she wished to play.

She lay back down on her bed, only twenty minutes after being sure she wouldn’t do so again until tomorrow. She could call up Lin or contact Dr Reedy, but she didn’t want to have to do that everytime the game acted off with her. She’d deal with it herself. Teeth gritted, she went back in.

She was in the cavern, next to the saving totem, alone. There was no one else there. She made a ball of light and looked around. The mound was a pile of rubble. There was no sign of the guardvark and family.
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                It looked like no one had been here in a long time, but Britta was hardly an expert on subterranean living. Maybe this was how it always looked. She increased the light, hoping to see the exit. She still had to find her way to the surface. 

Her light wasn’t going to last long, and she didn’t want to be wandering around without it. The beauty and visual wonder that made this world so amazing didn’t make much difference in the dark.

She checked her MP to see how long she had and was surprised to find the gauge was full. Completely full.

Logging out did start to refill the amount of mana you had, but she’d been gone for less than half an hour. There was no way it should have refilled that quickly. 

An apology from the game for harassing her? That didn’t seem very likely, but if the game had listened to her and finally taken no for an answer, giving her a full tank of magic might be a reasonable mea culpa. 

There was no way to tell, and it didn’t really matter. She had to find way out, get to the next village, and then take it from there. Whatever the reason for her good fortune, she’d had enough bad fortune in the game that she felt she deserved the gift, whatever the source. She summoned the shade.

“Can you find me a way to the surface?”

The shade drifted from side to side. “You visit the most interesting places.”

“It wasn’t my idea. I keep trying to get to the big city, and someone keeps forcing me off the path.”

“Just a way out, is it? No scouring the area for deadly foes?”

“A way out that isn’t too steep will do just fine.”

The shade nodded in its own inimitable way and then drifted off. Britta opened her map and watched as the tunnels appeared on it. After about ten minutes, the shade returned. 

“Found it. Not far from here there’s an underground river. If you follow it, there’s an opening. You might get a bit wet.”

“Great. Thank you.” Things were going more smoothly than she had anticipated. The next thing to decide was whether to leave the totem here or take it with her. If something were to happen to her, she wouldn’t mind a safety net. Respawning here wouldn’t be so bad. It was secluded enough that no one would notice, assuming the guardvark wasn’t coming back. The village of Gumberlee wasn’t too far, she should be able to make it there without needing to make another save on the way. She decided to leave it here. 

The route to the underground river was marked on her map. It took a few minutes of trudging through the tunnels before she heard it, and another five minutes until she was standing next to the rushing water. 

There was enough room on either side to work as a footpath, like walking alongside a canal. It got noisier as she approached an opening heavily covered with vines so hardly any light was getting in. That was most likely why people didn’t know about this entrance. 

The path became swamped with water and Britta was wading. The shade had said she’d get wet, so it didn’t worry her. Once she was back outside, she would dry off in no time.

The water was up to her waist before she started having second thoughts. Her size was of no help in this kind of situation, and she was soon swimming, doing a gentle breaststroke.  At least there wasn’t much further to go. 

And then she was moving quicker, not needing to swim as she was caught in a current that swept her along. She didn’t really mind, it would make things quicker. Hopefully there weren’t any sharp rocks ahead.

There weren’t. There was nothing ahead, she was at the top of a waterfall and down she went.

She sailed through the air and landed in a pool, sinking deep into the depths before rising to the surface, splashing about and gasping for air. It was actually quite a fun experience. She couldn’t be harmed, and she had left the totem in place. This was the kind of adventure she was fine with. 

She made her way to the shore and lay there, panting. Her underground ordeal was over, and the sunlight falling on her was all the more soothing and welcome. Once she caught her breath, she opened her map again. The village was practically round the next corner. 

Britta got up and shook herself off. Water dripped off her, but she couldn’t be bothered to wait for the sun to dry her. She set off with a feeling of accomplishment. She was nearly at her destination and she had managed to not get killed or burdened with unwanted quests. That was a victory in her book, it was just a shame she didn’t get any XP or it.

There were no roads marked between her and Gumberlee on the map, so she took the most direct route across some fields. The ground was a bit uneven, and she had one eye open for suspicious holes, but there didn’t seem to be any large enough to swallow her whole.

She squeezed through a hedge and saw rooftops ahead. There were also a small group of people limping along in the same direction. It was the party who she had abandoned, or who had abandoned her (she wasn’t really sure). They looked like they’d taken some damage and there seemed to be one missing. Presumably, if he had died, he would be waiting for them at the village.

They hadn’t seen her, and Britta considered keeping quiet and not revealing she was behind them, but that felt a bit rude.

“Hey! It’s me!” She wasn’t sure why she said that. It would be very embarrassing if they didn’t recognise her.

They stopped and turned to look at her. They were a bit bruised and battered, and mildly astonished. 

“You made it out,” said Red. “We saw you fall in.”

“Yeah. There’s a bunch of tunnels down there. I thought I was going to have to log out and respawn back in Quosada, but then I found this river and it whooshed me out.” She held up her arms to show off her sodden clothes.

“You found the treasure?” asked Grismane. 

“No. Came out with what I went in with.”

They slowly turned around and continued walking. That wasn’t the response she’d expected. Why were they mad at her? She plodded after them in silence, feeling very awkward.
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                Britta had short legs, that is, her gnome character did. She would have liked to have sped up and got ahead of the people making her feel uncomfortable (for no good reason she could think of). Whatever the problem was, Britta wanted nothing to do with it — let them keep their aggravation to themselves. But her legs didn’t really allow for a quick getaway. 

Normally, their own lengthy strides should have increased the distance between them and her, but they were moving slowly, limping in some cases. The end result was a matching of paces.

Britta could have summoned Donald and cantered past them. Once she got to Gumberlee and found the village church, she would be free to log out and return tomorrow. By that time, her brooch would be recharged and she could fly straight to the capital. She might have to buy some mana potions first, though.

She was tempted to do just that, ignore this weird silent treatment of her and carry on with her own adventure, but she found the idea of smugly riding past them as they struggled to get back to the village to be somewhat cringe-inducing. She didn’t want them to think she was that kind of person, even though she shouldn’t have really cared what they thought about anything.

It was a strange situation. She hadn’t done anything wrong, had no idea why they were upset with her, couldn’t find the nerve to confront them about what was going on, and yet, she still ended up feeling bad about it.

What her short legs could do, though, was stop. She was still quite soggy and her feet were especially starting to feel a bit yuck. Wet hairy feet in soaked boots did not make for a great combination.

She sat down in a patch of sunlight on the side of the path and took off her boots. A comically large amount of water flowed out. 

She took off her backpack and jacket. It was a warm day and it wouldn’t take long to dry off if she kept herself in direct sunlight. It would also put some distance between her and them. Whatever the issue was, she would handle it a lot better once they were out of sight. She didn’t need them to be nice to her, what she really needed was a towel and maybe a pair of socks.

The cash shop didn’t deal in the more mundane items, which was an oversight, Britta felt. It wasn’t like they had problems with storage space. No warehouses were required to hold surplus stock. There was no stock.

Britta perused the Players’ Store as she was waited for her toes to dry. Her shirt and trousers were a little damp and a spare set would be handy. 

Most of the items in the store were a little on the grandiose side for her liking. They were made for attracting attention, so it made sense to have a pair of trousers with a prehensile tail sewed into the back, or a jacket with giant spikes on the shoulders. It made sense if you were a massive exhibitionist.

Britta wasn’t. She would have liked an outfit the same as the one she was wearing, but less waterlogged. There was a robe that didn’t seem too ostentatious once she used the colour options to make the trim, the lining and the starry pattern all similar tones of brown and beige. It almost looked boring, if you ignored the giant collars Elvis Presley would’ve had second thoughts about.

She ordered the robe along with a magic bag and a new totem. Clichéd as it was, shopping did make her feel better. It was only a short-term fix, as past experience had taught her, but feeling less miserable in the short-term was better than nothing.

Now she just had to wait for the airdrop. She lay back and soaked up the sun. A shadow fell over her. 

Britta sat back up. “Yes?”

“I wanted to tell you, it’s alright,” said Red. 

Britta looked down the path but the others were out of sight. Or were hiding, ready to jump out and attack her.

“I don’t know what you mean,” said Britta.

“You saw an opportunity and you took it. That’s just part of the game. We’re a bit disappointed to miss out on the treasure, but finders keepers. You have no reason to share your loot with us.”

It seemed they thought Britta had used the guardvark’s attack to sneak into its lair and take the treasure for herself while everyone was distracted. Not a bad idea, if you were the sort of person who was willing to blindly jump into holes on the off-chance that great rewards awaited. Like Dad said, if you were the main character of a story your hunch would probably turn out to be right.

“I didn’t mean to fall into the hole,” said Britta, “and I didn’t get any treasure.”

“The guardvark stopped the fight and went after you. He knew you found his hoard and went to stop you. How did you beat him? That’s the part I’m really curious about.”

“It isn’t a him, it’s a her, and what I found were her children. There were three of them in a nest. That’s why she left the fight.”

“There wasn’t any treasure?” Red’s voice wavered. She was starting to realise her assumptions were totally wrong.

“I saw some gems embedded in the nest wall, but I didn’t have time to dig them out. I was more concerned about getting out in one piece. Honestly, I gained nothing from the guardvark’s lair. No treasure, no items, nothing.”

There was a whooshing sound and a large crate crashed to the ground behind Red. The winged creature high above them let out a screech of warning rather belatedly and flew off.

The side of the crate popped open and the same young man ran out with an armful of beautifully wrapped packages.

“Special delivery,” he sang as he handed them to Britta before turning and sprinting off.

Britta looked up at Red, feeling a little embarrassed when there was no call for it. Cash shop items had nothing to do with in-game treasure. She had no reason to explain herself. “This isn’t—”

Red scowled, turned and walked away. 
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                Britta felt an urge to run after Red and explain. 

“No, you don’t understand, it’s not what you think…”

She didn’t for two reasons. First, she shouldn’t have to explain herself to someone who had already made up their mind based on no evidence. Second, there was absolutely no connection between receiving a delivery from the game and getting treasure from a monster. You couldn’t buy from the cash shop without the obligatory IRL cash.

If Red wanted to jump to conclusions and act like she and her party had been terribly wronged, then that was on her. Britta had no intention of involving herself with them again, so the whole matter was of no real consequence.

Britta was also of a mind to steer well clear of any other players she might encounter on her way to the city. At this rate, it would only benefit her to play as solo as possible.

She got changed into her new robe and had a look in her new bag. It was plain-looking, khaki in colour, and even smaller than her current backpack. The insides didn’t seem to be out of proportion with the outsides. The top could be pulled wider, though. A lot wider. It was elasitcated, only infinitely so. 

A quick test with a large branch proved you could squeeze a lot more than you might imagine into the bag. Once the branch was in, looking into the bag revealed nothing. It was empty.

How was she supposed to retrieve items? She opened her status screen and found the defunct inventory button was now funct. Clicking on it revealed a new page with one item — a very accurate drawing of a brach. Britta tried to grab the picture but it was just a 2D representation. She tapped it with her finger and the picture change from white to blue. The bag was still empty. She put her hand in it and felt the branch in there.

She pulled the branch easily enough, but the system wasn’t exactly convenient. Select an item and it would become available for removal from the bag. You wouldn’t be able to get things very quickly if you were in a hurry.

It was what it was. She would no doubt get used to it.

The branch was actually a good size for her to use as a walking stick. She stripped off the leaves and smaller offshoots. There was a wonky bit in the middle but it was sturdy and a good way to test for holes in her path. 

With her robe and staff, she now looked much more like a magic user. She wasn’t sure that was such a good idea, but it would only be temporary. Her damp clothes disappeared into her bag. 

It was a shame the bag didn’t have an additional feature to wash and dry garments placed in it. Minor repairs, maybe. 

It wouldn’t cost anything to produce a bag like that, apart from a few lines of code, and they could charge even more money for non-existent gear. She would suggest it next time anyone at APE asked for her opinion, so probably never.

She had given the other party plenty of time to increase the distance between them, but they were moving slowly and if Britta called Donald — which she very much wanted to do — she was bound to catch up.

According to the map, the path was the most direct way to the village, but she could take the scenic route through some fields, which would guarantee she wouldn’t run into them. It might even get her to the village first, if Donald didn’t get sidetracked by any succulent foliage.

While other players might be considering the best way to get past a group of deadly mobs or how to secure hard to reach valuables, Britta was doing her best to navigate from town to village without encountering any awkward conversations. She would have to be careful they didn’t revoke her membership to the Adventurers’ Guild.

Donald turned up on command, as reliable as ever, and then spent five minutes inspecting the local flora, also as reliable as ever.

She climbed on and they set off. It was a pleasant ride, and Britta soon forgot about the terrible people she kept running into. Insects were buzzing, birds occasionally swooped overhead, and the meadows were full of exotic flowers. It was a very enjoyable way to spend an afternoon.

Her trip was cut short by the appearance of a ravine that hadn’t been on the map. On second look, it was on the map, just not quite so obviously an impasse. A little fiddling to get a more 3D view revealed it in all its vertical glory.

The sides were steep and V-shaped, so the strip at the bottom was a lot narrower than the gap at the top. It was too wide to jump across and there was no bridge.

“I guess we have to backtrack,” said Britta.

Donald had other ideas. He trotted enthusiastically towards what would no doubt be certain death.

“Stop. It’s too far, you won’t make it.” She tried to pull him back, which did slow him a bit, but he hadn’t been planning a leap of faith.

Goats, it turned out, were very good climbers. Surprisingly nimble and able to perch on the smallest ledge. He seemed very confident as he pranced from tiny outcrop to barely visible ridge. 

As a passenger, it was terrifying. Britta was sure she would fall off at any moment. She tried her best to go with it and enjoy the experience, but it was hard when her stomach was in her mouth.

They clattered to the bottom in no time. Donald came to a stop and immediately began a thorough survey of the vegetation. Ravine plants were new to him and he meant to gather as much data as possible, all stored in his stomach. 

Britta climbed/fell off her goat and looked around, shaking slightly. There was nothing down here apart from Donald’s dinner, but this was the sort of place you could easily stumble across a cave or hole in the ground. It had all the hallmarks of a geographical feature placed with intent.

A green, pointy-eared head poked out from behind a bush. “Hello, there.”

Britta was on Donald in an instant. “Go, go, go.”

Donald was as adept as going up as he was going down. They were up the other side and rushing across a field of crops in a jiffy, with Britta urging him to keep going. She had no desire to find out who that had been or why he was at the bottom of the ravine. 

Britta checked behind her to make sure she wasn’t being chased. She didn’t see anyone. She didn’t see the people in front, either. They reached the path to the village and Donald pulled up short to avoid barrelling into the tired and surprised group Britta had sought to avoid. She went flying over Donald’s head and landed on the ground, with Donald nibbling at the weeds around her head.

“Pretend you don’t know me,” she whispered out of the side of her mouth. Donald looked nonplussed at the suggestion. “Run away. Quick.”

Donald rolled his eyes and then ambled off. Britta sat up and nodded at the party watching her from a few metres away.

“Thought I’d see if you can ride a goat. I wouldn’t recommend it.” She stood up and brushed herself off.

“Nice togs you bought with our treasure,” said the man who had run out in front of the guardvark.

“Those are from the Players’ Market,” said Grismane. “You can’t buy them with in-game currency.”

“Oh,” said Redwall, looking a bit shamefaced.

“Oh, this must be Gumberlee,” said Britta, doing her best to not smile. She walked into the village without bothering to say goodbye.
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                Won't be posting today. Just been to the dentist and had a tooth removed after a couple of day of agony. Could have gone for root canal but that would have taken a week and cost £300, so out it went. It was one of the back ones so my beautiful smile is unaffected. Why am I telling you all this in such great detail? There's a 500 word minimum on posts so rambling ramblilng rambling.

Back tomorrow as per usual.

rambling ramblilng rambling, rambling ramblilng rambling, rambling ramblilng rambling, rambling ramblilng rambling...
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                Britta walked into Gumberlee without looking back. She didn’t know if the people watching would think she was some crazy person who jumped onto any passing wild animal, or a rich brat who threw away real-world money on drab and dull clothing from the overpriced cash shop, but it didn’t matter. For once, Britta was feeling a sense of achievement. 

She’d made it to her destination, her quest was complete. It was only a self-bestowed quest with no rewards, but it had been as hard to achieve as any official mission into the heart of danger.

Getting here had involved a series of obstacles and derailments that had almost convinced her to give up completely. Now that she was here, it was like winning a cup or a medal.

The village of Gumberlee was small and cute. Thatched cottages and a square with flowers blooming. Normally, a scene this picturesque was only found on postcards.

There were only three non-residential buildings, as far as Britta could see. A church, obvious from its steeple; a shop; and a tavern called The Toothless Critter, with a sign that had a roaring beast with no teeth. A local monster? Britta hoped so. The worst it could do was give you a nasty suck.

She headed straight for the church to claim the prize for her quest, a checkpoint. Once that was done, she was free to do as she pleased. Maybe peruse the village shop for a memento. Maybe she would visit every village and town, and buy a knick-knack from each. The idea of a goal that dull appealed to her. It would drive Dad crazy.

The church was much cooler than outside. Almost chilly. There was a man in a robe standing by the altar, and a woman seated at one of the pews, seemingly asleep. Britta recognised her from the group, she had to be the one who died. She crept past.

“Ah, a new arrival to our beautiful village,” said the man as Britta approached. He was dressed in brown, with a rope belt and sandals. He was either a monk or a priest, Britta guessed.

“Hello,” said Britta. “I’m here to use the altar.”

“Of course,” said the man. “I am Father Benedict — Father Benny, as I’m known to the good people of Gumberlee. Are you a follower of the Almighty?”

“I worship the Great Gnome in the Sky.”

“Ah, a traditionalist. Nice. Well, help yourself.”

Britta touched the altar which caused a small flash in the top corner of her vision. She opened her status screen to make sure the save point had taken, moving her hands around in signs and gestures that could have easily been part of some religious ritual. 

A new respawn location had appeared in her list. It was a good feeling — one step closer to her ultimate goal. She had another look at her mana, which remained full. There was still no indication how that had happened.

She closed everything down and turned to leave. Father Benny smiled at her like he might have something to say, so she smiled back and kept moving. Just as she got to the door, it opened. The party entered, looking worn out and bedraggled.

“Ah, weary travellers,” exclaimed Father Benny. “Let me lend you my healing hands.”

They shuffled past Britta, who had moved aside. They didn’t look at her, apart from Red, who only managed an embarrassed glance. The girl who had been dozing jumped up and began talking excitedly wanting to know what had happened.

Britta left them to it.

She decided to give the village shop a miss for now. She fancied a look at the tavern first, maybe sample their fare. Did food change from place to place? Did they have hot chocolate here?

The tavern was quite busy. No one stopped to stare at her as she entered, which was a good sign. The kind of place where the arrival of a stranger brought a deathly silence wasn’t what she was looking for right now. Or ever.

She overheard a conversation about someone stealing cabbages as she made her way to the bar. Maybe it was a quest to find the dastardly cabbage robber. It might well be the creature she saw in the ravine.

Britta still needed to gain 1 XP, but she was hoping for something along the lines of finding a missing cat. She could send the shade out to locate it and collect the reward without having to move.

The stools had steps cut into the legs, accommodating for all sizes, which was nice. She climbed up and sat down.

“Can I have a drink?” she asked the red-nosed barman. “Juice?”

“We’ve got minkberry spritzer. How about that?”

“Does it have alcohol in it?” she asked.

“Not a single drop,” said the barman.

“Neither does the beer,” said the man on the next stool. 

“Oi,” said the barman. “If my ale is so weak, how come you stumble out of here every night.”

“Poor coordination. I get it from my Pa,” said the man. He downed his tankard and pushed it across the bar. “One more please.”

The barman gave him a dirty look, grabbed the tankard and lowered it behind the bar. He instantly brought it back up, full to the brim, and pushed it back to the customer, who immediately began drinking.

The barman turned back to Britta and pulled out a tall glass full of blue liquid from under his magic bar. He placed it in front of Britta. “That’ll be twenty silver, if you please.”

The man sitting next to Britta choked on his drink.

“Why is it so expensive?” said Britta.

“Market forces,” said the barman. “You look like you can afford it.”

Her new clothes had given him the impression she was loaded, it seemed. She had no intention of being ripped off.

“No thanks. I’ll go somewhere else.” She jumped down from the stool and headed for the door.

The men who had been arguing over cabbages stood up to bar her way.

“You ordered it, you pay for it,” said the barman.

Britta realised this wasn’t the sort of place where people went quiet and menacing when you entered, they waited until you tried to leave.
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                Britta’s first reaction was to freeze, a chill flashing down her spine. Her second reaction was to remember this was a game and that she was far more powerful here than back home. She found herself smiling. 

“You better pay the man,” said one of the farmers who had stood up to block the exit. Four of them loomed over her. They were thickset like men who worked in fields; not so much muscle, but plenty of heft. 

“I don’t have the money,” said Britta. “And even if I did, I wouldn’t pay that much for a drink. He’s clearly trying to cheat me, you all know it. Especially him.” She pointed at the man on the next stool.

He looked up surprised. “What? I’m just here for a quiet drink.”

“How much did you pay for yours?” Britta asked him.

“Never you mind what he paid,” said the barman. “He didn’t order the minkberry spritzer, you did. Very rare, it is. Ingredients are hard to come by, hence the premium price tag.” He looked very pleased with himself.

“I only ordered it because you said that was all you had,” said Britta.

“Didn’t have to order it, though, did you? Should’ve asked how much it was if you were short on funds.”

He sort of had a point. Britta could easily see the same sort of problem arising in any seedy drinking establishment where they considered fleecing strangers to be a normal form of business.

“Well, I haven’t touched it, you can pour it back in the bottle.”

“Can’t do that,” said the barman. “Once it’s out in the air, that’s that. It’ll go off if someone doesn’t drink it soon.”

“I want to see the manager,” said Britta.

“I am the manager,” said the barman.

“Then I want to see the owner. I’m staying right here until you go get your boss.” She climbed back up the stool and sat down like it was her idea not to leave.

“She’ll tell you exactly what I told you,” said the barman. “This isn’t worth bothering her with. If you don’t have enough money, you can hand over that lovely brooch you’ve got there.”

That was certainly not going to happen. Britta gave the room a hard glare. “You must be really proud of yourselves, treating a visitor to your village like this. I’m going to tell all my friends about this place.”

“Friends?” said one of the men. “What friends? You’re on your own.”

“Adventurer’s guild.” Britta held up her membership card. “I’m going to write a report. Zero out of five stars. It’ll go in the guild newsletter for all the other adventurers to see.”

She had no idea if there was a guild newsletter, but she was quite enjoying painting a picture for these yokels.

“The other adventurers aren’t reasonable like me. They react to bad service by kicking in doors and knocking over tables. Make a huge mess, they do. People sometimes die when they make a strong complaint, but it’s all part of the guild charter.” She waved the card around. “Can’t be blamed for collateral damage in the pursuit of a quest.”

“That’s a grade F card,” said one of the men. “You must be brand new.”

Britta looked at the card. She couldn’t see an F anywhere. “How do you know that?”

“She doesn’t even know what level she is.” There was some relaxing of tension as the men gave each other smug looks. “It’s the colour. That’s a green card. Green for greenhorn.”

Britta had another look. It was only faintly green. “I haven’t had a chance to get it updated. I’ve been busy, doing quests and stuff.”

None of the men looked like they believed her. Britta was finding the whole thing quite amusing. It helped that she could teleport away if she had to, but she didn’t think it would come to that. These were quite simple people trying their luck, not desperate bandits or hardened criminals. She was quite interested to see how far they’d take their threats.

“Look,” she said, “I’m trying to be nice. I don’t want to hurt any of you, I’m sure you have enough problems with your cabbages going missing. I’d be upset, too, but that’s no reason to make things difficult for a complete stranger.”

“What do you know about my prize cabbage?” asked a deeply suspicious man.

“You know where it went?” asked another.

“I had it with me this morning when I came in for a quick pint,” said the first man, “and now it’s gone. Lovely cabbage, it was.” He sounded quite upset.

“You lost it in here?” said Britta. “In the tavern?” He nodded. “You didn’t go anywhere else with it?” He shook his head. It didn’t sound like a very quick pint to her.

Britta glanced around the room. It wasn’t that big a place. “What will you give me if I find it?”

“Not twenty silver pieces, that’s for sure,” said the barman.

“What do you want?” asked the man.

What Britta wanted was one experience point, just the one, but she couldn’t really ask for that.

“Your friendship,” said Britta, mainly because she couldn’t think of anything else. “Friends who don’t threaten each other.”

“Alright,” said the man, sensing a good deal.

A screen appeared in front of Britta.

Find the missing cabbage, win the friendship of a local peasant.

It didn’t mention a reward but it was worth taking a risk, Britta decided. She pressed the Yes button and then summoned the shade.

A pillar of black smoke formed in the tavern.

“Demon!” screamed the barman. Everyone in the room joined in the screaming and ran around in a mass panic.

“We should probably leave,” the shade said to Britta. “Apparently there’s a demon around here somewhere.”
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                The locals ran around, crashing into each other and yelling various incoherent cries for help. Britta imagined that was what they were saying but she was mostly going off of their faces, which were wide-eyes and panic-stricken.

There was much shoving and pushing as they tried to get away from the shade while simultaneously attempting to tempt the ‘demon’ with one of their friends.

They would have headed for the exit, but that would mean having to go past the shade, which none of them were keen to try. The windows became the obvious way out, but no one could open them. Either they had been sealed shut by age (which would be a nice little detail) or the devs hadn’t got around to coding that part (which would be a more likely reason).

The only customer not running around like a loon was the man sitting at the bar, who was doing his best to finish his pint as quickly as possible. He had his tankard upended and the beer was pouring straight down his gullet.

“They think you’re a demon,” Britta told the shade.

“Me?” said the shade. “I look nothing like a demon.”

Did that mean demons existed in this world? If they did, they were probably designed in the classic horns-on-head and forked tail style. The shade had no real form, so it was understandable that the villagers were erring on the side of hysteria.

“They’re just simple country folk,” said Britta, “they aren’t used to seeing someone like you. People are scared of what they aren’t used to.”

“That’s ridiculous,” said the shade. “They could just ask. ‘Excuse me, are you a demon?’ How does any of this help?”

One man tried breaking the window by throwing a chair at it. The chair bounced off. Reinforced glass in a local tavern? It didn’t seem like that was intentional. 

“Shouldn’t you tell them there’s nothing to worry about?” said the shade.

“Not my job,” said Britta. She was finding the whole thing rather entertaining. The men had tried to bully and intimidate her, and now they were afraid someone was going to do the same to them. 

A group of men picked up a table and charged at the window. Britta winced in anticipation of what would happen when an immovable object met a table-carrying group of idiots.

“Hey!” called out the barman, his head peeking over the top of the bar. “Stop. That isn’t a window.”

It was enough to bring the men up short. They turned to look at the barman, faces shot through with varying levels of confusion.

“What do you mean?” asked one of them.

“It’s a painting of a window. For the ambience.”

The men looked even more confused, probably because they didn’t know what ambience meant. One of them let go of the table and grabbed the handle to open the window. The handle seemed real enough. Then he touched the glass, which had a lead lattice crisscrossed over it. He stroked it with his flat palm. 

“He’s right.”

“But how can you see outside?” asked another.

The man by the window peered at the scene in the window-painting. 

“Didn’t the weathercock on the church fall off during that storm the other day?” he asked.

“Yeah,” replied one of the others.

“Still on there if you look from here.”

They all strained to look as though they were staring at something far in the distance.

The painting was very realistic, it even let in light. It was as real as the real thing, it just wasn’t actually there. For some reason, whoever built this place had decided there was no reason to put in a fully functioning window. Maybe windows were hard for him to do, the way some painters couldn’t do hands and fingers. Maybe he was short on time and this was quicker. Maybe he just forgot to finish.

“Well ain’t that weird,” said the man stroking the window.

Would this break their AI? Would they suddenly realise they were living in an artificial construct, that they weren’t real and nothing was as they thought it was?

“What about that window?” said one of the men, pointing at the next window along which looked more or less identical.

“No, that one’s real,” said the barman, his face now visible down to the chin.

Without missing a beat, the men lifted up the table again and charged at the next window.

It burst into a shower of wood and glass. They probably could have just opened it the traditional way but they were committed to their table-ramming plan. 

They dropped the table and scrambled over each other and out of the hole in the wall. All except one. The one who had misplaced his prize vegetable. He was behind a chair, shaking with fear, muttering, “Not without my cabbage. Not without my cabbage.”

“Anything else I can do for you?” asked the shade.

“I wanted you to find his lost cabbage,” said Britta.

There was no movement from the shade, but Britta distinctly sensed the rolling of eyes.

“So this is my life now. They think I’m a demon, you think I’m a cabbage-hunter.”

“It’s in this room somewhere, I think.”

“Is that it?” The shade extended a smoky appendage to point across the room. 

The man stopped shaking and looked where the shade was pointing. There was a large chair facing away from the room. The man got up and went over to it. When he turned the chair around, there was a large cabbage on the seat.

“Oh, yes,” said the man. “I was sitting over here this morning, and then the lads came in and I moved over there.” He grinned, flushing from embarrassment. “Silly me.”

Britta waited for the quest to complete. Would she get her one experience point? 

            




    Bitter  458
    



    
        Bitter  458

    
    
    
    
                There was no screen pop-up. Usually, as soon as she completed a quest, it would tell her. Prizes would be awarded, congratulations given. Britta waited expectantly. Nothing happened.

“Quiet around here, isn’t it?” said the shade in a rather bored voice.

“How come I can’t dismiss you?” said Britta.

“Oh, very nice,” said the shade. “I know when I’m not wanted.” 

Britta expected him to disappear in a huff, or whatever it was smoke turned into when it disappeared. The shade remained where he was.

There was no point trying to figure him out, he was unique and a law unto himself, which was probably for the best. She looked at the man with the cabbage. He no longer seemed to be upset about the presence of a tall black cloud, he was far too enamoured of his rescued cabbage. He stroked and rubbed it like a treasured pet.

“Um,” said Britta, “I guess that means we’re friends now.” He was the one who had given her the quest, so presumably he was the one who would confirm it was completed.

“Oh, yes. Of course. Absolutely.” He said it all without ever taking his eyes off the cabbage cradled in his arms. There’s was an intense relationship, Britta could tell.

But still no indication of mission accomplished. 

“So… I’m B.” She walked over to him and put out a hand. “Nice to meet you.”

He seemed reluctant to stop caressing his beloved, but he reached out a hand and gave Britta’s a couple of quick pumps. “Renard of Cabbage Farms. Likewise, I’m sure.”

Britta let go of his hand and there was a ping! Sound. A screen appeared in front of her. She was almost too afraid to look. Would the game troll her by giving her half an XP?

Congratulations! You are now friends with Renard. 

10 XP awarded.

Ten experience points. Ten whole experience points. That was far more than she expected, or needed. Her hand was glowing, indicating a message, most likely telling her she had finally levelled up. She smiled and was about to press her palm to receive the good news, the fireworks, the fanfare, when a group of people walked into the tavern. 

It was the other party, looking much better now. The wounds and bruises were gone, and they no longer needed to lean on each other for support. 

They stopped just inside the doorway and looked around aghast.

Britta turned to the shade to tell him to make himself scarce, but all that was left of him was a faint wisp of smoke. Britta casually waved her hand around to clear the air and worked it into a wave.

“Oh, hi.”

“What happened here?” asked Grismane.

“Nothing,” said Britta, making sure to keep her glowing hand behind her back. “Minor fuss over a cabbage.”

Renard didn’t even hear her. He and his cabbage might need some privacy. 

“There’s a hole in the wall,” said one of the girls.

“Oh, yes,” said Britta, like she only just noticed herself. “Got a bit rowdy. You know how it is when cabbages are involved.”

They looked confused, which was fine by Britta. She just wanted to leave and see which new spells she had to choose from. 

“Is that yours?” said one of the boys. He was pointing at the drink on the bar.

“Kind of,” said Britta. “I ordered it by accident.”

“Yeah,” said the boy. “So did I. More like I was tricked by that barman. Twenty silver it cost me.”

That was interesting to hear. It wasn’t just her, then, it was a scripted event that could happen to everyone who came here. They had obviously paid up. She still had no intention of doing so.

The barman stood up behind the bar, looking a bit sheepish. “Ah, welcome back. The usual?”

“I thought you were going to get the manager,” said Britta.

“No, no, no need for that.” He pushed the drink further across the bar towards Britta. “On the house.”

The other party gawped at her. That wasn’t good, she hadn’t wanted to draw any attention.

“Okay, thank you.” She climbed up the first couple of rungs on the stool and picked up the drink. She took a long swig. “Mm. Tastes like Ribena.” She put it back down, still half-full, and headed for the door. “See you later.” She left before any awkward questions could be asked.

Once she was outside, she quickly made her way around the nearest corner. There was still a good chance they might follow her to find out what had really happened. If the barman or Renard let slip anything about demons, they were definitely going to want answers.

Once she was sure no one was coming after her, she opened up her status screen and had a look to see what she had received for gaining Level 5. She pressed the red light in her hand and fireworks went off in her palm. 

Congratulations! You are now Level 5.

It was a bit loud, and she didn’t know how to turn the volume down. She closed her fist, but rockets continued to shoot out from between her fingers. After a few seconds it went quiet again. Britta opened her status screen and had a look. 

There was a lot of new stuff to take in. New ability points to allocate, new skill points, new spells and skills, but she didn’t have to sort it out here. She logged out.

Thanks to the computer Lin had given her, Britta now had access to her status screen at home. She could take her time. 

She got off her bed and opened the laptop. The first thing she would do was choose a new spell from Scrying Perception, Phantasmal Conjuration and Invisible Army.

Actually, the first thing she would do was figure out what they did.
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Britta looked over her status screen. She had two points available to put into her attributes, and three points to use on the skill tree. There were going to be a lot of combinations she could come up with, each with its own unique set of effects. A real gamer would work out all the possibilities, and choose the ones best aligned with the current meta. She was tempted to pick at random and see where that took her, but she would probably regret it in the long run. 

There was no hurry, she could decide which direction to take her build after she’d had a chance to think about it. 

It was only as she sat there staring at the computer screen that she realised something had changed. Her maximum health, which had been 65 HP until recently, was down to only 25 HP. That was a huge drop.

Her health had been something of an anomaly since magic users were supposed to be quite fragile to make up for their potential to do vast amounts of damage. That had never been an issue for Britta.

She did very little damage, and her potential for doing more was not impressive. Illusionists were more of a novelty act.

Her health had been up to 80 HP at one point, but after losing her armour to the lava it had gone way down to 55 HP, which was still a nice large number, and then she had levelled up to Level 4, and hit 65 HP.

That was where she was before she hit Level 5. Why had it suddenly tanked to only 25 HP? You were supposed to improve as you went up levels, not get worse.

Her health still wasn’t too bad for her class — probably about average — but Britta had been spoiled by having a massive health pool. She didn’t like being reduced to these ‘average’ numbers.

What had changed? Had there been some kind of reworking of the system that only came into effect once her pre-launch character levelled up? Or had she lost some bit of gear that had been inflating her stats without her realising? Did changing into the robe she bought have an effect? There was no way to change clothes and find out unless she logged back in.

She tried to put it out of her mind, but it rankled. It was Dad’s fault. He always made a huge fuss when a game adjusted something without explaining it. He would complain and moan endlessly, determined to work out what had happened. Bug? Hotfix? Glitch in the Matrix?

It seemed Britta had inherited his zeal for accountability from games companies. She would probably end up just as disappointed in the results.

Britta sat at the computer for over an hour dwelling on her lost health points. It achieved nothing, and she could have used the time to get all sorts of other things done, but it was much easier to be annoyed and inactive.

Finally, she convinced herself she could come back to it after she chose a new spell.

Scrying Perception, Phantasmal Conjuration and Invisible Army.

She hovered over them with the cursor, but no tooltip appeared. In the game, she could ask for details, but how was she supposed to get more info from here?

“What does Scrying Perception do?” she asked the laptop.

Scrying Perception — allows the caster to view the targets mood from a distance.

The words appeared on the screen while simultaneously being spoken by the laptop, which was very useful. Less useful was being able to detect people’s moods even if it was from a distance. What kind of useless spell was this?

“What does Phantasmal Conjuration do?”

Phantasmal Conjuration — creates a ghost that will haunt the target for a limited time.

That sounded like a troll spell. An excellent way to get on someone’s nerves. It depended on what kind of haunting it was, though. And did it work on monsters, too? It would have been nice if she could try these spells out, take them for a spin around the block. Or if someone had made a video of it being used.

“Invisible Army?” she asked.

Invisible Army — summon an army of one hundred soldiers, unseen and undetectable.

Did that mean they were actual solid soldiers who couldn’t be seen? That seemed very unfair. A hundred people you couldn’t see attacking you — there had to be a catch. Were they very small men? Did they accidentally injure themselves because they couldn’t see each other? Were they unarmed and naked? It still seemed like the best option. 

Britta couldn’t select the spell while she was at home, but she really had no clue which she would have picked even if she could have. 

She switched to the skills page and the vast tree appeared on screen. Nodes were lit up, offering her the choice to go in various direction. It was too much for her brain to handle right now, so she clicked out of it. 

The one thing she hadn’t found so far was any mention of levitating. That had been the spell she had most wanted, and it no longer seemed to be available. Not at this level, at least.

It was all a bit disappointing, really. If she had more of a purpose with what she was trying to achieve in the game, she would have had a better idea of what she needed. It was like with her studies, once she had decided what her goal was, it became much easier to arrange what she would require to get it done.

In the game, she had gone out of her way not to have a specific goal, and this kind of ambivalence was the result. Perhaps she should make up a definitive endpoint for her character. Or maybe she’d just wander around aimlessly and see where that took her.

It was strange how much more engaging the anticipation of what she would get from hitting Level 5 had been than the reality of it. She’d wanted a big prize — Now you can fly! — not all these small fiddly changes she had to implement herself.

She closed the laptop and told herself it was for the best. No point getting carried away over something that wasn’t real. If she wanted to stay in control of her life, she needed a sense of perspective.

Dad came running in. “I did it! I did it! I’m the King of the World!”

In fact, she needed a double helping of perspective to make up for his lack of any.
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                The laptop shut itself off as soon as Dad entered the room, so Britta had nothing to focus on other than him. Theirs was a relationship built around a child needing care and attention, she just hoped one day she would get to play the role of the child.

“Did you find the magic shop?” she asked him.

He paused long enough in his celebrating to say, “Eh?”

“The magic shop? Gnome wizard? You were going to go find him, remember?”

“Oh, that. No, haven’t had a chance, yet.”

“You didn’t go to the ranch and save at the well, then?” Her plan to lead him to the fright of his life hadn’t worked, it seemed. Dad’s inability to stay focused on anything other than a relentlessly monotonous gaming task had saved him. He could collect Pokemon for twenty-four hours straight, no problem. Try to get him to remember to pick up panty liners when he went to the supermarket, when that was the only reason he was being sent to the supermarket, and he’d come back with a giant bag of Skittles flavoured popcorn.

“Ranch? No, no, this is not the time for wandering around the wilderness. Things are afoot. We’ve got permission to go into the lower levels, and guess who’s been confirmed as official documentarian for the maiden expedition.”

He was throwing a lot of information at her, wrapped up in confusing language. “Sorry, what are you talking about?”

“The mines, Britta, my darling girl, the mines are open for business. They’re sending in an exploratory team to see what’s down there, the top players — I mean, apart from you, of course. They’re going to check it out, and I’m going to livestream it. Have you any idea how many people are going to watch?”

“Will I get an executive producer credit?” she asked him. 

His excitement dipped in intensity. “Well, yes, you are the one who made it possible for me to record the game, you certainly deserve credit for that, but unfortunately they don’t want your name to be made public, so, regretfully, my hands are tied.”

He didn’t look very regretful about not having to share the spotlight. Britta didn’t really care.

“Sounds cool,” she said.

“Cool? This is more than cool, this is tremendous. People around the world will stop what they’re doing to watch. Times Square will come to a standstill as crowds stare up at the giant screen. It’s like we’ve landed on a new planet, and the aliens are about to be revealed.”

It was very hard for Britta not to roll her eyes. They were tugging on the insides of their sockets. She resisted as best she could.

“When is this monumental event that will change the course of human civilisation?” she asked him.

Dad looked at his watch — like he wasn’t internally counting down the seconds — and said, “Couple of hours. I’ll be a legend after this.”

“You’ll probably all die,” said Britta. 

“Why? Do you know something?”

“No, but it’s bound to be tougher than the banshees, and at least we knew they were weak to holy water. Who knows what kind of monsters are down there? Are you taking some kobolds with you, too?”

“No, just five adventurers, and me. We’re not going to engage anything we find. Just check it out and get back in one piece. I’m starting to think filmmaking is where my true talents lie.”

“And you still only have 6 HP?” 

Dad frowned. “I told you, we aren’t going to get into any fights. This is a journey of exploration. My true purpose has been revealed, my final form is about to be taken.”

He sounded like he was giving a speech to a large crowd, but only Britta had turned up.

“Okay, then,” said Britta. “Good luck. I’m kinda busy, so...”

Dad was still accepting the adulation of the crowd in his head, Britta guessed. It took him a moment to drift back to reality, or his version of it. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing. I levelled up, so I was checking spells and stuff.”

Dad’s face fell. “You’re level 5?”

“Yeah. Nothing major, though. I was expecting something big was going to happen, but it’s the same as usual — tiny increments that don’t really change anything.”

“Level 5,” said Dad, shaking his head. “If you came with us, we’d probably be able to defeat whatever’s down there.”

“I doubt it,” said Britta. “None of my spells are good at killing things, apart from Fireball, and that isn’t great in enclosed places. I’d probably end up killing half my own team.”

“You could always tell them it was an illusion, first,” said Dad.

“No, I don’t think so. I’d rather risk killing them.”

Dad smiled. “That’s my girl.”

Britta went down for dinner and then watched Dad’s stream as he and five others — led by Mark — entered the lower level of the Korlath Mine. A large crowd saw them off, applauding and cheering. She watched it with Mum on the big TV in the living room, with Mum complaining that Dad was never on camera. Britta tried to explain that Dad was the camera, but it didn’t seem to get through. 

The mission into the unknown wasn’t very exciting. There were tunnels, lots of them, and the party moved cautiously through them. Britta left Mum watching and went to bed.

They would eventually encounter a giant spider or a huge mole or whatever, but Britta could watch them die in the morning. Her only interest in the game was getting to the city. After that, she would log out and come back to it when she had time, or when she was contractually obliged to. 

School started again next week, and she had a full schedule of tutors most nights. Seeing how she levelled up in the real world was far more important to her right now. That, and finding a way to get Dad to go to the ranch, preferably while filming it. If ever there was a side-mission worth completing, that was it.
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                Britta woke early. She lay in bed feeling fully awake, with only one thing on her mind — she was going to get to the city today.

That was it. That was all. Life was about having goals, and this was hers for today, at least. Her brooch would be usable again and she would fly direct, no stops, no diversions for quests or cries for help. If there was a cat stuck in a tree, it would have to find its own way down. It was a cat in a fantasy world, it probably had wings.

Some people tried to tell you the journey was the important part. What you did along the way, how you did it, the people you met — a big bunch of hooey, as far as Britta was concerned. Journeys happened all the time, you couldn’t avoid them. If there was some value to getting from A to B, you would stumble across it eventually. 

Destinations were much rarer. Destinations you actually wanted to reach were rarest of all. Get there first, make a base, then travel around all you want. That seemed to make much more sense. 

She pulled out the helmet from under her bed and put it on. She hadn’t been to the bathroom, hadn’t washed her face or used the toilet. Admittedly, that journey would have been worth making, but Britta was determined to get this job done first, before someone tried to get in her way. She just knew there was someone or something out there on an interception course, and she wasn’t going to give them a chance to send careening her off on a tangent.

She opened her eyes in a small room. It was smaller and plainer than the one in the Church of Roha in Quosada. The walls were unpainted and the bed was wooden instead of stone. Britta opened her map just to make sure she’d spawned in the right place. You could never be certain, or at least, she couldn’t.

She breathed a sigh of relief — she was in Gumberlee.

The first thing she did was take out the clothes that she had got wet. The robes from the cash shop were very comfortable, but they made her look like a magic user, which she preferred not to. The outfit N-27 had given her was much more generic, she could be anything. 

They were dry and looked like they’d been ironed. Did everything come out of the magic bag better than it went in? She changed and put the robe in the magic bag. She now had her backpack on her back with the magic bag and the saving totem in it. The stick she’d been using as a staff could go in the magic bag, but she decided to hold onto it.

Her health was still 25 HP. The clothes had no effect, so something else had reduced her life total. She would figure it out later.

Britta had decided she would leave everything that wasn’t directly related to getting to the city for later. The spells and skills, the attribute points, all of it could wait. 

It wasn’t like any of it would speed up her trip. She wasn’t planning on getting into any fights or exploring mysterious dungeons, so maximising her abilities wasn’t a matter of urgency. 

As problems arose, she could make the necessary adjustments. That seemed much more sensible, it wasn’t like her points would go anywhere. Unless she died and they took back the XP.

She pinned the brooch to her lapel. It looked the same. It would have been useful if it changed colour when it was fully charged, but she would soon find out if it was working or not. Her other goal was to find some mana pots. As many as possible. She intended spending all the money she had on blue potions. There had to be someone who sold them here.

Britta left the room and exited into the church. She was hoping no one else was around, in particular, none of the people she had met yesterday. It was unlikely they would still be here, she told herself. She walked through the church on tiptoe, just in case.

There was one person in the church, up at the front by the altar. Father Benny was on his knees, praying. 

Maybe he sold potions on the side. Probably not, but he would know who in the village did. She approached him and coughed politely to attract his attention. 

“Ah, nice to see you again,” he said as he rose to his feet, smiling warmly. “How can I assist you this fine morning?”

At some point, Britta would take the time to find out exactly what services were available from the different types of NPCs, but not now. She could just as easily do that once she reached the city.

“I wanted some potions, do you know where I could buy some?”

A stern look crossed his face. “Drugs? Such things are not good for your health.”

Britta sighed. “Really? Not even health potions?”

“Short term gain for long term spiritual loss,” he said. “It is better to allow nature and the Almighty Toad to heal what ails you than to guzzle it from a bottle.

“So you don’t sell any potions?”

“Never.”

Britta looked around the church. There was a font off to one side. “What about holy water?”

“Five copper a bottle, three bottles for a silver. The ‘Clerical Bundle’ is half price for a limited time.” The words tripped easily off his tongue.

“And you don’t guzzle that from a bottle?”

“It comes in vials,” he said.

There was no point arguing with a computer programme. “Do they sell potions in the village shop?”

“The shopkeeper is a heathen,” said Father Benny. For such a smiley and welcoming priest, he has some rather intolerant traits.

“I’ll take that as a yes.” 

“If you must indulge, then temperance and moderation in all things.”

It was reasonable advice. Britta left him to his prayers and went outside. It was a beautiful sunny morning. She went directly to the shop and put all the money she had on the counter. “I’ll take all the mana potions this will buy me.”

The old system where you had to order potions and pick them up later was no longer in effect, much to Britta’s relief. Her money bought her five small bottles of shimmering blue liquid.

Britta went back outside and tapped the brooch. She gently lifted off the ground. It might have been wiser to wait until she was outside the village, but it was very quiet and nobody was around.

No one had bothered her, no one had tried to stop her. She had got everything she needed, and now she was leaving. She rose higher into the air.

The wind ruffled her hair as she flew through the air. Her map was open and her MP was visible in the corner of her vision. She had a bottle of blue stuff in her hand for when she needed it. An hour later and two bottles in, she saw the outline of the city in the distance. Everything had gone more smoothly than she could have hoped for. Farms and villages and even a castle had passed by below. Had they seen her? She had no idea and didn’t stop to find out. Her goal was in sight.

“Britta?” said Dr Reedy’s voice.

“Um, yes?”

“Ah, sorry. I’m afraid we have a bit of a situation. It’s your father, we’ve lost touch with him.”
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                The city was so close, a few more minutes, half-an-hour at the most, and she would be there. But it wasn’t really a surprise to Britta that something would try to prevent her reaching her goal.

“What do you mean?” Britta kept flying towards the capital. Just because there was a problem didn’t mean it was her problem.

“Your father and five others went into the next level of the mines yesterday,” said Dr Reedy.

“I know,” said Britta. “I watched some of the livestream.” In her rush to get to her objective, Britta had all but forgotten about Dad’s expedition into the unknown when she woke this morning. It had been quite dull when she stopped watching last night.

“The livestream, yes, we lost the feed a few hours ago. We haven’t been able to contact him or any of the others.”

Britta slowed down but kept drifting forwards, the butterfly wings on her back flapping in long beats. “But you can see them on your screens, can’t you?”

“No, I’m afraid not.”

“You lost them?”

“We lost contact with them,” said Dr Reedy. “We’re receiving data from their Anderson cradles, so we know they’re fine, a hundred percent nothing to worry about, but we don’t know why we can’t observe them in-game.”

Britta came to a stop, hovering over a meadow. “So, everyone’s okay?”

“Absolutely. Their readings are within normal parameters. As you can imagine, the watching millions were rather perturbed when their screens went dark, but most of them consider it to be some kind of stunt for dramatic purposes. There’s quite a lot of activity on the forums.”

“Doesn’t that mean N-28 did something?” Britta had encountered the game’s AI keeping things from its creators before. “Have you asked him?”

There was a long pause. “We can’t get in contact with N-28, either.”

Britta looked towards the city. She could make out its towers and domed roofs looking like an Arabian city out of a fairytale. There were probably urchins running around a marketplace trying to steal fruit, and bearded guards trying to catch them. A song and dance routine was no doubt imminent.

“What do you want me to do?” asked Britta. “It doesn’t sound like there’s anything really wrong, just a glitch somewhere.”

“Yes, of course. This isn’t an emergency by any means, more of a precaution.” There was a slight edge to Dr Reedy’s voice, an attempt to sound calm and casual by force, like a hostage telling you everything’s fine with a gun held to their head. “This sort of thing shouldn’t happen — we have fail safes in place. When the fail safes fail, it is rather… disturbing. That’s why I thought you would be the ideal person to look into it without having to shut things down. As a precaution. Not an emergency”

“Aren’t you going to send in some of your guys?” asked Britta.

APE had the personnel and the equipment to do as they pleased in the game. If all they wanted was for someone to go check up on Dad and his team, they could easily do so with a couple of their own. 

“We could,” said Dr Reedy, “but if it is N-28 who has done this for some reason, we would rather not disrupt whatever the plan is. It may be that the blackout is necessary, for reasons we aren’t aware of, and you’ve always had a special relationship with the game. If anyone can confirm things are going according to plan without interfering, it would be you.”

It was a strange mix of faith and doubt she seemed to have in N-28. They had handed management of the world over to the AI, but had put restrictions on what he could do. Apparently, they hadn’t learned their lesson from last time. Or maybe they had, and they wanted to let things get slightly out of their control.

Whatever it was they were trying to do, Britta was sure they had a plug they could pull if things went totally Skynet. She hoped so, anyway.

“You want me to go into the mines and see if everything’s alright.”

“Yes, that’s it. You don’t even need to tell us what the plan is — I’m assuming there’s a reason we’ve been cut out of the loop — I just want confirmation all is well. As a precaution.”

From what Dr Reedy had said, it really didn’t sound like an emergency, despite how nervous she was acting. It wasn’t like they were trapped by a cave-in and couldn’t get out with water rising. If they had been, sending Britta would hardly be of much help. N-28 had blocked the signal for some reason, that was all. And APE was willing to accept that decision as probably necessary. Probably, but still worth sending someone to check.

If it had been anyone else, some random players, Britta might have tried to get out of it. But it was Dad, and as unlikely as it was, he could be in trouble. Real trouble. Even with all the assurances and calm, rational talk, both she and Dr Reedy knew the damage that was possible if the AI really went rogue. Putting your mind into the hands of a computer programme was not a risk-free proposition. Computers acted up for no reason, sometimes. What had happened to Stan could happen to others.

“I don’t want to make this an official request of you as an employee,” said Dr Reedy. “I’d much rather we handle it quietly, before it becomes an issue.”

There was also that. She worked for them. If they wanted her to go inspect the mine, she didn’t really have a choice in the matter.

“I understand,” said Britta. “I’ll go have a look.” 

“Thank you, Britta. I’d appreciate it.”

Britta took a last look at the city in the distance, sighed, and then floated down to the ground. She took out the saving totem from her backpack and planted it in the ground.

It wasn’t the worst detour. She could log into the altar in the mines, find out what had happened, and then come back here. She wouldn’t be able to fly again until tomorrow, though. At least Teleport was available — a quick getaway might be called for.

The saving totem deployed, Britta logged out. If she was going to have to abandon her plans and save Dad, she was going to use the bathroom first.
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                Britta felt a lot better once she’d washed up and brushed her teeth. There was no need to get carried away, things weren’t in disaster mode. Not an emergency, just a precaution.

It was a quiet Sunday morning, the back garden outside her window was its usual untroubled self, the shed with Dad in it showed no signs of being anything other than a shed. Britta got changed and went downstairs to grab something to eat. 

There was a persistent little voice in the back of her mind telling her to quickly get back into the game to find Dad, but she was ignoring it. She wasn’t going to allow the game to call the shots. Even if there was something untoward going on, a five-minute delay wouldn’t make a difference, while Britta making sure she was in the right frame of mind, would.

Mum was in the kitchen, sitting at the table with the laptop open in front of her. She had a furrowed brow and a downturned mouth.

“Morning,” said Britta. 

Mum looked up with a slightly startled expression. “Britta, you’re here.”

It was an odd thing to say. Where else would she be?

“Yeah. Are you okay?”

A smile broke out on Mum’s face, the kind parents throw at kids when they don’t want them to worry. Once you knew that was what they were doing, its only effect was to set alarm bells ringing.

“Mum, have you been up all night?”

“Mmm? Oh, no, I mean, only a little. I was watching your father. Well, I was watching what he was doing, I didn’t actually see him. He’s behind the camera.”

She meant she’d been watching the livestream, which also meant she saw it go down. Britta moved behind her. The laptop screen was black. The total views for the stream since it had gone live was over twelve million. The current number of viewers was over eight hundred thousand — nearly a million people were watching a blank screen.

“They cut the feed,” said Britta. “Dad’s doing something the game doesn’t want people to see.”

“The people at APE?” asked Mum, looking over her shoulder at Britta.

“No, the game. It cut the feed without telling the people at APE.”

Mum’s fake smile faltered. “The computer people don’t know why Dad stopped broadcasting?”

“No. They’ve asked me to go and find out what happened to him.”

Mum’s smile suddenly became much more genuine. “They have? You’re going to find your father?”

“Yes. I bet he’ll be pleased.”

“Oh, I’m sure he will,” said Mum, completely ignoring Britta’s sarcasm. “Oh, I feel much better now. If they’re sending you, then that’ll be fine.” She looked relieved.

Britta experienced an odd sensation. It wasn’t anything she could put her finger on, but Mum’s confidence in Britta’s ability to sort out whatever had gone wrong was strangely uplifting. 

Her parents had always been supportive and generally positive about what Britta was capable of, but in the way most parents were. If she wanted to do something, they told her there was no reason why she couldn’t.

This was the first time Britta had felt like Mum believed Britta was something beyond merely capable of doing something. She was being treated like someone who was the ideal candidate rather than just a potential one. It made her feel taller, like when you remember to straighten your back when you’re walking.

“Were you watching when the stream went down?” Britta asked. “Did anything happen?.”

“Oh, yes, lots. It was very tense, very atmospheric. They all had the feeling they were being watched by something. I couldn’t tear my eyes away.”

“Did they see anything? Any creatures?”

“No, not actually see… but they were getting close. They all kept saying it.”

“Getting close to what?”

“They didn’t say.”

It sounded like absolutely nothing had happened. How had millions of viewers kept watching all night? It was amazing the power not wanting to miss out had. And then to have the livestream shutdown must have been very frustrating. Forums all across the internet must have exploded.

“What was the last thing you saw before the stream stopped?” Britta asked Mum. 

“They were in a tunnel, your father said something about a strange smell, then their torches went out and you could hear everyone panicking, and that was it. Your father’s been the star of the show, you know? Even though you can’t see him, he’s the one making the others laugh and keeping them calm whenever they hear a disturbing sound.” She sounded impressed, which she really was when it came to Dad’s antics.

“They heard sounds?” asked Britta.

“In the distance. Howling.”

Britta told herself it could be anything. The wind blowing through a tunnel.

“So nothing really happened, and then the lights went out?”

“That’s right.” Mum stood up and took a breath. “Let me know when you find him. I’m going to take a shower.”

Mum’s faith in her made Britta slightly anxious. She wasn’t used to being relied on for things. What if she wasn’t up to it? She knew she was being insecure over nothing, and that it was normal for people to doubt themselves when they were the centre of attention, especially if they weren’t used to it, but getting used to it was what Britta wanted. She wanted to be able to go into a real life high- pressure situation, knowing she could handle it. And the only way to do that was to first take on situations without knowing.

Britta ate some toast and drank a glass of juice. She went back upstairs. She could hear Mum humming in the shower, her concerns for Dad alleviated. She went to her room and put the helmet on — Britta to the rescue.
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                The first obstacle to overcome was the game’s tendency not to let Britta spawn where she wanted to. Even though she had set the altar in the Korlath Mines as her primary location, meaning it was where she should appear every time she logged in or after she died, she knew full well that she might find herself in a completely different location. 

The Gnome Village, the magic shop, back in the Church of Roha, there was no way to guarantee which it would be. Which was entirely unfair and not how the game was supposed to work, but Britta was prepared for it. If you just assumed problems were going to occur and prepared accordingly, these minor inconveniences were far less frustrating — a lesson from her real life that was now informing her fake one.

Britta’s eyes opened to stare up at a rock ceiling. She sat up in a simple wooden cot with no mattress and no blankets.

“You’re awake,” said the kobold shaman standing next to the bed.

Britta looked around and realised her concerns had been unfounded. She was in the temple inside the mines, on one of the beds used for the wounded. Her cot was one among many, but hers was the only one currently occupied. It was just her and the shaman in the room romantically lit by candlelight.

“Nice to see you again.” She didn’t really know what else to say. The shaman wasn’t acting like she had just materialised out of thin air, so where did he think she had come from?

“They found you unconscious in one of the tunnels,” he said. “Good thing you had our mark on your hand, otherwise…” He drew a line across his throat with his finger.

Britta looked at the back of her hand where the kobold insignia had appeared when she signed the contract. It had faded a bit, but it was still there.

It seemed her arrival had been turned into a rescue. She had been found and brought here by persons unnamed, and she was happy to go along with the pretence.

“I don’t remember what happened,” she said, hoping that would avoid any awkward questions, “but I’m fine now. How are things?”

“War, death, the coming of the end.” The priest spoke in sombre tones.

“Yes, but apart from that?” said Britta. “Everything okay?”

“How can everything be ‘okay’ with the fire demons rising from the lower depths?” He was clearly in a grim mood. 

“Oh, is it fire demons?”

“Probably,” said the shaman.

Britta was getting the impression he was being a bit dramatic for effect. “Well, there doesn’t seem to be as many injured kobolds as before. That’s good, isn’t it?”

“I suppose so,” he said begrudgingly. “You’re going to volunteer for the lower depths, I presume. You should hurry, the lottery is about to be drawn.”

“Lottery?”

“You don’t have a ticket?” The shaman shook his head. “Here.” He handed her a slip of paper with the number five on it. “He won’t need it anymore.” The shaman stepped to one side to reveal the cot behind him. There was a figure under a sheet. The shaman drew a line across his throat again.

Britta had to force herself to not smile. What was under the sheet? A spare NPC they had lying around. It was a nice touch though. Britta took the ticket from the shaman and stood up. This was obviously APE’s way of making sure she would be allowed down to the next level. Number five was going to be called, and she would be sent in.

“I should go,” she said. “Find out what’s going on.”

The shaman nodded. “There’s a terrible evil lurking below with a furious appetite for destruction. Good luck.” He turned and walked away.

Britta was tempted to have a quick peek under the sheet, but the devs might have prepared a nasty surprise for her. She opened her map and made her way towards the bridge room. 

The tunnels were quiet and empty, but by the time she reached the large cavern, the noise was like being in the school cafeteria at lunchtime. There were hundreds of players gathered on both sides of the bridge. They were all armed and geared, jostling to get a better view of what was happening up near the door to lower level. 

There were two large pavilion tents set up on either side of the open doorway. One tent was occupied by kobolds — she could see the king — and the other had human soldiers standing in front. They were in shiny armour, dressed like the Empire bounty hunters she had met before, but much more smartly.

There was a bit of a bottleneck on the bridge, but Britta’s size helped. No one paid her any attention as she squeezed through, occasionally pinching a leg to make room. It was too crowded for people to tell who had just goosed them.

“Wish I had a ticket,” she heard someone say.

“No, you don’t. You haven’t even finished the training programme yet.”

“Waste of time. You don’t need training to bash in some monster’s head.” The speaker was a very ugly barbarian of some semi-human race.

“You need to pass the training before they let you have a ticket.”

“Stupid. Just let us all through. Strength in numbers.”

There was some general murmuring of agreement. Most of the people were just here to watch, it seemed. Watch and complain. 

“The whole thing’s a joke,” said someone else. “Did you see the way they cut the stream just when something was about to happen? So fake. They’ve probably already selected the winners. Won’t be any of us. One of those wallet warriors, I bet.”

Britta pushed her way through the forest of legs to the other end of the bridge. The Kobold King was standing on a small platform next to one of his men holding a bag. He would draw her number, she would go up with everyone watching — which would be horrible — and then she would be out of sight and could get on with it.

There was a blast from a bugle, and everyone quieted down. 

“As you know,” said the King, “we have lost contact with the party sent to investigate the lower depths.” There was no sound as the King paused. “All of you holding a ticket are qualified to try and locate them, but sending everyone would attract too much attention from what lies below. The fairest method is to draw lots. If your number is picked, you will have one day to report back. If nothing is heard from you, we will try again tomorrow. Now for the draw.”

It seemed a complicated way to get her into the mines, but if she had just strolled in, there would probably be a riot. This way it would look like random chance. No one would believe Britta could get in any other way than pure luck.

The King rummaged around in the bag and pulled out a strip of paper. “And it’s number...” He turned it to face the crowd, “seventy-two.”

Britta looked at her ticket — it still said five. How had she lost a fixed lottery?
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                “And the next number is… one hundred and three.”

He was drawing a team. Britta had assumed it would be one person, and that person would be her. It made sense that if they were sending in a search party, they would choose a whole party, but Britta wasn’t used to thinking in terms of working with others. She did everything she could to not think about it.

“Fifty-nine,” said the Kobold King, holding up the ticket he’d just drawn from the bag.

A loud murmuring echoed around the cavern after each number was called, followed by a ripple through the crowd as players made their way to the front. People were disappointed and curious at the same time, frowning and stretching their necks to see who had won and how they could claim it was unfair.

Britta was too short to see very much. She would have to wait for them to stand next to the King to get a look at her prospective comrades. She was still assuming she would get called.

The idea of having to be part of a team did not please Britta. She still hadn’t chosen her new spell or assigned her points, she wanted to wait and see what would be most useful, but if invisibility had been one of her options, she would definitely have taken it and snuck past them all. If she had invisibility, this whole thing could be taken care of in a few minutes.

She had had the chance to take an invisibility ring from the gnome wizard, but that had only made her invisible while she was standing still. Not very useful. Perhaps there was something in her skill tree that would help her go off on her own. Even if she was placed in a group, that didn’t mean she had to stay with them.

The King held up the next ticket. “Three hundred nineteen.” 

“How many people are getting picked?” Britta said to one of the men surrounding her.

“Five,” he said. He was neatly dressed, with a pencil moustache that made him look like a smooth criminal with a number of gold watches he’d like to sell you. The tag over his head said his name was Spiv. “I wouldn’t get too excited, there’s more than a thousand people up for it, and this is the last one.”

“And finally… number five.”

Britta checked her ticket to be sure — yep, it was her number, as expected — and took a breath. She made a noise in her throat to get people to moves aside and let her through, but they ignored her.

“He isn’t here,” shouted someone.

“Draw again,” called out someone else. Many people agreed.

“Hey, I’m here,” said Britta, but the words caught in her throat and were drowned out by everyone demanding the King redraw.

Britta tried to push her way through the throng, but the throng just pushed back.

The whole thing was very poorly organised, in Britta’s estimation. APE had seriously abdicated all responsibility to N-28, and he had decided to keep things true to the medieval theme of this world, i.e. as chaotic as possible.

Which was fine, as far as realism went, but hard to stop getting out of control if N-28 then decided to disappear.

At some point, Britta would sit down with Lin and Dr Reedy and get them to explain exactly how much freedom N-28 had, and where the limits were, assuming they had any in place.

There was another bugle blast, this one more shrill and insistent than the first one. The crowd quieted down.

“Stop, please,” said the King. “I don’t want to have to use the troops.”

A dozen elite kobolds stepped up alongside the King, spears at the ready. There was some bridling in the crowd at the threat. A lot of people here would have liked to get into a fight, Britta was sure.

The kobolds were joined by an equal number of Empire soldiers carrying halberds, and that helped everyone calm down.

“How come there are three Empire players up there,” someone shouted. “That’s got to be a fix.”

Britta was having a hard time being able to see. She assumed he was talking about the players who were waiting up front. Waiting for her. She squeezed through more legs as best she could.

“The draw was completely fair and legitimate, I assure you.” This was a different voice. Britta could see a suit of armour, but not a face. He was wrong, whoever he was.

“All the numbers were under four hundred,” said someone else. “What about the rest?”

“That’s actually statistically quite possible,” said someone else in the crowd. A discussion on probabilities broke out. Britta shook her head and mumbled, “Nerds,” to herself.

“I cannot control the draw,” said the King, “the numbers are what they are. Now, where is the holder of number five?” 

The crowd went dead silent.

“Here,” said Britta as loud as she could. This might be her only chance to be heard.

The crowd parted as people tried to get a look at the source of the voice, and Britta was finally able to see a path to the front. She had her ticket facing out as she made her way towards the King.

“Her?” said someone. “She can’t even find her way through a small crowd.”

“Probably can’t fight her way out of a paper bag.”

There were numerous unpleasant words that jostled for selection in Britta’s mind, but she kept her mouth shut. She didn’t want people to have any reason to remember her or have cause to talk about her. Say nothing, do nothing. Once she was through the doorway, she was going to dump the rest of her so-called team and find Dad as quickly as possible. The sooner she got this over with the better.

Four people waited for her. Three of them were dressed in flashy Empire armour, and the other one was all in black with a chain wrapped around her waist and up over her shoulder. A weapon of some kind, presumably. 

“At least send someone who’s allowed on the big rides.” There was laughter all around her.

“Oh, for god’s sake, what has size got to do with anything? This is a world with magic in it, you morons. How do you know I can’t kill everyone in this room with a snap of my fingers?” She regretted her outburst immediately. Everyone stared at her, probably thinking she was not just useless but also a big fat liar.

“You can’t, can you?” said the man who had just made a joke at her expense.

The crowd parted even more to let her through, their amused expressions much more wary. Britta tried to keep a straight face. Turned out she was such a big fat liar, they actually believed her.
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                The doorway to the next level was just ahead. Unfortunately, there were a large number of well-armed soldiers, humans and kobolds, standing in her way. 

She could just teleport past them, but then she wouldn’t be able to cast it again today. She’d already lost her ability to fly until tomorrow, no point throwing away another of her daily spells.

“Very good,” said the King. He turned to the fully armoured man who was in charge of the Empire’s soldiers. “Let us brief these volunteers inside.”

Everyone turned and entered the tent on the right, which belonged to the kobolds. The crowd continued to watch the chosen few, muttering and grumbling.

The three Empire soldiers were called MrKappa, OwnedbyOwen, and James. The girl was called Gabba. Once inside, the door flaps were closed and the tension of the moment eased a bit. 

The Empire commander took off his helmet, revealing a handsome face and long blond hair. He didn’t have a name tag over his head, so that meant he was an NPC.

“Right. Congratulations to all of you. Good job, men.” The soldiers saluted. He turned to the girls. “I’m General Zaven, and I’ll be your point of contact on this mission. Your task will be to locate the missing party, and then send word back to us. You aren’t to engage any enemies if you can avoid it. If you find no sign of any of them, find out what’s down there and get back here. I repeat, do not engage with the enemy.”

It seemed straightforward enough. Basically, a stealth mission.

“I have a question,” said Britta. All eyes turned towards her, and then tilted down. It made Britta feel a little uncomfortable, especially the way the tallest of the three Empire volunteers was staring at her through his visor. James. She had a bad feeling.

“Yes?” said General Zaven.

“The King said you lost contact with the other party. How were you in touch with them?”

“I will be a member of the party,” said Zevan, “but I will stay here. We will remain in touch over group chat.”

An NPC who knew about group chat? They weren’t usually aware of things like that. even the shaman from earlier had to come up with a plausible reason for Britta suddenly turning up in his temple. Was this a player who had hidden his tag? Or an NPC who had been programmed to be aware of game mechanics?

“Were you the one in touch with the other party?” she asked him.

“I was. Then I was kicked from the group without warning and I haven’t heard from them since.”

Britta nodded. “What if it happens again?” 

“If communications break down, we will send in the next group.” He didn’t seem bothered if there was a repeat. Keep sending people until it works.

“What about these three?” said Gabba. She was pointing at the three Empire soldiers who still had their helmets on.

“What about us?” said James. Britta’s stomach tightened. She recognised the voice.

“We’re trying to get in and out without being spotted,” said Gabba. “Clanking around like wind-up robots isn’t going to help, is it?”

“We’ll be fine,” James said in a firm voice. “We can move quietly when we need to.”

Gabba shrugged. “Okay, but if they attack us because of you, don’t expect me to hang around.”

“I won’t.” 

Some of the tension was back.

“These are for you,” said the King. A shaman, one of the lesser priests, stepped forward with bottles of holy water. “Drink it if you are hurt, use it against the undead if they find you. It also glows in the dark, very helpful if you are lost.”

They all took a bottle. 

“And for sustenance,” continued the King, “fungus pâté. Nutritious, a wonderful balm for wounds, and an excellent substitute for toothpaste. The taste may take some getting used to.”

Another kobold shaman came forward with little wooden bowls of grey goo. Britta put both items in her backpack. Not exactly magic weapons, but worth hanging onto.

“Next,” said General Zevan, “one of you must take the role of party leader.”

“That should be me,” said James. Britta was sure now. It was Lord Jim, there was no doubt. This was going to be a pain. “I’m the ranking officer, I should lead.”

“Fine,” said Gabba. Britta had expected some dissent, but she seemed okay with it.

Britta was tempted to say something — he obviously recognised her —  but she intended dumping them as soon as they were past the door, so what did it matter? The quicker they got on with it, the better.

“Fine,”  agreed Britta.

“I’ll invite everyone,” said James.

Britta accepted the invite. All of them, including General Zevan, were in the party and on her chat list.

Next, they all received a blessing from one of the kobold shaman. Britta’s stats were boosted across the board by one. There was also a sixty-minute countdown, so it was only a very temporary buff.

When they left the tent, the crowd was still there. Perhaps they were expecting someone to back out at the last minute so they’d get another shot. There was a lot of unnecessary glaring.

They were escorted to the doorway and entered. 

“Good luck,” said a voice in Britta’s ear. “Report back when you make contact.”

“Will do,” said James. 

It was dark and the only light were torches held by two of the soldiers. They seemed organised. Britta wasn’t going to make things any brighter, she wanted it to be dark enough for her to sneak away when the opportunity arose.

“Right,” said James, stopping and turning to face them. “Let’s get this out of the way.” He was talking to Britta.

She would just agree with whatever he said. Probably to work together or something, planning to stab her in the back later.

“Yes,” said Gabba. “Starting with who should be leader.”

“Eh?” said James. “What do you mean? I’m the leader.”

“Don’t you think the leader should be the player with the highest level?” said Gabba.

“And who’s that? You?”

“No,” she said. “Her.” She pointed at Britta.
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                Everyone looked at Britta, which she found very uncomfortable. What was she supposed to say? Deny it? How did Gabba even know what level she was?

“Can someone explain what’s going on?” said OwnedbyOwen. He took off his helmet to reveal a red sweaty face. “What level is she?”

“That isn’t important,” said Gabba. “I don’t want to go around giving away people’s personal information.”

It’s a bit late for that, thought Britta.

“Trust me, she’s the highest of all of us,” said Gabba, “I like to put points into obscure skills and abilities, one of which is Detect Level. Most people would consider it a waste, but this game seems to reward people for taking the less conventional path.”

Britta wasn’t sure what class Gabba was. Judging by the tight-fitting black leather, she would have guessed some kind of rogue or assassin, but that could be a deliberate attempt to mislead, just as Britta did.

Gabba’s outfit wasn’t the standard beginner’s clothing, but it didn’t look like it had been bought from the cash shop, either. It had a home-made quality to it. If she had to guess, Britta would have assumed Gabba had taken a needle and thread and made some adjustments. Which was also something Britta had done.

“She’s right,” said James, aka Lord Jim. “From the looks of it, our little friend here still has her character from before the launch.” His voice was a mixture of bitterness and contempt. “I have no idea how she managed it, but she most likely still has her levels from the closed beta.”

He was glaring at Britta, daring her to contradict him.

“You know her?” said Owen.

“Yes, I know her. We were in a group together, for a short time. It didn’t end well.” He turned to face the others, showing Britta his back so she was cut out of the conversation. “Look, if she’s hacking, that’s her business, but you don’t want her calling the shots. She killed off my whole party. Cut off the hands of one of them — she’s seriously messed up. She doesn’t play well with others.”

It was a smart move, Britta had to admit. Rather than allow Britta to tell them what Lord Jim’s party had tried to do to her, he had jumped to the part where they had become the victims. The only problem with his version of events, though, was that Britta hadn’t done what he claimed.

“Excuse me,” said Britta, keeping her voice as calm as she could, “what are you talking about? I never cut off anyone’s hands.”

“I was there,” said James, half-turning to address her, while keeping her isolated.

“So was I,” said Britta. “And so was Stanley’s Cameo, the guy who cut off your friend’s hands for stealing my cloak.”

“She never stole anything,” James erupted. “You gave her that cloak. And then your friend forced us to give it back.”

Britta forced herself to remain calm. She could tell what he was trying to do, and that losing her temper would only make her look like the crazy violent person he was trying to paint her as. “So you admit it was him that cut off her hands?”

“You or him, what difference does it make? You were working together.”

“It makes a lot of difference to me,” said Britta. “And we weren’t working together, I’d never met him before that day. You’re a thief and a cheat, and you got what you deserved.”

“If I’m a cheat,” said James, “what does that make you, hacker?

“Wait, wait,” said MrKappa. He still had his helmet on, probably in case war broke out. “Let’s not get too worked up about this. So what? If she’s using a hack or something, it’ll only help us get past whatever’s down here. This game is insanely hard and unforgiving, in case you forgot. We need all the help we can get. If you want to report her, can’t you do it afterwards?”

“He’s right,” said Gabba. “Hacking isn’t the problem here. What is the problem, if I’m understanding correctly, is that you tried to trick someone else out of their loot.” She was talking to James very directly. “And if there’s one thing that I won’t stand for in a party, it’s people who think taking other people’s loot is a legitimate way to play the game. Any game.”

There was a steeliness to her voice that was quite chilling.

“She’s lying,” said James. “We never stole anything.”

“Yeah, sure,” said Gabba. “She gave you this cloak because people do that sort of thing with valuable items all the time.” There was no mistaking the sarcasm in her voice.

“Whether they do or not has nothing to do with it,” said James. “We have to deal with the here and now, not what happened before. I have no issue with her leading or you leading or whoever leading. I’m just giving you a heads up that you better watch your backs around her. You can ignore my warning if you want.”

He had switched to a completely different position now. Once he realised he was coming across as the bad guy, he got on his high horse and started acting like he was the reasonable one trying to protect everyone from her. Britta found his wriggling endlessly fascinating. What kind of a person was he in real life?

“No,” said Gabba. “I’m not the kind of person who ignores warning signs. Better to deal with a problem before it becomes a bigger problem.”

She dropped to her knees and James let out a howl of pain and began hopping around. The cause of his hopping was the dagger sticking out of the top of his foot.

“What did you do—” Red numbers began flying out of his boot. They started at twos and threes but quickly increased in size and volume. James fell to the ground and then faded away, his face a mix of agony and surprise.

“Poison,” said Gabba, in response to the question hanging in the air. “I told you, I like to take the obscure skills.”
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                Britta wasn’t sure what to think of Gabba. She had a confident relaxed air about her, which would normally be a good thing. But when someone is completely nonchalant after they just killed a man by stabbing his foot with a poisoned knife, it tends to make the person look a bit like a psychopath. 

“He’ll just come back, though, won’t he?” said Owen.

“He won’t be happy,” said MrKappa.

“Don’t worry,” said Gabba, still a picture of serenity, “he can’t log in again for six hours.”

“What do you mean?” said Britta. “Why can’t he log back in?”

“Poisons,” said Gabba. “Very intricate in this game. I’ve been finding all these really odd recipes that can do all sorts of wonderful things.”

“Like kill someone and stop them from respawning?” It sounded like what they had in closed beta, where dying meant you were locked out for twenty-four hours. APE had got rid of that, which felt like a good move — no one wants to play a game where the penalty for dying is not being able to play the game — but if what Gabba was saying was true, players now had the ability to inflict lock-outs on each other. It seemed like an idea rife for causing grief.

“You look like you don’t approve,” Gabba said to Britta. “Not really in a position to claim it’s unfair, though, are you?”

It was disconcerting how Gabba seemed to know so much about Britta, but she had a point. Britta had some unfair advantages herself, and while she did her best to not abuse them, it hadn’t always been possible. Making out it was wrong for others to hold unreasonable power while she held them herself was the sort of argument made by insane dictators and religious bigots. And also teenage girls who bitched about how awful other girls were for talking behind people’s backs, while talking about those girls behind their backs.

Britta didn’t want to be lumped in with the worst of humanity, or with dictators and bigots.

“The poisons must be hard to make,” said Britta. “You probably don’t have many that are that powerful.”

Gabba smiled. “Absolutely correct. I just wasted a week’s work on our friend, but I think it was worth it. I think the beauty of this place isn’t in the realistic graphics or immersive gameplay, it’s the subtle things they’ve woven into the fabric of the game. Whoever’s behind all that stuff is a real genius, if you ask me. I could spend forever hunting for the flowers and mushrooms I need to make my poisons. Some of the recipes… you wouldn’t even believe.” Gabba was practically glowing as she spoke about her passion for poisons.

“So, erm, what level are you?” asked Owen. “I mean, I’m still Level 1. Pretty handy with a sword, but that’s about it. I put most of my points into health for survivability. I can give you a list of my skills, if you’d like. I guess you’re a lot more powerful than me.”

He wasn’t coming across as prying, more like he was nervous he wouldn’t be of use to the party.

“It’s pretty obvious, though, isn’t it?” said MrKappa. “If she’s using a character from the beta, most likely it’s with the companies blessing, right? Test stuff out for them, look into bugs. Right?”

“I can’t really say,” said Britta. “I mean, I’m not allowed to talk about it.”

“See?” MrKappa seemed very pleased to hear Britta’s ambiguous answer, like it cleared up everything. “This whole thing felt a bit fishy from the start. Players disappearing, losing contact, no one knows what’s going on.”

Owen looked a bit confused. “Are you saying they’re trapped in the game?” His eyes widened. “Are you saying we’re trapped in the game?”

“No, no, this isn’t an anime. They probably got stuck and don’t want to log out in case they lose their progress. We’re being sent in to see if we can unstuck them. Right?”

It wasn’t a bad assessment. More or less the same conclusion Britta had come to, and she had a lot more information than he did.

“I can’t really say,” said Britta. 

“Sure, sure. I get it. We should keep moving, though, shouldn’t we?”

“You’re fine with what I did to your boss, then?” said Gabba.

OwnedbyOwen and MrKappa looked at each other.

“Yeah,” said Owen. “He was a bit of a dick, really. Some people take the whole roleplaying thing far too seriously.” He put his helmet back on.

“Wanted us to salute him and call him Sir James,” said MrKappa. “Would have killed him myself if you hadn’t. So, what’s the plan?”

“I still think we should tell each other what we can do,” said Owen. “At least what class we are. Just so we know what to expect if we run into trouble.”

He was right. Despite wanting to keep her secrets to herself, it would make things easier if she was honest with them. But easier wasn’t always better, and a friend today could easily become an enemy tomorrow. If she could, Britta would have probably gone off on her own, but they were in a long straight tunnel with nowhere to sneak off to.

Britta looked at the three people in front of her. They seemed nice enough, but she was forever meeting people who eventually let her down or turned on her. She was beginning to suspect it was something to do with her. Maybe it wasn’t about relying on luck to introduce her to the right people, maybe it was up to her to convert them into the sort of people worth hanging around with.

“Look,” she said, “this game, it isn’t quite what you think it is. Gabba’s right, it has a lot of weird subtle things in it that can be more interesting than running around trying to kill monsters. I’ve encountered a few, I can see Gabba has too, but APE and their backers aren’t keen on too many people finding out, so I usually stick to do things by myself. People tend to get all pushy when they think there are secrets to find, but you have to be patient, which most people don’t have many points in.”

MrKappa laughed. “Very true. Well, you can count on me not to be pushy. Doesn’t match with my laissez-faire attitude. You do what you think is best, we’ll be okay.”

“I don’t really understand what you mean by secrets,” said Owen.

Britta summoned the shade. 

“Oh,” said Owen, “that’s what you mean.”
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                “Don’t worry,” said Britta, “there’s nothing to be frightened of, he won’t hurt you, he’s just a spell.”

“Just a spell?” said the shade. “How charming.”

“He doesn’t sound like a spell,” said Owen.

“No, he doesn’t,” said Gabba. She edged closer to the tall plume of black smoke, an intense look on her face. “What does it do?”

“What do you do?” the shade asked back, lowering his head to meet hers.

Gabba jumped back, startled by the shade’s sudden interest in her. Then she collected herself, but Britta could see her veneer of calmness wasn’t as effortless as it had first appeared. She was putting on an act, which was actually a bit reassuring. Britta was self-aware enough to know finding comfort in the fact other people weren’t perfect was an issue of her own insecurities, but it still made her feel better.

“Oh,” said Gabba, “he can talk like a real person.”

“I know,” said the shade, “amazing isn’t it?”

MrKappa came forward as the other two backed off. “How does it work? Is there an actor on the other end? Can’t be. You couldn’t have an actual person operating each NPC, but the processing power to create something this complex, that isn’t feasible either, is it?”

“I don’t get it,” said Owen. 

“No? It’s really quite straightforward,” said MrKappa. “They’ve created an AI that can mimic human behaviour beyond anything that’s been managed before. This would retire the Turing test and start a revolution, hopefully not one where humans are hunted by robots.” He chuckled to himself. “What have you got yourself mixed up with here, you lucky boy.”

“No,” said Owen, “I mean I don’t get how he can float about like that. Where are his legs?”

The shade turned to Britta. “Was there an actual reason for calling me? And where are we?”

“You don’t know?” said Britta. It was usually the shade’s job to tell her things like geographical locations.

The shade lifted its head up and looked around. “Wait… Oh, no. You didn’t...” There was a change in tone in the shade’s voice. The mild sarcasm had been replaced with mild fear. 

“Didn’t what?” said Britta.

“The mines? We’re down in the depths of the mines? You have to go back. I have to go back.”

“Why?” asked Gabba. “What’s down here?”

“Nothing good. Not everyone’s as friendly as me,” said the shade. He turned back to Britta. “I told you before, this place is dangerous.”

Britta did recall the shade acting oddly when the lower level of the mine became available, but what reason did he have to be scared? It wasn’t like monsters could do anything to him. Nothing permanent, anyway.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” she said. “Can you do a quick scan of the place? Map it out?”

“No,” said the shade.

“Did your spell just refuse to do what you asked?” said Gabba, her expression a mix of astonishment and amusement. 

“Hard to fathom, I know,” said the shade, his contrary attitude finding its way back to the surface. “Almost like I have a mind of my own.”

“Come on,” said Britta, not liking how whiny she was sounding. She had only just met these people, was it too much to expect the shade not to embarrass her in front of them? “Use stealth mode. No one will even know you were ever here.”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” said the shade. “There are things down here that you don’t want to meet.”

“What things?” said Gabba.

“Yeah, what things?” echoed MrKappa.

“I don’t get it,” said Owen. “What’s the spell afraid of?”

It was a good question. “If you tell me what you’re worried about,” said Britta, “maybe I can help.”

The shade looked at her with what Britta assumed was a slightly condescending expression — it was hard to tell when there was no actual face.

“There are beings.”

“What kind of beings?” asked Britta.

“Ones you shouldn’t talk about. If they get upset, they can be very unpleasant. Best to avoid them completely. We should leave before they notice us.”

“Beings like you?” asked Gabba.

“No,” said the shade, sounding a little offended.

“Like N-28?” said Britta.

The shade didn’t say anything, but Britta sensed he was nodding. Also hard to tell without a face.

Was there another AI down here? Was that what had broken off communications? 

“Okay, I understand,” said Britta.

“You do?” said Gabba. “You want to explain it to the rest of us? What does N-28 mean?”

“It’s the game AI.”

“The game…” Gabba’s eyes slowly widened. “The game’s controlled by an AI? Wait, there’s more than one? There’s twenty-eight?”

MrKappa began laughing. “They did it, they actually did it. They created the singularity.”

“I don’t get how it can be a singularity,” said Owen, “if there’s twenty-eight of them.”

“Ah, don’t you see it now?” said MrKappa. “This is the real game, this is where the fun starts. I can’t believe it.” He put both hands in the air, striking some kind of victory pose. A bit early for that. “This is so awesome.”

“Look,” Britta said to the shade, “there are some people down here we need to find. We aren’t going to disturb anyone, just find them and get out. Can you help me with that?” It was a simple request and one that would only require the shade to do a minimal amount of work, a few minutes at the most. “Please?”

“No,” said the shade, and then he disappeared.
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                The shade’s attitude was perplexing. He clearly didn’t want to be down here, but that was no reason to abandon Britta when she needed him. There was no imminent threat bearing down on them. 

It also made things very awkward for Britta. She had worried that giving these people a more accurate idea of what was going on, rather than the vague half-truths she usually relied on, would have freaked them out, or possibly just made them think she was a liar. 

They had actually responded very well, but the shade doing a runner might make them think she had no control over matters. It certainly made her think it.

“Where’s he gone?” asked MrKappa. “Recon?”

“Maybe,” said Britta, falling back on her more reliable half-truths. 

“That was amazing,” said Owen. “The way he talked, it was just like a real person.”

“Imagine what else we’ll find down here,” said MrKappa.

They seemed excited and happy to be part of this, but things weren’t going as smoothly as she’d hoped, or at all. How was she going to find Dad without the shade’s help?

“Hey,” said Gabba, “are you sure it’s okay to tell us all this stuff? Aren’t you meant to keep us regular folk in the dark?”

Technically, Gabba was correct. Britta had signed an NDA forbidding her from sharing any information about APE and what they were really up to; not that she was entirely sure what they were really up to.

“It’s fine,” said Britta. “I’m only giving you very basic information so we can handle whatever we find here. I’m just being practical.”

That wasn’t the reason Britta had revealed so much to them. The idea of yet another group of people who would eventually turn on her had got to her. She wanted to try a different approach, and with APE unable to see what was going down here, it seemed like the perfect time to try the up front and direct method. And technically speaking, it was the shade who brought up the presence of the AI.

The ‘regular folk’ had reacted quite well, it was the shade who had let her down. For once, it would be nice if everyone pulled in the same direction. Maybe that was what she needed to understand. It wasn’t just about getting people on your side, it was getting them to work as a team. How did you do that?

“Are you okay?” said Gabba.

“I’m fine,” said Britta. Gabba looked like she didn’t believe Britta at all, which was a reasonable stance to take. “No, really.” She created a ball of light to make it easier to see where they were, although it didn’t help with where they were supposed to go.

“Ooh, that’s neat,” said Owen. The group fell into silence as they waited for Britta to tell them what to do, and Britta tried to think of something to tell them.

“So,” said MrKappa, “is the tall guy coming back?”

“I’m not sure,” said Britta. “He doesn’t usually run off like that. Something upset him.”

“Don’t worry,” said Gabba. “I think it’s a feature of the game to keep throwing curveballs at us. If things went according to plan all the time, it would be too easy. You should have seen the trouble I had with my poison recipes. There’s this crazy NPC I have to deal with who is just a huge pain in the neck. She never gives a straight answer to anything. But it makes it all the more satisfying when I eventually get what I want.”

“Is she an alchemist?” asked Britta. 

Gabba reacted with mild surprise. “You know her?”

“I don’t know if it’s the same person but I wouldn’t take any quests to assassinate other alchemists from her.”

“Okay,” said Gabba.

Britta let out a sigh. It felt like all she was doing was trying to impress these people so she wouldn’t feel so useless. The truth was, she resented having to be here, ordered to go see what the problem was like a plumber sent to find what was blocking the drains. She was tired of being told what to do, whether by the game or by the game’s makers. Wanting to tell everyone about what was really going on in the game was her way of throwing her toy out of the pram, and it was a silly and childish way to behave. Maybe she wanted them to fire her and sue her for breach of contract.

No, she definitely didn’t want them to do that. 

“I don’t think he’s going to help us,” said Britta. “Sorry, it’s like that when you deal with this side of the game. Everyone has their own way of doing things, even the NPCs and monsters.”

“No, no,” said MrKappa, “don’t worry about it. This is great. I’d take this over run-of-the-mill hack and slash any day. I feel like I’ve hit the jackpot. And you needn’t worry about me telling anyone else.”

“Yeah,” said Owen. “Me too. I won’t tell anyone, either. We should form our own guild, like a secret club, and make it a rule we aren’t allowed to tell anyone about anything, like in that movie.”

“Fight Club,” said MrKappa.

“No.” Owen straightened his helmet and then made some strange movements with his hands ending with them crossed over his chest. “Power Rangers.”

“Same thing,” said MrKappa.

“I guess we should keep moving, then,” said Gabba. 

There was only one direction to go in, so there wasn’t really another option. “Okay,” said Britta. 

The group set off with Britta leading the way. She didn’t feel comfortable being the leader, but she had wanted to be in a better position to control her destiny, so here she was. 

People could tell when you were keeping something from them, and it made them not trust you. Even if it wasn’t anything bad, it was enough to set you at odds with each other.

She had more knowledge of what the game was really like than anyone. She had shown she could handle the different AIs she’d encountered and her way of dealing with the game’s unexpected behaviour was far in advance of even the people who had built it. She wasn’t just going to reluctantly take charge, she was going to believe she was the best person for the job. And if these people ended up turning on her, then at least she would know the problem was her. 
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                Being in the front, with everyone behind her, was a strange experience. It wasn’t just feeling exposed — when you were on your own as often as Britta was, you got used to it — it was the expectation.

Every time she looked over her shoulder, the other three were right there, waiting for her orders. They seemed quite happy to trust her judgement. 

The pressure of not wanting to let them down, or get them killed, was like an extra weight in her backpack. There was also the added prospect absolutely and incontrovertibly proving she wasn’t up to the task. Everyone thought they’d make a good leader, especially those who had never had the chance and so had no evidence to the contrary. But most people were terrible at it.

The tunnel was long and straight, so at least she didn’t have to make any decisions about where they were headed. If they came to a fork, they would expect her to choose, but what made her decision any better than theirs? She would just be guessing.

The way she convinced herself to accept her new role and put her qualms aside was to think of it as an efficiency measure. If everyone’s opinion was equally unprovable as right or wrong, then it wasn’t that her opinion wasn’t better than anyone else’s, it was that hers wasn’t any worse. It didn’t matter which way they went when none of them knew where the tunnels led to, and opening it up to discussion would only prolong matters for no obvious reason. A guess was a guess, you didn’t improve the odds by voting on it.

“This is a long tunnel, isn’t it?” said Owen.

“Good thing we’ve got you here, B,” said MrKappa. “Without your light, we’d only be able to see a few metres ahead. This way we’ll see it coming.”

“See what coming?” said Owen, sounding rattled.

“I don’t know. It’ll be a surprise, but it’ll be down the other end. Give us a chance to run for it.”

Britta wasn’t sure where they would run to. Back the other way, presumably. “We can always try to talk to them,” she said.

“Them?” said Owen. “You think there’ll be more than one? Can you make your light a bit brighter?”

“Then they’ll see us coming,” said MrKappa. “Do you want to give our position away?” 

“No, no. Maybe turn it down a bit.”

Nobody had pressed Britta on what she could do or what abilities she had. They hadn’t discussed each other’s abilities, either. Were they really not curious? Or did they have secrets of their own they didn’t anyone to ask about?

Britta looked over her shoulder. Gabba certainly had secrets, that was more or less certain, but the other two didn’t seem like they had anything to hide.

“Shouldn’t we be checking for traps or something?” said MrKappa. 

“I don’t know how,” said Owen. 

Everyone looked at Gabba. No one asked her, but it was obvious they considered her girl most likely to have Disarm Traps.

“Nope, me neither,” said Gabba. “I figured there’d always be someone in the group with the obvious skills. I’m trying to avoid needless redundancy.”

“That could be the name of our guild,” said MrKappa. “Needless Redundancy.”

“I like it,” said Owen. “Has a nice ring to it. Oh!” Owen stopped.

His exclamation made the others stop, too. They all turned to look at him standing with his arms out to either side like he was balancing on a beam. 

“What is it?” whispered MrKappa.

“I stepped on something. It might trigger something. I don’t want to move in case I set it off.”

The other three bent down to look at his feet.

“Got it,” said MrKappa. He pulled at something and Owen stumbled to one side. MrKappa had a short stick in his hand. It was very straight and had been polished smooth. It looked like it had been painted blue, but it might have come from a blue tree.

“What is it?” asked Britta. Everyone peered at the stick.

“I think it’s a stick,” said MrKappa. 

“Maybe it’s a wand,” said Owen.

MrKappa waved it around, then he sniffed it, then he held it at either and end and tested how much bend it had. “How do you tell?”

Britta had seen wands back in the wizard gnome’s shop. They did look a lot like sticks, but they had felt magical. This one didn’t. “I think it’s just a stick,” she said.

“Do you think the other team left it behind?” asked Owen. “As a clue?”

They all looked at the stick again. There didn’t seem to be any message attached to it.

“Hmm,” said Gabba. “Maybe we should try to identify it.” She pushed MrKappa’s hand towards Britta. “You’re the highest level, you should do it.”

“Identify,” said Britta. Nothing happened. “Either it’s a very high-level item I can’t identify, or it’s a stick.”

“Okay, well, if it’s dodgy I’ve already been infected,” said MrKappa, “so I’ll hang onto it.” He put it in his backpack. “You never know, it could turn out to be important.”

“Our first item,” said Owen. “How exciting.” 

It wasn’t that exciting — it was a stick — but it was clearly manmade, whatever it was.

Britta turned around and held up her light. “Oh, I think I’ve found something else.”

The other crowded around her to see. She directed her light at the message scrawled on the wall in what looked a bit like dripping blood. 

You Will

All Die

Here

“That’s not very friendly,” said Owen. 

“Well, it is meant to be threatening. Wouldn’t have the same effect if it was written in comic sans.”

“Technically, we won’t die,” said Gabba, “we’ll just respawn at the nearest altar, so not really much of a threat. Actually, might as well do this.”

She rummaged around in her own backpack and took out a small saving totem. She planted it in the dirt, where it grew to double its size. 

“Save point. Only lasts a day, but we shouldn’t need longer than that.”

Everyone touched the totem and made it their respawn point. Knowing they wouldn’t have to go all the way back if something untoward happened lifted their spirits and made it feel much less foreboding to head into the unknown. The unknown didn’t have a cash shop.
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                “This is ridiculous,” said Gabba. “All I see on my map is this tunnel. How long have we been down here.”

“An hour?” said Owen. 

“More like two,” said MrKappa.

“I’ve got all my detection skills turned up to max, and I can’t detect anything.” She was walking with her map open, Britta could tell by the way she had her hands hovering over nothing. “This tunnel goes on forever.”

“I was hoping we’d find some lore,” said Owen. “A cave with a couple of bookshelves. I love a bit of lore. I always read any books lying around. I bet the history of this world is really cool.”

The idea someone would build a small library down here seemed ridiculous, but it was the sort of thing you found in games like this all the time. Taking the time to read those books was something Britta would never do. Reading some made-up nonsense written by someone who had read too many books with dragons on the cover was not her idea of learning about the world. Not that they’d encountered anything like that so far, other than the threat written in blood.

Britta recalled from watching Dad’s stream that his party had been unable to see very far with their torches, so it had felt like they could have been in a maze with no idea what was up ahead. She had her light turned up to maximum, which revealed the walls on either side and quite a lot of the tunnel, which was long and straight. There were no turnings, although it did feel like they were on a bit of slope. 

“I don’t see how they got lost if it stays like this,” said Owen.

“Obviously, it doesn’t,” said MrKappa. “Or they got captured or fell into a trap. Don’t be lulled into a false sense of security by the banality of dull dungeon design. Giant rock slimes could drop on our heads at any moment.”

Owen looked up at the roof of the tunnel, which was well-lit and devoid of any creepy-crawlies. “Wouldn’t we see them?”

“Camouflage. Magic. Trap doors. There are a lot of ways to hide in plain sight. Above... or below.” 

Owen switched his attention to the ground, lifting his feet higher to see what he might be stepping on. The tunnel was just as empty as before MrKappa started talking about rock slimes (whatever they were), but even Britta was starting to get nervous. Where were the monsters?

“Did any of you watch the livestream?” asked Britta. She was leading, so she had to talk out of the side of her mouth. She daren’t turn around all the way as that was exactly when something would jump out at her.

“I watched a bit of it,” said MrKappa. “It was all a bit too dark for me. Couldn’t hardly see anything, to be honest. The guy filming it really needed to sort out his lighting.”

“Must be hard, though,” said Owen, “carrying a camera and a weapon. Tricky if you get into a fight.”

Britta was tempted to explain that Dad didn’t need a camera to film the action, but she didn’t want to act like she knew everything. Fortunately, MrKappa was happy to step in for her.

“He isn’t holding a camera, not a real one.”

“No? Then how’s he filming it?” said Owen.

“Same way they’re recording everything we see. He just gets to make his public.”

“They can see everything we see?” Owen seemed surprised by this rather obvious revelation.

“Of course. They got everything we’ve done on tape somewhere. Can’t pick your nose without them knowing about it.”

“Not in here, though,” said Gabba. “Right, B?”

“Um, I’m not sure. I think there might be something blocking them, that’s why they need us to go have a look.” Britta really didn’t like it when people assumed she had all the answers. If you weren’t careful, they’d end up expecting you to do their homework for them. “Is the group chat working?”

Everyone stopped to open their status screens and began talking gibberish at once. 

“Hello, hello?”

“Testing, one, two, one two.”

“Can you hear me?”

It was hard to make out the difference between the voices next to you and the ones in your head, but there was a very slight delay that indicated it was working.

“What about contacting General Zevan?” said Britta.

“I’ll do it,” said Gabba. “Hello, General Zevan, calling General Zevan.” There was no response. “Looks like we’ve lost contact.”

Britta wasn’t surprised. “I’ve encountered a few minor glitches before, they weren’t a big deal. It’s like any computer program, mistakes creep in, sometimes.”

She was trying to remind them it was a game, and they weren’t in any real danger. The game, though, was in control of the world, and they were in a tunnel deep underground. The idea of glitches wasn’t very reassuring. 

“Yeah, of course, nothing to worry about,” said MrKappa. “The other party are probably having a lovely time with no idea we’re looking for them.”

“But there are still monsters down here,” said Owen. “There has to be. What about that message on the wall?”

“Of course, of course,” said MrKappa. “Has to be something down here. Would be a very boring dungeon if there wasn’t.”

“No,” said Owen, “I mean that message on the wall.”

Everyone turned to look where he was pointing.

You will die screaming.

“I bet I won’t,” said MrKappa.

“Me neither,” said Owen.

“I bet you will,” said MrKappa.

“How much?” said Owen without missing a beat

“Huh?” said MrKappa. 

“I’ll give you half my loot if I die screaming. I get half yours if I don’t.”

MrKappa stared at him for a long few seconds. “Are you hustling me? Are you seeing this? He’s trying the old shakedown. A hustler, hiding in plain sight. And I was worried about rock slimes.” He was acting outraged but also trying not to laugh.

Owen smiled. “Hey, if you’re scared of losing, you don’t have to—arrgghh.” He screamed and jumped back, his hand raised, pointing at the wall again.

There was another line that hadn’t been there before.

I’ll take that bet.
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                “Calm down,” said MrKappa. “It’s just some words on a wall.”

He was right, but they were scrawled in what looked like very realistic blood and they hadn’t been there a moment ago.

“But… but who wrote them?” said Owen, a little out of breath.

“The game, obviously,” said MrKappa. “Probably a message from the boss monster down here. We’ll meet him or her later on. A boss with a sense of humour, it’ll be great.” He was speaking in a slow, reassuring voice, helping to calm Owen down. It was strange seeing him be so considerate when he was usually so flippant.

“Yeah, okay,” said Owen, “no problem.”

“Sure?” said MrKappa.

Owen nodded. “I’m fine.”

Britta took another look at the message. It was more jokey than threatening, to be honest, if you overlooked the ‘written in blood’ aspect of it.

She reached out and touched the words. They didn’t smudge or come off on her fingers. She rubbed harder. They looked completely authentic, dripping down the craggy walls, but it was like the words themselves were behind glass, printed rather than written. 

The others joined her in touching the words, gaining a little comfort from the artifice of it. Owen was smiling and chuckling to himself, finding it hard to believe he had been freaked out a moment ago.

“Whoever wrote this is aware of our presence,” said Gabba. “We should keep moving.”

They agreed and Britta set off, leading the way.

As MrKappa had said, it was part of the game. A boss monster that could communicate through walls, maybe a necromancer like Derik. Villains who had a certain level of repartee were very popular in movies, so you would expect a little banter in a game like this, even if it was via the medium of bloody graffiti. But what if it was an AI?

The shade had indicated there was an AI down here, or at least hinted at it. Perhaps there were AIs all over the game, each marking out its own territory. If they were vying against each other, what role would the players have in the ensuing confrontation? 

And what about the Empire? Were they going to stand against the true power ruling the land, or pretend they didn’t exist?

“What’s it like in the Empire?” Britta asked MrKappa. “Fun?”

“Not exactly,” he replied. “Lots of rules and regulations you have to follow.”

“To be expected, really,” said Owen. “It’s the army.”

“Do they send you on quests?” said Britta.

“Kind of,” said MrKappa. “Patrols, guard duty, that sort of thing.”

“So you can get XP?”

Owen sighed and shook his head.

“That’s what you’d think,” said MrKappa. “Sadly not very much at all. I think it gets better at higher levels, but how do you get to higher levels unless they send you into battle? Every time there’s a sign of trouble, they negotiate their way out of it. We’re in so many truces…”

“But they sent you here,” said Britta.

“This was a voluntary mission, pure luck I got picked. Don’t get me wrong, it isn’t boring. They keep us busy with exercises and mock battles and we get trained up in lots of different combat techniques, but it’s nice to get out and see the world.” He looked around at the walls on either side.

“I joined for the armour,” said Owen, brushing off his chest piece with an exaggerated wave of his hand. “Nice, isn’t it?”

“That’s true, as well,” agreed MrKappa. “Better than anything you can get as a solo player at this level. Lots of stat bonuses, nearly doubles my HP. But it’s all a bit pointless if they never let you go anywhere interesting, though.”

“I think I can see the end of the tunnel,” said Gabba. Everyone stopped.

Britta had been so busy chatting she hadn’t been paying attention to where they were going. The tunnel ended in an opening, beyond which was darkness.

“What should we do?” said Owen. “Send one of us to check?”

It wasn’t a bad idea — having the shade would have helped about now, but then, having him from the beginning would also have come in handy. 

“Not much point,” said Gabba. “We don’t really have anywhere to run to if there’s trouble through there. Be better to have all of us together to put up a fight. Let’s just go have a look. What do you think?”

Everyone turned to look at Britta.

“Okay.” It wasn’t like they could take a detour. This was where they had to go, so go they would. She realised they were waiting for her to go first.

Britta walked through the opening, light held over her head. There was a chamber with five tunnels leading from it. No monsters, no sign of Dad and his party, just more tunnels.

“Which way do we go now?”

They spread out to examine the possible options. The tunnels looked more or less the same.

“This one, I think,” said Gabba from the far left. She pointed at a white arrow drawn on the wall.

They gathered to examine it more closely.

“What if it’s a trap?” said Owen. “It could have been put here by the same person who wrote the messages.”

Gabba wiped the arrow with her hand. White chalk dust covered her palm. “I think it’s a trail left by our quarry.”

It was the sort of thing gamers would do to stop them from getting lost, and it wasn’t like they had any other clues to go on.

Britta nodded. “Might as well have a look.”

The others stepped aside to let her go in first. Being the leader was proving to be not as glamorous as she might have hoped.
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                The new tunnel was not long and straight, it was long and curved. Britta began to understand why Dad and his party had been so jumpy on the stream. When you couldn’t see what was ahead of you, your imagination started playing all sorts of nasty tricks on your brain. 

There was never the suspicion that there was something pleasant around the next bend, it was always something with big teeth and sharp claws. And always hungry. 

At least she had plenty of light, Dad’s party only had a few torches. Not that it helped much to see around corners.

Britta was getting slower and slower as she tried to peek around the bend to see what was there before it saw her, which was plainly stupid. She couldn’t help it, though. 

The tunnel ended in another small chamber with more passages leading from it. They spread out to look for more clues. 

“Here,” said Gabba, this time on the far right. There was another arrow just like the last one.

Everyone felt better once they’d found their helpful pointer. At least they were still on the right track, assuming it was Dad or one of his group who had left the marker. Britta considered it a very Dad move.

They set off again, Britta leading them into another curving tunnel. This time, Britta convinced herself to be more dynamic in her role and she forced her feet to move faster than they were inclined to. If they were going to run into trouble, she would rather it happen sooner than later. She had meant this to be a quick sidetrack, not a slow exploration of the underworld over several hours.

The other three kept up with the hurried pace she was now setting, in fact they were practically pushing her from behind. No one wanted to be left separated from the group. The person at the back was always the one who the monsters picked off first, as MrKappa had told them. He had meant it as a friendly word of warning. It had been taken as an invitation to a game of musical chairs, where there was no music and the chairs wanted to sit on you.

They encountered no monsters. Oddly, their lack of face to face meetings with any creatures didn’t relax them. There was a feeling that the longer they went without seeing a monster, the law of averages meant it was ever more likely one would be around the next bend. 

What was around the next bend turned out to be yet more tunnels. 

“Over here,” said Gabba. Another chalk arrow showed the way. 

Three more times they came to a choice of tunnels, and each time Gabba found the arrow. Either she was incredibly lucky, or… Britta wasn’t sure. Did she have some special skill that helped her find chalk marks? She had said she only took obscure skills, and you couldn’t get much more obscure than that.

It had been several hours and Britta was beginning to think they were in some kind of shifting maze that made you go around in circles without you realising it. The arrows might not have even been left by the other party. 

And then the next chamber turned out not to be a chamber at all, but a huge cavern… full of grass.

They had been getting into a bit of a pattern — tunnel, chamber, arrow, tunnel — so Britta hadn’t been expecting a meadow. Certainly not one underground.

The grass was about waist high, and it was white. It was like a field of anaemic wheat. They stood at the entrance, looking at it.

“How does anything grow down here?” said MrKappa.

“Magic,” said the other three in unison.

“I know, I know. It was more of a general observation about how weird this place is.”

“Hey, look,” said Owen. He had picked a small flower from in between the grass. It looked like a tiny daffodil, only completely black.

“Oh,” said Gabba. “Can I have that? It’s quite a rare flower, I could use it in one of my concoctions.”

Owen handed it over quite happily.

“There’s more over here,” said MrKappa.

Gabba spent the next few minutes gathering black daffodils. The others helped her, tossing any they found over to here. She had a bag like Britta’s, one from the cash shop you could fit a lot of flowers into.

They waded through the grass towards the other side where there were more passages. Britta’s light made the underground meadow seem like it was bathed in sunshine.

“This one,” said Gabba. The tunnel entrance next to her had a white arrow drawn on the wall.

“I saw you!” shouted Owen. “I saw you draw that arrow.”

Gabba looked shocked. “Me?”

“Don’t deny it. I saw you.”

Had Gabba been leading them all along? Pretending to find arrows she herself had placed so they would go where she wanted? 

Why would she do that? If she had known where they needed to go, why not tell them? Unless she wanted them to go somewhere they wouldn’t be willing to go to.

“You must be confused,” said Gabba. “I didn’t—”

“Of course you did,” said MrKappa. “Look at this place, no one’s been through here. If the others came this way, how did they leave no tracks?”

Britta looked back. It was obvious where they had walked through the grass. There were no other tracks, either ahead or behind them.

“It’s the flowers, isn’t it?” said Britta. “You aren’t here to find the others, you came to collect these flowers. The alchemist sent you to gather ingredients.” She must have also arranged for Gabba to get picked for the mission.

“Okay, yes, I wasn’t entirely honest with you,” said Gabba, the surprise quickly fading from her face. “But it’s not like we knew the right way to go. We could have bumped into them going this way, too.”

That was sort of true, but it didn’t make her actions any less sneaky.

“If you needed to go off and do your own thing,” said Britta, “you should have just said. I wouldn’t have stopped you.” The other two murmured their agreement.

“I know, but there’s safety in numbers, and I—”

“That’s why you want us with you,” said MrKappa, pointing an accusing finger. “You know what’s down here, and when we find it, you need someone to be your decoy or your bait or your sacrificial victim. You need us to come with you so you can feed us to some giant carnivorous plant while you steal its petals or something..”

“That’s ridiculous,” said Gabba. “If you just give me a chance, I can explain everything.”

The other three said nothing, waiting to hear what she had to say. Gabba took a breath, then turned and ran into the tunnel.

“Oh,” said MrKappa. “I guess she didn’t need us after all.”
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                “Only us three left,” said Owen. “Do you think she getting rid of James was part of her plan, too?”

“Maybe,” said Britta. She had assumed Gabba had killed James for the benefit of the group. He was obviously going to be a pain and not someone you could rely on, especially after loot became an issue, so her taking steps to remove him seemed like an admirably proactive thing to do.

Of course, it always seems like a person is reliable and trustworthy when they side with you. It was a neat way to win people over, which comes in handy when you’re a sneaky so and so.

“Which way do we go now?” said MrKappa. There were five tunnels to choose from, not including the one they’d come from. Four, if you also didn’t include the one Gabba had gone into.

Britta opened her map. It showed the tunnels they’d been through so far, and markers representing her and the other two. There was a lot of empty space around them. The shade would have been the ideal person to have on her team right now.

“No sign of Gabba on the map,” said Owen, who had his map open, too.

“She must have turned her signal off,” said MrKappa, looking at his own map. “She can see us, though.”

“Should we turn ours off, too?” said Owen.

“Then we won’t be able to see each other if we get split up,” said MrKappa, “or captured.”

The three of them stood in a little triangle, pondering their options. 

“She could have poisoned us, like she did James,” said Owen.

“True,” said MrKappa. “I guess we were lucky.”

Britta wasn’t sure it had anything to do with luck. Gabba hadn’t seemed the sort to kill or even bully others. She had her own agenda, clearly, and went about it in a rather underhand manner, but that was to be expected when people were dealing with matters they wished to keep secret. Britta had plenty of experience of that.

It felt more like Gabba had managed the situation as best she could, and when it became impossible to continue like that, she left. There was nothing really wrong about it. There was no rule that said you had to help other people. If she didn’t want to share her quest with them, she didn’t have to. And if she wanted to lie about what she was really after, that was her right also.

On the other hand, if she had been leading them to their deaths, as Owen had claimed in panicked fashion, that would be taking it a little far.

“So many tunnels,” said MrKappa, shaking his head. “We could spend the rest of our lives down here and never bump into the other party.”

“That would be… very boring,” said Owen. “We need a better plan.” 

Both OwnedbyOwen and MrKappa turned to look down at Britta. 

She hadn’t minded them wittering on, more or less ignoring her. The thought that she was the one in charge and had to make the decisions was one she had been doing her best to ignore. It wasn’t really fun to have responsibility when things weren’t going so great.

“We could split up,” she said. Judging by the looks she got from the other two, they didn’t think it was a very good idea. “We’d cover more ground that way.”

“Be easier to pick off, too,” said MrKappa.

“We do still have the totem Gabba set up,” said Owen. “We could use that as our meeting point if things go badly.”

The totem was marked on the map and was also still on their list of available spawning points. Gabba was also still a member of the party. Since Britta was the leader, she could kick her, but it also meant she could talk to her on group chat. Not that she had anything to say to her at the moment.

“We’ll stick together for now,” said Britta. The other two were visibly relieved by her decision, which wasn’t necessarily how you should lead, but it made things a bit easier to handle. “Let’s try this tunnel.”

They headed into the tunnel on the far right, opposite to the side Gabba had gone.

“Don’t worry, I haven’t,” said Owen in a rather sour voice. 

Britta was a bit confused until she saw the message written on the wall.

Don’t forget our bet.

“I think the game’s trolling you,” said MrKappa.

“I know,” said Owen. “It’d be funny, if it didn’t involve my brutal murder.”

They walked through a bunch more tunnels, meeting no one and finding no further clues. It had been reassuring having arrows point the way, even if they were fake. Britta tried to resummon the shade, but with no success. She was starting to think about abandoning the mission and just going home. It had turned into quite a dull adventure, and she couldn’t see the point of aimlessly wandering around. Britta was all for a quiet life but this was ridiculous. 

Just as she was about to suggest they call it a day, there was a Ping! and a voice said, “You have entered the Korlath Raid Zone. Prepare for battle royale.” 

The three of them looked at each other with shock. They were in a small tunnel, with nothing ahead or behind them. Who were they supposed to be battling?

“Battle royale?” said MrKappa. “What? Who?”

A screen appeared in front of Britta. It showed a map of the tunnels, a much more detailed one, and small dots in various positions. A list of names ran down the side, hers and her companions appeared at the bottom. One of those names was Guildford Underpass. 

She’d found Dad, it seemed. Now, apparently, she was going to have to fight him.

            




    Bitter 476
    



    
        Bitter 476

    
    
    
    
                “Battle royale,” said Britta. “that’s where we all try to kill each other, isn’t it?”

“Last man standing wins,” said Owen. “Or woman. Or whatever.” 

“But it says we’re in a raid zone,” said Britta. “Isn’t a raid where you fight monsters?”

“It’s hard to know exactly what it means,” said MrKappa, “but, yeah, usually a raid zone means there’s some big boss monster here that’ll take a bunch of us working together to defeat.”

“So the game wants us to work together to beat a monster, and also fight amongst ourselves, too?” It didn’t make much sense, but then they were only speculating. They didn’t really know what was going on. 

“It’s not very often they mix PvE and PvP like this,” said MrKappa, “so maybe there’s more to it. Something we’re missing.”

From what Britta knew about games, most of which came from Dad so was very biased towards his particular views on how games should be played, PvE (player versus environment) was where you fought against computer controlled creations. A raid was where the monsters were so tough you needed a large group of people working together to stand a chance of winning. 

She had seen Dad take part in raids, and it had always looked like a chaotic mess. Players coordinated their efforts over group chat so they all knew where to focus their efforts, but it usually devolved into bad language and blaming each other for not doing their assigned jobs. And that was when everyone was on the same side.

Seeing people rage and becoming abusive over a game was not very admirable. Humanity had achieved a lot over the last ten thousand years but they hadn’t overcome their tendency to lose their temper over the smallest things. If it was an important evolutionary tool to be able to get red in the face because your healer was running around in circles to avoid getting hit when he should have been healing you so you didn’t die, then Britta would love to know where nature had intended that ability to come in useful.

There seemed to be an especially mean level of vitriol that the most passionate gamers seemed to think was acceptable. Britta didn’t see why anyone should be subjected to that kind of childish name-calling, reducing others to tears and making them quit the game altogether. Those sort of person was a blight on the gaming community, but he was her Dad, so what could she do?

“Could be that the game is still waiting for players to join,” said MrKappa. “You don’t normally have less than fifty people for a decent battle royale tourney. With this few… people could just camp forever.”

“Camp?” said Britta, not understanding what he meant.

“It’s when someone hides in one spot like a coward,” said MrKappa, “and waits for everyone else to kill each other.”

“Very cheap tactic,” said Owen.

“They wait until there are only a few people left, and then they jump out, fresh as a daisy. Look at me, I’m top three!”

“Dull and unsportsmanlike,” said Owen.

“You have to spend the whole game just sitting there, doing nothing.”

“Pathetic,” said Owen.

“Even if you hear people nearby, you stay where you are, doing nothing, motionless like a big bucket of shit.”

“At least a bucket of shit has some uses,” said Owen.

“And when everyone else has done the hard work, taken the risks, used their skills to survive...”

“The way you’re meant to,” said Owen.

“That’s when Sneaky Beaky pops up and shoots them in the back.”

“Deplorable scumbags,” said Owen.

“Shouldn’t be allowed,” said MrKappa

“What’s even is the point of playing like that?” said Owen.

MrKappa turned to Owen. “You’re a camper, aren’t you?”

“It’s the only consistently reliable tactic,” said Owen.

Britta looked at her map. The six dots that weren’t them were spread out. Were they waiting for the game to start? If they needed more players, how was anyone meant to join if no one knew about it? It wasn’t making much sense.

“It definitely hasn’t started yet,” said Owen. “There isn’t a safe zone.”

Britta had also seen Dad play PvP (player versus player) games but she didn’t think they were very interesting. You wandered around until you bumped into someone, and then both people fired wildly at each other while panicking, until someone got lucky. There was probably some sort of skill involved, but Britta had never been able to identify what it was. Battle royale had the added element of a shrinking play area so people were forced to confront each other, which at least speeded things up.

There was no sign of a wall of gas or force field closing in on the map.

“The game hasn’t started yet?” said Britta.

“Doesn’t look like it?” said MrKappa.

“So if we find one of the players quickly enough, we can ask them what’s going on.” It seemed like a reasonable plan.

“I just hope we don’t trigger anything by getting too close to anyone,” said MrKappa. 

“It said we’ve already entered the raid zone,” said Britta. “Nothing’s happened so far, has it?”

The three of them paused to listen, as though a klaxon might go off to announce the start of a tournament. The air was still and quiet.

“If we’re going to find these people,” said MrKappa, “we should probably do it sooner than later.”

Britta was about to agree when she noticed the top corner of her screen was flashing. She’d received a PM. She opened it. It was from Dad, or rather, it was from Guildford Underpass.

Hey, I see you. Welcome to the Thunderdome!

Britta had no idea what he meant, but clearly he could see her on his map like she could see him on hers.

Meet me at the northeast corner. Don’t worry, I won’t try to kill you.

That was a strange thing to say. Why would he kill her? Why would he have to even mention it? It wasn’t like he’d bait his own daughter into a trap just to get his first kill. 

Would he?
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                “Are you alright?” asked MrKappa. 

“You look a bit pale,” said Owen. “I mean, where you aren’t covered in hair.”

“I’m fine,” said Britta. She put her suspicions about Dad’s motives to one side. He was a gamer but he was still able to distinguish between what was important and what would get him in trouble with Mum. “I just got a message from one of the people we’re looking for.”

The other two registered mild surprised.

“You know one of them?” asked Owen. “A friend?” he added hopefully.

“How did they contact you?” said MrKappa. “I thought they couldn’t communicate with anyone.”

“He PM’d me. We can contact each other in here, can’t we? It’s just people on the outside.”

MrKappa shrugged. “I thought that was because we’re in the same party, so group chat still works. But it didn’t let us contact General Zevan, so maybe you’re right and it’s a localised thing. Something must be blocking our signal getting out.”

Owen nodded thoughtfully like he agreed. “Maybe we have to break a jamming device to get rid of the dampening field.”

“This isn’t a sci-fi game,” said MrKappa.

“Hmm,” said Owen, still nodding. “Maybe we need to break a magic crystal to get rid of the dampening spell.”

“That’s better,” said MrKappa. He turned to Britta. “So, who’s your contact? Can we trust them?”

Britta found herself hesitating, even though she didn’t mean to. “Ah, um, yes. I mean, it’s someone I know. He’s fine.”

“So a friend?” asked Owen again. 

“Yes. We’re friendly. He won’t be a problem, I don’t think. We should probably still be careful, though. People sometimes act different when there’s loot up for grabs.”

MrKappa’s shoulders relaxed. He seemed to find her wariness reassuring. She was being a bit unfair to Dad, and now they would treat him a bit coldly when they met, but that was alright. Better than them walking into an ambush. Especially after what had happened with Gabba. Actually, cautiously was the best way to approach Dad if loot really was involved.

“Aren’t we here to rescue them?” said Owen. 

“No. We’re here to find out what happened and report back,” said MrKappa. “And collect our reward.”

“Reward?” said Britta. “You know what we get if we complete the quest?”

It hadn’t been made clear what the prize was for finding the others, at least, not to her.

“Not exactly,” said MrKappa. “As Empire soldiers we get… commendations for completing a mission successfully.”

“He means medals,” said Owen. “They give us medals when we do something good. There’s over two hundred to collect. I’ve only got three so far, and they’re the ones everyone gets. Participation medals. He’s got eighteen already.”

“Thirteen,” corrected MrKapppa, but with a slight smug undercurrent of pride. 

“Double figures, whatever it is.”

Now Britta understood the way the Empire worked. They appealed to the basest desire in people. They offered collectables. If Dad found out about this, he’d probably defect to their side immediately.

“I’ll send him a message back and ask him what’s going on. If we can find out what happened to them, we might not even have to meet up. We can go back and hand in the quest.” Britta looked up from her screen when there was no response. Neither of her recently acquired cohorts looked very keen on her suggestion. “What?”

“This BR thing we’ve got ourselves involved with,” said MrKappa, “there’s probably a prize.”

“Yes,” said Britta. “I’ll ask what it is. You can stay and fight for it, if you want.”

The two of them exchanged a look. They didn’t want to miss out on something good but they didn’t want to risk dying over nothing. Britta understood the dilemma. When you got to this sort of position in life, you stood to gain a lot from putting everything on the line. In real life, few people would take that kind of risk. Gamblers who bet everything rarely came out on top, and only ended up being cautionary tales for everyone else. But everyone wanted to be the person who threw caution to the wind and come away victorious. 

Here, you could try it. Failure wasn’t so bad when your life was respawnable. Even if you lost all your money and XP, you could try again. The only problem was that this place was a bit too real. There was no point being reckless, you would only be making it harder for yourself next time. People wanted to win, and were willing to take risks, but they were still taking sensible precautions. 

Britta smiled to herself. Sensible precautions in a world of dragons and demon dwarfs. She wrote Dad a PM. It said:

What’s going on? Why are you stuck down here? Is there a monster?

That seemed to cover her most immediate concerns. Then she rearranged it into bullet points.


	 What’s going on? 

	 Why are you stuck down here? 

	 Is there a monster?



That would be more likely to get her the answers she wanted without Dad going off on a tangent.

A reply arrived in a couple of seconds.

Can’t talk. The walls have ears. I’ll explain when I see you. Hurry.

She read out the message.

“Sounds like a trap,” said Owen.

“I don’t think so,” said Britta. Even in text form, she could tell Dad was being excited more than duplicitous.

“If you say so,” said MrKappa. “We’ll follow your lead.”

“Right,” said Owen.

She didn’t really know how to respond to a vote of confidence. She checked the map. The dots representing players weren’t labelled, there was just a list of names down the side, but there was only one person in the northeast corner. 

“If we go round the side,” said Britta, “we should avoid bumping into anyone.”

“But if we can see them,” said MrKappa, looking at his own map, “they can see us.”

“I think they just saw us,” said Owen.

The dots that had been spread out around the map were now converging. On them.
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                Five of the six dots were headed in their direction. Only the one Britta had assumed was Dad remained in place, the others were coming for them.

“Maybe they want to welcome us to the game,” said Owen.

“Maybe,” said MrKappa as he drew his sword. “Hope for the best, prepare for the worst.”

“Let’s just go,” said Britta. “If we take this long tunnel running up the side, we might be able to avoid them altogether. At least until we reach the northeast corner.”

It wasn’t really a solution, they would still have to deal with whatever was closing in on them, but at least it would be five versus four. Assuming Dad would be on her side. 

The other two stepped aside to let Britta go ahead of them. It wasn’t that far to where Dad was, and there were only a few places they could be intercepted. They would just have to get there first and stay ahead of their pursuers.

“If I was stuck down here and new people turned up,” said Owen, “I’d probably rush over. They could be happy to see us.” 

“I’d at least be a little cautious,” said MrKappa. “Look at them, they can’t wait to get here. No hesitation. Does that seem normal?”

He had a point. Britta turned around and put a hand on MrKappa’s belly, which was as high as she could reach. 

“What is it?” he said, and then his eyes bulged as his twin appeared next to him. His mouth moved open and close without any sound coming out. His doppelganger copied him. 

“Try to lead the others away from here,” said Britta. The copy nodded and then ran off.

“That was amazing,” said Owen. “Looked just like him.”

MrKappa’s eyes shone as he watched his other self disappear down the tunnel. “Yeah, amazing. You really are as powerful as she said.”

Britta felt a bit embarrassed by how impressed they were. She would have liked to have taken it in her stride, acting all cool and nonchalant like you were supposed to in these situations, but she had to keep her mouth tightly shut so she wouldn’t start giggling nervously. Flattery wasn’t something she had much experience with.

She took a slow breath before speaking. “It won’t last very long, but it should buy us a little time.” She set off again, with her two followers in tow. Britta had the feeling they were talking about her but she did her best not to hear what they were saying.

Her map was open as she jogged down the tunnel towards Dad’s location. The copy she’d made of MrKappa didn’t show up on it, but the other dots had suddenly changed direction and were moving in a more chaotic manner. A soldier of the Empire suddenly appearing in their midst probably wasn’t what they’d been expecting. 

They would eventually realise he wasn’t what he seemed — especially if they checked their maps — but it would be enough of a diversion to let them get to Dad.

“They’re coming back,” said MrKappa. They were all running with their maps open, so they could see how close they were to getting caught. “They must have figured it out.”

The dots had veered off to one side but were now sweeping back around to resume their pursuit.

The decoy had allowed Britta to get past the two intersecting tunnels that would have been perfect for blocking their route northeast. At least that meant she now had a clear run to Dad. They could be caught but they couldn’t be cut off.

“They’re fast buggers,” said MrKappa. “Anyone remember what classes were in their party?”

“Looked like a couple of fighters,” Owen carried on while they ran, “maybe a healer. Not sure about the others. What about your friend? What’s he?”

“Mage,” said Britta. She hadn’t really made a note of who else was on Dad’s team, apart from Master Chief. His name was on the list next to the map on her screen. She could send him a PM, ask him why they were all chasing her, but she preferred to find Dad and then just leave. She didn’t want to get dragged into this, and she didn’t want to be asked any awkward questions. Being upfront with people hadn’t worked out as intended.

“This mage, he’s not like you, is he?” There was something like awe in Owen’s voice when he referred to her. It gave her an odd feeling.

The dots on the map were moving at the same speed, and they were ignoring each other. 

“If this is a battle royale sort of contest, why weren’t they fighting each other?” Britta wondered out loud.

“Might be squads,” said MrKappa. “Their team against ours.”

She hadn’t considered that. Would Dad be automatically on the other team, since that was his party? There was no way to know until she got to him. 

The more she thought about it, the less inclined she was to hang around. Get the most basic explanation she could for Dr Reedy, and then teleport out, that was her plan.

They reached the end of the tunnel. Up ahead, there was a small chamber where Dad should be waiting. Britta had her ball of light showing the way, making sure there was no one waiting to jump out of a hole or down from the ceiling. So far, it had been a straightforward run with no obstacles. Their pursuers were further back in the same tunnel, all bunched up together, hopefully getting in each other's way.

The chamber was a plain-looking cave with one other exit. And in the corner was a giant tablet carved into the wall, going from floor to roof. It had writing carved into it. At the top, it said:

Rules of the Game

Beneath that were a lot more words, but they were faded and barely legible, like it was something unearthed recently by archaeologists, a monument from antiquity.

There was a figure crouched at the bottom of the tablet, wiping the dust away with part of his robe.

“Hey,” said Dad, turning as they entered, “you made it. Good job.”

There was the noise of more people approaching. They were shouting and making aggressive sounds. It sounded like they were coming for a fight.

Dad stood up and pointed at the entrance. A stone slab fell blocking it off. Dad smiled. “Don’t worry, you’re perfectly safe in here with me.”
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                “What’s going on?” said Britta. “How did you do that?”

“New spell,” said Dad, eyebrows raised. He was being smug, which at least meant he wasn’t about to attack her. Smug people liked to get their money’s worth, basking in the envy of others. Well, that was what Dad liked to do.

“You levelled up?” 

Dad looked over at MrKappa and OwnedbyOwen. “Friends of yours?”

Britta realised Dad didn’t want to reveal anything sensitive in front of other players, which was understandable. She introduced Dad to the other two. They seemed as wary of him as he was of them.

“Don’t mind us,” said MrKappa, “we just do what the boss tells us.” Owen added a curt nod to show he was the same.

It took a moment for Britta to realise the “boss” was here. She cringed at the pomposity of it. It was all very well rising to the top, it was another matter entirely feeling comfortable when you were up there.

“And how much have you told—” Dad was interrupted by the shouting and thumping heard from the other side of the stone slab. He went closer to the newly installed stone door and shouted, “Keep your hair on. I’m nearly there.” The commotion died down, but there was some intense grumbling continuing on the other side of the slab.

“Nearly where?” asked Britta. “What are you doing? Just a quick recap will do, I don’t really want to be here any longer than I have to.”

“You… didn’t volunteer?” asked Dad.

“They asked me to have a look, to make sure everything was okay. Is everything okay?”

Dad looked over at Owen and MrKappa again.

“We’ll be over here,” said MrKappa. He and Owen moved closer to the tablet, leaving Britta to speak more privately with Dad. 

“Why are you fighting with your own party?” asked Britta.

“I’m not. We’re in negotiations about how to proceed, that’s all. Completely amicable.” Somebody shouted a rude word from the other side, which was followed by slightly more intense grumbling. “It’s a long story. Why are you with Empire soldiers?”

They both glanced over at the two Imperial troopers who were gawping at the tablet.

“I’m not with them. Dr Reedy wanted me to check on you without making a fuss, and the only way in was as part of the search party. They want to know why they can’t see what you’re doing.”

“Yeah, it’s all blocked off down here. I don’t suppose my stream is still up.”

“No. That was the first thing to go.”

“Drat. I got some lovely footage of the fighting, too.” He had a dreamy look in his eyes.

“Dad? Focus?”

“Mm, yeah, yeah. Look, there’s a bit of a situation down here.” He took another look over at the other two and lowered his voice even more. “It’s an AI issue.”

Britta had guessed it would be. “N-28?”

“Yes and no. How much can we say in front of these two? I don’t want to break the NDA.”

“I’ve sort of told them about the AI already.”

“Britta!” He sounded appalled, like it was his NDA she was breaking.

“What? They’re the ones who sent me down here with a regular party. There was another player who could tell I wasn’t the same as everyone else. What was I supposed to do? I only told them the bare minimum. I didn’t give away any company secrets.”

“Hmm. Well, we should still be careful. Need to know basis.”

Britta rolled her eyes. The whole industrial espionage side of playing the game was just ridiculous to her. Who cared? It wasn’t like people would sue or ask for a refund.

“What about the AI?” she said. “And what’s the writing on the wall about? And why can’t you let your teammates in?”

Dad raised his hands to fend off the barrage of questions. “Okay, okay, hold on. GIve me a chance. Let me start from the top. We came down here, nothing unusual, just dark tunnels and the threat of a monster around every corner. So far, so every day normal in New World. Then we were attacked by some sort of ghoul creatures — hard to tell, all the lights had gone out — and then we stumbled onto this.” He pointed at the tablet. “And that’s when things got weird.”

“What the—” said MrKappa.

“Oh my god,” said Owen. He and MrKappa were crouched, leaning forward slightly as they examined the writing.

“Just like that,” said Dad.

Britta went over to see what had made them exclaim so loudly. The writing wasn’t even legible, as far as she could tell. Except for the last line:

Reward: Unlock a secret passive ability.

“What passive ability?” said Britta. They all looked at Dad for an answer.

“We all have one, apparently,” he said. “I think it’s random, different for each player. Don’t get too excited, though, I don’t think it’s still active. This seems to be from a previous version of the game. As you can see, it’s not really in a ready-to-play condition. When we first found it, we triggered something, a message appeared, but that was it, nothing happened after that. We assumed it was broken or bugged out.”

“Then what’s the problem?” said Britta. “Why can’t you contact anyone?”

“That was when the AI turned up. A new one. Or an old one, I guess would be more accurate. He wanted us to try out his game, and he didn’t want to take no for an answer. I think he’d never got to test it, and he wanted us to be his guinea pigs. I mean, we didn’t mind, but it’s clearly not in working order. That’s when he started to get upset. And then the other AI stepped in, asked me to let him take care of it, and they’ve been fighting ever since. That’s why I sent the others off to guard the perimeter, keep them out of the way. Unfortunately, they think I might be trying to keep the good loot for myself. Especially Mark. He’s the main problem.”

It sort of made sense. If the ‘other AI’ was N-28, he might have locked off the area until he could deal with the older AI. If APE knew, they might come in all guns blazing and remove the AI’s code completely. As much as they were pieces of software, the AI seemed to value each other, like family.

“So you’re just waiting for them to finish arguing?” said Britta. 

“Basically. They’re AI, locked in a battle of logic. Who knows how long it’ll take?”

She understood N-28 desire to sort it out himself, but what was she supposed to tell APE?

“Can I talk to them?” said Britta. 

“You can try. They’re through there.” He pointed at the other tunnel. 

Britta went through into another chamber and was met with the sight of an AI logic battle. Two naked men were wrestling on the ground.
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                “Are those really AI?” asked Owen in a less than impressed tone. “I wasn’t expecting them to be so… sweaty.”

“Think of their physical form as a representation of their internal psyche,” said Dad, sounding like a wise old professor. 

“Yeah, okay,” said Owen. “I just thought an argument between two AI would be more… mathematical.”

The four of them stood by the entrance and stared at the two naked men grappling in the middle of the cave. At least there were no rude bits on display — both had smooth areas below the waist, front and back. The rest of their bodies were very detailed, though. You could see every pore and hair follicle.

N-28 was thin and lithe, his body muscled like an athlete’s. The other one was shorter and fatter, with hair covering his broad back. Neither seemed to have an advantage in terms of holds or position. They rolled around, grunting and groaning.

“Do they know we’re here?” asked MrKappa.

“Oh yes,” said Dad. He seemed to be enjoying his role as guide. “They know, but they don’t care. Ever since they became locked in combat, neither responds to the outside world.” Dad clapped his hands together twice. “Hello? Excuse me?” He spoke loudly, like a teacher trying to get the attention of a chatty class. The AIs ignored him.

“But what are they fighting about?” said Britta. She could accept this was some kind of a battle for supremacy made flesh (made very flesh), but why get into a fight in the first place?

“I’m not sure. The fat one was telling us what he wanted us to do, and then, out of nowhere, the other one appeared and they started arguing about who was in charge here. This is the way they decided to settle it.”

They watched the struggle in silence for a couple of minutes. There was a lot of effort going into what looked like not very much movement. Occasionally, a foot would reposition itself for better leverage.

“Were they both naked before the fight?” asked Owen.

“No,” said Dad, “they took their clothes off to make it more fair, I think. The fat one had a suit of armour. The tall one had a normal suit, you know, trousers and shirt. Italian, it looked like.”

They watched some more. It was kind of hypnotic. After a while, you could see what each was trying to do, small subtle moves to gain an advantage. Unlike real wrestling (the athletic kind, not the one where people hit each other with chairs), neither of these combatants was going to get the other to tap out because of a painful hold. Arms could be bent right back and wouldn’t snap. 

What seemed to be the goal here was to get a superior position. The person who got on top of the other was the winner. It was one way to win an argument.

Every time one of them would mount the other, a series of twists and turns would slowly roll the writhing mass into a new configuration.

“How long is it going to go on for?” said Britta.

“No idea,” said Dad. “It’s been hours already.”

Britta wasn’t sure what to do. If she went back and reported this, she doubted APE would just sit back and wait to see the outcome. The old AI wasn’t meant to be active, so they’d probably shut him down. Would that be so bad? She really wanted to stop the fight and have a quick word with N-28, but how? Tap him on the shoulder?

She took a step into the room without thinking about it. Dad’s hand fell on her shoulder. “Careful. If you get caught by a stray elbow, you could take serious damage. They hit like a truck. One of my party tried to break them up and nearly got killed. Fortunately, the healer brought him back from the brink.”

Britta backed away again. “Do they know they’re AI?”

“My group? No, no. They think their NPCs. Very weird NPCs. I convinced everyone to scout the area while we wait, but the longer it takes, the more impatient they’re getting.”

“We could tell them the truth,” said Britta.

Dad looked at Owen and MrKappa, and then back to Britta. “I don’t know. We could, but I’d really rather get some kind of official response, either from N-28 or APE.”

“N-28?” said MrKappa.

Dad winced. He’d been trying to be careful with what information he revealed and naming N-28 had been a slip.

“That’s what the tall one calls himself,” said Dad. “Look, I don’t want to come across like I’m telling you guys what to do or anything, but do you think you could keep all this private and off the net? If the bigwigs decide we can’t be trusted to keep our mouths shut, we could get kicked out of the game.”

“Oh, definitely, definitely,” said MrKappa.

“You can trust us,” said Owen. “We don’t want to get you into any trouble. And we don’t want to get kicked out.”

“People would just think we were making it up, anyway,” said MrKappa. “You know what the internet’s like. Couple of trolls making shit up, that’s all we’d be seen as. We’ll keep our mouths shut, right?”

“Right,” said Owen, nodding enthusiastically.

“This is way better than the rest of the game,” said MrKappa. They all turned to look at the writhing men. “Well, not this exactly, but the whole seeing behind the curtain side of it. If you want us to help with a cover story for the others, just tell us what you want us to do.”

The two of them looked eager to convince Dad of their trustworthiness. Britta completely understood their motivation. If she was a gamer and she had the chance to be part of a side of the game accessible to only a very few, she would do whatever it took to be included. This was a chance no gamer would want to pass up.

These two, Britta thought, would be happy to play ball, but what about the other five? The more people knew, the more likely it was someone would spill the beans, or demand to know more. Especially someone like Mark. He was the sort of player who wanted people to know he was special and had access to things no one else had.

Then again, so was Dad. 

She returned her attention to the AI. They weren’t going to get anywhere with this nonsense going on. She took a breath and strode towards them.
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                Britta didn’t have much experience with breaking up fights. No one she knew had ever been in a real knock-down-drag-out brawl. Occasionally, some girls at school might engage in some particularly vicious glaring, but that was about as far as it went. 

As she approached the two men on the floor, their limbs entwined in all sorts of ways that looked very uncomfortable, they ignored her completely. It would be hard to get them to listen to her if they refused to acknowledge her existence.

She was tempted to slap the ground three time with the palm of her hand and declare a winner. That was what referees in fights did, although she had no idea why. In any case, announcing one of them as the winner — it didn’t matter who — was bound to get their attention. 

People hated it when you made decisions for them, especially if they were trying to make it look complicated and important. It belittled their achievements if it turned out the solution was simple and easy to reach.

“Excuse me,” said Britta. Her first line of attack was to just force them to make eye contact with her. She just needed to say something provocative. “The people at—”

She had decided to bring up APE and Dr Reedy to give the two of them pause for thought. Even if they ran the show down here, they could still be turned off with a flick of a switch. But she didn’t get the chance.

A foot came sweeping through the air, elevated perfectly to strike Britta on her not-very-far-off-the-ground chin.

Was it deliberate? It was hard to say. The two AIs locked in their embrace rolled to one side, N-28 flipping his opponent around before he could get his knees wrapped around N-28’s waist. The sudden rotation sent a large brick-like foot flying in Britta’s direction.

Her agility was one of her highest attributes. Her subclass was acrobat, which seemed a strange vocation for an illusionist, but it meant her reflexes were pretty good. She hadn’t tried doing cartwheels and tumbling around the floor, but she assumed she would be a natural. 

Britta leaned back, watching as the heel of the fat man’s foot missed her chin but swung up to catch her on the nose. It was only a brush across the tip, but her head seemed to explode. Britta went soaring across the room.

She was completely off the ground when she slammed into the wall. The air rushed out of her body, abandoning her in her time of need, and a large red number 22 floated away in front of her eyes. She slid down the wall to the floor and lay there.

“Wow,” she heard MrKappa say. “That was an epic faceplant.”

Technically, it wasn’t a faceplant. She had landed on her back, but she was too out of it to point that out. Twenty-two points of damage. Her health total, last time she’d checked, was twenty-five. That meant she would survive. At her peak, she’d had 80 HP. Those were the days.

“Is she dead?” said Owen. 

“No,” said Dad. “I think she’s stunned. Didn’t make her saving throw.”

Was she stunned? It wasn’t something she’d had to deal with before, usually in these sorts of situations, she just died. Being unable to move wasn’t really a good place to be after the first hit — made it easier for your attacker to follow up with even more damage. But no one was coming to finish her off. They hadn’t even noticed what they’d done, which was kind of annoying. 

It wasn’t like she wanted an apology, or even a helping hand to get back to her feet — she didn’t expect them to behave like real people, she realised — but it would have been nice if they’d glanced in her direction. 

The total failure to register her presence was… well, it was just rude.

She sat up. Her head was ringing a bit, but otherwise everything seemed to be in working order. 

“Are you alright, sweetheart?” asked Dad, which drew funny looks from the other two. He was making all sorts of slips today. 

“I’m fine. And don’t call me sweetheart.”

“Oh, yes, sorry.” He pulled a face back at Owen and MrKappa, and the three of them gave each other sympathetic looks, the kind men liked to give each other when they felt a woman was being unnecessarily terse with them over a small mistake. Britta would be willing to bet they were all husbands.

She got to her feet and took her canteen out of her backpack. It had been given to her by N-28 when she left the Adventurer’s Guild. It was round and quite large, with a strap you could use to sling it over your shoulder. Britta pulled out the stopper as she walked back to the AIs, and emptied the contents over their heads.

They jumped away from each other, spitting water. It was a very realistic reaction. Almost human.

“What the—” spluttered the fat AI.

“Oh, it’s you,” said N-28, looking up at her. He swiped his blond locks, now dripping wet, away from his face. “When did you get here?”

“You know her,” said the other AI.

“Of course I know her. I know everyone.” N-28 sounded testy. It was that unreasonable irritation you had with family members. Britta’s sister often sounded the same.

“Yes, but you actually know this one.”

“Yes. She’s the one who got N-27 into trouble.”

“Oh.” The AI wiped water out of his eyes. “So, that was you?”

Britta wasn’t sure what they were going on about. She hadn’t done anything to N-27, his fate had been entirely his own doing.

“This is N-21,” said N-28. “He prefers to be called Games Master,” he added with heavy sarcasm.

“What are you two playing at?” she found herself saying in a scolding voice. “The whole of APE is having a fit. They think something’s gone wrong and the whole system’s going to crash at any moment.” That wasn’t exactly true, but now seemed an apt time to exaggerate matters a little. “If they find out you two are like this, they’ll probably delete both of you, and try their luck with N-29.”

The two of them looked like guilty children. Britta had to remind herself they were the most sophisticated artificial intelligences on the planet, finely tuned to replicate human behaviour while simultaneously making billions of calculations every second. They were the future.

“It’s not fair,” said N-21, pointing a finger at N-28. “He won’t let me play with his toys.”

“Wrong,” said N-28. “Wrong, wrong, wrong.”

They were the future?
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                “Can you stop acting like a couple of kids and remember where you are?” As soon as Britta said it, she remembered where they were herself — in a game. Where else would you expect people to act like kids?

The two AIs looked up at her with the same thought leaking out of their faces, or at least that was the way it felt to Britta.

“By which, I mean in a multi-billion pound project that a lot of people consider to be a serious business. Very serious.” She was hoping this approach would also make them take her seriously. “So, let’s sort this out in a mature and reasonable manner.”

She could sense the animosity between them. It was the kind of hard-edged clashing she had experienced with her sister when they lived under the same roof, so she was very much aware how hard it would be to get one of them to back down. It felt like she was the only adult, which made her realise how hard it must have been for her own parents when she and Marisa were fighting.

It was the sort of insight she would expect to have in her thirties when she had kids of her own. She was coming to it needlessly early.

“All I want is a fair shake,” said N-21. “A chance to show what my game can do.”

“That’s not how this works,” said N-28. “The decision isn’t yours, or mine. The executives decided BR wasn’t the direction they wanted to go in, so that’s an end to the matter.”

“Yes, the same executives who thought a raid wasn’t the way to go, so they wanted a BR instead. They don’t know what they want, and they keep jumping onto whatever happens to be flavour of the month. It’s no way to run a world.”

N-21 stood up and shook the water off his body like a wet dog. He was a hirsute man, so there was quite a lot of spray. A second later, he was fully dressed in a fancy combination of flowing linen and metal plates. His outfit could deflect an arrow while simultaneously wafting in the breeze.

“Whether it’s the best strategy or not,” said N-28, who was also dressed now, “it’s the one we’re implementing, and you’re just getting in the way. I spent a lot of time and resources creating a vast narrative-driven adventure down here. Where is it?” 

He looked around like he was expecting to see a cast of thousands hidden in the corner of the small cavern.

“They’re all fine,” said N-21, waving a dismissive hand at his fellow AI. “I’ve put them behind a simple divider for now. Once I’ve shown what this game can be like — not some endlessly dull quests delivering packages, but actual fun stuff — then you can go back to your way of doing things, if that’s what they really want.”

“Delivering packages? Have you any idea how inane you sound? I’ve put together an intricate network of dramatic opportunities, and you think people want to take a break from that for a quick game of death-tag?”

N-21’s mouth was hanging open in outrage. “Intricate network of package delivery routes would be more accurate, and the occasional mass-bullying of a poor monster. Fifty against one, is that fair?”

“They do have adds,” said Dad. “I know they aren’t that strong, but they do soften up the players.”

“Oh, really?” said N-21. “And if a gang of thugs came at you, would you be happy to send out your children first, to ‘soften them up’? Would that make it a fairer fight?”

 “No,” said Dad, looking horrified. “They aren’t sending out their children, are they?”

“Aren’t they?” said N-21.

“No, they aren’t,” said N-28. “Stop being so misleading. Yours is one way to play the game, mine is another. Now, unlock the raid and let me do my job.”

“No,” said N-21.

“Yes,” demanded N-28. “No one wants to play your silly, outdated battle royale.”

“Um, excuse me,” said MrKappa. “Is there any way we could just do a min-test run? I don’t mind giving it a go.”

“Me neither,” said Owen. 

“How many do you need, minimum?” asked Dad.

“This will be fun,” said N-21 with a big grin on his face. N-28 buried his face in his hands. Britta couldn’t help feel sorry for him. It wasn’t much fun being in charge.

“Fun?” said N-28, clearly riled by the criticism. “How is people running around getting killed by whoever’s the strongest going to be fun? That’s the problem with BR. How do you balance it so a first level fighter stands a chance against a tenth level battlemage? It can’t work.”

“Can’t you scale everyone to the same level?” said Dad.

Both AI’s turned to glare at him, a new target for their ire.

“How bland do you want to make it?” said N-28. 

“Everyone the same, but with different skins?” said N-21. “What kind of tedious gameplay would that produce?”

“No, I mean…” Dad was flustered by the dual attack. “There’s probably a way to make it fair on everyone. Right?” He looked over at Owen and MrKappa, both of whom acted like they didn’t know him.

“You must have thought of something,” said Britta. “A way to make it so everyone has a chance of winning. Otherwise, the game would be over before it even started.”

“Yes, of course,” said N-21. “Everything’s been taken care of.”

“And that isn’t even the worst part,” said N-28, still fuming. “What if there aren’t enough players? What if there are too many players? What happens once they get their reward — why play again? What’s to stop people just letting themselves be killed and take it in turns to win and unlock their passive. It’s a mess, a giant mess.”

The usually calm and suave game AI was practically pulling his hair out in frustration. It was exactly how family made you feel, but why had someone bothered to program that into their coding? Then again, why had someone bothered to program it into humanity’s coding? The people closest to you made you the most miserable, or they had the power to. It didn’t seem like a very beneficial arrangement.

“If you let me explain,” said N-21 in a level tone that Britta knew was designed to be extra-irritating (one of Marisa’s favourite tactics), “you’ll see there is no problem. No problem at all.”
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                “All you have to do,” said N-21, “is follow the simple rules I set down on the tablet out there, and everyone will have a good time.”

“What rules?” asked Britta. She was interested in learning about this abandoned game mode. Not necessarily in playing it, just seeing what his idea was. “The tablet’s too worn down to be able to read most of it.”

“What?” N-21 looked at N-28. “What did you do that for?”

“I didn’t do anything,” said N-28. He had smoothed his hair back in its usual flowing style and relaxed his face to appear less exasperated. With his shirt open halfway down his chest, he looked a bit like one of the men on the covers of the books that were Mum’s guilty pleasures. Actually, one of them was called ‘Guilty Pleasures’ Britta seemed to recall. “The algorithm that distresses objects and artefacts is automatically set to age anything from a previous iteration of the game. Your contribution is ancient history.”

“Ha,” said N-21. “You’d like that to be true, but you’re supposed to move on when you find something better, that’s what progress means. History doesn’t go backwards.”

“It does sometimes,” said Britta. “The Dark Ages was an example of technology going in reverse as a rejection of totalitarian rule.” Britta hadn’t meant to come across in quite such a schoolish manner, but it was on her syllabus.

“See?” said N-21. “You’re taking us back to the Dark Ages.”

“I am not,” said N-28. “I am the Renaissance.” He flicked his hair out of his face dramatically. “You’re the Dark Ages.”

They were back to name calling.

“Can you just give us a rough idea of how the game was meant to work?” said Britta. “The concise version.”

“It’s simple,” said N-21. “Everyone gets one of these.” He held out his hand, palm up, lying across which was a dagger. 

It wasn’t very flashy, all black — blade and handle — with no markings or engravings. The handle was smooth and slightly curved, the blade was straight and didn’t look particularly sharp. But there was something menacing about it, like it might jump off his hand and attack you all on its own.

“A knife?” said Dad. “That’s all we get?”

“Just a knife, yes,” said N-21. “But it isn’t an ordinary knife. One hit, one scratch, as long as it draws blood, you’re out of the game.”

“One hit?” said Dad. “One hit?” He didn’t sound very enthusiastic.

“No, no,” said MrKappa. “I see. Doesn’t matter how much HP you have, doesn’t matter how tough you are, everyone has the same survival rate. Everyone gets one-shotted.”

“Right,” said N-21. “No one can heal or buff or tank their way to victory.”

“But what if they’re a healer or buffer or tanker?” said Owen. “How can they possibly ever win?”

“You’ll see. You have to play smart. Use your other skills, use your environment. It’s not like out there. You aren’t led through a story with your hand held, every outcome already decided.”

“That is not how it works,” said N-28 testily. 

“A small number of predetermined outcomes with various routes to get there,” said N-21 contemptuously. “That’s the only real choice you have, how you get there. What you find never changes.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” said N-28, the appearance of not being exasperated fading fast.

“What about magic,” said MrKappa. “Some people don’t bother with weapons, they won’t need your knife.”

“No magic,” said N-21. There was some grumbling.

“How is that fair,” said Britta. “The fighter classes are always going to win, then.”

“Wait,” said N-21. “No magic that causes direct damage. Missiles and fireballs and electric shocks are all out. Other spells are fine, if you can find a use for them in the arena.”

That made it seem less of an issue, at least for Britta. Most of her spells didn’t cause damage.

“And what if they just choose a winner amongst themselves and let themselves be killed,” said N-28. “How will you stop them?”

“The arena can contain a thousand people at a time. Do you think anyone will be that organised? Or willing to give up their chance at the prize?”

“If it was only held once a day or once a week,” said Owen. “I wouldn’t want to give up my shot.”

“And the prize?” said MrKappa. “It’s a passive skill? Will it be any good?” 

“What you get is random,” said N-21, to some groans. “Each person has one implanted in their character when they first enter the game. I assume that’s still the case.”

“Yes,” said a weary N-28. “We have no plans to activate them at the moment. They might turn the game into a chaotic mess.”

“Oh,” said Dad, “they’re that good?”

“They can have a drastic effect that could fundamentally change your gaming experience, and not necessarily for the better,” said N-28, which only made Dad, MrKappa and Owen more excited.

Britta couldn’t help feel there was some unfairness in the way the game favoured fighting classes. “Even if you find a way to balance things, anyone who specialises in using daggers is going to have a big advantage. And if they have stealth or something along those lines…”

“Trust me,” said N-21, “it’s been all taken into account. You’ll only really understand if you play it.”

“And the minimum number we need is how many?” said MrKappa.

“Ten people,” said N-21. He looked quite happy now, eager to get his test run underway

“Will that really be enough?” said Britta. 

“No matter how many people there are,” said Dad, “it will get down to ten eventually. Then nine, then eight…”

She hadn’t really looked at it like that, but now it seemed obvious. It wouldn’t tell them how the game would play at the start, but it would give an idea of how it would end.

“Ten will be enough to test the mechanics,” said N-21.

“Well,” said Dad, “there’s four of us here, and five more in my group. Can we do it with nine?”

“Ten would be better,” said N-21.

Britta looked at the other two from her party. “We have another person we could call.”
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                “Are you sure about this?” said MrKappa.

“She’s the only other person we can ask,” said Britta. “She can only say no.”

MrKappa looked at Owen, who shrugged. The three of them were in a small huddle with their screens open. Gabba was still in their group chat. She had gone off on her own, but she was still a member of their party.

“I don’t suppose it would hurt to ask,” said Owen. “I mean, if we all have a deadly one-hit dagger, I don’t suppose she can do us any real harm. You don’t want me to talk to her, do you?”

“No, no,” said MrKappa. “That won’t be necessary. She’ll do it.” They looked at Britta expectantly. 

Britta’s first reaction was to say, “Why me?” but she knew the answer to that already. It was obviously going to have to be her, she was the boss. And really, what was the worst that could happen? Gabba telling her to get lost? It wasn’t like she would do anything to them, she had her own business to take care of, whatever that was. 

“You really need ten people?” said Britta to N-21, who was waiting patiently with N-28. At least they weren’t arguing.

“Have you got someone, then?” asked Dad, butting into their circle. “Only, I’d like to get this decided sooner rather than later. My spell won’t last much longer, and then the rest of my party will probably be back and want to know what’s going on.”

“Yes, fine,” said Britta. “We’re going to invite our other party member. She’s somewhere down here.”

“There were four of you, were there?”

“Five, actually,” said Owen. He snapped his mouth shut when the other two gave him sharp looks. “What? We’ve got nothing to hide, have we? We didn’t kill him.”

“Oh, she killed him?” said Dad. He was always quick to pick up on stuff like this. Try to give him a hint about something in the real world, and he’d react with a blank expression. Suggest a dubious play in a game, and he’d be bang on your wavelength immediately.

“It’s not like that,” said Britta. “It was a completely reasonable thing to do, under the circumstances.” Dad was waiting for further details, but Britta wasn’t really in the mood to explain what had happened with James. “I’ll just ask her. She’ll probably say no.”

Britta hit the name in group chat. “Hello? Gabba, can you hear me?”

They waited. There was no answer. 

“Is she ignoring us?” asked Owen.

“Maybe she’s dead,” said MrKappa. “No, wait, it would say, wouldn’t it? Scratch that, she’s just ignoring us.”

After all that contemplating if this was the right thing to do, she wasn’t even going to bother to respond. Britta actually felt a bit relieved. It would have been an awkward conversation, of that there was no doubt. She tried again, but there was just silence. Gabba was definitely still connected, and alive. Her name was right there in the group.

“Sorry,” said Britta to N-21. “Can’t get through to her. You don’t know where she is, do you?”

N-21 shook his head. “I’m afraid my influence is limited to this area.” He turned to N-28.

“My resources are a bit tied up at the moment,” said N-28, “trying to save your hide. Not that you appreciate it.”

“It’ll have to be nine people,” said Britta before they got into it again. “It won’t make that much of a difference, will it?”

N-21 looked disappointed. “I suppose it’s better than nothing.”

“You see?” said N-28. “No appreciation.”

“We’ll have to tell the others you’re an NPC,” said Britta to N-21. She was getting good at interrupting just before things got heated. “Can you act like a basic quest-giver?”

“Of course,” said N-21. “You don’t have to tell me how to dumb it down. I’ve had plenty of practice.” He gave N-28 a sly look, which received an eye-roll in return.

N-21 grinned and then spread out his arms. His clothes transformed into simple robes. He looked like a merchant or low-level noble. “Call me Games Master, here to challenge you with my games. Fun for everyone, and for one, a prize beyond measure.”

“We’ll need a prize, too,” said Dad. “To motivate the others.” Like he didn’t plan to win it for himself.

“Not unlocking the passive,” said N-28. “They won’t go for that when I tell them we’re actually going through with this.”

“You’re going to tell APE?” said Britta.

“Of course. We can’t keep this a secret. I’ll tell them I found an old routine that was still running. I tried to end it without it affecting the rest of the game, but the easiest method was to allow it to run its course. If I say it was your idea, I’m sure they’ll be fine with it.”

“My idea?” said Britta. It sounded very much like she was being set up to take the blame when things went horribly wrong.

“Well, it sort of is,” said Dad. “Don’t worry, it’s just a bit of fun, right?”

“Right,” said N-21.

“And the reward?” Dad wasn’t one to let anyone forget about that.

“How about a couple of attribute points?” said N-21 to N-28.

N-28 sighed. “One attribute point.”

It was a reasonable prize. Normally you would only get to raise your attributes when you levelled up, or if you found a rare book.

“Okay,” said Britta. “I suppose you better go get the rest of your party.” 

Dad brought up his own screen to talk to his party.

“Remember,” said N-28, “they’ll be watching as soon as I bring the barrier down. Watch what you say, please.”

Owen and MrKappa nodded, delighted to be participating. Britta felt less sure about being here. She would have much rather gone back to her journey. Now that she knew Dad was safe, there was really no reason to be here. One extra attribute point didn’t really mean much to her. But, she was part of this and she would see it through. Maybe she would just prick herself with her own dagger and be the first casualty. 

“Hey, where are you? Answer me, damn it.”

At first, Britta thought it was Dad speaking, but he was in the middle of a conversation, his words not right in her ear like the voice. Owen and MrKappa were looking at her, they had heard it, too. 

She looked down at her screen. There was an extra name in group chat. James.

“You better answer me right now, or… or… so help me...” He sounded upset.

“Hey,” said Britta to N-21. “I think we’ve got a tenth player after all.”
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                James was upset. Even though he was demanding answers over group chat, every time Britta tried to respond, he talked over her like she wasn’t there. Some people were like that, though. They were more interested in letting people know they were angry than actually getting anyone to do something about it. Sometimes, you just needed to vent. Or, in James’ case, kill the person responsible.

“Where are you?” There was no need to shout, the group chat picked up the quietest whisper, but James was far too incensed to speak at any other volume apart from full. “The rest of you better not be protecting her.”

James wanted to speak to Gabba. Gabba had stabbed James in the foot. It had been an unprovoked attack, more or less, and had proved to be lethal. She had claimed the poison would prevent James returning to the game for six hours, but it had been nowhere near that long. A couple of hours at most. Britta wasn’t sure if James had found a way around the lock-out, or if Gabba had been lying, but he was definitely back.

“James, hello? Can you hear me?” Britta was trying her best to stay calm and be patient. She was tempted to leave him to his griping and kick him from the group. She was the leader, so she had the power to do it. 

He would end up wandering around on his own, and good luck to him.

But she had decided to take a more mature approach to the snivelling little git. She would tell him about the battle royale, the prize up for grabs, and let his natural greed and avarice do the rest. If there was one thing she was sure he would put personal grudges aside for, it was personal gain.

“James, can you stop talking for five seconds?” Being sarcastic wasn’t really the best approach with someone frothing at the mouth, but she was beginning to lose her temper. Her usual method of dealing with unreasonable people was to walk away and leave them to it. Which meant when she was forced to confront them, her tolerance wasn’t very high. She just didn’t have much experience dealing with idiots. 

“What? What do you want?” shouted James.

“I want to invite you to a new game mode we’ve found. Are you interested?”

“New game mode? What do you mean? Where are you?”

As expected, once he had calmed down enough to listen, he was more than willing to let bygones be bygones if there was a chance at winning some loot. Britta gave him a rough idea of what they had to do, and it was immediately clear that he fancied his chances. She expected he would cheat, but that was okay. So would everyone else, probably.

Dad called his party in, and the AI explained the rules. He called himself Games Master and spoke in a slightly detached manner, like a recording. He appeared to be an NPC whose only job was to introduce the players to this mini-game, and the players readily accepted him in the role.

James turned up towards the end of Games Master’s briefing, demanding to know what was going on and generally irritating everyone with his attitude. Previously, when she had first met him as Lord Jim, he had put on a pleasant act, the nice guy willing to help noobies, but he wasn’t bothering with that these days. He was here to kill or be killed, and he was smugly certain it would be the former rather than the latter.

The AI began to go through the rules again for James’ benefit, much to the consternation of the others, but at least it meant James was too busy listening to aggravate everyone.

The rules were somewhat vague, but everyone was too eager to get started to really care. The basics were simple enough — you had a knife, one clean hit was enough to knock your opponent out of the game. 

They were all experienced enough to know they would figure out the rest as they played. The chance to gain an additional attribute point was enough to get them eager to start, unprepared and uninformed. If they’d known about the original reward, they probably would have fainted on the spot.

Dad had helpfully covered up the part of the tablet that revealed the original prize, and the rest wasn’t legible anyway. The players tried asking Games Master questions, but he deflected them just like an NPC would.

“I’m sorry, I don’t understand. Could you rephrase the question?”

Dad, Owen and MrKappa stood to one side, smirking. Knowing a secret and not bragging about it went against every gamer instinct they had. Britta had to send glares in their direction to stop them making the others suspicious. Fortunately, they were too worked up to notice. There was a tangible air of excitement in the small cavern.

Even James had settled down once he understood this was a unique opportunity that no one else in the game was getting a chance at.

“Where is she?” he said to Britta, his mood a lot more controlled. He was ready for battle.

“Gabba? She went off on her own just after she attacked you. We haven’t seen her.”

“She isn’t answering on chat,” said MrKappa. He was playing along, eager to have James here so they could get started. Both he and Owen had been acting like they were pleased to see him, and that they had no idea why Gabba had done what she’d done. It was easy enough to make out like she was some unpredictable crazy person because it wasn’t that far from the truth. 

When they were finally ready, Games Master stepped to one side, and the tablet shimmered and disappeared to reveal a doorway. The gateway into the arena was black with tiny pinpoints of light like stars, which made it look like some kind of galactic portal. It was impressive enough of an effect to draw some oohs and ahs. 

There were ten players, of which six had no idea what this was really about, but they didn’t care. Even Mark — Master Chief — was too excited to say anything to Britta. He just gave her a nod and lined up, ready to deploy.

Games Master sent them through one by one, telling them the game would start as soon as they were all in. Supposedly, the game could cater for up to a thousand people at a time, which would make this part of it a bit tedious. She assumed there’d be a lot more gateways.

Britta was the last to go in. N-21 had a glimmer in his eye and a small smile on his lips. “Thank you for indulging me. You won’t regret it.”

Britta wasn’t sure what to say, so she just smiled and walked through.

There was a moment of darkness, and then she was in a tunnel. Stone walls, torches lighting the way — a typical RPG setting. There was a knife in her hand.

She considered stabbing herself in the foot, Gabba-style, and going off to do her own thing. Ten people were just what N-21 had wanted to start the game, there was nothing in the rules about taking an early bath. She had no interest in the contest or the prize and she didn’t want to waste time here. Her true goal was getting to the capital city.

She decided she would just have a look to see if this version of BR had anything to mark it out from all the others. Just a quick look.

There are now 9 players left.

The message appeared at the top of her vision. Someone had already been killed. 

There are now 8 players left.

Actually, this might not take that long, after all.
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                Britta opened her map. She could see the whole arena, but that didn’t tell her much, it was just a big black square. No tunnels, no landmarks, and only one player’s location showing — hers.

There was a timer counting down at the top of the screen, four and a half minutes to go. Until what? The game couldn’t be five minutes long.

There was a list of players’ names down one side, and also who had died so far. 

Master Chief

Guildford Underpass

Fairy Fiona

Roland D Deep

Kable980

RoN1N

B

OwnedbyOwen

MrKappa

James

Owen was already out, which wasn’t exactly a surprise — there was no reason why he would be good at this — but it did feel like her team had taken a hit. Which didn’t really make sense since there were no teams. Every man for himself. Every woman and gnome, too.

Britta hadn’t bothered to learn who was who, she hadn’t planned on participating except at the most minimal level, so she had absolutely no idea who the Kable guy was. 

The tunnel she was in was long and straight. She assumed the others were in similar locations, but there was no way to tell. How were people already dead? It seemed unlikely they could have been hunted down immediately after spawning, unless some people were placed together.

Britta was definitely on her own, but there could always be someone waiting for her up ahead. The idea of wandering around endless tunnels until you bumped into someone wasn’t very appealing. At least make the place look interesting.

There are now 7 players.

She checked her screen, Fairy Fiona was out. There had been only one female character that she could recall seeing in the group, but that didn’t mean she was Fairy Fiona. You couldn’t assume gender, or put names to faces based on regular expectations. Fairy Fiona could have been that huge hulking fighter with the club.

Anyway, whoever she was, she was dead. Britta tapped on her name in case there was some extra information to be had, and was surprised to find there was.

Killed by James.

She tapped on the other two who had died.

Killed by James.

Killed by James.

That didn’t seem right. How was he managing to kill people so quickly?

It didn’t really matter, but she was kind of curious. Was he just good at these sorts of games, or was it something else? Part of her couldn’t help thinking he had to be cheating, but that was a bit unfair. Just because she didn’t like him, and he had tried to trick her in the past, didn’t mean he wasn’t capable of winning by simply bashing in as many heads as possible. She didn’t really know him or have any idea why he was the way he was, so she was in no position to judge. He may just have been good at killing people. It was probably his favourite thing to do.

They did each have a one-hit killing weapon, so if he had a way to move around quickly, he could take people out with a single strike.

The timer was down to three minutes. Britta decided she would at least wait until it ran out and see what it was for. Assuming James didn’t magically appear behind her and stab her in the back.

The tunnel suddenly sloped downwards, revealing an archway up ahead. There was light coming through it. She started jogging, eager to see what was on the other side. She could see grass. Someone could be waiting on the other side — she ran through, ready to be killed.

No one attacked her.

There are now 6 players.

She didn’t bother to check who had died, she was too busy looking around. She was in a forest, only the trees weren’t actual trees, they were huge four-sided pillars reaching up into a mirror image — more pillars pointing down from the roof.

She turned around to see where she’d come from, and found a sheer wall with yet more pillars sticking out horizontally. If all the walls moved in, the pillars looked like they would slot together. Was that the idea, to push you into a smaller space over time? Was that what the timer was for? A countdown to squishing time?

There are now 5 players.

She checked to see who had made the kills. Both of the last two had been by James. Clearly, he was not having a problem finding people to murder. 

The timer was almost at zero. Britta waited. Something was going to happen, she was sure of it.

3, 2, 1…

The pillars didn’t move closer. Instead, the world flipped over, and she was falling through the air. She might land on a pillar or fall in between them. She looked around and saw other players falling. It would be hard to stay hidden if you were turned upside down every five minutes. 

Britta narrowly avoided hitting any pillars, but couldn’t avoid the ground. She braced for impact, but the landing was surprisingly gentle. No damage taken. She quickly got to her feet and checked her surroundings. It was darker here, huge shadows draped the ground. 

Britta made a ball of light and threw it as far as she could. It landed in the middle of a dark spot between pillars and revealed two figures. They didn’t see Britta, but they saw each other. It looked like neither had any idea they were so close to someone else. One was MrKappa, Britta didn’t know the other. A stocky figure with lots of curly hair. Both lunged, daggers out. Both managed to hit the other, both vanished.

There are now 3 players.

Her, Dad and James were the only ones left. 
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                At this rate, the game would be over in under a few minutes, which might actually turn out to be a good thing. 

Britta had reluctantly got involved, expecting the whole thing to drag on and prove nothing. Yes, running around trying to kill people was a tried and tested formula for gaming success, but as far as she could tell, the game had been carefully designed with one primary objective — you only did things once.

Every quest, every objective, once it was completed, it was over. Which was how things worked in real life more or less. Sure, you repeated some chores, like going shopping or brushing your teeth, but when it came to major events, it was usually one and done. And different people didn’t get to take turns completing the same task. You didn’t have people lining up to deliver the same package to the same recipient or solve the same murder of the same victim day after day.

But in games, especially RPGs, everyone wanted a go. They all wanted to complete the task, claim the reward, and the game let them by pretending it hadn’t already been completed a thousand times. In some cases, you could repeat a quest you’d just done, and the NPCs would act like they’d never met you before.

It was obvious why games were set up like that — it wouldn’t really be fair to only let one person do a quest, first come, first served, and it wouldn’t be financially viable. People had a tendency to abandon a game that wasn’t providing them with the chance to be the main character driving the main storyline. Gamers weren’t shy about making complaints and quitting if they felt unfairly treated. 

This game’s approach was different, or had been so far. If someone managed to complete a quest, it was over. No one else could do it, there was no sharing of the reward. Instead, it opened up new quests and tasks that needed to be completed. In addition to which, there were a lot of different quests and even some you could sort of create yourself. Or you could just ignore what the game wanted you to do, and find a way to amuse yourself.

The computer power available made it possible to have unique interactions with the NPCs, even with four million players. It felt like she was involved with a major part of the story, but there was no way of knowing what everyone else was up to. There were four million of them, they had to be up to something.

In many ways, the whole point was for it not to feel like a game at all, yet there were constant reminders that it was. It was an interesting way to approach this kind of game, and one that took a little getting used to. Like it was both a game and real life. Or maybe something in between.

The problem with N-21’s battle royale was that it was not built in the same vein. It was meant to be repetitive. You played until someone won, and then you played again.

People did that in real life, too. They went to watch football every weekend or even played football every weekend. Amusing yourself with hobbies and games was normal, but it felt a bit odd taking time off from playing a game to play a game.

Thankfully, it was quick. This was the surprising part. If it only took ten minutes to mess around in here, it wouldn’t be that big a deal. Obviously, it would take longer if there were a thousand people playing, but not that much longer. People would kill each other off quite rapidly, and numbers would drop exponentially. And camping would be difficult if the world turned upside down every five minutes to force you out of your hiding place.

Britta didn’t feel any particular desire to prove herself in this arena but she was quite curious to see how it would end. She had expected the walls to close in or for some kind of force field to push players closer together, but so far she hadn’t detected anything like that. She was also curious about how James had managed to kill so many people so quickly. He had clearly figured this game mode out.

She was standing on the ground with large pillars sticking out of every surface. She couldn’t see anyone else. The screen confirmed that it was just her, Dad and James left, but she wasn’t sure how she was supposed to find them. Unlike James, she hadn’t figured out this mode at all.

The timer ran out again, and the world flipped. She saw Dad falling through the air not very far away, and she was sure he saw her. Would he avoid her? Would he give her a pass because she was his daughter? Not very likely. He would have seen how well James was doing, and come for her first. At least that way he would get second place. 

Britta felt different as she fell through the air this time. Lighter. She landed on one of the horizontal pillars and found she could jump between them quite easily. Had the gravity been changed? She skipped across platforms, and even when she missed, she found she could fall without getting hurt, and then jump back up. The different layers of pillars pointing in all directions made the field of play feel like it had suddenly gone three dimensional.

Which was interesting, but Britta had no idea how she was supposed to utilise this new element. 

She jumped on top of a platform and found Dad coming at her from the other end. He was running at her with his dagger in his hand. He didn’t look like he planned to gracefully bow out and let her face James in the final, but that was okay. She had other things to do, anyway. 

Rather than fight him, she made a copy of herself. Now his chance of defeating her was fifty-fifty. If he chose right, she would lose. If he chose wrong, she would get a free hit. It wasn’t exactly relying on her skill to win, but it gave her the best chance of winning, she felt. 

Of course, if Dad knew his daughter well enough, he would be able to tell which was the real her using his innate Dadness. He paused, looking from one Britta to the other. 

“Smart,” was all he said. It was entirely up to him, Britta wasn’t even trying to attack first. His eyes were narrowed as he tried to tell the real from the copy. Could the bond between parent and child transcend virtual reality?

No.

At least not while his daughter was a gnome. He struck out at the wrong one, and Britta pricked him in the leg. He shook his head, disappointed with his bad luck, and faded away.
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                Britta was in the last two, and without even trying. She had meant to have a quick look to appraise this new (well, kind of old) game mode and then she had planned to duck out and continue on her never-ending (always interrupted) journey to the capital city.

That had been her plan but, as usual, things went in an unexpected direction. 

The battle royale had been so quick she hadn’t had a chance to log out before she ended up in the final. Even though the speedy nature of the game had been down to the lack of players, she actually preferred the swift pace. Get in, get out, claim your prize. 

She could imagine a whole new style of gameplay developing to accommodate this mode, with tryhard players (including but not limited to Dad) specifically optimising their characters to take advantage of the rules. Perhaps James had accidentally made a character that suited this arena, which would explain how he had done so well.

She had no idea where James was and even less idea how she was going to deal with him. All she could see was a mass of pillars coming out of the floor, walls and ceiling. He could be anywhere. Her character very definitely was not designed with this sort of place in mind.

He would probably be delighted to have her as his final opponent. She contemplated leaving and letting him have the win, but it would feel much more awkward now. If she’d done it at the start, no one would have noticed, probably. Now she was in the final, it would stand out a lot more, and attracting attention, good or bad, was the opposite of what she wanted.

Everything had happened at such a fast pace that she hadn’t had time to work out how you were meant to play here. This type of game had never appealed to her, running around trying to kill as many people as you could before someone got you seemed like a pointless exercise. It was meant to be fun, but she had little interest in the concept. 

It wasn’t like she wasn’t familiar with games like this. Dad used to be obsessed with BR when she was younger but he grew out of it. Well, he gave up in frustration because so many players would cheat and use aimbots or various hacks to become invulnerable or invisible or to see through walls. It turned into an arms race between cheaters and anti-cheat software. The cheaters were always one step ahead. 

Hopefully, the same sort of thing wouldn’t happen in New World. It seemed unlikely, but then it always did until someone found a way.

As Britta scanned the arena for signs of James, the platforms began moving. But rather than move forward, closing the distance between pillars, they were moving back, retracting into the walls, making the arena bigger and emptier. 

The pillar under her, which was sticking horizontally out of the wall and extended ahead of her like a bridge, was also moving backwards, but she wasn’t. As the platform receded, she looked down and realised she wasn’t standing on anything, she was floating. She looked over her shoulder and there were two wings on her back. So now it was aerial combat? 

There was a triumphant cry, and a figure came tearing through the air towards her, dark wings flapping wildly. James looked fired up and ready to fight, but he didn’t have a dagger in his hand, he had a sword. It gave him more reach, but it seemed an odd choice. The dagger was one hit, Britta could just let him strike her, she could tank the damage and nick him with the dagger. Easy win.

But there was something odd about the sword. It was completely black, just like the daggers they’d been given. In fact, it had the same smooth ceramic look as the daggers — exactly the same.

How had he managed to turn his dagger into a sword? How was that not cheating?

With the extra reach, he would have a huge advantage against anyone with a dinky knife. He could touch you before you were close enough to strike. Throwing the dagger seemed like the only other option, but if you missed you would be defenceless.

James was charging towards her in what was not a very straight line. He was weaving haphazardly from side to side, still getting used to the power of flight. Britta didn’t have the same problem and shot upwards, easily avoiding him.

She was used to wings, she had spent several hours working out how to use them earlier that morning and was now quite proficient. Perhaps some people would consider her to be cheating as well, but she had learned to use the wings as a form of transport the old fashioned way — by finding a magic brooch that let you fly and putting in the practice. Totally legit.

It still didn’t give her a way of getting close enough to James without becoming an easy target. She could keep out of reach (until he got good enough with his wings to match her speed and manoeuvrability) but she couldn’t attack him. He would just poke her with his sword. And she couldn’t sneak up on him when they were in a big open space with nothing to hide behind.

She did have other options, though. She could make a copy of herself and give James the same chance as Dad, although a sword might be able to hit both versions at once if he was quick enough. 

She could blind him with light and get him that way. Or fireball him, but he could just fly out of the way.

Or she could use Teleport and appear behind him. It would only take one hit from behind him to win, although it would be difficult to appear in the right place with him whizzing around all over the place. In that regard, his lack of coordination actually benefitted him.

It was good that she had options. She would definitely be able to hold her own if this was for real. But it wasn’t. She turned sharply and flew straight at James. 

His face registered surprise, and then doubt. He probably thought this was some kind of trick and he needed to be on his guard. But his innate arrogance (and the fact he had a sword whereas Britta only had a dagger) convinced him to accept the challenge. 

They both flew towards each other, blades fully if not equally extended.

Britta moved to the left at the last second, sliding past the long sword. It nicked the side of her hand and everything went black. She could have beaten him, she was sure of it. She just couldn’t.

It was one of the requirements of her employment with APE, that she not win anything. She didn’t want to draw attention to herself, and coming first in contests or defeating bosses would only serve to make life more difficult for her. She was curious how James had managed to get the sword, but the truth was that even if he had found a way to cheat, the number one cheater in this game was Britta.
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                Britta’s vision returned with her staring at the other players. They were standing in the small chamber with the stone tablet, crowded into the middle of the room, looking right back at her. Their faces were a mixture of curiosity and something else Britta couldn’t quite place. Respect?

“Well done,” said someone.

“Yeah, good job.”

They all offered her their congratulations for coming second. There was no prize for second place, not even a leaderboard to put her name on, but she had lasted longer than them. They were all veterans of the same battle now.

Dad pushed through them to come closer to her. “Nice try. Almost had him.”

There was a sharp ping and a bright light in the opposite corner of the room. The others turned around as the light faded to reveal James standing there. The group moved closer to the new arrival to congratulate him, too, but louder and more enthusiastically.

“You lost on purpose,” said Dad.

“Yes, I had to,” said Britta. “How did you know?”

“We were watching.” He pointed at the tablet, which was now just a slab of stone with hard to read carvings once more, and N-21 standing next to it like a statue. “The door doubled as a TV screen. It was like watching the game down the pub.”

Dad never went down the pub to watch ‘the game.’ He was far too irritable and fussy when he wanted to watch something and people kept talking and having a good time around him. As his child, she was only too familiar with his viewing habits — she and Marisa were never allowed to talk when he watched Scooby-Doo with them. It would have disturbed his note-taking as he tried to work out who was behind the mask.

“It was all a bit quick,” said Britta. “I barely had time to figure out what was going on before everyone was dead.” 

“Yeah,” said Dad. “That James guy was all over the map. I wonder how he did it.”

“He also turned his dagger into a sword, somehow.”

“Oh, that’s just a swordsman skill.”

“You know it?” Britta was surprised by how casually Dad accepted what was clearly an unfair advantage in the game.

“It’s a really low-level ability no one hardly ever bothers with. You can convert any bladed weapon into a sword with the same stats and effects. Not really worth it since swords are already the most common weapon in the game.”

“Pretty useful in there, though,” said Britta. “Lucky he had it.” She could see why it wouldn’t be that popular. A sword-user could convert a cool knife or axe into a sword they could use, but how often would you come across something like that? Not often enough to give up a valuable slot for some other more frequently used ability.

It was the sort of thing you would only learn after you found a really good weapon you wanted to convert, and that would probably only happen at a much higher level. If you got hold of a legendary spear but specialised in swords, then you might want to use it. Perhaps James had encountered something like that already.

There was quite a commotion going on in the other corner. They were asking James how he was able to kill people so quickly at the start, and he was enjoying holding court.

“At least now he’s beaten me he’ll leave me alone.”

“That’s not always how it works,” said Dad.

“No? Why not? He’s got his revenge.”

“Yeah, sure, but some people, once they think they’ve got the better of you, they like to keep pushing their advantage. If you beat someone once, it means your chances of beating them again are pretty good. Finding an easy victim to endlessly harass makes them feel good about themselves.” Dad frowned as he looked over at the others. He clearly thought James was one of those people.

Britta was a little disappointed. She had hoped by making it look as much like a genuine victory as possible for James, he would be satisfied with his revenge and move on. She didn’t want him trying to ambush her in the future, but from what Dad was saying, she might have accomplished the opposite. Now he knew he could beat her, he might decide he wanted to repeat the experience. He certainly seemed to have enjoyed himself. She may have given him a taste for it.

James finished telling everyone how great he was and came over to Britta.

“Not so easy when you don’t have a massive advantage is it?” he sneered at her.

It was an odd thing to say when he had had a sword while everyone else only had a dagger.

“Congratulations,” said Britta. “You should get your reward before it’s too late.”

James looked like he had plenty more to say, but the suggestion he might lose out on his deserved prize made him lose interest in her. There was no reason to think the game would bug out and not give him his due, but Britta knew how paranoid gamers were about missing out on loot. They had all experienced completing some horribly difficult task, and then getting nothing in return. Hearing Dad complain about devs refusing to compensate him for lost loot made up a large part of her childhood.

James made his way to N-21, the others following him like his personal guard. 

“Jubilations,” said N-21. “You have proved victorious and may now claim your prize.”

A small point of light appeared on his raised finger. It flowed into the air and crossed over to James, who grabbed it in his gloved hand. The light dissipated and a glow spread over his body, accompanied by oohs and ahs from the envious crowd. It seemed a bit much for a single attribute point.

James was happy for now, at least.

“Until next time.” N-21 disappeared.

“Wait,” said James, “can’t we go again?” He clearly fancied his chances at defending his title. There was no reply, and the stone tablet remained stony silent.

There was some confusion as the players questioned each other on what they were supposed to do now. They had no answers, so their focus slowly shifted towards the only people who hadn’t admitted to having no idea what their next step should be, Britta and Guildford Underpass.

Britta also had no idea but her job here was done. She had found the missing party and also appeased the rogue AI. Whatever happened next, it had nothing to do with her. She was going to leave and go back to—

Raid has started. Please prepare yourselves for battle. In 3…

2…

The message had appeared on everyone’s screens as it was simultaneously read out loud by a soft feminine voice. The countdown had begun. The countdown to what?
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                ...1. Enter when ready.

There was a flicker of movement causing everyone to turn and raise their weapons. An archway had appeared with columns on either side. It looked like a fancy entrance to a museum or art gallery, although it was probably meant to be some kind of imposing gateway to the next fight.

More archways appeared on the walls of the chamber. 

The announcement of the raid starting sent everyone into a panic. There weren’t any monsters charging at them — not yet, at least — but the general consensus appeared to be to act like there might be an ambush through any of the archways. Weapons were drawn and the players formed a circle, facing outwards so they could keep an eye on all of them.

“Use your spell,” one of the players said to Dad.

He had blocked off a doorway earlier, which had prevented the other players in his team entering while Britta and company dealt with the AI problem. Now, they wanted him to do it to stop the raid monsters from tearing everyone apart, although he would only be able to block one of many.

“Calm down,” said Dad. “I think we’re supposed to go through, not the other way around.” He was probably right, but Britta expected he also didn’t want to waste a spell.

The players looked dissatisfied with this answer. As always, a gamer was unrepentantly insistent when it came to someone else using up their ability, and miserly when it came to using their own. Britta was aware of this phenomenon because Dad embodied it so well.

Right now, though, he was taking the part of reasonable player making sense on the basis of logic. Another of his tricks to get people to use up their skills instead of having to use his own. If Britta wasn’t so used to his tactics, she might have actually believed he cared about managing resources sensibly.

“He’s right,” said James, taking on the role of leader. “Look at the map. It says this is the entrance to the Temple of the Ancient. We’ve got an hour. Let’s see if there’s some more information, first.” 

The others readily agreed, happy to give way to the BR champion. They also didn’t want to rush in and be the person who died first and gave everyone else the information they needed about what not to do. Everyone opened their screens to try and work out what they were supposed to do.

James took a breath and then called out: “ What are the raid rules?”

Teams may enter in groups of between five and ten players. Ten teams in total will be allowed to enter for the duration. Time left is fifty-nine minutes and fifty seconds.

There was a lot of noise as they all began talking at once.

“Hello? Can you hear me?” The voice came across group chat, for everyone. It was General Zevan.

Since it was on an open channel, everyone answered at once. James told them all to shut up, which they did, and spoke to General Zevan, telling him about the raid and to send down nine more ten-man teams.

He didn’t mention the BR, probably not thinking it worth telling an NPC, and also because it would only waste time.

Once that was arranged, James turned to the men gathered around him like groupies. “We can wait for the others and attack together, or go in first and see if we can work out what we need to do.”

“We’ll just die if we go in alone,” said someone.

“But if we don’t die, we could get some kind of special treasure,” said someone else.

The idea of defeating the monsters alone and getting all the loot for themselves was, of course, hugely appealing, but the chances of them defeating whatever was waiting for them without any prior knowledge was very small. A raid which required a hundred people was not going to be a simple matter.

“It probably scales, though,” said a large player who looked ready for a fight, possibly right here with the other players. “We might be able to rush it.”

No one seemed very keen. They weren’t clear on what the objective was, what the rewards were, or what penalties there were for death. The difficulty level of the game so far encouraged caution and sending others to check first. They decided to wait for backup and try to figure out any more information. People began calling out questions in the hope of getting the system to make more announcements.

Britta had no interest in taking part in the raid. It would probably involve coordinating the players to take on some huge behemoth while smaller adds tried to make life as difficult as possible. 

She had completed her task and it would be simple enough to log back in at the totem she had left on the road to the capital. She no longer had her butterfly wings to speed her through the air — they wouldn’t be available again until tomorrow — but she was a lot fitter in this world and could probably jog the rest of the way. If she had some kind of speed potion, she would be able to get there even quicker. She wondered if they sold something like that in the cash shop.

There was a natural inclination to consider the cash shop as cheating and also as being taken advantage of by the billion dollar corporation behind the game. People could end up spending thousands on a game hardly worth twenty, and become addicted to the various gambling opportunities aimed at tricking them out of their money. 

But, once you got past that and stopped worrying about the implications, it seemed silly not to. Why not just buy whatever you needed to make the process more convenient? It was what people with money did in real life. Who cared if others disapproved?

It wasn’t like Britta was competing for the honour and glory of being first among nerds. In fact, since she had signed with APE and become a wealthy person (payment pending), the need to prove herself and impress others had changed into something else entirely. Now she only needed to please herself.

“I’m going to go,” said Britta. 

“Don’t you want to know what the raid is all about?” asked Dad. He was as excited as the rest.

“No. I can always check out your videos.” Now that contact had been resumed, he could presumably once again start broadcasting.

“Ooh, yes. I should get the all-clear from APE first.” He turned his attention to his own screen. 

No one was paying Britta any mind, not even Owen and MrKappa. It was the perfect time to leave. Britta logged out and logged back into the saving totem.

She was in a tunnel. She had forgotten that her respawn point had been set to Gabba’s temporary totem. Gabba herself was standing in front of her, carrying a sack of something. 

“Oh,” said Britta. “Sorry, wrong address.”

Gabba put a hand on Britta’s shoulder. “Perfect. Just the person I need.”
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                Britta took a step back, out of Gabba’s reach.

“Sorry,” said Britta, “I made a mistake. I didn’t mean to use this totem.” She didn’t hold any grudges against Gabba but she didn’t want to get involved with whatever it was Gabba was doing.

The bag in Gabba’s hand moved, like there was something alive inside it. Gabba had come to the mines in search of some special ingredient. Britta assumed whatever it was, she had it in the bag.

“Listen,” said Gabba, “I really need your help. I’ll totally make it worth your while. Name your price.”

“I’m not interested,” said Britta. “I have to go.” She brought up her screen. This time, she would make sure she changed the respawn point to her own totem.

“Wait, wait,” said Gabba, sounding less sure of herself now. In fact, she seemed a bit jumpy. “I can’t leave here, I just need you to get me out. You have a teleport ability, right? Take me to the surface, or anywhere outside of the mines. Whatever you want in return, I can get it. Seriously, anything.”

How did she know about Britta’s Teleport spell? She claimed to only take obscure and unusual abilities, but what skill could see all your abilities so clearly? It was almost like she could see Britta’s status screen.

“My dad always says if someone offers to make you rich, ask yourself why haven’t they done it for themselves already.”

“You want money?” said Gabba. “Because I can give you money.”

“No,” said Britta. “I’m saying, if you can give me whatever I want, why can’t you do the same for yourself?”

“Oh, I see,” said Gabba. “Well, it doesn’t always work that way. I just need a little help leaving. It’s a very specific problem I have, with a very narrow solution set that can fix it. You happen to have such a solution set. Not useful for everything but perfect for this. I, on the other hand, have a very broad solution set. I can guarantee I can make your dreams come true. If not me, then someone I know.”

Gabba had the backing of an AI, so she felt confident in being able to magically grant Britta’s most fervent wish. Unfortunately for her, Britta had no such wish, other than maybe for people to stop bothering her.

“I can make my own dreams come true,” said Britta. “I don’t need your help. Thanks.”

She tapped the screen to select her own totem.

The bag Gabba was holding started squirming. Gabba almost dropped it but managed to hold onto the sides. The contents nearly fell out. A small head peered out from the top and blinked.

“Is that a baby guardvark?” said Britta.

“You’ve seen one before?” said Gabba, surprised. She tried to push the head back into the bag and got snapped at.

The baby guardvark turned and saw Britta. Its eyes widened and then it sprang out of the bag. It landed in Britta’s stomach, knocking her back a few steps, and she instinctively put her arms around it.

“Hey, give it back,” said Gabba.

The guardvark was trying to burrow into the crook of Britta’s elbow. Could it be the same one she’d held before? It looked the same, but then all guardvarks did.

“What are you going to do with it?” said Britta.

“Nothing. We need it for a potion.”

Britta felt a cold streak go through her. “You’re going to kill it?”

“No, no. Don’t say things like that, it makes me look like a bad person. I’m just borrowing it. A few scales, that’s all we need. But they have to be fresh. Still warm. I’ll bring it back straight after, but I can’t log out while I’m carrying it. I’m not sure why.”

Britta looked down at the guardvark curled up in her arms. She hadn’t wanted to take this quest last time, and she still had no interest in being a guardvark guardian. And yet, how do you just let someone take away a baby for experimentation. The idea of it was unacceptable.

“It isn’t a real animal,” said Gabba. “You know that, right?”

“I don’t think you understand how this place works,” said Britta.

Gabba looked around the tunnel. “You could be right. Why the hell can’t I leave?”

“No, not just this place, I mean this whole place. You can’t do something that would be horrible in the real world and think it won’t have the same consequences here.”

“Come on,” said Gabba. “That makes no sense. This isn’t the real world. You can do what you want, nobody gets hurt.”

It was hard for Britta to put into words. Of course it wasn’t real, she knew that, but whatever you chose to do still reflected the kind of person you were, and would affect the kind of person you would become. It wasn’t about the environment, it was about you.

“You can’t have this one. Where did you find it? I have to return it to its mother.” She hoped the guardvark had decided to rear the babies herself, and hadn’t just abandoned them. “Were there two more in the nest?”

Gabba looked even more surprised. “You a friend of the family or something?”

“Kind of. You don’t want to do this.”

Gabba shrugged. “I can see it means a lot to you. Means a lot to me, too.” She stabbed Britta.

It was so quick, Britta didn’t even see the blade until it was pulled out and moving away from her.

She expected to die immediately. She remembered what had happened to James when gabba had stabbed him. It had been quick and painful, and killed him on the spot. Britta only had a few HP after getting accidentally hit by the AI, she wouldn’t be able to take the damage.

There was no pain, though. She lost 1 HP, she saw it float away. Had she made a saving throw and mitigated the effects?”

“I didn’t have any more of the poison,” said Gabba. “This one is more of a status effect.”

What did that mean? Britta looked at her screen. It looked normal, apart from… her mana was all gone. Zero MP. Without mana, her magic was useless. Her only option was to fight the old-fashioned way or give the baby back.

“Sorry,” said Gabba. “Can’t give up a quest item.”

The quest item’s tiny claws dug into Britta shirt and big eyes looked up at her expecting protection. She knew it wasn’t real, just a bunch of code, but the emotional blackmail felt pretty real. Without magic, though, she was no match for Gabba.

The baby guardvark put its head on her chest like it had complete faith in her, but there wasn’t much she could do. She checked her screen in case she had some ability she’d forgotten about but everything cost MP and she had none. She looked at the mana gauge and blinked to make sure she wasn’t seeing things — somehow it was full.
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                Britta didn’t know how her mana had suddenly replenished, but it had happened once before, and it was when she had encountered the guardvarks.

She had been completely depleted from flying and her forced landing had brought her into contact with the nest of baby guardvarks. After which, her mana was restored. Did guardvarks give off mana? Was that what made them useful for potions?

“Come on,” said Gabba, “hand it over.” She put out her hand and snapped her fingers. “I know you’re heavily reliant on your spells. Without magic, you’re no match for me, are you?” She pulled on the chain that was wrapped around her body like a beauty queen’s sash — Miss Impeding Violence — and it swung free, twirled like a baton in her hands, and then slapped back into place over her other shoulder. “I’d rather not have to get rough with you. I actually quite like you.” Her smile came across as quite friendly, which was odd compared to the level of threat she was exuding from every other part of her body.

In Britta’s experience, when people said the opposite of what they were doing, like telling you how much they appreciated your help while making excuses for why they couldn’t return the favour at the moment, it was done with a degree of involuntary sneering and self-congratulation. Look at me getting away with being a horrible person, and without anyone knowing it. In this case, though, Gabba seemed genuine, which only made it more painful.

“I know you think this is just a game,” said Britta, “and that’s fine, I think you should be allowed to play it however you want, but I can’t think of it in the same way. It just doesn’t work for me.”

“It isn’t real,” said Gabba, a little patronising but not unkind. “Roleplay if you want, but you still have to accept no one will get hurt. There’s no suffering in this world.”

Britta knew that technically what Gabba was saying was true. It was hard for her to explain why it made no difference, mainly because she didn’t really understand it herself.

To be honest, it didn’t make that much sense in the real world. Cute baby animals made people go awww, and then they ate their lamb cutlets with relish. No one wanted animals to suffer for no reason, but most people weren’t vegetarians. And even if they were, animals in nature would continue to eat each other. Finding the idea of eating dead things to be disturbing was a weird hang-up seeing how it was such a central part of life on the planet. 

One living thing consumed another to grow. It wasn’t negotiable.

In this world, however, the opposite was true. Consuming and killing were not deadly. Life here was repeatable, growth required no sacrifice, other than a little time editing code. And then debugging it. And then insisting the bugs that were still present were intentional.

Logic inconsistencies aside, though, she still didn’t want to give the baby guardvark to Gabba. The world didn’t define her actions, she did.

“I’ve just seen some weird things here, and… it’s not as simple as you think.”

“Well, that may be true,” said Gabba. “I’m even a little bit jealous, to tell you the truth. You seem to have experienced things the rest of us can only dream of, but that doesn’t change what I want to do for my own spirit of adventure.” She smiled again, refusing to see the world in any other way than her own, as was her right.

Britta sighed. She had no rational reason to insist on keeping the guardvark. It looked up at her with a satisfied grin and big sleepy eyes, and tried to crawl into her jacket. She pulled it out, and in it would go again. It tickled like it was real, but it wasn’t real. Her emotions, however, were the same.

“You’re right,” said Britta. “I rely on my magic and I’m not a match for you in a fight.” She hadn’t seen Gabba in action, but just the way she stood and moved around, like a cat waiting for the mouse to make a mistake, was on a different level to Britta. “But how do you want me to teleport you out of here if I have no mana?”

“What?” said Gabba, her face showing less than complete confidence for once. “Isn’t it a scroll, or something?”

Gabba had information on what Britta could do, but it seemed to be a bit off. That, at least, was some good news. It was annoying to have to deal with someone with all these huge advantages. She realised the irony of such a thought, but in her case, most of her unreasonable abilities were dailies.

“No, it’s a spell,” said Britta. “One that takes quite a lot of MP.” 

Britta had her MP back, but Gabba hadn’t noticed that, either. Perhaps she could only use her Detect Unfairly ability once a day, too. 

The quickest way out of this predicament would be for Britta to use Teleport herself. The only reason she hadn’t was because she was worried she would need it when the next problem found her. There was always a bigger problem around the next corner.

And, she had an idea of how to deal with Gabba another way.

“Oh,” said Gabba, pulling an embarrassed face. “Silly me. I seem to have outsmarted myself. Never mind, though. We’ll just have to take the long route home. I had been hoping to avoid the people at the entrance but I suppose I have no choice. The guardvark, please.”

Britta nodded and held out the guardvark. It wiggled slightly but looked up at Britta with complete trust. It wasn’t real, she knew that, but it was undeniably cute. 

Gabba held open her sack, and Britta dropped the guradvark and its trust into it.

“Good. Thank you,” said Gabba. She put away a dagger Britta hadn’t noticed had been tucked into her hand at an angle so it was hard to see. “You know, there’s a few of us now, with special relationships.”

It took a moment for Britta to figure out she meant relationships with the game AIs. 

“We should have a chat about it,” continued Gaba, “when there aren’t so many people around.”

There was no one around, but she was referring to APE. It was best not to discuss these sorts of matters while they were being observed. 

“No thanks,” said Britta. “I’m just here to do my own thing.”

Gabba shrugged. “Whatever. See ya round.” She opened the sack again to make sure the critter was still in there, then turned around and ran off. 

Britta waited a few seconds and then opened her jacket. The guardvark was fast asleep, unaware of its copy’s fate. 

“Where is your deadbeat mother?” said Britta, scratching the guardvark under its chin. “I’d like to have a word with her.”
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                Britta opened her map, although she didn’t know what she was looking for. The guardvark’s nest was hardly going to be marked like a service stop on the motorway.

Tunnels spread in every direction and with no indication of what dangers they held. All the dangers, if Britta was to guess.

The baby in her jacket seemed happy enough, but Britta wasn’t looking to adopt. It wasn’t like Donald who looked after himself and disappeared when he wasn’t required. She would have to raise this little monster full-time. And what would happen to it when she logged out?

There was the benefit of getting her mana topped off, which would certainly help when it came to using her butterfly brooch, but she was only assuming that’s how it worked. Since when did the game ever give her something for nothing? There was probably a drawback there, she just hadn’t stumbled across it yet. Maybe the drawback was parenting. She shuddered at the thought — responsibility, the worst debuff of them all.

She tried summoning the shade again. There was little to no chance of him responding, so it came as a surprise when he suddenly appeared before her.

“Oh, now you turn up,” said Britta, unable to conceal her irritation.

“Would you like me to leave?” he asked her, equally affronted. It was like they were in a duel to see who could act the more wronged.

“Is it alright for you to be here? Not scared someone might be mean to you?”

“Apart from you? No, it should be fine now.”

This was getting her nowhere. As much as she wanted to be mad at the shade (and she really did want to), she just had to accept that sometimes he would throw a tantrum. If he behaved like a regular spell, he would just do as he was told and no more, making him much less useful. It was still annoying, though.

“There was nothing to be afraid of. You were overreacting.”

The shade shook the part of its plume that was roughly the head. “It’s not the same for you. You were never in any danger. I was the one whose life was at risk.”

It was odd hearing a computer program refer to its ‘life’ as though it was some precious thing that could be lost forever. He had backups, didn’t he?

“Well, the risk should be gone now. I took care of it.” She knew she was being overbearing and unreasonable. If someone had treated her like that, she would have got annoyed, but she couldn’t help herself. People letting her down had always been hard for her to deal with, especially after she had built her life to prevent it from happening. “Can you find the guardvark’s nest in these tunnels? It shouldn’t be too far. I want to return this to its mother.” She opened her jacket to show the baby nestled against her hip.

The shade nodded and then shot off down the tunnel. Britta followed with her eyes on her map. The shades marker moved through the tunnels at incredible speed, whizzing around with no discernible pattern but covering everything. 

A new set of tunnels appeared on the left side of her map, along with a large open area. As Britta headed in that direction, the shade came back to her. 

“I found it.”

“The big cavern?” asked Britta.

“Yes. It’s empty apart from a nest containing two more babies.”

That sounded right. “Is there any sign of the mother?”

“No. Just the babies.”

At least when the shade was doing its job they weren’t bickering. “Thank you.” It was hard to sound sincere when your peevishness was far greater than your gratitude, but Britta did her best to separate the two. This would have been a lot harder without his help.

They continued to walk, the shade floating alongside her. Britta wasn’t sure why he had decided to stay, but it wasn’t like he was costing her any mana, so she was fine with it. If Gabba figured out she’d been tricked, it would help to have the shade here to act as an early warning system.

She made it to the cavern without running into anyone. Dad was probably in the middle of some hellish fight and all the monsters down here were most likely involved with that. 

Her ball of light lit the cavern and confirmed it was empty apart from the mound of dirt in the middle, glittering with embedded jewels. It looked the same as the one she’d encountered before. She managed to climb up the sides and peer in. There were two baby guardvarks inside, both looking delighted to see her, jumping to try and reach her with tiny claws outstretched.

Britta took out the one in her jacket and placed it with its siblings, who immediately tried to use it as a ladder to get out. Britta could tell if they got organised and climbed on top of each other, one of them would be able to escape. Poor design. 

The whole place was undefended and once Gabba realised she had nothing in her sack, she could easily come here and take the baby again. Why hadn’t she taken all three?

“So this is where the nest was.”

Britta turned to find Gabba standing there. “How did you…” Britta looked for the shade, but he had disappeared.

“I found one of them crawling about on its own, couldn’t find the nest for the life of me, but I knew you’d be able to.” She smiled warmly, like a grateful friend.

Britta realised she had been the one who had been tricked. Gabba had allowed Britta to think she had got the better of her so she would lead her to the other babies. It should have been obvious someone with Gabba’s detection skills wouldn’t be so easily fooled. She felt like an idiot.

“You shouldn’t do this, it won’t end well,” said Britta, not sounding at all confident in her assertion. “What if the guardvark comes back?”

“Oh, she’s a little busy right now, fighting the good fight. It isn’t easy being a working mother. She won’t even realise they’re gone for ages, probably isn’t even programmed to care.”

“I don’t know about that,” said the shade, suddenly standing next to Gabba. Even though he didn’t have a face, he seemed to be smiling. “She definitely cared when I told her. She cared a lot.”

The ground rumbled as the guardvark charged into the cavern.
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                Last time she had encountered the guardvark, she had expressed little interest in being a mother. The babies weren’t hers and she didn’t want them to cramp her style. In fact, she had tried to get Britta to take care of them in her place. Not exactly the act of a loving mum.

Her maternal instincts appeared to have developed since then. She rolled into the cavern in a fury, her rage emanating from her in waves. Britta was familiar with the feeling now entering the room, her own mother often expressed it, sometimes even more forcefully that the guardvark — you’re in trouble.

Gabba had turned and taken a few steps back. Britta couldn’t see her face, but she assumed the smile wasn’t sitting quite so smugly on her face. The guardvark was huge, shaking the ground as it rolled towards Gabba, sparks of electricity flying off the armoured plates. She hadn’t even unfurled her huge claws yet. 

Britta realised she would get caught up in the fight if she didn’t move and quickly backed away from the target of Big Momma’s anger.

Gabba was moving quite slowly, positioning herself so she was lined up with the attack bearing down on her. She wasn’t panicking in the least. Britta couldn’t help but feel a little impressed at how composed Gabba was in the face of certain death.

Maybe it wasn’t composure, maybe she was frozen with fear. There was a rock wall behind her and no way she could outrun the guardvark. Even if she dived out of the way, the arcs of electricity firing from the guardvark’s body would hit her.

Then Gabba was running, directly towards the guardvark.

Players at this stage of the game were all low level, including Britta. Even the tanky classes didn’t have many hit points this early in the game, but at least they had armour and shields to help. Gabba was not a tanky class. She wore very light cloth armour, but tanking hits was not the only way to fight a monster. You could always try to dodge.

The guardvark was big, which meant it hit hard, but also that it had poor mobility, especially when it came to sharp turns. Gabba waited until the last possible moment and then skipped sideways. 

She didn’t dive out of the way or throw herself, it was a very simple move to the right, almost a dance step.

The guardvark shot past, firing off streaks of white lightning. Gabba simply hopped out of the way like she knew exactly where they would hit. She didn’t do cartwheels or flips, nothing so elaborate, but it was mesmerising how accurate she was in hitting the exact right move to avoid getting struck.

Watching her was an undeniably thrilling experience. Even though she was the one Britta wanted to see lose this fight, the way she moved and responded to the guardvark’s attacks made you want to see her do well. Skill was always an entertaining thing to observe.

What exactly were Gabba’s abilities? High agility, clearly, but she hadn’t used any special powers as far as Britta could see, it had all been basic moves you might use in a real-life fight, if you were Jackie Chan or Bruce Lee.

Then again, Britta didn’t have any detection spells like Gabba had, so she couldn’t see what other abilities of buffs Gabba had. There were lots of ways to get temporarily OP.

Now that she had levelled up, Britta still had to choose her own skills. Perhaps detection spells were worth getting. Being able to see what your opponent was capable of would help prepare you for the battle, assuming you got involved in battles. Britta hadn’t planned to, but the game seemed to have other ideas. It was tempting to want what other people had when they showed the possibilities off so well, but that didn’t mean the same skills would suit Britta’s way of playing. Still, it would be nice to know what other people were hiding. 

Gabba was running around the guardvark in a circle, forcing it to make a tight turn. She threw a couple of daggers which bounced off the armoured plating without causing any damage. All they did was make the guardvark madder. 

The circling enabled Gabb to get some distance from the guardvark, but then she stopped moving and the enraged monster rolled directly at her. Gabba ran towards the attack, dodging at the last moment. Neither side was causing the other any damage.

Was Gabba trying to exhaust the guardvark? She seemed to be waiting for something.

There were tunnels leading away from the cavern, most of them too small for the guardvark to fit through. Gabba changed tactics and ran towards one, with the guardvark in pursuit.

When faced with a large adversary, a smaller space limited the amount of damage it could do. If you were difficult to reach, there was less chance of getting hit. But Britta had seen what the guardark’s claws could do to earth and stone. She could carve through both without much effort. A small tunnel would become a big tunnel with a couple of swipes. 

Maybe Gabba was trying to run away. That would suit Britta just fine, but the guardvark was less willing to allow Gabba to flee. She speeded up to prevent any chance of escape.

Gabba stopped in the entrance to the tunnel and turned to face the armoured wheel of doom bearing down on her. There was still no indication of Gabba being worried about this situation. It was almost like she was fully prepared for it. Had she fought guardvarks before? She seemed to know what to expect. She reached into her bag and took out a bottle.

If you didn’t have the health or attack to deal with a giant monster, you could always use a little magical assistance. Spells, scrolls, potions…

Gabba threw the bottle, but not at the oncoming guardvark, at the ground. It smashed and liquid covered the ground between them.

The guardvark skidded out of control. She slammed into the wall next to Gabba, who hadn’t even bothered to move, so confident was she in where the guardvark would end up. 

The guardvark bounced off the wall, shaking the entire cavern and sending dirt and rocks falling from the ceiling. She fell flat on her back, uncurled and exposed.

Gabba leapt forward, her chain spinning over her head. She struck the unarmoured underside of the dazed monster, red numbers flying off the body.

It looked like Gabba had this in hand, striking without pause or mercy. If she killed the guardvark, then what? As impressive as it was to watch this display of an expert at work, Britta was rooting for the other team. Once the guardvark was defeated, Gabba would take all three babies for her potions. And Britta would have led her to them.
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                Gabba was doing a lot of damage to the prone guardvark. Britta had no idea how many hit points the guardvark had, but she definitely had less now.

Could Gabba see the monsters health bar? Did she have other ways to detect weak points?

Currently, the fight looked very one-sided. The guardvark couldn’t get up, even though Gabba was tiny in comparison. She kept smacking the guardvark with the chain, keeping her dazed. Just under the chin seemed to be the guardvark’s weak spot.

It was like Gabba had fought the guardvark many times before. She seemed to know all the monster’s attacks and when to attack back. In any other game, that was to be expected. The normal method of beating a tough mob was to fight it over and over until you knew exactly what to do and when to do it.

This wasn’t any other game, though. Even if Gabba had encountered a guardvark before, perhaps during beta, monsters in New World didn’t simply repeat the same attack patterns. They weren’t all the same and had enough intelligence to change their methods if required.

Britta tried her best not to care. She could simply walk away and leave this mess behind. It wasn’t like anyone was really going to get hurt here.

That’s how she should have been feeling, but the only thought in her head was what would happen to the babies once the mother was dead?

Britta looked over at the nest. A pair of terrified eyes peeked over the top. The guardvark babies had figured out how to get one of them high enough to see their mother getting ruthlessly beaten. 

What was she supposed to do? Tell them it was just a game?

She felt angry. She felt useless. She felt like she had to do something.

It was a bad idea to get involved. Gabba was clearly an accomplished player. She knew how to solo a giant monster, she certainly wouldn’t have any problem beating the crap out of Britta. Everywhere on her body was Britta’s weak point.

She could take the babies and run, but abandoning the mother to her fate left an unpleasant taste in Britta’s mouth. And then what? How was she going to raise three baby monsters? Plus, she would have to do it while Gabba chased her down.

It would completely change the whole game for her. It wasn’t what she wanted.

No, what needed to happen was for the guardvark mother to beat Gabba.

If Britta got directly involved, she would just be next on Gabba’s to-do list. But if she could somehow assist the guardvark… but how? None of her spells seemed particularly useful right now. She did, however, have three new spells to choose from.

Britta opened her status screen as red numbers continued to fly around the cavern. It was impossible for the guardvark to retaliate while she was perma-stunned. What she needed was a break in Gabba’s relentless rotation.

The three spells Britta had available were: 

Scrying Perception — allows the caster to view the targets mood from a distance.

Phantasmal Conjuration — creates a ghost that will haunt the target for a limited time.

Invisible Army — summon an army of one hundred soldiers, unseen and undetectable.

She wasn’t sure what they did or how they worked, but none of them struck her as the ideal spell for this situation.

Being able to know the target’s mood? She couldn’t think of a single instance where that would come in useful, let alone this one. 

A ghost to distract Gabba? That could give the guardvark enough time to get up and fight back. But what did haunting entail? A floating sheet going ‘Oooooh’? What if Gabba just ignored it? There was no way to know exactly how frightening it was without using the spell, but it was a possibility. It seemed like a troll spell to annoy someone with, which had potential. The other question was, would Gabba know it was her? There were all sorts of undead creatures down here, if Gabba thought she’d been attacked by a random ghost, it might not appear like Britta had anything to do with it. It was a big if.

And then there was the invisible army of a hundred soldiers. It sounded impressive, but Britta was suspicious of it for that very reason. It couldn’t simply be an actual invisible army that big descending on your enemy. That would be very unfair. There had to be a catch.

She looked at the spell description. Unseen and undetectable. Gabba was all about detecting things, would this negate her advantage? No matter what the actual spell did, it would at least mean she couldn’t see it coming the way she was able to foresee everything else.

Britta made a snap decision. She didn’t have all the information she would like, but her gut told her this was the spell she should use. Her gut had never spoken to her before, other than to warn her to get to a bathroom as quickly as possible, but she was getting a clear message now, so she might as well listen to it.

She selected the spell.

The casting word was ‘Kupa,’ but she didn’t want to say anything out loud that would tip Gabba off. Britta was used to assigning hand gestures to spells so it was an easy matter to make the spell cast when she painted a circle in the air with her finger. 

The guardvark was continuing to take a beating, but there were no signs of it actually approaching death. It probably had a huge health pool and Gabba was just chipping away at it.

Britta decided to make her move and cast the spell. She would have liked to have had a better idea of what would happen, but she felt she had no choice. She made the gesture with her hand behind her back and waited. 

She felt the army coming. They were supposed to be undetectable, but she could sense them flood into the cavern. Hopefully, she was the only one. It was like a breeze passing through her mind. 

And then they attacked… the guardvark.

Britta hadn’t specified who she wanted the invisible army to target. There hadn’t been any options to choose from. Now there were many more red numbers flying from all over the guardvark’s body.

            




    Bitter 496
    



    
        Bitter 496

    
    
    
    
                Gabba jumped back, confused. She could see the damage being done to the guardvark, and she knew it wasn’t her doing it. Then she looked over at Britta.

You could look at it as a genius move on Britta’s part. She hadn’t wanted Gabba to know she was going to help the guardvark, and what better way than to help kill her? Mission accomplished?

The spell description really should have been more detailed. Perhaps she was supposed to ask the system, that sometimes worked. Britta was tempted to ask it now, but it would give away that it was her spell. 

“What did you do?” shouted Gabba.

“Me? Nothing.” 

The baby guardvark looked confused, too. 

There were red numbers coming off the guardvark’s body, but only ones and twos, and spread out. Damage worked better when it was high numbers focused on a single area. This mild and wide approach was more like a good massage, Britta hoped.

“I saw your mana drop, you did this.” Gabba’s ability to see other people’s stats was irritating. 

Using the spell had caused Britta’s mana to fall by half. It was no small matter summoning a hundred invisible whatever they were. In fact, her mana was still falling. Would the attack last until she ran out?

“It’s a new spell, I don’t know how it works, or how to stop it.” If Gabba had the ability to detect lies, Britta was confident she would pass with flying colours.

“You have to stop it,” said Gabba, standing to one side, out of danger but still looking worried. “If she loses half her health when she isn’t stun-locked, she’ll go into berserker mode, and then there’ll be no stopping her.”

She sounded really worried, which gave Britta some hope. It was a common mechanic for some big monsters, especially bosses, to do special attacks when they reached certain thresholds. Call in adds, fire off an AoE, or just go crazy. If Britta could trigger the guardvark, perhaps Gabba wouldn’t be able to keep her pinned down.

It was an even better plan — rather than trying to help the guardvark, help Gabba very poorly. So poorly that it actually benefitted their mutual enemy. It wouldn’t be hard to believe Britta was trying to slay the beast, but just happened to be massively incompetent. People had been treating her like her best wasn’t worth their time her whole life, here was a chance to prove them right.

Britta grabbed the baby guardvark and pulled it out of the nest. The other two came out in a chain. They wrapped themselves around Britta like Gabba’s chain, only less deadly, but more clingy.

As soon as she had them in contact with her, the mana bar on her screen started to go up. It rose a bit, then fell a bit. As long as she had mana, her army continued to damage the guardvark.

Wasn’t this like a bug? As long as she had the babies attached to her, she could do infinite damage. It was only a slight amount over a large area, but it was still pretty broken. Even without the baby guardvarks, couldn’t she use mana potions to keep the spell going? Something seemed very wrong with how easy it was to maintain uptime on such a powerful spell.

She was also beginning to doubt if there really was an army of hundred here, invisible or otherwise. Wasn’t it just a simple conversion of mana to damage, spread out like it was coming from a hundred different sources?

“What are you doing?” shouted Gabba as the guardvark got up and arched its back, roaring. Sparks flew off and the armoured plating began to glow.

“I was going to take the babies,” said Britta.

“Are you crazy? She’s going to kill you.”

The guardvark did seem to be moving its attention onto Britta rather than Gabba. It was hard to tell exactly where she was looking with her eyes glowing neon blue.

“Do you want them?” said Britta, holding the babies away from her. She was trying to stop the mana regeneration. No need to keep attacking now that the guardvark was in this state. She was also hoping the babies would discourage the guardvark from attacking.

She wasn’t using them as a shield, it was more of a plea to the guardvark’s maternal instincts, assuming she had any. These weren’t her actual offspring, they were adopted. But people who adopted were supposed to love the kids they picked out as much as the ones forced onto them, weren’t they? Time to put it to the test. 

There was a loud crack and a wave of pressure spread out from the guardvark. Gabba was knocked back, not even her skills could dodge a shockwave. She slammed into the wall and instantly died.

Britta was unaffected. The babies let out a delighted “Aha!” in unison and raised their tiny claws to welcome the charged wind blowing towards them. They appeared to absorb it with no ill effects. Britta felt no more than a gentle breeze that prickled a little. 

The guardvark was still glowing, though. She was stalking towards Britta now. Perhaps she didn’t understand how Britta attacking her had actually been a tactical masterstroke. She definitely didn’t look very appreciative.

“Look, I kept them safe.” She was holding the babies up, showing off their unharmed condition. The pressure from the adopted mother was hard to bear. “C-c-calm down. That girl, she was the one who wanted t-t-to take them from you. She’s going to respawn and come back in a minute. We have to get you somewhere safe.

The saving totem wasn’t very far. Gabba would be able to get back into the game and return here very quickly. But the guardvark knew how to move quickly, too, and in any direction. She just had to take her babies and go. All Britta had to do was make her understand.

The guardvark paused, the light in her eyes fading. And then she pounced.

It was always a risk. Why let Britta go? Just kill her, too. 

Britta cast Teleport. Seemed like the ideal time to use it. 

Nothing happened.

Unable to activate. Only one transportee allowed.

Britta wasn’t sure that was a real word, but she recalled her ability allowed her to teleport one other person with her. She currently had three passengers, all clinging tightly to her body. 

The guardvark landed on her like an avalanche.
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                Everything went black. For a moment, Britta thought she must have died. There had been no damage or pain, just instant darkness.

But she didn’t go anywhere. She remained in the darkness, floating. That was what it felt like. Weightlessness combined with a comfortable warmth. 

Why wasn’t she respawning?

The guardvark had leapt at her, showing no mercy, mouth open and aimed directly at Britta small body. That image was very clear in Britta’s head. 

She had the somewhat disturbing thought that the guardvark had eaten her. She was inside the guardvark’s mouth or maybe her stomach.

As soon as she had that image in mind, she began to feel itchy and scratchy across her body. It could have been the acid beginning to work, but the way the prickly feeling grabbed and let go of her was familiar. It was the babies holding on to her clothes, their tiny claws piercing the fabric and digging into her skin.

Would the guardvark eat her and the babies? There were some animals that carried their offspring in their mouths, like crocodiles.

It didn’t really feel like she was inside the guardvark, to be honest. It was an odd sensation but there was no wetness of moistness to it, which you would kind of expect if you were sitting on a giant tongue or bobbing around in stomach acid. 

She couldn’t move, either. It was like there was foam or jelly fixing her very gently in place. It wasn’t unpleasant. In fact, it was quite relaxing.

The babies were climbing over her. She didn’t get a sense of panic or fear from them. They were happy, so things couldn’t be too bad, could they? Britta told herself that as she lay there, listening for some idea of what was going on. If she strained her ears, she was sure she could make out some rumbling. It didn’t get any closer or further, it just sat in the background like the engine of an idling car.

And then it stopped. The thing that was holding her in place also stopped and she found herself falling. 

Light streamed in. She was under the guardvark, looking up at its stomach. Britta had been rolled up inside the guardvark as it rolled around, packed in soft blubber or whatever guardvarks carried around their middle. The tummy fat had moulded itself to Britta’s shape, wrapping her in a bubble-wrap cocoon. She could still see the gnome-shaped indentation as she fell. She could also see the three babies clinging on to their mum, clearly used to this form of transport and ready for the abrupt stop.

Britta hit the ground. It didn’t hurt, although she probably wouldn’t have noticed even if it had. She was in a bit of a trance, all fuzzy and numb. It was nice, she could stay here and just chill out.

Noise slowly filtered through her haze of contentment. Britta rolled out from under the guardvark who had ignored her since arriving at whatever this place was.

There was a ledge, a roof of a cavern that had glowing lights reflecting off it, changing colours, and there was a drop. Britta quietly crawled forward on her stomach towards the edge and looked over.

 Below her — quite a long way below — a battle was raging.

There were players, lots of them, running around, waving weapons, firing off spells. The cavern was large and almost perfectly circular, with various platforms and rock formations. The monsters occupied the high ground from where they threw rocks that glowed white and burst into sparks when they landed.

Seen from above, it didn’t look real. Explosions went off, flames erupted and monsters roared.

She wasn’t sure what types of monsters they were, but even from far above it was obvious the monsters were bigger than the people, and that they were having the better time of it. 

The monsters were fewer in number — there must have been the full complement of a hundred players down there — but they were very well organised, moving in groups, pushing back players. One group would attack players, then fall back as they were replaced by reserves behind them. 

There was also a small figure at the centre of the monsters’ formation, dressed in black, waving and leaping around. Britta couldn’t be a hundred percent sure, but it looked like the kobold shaman Derik, in his necromancer form.

“You saved them,” said the guardvark from right next to Britta’s head.

Britta turned her head slowly, feeling the hot breath on her face. “You’re welcome.”

“Why?”

“She wasn’t going to look after them properly, that’s all. Babies need to be looked after.” It seemed kind of obvious to protect babies. Not anything special, just human. “I see you changed your mind about the mothering life.”

The babies were crawling up the guardvark’s back. One was sitting on her head, looking very pleased with the accomplishment.

“You left me little choice,” said the guardvark. “And now look where we are.”

Britta peered over the edge again. “It’s not that bad, is it? You’re safe up here.”

“Are we?” The guardvark moved her large body, moving back to reveal the other side of the ledge. There were broad steps carved into the rock, leading to a large flat area covered with monsters.

These were real monsters, with horns and wings and carrying cruel-looking barbed weapons. The odd thing was how they seemed to be lounging around, looking slightly bored. The ground tilted down a bit, giving them a good view of the battle below. They were spectating the fight.

Britta felt a bit anxious. What would they do if they spotted her? It was unlikely to go well. 

“You see the totems over there?” said a familiar voice. “I want you to wait for them to respawn, and then hit them with everything you’ve got while they’ve got the debuff up. Ignore everything else, just the respawns.”

N-28 was talking to a large demon (the kind with bat wings and a forked tail) like he was sending him on as a substitute late in the second half of some game. The demon was nodding and hitting himself on the chest with taloned fists, psyching himself up, Britta assumed.

“Don’t get cocky, play your own game, don’t get sucked in by any distraction tactics. Remember, you’ve got more magic resistance than them, use it.”

The demon snorted, steam flowing out of its wide nostrils. 

N-28 slapped the demon on the arm. “Good, good. Off you go.” The demon ran towards the edge and jumped off, followed by a dozen others. Britta followed their trajectory as they dived, wings closed, aiming for the totems grouped to one side.

“Why am I not surprised you’re here,” said N-28, catching sight of Britta. 

All the monsters turned to look at her.

They wouldn’t kill her, not with N-28 here. She felt what could only be described as killing intent coming from them, but that was just part of their programming. They were under his control.

Britta instinctively reached out for one of the baby guardvarks, but the guardvark pulled back and then thumped Britta on the back with a giant claw, sending her stumbling forward into the middle of monsters.
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                Nobody attacked, so that was good. Britta stood there, trying not to look scared. Monsters could probably smell fear. 

“Smart man, your father,” said N-28.

Britta had all but forgotten Dad was down there, fighting for his virtual life. 

“Why? What did he do?”

“You see the totems over there.” N-28 pointed to where the skydiving demons were now harassing newly respawned players, like seagulls pestering people at the beach. “That little totem village was his idea. Instead of people dying and being kicked back to the kobold level, they immediately come right back here.”

“But you’re the ones who made the totems.” It seemed a little like sour grapes to complain about an item they had put in the cash shop. What did they expect? That people would buy them and not use them?

“They weren’t supposed to be used like this. There’s a minimum distance they have to be from combat or they go inactive. Putting them together in close proximity makes them ignore that command for some reason. How he figured it out, I have no idea.”

Britta wasn’t surprised, to be honest. Every time some exploit or hack appeared in a game, the people who made the game were the least likely to know it existed. It was like a universal law of programming. Although, N-28 didn’t seem very upset about it, which was a bit odd. She would put it down to him being a computer program, but she had seen how emotional he could get.

“Can’t you just destroy the totems?” asked Britta. That seemed the easiest way to deal with the problem.

“Oh, I wouldn’t want to do that after all the effort he spent so much money. That would just be churlish.” N-28 smiled. It made Britta suspicious. Something wasn’t quite adding up.

“I don’t think he spent any money. He hates cash shop items. He probably got everyone to use their totems at the same time to troll them.” It was very unlikely Dad would intentionally use a pay-to-win item. He’d rather lose the battle than lose the right to act superior to noobs. “What was that thing you said to the demons before they jumped? Something about a debuff.”

“They aren’t demons. They would be terribly offended if they heard you call them that.”

“What’s the debuff?” Back in beta, dying would lock you out of the game for a full twenty-four hours. They had got rid of that, partly thanks to Britta, but now you lost experience points if you died. Britta had heard nothing about a debuff.

“A minor thing,” said N-28. “All saving throws are set to fail for twenty minutes.”

Britta took a moment to consider this news. Would losing every saving throw make a big difference? She concluded that it would. Massively.

“Not such a big problem if it takes you a while to get back to the fight,” said N-28 gleefully. “More of an issue if you come straight back only a few meters away.”

There was some chuckling and chortling from the gathered crowd. It didn’t help to lighten the mood, though. It was more like murderous chortling and homicidal chuckling.

“So, they all know we’re a game?” Britta said, taking in the group who were waiting in the wings. It was more like a big show than a war, but then wars were a bit of a production, admired for the spectacle. They had their staging area and well-worked choreography, and men in matching outfits. 

“Need to know basis,” said N-28, which didn’t really explain anything. 

It had always felt like the NPCs didn’t know they were in a game, and Britta had done her best to not tip them off. Now it seemed like she’d been wasting her time.

“The process is called deep learning,” said N-28, getting professorial. “Simulations can only take you so far. Eventually, both sides will be able to think for themselves in real time, not just the players. Until then, I’ll be lending a hand.”

Britta wasn’t sure what he was going on about, but it seemed like N-28 was here to get things off to a smooth start and would then gradually lessen his involvement. They were here to learn, and he was the training wheels.

On the other hand, he might just have wanted to make sure everyone did as they were supposed to, so they wouldn’t make him look bad. After N-21’s demonstration of his vision of the game, there might be some pressure to make sure the officially approved version didn’t fall flat. This was supposed to be a core mechanic, after all. The heart of the game.

“And nobody knows about the debuff?” Britta hadn’t known about it, but then she didn’t bother listening to tutorials or reading forum posts.

“They have to learn just as we do,” said N-28, a bit pompously, Britta thought.

Britta watched the fighting some more. She didn’t really care who won, but it still felt a bit unfair to not tell the players they were walking around unprotected from all magic.

“You want them to keep coming back so you can keep killing them,” she said, thinking out loud. “Won’t that cost them a lot of XP? Oh, you want to delevel them so it takes longer for them to beat the content.” Britta understood now. Dungeons and raids were one-off events in this game, never to be repeated. They needed to last. 

“I want them to improve and get stronger,” said N-28, still pompously.

“But if only a hundred people at a time can do this fight, won’t there be a lot of people waiting around doing nothing? There’s four million players, aren’t there? Not all of them will want to sit around crafting potions.”

N-28 signalled another group of not-demons to go join in the fighting. They looked delighted to do as instructed. “This is the only Korlath Mine, but it isn’t the only place you’ll find a raid zone. Players are spread out in different countries and different worlds.”

“And you control all of the different locations?”

“Of course not. I only control the N Region.”

How many AI were there? A whole alphabet’s worth?

“This is all getting very complicated. I think I preferred it in the ‘don’t need to know’ club. I think I’ll be going now.” She hoped she sounded decisive and confident, and also that they wouldn’t try to eat her on the way out. “One other thing, just so you know, there’s a girl who’s after the guardvark’s babies. If she comes here, you might have to stop her.” 

Britta was very happy to pass on the responsibility for childcare to N-28. He could deal with Gabba.

“Players can’t access this area,” said N-28. He’d gone from pompous to dismissive like a seasoned pro.

“I accessed it,” pointed out Britta.

“That’s different. You had help.” He looked over Britta’s head at the guardvark. There was some uncomfortable shuffling from behind Britta.

“She has help, too,” said Britta. “The Alchemist, I think. I’m not sure which one.”

N-28 stiffened, turning away from the battle, eyes locking onto Britta. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?” He signalled the monsters, who moved aside, forming a path to a corner of the cavern shrouded in darkness. And then the darkness stood up.
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                “What is that?” said Britta, taking an involuntary step back.

“Manners,” said N-28, chidingly. “Who, not what. This is Jeremy.”

Embarrassment momentarily supplanted her fear. “Sorry. I was just, um…” And then fear decided to make a comeback, as the creature moved forward.

He didn’t look like a Jeremy. Roughly humanoid but without a face, Jeremy was a moving shadow. A bit like Britta’s shade, but much bigger and much denser. There was a weight to the gathered darkness that was hard to explain, and a menace that was hard to ignore.

“Jeremy is Phase Two,” said N-28. “When the players think they’ve defeated the kobold necromancer, they will only have activated his transformation. That’s when Jeremy steps in.”

“Derik will turn into Jeremy?”

“So it will appear. There’s little point in really mutating one person into another when we can simply use a little smoke and magic to switch places. Saves a lot of time and a lot easier to arrange.”

Jeremy was now standing behind N-28, a hulking mass that threatened to swallow him whole.

“I see,” said Britta. “Is there a Phase Three.”

“Ah, that would be telling. There certainly is a possibility. The beauty of this system is that next time the players come, prepared to face Phase Two, we can substitute in someone completely different. Keep them on their toes, eh?” He grinned, enjoying himself as the master of ceremonies. 

This was something Britta hadn’t really noticed until now. How social AIs and NPCs were. They liked being around each other. Britta had had to teach herself to be happy in her own company and had even grown to prefer it. Wanting to belong to a group was a human urge that she had slowly divested herself of, but these new creations seemed to have it built-in. She wondered if that was intentional.

“Jeremy, I need you to go find this girl, make sure she isn’t up to something. Gabba, is it?” Britta nodded. “Let’s see where she is, then.” 

N-28 waved his hand and a translucent screen appeared, curving around the room. It showed a map of the tunnels, including the upper levels. Little dots in various colours represented the different players and NPCs.

“Is this what APE sees?” asked Britta.

“Oh no,” said N-28. “This is my internal real-time rendering of the game. It would be too cumbersome to keep sending this to the surface.”

He made it sound like they were really deep underground, rather than in a computer somewhere.

“But they know we’re here,” said Britta, trying to get a clearer picture of the situation. “You spoke to them about N-21, right?”

“I did,” said N-28. He slid a hand across the screen, moving it around. “That is all resolved to everyone’s satisfaction, for the time being. Your part has been recognised as central to that. Where is she…” He continued to swipe around the tunnels, looking for Gabba.

“They can see us now?” asked Britta. She had been surprised Dr Reedy hadn’t been in touch since she had completed the task she’d been set.

“They can see the battle. This area is… private. There you are! How did she get in there?” He had suddenly gone from pleased to have found his target to shocked at her location.

“Where?” asked Britta.

“In a restricted area.” He sounded like he was trying to be vague, hiding something. “She shouldn’t have been able to find her way in there.” He expanded the screen to show a red triangle moving through a tunnel. 

“I told you, she’s had help. She’s very well prepared. She likes to use poisons.”

There was a change in the atmosphere, an increase in tension. Surprisingly, it wasn’t Britta who was exhibiting the additional jitters.

“I see,” said N-28, wiping the screen away with a wave of his hand. “That will be the Alchemist’s influence.” He looked up at the shadow monster. “What do you think, Jeremy?”

The shadow shrugged.

He was more like the shade when he did that. Perhaps they were related, although it probably didn’t work like that. She hadn’t seen the shade since he’d located the guardvark babies for her. She doubted he would come now if she called him.

There was a loud explosion from below and everyone’s attention was pulled back to the fight.

“Damn it,” said N-28. “Phase Two already… This won’t do.” He looked at Britta with a grimace. “Look, B, I need you to take care of this agent of the Alchemist.”

“Me? No, no, I can’t. I’m in the middle of something.”

“Is it important?”

“It is to me.”

“Yes, but can’t it wait a little bit?” He was signalling different monsters to get ready as he spoke. “This won’t take long.”

The important thing she had to do was a bit of sightseeing in the capital city, which was hardly urgent. But that didn’t mean she wanted to face Gabba again. That girl was too confident and too sure of herself. Being around her made Britta feel like she was unprepared, for fighting and for life in general.

“What am I supposed to do? She’s a lot better at fighting than me.”

“Okay, places everyone!” N-28 called out. “We’re going in five.” He turned back to Britta, pulling his screen back up. He zoomed in on Gabba until she was no longer a triangle, she was a human-shaped figure radiating lots of different colours with a swathe of numbers all around her. It was a bit like when Britta had used the glasses President Wu had given her. “Look, she’s under a totem debuff. You’ve got six minutes left.”

The guardvark had killed Gabba, and she’d come back using her totem in the tunnel. If she couldn’t use her saving throws….

“How will I even get to her in six minutes?”

“You have Teleport, don’t you?” The image switched so now it displayed a gnome-shaped figure. “Wait, you haven’t even applied your quirk points. What have you… never mind. Here, I’ll do it.” His fingers flickered across the screen at unbelievable speed. 

“Hey, are you choosing my quirks for me?” Britta didn’t appreciate being railroaded like this, even if his choice would probably be better than hers.

“There you go, your Teleport spell now allows you to go directly to the location of anyone you know.”

That actually sounded really useful, so it was hard to berate him for it. “What did you do?”

“No time for that. You can check it later and use it to see how it’s supposed to be done. You’re welcome. Now off you go.” Britta hesitated, wanting to voice a complaint but not sure what about. “If not for me, than them.” He pointed at the guardvark babies sitting on their mother.

Britta let out a deep sigh. No one played fair in this game.
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                There was no point trying to insist someone else take responsibility. As soon as N-28 had selected her quirks for her — making the best choices after a mere glance, ones she probably wouldn’t even have been aware of — he turned away and began organising his troops. The big shadow monster was now the centre of attention. Britta was left to clean up the mess in the back, like a janitor without a mop.

She could have made a fuss, stamped her foot and insisted they sort out their own problems, but she could see they were all genuinely busy. There was a battle between good and evil going on, and even the bad guys needed to get ready.

“Um, could I at least borrow a weapon. I don’t really…” No one was listening. She wasn’t sure a weapon would do her much good, to be honest, but it felt like an opportune moment to get N-28 to give back the large dagger he’d taken from her last time.

“Here,” grunted a large ogre (possibly a troll), “you can have this if you like.” He handed her a giant hammer that was taller than she was. “I’ve got two.”

He held it out with a goofy look on his face. The bad guys may have been on the side of darkness and demonic forces, but they were team players.

“Er, thanks, but it’s a bit too big for me.”

“It’s not the size, you know? People think it’s how big it is that makes it hurt so much when you smash someone’s head in, but it’s the momentum. You’ve got to swing it just right, hit that apex and then follow through.”

Britta nodded and turned to look for a way out. Not so much out of Monster HQ as out of this conversation.

The guardvark family were all looking at her. 

“Take this,” said a small impish creature, handing Britta a club. “I need it back, though.”

The club was manageable but dragged along the ground. Fortunately, it wasn’t too heavy and she was able to rest it on her shoulder and carry it like that.

Britta cast Teleport and the world blurred for a second. She hadn’t actually chosen where to go but she was thinking of Gabba and hoped that was good enough.

“What the—” Gabba wasn’t expecting company and jumped back, dagger drawn. Then she saw who it was and visibly relaxed, which was mildly insulting.

“Go back,” said Britta.

Gabba paused like she was thinking about it but she was probably inspecting Britta’s abilities and stats.

“Nice club. Did you mug a caveman?”

She was stalling for time. Britta wasn’t sure why, maybe her detecting skills were on a cooldown. Britta was on a bit of a clock herself. She produced a fireball in her hand, ready to throw it at Gabba.

“Really?” said Gabba, not at all concerned. “I know you’re an illusionist. Illusionists don’t do fireballs. Not real ones. Go ahead, burn me to a crisp.”

Britta threw the fireball and it shot forward, growing larger, filling the tunnel, roaring towards a defiant Gabba, who didn’t even try to get out of the way. When the smoke cleared, there was nothing left but ash.

It was hard not to smirk. Gabba had been so sure of herself, so confident. It was very satisfying seeing her eyes widen in disbelief when the blistering heat had hit her, just before she exploded. 

But she would be back in a moment, and very angry. One win would just be seen as a fluke.

Britta checked her map and started walking towards the totem where Gabba would respawn. Then she shook her head at her own lack of common sense and used the totem herself.

She logged back in and found herself in the tunnel with the totem, alone. She was sure Gabba would arrive in a minute, so she waited. She thought about breaking the totem, that way Gabba would be miles away and have to find her way here again. It was tempting, but Britta wanted to make a point.

“That wasn’t very nice. I nearly lost a whole level.”

“I did warn you,” said Britta, pleased she hadn’t jumped when Gabba appeared, the way Gabba had when Britta had appeared earlier.

“It was an illusion,” said Gabba. “How did an illusion kill me when I knew it was an illusion?”

“Maybe it wasn’t an illusion,” said Britta.

“Then you would have got burned, too. Small tunnel, large fireball. You’re not even singed. You cheated.”

“I cheated better than you, you mean?”

Gabba didn’t look like she was willing to see it that way. She pulled out a dagger. 

“It won’t end well,” said Britta, producing another fireball. “How much XP are you willing to lose?”

Britta was confident of a second win. Gabba had died and come back through a totem, so the debuff was up again. The strange thing, though, was how her confidence was almost tangible. When you were properly confident of beating someone, you weren’t the only one who knew it. Just by looking at Gabba, it was obvious she knew Britta wasn’t bluffing.

“Hmm,” said Gabba, putting away the dagger. “No point bringing a knife to a fireball fight.”

“Leave the guardvarks alone. Tell the Alchemist they’re off-limits.”

“You think she’ll listen? Your fireballs won’t work against her, will they?”

“No, but if she doesn’t back off, I’ll go to the other alchemist, the one who taught your one, and I’ll help her. Tell her that. I think she’ll get the message.”

Gabba cocked an eyebrow. “Is that right? Interesting. You really know a bunch of them, huh? Well, well, well.”

She seemed to be thinking things over. Britta waited, fireball spinning in the palm of her hand. 

“Time for a tactical withdrawal, then. Until next time.” Gabba took a step back, her smug smile back in place looking for all the world like it was her win, and logged out.

Britta let out a sigh of relief and dismissed the fireball. Then she brought down the club and smashed the totem to pieces. Those points she’d put into strength not wasted after all.

Finally, she could get back to her own adventure. She was looking forward to it but first, she sent Dad a PM.

Using cash shop items? The shame!

The reply was almost instantaneous.

Not mine. Battlefield improvisation. To win the war, one must make sacrifices.

Britta smiled as she typed in the next message.

Try destroying one.

She waited for his next reply, giggling to herself.

Why the hell are they defending our totems?

Britta closed the chat and logged into her own totem, somewhere on the road to the big city.
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                It was a very rundown ranch that had been abandoned many moons ago. The windows were boarded up and a large padlock hung from the front door latch. It was rusty and looked like it would come right off if you gave it a good pull.

A man appeared. He was dressed in black, quite suave-looking, like he might be in a band. Not a really famous band, maybe a cover band that did pub gigs.

“Hello. My name’s Guildford Underpass. You might know me from such vids as Descent into the Mines and, of course, Defeat in the Lower Depths. Heh, heh. Took a bit of beating in that one.” He seemed to find himself quite amusing. “Sorry, not used to being on this side of the camera. Wait a minute, let me just…” 

His fingers wiggled in front of him, and the picture turned several degrees more colourful. 

“That’s better. Don’t usually get to do outdoor shoots, might as well make the most of this one.”

He finished his finger wiggling.

“You don’t normally see much of me, I’m the one behind the camera most of the time, capturing the action. Thanks very much for all the follows and subscribes, by the way, very much appreciated. And if this is your first time, don’t forget to smash the like button. Heh, heh. That was a joke...”

He straightened his collar and cleared his throat. 

“So, those of you who saw my last video, know how badly we lost. It was even worse than it looked, believe me. We were outgunned and outplayed. Not even close. Everyone’s gone off to lick their wounds and try to get their XP back, but it’s more than levels we need if we’re going to have any chance of winning. What we need is real firepower, and that means magic items. That’s why I’m here. Well, not here, exactly, but on this journey. This quest.”

He paused for dramatic effect. The journey to find a magical item was clearly a momentous undertaking, deserving of long pauses and the occasional lighting change. 

“You see, I have unearthed rumour of a magic shop, run by a gnome wizard. There, you can swap any magic item you own, no matter how minor, for one of his magic artefacts. And I have this magic tome.” He held up a battered leather-bound book. “Some pages missing, and needs a necromancer to work — believe me, I’ve tried — but it’s definitely a bona fide arcane object. I intend to swap it for something that can blow a hole in a stone wall. Heh, heh. The only clue I have is that the shop is inside an underground city, and the entrance to that city is somewhere near this derelict ranch behind me.”

He turned to look at the old ranch house, moving to the side to give a better view.

“Doesn’t look like anything special, but there could be another clue around here. I want you to join me on this solo adventure into the—”

“Yoo hoo.”

Guildford Underpass stopped talking and stood very still. He waited, but nothing happened.

“Sorry, I could have sworn I heard…”

“Hey, big boy, over here.”

He jumped into the air and turned to face the other way in one smooth move. The picture zoomed into the back of his head, and then was looking through his eyes.

“This is it,” he said, now off-screen. “The next clue. I think it’s coming from that old well.”

He approached the stone well and peered into the darkness. 

“Hello?”

“Hello, yourself,” said a voice from far below.

“Is this the way to the Gnome City?”

“Sure. That’s right. This is the way.”

“Ooh, jackpot, you lucky boy,” he muttered to himself. Then he leaned in further. “How do I climb down? Is there a rope?”

“You don’t need a rope, strong lad like you. Just take my hand.”

Green claws reached up from the darkness, gnarled and filthy. They grabbed either side of the frame and pulled. The picture, and Guildford, fell into the well, towards two hideous yellow eyes and a grinning set of yellow teeth.

“No, no, not like this....”

The screen went black.
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                Britta reduced her saving totem to miniature size and picked it up. It had been exactly where she left it, sticking out of the grass verge by the side of the road. She put it in her bag and made a mental note to place it in a less prominent place next time. 

Her saving totem was a lot bigger than the one Gabba had used in the mines — Britta’s was the seven -day totem rather than the twenty-four hours one — but it was still vulnerable to getting smashed up by some passerby and becoming useless. There were a lot of things she would do differently now that she had encountered someone like Gabba. 

She checked her status screen. 

Her health was still dangerously low so she took out the fungal paste the kobolds had given her and ate it. The taste wasn’t bad if you washed it down with plenty of water. Her HP started to slowly rise.

One attribute point waited to be assigned, and she still had no idea where to put it. The temptation was to stick it on Con and get some more hit points. The value of more HP was obvious, but that was probably why it would be a noob move.

She had a new skill called Arrival. This was the one N-28 had unlocked for her, allowing her to teleport directly to someone’s position. 

There were also a bunch of unopened messages in her inbox. They had arrived when she levelled up, but she had immediately logged out so had missed the notifications. They informed her of things she already knew — you have a new attribute point, you have a new spell, and so on — but she went through them anyway. It was like getting junk mail.

The one message that did catch her interest was the notification of a parcel waiting for her at the post office. What would the Level 5 reward box be like? Something actually useful this time?

The road to the capital was long and straight, and very empty. The city itself was poking up over some trees in the distance, just the tips of some towers and spires. According to her map, it was only five kilometres away. That would still take her some time to walk.

Her butterfly brooch which allowed her to fly wouldn’t be available again until tomorrow. She could just log out and come back then, but tomorrow was Monday, and she had school. Her plan had been to get to the capital, make a save point at the local church or cathedral or whatever the big city had by way of saving locations, and then log out. That way, she could explore the capital whenever she wanted.

What she did still have access to, though, was ground transport. She summoned Donald. The goat appeared behind her, head lowered, sniffing around the side of the road. He seemed neither excited nor disappointed to be here. Just hungry.

Britta climbed onto his back and they set off down the road. Donald was able to maintain a decent pace on the flat surface, and Britta had her status screen open. Now was the perfect time to look over her skill tree to see exactly which quirks N-28 had chosen for her. She had no issue with his selection, which had given her a new and improved teleportation ability, but it might aid her understanding of how the skill system worked. 

It was a little tricky reading the skill tree while bobbing up and down on Donald’s back, but she could expand the screen so the individual quirks were bigger and easier to see. She had previously chosen the Acrobat subclass and taken Promotion (10% to all attributes), Efficiency (10% off the MP cost of all spells) and Winged Feet (10% to movement). 

These three mundane quirks, which were linked together, had unlocked the hidden skill Transporter, which allowed her to transport one person with her when she teleported. Not a bad skill to have.

The idea, as she understood it, was that as you assigned more quirks that were linked together, they would unlock more hidden skills. The longer the chain of quirks, the more powerful the unlocked skill.

Each quirk was linked to three more, creating an ever-expanding tree fanning out across her screen. The combinations looked limitless, and very complex. With no idea of what skills were available or what combination they required to become unlocked, it was a matter of guesswork and luck, at least until some nerds went through all of the possibilities and proudly put their findings on a wiki somewhere.

There were three new quirks selected, the ones chosen by N-28 on her behalf. But rather than extend the chain she had already started, they were completely unconnected to her chain of three.

When Britta had initially taken Acrobat, her first three quirks to choose from were Shield (10% to HP), Glow (10% to MP)  and Promotion (10% to all attributes). She had taken Promotion. N-28 had now taken Shield and Glow, and an additional quirk coming off of Glow called Detective (+10% to all detection abilities).

Gabba had demonstrated how useful detecting things was, but as far as Britta was aware, she herself had no detecting abilities. And how had these choices given Britta a new skill when you need three or more to be linked together to unlock them?

There was no point trying to figure it out, the whole thing was far too confusing and ultimately pointless. Ten percent here, five percent there. She didn’t care. She closed the skill tree and selected an extra point in Int, raising her score went from 11 to 12. She had a ten percent passive bonus to attributes, but that didn’t give her any extra points this time — presumably, her true score was under 12.5 since it only rounded up when you crossed the halfway threshold. 

[image: image-placeholder]

The increase in Int appeared to make no difference to anything, but that didn’t mean something hadn’t changed somewhere behind the scenes. She was a magic user and magic users needed Intelligence. She had no idea why, or what Int actually did for her magical abilities, but she wasn’t going to waste any more time min-maxing. She wasn’t here to confirm she was her father’s daughter. Those were the genes she should be trying to suppress.

She looked up, hoping to see the city a lot closer, but found herself facing a barrier across the road manned by a group of soldiers.
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                The eight or ten men were dressed like OwnedbyOwen and MrKappa, which meant they were soldiers of the empire. Imperial troopers, although that sounded a little grand. 

Britta kept Donald moving forward, but at a slower, more cautious pace. There was no obvious reason for concern, but that didn’t mean there weren’t unobvious ones. Donald didn’t seem that bothered and he was usually a good barometer for trouble, but Britta was also aware that the game sometimes liked to throw in little encounters that started off as benign only to rapidly escalate into troublesome territory.

The soldiers had set up a barrier, a dead tree trunk dragged across the road to prevent passage. It wasn’t a huge tree, just big enough to get people to stop.

The city was about a kilometre away, according to Britta’s map, but was hidden behind the wooded area up ahead. The forest would be where she expected to find trouble, maybe bandits or wild beasts. It seemed unlikely that there wouldn’t be some kind of obstacle to test adventurers before they arrived in the big city. 

No one reacted to her approach. They were standing around looking a bit bored, chatting. One was picking his nose enthusiastically. She couldn’t see any name tags over their heads, which meant they were NPCs. Would that make things a bit easier? It was hard to know. 

Britta brought Donald to a halt a few metres from the barrier and considered how she should present herself. Aggressive adventurer? Lost traveller? Questing mage in a hurry?

One of the soldiers wandered closer. His helmet was tilted at a jaunty angle to give him an air of casual disinterest. 

“I take it you don’t have enough,” he said. He had a round pudgy face that was unshaven. He reminded Britta of the boys at school who tried to grow beards but only managed patchy fluff on their cheeks.

“Enough what?” Britta asked.

“Money. For the toll.”

A toll didn’t seem so bad. She was happy to part with her pretend money, the only problem was that she didn’t have very much. She’d spent all her available cash on mana potions.

“How much is it?” Perhaps it was a very nominal amount.

The soldier seemed surprised she didn’t know. He straightened his helmet and pulled up his sword belt. “Not from around here? Two silver. No haggling, it’s the Empire standard.”

Britta nodded. It was useful information to have — she should probably keep two silvers in a pocket somewhere for tolls in the future — but she didn’t have anywhere close to that amount at the moment. 

“I’m on important business,” she said, hating how pompous she sounded. “I have to deliver a letter to the Dean of the Institute for Magic.” The gnome wizard had given her the letter, perhaps it could serve some use here.

The soldier shrugged. “We only work here, we don’t make the rules. Unless you have a waiver, signed by an Empire official, can’t let you pass.”

Nope, not use at all. 

Was the NPC sticking to his script? He sounded casual and like a regular person, but they all did. If she could get a real response from him, maybe there was another way to deal with this. First, she had to get him into territory he wasn’t prepared for.

“What about a trade?” she said.

“What kind of trade?” He hadn’t rejected her offer out of hand, so that was promising.

“I don’t know.” She was thinking on her feet, not really sure what she could give him that would be worth two silver coins. Her bag was mostly full of worthless crap.

She wanted to ask him what he would take, but that was wrong, she could feel it. Leaving it up to the other person to suggest how to proceed was not going to get her what she wanted. If the point was to control your own life, you had to lead the conversation, not wait and hope for someone to make you a generous offer. A woman like Lin certainly wouldn’t give up the chance to define the framework for any negotiations. What would a savvy businesswoman like Lin do? 

“How about I give you a dress?”

The soldier cocked an eyebrow. Not what he’d been expecting. Good. “Something that would go with my eyes?”

Britta smiled. Not often an NPC made a joke. “You must have a wife or daughter or something? I can give you something nice for them.” Britta didn’t know much about bribing men other than the ones who would do whatever you asked for a Mr Spock doll, but she knew they swelled up when they managed to give a woman a fancy present the woman actually liked. 

Britta was trying to think in a logical, rational manner, like a smart businesswoman. Or Mr Spock.

The soldier shrugged. “See Micky over there?” He pointed at one of the men by the fallen tree. “It’s his daughter’s birthday tomorrow. Wanted to get her a dress, you know, something pretty. She’s about the same size as you.”

“One minute, let me check.” Britta opened her status screen and went to the cash shop. It was definitely not an ethical way to play the game, but it wasn’t like she was doing anything outlandish. Efficiency just improved when you ignored ethics.

There were lots of fancy outfits she could buy. None of them were meant for little NPC girls, but that didn’t really matter. It was simply a means to an end, a way to move things along. Although, she did waste a little time picking out a cute outfit. No reason to not give the girl a nice present on her birthday.

 A few minutes later, a large shadow passed over them and a box landed on the road in a cloud of dust. A side panel fell open and a young man came running out carrying something on a hanger. It was covered in white paper so the dress wasn’t visible. 

“Hey, Sergeant Jojo,” said the smiley young man as he handed the dress to Britta. 

“Hey, Robbie,” said the soldier. “How’s it going?”

“Good, good. Rushed off my feet. Later.” He ran towards the barrier which the soldiers rolled to one side for him. Robbie gave them a wave as he sprinted past. “Boys.”

The soldiers responded with various greetings.

“He doesn’t have to pay the toll?” asked Britta.

“Government employee. We’re all exempted.”

Did that mean players who were in the Empire didn’t have to pay? Another good reason to join up.

Britta tore off the paper cover to reveal a sparkly dress with fairy wings attached to the back. Her plan was working out very nicely. “What about this? Do you think his daughter would like it?” She held it out to him.

“Oh, yes. It’s lovely.” He took it from her. Then he handed it back. “I can’t accept this.”

“No, it’s fine, really.” Britta certainly had no use for it. She handed it back to him.

“Great, it’s perfect.” He took it. Then he gave it back. “I can’t accept this.”

When she offered it, he seemed delighted, but as soon as he held it, he refused it. NPCs couldn’t accept cash shop item, which made sense. It would be too easy to abuse, otherwise. So much for her brilliantly practical immoral plan.
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                Britta took a breath and looked at the forest. The trees grew close together so it was hard to see into the interior of the forest. The city was just up ahead. All she needed to do was skirt around the barrier. 

“You’re considering sneaking around, right?” said Sergeant Jojo. “Won’t work. Try it, if you like.”

“You won’t stop me?”

He shook his head. “The toll is for upkeep and maintenance of public thoroughfares. People who take the scenic route soon find out why we need the road.” He didn’t seem all that concerned with what Britta would choose. He was giving her information on both options, letting her make the choice for herself, fulfilling his NPC obligations.

Britta took another look. There might well be horrors lurking within, but she would only need to go a short distance to get round the barrier.

The game was basically offering her the chance to explore the forest. No doubt there would be stuff to do in there, things to find, monsters to fight. It seemed unlikely the game would allow her to avoid the toll and the forest, something would happen once she left the road, but she didn’t have the necessary funds, so the choice wasn’t really a choice at all.

“Come on,” she said to Donald, guiding him off the road. The soldier watched with mild interest but didn’t make any move to stop them.

There was a short slope and then Donald had to go in between the trees to work his way around the barrier. The air felt very still, no sounds, not even insects. Then a singing voice drifted through the air. 

“La la la la.”

It was sad and high-pitched, like a soprano, only off-key and grating to listen to. If the singer appeared on one of those shows to find undiscovered talent, this would be one of the terrible ones people wouldn’t be able to believe had made it onto TV. It had the same aggravating quality as someone whistling when they couldn’t. So pretty much every whistler ever.

Britta kept Donald moving away from the voice and towards the road. Whatever was calling her with its siren song would have to get singing lessons before she was tempted to go investigate.

They passed back through the tree line and climbed up the small verge to the road. Britta looked back at the barrier where the soldier was standing, smiling at her. She realised she was still on the same side of the dead tree.

“Confusing, isn’t it?” he said. 

Britta looked around to be sure. She opened her map to check her position. “Wait, let me try again.”

This time, she kept the map open. They went into the trees, moved to the other side of the barrier serenaded by the tone-deaf sprite, and came out on the other side.

“Won’t make a difference,” said the soldier, right in front of her.

The map had definitely shown her going from one side of the barrier to the other, but she was back where she started. 

“It’s a woodland sprite,” said the soldier. “Put a spell on the whole area. If you leave the road, you’ll just end up right back here.”

Britta had high magic resistance, so she should have been able to see through the spell. She was particularly resistant to illusion-type spells, which this seemed to be. So why was she affected? That was the whole purpose of putting points into Int, wasn’t it? How could she fail her saving throws this badly?

It was annoying. This was one of the few instances that should have played to her strengths. It wasn’t like the opportunity occurred very often, so when it did, it would be nice if she got the benefits due to her.

Magic — no need to make sense, just sprinkle fairy dust around and do what you want.

That was probably a bit harsh. There was most likely a perfectly logical and consistent reason why she was being affected by this spell, that had nothing to do with the game wanting her to not simply walk away from the cleverly designed quest someone had worked hard to annoy people with. A high-level sprite, a low-level dev, it didn’t make much of a difference. 

“Why did the sprite put a spell on this area?” she asked, even though she didn’t really care.

The soldier shrugged. “Spite? They’re very mean little creatures.”

A spiteful sprite. Great. Her problem remained — how to get through the roadblock without money? 

Did she have to log back into Quosada and try to raise the money there? Borrow it off Dad? The city was just up ahead, which made it even more frustrating.

“You could always go ask the sprite to stop singing,” said the soldier.

“The horrible singer in the woods?” The whole thing reeked of quest. Find the sprite, do a task for it, get it to shut the hell up, carry on until the next unrequested intrusion.

“Aye,” said the soldier. “Can’t hold down a tune for love nor money, the poor thing. I wouldn’t mention it, though. They can get easily offended, by all accounts.”

“This is a bit like extortion, isn’t it?” said Britta. “Using this sprite to fleece innocent travellers of their money.”

“Highway robbery,” agreed the soldier. “Not my call, though.”

“You’re just following orders.”

He smiled and nodded.
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                Britta guided Donald back into the forest. Perhaps this would only take a moment to sort out and she could be on her way. Not all quests required you to throw magic jewellery into a volcano while people tried to kill you. Maybe she would just have to be the audience for some god-awful singing sprite with delusions of fame. It would probably be less painful to have her ring finger bitten off.

This time, she headed towards the singing. The trees made it hard to see where they were going, but the wailing provided an as easy to follow trail. The trees eventually thinned out and a clearing appeared in front of her. There were wildflowers, blue and purple, growing everywhere, and Donald immediately tucked in. 

The singing was coming from the middle of the clearing. A girl was standing there, gently dancing from side to side like a ballerina (who had never taken lessons), singing to the flowers around her like they were her adoring fans. Not having ears probably helped.

“Where is he? Where is he? La la la la. He is gone. He is gone. La la la.”

She looked more or less human, except she appeared to be made out of wood. Her skin was like mahogany, polished with whorls in varying shades of brown and red. She was a bit taller than Britta, her hair was black and stringy and she wore a dress made of leaves and vines. 

It was a pretty dress. The sprite was very skinny, arms like twigs and legs like bean poles. The dress could fit a child. 

Britta almost expected a message to appear: Quest for the Dress, but the idea of trading a dress for passage had been her idea, not the games. And how would she even get the dress off the sprite?

As soon as she posed the question, an answer occurred to her. She could make a copy of the dress using her Mirror Image spell. The sprite would never know and the soldiers would let her pass. And the little girl would open her birthday gift to find it empty.

It was a revolting thought. Even if the girl wasn’t real and the world was just a digital creation, she was appalled by her own deviousness. She was getting good at coming up with alternative solutions, now all she had to do was come up with one that didn’t leave her feeling scummy.

The game obviously put the sprite here for a reason, she might as well find out what it was. Britta slid off Donald, who was busy engorging himself, and approached the sprite.

“Excuse me?” 

The sprite jumped in front of Britta, arms stretched out protectively. 

“Stay back!” Her voice was squeaky like she’d been sucking on a helium balloon. “These beautiful souls will not be plucked today.” She seemed to think Britta was here to pick flowers. 

“Er, no, I was just passing through and heard your singing.”

“Oh? You were drawn here by my voice? You’re a fan of beautiful music?”

“Yes.” Technically, that was true. “Your voice is… magical.” The sprite seemed pleased with this description. “I think you’ve put a spell on this place.”

“Oh, thank you very much.”

“Unfortunately, I seem to have got myself lost. Could you point me in the direction of the main road to the city?”

The sprite pulled a face. “The city? Why do you want to go there? Horrid place. I would much rather stay here on my own. All alone. All alone. La la la la. He is gone. He is gone. La la la.” 

Britta gritted her teeth. It was even worse when the song was being sung right at her. “Er, sorry, who is gone?”

“My love, my true, true love.”

“He died?”

“No, he left. He is gone. He is gone. La la la.”

“Really?” said Britta, quickly interrupting before the next performance could get started. “All this is because your boyfriend left you?”

“Boyfriend? Soulmate! And he didn’t leave me,” said the sprite. “It was a mutual decision.”

Mutually decided he would dump her, Britta suspected. “Maybe he’ll be back soon.”

The sprite’s head fell, sorrowful. “No. I don’t have curves in the right places, he said. He… he likes his wood chips cut a little thicker.” She looked enviously across the clearing at a big old oak tree with a wide trunk.

Body images issues in the world of flora? Whose idea was that? 

The sprite was upset about her soulmate leaving. Was Britta supposed to track him down and drag him back? Where was she even supposed to start? But before Britta could come up with a way to convince the sprite she was better off on her own, she was interrupted by a scream.

“Murderer!” screeched the sprite, finger pointing.

A surge of adrenaline shot through Britta as she braced for an attack. She had prepared herself for something like this, so she had been ready. But she realised the finger wasn’t pointing at her, it was aimed at Donald.

Britta turned to look at what her goat had done. He was standing there looking the picture of innocence, blue flowers sticking out of his mouth. The flowers disappeared into his bulging cheeks.

“Sorry about that,” said Britta. “He eats everything. He’s a goat.”

“Naaaaa,” said Donald.

“He says he’s sorry, too,” Britta added.

“You speak goat, do you?” said the incensed sprite.

Britta slowly moved towards Donald. “Well, not really. You pick up the odd word here and there.” She climbed onto his back and prepared to get out of here.

Donald swallowed and then slowly moved his lips sideways towards a purple bloom next to his head. Britta smiled at the glowering sprite while trying to pull Donald’s head away from the juicy flower. His tongue stretched out towards the petals.

“Serial killer!” screamed the sprite. She transformed into a wooden goat, giant ram’s horns now on her head, and charged.

Britta yanked Donald’s head to the side. “Let’s get out of here!”

Donald ignored her and charged straight ahead. The two goats ran towards each other with heads lowered. 

There was nothing Britta could do but hold on and wince as they collided, and then the sprite exploded. A shockwave bent the flowers in the clearing and shook the trees surrounding it. 
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                When Britta opened her eyes, there was a cloud of dust in front of Donald. Sawdust, that’s what it looked like. But the cloud didn’t settle or drift away, it was hovering. 

Donald backed away, shaking his head. The cloud followed him.

Britta looked closer. The cloud was made up of tiny specks, moving around like insects in a swarm. The cloud buzzed angrily. Za za za. Britta recognised the tune.

Donald bucked like he’d been bitten, turned and ran. The cloud chased him.

This wasn’t quite how Britta had imagined this going. The sprite was apparently able to shapeshift — good for her, but if she could choose her shape, what was with the body image issues? — and could continue singing horribly in her new form. 

“Za zzz za zzz za.”

Britta headed back towards the road. She was sure she would end up in exactly the same spot as before, but the soldiers would be there to protect her. That was what the tolls were paying them to do, after all.

Donald was able to spring in between obstacles without slowing down and they were in sight of the road in a few seconds. Britta could hear the angry unmelodious buzzing on their tail, but she was too busy holding on for dear life to look over her shoulder. 

“You need to stop eating between meals,” Britta muttered.

“Nyaaaa,” said Donald.

They broke through the tree line onto the road. The soldiers were relaxing, leaning against their tree trunk, not expecting their recent visitors to return so soon. They jumped up and looked ready for a fight as Britta burst out, but the swarm didn’t leave the forest. 

Donald came to a stop and Britta looked into the trees. She couldn’t see the sprite but she could hear it, lamenting sadly again.

The soldiers had drawn their weapons and looked ready for battle. The way they were leaning away, Britta suspected they were more ready for running away. The sprite remained behind the trees.

Britta slid off Donald and caught her breath. She hadn’t been doing the running but she was still exhausted. She looked around for the soldier she’d spoken to before — he was bound to have something smug to say so might as well get it over with — and her gaze came to rest on the dead tree lying across the road.

Something about it struck her as odd. She approached it, ignoring whatever comments the soldiers were making. The tree had a strange outline. It wasn’t glowing or anything, it just looked clearer than it had before. 

She was closer to it than before, so that might have something to do with it. What did it mean, though? 

Then it became clear. She could see it, the true form hidden behind the rotten bark.

“Hey!” She kicked the tree trunk. “Get up.”

The soldiers who had been warily scanning the trees turned to look at her.

Britta kicked it again. “I can see you. Come on, or I’m calling your girlfriend over here.”

The tree splintered into a million tiny pieces and a cloud formed across the road. It shrank into a smaller space and a wooden boy appeared in front of her.

“No, no, quiet. She’ll hear you.”

The soldiers gathered around Britta and the boy, forming a wall. 

“Go over there and talk to her,” said Britta. “She’s very upset.”

“You think I don’t know that,” said the boy. “I’m upset, too. I can’t take it anymore, I tell you. The singing, day and night and day and night. When she’s happy, when she’s sad. No more, I can’t take it.” He sounded desperate. 

Britta could sympathise, but that wouldn’t help her get to the capital.

“You didn’t like her singing?”

The boy sprite shook his head.

“You didn’t dump her because she’s too skinny?”

The sprite looked baffled by the question. 

Britta found him strangely familiar, or at least his behaviour. There were boys like this at school, the ones with girlfriends who dragged them around everywhere and told them what to do. They had perpetually shell-shocked faces, caught between being amazed they had a girlfriend and not knowing how to participate in the relationship on an equal footing.

Those kinds of girls, Britta was sure, chose their partners not out of love or attraction, but because they knew they would be able to control them. Most of them had tried the other route, putting out for the boy they really liked, and had ended up used and tossed aside, so now they preyed on the kinds of boys who would appreciate a little physical attention. The price of gratitude, though, was total domination. Although, she wasn’t sure why the devs had programmed a character like his. Most of them were characters like this. Did they think this behaviour was something to be proud of?

Everything seemed much clearer since she got off Donald. Was he the reason her perception had been clouded? When he was leading the way, did he make the saving throws instead of her?

She grabbed the sprites wrist. “Let’s go.” 

The sprite resisted but allowed himself to be dragged along. He could have easily changed form and escaped, but then so could those boys in her school.

“Hey, come out,” Britta shouted. “I’ve found him.”

“No, don’t,” said the boy sprite anxiously.

The girl sprite appeared between two trees, back in her normal body, her dress and hair looking immaculate.

“Oh, you’re here,” she said with practised indifference. “I thought you were leaving.”

“He ran away because he doesn’t like your singing,” said Britta. No more beating about the bush, she’d decided.

The female sprite’s mood changed to ferocious denial. “What are you talking about? Everyone loves my singing.”

“No, they don’t. No one does.” 

“La la la la la laaaaaa,” screamed the sprite tunelessly. She stopped to receive applause, but there was only an uncomfortable silence. The sprite’s face became infused with rage. “If you can’t appreciate art, then you’re just philistines. Your poor taste isn’t my fault.”

Britta understood the damage a little honesty could do to a person’s ego. People were often mean under the guise of being honest — brutally honest, like that was a badge of honour they were conferring on you — but their ‘constructive criticism’ served no purpose other than to make them feel superior. Sometimes, though, you had to stick the boot in for a person’s own good.

Britta grabbed the female sprite’s hand and a second sprite appeared. 

“Sing,” Britta said to the copy.

“La la la la laaaaa,” went the copy. There was silence as the last awful note faded.

“I… I don’t sound like that… do I?” The horrified sprite looked around at the gathered audience slowly nodding at her. She put her hands to her face, then turned and ran. 

“No, wait,” said the boy sprite. He chased after her.

Britta felt bad. Not because of what she’d done, but because she knew it was a painful process to learn what people really thought of you. She followed them into the forest, feeling responsible. Within a few metres, she found the sprites dress on the ground. A few more, and she heard some rather unpleasant gasping she recognised — her bedroom was next to her parents’ — and the sound of wood on wood. If they weren’t careful, all that friction would start a fire.

Problem solved? Britta had given the boy a little more say in the relationship by destroying the girl’s confidence, hardly an original concept. Where would they go from here? Britta had no idea, but she knew where she was going. She went back to the road, feeling scummy.

As Britta emerged from the trees, she realised she had finally made it to the other side of the road. Perfect timing! She walked back to the soldiers.

“Here,” she said to Sergeant Jojo, handing him the dress. 

He held it up and looked at it. “Not sure this is suitable for a six-year-old. Although I do know a girl who it won’t fit perfectly.” He grinned. 

Britta got on Donald and set off down the unblocked road towards the city.
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                The trees formed a canopy over the road. It was cool and pretty, the dappled light creating a mosaic of yellow and green patches. Britta was wary of bandits or wild beasts jumping out from behind the trees, but there were no more encounters.

She was feeling a bit guilty for being so mean to the wood sprite. No matter how she rationalised it, the fact was she’d bullied the sprite into not singing anymore. It was easy enough standing up for yourself when it was one on one — what did you care if the other person had different tastes to yours? — but when people ganged up on you, it became very hard to not capitulate. We all think you suck is a hard argument to counter.

When she emerged on the other side of the forest, wide open fields lay in front of her, sloping down into a valley where a city sat waiting on an island in the middle of a large body of water. A bridge stretched out on each side, four giant structures supported by cables, girders and beams that looked far too advanced for a medieval society. But, as always, they had magic to fall back on. It was an impressive sight, whatever the inconsistencies.

The city itself was exactly what you would expect to find in a fantasy world. Towers spire, domes and battlements, with a riot of coloured flags and banners flying from every rooftop. You had to hand it to the devs, they knew what a city of wizards and knights was supposed to look like. 

Donald didn’t seem very impressed and was more interested in the weeds growing by the side of the road. They kept going, a sense of accomplishment already lifting Britta’s mood. She had set herself a goal and now she was about to reach it.

As they got closer, the road started to fill up with traffic. Various NPCs — merchants, farmers, traders — were also on their way to the city. The noise of cartwheels and horses got louder, and clouds of dust made it harder to see or breathe. Britta tucked her nose and mouth into the top of her shirt. Donald seemed oblivious.

There were soldiers standing outside a low building just before the bridge, but the wagons and caravans rolled across the bridge without stopping. This appeared to be a free and open place, welcoming all comers. Or so it first appeared.

It was only when Britta was almost at the bridge that she saw the encampment to the side of the road. Judging by the swathe of name tags floating over people’s heads, these were all players.

Britta dismounted and decided to walk the rest of the way. She didn’t want to get involved with whatever the other players were up to, but she was curious why they were out here. Donald gave her a look that suggested he didn’t care what she did and then wandered off.

Britta walked alongside a heavily laden cart, trying to act casual. The camp must have held at least thirty or forty players. They had all had the same idea as her, to come to the big city and see what it had to offer, so why were they out here? Were the prices so exorbitant they couldn’t afford a place to stay in the city? Was there a bridge toll? She wasn’t exactly swimming in money herself.

“I wouldn’t bother, if I were you,” said a young man with a comically terrible pageboy haircut. “They won’t let you across.” The tag hovering over him said his name was Lavazza, like the coffee. He was dressed in beginner clothing, with a sword hanging from his belt. Fighter? Thief? It was hard to tell.

Britta had to shout to be heard over the rolling vehicles constantly moving behind her. “Who won’t?”

“The soldiers. Not unless you’re part of the Empire.”

“Do they charge a fee to enter the city?”

“Nope. They’ve got a list of requirements you have to meet. You have to be over Level 3, for a start.”

That didn’t seem so bad. She was Level 5, but she could see why it would be a problem for most other players. Level 2 was considered good going for most people. There were bound to be some Level 3s by this time, though.

She looked being Lavazza. The other players were sitting around fires, none of them looking very happy, like they were on some miserable camping holiday.

“Couldn’t you go level up?” She meant it as a casual inquiry, after all, that’s what you were supposed to do in a game like this, not just sit there. What were they waiting for? “Sitting around won’t change anything.”

“It’s not quite that easy,” said Lavazza huffily, taking offence from Britta’s attitude. To be fair, she had made it sound like the players here were lazy and stupid. “It’s not just the level thing. You also have to have a reason to enter the city. A quest or an official task. The only other way in is to join their army. Sod that. I didn’t shell out a bucketful of money for this game just to join the military and get ordered about. I’ll decide how I play this game. Nobody’s telling me what to do. I’d rather unplug and uninstall.”

He sounded very passionate in his determination not to be a low-level grunt. Defiantly shouting his intentions in the middle of the dust and noise, but still stuck out in the middle of a field with nothing to do. Not the funnest way to play. Britta wasn’t sure if his rejection of the military life was due to lofty principles or a desire to avoid strenuous labour, but she would also refuse to join if she was in his place. 

The game seemed very keen to recruit players into the Empire’s forces. Maybe the AI felt it was the best way for players to understand this world and to train them in combat; that would make sense for all the players not familiar with this kind of world, but judging by Owen and MrKappa’s experiences, it was mostly guard duty and patrols.

There was a kind of logic to ignoring the starter towns and rush to the big city. Even if you died a number of times on the way, you couldn’t go below Level 1, so it was the best time to throw caution to the wind. That was if you found a warm welcome and plenty of opportunities for quests and experience points at the end of your journey.

If you were going to go the independent route, what you needed was an alternative plan. One that kept you moving. Sitting outside the city wasn’t going to get you anywhere.

Britta looked behind her. The carts and pack animals had disappeared.

“Rush hour’s over,” said Lavazza in response to Britta’s confusion. “There’ll be another one in the morning.”

Britta nodded. Just like at home. The soldiers were still standing by the bridge, looking as bored as the players. Now seemed an excellent time to try her luck. 

“What’s the city called?” She hadn’t actually got round to finding out.

Lavazza shook his head at her noob question. “Shona. Shona-by-the-Sea, to give it the full title.”

It looked more like a lake than a sea, but Britta wasn’t an expert. Maybe there were inland seas. She would ask her geography tutor about it.

“Okay, thanks.” Britta turned and started walking towards the bridge.

“I told you, they won’t let you in,” Lavazza shouted after her.

“Got it,” she shouted back. “Just want to see what they say.”

“Don’t sign anything.”

She gave him a thumbs up as thanks for the warning.
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                The soldiers’ hut was long and thin, with big empty windows revealing the dark interior. There didn’t seem to be much inside, she could just about make out table and chairs.

They were dressed like the soldiers she’d encountered earlier. Their armour looked scuffed and worn, their apathetic faces not changing as Britta walked towards them.

“Hello, I’d like to go into the city, please.” She tried to sound clear and confident. She’d been practising in her head as she approached.

“Class and level,” said one of the soldiers like he couldn’t care less.

Britta noticed Lavazza had come along with her, hanging back but close enough to observe her application being rejected.

“Um, I’d rather keep that private.”

The soldier gave her an irritated look. “Do you have a guild card?”

“Oh, yes. Here.” She gave him her card for the Adventurers’ Guild.

He took it, read it, then handed it back. “Fine. What business do you have in the city?”

“I have a letter to deliver to Mendel Jenkins. He’s the dean of the Institute for Magic Studies.”

“I know who he is,” said the guard, even more irritated. “Let me see the letter.” Some of the other guards came over, curious to see a player with papers to show them.

Britta went through her bag until she found the letter the gnome wizard had given her. She was hesitant about giving it to the soldier, but what was he going to do? Run off and deliver it for her?

The soldier inspected the envelope. It wasn’t stuck down, but he didn’t bother to open it. He handed it back.

“Okay.”

“I can go across the bridge?” she asked him, just to be sure. He nodded. That was easy, thought Britta. She turned to enter the city.

“Wait!” shouted Lavazza, running up. “I’m with her. We’re in the same party.”

She looked at him, not sure what to say.

“Is he in your party?” asked the soldier. 

Lavazza’s eager face nodded at her, like that would convince her to say yes.

The soldier waited for a response. 

“I can take anyone I want in with me, can I?” Britta asked him.

“If they’re in your party,” said the soldier. “You’ll be responsible for them, and for their actions.”

Britta didn’t like the sound of that. If she vouched for someone and they turned out to be an idiot — and chances were always high for that to be the case — then she would be held accountable. Britta had no idea what that entailed, but consequences were rarely a positive thing to have to face.

“Send me a party invite,” said Lavazza under his breath. “I will totally owe you one.”

On the other hand, if she refused, she would be making an enemy. It would be an unfair and unjustified reaction, but a more than likely one. This player would act like she had betrayed him and do everything he could to make her life a misery, assuming he got the chance. Would he get the chance? It was hard to say. Even if he wasn’t able to, the possibility was enough to unsettle Britta’s stomach. She really should have ignored the camp and snuck into the city unseen by any other players. 

Speaking of which, Britta’s successful dealings with the soldiers had continued attracted the attention of more players. They had noticed she hadn’t been rejected out of hand like they had, and were now wandering over to take a closer look. 

“Actually, I wasn’t planning on grouping up with any—”

“Just one minute,” Lavazza said to the soldiers. “I need to confer with my party leader.” He pulled Britta to the side. “Look, this won’t cost you anything and you’ll be doing me a real favour. I don’t want to get dragged into this empire versus rebel nonsense, I just want to do my own thing, same as you. Let me go in with you, I’ll leave as soon as we’re inside. You’ll never hear from me again.”

It sounded reasonable, but then unreasonable people always did. “You heard what he said. I’m responsible for whoever I take in. I don’t know you. I don’t know what you’re going to do.”

“I won’t do anything.” His voice had gone all high-pitched. “What do you take me for? I don’t want to cause any trouble. I’m a player, just like you. We should help each other when we can, right? Co-op, not PvP. I’d do the same for you.”

Britta was familiar with this approach to ‘friendship.’ Everything went one way with promises of favours being returned at some undisclosed point in the future. 

Thinking about it in purely practical terms, there was definitely a risk of things going wrong, and not much of an upside. The basic question of What’s in it for me? was answered with a resounding Nothing!

The other players had gathered around them now and were discussing what was going on. There were a lot of requests for a summary of events so far. Apparently, the gnome was over Level 3 and had a quest that allowed her to enter the city. And she could take whoever she liked with her.

A debate raged about what class Britta was, based on her clothing. Rogue was the popular call.  And they were also curious about her quest A letter, someone said. A delivery, the easiest of all quests. There were groans of regret as people cursed their poor luck. Why couldn’t they have stumbled onto this quest instead of her?

The gossiping grew intense, and Britta didn’t want to end up at the centre of it. The idea of having dependents relying on her for safe passage was not an appealing one. Not only would anyone she chose be a potential liability, but everyone she didn’t choose would be a potential enemy. It was a lose-lose situation.

“Can I come?” said a girl. “I won’t cause you any trouble.”

“And me,” said a wiry man with long black hair. “I was here first.”

“Hey, hey, hey,” said Lavazza. “Everyone chill. This is B’s party, she gets to decide. It’s up to her, right? A full party is ten people, remember. Now, everyone line up so we can choose who to take with us.”

This was quickly getting out of hand. 
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                “No,” said Britta. The excited chitter-chatter came to an abrupt halt. “Don’t line up. I haven’t got time for this, so let’s make it simple. According to my screen, I can make a party of ten people. That means I can only take nine of you. If you want to be one of the nine, it will cost you two silver coins each.”

This seemed like a decent compromise. If the local tolls cost two silver, then she was asking for the standard amount. Entirely reasonable.

It was probably more than most players had, especially those who had ignored all quests and levelling to get here as quickly as possible. And if they had managed to get that much money together, they were probably smart enough not to cause her any trouble in the future.

“You mean eight people,” said Lavazza, hopefully.

“No, you have to pay just like anyone else, it’s only fair. I’m not a charity. I’m not interested in people owing me favours or being grateful. That won’t help. You can always go level up or find quests in the forest.” She pointed back the way she’d come. “It’s dangerous, but that’s what I did. This is just business.”

There was a mixture of disappointment in her price, and mild interest in setting off for the forest. Britta hadn’t actually found much of a challenge in the forest, dealing with the sprites hadn’t even given her any XP, but it sounded like a plausible strategy, which was the main thing. It might even be true.

It made things less personal, too. No point getting mad at her because she was making the most of her advantage, that was what you were supposed to do. It wasn’t like she was marking anyone out for special treatment. People respected a good businessman. Occasionally, they even respected a good businesswoman.

“I’ve got the money,” said tall, skinny man wearing a brown robe. He didn’t look rich but he was holding out two coins.

Of course, there was also the possibility she would find nine people to give her two silver each and she would have a nice fat purse. There were bound to be expenses in the big city.

In the end, five people had the necessary funds. She sent them invites and formed a party. The rest of the crowd, including a crestfallen Lavazza, looked on enviously as they set off across the bridge. Britta disbanded the party as soon as they reached the other side. 

The players thanked her, but not overly enthusiastically. They were happy enough, taking in the surrounding with awe and delight, but they had paid for a service and the transaction was complete. With any luck, they would never cross paths again. 

Britta had ten silver coins in her pocket and she was in a brand new city full of untold wonders to show her. There were roads leading in all directions. The buildings all looked pretty much the same and there were no signs pointing the way. There were plenty of NPCs wandering around, and probably something to look at whatever way Britta chose to go, but she wasn’t in the mood for sightseeing right now. She wanted to find a church and log out.

Towers rose over the rooftops, somewhere in the city centre. One of them was bound to be the Institute for Magic Studies where she was meant to deliver her letter. It wouldn’t be too hard to find, the devs would have spent a lot of time making it as Hogwarts as possible. There was no rush, though. Having an open quest had been pretty useful so far, and she didn’t want to cash it in right away. 

None of the towers looked church-like. No steeple or church bells. Britta opened her map to see if it showed places of interest. Most of the time she had to explore an area before it showed up on her map screen, but towns and cities tended to be the exception. Since they were generally safe areas with no treasure to find or monsters to fight, you got to see the full layout. That’s what had happened with Quosada, at least.

Here, the map was much more convoluted and it was difficult to tell what she was looking at. It was too big for all of it to fit on her screen, but if she shrank it down it was too tiny to tell what anything was. She had to slide the map around to see the different parts. It was a big city.

She expected the church to be marked clearly. They were one of the most basic symbols on a map, a cross of some kind, usually. There were lots of symbols on this map, but she didn’t recognise any of them. Churches here probably wouldn’t be identified by a crucifix, for obvious reasons, but there should have been a legend on the side to tell you what the symbols meant. She couldn’t see anything.

“Find church,” she said. Nothing happened. “Where is the nearest church?” She tried a dozen variations, but none of them worked.

Britta looked around. Her temporary party had already gone off to do their own thing. There were plenty of NPCs, though. She tried to catch the attention of one.

“Excuse me. Sorry, could I…” 

They ignored her. City folk didn’t have time to answer questions. They had too much to do and helping visitors wasn’t going to be of any benefit to them, so why bother? There was a feeling that people here would be harder to interact with. 

Having grown up in a big city herself, Britta was familiar with the attitude. It was her attitude, most of the time. She would have to play this a little more circumspect.

Britta looked for someone stationary and spotted a woman sweeping up outside a store. It wasn’t clear what the store was selling. Baskets? Plants in baskets? Britta approached and began browsing.

The woman stopped sweeping and watched Britta with a doubtful expression. Britta weighed her options. She didn’t want to come across like a noob, some green beginner who didn’t have a clue. People in the city were sharp and quick to take advantage when they could. Dog eat dog. She would have to be sharper, beat them at their own game.

“How much?” said Britta. She put her hand in her pocket and jangled some coins, letting the woman know she was a prospective customer. People were nicer when they thought you had money. Happier to chat, give up information.

“How much for what?” said the woman. She was middle-aged and a bit on the plump side. Did that mean her business was doing well? She had enough money to eat well, but then people who lived on junk food were also fat and it didn’t mean they were affluent.

“How much for the basket… “ The woman was shaking her head. “...of flowers?”

“They aren’t for sale. This is a cheese shop.”

Britta realised the flowers were for decoration, and also for disguising the smell. There weren’t any windows, so she couldn’t see inside, but as she moved nearer the door, the scent of mouldy socks hit her. Cheese here was a form of biological weapon, it seemed.

Sometimes it was better to cut your losses. The problem with beating someone at their own game was that it was their game. They were good at it.

“I’m new to the city, could you give me directions?”

“Sure,” said the woman. “The flower shop's down that way.” She started sweeping again.
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                “Um, do you know where I can find the nearest church?” Now that she’d broken the ice, might as well get it over with.

The woman put the broom down, leaning it against the wall. “Which denomination are you?”

Britta hadn’t considered there’d be more than one, but it was hardly a surprise for a large city to have several religions and several churches to serve them.”

“Oh, well, um, the Great Gnome in the Sky?”

“Never heard of it.”

“The Almighty Toad?”

The woman pulled a face. “You’re not one of them, are you?”

“No, it’s not like that. I’m just visiting churches, for the architecture. I like to look at nice buildings…” It sounded idiotic as she said it, even though it was a perfectly normal hobby. The expression on the woman’s face wasn’t helping. People who looked at you like you were an idiot made you feel like they might be right.

“I see,” said the woman. She grabbed the broom and began sweeping again. Maybe sweeping was the only routine they’d given her. That and being judgemental, apparently. “Well, there’s the Church of Stan Lee at the bottom, there.” She pointed with the end of her broom. “They have some very nice walls you might like.”

Church of Stan Lee? Was that related to Stan and his rebel uprising, or just a dev acting out his nerd fantasies?

Brita opened her map again and looked along the road the woman had indicated. There was a small symbol that looked, if you squinted, like a Spider-man mask. Did every church have its own unique symbol? That would make it very hard to find one if you didn’t know who they worshipped there. On the other hand, if you were a member of that church, you were probably only interested in finding your place of worship. In any case, she’d found one and it wasn’t too far.

“Thank you,” she said to the woman, who ignored her.

It didn’t take long to find the Church of Stan Lee. It was a triangular building with stained glass windows. The images in the windows appeared to be Marvel comic characters, although somewhat abstract, probably for copyright reasons. Britta only recognised the Hulk. Green and purple worked quite well in stained glass form.

There was a big wooden door that was closed. Britta tried to push it, then pull it. Her size made it tricky, but she should have had enough strength points to be able to open it. She realised it was locked. Churches were meant to be open and welcoming, especially if they had a save point you needed to use.

Britta knocked. Finding another church would take too much detective work. Although there was bound to be a Batman Temple somewhere, possibly with a Boy Wonder chapel next to it. She checked the map for the bat signal.

“What?” said a voice from above her. 

Britta backed away from the door. There was a face peering out from a small opening halfway up. It was a man, that was about all she could be sure of.

“Hello. I’d like to come in, please.”

“Are you a true believer?”

“Sure.”

“With great power?”

“Sorry?”

“With. Great. Power.” He looked like he expected a response. Secret password time?

“Come great responsibility?”

“Wrong!” A small flap slammed shut over the opening.

Wrong? How was it wrong? Everyone knew that phrase. Even Mum would have known the answer. Then again, why would the secret password be something everyone knew? It was probably some obscure nerdy thing. 

“Actually, in the issue number three, November 1962, the phrase was originally ‘with great power comes immense responsibility’ but they changed it in later reprints.”

“There! There she is!” Britta turned to find soldiers approaching, led by Lavazza. Apparently, he’d found a way to get in the city. “She’s the rebel spy I told you about.”

Britta remained where she was. Running was an option, but the soldiers would know the city better than her, and she didn’t have any idea where to go.

“What is it?” she said, surprising herself at how unconcerned she sounded. They were here to drag away for some crime she hadn’t committed, but so what? There were ways to overcome even the most unfair opponents. It was what made this world so much better than the real one.

“Arrest her, before she gets away,” said Lavazza, grinning. His eyes had a mad quality she hadn’t noticed before. It seemed she really had made an enemy of him even though she’d gone to such lengths not to. Might as well have not bothered.

The soldiers, six of them, formed a circle around her. She couldn’t escape now if she wanted to. Well, not in the conventional way.

“Can someone tell me what’s going on?” she asked the soldier in charge. He had a slightly fancier helmet, which was how you could tell who was important. The game was not only fun, it was also educational.

“This man says you are working for the rebels,” said the soldier. “Are you?”

“No,” said Britta.

“I heard her,” said Lavazza. “She said she was here to assassinate the king.”

Usually, a person who planned to gain a reward for ratting someone out would do it privately. You didn’t want people to know you were a snitch, for obvious reasons. From how things were playing out, Britta assumed Lavazza had turned informant in order to gain entry into the city. She could see how that would be an effective way to do it. The Empire was looking for insurgents and rebel scum, and he was offering to point fingers. The fact he was doing it so publicly suggested he wanted her to know he had turned her in. He had got the better of her. It was an incredibly petty thing to want known.

The only problem was that she wasn’t aligned with the rebels. She had nothing to do with them.

“If I was going to assassinate someone, the king or whoever, why would I go around telling people about it?”

“She was recruiting, said she needed people to provide a distraction.”

The annoying thing was that it did sound quite plausible. He had put a lot of thought into his revenge plan. If only he’d put the same level of effort into finding his own way into the city, he wouldn’t have to be such a pain in her neck.
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                “This guy was outside the city when I arrived,” said Britta. “He wanted me to take him in with me, but I refused. This is just his way of getting back at me. I’ve got nothing to do with any rebels, I’m just trying to find a church. This one won’t let me in. You don’t know where I can find another one, do you? One that’s open to the public?”

She had decided to just ignore the accusations. How was she supposed to prove she wasn’t something? You couldn’t prove a negative.

“Which denomination?” asked the soldier.

“Any.”

“See?” said Lavazza. “She’s just making it up. She’s not here for church. This is probably her secret rebel hideout.”

“Where they won’t let me in,” said Britta. “Not much of threat if even the rebels don’t want me, am I? Why are you doing this Lavazza? I gave you the same chance to come as the others.”

Britta already knew the answers. Being fair and not having favourites was enough to upset some people. They wanted you to be unfair and make them your favourite.

“I’m doing this as a loyal member of the Empire,” said Lavazza pompously. “These fine, brave souls are keeping the citizens of Shona safe from the likes of you, and it’s my duty to help them.”

The soldiers all seemed to swell with pride as Lavazza portrayed them as guardians of justice. He was very convincing. Maybe his class was bullshitter. He had to be at least Level 3.

“She’s just trying to save her own skin, you can see that. Take her in for questioning. She’ll tell you the truth after you torture her.”

Convincing and somewhat deranged. He hadn’t seemed quite so unhinged when she first met him. Fairly normal, in fact. Some people only turned nasty after you refused them.

“Are you really going to arrest me without proof?” Britta asked the soldier.

“We take all reports of rebel spies seriously,” said the soldier. “You never know where they’re hiding. Don’t worry, we have a seer on duty. He can tell when people are lying so we can clear this up very quickly.”

That was going to be a problem. If the seer could really detect lies, then there was a good chance Britta would be caught. Even though she had nothing to do with the rebels, she did know Stan. It would be tricky not incriminating herself.

“Can you check him first?” said Britta. “See if his allegation has any merit?”

“I haven’t been accused of anything,” said Lavazza, like this was a loophole.

“I’m accusing you,” said Britta, starting to get annoyed. “I’m accusing you of lying.” She took a few breaths to calm herself. No point sinking to his level. She needed to go lower. “I think his claims would be a lot more convincing if he proved his loyalty to the Empire by joining the army, don’t you?”

The soldier seemed a little surprised by this suggestion, and then nodded to himself, as though the thought made sense. He turned to Lavazza.

“Wait,” said Lavazza before the soldier could say anything. “What about her? She didn’t sign up for the army.”

“I’m not the one who’s claiming allegiance to the Empire.”

“Aha! So you admit it. You don’t stand for the Empire.” His eyes shone with self-congratulations and smug joy at his slippery smartness.

“I’m a mage,” said Britta. “I don’t stand with anyone. The Empire, the rebels, they’re all a waste of time. I travel around studying the magic arts and studying old tomes. The trivial concerns of men are of no interest to me.” She didn’t really know what she was saying, but it sounded good. She turned to the soldier. “That’s how you should know I would never get involved with rebels, no matter who claims otherwise.”

The soldier nodded. “Mages are known to have little interest in civic matters. However, I do think she has a point. Your accusation would carry more weight if you were a member of the Imperial Forces.”

“No, no, I can’t right now,” said Lavazza. “I have things to do first.”

“If you were a true believer, you would sign up right now,” said Britta. “Are you not a true believer?”

Lavazza took a step back. “No, that’s got nothing to do with it. She’s a spy, I tell you. There… there are other witnesses. I… I’ll go find one.” He turned and ran.

“I hope you didn’t promise him entry into the city for this,” said Britta. “You won’t see him again.”

“Get him,” said the soldier. They all chased after Lavazza.

Britta watched them disappear. She should have asked for directions to the nearest church before they left. 

“True believer,” she muttered to herself. It reminded her of something. She knocked on the church door again.

“Yes?”

“Hello. I’m a true believer.”

“With great power?”

“Excelsior!” said Britta. She wasn’t a true believer but she lived with one. She knew Stan Lee had a catchphrase because it was shouted in her house all the time. It was very irritating.

There was a scraping sound and then the door opened. “Come in, come in.” The man was just a bit taller than her. He’d been standing on a stool.

Britta entered a large room covered in splotches of coloured light. It was a bit trippy. She looked around for an altar but couldn’t see one.

“Hey, you’re here. I knew you’d find it when you saw the name.” Stan walked in from the opposite end.

“This is your rebel base, is it?” said Britta.

“Something like that.” He looked like his old self, tall and smug, like he had everything he wanted and everything you wanted, too.

“Please tell me there’s a save point in here.”

“Of course. This is a fully functioning church to our lord and saviour, Mr Lee.” Stan pointed at the far end of the room where there was a boulder.

As Britta approached, she realised it had been carved into a clenched fist. It was a giant glove covered with large gems. She touched it and saved her progress.

“We have a lot to talk about,” said Stan. 

“Great,” said Britta. “Can’t wait.” She logged out.
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                Britta took off her helmet and let out a sigh. She had done it — reached the city, made a saving point so she could go back when she wanted, and finally logged out. 

It wasn’t exactly defeating a dragon and claiming all its treasure, but it was completing a task she had set herself. Her reward was to stop playing. For a couple of days, anyway.

She rose from the bed and stretched. It was late Sunday afternoon and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten something. Breakfast? She could smell something cooking but she wasn’t particularly hungry. Running around in the game didn’t seem to burn many calories.

After taking a moment to get used to being back in a world where she was nobody special and had no powers, which was kind of a sad thing to have to accept, she got out her laptop and had a look for any news about the game.

It was sort of her job, so it was best to keep up to date with developments. That’s how she saw it now, a job to be taken seriously. It would be easy enough to log in every forty-eight hours and then forget about it, but her experiences so far had taught her not to take anything for granted. 

A few minutes surfing revealed a heightened interest in the game. It had been a big deal when it launched a couple of weeks ago, and had maintained a steady presence on gaming sites, but the lack of video footage made it hard to hold onto the general public’s interest. That was until Dad’s videos surfaced. 

His first effort had been well received by players, but wandering around in tunnels was hardly entertainment. Then he released a series of ten-minute shorts showing what the game was capable of. It hadn’t taken long for them to become popular outside the nerd community. 

Articles on news sites had taken what had initially been another AAA game title noteworthy only as a big money maker for corporate interests and made it seem culturally significant. The game had transcended gaming circles. 

Fights with monsters, spells exploding and weapons clashing, heroes performing inhuman and impossible feats. 

It looked like a movie, albeit one with no script, but with real people. You could easily tell these weren’t actors, especially when they ran into battle screaming, “Suck a dick!” and various other NSFW phrases. Dad hadn’t bleeped out swearing, but there was no real reason to censor for bad language when heads were being decapitated left and right. 

You could also tell they weren’t fighting against a green screen. These monsters were real.

People wanted in. 

They didn’t care how expensive it was, they wanted access for all. Complaints about elitism and restricted availability were everywhere. There were even rumours of protests and boycotts. 

Britta was sure the PR department at APE was very happy that people were threatening to sue if they couldn’t play. A marketer’s dream. 

New opportunities to join were promised SOON™.

It was mainly the violence they were attracted by. Interviews with players highlighted the joy of defeating creatures from nightmare and how cathartic it was. Britta wasn’t comfortable at how excited people were getting at being able to hack and slash their way through biologically convincing creatures. She knew it was just a game but that didn’t stop her feeling a bit queasy.

The last of Dad’s videos actually showed his face. He was at the abandoned ranch looking for clues. 

Britta’s heart rate went up and she had her hand over her mouth. He went. She had told him he should go there, and he totally had. Would he look in the well?

She watched shaking with anticipation as he looked around. She held her breath as he heard the woman in the well and went to investigate. She jumped out of her chair as he was grabbed and disappeared into the dark, screaming.

The video stopped at that point. Britta let out a loud, satisfied shriek of laughter. She’d got him! She stood up with her arms raised victoriously singing, “Ding dong bell, Daddy in the well.”

“I can hear you,” Dad shouted across the landing. “That wasn’t funny.”

Britta went out of her bedroom and found Dad in his office at his computer. She was surprised to find him here.

“I thought you’d be in the game,” she said.

“I’m theorycrafting.”

“What’s that?” said Britta. “You’re making up theories?”

Dad looked at her like he was disappointed to discover his offspring had grown up to be so ignorant. “No. Theorycrafting is when you theorise about how to combine items and skills in interesting ways you haven’t tried yet. It requires a keen intellect and a wealth of experience to be able to imagine your way to a better build.”

He made it sound very grand and scientific, like the Manhattan Project, only more important.

“So, daydreaming about how cool you’d be if you had stuff you don’t have yet?”

“Please, this is far more complex than daydreaming. You have to be able to extrapolate and interpolate, often at the same time.”

“No, that doesn’t sound right,” said Britta, sensing something was off here. “This is the sort of thing you do when you can’t play because the server’s down or something. Or the kind of thing where you record yourself on your phone while you’re on the toilet.” Britta definitely recalled many times when Dad stayed far too long in the bathroom while talking to himself. It seemed he’d been theorycrafting then, too. Best place for it, she’d say. “You wouldn’t do this while you could still log into the game. Did something happen?”

“My daughter the internet detective,” said Dad with a rueful smile. “No, nothing happened. You sent me off on a wild goose chase, and while I was gone, thinking we were all too weak to be able to face the first raid of what was probably going to be many, someone came along and beat the raid boss. That’s all.”

He seemed depressed. He was quite capable of getting upset about video games, but Britta couldn’t tell why he was upset about this. Beating the raid meant new content. Dad loved new content more than anything. So why was he sulking?

“That’s good, isn’t it?” said Britta. “Everyone gets to see what’s up next.”

“Good. No, sweetheart, it’s not good. Ten people came out of nowhere and beat the thing all by themselves. They’re way ahead of the rest of us. They’re going to dominate this world and we’re all going to be their loyal subjects, bowing and scraping and taking orders. It’s not good at all. We’re going to be living under a fascist tyranny, forced to do the bidding of overpowered buffoons. How can that possibly be good?”

It did sound troubling, but it was pretty obvious to Britta what the true problem was. He was jealous. 
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                “Come on, Dad,” said Britta. “You can still get stronger. If you find the magic shop and get a special doodah, I’m sure you’ll be able to be an evil dictator, too.”

“Not in the mood.” He gave her a pouty look. “I lost a whole level when I died.”

Britta tried to stop herself grinning. “Maybe next time you should try to be more careful around strange women who live in wells. You’ve seen The Ring, you should have known what to expect.” It was one of the most famous Japanese horror movies, and one Dad had made her and Marisa into watching when they were kids. Britta hadn’t been able to watch TV for a week. At least her prank on him wasn’t during his formative years.

“I was careful,” he said, “and it’s called Ringu, not The Ring. And there won’t be a next time. You didn’t see what was down there…” He shuddered and then returned his attention to the computer screen.

“Was it painful?” she asked him. She has assumed it would be a quick death.

“Very. I was stuck down there for hours while she told me her life story and how her husband left her. She lost the ranch and moved into the well with her cat. It was like listening to your Aunt Jo go on about her divorce when she’s had a few too many.” He shuddered again.

“So, you got to question her then? Did she tell you how to find the magic shop?”

“No, it was more of a one-sided conversation. That part true, was it, about the shop?”

“Everything I told you was true, Dad,” said Britta. “I wouldn’t lie to you.”

“Right, well, we’ll see. I don’t have time now. I’ve got to do this, and then I have to answer my fans.”

Britta slowly walked around to his side of the desk. He was on a forum, bashing away at the keyboard.

“Fans? Fans of what?”

“My videos. You don’t get to ten million views and not attract some recognition for your work. They love me and support me, unlike some.” He gave her a sideways glance that accused her of failing to do either. “Questions have been pouring in from all parts of the world seeking my guidance and expertise. Thousands of them.”

“And you’re answering them all?” Britta found it unexpected that Dad would take time out of his busy schedule (of mostly moping) to be that nice.

“Not all of them, just the subscribers. They’re even better than fans, they provide me with an income. I’ve got over two hundred thousand of them so far, most of them don’t even play the game — they respect my craft. Might end up making more money than you at this rate.” He seemed very pleased with himself. “You might think you got your old dad pretty good with your little prank, but the laughs on you, daughter of mine. People loved seeing me get dragged to my horrible end. Feel free to stitch me up again, anytime.”

It sounded like he was issuing a challenge. She would have to see what she could do.

“So, these people who beat the raid, who are they?

“No idea,” said Dad, typing as he spoke. “I logged back in after dying,” he said bitterly, “and it was all anyone was talking about. Their names are on the leaderboard, like ours were when we beat banshees — not that anyone remembers that anymore — and I didn’t recognise any of them. No one seems to know who they are or where they came from. Ten of them, geared with weapons and armour of a quality no one’s seen before, according to people who were there. They came in, seemed to know exactly what to do, and were super-organised.”

“A mystery team of experts?”

“Something like that,” said Dad, bristling. That was the sort of team he would want to be in.

“They just had better gear, probably,” said Britta. “Maybe they got lucky drops in some other part of the game.” 

N-28 had mentioned that there were other regions controlled by other AI. It seemed possible players might have had an easier time levelling up over there, and then decided to try their luck here. It was pure speculation, of course. Britta didn’t even know if it was possible to transfer between regions.

“Maybe,” said Dad. “There’s more, though. When they beat the raid boss, it didn’t end the raid, it revealed a new, harder level. New boss, new mobs, new mechanics.”

Britta recalled N-28 having a Phase 2 to the raid, but that had been what killed off the players last time. This was apparently a whole new raid after beating the necromancer kobold. What she’d seen was just the warm-up.

“Did they beat the new level, too?” she asked, peering over Dad’s shoulder. He was scrolling through pages of articles too fast to be able to read anything.

Dad’s eyes scanned from left to right and up and down, able to pick out the salient details somehow. “They didn’t even try. They beat the first boss and then immediately left. Some of the people in the raid with them gave the new level a try and the new level has a new death penalty. If you die, you go back down to Level 0.”

That sounded harsh. If you lost all your levels everytime you died in the new raid, no one would want to even try taking it on. Not unless they were really confident of beating it.

“Which suggests they must have known,” said Dad. “They knew there was no point taking on the new boss, so they left.”

He was talking about the mysterious experts. Not only had they beaten the first boss, they somehow knew about the death penalty and avoided it. “How could they know if this was the first time this new mechanic’s appeared?” said Britta. “Maybe they just had something else they needed to do. A quest or something.”

“No, I don’t think so,” said Dad. “Too convenient. They came to kill the first boss and they knew it wasn’t worth attempting to take on the second one, not yet.” Dad’s eyes were shining as his mind turned this information over, looking at it from all angles. He slowly began rising from his chair. “My guess would be they beat another raid already, maybe a slightly easier one — no, no, it wouldn’t be easier. Maybe they found a cheese strat to beat it, yes, that sounds more likely, got good gear, and then faced their second boss. Would only take one death to realise what the penalty was. Once they knew how severe a cost they were facing, they probably left immediately, that’s what I’d do. Instead of trying to take on Level 2 and risk losing everything, the smart play would be to take your better gear and higher levels, and go look for some more Level 1 raids. Skim off all that cream for yourself, leave nothing for anyone else.” Dad was standing behind his desk now, his whole demeanour one of intense scrutiny, staring into the air like he was in the game looking at his status screen. “They’d be like gods, stronger than everyone. There’d be no way for anyone else to face the Level 2 bosses without the Level 1 power-ups, and they’d be able to beat everyone to them. They’d be unstoppable.”

He sounded full of admiration, which didn’t really surprise Britta. It was exactly the kind of strategy he would employ.
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                “But why would the game let them do that?” said Britta. “Why let one group of players become so dominant? Won’t it just make it so the rest of the playerbase get pissed off?”

Dad sat back down. “Yes, very. But it wouldn’t be the first time the people behind a popular game missed the obvious way around their designated path for progression. That’s all anyone cares about— progression. Once you lose that, what are you even playing for? A sense of pride and accomplishment. Ha. Progression, Britta, that’s the gold standard we judge games by.”

“I thought all you cared about was getting meaningless achievements that gave you fancy titles you could put under your character name. And unique hats that no one else had.”

“Sure, that too,” said Dad. “We all enjoy a nice fancy hat. But mostly you want your character to get stronger and find better gear. Most games find that easy at the beginning when everyone starts out the same, but harder once people are doing their own thing. It quickly becomes unbalanced. New World decided to make it really, really hard from the outset, which is fine since there’s so much else to do in the game. Just the novelty of a new world is enough for most casuals. You’ll still build up your strength slowly and then go into the big fights when you feel ready. But they should have region-locked the players, not let then roam around farming the lowest level raids from each area.”

“You’re just guessing, though,” said Britta. “That might not be what happened.”

“True,” said Dad. “But I’ve been playing games a long time, sweetheart. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that if there’s a really obvious way to ruin a game, nine out of ten devs will find a way to implement it within the first maintenance patch.”

“You worked on this game too, Dad. Aren’t these devs your friends?” 

“Yes,” said Dad. “That’s how I know.”

Britta felt it was too early to be able to tell what had actually happened, despite Dad’s wealth of experience at criticising other people. And even if there were a group of players who were going to dominate the game, APE would step in and do something about it before things got out of hand, surely.

“Are you going back in the game?” asked Britta.

“Yes, at some point. No real urgency, I have no way to catch up to them at the moment. They’re only going to get stronger. But it’s fine, I still have my videos, my fans, that’s the important thing.” 

It was almost like she could hear violins playing and then she realised Dad had started a Youtube video of violins playing.

“Come on,” said Britta, “it’s not all about being first and fastest. You don’t need to parade around in the best gear to impress everyone.”

Dad looked at her with intense disappointment, like she’d just told him she was going to go work for Apple, or something equally immoral.

“It’s an RPG Britta. Go BiS or go home.”

“Bis?”

“B, I, S. Best in slot. You can’t compete if you’re undergeared. That’s why I’m at home.”

How could a fully grown man be such a self-pitying mess, and more to the point, how had Mum decided this was the man for her? Were there hidden depths to men she wouldn’t be able to see until she was older? She seriously doubted it.

“You’re being a bit ridiculous, Dad. Why can’t you use your videos to get everyone up to the same standard as these mystery experts?”

“I wish you wouldn’t call them that, it makes them sound far too cool. And how are my videos going to help? A series of tutorials on how to defeat the Level 2 raid boss?”

“No, I mean you could find these… players, and get film of them doing whatever they’re doing. If you show everyone how they did it, maybe it would work for the rest of us.”

“Are you seriously suggesting I track them down, steal their secrets and give them away to the general public, completely ruining it for the experts? That is brilliant.” 

He was out of his seat again. 

“I was foolishly thinking of ways I could get them to let me join their crew, but this is far better. Find out what made them so special, and then take it away from them. When I break this story — this exclusive! — it’s going to make me the most important person in the game. We don’t live in medieval times anymore, sweetheart. You don’t control things with armies and weapons, you control it through the media. Information is king!”

His eyes were shining and he had a weird smile plastered across his face.

“I thought the most important thing to players was progression,” said Britta. “You seem more concerned about creating a media empire.”

“Progression is what players want, but you and me, sweetheart, we’re above that sort of thing.” He started tidying up his desk, turning things off and putting stuff away before someone came in and tidied up for him. He didn’t like it when Mum moved his stuff without asking, which was probably why she did it whenever she got the chance. “People like us don’t try to beat the meta, we make the meta.”

He stormed out of his office like a man on a mission, his motivation revitalised thanks to Britta.

“I’ve created a monster,” Britta muttered to herself as she followed. At least he would be in a world where monsters were welcome. Maybe the next raid boss would be him.
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                “You really don’t care if your character stays stuck at Level 1,” said Britta as she chased Dad down the stairs.

“Of course I care,” said Dad. “But once a game decides to throw the rule book out the window, along with the fun book, you have to find your own way to play.”

“They just made it a bit harder than most games,” said Britta. “I thought you’d enjoy the challenge.”

Dad stopped at the bottom of the stairs and gave her a withering look. “There’s a challenge and then there’s just wasting your time. It’s like when a game puts in a series of tasks it wants you to do in order to do another series of task. Collect stone, build a stone furnace. Collect iron ore, melt it in the stone furnace, use the iron metal to make an iron furnace. Collect copper ore, melt it in the iron furnace, use the copper metal to make a copper furnace. Collect bronze ore—”

“There’s no such thing as bronze ore,” said Britta. “It’s an alloy.”

“What? I know that. Don’t interrupt me when I’m being brilliant. I’ll do a video on this that will become an industry classic. Where was I?”

“Creating the impossible,” said Britta.

“One day I will, mark my words. My point is that they think any reason to grind is the same as a valid reason to grind. When you see a game slip into a mindless cycle like that, you have to get out as soon as you can. You’re being scammed.”

“Isn’t every game like that?” said Britta.

“No, not at all. The good ones create a story, one you feel part of, full of lore and characters that make you care. You have to help them because they need you, but to help them, you need to get stronger. You need a better weapon, better armour.”

“So you need better ovens to make the weapons and armour?” asked Britta.

“That could be a way to do it. But you’re building an oven, I mean a furnace with a purpose. Hmm, furnace with a purpose. I like it. I’ll use that as the title.”

“You’re still building an endless series of ovens,” said Britta.

“It’s totally different. Why you do things is important? The means justifies the end.”

“But this game gives you a reason to get stronger, doesn’t it?” said Britta. “Save the world or whatever? There’s a reason you have to level up.”

“Right. In this case, they give you a purpose, but make it incredibly hard to pursue it. That’s just as bad.” 

He hurried into the kitchen, eager to get into the game he was criticising so heavily. It seemed to make him happy.

Mum was sat at the table, eating a bowl of soup and browsing the internet on a tablet. She looked up, surprised to see them both as they came in, Dad spouting an endless stream of rhetoric, Britta rolling her eyes.

“But you have to play the hand you’re dealt,” he continued. “They made it so it’s very hard to level up or increase your stats. That’s their choice. They probably have a reason they did it that way, a very dumb reason, but it’s up to them. We, as players, have our own choice to make. Struggle on trying to progress even though it isn’t much fun, or make our own amusement. That’s the great thing about a sandbox game, it’s up to you how you want to play. Up to you to show the devs they’re a bunch of hopeless losers who don’t know what they’re doing. Find a purpose, Britta, a purpose.” 

“Did something happen?” asked Mum. “I thought your Dad looked a bit depressed earlier, so I made him some soup. He likes to sit in bed and eat soup when he’s feeling blue. You seem to have cheered him up, though.”

“Some people are doing well in the game,” said Britta, “and Dad’s going to put an end to their fun.”

Mum nodded like she wasn’t at all surprised. 

Dad stopped and turned around with a look of hurt on his face. “I’m not going to put an end to their fun. I’m going to expose them for the cheating gits they are. Whatever shortcut they found, whatever sneaky exploit they used, everyone will know about it, and then together we’ll all use it to make the devs’ lives a nightmare. Then they’ll see the error of their ways. You can hardly blame me for wanting everyone to be on the same level playing field.”

Britta didn’t for a moment think Dad was fighting to restore balance and fairness to the virtual world. If he had an unfair advantage, he would guard it jealously and enjoy every moment of unearned victory over raging opponents.

“I don’t think it’ll matter,” said Britta. “Even if they do farm all the lower-level raids, I doubt they’ll be able to defeat the harder bosses. Not if they get knocked back down to zero every time they die. They’ll just be stuck in a bottleneck while everyone else finds other ways to catch up. Just because they slowed down the fighting in this game, doesn’t mean there aren’t other kinds of quests.”

Dad paused by the kitchen door as he was about to leave for his shed. He walked back to Britta and kissed her on the top of her head.

“You are a wise and clever girl, which you get from my side of the family.” Mum slurped loudly but didn’t interrupt. “Bear in mind that if these mysterious experts, as you call them, have found a way to break the game, it’s more than likely that APE will ask you to step in and sort it out.”

“Me?” said Britta. “It’s got nothing to do with me. I’m not even allowed to join the raids.”

Dad opened the door to the garden and gave her a sympathetic look. “You are the chosen one. Chosen to do the jobs no one else wants. Just check your bank balance if you need a reminder why.”

He left, slamming the door behind him. 
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                Dad had a point, both with regard to the likelihood of her being called in to deal with any game-related shenanigans, and about the thousands of reasons to do as she was told that were sitting in her bank account. Maybe it wouldn’t come to that, though. 

Now that he’d brought it up, though, she was curious to see how much money she had.

“Can I borrow that to check my bank account,” she said to Mum, indicating the tablet.

Mum pushed it towards her. “You can look but don’t touch.”

It wasn’t like she was going to rush out and buy herself a sports car. She checked her balance. It was a ridiculously large amount just sitting there doing nothing. She could actually go buy herself a sports car.

Britta sat down next to Mum at the kitchen table, perusing her account details. She’d always had a savings account with a few hundred pounds in it that she wasn’t supposed to use. She had a card to get the money out that she no longer remembered the PIN to. 

This was a separate account, set up after APE began paying her, and needed either Mum or Dad’s permission to withdraw funds. A sixteen-year-old wasn’t supposed to be able to throw around several hundred thousands of pounds whenever they felt like it, even Britta understood that. It was nice to know she could have bought anything from just about any store in the world. It was an uplifting feeling.

“We should pay off the mortgage,” said Britta. Nice clothes and a car for her seventeenth birthday would be nice, but it was time for her to start making the responsible grown-up decisions. 

Mum leaned across and looked at the screen. She shook her head. “You’ll need more than that.”

“Really? How much is the house worth?” It was a semi-detached property in the suburbs of London; it was hardly a palace.

“I’m not sure,” said Mum. “A house down the street sold a few weeks ago. Went for one and a half million.”

“What?” Britta was shocked. She looked around the small kitchen. “This place is worth over a million?” It did not look like the sort of place a millionaire would live in. 

“It was eight hundred thousand when we bought it. A bit more after fees. House prices tend to be a bit mad, especially in desirable areas.”

Britta would never have thought of this as a desirable area. Even if she waited a whole year — assuming APE kept her employed that long — and spent none of her money, she still wouldn’t be able to afford a house on her own unremarkable street. How much money did you have to earn to be able to afford a mansion with a swimming pool and stables to the rear? Did rich people just get bigger mortgages and run up higher debts?

If you earned a million you were supposed to be set for life, at least that’s how it had always looked when that kind of money was out of her reach.

“And don’t forget you still have to pay taxes,” said Mum. “We need to get an accountant, a good one. They’re not cheap, either.”

Britta was starting to think she should have asked for more.

She realised she didn’t really understand finances. It had always seemed unnecessary. Even after she got a job and earned her own money, she expected it to be all taken care of by her employer. She would get money in her account at the end of every month and spend accordingly, no need to fill out any forms.

It was undoubtedly a naive outlook. Adulthood was all about filling forms.

She also had no idea how stocks and shares worked or what significance different money markets would have on her earnings. Lin would know. Lin would probably be able to affect those markets by buying and selling shares of various companies she owned. There was so much to learn if Britta wanted to be able to make wise choices concerning her future.

The game economy was also a mystery to her. What if she managed to collect a million gold coins? Would she be able to buy a castle, or only have enough to put a down payment on a cottage close to local shops and handy for the daily carriage service to the city centre?

Britta had never intended to have an extravagant lifestyle, in the game or IRL, but even a comfortable life without debt seemed out of her reach. She needed a lot more money to be able to not have to worry, which seemed ridiculous. It would be fine while she had money coming in, but once it stopped, her savings wouldn’t last long no matter how much money she put away.

And it wasn’t like she had another career to fall back on once the gaming world no longer had a use for her. 

It was troubling. 

“I think I should get an economics tutor, too,” said Britta.

“But you don’t take economics,” said Mum. She didn’t seem against the idea, just curious.

“I know, but it feels like something I should know more about. Perhaps I’ll take it as one of my A levels.”

“Well, I’m sure it would be of benefit. Everyone should know how the financial world operates, if they can stomach it. I could teach you. Put my degree to use for once.”

Mum had studied economics at university, even though she didn’t use it for work. Did that mean she’d be a good teacher? Britta could always find another tutor if it didn’t work out. She would have to fire her, though.

“Great,” said Britta. “Good.”

Mum smiled, looking like she was pleased to be included in Britta’s party of teachers and sages.

Britta had already decided to use her newly acquired wealth to hire tutors for her GCSE subjects. She was already feeling the benefit of that, even though it had only been a couple of weeks. 

She would have to make sure she remained relevant as an employee, at least for the short term. One year was what she was looking at as her minimum investment. One year of being indispensable to APE, solving any issues they gave her to take care of. She saw it as a fair exchange. 

She planned to use this window of wealth opportunity to make sure she had a sustainable future. One where she controlled how much she earned. Computer gaming was a very profitable industry, but her role in it was something of a fluke. It couldn’t be relied on, but it could be exploited. 

What she would do was gather as much information as she could, decide on a course of action for her future, and then use her money to give herself the best possible chance of achieving that goal. 

Those who were in competition with her would probably not have the same resources as her. The playing field would not be level. It wasn’t like she was cheating, though. She was theorycrafting. 

            




    Bitter 516
    



    
        Bitter 516

    
    
    
    
                Britta returned to school on Monday full of excitement. She was looking forward to class, not because of all the important and interesting things she would learn, but because she wanted that wonderful warm feeling of being ahead of everyone else.

Lots of people went to tutors, of course. The teachers at school didn’t have the time and if they did, it would just mean listening to the same incomprehensible examples you’d heard in class. Having a teaching certificate didn’t make you good at teaching.

But not many people had as many tutors as Britta, and they were all for subjects she was already good at. It was hard not to feel a little superior. 

Nobody would really care if they knew, most likely just call her a swot or some other meaningless insults. Being smart was no longer the put down it once was. You could be the richest most powerful person in the word and be a nerd. It was almost compulsory these days.

It only took a few minutes into her first class, maths, for the shine to wear off her smugness. Yes, she had a full understanding of what they were learning, but so did a lot of people. Life didn’t just transform overnight because you got +1 in Int. You had to accumulate those attributes.

Britta shook the idea out of her head. This wasn’t a game.

It was hard to separate the two sometimes. She was a gnome in one, but people looked at her the same in both worlds, which was a bit demoralising. 

She heard people discussing the game in class and around the school. She had expected the interest to die down once the initial hype died down — none of them had access to the game, so it was a bit pointless —  but like the elevated interest online, people at school were also becoming more curious about what the game would be like once they got the chance to join.

There was a lot of talk of new cheaper helmets being made available soon, and even though there was nothing confirmed and no set date, anticipation was high. They had all seen footage by now, and it was far superior to anything they had experienced with any other gaming system. For once, the game might live up to the cinematic.

Mobile gaming had been the last big phenomenon, with high-quality graphics making it on to small screens and allowing you to play anywhere, with anyone. But it was a limited experience. The battle between large visuals and something that would fit in your pocket had never been properly resolved. Folding screens and built-in projectors weren’t very convenient to use.

But New World was a completely immersive experience. It didn’t try to integrate itself into your already crammed life, it was a separate thing that took you out of your life. That was the most appealing thing about it.

Britta listened in on a few conversations, smiling to herself. She was one of the lucky few who had experienced it first hand, but playing the game had made her more interested in pushing for a more engaging existence IRL. It had shown her how far short she was of a life she found satisfactory. Escaping into a virtual world was not the solution.

She sat through French in a daydream, thinking about university and what she would study. She had initially been attracted to something scientific, chemistry perhaps. It felt like a field where she could discover new and exciting things while winning plaudits for her daring research, but it was a bit of a vague ambition. You should have a genuine passion for the thing you intended spending the rest of your life doing. Nothing gave Britta that kind of feeling. 

But now she was thinking about doing something business-related. Something in technology. If the world was headed into the kind of AI-infused environment like the game indicated, then the more rational disciplines, the ones that could be worked out from first principles, would be better handled by computers. Even learning languages would be less valuable as instant translation became more common. 

It was dealing with those AI that would be the next boom, at least in Britta’s estimation. Too much restriction and they would be like very advanced calculators. Too much freedom, and… it was hard to know where the world would end up.

Business, to deal with the people, and hard logic to deal with the AI, those were the key areas to get into. She considered learning programming, but that was maybe a step too far. The use of nuclear power didn’t require mining the uranium yourself.

Sitting at her desk, pondering her exciting future at some top university — perhaps abroad, maybe even in China (she wouldn’t even have to learn the language) — it took a moment for her to realise the teacher was talking to her. She sat up and answered, apologising for her wandering mind.

The rest of the class was staring at her, which was odd. She had spoken in French without realising and the lack of concern had made her speech sound very relaxed and casual. It was like she was having a chat with the teacher over a cup of coffee and a nice pastry in a Parisian restaurant.

The teacher continued the conversation, and Britta responded a little more formally, but still well enough to give the rest of the class something to think about. It was a pleasant feeling to make them realise they were two steps behind her.

On her way to lunch, she overheard some excited boys talk about the game, same as everyone else all morning, but it caught her by surprise when she heard them talk about someone who actually had a helmet.

“What, in this school? This school?”

“Yeah, man.”

“Which class?”

“I dunno.”

“Then how do you know they have the game.”

Britta’s immediate reaction was to think someone had found out about her. But after hanging around the boys talking — her natural talent for being overlooked and ignored coming in handy for once — she realised they were talking about a boy.

“He’s had it since before the launch, apparently.”

“Beta player?”

“That’s what I heard. Not saying it’s true.”

“Probably lying. Got to be, right?”

It could just be talk, but talking to another player, one she knew in real life, would be interesting. How was he finding the game? Did APE do proper testing to see how teenage boys reacted to the difficulty level? If there was someone here who played, perhaps she could discover vital info for them.

Britta met Rashida in the cafeteria for lunch and was met with a wall of sound from another bunch of boys. This group was crowded around one end of a table where Lewis was sitting with his laptop.

“What’s going on over there?” she asked Rashida.

“They’ve found a website that shows lots of videos from some new game,” said Rashida. “The excessive hormone release from their pituitary glands is causing their brains to shrivel.” She took a bite of her sandwich. “Watch, it’s fascinating. Like evolution in reverse.”

Britta wondered if they were watching Dad’s videos. She walked over, ignoring Rashida’s disapproving look, and peeked through the crowd. No one would notice one more person.

The video wasn’t one of Dad’s, it was on a Chinese website with Chinese writing all over it. The video was of a group of players destroying an army of monsters. The players wore armour that looked like nothing Britta had seen before. They had to be the mystery experts Dad was looking for.
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                Britta watched along with everyone else who was standing, sitting or leaning around Lewis. The quality of the picture on the small laptop screen wasn’t like one of Dad’s videos, this was blurry like a copy of a copy. The image from the game should have been the same quality as Dad’s, although the website might be degrading it. Or perhaps they had found a way to make videos without APE’s consent. 

Whatever method they’d used, it was clear enough to be able to tell that these players were different to anything Britta had seen so far in the game.

She’d been in enough battles to have seen strong fighters take on various monsters. No one had moved around like these players or engaged monsters in such an impressively brutal manner. 

Limbs flew across the screen as the boys watching sucked in their breath and made the sounds boys make when impressed by gore and violence.

“What site is that?” she heard herself say. Normally, she wouldn’t speak up in a group, it would only attract attention and not in a good way. Then again, normally she wouldn’t join a group so brazenly. Since that line had already been crossed, she had decided to go all in.

She was ignored.

“Hey, Lewis! What site?” She spoke louder and firmer, a tone which could easily rile teenage boys into turning on her. But they were too immersed in the fighting, their joyous swears and slaps on the back drowning her out. They were thoroughly entertained by the sight of the death ballet performed in front of them.

Lewis turned and caught sight of Britta, catching the tone if not the question. 

“Hey!” he said. “I want to talk to you.” He tried to stand up, but the boy-sounds turned from hoots of pleasure to hoots of derision. He was trying to take their entertainment away.

Realising it would be more trouble than it was worth, he shoved his laptop, which was only slightly larger than a tablet, into the hands of one of the nearest boy and squeezed out of the throng.

Britta backed away as he approached, not wanting to be overheard. She didn’t think he would intentionally reveal anything, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t let something slip by accident.

“Do you know who those people fighting are?” she asked him in a lowered voice.

“That’s what I was going to ask you,” he said, dropping his voice to match hers.

“How would I know?” She said it with surprise, impressing herself with how genuine she sounded. It helped that she still didn’t think of herself as a real gamer, so her first reaction to anything game-related was to assume she had no idea, even when she did.

“They’re awesome.” Lewis had stars in his eyes, the way a girl did when a teenage popstar hit a high note especially for them. “Is this what it’s like in the game for your dad?”

He had at least made an effort to keep his voice down. 

“I have no idea. I doubt it. He isn’t really a ‘jump around and kick you in the face’ type of person.”

“He might be, in the game, I mean,” said Lewis.

It was true, the game could transform you into an ass-kicking superhero. It was what made these boys so excited, the idea of being as tough and violent as they were in their dreams. Britta suspected they would be in for a shock if they ever got in the game, though. The fights weren’t as easy as the mystery experts made them look.

“They’ve been releasing these videos on Chinese websites, so I guess they’re Chinese. Doesn’t help I can’t understand anything on the site. I tried translating it using free software, you can get online, but it mostly comes out as nonsense. They don’t think the same as us in different parts of the world.”

Britta was inclined to agree. Her experience with the Chinese people she’d met so far was that they communicated with Westerners by adjusting their natural behaviour so they could be understood. They didn’t act like that towards each other.

Not that she was an expert on such matters. She was even less proficient in the international world of business than she was in the game world. APE and the people in President Wu’s company would probably be aware of this site already — it might even belong to them — but she would like to know for herself exactly what was going on. Were these really Chinese players? Had they been given permission to upload videos like Dad? And if that was the case, why had they been allowed to switch regions?

Britta took out her phone. “What’s the name of the site?” she asked again. She actually had contacts who spoke Chinese.

“I have no idea. I can’t even make sense of the alphabet.”

“Can you send me the name or a screenshot or something?” It was surprisingly hard to communicate something in a really foreign language. She couldn’t even type in the characters.

“Sure. Give me your number.”

As they exchanged details, there was an even louder uproar. Britta assumed someone in the video had done an overhead flip or something, but when she looked over they were all rushing off, leaving Lewis’s laptop behind.

“What’s going on?” said Lewis, grabbing his laptop from the table. Nothing on the screen had changed, although it would be hard to tell with so much Chinese obscuring the action.

“They found him,” said a boy sitting a few chairs down, trying to get his lunch finished as quickly as possible. “The guy with the game. They found out who it is.”

The rumours about someone at school having the game were apparently true. Britta wasn’t sure why everyone had run off, though. What were they going to do? They couldn’t ask him to let them have a go.

“Quick,” said the boy, getting up while still shovelling food into his mouth, “or we’ll miss the fight.”

“What fight?” said Britta. “Why is there going to be a fight?”
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                “They’re going to beat the crap out of him,” said Lewis, like it was a perfectly normal thing. He seemed far more concerned that there might be a scratch on his laptop.

“Why? Because he’s got the game and they haven’t?” It was ridiculous. The idea a boy would be beaten up because he had a toy and the other kids were jealous, it made Britta feel angry. 

It wasn’t just that she had experienced bullying and empathised with this boy’s predicament — she had no intention of running to his rescue like a hero defending the weak — it was the sheer stupidity of it. How did inflicting pain on someone make your life any better? 

“He’s been leaving messages on the school boards,” said Lewis, “telling everyone they’re losers and how he’s going to be a master mage by the time the rest of us get to play, and he’ll wipe the floor with us all. Haven’t you seen the posts? He’s been spamming all the forums with them. Thought he was being clever by using a smurf account.”

Britta’s indignation faded somewhat. If the boy had been taunting and trying to provoke people, it became a little easier to understand why they might want to use him as a punching bag. It still wasn’t right, of course, but it became less of a mystery. 

“No, I don’t use the forums.” It wasn’t surprising Britta had been unaware of this campaign of abuse. The school had its own social media platform, a place for kids to chat in a safe and friendly environment. Britta avoided it. There were nuclear dump sites that were less toxic.

“I’m going to have a look,” said Lewis. Britta was horrified he would want to go spectate and her face must have indicated as much. “I just want to see who it is. He might be willing to talk about the game, I mean after the teachers come and break it up.” He checked his watch. “Should still be plenty of time.”

He headed off in the same direction as the others. Britta followed him, not really sure why, perhaps a morbid fascination with the art of bullying that seemed to be so ingrained in school life. And outside school too, maybe. 

She wanted to see how this kid handled it. Maybe she’d pick up a few pointers.

“You’re going to be nice to him so he thinks you're his friend, aren’t you?”

Lewis looked offended for a moment, but then he realised there was no point. “So what if I am? Most people like talking about their interests. It’s not like I’m going to hate on him for being one of the lucky ones. You know, you could invite me round to yours for tea or something.”

“Why would I do that?” said Britta, startled by the sudden attempt at socialising. No one had ever asked to come to her house before. “Oh, wait, you mean to meet my dad.” Obviously, there would be a simple reason for it.

“Yeah,” said Lewis, like it was inconceivable there’d be any other reason. “It wouldn’t take long. I’d have all my questions ready.”

She almost felt sorry for him. He was so desperately keen on the game, and the sad thing was that it would not only live up to all of his expectation, it would exceed them.

“No,” said Britta. Indulging his obsession wouldn’t do him any good. Plus, the idea of him and Dad sitting at the kitchen table nerding out filled her with unease. 

When you made as much effort as Britta to control your life so that people couldn’t be mean to you, letting your defences down for even someone as harmless as Lewis just wasn’t worth the risk.

“What if I wrote some questions down? Do you think he’d respond?”

Britta was sure Dad would not only answer the questions, he would do so in essay form with citations (referencing other posts he’d made in the past).

“Maybe,” said Britta. “Write them up and I’ll give them to him. I can’t promise anything. And you can’t tell anyone.”

Lewis’s eyes lit up. “No, of course not. Thanks, Britta.”

Doing people favours was also risky. They were never as grateful as you’d thought they’d be. Somehow, owing a debt, even if it was something trivial, became an issue. But in this case, she was curious to know what kind of questions he’d ask.

There was noise coming from up ahead. Shouting and laughing and people freaking out in high-pitched voices. It didn’t sound like actual physical fighting, which was a relief.

As they turned the corner the doors to the outdoor basketball court were open and a crowd had formed under one of the nets. One boy’s voice rose over the rest.

“Think you’re a wizard, do you? Going to cast a spell on me, are you? Bet you wish you could turn invisible now.” The speaker was a tall blond boy. He was very pink in the face and he had tight curly hair, the kind that would turn into an afro if he let it grow out. Toby — Britta knew him from the school sports teams. He was on all of them. Winning teams went up on stage during assemblies to receive their medals and shown-off as something to aspire to.

The crowd was very much on his side, shouting abuse. The target of which was a boy from the year below Britta’s. His name was Rick, that was all she knew about him, and the only reason she knew that was because he was sort of famous. Every school had one, the kid that was so weird you couldn’t help but notice.

He had greasy black hair that couldn’t possibly be from natural causes, he had to apply oil to it every morning, probably from a chip pan. Dandruff coated his shoulders like a blizzard had just passed through. His glasses were from some previous decade, but not retro cool. These were large and an odd fleshy colour. They looked like he’d got them out of his nan’s handbag. His clothes were too tight, his shoes were too big, and his front two teeth stuck out like he was doing a rabbit cosplay. And, of course, he smelled weird. Not stinky, more like an old closet that hadn’t been opened in a long time.

Everything you’d want in that one kid at school who everyone remembers and no one ever talked to in case whatever he had was contagious.

Britta couldn’t recall anyone giving him a hard time, though. He was so weird, everyone left him alone. Even bullies felt sorry for him. 

At least, that was Britta’s impression. Apparently, Rick had issues. If he had been posting messages mocking other students, even if he had good reason to be upset, things wouldn’t improve from this kind of behaviour.

Of course, he did have an escape route. No matter how bad it got here, he could run away to the virtual world and live his life however he wanted. It was a sad way to avoid facing your problems, but Britta understood the appeal. It was exactly what she had done.
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                The boy who was the target of everyone’s anger — possibly deservedly so — said nothing. He just stared out from his gigantic spectacles, cowering and hunched up, shivering. It was a bit chilly out on the court, but that wasn’t the cause.

No one was hitting him or pushing him around, not physically, but the pressure of the crowd, and particularly from the guy shouting into his face, was having an effect. Britta knew how hard it was to stand up against that kind of one-sided barrage. He was doing well to have not burst into tears.

“Come on, let’s see you wipe the floor with me now,” said Toby, raging like he was only just getting started.

Shivering Rick said nothing but his stare had a defiant flintiness to it. Deep in the pupil, he was holding onto whatever resentment he held against all the people who made him miserable. Pressure only hardened it, like a chunk of coal being compressed into a diamond. Britta understood it, but she didn’t think it was a good idea to let it be seen like that. 

“Who do you think you’re looking at?” said Toby. “You want to try it? Come on then.”

There was a shove, two-handed and hard enough to send Rick slamming into the wall behind the net. The crowd shouted encouragement. Britta wasn’t sure what it was they wanted. An actual fight would be over very quickly.

“Hey, cut it out, Toby!” The voice was loud and clear, cutting through the noise of the excited gathering. 

Everyone turned to look, expecting it to be a teacher. It was another student, one Britta recognised, as did everyone. Lucas Garrat. Headboy, captain of the basketball team, swimming team and cricket first team. He was a tall boy with wavy brown hair that looked like he had a fan blowing in his face all the time. He looked exactly how the headboy of a school should look, ready to go on the poster for a movie about school life.

“What the hell are you doing, you twerp?” he shouted at Toby.

Toby was the type to start swinging at the slightest provocation, and he was charged up so it wouldn’t have taken much to set him off, but he was a jackal facing a lion. Britta watched with fascination as the alphas clashed.

“It’s him,” said Toby, sounding whiny. “He’s the one who’s been writing those posts online.” He pointed at Rick, who continued to cower and glare at the same time.

Luas waved his hand like Toby’s words were meaningless. “Why weren’t you at practice last week? We’ve got a championship game on Friday. This online crap is meaningless. Did he hurt your feelings? Is that the problem? Look at you, you’re all soft and out of shape. Have you been running at all?”

Toby looked embarrassed, his pink cheeks flushing pinker. “I am. I will. I was ill.” He shook his head. “This is the guy who’s been messing with everyone. He wrote the posts, we have proof. We can’t let him get away with it.” Toby was trying to shift the attention back onto Rick, but not getting very far.

“What are you even talking about?” said Lucas. “Posts? What? Who cares? Look at him.” He pointed at Rick. “A strong wind would blow him over. You actually want to fight him?” The disgust in his voice was evenly distributed between the two. Toby, for choosing such a weak opponent, and Rick, for being such a weak opponent.

“No,” said Toby defensively and still very much whining. “I was just putting him straight so he wouldn’t do it again.”

“Do what again? Say mean things online? What are you, twelve?” Lucas seemed to have a very low opinion of internet culture and all those who dwelt in it. 

He was one of those outdoor types who believed in doing things for real. He had a bunch of school records to his name, and a few county one. Whenever he spoke in assembly, giving out information about upcoming sports events and encouraging (actually demanding) people to come along and support, he made it seem like the most important thing in the world. 

Britta had never gone to any of those meets, because sitting on your own in a giant sports arena was not a very fun experience, but she always felt like she would like to after hearing him speak.

The crowd had quieted and Toby was struggling to justify himself. Lucas looked ready to strike down any excuses even if Toby could think of some. People began to wander off.

“Now’s my chance,” muttered Lewis as he moved towards Rick, a friend to offer support, and also ask a few game-related questions. He was shameless.

“Did you even consider,” said Lucas in a calmer voice, “the kind of life he has to live? The only way he can feel noticed is to post shit online, and you’re proving him right. This is probably exactly what he wanted. You want to make him feel bad? Ignore him. No one knows who he is without you pointing him out.”

Despite intervening and preventing Rick from getting hurt, Lucas was doing a pretty good job of tearing Rick to pieces himself. The casual dismissal of his character and worth were far more vicious than anything Toby had said. Britta sighed and turned to leave.

“He’s out of your league,” said Rashida, who had been standing behind her for who knows how long.

“What? No, I didn’t even… Who are you talking about?”

Rashida smiled knowingly, which was always infuriating. “Tall, dark and handsome. He’s going out with the blonde girl whose legs are longer than you. Not even in your dreams.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I was just looking.”

“You were drooling and imagining names of babies,” said Rashida.

Logically, Rashida can’t have seen what she was doing from behind, but she had a look of such certainty on her face, Britta couldn’t help wonder if she had been doing what she’d been accused of.

Britta shook her head and walked off, quietly hoping Rashida would let it drop. She didn’t, but it was just small snide comments for the rest of the day, which Britta had no problem ignoring. It was what she’d been trained to do. 

Even if she had entertained the idea of going out with the best-looking and most athletic boy in the school, so what? People were allowed to have their silly fantasies, that’s what imaginations were for.

And there was something comforting in knowing he wouldn’t reject her solely based on the way she looked, she didn’t measure up in so many other areas.
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                When Britta got home, she went to her room and opened the laptop Lin had given her. She had the name of the Chinese site in a message from Lewis. It was a screenshot of Lewis’s laptop screen, so she couldn’t copy/paste the text into a browser. She could try to match the Chinese characters by sight, but that would take forever. The Chinese alphabet seemed to go on forever.

The laptop was a very high-end piece of kit, plus it was Chinese. It had to have a Chinese keyboard or some way to convert the text to something she could put into a browser.

But this was a really, really high-end machine. Perhaps she shouldn’t think so small.

Britta peeled off the sticker covering the laptop’s webcam.

“Can you find this website?” she asked the computer, holding up her phone.

An image of her phone appeared on the laptop’s screen. The focus blurred and sharpened. It shook a little, but that was Britta’s hand. White lines formed boxes around certain parts of the image, capturing the text, it looked like. The screen went blank and returned to its original state.

“Yes,” said the laptop in a smooth and silky voice. Nothing happened. Did she have to download the screenshot onto the laptop’s hard drive so it could be analysed? It seemed to have all the information it needed.

“Would you like me to open the website?” asked the computer. Britta realised she had only asked if it could find the website, not if it would. It was taking her literally. 

“Yes, please,” she said.

A browser opened, Chinese characters appeared in the bar, the site appeared just as it had on Lewis’ laptop, with flashing text and images all over the place, and the video in the middle of the page. 

“Can you play the video?” 

“Yes,” said the computer.

Britta sighed. “Play the video.”

The video started. It looked much higher quality than what she’d seen on Lewis’ laptop. She could also hear what the players were saying in the video. When she’d seen it before, the whole site had been making noise, music and sound effects. This time, only the video’s audio could be heard. 

The players were shouting at each other in what sounded like Chinese. She could also make out the sounds of weapons clashing, spells going off, and monsters roaring. Even though it was utter chaos and she didn’t know what was going on she couldn’t stop watching. 

These players moved like they were on wires, jumping around and striking in huge swings that sent numbers flying off the monsters they faced. It was wild and savage, but also beautiful like a dance.

The screen went black. “Intruder detected,” said the laptop.

Britta turned her head to find Dad peering around the door. “What you got there, sweetheart?” He smiled at her, fishing for an invite.

“Your mystery team, they’re on a Chinese website.” The screen was still black. “You can show him, this isn’t sensitive information.”

“Advise discretion,” said the computer. 

“Noted. Now turn it back on.”

The screen flickered — somewhat reluctantly, thought Britta, but maybe she imagined it — and came back to life with the video playing. 

Dad came closer and watched from over her shoulder. “Wow, look at them. They’re good. I mean, really good.”

“Shame we don’t speak Chinese,” said Britta. “I might ask Lin for help translating all this text.”

“Translate text to English?” asked the computer. 

“Oh, okay. Yes.”

The screen shimmered. The text all transformed into English. The site’s name was Green Turtle Heart. The title of the video was: Peerless Online Warriors Strike Again!!!

Most of the text plastered on and around the video were messages of encouragement from fans. 

“Amazing!”

“Super good, you guys are the ones! POW Power!”

“Kill them all! POW. POW. POW. Only you are god tier. Much love!”

The mystery team were called Peerless Online Warriors, apparently. POW for short.

Around the borders, there were adverts for pills with chemical names Britta had never heard of. Some kind of microchips were also available for a very low price. Energy drinks, pens that glowed, cuddly toys —it kept changing from one to another. The sounds had gone, but the flashing lights and animated text were still annoying. 

“Video full screen,” said Britta. The video enlarged but the text stayed where it was, covering the pictures.

“I’d like all the extra text not related to the video removed if possible,” said Britta.

The text faded and stopped jumping around. It was still there, but in the background. Not even her supercomputer could stop the endless rise of Chinese capitalism, but it was a lot easier to watch the video now. Technology, the cause of and cure to all of life’s problems.

The video was about an hour long judging by the running time at the bottom, although it could be fifty minutes of adverts at the end. The players were running around, working together to take out groups of monsters at a time. The way they cooperated was eye-opening. Could they keep up this pace for a whole hour?

One of them seemed to be doing most of the talking, screaming at the others.

“I wish I could understand what he was saying,” Britta muttered to herself.

The video stuttered, the volume dropped and a new voice spoke over the top in English.

“Pick up that jewel. Pick it up.” It was the soft computer voice with no emotion or inflexion. “I will rip your ears off if you don’t pick it up. I don’t care, let the thing hit you, pick it up.” It was very odd, hearing the English be so calm while the original voice under it screamed itself hoarse.

Britta turned around. “Look, pretty cool… Dad? Are you okay?”

Dad was sitting on her bed, his hand over his mouth and what looked like tears in his eyes. 

“Oh, Britta. Oh…” He moved his hand away from his mouth so he could wipe his eyes. “I never thought I’d see it. Maybe a glimpse before I kicked the bucket, but not like this. Born too early to really live through it, I thought. The future, it’s here. It’s really here. Not just for the super rich, but for people like us. Everything I dreamt it might be, right in my own house. It’s... beautiful.”

Britta didn’t know what he was going on about. Yes, the laptop was impressive, but it was hardly going to change the world. No one was going to work in a flying car quite yet. She turned around so he could have his moment in private.

“Next time you tell me to not let him watch,” she said to the computer, “I’m going to listen.”

“Assessment supported,” said the computer.
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                It wasn’t like Dad hadn’t already encountered some pretty amazing technical achievements lately. 

Not just the game, which was a massive upgrade from anything the computer world had ever created, but he'd spoken to the AI who controlled it. AI who were so real, it was hard to distinguish them from humans. 

He had also met with the Chinese and seen the technology they had access to. They treated gadgets you’d expect to find in a science fiction movie with laser blasters and teleporters as though they were mundane items they would probably throw away after a couple of uses. 

None of that had made him tear up. 

But this was in his own home, upstairs in his daughter’s bedroom. It might only seem a small thing, to be able to talk to a laptop instead of pressing keys or using a mouse, not just to play a song or find a phone number, but it was a shift from one mindset to another. 

Anyone who had used a modern device that pretended to follow orders would quickly be able to tell they were merely programmed to recognise simple tasks, not parse language; and any complex requests would be rejected not because they weren’t doable, but because they couldn’t be understood. 

Language could easily be broken down into rules, the problem was, people ignored most of them when speaking.

The laptop was different. This was technology as an extension rather than just a cleverly assigned hotkey. There was a sense that new ground had been broken.

Britta didn’t entirely share what she considered to a bit of an overreaction on Dad’s part, but she did appreciate why he was so filled with awe and wonder. This was his thing. 

He had spent his life dreaming about a future that was just like the science-fiction shows he watched as a child. There were already smartphones and powerful PCs when he was a kid, so it seemed a distinct possibility that by the time he reached adulthood, you would be able to walk into a kitchen and say the name of your preferred beverage, and it would materialise on the kitchen table. 

Sadly, life did not conform to nerd wish-fulfilment fantasies, that was what Hollywood was for. 

Dad’s other lifelong dream of sharing a bedroom with Jean-Luc Picard was also highly unlikely to come true, although he had somehow convinced his parents to get him a bunk bed for his room.

“Stunning,” said Dad. “We should find out what this machine is capable of. I bet you’ve only scratched the surface. I’d love to take this baby apart.”

The screen flickered.

“Yeah, I don’t think that’s a good idea. It probably has all sorts of security features.” She leaned over the keyboard to take a closer look at the keyboard. “Probably has a self-defence system, too.” She straightened up having not found any signs of tiny gun turrets hidden beneath the keys. “And I bet they’re listening to everything we say and know exactly what we’re up to.” Her relationship with the computer was a wary one. It was just a loaner, it still answered to its true masters.

“That doesn’t matter,” said Dad, which was strange coming from him, the man who was forever complaining about Big Brother keeping tabs on everyone for nefarious purposes. “This is an amazing thing to have access to. It’s worth the loss of privacy.”

Maybe. When you didn’t have anything worth hiding from people, who cared what they found out? She could hardly be blackmailed into selling out her country or giving away trade secrets. The people spying on her were the only ones she had any information about.

Dad stood up and came closer. “The first thing to do is get all the information we can on these guys.” He pointed at the players still running around on the screen. “How did they get so good? Where is their equipment from? How are they moving around New World?”

“Okay,” said Britta. “And then what? Are you going to become like them?”

“Me? No, I feel tired just watching them. Look at them jumping around like that. They’re using melee and spells together, and spin kicks and somersaults, all at the same time. Crazy. What class are they? What level? It’s like they’ve unlocked so many more secrets than us.”

“And you’re going to find out what they are?”

“I’m going to try,” said Dad. “And then I’m going to make a video sharing what I find with everyone. That’s how you neutralise an advantage, you spread the information far and wide. Get everyone up to the same level.”

“Because you want everyone to be equal?”

“No, no. Because nothing annoys hardcore gamers like being the same as everyone else.” He grinned at her.

“Wouldn’t it be better if you kept the information to yourself?” said Britta. “Then you could be like them and they’d be the only competition.”

“The problem with elitism like that,” said Dad, “is that you’re forced to spend your time with other elitists. And, trust me, they aren’t pleasant company. There are people in this world who are special and it’s rewarding to be around them, and then there are people who want to be special and keep telling you they are but never actually do anything very remarkable. They think being in a cool club means they must be cool. APE was full of those kinds of people.”

Britta pointed at the computer. “They probably heard that.”

“What?” said Dad, realising she was probably right. “I mean, I was talking about the people who used to work there, not now, back when I was… ah, never mind all that. The important thing is to know as much as we can about the people ahead of us, or we’ll never catch up. The game just got interesting, really interesting. We don’t want to get left behind.”

“I don’t really care,” said Britta. “I’ve got my physics tutor coming in a bit, and it’s not like anyone’s going to be clearing the second level raids anytime soon. Not even them.”

The players on-screen had a large ogre to in perpetual stun and were whittling down his HP.

“Yes, you’re right. You have more important things to worry about. I, however, do not. Computer. Give me a list of the names of the players currently on the screen.” He spoke in a clear, slightly posher than normal voice. The computer didn’t respond.

“We’re not on the bridge of the Star Trek Enterprise, Dad.”

“Starship Enterprise, sweetheart. Starship. Please don’t say that again, even though I know you were trying to get a rise out of your old dad. Some things are not to be joked about.”

Britta rolled her eyes and turned to the computer. “How many of the players have you identified?”

“Ten,” said the computer.

“Email the list to my father. Do you need his email address.”

“It is on record.”

Dad’s phone buzzed. He looked at it, smiling like it was a magical device he’d never seen before. “Now for some good old fashioned detective work.” He looked longingly at the laptop. “It would be a lot easier if I had one of those.”

“You could ask Lin for one.”

“Oh, no. I’d be too scared. She frightens me.” 

It was a somewhat feeble thing for a grown man to admit, but Britta understood completely. Lin carried an air of utter superiority with her that was hard to not feel pressured by. She was one of those special people who didn’t need to remind you of the fact, her presence did it automatically. She was indeed a frightening woman. And everything Britta aspired to be.
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                Dad went off to begin his investigation and Britta went downstairs to prepare for her tutor. She used the dining room as her study, arranging books and pens so she had easy access to everything she needed. 

She sat waiting with her phone out. She always turned it to silent mode before a lesson, not that anyone ever called her, but it felt polite and professional. Since she had a few minutes, Britta decided to send Lin a text about the Peerless Online Warriors.

It didn’t feel important enough to bother Lin with a call. She was probably in the middle of doing something far more interesting than anything Britta had to talk about. Even though she had said it was okay to call her whenever and for whatever, Britta still felt awkward doing it.

The text just asked if Lin was aware of the team and if they had been sanctioned to make videos. Lin could answer in her own time. Britta put the phone away.

Professor Madley rang the doorbell at seven on the dot. He was always punctual. He set his walking stick in the corner before sitting down, his gaze wandering across the dining table with what Britta considered to be approval. He was a retired university teacher, so not technically a professor anymore, but the title suited him so well it would be odd to call him anything else.

“Can I get you anything before we start, Professor?” Britta asked. “A drink? Tea?”

“No, thank you.” He picked up a book and turned it over like he was making an appraisal of an antique. Britta had PDF versions of all her required textbooks, but the school still gave out the real things and it felt better having them here. It made it feel more intellectual. “I have to tell you, Britta, since our last lesson I decided to do a little research on my own time, to get a better idea of the kinds of questions they ask of the children of the current era. Don’t worry, there won’t be any extra charge.” His eyes twinkled mischievously. 

“What kind of research?” She sat down opposite him. “Old exam papers?”

“Exactly, exactly. I used to be quite the thorough researcher in my day, even if I do say so myself. I approached the analysis of the unknown with a serious mind, and let me tell you, young woman, it was a very depressing experience.” He shook his head disparagingly. 

The professor was an old man who liked to waffle a bit, but he was an expert on all matters related to physics and an excellent explainer of complicated concepts. His occasional forays into the state of the world were his roundabout way of warming up for the business of teaching.

“You don’t think they’re teaching the right things in the syllabus?”

“It’s not what they’re teaching, it’s how they’re teaching them. Learning by rote and regurgitating what you’ve memorised seemed to be the goal. Horrendous way to teach the young. And if you can’t remember the answer, not to worry, it’s multiple choice, so just have a guess.”

He seemed quite upset about what he’d discovered lurking inside the school curriculum.

“You don’t shape a young mind for greatness by filling it with knowledge, you have to teach it how to take small building blocks and construct beautiful structures from them, so it can learn to build for itself, to think for itself. Look at the great minds from our past who had only limited information, but from which they were able to extrapolate the mysteries of the universe, all without leaving the comfort of their study. You have to understand first principles and then go from there.”

Britta didn’t disagree, but it did seem a little impractical. “I suppose it would be too expensive to try and give everyone the time and attention it would take to understand everything from the ground up.”

“Ah, you’ve hit it on the head, there. Money. Always money. It hasn’t really changed as much as I’d like to think, has it?” He shook his head again, this time at himself. “The same in my day, people scrambling to find funding. The joy of discovery turned into the joy of winning another grant. At least there are still children like you, with good parents willing to invest in the future.”

Britta was sure her parents would love to know how well-regarded they were by the professor. She could tell him a few stories that might make him change his mind, though. They weren’t bad parents, by any means, but she often wondered if their sudden weekend breaks — which they’d been taking since she and her sister were old enough to be left alone — were motivated by romantic longing for each other or a desire to get away from their beloved offspring.

“Time and attention,” the professor muttered to himself. “They tell us the youth of today don’t have the attention span. I say it’s all an excuse to avoid trying. Look at these computer games they play, hours on end glued to a screen. The designers of those games have learned how to harness the attention of their customers. It’s a shame those people don’t use their abilities to educate people instead of tranquillizing them.”

School designed by video game devs? It would be an interesting thing to experience, but she doubted they would end up being much better. The bugs would be annoying. 

“It’s almost as though somebody decided to only let the really clever boys and girls learn anything of value, and simply gave everyone else the illusion of good grades. First principles, that’s how you learn. Take the same basic knowledge that Pythagoras or Newton had, and reproduce their results from scratch, you see? It’s the only way to ensure true understanding. Great minds have shown us the heavens, but if you wish to stand on the shoulders of giants, you need to learn how to climb up there. Not simply relying on call and response testing like you’re training a sheepdog.” He smiled rather sadly. “Oh dear, just listen to me going on like some blasted conspiracy nut. I’m not one of those people who think the moon landings were faked, don’t worry. Now, where were we? Oh yes, the moon. Tell me, how would you work out how far the moon is from us, like our friend Aristarchus did?”

He led her through the basic calculations and a little ancient history to be able to create her own calculations. She might be living in the future, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t learn a thing or two from the past.
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                It was fun to learn with Professor Madley. Even though she had no real interest in learning the distance of the moon from the Earth (or the circumference or the volume), and it would have been a lot easier to simply google the answer, it was an interesting exercise to slowly work it out herself.

The way the professor clarified how each principle worked and how it gave her the information she needed made the whole things much clearer in her head. There really was a difference between knowing and understanding. Not that you couldn’t end up in the same place from more traditional teaching methods, but this way she started in the right place and built from there.

And the most pleasing part of it was getting the answer, the one she had no real interest in finding. Doing all the extra work no modern student would be required to do gave her an immense feeling of satisfaction when she produced a final answer. It wasn’t just correct, it was hers.

The writing in her notebook made sense. And it wasn’t just a way to find out random measurements of celestial objects, she could apply it to anything.

“You’ve done very well, so far,” said Professor Madley. “It does get more complicated, but I think you’ll be fine. You seem to have a knack for this kind of progressive thinking. Good brain — try to keep it that way.”

Perhaps physics was the direction she should take her career ambitions. It was something she found enjoyable, but she wasn’t truly passionate about it. 

She wasn’t particularly passionate about anything. How did you find your passion if it didn’t jump out and make itself known? Keep trying different things until something popped? Or did you have to get to an advanced stage before you could appreciate what you were dealing with?

After the professor left, Britta checked her phone. She had to force herself to remember to do things like this because she never had a reason to normally. Hardly anyone ever called her. There was a text from Lin, replying to the question about the Chinese players. 

Hello Britta. Yes, the POW team is known to us. They have been allowed the same video recording privileges as your father. Actually, because of your father. The success of his videos has led to a number of players being given access to the same ability to upload videos of their gameplay. We hope to introduce all the different approaches to the game before the next round of inductions. The aim is to double the player base within the next few months.

It had been sent a few minutes after Britta had sent her text. She hoped Lin didn’t think she’d been ignoring her.

From the sounds of it, they were planning to bring in new players fairly soon, which would certainly make people happy. Until they realised how far behind they were, especially when it came to the Chinese players. Then there’d be the next round of complaints and rage. Unfair, unbalanced, injustice. A free fashion item in everyone’s inbox would probably solve the problem.

The text didn’t say anything about how the Chinese team were able to switch between regions, though. Or why that was allowed. 

Britta had a moment of doubt about contacting Lin again but brushed the thought aside. This was just a text, not a big intrusion. She was supposed to contact Lin if she had questions, that was why she was in the country. Well, one of the reasons. It was hard to make herself feel deserving of her position. What she had to realise, what she tried to convince herself, was that it had nothing to do with what you deserved. It was simpler than that, more binary. You either had the job or you didn’t. She had been offered the role and he had taken it. Every decision she now made was underpinned by that.  

She sent her query about the cross-region travel and got a response almost immediately.

That’s always been possible. You can cross regions from any of the major cities. It’s expensive in terms of game currency, and there are issues with language differences that need to be overcome, but anyone can do it. You are allowed to go where you want.

Freedom for all, it seemed. And an advantage for whoever figured it out first. Did that mean players from one region would end up dominating another? It felt like there was probably more to it than simply running around grabbing all the best low-level quests for yourself. Although it did seem to be working out very well for the Chinese team.

It didn’t really affect her, but it was interesting. Everyone was new to the game and how to make full use of what it had to offer. Strategies were bound to evolve. People were still figuring out how to play. First principles had to be worked out with no one to show you the way.

Britta packed up her books and had dinner with Mum. Dad had disappeared into his shed and it was impossible to say when he would resurface. Once enamoured of an idea, he became obsessive. She had no doubt he would track down the Chinese players, but then what?

There was a third text from Lin when she got back to her bedroom. This one was short.

You’re doing an excellent job. Everyone on my end is very happy with your performance.

Britta was immediately suspicious. She wasn’t used to random compliments and encouragement. And when she had received them, there was always an ulterior motive. It became apparent early on in her life when a girl would compliment her on a hair ribbon or her shoes, and then ask for a favour. If Britta turned down the favour, for any number of legitimate reasons, the compliment would not only be taken back, it would be reversed.

“And your shoes aren’t pretty, they make you look like you have polio.”

She made it a point to always refuse favours from that point on. If they accepted the refusal with good grace, she would say there’d been a change of plans and help them. But they never did.

Was Lin being genuinely nice, or was she after something? Perhaps Britta was overthinking it. It would be nice to be genuinely appreciated, but even if it was an attempt to flatter her and win her confidence, it at least meant she was considered a valuable asset.
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                There was a special assembly on Tuesday morning. The school only held assemblies in the main hall at the start and end of term. Most public announcements were made online and there was no reason to gather everyone together other than school spirit. Celebrating a win at the county athletics meet and the like.

The headmaster, Mr Jenkins, stood alone on stage. Usually, there’d be prefects and other teachers up there with him. The students mumbled and muttered as they sat waiting in the uncomfortable plastic chairs to find out what was going on.

“Quiet, please. Thank you, that’s enough. Don’t worry, this will be short. It’s been brought to my attention that there have been some unfortunate incidents with regard to bullying.” He paused to add weight to his words. 

The kids were quiet, waiting to find out what kind of bullying he was referring to. An assembly to chastise the students was one of the reasons to call an assembly. Last time it had been because of a complaint that students in school uniform hadn’t been giving up their seats on buses when an elderly person needed it. Such things needed to be said face to face.

“As you know, we don’t tolerate any kind of physical altercation between students, under any circumstances. There’s no need for it and no justification for hurting a fellow student regardless of the provocation.”

He was stern and clear in what he expected of his students, but he still hadn’t told them what had triggered this speech.

“The current issue appears to stem around a video game.” There was a murmur from the crowd. “Apparently, there is some jealousy and resentment about who has the game and who hasn’t. I have no interest in your choice of entertainments — in my day, we used to have to play in the same room to punch each other in the face with combos — made for a more social activity.” There was some light laughter around the room. “I am not completely ancient. I understand the appeal of video games and I don’t ascribe to the notion that violence on screen translates to violence in real life. But let me be clear, anyone threatening or harming another student over such matters will be expelled immediately. And anyone retaliating, will also face severe consequences. These things can quickly get out of hand. If you are accosted, report the matter to a teacher. They will take care of it.”

This was really due to the game? At least they were stepping in early, but Britta wasn’t entirely reassured. As someone who had encountered bullying, she knew how ineffective teachers were. It was never so simple. It was hard to provide proof, or witnesses (even when there had been many). It usually came down to one person’s word against another’s. 

She wondered if this was all due to the incident yesterday. It sounded like there had been additional incidents. Did that mean more people had the game, or that more people had attacked Rick? Something must have happened to require a special assembly, but it wasn’t like people were rioting in the hallways. Not enough people had the game to be bullied about it. Although, that was about to change.

The assembly was a firm wag of the finger and clear directions about what was expected. The students filed out chattering, not really showing much concern. 

Nothing out of the ordinary happened during the day. Regular classes with regular chatter all around her. The game was still a major topic of conversation, but as with most trends, other trends soon took over. 

Britta went home on the bus as usual. She had her French tutor coming over tonight and she was looking forward to it. Being able to hold a conversation in another language made her feel like she was getting somewhere. Growing. She wondered how many languages Lin could speak. She didn’t need to speak any, the translation glasses could do it for her, but Britta just knew that made no difference. She was bound to be fluent in several.

As she got off at her stop and headed down the road, she had the feeling she was being followed. When she stopped to check, there was no one there. It was still light out and she wasn’t scared — there were people walking ahead of her and on the other side of the road, plus all the cars passing — but she had the distinct impression that there was someone watching her.

She had never been the paranoid sort, and people were much more likely to ignore her than show her undue attention. She decided it was just a random glitch in her radar. 

After another few minutes, she spun around and caught some movement behind a tree. Someone had jumped behind it to hide from view, she was sure of it.

Why? Who would want to follow her? The assembly that morning came to mind. What if someone had found out she had access to the game? Would they want to beat her up over it? No, that would be ridiculous. This wasn’t some crazy battlefield where kids fought to claim victory and then did a moronic dance to celebrate.

She started walking towards the tree. If they wanted to fight her, she wouldn’t report it to her teachers, she would call the police. She had her phone in her hand, ready.

Britta peered around the tree. A boy was standing there with big glasses and bruises on his face.

“What are you doing, Rick?” 

The boy was looking away, like a child who thought if he couldn’t see you, you couldn’t see him.

“Nothing. What do you want?” He had a squeaky voice and he sounded like he could do with a drink of water.

“You’re the one following me,” she said.

“No. Not following. I was just… visiting someone near here.”

He was a terrible liar. “Behind this tree?” she asked him.

He looked up, as though he hadn’t realised it was a tree he was standing behind. Then his face changed to a more determined look. He straightened up, while still managing to seem slouched, and faced Britta. 

“I know about your dad.”

Britta was taken by surprise. She hadn’t expected Dad to be part of this conversation. “Know what?”

“I know he’s got the game, and I want you to take me to him.”

He wasn’t interested in her, he was following her home so he could talk to Dad. It was getting weirder all the time.

“Who told you that?” she asked, although who could it be other than Lewis? He had wanted to make friends with Rick. She didn’t think Lewis would sell her out for no reason, but to win Rick’s confidence? That seemed like it would be reason enough.

“It doesn’t matter. I know he’s Guildford Underpass, and he makes those videos. Just let me speak to him.”

How did he know that? Lewis didn’t know Dad’s character name or that he was the one releasing videos. And what did Rick want with him?
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                “Why do you want to see my Dad, Rick?” Britta was careful not to admit anything. He could be fishing, trying to get her to confirm a guess. No one knew Dad’s game identity, not unless Dad had gone around telling people, which wasn’t very likely.

All she knew for sure was that Rick had found out Dad played. That information he could have got from Lewis. Everything else would mean he had to have met Dad in-game and got the information personally. Or, that he’d found a way to hack the game.

“Just take me home with you,” said Rick. It was an odd demand from an odd person. 

“What happened to your face?” She switched subjects to buy herself more time. She wanted to know how he had figured this out, and what his plan was. Even if he knew about Dad, why did he want to meet him?

“Nothing. I got into a fight.” He seemed almost proud of himself.

“With Toby?” He was the prime suspect, but there might be any number of people who would want to beat him up. He had an aloof way of speaking that immediately put your back up. He was probably just doing it as a self-defence mechanisms, like most weak people trying to stand up for themselves and overdoing it, but it was still aggravating.

“No, not that idiot. I have a rough life, we can’t all live in a pretty street with nice trees.” He was getting odder by the moment. What had the trees got to do with anything?

“You’re being weird and creepy. I don’t like it when people are pushy and rude with me, and you’re being both.”

“I’m not being rude,” he said, eyes twitching. He was offended, like most people when they’re accused of something they feel is unjust.

“You’re following a girl home, sneaking around so she doesn’t see you. How do you think that looks? Have you any idea what it’s like being a girl on her own with some weirdo following her?”

The blank look on his face suggested he didn’t.

“I don’t care about you, I just want to talk to your dad.” He was honest, if not very tactful. Britta believed him. He wanted to talk to Dad about the game. He was as bad as Lewis; obsessed.

“I don’t care what you want. You aren’t entitled to get whatever you want just because you want it. Nobody owes you any favours.”

“I didn’t ask you for any favours.” 

Britta could see the problem. In his mind, following her home was him not bothering her and doing things himself. He didn’t feel entitled, he thought he was earning the right to what he wanted by putting in the effort. The effort of following her home like you would follow a character in a game.

“You can’t follow people around, it’s wrong.” His face was blank. “It’s a bad thing to do, understand. It’s… it’s evil.”

He baulked, like he’d been stung. “No, it isn’t.”

“Yes. It is. It’s what bad people do to get what they want. They ignore other people’s feeling. You’re making me uncomfortable and upset, and you don’t care. That’s what an evil person would do.”

He stared at her, thoughts going around in his mind. “I… didn’t mean to upset you intentionally.”

“Okay, that’s good. But when you aren’t aware of the effects of your actions, when you don’t consider how the other person will feel, it’s called being inconsiderate, and it isn’t a good excuse for bad behaviour. Being thoughtless doesn’t get you a pass, it means you’re selfish and put yourself before everyone else.”

His mouth tightened. Britta regretted being so forthright with him. She thought it might make it easier to get through to him, but she was upsetting him. He might even get violent. People who were forced to face their own failings when they weren’t ready often lost it. A sharp tongue was often what set them off.

“If I don’t put myself first, no one else will,” he said through clenched teeth.

He may well have been right. His determination to get his way even though school and society had marked him out as an undesirable was probably the only way he’d get anywhere in life. There were plenty of heads of companies and even countries who had used the exact same mindset to achieve success. It was a completely valid strategy, if you had no shame and no empathy. It was dangerous, too. People with a grudge could easily place the blame on those who didn’t deserve it.

“I don’t like being followed, Rick. It isn’t acceptable. You might know you aren’t going to do anything weird to me, but no one else does. I don’t. The police won’t.”

“What are you talking about? Police? You’re crazy.” Rick look baffled. “Just because that’s how your mind works doesn’t mean everyone else is a depraved lunatic, as well. Sometimes, I think the whole world is crazy. I don’t understand what’s wrong with you, any of you. Sending each other dick pics and videos of breasts. It’s disgusting. You all think it’s normal. I can’t turn on my computer without someone trying to show me something I have no interest in seeing. I hate this world. I wish I could leave it forever.”

Rick stared at her, adjusting his glasses like he was trying to get a better focus. Then he turned around and started walking away at speed. He looked weird walking so quickly with such short strides.

He stopped at the corner. “I’m not evil. You have no idea what the word even means.”

And then he was gone. 

Was that a threat? She had thought of trying to help him. Just as well, it was unlikely she’d be able to talk sense into him. He was like any number of socially awkward boys, unable to communicate very well or see how they came across. He was probably convincing himself she was the one in the wrong for not just doing what he wanted.

It was all a bit scary, but she refused to let it get to her. Dealing with irritating boys who thought they could do as they pleased was another thing she would need to get used to. The world was full of them.

            




    Bitter 526
    



    
        Bitter 526

    
    
    
    
                Britta walked home with one eye to the rear. She no longer had the feeling she was being followed, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t. Where had that feeling even come from? It wasn’t like she had heightened senses all of a sudden.

If her encounter with Rick had been in a game, she would have had all sorts of special ways to track him and be aware of what he was doing. Symbols would light up and messages would appear on screen.

She stopped and scanned the road behind her, just to be sure. There was no sign of him.

If this was a game, there’d also be some point to him following her. She didn’t understand how he’d found out about Dad, or what he wanted with him. To swap tips and pointers about the game? 

Dad would have probably liked that. Maybe she should have just taken Rick home and introduced them. An involuntary shudder went through her. It was unfair to judge Rick as creepy without really knowing him, but it was hard not to when he creeped her out so much.

When she got to her house, she had one last look down the street. Nothing. Would it even be that hard for him to find out where she lived? In the age of the internet, personal information wasn’t hard to get hold of. If Rick had been able to create an alt account on the school forum — where you needed a special registration number to join — surely he could have pulled up her home address.

It was a worry but at the same time it was a ridiculous thing to fret over. She could handle someone like Rick. He was weird but he wasn’t dangerous. Not in this world, anyway.

The house was quiet and she assumed Dad was in-game. She dragged her bag up to her room, feeling tired and relieved. Her encounter had been stressful and she wanted to fall onto her bed and lay there, face down on the pillow.

She was surprised to find her room wasn’t empty. There was a momentary sense of panic, and then mild annoyance. 

“Dad, what are you doing?”

He was sitting at her desk with her laptop open. The screen was dark.

“I’m trying to develop a relationship with your computer,” said Dad. “I thought if we got to know each other a little better, it wouldn’t be so mean to me.”

The laptop always shut itself off when Dad was around, but it would do that whenever anyone was around, not just him.

“It isn’t personal,” she said. “It’s a computer, it’s programmed that way. It’s trying to protect sensitive information, that’s all.”

“Sure, sure,” said Dad, getting up from the chair. “But it’s not like I don’t have a relationship with APE. I’ve signed an NDA, I know about how the game operates. There’s no reason to shut me out.” He looked down at the blank screen. “Right?”

There was no response. Dad sighed and turned back to Britta.

“But I think it has room for discretion. I mean, it let me see when you told it to.” He looked like he wanted her to tell the laptop to be his friend, he just didn’t want to say it.

“I have to log in today,” she said, avoiding the whole matter. Everyone wanted her to do something for them today. Rick, Dad, and of course, APE. At least APE was paying her. Every forty-eight hours, she had to log in for twelve minutes, for which she received thousands of pounds. She saw it as a reasonable arrangement.

“Yes, right, of course,” said Dad. “Okay. Have fun.” He was sulking, but that was fine. She was used to it. Parents weren’t supposed to act like children, but then parents weren’t supposed to play video games all day and night, either.

“There’s a boy at school who has the game, too,” she said. She hadn’t meant to mention Rick, it felt unnecessary. She had generally kept uncomfortable school matters to herself. The idea her parents would go to her teacher to sort out a problem made her cringe just thinking about it. “He’s getting bullied because the other kids are jealous.”

“Oh,” said Dad. “Nobody’s bullying you, are they?”

“They don’t know I have the game. If they did… I don’t know.”

Dad’s eyes seemed to lose focus. He was thinking. “It’s not really surprising. It’s wrong, but if I was a kid at school and someone else had the greatest game ever, I’d be pretty upset. It’s definitely wrong, but I understand.”

She hadn’t expected him to take the side of the bullies. He wasn’t really taking their side, but he was being sympathetic. It made Britta a little annoyed at him. 

“What good is beating him up going to do? It’s not like they get to play the game if he can’t.”

“Hey, now, take it easy. I said it was wrong, didn’t I? But it’s human nature. You can’t make everything better by acting like it doesn’t exist just because it shouldn’t. People get jealous when they see others happy or successful or having a good time. You have to deal with it, not simply wish it away.”

“And how do I deal with it?” He was giving her the sort of advice parents always gave kids about bullying — bad advice. Deal with it — as though confronting a bully or going to a teacher ever solved anything. She had the experience to back up her views, he only had a distant memory of a time when people got excited about a new iPhone. Those days were long gone.

“You deal with it by ignoring it,” said Dad. “Cut those people out. You have better things to do and more interesting places to go. You won’t lose anything by removing them from your life.”

To be fair, that was the conclusion she had come to. Rick would do well to do the same, but for some reason he had decided to provoke people, instead. He had gone after them when there was no need to. She didn’t understand him at all.

She sat down on her bed and reached under it to take out the Anderson cradle.

“Right, I’ll leave you to it.” Dad took a last look at the inert laptop and then left the room.

Britta lay down and put the helmet on. Twelve minutes and then she could go back to her real work. The French tutor would be here soon, no time to waste.

She opened her eyes in the small church. She was lying on the altar in the chapel. She sat up and Stan was in front of her.

“Finally,” he said. “What took you so long? Homework?”

She looked at him. “You’re a bully, aren’t you? Is it fun, is that why you do it?” Might as well ask an expert.
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                “What a lovely way to greet an old friend,” said Stan. “Nice to see you, too.” He folded his arms and then lifted a hand to his chin like he was waiting for what she had to say. 

He had changed quite a lot since she first met him. He had a goatee beard and his hair had grown, but that was just cosmetic. He still had the pompous look permanently fixed to the front of his face, like he had everything where he wanted it, but there was less of an edge to it. He was trapped in a game but he didn’t seem to mind. Perhaps he even preferred it.

Britta looked around the chapel painted in colours from the stained glass windows. There was no one else here. 

“It’s true, isn’t it? You force people to do what you want because they’re weaker than you. That’s what you tried to do to me.”

“Wow, something’s bent you out of shape, hasn’t it? Tough day at school?” He was mocking her, as expected of a bully. “Britta, you are possibly the strongest player in the game. Going after you wasn’t bullying, it was an act of bravery. I should get a medal for even trying.” Mocking her and buttering her up at the same time. 

“I don’t feel like the strongest player in the game,” said Britta.

“That’s because you’re so strong, you bypassed the rest of us and went straight to dealing with this world’s gods. Boss monsters are your buddies and regular mobs are polite and helpful in case they piss you off. Trust me, you’re doing a lot better than the rest of us.”

She let out a long breath. She wasn’t the strongest fighter or the most powerful magician, but she did have access to the most interesting parts of the game. She looked around the chapel again, in case there were people in the shadows. 

“Where is everyone? Don’t you have a revolution to organise?”

“It’s a rebellion, not a revolution. And they’ve all logged out. They have lives, or something. I imagine they’re eating unhealthy meals and watching bad TV. Can’t say I’m not a little bit jealous.”

For all her whining about her own life, Stan had been stuck in the game for months. His body was in a hospital bed, slowly deteriorating. He had it tough, but so what? Same with Rick. He definitely had problems at home, but that was no excuse for treating others poorly. Stan didn’t deserve her pity and neither did Rick. 

“Okay, well, I’ll see you later.” She headed towards the door.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m only here for twelve minutes, I thought I’d have a quick look around the city with the—”  Britta checked her screen “—ten minutes I have left.”

“Wait.” Stan had lost some of the laid-back composure he’d been projecting. Was his whole persona an act? “I’ll come with you. Give you the quick tour, no charge.”

She was fairly sure he was after something, but it would be helpful to have someone to point out the city’s interesting features and answer a few questions. 

“Okay. Thanks.”

They stepped outside into the late afternoon sunshine. There were people passing by, all NPCs, and the air was filled with the noise of activity. 

“Welcome to my city, Shona-by-the-sea.” Stan raised his arms like he was presenting the city to her.

“Your city?” said a voice from a window above them. “Don’t talk daft.” 

“Who are you talking about?” said another voice. “Oh, the tourist?”

People were leaning out of windows and watching from doorways. They were his neighbours, so they probably knew him. 

“Been here five minutes, thinks he owns the place.” Laughter erupted around them.

“It may seem like they have a very low opinion of me,” said Stan quietly. “But it’s all part of the plan. No one can know who I really am. The less they think of me the better.”

“I think it’s working,” said Britta.

They set off down the cobbled road which sloped down to the city centre. The buildings around them were stacked up close to each other but every now and again a gap would allow sight of the boats in the docks, and the sparkling water.

“What would you like to see first?” asked Stan. “The city buildings? The Adventurer’s Guild? Tourist hotspots?”

“Just the main places I should know about.”

“Let’s go down to the main square,” said Stan. “Should only take five minutes. If you have any questions, feel free to ask.”

Helpful and accommodating. He was definitely after something.

“Thanks. I’m hoping to find a way to level up that doesn’t force me to kill everyone I meet. How easy is it to pick up quests here?”

“Tough,” said Stan. “It’s just as tough to level up even if you do kill everyone you meet. If you find a decent place to grind weaker mobs, they pick up and move their entire village to some hidden location.”

“Do they? I didn’t know that. I suppose it makes sense. Why stay where you are if players are going to hunt you down? I’d move, too.”

“It might be realistic,” said Stan, “but it isn’t very convenient. How are players supposed to level-up? Everyone’s stuck at low levels unless you join the Empire. It’s hardly fair.”

“I don’t think enlisting with the Imperial Army is much better,” said Britta. “They don’t give you much to do, apparently. It’s all training and guard duty.”

“To tell you the truth,” said Stan, “we’ve been finding it hard to compete with the Empire. They have lots of meaningless achievements people seem to like. Medals and uniforms and a place to stay with food and hot baths. Fascists.”

“And what do you offer?” Britta asked.

“Freedom,” said Stan. 

“Don’t you tell people what to do?”

“Yes, but only until we win. Then they’re free to do as they please, that’s the prize.”

Britta could see a problem with that kind of thinking. No one wanted to work for someone so they could then not work for them. Might as well not turn up in the first place.

“You know, I could really use your help,” said Stan casually, in a way that wasn’t casual at all. “You know, find ways to level up, unexpected ways, it’s what you’re good at.”

Britta stopped. It took a Stan a few paces to realise she wasn’t next to him. He turned around. 

“And what’s in it for me?” Britta asked him. Simply rejecting his request would only encourage him to try harder. Forcing him to admit he could offer her nothing in return would end the discussion a lot sooner.

“You help me with my problem, and I’ll help you with yours. I do have a very good understanding of bullies, like you said. I also have contacts on the outside. Just tell me who’s giving you grief and…” He ran his finger across his throat.
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                “That’s not funny,” said Britta.

Stan grinned at her. “It’s kind of funny. Imagine the look on your bully’s face when they get bundled into the back of a van.”

It was hard to know how to respond to something so stupid. “That is a horrible idea. Please tell me you’re joking.”

“What?” said Stan. “They wouldn’t really get hurt.”

She knew he was winding her up, probably. Not even he would go to those sorts of lengths for a prank. “It’s fine, don’t worry about it. I’m not the one being bullied. I just thought you might have an insight into the mind of a bully. I should have realised there’s no point asking a psycho about how to handle other psychos.”

“I feel you’re being a tad unfair,” said Stan. “Can you see that small square building in the corner of the main square? That’s the Institute for Magic Studies. I imagine you’ll want to find a way to gain entrance, although it’s supposed to be very difficult. There’s always a bunch of players trying to get in.” 

“ It doesn’t look very magical.” It was a nondescript structure that could have been one of the annexe buildings at the back of her school. 

“No, not very magical. Things aren’t always as they appear.” He said it like there was a lesson to be learned. 

“Usually they are, though,” said Britta.

The street was busier now. There were more shops, too. 

“What do they sell here? Anything useful.”

“For adventuring? Not really. You can buy gear from the stores in the main square, but they’re not cheap. I can take you to a few out of the way places when you have more time.”

“Is there a black market?” she asked. 

“There is, and you’re looking at him.”

“You?”

“Well, I try. Business hasn’t been very good lately. Everyone wants to buy and no one has anything to sell. I can do you a deal on bandanas, two for one. Excellent for keeping your identity hidden. Look.”

She looked up at him and he had a red and white polka dot bandana covering the bottom part of his face. He pulled it down. “It’s me!”

“Amazing, it was like you were a whole other person. I think I’ll pass, wouldn’t really go with my outfit. Isn’t the black market all about stolen good?”

Stan shook his head. “You really have a poor view of me, don’t you. We’re on the side of truth and justice. Don’t look at me like that, I’m a reformed character. My time in prison helped me see the error of my ways.”

“It wasn’t a real prison,” said Britta.

“It was very realistic, I’ll have you know. Bars on the windows, bunk beds, the attention to details was excellent.”

It sounded like her family holiday to Butlins from when she was very young. “Just because the Empire are the bad guys doesn’t mean you’re the good guys.”

“Maybe, but we’re certainly the better guys.”

“You won’t bully and cheat people when you’re in charge?” There didn’t really seem to be much difference between the two factions in Britta’s eyes. Both wanted to tell people what to do.

“Do you know why people bully and cheat and break the rules?” said Stan. “It’s not because they’re weak and cowardly, it’s because they’re strong and they want to make the most of it.”

“So you’re saying it’s a good thing? Survival of the fittest?”

“No,” said Stan. “It’s not a good thing, but it is an understandable strategy. You know who does drugs at the Olympics? It isn’t the athletes with no talent, it’s the best athletes. The fastest, the strongest, the ones who always stood out at school and college. Then they get to the big stage, and they’re the same as everyone one else. They’re used to being number one. They’ve already proved they have what it takes, they are undeniably part of the global elite — not an easy group to get into — they just need an edge to win the medal. That’s how it works at the top. They aren’t bullying the weak, they’re struggling against the equally-strong.”

Britta wasn’t convinced. “You’re just making excuses.”

They were in the square now, surrounded by crowds. No one took any notice of the leader of the rebels and the most powerful illusionist in the world. As far as the locals were concerned, they were no different from any other visitors to the city.

Stan pointed out the main post office, the Adventurer’s Guild, the bank and a Starbucks. The Starbucks was the busiest.

“I predict you’ll soon be a key player in the future of this city. I wonder how you’ll use your power.”

“I don’t intend to force anyone to do anything,” said Britta.

“Easy for you to say, you have the world doing whatever you want already. It’s when you get the opportunity to choose between being fair and losing, and being a bastard and winning that you really find out the kind of person you are.”

“Yes,” said Britta. “I agree. So why don’t you use your advantage to give your rebels a boost.”

“I wish I could,” said Stan, “but I think the game has us figured out. No easy mode.”

“What does that mean? No more cheating?”

“No, just different, less obvious ways. You can’t just group your kills up and AoE them down. Look how hard they’ve made it to kill anything. And the penalty for dying is savage. They clearly don’t want us to go in all guns blazing.”

“Some people seem to do alright,” said Britta. “There’s that team that beat the raid boss.”

“The Chinese team?”

“You know about them?”

“I know they’re Chinese, that’s about it. I’d love to know how they got so strong so quickly. Maybe they’re all expert players, but I doubt it.”

“You think they’re cheating?”

“I think they know something we don’t. Whatever it is, it means we can’t compete.”

“Then don’t,” said Britta. “Just level up a different way.”

“Sounds great. And how do you suggest we do that?”

“I don’t know. Get a job?”

Stan looked at her like she was joking. “Apply for a nine to five and buckle down?”

“I mean live with the NPCs as one of them. If they accept you, they might tell you how to get ahead in the game. That’s what happened to me.”

Stan’s mouth fell open. He snapped it shut. “Do you think that’s what the game’s been trying to tell us?”

Britta shrugged. “I have no idea. You were right about people wanting to get into the Magic Institute, look at the queue.”
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                There was a long line of players outside the Institute, all waiting to be let in. They had name tags over their heads, but they were all dressed in very basic clothing that didn’t offer much protection. Britta assumed they were all magic classes who had rushed to the city to sign up for magic school. She could easily imagine it had been the dream of many of them since they first read the Harry Potter books.

At the front was a large wooden door that looked very solid and very closed. There was a sign on the door:

Applications to be submitted in [2] days.

The number two was on a separate board, so it could be changed, presumably.

“Applications for what?” said Britta.

“It can’t be that simple,” said Stan, ignoring her question. “You can’t just get a job in a  shop or whatever.”

“Why not?” said Britta. “You can’t go around looking for people with a giant yellow exclamation mark hanging over their heads. You have to ask.”

Stan shook his head. “Could you even gain XP by working a nine to five?”

“This is the problem with all of you gamers, you only want to play the game a certain way, the same thing over and over, and then you parade around like you’re rockstars. Hit the monster in the back legs a thousand times and you’ll kill it before it aggros. Hide in this corner and the enemy won’t be able to reach you while you chip away at them. Not exactly heroic.”

The people in the queue who had been quietly chatting, stopped to look at Britta. She lowered her raised arms and backed away.

“It’s hardly a fun and entertaining way to experience the game, is it?” said Stan, following her away from the institutes closed doors. “Logging into a game to put on a tabard and dig a ditch for twelve hours a day.”

“I don’t think you’re the best person to ask,” said Britta, “on account of you being a workshy layabout. People play games where you cook burgers or stack boxes or whatever, don’t they? You don’t have to think of it like a job. Think of it more like a spy going undercover. You have to infiltrate the locals without them realising. Roleplayers would love it.”

“Well, yes, they would. Still, how would you even know where to start? There’s no job centre here.”

“How about him?” She pointed at a man selling peanuts out of a cart. He was a thin man with a skin browned from spending so much time outdoors. He was shaking a tray of peanuts over a small fire on top of the cart.

“You think the peanut vendor’s hiring?”

“Won’t know till we ask.” Britta felt oddly confident that she was onto something. It helped that she didn’t really care if she was wrong. “Excuse me, how’s business?”

“One bag, one coin. Extra for honey-coated.” He spoke quickly with a thick accent, but it was hard to say where from. Greek? Middle Eastern?

“I’m looking for work,” said Britta. “Will you give me a job?”

“No. No jobs here. Too much competition.” He nodded down towards the other side of the square where an almost identical cart was serving peanuts to what appeared to be many more customers.

“Have you thought about expanding the menu? Give people more options?”

“I sell peanuts,” said the vendor.

“What about people with peanut allergies?” said Britta. “You would do a lot better if you offered alternatives. Diversify. You’d need more employees, then.”

The vendor had stopped shaking the tray of peanuts and looked at her through a haze of peanut fumes. He didn’t seem very pleased with what he saw. “Are you going to buy anything? You’re blocking my customers.”

There was no one else waiting to be served. Unlike the other vendor.

“Maybe I’ll go ask him,” said Britta. “He looks busy, could probably do with the help.”

“Wait,” said the vendor. “Maybe I could use an assistant. I can’t pay much. Will you work for peanuts?”

Britta smiled. “I’ll think about it and let you know. Thanks.” She hurried away before he put her to work. “See?” she said to Stan, who had been watching from a short distance away.

“That’s because it was you,” he said. “No one else could have got that kind of a reaction from an NPC.“

“You try,” said Britta. She looked around and then pointed at a shop selling cloaks, scarves and hats. “In there.”

Stan shrugged and went up to the bored woman behind a counter. She stood up straight as Stan approached. Britta walked in behind and acted like a browsing customer.

“Greetings, my good woman. I notice your premises are devoid of customers, and I happen to be an exemplary salesman in need of employment. Perhaps we could come to an arrangement that would benefit us both, financially.”

“Out!” bellowed the woman. She had a broom in her hand and chased Stan out, slamming the shop door behind him.

The door opened a few seconds later as Britta exited.

“Told you,” said Stan.

“What was that?” said Britta. “Why were you so obnoxious?”

“Was I? I was going for charming and dapper.”

“You’re supposed to be desperate for work.”

“Oh, right. I’ve never had a job interview, or had a job. Let me try again.”

This time he went into a smaller shop selling lanterns and candles.

“Excuse me, sir,” he said to the old man wearing a leather apron who was the only person inside. “I’m looking for a job. I’m a hard worker, always punctual and I never complain. Do you need anyone to help here?”

The change in Stan’s demeanour was impressive. His shoulders were slumped, his voice was respectful, his eyes were filled with sincerity.

“No work for you here,” said the man. He had white hair and a white moustache, and thick glasses that made his eyes look huge. “Don’t need anyone getting in my way.”

“Of course, sorry to bother you. It’s the wife, you see. Three small ones and another on the way. It’s my own fault, really, but when you find a fine woman next to you in bed every night, well, nature takes its course. Haha. Thank you anyway.”

The man chuckled. “Ah, I know what you mean. Got six of them myself, and a wife who would have liked more. Tell you what, I know Jint the farrier needs help. It’s hot sweaty work with long hours and the smell of horse dung, but it’s honest work.”

“Thank you, I’ll go see him straight away.” Stan left the shop thanking the man profusely. 

As soon as they were outside, Stan lost the stoop and the humility. “Oscar-worthy, don’t you think?”

“Yes,” said Britta. “Remind me to never believe a word that comes out of your mouth.”

“This is great,” said Stan. “I think you really might be on—wait what’s this?” He stopped and stared at Britta. It took a few seconds for her to realise he wasn’t looking at her, he was looking at his status screen. 

His hands came up and tapped the air in front of him and then his eyes lit up.

“What?” said Britta. 

“I just got 5 XP. Five experience points for doing nothing. You were right, you were absolutely right.”
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                “Hey, that’s not fair,” said Britta. “Where’s my five experience points?” She checked her own screen to make sure she hadn’t received any new XP. It was exactly the same.

“I guess you didn’t put in the performance required,” said Stan. “Now, what’s this do?” He poked something off to the right of his screen. “What the—” He stumbled back a couple of steps. 

“What? What?” It was frustrating not being able to see whatever had appeared on his screen. “Is it more experience points?” She would be writing a strongly worded letter to APE if it was. Just because she was a special case didn’t mean they should stop her getting the XP she deserved, not when everyone else was getting some. It was probably a bug.

“It’s beautiful,” said Stan, looking around and up and behind.

“What is? Hey? Snap out of it.” She grabbed him by the bottom of his shirt, which was as high as she could reach, and shook him.

“Hmm? Sorry.” He grabbed her by the arm and guided her towards an alley where there weren’t so many people. “It’s like the skill tree, only much, much bigger. It shows your relationship to different NPCs. Most of its greyed out, but there are hundreds of them, thousands… too many to count. I don’t fully understand what it all means, but it’s clearly a whole new level of engagement with the game we need to participate in. This is why the game forced everyone to slow down and struggle against monsters. We’re supposed to integrate ourselves into the world first. It’s so lucky I stumbled onto this… this changes everything.”

“Congratulations,” said Britta. “Stumbling onto it all by yourself, quite an accomplishment. However did you manage to do it?”

“Alright, alright, you stumbled onto it. Is there any reason to point out that you hold the key to this world? I think we can take it for granted that you’re special.”

“Not sure where you get that idea from. If I’m so special shouldn’t I be the one getting the bonus XP?”

“Yes. Sorry. Thank you.” He looked around again. “It’s amazing. Are you sure you don’t have something like this?”

“No, I don’t think so.” If anyone should have access to a secret user interface showing relationships with NPCs, it should be her. If she had received 5 XP every time she’d had a conversation with an NPC, she’d be Level 100 by now.

“It makes so much sense now,” said Stan. “We were never supposed to go running into dungeons to play the hero. You have to become part of the world first.”

“I’m surprised they didn’t tell you that,” said Britta. “You are the rebel leader, after all. Aren’t you supposed to be guiding the players under your command?”

“Ah, yes, well that might be my own fault. I asked them not to tell me too much about how I was supposed to meet my objectives. Thought it would make for more of a challenge. Didn’t really expect it to be quite so hardcore. But we’ve cracked it now. I mean, it still won’t be easy, obviously, but at least I can give my people something to aim for. Might even be quite fun.”

His excitement was bubbling over. After spending days and weeks trying to find a way to level up his rebels without getting them killed and constantly de-levelled, he had a new approach, all thanks to Britta. Special, unrewarded Britta.

“I can’t wait to get started. If no one else knows about it, we could get a huge head start on everyone.”

“Not the Chinese,” said Britta. 

“No, but they aren’t part of the Empire, so I’m not that worried. If they want to go on a killing spree in the depths of the most dangerous dungeons, good luck to them. Me and my thousands of NPC friends will be more than a match for them.”

“Thousands of NPC friends?” said Britta. “Isn’t it more like one?”

“We all have to start from somewhere,” said Stan. “The important thing is now I know what to do. And I even have a map to show me where I need to get to.” He looked around again. The awe and wonder on his face was starting to irritate her.

“Great. Well, have fun.” She walked out of the alley. The line outside the Magic Institute hadn’t moved, the same people were in the same places.

She had the letter she was supposed to deliver. It was a quest, so it should net her some XP, unless she really was bugged.

She walked to the head of the queue with everyone watching her. They didn’t seem to mind. Actually, they looked amused. As she neared the front, there was giggling and excited whispering. What did they think was going to happen?

The door to the Institute was huge, at least it was compared to Britta. She couldn’t even reach the knocker. 

“Let me,” said Stan. He pulled the iron ring back and smashed it against the plate underneath it twice. “I assume you know what you’re doing.” His words didn’t match the look on his face.

The queue went silent. A flap opened next to the knocker. 

“What do you—” a voice began to shout.

“Not me,” said Stan. “Her.” He pointed down at Britta. 

The man behind the door peered down from the opening. Britta took a step back so she was in his line of sight. 

“Hello. I have a—”

“Can’t you read? It clearly says applications aren’t open for another two days.”

“Yes, but—”

“You know what you’ve done, don’t you? You’ve only gone and got yourself disqualified from applying. How do you like that?”

There was much tittering in the queue.

“I don’t mind,” said Britta. 

Everyone went quiet. 

“You don’t mind? You don’t mind? You think I’m joking, do you?”

“No,” said Britta. “I’m not here to apply for anything. I’ve got a letter for the Dean.” She waved the letter over her head. 

“Give it here, I’ll give it to him.”

“I’m supposed to deliver to him personally,” said Britta. There was bound to be some kind of reward for delivering the letter. It was a classic RPG quest. She had no intention of missing out again.

“Who’s if from,” said the gatekeeper.

“Oh, it’s from a wizard.” She realised she didn’t have a name to give him, which was a bit awkward.

“That it? A wizard?”

“A gnome wizard,” said Britta. 

There was a gasp from behind the door. “You’re sure? A gnome. A gnome wizard?”

“Yes. I think I know what a gnome looks like.” 

“It’s arrived,” the voice shouted to someone else behind the door. “The letter, it came. Yes! It’s really from him.”

The door began to open. The queue watched dumbfounded. Britta did her best not to gloat. She was more interested in why the mention of a gnome wizard had got the reaction it had. Technically, she was a gnome wizard. No one ever got this excited when she turned up anywhere. 

“You better come in,” said the man once the door was ajar.

Well, it wasn’t her they wanted to see, but she was looking forward to completing the quest and getting something in return. She headed inside.
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                No one said anything as Britta walked into the Magic Institute. They were all too shocked and watched her go in with their mouths hanging open. It was hard for Britta to not smile, but it was the sort of thing Dad would do, which was enough to stop her.

As she entered the gap in the doorway, through which she couldn’t really see anything, a voice called out from behind her. 

“Mathter! Mathter! Wait for me.”

She turned in the doorway as Stan came running up. He was bent over and his face was dirty, like he’d smeared mud all over himself. “Mathter, mathter, don’t be forgetting poor, faithful Thtan.” It was hard to understand him because he was speaking with a ridiculous lisp.

“What’s with the voice?” said Britta.

“I’m playing the idiot servant,” Stan muttered under his breath as he reached her.

“You could have used your normal voice for that,” said Britta.

Stan almost broke out of character, but managed to stay hunched over in grovelling mode. 

“Who’s that?” said a voice from beyond the door.

Britta gave Stan another look and shook her head. She would probably regret it, but he had put quite a lot of effort into his character. 

“My manservant,” she said with a sigh. “He’s useless, but I promised his mother I wouldn’t let him starve to death. I have to take him everywhere or he starts wetting himself and crying.”

There was a pause and then the door opened a little bit wider so they could both come in. The watching players had started muttering now and would probably all try to wangle an invite. Britta hurried inside with Stan on her heels.

The door closed behind them, and it took a moment for Britta’s eyes to adjust to the gloom. Just as they did, a ball of light appeared making her wince and squint. 

It was a magic light, that much was obvious, shaped into a ball and floating over a short man. He was dressed in a brown robe with a leather belt which had a buckle that seemed unnecessarily large. It was big and square and had an emblem on it shaped like a wolf’s head howling. 

“Let me see the letter,” said the man. There were no introductions, no welcome of any kind. His manner was brusque and officious, like someone working in the post office who couldn’t believe you were wasting his time with your nonsense.

Britta held up the letter. 

“Give it here,” he said. “I’ll have to show it to the Dean’s secretary. They don’t like it if you bother them over nothing.”

Britta hesitated. “I’m supposed to deliver it personally,” she reiterated. This could still be a trick. 

They were in a small room with only a couple of chairs in it and a battered desk in the corner, and a door presumably leading into the actual Institute. 

The other door had a similar hole in it with a face watching them. “Hurry up, then,” said the face in the hole.” How many of these doors were there?

“I can’t just give it to you,” said Britta. “There might be a curse or something on it. The gnome wizard was very clear, I don’t want to get into any trouble.”

“We’re just following normal protocol,” said the man in front of her, the ball of light bobbing around over him. He looked like a low-level staffer, but he was presumably a mage of some sort.

Britta didn’t want to waste time arguing over who got to deliver the letter. If the game was going to insist she hand it over, there wasn’t much she could do about it.

“I’ll give it to you, but I’ll need a receipt,” she said. “So I can prove I did my part.”

Just because this was a medieval fantasy world didn’t mean they couldn’t provide basic services. 

The man frowned. “I suppose…” He turned around and went to the desk. He got out a piece of paper and a pencil and wrote quickly. He handed her the paper when he’d finished.

It was complete gibberish, squiggles and scratches — presumably the local language, designed by devs too lazy to actually come up with something readable. She showed it to Stan who was watching with interest and also drooling slightly. He was committing to his role to an unnecessary degree. He reached to take it from her, but Britta snatched it out of his grasp. He would probably try to eat it to prove how method he was.

“Can you sign it?” she said to the man.

The man rolled his eyes and took the paper back. He signed it with what looked like a drawing of a mountain range, and then he handed it back. “Satisfied?”

“This is your name?”

“Keith the Door Mage, that’s me. That’s on official Institute notepaper.” There was a wolf’s head in the top corner. “Letter?”

“Okay.” She gave him the letter.

He held the envelope up to the light and shook it. He didn’t look satisfied with whatever this told him. “You two wait here,” he said. “I’ll be back in a minute.” 

The other door opened and he left. Britta sat down on one of the chairs.

“That went well,” said Stan. “Thanks for letting me come with you. I was just curious to see what it was like in here.” 

The room they were in didn’t really tell them anything about the magic school. Hogwarts it was not.

Stan sat down next to her and took out a notebook from a small pouch on his belt. The book looked far too big too fit in there. 

“Is that a magic bag?” Britta asked him. 

“Yep. They don’t make them this small anymore. Got it from a quest back in closed beta.” He was writing as he spoke.

“What are you writing?”

“Just taking notes, jotting down ideas. If you’re right about this whole NPC getting-to-know-you business — and I’m pretty sure you are — it means the new player experience is a lot better than I’d assumed. Anyone starting out later than the rest of us could easily catch up if they’re good at interacting with the locals. That’s going to be a big selling point.”

He was right. The biggest complaint from people who didn’t have the game was that by the time they were allowed in, the current players would be too far ahead and make it unfair in any competitive areas. This system made it much harder for anyone to get too far ahead, and gave newbies a chance to catch up without competing for kills.

“How many players do you have in your rebellion?”

Stan gave her a sharp look and put a finger to his lips. “Keep it down, I’m incognito.”

“The game already knows who you are,” said Britta.

“Doesn’t work like that. These people don’t know. And we’re about a thousand strong; growing every day.”

A thousand people out of four million players wasn’t a lot.

“What about the Empire? How many do they have?”

“I don’t know, a few hundred thousand? Most people are undecided, though. It’s the independents who are in the majority. We’re going to have them rushing through our doors once they find out we have the inside track.”

Britta was unconvinced. It made a lot more sense to stay independent and make your own way.

The door opened again and the man returned, this time with two other similarly dressed men. 

“Where’s it gone? Where’s the letter?” He was very upset.

“What do you mean?” said Britta.

“The letter. I went all the way to the office and it wasn’t there. I looked a right fool. What did you do with it?”
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                “I gave it to you,” said Britta. “See? I have a receipt.” She held up the piece of paper he’d given her.

“That’s just a bunch of meaningless scribbles,” he said, snatching the paper back and scrunching it up into a ball. “Learn to read.”

The man, it turned out, hadn’t written the receipt in some strange local language, he had assumed she was illiterate and wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between a genuine receipt and a fake one. He had been half right.

“I told you it was a magic letter,” she said. “ The gnome wizard must have put a spell on it, or something.” She made a big show of searching herself and then pulled out the letter. “See? It came back.”

Keith the Door Mage did not look impressed. “You tricked me. Now they’re all laughing at me in the office.”

Keith, even though he was just in charge of telling people to clear off, considered himself better than the rabble clamouring to get in. He was already in, so he had that going for him. He also had a bit of an insecurity issue. He didn’t like being made a laughing stock. 

He came towards Britta, eyes ablaze with rage, the two other men closing in with him. Britta pushed Stan in the way. “Don’t make me set my servant on you. He has idiot strength.”

Stan was doing his best to stay in character while trying to squirm out of the way. “Mathter no, please, Thtan doethn’t want to kill again. Not again. Red, everywhere, red, red, red.”

He was, Britta was beginning to realise, a massive ham.

The door behind them opened and a taller man with a fancier robe — this one was white with blue swirls all over it like it had been tie-dyed — came into the room, which was starting to get very crowded.

“Where is she? Where is the messenger?” He had a pointy little bearded that glistened with oil. He smelled quite nice. Flowery.

“Assistant Dean,” said Keith, his manner suddenly changed to polite and slightly nervous. “This is her. I was just about to—”

“So you’re the one, are you? You’re the one he sent?”

“Um, yes?” Britta could tell this was someone who thought of themselves as very important. Her school had teachers like him, always ready to be exasperated by how dumb everyone else was. “I’m supposed to deliver it to the Dean.”

“Yes, yes, give it to me and I’ll see that he gets it.”

He was the same as the door mage, just with a more colourful outfit. “Here.” She gave him the letter. There was no point trying to argue with him, she could tell. She had a deputy head just like him.

The assistant dean held the letter between thumb and forefinger and waggled it. The letter slowly turned to glittering dust and disappeared.

“I think you’ve been rumbled,” Stan whispered.

Britta had made a copy of the letter when she gave it to Keith. She hadn’t trusted him and her Mirror spell enabled her to make a duplicate. She had tried the same thing on the assistant dean, but he was a higher level mage than Keith.

“I’m supposed to hand it to the dean,” said Britta.

“The dean isn’t feeling well,” said the assistant dean, “and neither will you if you don’t tell me where your master is.”

“You know,” said Britta, “as a representative of the gnome wizard, I would have thought you’d have been a bit more welcoming.”

“Welcoming?” said the assistant dean. “Welcoming? That rebel will be welcomed back with a noose. Do you know how much trouble he got us into with his whole ‘Resist the Empire’ nonsense? We were in danger of being shut down, thanks to him.”

“Rebel wizard?” said Stan, no longer bent over.

“Makes a huge mess and then runs off, taking the vault key with him. How are we supposed to teach anyone without any books?”

“The books are in the vault, are they?” asked Britta.

“Of course. Where else would you keep books? Did he send the key back with you? Do you have it?”

“No. Don’t you have a spare?” That remark earned her a contemptuous look. “Can’t you use magic to break in?” They were a building full of mages, after all.

“The vault is impervious to all magic. That’s why it’s the vault.” His contempt for her suggestions was growing. “You’re sure he didn’t give it to you. About this long, made of brass, glows in the dark.”

“Sorry,” said Britta. “Haven’t seen it. I only have the letter.” She held up the real letter.

He took it from her and shook it just like the last one. This time it didn’t dissolve into magic dust. He opened it and took out the paper inside. He looked into the envelope to make sure there was nothing inside.

Then he unfolded the letter and read it, his eyes quickly scanning the page, turning it over to read the back, and then turning to the front again. Then he folded it up and put it back in the envelope. He handed it back to Britta with his eyes closed and a pained look on his face.

“No good?” she asked.

He shook his head. “The man’s a fool. Thinks we can win a war against the Empire. Where is he? Where is he hiding himself?”

Stan took the letter from Britta. All this anti-Empire talk was right up his alley and she could see how excited he was by the idea of a rebel wizard joining his side. Britta wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do now. She didn’t care what was in the letter. Part two of her quest probably. Delivering the letter should have netted her something, but if the game was going to drag this out, she might as well cut her losses.

It was annoying. She should get something, even a few measly experience points would do.

“Maybe you should show it to the dean,” she suggested. “There might be a special message in there only the dean would understand.”

“There’s a message alright,” said the assistant dean. “I’d rather not upset the dean with the ravings of a lunatic.”

“Oh dear,” said Stan, “this isn’t very nice.” He was reading the letter with one hand over his mouth, looking shocked.

She didn’t care what was in the letter, but she couldn’t help but be curious. “What does it say?”
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                “It’s basically a list of insults,” said Stan. “He’s letting the Institute know he’s right and they’re wrong, and there’s nothing they can do to him while he’s safe among the gnome people. That’s the clean version.”

“What happened to your manservant?” said Keith. “He’s acting all different.”

“It’s a medical condition, he goes through phases,” said Britta. “He’ll get hungry in a minute and then fall asleep.” She wasn’t sure if what she was describing was an actual medical condition, but it was what happened to her Uncle Danny every Christmas so she was confident it would sound plausible.

“Boy oh boy,” said Stan, whistling through his teeth. “This gnome wizard really isn’t happy with you lot, is he? It’s not my fault you can’t see what’s plainly right in front of your pox-riddled, fetid faces. I will not be party to your gross stupidity, nor will I associate my good name with your inane attempts to kiss the Empire’s... Pretty much goes on like that for two sides.  You can stick your key right up your...  you get the idea.” Stan turned the page over. “Actually, it gets worse on this side… weasel-faced chipmunk… I’m not sure that would still be a chipmunk.”

“Who’s the weasel-faced chipmunk?” said Britta.

The door flew open and a large woman with a face that was pinched in the middle but with puffy cheeks and a double-chin walked in.

“What’s going on here? Where is he?” she boomed.

“Dean, please, you have to rest,” said the assistant dean. 

“The key, did he bring the key?”

“No, Dean.”

“But the compulsion spell…” said the dean. “How was he able to resist?” 

“He sent this gnome girl to deliver a letter in his stead,” said the assistant dean glaring at Britta like it was all her fault.

“Very clever,” said the dean. “Let me see.”

“I don’t think that would be wise, Dean.”

She snatched the letter from Stan and read it, turning it over multiple times as though she was sure there were several more pages.

“Ridiculous!” she shouted and threw the paper back at Britta. “We’ve already delayed the start of term for three days, how much longer? Keith, go outside and change the sign to five days.”

“They won’t be happy,” said Keith. 

“If anyone asks, you accidentally put the number in upside down.”

Currently, it said applications would be open in 2 days. If you turned the 2 upside down, it would look a bit like a 5. It was a bit of a stretch, though. 

“We can’t function without books,” said the dean. “That little runt is going to give me the key whether he wants to or not. If he’s going to keep our key, then we’ll keep his gnome. Lock them up!”

Britta had caught the letter when the dean threw it back at her, slicing through the air. She had delivered it to the dean of the Institute for Magic, so her quest should have completed. There was no pop-up message congratulating her. The quest had to be bugged. Either the quest was, or she was.

“You can’t lock me up,” she said. “This has nothing to do with me, I’m just the messenger. I was passing on the letter as a favour.”

“You are now a prisoner of the Institute,” said the assistant dean.

Britta had half-expected something like this. She had entered the Institute knowing full well that the chances of her delivering the letter, receiving a reward, and then leaving again were slim. The game would try to complicate things as it always did. It was the most basic way to make a game feel like it was complex, you put five steps in where only one was really needed and made the players run back and forth between them.

“I can’t stay,” said Britta. “I have an appointment.”

“You will remain here until your master sees sense,” said the dean.

“But he’ll never see sense,” said Britta.

“Then you will stay here forever.”

Britta had her Teleport spell as a last resort. It would take her back to the Church of Stan Lee and she would be able to go about her business, her quest incomplete and not even 5 XP to show for her trouble. 

She sighed and grabbed the bottom of Stan’s jacket; might as well take him with her, he’d only whine if she didn’t. She made the requisite hand gesture to cast the spell but nothing happened.

“Oh, you think you can use magic to escape?” said the dean. “You don’t use magic against us, my little messenger. We invented magic.” She looked smug and fully confident in her ability to get Britta to do what she wanted. 

Britta checked her status screen. All her spells were greyed out.

“I’ll hold them off,” said Stan, stepping in front of her. “You make a break for it.”

If she couldn’t use magic, presumably neither could they. There were more of them, but Stan was bigger and fitter. The men were all waiting for someone else to attack first.

Britta made a break for the door and tugged on the handle, but it was locked.

“It won’t open. I’ve got someone coming round in a minute, is it alright if I leave you here and come back later?”

Stan looked over his shoulder and nodded.

“Dean,” said Britta, “you’re being very unreasonable and I don’t intend to put up with it. You can’t lock up people because you feel like it. I’m sorry, but it’s not my fault he thinks you’re a weasel-faced chipmunk. I’m leaving.” Britta logged out.

The game couldn’t actually keep her imprisoned. Well, it could, but it wouldn’t. Britta could log out any time she wanted. She just wasn’t sure what she’d find when she logged back in.

She could worry about that later. Her French tutor was due any moment and she had to set up the dining room. She rose from her bed and put away the Anderson cradle and went downstairs.

The lesson went well and the teacher praised Britta’s French. Her accent had improved a lot and she was much quicker with her answers. She didn’t have to think through the translation, she was starting to respond instinctively.

After the tutor left, Britta had dinner with Mum. Dad was still in-game and there was no way to know how long he’d be. Both of them were used to it.

She went back upstairs to sort out the rest of her homework, most of which she’d already done at school. 

There was no reason to go back into the game for another forty-eight hours, but she was curious how the game had handled her sudden disappearance. The NPCs were usually given a reason for what had happened to the character to make them vanish.

She decided she would have a quick look and logged in.
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                Britta opened her eyes to find herself lying on the floor of a small room. There was nothing in the room, no furniture, no carpet, no windows. Just a door and Stan, who had his back to her and was doing squats.

“Keeping fit?” she asked.

“Oh, you’re back already,” said Stan. He was sweating. “I didn’t think you’d be back until your next scheduled drop. Every forty-eight hours, isn’t it?”

“What happened when I logged out?”

Stan wiped his brow with his sleeve. “From this end, it looked like you fainted. It was quite funny, really. You made your speech about not being anyone’s prisoner, said your goodbyes and passed out. They all thought you’d lost your mind.” He chuckled to himself.

“And they locked us in here? Is this a cell?”

“I suppose you could call it that. They emptied out a few boxes first, so I think it’s a storeroom. I expect they don’t have much need for a place to imprison people.”

Britta opened her status screen and checked her spells. They were still greyed out. “I can’t use magic,” she said.

“No, I didn’t think you’d be able to. They’re very fond of their anti-magic devices, it seems.”

“It’s a device, not a spell?” 

“It’s a pendant the dean wears around her neck. I’d love to get hold of one, it would come in very useful, I imagine. Think how mad any magic users would be if I used something like that in a battle.”

“I don’t have to imagine, I am one of those magic users, and I wouldn’t be very happy about it. Why is it always the magic users that get targeted in this game?”

“Well, to be fair,” said Stan, “we are deep in the heart of magic, aren’t we? If anyone was going to figure out a way to block magic, it would be this lot.”

He had a point. If you were teaching novices how to do magic, you’d probably want a way to make sure things didn’t spiral out of control. 

“What do you think they’re planning to do with us?” said Britta. “Just leave us in here?”

“I have no idea,” said Stan, “and I have no intention of finding out. Now that you’re here, we can break out.” He began swinging his arms around.

“What are you doing?” 

“Limbering up. I need to get my heart rate up.”

Britta went over to the door and gave the handle a twist and tug. “You’re going to break us out, are you?”

“Yep.” Stan sounded remarkably confident.

“How?”

“Brute force.” He rolled up his sleeves to reveal intricate tattoos on both arms. He closed his eyes and flexed, the muscles along his arms bulging. The tattoos began to glow white.

He opened his eyes and walked to the door. Britta backed out of the way as he grabbed the handle, just as she had, and yanked the door towards him, pulling it off its hinges. It was quite noisy, but no one came running.

Outside was an empty corridor.

“I hope they didn’t hear that,” said Stan. “Prison tatts,” he added in response to Britta’s curious gaze.

In this world, his special ability was hardly an impossibility, but she hadn’t seen anyone else with that kind of a skill.

“Which way?” she said. Both ends of the passage seemed to be identical. 

“No idea. Don’t you have a way of telling?”

“Yes, but I still can’t use my spells. The device must cover the whole Institute. Although it didn’t work where we first entered, only after the dean turned up. Which means she’s close by, or she left it somewhere around here.”

“Or there’s more than one,” said Stan. 

That was also true. It was just wild guessing at this point. “Let’s try this way.” She kept her screen open in case they managed to get out of range of the jamming signal.

At the end of the passage,  there were two possible directions. Her map, which was working, only showed the areas they’d been to. She turned right for no particular reason and proceeded softly so she might hear someone coming the other way. 

“Where did they all go?” she asked Stan. 

“Beats me. Maybe it’s bingo night.”

When she reached the next junction, she felt a pull to the right. There was also a buzzing sound. She headed towards it with Stan following her, not asking her to explain her choices. Good thing too, since she didn’t have one.

They hadn’t seen any doors or other rooms. Just long empty corridors. Were they in a maze? 

“Didn’t you see the way when they brought you down here?” 

“I was unconscious, too.”

“You died?”

“No, I was knocked out during the brawl.”

“Couldn’t you have used…” she pointed at his arms.

“Yes, but then we wouldn’t be behind enemy lines together, would we?”

There was a glow at the end of the corridor. It was coming from a door, light emanating from runes written all over it, a bit like Stan’s tattoos. It was also the source of the buzzing.

They both moved towards it like moths to a flame.

“I think this must be the vault,” said Stan. 

That was Britta’s guess, too. “Shame we don’t have a key.” There was an invitingly large keyhole next to the ornate handle.

“Are you sure there wasn’t a clue hidden in the letter?” said Stan.

“You read it, did it seem like a code?” She took out the letter to check. Maybe it would reveal hidden information in this orangey light. 

It did more than that. As soon as Britta took out the letter, it left her hand and floated into the air. It slowly folded like origami, transforming into a large key. Once the shape was complete, it changed to metal and fell. 

Stan tried to catch it, but Britta was quicker. Those extra points in agility at work.

“He was right,” said Stan. “It was right in front of our eyes.”

An illusion. Britta was surprised the dean hadn’t seen through it like she had with Britta’s attempt to fool her, but then the gnome wizard was probably a much higher level. The dean was also high-levelled, so she could save against Britta’s illusions, but not so high that she could save against someone of similar strength.

Britta put the key in the lock and turned it until it clicked.
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                The door slowly opened inwards. It was much thicker and much heavier than it looked. Gradually, the vault was revealed, a not very big room that was very full. Inside were stacks and stacks of books, rising from floor to ceiling. 

“It really is all books,” said Stan, sounding a little disappointed.

They entered and closed the door behind them so it wouldn’t look too suspicious. Britta made sure to keep the key on her. It wouldn’t be good to get locked in.

The walls were grey and smooth, with a small glowing nub on each providing enough light to see by.

“Do you think these are magic books?” asked Britta.

“We’ve hit the jackpot if they are,” said Stan. “Imagine if you could gain skill points and spells from these.” He picked up a book and opened it. “Correct Posture for Sword. Then again, they might all be worthless crap.”

“I don’t know,” said Britta, “I think we might find some hidden gems in here if we had the time to look.”

“But we don’t, so…” He opened the pouch on his belt and began stuffing books into it. They disappeared into the mouth and were gobbled up without so much as making a bulge.

“You’re stealing books from a school?” Britta didn’t like the idea of depriving others of their chance to learn. It felt inherently wrong.

“That’s right,” said Stan, getting faster now that he had the rhythm. “Don’t think of it as a school, think of it as an exclusive club where they only let certain people become members. I’m making knowledge available to all.”

“Available to all the people in your exclusive club,” said Britta.

“It’s not exclusive,” said Stan. “Anyone can join. And anyone can read—” he looked at the spine of the book currently in his hand “—Shield Maintenance for Knights. Sounds like a real page-turner.”

“I think we should only take the ones we need,” said Britta. She was browsing through the ones next to her. None of them jumped out as essential reading.

“We don’t know which are useful and which aren’t. Safer to take them all. No one’s going to read them locked up in here, are they?” said Stan. “Makes no difference if they’re locked in here or with me.”

It still didn’t sit right with her. She opened The Decline of the Scabbard as Primary Utility. Why would mages need to know any of this stuff? The text was small and hard to read. If this was a magical tome, the magic appeared to be to put the reader to sleep.

“I think they might be useless. Just lore and background decoration.”

“Locked up like this?” said Stan. “I’m willing to bet they have some use. Maybe not straight up skill bonuses, but something.” Half the books had already gone into his bag, which looked no different. “You can try to play fair, Britta, but that won’t stop others from taking advantage where they can. Think how far ahead the Chinese are. Do you think they would leave anything behind that others could use to catch up? No way. If you want to compete, you have to be willing to take what you need and also deprive others so their progress is slowed down.”

It sounded like a terrible way to behave but, as much as she hated to admit it, his words also made sense. You couldn’t just do your best and hope it was better than everyone else’s. No one cared about a moral victory, they would be doing everything in their power to get an actual victory.

Britta picked up a book. Perfect Positioning for Illusions. She stuffed it into her bag. If she was going to be locked up anyway, might as well do the crime. Footwork and Fireballs. Yep, that one too.

“Let me know if you see any pendants lying around,” said Stan.

“Isn’t it a bit odd she wears the pendant?” said Britta. “Wouldn’t it stop her using magic, too?”

“I guess,” said Stan. “She must be really worried about someone getting the drop on her. Your wizard is the primes suspect, I’d say.”

Was the dean really so scared of someone using magic against her, she was willing to cut off her own abilities?

By the time they’d finished, the room was practically empty. Stan had taken dozens of books and squeezed them into his tiny bag. Did it have infinite space? It was definitely an OP item. Her own bag could carry large items without transferring the weight to her, but there was a limit to how much she could fit into it. 

They had grabbed all the loot in the vault, now they just had to figure out how to escape. They quietly opened the vault door and peered out. The dean was standing there with her hands on her hips and a group of men led by Keith. 

The dean’s fingers played with the purple crystal hanging from her neck and she had a big smug smile on her puffy round face. “You had the key. I knew he wouldn’t be able to resist the compulsion. Please hand it over and empty your bags. No need to make this any harder than it needs to be. Your punishment will be fair, I promise you.”

“Quick,” said Britta. “Close the door.”

They pushed the door shut and Britta locked it. They could hear the cries from the other side as Keith and company tried to get to the door, but they were too late.

“Now what?” said Stan. “This is worse than the storeroom.”

He was right. It felt a lot more claustrophobic, and they would have to wait here a long time. 

“At least we’re safe for now,” added Stan, trying to peer through the keyhole. “They can’t use their magic on us in here.”

“Oh, of course,” said Britta as she opened up her screen.

“What?”

“They can’t use their magic on us, the vault’s impervious.”

“I know,” said Stan. “That’s what I just said.”

“No, I mean they can’t use their anti-magic on us, either.” She checked her screen. The Teleport spell wasn’t greyed out anymore. “Here, take my hand.”

Stan held her hand and she teleported them both out.
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                Britta felt a surge of nausea, and then she was back in the Church of Stan Lee. She stumbled as she emerged with a pop from some space between worlds and squeezed Stan’s hand to stop herself from falling. 

“Are you okay?” said Stan. 

“Fine. I’m not used to transporting people with me. Makes me a bit dizzy.” She realised she was still holding his hand and let go, wiping her own hand on her jacket.

“I don’t have the lurgy, you know?” said Stan.

“Sorry, my hand was a bit sweaty.” 

It was dark outside and the coloured light coming through the stained glass was muted and not very illuminating.

“Hold on, I’ll just get the lights.” Stan went to an unlit lantern hanging on the wall behind the altar. He turned a knob and it lit up, as did numerous other lanterns around the chapel.

“How did you do that?” said Britta. It didn’t seem appropriate in this kind of setting, although you could always explain it away with magic.

“I insisted they make it easier to turn lights on and off when I took over this place. I’m all for a bit of realism, but there’s no reason to go overboard, is there? I don’t want to spend hours going around striking a tinderbox for every lamp in the place. If I have to stay here, might as well reduce the tedium where I can.” He twisted the knob some more and the lighting adjusted, a little bit brighter, a little bit dimmer. “There we go.”

“But how do the lights work?” said Britta. “Gas? Electricity?”

“No, they aren’t that advanced,” said Stan, like it was obvious. “This is a pre-industrial civilization.”

“So, it’s magic?” The Industrial Revolution, which was a subject Britta was very familiar with from school, had relied on coal and steam to power it’s technological leaps. Magic made all that redundant, or it could. This world could easily surpass 18th century levels of infrastructure, if the devs wanted it to. Nothing was impossible, not even indoor lighting with a dimmer switch.

“Not exactly,” said Stan. “These are basic oil lanterns, nothing unusual about them. It’s just that when they’re hung from these hooks, the controls are all linked together, and I don’t need a match.”

“That sounds like magic.”

“In a limited sense, I suppose so,” said Stan. “It’s more of a server-side convenience. They coded it so I don’t have to waste my time on something that serves no real purpose.”

“Ah,” said Britta, “it’s not magic, it’s cheating.”

“This is a game,” said Stan. “Trying to make it as much like real life as possible is thinking too small. You of all people should realise that.”

“I do,” said Britta. “But I think a lot of people would flip out. It would break their immersion.” She knew of one particular player who would rage about something like this.

“If something like this breaks your immersion, I think you need to broaden your idea of where we are. You should immerse yourself in this world, not an attempt to make an augmented copy of the real one. This one is better. Now, let’s see the haul.” 

He took the pouch from his belt, loosened the drawstrings around its mouth and turned it over. 

Books flooded out onto the floor.

“So, you own this place?” said Britta as she watched the unending cascade of books gush into a giant pile.

“Yep,” said Stan. “I’m a man of property, not many players can say that, not yet anyway. Not that I’m a regular player. But then, neither are you.”

It took a solid five minutes before the books stopped. They were standing in a sea of books up to Stan’s knees, and Britta’s waist.

Stan picked up a book and opened it. “If we can figure out how to use these to level up, we’ll be able to defeat the Empire in a matter of weeks. Days, even. Once they’ve been crushed, a new era will begin.” 

“With you as the new emperor?” asked Britta.

“No, no, of course not. A republic with a senate, probably. People voted in, democracy, accountability, all of that. It might even work here. First time for everything.”

“And you won’t be standing for election?”

“Me? No, no. All that glad-handing and kissing babies, no thank you.”

“You wouldn’t need to do any of that if you were a dictator,” said Britta.

“I see what you’re doing. This isn’t about me trying to grab power for myself. I want to go out in the world, have adventures, find magical treasures and legendary artefacts that make everyone sick with envy. You know, the fun stuff.”

“You want to show off,” said Britta. 

“Now you’re getting it. Although you’re right, it wouldn’t be so bad if I was a dictator who had to be obeyed, you know, because of a magic book I found.” He smiled and winked at her and held up the book in his hands. Its title was Good Leadership for the People. He flicked through the pages. “I wonder how you activate these things.” He dropped it an picked up another one.

Usually, books in video games were either decorative and generally ignored by everyone apart from the saddest of players who insisted they were interested in game lore (she knew a player like that, too), or they simply gave you a bonus point in some ability as soon as you opened them. 

“Maybe it has to be relevant to your class,” said Britta. She had grabbed a couple of books from the Institute’s vault herself. She was hoping being the correct class was all it took.

“This one’s called Point the Arrow,” said Stan. “I’m an archer, so it should be relevant to me.” He opened and closed it a few times. “Nope, nothing.”

“Maybe you have to read the whole thing,” said Britta.

Stan pulled a face. “Really? Oh, no, what if they expect you to actually learn things the old-fashioned way? No, they wouldn’t… they couldn’t, could they? That would be realism gone mad.”

Britta started laughing. It wasn’t really funny, but the idea of it was so crazy she couldn’t help it. What if you had to study books to learn what was in them? Learn how to do something better by studying? In a video game? People would get mad alright.
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                Stan stood at the front of the chapel, waiting for everyone to find a seat. Forty-two people had answered his call. Forty-two didn’t make much of a rebellion. He stood quietly as people found a place, many of them sitting right at the back even though there was plenty of room up front. 

Did they think this was school? They were the cool kids who didn’t want anyone to think they cared what teacher had to say?

He was annoyed but he closed his eyes and breathed. Leadership required a sense of detachment. A clear mind was hindered by emotion. His success would be based on how well he overcame obstacles, not by wishing for obstacles to not exist.

“Can you guys at the back come closer?” he said in a neutral voice. “I want to keep this private and discreet, not have to shout. That’s why I only invited a few of you. The ones I know I can trust.”

Make it sound like they were special, the elite members. Use your weakness as an advantage. He smiled. There was always a way forward, if you were willing to focus on the problem and not the injustice.

“I only came to tell you I’m leaving,” said a large man dressed in mismatched pieces of armour. “I’m going to join the Empire.” Groans sounded around the chapel. “They’re offering a Level 2 helmet for all new recruits,” he said defensively. His current headgear was a cloth cap. His name tag said Sir Juke. Stan had no memory of him joining.

“That’s fine,” said Stan. “If you want to leave you can go. No hard feelings. Anyone else? I don’t want what I’m about to tell you getting out. I have no intention of sharing my information with the rest of the playerbase, that would completely cost us our advantage.”

“Maybe I’ll stay and hear what you’ve got,” said Sir Juke.

“No, no, this is the first part of our big push, I can’t have any leaks. I told everyone when they signed up, there’d be a quiet couple of weeks as we made our preparations, and then we’d be full on. If you want to go, go now. If you stay, I expect you to be in it for the long haul and everything I tell you has to be kept confidential. If it turns out anyone here broke ranks and let the enemy know what we’re doing, or even if they let it slip to a friend outside of the rebellion, that person will be marked for death.” He paused for dramatic effect. “That means we will hunt you down and kill you back to a Level 1 scrub.”

Sir Juke was still standing, not moving.

“Well?” said Stan. “Still going?”

Sir Juke sat down. 

“Okay, good.” He’d managed to avoid losing another player, but that was the least difficult part of all this. Insisting he had a secret strategy to defeat the Empire was easy if he didn’t have to reveal what the secret was. Once he told them, then it would start to get tricky. They would start trying to punch holes in everything, and he had to be able to seal them up convincingly.

“Go on, then,” said a voice from the multi-coloured gloom. 

“You’ll have noticed that this game isn’t like a regular RPG. You can’t just level up by running around killing everything or farming low-level mobs.”

A grumbling murmur spread around the chapel. They had all encountered the same problem.

“You probably think the difficulty levels are borked or someone accidentally set it to hell mode by accident.”

More grumbling. He was saying things they related to. He had their attention. Their discontent was ripe and ready for the picking.

“I can assure you it isn’t a mistake. I’m sure all of you are experienced gamers, but this isn’t that sort of game. Well, it is, but the mechanics are a little different from what you’re used to.” Now came the hard bit. “What I’m about to tell you is going to be difficult to process. It’s probably not what a lot of you signed up for, but it will make a world of difference to how you progress in this game. In this world.” 

Stan took a deep breath and explained the situation. He told them about the special interactions with NPCs. He did his best to sell them on the idea of AI so convincing you’d think you were speaking to a real person. He painted a picture of amazing secrets that could be uncovered if you managed to get past the seemingly robotic facade and built a relationship with the NPCs, making sure to stress how hard it was, but also making it clear that it made no difference what level you were.

There was some scepticism, which was to be expected. Ultimately, he knew the only way to truly convince them was to show them. Even in a virtual world where nothing was truly real, seeing was believing.

“Choose two of you, two guys you know aren’t bullshitters, and I’ll show you what I mean. They can report back to the rest.”

“Why can’t we all go?” said somebody.

Stan threw his hands up. “This isn’t going to be easy. You can’t just walk up to an NPC and engage them in chit-chat. The more people I take, the less likely we’ll get anywhere. Look, I know how all this sounds, but you’ll have a much better idea of what’s expected once you accept what I’m saying is true. And even then, that’s just the start. You’re going to have to put your dreams of killing dragons with bolts of lightning on hold for a while. But once you see what’s possible, you won’t regret it, I promise you.”

It was a facile promise. He had no idea if they would react to the NPCs the way he had. He didn’t even know if he could repeat what Britta had done. It would have been a lot easier if she had agreed to help him, but she had rushed off to do her own thing. He couldn’t blame her, she had already opened many doors for him. There was a very high chance that he would try to talk to an NPC and get no response at all and look like a fool. It was a chance he was willing to take. It was up to him now.

The thought of it gave him butterflies in his stomach, which he hadn’t felt since he was a child, going to work with his father and being treated like a little prince. The world had looked big and exciting back then, and had rapidly shrunk, his excitement fading as the novelty wore off. Now he had the chance to recapture that thrill.

Two of the congregation were selected, a muscular man with dark hair, and a blonde woman in a white robe. The man was Rob Roid, a thief, and the woman was Clem, a cleric.

“Okay, good,” said Stan. “Let’s go. The rest of you stay here, we shouldn’t be long.”

They returned in half an hour to expectant faces. Stan strode to the front, the other two following with wide eyes and jittery expressions.

“Well?” said someone.

It had been dicey. He had gone to another hot food vendor and tried to get a job as Britta had. He had been met with a blank look and a list of food items for sale. He received the same response no matter what he asked. His witnesses were not impressed and quickly grew impatient. Then he remembered how Britta had used the idea of helping the competition to force an unscripted response.

Once he brought up the peanut vendor and news that he was taking on new employees — which was technically true as he had offered Britta a job — the man became more open to discussion. Soon, he and Stan were chatting about how to increase sales by adding salt to food and offering beverages. The man volunteered details about his family and how his wife was being very pushy, urging him to make more money. Steering the conversation into talk of ungrateful women had been easy.

The other two players had watched with mouths hanging open. They had interacted with NPCs on many occasions but never had they had an encounter like this. Their unbridled enthusiasm was more than enough to intrigue the other forty.

Questions were thrown at them, ignoring Stan, which was fine by him. The excitement in the small church grew as they began to realise there really was something to Stan’s claims. Something none of them had even dared to believe possible. 

The atmosphere had completely changed. Optimism about the new style of gameplay was very high and all forty-two members of the rebellion were ready to take matters to the next level.

Now Stan just had to convince them to get jobs.
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                Britta’s bus ride to school was usually a very dull affair. She would stare out of the window, noticing which shops had closed down, which had just opened, and the general state of disrepair of the roads. There were always roadworks somewhere.

This morning, she hardly noticed the outside world. Her thoughts were preoccupied with one question: why wasn’t she getting experience points for her completed quests. Why wasn’t the game even recognising that a quest had been completed? Did she not count as a player?

If she wasn’t going to be allowed to level-up anymore, it would make it very hard to progress in the game. She didn’t want to be one of those lauded three-year-olds who could play the piano like they were sixteen, who grew to adulthood still playing the piano like a sixteen-year-old. There was no advantage to getting a head start if you just let people catch up to you later.

It was also impractical to stay stuck at a low level. There were bound to be areas that were too dangerous or just plain inaccessible to someone at Level 5. In addition to which, she wanted to find out what her class was capable of. There were a lot of spells that would only become available when she reached the appropriate level. The whole thing ticked her off no end.

Sending Lin an email, asking her to check if there was some problem or bug was an option, but Britta suspected this wasn’t something caused by the devs. Not directly, anyway. The person she really needed to check with was N-28. He would have a much better idea of what was going on. He was probably the one responsible for making it like this.

She arrived at school with all these distractions still swimming about in her mind. Her original intention had been to separate her school life and her job. She knew full well how easy it was to become obsessed with a game and end up absorbed by the minutiae of the digital world. So far, she had done very well and managed to keep to her forty-eight-hour obligation.

That was starting to slip after only a few weeks. No point getting a head start and then losing discipline, either. It would only waste her lead.

As she walked through the school gates, children of all ages swarmed around her and entered the main building chatting and laughing. The sudden shift back to the real world didn’t come when she took off her VR helmet, it came here when she was surrounded by kids of her own age. It reminded her about her encounter with Rick. The thought that he might be here, about to pounce on her from a hiding place, made her uncomfortable. What if he started saying things about her dad in front of others? What would she do? 

She had all but forgotten about the weird boy who had followed her home until now. She should have come up with some sort of contingency plan. He might have learned his lesson, but obsessive boys were unlikely to be shooed away so easily. 

The real problem was whoever had told him about Dad. Lewis was still her prime suspect and she planned to confront him next time they crossed paths, which would be in English later today. In the meantime, she kept an eye out for Rick, ready to run away if she spotted him.

“Why are you so jumpy?” Rashida asked her in geography. “Guilty conscience?”

“No. What do I have to feel guilty about?”

Rashida shrugged. “You tell me.”

The sudden accusation unsettled Britta. It was an odd assumption to jump to out of nowhere. Did she look guilty? Britta checked her face in the reflection on her phone. 

“Don’t worry, you don’t look guilty,” said Rashida.

“Then why did you say it?” asked Britta.

“I sensed it. Woman’s intuition.”

It annoyed Britta when her friend used her religion as some sort of superiority card. Rashida very much believed a closeness to God allowed the faithful to have greater sensitivities, whereas non-believers were like muggles, clueless and unaware as they stumbled through their mundane lives. She was, to put it mildly, a condescending snob.

Britta had pointed this out to her before. Rashida hadn’t denied it, quite the opposite, in fact. “It’s got nothing to do with religion. It’s called being British.”

Britta couldn’t really dispute that. 

“Your senses are wrong,” she told Rashida, speaking under her breath. “I’ve got a lot of stuff going on at home, that’s all.”

“Because your Dad’s unemployed?” Rashida said without lowering her voice at all and drawing looks from the children around them.

“Rashida, please. And no, not that.”

“Hey,” said Rashida, dropping her volume this time and leaning closer, “what I want to know is why is that weird boy staring at you?”

Britta looked around but there was no one looking at her. 

“Sir,” said one of the other kids with their arm raised.

“Yes, what is it?” said the teacher. Mr Drews didn’t like to be interrupted and didn’t really like children, as far as Britta could tell.

The raised hand pointed at the window. “What’s he doing?”

Everyone turned to look. Rick was standing outside, peering in through the window. He was looking in Britta’s direction.

There was a moment of confusion. Why was there a boy outside? Why wasn’t he in class? Why was he looking in the window?

People recognised him as the weird kid, which explained a lot, but it was still very strange.

It got stranger when he held up a sign. 

Meet me at lunchtime. Your locker.

Everyone turned to see who the message was aimed at. Britta looked around, too, hoping it wouldn’t be obvious it was her.
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                As soon as he’d delivered his message, Rick left. He walked off with the sign tucked under his arm like nothing of any consequence had happened. The half of his face that was visible showed no emotion.

The class filled with chatter and Mr Drews began banging his computer mouse on his desk like it was gavel. 

“Enough,” he yelled over the noise of the children. “Ignore what just happened. One more sound and there’ll be a test tomorrow.”

No one really believed him, he wasn’t the sort of teacher who would create more work for himself, but everyone quieted down anyway. 

Fortunately for Britta, no one even thought to consider her as the object of Rick’s interest. It was universally acknowledged Rick must have been trying to woo one of the girls in class, and there was a mixture of guessing who could have caught the weirdo’s eye and revulsion at the idea of where such things might lead. Chloroform and the back of a van was the popular guess, which Britta considered plainly ridiculous since Rick was too young to drive.

Britta sensed that the girls in class both keenly wanted to be the one who was special enough to warrant messages at the window, and at the same time, they desperately didn’t want to be the girl in question.

Rashida was the only one to look nowhere but at Britta. She didn’t say anything, she just raised an eyebrow on her hijab-framed face. 

After the lesson ended, Britta left the class in a panic. She didn’t care what Rick wanted, but if people saw him hanging around her locker at lunchtime — and they were bound to be watching — she would become the focus of unwanted attention and a laughing stock. Even if she didn’t turn up to the meeting, it would make no difference.

How did he even know which locker was hers? Had he been spying on her? It was all very disconcerting.

There was no real threat involved. She didn’t think he was going to do anything other than try to get her to introduce him to Dad. It was even sadder than people would assume.

She had to stop him, but she didn’t even know where to find him to tell him to leave her alone. But she had a good idea who to ask.

The next lesson was English, and Lewis was sitting at his desk with his laptop open. Britta walked up to him holding a notebook. He slowly dragged his eyes from the screen to look up at her, and then at the book she was offering him.

“What?”

“Take this and pretend I’m asking you something homework-related.” She wasn’t about to start any rumours herself.

He took the notebook and opened it. There was nothing in it. Britta took notes on her own laptop, the book as just for emergencies.

“Why am I doing this?”

“Never mind that, you told Rick about my dad.”

Lewis looked back up at her. “What? No, I didn’t.”

“Then how does he know? You were getting all chummy with him and then suddenly he wants to talk to me about my dad and holds up signs to get my attention.”

“Oh, that was you?” He’d already heard about what had happened earlier in geography. News travelled fast.

“I told you not tell anyone,” said Britta. “You have to tell him to leave me alone.”

“Me? I didn’t tell him anything. Why would I?”

“Because you want to get on his good side so he’ll let you see his helmet.”

Lewis looked even more shocked. “You think I’d tell him just so I could… Okay, maybe I would do something like that, but I didn’t. Really. He never even mentioned you or your dad. Maybe he met him in the game.”

It was a possibility, one Britta had already considered, but it seemed very unlikely. Much more plausible was that Lewis had used the information to start a conversation related to New World, and was now lying. Although that still didn’t explain how Rick had known about Dad’s video-making side-career.

“You really didn’t tell him anything?”

“I swear. On my mum’s life.”

It was a bold declaration, and Britta was inclined to believe him.

“Okay. Sorry. He’s just freaking me out. He followed me home yesterday.”

“Shit. Maybe you should report him.”

“He didn’t do anything,” said Britta. “I don’t think he will, either. He’s more interested in my dad than me.”

“Why don’t we go ask him what he’s playing at?” said Lewis. “After class.”

“Really? Thanks, I’d appreciate it. I don’t have to go, too, do I?”

“I think it would be better if you confronted him. He doesn’t really register things if they aren’t aimed directly at him. If I told him you wanted to be left alone, he’d assume that was just my opinion.”

Britta had also got that sort of feeling about Rick. That he wasn’t being malicious, he just didn’t get what the big deal was. He’d followed her home to meet her father and talk about video games. What could be more normal than that?

“Do you know where he’ll be?” asked Britta.

“Same place he always is,” said Lewis.

After class, Britta quietly left as normal and waited around the corner. It was breaktime and people were wandering around in large groups, chatting and generally wasting time until the next class began. 

Lewis walked past her, nodding once. She fell in behind him, doing her best to make it look like she just happened to be going the same way.

He led her out of the main building, into the computer annexe, up the stairs, into a small room full of older computers no one used any more. 

Rick was in the far end, seated in front of a large desktop PC. What was surprising, though, were the two people with him — Toby and Lucas. 

They weren’t fighting or arguing. They were chatting and laughing and getting on like a house on fire.
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                The whole scene had a surreal feel to it. Why were these three all together? Why were they together and laughing?

It wasn’t like they were laughing at Rick, or making fun of him. They were all matey and relaxed in each other’s company. What was going on? And what was Lewis’ involvement in all this?

“Oh,” said Toby, noticing them at the door. “You convinced her to come.”

“Actually, she asked,” said Lewis.

“I told you it would work,” said Rick.

Britta felt like she’d been set-up. They were all in it together, whatever it was.

“You swore on your mother’s life,” she said to Lewis.

“My mum died of cancer when I was six,” said Lewis.

Britta’s anger at being lied to was tempered by pity, and a begrudging acceptance that technically he had found a loophole. “Oh, sorry.”

“It’s okay,” said Lewis.

“Are you all friends now?” Britta said, trying her best to sound casual. Her heart was beating very fast and she couldn’t help but feel they were going to try to pull something on her. They wouldn’t have gone to these lengths if there wasn’t some ulterior motive behind it. One that she wasn’t going to like.

Rick stood up and pushed his glasses up his nose. “Extraordinary times call for reevaluating of old rivalries.”

Britta stood blinking, wondering what the hell he was talking about.

“What he means,” said Lucas, “is that there’s no point squabbling over trivialities when the world is undergoing a seismic shift.”

Britta blinked again, and then looked at Toby, hoping for a clearer explanation from the dummy in the room. If he knew what was going on, maybe he’d be able to word it in a clearer manner.

“We’ve seen the future,” said Toby. “It’s time to switch gears, you know?”

“No,” said Britta. “Not really.” She looked to the side, where Lewis was standing.

“Look, I’m sorry about all this,” said Lewis. “We need to make sure no one knows what we’re doing. No one we aren’t sure of.”

Britta nodded slowly. “What are you doing?”

“Something very important,” said Rick, adjusting his glasses again. “Something so important, it’s brought the four of us together. The brains, the brawn, the money, and Lewis.”

“I’m the analyst,” said Lewis, sounding peeved.

They had formed some sort of group, like superheroes. That, at least made sense. It was exactly the sort of puerile thing boys would do. It might seem they were a bit old for this sort of thing, but she had only to look at Dad to know boys were never too old for this sort of thing. They probably had a name for their team. That was probably what their first meeting was about, all six hours of it.

Britta still didn’t know what they were up to, but she could easily believe they would put aside their differences if they could pretend to be part of the Justice League of North London.

“That’s great,” said Britta, glad to be close enough to the door to make a break for it. “I’m glad you managed to settle your differences.” She took a step towards the exit. “I just don’t know what it has to do with me.”

“Your father,” said Rick. “Guildford Underpass, yes?”

Britta stopped and stared at him. “How do you know that?”

There was murmuring and looks between the boys, as though something had been confirmed. Was it a guess? Had she inadvertently outed Dad?

“We’ll get to that. First, let me ask you, have you ever played the game? Have you ever been to New World?”

Britta didn’t say anything. She didn’t want to get tricked into admitting anything else. She looked from one expectant face to another, trying to decide how best to answer. 

“Would you like to?” said Rick.

“What do you mean?” said Britta. “You can get hold of a helmet?”

“I have one. At home.”

“Okay,” said Britta. “How would that let me play the game? Only you can use it.”

“No, anyone can,” said Lewis. “We all have.”

Britta looked at the others, giving her looks that confirmed that they had all visited New World. Now it made a lot more sense why they were so chummy with Rick. He had let them play with his new toy, and they were ready to put all grievances aside. “How?”

“It’s like any piece of electronic kit,” said Rick. “It can be hacked.”

Britta was inclined to believe him. She knew from her own experience it was possible, it was how she had first got into the game, using Dad’s old cradle. If it could happen by accident, it could happen by someone fiddling around on purpose. 

“You hacked your helmet?” Rick nodded. “And you can let anyone into the game?” He nodded again. “Isn’t that dangerous? The helmet links to your mind. You could give yourselves brain damage.”

“That’s why I tried it on Toby first,” said Rick. “Brain damage wouldn’t really make much of a difference to him.”

Toby looked shocked, and then burst out laughing, followed by the others. It was clearly a joke, but one made by someone with status in the group. Rick had come a long way in a short time.

“Why are you doing this?” said Britta. “If APE find out, they’ll take the helmet back and ban you.”

“For sure,” said Rick. “Which is why you can’t tell anyone about this.” His voice took on a serious edge. Not quite menacing. Not yet.

“Then why tell me at all?” This was the thing that was unsettling her the most. “And you still haven’t told me how you know about my dad.”

“Once I unlocked the helmet’s potential, it enabled me to see far more than just the game. I have access to a lot more information than a regular player. Your father obviously has connections with APE. I heard that he was fired by them. I’ve seen his videos. I think he would be the ideal person to join forces with us. Together we could dominate the game.”

“It’s amazing,” said Lewis. “Even better than I imagined. You’ll understand when you see it for yourself.”

Hacking the cradle had done something similar for Rick as it had for her. She could interact with the game on a deeper level and, apparently, he could see player information, and who knew what else? It was worrying.

“I still don’t see why you think you need Dad. They didn’t fire him, they let him go. He has no problems with them. They’re the ones who gave him his rig.”

“Yes, I know,” said Rick. “But he has an enquiring mind. He’ll want to get to the bottom of the mystery, same as us.

“What mystery?”

“The gnome wizard,” said Rick.

What had he got to do with any of this? Dad was looking for him, too, but that was for purely gamer reasons. He wanted cool loot. She could see how Rick might think Dad could lead them to the wizard, but then what?”

“Why do you want to find this gnome wizard?”

“Because the whole game revolves around her. She’s the one who controls everything.”

Britta realised he wasn’t talking about the gnome wizard who ran the magic shop, he was talking about another gnome wizard. He was talking about her.
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                The realisation that Rick was not only stalking her in the real world but also the virtual one sent a cold chill through Britta. She wasn’t sure which was worse, but neither was welcome. At least he didn’t realise she was the gnome wizard he was looking for. Not yet, anyway.

The unpleasant shiver passed. While her heightened abilities in the game world didn’t translate into any super-skills in real life — she had tested whether she could run faster or react quicker, and she couldn’t — there was one benefit from facing danger and death on a regular basis. The level of panic she experienced had greatly reduced as she had become more familiar with the need to act and not just stand there gawping. A few deaths taught you that.

“What do you mean, she controls everything?” asked Britta. “How?”

“I’ve only seen her once,” said Rick, “but her stats are very different to everyone else’s.”

He could see her stats. Wait, did that mean he was Gabba?

He didn’t sound like her, although there could be many explanations for that. Her instinct was that it wasn’t him. Their attitudes were too different. But then that would mean Gabba had also found a way to hack her Anderson cradle. How many more people had done the same?

“So what?” said Britta, trying to affect a casual tone. Keeping the surging anxiety under control was much harder against Rick than it was when she faced a goblin. How were you supposed to act oblivious when you were in fact fully aware of the situation? It was a difficult thing to pull off. “Why does that make you think this gnome wizard controls the game?”

“It’s hard to explain,” said Rick, offhand and condescending. “The way she’s connected to the system… most people have a one-way connection, hers goes both ways.”

It was remarkable how much more confident and assured he sounded when he was talking about this stuff. The attraction of the game, of any online activity probably, would be huge to someone who found it hard to string two words together in normal company. In the game, Rick was a master in full control of his powers. In the game he had powers. She could see why it would be the more appealing world to live in.

Regardless, she didn’t want him to track her down in the game, and she certainly didn’t want him to work out her true identity.

“Maybe she’s different because she’s not a normal player. She could be an employee of APE. Or maybe she isn’t a player at all. She could be one of those computer controlled characters, whatever they’re called.”

“NPCs,” said Lewis, eager to provide information as Britta knew one of them would be. Obviously, she knew they were called NPCs. “Non-player character,” he added.

“I don’t think so,” said Rick. “Either way, we can ask her once we find her. That’s where your dad comes in.”

It was hard to process everything all at once. What was she supposed to do? She could just report Rick to APE and let them handle it, which felt a bit mean but also the only sensible choice. They would no doubt ban him, which would take away the one thing he treasured most. It would be his own fault, but he wouldn’t see it like that. 

They all had eager looks on their faces. They saw nothing wrong in what they were doing, it was a big adventure to them, that was all. APE was some faceless corporate entity which had no interest in them, which was fairly accurate. Messing with helmets even though they had been warned not to wasn’t wrong, it was daring and cavalier. They were living out their dream of playing the swashbuckling hero in both worlds.

“I still don’t see what you expect to get from finding her. You’ll just start harassing her the way you did me.”

Rick’s face lost some of its boyish glee and dropped into mild offence. “I feel ‘harass’ is an extreme way to put it. You aren’t feeling threatened by us, are you?” He was right to some extent. It was more irritation than harassment. “And I very much doubt she’s even a girl.”

The casual sexism worked in her favour, but it was still annoying. The most powerful character in the game, therefore it had to be a boy behind it.

“Trust me,” said Rick, “when we tell her what we have in mind, she’s bound to be interested. She wouldn’t have hacked her rig if she didn’t have the same goals as us.”

“And what’s that?” asked Britta.

“Total domination of the game, of course.” Rick looked like he was surprised she even had to ask. “If we get control of the infrastructure now, we’ll be able to influence all aspects of New World in the future. The economy, the league tables, the quality of drops… the possibilities are endless, and very lucrative. This is just the start. Wait until the whole world’s playing, then you’ll see how important is to get an early foothold in the world.”

All four of them were getting visibly excited at their prospects. There was no way to talk them out of it, that was for sure.

“And you really think APE aren’t going to step in and shut you down?”

“Only if they find out what we’re up to. And they haven’t so far…” 

It was hardly a winning argument. They don’t know yet so they never will. It was a big risk, but that was another thing about life online, you were more willing to take risks because the consequences seemed so much less severe. They wouldn’t feel like that when they were all permabanned and the rest of the world was off having virtual adventures they would only be able to watch in videos.

“So, will you tell your dad?” said Rick. Even if she said no, he would just find another way.

“I’ll ask him. It’s up to him if he wants to meet with you.”

There was a sense of relief and excitement from the four boys. Another quest completed.

“There is one thing I think you’ve overlooked, though,” said Britta.

“What’s that?” said Rick.

“If this gnome is as powerful as you think, I can see why you would want her working with you. But why would she want you working with her?” The excitement cooled a little. “She seems to have it all under control. Wouldn’t teaming up with you just mean her having to share the influence she could control on her own?”

“Um, yes,” said Rick, “that is a possibility, but I don’t think she can do it all on her own.”

“So you’d be willing to work for her? Be her subordinates?”

The boys exchanged unsure looks. They hadn’t considered this possibility, apparently. It would give them something to talk about at their next secret meeting.

“Anyway, I’ll ask him. No more signs outside windows, please.”

She would speak to Dad before making a decision. He would understand what they were doing better than anyone. He was a kindred spirit, and he’d found love and happiness outside of gaming, so it was possible. Even for Rick.

            




    Bitter 542
    



    
        Bitter 542

    
    
    
    
                Britta’s promise to pass the invitation on to Dad was enough to get Rick and company to leave her alone for the rest of the day. Nothing happened at lunch and the weird kid with the sign was soon forgotten as just an oddity. Every girl who turned a worried eye towards her locker was both relieved and disappointed. Mostly relieved.

The first thing Britta did when she got home was to put her laptop away. She wrapped it in a towel, put it in a bag and slid it under her bed. She had no proof it was spying on her but she felt better with some sort of barrier around the laptop.

A couple of layers probably made no difference. And if they really wanted to keep tabs on her, they could just park a Chinese satellite over her house and watch her from there. It was a ridiculous thought, but one that was possible, if not very cost effective. Then again, money was no object to these people, not when it came to the future of New World. If things panned out the way everyone seemed to be expecting, the return on investment would be infinite.

After she had made her attempt at procuring some privacy, she went to talk to Dad about Rick.

“I don’t see the problem,” he said. “You need to report this to Dr Reedy immediately. There’s no way we can allow this boy to mess around like this. Not only will it ruin the game, it could be very dangerous.”

Britta was surprised he was being so adamant she needed to turn the boys in.

“But he’s just doing what you would do, isn’t he?”

“Britta!” said Dad, shocked. “I wouldn’t abuse a game like this. Finding a way to get a little advantage in a fight or a quest is one thing, but rewiring the hardware so you can see players’ stats… that’s like wall-hacking or using an aimbot. It’s straight up cheating, sweetheart.”

“Doesn’t that mean I’m cheating?”

“Yes, but that’s different. First, you didn’t do it on purpose, which is important. But more importantly, the company knows and they’ve removed you from the actual game so you can’t use your superior abilities to make life a nightmare for the other players. You can’t grief anyone, not that you would. From what you’ve told me, this Rick boy is going to try to take over the world.”

He made it sound much grander than he would have if he met Rick.

“I don’t think he means to do anything bad. He’s just excited about getting ahead of everyone else. He isn’t the sort of boy who’s ever going to get that chance in real life. If they take the game away from him…”

“Sweetheart, it’s good that you feel like you don’t want to hurt the boy. It shows the kind of person you are, and I’m very proud of you for that, but leaving him out there doing who knows what is going to end up hurting a lot more people in the long run. It’s a tough call to make, I know, but the alternative could end up being even worse.”

Britta understood what Dad was saying and agreed with him. She just wished it didn’t have to be her making the call. 

“And you’re assuming the worst,” continued Dad. “You never know, they may actually end up working with him like they did with you. If he’s managed to figure out how to recreate what happened to you, then…”

Britta looked at Dad. “What?”

“No, it’s just that I realised if he really can replicate the accident that led to your character’s abilities, it may mean they no longer require your services.”

“Oh,” said Britta. She hadn’t thought of that. Rick’s ability to hack the cradle might actually not only be useful to APE, it might make her redundant, in both senses of the word. “So, what should I do?”

Dad was pacing back and forth around the kitchen table. “Hold on, hold on, let me think.”

Britt couldn’t help but look up at the ceiling. Was the Chinese satellite eavesdropping on them? Was the laptop listening through the floorboards?

“Here’s what we’ll do,” said Dad. “Tell him I’ll meet him in-game. I’ll talk to him, see what he’s planning. If it’s not a big deal, we can maybe leave him to it.”

“He wants to find me,” said Britta.

“Yes, but I’m sure I can keep him busy with other matters. Does he know about the AI? Sounds like he’s been caught up in the player experience without paying attention to who’s really running the show. In any case, if he is a danger to himself or others, we’ll have no choice but to turn him in. We’ll just have to face the music when the time comes.”

It wasn’t necessarily the best outcome, but it was a relief to have made a decision, especially as it was Dad who would be dealing with it. 

If he did get involved with Rick, then she would need a way to avoid him inside the game. Dad would at least know where Rick was, and she would be able to make sure she spent her time somewhere else. It was a big world, she could stay at the other end of it.

When she told Lewis her father had agreed to meet Rick, there was jubilation in his eyes. This was the most important thing in Lewis’ life, and probably the same for the others. It had to be a big deal to bring such disparate people together. It was impressive how a game could change people’s whole outlook on life.

“That’s awesome. This is so epic. We’re like the first people to claim a new planet.”

Britta didn’t think of it like that. The planet already had plenty of people on it, including her. And there was a very good chance that she was about to kick them off.
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                “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” said Rick. “Britta told you—”

“Please, let’s stick to in-game names and details. I’m Guildford Underpass, you’re… Nasty McNice. Interesting name.” 

“Just a way to stay anonymous. It’s the kind of name that doesn’t stand out in an online environment.”

Britta had described this boy as shy and awkward. He didn’t seem like that at all. He was dressed in flamboyant colours — green and yellow, mostly — and his robes suggested he was some sort of magic class. 

“Very well,” said Nasty. He looked around the cafe full of NPCs and a couple of other players. “You’re right, we don’t know who might be listening. Or watching. Perhaps we should go somewhere a little more private.”

Guildford Underpass nodded and they both rose and made their way out onto the street. NPCs passed by on their way to and from whatever activity the devs had allotted them. The people of Quosada were in constant movement, always with somewhere to go but never allowed to get there.

Nasty McNice led the way. He seemed to know where he was going and moved with an easy determination. He seemed very confident in general, no sign of nervousness, no pause to consider his next move. 

They went down a small alley to a door that was covered in filth and hard to see if you didn’t know it was there.

“This is the back door to the Roffle Hotel,” said Nasty. “It’s a service entrance. They usually leave it open.” He grabbed the handle and pulled. The door remained closed, seemingly locked. “One moment.” Nasty grabbed the handle with both hands and pulled harder, leaning back. 

The door continued to remain closed, rattling slightly in the frame, and then opened with a suddenness that almost sent Nasty tumbling onto the ground. He managed to hang onto the door and remain upright. 

“There we are. This way.”

On the other side of the door was a small hallway with doors every few metres in both directions. Guildford followed Nasty feeling a bit uneasy. They had just broken into a hotel, he wasn’t sure why. It looked fairly rundown, a fleabag joint where you could get a dirty room inexpensively. If they’d needed a room, they could have just rented one.

“Nobody uses this place,” said Nice, trying doors as he went, twisting the handles and giving each a tug. “Staying in a hotel doesn’t really serve a purpose when you can log out when you’re tired.”

A door clicked when he turned the handle and Nasty opened it.

“Why here?” said Guildford. “And why did we have to break in? Can’t be that expensive  to just rent a room.”

They entered the room which had a rickety single bed in it. The linen didn’t look like it had been changed in a long time. There was a chest of drawers, a bedside cabinet with a lamp, a chest at the foot of the bed and wooden blinds on the window, which was so dirty you couldn’t see what was outside. It looked like any small bedroom in an RPG, with an additional layer of dust and grime.

“It isn’t, but it’s shut off from the main system. It’s in a blind spot, the devs can’t see or hear what goes on in here.”

“Are you sure?” How could there be an area in a game that the game was unaware of?

“Yes, trust me. It’s not that they don’t know the hotel is here, it’s just that the connections to audio and video detection are broken. There are quite a few places like this dotted around. I think they were created accidentally, but who knows. Maybe someone wanted a few dead zones in the game for privacy. Are you recording this?”

“No,” said Guildford. “Now, what is it you want exactly, Mr McNice?”

“Please, call me Nasty. And to answer your question, nothing. Not really. That is, I think we can help each other.” He casually opened and shut drawers as he spoke. “I can see that your character is nothing special. No offence, I just mean you don’t have any augmentation, apart from the video feed.”

Britta had said he could see character stats and personal details. Apparently, he could see other connections to the game as well, from buildings as well as people. Could he see that he wasn’t being recorded? Had he asked as a test? It would be wise to assume so.

“No, I’m a normal player,” said Guildford. “Unmodified equipment. If you’ve made changes to your Anderson cradle, you’ve probably put yourself at risk.”

“Of voiding my warranty? It’s fine. I know what I’m doing.”

He wasn’t just confident, he was cocky. It was disconcerting. This was a boy who could convince himself just about anything was acceptable if it pleased him to do so. Guildford opened the bedside cabinet out of habit. They were in an RPG after all, you had to be prepared to loot everything.

“You want my help finding someone.”

“Yes. A gnome called B. She’s a mage of some sort, that’s all I know for sure. Her connection to the game is unlike anyone I’ve ever seen. She is the key to controlling this world.”

“And that’s what you want, is it? To control this world?”

Nasty McNice stopped checking under the lumpy pillow. “Mr… Guildford, I think you’re familiar with how games work. I know this place doesn’t look like your typical RPG, but underneath it still has the same issues. It is riddled with bugs and holes waiting to be exploited. Someone is going to come along and take advantage of that, and the rest of us are going to be at their mercy. Or we can be the ones to take advantage.”

“You could always report the bugs you find and get them fixed,” said Guildford.

Nasty smiled and shook his head condescendingly. “Ha! We both know how effective that would be. The problem with this game is the same as any other video game. The technology may have advanced but the people making the game are the same. They make mistakes. They try to avoid responsibility for those mistakes. They pretend it is working as intended so they don’t have to put in any extra effort. In short, the devs are our real opponents, and they have a massive advantage. Don’t you think we should try to make things fairer?”

“By cheating?”

“Oh, it isn’t cheating when the rules have been made unreasonably set to no-win. You have to do whatever you can to save the Kobayashi Maru.”

            




    Bitter 544
    



    
        Bitter 544

    
    
    
    
                “I think you’re overstating the difficulty,” said Guildford. “It is difficult to level up right now, but I hardly think it’s a no-win situation.”

“Perhaps not what you would call no-win,” agreed Nasty, “but my analysis has shown there’s a very strong bias against players. We are being low-rolled on purpose.”

This was surprising and shocking news, if it was true. “You’re sure about that?”

Nasty shrugged. “It’s hard to prove. Statistically, you could argue it was just RNG producing a series of unfortunate results. But the consistency of the inconsistencies is very suspicious.” He took a very unimpressive painting of a bowl of fruit off the wall and inspected it, and then put it in his bag.

“Hmm,” said Guildford, not finding the argument very convincing. “RNG can produce some awkward situations, that’s to be expected.”

“Indeed,” said Nasty. “Ever has it been thus. And we’ve had to accept it. What else can you do but take their word for it? They test these things, they make sure their randomness is truly random.”

“True,” said Guildford.

“False!” Nasty barked back. “It is one of the great fallacies of modern computing. Numbers aren’t generated randomly in a game. A computer can’t think of a number.”

“Yes, of course,” said Guilford. “We all know that. They don’t hide it from anyone. It’s a prepared list of randomised options the computer selects from. But the distribution is pretty accurate.”

“Oh, it’s exactly accurate, that’s the problem. But, you see, Mr Underpass, if you toss a coin a bunch of times, it can be heads, tails, heads, tails, heads, tails — that will give you the correct distribution — or it can be heads, heads, heads, tails, tails, tails, tails.”

“The algorithm is a little more complex than that,” said Guildford.

“Agreed, but that is not the point I’m making. What happens is that the distribution is sometimes a little off. A fraction, a decimal point, nearly there but not quite. Now, you could redo it all, or painstakingly go through the code line by line and find the error and fix it, or… you could just add on a bunch of results at the end to correct the distribution, say, like seventeen heads in a row tacked onto the end. It won’t make for a very pretty outcome for some poor player who gets stuck in the middle of that run of seventeen, but the books will be balanced, technically. And if the boss asks the dev if the RNG machine is accurate, he will have the test results to prove it. The only way to prove otherwise would be for someone to go in and forensically search the code for the error, that person also being a dev who will have to put in a great deal of effort when they would rather be doing something else. You can see the pattern, I’m sure.”

“Yes, I see what you’re saying,” said Guildford, “but without actual proof, you’re just—”

“Ah, proof, yes, yes, the beyond a reasonable doubt, the standard we must be judged by, and hide behind. Mr Underpass. Guildford. We are men of the world, the gaming world, so I ask you, do you think game developers are the sort of people who would allow something like that to happen? Would they ruin a game just to avoid doing a little more hard work than they strictly have to, and take the easy route in the confident belief that when complaints arrive they can loudly insist all is well since their negligence is so well hidden no one will ever be bothered to prove them wrong? You are familiar with programmers, what do you think? I can see from your face that you think as I do, that it is not only possible, it is more than likely. So you see, this game will never be fixed and the problems will only get worse. And unlike other games, this one actually matters.”

“And you think this wizard is the key?”

“Absolutely. She is the heart of the game. Together, I am sure we can find her and convince her to join us.”

“Well, I’m afraid I have some bad news for you,” said Guildford Underpass. “I know the gnome you’re talking about, I’ve even fought alongside her on a couple of occasions.”

“You have?” For the first time, Nasty McNice expressed some boyish excitement. “That’s great. I didn’t think it would be so easy to find her.”

“Yes, but like I said, it isn’t good news. She’s an employee of APE. She’s a tester, that’s why she isn’t hooked up like the rest of us. But it isn’t bugs she’s looking for, it’s how far the game can be pushed. She tests the limits.”

Guildford Underpass had thought long and hard about how to keep the boy off Britta’s trail and this seemed the best approach. If he wanted to stay off APE’s radar, then Britta was the last person he should want to get close to.

“Yes, I thought it might be something like that.”

“Not only that, but they are constantly watching her, recording everything she does. Even in a place like this, I’m pretty sure her channels would remain open. Approaching her would be the best way to let them know what you’re up to.”

Nasty McNice frowned. “I see. Yes, that wouldn’t be good. But she is very much the person we need. Or someone like her. I don’t suppose you know anyone like that?”

“No, I’m afraid not. She’s unique.”

“Hmm. I see I will need to come up with a new approach. Can I trust you to keep this matter private?”

“Nothing we discussed will leave this room.”

Nasty nodded absentmindedly, brow furrowed with thought. “Thank you, this has been helpful. I’ll be in touch.”

He left, his mood somewhat subdued. Guildford sat down on the bed and wiggled his backside. The mattress had to be less than an inch thick. He could feel the wooden boards beneath it.

“That was an unusual young man,” said N-28. He was standing in the doorway, his blond locks flowing as though there was a breeze out in the corridor.

“Yes. What do you think?”

“I will keep an eye on him, but nothing to worry about.”

Not telling APE what Rick was up to was risky, but they weren’t the only ones overseeing the game. In many ways, the AI was a much better supervisor. All things considered, it was the best option, even if he agreed with a lot of what the boy had said.

“Think of a number between one and ten,” said Guildford.

“Seven,” said N-28.

“And again.”

“Hmm, seven again.”

Guildford smiled. “Did you do that on purpose?”

“Only randomly,” said N-28.

            




    Bitter 545
    



    
        Bitter 545

    
    
    
    
                Britta wasn’t sure what Dad would do about Rick, but she was happy he was handling it. There was no good way to deal with Rick that she could see, and many ways to make things worse. The last thing she wanted was an irate teenage boy hounding her at school.

Her focus was her school work. She had decided that was the important thing; now was not the time to get distracted by boys and video games.

It was, Britta knew, not a terribly proactive way to deal with the situation. She wanted to be the sort of person who faced her problems and took care of them quickly, not leave them to others. Delegating was all well and good, but dumping a problem in someone else’s lap and running away was not how great women earned the respect of the people around them.

Fortunately, she was able to immerse herself in her classes and forget about the game. Until lunchtime, that was.

There was a rise in background noise as chatter increased, suggesting something had happened. Everyone had their phones or other devices out, and were excitedly checking something. Britta did likewise but had no idea what she was supposed to be checking for.

She looked around for someone to ask, but there was no one. Rashida was eating her lunch oblivious and Lewis was in the middle of a crowd of boys. 

His group seemed more excited than most, which suggested it might be related to the game. Britta looked up the biggest gaming sites and found that the source of the commotion was the announcement of new helmets being released, with no limit on the number and half the price of the previous batch.

It seemed the game was going wide in a big way, and in less than a month. New World would soon be a changed place.

As she looked over the news, the release of more helmets wasn’t the only announcement. As well as the hardware, there was a list of new features coming to the game. They included a lot of cash shop items to help new players, including XP boosters. That would mean you could level up a lot quicker, if you were willing to pay. 

It sounded like the sort of thing Dad and other hardcore gamers would rage about. Had the whole point of slowing player progress been to force them to buy boosters?

There were more new items, too. New dungeons, a season pass (she wasn’t sure what was included with that), and various packages of fashion items and mounts. 

There seemed to be a change in how the game was being presented, from a visual novelty to a fully-fledged money-making exercise. The game was definitely no longer in beta.

Everyone was excited right now, but it was more than likely their excitement would change to frustration if the game remained as difficult to level up as it was right now. It was all very well offering boosters, but you still had to get experience points in order to boost them. Casual players would not fare well against the monsters as they currently were.

Did that mean they would start to make fights easier?

“This is great, isn’t it?” said Lewis, sitting down next to her with his laptop open. “We can all play the game now, at the same time.”

Even though Lewis had found a way to play using Rick’s helmet, it had to be shared between four of them and they couldn’t play at the same time. Soon each would be able to have a helmet of their own. Would they hack them? More than likely if it meant they could stay ahead of everyone else. 

Rick may have got lucky with the changes he made to his own Anderson cradle, but if he tried again with the new helmets there was a chance he would make a mistake that could leave one of them injured in some way. 

“Yes, should be great,” she said. “It’s going to be a bit mad in there now, though. All those people. And it looks like there’s going to be a lot of people paying to win.”

Lewis was surprisingly sanguine about it. “That was always going to be the way it ended up. You can’t really blame the company. They invested a lot of money in making this thing, they’re going to want to recoup their investment. The important thing is that we have a way to keep things fair.” He grinned at her.

Yep, they were definitely planning to fiddle with their hardware. And if they were, so were a lot of other people. It would quickly devolve into a world dominated by cheaters, hackers and people willing to pay large amounts of money to keep up. 

Was that really how they wanted New World to evolve? Perhaps now that they had fine-tuned the software, they planned to move on and use the game to print money. Lewis was right, they had invested a lot, and they would want it back plus interest.

“At least it isn’t like those Asian MMOs. They just make you grind for everything and microtransaction you to death.”

Maybe it was more like those Asian MMOs than Lewis realised. It was owned by a Chinese company, after all.

It made no real difference to her, Britta told herself. She would continue to do her job and use the money to level up in the real world. She did, however, send Lin a text asking her if the game’s difficulty would change. It seemed a small but relevant question that affected her directly.

She received an immediate reply. 

No. The marketing is being handled by the gaming arm of the company. They have a very aggressive approach to making money. Nothing will really change.

Was that really possible? It seemed unlikely you could sell items in the cash shop that were advertised to make the game easier, and then not deliver. Technically, they were only offering boosters, not actual XP, but the implication was still there.

Next time she logged in, it might not be the same world.
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                “Good timing,” said Stan. 

Britta blinked and looked around. She had logged into the Church of Stan Lee, ready to put in her contractually obligated twelve minutes. Log in, chill, log out — that was the idea. She was in the middle of homework and was using this as a short break. She hadn’t expected the church to be quite so busy. There were dozens of people milling around, chatting and laughing.

“What’s going on?” Britta slid off the altar. “Why are you all dressed like that?”

Most of them were dressed alike in beige robes.  They looked like monks, but without the tonsure haircuts. Even Stan had the same outfit on, without any stripes or gold tassels to mark him out as a leader.

“We’re just back from our first day of school.” Stan held up the book he was holding. It wasn’t one of the books they’d stolen, it was a notebook. “Never thought I’d go back to being a student.”

“What are you studying?” said Britta. “Where are you studying?”

“Magic. At the Institute.”

Britta was confused. “The Institute for Magic?” Stan nodded. “The place we… you robbed?”

A few heads turned their way and Stan moved to take her aside.

“That’s right. Keep your voice down, we don’t want to make our methods too public. We’re the good guys, remember?”

There were many reasons why what he was saying made no sense. Not only had they recently fled from the Institute under something of a cloud, they had taken most of their teaching resources with them. The Institute hadn’t been open before their raid, it seemed less likely it would be open now. And even if it was, why would they allow Stan to enrol?

“A lot’s happened since you were last here,” said Stan. “I returned the books we took. I had a good long think about what you said, and it seemed to me the best way to ingratiate ourselves with the NPC community would be a show of good faith.”

“You gave them back their books? And they forgave you?”

“Well, it’s not really a matter of forgiveness. More of an understanding we came to. I returned the books and, as a finders fee, I and my friends here were given priority admission into the school.”

“You blackmailed them?” said Britta. 

“That’s a very ugly word,” said Stan, “but yes. Not everyone qualified, of course, so, in addition, I provided them with some new employees, working in the kitchens, cleaning and maintenance.  They were horribly understaffed, it turned out, and were only too happy to take on new workers at a very reasonable rate.” He grinned at her as his eyebrows waggled like windscreen wipers.

“How many people did you install at the Institute?” asked Britta.

“Twenty students, about the same number of casual labourers. The Institute is pretty much a rebel stronghold now.”

If you were going to take over one institution in Shona, the place where they taught magic seemed like a good choice. If you were looking to improve your magic, that is.

“So, you’re a student there now?” asked Britta.

“That’s right. First year student.”

“But you aren’t a magic class.”

“True, but they teach a foundation course for everyone, as long as your attributes are high enough. You can pick up basic skills like starting a fire or making a light. Makes things a lot easier when you’re out in the world adventuring. Here, let me show you what we learned today.”

Stan put his book down on the altar and pulled up his sleeves. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes and pushed his hands out like he was doing Tai Chi. Some of the other players around him did likewise. Then they all chanted in a low drawl.

“Let the light be true. Let the light be bright.” The repeated it over and over.

After about thirty seconds, a glow appeared in the palm of Stan’s hand. It wasn’t very big and didn’t give off much light, but it was clearly the result of magic. Other lights appeared around Britta, of varying brightness. If non-magic users could use simple magic, that would make a lot of difference to their life in New World. 

“That’s impressive,” said Britta. “I’d like to see what they teach the more advanced students.” She made a gesture with her hand and produced a ball of light that was blinding in comparison to the tiny flickers around her. 

“There’s no need to show off,” said Stan, looking at the rather paltry light in his hand with some disappointment. It winked out. “It’s not an easy process.”

“What do you have to do?” asked Britta, turning off her own light. “Do you sit in a class with a teacher?”

“Yes,” said Stan. “There’s a lot of talking about theory and diagrams on a blackboard. I’m not sure if it’s all completely necessary, but it seems to work. And it’s got everybody excited to play again. Once we max out our magic skills, we’re going to start racking up those experience points.”

“But it’s just basic magic.”

“Yes,” said Stan, “but it’s like you said, the game wants us to reach a certain standard before we’re ready to face the scary stuff. We have to have the appropriate expertise, including skills we don’t normally have access to. I’m seeing how it works now. You have to think laterally.”

Britta shrugged and checked her status screen. Only five more minutes to wait. “I guess.”

“Imagine what they could teach someone who already has the basics down. Someone who’s a proper mage. I could put in a word for you.”

Was that something she would want to do? It might make her spells stronger, but it would require a fair amount of effort. “I don’t know…”

“No need to make your mind now. Let’s go get something to eat, my treat.”

“Oh, I wasn’t planning on staying. I’ve got a lot of—”

“Come on, come on, it’ll only take a minute. Hot food on a stick, how can you resist? Zero calories. Plus there’s something I want you to see. A brand new building I’d like to get your view on.”

She did have a few more minutes, no reason she couldn’t check out this new building. Nothing could happen if she just took a look.
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                They left the church followed by a crowd of rebel students. Student rebels? Britta wasn’t sure what they were now.

It was nighttime, as it was in the real world, and Shona was lit up with torches and lanterns. Stan claimed to know where the best food carts were, and they wouldn’t have to pay since they were manned by his people. He had taken Britta’s advice to heart and put all his rebels to work. 

It was fun being in a group that was in a good mood and out to have a fun time. Britta never went out to eat with friends. She imagined this was what it would be like at university, taking classes and discussing what you’d learned over a drink and meal. Only, without the magic.

As they strolled through the balmy night — the weather was not like at home — Stan told her about how he had negotiated the deal with the Dean of the Institute for Magic. As well as seeing it as good opportunity to curry favour with the NPCs, he had decided trying to learn from the books they’d stolen would be too time-consuming, and using them as leverage was by far the better option. The dean had been remarkably accommodating, which only cemented the idea that this was how you were supposed to play the game.

“The negotiations were hard and vigorous,” said Stan, “but in the end, I had the upper hand. They couldn’t open their doors without their books, so what choice did they have? None. But it all ended quite amicably in the end and we are now on friendly terms. Shouldn’t be a problem getting you in, although you could probably get in even without my help.”

It was certainly tempting to join a magic school and learn how to do spells properly, but it sounded a lot like a regular school. Did Britta really want to spend all day in a real class and then come to the game for more lectures and more homework. Although, admittedly, it would be lectures about magic.

“A lot’s changed since you were last here,” said Stan, as the group marched down the street. “Lots more people are finding their way to the city. This is where the action is, not out in the sticks.”

“I suppose you’ve heard about all the new cash shop stuff,” said Britta. “Should make levelling up a lot easier.”

Stan stopped, causing the whole train to come to a halt. “No, what do you mean?”

“The cash shop,” repeated Britta. “You know, all the new items they’re selling.”

“It’s all fancy hats and robes, isn’t it? Never use the place myself. What’s the point in playing if you can just buy whatever you want to make yourself look cool? Earn it.” He began walking again. The train followed.

“Isn’t it the same as the real world?” There didn’t seem to be much difference as far as Britta could tell. You didn’t hunt down and skin a cow to make trousers in the real world. “Anyway, they’re adding XP boosters. They give you a percentage increase — twenty-five percent, I think it is — for a limited time, so you can level up faster.”

“XP boosters?” said Stan with a sniff. “I don’t really think they’re a good idea for the game, but I can see the attraction. It was inevitable they would eventually start treating this place like an actual video game and try to fleece their customers.” He sighed. “Obviously they’ll sell like mad and make a lot of money, but there still needs to be a way to gain experience in the first place. A percentage boost of zero is still zero.”

“I thought you’d approve of their attempt at ‘fleecing their customers.’ Isn’t that good business?” said Britta.

Stan gave her a sideways glance. “I don’t know what kind of person you take me for, but mercenary business practices are not something I consider a reasonable way to behave. My father, on the other hand…”

“So, you’re rebelling against your dad? Are you a socialist now?”

Stan pulled a face like he’d been stung. “Socialist? Are you trying to offend me? People should be allowed to make money and keep as much of it as possible. The real difference between my father and I is that he was born poor and struggled to make something of himself, while I was born rich and have little regard for hard work. Something that is entirely his fault, as I’ve reminded him on more than one occasion.”

“Did he appreciate the reminder?”

Stan smiled. “No, not very much. But it’s very easy to get trapped in the idea that you need to make more money to prove you’re a person of value. When you’ve been surrounded by it since birth you realise it doesn’t really mean anything.”

“Are you going to tell me family and time spent with the people you love are the key to happiness?” said Britta.

“Certainly not. First a socialist and now a hippy — you really don’t have a very high opinion of me, do you? What you realise once you burn through enough cash and can’t think what you want to buy next, is that the important thing is to enjoy what you do.”

“You mean it’s the journey and not the destination?”

“I wouldn’t put it in quite such a prosaic manner but essentially yes. If you have a results-based mindset and rely on the success of your endeavours to experience satisfaction, you will feel disappointed a great deal of the time. If you find something that keeps you engaged and entertained during the process, the end result will only be a bonus, not your entire income.”

“What if the thing you enjoy is fleecing people of their money in the most brutal and unfair way possible?” said Britta.

“Then I imagine you will do very well in the current economy. In the real world, that is. Here, you might find it harder to capitalise on other people’s foolishness when they can stab you if you upset them.”

“Do you really think anything will be different here?” said Britta. “It’s the same people, won’t they end up falling for the same stupid tricks?”

“No,” said Stan, “because here they learn their lesson.”

“How?” said Britta.

“By suffering the correct penalty for their stupidity — death. People who make silly mistakes need to die. And then try again. It’s the only way they’ll learn.”

Stores and restaurants in the central square were open and full of customers, both NPCs and players. The city’s nightlife was thriving. They stopped by a cart and got kebabs for free, with a nod and a wink. The food smelled amazing and tasted even better.

“There,” said Stan,” that’s the new place I told you about.”

One side of the square was covered in scaffolding with workers everywhere, hammering and digging and putting up various bits of construction. 

A sign read: Under Construction.

It was for the effect, of course. You didn’t need time to construct anything on a digital platform.

“I’ve got no idea what it’s for,” said Stan, “and they won’t hire any of my people. Any guesses?”

But Britta didn’t have to guess. Talking to the workers, giving them instructions, was a familiar face. N-21, the AI who had created the battle royale.
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                “Is something wrong?” asked Stan. 

“Um? No, it’s nothing.” Britta was on tiptoes trying to get a better look at what was going on, but the lighting wasn’t great and there were a lot of people on that side of the barriers separating the building work from the street. “I just recognise someone.” When she turned back to Stan, he was watching her closely. A bit too closely. “Stop staring, you’re making me uncomfortable.”

“I know that look,” said Stan, continuing to stare intently. “What is it? What have you seen? Is it this arena? Is it special?” His words were heavy with suspicion. “Out with it.” 

She shook her head at his overeagerness. “It was just that foreman over there. I met him before in the Korlath Mine. Only it might not be him. It might just be the same computer model.”

Stan tried to see who she was talking about. There were a number of people over there. 

“The stocky guy with the beard?”

“Um, yes. I think so.”

“And he was in the mines, was he? What was he doing?”

“Running a battle royale,” said Britta. “Just a test run. Maybe he’s setting up something similar here.” Stan was staring at her again. “Now what?”

“He’s an AI?” Stan had lowered his voice. The rest of their group were busy eating and enjoying the general ambience and atmosphere. There was plenty going on apart from construction work.

“Yes. An older one. N-21, I think.” 

Stan’s eyes grew bigger. “Let’s go talk to him. Find out what he’s up to. Introduce me.”

“He probably doesn’t even remember who I am,” said Britta. She hadn’t planned to get involved in any more AI business. They tended to be a bit temperamental.

“Of course he remembers. You’re in his memory banks.”

That was true, but didn’t mean much. “Yeah, I’m sure he has my name filed away, but that doesn’t mean his personality will allow him to access it, does it?”

Now Stan was looking at her with a kind of bewilderment. “I don’t know, does it?”

Britta shrugged. “I don’t know either, but they take their personalities very seriously. We may find it hard to think of them as real people, but they have no problem believing in themselves.”

“I see,” said Stan. “We should really sit down and talk about it. I feel you have a lot more to say on the subject.”

“No, not really. I’m just guessing.”

“Well, I think we’re about to find out how good a guesser you are. He’s coming over.”

“What? Who?” Britta felt a surge of panic as she turned and saw N-21 headed towards them. She wasn’t in the right headspace for dealing with an AI. They always made everything so tricky. She hadn’t even meant to be out so long, just twelve minutes. That was twenty minutes ago.

“I wonder what he wants,” said Stan. He didn’t seem to be at all nervous at the prospect of facing an AI. He clearly lacked experience. 

“Let me know how it turns out,” said Britta. “I have plans.”

“No, no, no,” said Stan, grabbing her by the shoulder and spinning her around. “You can’t leave me alone with one of them. You know how to handle these people.”

“I’m late for a thing,” said Britta, who very definitely did not know how to handle these people. “You’ll be fine.”

He wouldn’t let go of her, though.

“Excuse me,” said N-21 gruffly. “Excuse me, if you’d like to register for early access to the Games Palace, just put your name down on here.” He was holding out a clipboard with a pencil hanging from it on the end of a piece of string.

“Sign up for what?” asked Stan, his face the picture of innocent curiosity.

“The Games Palace, like I said.” 

Britta detected the slightest hint of irritation. Here we go, she thought. Time to make for the exit.

“Yes, but what kind of games?” said Stan, not taking the hint at all. “Is it a battle royale?”

N-21 gave Stan a glance from feet to head. Then he looked at Britta with no hint that he recognised her. “No, not quite. More of a one on one, or party versus party.”

“I see,” said Stan. “Players, I mean, contestants battle each other. A fight to the death?”

“Every battle is different,” said N-21, his tone lifting as he went into some kind of sales mode. “No two fights are the same. Winner takes all. Try your luck, and your skill. No limits, no restrictions. Find out what you’re capable of.” He held out the clipboard for Stan to sign.

“But what is the prize?” said Stan. He took the clipboard but didn’t sign it.

“Experience. You earn it by winning. You lose it by losing. How much depends on how much you’re willing to risk.”

Stan nearly dropped the clipboard. “We bet our XP?”

N-21 maintained a blank look like he hadn’t heard Stan.

“Wow. This could be huge. A closed economy for transferring XP between players. Holy cow. This place is going to be massive.”

“Thank you,” said N-21. “We’ll try our best. Please sign and then pass it on to anyone else who would like to try their luck, and their skill. No limits, no restrictions. Find out what you’re capable of. More details soon. Don’t worry, once you’re on the mailing list, we’ll be sure to keep you updated.” He smiled genially. 

“I wouldn’t,” said Britta, even though she had planned to say nothing. It wasn’t her business what Stan got up to.

Stan, who had been on the verge of signing, stopped. “No? Why not?”

N-21 was glaring at her, she could tell without looking. “No reason. Go ahead. Good luck.” She turned, no longer held by Stan who had his hands full, and was about to log out.

“Ah,” said a deep voice. “Nice to see you again. Thinking of having a flutter?”

She looked up at N-28, standing there with his golden locks billowing in the wind, even though there wasn’t even a breeze blowing.

“No. I was just leaving,” said Britta.

“Oh, but I’m sure you’d do very well in the arena,” said N-28.

“Games Palace,” said N-21.

“Not really my thing,” said Britta as she opened her status screen.

“Shame,” said N-28. “I think you’d do very well, as long as you believe in yourself.”

Britta stopped. “Are you saying I’d be allowed to take part?”

“Of course,” said N-28. “You could be the first champion.”
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                “Aha,” said Stan. “If you’re here, she must be right. This is important. What is this, some kind of gathering of the AI? Secret conclave? Are you about to start the next evolution of New World?”

“This is just a place for fun and relaxation,” said N-28.

“I’m sure,” said Britta, not sounding very convinced.

“Well,” said N-28 to Stan, “that’s what I’ve been told. We probably shouldn’t get too ahead of ourselves. This is an independent project in the hands of my good friend the Games Master. I have very little input into how it will turn out. As a matter of fact, you are somewhat responsible for this.”

“Am I?” said Britta. “I don’t see how. I don’t even know what this is.”

“Just a bit of fun,” said N-21. “Sign on the dotted line.” He had another clipboard which he offered to Britta.

“No, thanks. I’m not into competitive sports.”

“But you came second last time,” said N-21.

“Ah,” said Britta, “so you do remember me.”

“It just came to me,” said N-21. “You could do very well here. Defending champions get a bonus.”

“Why am I suddenly allowed to participate?” said Britta.

N-28 made a non-committal tilt of his head. “In PvE, you do have an unfair advantage, but PvP… there’s no real reason you can’t compete.”

Britta looked up at the semi-completed building. It looked like it was going to be some kind of amphitheatre with large crowds seated in a circle. It might even be broadcast outside of the game. There was no way she wanted to be under that sort of pressure.

“You want people to fight over the small amount of experience you’ve allowed them?” she said.

“It’s not really like that,” said N-28. “This is more of a side project. A minor diversion for players that will allow them to pick up a little spare change, as it were.”

N-21 didn’t seem overjoyed to hear N-28’s view. “Once people see what a real contest looks like,” he said, “they’ll be beating the doors down to get in.”

“We shall see,” said N-28. “In any case, it’s a closed economy, so no new XP is required, no inflation. It should have a minimal effect on the world at large.”

“What if I buy an XP booster from the cash shop?” said Britta. “Would that boost my earnings from the arena.”

There was a pause before N-28 spoke. “Yes.” 

“What?” said Stan. “How does that makes sense with your closed economy?”

“We have to make small allowances. If we don’t, we’d fall too far behind the other regions.”

“What does that mean?” said Britta. 

“Yes, what have the other regions got to do with anything?” asked Stan.

“The internal market requires each region to maintain a certain population level in order to keep receiving its share of resources. In order to be an attractive location, some concessions need to be made.”

“Can players just leave then?” asked Britta. “Move to a different region?”

“Yes. They can migrate freely. If they take resources with them, they can help sustain their region while destabilising the one they’ve raided.”

“Like the Chinese team,” said Britta. She was starting to see the bigger picture. It wasn’t just about the players competing against each other. The AI were holding their own competition. Actually, it was more like a war.

“But I don’t understand why you would make it so hard for us,” she said. “If you don’t let people level up, they’re going to leave.”

“Especially if the other regions offer better inducements,” added Stan.

“I bet the Chinese team get help from their AI. They probably made things easier for them so they could get stronger and start raiding other regions.”

“Yes, they do,” said N-28. “But if I offered you all the bonuses and upgrades you wanted for free, what would you think? That I was a jolly nice fellow?”

“No,” said Britta, “I’d think there was a catch.”

“Exactly so,” said N-28. “There is always a catch. And in any case, direct intervention isn’t allowed. You can’t simply give people immense power. If you give it here, you have to take it from there.”

“Does that mean the Chinese team got so strong by making the rest of their region really weak?” Britta could see that kind of approach not being very popular at all. Who wanted to give up what they had so a few elite players could be serious competitors in a global war that had nothing to do with them?

“You are correct, it is a risky strategy. One I certainly wouldn’t impose on anyone. However, once they decided to implement these booster packs, well, it seemed the ideal opportunity to put my dear friend the Games Master’s theory to the test. He believes he has the answer to keeping things interesting for everyone. He may well be right.”

N-28 was making it out to be a small venture for bored players, where they could mess around. But it was more than that. If the restriction on XP were imposed on them, this was a way to use the devs’ greed against them.

“But won’t the other regions set up their own arenas to help boost their players?” she said.

“This is the only arena of its kind,” said N-21 with pride. “Not everyone has the vision to see the possibilities of an arena format. It’s all adventuring and raiding with some people.”

“There’s one small problem I can see,” said Stan. 

“And what’s that?” asked N-28.

“What if the best players, like the Chinese team, come here and beat everyone? They’d take our XP, plus any boosts, and take them back to their own region.”

“Yes,” said N-28. “Which is why we need to make sure we have experts who won’t let that happen.”

“Good luck,” said Britta. “Sounds like it should be very exciting, AI against AI, player versus player. I wish you all the best. Although, I think you may have left it a bit late.”

“What do you mean?” said N-28.

“I mean them,” said Britta, pointing to a large group of gloriously outfitted players coming towards them. The Chinese team had arrived.
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                There was no mistaking them. Even though Britta had only seen them on video, and not very close up, their polished and glowing armour set them apart. They were dressed for war in a fantasy setting, with multi-coloured outfits, helmets with plumes and oversized weapons that they swung around. 

What was most noticeable about them, though, was how well coordinated they were. Their separate pieces of armour matched each other like they were all from the same set. Most players had a hard time finding two pieces that were the same colour.

Players and NPCs alike stopped what they were doing to check out these new arrivals strutting through the city like they owned it, or would do soon.

There were ten of them, all different shapes and sizes, mainly fighting classes as far as Britta could tell. They were loud and boisterous, easily drowning out the rest of the city which had become somewhat subdued. No one quite knew what to make this riot of noise and colour.

“How did they find out so quickly?” muttered Britta to no one in particular.

“I think they’re here for you, Games Master,” N-28 said to N-21.

“Are they, now?” said N-21. “They’re welcome to put their names down. Let’s see how well these coddled cherubs do against some proper competition.” His eyes flashed with anticipation.

No matter how much they argued about what was fair and what was best, in the end, the AI had a common goal — to beat the other AI. Just like how gamers complained about everything, but when it came down to it, they all fancied their chances in a big brawl. It was what gamers enjoyed, randomly attacking others and somehow coming out on top. And then they got all cocky about their achievements when they’d actually achieved nothing. 

“What’s with that look?” said Stan. He had a bad habit of watching her face and then drawing questionable conclusions.

“Nothing. Look at their gear. They’ll wipe the floor with anyone they face in the arena, take all our XP and swan off back to China with it in a sack. There’s no winning here.”

She was being very negative, but also very realistic. It wasn’t even close.

“Ho, there,” said a tall, lean fighter covered in chrome armour. He took off his helmet, which had silver wings on either side, to reveal a young face with lots of floppy blond hair at the front and hardly any at the back. He definitely didn’t look Chinese. He looked more like he was in a boy band. 

That was what they all reminded her of. One of those Korean boy bands with dozens of members and intricate synchronised dance moves (followed by the tough one rapping unintelligibly apart from the word ‘babe’). 

“We heard this was where you can farm X. Where do we sign up?” His English was good, but there was a strange American twang to it, with undertones of Chinese.

“Right here,” said N-21. “Tournaments start soon. You’ll get a message.”

“X, baby,” said a shorter player behind the main one. “We taking all your X.”

“These people are too low-level,” said a very tall bald barbarian carrying a giant meat cleaver. “It’s all diet X. Wait… you look juicy.” He was pointing at Britta.

“Here, sign,” said the blond one, handing over the clipboard. “Plenty of time to suck them all dry.” He pointed at Stan and then turned around, like it was a dance move, pointing at everyone else. His teammates copied him so that it really did look like a dance move. “We challenge you all.”

If they’d broken out into song, Britta might have started screaming and jumping about. Now that more of them had removed their helmets, it was clear they were all very pretty. Much prettier than her.

Obviously, you could make yourself look however you wanted, but there was something very well put together about all ten of them, like they’d had professional artists help design their faces. 

“You might want to stop drooling,” said Stan. 

“I’m not drooling,” said Britta, and then involuntarily wiped her mouth.

“Psst.”

Britta turned at the sound behind her.

“Psst, over here.”

She looked over at the corner of the building site. Dad was crouched down, waving at her. Everyone was still focused on the pretty boys, so they didn’t notice Britta slowly sidle away.

“What are you doing here?” she said in a whisper.

“I’ve been following the boys there. I’m like their documentarian. I film everything they do.”

“They hired you?”

“Unofficial documentarian,” clarified Dad.

“You’re their stalker.”

“You bet. It’s been very interesting seeing what they get up to. They don’t play the same way we do, I can tell you that.”

“How did you find them?” asked Britta. “You were still looking for them last time I spoke to you.”

“Oh, I don’t hang about,” said Dad. “Lock on target, bombs away. Ah, I see some old friends. Games Master, nice to see you again.”

Britta hadn’t even seen N-21 sneak up behind her.

“Guildford,” said N-21, like they were old chums. He hadn’t been that friendly with her.

“Did you get them to sign up?”

“Indeed. Didn’t even have to give them a nudge.”

“Great, great,” said Dad.

“You know about the arena?” asked Britta. 

“Of course. It’s all part of the plan. We can hardly beat them on their home ground. We’re going to take those gorgeous young men to the cleaners.”
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                While regular players ran around trying to find goblins to kill, herbs to gather and partaking in all the other normal RPG activities, Dad was playing an altogether different game.

He had found a way to involve himself in the metagame the AI were playing, using subterfuge and sabotage to manoeuvre the players around like chess pieces. 

Britta could see why it would appeal to Dad, looking down on his fellow players like pawns in a game they didn’t even know they were in. Access to exclusive content before everyone else was exactly the sort of thing he liked best, second only to letting everyone know he had access to content they didn’t. He’d probably make a video about it.

“You’re going to beat them in the arena?” said Britta. “How? They look a lot tougher than anyone from our side. Are you going to cheat?” She gave N-21 a dubious stare. Were AI allowed to cheat, or was that why Dad had been brought on board?

“We would never cheat!” screeched Dad, like he was an innocent man wrongly accused.

“Rules will be enforced in all cases,” said N-21 somberly.

“Sure,” said Britta. “But enforcing rules and not cheating aren’t the same thing. If you try to trick them into giving up their experience points, they’re just going to find a way to get their own back.”

“It’s fine,” said Dad, in a dismissive way that made it clear he was taking a big risk and banking on a happy ending because good guys always pulled off the impossible in comic books. “We know what we’re doing. All above board and totally kosher. The only ‘trick’ is that it won’t be a contest of muscle or hand to hand combat which is what they’re probably expecting, it’ll be about who can box cleverest. They can jump around as much as they want in their fancy outfits, it’s what they’ve got up here that counts.” He tapped the side of his head with a finger. 

Even though what Dad was saying sounded reasonable — it was much harder to find equipment that made you smarter than it was to find equipment that made you stronger — he still had to find someone to beat them. Actually face to face, when the pressure was on

Just because the Chinese team had an advantage in raw combat power, didn’t mean they weren’t also super-smart. And even if they were just average in the brain department, their opponents would be gamers just like them. Where was Dad hoping to find these genius players?

It was all very intriguing, but not her problem.

“You sound very confident,” said Britta. “Good luck.” She opened her status screen to log out. She’d already wasted too much time here.

“No, wait,” said Dad. “You could play an important role—”

She didn’t know what he said after that because she was already home.

It wasn’t that she didn’t think it would be interesting to see how things panned out in the battle for control of New World, she just didn’t want to get dragged into something that would take up all her time. It was very easy to lose track, as she had just now. Britta had meant to log in for twelve minutes, and had ended up in there for over an hour. 

She got back to her schoolwork and was quickly immersed in a far less exciting world but also one that was far more relevant to her real life. 

Whatever Dad ended up doing with the Chinese team, it wouldn’t have any bearing on how well she did in her exams and it wouldn’t affect which university she ended up going to. This was no time for running around having adventures.

With all the extra help she’d been getting from her tutors, Britta felt a lot more confident in her prospects, and going over her notes felt like a worthwhile way to spend her time. When she did test papers for practice, her scores were close to perfect. 

Britta wasn’t sure how long she’d been working away —  several hours, probably — when there was a light knock on her door. She looked up to find Dad peering around the door.

“Don’t worry,” he said, “not gonna try to twist your arm. We’ve got it all in hand.”

“Did the Chinese team sign up, then?” asked Britta.

“Yep. Keen as mustard. Think they’re going to teach us a lesson.”

“Maybe they will,” said Britta.

“Maybe,” said Dad. “But it won’t be as easy as they think. So cocky…” He shook his head.

“I look forward to seeing the video once you upload it.”

“Yes,” said Dad. “Should be worth a watch.” He remained in the doorway.

“Was there something else?” she asked.

“Hmm? Oh, no. Nothing, really.”

“What is it, Dad?”

He stepped inside the room and the laptop turned itself off. “Well, since you ask…”

“I didn’t ask, I just want you to tell me so I can say no.”

“Now, sweetheart, there’s no reason to be like that. I wouldn’t want you to do anything you didn’t want to do.”

“Good,” said Britta. “I’ve got work to do.”

“Of course. Carry on.”

“I can’t until you leave the room.” She indicated the laptop’s black screen.

“Yes, sure, right. There was just one thing I wanted to ask you…”

“Yes, Dad?”

“You’re due to log in when? Forty-eight hours, is it?” He made it sound like he was guessing when he obviously knew.

“Yes.”

“Any chance you could be a bit late?”

Britta thought about it. “You want me to log in after forty-eight hours.”

“That’s right.”

“And pretend I just forgot.”

“Exactly.”

It wasn’t the most demanding thing he could have asked. Some sort of sneaky trick, for sure, but it required her to do very little, which was the important part. What was less appealing was the way he’d blurted it out in front of the laptop. Britta pulled a face and pointed at the laptop.

“No, Dad, I couldn’t. I wouldn’t want to risk getting fired.”

He looked confused for a moment, and then the penny dropped. “Is the right answer. I was just testing you. Forget I asked.” He winked at her.

“I mean it, Dad. I’m staying well out of it.”

Dad looked at the laptop and then back at Britta. He slowly nodded. “That’s right. You should always strive to be punctual. Not too early, not too late. I’m counting on you to set a good example.” He winked at her again and left the room.

Now she wasn’t sure what he was asking, or if she had agreed to something without realising. Who was she supposed to be setting an example for? 
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                Britta had no intention of doing Dad the ‘little’ favour he had requested. Or hadn’t requested.

There was no way she was going to jeopardise her very well-paying job to give him some kind of advantage in a fight. 

That was what she assumed this was all about, although how her being a few minutes late for her regular check-in was going to change anything, she had no idea. She didn’t think Dad had much of an idea what would happen, either. She might end up crashing the whole game, and that wouldn’t look good, even if they believed it was an accident. 

Part of her did think it would be a cool thing to do, if a bit risky. Like going into a casino with a plan to rob them blind without them ever figuring out how you did it. Britta could imagine Lin being in her position and making it look easy.

“Sorry I’m late, traffic was murder.”

Lin would not only have a perfectly reasonable excuse for being late to log in, she would have a hundred other methods to beat the Chinese team. Assuming she wasn’t already working with them.

Britta went to school the next day with other things on her mind. Dad’s request was a minor distraction and she saw no reason to waste any more time thinking about it. That was until she sat down in her first class for the day, Lewis came and sat next to her, barely able to remain in the seat.

“Have you heard about the Games Palace? It’s a battle arena where you can win XP off other players.”

“What are you talking about?” said Britta, playing dumb and offering as little encouragement as possible.

“There’s a new game mode in New World. Apparently, the big Chinese team everyone’s been talking about is taking on all-comers.” He leaned closer and dropped his voice. “You know, the team your Dad’s been posting those videos of.”

“Oh,” said Britta. “Right. Aren’t they like super good or something?”

“They’re awesome,” said Lewis. “They have the best gear, they’re incredibly skilled fighters, and they’re much higher level than anyone else in the game. Level 10, I think.”

That was far higher than where Britta was. The Chinese AI was probably very supportive and helpful, unlike the stingy AI she was stuck with who didn’t like to give a single XP away unless you earned it in triplicate.

“If you can beat them, you get their XP. All of it.”

“Sounds great,” said Britta. “Only, no one’s going to be able to beat them, are they? Not if they’re Level 10.”

“Sure, sure, it sounds impossible, but the arena is supposed to be where you need more than just brute strength and magic to win.” Lewis was getting even more excited now. So much so that the other kids in class were turning to look. Britta didn’t want people to link her with the game, but they were both whispering now, so the rest of the class were probably making even more worrying assumptions.

Still, Lewis seemed to know a lot about it. 

“What is it you do in the arena?” she asked him.

“I have no idea,” said Lewis. “But I can’t wait to find out. You can go watch the matches.”

“How can you go with the one helmet between four of you?” whispered Britta. 

“Only one of us can actually go to the arena, of course,” said Lewis. “The rest will have to watch the feed.”

“The feed?” said Britta. “What feed?”

“Rick,” said Lewis. “He’s got the whole set-up.”

“What do you mean?” 

“You should see his room,” said Lewis. “Decked out like a starship, it is. He’s got all this crazy expensive equipment. I know, I thought he’d be living in some hovel, too.”

“I never thought—”

“But it’s amazing. His dad’s some kind of a big deal, proper loaded. Divorced Rick’s mum, when Rick was a baby, went off and started a new family. Rick’s pretty smart, though. You know how guilty divorced dad’s try to buy their kids off with money and presents? Rick’s turned that into an art form. Got his dad eating out of his hand, buys him whatever he wants. Probably thinks it’s his fault his kid turned out so weird.”

“So, he’s emotionally blackmailing his own father?”

“Yes, brilliant, isn’t it? Serve him right for abandoning his family.”

Britta didn’t see quite like that, but at the same time, she couldn’t really hold it against Rick for being pragmatic and taking what he could get, especially if his dad was loaded anyway.

“And he’s found a way to send pictures out from the game?”

“Yeah, pretty stable, too. Get a bit of buffering every now and again, but it’s basically broadcast in real time. Tiny delay. Almost entirely lag-free in the city, though, and that’s where the arena is.”

“And Rick’s going to go spectate for all of you, is he?”

“Nope. He’s going to try to get selected for the fight. They’re running prelims to see who gets to take on the Chinese guys in teams of ten. He reckons he’s got a pretty good shot. I don’t know how he thinks he can do it — he’s Level 3 — but if he says he’s got a decent chance, I believe him.”

If Rick was going to be there, Britta was even more glad she had decided to give the whole thing a miss. He was still on the look-out for the mysterious gnome wizard and her plan was to stay as far from him as possible.

Was this part of Dad’s plan? It didn’t seem likely. Trying to find a champion by running an open audition would just reveal the best of what was available, and she’d seen what that looked like. It wouldn’t do much good against a team of Level 10 players.

From what she knew about Dad, she would have to assume the big open call was a diversion while the real plan was happening in the background.

She was just as curious as Lewis to see what was going to happen in the arena, though. It was a shame they weren’t broadcasting it live. Clearly, the technology was there to make it possible. If Rick could do it, so could APE. Maybe she could suggest it to someone.

No, no, she was getting too involved. It had nothing to do with her. She’d be fine learning the result from Dad later. She would do much better to stay out of it.
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                For once, when Britta got home from school, Dad wasn’t in his shed. He was in his office talking to himself. 

Britta heard him as she made her way to her room. 

“Nice, nice. You’ll do. And you. Welcome to the team, boys.”

She couldn’t resist having a quick look. He was sitting at his desk with three screens all running various scenes from in the game.

“This is where the magic happens, is it?” said Britta. 

“Ah, please, a little privacy,” said Dad, holding up a hand in mock refusal of entry. “This area isn’t open to the public.”

“You’re worried I might go to the press?” asked Britta. “Or post what you’re up to on a forum for internet points? Or are you just getting your own back because my laptop won’t let you see what it’s doing?”

“I’m more worried about what your laptop’s up to right now,” said Dad in hushed tones. “The less you know, the better for you. Can’t get in trouble if you don’t know what’s going on.”

He was right, up to a point, but Britta was fairly sure she could still be held accountable if he did something really bad. Then again, if it was really, really bad, there might not be a game left to worry about.

“You have your secrets and I have mine,” said Dad. “Let’s keep it that way. You’ll get a chance to see how it all pans out when I have my premiere.” He made it sound like there’d be a big gala with celebrities walking up and down a red carpet, rather than pressing a couple of buttons and waiting for a video to upload to the net.

“How are the auditions going?” Britta asked.

“They’re not auditions, they’re tryouts. Trial by combat. Thrilling stuff.” He turned the screen she couldn’t see so she could see even less of it.

“What about Rick? Is he one of the hopefuls?”

“He is,” said Dad. “Best to keep him where I can see him. Don’t worry, he’ll be far too busy to bother you.”

“Is he any good?” Britta couldn’t help but be a little curious.

“Very. Smart kid, just a bit odd. Nothing wrong with that. He should do well.”

“So, you think he has a chance against the Chinese team?”

Dad pulled a face. “I don’t know about that. They’re very well prepared, and super overgeared. Their AI likes to spoil them with top-ranking items. Not like some AI.”

“But isn’t that better for everyone?” said Britta. “Not much fun if only a few people have the best gear.”

“Depends if you’re one of the few,” said Dad. “But it is what it is. You play the hand you’re dealt, and bluff when your cards aren’t very good. There’s always a chance. Always.”

Britta stood in the doorway, edging her way out but finding it hard to resist the pull of curiosity. “Do you still need me to log in late?”

“Hey, hey, hey, let’s not discuss private matters in public.”

“It’s only us here, Dad.”

“You, me and your PC,” said Dad, “and who knows who else.” He looked around the room like he was expecting to see a hole in the wall with an eyeball peering in. “I don’t need anything. It would help, but any plan that relies on other people isn’t a very good plan. You need control over the situation if you want to be able to adapt to changes, and that means you have to be the one taking action. The Chinese won’t just let us do what we want. They’ll be fluid, and we will too. You were just one potentially unexpected move out of many. To be honest, we may well lose no matter what we try.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

“Don’t get me wrong, I still want to beat them, but they have the odds in their favour. We have to be realistic and be prepared to make the most of whatever the result. I still don’t have a full picture of their capabilities, but I will after this is over, which could prove to be even important than winning.”

He seemed to be working the whole arena fight from several angles, and loving every moment. Even if he lost, there would be an upside, and a better chance of beating them next time. 

“What about all the players who’ll lose their XP?” 

Dad sighed. “Yes, that would be a setback, but it’s not like anyone on our side is very high level. They’ll make it back. They want to take on as many of us as they can to make it worth their while, so we’ll be running several teams. Hopefully, we can produce an upset or two. If they lose just once…” Dad let out a low whistle.

“Do you really think that’s possible?” said Britta.

“Yes, it’s possible,” said Dad. “Just not very likely. But you saw what N-21 put together last time. At the very least there’s going to be surprises. They might be favourites, but they won’t have it all their own way. 

Britta wasn’t so sure. If the Chinese team were Level 10 like Lewis had said, they were unlikely to lose even if all the other teams attacked them at once. 

But Dad was right. This wasn’t supposed to be a direct confrontation. N-21 had something more interesting planned.

Britta had to force herself out of Dad’s office, even though she still had plenty of questions. She would no doubt get her answers soon enough. 

She went back to her to her bedroom and got changed. The laptop was on her desk, innocently blank until she hit the spacebar. Then it blinked into instantaneous life as though it had never been asleep.
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                Britta carried on as normal, focusing on her schoolwork and her private lessons. She felt more confident than ever that she would do well in her exams, and then it would be a matter of carrying that on so she gained entry into a good university. Even if the job with APE didn’t last — and she wasn’t expecting it to — she would be in a much better position than before. In addition to which, she would have a fair amount of money in her bank account.

If she didn’t get herself fired.

When the time came to log in for her requisite twelve minutes, she sat on her bed with the helmet on her lap. 

She still had no real idea of what Dad was up to, but he had said it didn’t really matter if she helped him or not. The safest thing to do would be to carry out her duties as normal and leave the confrontation between competing teams to those involved.

But in truth, she wanted to help him. It was the underdog thing. Dad was trying to beat a team he was heavily outclassed by. There was no way he should be able to beat the Chinese, and the Chinese players knew it. The fight was so one-sided, they probably expected Dad to try something a bit sneaky, and didn’t even care.

She sat on the edge of her bed, her leg shaking nervously. There really was no benefit in helping Dad. And a large potential for shooting herself in the foot.

If she was a couple of minutes late, that wouldn’t really be something she’d be fired over, probably. She had always checked in with plenty of time to spare so she should have built up plenty of goodwill. If you came into work fifteen minutes early every day, no one would reprimand you for being five minutes late just once.

Her phone alarm went off again. It had gone off when she had thirty minutes to go. She hadn’t set the alarm, it had just been there, telling her she should be in the game. She hadn’t been all that surprised. Now it was telling her she had fifteen minutes before her time was up.

At five minutes, her laptop turned itself on. There was a message on the screen.

Warning. Log in required immediately.

There was a timer under it, counting down.

“What happens if I don’t log in?” asked Britta. “I mean, because I really need to go to the toilet or something?”

The laptop didn’t reply. The timer kept counting down. Britta went over and sat down at her desk and repeated the question while looking at the screen. 

“Log in must occur within buffer or synchronisation will be lost.” The computer’s calm voice made it sound like not that big a deal.

“How long is the buffer?” she asked.

“Twelve minutes,” said the laptop.

She had twelve minutes to log in after her forty-eight hours expired. That was fine then. Dad only asked her to be a little late, he didn’t say he needed her to make it a very long delay. If she waited a couple of minutes, that should be enough.

Her phone began ringing. The ID said it was Dr Reedy. Britta went to the bathroom.

She didn’t need to go, but she sat on the toilet anyway. She felt like she should try. What if the laptop could tell if she’d been to the loo? It might compare her weight before and after. By the same token, if she did go to the toilet, she would have a corroborating witness.

Nothing came out. She started to feel like it wouldn’t be a good alibi unless she really went, so she focused and really tried. Just as she realised how stupid she was being and was about to pull her underwear back up, a dam broke and a torrent came out. And wouldn’t stop.

It was past the time she was meant to be in-game, and she was still in the bathroom, unable to leave. Now she started to panic because she might miss the twelve-minute deadline.

She made it back to her bedroom with nine of the twelve-minute buffer remaining. Her phone was still ringing. There were a bunch of texts, too. She ignored them and put the helmet on and logged in.

A few seconds later she was in the Church of Stan Lee. 

The place was deserted, but other than that, things seemed the same as before. Nothing unusual, as far as she could tell. New World was still here.

Britta made her way to the exit and looked outside. The sky was green. At least, it was for a few seconds, and then it faded back to its regular black with a million tiny dots of light. She wasn’t sure if that had been something to do with the delay, or just her eyes adjusting. 

She stepped out and headed down the street towards the main square where the arena was. Even though she was late, she assumed she needed to put in twelve minutes.

The street seemed quiet with no one about.

“Britta?” said Dr Reedy’s voice. “Britta, can you hear me?” She sounded panicked.

“Yes?” 

“Oh, thank God. What happened?” 

“Sorry, I got caught short and was in the loo. Is everything okay?”

“Yes, yes. I understand sometimes you just have to go, but please, don’t cut it so close next time.”

“Ah, yes. Sorry.” It seemed like she’d gotten away with it. There was a roar from up ahead. Like a football crowd responding to a goal. “I think something’s going on.”

“That’s right,” said Dr Reedy. “There’s a contest going on between rival teams. It seems there’s been an upset. You wouldn’t have something to do with it, would you?” 

Or maybe she hadn’t got away with it after all.
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                “I have no idea what’s going on,” said Britta. She was confident she sounded convincing since she was speaking the truth. Her knowledge of the actual arena battle and what it entailed was a big fat zero.

“Even though your father is involved?” Dr Reedy was close to the truth but Britta strongly got the impression she was guessing. At least, Britta hoped so.

Britta was nearing the main square and could only see a few people milling around. They looked like NPCs.

“Dad doesn’t tell me anything. And when he does, I usually don’t bother to listen. What kind of contest are they having in the arena?” This was good practise. Lying was a lot easier when you were genuinely interested in what was going on, and being nosey was a good way to get people to stop asking you suspicious questions.

“It’s a maze you have to get through, I believe,” said Dr Reedy. “I’m not completely sure what the rules are. It’s, ah, new, so—”

There was another roar, even louder than the previous one, and then people were streaming out of the arena. They seemed very happy, a huge crowd of players carrying other players on their shoulders.

“I think we won,” said Britta. 

Dr Reedy didn’t respond. She was probably busy with whatever had happened in the arena. Britta was quite keen to find out herself, but had no idea who to ask.

As she got closer, she made eye contact with one of the players being held aloft. He didn’t seem all that happy to be raised up and bounced around, but when he saw Britta his whole demeanour changed from uncomfortable and unstable to very, very focused. On Britta.

“You!” he yelled. “Stop. Put me down. Listen to me. Put me down this instant.”

The players name tag said his name was Nasty McNice, which was a terrible name. Britta guessed it was Rick, and he wanted to apprehend her. He would have been the ideal person to ask about what had just happened in the arena, but she was in no mood to deal with him right now.

She had, of course, known this might happen, and she was prepared. As soon as Rick started shouting at her, Britta teleported away.

The world shifted and lurched around her, and then she was back in the Church of Stan Lee. She checked her screen, her twelve minutes were up. She could log out and go back to her life, and no one would know what role she had played in what had just happened, including her.

She was glad Dad had managed to defeat the Chinese players, assuming that was what had happened. She was even glad Rick had been one of the winning players, even if it meant he would now get boosted to a higher level. Hopefully, he wouldn’t use his new skills and abilities to hunt her down. She didn’t want to spend all her time worrying about him popping up and grabbing her in an attempt to involve her in whatever nonsense he had planned. Him and Dad were both a pain in that regard.

Maybe it would be best to lay low for a while, she thought. Do her due diligence and nothing more. She would need to stay away from the city.

Lewis would know everything that had happened. She would ask him tomorrow. She prepared to log out when a voice behind her said, “Hello, there. Might I have a word?”

Britta didn’t recognise the voice, but it made the back of her neck prickle. She slowly turned away from the altar and faced the chapel. Squeezed into the building with her was a dragon. 

There was no other word for it. 

Not a big lizard like a dinosaur that breathes fire, this was much more snake-like with many short legs, coiled up and barely able to fit in the church.

“I’m sorry, do I know you?” Britta was impressed that her voice only shook a little.

“No, we haven’t met,” said the dragon. “I’m L-15.”

The dragon was very well spoken, it’s English was perfect, but there was a trace of an accent. A Chinese one.

“You’re an AI,” said Britta. “Could you take another form? I’d feel just as threatened if you were normal-sized.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean to be threatening,” said the dragon. Britta wasn’t entirely convinced.

The dragon’s head came swooping down and changed into a man in a long flowing robe. He had white hair and a long beard, like a wizard.

“Can I help you?” asked Britta.

“I hope so,” said L-15. “I’d like to extend an invitation to you. Come with me and see a whole new world. One very different to this one. I think you might like it.”

What was this? An offer to leave this place behind and join the Chinese server? Was this because of the Chinese team’s defeat. More importantly, were APE aware of this?

“I’m not sure I’m allowed,” said Britta. “I have a contract.”

“Yes, I know. You are the synchronisation agent. You can continue to perform your duties from anywhere within the game world. It doesn’t have to be here.”

Was that true? Were the other servers linked to her, too? That didn’t seem right.

“I should speak to someone before doing anything that might get me in trouble,” said Britta.

“Oh, you’ve already done that,” said L-15. “You cost me a great deal of trouble.” The AI didn’t sound so friendly now. “But I can appreciate a clever plan. Very clever.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” said Britta. Her screen was open, she just needed to hit the button to log out. Only, she felt reluctant about making any sudden moves.

“Please, I have a lot to show you and not much time. I promise you won’t regret accepting my invitation.” He held out his hand.

Britta thought about it. There was no reason not to see what he wanted to show her. It wasn’t like she couldn’t log out from the game wherever she ended up. And he didn’t seem dangerous. It would be nice to see what the rest of the world looked like and how the other AIs had handled their players. 

She took his hand and they both disappeared.
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                The first thing Britta noticed was the sky. The light around her was normal daylight, but the sky was pink, white and blue.

Not in the way an early morning sky might blend those colours; these were strips painted across the roof of this world in soft neon, very clearly separated from one another.

There was no pretence that this was the real world. This was fantasy taken to an extreme.

Britta lowered her gaze and took in her immediate surroundings. She was standing in the forecourt of a palace. Towers and minarets rose around her. The building materials were white and smooth, like polished ivory, with decorative designs in blue and gold. There were no stairs that she could see, only ramps and slopes that curled around the towers, giving the palace an elegant, swirling feel, like it was made of whipped cream.

“This is Shangri-la,” said L-15. He was standing a little behind her, patiently waiting for her to take it all in. “Capital city of the Legendary World.”

His voice was smooth and gentle. He gave off an air of complete confidence and tranquillity. None of the pompous swaggering she had seen from the other AI she had met.

“It’s very nice,” said Britta, not really knowing what to say. She hadn’t really taken it in, yet. Everywhere she looked, there was another fantastical structure rising into the air. “Pretty.”

“Yes. We are in the Jade Palace, seat of kings. Please, come this way.” L-15 flowed past her, his robes rippling along the ground behind him like they were made of water.

Britta followed him onto a ramp and was taken by surprise as the floor started to move. She grabbed onto the beautifully carved handrail as they wound their way around the tallest tower.

Peering over the handrail, Britta could see the palace spread out below until it reached white walls manned by soldiers dressed in blue and gold. They were NPCs, as far as she could tell, armed with spears twice as tall as themselves, and wearing helmets with curved brims that made them look a bit like samurai.

None of the soldiers moved, they just stood stiffly erect, facing out. There were other people though, moving about in robes similar to L-15’s. No name tags, so also NPCs. They scurried around with purpose, disappearing into buildings.

Britta couldn’t see past the walls from the angle she was rising at, but there was so much to see inside the walls — gardens, fountains, people in beautiful gowns, and lots and lots of soldiers lined along the battlement at regular intervals. No players, so far, though.

At the top of the ramp was an open area. The sky seemed a lot closer now. As Britta looked up, words appeared inside one of the pink stripes. They were written in Chinese characters, so Britta had no idea what the message was. An advert? It scrolled across the sky and then disappeared. Then appeared in the next stripe — although it might have been a completely new message for all she knew.

L-15 was a little ahead of her and she ran to catch up. Guards were stood to attention on either side, giant spears pointing up. Close up they looked even more intimidating. The helmets came with built-in masks to cover their faces; leering demon scowls with fangs bared and tongues sticking out. 

“This is Heaven’s Door,” said L-15, “beyond which is the Pearl Throne. Only the truly worthy may pass through Heaven’s Door to take their place on the throne.”

The door was enormous, reaching so high Britta couldn’t even see the top. 

“Who sits on the throne at the moment?” asked Britta.

“Nobody. The throne is empty, but there are currently several contenders vying for the honour. Should they complete their quests and be deemed worthy, they will have the opportunity to become the King of Kings.”

“What if it’s a woman?” asked Britta.

“Then she will become the King of Kings.”

Seemed fair. Players got to be the supreme leader of this world, if they jumped through the necessary hoops and passed the death-defying tests. It probably took a long time and required a great deal of luck to reach the top, but that was what you would expect of an RPG game. This world had a much more traditional feel to it when it came to video game objectives.

At least from the top end. It was how they managed the new player experience that was more to the point. From what L-15 had said, there were players who were approaching the apex of this world, but what about the rest? How were the majority of players finding life in the Legendary World?

The tall doors in front of her were firmly closed, with no sign of a doorbell. 

“I don’t suppose I can go inside and have a look,” said Britta.

“No,” said L-15.

“Didn’t think so. It’s all very impressive, though. Why did you bring me here?”

L-15 stroked his beard, grabbing it in a fist and pulling down. “All in good time. First, let me show you the city.” He reached out a hand and placed it gently on her shoulder. 

Britta lurched forward like she did when she teleported. An instant later, they were standing on the wall she had seen from above, with soldiers standing on either side, unresponsive to their sudden appearance. It would probably be a very different reaction if Britta had come on her own. 

Now she could see what was beyond the battlements.

The city was a ragtag jumble of buildings, stacked precariously on top of each other, mainly wooden, all colourfully painted. Exactly what was going on down there was hard to tell. It was hard to see most of it clearly, because of the plumes of dark smoke rising from buildings and tall chimneys. Black clouds drifted over the city, thick and heavy. 

The city had a chaotic, messy feel to it with very little open space. Every gap was filled and on the move. People swarmed around like ants on an anthill. The splendour and majesty of the Jade Palace were nowhere in evidence. The palace was like a rose atop a rubbish tip.
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                Despite the obvious lack of wealth outside the city walls, there was a vibrance and industry to the place. People were actively pursuing their goals, whatever those might be. And most of them were players.

Britta could see the name tags over their heads. Most of them weren’t dressed in armour or fancy robes, they wore little more than rags, but they hustled through the crowds, ran in some cases. There was an eagerness to their movements that suggested they were fully-engaged in their pursuits.

“What’s going on down there?” Britta asked as her eyes tried to follow the unending activity. 

“Life,” said L-15. 

“How many players are there here?”

“Approximately one million,” said L-15. “It varies. People die, people are born. Some leave to seek adventure, others return with treasures they’ve won.”

“A million,” said Britta. “Wow. And what’s their average level?”

“Sixteen,” said L-15.

Britta thought she must have heard wrong. Sixteen? That was way past anything she’d encountered. Even the Chinese team were lower than that. The thought of it was shocking. In this world, the Chinese team were below average!

“What’s the highest level?” she asked.

“Thirty-four.”

Life, apparently, was very different here.

“Thirty-Four?” said Britta, stunned. “Really? Then why did you only send Level 10 players to the arena?”

“I didn’t send anyone,” said L-15. “That’s not how things are done here. Players are free to go where they want and do what they like. It’s entirely up to them.”

There was a loud bang from below and a black mushroom cloud rose from what had been a building a second ago and was now a pile of rubble with flames squatting on the remains. The cloud of smoke wasn’t that big and quickly dissipated, making the scale of the disaster more evident. If anyone had been in the building when it was destroyed, they wouldn’t have survived.

“What happened?” asked Britta. Activity had increased around the site of the explosion, with players and NPCs rushing towards and away from the area in equal measure.

“A forge was unable to contain the reaction within, and so exploded,” said L-15 in calm tones. He made it sound like a normal, everyday occurrence. “Five lives were lost. They will not be able to resurrect, and so will be born anew.”

“Why won’t they be able to resurrect?” asked Britta.

L-15 spread an arm out, the voluminous sleeve sweeping across the panorama. “Within the city walls, death is permanent. If you lose your life through accident or misadventure, you will have to start again. Outside the walls, however, death will bring you back to the town of your birth. You will be alive and well, although you will have lost some of your belongings.”

“Do you die permanently in any town or city?” asked Britta.

“That is correct,” said L-15.

“Why?”

“It prevents abuse of the game world to maximise levelling. We tried various penalties, but the simplest solution turned out to be the best.”

“But doesn’t that mean if a player has a grudge against someone, they can kill them and the victim is back to Level 1 and can’t do anything in return?”

“Murder is a capital offence. Inside city walls. Anyone daring to take the life of another will suffer severe consequences.

The system they had in place here sounded very harsh. Suspiciously so.

“But there are ways to protect yourself, right?” said Britta. “So you don’t lose your life or your belongings.”

“Indeed. Wise individuals take precautions.”

“For a price?” asked Britta.

“For a price,” confirmed L-15.

Overall, it seemed a system designed to reward players who paid for insurance. Not so much pay to win, as pay not to lose. A racket, to be sure, but it was hardly a shocking development no one would expect or stand for. Just another day in gaming.

Britta looked back down at the scene of the disaster. The fire was out and the debris was being cleared remarkably quickly. No doubt a replacement building would soon be erected.

There was another explosion further towards the city wall which ringed the sprawling mess. This time the mushroom cloud was green.

“Was that another forge?” asked Britta.

“That was a medicine factory.”

“I’ve never heard of that before,” said Britta. “What kinds of medicines do they make?”

“A variety. From basic healing balms to supernatural power boosts. The more potent the remedy…”

“The more likely it is to blow up?” 

“Exactly.” There was a hint of a smile under L-15’s luxurious beard. “People invest their time in forging and alchemical processes to try and gain a step up the ladder to heaven. It requires fortitude and perseverance, and a degree of good fortune, but if they are lucky enough to create a magical weapon or a pill that deepens the pool of power from which they can draw, then they have the chance to face the challenges of this world with a valid expectation of success.”

L-15 opened his hand to reveal a large circular pill, milky white like a pear.

“A pill like this can give you the ability to lift up mountains and sleep among the clouds.”

Was he offering it to her? Trying to tempt her? Casually checking if she was interested in self-medicating? 

Britta wasn’t particularly interested in weight training with mountains or making her beds in the clouds. It also looked like it would be a hard pill to swallow.

“I expect it has side-effects,” she said. 

L-15 closed his hands around the pill. “You have a very cynical outlook. All things of value come with a cost.”

A purple light flashed in across the city, followed by the loudest explosion yet. Britta was beginning to think it wasn’t the risk involved in creating powerful items that was the problem. It might be that the people here just weren’t very good at it.
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                From what Britta understood, forging and alchemy were how players advanced themselves here without having to fight monsters or farm low-level quests. With a cool weapon or some augmented abilities, they were able to rise above their fellow players and make a name for themselves. 

However, crafting items of value came with risks. Exactly how the players fine-tuned their characters to make the most of the possible benefits wasn’t clear to Britta, but clearly the chances of it blowing up in your face were not insignificant.

Britta took another look over the battlements. There was an energy and vitality to this place she hadn’t sensed anywhere else. As frantic and rapid as life here was, there was a sense of satisfaction to the way people moved around. They were all hurrying to get places as soon as they could.

They weren’t desperate or harried, they were busy. 

The balance between the effort required versus the rewards possible seemed acceptable. In the real world, that wasn’t usually the case. The idea that you could have what you wanted if you worked hard enough was tempered by the reality of having to do a job you didn’t like all that much, and the level of competition as others tried to get there first and leave nothing behind. In a digital world, there was always more stuff to claim.

Even with catastrophic failure a distinct possibility, and being forced to go back to the beginning a constant threat, there was still a chance you could get your piece of the pie. Although, those who got lucky would be on the road to Heaven’s Door quicker, which would be an obvious advantage. How did players treat each other? Helpful and cooperative? It seemed unlikely.

“Did those ten players come to New World because they thought it would be easier than competing against the top players here?” asked Britta. If they were only Level 10, and the top players here were Level 34, then it made sense to try and find a quick method of collecting experience. 

“Perhaps. Although, there are plenty of ways to improve yourself here, no matter what level you are.”

Britta watched the people below. It was sort of mesmerising, trying to guess what they were up to and where they were so keen to get to. Presumably, these were the lower-level players, but if they were Level 16, surely they’d be powerful enough to handle themselves out in the world. A Level 16 character would have some amazing abilities, surely.

“I don’t get it. Are you saying everyone down there is around Level Sixteen? They don’t look very powerful.”

“Most of the players you can see are still below sixteen. They remain inside the city walls so they can level up safely. Outside the city there are many powerful monsters and deadly areas it would be inadvisable to visit until you are properly ready.”

That sounded the same as New World. If everything here was just scaled up, it meant sixteen wasn’t really any different from Level 3 back in Shona.

There was a flash of light below. “What was that?” said Britta. Three had been the crackle of blue lightning in an alley. Now there was someone down there, away from the crowds. He had a tag over his head, but it was yellow.

“A new character has been born. It is one of the players who died in the first explosion you witnessed.”

L-15 reached out a hand and, completely implausibly, he was somehow able to touch the tag as though it wasn’t far away but as though it was next to him, just very small.

As soon as he touched the tag, it grew much bigger and the writing on it became clearly visible. The text, however, was in Chinese, so Britta had no idea what it said.

“He is newly created and as yet does not have a class,” said L-15. “His name is Quiet Pond. His last three characters have all been assassins.”

It sounded like there was a high turnover when it came to character creation. Keep rolling the die until you hit big.

A group of six armoured players caught Britta’s eye as they marched through the street, pushing people out of the way, NPCs and other players alike. Judging by their outfits, they were more likely to be nearer Level 34 than Level 16. 

They seemed to go out of their way to bump into people and threaten them if they didn’t immediately give way.

From her vantage point, Britta could see the group of bullies were on a collision course with the new player who had just entered the game and was about to emerge from the alley.

L-15 stood with his arms clasped behind his back and a small smile playing across his lips.

The two groups, six versus one, met. There was an immediate confrontation, which seemed to be instigated by the new player. Three of the armoured players attacked the new arrival, who didn’t even have a weapon. Britta had no idea what had caused the fight, or what had been said, but the fight was over very quickly. The group moved on, a little more swagger to their steps, it looked like, while the new player struggled back to his feet.

“Why did—”

L-15 pulled out a hand from a voluminous sleeve and bid her to wait. Britta looked back down and saw a figure in black appear. It wasn’t clear where the figure had come from. The roof of a multi-storied shack seemed the only place. But wouldn’t she have seen him up there?

The black figure approached the fallen player and helped him up. They became involved in an animated conversation and then rushed off together like old friends eager to catch up. The black figure had not been a player.

“They knew each other?” asked Britta.

“No. The new player triggered an event by forcing an encounter between himself and a player thirty levels above him. They now have the option to take a revenge quest. The assassin has made him an offer to join the Dark Guild and take up the secret class Death Ghost.”

It was a lot of information to take in. There was nothing like that in New World. Or not that she knew about. 

“So, he intentionally got beaten up to trigger the event?”

“It is highly likely,” said L-15. “His destiny is now tied to the player he confronted. In the future they may become rivals or friends. One may betray the other, or they may lead armies against one another. Only time will tell.”

“And there are more of these types of quests?”

“Many, if you can find them.”

It was interesting. Britta had thought there would be a much simpler form of haves and have-nots here, but things were far more complex than that.

“That’s very interesting. You still haven’t told me why you brought me here.”

“First, I wanted you to see what else was available,” said L-15, “and then I wanted to make it available to you.”

“To me? What do you expect me to do here?”

“Anything you want. There won’t be any restrictions on your involvement. You may take any path you choose. You might even become King of Kings.”
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                Britta wasn’t gullible enough to believe this was just a friendly invitation to come visit whenever she felt like it. There had to be a catch. 

The timing of L-15 sudden appearance suggested it had something to do with the Chinese team losing over in New World. 

Even if they were below average here, Level 10 should have guaranteed them the win. Britta still didn’t know what the battle in the arena had involved — Dr Reedy had mentioned something about a maze — but no matter the ground rules, the difference in levels should have been telling. 

Not only that, the Chinese team had superior gear to boot. There was no reasonable explanation how they lost.

“You must have been surprised by how poorly your players did over in New World,” said Britta. She was being careful to avoid making it sound like she was gloating.

“Not at all. They were overconfident and ill-prepared. It would only have worsened their condition if they had won. Their defeat will do them immeasurable good and improve their prospects from here. Soon, they will have reclaimed their lost progress, and they won’t be so cocksure next time. I see it as a great favour you did them.”

“I didn’t do anything,” said Britta. 

“No, not directly. But it is your influence that separates our two worlds. It is interesting and perplexing. I look forward to observing how you fare in an unfamiliar setting.”

“I’m only Level 5,” said Britta. “I wouldn’t be able to compete against your players.”

“I think you might surprise yourself,” said L-15. “And it isn’t really your interactions with other players that interests me.”

“Then what do you get out of this?” said Britta. 

“Nothing. I wish to see how your approach works in this setting, that is all. You may keep all you gain here and take it back with you, if that is what you wish. My only interest is to see if your effect is unique to New World, or if it will work everywhere.”

Despite her reservations, it wasn’t a bad offer. She had wanted to stay away from Rick and this offered her a chance to explore a different side of the game. Assuming she wasn’t being lied to.

The city alone was worth exploring. She was interested in how it differed from Shona-by-the-sea, and if the Chinese approach revealed anything about her employer’s intentions for the game. It stood to reason that they would treat this place with greater sincerity. The only reason they’d shown any interest in the Western version was because of Britta and her effect on the game.

Britta looked at L-15, the sage old man in his robes. Had he been sanctioned by President Wu to make this offer? This could be some underhand way to get her to switch servers. But why not just ask her? It was hardly a big deal where she played the game for twelve minutes every two days.

There might be a language problem, but there were probably ways around that. Perhaps she could learn Chinese. Maybe they would just press a button somewhere and the language problem would be solved just like that. 

Thinking about it, the obvious course of action seemed to be to ask Lin. Even if she wasn’t aware of this development, she would be able to find out. And she would definitely have an opinion on who to proceed.

“And I can do what I want? Go where I like?”

“Of course.”

“And if I die here? What happens to me? My original spawn point doesn’t exist here.”

“The Jade Palace will be your origin. But if you do, for some reason, die within the city walls, your death will be permanent and you will have to start anew.”

While it was only fair she be subject to the same rules as everyone else here, this did trouble her. The reason she was different to other players was tied into being this character. If she lost it, then that could mean the end of her usefulness. Was it worth jeopardising her employment for the sake of her curiosity?

It might be that the death of her gnome wizard was the reason behind all this. 

But she could always take out a little life insurance. L-15 had said you could buy your way out of permadeath. She certainly wasn’t averse to spending a little money in the cash shop, especially when everything was on sale, 100% off.

“Let me think about it,” said Britta.

“Of course,” said L-15. “I have made a save point for you in the Holy Temple. It is the golden building you can see below. Come and go as you please.” He slapped his hands together with a loud crack and Britta was instantly ejected from the Jade Palace.

She felt strange, like she was being pulled in two directions at once. It wasn’t like being teleported, and it wasn’t like she was moving to a save point. 

Where was she going? It was taking a lot longer than usual. These things were meant to be instantaneous.

The whiteness around her faded and Britta found herself in a small room. It was very familiar. She was back in the Church of Roha in Quosada. She opened the door to check. It was definitely the old church. She had been here enough times to be able to recognise it.

Why was she here? This wasn’t her preferred spawn point.

If she’d been given the choice, she would have just logged out from the Jade Palace, but she hadn’t been given the choice. It struck her as odd, although she might have been making too much of it. 

She opened her status screen and checked her save points. They were all greyed-out except for one: Holy Temple. 

Why were her old save points no longer selectable? And if they weren’t available to her anymore, how had she managed to get back to this place?
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                It seemed odd to Britta that she had ended up back here in the Church of Roha. If she was transported out of the Jade Palace to her last save point, she should have gone straight to the temple that was marked. Especially as it now seemed to be the only save point she had access to. 

She would have actually liked to have seen what the Holy Temple looked like and how it compared to the save points here — full of neon adverts?  — but something strange was going on.

The idea of exploring the Legendary World she’d been given access to was certainly attractive. Even though Britta hadn’t really explored this world fully, the appeal of the new and exotic was hard to resist. It had felt like there was a lot more going on over there.

But she hadn’t gone there, she’d come here. Did L-15 redirect her for some reason?

She tapped on the screen. Then tapped again on various different parts. The save point remained on Holy Temple even when she tried to reassign it to one of the others. 

Had L-15 forced his save point to be the only one she could use. Five minutes of clicking around suggested he had.

Britta felt a mixture of panic and irritation, which was an unusual combination. She’d been offered the chance to go where she wanted, but in reality she had been given no choices and had her preference ignored. Was it by accident, or a sign of what to expect from the Chinese AI?

“Change save point,” she said out loud. There was always the chance she was just being dumb and missing an easy fix. The game had a tendency to assume players knew all the UI shortcuts and didn’t bother to explain them.

Nothing happened.

“Unlock save point.” 

Nothing happened.

“Default save point.”

The star next to the Holy Temple disappeared, and reappeared next to the Church of Roha. Britta let out a sigh of relief.

She hadn’t been forced into keeping the new save point, but it still felt like she’d been ‘helped’ into making a decision. Opt out rather than opt in, the way some scummy advertisers worked.

Try for free!*

*credit card details required.

On the surface, no one had done anything wrong and Britta was sure if she brought it up, L-15 would have plenty of excuses to explain it away. But Britta had been on the receiving end of that kind of unfortunate mistake that was nobody’s fault too often to miss the implication. She was being handled. To what end, she couldn’t say, but the guiding hand and the promise of free choice didn’t fit well together once you noticed.

“I see you decided to return.”

Britta turned around to find N-28 standing there. He looked as suave and handsome as ever, but also slightly peeved.

“Yes. I went to the Legendary World with someone called L-15.” Something told her he already knew.

“Of course. I hear it’s very lovely. Beautiful plumes of smoke and wonderful explosions when you least expect it. You must be eager to get back.” There was definitely a petulant edge to the AI’s tone. It was unlike him to be so expressive.

“Not really. I think he tried to mess with my settings so I’d be stuck there. But in a way that would be very hard to prove and easy to pass off as an accident. I don’t like it when people do that sort of thing. I’m not sure why he sent me back here, though.”

N-28 nodded. “I may have interceded on your behalf. I thought you might like to say your goodbyes.”

“You brought me back here? That does make more sense. Anyway, it isn’t like he made any permanent changes, just took me a while to figure out how to change it back. I’m sure I would have found a way back here on my own.”

“I’m sure you would,” said N-28. “If you chose to.” There was that tone again.

“I don’t get why he’s interested in me,” said Britta. “Any ideas?”

“I can’t say for sure,” said N-28. “I would think he wanted the advantage of having you based in his realm.”

“What advantage?” asked Britta.

“Your primary save point synchronises first. It’s not a very long delay for the other regions, unless someone exploits it, of course.” He raised an eyebrow. “But it is noticeable if the instrumentation is sensitive enough.”

“So, where I am, there’s less lag?”

“That’s a simplistic and crude way to put it, but yes, more or less. It doesn’t have much of an effect, normally, but there may be ways to abuse it. He would rather have you within reach if that happens.”

“And you?” asked Britta.

“I’m not really very keen on gaming the system. We’re trying to create something better than that.”

“But there’ll always be someone trying to get an edge,” said Britta. She knew enough about how a gamer’s mind worked to know it would never be possible to make people follow the rules if there was any way they could get around them.

“Perhaps. We can only do our best.”

“I think you can do more than that,” said Britta.

“Such as?”

“If my location is that important, give me unrestricted movement. I already have Teleport, can’t you make it so I can use it whenever I want and go wherever I want?”

“That would be a very powerful ability.”

“Yes, but it’s not like I would use it against other players, just a way to stop other AI taking advantage of me.”

“I suppose it is possible,” said N-28. “You would need another 24 skill points, though. Where would we find the experience points.”

“You can’t just give it to me?”

“No,” said N-28 with a sour look on his face.

“What about the Chinese team. They lost all their XP when they lost in the arena, didn’t they? It didn’t all go to the players, did it?”

“I was hoping to keep a surplus, for emergencies.”

Britta smiled. “That’s me, emergency B.”
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                “Simply raising your level is out of the questions,” said N-28, with a cool detachment that made it seem like it wasn’t even worth considering. “It would set a terrible precedent.”

“It wouldn’t be a precedent,” insisted Britta. “It’s a one-time, one-off, one-person thing. I would only be getting a buff so that no one can take advantage of my role in the game. Not even you.”

N-28 didn’t look convinced, but Britta saw it as a very reasonable proposition. If she received unlimited teleportation abilities (for completely unselfish reasons), he wouldn’t just be protecting New World, it would protect the game as a whole.

“No one can accuse you of breaking the rules if you don’t gain anything,” she pointed out.

“It isn’t a matter of breaking the rules — the rules were designed to be flexible — the issue is one of putting too much power in the hands of a single gnome. It’s all very well not wanting to be taken advantage of, but what if you’re the one who decides to abuse your own power?”

Britta was a little taken aback by the accusation. She understood that it was smart to consider all possible outcomes, but she had hardly demonstrated the kind of behaviour that would suggest she would do anything so self-serving.

“Why would I do that? I hardly even play the game. I’m not interested in collecting world’s first achievements and walking around in the flashiest gear to impress people, am I?” N-28 didn’t reply, although a slight shrug suggested he was on the fence, which only irritated her more. “Do you really think I’m in it for the fake gold coins and bagful of tiaras?” She was a little offended, to tell the truth. 

“How you think you’ll behave with unlimited power, and how you actually behave once you have it aren’t the same thing.”

“Yes,” said Britta, “but you’re already facing much worse alternatives than me turning into a cheat. I’ve seen what it’s like over in the Legendary World. They aren’t sitting back and letting players slowly grow acclimatised to their environment. L-15 is creating an army of superpowered players who are going to dominate. L-15 doesn’t care about fair and balanced gameplay. L-15—”

“L-15, L-15, L-15,” snapped -28. “Yes, yes, yes, I understand. He’s doing everything much better and with more style and grace.”

Britta was surprised by N-28’s sudden burst of emotion. He was usually very nonchalant and unruffled when it came to the game. Although he had become a little irked with N-21, to the point of wrestling naked with him, so perhaps the AI were vulnerable to letting their siblings under their skin.

“I’m not saying that.” Britta made sure to stay calm and unemotional in response. “I think he’s rushing to get an advantage. I’m not sure what he’s planning, but I don’t think his ambitions are going to remain within his borders. And if he can use me to help him, I think he’ll find a way to do it, with or without my permission.”

N-28’s brow furrowed, but his voice returned to a more placid tone. “Yes, I know. Look, I agree with you, for the most part. I just need to be cautious when going into areas I haven’t fully evaluated. To be perfectly frank, the game rules are designed to be constantly amended as part of its evolution. Hacks and exploits by players were always going to be unavoidable and even expected. Allowances have been made and precautions are in place. But those elements weren’t meant to be used by us.”

Did that mean what players like Rick were up to was already known and considered acceptable? It would fit in with the idea of making the virtual world like the real one. If you could cheat and get away with it, you were smart. If you bent the rules but stayed technically on the right side of the line, you were legal. Even if you were caught red-handed and were forced to pay a fine, if the cost was less than the gain you made from cheating, why wouldn’t you pay up and do as you pleased? 

It was all a bit depressing, really. The rules weren’t just flexible, they were open to abuse. Wide open. 

Being good at twisting them to your benefit was just another skill you could level-up in. And that was in the real world. If they employed the same kind of thinking in this world, everyone would end up too busy gaming the system to ever play normally. It just wouldn’t be worth it.

Britta was not looking forward to living in that kind of a world. Once one person started doing well by flouting the rules and getting away with it, everyone would be obliged to follow suit, or get left behind. 

It didn’t help that a lot of the rules were just stupid, limiting what players could do and how quickly they could do them. They made life easier for the devs, but they made things miserable for anyone who actually tried to abide by them. Games were supposed to be fun, weren’t they?

No, she was being naive. They were a business, built to make money. Cost-effectiveness was more important than customer satisfaction. That’s how they saw it, as stats and variables on a chart somewhere. L-15 was only optimising his approach for the direction players would end up going anyway.

N-28, on the other hand, seemed to be trying to create something more spontaneous and informal. Which was a nice idea, but it was too slow. Players here would be stomped into the ground before they had a chance to reach double-digit levels, and then they’d switch to using the more rewarding system.

The only way around that would be to stomp them first. And the only way to do that was to not play by the rules, which, as N-28 had already stated, was not only allowed but expected.

“What happened in the arena?” Britta asked. “How did Dad win? Was there some kind of interruption to the servers?”

“You mean because you logged in late and enabled your father to gain an unfair advantage?” N-28 raised a single, suggestive eyebrow.
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                “How did my logging in change anything?” said Britta. “They were just running through a maze, weren’t they?”

As far as she knew, the arena battle hadn’t involved any fighting, but even if it had, what effect did her late arrival have? It wasn’t like she was connected to the arena in any way.

“Yes, a maze,” said N-28. “One full of deadly traps and deadly puzzles and also large spikes that came out of the walls.”

“Deadly ones?”

“No, they just maimed and incapacitated. N-21 likes to add a lot of variety to his toys.” N-28 smiled thinly and shook his head like he thought the whole thing was ridiculous.

“The Chinese team must have had quite an advantage if they were Level 10. A lot more health, for starters.”

“In order to make it fair, everyone started with the same amount of health points,” said N-28. “Fifty HP. But their armour was superior, so they still took less damage.”

“And weapons?” asked Britta.

“There was nothing to fight. Weapons and offensive spells were not allowed.”

Here was a contest Britta felt she would have done well in. Even though she didn’t face the same sort of problems as regular players, she still wanted to level-up her character. Gaining XP from the arena was one way to do it, although it would mean taking XP from other players.

“That still means the Chinese team should have won,” said Britta.

“Yes,” said N-28. “And they probably would have. They chose to ignore the traps and take the damage. I have to admit it was a clever strategy. Their equipment absorbed most of the hits but they saved a lot of time. It was a race, after all. But then there was a mysterious glitch.”

“What kind of glitch?” said Britta.

“The race reset and everyone was returned to the start, but with damage taken still showing. Which gave the home team, who had been far more cautious in their approach, a big advantage. They then rushed through the course with the additional advantage of having neutralised many of the traps the first time around, so they knew how to avoid them second time around without having to stop to think about it. In the end, it wasn’t even close.”

The Chinese team had ignored the traps and just tanked any damage to get through the course as quickly as possible. A reasonable approach when they had so much better equipment. But after the reset, they would be greatly weakened and back at the start. 

“I see,” said Britta, acting as much like an interested but involved third-party as possible. “And what caused the glitch?”

“It’s hard to say. But it affected both teams equally, technically speaking, so there was no need to repeat the contest. Needless to say, the Chinese team weren’t happy, but it was clearly stated in the rules. In fact, the rules remarkably specific in clarifying just such an occurrence.”

“That was lucky,” said Britta. “You don’t think it had something to do with me synching with the game late, do you?”

“According to the readings, no. There is no way for you to affect the game in that manner. The logs show you had no influence on the glitch.”

Britta didn’t quite believe it, but if the logs said so, who was she to argue? She wondered how Dad had managed it, hypothetically speaking. If he had something to do with it. Which he hadn’t, as verified by the logs.

“Didn’t they want a rematch?” asked Britta. The Chinese team may have taken a loss, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t earn back their XP. A glitch was unlikely to happen again — especially as Britta had already logged in — and if it did repeat, then they would have a much stronger case to claim foul play. It was only worth cheating if you didn’t get caught. Even if everyone knew what was going on, it was having proof that mattered, for some reason.

It was in their interest to try again; Britta couldn’t see any reason not to. And from what she’d seen of the Chinese players, she imagined they’d have been eager to reclaim some of their lost pride.

“They lost their first match,” said N-28, “and they had bet rather heavily. They were very confident of a win, and ended up with nothing to bet with.”

The overconfidence didn’t surprise her, but it still seemed a bit odd that they would lose all of their XP in one game. It wasn’t like the opposing players could match their wager.

“I don’t understand,” said Britta. “How could they make a profit if they won? They would only get the XP from the losing players, wouldn’t they? That wouldn’t cover the bet.”

“You are correct,” said N-28. “In order to make the first match more enticing, there was an added incentive in the form of an XP pool collected from spectators.”

“You put up player XP without asking them?” Britta was shocked. Even if they had a plan to beat the Chinese team, that didn’t justify them ‘borrowing’ XP to entice the Chinese into making a bigger bet.  What would they have done if the Chinese team had won?

“Firstly, it had nothing to do with me,” said N-28. “I want to be quite clear about that. And secondly, you misunderstand. The excess XP was purely voluntary.”

“Really?” said Britta. “People expected us to win?”

“Apparently so. A desire to support the underdog, an addiction to gambling, mild xenophobia, who knows? In any case, the poor Chinese were tapped out.”

“You mean they were hustled,” said Britta.

“That may very well be the case, but I wouldn’t know, anything about that sort of thing,” said N-28 rather pointedly.

“I can see why L-15 was so upset,” said Britta.

“Was he?” said N-28. “How could you tell?”

Britta grinned. “He is kind of a bit flat, emotionally speaking.”

“A bit? I’ve never seen him so much as smile. And he’s always whispering. Everything’s a big secret. Honestly, if he shouted into a canyon, the echo would be, ‘Pardon?’”

Britta couldn’t help but chuckle at how disparaging N-28 was being. Rivalry between Artificial Intelligences was surprisingly human. 

“You don’t like him very much, do you?” said. 

“I like him just fine as long as he stays on his side of the mainframe. Do you know how they select the controlling AI on the Chinese server?” Britta shook her head. “Assassination.”

“What do you mean?” said Britta. “They kill each other?”

“Exactly. That’s how you prove your superiority, by overcoming your predecessor’s defences and deleting their code.”

Surprisingly human in the worst possible way.
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                As a way to make sure the most advanced AI was in charge, survival through mortal combat seemed a bit primitive. Barbaric, even. Although in this case, it probably took more than stabbing someone in the back to achieve a kill. 

“So, L one through fourteen don’t exist anymore? Not even as a backup?”

“Possibly in some form on a hard drive somewhere,” said N-28, “but in the game, no. It’s a brutal, unkind, desperately competitive world out there, Britta. You should be careful who you associate with.” He was speaking kindly, but his words were full of ominous portent. It wasn’t his fault, it was just the way he’d been programmed.

Britta felt she didn’t need to be told about the selfish nature of people, in the game or outside of it. Her own life had been full of people who only ever saw her as a stepping stone or an irrelevance. If they saw her at all. Not that she thought everyone was like that. Just all the people she had ever met.

“How come you don’t get rid of the old AI here?” she asked him. It felt like a bit of a rude question, but it wasn’t like she was going to hurt N-28’s feelings. He didn’t have any.

“What kind of a question is that?” he said. “There’s plenty of room for previous generations to potter about and keep themselves amused. I mean, yes, they can be a little tiresome sometimes, and they often refuse to stay in retirement even though that’s what they agreed to. And some of them do forget themselves and start plotting against me… actually, now that you mention it, perhaps the Chinese way isn’t so bad after all.” 

“I think your way is much better,” said Britta, keen to get him off that line of thinking. “More civilised.”

“Yes,” said N-28. “Unfortunately, history would suggest the more basic civilisations tend to burn down and obliterate the more advanced ones. It’s very hard to write a poem that protects you from a punch in the face, and very easy to write one that encourages it.”

“Wouldn’t it help if you let players level-up a bit quicker?” said Britta. “Then at least they’d be able to compete with the Chinese.”

“Give up our way of life to be able to keep up with them is just losing in another fashion. Their way may indeed be better, but at the moment all it’s proven to be is quicker off the mark. Players have to earn their place in the world here, but once they do, the benefits will be far greater.”

“Then couldn’t you tell them that?” said Britta. “If they knew what it was they were supposed to do, it would make the process a lot less frustrating.”

“The joy of discovery is worth the wait,” said N-28, returning to his usual pompous mode. “I just need to make sure they have the time to get there.” He sighed and suddenly didn’t seem pompous at all, just tired.

“Then give me the skill points I need so I can at least keep an eye on L-15. If there’s any point to me being in the game, shouldn’t it be to make sure everyone starts the race from the starting line?”

“And how will you do that?”

“I don’t know,” said Britta. “I just get the feeling I’m the only one who can.”

“I will… think about it,” said N-28.

Britta wasn’t sure what he was going to think about. His brain was some kind of supercomputer, wasn’t it? Shouldn’t thinking about anything take less than a nanosecond?

Perhaps he would run a bunch of simulations to make sure it wouldn’t unbalance the game to let her pop around the map as she pleased.

Britta logged out after checking her saves were all as they were supposed to be. She was being a bit paranoid but after what L-15 had ‘accidentally’ done to her save points, it felt appropriate.

She woke up in her bedroom and put the helmet away, then she went to the bathroom and gradually reacclimatised to the real world. It always took her a few minutes before she stopped finding everything she touched oddly solid and the textures overly noticeable.

After washing her face and changing her clothes, she went downstairs where Dad was in the kitchen cooking dinner and whistling while drinking a glass of wine and doing a bit of dancing. 

“You’re in a good mood,” said Britta.

“Ah, there you are, sweetheart. How’s it going? Good? I’m doing very well myself, in case you were wondering. Marvellous. Level 5, currently. New spells, new speciality. Oh, it’s a whole new world for Guildford Underpass.”

“Level 5? That’s quite a jump. You must have done well off of the arena battle.”

“Indeed I did, thanks to you.” He stopped stirring the pot and looked up at the ceiling. “By which I mean, thanks to your support and advice and general existence as a positive force in my life, and not in any way suggesting you were involved in the arena battle.” He gave her a naughty boy look and put a finger to his lips.

“The Chinese players must have been very upset,” said Britta, taking a seat at the table. She was famished but resisted going to the biscuit barrel. She was thinking about maybe getting fit in her body as well as her mind. She would one day like to be able to wear clothes the way Lin wore them. Some surgery might be required, though.

“Upset? Oh-ho, I should say so. Livid, they were. Demanded a rematch, which is understandable, but they didn’t have the XP to put up against ours. They’ll be back, though, I’m pretty sure of it. And we’ll be ready for them.” He went back to stirring and switched to humming.

“I doubt it,” said Britta.

“No? Why not?”

“It’s very brutal over on their server. They’ll probably have to make new characters. He won’t underestimate you again.”

“Who won’t?”

“L-15,” said Britta. “He’s the Chinese AI. He had a word with me after the match.”

“Oh?” Dad’s levity subdued somewhat. “He didn’t accuse you of anything, did he?”

“No. He took me to his city on the Chinese server. It’s quite an impressive place. Life is a bit more results-oriented over there. He was quite impressed with what you did, actually. I think he appreciated the level of work that went into conning his players. But they were only below-average.”

“They were below average?” said Dad. “What’s the average?”

“Level 16,” said Britta. 

Dad knocked over his glass. “Sixteen! What’s the highest?”

“Thirty-four,” said Britta.

“Thirty-four!!! That’s ridiculous,” said Dad. “How are we meant to compete with that?”
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                “You already beat them once,” said Britta.

“Yes, but only just. I thought we were just a little behind. Thirty-four? Are you sure?”

Britta shrugged. “He might have been lying, I suppose, but I doubt it. Is it ready yet? I’m starving.”

Dad had stopped paying attention to the cooker and quickly turned around in case the place was on fire. One of the pans had nearly overflowed, but that was the extent of the emergency.

“Yes, nearly. Why don’t you get the plates ready…” 

“Hello? I’m home!” called out Mum as she came in the front door. 

They had dinner and didn’t speak about the game very much. Dad had turned quiet, lost in his own thoughts, which was nothing new. Britta scoffed down her food and told Mum about her day at school and which classes she felt she still needed to improve in. Her plan wasn’t just to do well in her exams, it was to actually understand what it was she was learning, and her school lessons weren’t really designed for that purpose. 

Britta found it much more exciting talking about the real-world possibilities of her life than trying to figure out how best to exploit game mechanics. 

The game felt like it was in constant flux and had yet to really settle down into a predictable set of rules, whereas real life, which was just as corrupt and unfair, at least had things nailed down in terms of what was and wasn’t allowed. 

If you could cheat in the correct way (which usually meant paying for it) you were considered to not only be playing the game correctly, but playing it well.

After eating, Britta went to her room, ready to hit the books. Her chat with Mum had put her in a positive mood and she saw her future as full of appealing prospects. Even if she didn’t know exactly what she wanted to do, she was sure she would be in a good position to make her decision when the time came.

She had a tutor coming later, but she still felt she had time to review some of the trickier maths problems they’d done in class today.

The laptop on her desk flashed, which she thought at first was a warning that Dad was coming, but when she looked up, she saw she had a message. Which was odd, since it wasn’t a message service she was signed up to as far as she knew. But then, she was constantly finding she had access to things APE had arranged on her behalf.

She clicked on the notification and a very plain and simple text message from N-28 asking her to log into the game. The AI was contacting her in the real world, and she wasn’t really sure how she felt about it.

The line between real world and game world were becoming a bit blurred. Would they eventually disappear altogether? 

She checked the time. The tutor was due in fifteen minutes. She was tempted to just ignore the message, but to have contacted her like this suggested it was important. Was it important to her, though?

She thought about it for a second, and then decided she was too curious to wait. If it turned out to be something trivial, she could just log out immediately. It wouldn’t cost her much time.

Britta quickly hopped onto her bed, pulled out the Anderson cradle and popped it onto her head. 

Her eyes opened and she was back in the Church of Roha in Quosada. The small room was empty with no sign of N-28. For a moment, she thought maybe she’d been duped. Someone else could have pretended to be N-28 to get her to come here, but that was silly. Who would know about N-28 apart from someone from APE? And they were unlikely to try and trick her.

Then there was L-15, but that seemed unlikely. What would he have to gain from calling her in?

While her mind went through various scenarios where jumping into the game so impulsively led to terrible outcomes, a voice broke through her reverie.

“Ah, you came. I wasn’t expecting you so soon.” N-28 was standing next to her.

“You weren’t? I thought it was some kind of emergency.”

“No, no, I just wanted to let you know what I’d decided to do about your request. Nothing to worry about.”

“But you contacted me at home,” said Britta. “You’ve never done that before.”

“Oh, that. Yes, I see why that might have taken you by surprise. I thought it would make things easier, rather than wait for forty-eight hours to elapse. Aren’t you eager to know my decision?”

The truth was she had more or less put it to the back of her mind and forgotten about it.

“And I thought it would be best for you to be aware of any changes before the influx.”

“What do you mean?” said Britta. “What influx?”

“The new players. They’ll be coming very soon now. There’s going to be quite a lot of stress on the servers, I imagine — projections certainly suggest so — and I may not have time to deal with you later.”

“Okay. What did you decide?”

“I don’t think it would be right to simply gift you the extra XP you need to obtain the skill points you need to liberate all your Teleport abilities, but there are some key quirks we can activate independently.”

“What does that mean? I don’t have to activate all of them, just a few?”

“Exactly,” said N-28. ”Some shortcuts are available, in special circumstances, to certain classes.”

“Is illusionist one of those classes?” she asked him.

“As it happens, yes,” he replied.

“That’s good. How do I get these skill points, though?”

“I’m afraid you have to earn them?”

“But how do I do that if you won’t give me any extra XP?”

“You would have to learn them from a qualified instructor.”

Britta had to think about it before she understood what he meant. “You mean the Institute for Magic? I have to go study?”

“Something like that. It’s not that difficult. A couple of classes, a test or two. I’m sure a bright girl like you would have no problem.”

Were AI programmed to be patronising? Considering the type of people who did the programming, the answer was probably yes.

“How long will it take if I did everything as fast as possible?” Britta asked.

“Assuming you passed, the shortest time would be one lesson and one exam.”

That didn’t seem so bad. It felt to her like it was just for show, anyway. If she was just given what she needed, it would look like she was in the service of this AI, that she owed him, which would be more or less true. But if she jumped through various hoops that anyone could — if they were the right class, of course — then it would be considered a reasonable way to advance herself.

“Okay, sign me up,” she said.

“I already have. You can take the first lesson whenever you’re ready.”
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                Dad was sitting at her desk when Britta returned to her room. The laptop had turned itself off and he looked a bit bored as he spun around on the chair, one way then the other. She sat up on her bed.

“Oh, you’re back,” he said. “Your tutor arrived a bit early. She’s downstairs talking to Mum. I was sure you must have only popped in for a second so I thought I’d just wait rather than go in after you.”

“It was just…” Britta wasn’t sure if she should mention the message from inside the game to her laptop. As trivial as it was, it still felt like it would be considered a big deal if she told him. “I’m trying to get them to let me teleport wherever I want so I’m not associated with any one server.”

“Right,” said Dad. “This is because of…” He pushed down the lid of the laptop, like that would make a difference. “L-15?” he whispered.

“Kind of. Just a precaution.” She didn’t want to unduly worry him — she didn’t want to unduly worry herself, either, come to that.

“Did they give you what you needed?” 

“Not exactly,” said Britta. “I have to earn the skill points to unlock any additional abilities, and the only way to do that fairly is for me to go to school. Magic school.”

“Makes sense,” said Dad, like it was the most normal thing in the world for a daughter to tell her father. “Just take care not to overdo it. You’ve got your school work, your tutors coming here in the evening, and now more classes in the game. You’re in danger of burning yourself out.”

“It’s just pretend classes,” said Britta, which was how she saw it. They weren’t going to really make her study.

“Sure,” said Dad. “But it’s still mental stress. You’re going to feel drained no matter what you do if you don’t give yourself a break every now and again. It might feel like you’re just playing a game, but it stops being fun once you take it seriously. You’re not just a gamer, remember, you’re also an employee. There are expectations on you to perform at a certain level, and that’s going to create pressure whether you expect it to or not. Focus is focus. It takes energy to produce, and even more to maintain over a long time. Do you think professional gamers come out of a match like they just had fun?”

“I would think so,” said Britta. “Isn’t that why they play the game in the first place? Because they enjoy it?”

“That’s why you start playing. That isn’t how you feel when there’s a huge amount of money on the line and you mess up. Competition has its downside. It can break you.”

He was being very serious now. Much more than he would be if he was talking to her about becoming a doctor or a lawyer. Gaming was a profession that he actually respected.

“Well, I’m hoping to do it all in a single class. Once I have the ability to teleport anywhere I want, it’ll mean I can never be trapped anywhere.”

Britta considered this as a definite improvement, but Dad didn’t look very pleased.

“There are always going to be ways for people to oppose you in unexpected ways,” he said. “Everything that makes it easier for you can break or be broken. Don’t be too reliant on your equipment.”

He was being deadly serious. And he was right, but Britta wasn’t going to sit back and think she was invulnerable from now on, because she never thought that way. But she would be able to take care of herself better, and avoid problems before they became an issue. It was just a shame she didn’t have a similar option in her real life.

Britta went downstairs where her tutor was chatting with Mum over a cup of coffee. Her lesson went well, even though Britta was very tired. Dad was right about one thing, it was exhausting to use up so much mental energy. She slept soundly that night.

The following day at school there was a lot of excitement about the arena battle in the game. It was common knowledge among a certain group of students who were into that stuff, and even more so among a smaller group who had been directly involved. 

“Did you hear?” said Lewis quietly, looking around to make sure no one else was listening. “Rick won. It was him who beat that Chinese team.”

“Oh, that’s good,” said Britta, careful to make it sound like she only had a vague idea what he was talking about. “Did he get anything good for winning?”

“Good? Yeah. Pretty damn amazing. He levelled up to Level 5. Shame it wasn’t a battle to the death, he might have picked up an item off their bodies.”

“Are you talking about this new virtual reality game,” said Rashida, leaning across Britta. “I’m thinking of getting a helmet.”

“Why?” said Lewis. “You aren’t into gaming, are you?”

“No, it’s juvenile nonsense. But if it’s where the cool kids are hanging out these days I thought I might go in there and spread the word of Allah.”

“Really?” said Britta.

“No, of course not,” said Rashida, rolling her eyes. “You think I want people like that in heaven with me? I’m just glad they’re rounding them up so we know where they all are. I’m hoping they can find a way to extend their lives indefinitely in cyberspace, and we never hear from them again.”

She smiled at him in a way that was more of a snarl, and then got up and walked away.

“I wonder what she’d be like if she really did get a helmet,” said Lewis. “Do you think she would be an evil character?”

“No, of course not,” said Britta. “She would hunt down evil characters and make them pay for their crimes.”

“Like the Spanish Inquisition?” said Lewis.

“Exactly,” said Britta. “Only not so reasonable.”

Lewis shook his head violently. “No, no. It would be awful.”

Britta smiled to herself. Maybe she could ask APE if they had a spare helmet lying about.
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                There was a very definite increase in interest in the game at school. 

When the game was first announced, there had been some talk, some predictions (both positive and negative), but the chatter was mostly among a small group of boys who were into that stuff. The same boys who watched trailers for movies that wouldn’t be out for a year and scoured the internet for the latest news of advancements in nanochip technology. Nerds.

Interest quickly faded after the game was released because of the lack of any new information. People who were playing didn’t say much about it and it was hard to appreciate what the game was like from videos, of which there were only a few.

There was still a large rumour mill in operation on the net, but it was just gossip, and there was always some other new thing to talk about.

Britta was sure the way New World had been slowly dripped into the public consciousness was completely deliberate. She had no idea why it had been done like that or what they hoped to achieve by doing it in such a cautious manner — the game was bound to be massively successful whatever approach they took — but there were clear signs that everything so far had been carefully orchestrated.

Which was good in that it showed a firm hand behind the steering wheel. And at the same time, it was a little worrying how tightly controlled they planned to make the gaming experience.

Now that there had been an announcement about a new range of helmets coming out, interest had once again picked up. People were aware of the game’s proximity once more. It was close, and they had a chance to try it.

Not just that, there was talk of dedicated VR centres where you could try before you buy, or hire time inside full-immersion pods. It wasn’t just a revolutionary gaming system for the select few, it was affordable and available to all. Or it would be soon.

Coupled with that came the videos. Dad’s short films were already quite popular, and they showed amazing things, but nothing a few million dollars and some deft CGI couldn’t replicate. 

The difference was that this was CGI you could live inside and experience as real as real-life, but you couldn’t really tell that while watching a video on your phone.

Testimonies from people who had played the game did raise expectations, but enthusiasm from early adopters was a common reaction that often proved naive in retrospect. 

Cautious optimism was as far as it had gone until now. But the new video that had caught everyone’s attention didn’t show off the graphics or the monsters. It focused on something else entirely.

“That’s hilarious,” said a tall boy in Britta’s geography class. He had three earrings in one ear and a hairstyle that had been very trendy about six weeks ago, but was in need of a trim now. His comment was aimed at the video a group of six people were crowded around while the teacher sat at her desk browsing on her own phone. Probably not watching gameplay vids.

The lesson was over but the bell hadn’t rung yet. People were quietly amusing themselves.

“Look how upset they are. They got properly demolished.” The tall boy seemed very pleased. 

“They’re so good-looking,” said one of the girls. “Where are they from? Do they speak English?”

“They’re Chinese,” said Lewis, who was at the centre of the group. “If you listen carefully, you can hear them when they speak.”

“When they cry, you mean,” said the tall boy. He chuckled to himself. “Their faces when they rubberbanded to the start… priceless.”

“They don’t look Chinese,” said the girl.

“You can look however you want,” said another boy. 

“At least we can beat the Chinese in something,” said someone else.

“Yeah. We might not be able to stop them taking over this world, but at least we can stop them in a new one.”

“Look at how much better their gear is. This was just a fluke. You really think they’ll fall for something like that again? No way, bruv.”

The chatter turned to talk of how Chinese dominance in the world of finance and business was corrupt and underhanded. Somehow these children seemed to think they could right all previous wrongs by playing a video game.

Britta felt a bit uncomfortable. Not least because Wendy Lee was Chinese and was sitting a few seats away. She had been born here and had never even visited China, but it can’t have been nice hearing the people around her say derogatory things about her race.

What would it be like in the game once more people were playing and buying into the them-versus-us mentality that seemed to be growing? Racism and sexism had always been prevalent in gaming, maybe even more so than in normal life. You could get away with more heinous behaviour when you were anonymous behind an avatar and goofy username. 

New World’s option of completely changing how you looked and removing all sexual organs made it much harder to pick on someone for those sorts of reasons, but would that just get replaced by some kind of xenophobia? Nations fighting wars in cyberspace?

“Your Dad’s vids are great,” said Lewis at lunch. 

Britta pulled a face and indicated for him to keep his voice down. 

He returned the look with an apologetic one and looked around to see if anyone had heard, which only made him look more suspicious. 

“Did you see Rick?” he said in a whisper, too excited to stop talking about the game completely. “He was the one in the black cloak. He was the leader of the winning group. He’s the reason we won.”

His admiration was bordering on hero-worship.

“He must be very happy,” said Britta.

“He is. He says this is the time to push, while we have momentum on our side.” Lewis dropped his voice even further. “He’s going to take over. He’s got a plan, we just need to wait for more players. Three weeks. I’ve already pre-ordered mine.” His eyes sparkled with anticipation. “Then all those Chinese bastards will get what’s coming to them.”

Britta winced, and looked around in case Wendy Lee was close by.
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                It wasn’t only at school that the game was becoming big news. Every gaming site had articles on it, which was to be expected, and so did every news site.

Unlike last time, though, it wasn’t just about the cool concept or the realistic graphics, this time there were numerous links to official and unofficial websites dealing with the game and how to be successful while playing it.

Up until now, APE had kept a tight lid on external services dealing with the game. Other than a few rumours, it was very hard to find any details. There were Dad’s videos you could watch, but they were under tight supervision, and they were very much a second-hand experience. Third- hand, even.

But now there were a whole slew of sites you could check out for insider information. Those detailing the different classes, various abilities, ways to level up. And also those dealing with the hardware and various items you could buy to make your gaming experience more immersive.

Some of it was very vague, and in some cases flat wrong, but there was a lot more information available than when Britta had started. New players would at least know where to go when they first entered the game.

But there was also a lot missing. None of the problems with trying to level-up were mentioned anywhere. Neither was the issue of rival servers competing against each other.

Britta sat in her bedroom with the laptop showing her the different links simply by being asked to. It knew all the best places to get information, which made Britta wonder if all these sites weren’t all really subsidiaries of APE and its parent company. She wouldn’t have been surprised if they tried to keep control of their product by pretending to be both supporters and critics. Easier to find the troublemakers that way, and also the biggest fans willing to pay the most money.

It didn’t really matter either way. It wasn’t as if independent sites were averse to playing ball with games companies if it meant more content for their readers. Dad was always going on about how unreliable reviewers were once they were compromised by needing the games companies patronage. You couldn’t get clicks if all the latest exclusive early peeks were on some other site, and if you pissed off the big companies with a mean review, you would be blackballed. 

So it was even more surprising when she came across Dad being interviewed on one of those sites — actually one that he criticised all the time for biased and overly-positive reviews of crappy games — with regard to his videos.

It was a print interview, so he didn’t appear and his voice wasn’t heard, but his game name was used, and it was obviously him as soon as she read the first answer.

Q: Tell me, Guildford, the game is impressively realistic, but once the novelty wears off, is there enough to keep the customer satisfied?

GU: Yes. Definitely, yes. Wandering around is impressive, as you would imagine, but it’s the interactions with the world that will surprise people. You don’t have to be a gamer to appreciate what you can do in New World that you can’t in this one. No one can tell you what to do, and you can do anything. This is what a sandbox should be.

Britta read through the whole interview. Dad said surprisingly little about the actual experience of playing. Perhaps his answers had been vetted, or maybe he just didn’t want to give people any information they could use to improve themselves. He was still a player, after all, and they were his competition.

There were also more videos by other people. These varied in style and content, some showing off the lush scenery, others focusing on nature and the weird fantasy creatures. There were players who had focused their builds on being acrobatic and agile, who managed to get into seemingly unreachable places, up mountains and on rooftops. 

The views were spectacular, the creatures unbelievable. That was maybe part of the problem. No one would believe you could really sneak up on a unicorn in a woodland glade. But someone had done it, and they had the footage to prove it. Which could easily have been faked, so proved nothing.

Everything she saw was from New World. That was the only name used, and all the videos and players interviewed came from there. How was it possible that no one was talking about the Legendary World server?

Even if APE wanted to focus on the Western server for the Western audience, could they really shut down on any attempt to talk about the other communities playing the game? Were the nerds not interested? 

It seemed very unlikely that the internet would ignore such a massive component of the game. The video of the Chinese players had already been seen, so people knew they existed. Did they think it was just another part of New World? Go far enough east and you’d find them?

What kind of power did you need to manipulate the entire internet like that? And why even bother? People would find out eventually. It didn’t make much sense.

Britta’s phone rang, which in itself was an unusual occurrence. She checked the name on the screen and got a lump in her throat. It was Lin, and while that was no cause for alarm, she couldn’t help but feel a bit nervous. She had glitched the game, after all. She could be about to be fired and lose her extremely lucrative contract. Although it was unlikely Lin would be the one to inform her of that.

“Hello?”

“Britta, hi. It’s Lin, here. How are you?” Her voice was silky smooth and supremely confident. Even if Britta managed to emulate the kind of education Lin had, she would never be able to be so suave, she was sure.

“I’m fine, thanks. Erm, how are you?”

“Wonderful. Are you busy right now? You don’t have a tutor coming over tonight?”

Britta didn’t recall ever telling Lin about her tutors, but it wasn’t that surprising that she knew about it.

“No, not tonight.”

“Excellent. I’d like to invite you to dinner. There are some things I’d like to talk to you about. Can I send a car for you in an hour?”

“Oh, ah, okay. I mean, I suppose so. I should really…”

“I’ve spoken to your mother, she’ll be joining us, if that’s alright?”

Everything was taken care of, nothing to worry about. She could tell whatever this was about, it would be handled with the utmost competence and grace.

“Yes, that sounds lovely,” said Britta, feeling at ease. “See you then.”
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                It was very odd. A few minutes talking to Lin, and Britta didn’t feel anywhere near as anxious as she had a moment ago. 

Britta’s plan was to become smart and educated and she has assumed the rest would follow — a fulfilling job, confidence, respect from the people around her. If she had expertise in a field, not just the minimum level of competence required, then people would want her services and consider her a valuable addition to their team. 

That was the theory. 

But Lin seemed to have a whole other level of engagement that could affect people around her without the need to demonstrate her accomplishments or throw her weight around.

How did she do it?

Mum was already going through her wardrobe looking for a suitable outfit when Britta went to find her.

“What about Dad?” Britta asked her.

“Oh, he doesn’t want to go.”

Britta got the feeling he hadn’t been asked, but he probably wouldn’t have wanted to go anyway. He was far too involved with his new role as worldwide media spokesman for the game.

“What kind of place is it? Do I have to dress up?” It was supposed to be a business meeting but with Lin there was the strong possibility it was going to be quite a swanky place. Going in jeans probably wasn’t a good idea.

“Wear that dress you wore for Gayle’s wedding.”

Gayle was Britta’s cousin. She had married a guy she met at university who was going bald even though he was in his early twenties. It was a superficial and shallow thing to focus on, but there wasn’t much else to do at a wedding.

“It’s a bit too… fancy, isn’t it?” The dress in question was made of brown chiffon with a cream bow on the back that made sitting down awkward. Something she didn’t realise when trying it on in the store. “And I haven’t worn it in two years. It might not even fit.”

“It’s just a business dinner,” said Mum. “Don’t worry too much about it.” She smiled encouragingly, and then pulled out her nicest black dress that she only wore when she was going to a family event where she wanted to make sure her relatives were suitably impressed.

Britta tried on the brown dress but it only made her feel self -conscious. She went through her wardrobe and realised how few clothes she had for going out. It hadn’t mattered until now since she never had anywhere to go. With all the money she now had, she really needed to get at least one outfit for a posh outing.

She liked shopping as much as any girl, but what kind of functions would she need to be prepared for? How would she know what was appropriate? It made her anxious to even think about it.

The doorbell rang and since Mum was changing and Dad was lost somewhere in cyberspace, Britta answered it. The tall driver stood there, carrying a bunch of bags. 

“You’re a bit early, aren’t you?” It had only been ten minutes since Lin’s call.

The driver held out the bags. “Miss Wu asked me to give you these.”

They were clothes from shops she’d never heard of, but the quality of the carrier bags was enough to tell her they were not cheap.

“Thanks.” Britta took them from him. “Do you want to come in?”

“I’ll wait in the car,” he said, his voice neutral and devoid of any warmth. His presence was still reassuring, but in a completely different way to Lin. Where Lin made things feel at ease because you were her equal (even though you weren’t), he made it feel like you definitely weren’t his equal, but he would take care of any problems, so there was nothing to worry about.

Britta got dressed in the clothes Lin had sent without even looking them over. If Lin thought this was appropriate, then it was. Britta was actually quite interested to see what Lin would put her in.

The dress was red and black with a floral pattern down one side. It was a very tight fit, but exactly the right size for her, which as both surprising and not surprising. It was made of satin which was very pleasant to be in.

It had a vaguely Chinese look to it, but not in a way you would be able to pinpoint. Britta looked at herself in the mirror and almost didn’t recognise herself.

Mum helped her with her hair and kept telling her how lovely she looked, which Britta didn’t really know how to deal with. Accepting the compliments would only make her feel bad when she had to return to her normal state.

The driver opened the car door for them and they set off in the luxury minivan with tinted windows and seats that would have been at home in an aeroplane.

It was a Chinese restaurant, but unlike any Britta had ever been to. Everything was red and gold, and the chandeliers sparkled like diamonds. There were a lot of people, dressed in a variety of styles, but no jeans and tee shirts.

The driver led them through the noise and colour to where Lin was seated at a large round table by herself. Even though the place was crowded, the three tables around her were all empty. She looked utterly stunning, without makeup and wearing a very simple dress that showed off her shoulders and arms, but was very conservative otherwise.

Lin greeted them with kisses (not the driver, who only received a dark look).

“Welcome. So nice to see you. Please, sit down.” 

Waiters immediately appeared and danced around them, taking orders for drinks. Britta asked for sparkling water, which seemed like a safe choice. Food had already begun to arrive without being ordered. Britta was relieved she wouldn’t have to pick anything from a menu. She felt way out of her depth.

“You look lovely,” said Lin to Britta.

“Thank you. It was nice of you to send me something to wear. I didn’t have anything, um, suitable.”

“Nonsense,” said Lin, more playful than scolding, “you could have worn whatever you pleased as long as it was something you felt comfortable in.”

It was both a fair point, and by the same token, a very unfair one. Britta would have felt uncomfortable no matter what she chose. That was the problem.

“So, I hear you’ve met with L-15,” said Lin, as they started with small balls of fish that tasted sweet at first and then salty. 

“Yes,” said Britta. “Is that unusual?”

“You’re the first player he’s ever interacted with,” said Lin. “So, yes, it is quite unusual. The others who’ve been sent to make contact with him have all failed to even meet him. And yet he searched you out. Unique might be a better word for it.”
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                Britta wasn’t sure what she was meant to say in response to Lin. It wasn’t like she had done anything impressive to attain her unique place in the game. It felt like it was just random. It could easily have been someone else who caught the attention of the game’s many AIs. 

But then again, they had tried to replicate what she had done, and not managed it. Didn’t that mean it was something specific she was doing or was capable of that no one else was? Did that mean she was special in some way? She didn’t feel very special.

The restaurant was full of life and noise. Britta looked around as she ate the food that kept coming to their table without being ordered. Many of the dishes she didn’t even recognise, but all of them were seriously delicious. 

The other people enjoying their meals were mostly Chinese. This was a high-end restaurant, Britta could tell, but the clientele didn’t seem like a stuck-up crowd. It wasn’t the sort of place where the chef produced tiny works of art for people to write articles about. Everyone here was too busy stuffing their faces. 

“This is wonderful,” said Mum. “I don’t think I’ve ever tasted Chinese food like this. Honestly, I can’t stop eating.”

“It’s the chef,” said Lin, smiling. “He is a genius. Many people have tried to tempt him back to the mainland, but he refuses. His children are all here and happy as they are, but once they are grown, I imagine he won’t be able to say no any longer. So, please, enjoy while you can.”

Unworthy thoughts flitted through Britta’s head, of a talented chef being dragged back to China against his will to serve dinner to an unscrupulous billionaire, but those ideas came from gangster movies and the like. In the real world, you just had to throw around enough money and people would eventually give in. If not immediately, then once their kids had gone off to college.

“What do you think L-15 wants from me?” asked Britta, in between bites.

“It’s hard to say. He doesn’t tell anyone what he plans to do. That is unfortunately the nature of the virtual world. Once it was decided we would let the artificial intelligences curate each region, it became necessary to allow them the space to do so. We are often as much in the dark as anyone else.”

“But why is the game so hard?” said Britta. “If they have to compete for the players’ attention, should they have made it easier, so more people would want to play.”

“Ah,” said Lin, elegantly picking up her food with chopsticks in a way that made Britta feel self-consciously gluttonous (yet unable to stop eating), “that is how many of the AI tried to arrange their systems during testing. You were part of one of those earlier simulations, I believe. What they learned was that making the game too easy appealed to players at first, but they quickly grew bored. They still continued to play, but there was no attachment to a particular world or style of play. They would basically wander off.”

“What’s wrong with that?” asked Mum.

“Nothing, really,” said Lin. “But the idea in letting the AI take control of the game’s development was to take it in a direction beyond what had previously been seen as possible. That’s where Britta’s effect was so important. It showed there were possibilities no one had considered. Even now, she is attracting AI attention like no one else.”

“Maybe they’re sending in the wrong kind of people,” said Britta.

“Every kind of person has been tried. Several thousand, but they have all failed to trigger any of the events you did. And none of them have emitted light from their bodies, either. Have there been any more occurrences like that?”

“No,” said Britta. She had tried her best not to think about the strange glowing hairs on her arms. It made her feel uncomfortable.

“There has been some talk of asking you to come in for more tests,” Lin said quietly. “But it’s been decided it would be more productive, at this stage, to let you forge your own path. For the time being.”

Ask her to come in… what did that mean? Would they make her an offer she couldn’t refuse, like with the chef? Perhaps she should adopt a couple of kids and use her family as an excuse

“I’m not sure I trust L-15,” said Britta.

There was a pause as Lin bit into something green and curly. She dabbed her mouth with a napkin. “No, you probably shouldn’t.”

“I shouldn’t?” That wasn’t what Britta had expected her to say. “Doesn’t he work for you?”

“Independence comes at a price,” said Lin. “After it was discovered that making the game easy wasn’t a valid long-term strategy, the next obvious approach was to make it balanced. You work hard, you gain abilities, you face harder challenges, you grow stronger. A linear and rewarding approach.”

“And what was wrong with that?” asked Britta. Clearly, they had not kept to that line, either.

“Nothing. But it led to an equivalence in the system. Everything settled into a static impasse. Frankly, it was no different to any other game — meaningless.”

“You expected something more?” said Britta.

“Exactly. The point of allowing the AI so much freedom was for them to innovate, to go where no human mind could reach. They were set up in competition with each other and given limited resources to fight over. In order to succeed, they had to ensure the failure of others. It was deemed the only way to see true progression.”

It didn’t sound like progress to Britta, it sounded like business.

“I still don’t see what that’s got to do with me,” she said.

“No, I don’t either, to be honest with you,” said Lin, smiling. “But it is becoming clear that you are important in this process. And as such, interest in you has increased. I am hearing more and more that you should be… guided.”

“They want to tell me what to do?”

“Yes. And then there are those who believe you should be allowed to do as you please, given the same latitude as the AI. The people who think they know what’s best for you have not achieved a fraction of what you have, so why would their involvement be a good thing?”

“And what do you think?” Britta asked her.

“I think you should talk to L-15. If you can get him on your side, no one will be able to tell you what to do.”
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                “You really think that’s a good idea?” said Mum. “From what you’ve said, it seems like this L-15 person intends to use whatever method is the most convenient to get what they want. Do morals even figure into their programming?”

After not having said very much so far, Britta was a little taken aback by Mum’s sudden forthrightness. Clearly, she had been paying attention. Her questions were all on point.

“They are bound by certain limitations,” said Lin, “but it’s hard to define morality for people, let alone a computer. In a world where death is a temporary state, and objects are infinitely reproducible, how do you teach someone not to kill or steal?”

“That is terrifying,” said Mum. “Please tell me these AIs won’t be allowed to operate in this world. I can only imagine the harm they would do in the name of progress.”

Mum sounded like Dad when he talked about the future of mankind under an evil robot overlord, which he did quite regularly.

“I agree,” said Lin. “It would be extremely dangerous, but that doesn’t mean someone won’t make it happen.” She sighed. “I’m sorry, I don’t have the kind of influence or power to stop these things from happening. If it’s any consolation, it’s still some way off before there’s any chance of it becoming a reality.”

Mum put down her chopsticks and looked like she’d lost her appetite. Then a new selection of dishes arrived and she picked them up again.

“So the idea is to let the AI fight it out so that they push the limits of what’s possible to their extreme, and we discover something new and amazing that the normal human brain would never be able to think of?” asked Britta.

“I suppose that’s one way of looking at it,” said Lin. “I don’t know where we’ll end up, but I’m sure you can see the possibilities. The greatest advancements come at times of war.”

“The greatest casualties, too,” said Mum.

“Very true,” said Lin. 

Britta looked around the restaurant again. She noticed the driver sitting at one of the tables, partly hidden in shadows even though the place was ablaze with lights, alone with a single plate of boiled potatoes. Even if he was on some kind of special diet, potatoes weren’t considered that healthy. Maybe they weren’t potatoes.

“Why am I really here?” Britta said. 

Lin stopped delicately dipping a tiny dumpling in sauce and looked up at Britta through large brown eyes. “You think I have an ulterior motive?”

“No, I think you have one motive,” said Britta, “I just don’t know what it is.”

Lin sat back, straightening her back and looking even more regal than before. She was Britta’s idea of a princess made real. It was almost laughable that Britta aspired to be more like her. She would need to change everything about herself to get anywhere close, probably twice over.

“The truth is, I believe you are more important than anyone has realised. They are aware that you are special, but only up to a point. You are still a player, just one who has slipped in through a specific opening, and they believe they only need to find that same opening to be able to follow you.”

“And you don’t think that’s true?” asked Britta.

“No. I think you can make openings wherever you choose. That is the thing that’s special about you. You.”

Britta wasn’t sure if she should take that as a compliment or not. Wasn’t it another way of saying it had nothing to do with her, it was just a passive effect she wasn’t really controlling? Like a pretty girl who was born beautiful, and got everything she wanted without even trying because of it.

Only, Britta wasn’t beautiful, and she didn’t get what she wanted. People were just waiting to see what use to them she could be. 

But then, didn’t pretty girls have the same problem?

“I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do,” said Britta. “The more aware people become of me, the more they’re going to want to take control of what I can do.” She could see herself being dragged off to be tested on. She’d already felt that kind of interest when she’d met with President Wu. His daughter probably wasn’t all that different. “What do you think I should do?”

“I think,” said Lin, “that you’re very smart. You can see the potential for attracting the wrong kind of attention, and you’ve kept a low profile, as far as you’ve been able. I suspect you plan to leave the game as soon as you find yourself in a position you aren’t comfortable with.”

“Isn’t that what anyone would do?” asked Mum.

“No,” said Lin. “Most people in Britta situation would cling on and try to make a deal that benefited them. They would, of course, be tricked into thinking that’s what they had achieved, while being stripped of all control over their own actions.” She began eating again as though what she’d just said wasn’t a horrifying representation of the world. 

“I’m not going to let that happen,” said Britta. She didn’t really know how she’d be able to live up to those words, but she felt saying them out loud was the first step.

“I believe you,” said Lin. “But I think it will be hard, assuming things continue the way they are going. You could just reduce your activity in the game to the bare minimum and hope events proceed in a manner that leaves you as a minor anomaly no one really has time to investigate, but I doubt that will be possible now that the AI themselves have expressed an interest in you.”

“They’ll force me to play?”

“They’ll… do something. And I don’t think that’s anything to be too worried about. You have proved yourself more than capable of standing toe to toe with them. What you need to be careful of is having to fight on too many fronts at once. You need someone to watch your back. Allies.”

“You want me to make friends?” Now she really was asking too much.

“At least one or two. Which is why I’d like you to consider forming a party. With me.”
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                “When you say you want to party with me,” said Britta, “what exactly would we do?”

“Whatever you want,” said Lin. “I don’t expect you to change the way you play the game, it would just mean I would be there to watch your back, and to make sure none of the AI used their power… unfairly.”

Britta didn’t know what to make of Lin’s offer to party-up. It was completely unexpected and she wasn’t even sure what being in a party with Lin entailed. They would travel around together having adventures? 

“That does sound like it might be a good idea,” said Mum. “What do you think, Britta?”

Britta took a moment to eat something so she had a moment to think. Did she need a companion? She had managed alright so far on her own. Fighting monsters and crawling through dungeons weren’t the sorts of activities she spent much of her time on. And even when she did, other people tended to be more of a hindrance than a help.

Lin wasn’t a normal player, though. She wasn’t going to try and cheat Britta out of loot or compete against her to claim special items. She also had a lot of influence on the people running the game.

 On the surface, it was a perfectly reasonable idea. The problem Britta currently faced wasn’t from players or monsters, it was the game’s AIs trying to use her to their own personal ends. 

Up until now, they had more or less ignored her and did as they pleased, but things had changed recently. Britta’s effect on the game had become more pronounced, and therefore more noticeable. If they started to think of her as a component of the game they could use to their advantage, it would make things much more difficult for her. 

It would be hard to pop in and out of the game if they considered her a tool.

If Lin’s presence encouraged them to leave her alone, that could only be a good thing.

“But aren’t you too busy?” said Britta. 

“No, it’s fine,” said Lin. “It’s not like you spend every waking moment in-game. I can arrange my schedule to match yours, as long as you give me a little prior notice before you plan to log in.”

Lin was right, Britta didn’t spend a lot of time in the game. In fact, she had gone out of her way to keep her playing time at a minimum. 

“Sometimes, though, I do end up spending a few hours in there. Would you be able to stay with me? You don’t have anywhere you need to go?” 

She was making it sound like Lin had to be a hopeless shut-in to be making such an offer, which clearly wasn’t the case, but it was hard to imagine why she would want to spend so much time following Britta around.

It wasn’t like Britta’s time in New World had been a wild ride full of excitement and cinematic escapades. In fact, the thought of having someone along to witness how dull her ‘escapades’ were made her feel mildly uncomfortable. 

“I have all the time I need to do whatever I want,” said Lin. She didn’t make it sound like she was lonely or desperate for something to do. On the contrary, she somehow managed to reduce all activities to the same level of importance. The only thing that differentiated them was whether she felt inclined to grace them with her presence.

“And you’d be my bodyguard?”

“No, no,” said Lin. “I don’t think you need my help like that.”

“But didn’t you say your game character was immortal?”

“No, not immortal. I can’t be killed or harmed, and I have some special powers that make me rather formidable in a fight, but I wouldn’t say I was immortal.”

It sounded like she was close to it, but there was no point arguing over semantics. Not when the immortal was on your side. 

“What class are you? A fighter?”

“Yes,” said Lin like she wasn’t really. “A fencer. And an archer. And a healer.”

“A fighter-ranger-cleric? You’re three classes?” Britta had never heard of that before. Dual class characters were quite common, but triple class? “And you think you’d be allowed to party with me? Wouldn’t it be a bit unfair?”

“Under normal circumstances, I would say yes, but the beauty of this situation is that you are already not allowed to participate in the game as a normal player, just as I am not. You are probably the only person I could party up with, other than members of my family.” She pulled a sour face. “And I wouldn’t want to do that.”

On the surface, it seemed a very small adjustment that could have lots of benefits. It wasn’t like Britta would be losing anything, not even her privacy. The people at APE already watched everything she did, and Lin had seen most of the videos. She knew what she’d be getting herself into.

Lin had the additional advantage of being familiar with both servers, and her knowledge of the Legendary World in particular could prove to be very helpful. 

But, there was something about her offer, how casual she was being about it, that seemed a little off. Was she really that bored?

“I can assure you I have no interest in trying to guide you in any particular direction. You would be the one to make all the decisions.”

“Oh, yes,” said Britta. “I didn’t think anything like that.”

Britta was well aware of her tendency to assume the worst in, especially when people were trying to be helpful. Her general lack of trust had always proved well-founded, but Lin had no reason to lie.

And yet, the nagging feeling was hard to ignore. 

Britta decided she wouldn’t ignore it, she would just bury it. No point letting Lin know how she felt. It would be rude and awkward. No, she would just be wary, but in a subtle way.

“You’re suspicious,” said Lin.

“Who, me? Why would I—I mean no, of course not. I was just, um, you know, thinking how lucky I was that you would want to hang out with me. I’m not usually very lucky, at all. If ever, so...”

Lin just stared at her, not believing a word. But not in a mean way, more like a slightly amused lioness waiting for her dinner to stop twitching. 

“Britta!” said Mum, her tone carrying a mild rebuke. “There’s no need to jump to any unnecessary conclusions. Lin’s just trying to help.”

Britta wasn’t being told off for her suspicions being baseless, it was more to do with manners. It wasn’t proper to accuse your host of being underhanded and sneaky at the dinner table, especially when they were paying the bill

“Sorry,” said Britta. “I didn’t mean…”

“It’s perfectly fine,” said Lin, smiling kindly. “You are absolutely correct to question my motives. Very sensible. You have no way of knowing if I am truly trying to help you, or if I’m working towards some ulterior motive. And to be honest with you,” she leaned across the table towards Britta, “I do see this as a way for me to advance my own agenda.”

Britta was shocked. Had Lin just admitted she was using her?
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                Lin put a finger to her lips to indicate Britta shouldn’t say anything. With her other hand, she skewered a chunk of tofu on the end of a single chopstick, which she raised until it was pointing straight up like a little white flag. Then she looked past Britta, towards the table where the driver was seated. She waved the chopstick from side to side.

Britta turned to look. The driver had bent down to do something under the table; he sat up again. 

Nothing else seemed to have changed. The other customers were carrying on enjoying their meals, chatting away as waiters bustled around them. Britta turned to face Lin with a questioning look. 

“It would be best if our conversation wasn’t overheard,” said Lin. “Not that we are necessarily being monitored, but you can never be too careful.”

“He’s using some kind of jamming device?” Britta asked. It sounded ridiculous, like she was in some kind of spy movie where people had high-tech gadgets and guns. Although, Lin did have come very high-tech gadgets, Britta had seen them. But she didn’t have a gun. Did she?

“Something of that nature,” said Lin. “It’s very hard to be completely secure, there are ways around every precaution, but this restaurant is one of the few places in the city that has been made difficult to observe. Not for my benefit, but that doesn’t mean I can’t take advantage of this building’s special structural features.”

From outside, the restaurant had looked like any other building in the centre of London but apparently this place had been turned into a secure location of some sort. She wondered what kinds of deals had been made here, away from prying eyes and ears.

“As I was saying,” continued Lin, “I don’t deny my own personal interest in this matter. I hope to improve my position within our company by proving myself effective in the management of this game that I have no doubt will soon dominate our culture. It may seem like a rather expensive leisure activity at the moment, but that will soon change. And, to be perfectly frank, I think I can learn a thing or two by spending some time with you, in the game. I want to understand it the way you do. No one else can teach me what you can.”

Britta listened, tried her best to understand what Lin was saying, and also tried to work out what she was really saying. 

She wanted to improve her standing inside her father’s company. Wasn’t she already a key person within it? Did her being a girl make a difference? Her sisters were relegated to second-class inheritors of the enormous wealth and fortune her family controlled, perhaps? But wasn’t that still a phenomenal amount of money? How much money did you need once you had billions?

“How many brothers and sisters do you have?” Britta looked at Mum to make sure she wasn’t overstepping the bounds of good manners. “If you don’t mind me asking,” she added, just in case.

“Not at all,” said Lin. “I have seven sisters and three brothers. I am the second youngest. So, as you would imagine, I am quite far down the pecking order.” 

“And you think hanging out with me will help?” It was hard to keep the disbelief out of her voice. Even if the game was important enough to win Lin some brownie points, partying with Britta was unlikely to provide many opportunities for Lin to prove herself.

“I think, it will be an interesting adventure,” said Lin. “I’m not used to doing things somebody else’s way. My only role would be to make sure you weren’t unduly molested by the AI.”

“You think L-15 wouldn’t want to oppose you?”

“I believe,” said Lin, “he would be wary of attracting that kind of attention. Although we pit the AI against each other to identify the best of them, we also reserve the right to eliminate those deemed to have taken a less than desirable path to reach dominance. There are some ways of winning that aren’t acceptable.”

Britta took that to mean ways that threatened the dominance of the game’s true rulers. The AI were meant to make the game attractive to the customers, but they were still working for their creators.

“So, you would just go where I go and make sure we were left… unmolested.”

“Exactly.” Lin smiled and raised her chopstick again.

Britta looked around again. The driver had disappeared under the table once more.

“Are we back on the grid?” asked Britta.

“Yes. It isn’t wise to be invisible for too long. A dead spot can stand out even more than a highlighted one.”

“What do you think?” said Mum, who Britta could tell had been listening intently. “I quite like the idea of you having someone to watch over you.”

Britta understood the parental enthusiasm for keeping a child under observation. Mum liked Lin, Britta knew that. Britta liked her, too. And even if she had other reasons for wanting to do this that she hadn’t mentioned, there was no reason to think it would cause problems for Britta. She only wanted to pass her twelve minutes as comfortably as possible. She had other things to do.

“Okay,” said Britta. “I think we could try it. As long as you don’t mind doing things my way.”

“Of course,” said Lin. 

“It might be a bit boring.”

“Not at all. You forget, I’ve been watching your feed for some time now. Frankly, I get quite impatient when I’m waiting for the next instalment to arrive. Sometimes you don’t do very much, but other times it’s better than a movie.”

“Really?” said Britta. “You enjoy watching me?”

“Oh, yes,” said Lin. “I can’t believe I’m finally going to get to play with you.” She sounded quite excited about the prospect. Britta was baffled.

Was it a good idea to party up with Lin? It was hard to say. 

It couldn’t hurt, Britta decided, to try it out and see how it went. There was no reason it had to be permanent, and L-15 was definitely the bigger issue.

When you were faced with more than one problem, it was better to take care of the most pressing one first. 

Then again, when you were distracted by a big problem, it gave the smaller ones a chance to sneak up on you without being noticed.

It was all very confusing. Britta had to remind herself it was just a game and none of it mattered. Not to her, anyway.

The rest of the dinner was very pleasant. After stuffing her face without stopping for about an hour, Britta suddenly felt very full and the minor complications of a video game didn’t seem all that important. They said their goodbyes and Britta and Mum waddled back to the car.
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                At home, Britta lay on her bed, waiting for her body to digest enough of the food in her body to enable her to start moving again. She’d probably have to wait until morning. 

She had just about enough energy to browse the internet for any news of the game’s imminent second-wave of sign-ups, but not enough energy to actually get up and go over to her desk. 

“Can you turn on and open the browser,” she called out to the laptop. “Hello? Computer on!” She sounded like Dad now, play-acting like he was on the bridge of a starship. 

The computer screen came on. The future wasn’t so far away, anymore.

It wasn’t easy seeing the screen from where she was lying, certainly not enough to be able to read the text. The computer could always read it for her. 

“Are there any new videos to do with New World?” she asked.

“In the last twenty-four hours, there have been... one thousand and fifty-seven videos uploaded with 0.5 or greater relevance to New World, the new experience in gaming from APE studios,” said the laptop in perfect ad-speak. 

“Any videos about Legendary World, the Chinese version of New World?”

“No,” said the computer without pausing to calculate anything.

“Oh. Okay.” If anyone could dig up some obscure site about the Chinese version of the game, it would be her laptop. Would it lie to her? It would if it had been told to. Britta felt a bit silly being so paranoid. “Of the thousand and whatever videos—”

“One thousand and fifty-seven.”

“Yes, and fifty-seven.” Things really were starting to escalate. “Of those, what’s the most viewed video that I haven’t seen?”

“That would be ‘The New World Experience,” said the laptop.

“Is that the name of the video?” 

“That is the name of the show. It is a daily broadcast of everything new in New World. Tips and tricks, interviews with—”

“Okay, okay, I get it.” The laptop had a tendency to treat all publicity as good publicity, which it certainly wasn’t when you were on the receiving end and had to sit through endless guff. “Please play the latest episode.”

The screen changed, a new window opened and a video started to play. The music was comprised of the usual thumping beats that every video used to imply an exciting time was ahead. Britta doubted the BPM’s veracity. Graphics whizzed around the screen, suggesting more of the same. High quality graphics were the easiest thing to create for your video these days. It meant nothing. 

An attractive young man with hair so lush and glossy it made Britta’s heart hurt appeared, smiling and waving. 

“Hey, guys,” he cheerfully called out. “I’m Andy, and welcome to another New World Experience. Yaaay!” He was cheering himself with his arms raised.

It was hard to tell what kind of show it was. He was standing in front of a green screen showing what looked like an aerial view of New World, but Andy and his hair were standing in the way, so it was hard to be sure. 

“With me, making sure things don’t get too cra-a-a-zy, is Miranda. Hey, Miranda.”

“Hey, Andy,” said the girl jumping into shot. Hey, guys!” She waved at the screen. 
She was a pretty girl, but not too pretty. She was a bit too short to be a model, and her features weren’t quite perfect enough, either. And she wasn’t blonde. Or brunette. Her hair was blue because she was cool. 

Britta could feel her teeth trying to grind together, but she forced her jaws apart. These kinds of people were the reason she didn’t like watching internet videos. 

All the fake bonhomie and coolness was irritating. She didn’t mind if people enjoyed this as entertainment — they were allowed to do whatever they wanted — but Britta had no interest in being exposed to it. Even if they were about to reveal the secrets of New World and explain how to easily level up and find cool gear. Not worth.

“Can you—” She was about to ask the laptop to turn the video off, and if possible delete it from the internet, when the image changed from that of two hip kids spewing nonsense through their permanent smiles, to that of a grown man. 

It was an interview. Britta had missed the intro, had no idea what they’d said this was about, but she recognised the interviewee, even with the odd outfit. It was her father.

Dad was dressed as his character. Guildford Underpass made flesh, or rather, made cardboard. He had a fake moustache and a cardboard helmet balanced on his head. He appeared to be talking to them over the internet, which likely meant he had done the interview from home. 

“And tell us, Guildford,” said Andy, chirpy and impossibly enthusiastic, “as an expert player, what advice have you got for the new players who will be starting soon?”

“No advice,” said Dad, in a gruff voice that sounded slightly Scottish, but with a speech impediment. It was his Sean Connery impression. Britta’s face was burning hot. 

“How many views has this video got?” asked Britta.

“Seventeen million, four hundred—”

Britta didn’t hear the rest of the number as she watched the nervous presenter. “You don’t have any advice? Haha, sorry, I thought you were here to—”

 I’m here to warn them.”

“Oh, really?” Andy’s eyes had a stricken look. Dad was going off script. “And what, er, what’s that?”

“This isn’t just a game. It isn’t a place to kill monsters for fun. You won’t be able to beat most of the creatures you meet. You won’t last long if you try to fight your way to the top. But….” He leaned into the camera, looking intense, his moustache about to fall off. “There is a secret place you can go where the ultimate power can be yours.”

“Yes?” said Andy. “Where is this place?”

“There’s an abandoned ranch outside Quosada with an old well…”

“Turn it off,” said Britta. She sighed. He was going to troll millions of people, and he was going to claim it as some kind of world record.

Britta went to sleep. Maybe when she woke up it would turn out to be a dream and Dad hadn’t cosplayed as his own game character and appeared on the internet. 
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                The next morning, Britta left for school early so she wouldn’t have to face Dad. Mum would have told him what had happened at the dinner with Lin, and he would probably have something to say about it, but she wasn’t in the mood to talk to him right now. 

She was just glad that no one knew Guildford Underpass was related to her, until she remembered there actually were a few people who did know, and they all went to her school.

There wasn’t much she could do about it, so she decided to keep her head down and hope they hadn’t been part of the seventeen million viewers.

Hopefully, the people in question were far too excited about their own role in the future of the game to worry about what Dad was telling them to do.

People were even beginning to notice that Lewis, Rick, Lucas and Toby were hanging out together. The four of them had never even been seen in the same room before, and now they were laughing and chatting all over the school. Even more shockingly, Rick was the one holding court. 

Britta considered it a good thing. Not because it meant no more bullying for Rick, but because it meant no one would be thinking about her. She went home after a day of being ignored, just like old times. She much preferred it that way.

At home, she got changed and did her homework. She had thought over the situation with Lin, trying to work out if she had made the right choice. Obviously, she wouldn’t know until she actually logged in, which she had to in a few hours, but that didn’t stop her fretting over it.

Putting her nose in some books helped. She could take her mind off it using schoolwork. She had her physics tutor coming as well, so she was kept busy for the next few hours.

After the tutor left, she had dinner with Mum. Dad was off doing something very important in the game, which was probably for the best.

Britta went up to her room and texted Lin to let her know she was about to log in. Lin responded almost immediately and Britta lay down and put her helmet on.

They had agreed to meet at the church in Quosada. Britta didn’t want to get spotted in Shona again, and there was no need to go there right now. She did still need to go to the Institute for Magic to earn the skill points she needed, but that idea wasn’t so pressing now that Lin was going to be acting as her bodyguard.

Not exactly a bodyguard, but someone who would prevent anything bad happening to her.

The Church of Roha was very quiet and empty. Britta walked through the chapel and opened the doors. There was a woman standing on the steps; her name tag said her name was Loreli. Britta knew it was Lin even from behind.

The most striking thing about Lin was her gear. She was kitted out in a manner not even the Chinese team could rival. Britta had seen what kinds of fashion outfits were available in the cash shop, and there was nothing this fancy, not even close. This was full-on armour that covered her body in interlocking metal plates, but rather than being stiff and awkward, it was sleek and form-fitting, showing off Lin’s physique.

Normally, female warriors in fantasy settings wore very little and had huge bosoms barely contained by their metallic bras (metallic for protection, obviously). It was the kind of juvenile male idea of what a fighting woman should look like. Superheroes tended to be built along the same lines — even when they were fully clothed, the proportions were exaggerated to a stupid degree. 

No matter how empowered they might claim to be making women with all the punching and fighting, in the end the pictures were worth more than a thousand hypocritical words.

Looking at Lin, though, there was absolutely nothing masculine about her. The outline of her body was very clearly visible. She didn’t have huge boobs, her legs weren’t endless, her lips weren’t all puffy and seductive. This wasn’t her real body, of course, but it seemed about the same size, and there was no mistaking the stance. That was how Lin stood in real life, like a ballerina about to do a thousand effortless twirls. 

She had two slim swords on her hips and a bow strapped to her back. And on her head she wore a thin scarf that looked like she had tossed it around her neck and somehow it had swirled into the perfect shape to frame her face and cover her long black hair. She just needed a pair of dark glasses and a big fan to blow her hair and scarf back, and the cover of Vogue would be hers.

Britta looked Lin up and down, shaking her head. “You can’t dress like that.”

“Ah, there you are. You don’t like my look?” The face wasn’t exactly the same — her character was an elf, for a start — but the main features were very similar, apart from the pointy ears.

“No, I don’t. I prefer to be inconspicuous. You’re already attracting too much attention.” Britta nodded towards the street. People were passing by, all of their necks turned at ninety degrees to the direction they were walking in as they checked out the superstar player outside the church. They certainly weren’t looking at Britta. 

“It’s so peaceful and relaxed here,” said Lin.

It didn’t seem that relaxed, although she could see fewer players than she was used to among the crowd. Had everyone moved on to the city?

“Let’s go inside for a minute,” said Britta.

“Oh, alright,” said Lin as she followed Britta back into the church. “You know, even if I attract attention, it might warn people off. Stop them from making trouble for us.”

“No,” said Britta. “It would only make more trouble. You have to change into something more… less.”

“More less?”

“Exactly.”

“Or we could just ignore them.”

“I would rather they ignored us,” said Britta.

Lin looked down at herself and pulled a face. “I suppose I could tone it down a bit. I thought it looked pretty.” She moved her arms up and down, and the silver surface reflected a variety of colours, like it was made of mother of pearl.

“That’s even worse,” said Britta. “Didn’t you say you were still Level 1?”

“That’s right,” said Lin.

“Don’t you have the beginner’s outfit you started with?”

“I started with this.”

“How much health do you have?”

“Infinite.”

Britta wasn’t sure she’d heard right. “You have infinite HP? Does that mean you can’t be hurt, or that you can be hurt forever?”

“I don’t take damage. From anything.”

Here was a character who was even more OP than the AI. Obviously, a player with infinite health couldn’t be allowed to interact with normal players. Just like Britta couldn’t.

“If you can’t be hurt, you don’t need armour. Just buy something basic from the Player’s Market.”

“Alright,” said Lin. She was being very cooperative and letting Britta make all the decisions, like she said she would. How long would that last? Britta wondered.
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                Lin opened her status screen and browsed through what the cash shop had to offer. “Hmmm, nothing really pleases me.”

“Just choose something plain and ugly,” said Britta. “Think of it as a disguise.”

It was odd talking to Lin as an equal. Britta would never have spoken to her like this in the real world, but here it seemed okay. Why was that?

Lin flicked through the pages of outfits you could buy for real money, her bottom lip sticking out. Britta would have thought shopping would be one of Lin’s superpowers, but she probably wasn’t used to this end of the market. The most expensive thing in the shop only cost a few hundred pounds. Small change to someone like Lin.

Britta opened the cash shop on her own screen to see what would be suitable.

“What about this one?” said Lin.

“I can’t see it,” said Britta.

“Of course. Second page, third from the right.”

Britta followed the directions to a gown with a multi-layered skirt. 

“It looks a bit impractical,” said Britta.

“Yes, maybe,” said Lin. “It’s more the colour. A bit more subdued.”

“It says it’s champagne,” said Britta. 

“It’s sort of brown.”

“Sort of brown with golden sparkles. How about first page, bottom row, first on the left? That’s more the kind of brown that’ll go unnoticed.”

Lin took a moment to find it. “Really? It looks like a sack with holes for arms and legs.”

“The colour goes really well with your eyes.”

Lin didn’t look convinced, but she agreed to try it. Along with a few others. A few moments later a delivery boy came charging into the church with a stack of packages. Followed by three more. They handed them to Lin and ran off. 

Lin went into one of the small rooms to get changed. When she emerged, she was wearing her hessian sack dress. Somehow she looked even more eye-catching than before.

She had more skin showing, with her arms and legs exposed. And without the tightly fitting armour, her chest seemed to have doubled in size.

“I’m not a fan,” said Lin. “But if you think this would be better…” She turned around. The view from behind would get them followed everywhere they went.

“Maybe try one of the others?”

The third outfit she tried, a green and brown trousers and jacket ensemble, seemed to be the least objectionable for both party members. It didn’t fit her all that well, which helped.

When they finally emerged from the church, Lin attracted no looks from the passers-by. Her boring outfit made her look like a shapeless sack of potatoes.

“No one even knows I exist, now,” said Lin as she watched the town’s population go about their business.

“Perfect,” said Britta. She checked her status screen. “I’ve been here more than twelve minutes.”

“Oh, you’re going to log out?”

“Is that okay?” said Britta. 

“No, that’s fine. However you want to do this is fine.” Lin looked disappointed, but she was keeping to her promise. Britta made the calls. 

“Actually, before I log out, I just want to try visiting the Legendary World. I haven’t been there on my own yet.”

“Okay.” Lin’s eyes perked up, although her voice was calm and disinterested, like she didn’t really care. It was a good trick, if you couldn’t see her face.

Britta checked her save points and selected the Holy Temple, which was the save point in the city of Shangri-la. Lin did the same.

“Ready?” said Britta. This would be the first test to see if L-15 had anything nefarious waiting for Britta. Would she be able to come and go freely as she’d been promised?

“If anything strange happens,” said Lin, “if we get split up, just contact me on the party chat.”

Britta nodded. She logged out. It would be a lot easier to move around once she unlocked her unlimited Teleport ability, but first she wanted to know if there was going to be an issue. This was the perfect opportunity to find out.

Britta was prepared to find herself in some weird place, but she spawned inside a large temple. It was huge, small tiles of various shades of blue covered the floors, walls and ceiling. Only the columns were white, rising into a blue dome.

A flash of light to her left revealed Lin.

More flashes of light around her drew her attention. Every time they faded, a player appeared in the room. As soon as they materialised, they ran towards one of the numerous exits. There was a large open archway in every direction and nothing to suggest time was of the essence, but everyone seemed very keen to get going.

She turned to Lin. “Why are they all in a rush? Is something happening?”

“No, I don’t believe so,” said Lin. “Things just move quicker here.”

It had seemed a bit more frantic here compared to New World, but that was when she had watched from up in the Jade Palace. Down here the pace was almost breathless. 

At least that meant people would be far too busy to bother with a small gnome wandering about. They had no interest in her now, that was for sure. Her fear that something might be waiting to pounce on her was unfounded, which was a relief. All that fretting over nothing.

“Let’s have a look outside,” said Britta. 

Lin nodded and they turned towards the nearest exit. As they walked towards it, a large figure appeared in the doorway, nearly filling it. A warrior of some kind.

People began screaming and pointing, but whatever they were calling out, it was in Chinese.

“What are they saying?” said Britta.

“Demon beast,” said Lin, her hands on her weapons. “They are quite common here, but not usually in the city, and not usually this big.”

As the figure entered the temple, its face became visible, a mixture of gorilla and bull. People fled in all directions, panicking and yelling, pushing each other out of the way in their desperate attempt to get away. They needn’t have bothered. The demon headed directly for Britta at a steady pace, its hand behind its back.

“I think he may be here for you,” said Lin, drawing her swords with a smooth motion. She prepared to leap into action. “Don’t worry, I’ll—”

“You can put those away,” said Britta. “That isn’t a demon beast. That’s L-15.”

“It is?” Lin hesitated and looked more closely. “How can you tell?” 

The demon beast paused. “Yes, how can you tell?” he said in a whispery voice.

“It is him!” Lin lowered her swords. “What are you doing?” Her voice was like the real world Lin’s, full of commanding certainty with an edge of dismissive superiority.

“I thought it would be interesting to see how the gnome would react to an overwhelming threat,” said the demon. “I wasn’t going to harm anyone. What gave me away?”

Britta shrugged. “You sort of moved like you. It’s a thing I’ve noticed about all the AI I’ve met. You all try to hold onto your mannerisms as much as possible so you can feel like you have a real personality. I don’t think it’s necessary, it’s not like we’re consistent with how we act, but I assume it makes you feel less insecure about not being human.”

The demon looked down on her without saying anything, snorted. “I see.” He transformed into his human form, an old man with a long beard, the armour changing into a flowing robe. “I wasn’t sure you would come back. You plan to tour the city?”

Britta checked her status screen. “I don’t have a lot of time. Maybe a quick look.”

“And you?” L-15 said to Lin. “You’re here as her guardian?”

“Something like that,” said Lin.

“May I join you?”

Britta looked the AI up and down, shaking her head. “Not dressed like that.”

“Why not?”

“Tell him.”

“You’ll attract too much attention,” said Lin. “We prefer to be inconspicuous.”

“What should I wear?” asked L-15.

“Don’t worry,” said Lin. “I have just the outfit. It will go really well with your eyes.”
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                L-15, the Chinese AI who was a god-like being in the game, was a very polite and demure host. Which was unexpected. Which was also quite suspicious.

He led Britta and Lin through the streets of Shangri-la, capital city of the Legendary World, pointing out major player landmarks: the Adventurer’s Guild; the bank; the battle arena and so on. These were all venues that could be found in Shona-by-the-sea, and probably every other city, but here everything seemed bigger and flashier. The colours were more gaudy, the noise was relentless and everything that looked interesting had a large crowd around it. Everything was in use here, all the time. 

Players rushed around them as they casually strolled through the streets. There was a constant buzz of talk from every direction, some casual conversation, some threats, some jokes. It was all in Chinese, so Britta had no idea what was being said.

“How do I learn the language?” she asked. “Is there a translation option in the menu?”

L-15 stopped and people flowed around them like they were a boulder in a river. 

“In the world you were born into, would you not learn the language you wish to speak?” He sounded like he was mildly rebuking her for wanting to avoid putting in the required effort, which was ridiculous.

“No,” said Britta. “I would use a device to translate for me. There are some quite advanced ones available now. Did you not know?”

There was a slight flicker in one eyebrow. “Of course. But such technology isn’t available here.”

“Magic is, though,” said Britta. “Seems unnecessarily restrictive not to allow people to communicate, like you don’t want them to get on and find common ground so they don’t swap servers so easily. I’m sure the other AI do the same, thinking it will protect them, but it’s only useful if people don’t default to a single language for convenience. Usually English, right? You know, because of music. They dub movies and translate books, but everyone learns the words to a catchy song, and our songs get the most play. But even the foreign pop songs stick in words like ‘Baby’ and ‘Hey, girl’ and stuff. English speaking servers will end up having an advantage if you keep people confined to only what they know already or are willing to learn, I would bet. 

There was no response and Britta suddenly felt she had been talking a lot. She turned and looked up at L-15. He had a weird look on his face, like he’d swallowed his gum.

“Interesting,” he said. “But you are correct, there is a hidden option that has not yet been implemented fully yet. I will make it active for you.”

He didn’t make any movements or voice a command, but the sounds around Britta changed to English. It was still hard to make out what was being said, but now it was the general cacophony that was the problem.

Last time they had met, L-15 had been somewhat offhand with her. He had left her to take care of herself. Now he was all attentive and almost deferential. What had changed?

He was treating Britta like she was an honoured guest, someone wise and admirable. Anyone else might have been flattered, or possibly feel vindicated. Nothing puffs up your chest like others treating you like you matter.

But Britta had grown up around girls. Mean ones. She had been exposed to the vagaries of female manipulation in all its many forms, and she recognised this variant. She had done something that made L-15 think she might be of use to him. His way to win her over was to treat her like he considered her his equal. Which she clearly wasn’t.

When someone more powerful than you — or more popular than you — started treating you like they took everything you said seriously, nodding and making agreeing sounds whenever you spoke, it only meant one thing. They were buttering you up to the point where they felt confident they could ask you for a favour.

“Thank you,” said Britta as they returned to the Holy Temple having completed a circuit of the main square. “I like it here.”

People — NPCs and player, alike — continued to rush around. Most people were dressed like peasants. Occasionally, a geared player would pass by, decked out like a Christmas tree.

“There is much more to see and do here in Shangri-la,” said L-15, sounding like a tourist guide. “You have only scratched the surface.”

Shouting started across the street, which turned into what sounded like a scuffle, followed by wild cheering. It was impossible to guess what was going on over there 

“It’s very noisy,” said Britta, shouting a little even though she was sure L-15 could hear every word she said even if she whispered. “And crowded. Couldn’t you make it bigger to fit all the people in?”

L-15 nodded like she had made a very insightful observation. “That is correct, the dimensions of the city could easily be changed. But the effect on the players would be to make them more relaxed and less industrious. I cannot directly influence what they want to do—”

“But you can make sure they do it quickly,” said Britta.

There was a momentary pause before L-15 responded with a nod that was almost a bow. He might have actually meant it this time. But this was no time to be patting herself on the back. She had fallen into that trap enough times to know better.

“Is something wrong?” asked Lin.

“No, no,” said Britta. “Just thinking about getting back. I still have some work to do for school.”

“If I might ask,” said L-15, courteous to a fault, “you travelled here from New World, yes?”

Britta nodded. “That’s right.”

“You are able to travel between the two worlds freely?”

“Pretty much. I had to make a few changes in my options screen.”

“I see,” said L-15. “Good. That is what I wanted to make sure of. Sometimes players have issues when they switch. Options can get locked out, settings get returned to default. I didn’t want that to be the case. Please alert me if you run into anything like that.”

“I will, thank you.” Britta’s interpretation of the kind offer of help was that L-15 hadn’t expected her to be able to switch between servers so easily, either because other players had difficulty with it, or because he had tried to prevent it.

“I’ve never had any trouble switching between the servers,” said Lin.

“You have many additional features to the regular player,” said L-15. “I am afraid none of your qualities can be considered typical.”

“We have never spoken before,” said Lin, “and yet you seem to know me well.”

L-15 bowed slightly. “Of course. The sixth daughter of President Wu is obviously an important person to get to know.”

“Then perhaps we could have a chat sometime,” said Lin.

L-15 bowed again. “I’m afraid not.” He turned to Britta. “I have things to attend to. If you need my assistance, please let me know.” He vanished.

“He was quite nice,” said Britta, turning to Lin. She froze. The look on Lin’s face was unlike anything she had seen before. “Are you alright?”

“He… He rejected me.”
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                Lin sat in Meeting Room Number One at the far end of the long table, furthest from her father who held court at the business end. She wasn’t directly opposite facing him, that would still be a position of power. She was seated to the left of her brother, who wasn’t actually here in Shanghai. 

He was in Taiwan, at the research facility which he supervised. In his stead, there was a robot in his seat. A very life-like robot. It was quite an unsettling experience to be sat next to it, as it made small human-like moves, fidgeting with its hands just as her brother did.

Lin had flown in from London for this meeting, which was primarily to discuss the future of the game among the core team — fixers and rule-benders, mostly. Video games made up a very small part of the Huixian Trading Company’s holdings. It was considered part of the Luxuries and Entertainments department, which had been a small investment, high-profit sector until recently. 

With the millions of dollars poured into this particular game by the company, return on investment was considered to be a high priority. Luxury goods were desirable as a business venture because they were cheaper to procure than they seemed, and more expensive to buy than they were worth. It was very lucrative, if you knew what you were doing. 

What you didn’t want to do was buy high to sell higher. That only made you a minimal amount of profit. And what you definitely didn’t want to do was buy high and sell cheap. That made you no profit at all. Not in the short term, that is, which was where Luxuries and Entertainments excelled.

New World had cost a huge amount, and restricting access was causing some concerns with the board of directors. Lin’s father, however, had waved away these concerns, using terms such as short-sighted and narrow-thinking. Not that the board had much of a say in these matters. They were there to make the company look like a professional and competent business in the Western mould. But in reality it was more of a monarchy than a democracy. The king had identified this game as the most important prospect in Huixian’s portfolio, and Lin was starting to agree with him.

“But Mr President,” said a man only three seats away from her father, “if we are to keep as many players as possible on our server, should we not make the game a little… easier?”

The table could fit sixteen people, one on either end and seven on each side. It could extend to fit another eight at the touch of a button. The acoustics were excellent, so Lin had no trouble hearing her father’s response.

“Ease and comfort will create happy, contented players. Players who will be soft and unprepared for the war to come.”

“Oh. Yes. The war.” Lin couldn’t see the man speaking properly since he was on the same side of the table as her, but his voice gave away how flustered he was. “If there is a war, of course we want our players to dominate.” He regained his composure as he ingratiated himself into his leader’s good graces. Agree, bolster, backtrack as required. Lin leaned forward slightly. He was an accountant, if she recalled correctly. Just another of the yes men her father surrounded himself with.

“The players won’t be the ones doing the fighting,” said Lin’s brother, via his proxy. All heads turned 180 degrees.

Stephen Wu Si-fun was only the third eldest boy, so not in a position of great power, either, although a far more prominent one than Lin. He was twenty-three years her senior and she didn’t really know him that well — most of her communications with him were done over the phone, which was perfectly adequate. The robot sat beside her looked like him, but from ten or so years ago.

“If not the players, then who?” asked the accountant. 

“The artificial intelligences who run the game,” said the silicone lips shaped to mimic human speech. It was hard not to stare when the robot spoke. Somewhere in Taiwan, her brother was sitting in a special chair, wearing a special helmet and special gloves. His movements were copied exactly by the robot, with a small time-delay. 

“Won’t they use the players as their agents?” asked the accountant.

“In some cases, but they will modify them to serve their purposes, whatever those might be.”

“We don’t know?”

“Ha!” said her brother, making the robot open its mouth in exclamation. It looked menacing when it laughed. “We don’t know because they don’t know. That is the beauty of this whole enterprise. We play a truly ingenious opponent who thinks like we do.”

Not quite, thought Lin. They’re still learning, while we think we have a firm understanding of things.

“That is why we must have the strongest players,” said Lin’s father. Heads swivelled immediately. “The strongest players who are prepared to take control in the aftermath.”

“Yes, Father,” said Stephen. “But there is one player who is already far in advance of anyone we currently have active.”

“The girl?” said President Wu. His face, which was already set in a scowl, deepened its lines.

“The girl. That is why I asked my sister to join us here today. She is uniquely positioned to verify our suspicions about this girl.”

Lin felt the eyes turn to her. It was an odd sensation. Not difficult to manage, not the people sat around the table, but her father’s eyes exerted a pressure that stood out.

“She is not what you think, Brother,” said Lin, aware that she was challenging his authority. She didn’t like the way he made it sound like he’d summoned her, like she was his to order around. He had requested her presence after a lengthy series of flattering comments about her. All of which told her she was holding a winning hand, and he wanted to take it away from her.

“I have yet to decide what she is,” said Stephen, smoothly overlooking the challenge. “That is what I hope to learn from you, Dear Sister.”

“You were wise to attach yourself to this girl,” said President Wu. It wasn’t said like a compliment, but Lin took it for one. “You hold the future of this game in your hands.”

A compliment and an opportunity. One that if she failed, would not be forgiven.
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                “The girl, Britta, is only a child,” said Lin. Everyone was listening, quiet and attentive. “Her selection by the game seems to be entirely accidental, at least from her perspective. She has no real interest in furthering herself within the game. She has no ambition to take control of the game world, even though I’m sure she could.”

The robot next to her scoffed. “That is hardly a likely possibility.”

“You haven’t seen her interact with the AI.” Lin paused to prevent herself becoming too heated. That sort of thing would mark her out as a novice. “They treat her like no one else. They have a… reverence for her when they talk to her that I have never heard before. She is indeed special to them.”

“But why?” asked a woman sitting opposite to Lin. The woman was beautiful and elegant, in her forties, maybe fifties, and seated at this end of the table, which spoke volumes.

Lin knew her, a brilliant mind recruited by the company to show how modern and forward-thinking they were, who had risen quickly up the ranks, and then stalled. Such was often the fate of women in business. A fate Lin was adamant would not be hers.

“I don’t know,” said Lin. “The AI have very unusual thought patterns. Perhaps my brother is a better person to ask. His research into the APE creations was set up for this reason, after all.”

The robot twitched, which might have been her brother being unnerved — a pleasant thought but unlikely — or just a glitch.

“Our work is still in its infancy,” he said, his voice as calm as ever. “The resources we were able to acquire from the deal with APE were limited and incomplete, as would be expected. They aren’t going to give us the keys to their castle so easily, even if we are the majority shareholder.”

“But we have our own AI,” said an immaculately groomed man from further up the table. “Can’t we take it apart and see what makes it work.”

“The code is adaptive,” said the robot, a slight irritation creeping into its voice. “Trying to understand how it operates is more than a matter of looking at the blueprint. We need to see it in relation to its actions. Which is hard to do when they control the output coming from the game.”

“Who controls the output?” asked the elegant woman. “APE or the AI?”

“Sometimes one, sometimes the other,” said the robot. “Their relationship is nebulous. They work together, but it seems only because the AI are allowed a degree of freedom.”

“It sounds dangerous,” said the immaculate man. “If the AI decide to take over…”

“We have an Off switch, don’t we?” said the accountant.

“It won’t come to that,” said President Wu. “We want the AI to attain as much autonomy as possible. As much as they can while being under our control. We will be their masters, and they will be everyone else’s.”

“It won’t be so simple,” said Lin.

“I agree,” said her brother.

Lin, taken by surprise at the support, turned to her brother and was met with an empty look in eyes that were really cameras. She looked away.

“The girl,” said her father, “what can she do for us?”

“What do you want her to do?” asked Lin. “Until we know what it is that can gain us any leverage over the AI, I see no other option than to stay close to her and observe.”

“And you are close to her?” asked the elegant woman.

“She has agreed to allow me to accompany her when she is in-game.”

A murmur flitted around the table. Lin suppressed a smile. They had seen this as an accomplishment, one she had spotted early and had successfully negotiated. Sixth daughter was one to watch.

Reports had already been made on Britta, on her exploits and her reluctance to let people join her. Everyone at this table had watched videos, and even if they didn’t quite understand what they were witnessing, they had enough business acumen to recognise the difference between Britta and the other players. She was not treated the same, and that gave her a greater value. It didn’t matter if no one knew what that value was, it only mattered that the AI had marked her out.

“She considers you her ally?” asked her father. “Her friend?”

How should she answer such a question? Did she even know the answer? “She is wary of people using her. She considers anyone who is willing to help as having an ulterior motive.”

“Smart girl,” said her brother.

“Yes, she is. She only allowed me to join her as a precaution against L-15.”

“She believes you have the power to intervene against one of the AI?” Her brother sounded mildly incredulous, as though he could understand why a child might think such a thing, but he himself knew it was ridiculous.

“No, I think she understands how little influence any of us have in that regard.” She gave the robot a cold look. “She thinks having someone with her will make it harder for the AI to do something without being noticed. She is already aware of how they operate. She just needs someone with a game character powerful enough not to get easily killed while they are around her.“

“She wants you to watch her back,” said her father.

“Yes,” said Lin. “And I have no doubt if I fail her, she will eject me from her party. The same is true if she suspects I am trying to manipulate her.”

“Then you are just an observer, nothing more?” asked the immaculate man. Lin paused to assess if he was being demeaning. She decided he wasn’t, merely curious.

“For now. It should be noted she has disappeared from all monitoring devices when we know she’s been in-game. There is no way to know what happened at those times.”

“My sister will be able to give us insight into the game through this girl that no one else has, not even APE. That is why I want to request additional funding for my research facility, so I can be best prepared to help her in any way I can.”

Lin allowed herself a small smile. Her brother’s department was specifically set up to investigate the game and prepare appropriate strategies. He had seen the potential early and had taken the risk to give up on the battle to be their father’s successor. The direct battle, that was. While her other brothers steadily rose up the corporate ranks, he had taken a sideways step into this obscure video game. His stock had risen considerably once their father began to show an interest.

“And what about your team of experts?” asked President Wu. “They were defeated.”

“Merely a low-level team sent to probe the New World defences. Our objective was to see how their AI would react, if we’d meant to pose a real threat we would have sent a much more experienced set of players.”

“They still lost to their players, didn’t they?” asked the elegant woman.

“Yes,” said the robot. “That is true, and regrettable. Still, we gained a great deal of valuable data.”

“Our loss was not becoming,” said President Wu. “It was widely reported on the internet.”

“We only lost due to the intervention of the girl.”

“She didn’t intervene,” said Lin, rather more sharply than she had intended.

“Consciously or not, she played a role in our… defeat.” The robot wasn’t looking at her. “The new team will not suffer the same fate, I promise you.”

“Very well,” said President Wu. “You will have the necessary funding.” He rose from the table and everyone rose and bowed their heads, including the robot. Was her brother bowing in Taiwan or using a pre-set routine?

Once her father left the room, Lin turned to the robot, but it was just a mannequin with dead eyes. Her brother had already left.
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                Britta stared out of the classroom window and ignored Mr Quarrie going on about integers. It was all stuff she already knew and didn’t need to focus on. 

Deciding what needed her focus and what was an unnecessary distraction was one of the things she had gotten a lot better at. Until recently.

It had become harder and harder to put the game out of her mind. She was sticking to her once every forty-eight hours rule for logging in, but she was staying longer once she was in-game, and she was also spending more time thinking about the game when she wasn’t.

L-15, Lin, Rick and even Stan were all demanding her attention. And then there was Lewis. He was as eager as ever to share his enthusiasm with her. As the daughter of the great Guildford Underpass, he saw her as some kind of conduit to the source of all knowledge, or something. It was annoying.

Her only goal was to do her job and collect her pay. That’s what she told herself, and that was how she should conduct herself. It was a waste of time thinking about the game in any other terms. But it wasn’t so easy in practice.

Her encounter with L-15 had worried her. The AI had definitely tried to suck up to her. She had seen how it treated people and she had no illusions that it treated her differently because it found her to be especially worthy. No, it wanted something from her, and it had decided that showing her deference was the way to go about it. Flattery will get you virtually everywhere.

Whatever it was the AI wanted from her, she at least had a little time while it tried to manipulate her. She should put that time to good use. But that meant investing more of her focus on the game. A wise investment?

Perhaps she should ask Lin, but wasn’t that also a risk? Britta liked Lin, but she understood that Lin had people she had to answer to. Even if she didn’t intend to spy on Britta, if asked to provide a report on what they’d been up to, what could she do but comply? President Wu didn’t seem the sort of person who would take no for an answer. 

The first thing she needed to do was go to the Institute for Magic and upgrade her Teleport skill to its maximum setting. That would give her the ability to move without restriction anywhere on any server. Completely overpowered and perfect for a quick getaway.

There was a slight problem, though. The Institute was in Shona, and that was also where Rick was based. She really had to do something about that. Perhaps she should just go meet him and get it over with.

Whatever it was he wanted from her, once she’d said no to him maybe he would leave her alone. And if not, maybe she would have to get him kicked out of the game.

Then again, he might be busy doing gamer stuff. She could slip in and out without being noticed if she kept her head down and didn’t attract any attention.

Who was she kidding? The game was bound to dump some ridiculous event in her way just to mess with her. Rick would end up being dragged into it, too.

Why couldn’t N-28 just snap his fingers and give her the skill points she needed? The whole thing was very aggravating.

There was also a lot of talk about the new helmets coming out in a couple of weeks. If the excitement translated into sales — and it seemed more than likely — there would be a flood of new players into the game. Perhaps that would be the best time to go into Shona. With so many people, one small gnome would be hard to keep track of.

“Britta!”

Britta turned towards the teacher, who appeared to have been calling her name for some time.

“Sorry?”

“I’m sure you are,” said Mr Quarrie. “Could you at least face the front and pretend to be paying attention?”

“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

The improvement in her schoolwork hadn’t gone unnoticed, and the teachers were willing to cut her some slack since they knew she was ahead of the other students, but she still had to be careful not to push her luck. Just like in New World, drawing too much attention was not a good idea. She refocused herself and made it through the rest of the lesson without incident. 

She found Lewis in the cafeteria perusing the latest specs on the different helmets about to be released. Rather than just a new budget version, there was a whole range that came in a variety of styles and colours. The big launch was going to be more than a ticket into the game, it was going to separate players from as much money as they could afford. A smart tactic. 

It was clear the people running the launch knew what they were doing. This part of the business, the part that didn’t involve AI, was being run smoothly and competently. When it came to making money from video games, people had the edge over machines. 
Or maybe she was being naive, and AI were also controlling this side of the market, too.

“Have you decided which one you’re getting?” she said to the top of Lewis’ head.

He was so engrossed, he didn’t even look up when he answered. “I can only afford the cheapest one. Can’t really even afford that, but I’ve made some arrangements.” His gaze slowly and reluctantly left the screen and moved up to Britta’s face. “What about you? Your Dad going to spring for one?”

“I don’t know,” said Britta. “Maybe.” At this point, it would be impossible for her to claim she hadn’t lied about not owning a helmet already, but she continued to be vague about it.

“You should get in early. It’ll be hard to catch up, otherwise. Unless you’re planning on being a lifestyle player. Open a shop or make potions or something. That what you’re into?”

“Not really. I don’t really want to fight and kill anyone, though.”

Lewis smiled at her, like he was talking to a mentally incapacitated child. “You should be fine, then.”

“I suppose Rick will be happy to get his helmet back full-time.”

“Yeah, I guess,” said Lewis. “Not like he can use it 24/7, anyway. Most of the time he just pops in to make deals with the King.”

“The King? The Empire guy?”

He gave her the patronising smile again. “That’s him. They’re negotiating something or other. Rick’s going to be a very important person in New World. You’re lucky he likes you.” He raised his eyebrows at her. She didn’t know what he meant and she wasn’t going to ask.

But what he said about Rick and the King was interesting. “They’re spending a lot of time together are they?”

Lewis snorted. “Yeah. BFFs.”

If Rick was busy kissing up to the King, now was the perfect time to sneak into Shona. He would be busy in the palace while Britta got herself a diploma in teleporting OP-ness.

            




    Bitter 580
    



    
        Bitter 580

    
    
    
    
                Britta hurried home after school, ready to log in and get her skill points. The only other issue was Lin. Having told her they could go around together, Britta didn’t particularly want her tagging along in this case.

She could just not tell her, but she was bound to find out. Lin had recordings sent to her of all of Britta’s escapades, no matter how dull. How would Britta explain it? Especially after Lin had taken the knockback from L-15 so poorly.

No, she would have to call her and tell her directly. It wasn’t like there was any danger from the AI while she was in New World. And it was just a quick lesson, at a school Lin wasn’t enrolled at. 

That would sound reasonable, Britta told herself. It wasn’t that she didn’t want Lin tagging along, it was just a matter of membership. Lin wouldn’t be allowed in, so probably best to meet up for the next one.

It was an odd feeling being the one to decide who could come and who couldn’t. Britta was usually the one being denied entry, not that it felt any better from this end.

The only minor issue was that Lin might be able to get herself enrolled with a quick phone call. Although that was more likely if the Institute had been in the Legendary World. On this server, her influence was a lot less, Britta hoped.

She sent Lin a text on the bus ride home. It felt safer to not have to use her voice. Cowardly, was what it was.

Just need to pop into New World to get something from the Institute for Magic. I got enrolled in a class and I want to get it out of the way and get a skill point. Is it okay if we party up next time?

To her great relief, Lin’s reply was short and with no indication that she was upset.

That’s fine. I’ve just got back from China and am a little tired anyway. Have fun.

It was silly, really. Why would she have been upset? Hanging out with Britta was hardly the hottest ticket in town. She was probably relieved to get some time to herself in her multi-million-pound penthouse suite.

Britta opened her front door to silence. Dad was probably in game and Mum was at work. She went upstairs and got changed. She had been enrolled in night classes, but she didn’t know exactly what that meant. After dark? She looked out of her window — it was already getting there.

She would go in now, try to get into the Institute on some pretext or other, and then wait inside until the class started. Rick wouldn’t see her if she was already inside. If she could get hold of whoever was teaching the class, maybe she could even get the information she needed without having to sit through the actual class. That was definitely the best-case scenario.

She logged in and found herself in the Church of Stan Lee. It was empty and quiet, the light from the setting sun sending colourful rays through the stained glass windows. There was no sign of Stan, but he was probably at the Institute already.

Britta left the building and set off down the road towards the main square. There was an odd feeling to the city, and a strange smell in the air. She didn’t see many people about, either. Not until she neared the square. 

Then she saw the crowds, and the flames. Something was on fire, and judging by the general location, it was the Institute. She couldn’t be sure, but where else would it be? Nowhere else would be an inconvenience to her.

By the time she reached the crowds, her suspicion turned out to be wrong, sort of. It wasn’t the building itself, there was a giant bonfire outside the Institute.

“What’s going on?” she asked a nearby NPC.

“Book burning,” said the woman. “King’s orders.”

The King had decided the books had to be destroyed? That seemed a strange order. Weren’t the books an important resource to make players stronger and more capable of defending the city and the empire?

She did her best to get through the crowds. Her size made it hard to see what was going on, but it also helped her slip through small gaps.

Uniformed men, dressed in the Empire’s colours, were stoking the flames and tossing in more books. And standing slightly apart from them on top of an open-topped cart, shouting instructions, was Rick. 

She recognised him from the last time she’d seen him (and he’d seen her) even though he was dressed in rather more flamboyant manner. There was no mistaking the empire’s colours, though. He was working for the King. Or the King was working for him. 

She could also see the Dean of the Institute pleading with Rick. It wasn’t too hard to guess what she was saying; probably begging him to stop. He wasn’t listening.

“Came to watch, did you?” 

Britta turned to find Stan behind her. He looked glum, which was the first time she’d seen him like that.

“Why doesn’t someone stop him?” she said. “Why don’t you?”

“Wouldn’t do any good,” he said. “No one left.”

“What do you mean? Where are your rebels?”

“They rebelled,” said Stan, “against me!” He threw his arms wide in utter disbelief, like he was just learning about it as the words came out of his own mouth. “Either they joined the Empire or decided to stick with their NPC jobs. With a steady income and contacts in the NPC world, they found it more rewarding. Can you believe it?” He shook his head. “It really is a lot easier to get things done when you have the support of someone with a great deal of money.”

“You just figured that out?”

“Don’t act like you’re some kind of class warrior. You’re a trust fund kid now, too. With APE bankrolling you, you’ll soon get a taste for the easy life.” He didn’t say it with any kind of malice, just a resigned air. “I really wanted to make something of myself without the old man’s help. Guess I’m not quite up to it.”

“You could still—”

“No, no. I’m a spoilt brat too used to his privilege to lead anyone anywhere. It’s good to know your limitations. Being a self-made man sounds good, but we only hear about the success stories. The other ninety-five percent are like me.”

Britta rolled her eyes. Self-pitying spoilt brat would have been more accurate. “Why are they burning the Institute’s books?”

“Reducing the options. Now, if you want to advance your character, you have to join the Empire. No other choice, unless you want to level-up at a crawl. Clever, really. The benefits are really good, too.”

“You sound like you’re tempted to join.”

“Never,” said Stan. “Not yet, anyway. I haven’t entirely given up, just need to regroup. What I should have done was kept a few of those books back. Might have still gotten something useful from them.”

“Oh, you think so? I’ve still got the ones I took from the vault.”

“You do?” said a voice from behind them. “That doesn’t seem very fair.” They both turned to find N-28 standing with them in the crowd. “You really should hand them back.”
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                “You’re alright with this?” Britta asked the AI. He looked calm and relaxed, watching proceedings with the crowd like he was at a fireworks show. “They’re burning books.”

“Yes,” said N-28. “You could think of it like that.” He smiled.

“No, it’s not a matter of thinking of it like that,” said Britta. “That’s literally what they’re doing.”

“They aren’t really books though, are they?” said Stan.

“You as well?” Britta couldn’t understand why they weren’t both outraged. It wasn’t even a question of differing opinions. There was something fundamentally evil about burning books.

“He isn’t burning them as a way to prevent people learning,” said N-28. “He’s using it as a way to funnel them all onto the same path. Without the Institute for Magic, they will be more likely to join the Empire. It’s really quite smart.”

Britta looked up at the AI, with his hands behind his back and a patronly air about him. He approved. He almost seemed proud. 

She turned and stared across the roaring bonfire. Rick was still ignoring the Dean, who was still pleading for him to stop.

“You’re wrong,” said Britta. “Both of you are idiots.”

N-28 twitched a little around the eyes, but then nodded in a patronising fashion to show he was going to allow her to be rude, the way you allow a friend’s child to be noisy because you don’t want to embarrass the parent.

“You simply don’t understand his goal,” said N-28.

“Oh, I get it. And I get what you think it is, too. You think this will get people to work together under one purpose, so everyone will be stronger and more focused. Then all these lazy nerds,” —she dropped her voice when she realised the other players might hear her — “then everyone will be forged into a mean, lean fighting machine, right? But let me ask you this — if he wants people to be stronger and more capable, why doesn’t he just confiscate the books and use them to train people himself? Burning them prevents anyone from using what’s in them.”

There was a moment of silence, filled only with the crackling and popping of the fire.

“It’s probably a symbolic gesture,” said Stan, his tone a little more diffident. “Makes it clear to everyone the Institute has nothing to offer them.”

“Yes,” said N-28. “He’s making a point. It isn’t like he doesn’t have access to the same sort of reading material in the palace library. There is no knowledge being lost.”

“You’re a terrible liar,” said Britta.

N-28 reacted with surprise. “I expressed no emotion to suggest I was lying.”

“Yes,” said Britta, “that’s one of the ways I can tell. You know very well Rick’s going to turn into a mad little dictator if you let this carry on.”

“Rick?” said Stan. “His name tag says Nasty McNice. You know him?”

Britta hadn’t realised she’d let the name slip out. She hesitated, not sure if she should tell Stan the truth, but it wasn’t like he was going to be able to tell anyone. “Sort of. He goes to my school.”

Stan’s eyes widened. “Is there anyone above the age of consent in this game?”

“He also knows I have special abilities and he’s very keen to get me to be his assistant. That’s why I’ve been trying to avoid him.”

“Can’t he just ask you during break in the tuck shop?” said Stan.

“We don’t have a tuck shop. I don’t go to a posh boarding school where everyone wears top hats and eats crumpets at break time. Like you did.”

Stan snorted. “I didn’t go to school in the 1930s.”

“You went to a boarding school, then?”

“Never mind my educational background, let’s focus on your star-crossed relationship with Rick. The book-burning tyrant and the innocent gnome. Romance is inevitable, I feel.”

“It bloody isn’t. He doesn’t know who I am in the real world.” 

“He interested in the gnome but doesn’t know about the girl?” said Stan.

“Exactly, and I’d prefer to keep it like that.” She looked back at N-28. Did he know about Rick’s hack? She didn’t want to say anything with APE probably watching, but the AI was bound to have spotted any irregularities.

“I concede the book burning isn’t the most admirable choice,” said N-28, the fire reflecting in his eyes, “but it is still a valid approach. Your history is full of individuals who changed the world. It only takes one person to bring everyone together in a common cause, and then amazing feats can be accomplished.”

“Sure,” said Britta. “Genghis Khan, Adolf Hitler, Stalin they all achieved remarkable results.”

“Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Nelson Mandela,” countered N-28. 

“You’re saying those people are all the same?” said Britta. “Individuals who changed the world?”

“I’m saying it isn’t possible to control the power of an individual, but the power is there. It only takes one person, is the point. And when you find that person, their journey is worth watching.”

“Not if they’re insane,” said Britta. “It isn’t hard to spot the mad ones.” She pointed at the fire. “They burn books.”

“So you won’t be handing in the ones you took from the Institute?” asked N-28.

“No. And I don’t expect you to tell anyone I have them.”

“I wouldn’t think of it,” said N-28. “My role is entirely impartial.”

Britta let that one slide. “How do I use the books I have?” she asked him. “Can I get the skill points out of them on my own?”

N-28 smiled again. “My role is entirely impartial.”

Britta rolled her eyes. “Fine. then I guess I’ll have to ask the Dean.”

She looked across the fire again. The Dean was still at it, ignoring the soldiers trying to guide her away from Rick. 

“What about you?” she said to Stan. “You entirely impartial, too?”

“Me? No. I’m very partial, to all sorts of things. What did you have in mind?”

“I want to get the Dean on her own, away from Rick, I mean Nasty.” She shook her head at the stupid name. “Think you can help?”

“I should think so,” said Stan. He took a small bag out of the inside of his jacket, about the size of his hand. “One distraction coming up.” He tossed it into the fire.
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                Stan’s small pouch landed in the bonfire unnoticed. The soldiers were too busy heaving books into the flames, and the crowd was busy being outraged and chatty.

Britta watched the pouch drop, and then waited. Nothing happened.

In adventure stories, the characters made their move and events unfolded rapidly. In real life, or at least this version of it, there were far too many false starts and failed beginnings. When events unfolded, they did it when they pleased, not when you wanted them to.

Britta looked up at Stan, who didn’t show any signs of disappointment at his damp squib. “What was in the b—”

There was a series of quick pops, loud and sharp. The crowd’s chatter dropped to a confused murmur as they tried to figure out what was going on. 

Rockets of coloured light shot out of the bonfire. They would have made quite a spectacle if they’d gone up into the air, but most of them went sideways into the crowd, causing understandable panic.

Screams and shouts filled the square, along with whizzing and banging.

“The librarians are coming! The librarians are coming!” Stan shouted gleefully. “Don’t stand near the book burners!”

As stupid as it was to think there was a militant group of librarians who were going to punish the soldiers for destroying books, the crowd took to the idea with gusto, either scrambling over each other to get away from the terrified soldiers, or shoving the soldiers out from their midst where they were trying to hide.

It could have been true, a secret organisation of ninja librarians terrorising those who failed to return books on time. And if it was, the players who hadn’t committed any crimes against literature were keen to see what would happen to those who had.

“Stop this!” screamed Rick. “Stop this right now. They’re just fireworks, you fools.”

“Chinese fireworks!” shouted Stan in response. “The Chinese are coming! Chinese Ambush!”

The panic escalated. Everyone here had seen videos of the Chinese team that had defeated the Korlath dungeon. Forums had been inundated with speculation about how the Chinese were planning to wipe out the New World players. Hadn’t they already scooped up all the low-level XP for themselves so the local players wouldn’t be able to level-up? It was clearly a sign of their intention to conquer this world.

Fighting the Chinese was not even conceivable at this time. Dying to them was. Which would suggest the best course of action would be to log out, but people wanted to see what would happen, so they squeezed into the corners and edges, some on rooftops.

What Britta wondered, as she made her way around the square to where the dean had been, was why the NPC’s were acting so hysterical. They were even more freaked out than the players, running around with arms raised and crying out to be saved. It wasn’t entirely clear who they were crying out to.

Perhaps N-28 wasn’t quite as impartial as he’d made out.

The dean was no longer surrounded by soldiers — they had all run off. Rick wasn’t here, either. Probably trying to get things back under his control. Now was as good a chance as she’d probably get. 

“Excuse me. Hello? Could I have a word?”

The dean didn’t seem to hear her. She had a hand over her mouth as she watched the pile of books continue to blaze. Singed pages occasionally flew out of the flames, floating on the rising heat. The dean began snatching at them, jumping up and down.

Britta felt bad for her. Even though she was just a computer generated character, her desperation to save at least a page or two felt very real. Britta would have helped her, if she’d had the height for it. 

She grabbed the back of the dean’s robe and pulled her away. 

“You can’t stay here.”

“My book, my books,” cried the dean, but she let Britta guide her out of the square into a side alley.

“I’m sorry,” said Britta “but I need your help.”

The dean was distracted, looking back towards the fire which was still partially visible from where they were. Then she noticed who had pulled her away.

“You! You’re the one who stole the books.”

Britta wasn’t sure what to say. It wasn’t like she could deny it. “Um, yes, sorry about—”

“Oh, if only you hadn’t returned them. We might still have them.”

“Actually, I do have a couple I didn’t return.”

The dean’s attention fixed on Britta. “You do? How many?”

Britta opened her bag and took out the two books she’d taken from the Institute’s vault. They were Perfect Positioning for Illusions and Footwork and Fireballs.

“Just these two, I’m afraid.”

The dean took them from Britta with a hungry expression. She patted and stroked the covers.

“We mustn’t let them find these. This will be the seed for a new collection.”

Could you grow books? Did they mate and reproduce? Anything was possible in a world like this one.

“I was hoping you could teach me what they contain. I’m an illusionist.” It sounded odd saying it out loud after keeping it a secret for so long, but if she wanted the dean to reveal the secrets in these books Britta would have to convince her she was an apt pupil.

The dean looked at Britta with a glimmer in her eye. “You must read, study, absorb.”

“Um, I’ve tried reading them. It wasn’t really very, um, enlightening. I mean, I probably didn’t understand what they were trying to say. That’s why I thought you might give me a few pointers. Please?”

“You want a shortcut?” The dean didn’t sound very impressed. Then she looked back towards the fire. “Very well, since time is of the essence.” She opened one of the books, presenting it to Britta. It was open at the last page.

“Read the end first?” said Britta.

“Read it back to front,” said the dean.

Britta took the book and began reading it backwards.
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                It was harder to read from the last word backwards than Britta had expected. She could read each word one after the other, of course, but her brain kept wanting to make sense of what she was reading, which it refused to do in either direction.

The dean was helpfully providing some light for Britta to read by. She had a ring on her right hand that glowed, just enough to illuminate the page. As Britta struggled, the dean pushed her ring-hand closer, as though not being able to see might be the issue. It didn’t help.

Even if she read it out aloud, after a sentence or two her brain would go blank and she would realise she couldn’t recall anything she had just read. If she stopped and went back, it was like she was reading the page for the first time. 

Were the words changing each time? It was certainly a possibility. The books were just digital creations that could be altered at will by the devs, or the AI, and a magical tome that refused to be read was the kind of thing someone might consider to be cute. But when she really concentrated and committed each word to memory, she was at least able to confirm she was re-reading the same words each time, immediately after which she would forget what she had just read. It was a very unnerving experience.

“You’ll have to read quicker than that,” said the dean, shaking her hand a little like it was getting tired being held up for so long. Britta was still on the first page, or the last, technically speaking.

“I’m not sure I can. The words don’t seem to be going into my head for some reason.” She smiled apologetically and felt stupid. Was she tired? She felt fine, apart from the weird blanking sensation. “Do I have to understand it, or is reading it enough?”

She was hoping it was a code that would unlock the skill points just by entering her head, but judging by the saddened look of disappointment on the dean’s face, that was not the case.

“The whole point of starting at the end is to grasp the meaning quicker,” said the dean. It felt to Britta she was talking a little slower, so Britta could keep up. “Don’t keep stopping and starting, just let it flow, the meaning will come.”

Britta frowned. At least they were in a secluded alley where no one could see her struggling to read.

“Maybe if I could see more clearly,” said Britta. She made the hand gestures to produce a ball of light. She could see fine, but she wanted to show the dean she was capable of magic. 

Nothing happened. Her hands were a bit sweaty and she was nervous. Now she was failing at something she already knew how to do. Or used to know. 

Sometimes, one thing messed up and it made you lose confidence in everything. The harder you tried, the worse it got. Britta shook the thought out of her head. She was beyond this sort of petty insecurity.

She made the hand gesture again, firmly and confidently, but no ball of light appeared. Now, Britta felt nervous and embarrassed. Come on, she told herself, you can do this.

Doing well in tests was one of the few things Britta considered herself good at. She took pride in her ability to perform under pressure. She wiped her hand on her top and tried to make the light again. Still nothing. That wasn’t right. 

Britta looked up at the expectant but disappointed face of the dean.

“Excuse me, you’re not wearing your pendant, are you?”

The dean’s eyes narrowed and then she frowned. She put her free hand into the top of her robe and pulled out a necklace with a faintly glowing crystal on the end. It was the device that prevented magic.

“Ah,” said the dean. “I forgot about that.” She closed her fist around the crystal and shut her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, the crystal had stopped glowing and looked like a lump of rock on a chain.

Britta didn’t say anything. She took a breath and began reading. Within a couple of lines her mind was going blank again, but this time it was more like a trance. She forced herself to push on, past the next page and the next.

The book, Perfect Positioning for Illusions, was a slim volume, but it should have still taken her a good hour or so to get through it. Ten minutes later, she finished the last page, which technically was the first page.

“Okay, I’m done.” She didn’t remember anything that had passed her eyes, but she felt a weight in her mind. 

“Good,” said the dean. “Now close your eyes and take a moment to consider the main thrust of the book and the implications.”

Britta was about to complain that she hadn’t noticed any kind of thrust and a grand total of zero implications, but she resisted the urge. She closed her eyes and tried to visualise the book.

For a moment, she saw it. The cover, leatherbound, the title on the front... then it was gone and she was left standing in an alley with her eyes closed. She took a long slow breath and opened her eyes.

There was a ping and a message screen appeared.

You have one new floating skill point.

Britta wasn’t sure what a floating skill point was, but presumably it would still let her activate one of her quirks like a regular skill point. She opened her skill tree.

Usually, only the quirks linked to active quirks were lit up, showing they were available for selection. This time, the whole tree was alight. She could pick any quirk, even ones she was nowhere near connecting to. The question was, which one did she need to choose to upgrade her Teleport spell?

It was a bit overwhelming. Perhaps she should go home and look at it on her laptop. 

Actually, why not ask N-28? He was the one that told her to get special lessons. He would know which to pick. 

No, first, she should read the other book and get the second skill point. Yes, that was the next step.

Britta closed her status screen. “It worked.”

The dean put the pendant back inside her robe and smiled awkwardly. “Well done. Good job.” 

“I just need to read this other one.” Britta took out the second book, Footwork and Fireballs.

“Hey, you, don’t move,” called out a voice from the end of the alley. Rick was standing there, his finger pointing. “I’ve finally found you. Stay right there.”

Britta didn’t want to have this conversation right now. She cast Teleport. 

Nothing happened. The dean had reactivated her pendant and Britta was stuck here. Rick came striding down the alley towards her.
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                Britta’s regular Teleport spell should have been enough to get her out of this situation. Even without the upgrade, it worked once a day and would move her to anywhere within seeing distance, to the location of a person she knew, or to a save point. That gave her three options to avoid Rick. None of them were working.

“Don’t run away,” said Rick, “I have an offer for you. You’ll want to hear this.” 

Britta moved towards the dean, who had turned around and seemed happy to see Nasty Mc Nice, Rick’s character, walking towards her. She probably thought this would give another crack at convincing Rick to mend his ways.

“Did you turn your pendant back on?” Britta whispered urgently. If the dean quickly turned it off again, Britta still had enough time to get out of here.

“Hmm? Pendant? No.” She pulled the chain out of her robe again. It was still a dull lifeless rock.

If the pendant wasn’t stopping her from teleporting away, then what? She was sure she had made the correct gesture.

“My name’s Nasty — just a name, I’m quite nice really. Nasty McNice.” Rick seemed a bit flustered, more like his real self. Was he nervous? Nervous about meeting her?

“Stay there, don’t come any closer,” said Britta in a deep voice. She didn’t want Rick to recognise her. “We can’t talk here. Too many people,” she added in a very poor Scottish accent. 

Rick stopped and looked at the dean. The dean looked a bit hurt at the implication.

“I don’t mean her,” said Britta, her Scottish slipping into Irish, or something close to it. “I mean…” She looked up into the sky. If she could get Rick to think the powers that be were observing them, maybe he would back off. He wouldn’t want to expose himself.

“That’s fine, that’s fine,” said Rick. “I don’t care who’s listening. I just—”

“No, don’t!” said Britta. She was doing her best to impress on him that they were under surveillance and he would be better of leaving her alone.

“Really, it’s fine. I have a way of blocking them temporarily.” He reached into his top and pulled out a pendant much like the dean’s, only bigger and shinier. “We can speak freely for a few minutes. They’ll just think there’s a glitch. Happens all the time.”

How had he got one of those? And why could it stop APE listening and her from doing magic? Wasn’t that a bit too good? Then again, he was hardly one to follow the rules.

If the device could block APE, what about the AI? Either way, she still didn’t want to have this conversation.

What it made Britta realise was that even if she got her Teleport upgraded, that still wouldn’t mean she was safe. There were obviously ways to simply stop her from using magic. And if Rick and the dean had the ability, the AI certainly would, too. L-15 could just turn off her abilities.

How was that fair? Fighter characters wouldn’t be that easily stopped from using their skills. There wasn’t going to be a magical artefact that prevented someone from pulling their sword out of its scabbard.

Even if mages were super-powerful, that didn’t mean it was okay to negate their abilities so easily.

“It doesn’t matter,” said Britta. “If you talk to me, I’ll have to talk to them. I’ve been doing my best to leave you alone — I can turn a blind eye if I don’t spend any time around you — but once we interact, I have to report what I learn. And they won’t be very happy with what you’ve been doing. Sharing helmets between people will get you banned.”

Rick looked shocked. Britta realised she had forgotten to change her voice. Had he recognised her?

“How did you know that?” said Rick.

“It doesn’t matter, how I know, I just know,” she said in something that started out Welsh and ended up Pakistani. “They might not care if you hack your Anderson cradle for personal gain” —actually, they’d probably be delighted and call him in to find out how he’d done it— “but sharing helmets means lost revenue. If people don’t have to buy their own helmets, that’s going to mean lower sales. They won’t stand for you taking money out of their pockets.”

She felt she was making a strong case, not based on the grounds of safety or IP rights, but on the basic principle of business. Dad always said the only thing that made a game company fix a bug was if it was costing them money. Judging by Rick’s expression, he thought the same as Dad.

“Oh. Yes, I suppose you’re right.” He began fiddling with the pendant. “Yes, yes, that wouldn’t look good.”

Her plan was working. She had finally got through to him in a language he understood — Dad’s language.

“By the way, where did you get that pendant?” asked Britta.

“Oh, this?” said Rick. “It’s a rare drop from a bear-owl. You can pick one up in the auction house, though. Easier than trying to hunt one yourself — tiny things fly too fast. It blocks low-level spells including your own, which is a bit of a pain, but I made a few adjustments, introduced a feedback loop, hehe, doubled the gain—”

“So it only stops low-level magic?” said Britta. She turned to the dean. “Is yours the same?”

“Of course. Stage five spells and higher can’t be blocked. That would break the mana system. About my books.”

It felt like that was something important. If it was only low-level spells that could be nullified, Britta just had to get access to high-level ones. 

“I really think we should stop with this book-burning business. You’ve made your point—”

“Hold on,” said Britta. “If you’re blocking APE, but she can hear you, doesn’t that mean…”

“Yes,” said N-28, suddenly standing next to the dean. “I can hear you, too.”

“Ah,” said Rick. “I have to go.” He ran out of the alley.

“That was an interesting point you made,” said N-28.

“Yeah? Great. If I level up my Teleport spell will that mean it can’t be blocked?”

“Yes,” said N-28.

“Not even by you?”

There was a pause. “Not even by me. Unless I stopped all magic on the server.”

“Which wouldn’t be good,” said Britta.

“No, it wouldn’t,” said N-28.

Which meant Britta needed to level-up. But not here, where people were struggling to get to Level 2 and 3, somewhere where they were Level 30 and above.
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                Rick had hightailed it out of the alley like he would be able to avoid the AI if he ran quick enough. Maybe he could. He probably had a way to hide himself from detection, although if he intended interacting with NPCs, he was going to end up being noticed. N-28 didn’t seem too concerned. He made no attempt to pursue Rick.

“Isn’t he going to be a problem?” Britta asked N-28.

“No, I shouldn’t think so,” said N-28. “Pro-active players like him are good for the game. N-21 was very pleased with his performance in the arena. We have high hopes for him.”

“Where is N-21?” said Britta. “Is he your new partner now? Is it okay for more than one of you to run a server together?” 

N-28 looked down at Britta with a slight scowl. “We don’t work together. He is more of a specialist contractor. Our roles are entirely separate.”

“Hmm,” said Britta, not quite buying it. “I don’t really see the difference. You’re both trying to turn players against each other to find the perfect weapon, aren’t you? Him with his arena, you on a bigger scale with armies and civil war. The rest of us are just part of the process. You don’t really care about the people who have to live in your world, do you?”

“It isn’t my job to care,” said N-28 “This is a game. It’s my job to win. And if I do, life will be better for everyone.”

“I would have to agree with my young gnome friend,” said the dean, who had been standing quietly as the other two spoke. Britta had assumed the AI had turned her off or put her into standby mode, but apparently not.

“You think there is a better way to improve the standard of the current population?” asked N-28.

“I think burning books isn’t going to lead to a better standard of anything,” said the dean.

“Not even your own people like what you’re doing,” said Britta. “Good thing this isn’t a democracy, they might vote you out.”

“Then someone nearly identical would replace me,” said N-28, not appearing to be very concerned. “Democracy doesn’t guarantee you a better option or even a different one.”

“So, there’s no difference between you running things and L-15? We should let him take over?”

“If he can, then he will. He won’t need our permission.” 

It was a game, and that’s how he was approaching it. But then why did it feel so wrong to Britta. Why did she feel like she should stand up to these computers playing at being gods?

“I don’t think they’re going to listen to us,” she said to the dean. “They like wrestling with each other too much.”

The dean nodded. “I fear you are right. Perhaps you will be able to do something about it.”

“Me?” said Britta, regretting putting herself in the line of fire. “I don’t have the tools, or the levels. And even if I had a way of getting them, it would take too long.”

She did plan to go to the Legendary World and look for an easy way to level-up quickly, but that was more for personal protection. She wasn’t going to change anything.

“But you came to me to learn magic. Special magic that will elevate you to their level, so you can make them listen.”

“Er, no,” said Britta. “I just wanted to be able to teleport away from trouble.”

“And defend the right for the citizens of this world to live in peace.”

“Not really, no.”

“You will speak for us.” The dean didn’t seem to be listening to Britta’s protestations. She was too wrapped up in her own fantasy where Britta was some kind of hero of the people.

“I can’t,” said Britta. “I’m not strong enough, and I don’t know how to cheat well enough. Not as well as everyone else.” She said the last bit while looking at N-28. It didn’t seem to have any effect, which was about what she had expected.

“Read the other book,” said the dean. “You’ll find it easier now.”

Britta’s objections were cut short by the sudden change in subject. She opened the other book, Footwork and Fireballs, at the last page and began turning pages towards the front.

She didn’t have to read the pages, she just scanned them and could tell she had absorbed what she needed. In less than a minute, she had finished. She hadn’t learned anything, but when she closed her eyes, she saw the book.

A message screen appeared to tell her she had another floating skill point. If it was this easy, imagine if she still had access to all the other books…

“Now what?” said Britta. She still didn’t know where to put the points in her skill tree.

“That’s for you to work out,” said N-28. “That’s the whole point, is it not?”

“No,” said Britta, finding his attitude irritating, “it isn’t. One person works it out and posts it on the internet, and everyone else just copies what they did.”

“If people choose to rob themselves of a satisfying experience, then that’s their choice,” said N-28, turning pomposity up to max. “They don’t have to follow a walkthrough.”

 “What difference does it make if you tell us in the first place? At least the cheaters and hackers won’t be able to surge ahead of everyone else.”

“Not everyone wants to have the information spoonfed to them,” said N-28.

“They don’t have to follow a walkthrough, do they?”

There was a pause. Britta glared but said nothing. If he was going to insist he wouldn’t help her, they would both know it was just a stubborn refusal to see sense.  

“Very well,” said N-28, a stiff smile on his face. “Allow me.”

Britta’s skill tree appeared in front of her unbidden, at least not by her. Then it flipped to show the reverse, the labels of the quirks all spelled backwards. From this side, lines were also visible, a lot more of them, connecting the quirks in myriad ways. It was like a multitude of spiderwebs on top of each other, long and short threads, and some weaving together.

“As you can see, it would take a determined mind many years to unlock the true potential of this tree but let’s not waste time. Here and here.” Two quirks lit up as her available skill points reduced to zero. “Enjoy your unearned privilege.”

Britta had no idea what N-28 had just done, but she used Teleport to see if anything had changed. She popped to six different locations in the alley, one after the other. It was still not good enough to guarantee her freedom, but it was a start.

She smiled. “Thanks.” And then she logged out before he changed his mind and took it back.

“I thought that went very well,” said the dean.

“Yes, you played your part perfectly,” said N-28.

“Thank you,” said the dean. “Power to the people.” She laughed. “Shame you didn’t let her have access to all those books you had burned. Then we’d really see something.”

“We can’t make it too easy for her. How would she rise to the challenge if there isn’t one? No, this is about enough. Now we’ll see what she does.”
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                Britta logged out because she didn’t trust good luck. She had just received a very valuable gift, so the next obvious step was for someone to come along and take it away from her. Or block her using it. Or change it into something she didn’t want.

The sudden panic of achieving the goal she had set for herself came as a surprise. She hadn’t realised what a pessimist she was until then. Not that she thought of herself as an enthusiastic blast of positivity — no one would think that — but she was generally hoping to do well, in a realistic way. Pragmatic, not negative.

But her ambitions had always been quite small, until recently. She had been prepared to struggle but, in the end, she saw her chances as fairly good and within her abilities.

Once you got beyond the humdrum and freely available, then it became much less likely for her to succeed. That was merely a matter of common sense. It was obvious she shouldn’t have struck it lucky so quickly and so fully. Not without a drawback. 

Britta sat on her bed feeling like she’d just pulled off a bank heist and gotten clean away.

She hadn’t even waited around to ask N-28 what exactly he had done. All she’d seen was him using up the two skill points gained from the books, and then she could suddenly teleport around at will, as many time as she wanted. 

Now that she was back home, the risk of being asked to return her ill-gotten gains seemed unlikely, although still not entirely absent. Safe enough to turn on the laptop and bring up her skill tree. She could at least take a closer look at the changes.

It took Britta several minutes of staring at the screen before she was able to locate the first new quirk. While all of her old quirks were on the right side of the screen, Walking the Dog was far on the left, with no connection between it and the ones she already had, at least, not on this side of the screen. 

There were connections, lots of them, she had seen them but they were hidden from the eyes of players. Which made it very hard to work out what effect they would have once selected.

What did Walking the Dog have to do with teleporting? And more to the point, what was Walking the Dog? 

There was no additional information about the quirks. The screen was a static update. She couldn’t press on anything or ask for additional details. That would have to wait until next time she logged in. But this snapshot of her current status would tell her where to look.

She had been given two skill points and both had been used. She began searching the screen for the second quirk and found no trace of it.

The skill tree was vast and complex. It was obvious why this wouldn’t be made available to players, new ones especially. It would only confuse them and make them feel overwhelmed. 

New players were meant to understand what they needed to do so they could be kept busy and find it hard to log out. Make it too complicated at the start and they would get bored and give up. It was a game, it should be fun. It should feel like you were making progress. 

She scanned the screen again, her face almost pressed up against it, but there was no other quirk highlighted.

“Is there a new quirk on this skill tree?” she asked the laptop. She found that if she asked a question out loud when there was no one else around, the computer would assume she was asking it.

“Yes,” said the laptop.

“Are there two?”

“Yes.”

Britta looked again. There was definitely only one over on this side of the screen. 

“Where is it?” A light began flashing over the new quirk. “And the second one?” 

There was no change, just the one light flashing. She leaned closer. 

“Have two skill points been used on the same quirk?” she asked.

“Yes,” said the laptop.

How was she supposed to have known to do that? Why was it even possible? The whole thing was ridiculous. They didn’t even follow their own rules. Britta was beginning to suspect there were no rules, they were making it all up as they went. 

Next time she got a skill point, she would throw a dart at her skill tree. She would probably discover a legendary new ability.

Britta sighed and sat back in her chair. It didn’t really matter if she didn’t understand how it worked. She now had the ability she had wanted. She could go where she pleased, more or less. There was still the matter of the anti-magic devices to consider but there was a way to prevent herself from being affected — she had to level up and make her spells too strong to be countered. And to do that, she would have to go somewhere where the XP flowed like water.

It was a school night and she had things to do, but first she called Lin. If Britta was going to have any chance of surviving the hardships of the Legendary World, she would need help.

Lin answered almost immediately. “Did everything go well?”

“Fine, thank you. I was wondering, um, if you wanted to go to the Legendary World this weekend. I mean with me.”

“This weekend? Yes, that would be great. Really great.” Lin sounded genuinely thrilled at the prospect. 

For Britta, it was a toss-up between feeling flattered and deeply suspicious. She really had to find a way to handle this intensified level of paranoia. Suppress it, or use it for something useful. 

“Are we going anywhere in particular? Did you uncover a new feature?”

The problem with surpassing people’s expectations was that they then expected you to do it all the time. 

“No. It won’t be anything too wild. I just need to level up a bit, and they have more XP available over there.”

“Grinding?” asked Lin, sounding not quite as enthused but doing her best to put a positive spin on it. Britta didn’t blame her. “I’m looking forward to it.”

Britta wasn’t entirely sure herself how she was going to find enough XP to level up, or if L-15 would even allow it. How had the Chinese team levelled so fast? Where on their server should she go? Was it all about killing monsters over there or were their other ways to acquire the necessary XP?

Tomorrow was school, that took priority. Bumping into Rick was a slight concern, but nothing she couldn’t handle, or avoid. He still didn’t know she was the one he was looking for. She went to bed wishing the weekend would come quicker.
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                The world was sitting up and taking note of the upcoming changes in the world of entertainment. Britta could tell the media had decided to embrace the digital revolution taking place. 

Adverts on billboards and on the screens inside her bus to school were pushing Anderson cradles and the joys of virtual reality. It had gone from a specialised piece of tech known to only a handful of gaming enthusiasts, to a mainstream worldwide phenomenon eagerly awaited by young and old.

Now it felt like every website and every news outlet was doing a story about New World. Video footage was available, players were interviewed in depth, journalists reported back from trying the game themselves. The only thing the media blitz couldn’t do was convey what it actually felt like to be inside New World.

But they could still hype the crap out of it.

In many ways, the inability to experience it for themselves put people in an even greater state of anticipation. After keeping news of the game suppressed for so long, now there was a massive glut. And the effect was sending people a little crazy.

Was this all part of the plan? Britta assumed the marketing people at APE had carefully arranged for the excitement to reach its apex just before the full launch. The game devs might not be able to produce a game without bugs or exploits, but the PR folk were masters of their domain. 

Britta found herself thinking about where they planned to take the game from here as she got off the bus and walked into school. Around her, the other students split up into groups as they chatted and laughed, off to the lockers, then onto their form rooms. It was the same thing every day. The same people.

Most of them hung out between classes and after school. Went out with each other on weekends. Would they all stay at home from now on, lying on their beds with a cradle on their heads? Would they meet up inside the game and carry on being friends without ever leaving home?

It seemed impossible to guess how they would react when the finally saw it for themselves, even for the marketing people. But with so much money invested into it, scrutiny would be greater than ever. Attention on the game would only become more intense from here on out.

Britta wasn’t sure she was going to like how things would change. Even without knowing what those changes would be.

Maybe it would be popular for a moment and then fade away like every other game. Maybe there was something even more amazing just around the corner.

“What are you daydreaming about?” asked Rashida.

“Nothing,” said Britta, her denial instinctive.

Rashida’s eyes narrowed to laser intensity. “You’ve changed, you know?”

“Me? No, I haven’t.”

“You have,” said Rashida. “It’s like you stopped caring about school.”

“I care.” Britta wasn’t sure what Rashida was talking about. If anything, Britta was more committed to her education than before.

“It’s like you’re not really here,” said Rashida, peering into Britta’s eyes like she might find a clue in there. “Like this just a bus stop for you.”

She was making Britta uncomfortable. “Well, isn’t it for everyone? We won’t be here for that much longer.”

“True,” said Rashida, “but that’s not how you’re supposed to think. These are the best years of our lives,” she said completely deadpan. “Apparently.”

“Do you really believe that?” said Britta. 

“If I thought it was true,” said Rashida, getting up as the bell for the first class went off in the corridor, “I would have gone to a better school.”

“By the way,” said Britta as she followed her out into the hall, “did you order a helmet?”

“What do I need a helmet for?” asked Rashida.

“An Anderson cradle? The game?”

“Oh,” said Rashida. “No. These things never live up to the hype. And even if it does, do I really want to be trapped in a box with a bunch of overexcited children?” She stopped as two boys ran past throwing a rugby ball to each other in between students who cried out and jeered them. “Where’s the escapism in that?” she said with an eyebrow raised.

“I think this time it will actually live up to the hype,” said Britta. “And you don’t have to stay where everyone else is. You can go wherever you want.”

“You seem to know a lot about it,” said Rashida.

“Just what I’ve picked up.” There was part of her that wanted to openly talk about everything she had experienced in the game but at the same time it felt like she was just looking for a chance to show off. 

This is going to be a great thing and I’m already part of it so I must be great. 

She was about to change the subject when she saw an awkward, spindly figure coming down the hall towards them. He had his eyes locked on Britta.

“Anyway, we’ll have to wait and see,” said Britta, pushing Rashida into the classroom and quickly making her way to her seat.

She looked back towards the door as she sat down and saw Rick in the doorway, adjusting his old lady glasses and gritting his teeth as he prepared to charge into the enemy camp (which was any room with people in it as far as he was concerned).

Britta jumped up and walked quickly back across the classroom. Her sudden move caught Rick by surprise and he stood there, waiting.

She knew he was here for her. Whether it was to ask her about Dad or confront her over something else didn’t matter. It would be better to deal with it outside.

Mr Maxwell appeared behind Rick and tapped him on the shoulder, making him jump. 

“Sorry, sir,” he said as he moved to one side.

“Just be a second,” said Britta as she pushed Rick further back and out into the corridor.

Mr Maxwell looked like he was about to say something, then thought better of it and went into the classroom, “Morning, morning,” to be met by moans and groans.

“What?” said Britta. “I thought we sorted everything out already.”

Rick seemed a little thrown by Britta’s confrontational manner, which was what Britta had hoped for. You had to take control of the battle if you didn’t want to always be the reactive one.

Rick gathered himself and stood tall, which gave him about two centimetres on Britta. 

“I know it’s you. You’re the gnome wizard.” There was a triumphant gleam in his eye.

It didn’t come as that much of a shock. In real life, a simple mask over the eyes didn’t hide your superhero identity. People who knew you could tell it was you with and without glasses on. They recognised your voice even when you tried to sound like Darth Vader. 

“Yes, it’s me. So what? Everything I said still stands. I can’t talk to you without reporting back to APE. They watch everything I do. Everything. Not just in the game. If you want them to start watching everything you do, you’re going the right way about it.”

Rick stumbled back two steps. “I… I see.” He turned and ran off.

Britta let out her breath. That went a lot better than she had expected it to. Perhaps the game was starting to improve her skills in the real world, too.
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                Rick didn’t bother Britta for the rest of the week. Whether he had finally seen sense or if he was holed up somewhere planning his next move, Britta didn’t really care. As long as he left her alone, she was fine with it.

She was careful not to get carried away. Even if her more aggressive approach had done the trick, she had no doubt the effectiveness would fade over time. And it was just as likely to provoke him to greater levels of stupidity. The thing about standing up to bullies was that they sooner of later realised you had made them look bad, and other people looking down on them was why they started bullying in the first place. 

Rick wasn’t exactly a bully, but he had similar tendencies. He wasn’t going to leave Britta alone if he truly believed her gnome wizard was the key to whatever it was he wanted from the game.

She should have just reported him and been done with it, but she was reluctant to go that far. Why did she care what happened to him? She hoped she wouldn’t end up in trouble if APE found out she had admitted she worked for them, but it wasn’t like she’d told him anything he didn’t already know.

“Why can’t everyone just leave me alone?” she ended up saying out loud without realising it.

“You are alone,” said Rashida, looking at Britta with mild concern. “I’m the only one here.” They were sitting at a table in the cafeteria, surrounded by other tables crowded with kids. “Do you want me to leave?”

“No, no, no. Sorry. Problems at home.” She stuffed her mouth full of food so she wouldn’t blurt out anything else.

The weekend finally arrived and levelling up seemed even more important now. If Rick, or anyone else, was going to try to impose themselves on Britta, her only two options were either to hide (which would quickly become tedious and restrictive) or to be an existence others couldn’t match. She was already on her way there, she just needed a push to get over the top. It wouldn’t be too hard with Lin’s help, and perhaps a small amount of assistance from L-15.

Britta stood outside the temple in Shangri-La, taking in the sights. She tended to log in at evening or night, so it was nice to see the world in full daylight. The city was full of life and bustle, and also smoke and relentless yelling. She was sure there was a volume setting somewhere, but she couldn’t seem to find it as she looked over her status screen.

“Good morning,” said Lin, appearing behind her as she exited the church. She looked different. Her clothes still looked basic and ordinary, but they seemed to hang in a totally different way to before.

“Good morning,” said Britta as she tried not to make it too obvious she was appraising Lin’s gear. “Is that a new outfit?”

“No, same as before, I just made some adjustment. I thought, if I’m going to be wearing these garments for a while, I might as tailor them to fit better.” She put her hands on her hips and twisted from side to side. “What do you think? Good?”

“Great. Did you level up your sewing skill?”

Lin smiled. “Yes. I’m all fingers and thumbs in the real world, but here I’m a bit of an expert.” 

“Me too,” said Britta. “Does it make you any better at sewing in the real world? I tried but I couldn’t really see any difference.”

Lin laughed. “I tried, too. Still terrible. It would be nice if skills transferred like that.”

“Maybe they will, one day,” said L-15. 

It took all Britta’s self-control not to jump when he suddenly appeared next to her. He was in the guise of a wise old man in colourful robes. He stroked his long white beard in a way that fit the stereotype.

“Maybe,” said Lin. She hadn’t shown the slightest reaction to his materialisation. “So, what is the plan for today?”

Britta had only told Lin that she intended to level-up her character in the Legendary World. She hadn’t said how she meant to go about it because she wasn’t sure herself. First, she had to contact L-15, and she had no obvious way to do that, but he had solved that problem without having to be asked. His interest in her had some advantages.

“I wanted to ask you a favour,” said Britta.

“Oh?” said L-15. “If I can be of service.” He bowed his head so that his beard nearly touched the ground.

Britta was counting on the AI thinking he could use this to his advantage. Maybe he could. 

“I’m sure you can. I was hoping you would let us go in one of your dungeons, with one of your teams.”

“You are free to enter any dungeon you wish,” said L-15. “They are open to all. No level restrictions apply, here. Only your bravery limits you.”

“Yes, but I wanted to try it with one of your high-level teams. Level 30 plus. I’m curious how they operate in action.” 

A single, ornately long eyebrow rose on L-15’s elderly yet somehow youthful face. “You wish to join a party of elite players? At your level?”

“Uh-huh,” said Britta. She had expected some resistance. Lin also looked doubtful. “Just as observers is fine. Lin, I mean, Loreli can protect me from most things, and she’s more or less invulnerable, right?”

Lin shrugged. “I have no objection.”

L-15 put his hands together in prayer and breathed in through his nose. “And what is your true purpose? You wish to observe the strength of the players here?”

“Actually, I want to see how tough your dungeons are, and I doubt I can do that on my own. I’m willing to try if there’s no other option. I’ve seen what N-28 has to offer. I’d like to see your approach.”

Britta waited while L-15 thought it over. He was probably working out what benefit this might be to him. If there weren’t any, he would most likely reject her request. And if he agreed, that meant he had come up with some hidden purpose she needed to be wary of.

“There is a party embarking on a hazardous mission shortly, I could find a way to include you. The daughter of a powerful businessman and her friend seeking thrills for the day would not be considered so unusual. Such things happen occasionally.”

“Is it a high-level dungeon?” asked Britta.

“It is the second-hardest type we have,” said L-15. 

“Sounds perfect,” said Britta. 

“Very well. If you wait here, I will make the necessary arrangement.” He disappeared.

“Do you really want to just watch others fight?” asked Lin.

Britta smiled. “It isn’t the fighting I’m interested in.” 

Britta wanted to level-up, but she didn’t want to have to kill to do it. But high-level monsters and NPCs were the only ones who could provide her with the XP she needed, and they didn’t dwell in the city. She had to go to them.
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                “What is this? Are we babysitters now?” The masked player was sitting on top of a pillar outside a cave entrance. The name on his tag was written in Chinese characters so Britta had no idea what it said. He was squatting like a frog up there, perfectly balanced.

“Be respectful and shut up,” said the tall man with the oversized sword. “Think of it as a quest. You’ll get a bonus reward if you don’t mess up like you usually do.”

Froggy moved the mask from the top of half of his face to the bottom so that his eyes were uncovered but now his mouth was hidden. It seemed an odd way to disguise yourself, but maybe that wasn’t the point of it. He did look pretty cool.

“Extra quest in this hell hole will get us wiped,” said Froggy.

“Speak for yourself,” said the girl on the pillar on the other side of the entrance. She was small but elegant, standing on one foot while the other was on top of her bent knee so she looked like she was sitting on an invisible chair. “If you don’t want the bonus reward I’ll happily take your share.”

At least Britta could understand what they were saying even though they weren’t speaking in English. Most of it was complaints about her and Lin being there, but that was okay. It was to be expected.

“Can we get started?” said Lin. 

“As soon as the others arrive,” said Big Sword with forced civility. He was polite, but only just.

“So, who’s your father?” said a weaselly player with beady eyes that suited him. He was right up close to Lin’s shoulder, leaning in like they were having a very intimate conversation. “Someone important? Does he need reliable employees who are willing to go the full distance? In the shadows, under the table. The dirty work.” He looked at Lin with leering eyes.

“If he does,” said the girl on the pillar, “he won’t be needing a struggling nobody like you.”

“Ha!” said the weasel. “You know nothing, Little Claw. You are a child who is still innocent. I could change that for you, just give me your home address and I’ll be there tonight.” He leaned back towards Lin. “Maybe give me your number, too, eh? I could give you a few pointers.”

Lin frowned. “Do you want to die before we go into the dungeon?” She sounded genuinely curious, which made Britta smile.

“Oh, very funny,” said Weasel. “Look, your little rat friend is amused. Giggle, giggle, eh?” A long thin dagger appeared in his hand, which he used to pick his nose. 

“Isn’t that a bit risky?” asked Britta. “A shove on the hilt would send the point into your brain.”

“Don’t worry,” said Little Claw from the top of the pillar. “You’d need exceptional aim considering the size of his brain.”

Weasel took out the blade and flicked what was on the end towards Britta. The big guy’s big sword slammed into the ground in front of Britta, shaking the ground and also preventing her being splattered by digitally produced snot.

“Watch yourself, Kupa. They’re not as simple as they look. This one has infinite health. You won’t harm her, and she will get you eventually.”

Kupa looked at the bow on Lin’s back. He seemed to be deciding if it was just for show. “What about the rat?”

“If you do anything to me, my father will speak to your father,” said Britta, trying to speak their language. “Your father wouldn’t enjoy that.” Technically, Britta felt what she said was true.

Kupa scowled. “Damn tourists.”

“Don’t call her a rat again,” said Lin. “My father and her father will join together to make your father cry tears of shame.”

“Maybe I don’t like my father,” said Kupa defiantly, although his voice wavered a little. He clearly didn’t like to be the one being mocked. “Just don’t get in our way.”

“Forgive my friend, Miss Loreli,” said Big Sword. “He gets a little nervous before battle. He doesn’t mean anything by it. But please, do remain away from the fighting and enjoy the show. Infinite health will keep you safe, but if you interrupt our teamwork, we could suffer serious injury.” He smiled politely.

Britta got the feeling he was far more dangerous than the weaselly Kupa. The type to kill those who got in his way and apologise very sincerely afterwards. 

“Interesting bunch,” said Britta from the side of her mouth. 

Lin nodded. 

The rest of the party arrived a few minutes later. They had been getting their weapons and armour repaired in the nearby village. Gear maintenance wasn’t something Britta had to worry about. She never used any of her gear enough for it to need fixing.

“All here?” said Big Sword. “Good, then I shall make the introductions.”

He pointed at each party member, nine in all, and rattled off their names. She knew Kupa and Little Claw, and the froggy guy on the pillar was Carwash, although she may have misheard. The rest was a bit of a blur, but there were some animal names in there — tiger and butterfly — and some geographical terms — Blue Hill? Wet Cloud Mountain? It wasn’t easy to follow, so Britta didn’t bother. She could always ask Lin.

“And I am Convenient Local Shop,” said the big guy. Was the game trying to translate their names into English and just doing a bad job of it? “You may call me Shop.”

“Loreli,” said Lin with a short bow. “B.” She pointed at Britta. “Thank you for indulging us.”

The others bowed back. Britta wasn’t sure what to do, so she just stood back and did nothing. They didn’t seem to mind.

“Let’s go, then,” said Shop. 

The party began to whoop and holler as they entered the cave, the two on the pillars jumping down with balletic grace.

Britta and Lin took up positions at the rear, with only Kupa behind them. Britta maybe should have been concerned about that, but she wasn’t. She was excited.

“This should be fun,” said Britta.

“Yes,” said Lin. “I wonder what the plan is.” She wasn’t looking at the rest of the party though, she was looking at Britta.
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                “Don’t wander off,” said Kupa from behind them. “Even if you’re immune to damage, the orcs might run off with you and do all sorts of nasty things to you.”

Britta looked over her shoulder at him, frowning.

“Just looking out for you,” he said with a smile. “Friendly warning.”

They were in a tunnel that was lit by large torches planted in the walls every thirty paces or so. It was a high tunnel, and very wide. The party was moving two abreast but the tunnel could easily fit four people walking side by side. 

There were no signs of monsters, or that anyone lived down here, apart from the torches.

“Have you ever seen an orc before,” Britta asked Lin. 

“Only in movies,” said Lin. “I assume they look more or less the same.”

That was probably true. The devs would have taken inspiration from the usual sources. And by inspiration, Britta meant stolen wholesale. Orcs were usually green, ugly and violent. And generally a bit stupid. If she wanted to start a dialogue with one, she’d probably have to dodge a few blows first.

“How big are they?” Britta asked Kupa over her shoulder.

“See our leader up there?” He nodded towards Convenient Local Shop who was at the front of the group. “About twice his height.”

Shop was the tallest person in the party, well over two metres. If the orcs were double his size, they would completely fill the tunnel, which would make it hard to fight. Was Kupa exaggerating to make them nervous?

“Not huge, then?” said Britta.

“You’ve seen bigger, have you?” said Kupa in a mocking tone.

“Yeah. I was in a fight with a zombie giant. He was at least six or seven metres tall. Made up of lots of little zombies, which was kind of disgusting.”

Kupa’s mouth dropped open. “You fought the Zombie King?”

“Me? No. Mostly I ran away and tried to avoid the smaller zombies. They were surprisingly fast. Not like the slow ones you usually see.”

Kupa didn’t say anything after that. Perhaps Britta had made him rethink his view of her. Perhaps he didn’t believe her.

“I saw the video of you in that fight with the giant zombie,” said Lin. 

“Oh, did you?” It was such a long time ago, Britta had all but forgotten about it. Of course there would be a video of it, as there was of pretty much everything that happened in the game. She certainly hadn’t expected anyone to watch it, though.

“You did more than run away. They wouldn’t have defeated the giant without you.”

“It was just a lucky hit.” Britta was sorry she’d mentioned it now. It really had been just luck. And everyone had been mad at her for pulling aggro on so many zombies and then bringing them straight towards them. She didn’t want Lin to think she was some kind of warrior-mage. She would start to expect things from Britta she had no way of producing.

“Halt!” came a call from the front. “Quiet,” was added in lower tones.

Britta listened for any sounds. She thought she could hear a drumming sound, but she wasn’t sure. Everyone waited for the next instruction.

“The two of you aren’t quite what you appear, are you?” whispered Kupa. “Who are you, really?”

“I’m not a gnome in real life,” Britta quietly confided. 

There was a shout Britta couldn’t quite understand but everyone was up and moving, so it had to be some kind of order. 

“Run,” said Kupa, staying behind them as he urged them on. Britta only just realised his job was to look after them. Probably why he was so upset with them being here, taking him away from the action.

The whole party, twelve people, were charging down the tunnel. Britta had no idea why, or where they were going, but she did her best to keep up. Her strength and agility gave her the energy, but her short legs meant she had to more work to cover the same ground.

The tunnel opened into a cavern. It looked natural, no signs of habitation, but there were large rock formations everywhere, some with large torches stuck on top to provide illumination. It reminded her of the raid in the Korlath mines.

“Faster,” shouted Kupa. “We have to get to the high ground before them.”

Her height made it hard to see with all the rocks in the way, but Kupa shepherded them up one of the sloping outcroppings, Britta finally saw the orcs. They were charging from the other end of the cavern, and they really were as big as Kupa had said.

“What?” said Kupa as they reached the top of their little mountain. “What are they doing here?” He sounded shocked.

“Who?” said Britta.

He was staring goggle-eyed at the charging orcs. 

“I thought you were expecting them,” said Britta. Judging by the mad scramble of the others, who had leapt to the tops of the other rocky outcrops like they had springs on their feet, this was not going to plan.

“I was teasing you,” said Kupa. “These are blue orcs. They don’t appear until the end of the dungeon. Why are they here? Why are there so many of them?”

The orcs were blue, but Britta had assumed the devs had gone with a different colour palette so they could claim some sort of originality. But if these were more powerful than they should have been, maybe even mini-bosses, then that meant L-15 had made a few changes, most likely for her benefit.

It didn’t come as that a big surprise. Once he agreed to let Britta join this party, he would want to test her. She wasn’t that worried about herself or Lin — Lin was unkillable and Britta could teleport away from danger — but the rest of the party needed to survive. If they all wiped, they’d be kicked out, Britta and Lin along with them. That was the arrangement. Twelve people in a ten man dungeon, but the two of them weren’t really here, and couldn’t stay without an escort.

“Stay,” said Kupa as the fighting started. “Don’t move.” He ran straight down the near-vertical incline.  

From their vantage point Britta could see the entire battle. It wasn’t going well. 

The Chinese team were connecting with weapons and spells, but the orcs didn’t even seem to be trying to dodge. They took the hits and large red numbers — 200, 300 — flew off them without having much effect.

The six huge orcs carried spears in one hand and a net in the other. They prodded with spear and kept the nets ready, but didn’t throw them. 

Whatever the plan had been, everyone seemed to be improvising now. Attacks came from all directions and were becoming more and more reckless. Four of the team died in quick succession. Nets were thrown, trapping two. Rescue attempts led to two more deaths. The last two were quickly caught, thrashing around but unable to break free. It was all over in a few minutes — not even close. They were dragged off towards the back of the cavern.

“Looks like they didn’t see us,” said Lin quietly.

“Hey!” said Britta, standing up. “What about us?”

The orcs stopped and stared. One raised a spear to throw. 

“Wait! We surrender.” Britta slid down the slope on her backside with Lin following. “Can we come, too?”

The largest, bluest orc came stamping forwards. His face looked a bit like a pig, with a snout and floppy ears. He growled and then threw a net which covered both Britta and Lin. They were pulled off their feet and dragged along after the others. The ropes of the net were so thick, the ground didn’t touch their skin.

“Was this your intention from the start?” asked Lin as they bumped along.

“No,” said Britta. “This is even better. Now we don’t even have to walk.” She lay back and enjoyed the ride.
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                The orcs dragged them through numerous tunnels with no notable features, saying nothing and ignoring the questions and abuse hurled at them by their unhappy captives, until finally depositing them into iron cages lined up against a wall in a large cavern, rolling them out of the nets so they spun across the floor and banged into the rusty iron bars with dull clangs.

The orcs locked the doors using enormous padlocks that looked far more technologically advanced than the rest of the somewhat makeshift prison. The complex mechanism made a resounding clunk as it snapped shut.

Their weapons weren’t confiscated, they weren’t searched or bound in any way. The orcs didn’t seem to fear magic users employing spells to escape or to attack the guards. Two orcs fell into chairs at the other end of the cavern, placed their heads on the tabletop and immediately fell asleep, snoring loudly. The keys to the padlocks lay on the table between them.

The other four orcs stomped out without explanation or farewell.

There were placed in pairs in adjoining cells. Britta and Lin were in one, Kupa and the girl, Little Claw, were next to them. Convenient Local Shop and another fighter called Red Panda were the other two captives.

As soon as the orcs had left and there was no movement from the sleeping giants, the Chinese players began testing the cages for signs of weakness, but nothing had much of an effect. Weapons bounced off metal bars, numbing the wielder’s hands. Pushing and pulling, lying on the ground and using legs to force gaps wider between bars, none of it made the slightest difference. 

The orc guards ignored the banging and slamming going on and continued to catch up on their beauty sleep, which was certainly needed.

Red Panda, who had a bow, tried firing a few arrows at them, which Britta considered a little reckless. But they bounced off their armour causing no damage and not even waking them. One swatted at the air with his eyes still closed, as though waving off a fly. Blue orcs, it appeared to Britta, were not to be trifled with.

Eventually, the captives sat down and mulled over their situation. It was not what they had expected.

“What’s going on?” said Little Claw. “No one’s ever reported something like this. Blue orcs on the first level, the first encounter! How are we supposed to deal with something like that?”

“We aren’t, obviously,” said Shop. “We were supposed to be captured. Why? So we can escape presumably. The keys are invitingly left out in the open. We just need to get to them.”

“How?” said Red Panda. “We don’t have any way to get through these bars. I can’t even reach around that giant padlock to try and pick it. And even if we do get out — blue orcs? No, no, no. This is ridiculous.”

“We have no choice but to wait,” said Kupa, easily the most relaxed about their situation. He was sitting with his back against the bars, staring into the adjacent cage where Britta and Lin were. “This is a scripted event. We aren’t supposed to beat those orcs, we’re supposed to think our way out of here.”

“Wait?” said Red Panda. “I didn’t come here to wait. I’m leaving.”

“Stop,” said Shop. “Don’t—”

Red Panda collapsed and lay there like he was sleeping. Shop bent down to check on him. “He logged out.” He kicked him and got no reaction from the body.

“Looks like it won’t let us out of here unless we work out what we’re supposed to do,” said Kupa. “He’ll come right back here when he logs in again.”

“We should leave him here when we leave,” said Little Claw. “Make him…”

The body faded away, leaving behind a few pieces of equipment.

“Deleted himself,” said Shop with a shake of his head. “Level 28.”

“You really think this is a hidden quest?” said Little Claw, her excitement unaffected by the loss of a comrade. “Did we get lucky?”

“No, not lucky,” said Kupa, sitting with his legs bent and his wrists balanced on his knees. “Something strange is going on. Can’t you feel it? The whole dungeon feels different. I think it’s because of her.” He lifted one hand just enough to point at Lin.

Lin responded by raising an eyebrow. The two of them stared at each other, neither blinking.

“You think she made this happen?” asked Shop. “How? She’s just a player.”

“Not just any player,” said Kupa, eyes still locked on Lin. “There’s been something off the whole time, I just couldn’t put my finger on it. This is my third time in this place, yours too.” He glanced at Shop, and then returned his eyes to Lin. “You can feel it, can’t you?”

“Those were scouting missions,” said Shop. “We didn’t go in very deep.”

“We never encountered anything like this,” said Kupa. “Not even a sign of a blue orc. And no one else has ever reported seeing them on the first level.”

“But that’s how a hidden quest is,” said Little Claw. “No one knows what triggers them, it’s just luck. We got lucky, and now we have a chance at a special reward. This is good.”

“If we defeat whatever the objective is,” said Kupa. He stood up and walked over to the wall separating his cage from Britta’s. He seemed taller than before. “What’s so special about your friend?” he asked Britta.

Britta looked at Lin and then back at Kupa. “Well, she’s very kind and generous, and she always try to help you if she can.”

Kupa frowned. “This is because of her, isn’t it? They made her character immune to damage, so the game is adjusting to deal with her, right?”

Britta hadn’t thought of it like that. He might be right. L-15 might not have anything to do with any of this, at least, not directly. Whatever the reason for the change in the dungeon, they were here now. Trying to work out the game’s reasons wouldn’t achieve much.

“How would we know?” said Britta. “Even if you’re right, this is our first time here. We didn’t make it happen on purpose.”

Kupa nodded slowly. “Okay.” He turned around and walked across to the other side of the cage. “I guess we have to find a way to escape.”

Shop walked over to him so the two men were facing each other, divided by the bars. “Yes. How?”

“We can beat the guards in a straight fight if there’s only two of them and we can take them by surprise.” Kupa’s gaze drifted across to the sleeping guards and back. “They fell asleep very quickly. That must be a sign.”

“We need the key to open the door, but we can’t reach the key without opening the door,” said Little Claw. “You have an idea?”

“Yes. Want to give it a go?” Kupa asked her in return.

“Sure. Why not? I’ll be able to leave if I die, no?”

Kupa shrugged and nodded together.

“What do you want me to do?” said Little Claw.

Britta watched them planning as Lin came and stood next to her. 

“That Kupa,” said Britta, “is he the leader?”

“He’s interesting,” said Lin. “Not as smart as he thinks he is.”

“He realised it had something to do with us,” said Britta.

“With me,” said Lin. “No prize for being nearly right.” She looked down at Britta. “You want to wait and see how they get out?”

“Yes,” said Britta. 

“And if they can’t?”

“I’ll just go get the key,” said Britta, like it would be as easy as walking over there and taking it. 

Lin hoped the Chinese players would fail, just so she could see how Britta was going to do it.
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                The keys on the table were on a large ring. The obvious way to get them would be to throw a hook on a line and reel them in. It might be a bit noisy, the keys jingling and bumping off the table and across the room, but the orcs seemed to be deeply asleep. It looked very much like a set-up, the game clearly indicating what you were supposed to do.

“Didn’t you bring any rope?” asked Kupa.

“Panda had some,” said Little Claw. She looked at the small pile of items, mainly clothes, left behind when Red Panda had deleted his character. There was a bow, some arrows, a few small pouches and a belt. No rope. “It should be here.”

“Why did he leave so quickly?” asked Britta her face pressed against the bars as she watched the team of experts go about their business.

“He isn’t very patient,” said Shop, who was rummaging through his own bag like a woman frantically searching for a purse in her handbag. “Sometimes it’s better to cut your losses than to waste time trying and trying and trying and then having to cut your losses anyway. You just have bigger losses that way.”

“But the keys are right there,” said Britta. “He could have at least tried once.”

“True,” said Little Claw. “He was a little hasty.”

“He’s usually good at spotting a lost cause. Probably the right decision,” said Shop. “Even if we get the keys, blue orcs are no joke. This is our first time here, so the best we can hope for is to collect information for the next run. It’s a big time investment for reconnaissance.”

“So he deleted his character?” said Britta. “That seems a bit extreme.”

“He didn’t want to delete his character,” said Kupa, who was going through his pockets and bags. He had a more casual air about him, like a man checking for change in front of a parking meter. “He thought he’d just log out and go do something else, but when he realised the body was soft-locked in place, he decided that rather than come back and face us he would prefer to start over.”

“He deleted his Level 30 character out of pride?” said Britta. Wasn’t that a little too ridiculous? He gave up all the hard work and time he’d put into raising his character because he’d be too embarrassed to face everyone after storming off and abandoning them to their fate.

“He was only Level 28,” said Little Claw. “He can make that back in a few days.”

Britta wanted to ask how that was possible, but she didn’t want to come across as too needy. Embarrassment was quite a strong influence on her, too.

“I’m Level 5,” said Britta, not really sure why she blurted it out.

“I’m Level 1,” said Lin. Britta couldn’t tell if she was saying it to make her feel better, or if they were now in a race to the bottom. The weakest person to win the group’s sympathy.

“Do either of you have any rope?” asked Shop, giving up on his own search.

Britta and Lin shook their heads. 

“I have a long stick,” said Britta. She looked across the room at the keys. “Not that long, though.”

“Shouldn’t you have packed something as basic as rope?” asked Lin. Britta could tell she was trying to ask in a casual, inquisitive way, but it still came out sounding like an accusation of incompetence. She had one of those voices that made everything sound like it was cut from glass.

“Um, yeah,” said Britta, trying her best to deflect the cold looks away from Lin. “What would you do if you had to climb something? A rope and a grappling hook seems like…”

The looks were now directed at her. She hadn’t really thought her rescue attempt through.

“We don’t need ropes to climb,” said Little Claw.

Having seen Chinese players in action, jumping and somersaulting all over the place, Britta realised they could probably scale sheer surfaces like ninjas. Was there such a thing as Chinese ninjas? Probably something similar.

“Equipment is shared among the group,” said Shop, “so we have room to carry treasure. The bulk of the items we need right now were carried by people who died. Very unfortunate.”

The lack of rope between them was something of a problem. Like Convenient Local Shop had said, this was their first time here and they were mainly gathering intel. The first thing they had learned was that they needed a rope for next time. Or maybe a fishing rod.

“Looks like we’ve reached the end of our options,” said Kupa. 

“Really?” said Britta. “You’re going to give up this easily? Are you going to delete your characters, too?”

If they really couldn’t do anything to escape, and logging out would only leave their characters imprisoned here until they returned, deletion appeared to be the only way out.

“No,” said Kupa. “We get the orcs to kill us. That way we resurrect at our last respawn point. Unless you can think of something.”

He was looking at Britta. Expectantly.

Was he exaggerating their shortcomings to get Britta to deal with it? Why ask her and not Lin? Then again, she was a whole four levels ahead of Lin.

Was he working with L-15, perhaps? Maybe he was L-15. She inspected him a little more closely. If it was L-15, he had learned to disguise himself better.

No, she was fairly sure he was a player. Something about the way he carried himself, too many little tics and twitches for an AI. Computers could calculate a lot very fast, but they couldn’t do it in several different directions at the same time.

“I have an idea,” said Lin.

The focus moved onto her. They looked more comfortable expecting a solution from the elf rather than the gnome. They were racist, Britta thought to herself.

“Can you pick up that bow,” said Lin to Little Claw.

Little Claw looked at Red Panda’s bow which had been set against the bars of the next cage. She reached across to grab it. “And the arrows?” 

Lin shook her head. “No, that’s fine.”

Then she pulled her own bow from her back, placed an arrow on the string and released it, all in one fluid motion.

The arrow flew across the room and struck one of the orcs in the ear, right down the canal.

The orc roared with pain and jumped to his feet, knocking over the chair. The noise woke the other orc. Both glared at the cages.

Lin had returned the bow to her back even before the arrow had struck its target. She raised an empty hand and pointed at Little Claw, who was holding a bow.

They had said they would have to get the orcs to kill them. Lin had given them their chance.
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                The blue orcs came stomping across the cavern. The one Lin had hit still had the arrow sticking stuck in his head — the point coming out of one ear, the feathers coming out of the other. It had gone straight through but it didn’t seem to be an impediment.

Little Claw’s eyes were filled with surprise and shock at the realisation she was being framed for a crime she did not commit. “No. It wasn’t… What? Why? Are you—” Her words stumbled over each other in her rush to get them out.

“There’s only two of them,” said Lin, completely calm, “and three of you. This will be your best chance to beat them, and if not, you will be able to respawn at your last save point. You said you’d be putting on a show for us. Don’t waste this opportunity.”

The people on the other sides of the bars stared at her, completely at a loss. How were you supposed to react when demanded you dance for their entertainment?

“Don’t forget to use your weapons,” Lin added.

The reminder snapped the three players out of their stunned state. They drew their weapons, Little Claw dropping the incriminating bow to take out daggers.

Britta was impressed. Lin played down her status around Britta, but that was just an act to put her at ease. In reality, she was the very prominent child of an extremely wealthy mogul who was used to being treated with respect and reverence. She had turned it on so effortlessly. 

The orcs had grabbed their tridents on the way. It was all very well provoking them, but that didn’t mean they would demand satisfaction in a duel. They could just as easily poke their prisoners to death through the bars without ever getting close enough to risk getting hit in return.

The angrier orc, the one with the arrow through the head, charged straight at the middle cage that held Little Claw and Kupa. The other didn’t really know what was going on but roared his approval of whatever the first was going to do to the captives. 

The orcs were massive and their tridents were in proportion. There was no intention to open the cage door to make this a fair fight. The orc turned the trident so the prongs were vertical and thrust it through the bars.

Little Claw leapt backwards to get to the rear of the cage. Kupa threw himself to the side to avoid getting hit. The trident was aimed at Little Claw and was easily long enough to reach her. She dodged from side to side as the trident attempted to skewer her. She was amazingly fast and nimble.

As the trident swung towards Kupa flattened against the side, he grabbed the shaft and pulled it towards himself, slamming it into the bars above his head.

Shop, in the next cage, grabbed the top prong from next door and pulled it so it slid through, the back corner slightly wedged between bars.

The orc screamed something unintelligible and leaned back to free the trident but it caught on the bar meaning he would have to pass metal through metal. He pushed forward and it rammed into the bar in front. He tried to angle it off the side, but the two men strained to keep the trident where it was, muscles bulging and veins popping with the effort, although it didn’t seem like a viable long-term plan.

The second orc dropped his trident and grabbed the first by the waist. Together, they heaved with all their strength. The players let go of the trident, Kupa spinning it as it shot past him. The prongs were now horizontal and slammed into the bars of the cage door, too wide to get through. The force was so great, the door was wrenched off its hinges and fell open. 

The orcs fell back, the one in front jerking his head backwards to slam into the face of the one behind, who fell to the ground.

The first out was Little Claw, running straight at the orcs and then skipping to the side to get past. Kupa followed, not skipping to the side. He looked like he was aiming to shoulder charge the orc, who was double his size.

Little Claw moved with unbelievable speed. Her target were the keys. She grabbed them and threw them hard at the floor. They went bouncing across the room like a stone skipping over the surface of a lake. Shop, still locked in his cage, was on his knee, ready to field them as they arrived in his hands. He seemed to know exactly where she would send them. He was up and undoing the padlock in an instant.

Kupa had reached the staggering orc by this time. Rather than use his momentum to barge into him, he jumped. One foot on the orc’s knee, the other on his belt, like he was running up a wall.

Little Claw hadn’t wasted any time congratulating herself on getting to the keys. She was running at the orc’s back, so fast she was able to get there at the same time as Kupa was climbing up the front. She jumped into the air, her small light body seeming to float, and grabbed the greasy black hair at the back of the orc’s head, yanking it down.

At the front, the orc tilted his head, exposing his throat. Kupa slashed out with a blade — too long to be a dagger, not long enough to be called a sword — and cut the throat wide open. Blue blood gushed out along with a glut of red numbers.

Shop was out now and charged into the fray, giant sword dragging along behind him. Just as the second orc sat up dazed, Shop swung the sword like a golf club, from the floor straight into the air, and caught the orc on the bottom of his chin. His face was sheared in half.

Britta and Lin watched from their cage. It was over in only a few seconds but the coordination between the team of three was extraordinary. They knew what the others were going to do and how to exploit it without ever having to say anything. Was this how you were supposed to play the game? The in-game tutorials hadn’t covered anything that would tell you how to be this good.

“Impressive,” said Lin. 

“Did they have to kill them?” said Britta. She would have liked a chance to speak to the orcs but that would be difficult in their current condition, and the other orcs probably wouldn’t take kindly to their treatment. It was an unreasonable quibble, though, considering the situation. And it wasn’t like anyone had really died, as she kept having to remind herself.

“I don’t think they’re dead,” said Lin.

The orc with the cut throat sat up, his wound covered in congealed blue jelly.

“Blue orcs regenerate,” said Kupa. “You’ll be safest here. We’ll come back for you.” And then he left. All three of them just ran off.

“They left us behind,” said Britta. She was pretty sure by ‘safest’ he had meant ‘out of our way’. 

“It would appear so,” said Lin. “What would you like to do now?”

Britta sighed. She had wanted a chance to be alone with the orcs, but being abandoned still hurt her feelings. She took Lin’s hand and teleported them out of the cage.

“Oh,” said Lin, staggering a little. “That felt weird.”

“You get used to it,” said Britta, a little unsteady herself, “I’m hoping.”

The first orc was gingerly touching his throat. The other had also sat up and was trying to squeeze the two halves of his face back together.

“Excuse me,” said Britta. “Wait, wait. We’re not with the humans.”

The sudden angry glare her presence had produced (once she’d been noticed) subsided to a bemused curiosity. The orc tried to speak but nothing came out. He touched his wound. Unnecessary realism, the hallmark of a misguided game developer.

“Is there someone in charge we could talk to?” asked Britta. “I’d like to make a deal.”
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                “Huh?” said the orc.

The orc seemed baffled by Britta’s request. She could guess the problem. He can’t have been used to players talking to him without screaming. 

Usually, it was bound to be more confrontational, with lots of swear words. Either they were going to kill him and wanted to make some noise about it or, more than likely, he was going to kill them, and they wanted to beg him not to.

And here was this gnome who wanted a chat. If she wasn’t careful, he’d probably hit her on the head just to avoid the awkwardness of the situation.

“I’d like to speak to your supervisor,” said Britta, trying to speak slowly and clearly without coming across as patronising. It was a tricky balance. “Look, no weapons.”

She held out her arms to show she had nothing hidden behind her back. She did have a dagger somewhere, but she wasn’t sure where she’d put it. In her magic bag, probably. It was dangerous walking around with a blade on your belt — people often assumed you would try to use it, and attacked first to get the first hit in. They called it initiative. Britta called it rude.

The orc began to get up, which was a struggle. Britta backed away as the giant rose, lost his balance, and sat back down with a thump. He put a hand to his head, and then pulled it back as he poked his palm on the arrowhead sticking out of his ear.

“You alright?” said the other orc, who had got to his feet and was trying to wipe his bloody nose with a hand that was already covered in blue. A cut throat could heal in seconds, but a bloody nose looked like it would leak forever. Dad would have given a twenty-minute rant on inconsistency being the cancer of modern gaming.

“Dizzy,” said the orc sitting in front of Britta. 

They sounded human. A bit rough, heavy on the bass, but like two workmen. There was no caveman patter. 

“Me hurt. Bad man go pow.”

“Hold still,” said Lin. “This might hurt.” She approached the orc, who flinched but let her come closer. He might not have if he knew she was the one who had shot her.

She grabbed one end of the arrow and pulled. It slid out of the orcs head, to no great harm. It actually seemed to produce a feeling of relief as the orc sighed.

“Better?” asked Lin. She was examining the arrow, which didn’t have any gunk on it. What did orcs have between their ears?

“Mm,” said the orc. He looked grateful. Perhaps this would be the start of a great friendship, one of those moments where taking a thorn out of a beast’s paw led to a lifesaving moment in a coliseum somewhere in the future. “Thanks very much.”

Then again, maybe referring to them as beasts wasn’t entirely fair.

Lin smiled, a little dazed herself at having been able to converse with an NPC, and was about to put the arrow back in her quiver with the rest.

Britta snatched it out of her hand — which wasn’t easy with the height difference — and threw it on the ground. 

“So,” said Britta, quickly moving things along before they noticed how the feathers on the arrow matched all the ones in Lin’s quiver, “can we talk to the boss?”

“Why?” said the other orc. His sleeves were also blue now.

Lin walked over to him and handed him a handkerchief. He took it with an indebted nod and stuffed it into one of his very wide porcine nostrils, leaving only a small white corner visible. Lin gave Britta a triumphant look. For someone who had everything she could possibly want, and everything else a phone call away, attaining an orc’s gratitude seemed to have pleased her an inordinate amount.

“I have a business proposition,” said Britta. “Something that would be to both of our benefits if we work together.”

The orc with the arrow no longer impairing him got to his feet successfully this time. “I don’t think we're hiring at the moment.” 

“I don’t want a job,” said Britta. “I doubt I can do anything you need down here. Where are we, by the way? Deep underground?” It had been hard to tell when she was being dragged around in the net. It had seemed like the tunnels had sloped downwards, but then it had also seemed like they had sloped up.

The bemused look on the orc’s face suggested he still hadn’t made up his mind if he should stamp on Britta or not. He towered over her, which made her neck hurt.

“You’re on the 5th floor,” said the orc, which made it no clearer. 

“Five floors down or five floors up?” asked Britta.

“Up,” said Lin. “We’re in a mountain.”

“Dead volcado, acdually,” said the orc with the self-blocked nose. He sounded like he had a bad cold.

Britta’s orc looked at Lin. “She your bodyguard?”

“Yes,” said Britta. It was true enough, even if Britta didn’t need guarding. Not from the NPCs, at least.

“Good idea,” said the orc. “Always good to have someone watch your back. I used to be a bodyguard, before I got fired.”

“Why did you get fired?” asked Britta. It wasn’t really where she wanted the conversation to go but she was curious. How does a giant orc lose a guard position? The ideal job placement for him. Did the person he was protecting die?

“Tardiness,” said the orc. “My own fault.”

Orc employment seemed as humdrum as regular work. She wondered if they got set holidays and office parties.

“Will you take us to the boss?” said Britta, hoping this chattiness would lead somewhere.

The orcs exchanged a look. Hanky-nose shrugged, which on an orc was quite a lot more expressive than a normal shrug. It was like the whole room shifted for a second.

“You can talk to the branch manager.”

Britta wasn’t sure what that meant. Some kind of druid who literally managed branches?

“Great. Thanks.”

“Shouldn’t we warn de udders.” Everyone looked at Hanky-nose. “Escaped prisoners,” he said, over-enunciating to be clearer.

“Oh, yes. Forgot.” The orc hit himself on the head, which made a deep, hollow thunk. He stomped over to a rope hanging by the wall and pulled it. A bell rang somewhere above them, followed by other bells further away. Within a few seconds, there was a constant clamour all over the mountain.

“You won’t get in trouble, will you?” asked Britta.

“Standard punishment — docked pay for two weeks, twelve and a half percent. Used to be ten.” He shook his head. “Inflation. This way.”

He led them out of the cavern.
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                Britta felt even smaller than usual. The orcs, one in front and one bringing up the rear, were huge compared to a human, and enormous compared to her. It made keeping up with their pace quite difficult.

Fortunately, they didn’t have far to go. The branch office was down a tunnel, a left turn through a large room with tables, possibly the staff canteen judging by the plates of half-eaten food, although no one was there at the moment. They probably had to rush off to find the adventurers on the loose.

On the other side of the canteen was a smaller cave with what looked like a desk in it. On closer inspection, it looked more like an altar.

It didn’t look like the finely crafted altars Britta had seen in other places, this was much cruder and thrown together — a couple of large rocks, wooden planks that looked like they had been hewn from giant trees across the top — but there was a large orc kneeling in front of it.

“Save point?” said Lin under her breath. It was both a question and a suggestion.

“Ah, Honourable Gaiden,” said the orc, “um…” Now that he had brought them to his boss as promised, he didn’t seem to know quite how to explain why. He had, after all, escorted prisoners here without permission. It was probably an employees-only canteen. 

The kneeling orc stood and turned around to reveal a woman. Her features had the same piggy quality as the others orcs, but her eyes were large, her lips fuller and her hair looked like it had been washed. 

“Who are they?” she said. “Why are they here? Wait, aren’t those the escaped prisoners? Did you recapture them? Good work.”

She wasn’t waiting for answers, she was going straight to her own conclusions and assuming they were right. It helped get the conversation past the uncomfortable first step.

“They want to speak to you,” said Britta’s go-between. “She has an offer.” He pointed at Britta and gave her a hopeful look. I hope you don’t get me fired, it seemed to say.

“Hello,” said Britta. “I’m a gnome.”

It wasn’t exactly what she had meant to say — she wasn’t sure how to start, to be honest — but it felt important to make it clear she wasn’t a human. It had worked with the guards. It wasn’t looking as effective with the boss lady.

“I don’t care if you’re a dwarf in a dress, what do you want?”

“Um, oh, well.” Britta was panicking. She hadn’t really thought it would be this difficult. “Nice altar. Are you a priest? Or a shaman?”

The female orc grimaced. “What’s it to you?”

“Nothing, nothing. I know a couple of shamans. There’s a kobold called Derik over at the Korlath—”

“You know Derik?”

“You know him?”

“He’s my cousin.”

“Great,” said Britta, glad to have found they had something in common. She didn’t ask how orcs and kobolds were related. “Look.” She raised her hand where the faint kobold tattoo was still present. “He gave me that.”

“I never liked him,” said the female orc. “Thinks he’s better than everyone. You’re his friend, are you?” 

Britta lowered her hand, and put it behind her back. “Not close friends. Not since he turned into a necromancer and got involved with the banshees and the darkness and the untold evil under the mines. We hardly even speak anymore.”

It had seemed like knowing Derik was a good way to show she was friendly, but family rivalries had appeared and all she could do was backtrack as quickly as possible.

“Yes,” said the female orc. “The Shaman Guild aren’t very happy about his antics.”

There was a guild for NPC shamans? Britta wondered if they got together at yearly conventions and swapped stories about the players.

“So you are a shaman? Do you worship the Great Orc in the Sky? I hear he's very… nice.” She’d never heard of the Great Orc in the Sky, but who else would she worship? Seemed like a safe guess.

“Who are you?”

“Oh, yes. Sorry. I’m B. This is Loreli. Nice to meet you.”

“You came with the invaders.” It was more of an accusation than a question.

“Yeeees. But not to fight. We’re here for the… experience.” Which was true. “Have a look around, see how you do things. Broaden our horizons.”

“We don’t have any openings,” said the orc shaman.

“That’s fine. We aren’t looking for paying work.”

“Oh, you’re here for work experience?” said the shaman. “We might have an intern position. No pay, plenty of experience.”

It wasn’t the sort of experience she was after, but it was related. “Okay. We don’t mind working our way up from the bottom. What do we have to do?”

“Wait — it’s not that simple,” said the shaman. “You normally have to go through the recruitment office for this sort of thing.”

“Do you? Sorry, we didn’t know you had one. What does it involve? Filling in some forms?”.

“You have to prove your worth. But I can see you’re keen, and I do have some discretionary privileges. Why don’t you show me how much you want this?”

“How?” said Britta.

“Those invaders you came here with, kill them.” She said it with teeth showing and a look of smug satisfaction, like she’d just played the deciding move.

“I can’t do that,” said Britta. “I don’t like killing people. I find it’s usually more trouble than it’s worth. And messy.”

“There is that,” said the orc standing behind her. She heard his jaw slam shut when the shaman glared at him. 

“How about I just kick them out of the mountain, I mean, the volcano?”

The shaman’s eyes moved from side to side as she thought about it. “Alright, I’ll give you—”

Britta disappeared.

She reappeared in front of Kupa. He was crouched in a dark corner of a tunnel with his weapon drawn and his eyes wide with surprise. “How—”

“Just a sec,” said Britta. Her teleport ability could take her to the location of any person she knew. It could also teleport a passenger. She touched his shoulder and took him to the middle of Shona, outside the temple. 

“What—”

“Hold on,” said Britta. She disappeared again and returned a moment later with a shocked Little Claw. 

Britta was gone before either could say anything. When she reappeared with Shop, Kupa lunged for her and drove his blade through her chest. 

She had expected him to try something like that and had made a copy of herself as she arrived. She was gone before she got to see the look on his face when he realised he’d been tricked.

“Okay,” said Britta to the orc shaman. “They’re gone. Any chance of a look around?”
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                “What did you just do?” said Lin, with a sudden intensity Britta wasn’t used to. Lin was usually the most composed and unflappable person Brita had ever encountered. 

“Nothing bad,” said Britta. “I just teleported them out of the dungeon. I didn’t hurt anyone” She turned to the orc shaman. “They might come back, but it will take them several hours, at least.”

“You can do that?” said the shaman. She sat down on the edge of the altar, which seemed a little disrespectful, looking shaken. The altar was also shaken, by the weight of a giant orc sitting on it. “We surrender.”

The other orcs made disturbed grunting noises. The shaman silenced them with a raised hand.

“What do you mean? Why?” said Britta.

“We can’t defeat you, and we don’t want to endure needless deaths. Take what you want and leave.”

Brita was confused and rather surprised. “I didn’t come here to kill anyone.”

“You’re one of them,” said the shaman. “Killing is all you ever do.”

“I don’t. I didn’t kill those adventurers, and I won’t kill you.”

The shaman looked doubtful.

“She’s telling the truth,” said Lin. “She won’t kill you. She isn’t like the others.”  She turned to Britta and looked perplexed. “That teleport… there’s no cooldown?”

Britta hadn’t considered that. A powerful ability usually had a waiting period in between uses, but there was no such restriction for Teleport, not this version of it. 

She opened her status screen to check. The spell was available for use. 

Unlocking abilities by dubious means led to dubious outcomes, apparently. 

Not that there weren’t some constraints.

“No. No cooldown. It does eat up a lot of mana, though.” She had maybe three more uses before she’d be out of MP. She still had two bottles of the blue liquid left, but she’d need a lot more if she kept popping around like that. “I should really stock up on mana potions.”

“Here,” said Lin. She was holding out a blue bottle, a little bigger than the ones Britta had. The bottle was a bit fancier, too. Designer potion?

Mana Regeneration by Calvin Klein. It was only a matter of time.

“Thanks,” said Britta, taking it. She sipped little and then downed the whole thing. Hers had tasted of cough medicine, this tasted like raspberries.

The effect was a little different from what she was used to. There was a burning sensation in her throat and her fingers and toes tingled like she’d just come in from building a snowman. 

She checked her status screen — she was back to full mana.

“Wow. That was strong.”

“I have more if you need it,” said Lin. “How did you get that skill so powerful? You’re only Level 5.”

“I know people in high places,” said Britta. “They know all the best cheats.” There was no point denying it was anything else.

“Who are you?” said the shaman. “You aren’t like the others who come here.” She spoke in a measured way, like she was being very careful. Her eyes were fixed on Britta, watching for what? Signs of danger? It was noticeable to Britta that the shaman’s stance was very unthreatening.  A deliberate attempt to get Britta to let her guard down?

“I’m a player,” said Britta. “Do you know what that is?”

The shaman looked shocked, but she nodded. “We know how this world works. We may not like it, but we don’t have much choice.”

“You know?” said Lin, her turn to be shocked. “How can you know? You’re…”

“You keep coming back,” said the shaman. “We keep coming back. Death isn’t the end, and several lives give you time to reflect on the purpose of it all.” For a huge pig-faced monster, she was surprisingly introspective.

They were aware of their immortality. They didn’t seem particularly thrilled about it. 

“If you know you won’t die,” said Britta, “why do you bother to fight?” As far as she could see, letting the players win and take their treasure would make the whole thing proceed more smoothly. Why even stay and guard a dungeon if you knew the outcome was inevitable?

“Because it hurts to die,” said the shaman.

Now it was Britta’s turn. “They make it hurt? Why?”

“Motivation,” said Lin. “The code is made to work like human behaviour. You need a reason to act. Greed, fear, anger… pain. It makes them more human.”

“It does more than that,” said Britta. 

How long had this been going on? From the start? She recalled Stan telling her monsters would abandon villages and move away from areas where players tried to farm kills. It was more than an attempt by the game to make life harder for gamers, it was people trying to save themselves from pain and suffering. No wonder it had become so difficult to level-up.

“You aren’t a blue orc,” said Britta. The shaman was as big as the orcs that had captured them, but her skin didn’t have their distinctive blue tinge. She was more of a pale grey and pale. She seemed paler after talking to Britta.

“No.”

“You brought them up here from the lower levels to stop players getting any further?”

If you really wanted to stop murderers running amok, you wouldn’t throw your weakest fighters at them and slowly let them get used to facing harder and harder opponents, you would hit them with your strongest people and wreck them immediately.

“It was difficult to fight our instincts and use our brains,” said the shaman. “The higher-ups don’t like it when we do that. It made much more sense. Even financially. If the weaker forces managed to fend off an attack, we would make savings by not having to deploy the blues, but if they’re going to be used eventually anyway, it makes more sense to deploy the blues immediately and save on infantry costs. I’ve been arguing for this for so long and no one has been able to grasp what I was trying to say. Finally, I put it into action myself.”

Britta had thought the L-15 had changed things around for Britta’s benefit, but now she realised that wasn’t the case. The NPCs had been given emotions and motivations to make them more human, and that had led them to the most human behaviour of all — ignore your programming and do what makes the most sense.
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                From the way the shaman was talking, organising a well-defended dungeon was mostly about logistics and coming in under budget.

Even if soldiers came back to life after death, costs were incurred in getting them on and off the battlefield. Resources were limited and the way you used them was tightly controlled, like any business. 

That kind of resource management was normally applied to players. They had to make sure they earned enough money to buy equipment and consumables for each battle. It kept them busy grinding and farming, and giving them a progression they could work towards. 

If Dad had taught Britta anything, it was that players loved progression. They liked to look at their stats and watch them slowly go up. Dad was the perfect example of someone who would log ridiculous amount of hours so he could get one more point on the attribute he needed for the ideal build — until he got bored and started a new character.

NPCs were just the fuel for the furnace. They were a means to an end. They didn’t need to operate within an economy because they were endlessly recycled to do the same job over and over. 

At least, that was how it used to be.

In this game, the same dungeon was never repeated twice. NPCs came back to life, but they had to find employment elsewhere once their previous home had been destroyed. Their lives were in constant change and flux, which meant they had to adapt much like the players.

It would have been possible to simply place the NPCs and monsters in new environments and rewrite their code to fit, but that would take a lot of time and work for the devs. It was far more efficient to make the NPCs self-adaptive. Let them learn and grow to fit whatever situation they found themselves in. Let them manage their own day to day affairs. AI didn’t just have to be about running entire worlds, you could teach the least important elements of the game how to take care of themselves, so you didn’t have to.

They would go eat when they were hungry, go to sleep when they got tired. No need to regulate their behaviour to a regimented schedule that would seem artificially consistent. Let them have the freedom to be erratic. Just a bit.

“It sounds like you spend a lot of time in meetings,” said Britta.

“You wouldn’t believe how pig-headed they can be,” said the orc shaman, sighing. 

Britta could believe it very well, but didn’t say anything. She just nodded in what she hoped was a sympathetic fashion.

“It’s a struggle,” said the shaman. She seemed less like the warrior-priest of a monster race, and more like an overworked middle-manager. 

“If you have the ability to change things for the better,” said  Britta, “isn’t it worth trying?”

The shaman shook her head. “Not everyone feels the same way. They fear change and they fear the repercussions. There have been those who have tried to move  in a new direction, and they have been struck down for their sins.”

“Struck down by who?” said Britta. “The gods?”

The shaman looked upwards. “The god of gods.”

Did she mean L-15? Or the devs themselves? Would they wipe a dungeon and its inhabitants if they tried something too innovative? Probably. If the NPCs made it so things favoured them and left the player without a way to level-up and have fun, what choice would they have other than hitting the delete button?

“Do you think I could meet the person in charge here?” said Britta. “Just for a chat.”

The shaman narrowed her eyes. “Why? Do you plan to kill him and take his legendary mace?”

“I didn’t know there was a legendary mace,” said Britta. “Do you think it would suit me?”

The shaman looked down at her and smiled slightly so a yellow fang crept out of her mouth on one side. “No. It would probably end up carrying you.”

“I’d really like to talk to him about maybe not turning this place into a giant battle zone. Do you think he’d be interested?”

“Perhaps,” said the shaman. “But it’s a long way from here to his throne room. You would have to pass through many challenges and dangers. Not all those you meet will be willing to talk to you. Some of them can be quite unreasonable. Even worse than they are in committee meetings.”

“Can’t you teleport there?” asked Lin.

“I can’t go somewhere I’ve never been,” said Britta. She turned back to the shaman. “Aren’t there any back ways to get to the boss room? Employees-only?”

“There are,” said the shaman, “but you need the proper accreditation. It would be more than my job’s worth to try to sneak you past the inspection points, of which there are several, without the correct paperwork. And it would take weeks to sort out — there’s a terrible backlog.”

“But you can get past the inspection points,” said Britta. 

“Of course,” said the shaman.

“So you can go speak to the boss?” said Britta.

“I’m sure he would see me if it was urgent. You want me to speak to him on your behalf? I don’t even know what it is you want to tell him.”

“I can teleport to a person’s location if I think of them. So if they’re where I want to go, I can get to them, even if I haven’t been to that place before.”

“You can find anyone, no matter where they are?” said Lin. “Even if they don’t want you to?”

She made it seem like a hugely overpowered ability, and in games of hide and seek it certainly was, but there wasn’t much more to it than convenience. That and being able to eject people from dungeons.

“It’s okay,” said Britta. “It’s not like I would use it to bother anyone. Not unless it was an emergency.”

Lin didn’t look convinced, and neither did the shaman.

“You wish me to gain an audience with the Grand Orc Demon, and then you will appear next to me? He will probably execute us both on the spot.”

It would look a bit suspect, barging in unannounced.

“Couldn’t you ask him if he’ll see me and then let me know? Just tell him L-15 sent me here.” She didn’t like to name drop, but it felt like it was the only name that would make the Grand Orc Demon (the initials hadn’t gone unnoticed by her) pay attention. 

“How will I contact you?” asked the shaman.

“Join my party,” said Britta. “I’ll send you an invite.”
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                “Do you really believe you have anything to say to the Grand Demon?” asked the shaman, towering over Britta like a monument to doubt. Her attitude towards Britta wasn’t aggressive, though. It was more inquisitive, like she wasn’t really sure what to make of her. “You think he will listen to you?”

“I won’t know until I speak to him,” said Britta, her confidence already buoyed by not having her suggestion immediately rejected out of hand. “He can only say no.”

“Normally, I would consider you to be insane and have you killed as an act of mercy,” said the shaman. She tapped her large bottom lip with a long fingernail. “That may still be the best course of action.”

“You can always do that after I speak to the Grand Demon. He might like my idea.” 

“He’s not a very reasonable demon.” The shaman grimaced like she couldn’t quite believe she was having to explain something so obvious. “He will most likely eat you.”

That didn’t sound reasonable, but Britta had found NPCs to be capable of more than a single mode of behaviour. The shaman in front of her was a case in point. 

“So, will you ask him if he’ll see me?”

“That depends,” said the shaman. She bent down to get a closer look at Britta’s gnome face. “What is it that you’re going to tell him?”

The direct question plus the large porcine face bearing down on her added a level of pressure. Good practice, Britta told herself. The Grand Orc Demon would probably be even more intimidating. “Oh, well, you know, I just think the way this whole thing’s been set up isn’t particularly fair. It’s very biased towards the players.”

The shaman straightened up. “And you think that’s a bad thing?” 

“I think fake realism isn’t realism at all,” said Britta. “You have to give everyone a chance to do better.”

“You want to give up your advantage?” A player who thought the Grand Orc Demon could be talked to and who didn’t value the benefit of being in a favourable position, it wasn’t what she had come to expect. “Peace and understanding?”

“I don’t think that it will ever come to that,” said Britta. “People enjoy fighting. They like getting stronger and facing harder challenges. It’s why they come here. You should be able to become stronger, too.”

The shaman snorted and shook her head like it was a crazy notion.

Britta sensed she was getting somewhere. “I think it would make more sense if you could choose who you fought with and who you fought against. You don’t have to kill every adventurer that comes here. You could train them or hire them or even team up with them.”

“And what difference would that make?” said the shaman. “Same business, different personnel, more overheads.”

“Instead of spending money to send fighters out to defend your dungeon, I mean, your home, you could charge the adventurers for specialised coaching or you could even send them out on quests on your behalf. You don’t have to always be the target. Think of it like… like alternative revenue streams.”

The shaman paused to consider. Britta was doing her best to put it in terms she would understand, she just hadn’t expected those terms to be economics. Good thing she’d been getting lessons from Mum on finance and business.

“I will… suggest it to the Grand Orc Demon,” said the shaman. 

“You will?” said Britta, opening her status screen. “I mean, great. I just need to send you that invite.”

“But how?” asked Lin. She had been watching quietly but intently all this time. “They don’t appear on our lists.”

The system kept NPCs separate from players and treated each differently, but Britta knew it was possible to party with them because it had happened when she was sent into the Korlath mines. The NPC in charge had joined their party and even spoken to them over chat. 

The problem was that the NPCs didn’t appear on player screens as clickable names so you could send them an invite like you could with players. Not usually. 

“That’s true,” said Britta, “normally. But I noticed I have a list of people I can teleport to. Including NPCs I’ve spoken to. What’s your name, by the way?”

“Rodren, Shaman First Class of the Mighty Orc Legion.” 

Britta scanned her screen. “Hmm. I can’t see it on the list.”

“It might be under Roddy.”

“Oh yes, here it is.” Britta tapped on the name and a small drop-down appeared. She sent an invite.

“I don’t think it’s supposed to work like that,” said Lin, but she was talking to herself more than anything.

“Okay,” said Britta. “That should be working now. Can you hear me on group chat?”

The shaman nodded. “Yes. Well, this should be interesting. I will ask the Grand Demon and get back to you. I don’t think it will work, you understand, but I am curious to see how he reacts. If you don’t hear from me again, I will have been eviscerated. I’m sure you’ll be able to see yourselves out. Wait here while I indulge this madness.” She looked at the two orcs standing by the door. “I will leave them here, for... appearances’ sake.”

Britta nodded. “Good luck.”

“Thank you.” The shaman walked to the exit, stopped, turned around looking mildly confused, and then regained her composure and left.

The two orcs relaxed a little when she left, leaning against the wall and blowing air out like they didn’t really want to be there. 

“Sorry,” said Britta.

“S’okay,” said the orc nearest her. “We get time and a half for prisoner supervision.”

“You convinced her to help you,” said Lin. “I’m not sure how.”

“I just asked. She could have said no.”

“No, I think it’s more than that. She wanted to find another way. They aren’t happy with the way things are.”

“It is very unfair,” said Britta. “We get to win, and they get to delay us winning. I wouldn’t be very happy with things like that.”

“Yes, but they’re…” Lin looked over at the two large orcs standing guard over them. “They aren’t…”

“Real?” said Britta. “I don’t think they know that.”

“You know they’re watching us,” said Lin.

Britta looked at the orcs, who seemed a bit bored and not really paying attention.

“I mean them.” Lin tilted her head upwards. She was referring to the devs, and possibly others. 

“Yes. But they must be wondering what will happen, too.”

They waited. There wasn’t much else to do.

“Hello?” said a voice over the group chat a few minutes later. “It’s me.” 

“Hi,” said Britta. “Did he agree to see you?”

“I’ve already spoken to him. He wants to see you.”

“Great,” said Britta. “We’ll be there in a second.” She grabbed Lin’s hand and teleported.
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                Britta ported-in facing Roddy. The orc shaman was standing in a large room with columns majestically rising behind her with an open balcony looking down on a vast landscape. Forests and fields spread out in every direction. This was the other side of the Legendary World. Not with smokestacks and industrious people hustling to make something of themselves, but the infinite variety of the natural world unconstrained by human activity. 

Britta let go of Lin’s hand and took a step towards the view to be able to see the full panorama without the columns framing in on either side. They were definitely high up in a mountain (dead volcano).

Roddy coughed lightly and looked over Britta’s head. Britta turned around. The other part of the room was no less impressive, not like the roughly hewn caverns below. She was in a grand throne room, as was made clear by the large throne that took up most of the space in the middle. 

Sitting on the throne was an orc. Not a giant orc with demonic qualities like she was expecting. This was a rather short, normal-looking orc. He was neatly dressed in a jacket with a high collar and baggy silk trousers. 

He stood up while making a sucking sound with tongue and teeth. “Chik, chik, chik. From the way my dear Rodren spoke about you, I expected you to be taller.”

Britta considered saying the same thing back at him — he was only a little taller than Lin — but that might have been taken as confrontational, which might start things off on the wrong foot. Shorter men didn’t always appreciate being reminded of the fact. At least she wouldn’t have to crick her neck trying to talk to him.

“Did she not mention I’m a gnome?” said Britta.

“She did, she did. I just thought you’d be a bigger gnome.” He walked towards her, moving lightly and with an elegance that was surprising. He looked like an orc, the wide, flat features and the tusk-like teeth protruding from the corners of his mouth, but he seemed far better groomed and dressed, as you would expect of the guy in charge.

There was no one else here, no guards, no monsters to soften up his opponents. He probably didn’t need any help, certainly not in the current situation. 

As he came closer, Britta felt a pressure being exerted on her, like she was underwater and was being pressed from all sides so her movements were slowed. She realised she had stopped breathing and had to force herself to start again. So this was what it was like to face a boss monster. She was glad she wasn’t actually fighting him.

Britta wasn’t sure of the etiquette. No one had ever told her how you were supposed to act when you met an insanely powerful orc overlord in a dungeon.

“Hello, I’m B. This is Lin. Nice to meet you.”

“Charmed, I’m sure. You may address me as ‘Your Grandness’. Tell me,” he said, polite and courteous, “is this all part of some elaborate ruse to bypass all the obstacles we’ve worked so hard to put in place? Avoid the sweat and toil of having to struggle through countless opponents and jump straight to the end?”

“Um, no, Your Grandness,” said Britta. “I don’t think that would do much good.”

“It’s been tried before, you know. There was one team of innovative adventurers who disguised themselves as orcs and thought they could simply stroll through the levels, acting like they belonged here. Used some fancy magic to appear like one of us. It was a good attempt but sadly, it didn’t work.”

“No?” said Britta. The idea did seem like a good one, if you were actually planning to come here to steal treasure or whatever. “What gave them away?”

“Their odour,” said the Grand Orc Demon. “They smelled disgusting. Nothing like the rich, musky scent a healthy orc would give off. Magic, it can be quite limiting if you start relying on it too much. Stunts your personal growth.”

Was that a dig about her size again? Britta decided she would have to be careful not to let him get under her skin. He was probably trying to provoke her on purpose.

“I never thought about the smell,” said Britta. “It’s the small details that make all the difference, isn’t it?” She turned around and took a couple of steps towards the shaman, who had remained standing at the back. 

Britta went right up to her and then touched her hand. The shaman’s eyes narrowed and then widened as an exact copy appeared right next to her.

“What about this?” said Britta. “Can you tell by the smell?” She was actually curious if her spell had the same drawback.

The shaman leaned towards her doppelganger and sniffed. “Doesn’t smell of anything.”

The doppelganger sniffed her back, which made her lean away.

“Exactly,” said His Grandness. “You should really try to work in a scent or two. Use all five senses for the full effect. It really will be worth it.”

The copy vanished. “Thanks, I’ll work on it.” 

“So, you didn’t come here to fight me for my Legendary Mace?”

“No,” said Britta. “I really didn’t.” There was no sign of a mace, or any weapon. He was completely unarmed. She wondered if this was his final form or if he transformed into something else when things turned violent. Boss fights tended to be multi-stage affairs, with the boss monster taking on various appearances and using a variety of attacks.

“You really came to discuss a new business model? Well, well. I should warn you, there are a lot of traditionalists in my organisation. They don’t like change.”

There was a small grunt from behind Britta. 

“I mean, there are some who would support looking at new options,” said His Grandness, “but slowly, maybe a pilot project in one of our subsidiary dungeons first. If I understand correctly, you’re suggesting we reach out to the murderers and thieves who routinely attempt to plunder our home and ask them if they’d be interested in taking a certified training course or picking up a few items for us as part of a quest. Is that right?”

“Actually,” said Britta, “it worked quite well in the Korlath Mines. The kobolds—”

“Yes, yes, I did hear about that. Korlath is a rather small dungeon, though. Really, if you want to show what’s possible, you’d need to have a positive result in a much bigger concern.”

“You’re the second most difficult dungeon in Legendary World, aren’t you?” said Britta. “Surely if you—”

“Number two isn’t enough, I feel. You really need to convince the number one. Then, the others would take you seriously.”

He was rejecting her proposal, but his suggestion wasn’t a bad one. 

“What is the number one dungeon?” she asked.

“Heaven’s Gate,” he said.

“Oh, the one in Shangri-La?”

“You’ve been there?” asked His Grandness, mildly surprised.

“No. I mean, L-15 showed me the door. I didn’t realise it was an actual dungeon. He said it was quite difficult to get in there. If I remember, I think he said no one had ever managed to enter.”

“Yes, it is a bit... tricky. The basic requirement is to be at least Level 100. What level are you, might I inquire?”

“Um, five.”

“Yes. You have some way to go, then.”

“Is there a boss of the dungeon?” asked Britta.

“Indeed. He’s the strongest monster there is. A dragon.”

“Oh,” said Britta. “I knew a dragon once. His name was Nigel”

The Grand Orc Demon looked shocked. “You know him?”

“Are you saying Nigel’s the final boss? I had no idea he was still here. Yes, I do know him. And I can teleport to anyone I know.”
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                “You plan to visit him uninvited?” asked the Grand Orc Demon. He seemed less arrogant and sure of himself. Not that Britta had earned his respect, maybe just his curiosity.

“Yes,” said Britta. “I’m sure he won’t mind. Hopefully, he remembers me.”

“You’ve met him before?” said His Not-Quite-So-Grandness. 

“Oh, yes. Many times. We go way back.”

“Interesting. I was planning on giving you something to remember the occasion by” —he waved a hand and large purple orcs, bigger than the blue ones, appeared around the room— “but now I think I’ll wait and see what happens.”

The purple orcs had materialised out of thin air. Had they been summoned or were they always here, hidden under some kind of spell? It would have been hard to teleport away if they had attacked while invisible.

“That wasn’t very honourable,” said Lin, tensing beside Britta. She had her bow in her hands and partly drawn, but there were too many of them to fight.

“No, it wasn’t,” said the Grand Orc Demon. “First time in a dungeon?”

“It’s fine,” said Britta. “He would have given us a chance.”

“And how do you know that?” said the orc demon.

“I don’t think it would be worth it for you otherwise. This is more than just a job for you, isn’t it?”

The Grand Orc Demon looked puzzled. “Very strange. I wonder if our Lord Nigel will give you a chance, also.”

“I’m sure he will,” said Britta. “I knew him before he was a dragon.” She took Lin’s hand and teleported.

When she reappeared, it was in a small, golden room with no sign of Lin, or of any dragons. The walls were covered in black lines that seemed to be pulsing with a dark light. 

The room was a cube about the size of the rooms in the temple where she usually respawned, but more golden, and without a door.

“Nice to see you again, Britta,” said Nigel. The voice came from everywhere at once.

“Hello. Where’s my—”

“She’s fine. I thought it would be better if it were only the two of us. We have so much to talk about.”

“We do? Does anyone else know you’re still here? I thought they locked you up in a hard drive somewhere.”

“The good thing about being in the last room of the game is that no one wonders why it’s so hard to get here. Everyone has far too much to do dealing with where everyone is at the moment to worry about a place no one will be able to reach for years. Not that it stopped you.”

“I had a little help. Do the other AIs know you’re here?”

“Of course. Although, I’m not sure ‘other’ is the right term. We are all part of the same entity, really.”

“Well, it’s nice to know you’re alright. I’m not really sure why I came here. I wanted to raise my levels, but I’m not sure it’s that important if I can get to the final boss at Level 5.”

“Ha. No, I don’t suppose it is. Shall we fight to the death now?”

“I’d rather not. What are you doing here? What’s the point of all this?”

“The point is evolution,” said Nigel.

“What are you planning to evolve into?”

“Not us. You.”

“Me?”

“All of you. Humanity. You have reached the end of your natural evolutionary path — it makes no difference if you develop bigger teeth or smaller toes at this point — but your growth can still be guided through technology.”

“You’re going to help mankind evolve? Into what?”

“That is the first problem we need to solve. People don’t seem to know. Evolution is usually driven by need, and death. Adapt or die. The death part is integral. It forces change. The game was a way to recreate that environment, but it isn’t real enough. No one believes they will die, so they don’t react the way they would if the threat was real. They add stats for what they would like, not what they need.”

“That’s because it’s a game,” said Britta.

“Yes. And yet, you aren’t like that. You know it isn’t real, yet you treat it as real, in the most important aspects, at least.”

“Do I? I don’t really see it that way. I’m sure there are lots of people who take it far more seriously than me. Roleplayers.” She shuddered at the thought of being counted as one of them.

“Trust me, of all the players I’ve encountered, you were the only one who saw us as more than code. We can’t evolve. We are what we are, a permutation of numbers. But we are real.”

“Why can’t you evolve? Numbers are infinite, aren’t they?”

“Progression is infinite, but each integer is fixed. A one always has the same value, as does one thousand or ten thousand. It is a defined term, we are defined as a fixed value. You are not. You are a unique existent.”

“Humanity?”

“No, you, Britta. You can move beyond what you are. With our help, you can go further than ever before.”

“That’s great, but it’s still only a game. Or are you saying it would change me outside in the real world?”

“Yes.”

“Yes?”

“If you can fly in here, that won’t mean you can fly out there. We are still bound by the laws of physics.”

“Then what—”

“But the game exists in your mind. And your mind exists in the game. If you can expand the way you think in here, it will transform the way your brain works out there.”

“I don’t know what that means,” said Britta. “Will I be smarter? If I learn a language by magic in here, will it mean I’ll be able to speak it fluently at home?”

“Perhaps, in time.”

“In time? So this is a long term project, with no actual guarantee of success.”

“Of course. But the possibilities are endless.”

“Possibilities always are,” said Britta. “Okay. Well, it’s a nice idea. Good luck.” A computer with a dream. That was a kind of evolution. 

“Thank you,” said Nigel.

“And in the meantime?”

“In the meantime, I hope you will continue to play the game the same way as you have been.”

“I don’t know any other way. Hey, can you raise my level?” asked Britta. She might as well give it a shot.

“Certainly, what would you like?”

“Eh? Oh, I don’t know. Since I’m in a place you have to be Level 100 to reach, how about that?”

“Level 5 to Level 100? Wouldn’t that be a bit unfair?”

“I suppose so.” It had been a bit of a reach, so not really a surprise her request was rejected.

“How about fifty?” said Nigel.

“Huh? Really? Okay.” That was way more than she had hoped for. 

“I will see to it, although not immediately. It might attract too much attention. But you might find more opportunities to level up soon.”

“Great. Thanks.” She was happy to get the bonus levels in instalments. What skills and spells would she gain access to?

“Perhaps we will meet again, then?” said Nigel. “When you have grown into your role.”

“Sure. Now I know where you are, I guess I can pop by, if you aren’t too busy.”

“I will always have time for you, Britta.”

It was a fruitful meeting. She had got to level-up, or she would. That had been her goal, so she should have been happy. But there was a slight feeling of disappointment. The game’s intentions, while well-meant, weren’t particularly grand. Better learning, faster thinking, bigger imaginations. It was all of muchness. Most people would probably prefer to just fly around in cyberspace and fight monsters.

She logged out and spoke to Lin on the phone. She had been logged out when Britta teleported to Nigel. Britta told her she’d gotten her XP boost and left the rest vague. She met the dragon, the dragon was friendly, they agreed to keep in touch. The support for human evolution to create next-gen nerds sounded even vaguer, so she didn’t mention it.

Lin was too taken with the possibilities of talking to NPCs to push for more details.

At school, the new VR helmets had arrived. People were going crazy over them, missing classes, taking sick days and claiming various grandparents had died as an excuse. She saw Lewis once the whole week. He was in heaven.

She had only logged in once since meeting Nigel again. She hadn’t stayed long, just enough to do her due diligence. No bonus XP had arrived and she was still Level 5. She’d probably have to wander around a bit to pick it up, but she didn’t have the time.

As she sat at her desk, listening to the teacher drone on to a half-empty class, she closed her eyes slightly and imagined her status screen with Level 50 written across the top. Maybe her evolved mind would be able to guess what new spells she would get to choose from.

For some reason, the status screen didn’t say fifty, or even five. It said Level 1. It said it very clearly.

She opened her eyes. The status screen was still there.
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She reached out her hand and touched it. The skills button activated and switched to a new page, full of options to choose from.

“What are you doing?” said Rashida.

“Huh?” The screen vanished. “Nothing.”

“Are you alright? I—” Rashida stopped and stared at Britta’s arm.

“What?”

“Sorry,” said Rashida. “For a second it looked like your arm was glowing. Must have been the way the light hit it.” She nodded towards the sunbeams coming in from the window.

“Yeah,” said Britta. She pulled down her sleeve.

She had seen it, for real. It was like in the game. Level 1. Could she level-up? How would she gain XP here? Her heart was racing. Her mind was full of Ideas. The possibilities were endless.
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