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Chapter 1

Huff! Huff! Huff! “Just what the hell is that!?” As I was trying to catch my breath, I looked up at the monster that stood taller than the tallest skyscraper in New York. With flesh-like wings and six eyes, its massive greyish body walked through buildings like a human walks through a pile of autumn leaves, making its way through the narrow streets, destroying everything in its path. Thousands of us stood there under the smoke and debris of what used to be New York. The sheer size of the monster made us seem more like ants than human beings.

Blood flowed down my body from my open wounds as I gazed up at the massive figure. It was as if the gods of old had decided humanity should not exist. But if we do not stop it here, the world itself will end…

I held my sword and readied myself to begin the second attack. The wave of monsters that came with the god-like being was surging towards us without giving us a moment of respite. I took a deep breath and charged forward once again. But I stopped only after taking a few steps as a colossal shadow formed over my head. I looked up to see part of one of the buildings bearing down on me…

*Ringgg!!!*  *Ringggg!!!*

My eyes shot open, I could feel the cold sweat on my body. It was the same dream again. This time, it was much more vivid than usual. I took a deep breath as I slowly sat up trying calm my racing heart. Even the ringing of my alarm was not phasing me at this time.

It was the same dream… The same dream I have been having for many months now. It would be slightly different every night, and I could remember them clearly. But tonight was the first time I had ever seen a monster like that in my dream, and vividly at that. These dreams all seemed to have something to do with the game I was currently waiting to play, Mortal Online, a deep-dive VRMMORPG.

While not the first of its kind, it was the first to support some of the most realistic graphics ever made. It was said to use your own dreams to create the world around you, filling your brain with signals that would translate the game world into reality in your dreams. While the concept was not new, it never felt real, and the company Mortal Beyond, the creators of Mortal Online, have stated that it would feel as natural as if you were walking down the sidewalk in the real world.

Being the gamer I was, there was no way I could pass up such a thing, hence why my alarm was set as early as it was. Now that I was thinking about it, I had taken on extra shifts all so that I could buy the equipment needed for the game.

After calming down I rubbed my bedhead, and tried to smooth it out with my fingers as best as I possible could before heading to the bathroom to brush my teeth and wash my face. As for a shower…. It could wait until tonight. I usually shower before bed as it was too much of a pain to do it when I woke. If I had parents who cared and could see me now, they would probably wonder why the hell I am such a slob, but oh well, whatever…  Such was the life of a gamer.

At least I was not sitting in my parent’s basement mooching off them. As antisocial as I was, I was still working a part-time job paying for this stupid apartment I got lucky to find. Five hundred a month with everything included in the basement of some old lady’s house. It even came with its own entrance. It was pretty big and took up an entire floor except for one section, but that was all blocked off and was ‘meant’ to be an emergency exit. Although with it locked, I was not too sure how that was supposed to work.

The cool damp room had many pipes lining the ceiling that led up to the first floor. The furnace would kick on and off during the winter which was not too bad since it would keep the whole apartment warm, albeit a little too mild for me at times. The landlord was up in age and seemed to get cold quite easily. While she was nice, I hardly spoke to her. I hardly spoke to anyone for that matter. In fact, speaking to anyone was basically a no-go unless I was in robot mode at work.

With minimal decorated cement walls surrounding me and what seems to be a fairly well-insulated ceiling, accompanied by a cold cement floor, the place was very quiet. Something I truly enjoyed. A quiet space away from the world was not something you could come across very often, especially here in New York. While it was kind of dreary I did have some posters and lights strung about to give it a bit more of a homey feel. Along with some wall-panelling, I found on the side of the road that I fixed up to allow for a few bookshelves.

There was nothing much I could complain about with this place. The only thing I have to deal with was cleaning up the occasional dead rat that will get caught in one of the traps I set up around the edge of the house. Luckily, this only happens once in a great while.

You can say my life is quite simple. I have little to no furniture as it costs too much. What I do have I found on the side of the road. As the saying goes, one man’s trash, is another man’s treasure. I have a small fridge I got on sale, with just enough food in it to get me by until my next paycheck. I have three pairs of pants…. Ugh… Now that I think about it, I really have nothing at all except my computer, which is my treasure. It took me almost a year to build it. Being nineteen and a high school dropout is not easy. I do not know any skills, nor have I learned any. I could learn so much just from watching tutorials online, but I feel it would take away from my game time.

If I had the confidence, I would even stream games as a side hustle. I am not sure how I looked in the eyes  of others, but I do not really think I am all that good looking… I guess. I am five foot four, with long black hair and deep blue eyes. I’m not the prettiest girl, but I think if I  showed a little skin I might get some of those hardcore simps.

Sadly, unless I have the latest VR headset, I would not be able to stream since no one cared about old-school games anymore. However, this might change once I start playing Mortal Online.

To be honest, even as I walk out the door, I am thinking about that game, not just because it is supposed to be an amazing game but also because of the dreams I have been having. All my dreams to date have all been about Mortal Online, where I am running through the game world and even doing quests. I have even dreamt of reading the forums and seeing the rare loot people would find, even the tutorials on the unique skill quests. I paused my steps as I let out a sigh, “It’s probably just because I am over excited…” I whispered under my breath.

But it is strange.

In each dream I have had since the dreams started, I remember it as if it was just yesterday. I haven’t forgotten a single detail. It might sound strange, but deep down, I have this feeling that these dreams might just be as real as the me of now. Why this is, I do not know. Just one of those gut feelings. However, I do try to push this thought to the back of my mind. The thought of it being real gives me a slight chill down my spine. But if anything I will find out the truth once I start playing Mortal Online.

It was currently winter time so I am wearing a black hoodie with my hood up over my head. My hair hung down along the front of my shoulders and my back hunched. Anyone looking at me would think I am some kind of closed off goth girl or something like that. While I do not listen to goth music. I do listen to game music, although it is nothing more than background noise.

I stopped at the street corner to wait for the walk signal and let out a breath, causing a white fog to escape my lips. “It’s cold….”

The bell to the convenience store door I work at went off as I walked in. A girl around my age stood behind the counter and smiled brightly when she saw me walk in. Not because of me, the person, but because the person who would take over her shift was here.

“Zoe, you’re here.” The girl’s name is Stephanie Langley. She is a college student and also an aspiring actress from what I understand. Not that I care since I hardly say much to her… I only came here for the paycheck.

“Ah… Mm… Yeah…” As always, my words were nothing more than a few mumbles since I am unsure how to act around this girl. This is why I preferred the late shift. I only had to deal with customers.

“You really do not talk all that much, do you?” I just stared blankly at her even though she asked me a question. I really don’t think she is expecting one either. I watched as Stephanie sighed and got her things together. I really did not have much to say. I barely watched TV. I did not follow any idols. I did not go out on the town. Hell, my only friend is my… You could say that my only solace in life is my computer, where I could play games. Playing games allows me to escape the threads of life.

But when it came to games, they were not online. So this made me wonder… Will I be okay playing an MMO? In my dreams, when I started playing Mortal Online, I was a solo player. As time went on, I found I had no choice but to team with other people in order to complete certain quests. After a few years, when things began to change in the real world, I had quite a group of people around me. However, I am unsure if you can call them friends or not.

It makes me wonder if the reason my dreams were so vivid is because the me in my dreams, who could converse normally, is what I wanted to be deep down. But at the same time, that feeling that it is all real still kept giving me a drop of fear that I can not shake. Mainly because the scenes I have seen of people being eaten alive by monsters as monsters began to appear in the real world were heavily vivid in my mind even now.

I am used to it now, but at first, I would get sick to my stomach every time those images reappeared in my mind. The blood and guts that spilled out as stomachs that were torn open were so graphic, and even the smell… This is something else that has been bothering me as well: why could I smell things in my dreams? It did not make any sense, but I could.

“Zoe, I’m leaving. I already counted my drawer and put it in the safe. The keys are in front of you. Don’t forget to lock up when you leave tonight.” Stephanie snapped me out of my inner thoughts, causing me to look up at her retreating back. It took a minute for what she said to register in my mind. Only when it did did I pick up the keys in front of me and stick them in my pocket.

Right… I will be here until close… I couldn’t help but frown. I am currently doing a double shift. Stephanie had an audition to go to, and I jumped on to take her shift since I needed the money. Luckily, I was able to get this shift, or else I wouldn’t be able to put in my order for the equipment for Mortal Online. They begin taking preorders in two weeks. I had to make sure I got my name in and needed to dish out three hundred bucks.

“Hello? Are you mute?” A man stood in front of the counter, making me frown. This is why I did not like dealing with people. Yet here I am, working a customer service job because I have no other choice. Although when it got to be around nine it is so much better. Not as many people came in. Daytime, though… just thinking about it makes me want to run and hide.

I didn’t even raise my head to look at the man who just spoke as I asked: “Will this be it?” Something I have trained myself to do since starting this job. I probably sound like a robot but what can you do?

“No…” The man seemed to be annoyed with me, not that I care. I just said more words to him than I normally do to people who work here. Even my boss does not get so many words half the time. But I have no other choice but to say them. Luckily, it allows me to keep my voice from really disappearing.

My day went by as normal as it could ever go and so did the days that followed. No incidents. No nothing…

⧫⧫⧫

Right now, I am sitting in my computer chair, staring at the clock on my screen with Mortal Beyond’s website up. “Two minutes…”

“One minute….” Biting my nails and tapping my foot off floor. Even my eyes were wide and probably bloodshot as I stared at the clock, watching the minutes tick by. I am sure I looked like some kind of drug addict right now. I had worked hard for this moment. I already had all the money put together to get the game; I even only ate instant noodles this entire month. If I preorder now, I can get the game on the release date at the end of the next month!

I did not know why they were only doing one month’s preorder, but that is beside the point. Right now, I just wanted the stupid clock to strike eight!

I watched the seconds pass by while refreshing the page over and over until… “It’s here!” I cheered loudly, doing a weird dance in my chair while clicking the buttons and filling in my information. The whole process was quick, and in no time at all, I saw an email notification-popup stating that my preorder had been placed.

The equipment for the game would be mailed to my house a few days before the day of release. Now that this is paid, I had to upgrade my internet, which is going to cost another sum of money. But luckily, this is something I could make payments on after a deposit. I do not need anyone to come out for this since it is just an increase in speed. But now I think with everything settled, come the end of next month, after I upgrade things, I will be ready for the game. At least, I hope…

⧫⧫⧫

I found something worse than waiting for the preorder to open up, and that is waiting for the game launch. According to the company, the servers that help relay information are a special kind of new technology that sends out brain signals. This allows for all the information for your character stored on the server to be relayed back to the other users.

This controlled movement, items, armor, and appearance. Everything about the character. All personal data about the player themselves is stored on the device. This meant that the player would never have their personal data out in the open. While this could make it easier for people to hack the system and cheat in-game, due to the way the entire systems works together, if they even changed a single line of code or tried to inject anything into the game, the headset would not even work. Of course, if things go as my dreams have been going, the character's appearance does not mean much of anything since your real appearance would override it once the world started to change.

I haven’t had that dream for a while now. I think this was because of the day I woke up when that building was falling on top of me. My only guess was that I died. Whether the monster was killed or not I have no idea. I only know many people died during that battle. It does make me wonder if such a monster was even killable.

Everything from the game to the monster is imprinted in my mind. It's strange because I can forget many things within just a few days, but ever since those dreams started, I have been able to remember them all.

But what is killing me at this time is the fact that the clock is ticking but not ticking fast enough. This is probably my fault. I have been lying on my bed for an hour now with my headset on, staring at the timer in front of my eyes as if I were possessed.

As soon as I got the headset, I spent almost three hours calibrating it. Normally, it’s only a ten-minute setup, but I was worried that things were not perfect. It scans your entire body as well as your appearance. This enables you to feel more natural in your avatar. You don’t need to get naked or anything like that since it only takes your height, weight, body-build, and facial features into consideration.

“Ten seconds!” I cried out as I kicked my feet up into the air. This was the moment of truth. The time when everything I have been dreaming about would become fact or fiction. If it is fact, then I will use all my knowledge to grow as strong as possible as quickly as possible. If it is fiction, I will just enjoy the game and live out my days as I have. There is nothing else I can do otherwise.

“Two! One!” The screen in front of me flickered, and my vision went black. When my eyes became clear again, I found myself in a very familiar room. I do not know if I had wanted things to turn out like this. Maybe I was hoping for it. But at the same time, I was scared, because the room I was in was the same room I dreamt about, the character creation screen of Mortal Online.

The company never showed the character creation screen to the public and only some videos of the game world. So, I know I had never seen anything about it online. And I know the only place I did see it was in my dreams. Maybe it’s just a coincidence?

If it was just coincidence then what I was about to do was something no gamer should ever do. “I will just keep my real appearance. No changes.”

I was standing in front of a mirror that reflected back my body and my original appearance. In my dream, this was also the same. They used this as a basis for all characters.

“Are you sure?” A voice echoed through the room. I paused and looked at myself. I was definitely not the prettiest girl on the block, that was for sure. After staring at myself for a while, I went to answer yes when a thought came to mind. I do remember some people bringing their in-game appearance out of game. I was not sure what they did but I think it was some kind of cosmetic item. I never asked since I had never looked into the cosmetic stuff, so I can only make an assumption. There were not many people who had a change in appearance, but maybe it was something worth looking into. It had to be something that came about before things became real.

With this thought in mind, I decided to do a mix. “Can you mix my current appearance with that of a Dark Dragon race?”

The image before me began to change, and soon, a new me stood in front of me. I looked around at myself and nodded my head in appreciation for what I was seeing. I could feel both the horns, wings, and tail. They even felt very natural to my body, as if I had always had them.

“Not bad… Can you replace the Dark Dragon with a Fox-Kin?” I asked.  I did not expect a response since I would not get one. I looked at the fluffy tail and the cute ears on top of my head and nodded in appreciation. To be honest, looking at myself as a Fox-Girl made me wonder if I looked cute or not. For some reason, it seemed to match me. While I did like the Dark Dragon, this seemed to match me much better. But I was still unsure; there were still a few races I wanted to check out.

I know this would all be for naught no matter which race I choose if I was unable to find the item that allowed me to keep my appearance, but I really wanted to create a new me. A me that was unlike the me of the past….

Mortal Online has many, many different races from which you can choose from. Such as, Goblin of all races, Sprites, Elves, Dwarves, Humans, Halflings, Centaurs, Merfolk, Dark Dragon, all of the Beast Kin races, Fairies, Pixies, Drow which most players referred to as Dark Elves, Trolls, Gnomes, Werewolves, Vampires, Demons, and Angels. There were a wide variety of races to choose from and each race had its good and bad points.

You would get extra stats based on the race you chose. This would kind of vary based on the path you were looking to take. Whether you wanted to be an all-rounder or swordsman or even a mage. Those extra stats helped a lot and most players choose their race based on these extra stats. This did not mean you had to choose a certain race if you wished to follow a certain path but it did help in the early game. By path I mean by the way you wish to fight. There were no set classes or set paths but you could become a warrior or mage, whatever you wished to call yourself which would kind of be your made-up class. They were not defined by the system or game. Just your play style.

I tried almost all of them except for Vampire and Demon thus far. Dark Dragon and Fox Kin look okay. Even Cat Kin was alright but still did not feel me. I wanted a new me. While yes, appearance was one thing, I also wanted something that would help me change my introverted personality as well.

Maybe Demon? I never thought of being the Demon race before. I was not sure just how I would look. “Mix my real features with the Demon race.”

I watched as my face twisted and turned, and then... Something I never expected to happen. “This is…” I touched the top of my head and felt one of the horns sticking out of the top of it. It was smooth to the touch and felt quite strange since I could feel my fingers tracing over its surface. And then there was the tail that swayed silently behind me. The whole image of me as a demon made me feel like this was it.

I reached out to touch the mirror in front of me. “Let’s go with this…”

“Are you sure?”

The voice once more echoed throughout the room. “Yes,” I replied firmly. If everything was truly as it should be, then I need to find the item that will help me keep my appearance. So that I can keep this new me.

“Time to choose a weapon.” There were many weapons that you can start with such as swords, hammers, staves, daggers and even bows. The most basic starting weapons. But for me it will always be the sword.

With my weapon set, I now had to choose my character name, which I just used my real one since it would be annoying to be called something different outside the game as well. Once it was accepted, my status screen appeared in front of me.

                [image: ]

“Hmm? If I remember right. These stats are based on race and the user's real-life physical abilities, so that they can start off with their real abilities plus a little extra. So am I really that weak in real life?” I couldn’t help but purse my lips. But thinking about it. It does make sense. I mean, what do I even do all day? I eat, sleep, and game, with the occasional outing to go to work. Gah, I realize now I should have also been working out the past two months. It didn't dawn on me until now. But well, whatever.

“Now then… stats are set. So is race. My skills are [Sword Mastery], [Elemental Magic], and [Shadow Step] to start. [Sword Mastery] and [Elemental Magic] are standard starting skills everyone gets and [Shadow Step] is from what I can tell my racial skill which everyone gets one based on their race. If this is like my dreams, then I can pick up a few extra unique skills in the starting area of Erune. But they are on a first-come, first-serve basis. Each one is a special skill you need to work hard for.” Thinking back to my dream, there was a player who was able to get an infinity storage unique skill. Such a skill was godly when things began to merge.  

“Please select a starting location.”

The voice once more sounded through the room. At the same time, a world map popped up in front of me. While most races had their own starting areas, you could pick which place you wished to start at. I glanced at the map real quick before tapping on Erune, a Human starting area.

“Are you sure this is where you wish to start?”

“Yes.”

“Character Creation completed…. Now transferring player to starting area Erune. Welcome to Mortal Online, Zoe. Please have a wonderful journey…”

As the voice, which I would hear quite a bit and would later be known as the world’s voice, finished speaking, my vision turned black.

The sounds of birds chirping. The smell of morning dew. The sounds of a busy market were all too familiar to me. As I opened my eyes and looked around, I found myself in the town center of Erune. Everything was just as I remembered from my dream. Even the NPC’s voices as they yelled out to the passerby. I felt very conflicted. The character creation could have just been a coincidence, but this was undoubtedly not that.

I slapped my face to snap myself out of my daze. “I need to do what I need to do first.”

There was a saying that the early bird gets the worm. Well, while most of the time this saying was wrong, it was very true in this sense. I knew how to get all four extra skills. And if one knew how to get all four, they would notice that each of their quest lines was right next to each other. Once the quest was picked up, no one else could take them, and as long as you completed the first part within forty-eight real-world hours, you were golden. This meant that if I quickly picked up each of these quests now before anyone else, I would be able to get all four extra skills in one go.

My first destination was the back alleys. The first extra skill was a sword skill called [Mirage  Sword]. It allowed you to create two copies of your sword for a whole thirty seconds. Each time you attacked, the two copies would also attack. It was like attacking three times with each strike.

To get this skill, you needed to find a group of thugs, trying to kidnap a little girl and take them down. It would then start a quest line. It was a three-part quest, but it was easy if you knew what you were doing. Luckily, I knew where everything was.

While the mixture of nature and human architecture was quite the sight, I had no time for sightseeing at this time. My destination was the back alleys. However, I do wonder why so many people are staring at me. I was wearing the standard newbie gear, brown pants with a white tunic, along with a starter sword on my waist. My black, reddish hair rolled down to my waist, and I could feel the two new objects on top of my head, which should be my red horns. I could also feel the tail that swayed behind me. But this did not explain the blatant stares. Something I was not used to, and to be honest, was making me want to hide under a blanket.

I am not too good with people as it was, but I will have to endure if I wish to change myself. However, I do wonder why they are staring. It does seem strange since even the NPCs are looking at me as if I was some kind of side-show freak. I dare say that I do not have a beard, and I am not part fish, so I do not understand why they are staring so hard. It kind of makes it hard to step into a back alley.

With no other choice, I went up to the one lone girl who was busy looking at something else besides me. “Umm…. Can…. Can you tell me why they are… Ummm… Staring?”  I just said more words to an actual person than I have in the past week. It is truly a tiresome matter.

“Huh? Are you speaking to m… Wow… Cute…” The girl’s cheeks turned red as she said this. I do not seem to understand why she suddenly paused her words. Even as I look around, I do not see anything remotely cute.

“Umm…. Can… you answer…..” I felt defeated. I was trying my hardest here!

“Ah! Right! Sorry, but I think it’s because you are very cute. It’s hard not to turn and look when you see a cute girl.” The girl’s answer startled me. I only looked like I normally do with just a mix of demon. I mean it should not be enough to make everyone stare, right? I hardly looked any different from my homely self.

“I… I see…. Thanks…” I lowered my head and walked into the alley nearby. Luckily, no one was following me. If they did, I would not be able to continue what I planned to do, but my looks were currently not something I wanted to deal with. It’s kind of hard to believe that I could be considered cute. Anyway… If I recall correctly, there was a mask I could get from a quest that only took an hour. But first I should grab the quest chains for the unique skills before moving on.

Each skill was different. Besides [Mirage Sword], there was [Shadow Mimic]. It was a skill that allowed you to summon shadows of the enemies you had defeated. So, let’s say I were to defeat a slime or a horned rabbit. I could summon their shadow to fight for me for a short period of time.

The third skill was [Nature’s Embrace]. It allowed you to summon floral and fauna-type monsters to do your bidding. The skill was not just for only attacking, it could also be used to pick up items as well or even carry things for you. There was truly no end to what this skill could be used for.

The fourth skill was called [Chrono Step]. It allowed the user to manipulate time temporarily to increase their speed and reflexes, making the enemy seem like they had slowed down. It was only a short burst of speed, but in a pinch, it could allow you to escape certain death.

Each of these skills varied, but each one was a skill that many would die for. You could even say that for unique skills found in a newbie area, they were very much overpowered. But the reason they were so good was because the quests were not easy either. And if you fail the first part of the quest even once, you can not pick it up again. The one I am most worried about is [Shadow Mimic]. I heard it was a very hard quest chain. Luckily, only the first part of the quest was the breaking point. The rest of the chain was not timed; at least, that is how it was according to my dreams.


Chapter 2

Once I pick up the first part of the quest chains, I will go find the quest for the face mask. This way, I can avoid any unnecessary issues. The mask only required me to get items from monsters outside the town, but the items needed were a rare drop. If I can get them in an hour, it shouldn’t take up too much of my time.

“Stop! Leave me alone!” A cry for help came from the alley just ahead of me. I went into a sprint, not wanting anyone else to pick up on it.

The thugs were your normal everyday two-bit thugs. They had dirty, tattered clothes and knives in their hands. One of them had a blonde-headed girl by her hand and was trying to pull her down the alley. I did not even need to think about how to act since these thugs were all level four. If my dreams were correct, then I should be able to dispatch them quite quickly despite the level difference. After all, this was not a point-and-click game. Everything relied on skill. If one were good enough, even a level 1 could beat a level 100, although it would probably take them a month to do, and that would be fighting non-stop straight, so I guess in the end, unless they were able to sleep an entire month without sustenance to keep their body going then they would be able to. If not… Well, it’s not really worth dying over if you ask me.

I took a deep breath and drew my training sword. I saw no point in giving any warnings. After all, one had to be an idiot to announce their arrival. A sneak attack might not be considered honorable, but they are a few levels above me, and I needed to reduce their numbers. Luckily, there were only four altogether.

I ran up behind the thug who was watching the show from the side and slashed down with my sword. “Argh!” The thug, I guess I should name him Thug A, cried out in pain as a deep gash formed on his back. As the game was based on realism, blood began to pool on the wound and drip down to the ground.

His cry of pain alarmed the other two thugs. Thug, let’s call him Thug B, was the first to acknowledge my presence. “Who the hell are you!?”

“Just a passerby,” I replied before swinging my sword down once more. I froze Thug B’s feet in ice as I aimed for his neck, slashing the sharp edge of my blade across it. Blood once more squirted out and even splashed on me, but I had no time to care about that. I still had two more enemies to dispatch after all.
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I was actually quite amazed at how well my body was moving. Just like in my dreams, I was blocking and striking as if I had been swinging a sword for years. The two men had completely turned their focus on me and were now doing their best to kill me. As I blocked each dagger strike, I was able to send in a fist or kick. Sometimes, I even got a slash in. Each strike was aimed straight at a vital point.

“You bitch! Just die!” Thug C seemed to have given up entirely since he went from attacking with his brain to attacking with his rage. He jumped at me, leaving his body fully open. I kicked Thug D to the side and then slid under Thug C and slashed at his leg, piercing through his thin clothing and chopping it right off. His body fell to the ground as he squealed like a pig.

“De-Demon!” Thug D yelled out. He turned to run, but I quickly used my [Shadow Step] to get behind him and shove my sword through his heart. Blood sprayed from his chest as his eyes dulled. Strangely, I felt nothing, even though these humans looked like any real human, and I could smell the thick scent of iron in the air, I did not feel sickened at all. The feeling of the warm blood that dripped down my cheek. I could feel it all, and at the same time, it was all too familiar.

I sighed as I pulled my blade from Thug D’s chest. “I am a Demon idiot….” I turned to look at Thug C, who was bleeding out due to his leg, and walked over to him, raised my sword, and stabbed it down, ending his life.
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I got three levels, meaning I was now level 4.
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At least the first part of this quest was something that was easy to complete. All I had to do now was take the girl home. It would be there that the quest would update to the next part of the chain. Most chain quests came in three to four parts, with three to four goals in each part. Some higher-level quests had more goals, but normally, it always stayed three parts unless it was a mythic quest.

I turned to the girl and stretched my hand out to her. “Let me escort you home.” I stared right into the girl’s eyes as I said this and watched as a blush began to form on her cheeks. I couldn’t help but wonder why it was so easy for me to talk to an NPC compared to a normal human. They look exactly the same, so there was no reason for my way of speech to change. I wonder if it is because I know the NPC is not real?

Whatever the reason was, it was better than trying to find my words. I really hated having to speak too much, yet in my dreams, I was able to speak to many people with ease. So I guess eventually I would get to a point where speaking with others was easy.

One thing is for sure though, after getting the quest just now, my dreams are real. This means the real world and the game world would eventually begin to merge. However, the game world would still be a huge source of resources since the real-world dungeons were much more dangerous than those in the game where you could respawn.

If things go according to the dreams, then Mortal Online will be around for two years before the first dungeon appears in between two buildings. My home was located on Madison Avenue. Three blocks from there would be the location of the first dungeon to appear.

Six months later, wireless internet will become available to all for free. This was because dungeons that began to spring up one after the other would bring in new revenue for cities.

Another six months after that, the first monsters would appear around the world. New York would become the hot spot for some of the higher-level monsters, making it a very dangerous city. The first monster wave would begin a month later. This would start the loss of a chain of command. Monsters were impossible to kill with real weapons. You needed in-game weapons and magic to even do damage to them. This meant guns were useless. As long as you had played the game, your fist would do more damage than a gun.

This also meant that Mortal Online would end up becoming the saving grace for all of humanity. Even elderly people would need to go into the game to level up some just to stay safe. Schools no longer did your typical education and had classes held within Mortal Online. Where kids could study and also level up from a young age, this was, of course, if you could afford the equipment. As a company, Mortal Online was not a charity, which brought great dissatisfaction among the populace. But no protests were ever held in fear of being attacked by monsters.

It was basically hell. The world I knew had changed drastically, although it did not change my day-to-day life since I began living much better than I was now. But since I know what will happen in the future, I also know what I need to do. I have about four years before that massive monster appears. I will grow as strong as possible and acquire as much wealth as I can, and when the time comes, Not only will I help kill the monster quickly, but I will also live a life of luxury. Most people would normally run away, but for me… It’s too much of a hassle. I would lose my advantage if I moved. So, I will do everything I can within the time I have to grow stronger and be ready for what is to come.

“Ummm?” A voice came from my side, snapping me from my thoughts. I smiled and said: “Sorry, let’s go.”

“Ah… Right! My name is Mary. What’s yours?” Mary, for some reason, was now clinging to my arm. I have no idea why, but as we walked, her rosy cheeks and bright smile filled the quiet back alley as she continued talking.

“Mary. What were you doing in the alleys anyway?” I asked out of curiosity. This was not part of the quest line but my own curiosity as to why a young girl of fifteen or so was in the back alley like this.

“Ah…. To be honest, they snatched me off the street. I think they planned to sell me off. I did not feel as if they wanted to do anything to me personally. At first, they covered my mouth, but after we entered the alley, I finally bit the man’s hand, which allowed me to scream. If not for you, I have no idea what would have happened to me.” Mary’s eyes turned downcast. NPC or not, having to go through such a thing was not something any girl would want to go through that is for sure.

“You are safe now. We will get you home. Make sure from now on, you walk in the middle of the road or at least on the outside of the crowd. This way, you will not get grabbed by those with evil intentions again. After all, pretty girls are targeted the most.” Mary was indeed pretty. Her lightly freckled face, and big green eyes with red hair, matched that of a ripe apple.

“Pretty.” Mary’s entire face, for some reason, turned as red as her hair. I was never like this a few years back, but then again, she was an NPC with her own life and history. Which actually amazes me about this game. Each NPC has a birthdate and background. You can ask any NPC in a game about their youth, and they will answer you, and each one is different. The ideas and thoughts behind each of these backstories were quite amazing. Although I think they have an AI that makes up all these histories.

But because of this, the NPCs also have their own culture. And young girls like Mary are at the innocent stages of life. In some cultures on Earth, they would already be in relationships or maybe even more than just the occasional kiss stage. For me, growing up, that was something that I could not fathom since just talking to another person was hard enough. While I forced a smile on my face at work, that was a facade to get through the day. I do not say more than I need to, which makes me sound like a robot. At first, I could hardly say the few lines I had to say at work. ‘Welcome!’ ‘Is that it?’ ‘That will be 9.99.’ ‘Here’s your change.’ ‘Please come again!’  But after a while, I gradually turned my mind off and moved throughout the day as robot Zoe.

“This is it.” Mary let go of my hand and ran to the door of a shop. It seemed she was a merchant’s daughter. This would have made her a perfect target. A merchant has lots of money. And would most likely dish out a lot to retrieve their daughter.

“I am glad you are home safe. Remember to always walk on the outside of the crowd from now on if you are alone.” I gave Mary a smile before starting to turn to leave. It was a required part of the quest to take your leave without asking for anything further from what I heard.

“Wait!” Mary called out and ran over to me. She looked up at me with her big green eyes while taking my hand into hers and asked: “Can you come by tomorrow? I wish to thank you for today. I can’t give you much now, but tomorrow….”

“I will be here tomorrow.” I smiled and patted her head, to which she returned a beaming smile at me.

“Okay! I will be waiting!” Mary’s bright smile never left her face as she shoved something into my hands and ran back to her shop. I glanced at my hand to see a silver heart-shaped pendant. I looked up to see the smiling girl waving at me. I couldn’t help but smile and wave back before taking my leave.
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I had to say one thing about these hidden quests, it would be the experience rewards were very generous. I was not even an hour into my gameplay time yet, and I was already level 7. But what surprised me even more was the hidden quest line. When I heard about these quest lines, to begin with and read the summary on the forums on how they were done, it never mentioned an item called Mary’s Heart.

Now, this item might seem weak, but for a low level, it was very good since most accessories could not even be worn until level 20, and every little defense stat helped. As such, to have ten extra defenses now was truly a godsend.

I quickly equipped the pendant and walked towards my next destination. I no longer had to worry too much about time frames except for stopping at Mary’s the next day. As for the other two quests, I needed to quickly grab them and move on.

My destination, though, was a tad scary. I had to go to an abandoned house at the edge of town and investigate it. Well, more like investigating its cellar. Now, this quest might seem easy to start, but it wasn’t. The cellar had a level 5 unique ghoul that could easily kill players in one strike. This means I was in for a fight, even if I was at a higher level than it. If I remember correctly from my dreams, the player who was able to successfully grab the quest was a player who was level 10.

Now, dark places were fine and all, but the thing that scared me was the ghoul. This game was very realistic, which meant the smelly, disgusting ghoul’s body would be on full display for me to see and smell. I really need to get used to these things. I fought many in my dreams, but up until now, they were just dreams. They were not reality!

I was currently on the outskirts of the town. The end of the first part of the first quest was a perfect hop away from the abandoned house. Well, more like a few streets, about a ten-minute walk.

The house was surrounded by a broken-down stone wall with tall grass growing outside and inside. The gate was half off its hinges and rusted beyond repair. It was a single-floor cottage-style house, and with how the buildings merged with nature, it seemed nature did not have to wait long to take over.

I looked at the wooden door that had seen much better days. It was half pushed open due to a root that had grown through the door jam. I walked over and made my way inside to see grass and moss growing on the floorboards. Luckily, there were no monsters in this house except for the cellar, so I was perfectly safe for the time being. I made my way through the home until I came upon a broken latch on the floor. This was the entrance to the cellar. It was a place that, if one was not looking, they would not find it.

Taking a deep breath, I readied my sword and opened the door to the basement. Light from the hole in the ceiling aimed perfectly into the darkness, lighting my path down an old set of rotting wooden stairs. It's not the safest set of stairs I have ever seen, but it's much better than some New York fire escapes.

I made my way down the stairs to find the basement was not all that big, to begin with. With the light from the ceiling bouncing off the walls, it lit the basement up enough to allow me to look around, and I kind of wished it didn’t since on the far side of the basement stood a ghoul in all its glory.

It just stood there with its bones showing through its rotting skin. Its disgusting body swayed back and forth silently, giving off a pretty spooky feeling. I have watched many zombie movies, and I would have to say that they were what scared me the most. Just the idea that some kind of medicine might one day be created that changes people or some kind of zombie virus will cause a zombie outbreak always freaked me out. But now that I know things will be much worse than any zombie outbreak, I do not fear it as much. But still, ghouls and zombies are not my cup of tea.

Luckily, I still have my sword skills to deal with the situation. The thing about ghouls in the game and when they appear in the real world is that you have to chop off their heads. “Rawgh!” The ghoul did not take long to notice me and began its charge. It was just that…

“Why are you so fast!?” I had no choice but to tuck and roll out of the way. The ghoul’s speed was crazy fast! It was no wonder only a level 10 was able to beat it.  

I quickly jumped back to my feet and, this time, parried the next attack as the ghoul swung at me. Taking this chance as it ran past me, I kicked it in the back of its knee, causing it to lose its balance and fall to the ground. I did not hesitate to move in quickly and slash down with my sword.

*Clang!*

The ghoul's mana-hardened claws struck my blade, knocking me back. I quickly stabilized myself before striking out again. This time, I parried its arm and kicked it out of the way, causing it to lose balance again before finally slicing through its neck.
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I had no time to check my stats as a transparent figure suddenly appeared before me. “Friend. I thank you for releasing me from the curse that had been placed on me. I have been stuck here as a ghoul for many, many years, with no means of leaving this place due to being bound here. Behind the reddish stone is an amulet. It is something I had found in my early days. I never understood what it was used for, but maybe you will be able to figure it out. It is the only thing I can offer for setting me free.”

The figure’s body began to float up as a ray of golden light shone down on him. I watched as he smiled and turned into balls of golden light that disappeared a few seconds later.

I bowed my head to pay respect to the man before walking over to grab my spoils of war.
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“Oh? So, to start the quest, I need to drop blood on it?” Thinking back, I did read something about that part in the thread that explained the quest. I used my sword to cut my finger and dripped a drop of blood onto the pendant.
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“Well, I got the starter quest. Now, I will need to head to the field to kill a few monsters. Luckily, if I am correct, the field in the back of the house has some monsters I can use to begin using the Shadow Mimic skill.”

If everything works as it said in the forum, then I only need to kill a few monsters of the same kind to register their shadow. I quickly made my way out of the basement since I was strapped for time and hurried over to the back of the house where a few everyday horned rabbits were located. I had no idea how many I needed to kill, but the pendant should register the shadows of the dead before officially giving me the skill.

“At least these are only level 2!” I did not need to work too hard to kill horned rabbits. They were one of the few low-level monsters that would attack you on sight, no matter the level. You would think a rabbit would run away as fast as they could but horned rabbit was not only a grass eater but meat eater as well. They had two horns, one larger than the other, and a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth. They were also quite fast for a low level but not fast enough for me to care.

It did not take long for me to be attacked. The horned rabbit died in a single attack. As it hit the ground, I saw its shadow get sucked from its body and enter the pendant. I continued to kill the horned rabbits until I finally got the notification I was looking for.
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“That’s two down…. Now, I have plenty of time to continue these quests. I need to grab the other two before someone else does.” My next goal was to get the quest for nature’s embrace. To get this skill, I will need a specific item from a certain person who was, from what I understand, quite difficult. To even get her attention, I will need a branch from the sacred forest. The only thing that sucks about this quest is I need to venture into the forest, return to the village and get the person, from what I understand, is an elf to talk to me so I can show the branch to her. Then, she will give me an orb that I will need to use at an ancient elven shrine within the forest and chant the ancient words to revitalize the sacred forest back to its original state. Only by doing this and returning with another branch will she teach me nature’s embrace.

It was one of the longer ones, but it was well worth it. Since I could have an army of plants running around gathering things for me, I will need to hoard as many resources as I can. This means no selling anything. I will have to either craft all my armor and weapons and hope to find some decent drops in dungeons.

This would normally hinder a person’s progress, but not for me. I do not need as much armor as a newer player would since I can dodge attacks quite well. The fight with the ghoul earlier proved this. My skills from dreams were real, so I was able to move like I did in the game. But this has made me realize I need more exercise outside of the game.

I currently only work at night a few days a week, so I should be good. I just wish I did not need to eat or sleep. It would give me more time to deal with things in the game before things started to change.

I had two years to level up as much as possible. This meant I had to slowly accumulate assets in-game to be brought out of game. I should also check for signs of things changing before then as well. Things might have changed in reality much earlier, and I had just not noticed in my dreams. I am quite the loner, after all.

If it was not for my job, I would not leave the house. There would be no point. But I do wonder. Were my dreams dreams, or were they a past life? It makes me question the reality of the dreams as a dream or just memories of the past life where I died.

I could only question this fact in my mind. In today's day and age, if I were to talk about such things to a doctor, they would instantly lock me up. Not that I would go see a doctor. That would cut into my gaming time.

“Finally at the forest….” It was about a twenty-minute walk to the forest itself. Along the way, I killed any monsters that I came upon. However, they were all low-level and did not have much experience. I did gather quite a bit of low-level resources, from herbs to slime balls and horned rabbit parts.

I even found a few rare herbs that, in my dreams, sold for a few thousand bucks in real life. Just the regular herbs would sell for a few hundred. In-game items were highly coveted by those who did not enter the game. Potions and elixirs from the game could even cure cancer, so apothecaries were in high demand. I plan to take all the trade skills, and in the next few years, between leveling up and gathering, I will raise my skills as high as I can.

“I wonder if I can take out a large loan so I can quit my job…..”

The idea of taking out a loan had only hit me now. As of now, I live off of about ten thousand a year.  If I were to up that to fifteen thousand a year, then I would be able to add in the extra charges for the internet. I would be living like I am now, but it would give me more time to do what I need. As far as I know, my credit is good. I do have a credit card. It is what I have been using to pay my internet bill, and I always pay it off every month. The amount on there is quite a bit, but I never charge what I can not afford, which is why I did not put the system on the credit card.


Chapter 3

“If I can just get enough to cover three years….” That was all I really needed. If I could get a loan, I could quit my job after. The loan payments would be paid from the loan itself. Since I would not need to pay the loan off if things are like my dreams. I know it's risky without proper confirmation, but I would rather take the risk than be left sitting there struggling like in my dreams. It makes me wish I dreamt about lottery numbers. Then, I wouldn’t have this issue. But I still think it is worth a try, if anything. I mean, it's not like I would have to worry about paying things back right away, and once dungeons spring up, I can start dungeon diving.

While lost in my own thoughts, I arrived at what was currently a wilted sacred forest. I walked over to one of the trees and snapped off a twig.
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And so it begins. It was a bit annoying, but the results would be worth it. I hurried back to town and began making my way down the street towards the shopping street. The main reason I was heading here was because I had to ask where the elf I needed to speak to lived.

According to what I remember from the forums, it was said that the meat vendor was close with the elf, and as long as you spoke to him and showed him the twig, it would update the quest to go speak with the elf.

The shopping street of Erune was very busy. The people who lived here came to this place to sell, barter, or buy things. The real world, too, would have such a place once the dungeons appear. It would be where many people would get rich very quickly. I am hoping to be one of those people.

As such, I had to work harder than others to make sure I got all the benefits in the game in the next two years before everyone else. Even now, as I look at the other players running around, I can tell that I am the highest level around. Although some of these stares I am getting are really eating at me. It makes me wonder if these people have never seen a girl before. At any rate, it was best for me to hurry and find the meat vendor before someone tries to talk to me…

There were six meat vendors on this street, so I had no choice but to go one by one to each vendor. The first one I walked up to had a large, burly man about three times my size behind the counter, chopping fresh meat. “Ex-excuse me….”

“Hmmm?” The man turned to look up at me. I watched as his eyes widened, but they soon softened as he walked over and asked: “What can I get you, little lady?”

“I don’t think I am that little but ummm… I was wondering if you knew of anyone who could look at this branch I got from the scared forest.” I replied. I wish I had some money to give him to buy some meat, but right now, I have none of that.

“Hmmm… a branch from the sacred forest? Sorry, I can’t help you there. But if you go down the street a little, Micky might know someone.” The man smiled at me as he pointed the way. Luckily, he did not seem very upset with me because I only stopped to ask a question.

“Thank you!” I forced a smile and quickly ran off. It still amazed me with how real the NPCs felt. It was as if they were real beings, to begin with. They might just be with how dungeons and monsters begin to appear in the real world. But, right now, I have no time to be concerned about such things, nor do I care much since, well… I am only in-game to farm, level up, and save everything for when reality and the game begin to mix. Just thinking about the money I will make later makes me drool. Being poor sucks…

I made my way over to the stall that Micky was located at and stood in line. It seemed he was quite popular. When it was finally my turn, I got the same surprised look as I did before, but Micky quickly put on a professional smile as he asked: “What can I get for ya?”

“I was told to come see you to point me in the direction of someone I can speak to who can help me with this withered branch from the scared forest,” I explained, showing him the branch in question.

“Hmmm? I only know one person, but…. Well, You can give it a try. If she still has any love for her people, she will help. Go to Rose Road. You will see a house that is covered in flowers. There lives an elf woman named Noel. She is the only one who will be able to help you.” Micky replied, and I gave my thanks and left.

As I did, a new notification popped up.
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I was currently standing outside a certain house. The gate was locked tight, and the door to the house was the same. Even the windows were completely covered. No matter how much I knocked, the woman inside would not answer. It seemed it was true that trying to get this woman to speak to you was like trying to pull nails with your teeth. “According to the forum post about this quest, it was said that the only way to get her to come out was to….”

I took a deep breath and slowly let it out before taking another one. I was about to do something I rarely ever do.  I had to calm my nerves and wait for the stares. After taking a few deep breaths, I took in one final one before yelling out: “Noel the Elf doesn’t wear undergarments! Noel the Elf doesn’t wear undergarments! Noel the Elf doesn’t wear undergarments!”

“You stinking brat, shut the hell up!” An elf who looked to be in her mid-twenties came marching out of the house and pushed open the gate. Her face was bright red, either with anger or embarrassment. But it did work. It seemed that forcing her hand was the only way.

I turned and held out the branch  for her to see as I said: “I need help with the scared forest.”

Noel, who was about to scold me for sure, paused as her eyes fell on the branch. Her brow twitched before turning around and going to close the gate. Of course, I could not let that happen. So I took another deep breath and once more yelled out: “Noel the Elf, doesn’t wear undergarments!”

“Damn it! Alright, already! Come in, we can talk.” Noel seemed very annoyed. Not that I cared. I needed to complete this unique quest as soon as possible. “I can’t believe you were shouting something so indecent!”

I heard her loud and clear. So, her face was not red from anger per se but more from both anger and embarrassment. I guess if you are someone who was a shut-in and easily embarrassed, the only way to deal with a situation like this was to actually leave the house.

Surprisingly, the house was quite clean. Very quiet and quaint. Not too much clutter. I thought I would walk into a house with stacks of books all over the place, but that did not seem to be the case for this elf.

Sadly, I did not get to see the rest of her house because as soon as the door closed, Noel turned around, crossed her arms across her chest, and stared at me. “What do you want!?”

“I just need a way to fix the sacred forest. The entire forest now looks like this branch. Withered with almost no life left.” I explained.

“Is it really that bad?” Noel did not seem completely convinced.

“When was the last time you were there?” I was actually just asking out of curiosity.

“When my clan still lived there before it was invaded by an army from the kingdom to the north of the forest.” Noel motioned for me to follow her, which I did. She brought me over to a small table and had me sit. She then waved her hand, and a few flowers that appeared out of nowhere began making tea. This was the exact unique skill I was looking to get.

“The Xios kingdom’s soldiers were too late. The village was ransacked, and my people were kidnapped. The sacred forest is nothing but a bad dream to me. The Harling Kingdom is a military state that allows slavery, so each of my people were enslaved. The women were probably used for much more than just labor. Xios did not even try to take back my people. They even only sent one squad of soldiers to the forest. If not for my parents hiding me under the roots of the ancestral tree, I would have been taken as well. I was forced to watch as my people did their best to escape. While I, the lone survivor, could only watch while sobbing. So I have not been back there in over three hundred years….” Noel's shoulders were slumped, I know. Just talking about it was hard for her. To be honest, I was surprised she was even willing to speak about it.

“I see… But at the same time. While I know it will awaken the memories of the past, you can not let your home, the place you were born, die, right?” I was trying to hopefully get her to give me a way to revitalize the forest.

“I don’t wish for it to die, but what can I do? Just going near that place makes me hide in my house. The screams of my parents. The look of horror on their faces. All of it. It is etched into my mind.” Noel replied while lowering her head even more. While I felt bad, I also needed to strike.

“What if I helped you? If you tell me how to revitalize the forest, I can do it for you.” I put out my offer, which made the elf raise her head. She sat there and stared at me as if trying to figure out if I was just messing with her or not. But I needed her to tell me how to fix the forest.

“You want to help me? A demon wants to help an elf?”

“I am not just helping you. I am someone who cares about the forests, as hard as it may seem. And I would hate to see the sacred forest wither. Just think of it as me being nosey, if you will.” I was really lying my head off right now. I was doing my best not to let it show. I had no idea how sensitive this elf actually was.

“A demon who likes nature… Now, this is quite interesting. Alright. If you are willing, then I can help you out, but I want you to do me a favor. The location where you will need to go to settle the issue with the forest is an ancestral tree. This tree was used for ceremonies and is the center of the sacred forest. On the opposite side of the ceremonial grounds, the tree has many roots that rise up out of the ground, leaving a small space just big enough for a child to fit. Under these roots, there should be a locket. Bring me back the locket without looking at it.” I have no idea why I could not look at the locket, but it must be important to Noel for her to be so firm about me not looking at it.

“That’s fine.” I nodded in agreeance. I have no need to look at it anyway. It was not part of the quest. It probably belongs to her in the first place and probably has pictures of her parents in it, for all I know.

“Good… Hold on.” Noel got up and walked into the other room. A few minutes later, she walked out with a green orb that looked like a smooth gem. “The reason for the withering is due to the ritual not taking place. You only need to put this orb on the pedestal and inject a bit of mana into it. Now go. If you wait any longer, the forest you wish to save will disappear.”

“Alright, I will go.” I had no choice but to get up without finishing my tea, which was very good. Noel was basically chasing me out of the house. I wonder if I will need to embarrass her again when I come back…

I did not waste any time sightseeing as I rushed back to the forest. Right now, every second was another second off the clock for me to get stronger. I needed to be at least three times as strong as the people who were at the top of the game in my dream. Only then will I be able to hopefully survive and maybe kill that monster.

When I arrived back at the sacred forest, I made my way through the withered trees. Because they had no leaves, it was easy to find the massive trunk of the ancestral tree. When I made my way over, I noticed that this tree was in much better condition. There was still a patch of grass hanging on around it, and the lower part of the trunk looked somewhat healthy.

The pedestal, which was basically a root sticking out of the ground with a claw-like tip, was still in good shape as well. I walked over to it, set the green orb into it, and began injecting my mana into it. As I did, green lines began to slowly appear on the sides of the root and then spread out over the ground. For each point of mana, the lines grew about fifty feet. By the time I had injected one hundred mana, the green lines covered everything in the sacred forest. At this point, my mana was cut off, and the entire place began to glow with a green light.

It was the first time in my life seeing such a fantastical sight. The withered trees began to spring back to life. The once dull gray grass was now a lush green. Flowers of all kinds began to spring up. Glowing balls of green light also began to rise up off the ground. As I watched in wonder, I could see the entire forest becoming alive. It was a scene right out of a movie. Except this was a game and a very realistic one at that. While I was now playing this game for my own survival, this was a scene I will remember for the rest of my life.

“Young one of the demon race….” A woman’s voice entered my ears. I turned to see a young woman covered in leaves standing by the ancestral tree. “Thank you… I thought my life would come to an end. We dryads are beings the elves worship. They give us a bit of mana every so often, and in return, we give them a bountiful forest filled with resources. While there are no more elves here, I can at least welcome those who come with a safe place to rest within the forest.”

“I am glad to help. I just could not see a beautiful forest withering away for no reason. If not for the orb an elf friend of mine gave me, I would not have been able to save you.” I replied with a smile.

“But it was you who went out of your way to search. I know you have come. You took a branch with you. It was to be used as proof, was it not?” The dryad seemed to see right through me. “I will give you a reward. One that will allow you to commune with nature and allow you to call upon the forest spirits. With this boon, I hope your journeys will be much easier.”



[image: ]

I got the skill, but I guess the quest will not finish until after I return to Noel. Which means I need to grab the pendant and head out. But first. “Thank you. I will use this wisely.”

“No, thank you for helping me live, even if it is only for a while longer.” The dryad smiled at me before turning and walking into the tree. It was as if she was walking into a pool of water. A green ripple appeared as she and the tree became one, and only I was left standing there.

I walked around the big tree to the roots that were slightly standing above ground and looked around to see a small hiding spot. It was quite hard to spot if you were not looking, so I can guess why the soldiers would have missed it. I bent down and looked inside but did not see anything, such as a pendant. There was grass and moss under the roots, so it was hard to see much of anything, really. I could only lie on my stomach and feel around with my hand. Luckily, the spot was not very deep, so I could reach the opposite side. After feeling around a bit, I did finally find what I was looking for. A small wooden locket with a vine for a chain.

It seemed to be something hand-carved and probably had a lot of sentimental value for Noel. I put it into my inventory and quickly made my way out of the forest, and headed back to Noel’s house.

When I returned to the town, besides the stares I was getting, which I ignored, I could see many players now running around. Everyone seemed to be at a loss as to what to do. There were no markers above an NPC’s head, so you had to go up and talk to everyone you saw in order to hopefully find a quest.

This was why the forums were always so active. You could access them in-game and could even start new threads. These forums were linked to the real world as well. It would eventually turn into a huge hub for not only just forum posts but also for buying and selling goods. But it was here that people would begin sharing information about quests. I, of course, have already read through many of these forums and know which ones give the most experience and high-quality items. That is as long as everything continues as my dream did. Which, as of now, I am sure it will.

I once more stood in front of a locked gate and stared at the house in front of me. “Noel! I am back!” I yelled out, but still no answer. I sighed and took a deep breath as I once again used my trump card: “Noel doesn’t wear any….”

“I get it already! Just shut up!” Noel yelled out as the door to her house swung open. I smiled and waited for her to unlock the gate, which she did with a wave of her hand. “Get in here. Do not say anything more!”

I pursed my lips, trying to hide my smile, as I walked into the yard with my hands behind my back. The gate shut behind me without me needing to do anything, and I walked right into the house. But of course, I only got a few steps in when Noel turned to me and held out her hand. “Give it.”

“Here you go,” I said, handing the locket over.
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I did not expect that the locket was a hidden quest. This was actually a huge extra for me. Having three extra levels was very rewarding! Currently, my stats are looking quite good at the moment.
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It’s been about three hours, and I was already level 11. This was not possible unless you got all the unique quests. “Since you did me a favor, I will do you one. I am sure the ancient gave you a skill called Nature’s Embrace. If you wish to understand how to truly use it, go to the village near the river and help remove the infestation that is going on there. Now get out!”
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As I was pushed out the door and out of the yard. Even as I listened to the sound of the gate being slammed behind me, I couldn’t help but think that Noel was actually quite nice in her own way. Of course, I did know the next part of the question line, but it seemed the locket part had been left out. It makes me wonder if they had just missed the point in the conversation about the hidden quest or if I was just getting lucky. Either way, as of right now, I still had one final quest to finish before I could go and get my mask and hopefully keep people from staring at me.

The last quest is the easiest to get and complete. Well, if I were new to the game and did not have my dreams, then maybe it would be hard, but this quest only required me to meditate at an old shrine that was north of the town I was in. It was a bit of a walk, but I could easily get there with my current level.

From what I read online in my dream, the quest was one where you had to kind of stumble on it. The person who wrote the forum post said they had heard about a strange shrine in the forest from a passing NPC, and they decided to take a look. They had sat in the shrine and were taking in the scenery when they began feeling sleepy. As they dozed off, they were awoken by a quest notification.

But from what I know, to get to the shrine, they had to fight a large number of monsters on the way. But once I got this quest, I would be set to slowly finish the four quest lines because this quest part was an instant completion quest. As soon as you get it, it will be complete, and you will have the starting skill, [Chrono Step].

I quickly made my way out of town and headed towards the north. The path I took was the normal path everyone would take out of town. The dirt road twisted and turned off into the distance, and players were running back and forth, killing the horned rabbits and slimes that were bouncing around.

Luckily, after I got out of town, not many people were looking at me. It was already eating at me that I was getting stared at so much in town. Once I get the face mask quest, I will be able to wear that and hide my face. Maybe then people will stop staring at me.

It took almost an hour to reach the mountain that was near the town, which was mostly covered in trees. There was an old path covered in overgrowth somewhere along the outer edge. The only problem was… “Why didn’t they say where the entrance to the path was!?”

I couldn’t help but sigh as I continued walking along the edge of the forest. I walked for almost another hour before I finally spotted what looked like a step sticking out of the undergrowth. I couldn’t help but let out a sigh of relief. I think this quest has already taken me the longest out of all of them so far just because I had to search.

I pushed through the bushes in front of me and made my way over to the steps. After inspecting them, I knew I was on the right track. I could even see the faint path to the shrine that had not been used in who knows how long.

“I should get ready for any battles. The forums did state that they had to fight many battles to make it to where the shrine was.” I did not need to wait long to find out that they spoke the truth.

I had only followed the path for about a minute when a wolf jumped out in front of me. It was only level 4, so I quickly dispatched it. The higher I went, the more monsters that would appear. Mainly all level 4 to level 5. These were all easily killed. But when I reached about halfway up the mountain, I finally ran into monsters from level 6  to level 9.

I wiped the sweat from my forehead. Even in the game, you could sweat, especially if you have been fighting for a long time. However, this was to add to realism and nothing more. But it added a unique touch when it came to the fighting since the sweat could get into your eyes. As for washing the sweat away, you could do that or use clean magic. I always used clean magic in-game. The world was real, after all. The settings were tailored to a person’s age, so you could do just about anything. Not that I care about any of that since I am only here to play, like ninety percent of all the other players.

At any rate, the last monster I killed was a rock tiger, which was level 11. This surprised me since there was never mention of the level of monsters in the forums, so I thought they would be rather low level, but I guess since the shrine was further away, the level did jump quite a bit.

But now I was level 12, which was not bad, and after I meditated, I should gain another level, at least, I hope. I did get a lot of resources, such as animal pelts, horns, and claws. This meant that later on, I would be able to sell them in the real world for a reasonable price. These claws were as strong as metal, and so were the horns. They would all fetch a good price, even at low quality.

The shrine itself had two tall broken pillars that stood in front of a ruin basically. There was no front wall to this shrine. It had all crumbled to the ground. The inside had grass growing here and there, but only where the sun could reach. In the middle of the shrine was a large circular platform that was no longer a complete circle. It was there I decided to walk to and take a seat. At the spot where I sat, the sun was beaming down through the only window that seemed to still be intact. It looked like a perfect spot. It felt kind of mystical to have an aura of light surrounding me as I closed my eyes and began my meditation.

To be fully honest, I have no idea what I am doing. Meditating was not something I had ever done before. Hell, I couldn’t even sit cross-legged since my legs just didn’t bend that way. Because of that, I was sitting with my legs stretched out in front of me. My eyes were closed, and the only thing I could really sense was the wind that gently blew across my face. Luckily, there were no bugs, or else I would have long gotten up and walked away. I might live a shut-in life, but I did keep my place as clean as I possibly could. I hated bugs.


Chapter 4

As I sat there lost in my own thoughts unsure of what I should be doing exactly, my mind slowly started to become clear. My senses started to get a little better as the scent of flowers further away began to filter into my nose. Time seemed to pass slowly with each passing second. I could hear the rustling of the leaves and the swaying of the branches as they creaked ever so slightly.

As I concentrated on these sounds with my ears, the darkness of my closed eyes blocked any visual aspect. I suddenly felt as if something was flying towards me. I reflexively tilted my head to the side as I heard a buzzing sound pass my ear and then the sound of something sinking into the stone in front of me. I wanted to open my eyes and check what it was, but before I could, I quickly ducked down as I felt something else flying at me.

I did not know what was going on. Every time I moved my head, I had to move it again. Then, at one point, I had no choice but to jump up and jump back as I felt something huge coming at me. This was not part of the quest from what I remember. This was not what was written in the quest. In no way did the quest say anything about flying objects being thrown at you.

“Well done.” A voice came from my front, causing me to open my eyes. I looked up to see an old man wearing what looked like some kind of Chinese robe standing in front of me. He even had a long white beard. “You have passed my test.”

“Test?” I was quite confused. Since when was there a test here?

“Oh? You didn’t know there was a test?” The old man looked surprised, but he then smiled. “This is quite interesting. You see. Only on the fifth day of the seventh month, when you sit in the exact spot you sat when the sun is high, will you be able to take my test. This shrine is the Shrine of Chronos, the god of time.”

“The god of time?” Now, I was even more confused. This was beyond anything the forums had said. It only said you could get a unique skill if you sat and meditated. There was no mention of any test or some god of time either.

“Yes. The god of time will give those who are able to comprehend the passage of time the ability to use a skill called [Chronos Step]. But…. Those who pass the trial will get an even better skill. [Chrono Domain].” The old man smiled at me as he replied. It was surprising since I had never heard of any [Chrono Domain] skill before. But from what it sounds like, the [Chrono Step] is only a simple skill compared to this [Chrono Domain] skill.

“[Chrono Domain] allows you to slow time in a small area around you. The more you have an understanding of the skill, the bigger the domain. Just now, the test was to see if you could sense the world around you. How time flows. By being able to dodge the objects being sent towards you, you were forced enough to slow time to move out of the way. This was how you could avoid the rocks I threw just now.” The old man pointed to the small holes in the ground and the larger hole that created a clean-cut hole of the object that had smashed into it. To use a rock to cut into a stone as if it was drilled was already mind blowing. The power needed to do such a thing… Just how fast were those objects thrown?

“So I am confused. The unique skill [Chrono Step] should have been given for just meditating here, no?” I was very curious now since things were not the same as what I had read on the forums.

“I guess it has come down to that, yes. But it is also based on whether the person has comprehended time itself or not. You, on the other hand, not only learned it without being taught it but also passed my test without realising you were taking such a test. You have a talent for time magic and should really look more into it. Sadly, I can not help you more on this, but I can pass down the skill [Chrono Domain].” The old man waved his hand, and my body suddenly glowed with a golden light.
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“If you wish to learn more about time magic. Make your way to the Mage Tower and seek out a mage named Linda Goldwin. She can help you further. My time here is done, so I will take my leave.” Before I could get a word in edgewise, the old man left. I stood there staring at the spot he disappeared from. It was as if a ripple appeared, and his body was wrapped within that ripple before he vanished from sight.

I opened my stats to take a peek as a bunch of notifications popped up in front of me.
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I not only got three more levels, but I also gained [Chrono Step] at some point as well as [Chrono Domain]. But what is really strange is the hidden quest name, Chrono’s Trial. Chrono was supposed to be the god of time, so… I scratched my head. There was no need to overthink things. I got a two-for-one special, so I can not complain. But this does make me wonder. Will someone else be able to gain the [Chrono Step] skill besides me?

At the very least, I was able to get what I needed and a little extra on top. I still had to meet with Mary on the next game day, which night was about to fall. My fatigue meter was also almost at max but it was not good to sleep outdoors.

Both skills, [Chrono Step] and [Chrono Domain], had long cooldowns. [Chrono Step] was every ten minutes, and [Chrono Domain] was every twenty-four hours. It seemed that the developers wanted to limit the usage, which I could understand. The skill lasted a full fifteen seconds. But it was very overpowered. These skills were only meant to be used as trump cards where those fifteen seconds could mean life or death. [Chrono Step] was even shorter in usage and only lasted three seconds. But it was enough to dodge any attack that might actually kill you and give you a chance of survival. At any rate, I now have life-saving skills that I never had in my previous life.

“Since I have plenty of time before nightfall, I should head back to the village and get the mask quest. I will probably need to turn it in when the sun rises, though.” I pursed my lips as I made my way down the mountain. This time, there were no monsters on the path. It seemed they were only there for the quest.

The field outside of town was still busy with people. I think it was even more packed than it was before. Many people were still playing even though about four hours had passed in the real world. This meant I only had a few hours left to get the mask. Once I did, I had to rush to Mary’s house and get the details I needed for the next portion of the quest line. Only by training with the swordsman would I be able to learn [Mirage Sword].

Once I get the quest update from Mary, I will log off to shower and eat. I will need to do some physical exercise as well. I need to start working out and get my stamina up. It will also help with my movements in-game. I found that while I can move as I want, it is still far from perfect.

In my dreams, I was moving around swiftly, but right now, I was feeling slightly stiff. So, I am hoping a few weeks of working out will fix that. Not that I can do much. Going for a jog was out of the question at this time. I mean, I don’t want people staring at me. But I can do stretches, sit-ups, planks, and push-ups in my apartment. Hell, I should be able to jog in place as well. However, I will need to go to the bank and try to take out a loan. If I tell them I am trying to start a business, it should work, right?

All of this stuff was way over my head, so I had no idea what I was doing. I could only sigh and toss the idea of talking to people in the back of my mind.

“Excuse me!”  

I mean, the judging eyes of those around you are not something I wish to deal with. Society is the reason I am the way I am now.

“Excuse me!”

“Hm?” I was forced to stop my steps when a girl half my height stood in front of me. She had curly pink hair and pink eyes. Her cute little face had two rosy cheeks that looked wonderful to pinch if it was not for the fact that this was a player…

“Ye-Yes..?” I averted my eyes. It was hard to look at someone straight in the eye. If it was an NPC, I could easily speak to them, but this was different…

“You are a high level, right!?” from the way the girl’s feet were bouncing up and down, it seemed she was a bit overly excited. If I were looking at her, then I would probably see a look of anticipation.

So of course I… “No-no… I-I am not…. So-sorry…” I lied through my teeth as I sidestepped the girl and kept walking. While I know this was rude. It was already good enough that I had answered her. I even apologised.

If I had told the truth, it would have been obvious that she would have asked me to help her level. This would mean interacting with her, and that was a no-go. I do not like how I am, but there is not much I can do. I need to ease my way into speaking with people. Not jump in head first into a cement block.

“Hey! Hey, wait!” Why do I feel like I am being followed? I turned my head to look behind me, and sure enough, a pink-haired girl was bobbing up and down, chasing after me. Why was she following me? Did I give her a sign? I was sure I broke all the flags. At least, I think I did. I lied… I walked past her. I did not give her a wink. I did not show any body language. So, I am sure I broke the flags. I mean, she looked younger than me, so such flags should never be raised in the first place. So, I am at a total loss.

There was only one thing to do in such a situation… “Run!”

“Stop running!” I did not know why, but even as I ran faster, the pink-haired thing kept following me. How was I supposed to get my mask if she won’t leave me alone?

I sighed as I came to a stop just outside of town and turned around to look at the pink-haired thing. “W-why do-do… Umm… Yo-you keep ch-chasing me?”

“Hah…. Hah…. Why did you run…. I… Hah…. I can’t breathe….” The pink-haired thing seemed to be in worse shape than me. Maybe if I started running again, she would not catch up?

I went to turn and start running again, but a hand suddenly grabbed my arm. “Please wait! I just have to ask you a question!”

I bit my lip and turned back to look at the pink-haired thing. “Wha-What?”

“Can you help me with a qu…. Hey, why did you start running again!?” The pink-haired thing looked quite surprised that I would start running again. But I never planned to listen to her anyway.

I ducked down a few side roads before finally finding a quiet spot to sit down and relax. “I need to get that mask and fast. But why did that girl seem so hell-bent on chasing me? It made no sense...”

I let out a long sigh. I actually said so many words to a real person. I was already drained just from that, but I did not have time to be sitting around. “I need to go get the mask quest….”

I gathered my bearings and made my way to the market, where the mask vendor was. It was a unique little place that had many different masks from different cultures. The mask I was trying to get was a fox mask, mainly because it is cute. The streets were lit up even though the sun had yet to fully go down. It gave off a festive feel, I guess you could say. Many people were out and about chatting away while shopping for this and that. It seemed like everyone was having a good time.

When I reached the stall in question, an elderly lady sat behind the booth with her hands busy crafting another mask. “Excuse me…” I called out to her in a low voice, trying not to startle her. I did not wish to cause her to cut herself.

“…” But all I got was silence.

“Ummmm… Excuse me!” I called out once more, a little louder this time. But still, the old lady did not even flinch.

“Hey Bretta! You got a customer!” The lady from the stall next to the mask stall yelled out at the top of her lungs.

“What? Lin, did you say my name?” The old lady finally looked up, but she did not even glance at me and looked at the woman named Lin, who was in the booth next to her.

“You have a customer! Look!” Lin pointed at me, giving me a helpless sigh. “Sorry about that. She is a little hard of hearing.”

Just a little!? Is what I wanted to ask, but I felt it was rude. The last thing I wanted was to anger the lady who was going to give me a mask. The old lady finally turned to look at me. When she saw me, she smiled brightly. “Oh! Welcome, welcome. Here, have a mask.”

And just like that, I was given a mask. And the fox mask I wanted… “Wait, I can’t accept this. I didn’t pay for it!”

“What!?” The old lady is really not hard of hearing. She was deaf!

“Just take it. You won’t get anywhere. She does this sometimes. When she sees a person and thinks a mask will fit them, she will just give it away. She is not here for money but to work on her hobby in peace. Her husband always nags at her.” Lin gave me a smile as she looked at the mask in my hands. But how would the old lady know someone was nagging at her if she couldn’t even hear the person in front of her? This thought really confused me and would probably bother me for a few days.

“I see….” I looked at the mask in my hands. It was pretty well made and had some tassel-like things coming off the side. I took it and put the mask on. It did not have any stats and was nothing more than a cosmetic item, but it was better than nothing.

“Mmm… yes perfect. Off you go.” The old lady shooed me away as if I was some kind of bug. Lin gave me a helpless smile as I waved at her and gave the old lady my thanks before taking my leave. Well, at least now I did not have to go back out to the field. I did not wish to run into that pink-haired thing.

“Found you!” As I was saying, it was good I did not run into that pink-haired thing. “Hey! Don’t ignore me!”

“Why does this voice sound familiar?” I couldn’t help but mumble my words out loud as I turned and looked at a pink-haired thing that had flushed red cheeks walking towards me. “Ah…. Run!”

And so I ran. As did the pink-haired thing. “Stop running! Just hear me out! Please!”

I have no idea how long I was running for but by the time the moon had almost appeared in the sky. The pink-haired thing was still right behind me. I have no idea where she is getting all this energy from. It looked like she would collapse any second now. We were currently standing in the market. I could kill her, but I would probably feel bad afterward, and the guard would get mad at me and arrest me. I just wish she could take a hint. Sadly she had not actually done anything bad to me so I would feel bad about it after. But I did not really wish to struggle to speak to her….

That was when a brilliant idea came to mind. I looked around, found a stick next to some sacks and wrote a few words on the ground as the pink-haired thing came walking up to me. I pointed to the ground so that she would see what I wrote.

[image: ]

“What? Hmmm? Pink-Haired thing, why do you keep chasing me…? Pink… Pink… Pink-Haired… Thing…  I’m not a pink-haired thing! My name is Angel!”

Angel… Who the hell names themselves Angel? Anyway… She is still a pink-haired thing. As such, I used my foot to wipe away what I wrote and then began scribbling again on the ground and pointed at it.

The pink-haired thing looked at the ground once more… “Pink-Haired thing…. Why do you keep chasing me? I told you…..”

I slammed the ground with my stick and wrote another line. The pink-haired thing read it out loud once more. “Never mind who you are, just tell me why you are chasing me….” The pink-haired thing looked up at me in confusion. “Didn’t you speak earlier? Why are….”

I once more slammed the ground with my stick. Causing the pink-haired thing to jump. “Okay! I will answer…. Geeze. You don’t need to hit the ground like that…. I wanted to ask you to help me with a quest. You are a high level, right?”

The pink-haired thing looked up at me expectantly. I sighed and shook my head as I wrote…. “I am level 1? What! That can’t be true! You are definitely a higher level than that! My appraisal skill says so! It says you are level 15! What? What do you mean it’s broken? Are you telling me my skill is broken!?”

I wrote out the word yes on the ground and even nicely wrote: ‘Have a good day, pink-haired thing.’ Before turning and walking away. Or at least that was my plan…

“Hmmm? Why am I holding on to your shirt and not letting go?? Because you are lying! I know you are level 15! How could a game skill only get your level wrong out of everyone else’s!?” I had to admit this pink-haired thing was kind of smart. I mean, based on the quest, I could help her. But if it took too long, I would end up missing my meeting with Mary. This was also a good chance to maybe get over my social anxiety. If I wanted to survive in the future, this was something I had to do no matter what. So maybe this pushy pink-haired thing will work to my advantage.

Taking all these things into consideration, I turned around, pushed the pink-haired thing a few steps away from me, and wrote on the ground: “What is the quest, and what do you need to do.”

“Really!? You will really help me!?” Just hearing this pink-haired thing even ask this made me want to punch her. I mean, she chased me down and even stalked me to this point, and she is now asking me if I will really help her after telling her to give me the info. Can I punch her? Will I get struck by lightning if I do?

A little annoyed, I wrote: “Are you okay in the head? After everything, you are asking such a question? Pink-haired thing, do you want my help or not?”

“Hehe…” The pink-haired thing giggled and smiled at me for some strange reason. Maybe she really is not okay in the head? “I knew you would help me!” The pink-haired thing smiled away, but it kind of made me want to punch her two times over now.

I slammed the stick off the ground again, trying to get her attention. Only then did she seem to get her mind back. “Right, the quest! I have a quest where I need to reach a spot in the forest to the west of here, but the monsters are all level 6 to level 8. I am only level 4 and can not get that far into the forest. But the quest has a time limit. With how many people are out there leveling, it is almost impossible for me to level up quickly enough to make the time limit. The quest’s name is Dark Calling….”

Dark calling… I heard of this quest. Its requirements for completion were kind of stupid for a quest you get from killing level 1 and level 2 slimes. It required you to enter the western forest, otherwise known as the Dark Forest. At a certain location inside the forest is a king slime. The slime is a level 9 to 10 mini-boss. But the reward is a nice, rare quality staff, and from the looks of it, would match this girl well. It would last her until level 20.

It was actually a simple quest for me, but I had to make one thing clear to this girl. I wrote down: “I have a quest that needs me to be at a location at sunrise, so I can help you until then. If we do not finish the quest before then, then I am sorry.”

“That’s fine! Thank you!” The pink-haired thing smiled brightly and went to reach out to grab my hand to shake it or hold it, I presume, only to get air. It was enough for me to help her with the quest already. I wasn’t ready for skin contact.

She looked at me with a bit of disappointment in her eyes, but what can I do? I didn’t tell her she could touch. I wrote on the ground once more before turning to leave. “Hurry up and follow me.”

“Okay!” The pink-haired thing quickly followed after me.

One thing I noticed was that the stares I was getting before were much less. I think now they were more interested in my mask than me, which made me glad that I got it. Anyway, I needed to get this quest over with and get rid of this pink-haired thing as quickly as possible.

I found out something real quickly about this pink-haired thing… She doesn’t shut up! I haven’t even said a word to her, and she has been holding a conversation with herself this entire time! “And so when I first made my character, I was like, I want to look different from how I normally look. But look, I am not fat, okay? I am actually quite good-looking in real life, too. I just didn’t want others to keep coming up to me and bothering me, so I changed my looks. But seriously, this game allows you to do pretty much anything, right? Like if I wanted to, I could start a business, right? By the way, did I say thank you for helping me? I really wanted this staff. It was just that I could not get very far into the forest.”

She just kept going on and on. I could only do my best to tune her out, or else my ears were going to bleed. Luckily, we reached the forest quickly, and I turned and raised my hand to make her stop speaking. I then used the stick in my hand to write in the dirt. “I am unable to fully protect you, so make sure you stay alert. I will do what I can to protect you, but if you die too many times, we will not be able to finish the quest.”

“Understood! It is already enough to know you are willing to help me. If I die, it will be on me. I won’t blame you.” Luckily, it seemed the pink-haired thing was not as bad as I thought. She at least knew how to be in a team.

I nodded and drew my sword. The pink-haired thing also got ready for battle. We walked into the forest, and surprisingly, the pink-haired thing actually stopped talking. Her vigilance went through the roof. I had to admit while it was annoying how she kept blabbing non stop earlier, this version of her was not too bad.

As we walked further and further, I could see a monster around level 5, not too far off. I stretched my arm out to signal for the pink-haired thing to stop and motioned with my head for her to look ahead of me. I then wrote on the ground: “You are a magic user, right?”

The pink-haired thing nodded to my question, which was good since I did not want her to talk at this time. I slowly wrote on the ground once more. “Use your best attack spell to attack the monster ahead of us. Put yourself against the tree behind us before attacking. This way, you can defend your back, at the very least. Just keep your eyes on the sides. If the monster does not die, I will kill it when it gets here.”

Now, if the pink-haired thing was still noisy even after entering the forest, I would not be going this far, but since she was being good, I decided that there was no harm in teaching her a few things to keep herself safe in a party in a place like this. Plus, maybe in the future, she will be fighting alongside me. It would be good to have some people I know who are able to work well in a party.

The pink-haired thing did as I said and braced herself up against a tree before focusing on the monster ahead of us and letting an ice bolt fire straight at it. I also got ready just in case there were any ads. The reason I was being so careful was because the monster to the front was a wood-wolf. They were known for traveling in packs and usually used one as bait while the others in its pack surrounded the unaware prey.

It seemed I was right to be on guard because as soon as the ice bolt reached the wood wolf, it easily dodged it and charged toward us. Two more wood-wolves came out from the sides, which I quickly reacted to, as I turned and struck out to my right while yelling: “Your left!”

“Got it!” The pink-haired thing quickly reacted much faster than I had expected. She swiftly attacked the on-come wolf with an ice bolt while I dispatched the other two wolves and made my way over to the third. All three wolves now lay dead on the ground. I picked up a stick and wrote on the ground: “Good job.”

“Hehe!” The pink-haired thing giggled and blushed before saying: “You spoke just now.”

I frowned slightly and quickly wrote: “You are hearing things.” While I know I did shout an order, I felt like I was back in my dream when I used to speak to people like that during a fight. While I do wish to return to how I was in my dream, I was still having an issue getting used to it. Well, not that I have even tried yet, but I do not know if I really want to start with this pink-haired thing.

“No, I didn’t. I heard you loud and clear! Your left! You yelled! So heroic!” This pink-haired thing wants me to punch her, right? Should I do it now?

I narrowed my eyes and wrote once more on the ground. “Shut up, or I will go back to town.”

The pink-haired thing quickly went quiet and made a motion as if she were zipping her mouth. Feeling much better, I turned and walked further into the forest.


Chapter 5

We fought quite a few monsters and were now at a point where we could take a small rest since the King Slime was only a few feet away. Its shiny blue jelly-like body lit the area up in a dim blue lighting under the canopies of the trees. I used a stick to explain how we would be fighting the boss. “When we fight the boss, you need to listen to my signal to attack. When the boss is almost low on health, you will need to get the last hit in. I can not kill it for you, but I can do my best to tank it until it is dead.”

“Understood. Umm… When will you actually talk to me instead of writing on the ground?” The pink-haired thing asked.

I looked at her and snorted as I wrote: “When you stop asking stupid questions.”

I watched in amusement as the pink-haired thing pursed her lips together. She was indeed an interesting character. During fights, I would yell my orders, and she would listen; after the fights, she would beg me to speak normally, which I ignored. To be honest, I found it much easier to use the stick to write what I was thinking than to actually say it. If I were to say it out loud, it would not make as much sense. It’s like as I am writing, I am able to put my thoughts into words easier than when speaking normally. That and I stutter due to being too nervous. All I can say is that social anxiety sucks.

The king slime, if I recall, was easy to defeat as long as you have enough strength to do so. As for me, I was currently level 15. That was 5 levels higher than the boss. I got no experience from the lower-level mobs that we killed on the way here, so I did not gain any levels. The pink-haired thing was able to level up to level 6, which was quite good. The pink-haired thing did not need to get the last hit on monsters on the way here, but for her quest objective, she did. If she wanted the staff, she would need to be the one to ‘kill’ the king slime.

I cleared up what I wrote and asked: “Are you ready?”

“I’m ready.” The pink-haired thing nodded her head. I stood up and readied my sword. I had to be careful not to kill the boss, or else I would have suffered for nothing.

We passed through to the clearing where the King Slime was. It was not much taller than us, but it was much bigger than a normal slime. It at least made for an easy target. The two of us quickly got into a normal attack pattern; I would attack first, dealing big damage, while the pink-haired thing would follow up. This kind of pattern was very good in a two-person team. But only worked if one person could out-damage the other to keep aggro.

“Pass!” This was what I would yell out when it was the pink-haired thing’s turn to attack. She would sneak an attack in while I jumped right back into attack. We continued to do this over and over. The slime king really was only level ten, and it only had one charge attack, which all slimes had. Well, I guess it was more of a headbutt? Body blow?  Anyway, it would jump at me to attack, and I would dodge. “Pink-haired thing, finish it off!”

“My name is Angel!” The pink-haired thing kept yelling something about her name being something else, but it flew in one ear and out the other, once a pink-haired thing, always a pink-haired thing. But she still followed my orders and began attacking nonstop. The battle went quite quickly, with me doing most of the damage, but the pink-haired thing was able to get what she wanted. It was nothing fancy, just a wooden staff with a small gem embedded into it. The gem glowed with a blue light. But it was a good staff for low levels.

I wrote on the ground. “Congratulations. I will help you leave the forest. Then I need to head out.”

The sun was about to rise, and I wanted to be ready to go speak with Mary. I had to go get my sword skill. I figured by the time we got back, it would be late enough in the morning that I could actually visit her house without waking anyone. At least, I hope, anyway.

“Hey, can I add you to my friends?” I do believe I think I heard the pink-haired thing ask something very ridiculous.

I stopped and looked at her for a moment before nodding my head reluctantly. Her big, round, expectant eyes were a little too much to say no. It was as if a puppy came up to you looking for food with a body that showed that it had not eaten in the past few days. While I am making excuses for my own blunder of nodding my head. It does make sense to have a few people I can rely on later on. As I grow in level, things will be harder to solo. And if I really want to gain levels quickly and upgrade my gear, I will need to take on dungeons, which are impossible solo.

The pink-haired thing sent me a friend request which I went to accept, but for some reason, it said Angel instead of a pink-haired thing. I took my trusty stick and wrote on the ground. “I thought your name was pink-haired thing? When did you change it to Angel?”

“It has been Angel from the start! I even told you this quite a few times!” For some reason, I really get a kick out of angering her. Maybe my sadist side is awakening.

I said goodbye to the pink-haired thing and made my way back to town. Her level was now higher than those around her, so she should do quite well from this point on. Whether or not I will see her again in the future is another question, but I do hope she survives. I mean, I guess you can say she was the first true acquaintance that I have met thus far.

Now, I had people I talked to in my dreams as well. But I am still not even sure if those people are real. While everything else was matching up, I did not know if the people were real yet since I had yet to meet anyone I knew. And I probably won’t until I start doing dungeons. But then I would need everyone else to catch up to me. Maybe I should just level to like thirty or something and solo the level twenty dungeon? I could even craft my own armor as well to keep my gear up to date…. But crafting takes a lot of time….

Either way, I would need to pick up a few crafting skills anyway since they could be brought over to the real world as well. Many blacksmith shops and alchemy shops would open in the future. Sadly, since it is too expensive, I won’t be opening any shops later on, but that does not mean I can’t make my own equipment. As long as I have the materials and tools, I can make anything anywhere. While it might be good money at the start, it will not be too good after about a month or so. It will be easier for me to craft my own gear anyway since having someone else make it costs more than needed.

I arrived at Mary’s house not too long after entering town. The sun was high enough to begin warming the day, so I knew it was around mid-morning. I knocked on the door, which was quickly answered by the young girl I saved before. “You’re here!”

I smiled at the girl’s happy smile and said: “I do like to keep my promises.”

“Hehe. My mother is just inside.” Mary said as she grabbed my hand and led me into her house. “Mom, my hero is here!”

The houses were kept very clean but had little furniture. This showed that they were not very rich, but from the looks of things, they were doing okay and were not too poor. Not that I am one to judge. I lived even under the poverty level as it was.

“Oh? Your hero is here?” A woman looking like an older version of Mary but still young walked out. She did not seem to be older than twenty-five.  “Hello, my name is Helen, and I am Mary’s mother. I should thank you for saving my daughter.”

“I was just doing what should be done. Leaving a young girl on the lerch is not something people should be doing.” I felt slightly awkward being thanked when I was doing it selfishly.

“You truly are very kind, just like how Mary described you.” Helen smiled as she turned towards the kitchen. “I will get you both some tea. Enjoy your chat.”

“Thanks, Mom!” Mary beamed a smile before pulling me to sit. “So I found out that you were not the only one who was there yesterday.”

“Oh?” I guess I did not need to prob for any information. Mary would just tell me.

“Yeah! There was another man. He used to work for the royal guard and is now training the town watch. He came by and asked me about you. He said if I see you, to ask you to go and see him. He wanted to speak with you.” Mary explained excitedly.

“Then I will need to go see him. He is at the town barracks?” I asked probingly.

“Yeah. He will be there. He trains in the morning. He said for you to stop by at any time.” Mary replied.
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After exchanging more pleasantries with Mary, I promised to come to visit her again before leaving and heading out. All my unique skill quests were now gathered and on infinite time limits, meaning I could finish them at any time. “I guess I should stop here for now… I need to get some things prepared in real life as well.”

I took a deep breath as I found a secluded spot to log out. I needed to check my credit score and talk to the bank. I am hoping they can give me some kind of loan. I need to see what my options are. With my current credit, I should be able to apply for a business loan, maybe? I just need enough to get by for the next two years.

I am not sure how that all works, but I do hope I have what I need. However, I am not sure if they will want proof of income or not either. I will need to look it up. This means searching the internet.

I blinked a few times as I opened my eyes and pulled the headset off my head. The morning light was dimly lighting up my room through the small set of curtains in the dark dwelling I lived in. I got up and went to wash up and ate some food before brushing my teeth. Something I never understood was why some people brushed their teeth before breakfast. Some people get up, brush their teeth, and have a cup of coffee… it just made no sense.

At any rate, while eating, I came up with a great idea. The whole idea of me talking was not very good since it would definitely break down any deals I might be able to get. So I decided I would take a notebook with me and a pen. This way, I can just write down what I need to say. I can pretend not to be able to speak.

With my genius idea now set, I got up,  stretched, and looked down at myself. I was quite the slob. A black hoodie that went down to mid thigh with nothing else on except a pair of panties. But this was perfect for a shut in like myself. I walked back into my bedroom, sat down in front of the PC, and turned it on.

I only needed to search for things to get a loan. I wanted to look at two options. The first was the private loan, and the second was the business loan. I do know that starting an LLC was quite easy and can be done quickly. However, I was unsure how business loans worked.

After reading around for a while, I finally got an idea of what I wanted to do. I could get a microloan for around thirty thousand. It would be long-term term, making it easier for me to pay off even though the loan itself would be paying itself off. But I found if I stuck it in a certificate deposit, I could earn money on it each month, well… a portion of it, otherwise I wouldn’t be able to touch it at all. This was all the information I got from the live chat with my bank.

I went through the process of setting up the LLC, which I decided to call Zoe’s Atelier. I would be making handicrafts. This was not much of a lie since I would be making things mostly in-game for now, though. But it was the only thing I could think of to get a small business loan with.

After getting the LLC set up, printing out the documents, I knew it was time to get ready to head out. After getting dressed I left my apartment with my backpack on my back and headed to the bank, which was down the street. Luckily, the person I spoke to was from this bank as well. “Can I help you?”

The lady at the counter called out to me. I took a deep breath before taking out my notebook and began writing on it. I once more got a strange look but they did not say anything. I held up the notebook, which read: “I messaged about a startup business loan.”

“Oh! I talked with you earlier. I guess it is good we have an online chat  built into our systems, or else it might have been hard for you to call.” The lady gave me a smile. Her name was Samantha, but she introduced herself as Sam. “Now that I think about it, there is an extra boost for those with disabilities. Come with me. We can sit and talk.”

I had no idea what kind of boost she was talking about. But since she thought I was disabled, I decided to cheat the system a little. I mean, I never asked for anything before, and  I wasn't really lying about not being able to talk. I mean. I can’t really talk to others all that well, to begin with. So, saying I am mute is not all that wrong?

I walked into the room and sat down on the leather cushioned chair with my notebook in one hand and my pen in the other. I was ready to fight! Or, err…  swindle? Maybe it's more like I was just trying to play video games for the next two years without worry. Anyway, to achieve what I needed to do, I need this loan!

“Let’s see…. So your credit is actually above seven hundred and sixty. To have such good credit at your age so quickly is quite amazing. This adds many points to how much you can get. If we add in your disability… hmmm…. We are looking at a max of fifty thousand for a microloan. But just so you know, the interest is much higher because you do not own a house or car. Normally, you would not even be able to apply for a loan without these things. The plus side is you get a one-year default on payments. This is only allowed for those with disabilities.” The bank lady smiled at me and began printing out the papers I needed to sign. I guess it was a good thing that I never spoke when I came to the bank in the past, otherwise, this would not have been possible.

But it did make me wonder why she was not verifying my inability to speak. She was just taking it as is. At any rate, I not only get a fifty thousand dollar loan, but I also get a year before I need to start making payments.

I finished signing my documents, and once they were processed and a business account was opened, I was given a bank card, and with that, I now had money to live off of for the next two years.

Now, I should be heading home and hiding from the world, but I still had one more place to go. There was an apartment building that would become the most sought-after housing complex in the city, mainly because the first dungeon to appear would appear right next door. The prices right now should still be low, and if I sign a two-year lease, I should be able to keep the current price. But this is only if the apartments are cheaper than one thousand a month. I might even pay three years’ rent up front if I can get them to include all utilities. I have no idea how this will go, but it was worth a shot. I did have my trusty notebook with me!

I decided to take a cab to the apartment complex. It was in a decent part of town, so I was not worried about the neighborhood. When I arrived, I paid the cab driver and walked into the building and to the front desk. This place seemed to have decent security, which was good. “Can I help you?” the young man behind the counter called out to me.

I quickly took my notebook out and scribbled on it. “I am here to see if you have any apartments for rent.”

“Apartments?” The young man, like the rest, seemed a little surprised by my notebook writing, but he did not call it out or anything. Which was good. I had expected someone to get mad at me for writing in a notebook. However, so far, people seem to understand. To his question, I nodded my head.

“We do have one open; it’s a studio. Let me call the housing manager. His name is Robert. He can help you more than I can.” The young man smiled at me before picking up the phone at the side and making a call. I waited for a few minutes before the young man hung up and said: “He will be right down. Please have a seat at the side.”

I gave a polite nod before going to sit down. As I sat, I heard the bell on the door ring, and a girl with pink hair walked in. She was short, and her hair bobbed up and down as she walked. For some reason, she reminded me of the pink-haired thing I met in the game.

“Angel!” The young man behind the counter yelled out. I frowned slightly. That name was quite familiar to me. I just couldn’t remember where I heard it from. At any rate, it had nothing to do with me.

“Jake, leave me alone. No matter how many times you ask, I will not date you.” The pink-haired girl replied.

“Angel, you could at least…..” The young man was cut off as the elevator door rang, and a man in a suit stepped out. The young man bit his lip and sat back down. The pink-haired girl gave a mocking smile to the young man before turning to look at me. For some reason, her eyes widened in shock as she looked at me. She seemed to be hesitating about something, but in the end, she turned and walked to the elevator and got on.

If I was not wrong, I think she wanted to come talk to me. If she did, I would start to think pink-haired girls were drawn to me. Like if I had some kind of sign on my back that read: “If you have pink hair and are a girl, come speak to me!”

“Hello, my name is Robert. Are you the one who wanted to talk about renting an apartment?” The man in the suit walked over to me and smiled.

I flipped the page in my notebook and wrote: “Yes, I was wondering about the price and had a few more questions after I looked at it, of course.”

“Of course! Come, I will take you up now.” Robert kindly led me to the elevator, and we went up to the tenth floor. I stepped out of the elevator and followed him down the hall.  As we turned the corner, I saw a familiar pink-haired girl standing in front of a door with a furrowed brow.

“Angel, is something wrong?” Robert asked. He walked over and took out the keys he had on his side.

“I left my keys inside this morn…. Zoe!?”

Hearing my name get called caused me to reflexively look up. When I saw the pink-haired girl looking at me, I quickly took out my notebook and said: “You got the wrong person.”

“No! I know for a fact that it is you! Only you would resort to writing things down!” The pink-haired girl seems to be the pink-haired thing…. I could have sworn it was around three to four years before monsters appeared in the real world, so why did this pink-haired thing appear here?

I know one thing for sure, though. Is that once this pink-haired thing latches on to you, she will not give up. So even if I refuse with all my might here, she will just latch on until I finally tell the truth. So I had no choice. I wrote down a sentence and held it up for the pink-haired thing to read.

“I did not know pink-haired things spawned in the real world? Wait! I am not a pink-haired thing! We already went over this!” The pink-haired thing yelled out. Yep. It was definitely her. Now that I think about it, she did resemble her quite a bit, with just a few changes here and there.

“Angel, do you know this girl? She is here to look at the studio next door to you.” Robert explained. I kind of wish he didn’t. I was hoping to maybe avoid the pink-haired thing altogether. While it would be annoying to have her next door, the location was still too good for me to give up.

“Yes, I do! So, give her the apartment for cheap. Four hundred bucks a month. I will tell my father, so don’t worry.” The pink-haired thing seemed to have said something very nice just now. Thinking about it…. I quickly wrote something down and showed it to the pink-haired thing. She looked at it and said: “With everything included!”

“Angel…. If I do that, your father….” Robert seemed a little hard up, but the pink-haired thing quickly cut him off.

“I already said I would talk to him, so just make up a contract and add it all in. He knows it is hard for me to make friends, and to have one living next door who is also a girl will make him feel better about me living alone, so he will be all for it.” I am starting to think this pink-haired thing is not a bad monster. She seemed to be trying to help me out quite a bit. I mean, four hundred a month with everything included is much cheaper than what I am dealing with now.

I quickly wrote down something in my notebook and showed it to Robert. “I am willing to pay three years up front.”

“This….. Alright…” Robert seemed to cave. I mean, that was forty-eight hundred a year, times three. So he was getting a huge chunk of change up front, which should smooth things over. Paying for three years upfront is a guaranteed tenant for three years without worrying if they will pay rent or not. At least, this is how I look at it.

“Do you still want to see the apartment?” Robert asked. I nodded my head in answer. After all, it was still good to look at what I was getting myself into.

Robert opened the door, and while he did, I wrote a thank you to the pink-haired thing. She smiled brightly at me and hopped over to me just like she did in-game. I will need to ask later how she knew it was me from the start, though. I mean, I do not look good at all to begin with. Compared to the cute demon girl in the game, my real looks were nothing to write home about.


Chapter 6

The studio was actually more of a one-bedroom apartment. It had a small kitchen in the entryway. A bathroom across from that. It then opened up to a decent-sized living room for a single person. Off that was a small closet and another room, which was the bedroom. The bedroom and living room both had access to a small balcony that spanned the width of the apartment. I quickly wrote out: “I like it…” I couldn’t help but really like the place. It was spacious and even had a balcony, so I could get some fresh air if I wanted to.

“Then I will go get the contract written up. Here are the keys, you can start moving in now.” Robert did not seem afraid that I would not pay the fees. I mean, I could squat if I wanted to. Then, it would take him months to kick me out, but I had no plans of doing so. I took the keys and wrote down my thanks.

I watched as Robert left, leaving me and the pink-haired thing in the apartment. “I can’t believe you are moving in next door! This means we can team up more often!”

I furrowed my brow slightly and struggled with whether to pick on the girl or actually say thanks. In the end, I wrote out: “Thanks. You helped me a lot. I never thought a pink-haired thing would do such a nice thing.”

“Hehe… it is no problem. You helped me a lot. And  please call me ANGEL!” Ah, she yelled at me in the end.

This pink-haired thing sure does like to yell about angels a lot. At any rate, I now had a new place. Now, the hard part was actually moving. I was not looking forward to this part. I still had plenty of daylight, so I should probably get it done today. Moving by myself was not going to be easy. While I did not have much. Just the thought of carrying everything was just… I looked at the pink-haired thing, and an idea came to mind. I wrote down a few words in my notebook: “If you help me move, I will call you Angel.”

“Okay!” Immediate answer. This girl’s head bobbed up and down like a bobblehead. Her wide smile and starry eyes as she looked at me, makes me feel as if I am taking advantage of her. But this is good. To have help would mean less to carry on my own.

“Then Pink-Haired Angel Thing….” I wrote down but did not get to finish because the pink-haired thing yelled out: “Just Angel!”

I pursed my lips and let out a reluctant sigh as I wrote: “Fine then… A.N.G.E.L…. Thanks…”

“Why do you write it and sigh as if calling me by my name is the worst thing in the world!?” This pink-haired thing really has a lot of complaints. Shouldn’t I be the one complaining? I mean, why does a pink-haired thing even have a name? Don’t they spawn like crazy in the game?

“You are thinking too much…” I wrote before looking up at her. I had to admit this was quite fun. She was really an amusing character in-game, and out.

At any rate, I now secured help with moving. After Robert returned with the contract, I read it, signed it, and paid what I needed to pay. Power was already on in the apartment, so I could move in at any time. The only issue was the internet. Thinking of this, I realized I would not get to move in right away. “I will be moving in after the internet is switched over. I can’t play without it.”

“You can just use mine. No need to spend money. I have a full two terabytes, so you can just hook into my wifi.” The pink-haired thing seemed to be quite rich. Two terabytes was a crazy amount of speed. I did not even know they had such speed available!

“The-then… tha-thanks…” This time I spoke… I find it funny how readily willing this pink-haired thing is willing to jump through hoops to help me. Someone this willing to go out of their way for me deserves to be told thanks at least once by mouth, right?

“So cute!” I wish I had never opened my mouth. Why was she now hugging me and pressing her cheeks against mine? I mean, what is so cute about me, to begin with? I look homely.

I pried myself from her grasp and wrote: “Let’s go. We need to do this all in one go.”

“Ah, right! Hold on, I will get someone to get a truck to make things easier.” The pink-haired thing replied.

Truck….?

Not more than twenty minutes later, I was standing in front of my house. Next to me was a pink-haired thing, and behind us were a few people from the moving company that the pink-haired thing called. I wonder if this girl knew that I only have like five bags worth of stuff?

I let out a sigh as I wrote: “Only you come in for now. Have these people wait outside until I get my things packed.”

“Okay! Don’t worry, they get paid by the hour, so I am sure they won’t mind.” The pink-haired smiled brightly, hopped over to the people, and began explaining things. I watched as they nodded and went to rest by the side of their truck.

With the pink-haired thing trailing behind me, I walked into my apartment and flipped on the switch. My dimly lit little cave was being invaded. The pink-haired thing seemed to be very interested in everything she saw. Like the cobweb in the ceiling. The plant that seemed to have died ages ago. The fact that there was nothing but empty top ramen packages all over the place or maybe the fact that the nicest things in my house were the headset for the game and my PC.

“You really have nothing….” She was right. All the furniture in this place was not even mine except the computer desk with the PC. I got a new apartment, but I would need to sleep on the floor until I bought a few things.

“I tried to tell you….” I wrote as I pouted slightly. It was kind of embarrassing.

“It’s fine!” The pink-haired thing smiled brightly once more. A smile that was even brighter than the light bulbs that lit up the room. “Let’s get your personal effects packed. And your Mortal Online gear. We will set that aside and then pack the other things for the movers to take with them. Even if it’s only a few boxes, it’s fine. I will go get some boxes. You start organizing things.”

I could only nod at the pink-haired thing’s suggestion. I guess this is kind of what being friends with someone feels like. I was not always like this…. I mean, I grew up normally at one point. I used to be more outspoken and could talk with others. But when I started school…. Things slowly started to change….

Everything changed for me a week before kindergarten started. My parents split after a huge fight. Neither of them seemed to want me, but in the end, it was my mother who took me in. This was one of the reasons why I moved out as soon as I could. From that day on, my mother basically wanted nothing to do with me. I got the bare minimum to survive off of, and that was it.

My days in school were no better. Because I was constantly being yelled at by my mom and sometimes hit, I could only keep my head lowered. You can only be called worthless so many times before believing it. The kids at school didn’t help either. They picked on me for wearing clothes that were obviously too small for me. When my teachers questioned my mother about it, I would end up in trouble when I got home. But she did not dare toss me aside because she was getting money just to have me living with her.

Because of bullying at school, I ended up dropping out at the age of sixteen. Since then, I took up a job and began saving up until I could afford my own place. Luckily, my so-called mother did not care too much about what I was doing after I was old enough to take care of myself. She even signed my dropout form without even reading it. As soon as I got enough money to pay for my own place, I left home, leaving a note behind. As for my father… Heh… I haven’t heard from him since he left.

To this day, I do not know what changed the two of them. My father used to be so kind to me. But that day, when my parents were arguing, he gave me the most disgusted look I have ever seen on a person. It makes me wonder if the father I thought was my dad was actually not, and the reason my parents broke up was because of an affair.

This is why once things begin to hit the fan, you will not see me running to save my parents. But it is because of the ten or so years growing up as I did that my self-esteem is shot. I do not like feeling as if I am worthless but I am also afraid of how the world views me as well, which is why I stay away from people as much as I can. At least now I can do so with the current amount of funds I have on hand, but… I might not be alone all that much anymore.

I glanced at the pink-haired thing, hugging my arm as if I was about to run away, and wondered what I got myself into. But at the same time, it was not so bad to have someone around. However, I do feel as if I am taking advantage of her. I mean, she has helped me all day today and even worked it out so I can get a good deal on an apartment. This is something I can not repay easily. The most I can do is help her level a bit in the game and get her prepared for what is to come. Since I will be playing a lot, I am sure I will have a bit of extra time to help her.

I guess it does help that we made a pretty good team in-game. She did not make a single mistake as we fought. So I have to give her some praise there. Of course, this does not change the fact that she is a pink-haired thing. She will always be one of those.

I wrote out a few things in my notebook and showed it to her. “I will buy you pizza later as a thanks.”

“Okay! Sounds good! I haven't eaten today since I woke up, so pizza sounds really good!” The pink-haired thing really knows how to guilt-trip people.

We finished taping the final box and were now ready to go. I had a backpack with what few clothes I owned and my head set which I would bring to the new place on my own. As for the other four boxes… I got strange looks from the moving company when they saw only four boxes and nothing else. The pink-haired thing did not seem to mind at all, but I still felt embarrassed. Their stares hurt…

Luckily, I was riding in the car with the pink-haired thing, or else I would have been even more uncomfortable. But I still questioned why this pink-haired thing liked holding on to me. I scribbled in my notebook and showed it to her. “Am I going to fly away?”

“Hmmm? Oh! Hehe! Sorry, I am not used to having friends. So I ended up being a bit clingy.” The pink-haired thing explained as she let go. But Her words made me want to tease her a bit.

“We are friends? Since when?” I asked but regretted it after, since she started to tear up. I had to quickly write: “I was just joking…”

“Oh! Don’t joke like that…” The pink-haired thing seemed to be emotionally insecure. Maybe she is on her period? Anyway, it seems I have gained a friend…

To think I, the friendless, had actually gotten a friend after all this time. I looked at the pink-haired thing, who seemed to be very content at my side, and let out a small sigh. I wrote a few words in my notebook and showed them to her. “If you need help with anything, just let me know, I will do what I can. Whether in-game or out. I owe you big time, so I am unsure of how to repay you.”

“Don’t worry about it.” The pink-haired thing shook her head. “I just hope you can stay as my friend. I haven’t had anyone who was willing to become my friend. Many people have acted as my friend due to my money. But once they realized I would not spend a dime on them, they would stop talking to me.”

“Wh-Why? Wh… Why would-would someone do that?” I was still unable to speak perfectly without stuttering but at least I used my voice.

“I know, right? Who cares how rich a person is? But because it kept happening, I stopped being friendly to those around me. But you are different. You had no idea who I was. You treated me as a normal person even after you found out I was rich. You did not ask me for money, nor did you act in a fawning manner. Well, you did get me to add an extra condition on your lease, but that is understandable since you probably would have asked for it anyway, right?” I nodded my head to her question. I planned to try to get it added on, even if it was just the water bill.

“Yo-You… Tr-trust me… That… much? We-we… just… met…”  I was confused by how trusting this girl was with me.

“You can think of it as a special gift of mine now. I can read people easily. You are not one to use people. I can tell. Although I do wonder why a cute girl like you keeps her head lowered and her hair covering her face.” The pink-haired thing turned to look at me. She reached up to part my bangs, but I quickly stopped her.

“Don’t…” It was already hard enough to speak as I was. To have someone look at the real me is kind of…

“Sorry.” The pink-haired thing looked slightly surprised but quickly put on a smile after a few seconds.

“It’s fine.” I wrote. I already spoke enough. I was already at my limit.

The pink-haired thing changed the subject, and began talking about how we should decorate my apartment. She did not dwell on my little outburst just now. She is a good girl, but I will need to get used to her presence before I really open up to her. We only just met, but I do feel we can get along as long as she doesn’t try to force me to do anything I am uncomfortable with. Like going out to places or talking… or talking… meeting people…

As long as it is none of the above, I think we can get along. Many people might be suspicious of a girl or boy who just suddenly latches on to you, but I can tell that this pink-haired thing is not a bad person. I am not sure if the dreams I saw were real or not, but they did give me good lessons on who to trust and who not to trust. The pink-haired thing might be clingy, but I could tell she would not harm me.

When we arrived the movers carried my pitiful amount of boxes to my empty apartment. Well, what should have been emptied, but for some reason, when we entered, there was new furniture in the once bare rooms. I turned and looked at the pink-haired thing, who turned her head away and started whistling while admiring the white-painted wall next to her. I quickly wrote: “Care to explain?”

“I…. I didn’t want you to move into an empty place. Once I found out you had nothing of your own, I hinted to Robert that he should furnish the place.” The pink-haired thing explained in a fluster.

I could only sigh and look at all the things that had been moved in. I slowly wrote in my notebook and held it up. “Are you trying to buy my friendship? Because if you are, then please leave.”

“No!” The pink-haired thing cried out, startling not only me but also the movers who had just set the boxes down. I turned to them and wrote: “Thank you. See Robert downstairs. He will sign anything you need.” I did not know if this was the case, but right now, I had to deal with the situation at hand. They gave their thanks before leaving and kindly closing the door behind them. I then took the pink-haired thing by the hand, pulled her to the couch, and sat her down.

I sat on the floor in front of her and held up my notebook after writing on it. “Just like how you do not wish to be used for your money, I do not wish to be bought. I do not want a friendship that is based on benefits. You have already helped me out a great deal. By accepting the furniture, it is as if I am using you and you are buying me. So let’s do this. If you did not mean to do things in this manner, then let me pay you for the furniture and the movers.”

The pink-haired thing who had tears brimming in her eyes quickly nodded her head. I could only sigh and force a smile as I wrote: “Good, have a bill ready for me tomorrow.”

While this was an unexpected expense, there was nothing I could do about it. Yes, I could have them remove it all and return it, but I know the pink-haired thing was trying to do this out of kindness. So, the easiest route is to just pay for things. At least I will have a bed to sleep in tonight.

⧫⧫⧫

“This pizza is not bad.” The pink-haired thing was pulling on a string of melted cheese from the pizza she just bit into. She seems to have quite a big appetite for someone so small. It turns out that while she looks younger than me, the pink-haired thing is actually twenty-two. She is a college dropout due to some circumstances in her college. She did not seem to want to go into detail. Her real name seems to really be Angel; her last name is Roberts. Unlike me, she is outgoing, while like me, she is also a shut-in for different reasons.

Earlier, I dabbled into a new expense, which was a cell phone. Mainly because I ran out of paper in my notebook… After everything was settled, the pink-haired thing took me to a store and helped me acquire a cheap cell phone. Twenty dollars a month, which was not bad. I didn’t need anything special, so I went with the cheapest they had. So I slowly typed out: “It is good. Question… What are your future plans? Do you plan to play Mortal Online full-time?”

“Mmm… They will be adding a streaming function soon. With this, I can make money from streaming. You should do it too. It will be an extra income. I am sure it will be slow at first, but it will slowly pick up.” The pink-haired thing just made me remember that I did hear about people streaming the game in my dreams. It had not occurred to me since I was not very talkative. Well, I was basically silent, but still.

“I will think about it.” It was definitely a possibility. The extra money would come in handy just in case things were not really fully reality. I keep worrying that some things might differ from my dreams. But thinking about it like this… “If… I am speaking hypothetically; I said that in two years, the world will soon change to where game and reality start to merge. What would you think?”

“Hmm…. If it was possible or if it would happen?”

“Would happen. Like one hundred percent would happen, and the game itself would become the only way to survive the real world.” I decided to elaborate a bit. I was basically seeing what the pink-haired thing’s thoughts were on this.

“Mmm… I would really like to see that happen. But if that were the case and game and reality were to merge in some ways, then I would probably be hogging as many resources as…. Wait… I might sound crazy, but the reason you kept collecting all the herbs during my quest and mining ore was it…” It seemed the pink-haired thing was not as stupid as she might act sometimes.

“I know it does sound crazy, but before the game even came out, I kept having dreams about it. My current level is so high because I was able to quickly pick up a bunch of unique quests that are not even known yet. I know many quest lines and many boss drops and secrets. My dreams did not just relate to the game but also to the real world as well. In two years, according to my dream, dungeons will start to appear.

“Not long after, monsters will start spawning in the real world, and countries will begin to fall. Strength will rule. And the only way to level will be in-game. Real-world dungeons will also drop different items, which will help strengthen you even more, so they are not totally useless. Not to mention, they will need to be culled due to dungeon breaks. A new society will be built up around dungeons…” I sighed as I said: “I-I sou-sound… Crazy…”

“No! It is indeed wild, but you are living proof that it is not completely a lie, right? It makes sense since you seemed to know so much about a quest I had just picked up as if you had done it before. But such a quest would take too long to get since it is a rare drop, or else everyone would have done it already. So while it is crazy indeed, proof is there to back it up.” The pink-haired thing was looking at me with pure, honest eyes. She did not seem to think I was lying at all. But she was right. I am living proof that the dreams were somewhat real.

“So… You… you believe me? If only a little?” I asked.

“Yes… It is indeed nuts. I even think I am crazy for believing it, but I cannot go against the facts. Plus, now that we are friends, we can work together, right? If you help me catch up on level, we can slowly build up a large amount of resources. If things do not play out like you say in two years, then we can just sell it all or do something else with it. But question… Do you know if there was any kind of trigger for things to begin appearing in the real world? Like, did someone complete some kind of quest or something?” The pink-haired thing brought up a good question… Was there a trigger?

I fell into deep thought. During the time dungeons appeared, I was still in the game… In my dream, there was a notice of someone completing the Dimensional Awakening quest… If I am not wrong… That is also part of the Chrono Step quest line…  They had completed the full quest line, which gave a world notification. If that is the case and I know the whole quest line and how to pass it, wouldn’t that mean I can hasten everything? That is, if it is all connected…

“There is a possibility…. But I am not sure. I will need to finish my quest line before I can be sure, but to do so, I need to at least be level 40.” I explained.

“If that is the case, then we should gather as many resources as we can. As you complete parts of your quest line, we can also take a look to see if any other changes begin to appear in the real world…”

To be honest, I never expected the pink-haired thing to be so willing to believe my words. But at the same time, I am thankful that I do not seem to be as crazy as I thought. Well… it could be that the pink-haired thing is just as crazy as I am.

One thing that comes to mind is that since I have the quest line that might trigger the changes in the future, why am I still willing to complete the quest? Why is the pink-haired thing willing to change the world as well? Is it because we both have our own issues and wish for a change? An escape from reality that turns the escape into reality itself? I myself do not know the answer to this. I only know that I am sick of the current world. A world where some slave away and get nowhere no matter how hard you try, while others seem to get the golden ticket and climb above and beyond.

A world run more on strength seems like a more viable solution. A place where I can live a life without worry. “Zoe, your smile is very cute. Even if it is slightly evil.”

I raised my head and looked at the pink-haired thing while touching my lips. It was true. My lips were curled up. Heh… I guess destroying the world is a very happy topic for me. I tapped on the screen on my cell phone. “Let’s destroy the world together.”

“Okay!” The pink-haired thing agreed readily. “But we need to grow stronger than the others first. So, let’s work on leveling up while getting resources. You said you have a few of those unique quests, right? Do you think you can get a few more levels from them?”

“I can… But why are you so willing to destroy the world that we know?” I asked. This was a very curious topic for me.

“Because… I want a place that is more fair to everyone. Think about it. I might be a rich miss, but that is only because my parents were able to build up a fortune by working hard. And going into debt to do so. They almost ended up bankrupt multiple times. But many people out there work hard and end up stuck in the same dead-end job with no way of getting out. If they quit, they lose everything they built up to that point.

“I think a world where you can level up and learn skills to become stronger is much better. There is no one holding you back but yourself. That’s why I am willing to destroy this world with you and allow a new system to take over.” The pink-haired thing did not seem to be rushing things. Her thoughts seemed to be in the right place and aligned with mine.

“Then I will help you level up. We will work together from now on. To be honest, the reason why I moved into this building specifically was because the first dungeon in this area would appear next door. Your father will end up becoming one of the top tycoons since this building alone will be worth billions in the future. The pink-haired thing will become an even richer little miss.” I teased at the end. Seeing the pink-haired thing’s pouty lip when she read the last part was worth it.

“I wish you would call me Angel! Maybe I should call you black-haired thing!” Oh! The pink-haired thing was striking back!

“As you wish.” I sent in a text. She looked at me and snorted but soon smiled. She did not stay down for long.

“So we are now partners, right?” the Pink-Haired thing asked.

“Yeah, I guess we are. But I suggest not mentioning this to anyone else.” I was actually worried about this. While I would keep my mouth shut since it’s the easiest thing in the world for me to do, the pink-haired thing was different.

“I only have one friend. Who else would I speak to? Plus, I do not plan to make any more friends. Having one is enough for me. The only thing I need to do is make sure my father does not sell this place, which I doubt since I am living here. But if you want, I can get a lawyer to write up a contract. I know we just became friends, and things like this should be put into writing, so….” As the pink-haired thing babbled on, I sighed and raised my hand, stopping her.

“It’s not needed. I was just wondering. Either way, if you ever did try to backstab me, you would need to be a higher level than me to do it.” It was true once the dungeons appeared and the people began switching to a life of fighting monsters, strength was all that mattered. As long as you were at a higher level, you could basically do anything you wanted. Someone of a lower level would not be able to kill you.

“Oh…” The pink-haired thing nodded. “Well, don’t worry, that day will never come. I don’t want to lose my one and only friend.”


Chapter 7

We chatted for a while longer before deciding it was time to jump in-game. Time was of the essence if we wished to do anything. We first needed to deal with the tasks at hand. Leveling up was our priority, and we needed to gain as many resources as possible. I decided I would finish the quest when I reached level 80. It would give us more time to gather resources and prepare ourselves.

As soon as I logged into game, I was met with a string of messages from the pink-haired thing. I told her to just concentrate on leveling while I went to finish a specific quest. I would power-level her after I finished this quest since having a partner along for the ride on the other chain quests was a good thing. While she would not get completion experience, that did not mean I was going to let her fall behind in levels.

As my first friend, I guess you could call her; I had to ensure I helped her along as much as possible. We worked well together, so if we could solo a few dungeons later, it would be quite good. Not only could we keep all the drops, we would not need to fight with others for the gear upgrades. While we would need to be slightly over-leveled for the dungeon, we could easily do multiple runs if we wanted to and get all the gear sets each dungeon produced. This would help out a lot when we began running real-world dungeons.

Real-world dungeons dropped different loot compared to in-game, while in-game was still the main source of experience in my dreams; the real world offered new materials and other upgrades you could not get in-game. At least as far as I knew. I don't even know the max level of this game or what is considered an endgame for the game at all.

As far as I knew, leveling was only possible in-game. I was not sure about out of game, since it was not possible in my dreams. If it did become possible later on, it must have been after that boss monster was killed. I call it a boss monster since it was more like a million-man raid just to kill it. So many people died fighting it, but there was no choice. It was either to give up our homes or die trying to protect them. Most decided to protect what we had since there was not much left of the world outside certain areas, from what I know.

Right now I was currently headed to the town barracks. It was where I was to meet this sword master. Mary did not state his name, so I do not know who exactly I was looking for, but I guess I will find out when I get there.

The streets of Erune were abuzz with players running back and forth. None of them seemed to pay me any mind now that I was wearing my mask, which made me feel more at ease. I disliked being stared at since it made me feel more self-conscious than normal. I was already a bundle of nerves around others, so it was difficult for me to deal with the extra stares.

It took a while, but I soon arrived at my destination. The town barracks were not very big, nor were they surrounded by tall walls. It had a short waist-high log fence surrounding the training yard and a building no bigger than a house set back away from the training area. The building was kept in good condition and, like the other houses, took on the same intermix of nature and man-made architecture as the rest of the town. This was one of the things I liked about this town. It was all very naturesque and soothed my soul a little. It was much different than the tall buildings and concrete I saw daily in the real world.

There were no guards standing at the entrance of this place. I walked straight in and into the training yard, where I saw a burly older man with reddish graying hair who held a sword in his hand, resting it on his shoulder. He had only one leg. The other was propped up with a wooden peg. It seemed he had been through rough times.

But his eyes showed no hint of sorrow as he looked at the guards in the yard while they trained. Every so often, he would stop and give a few pointers to one of them. He seemed like a stern man, but his meticulous method of training was proof of his experience and care for his men.

As I walked over, he finally noticed me. I was not walking fast since I was watching him from the side. If I recall correctly, this man was once a high-ranking general. He had won many wars and was highly regarded. I only know this because there was another unique quest linked to this man that showed a screenshot of him. His name was Sir Cliene. The [Mirage Sword] unique quest line never stated his name, nor did it share any screenshots. I only knew him as the sword master.

It did not take long before he noticed me.

“You are here. I am glad you were willing to come see me.” Sir Cliene smiled at me as he walked over. Even with his wooden peg, he walked upright without any signs of being disabled.

“Mary told me about you. Sorry, it took me an extra day before I could come. You wished to speak with me?” I did not waver in front of his discerning eyes. Unlike real people, NPCs did not make me feel as if they were judging me, even though I knew he was right now. You would think I would see these people as real people since they acted like any other person in the real world. But I think the idea that this is a game and that, to me, they are nothing but NPCs is what allows me to speak normally and not shrink back as I would in the real world.

“Yes…. I did. Your skills from before when you took care of those thugs caught my eye. Care to spar a round with me? I wish to check something.”

“A spar? I don’t mind.” I was all for sparring with a sword master. There was much to learn from someone who had a high skill level. My skills were honed by fighting monsters, so I do not know how well I would be able to fight against a sword master.

“Good!” Sir Cliene smiled brightly at my answer. “Follow me. We will move over a bit.”

We moved to a more open area of the training grounds. Sir Cliene walked over to a box that held wooden swords and took two out. “We will use these so we do not get hurt. You can hit me as you wish.”

A wooden sword came flying my way after Sir Cliene tossed it at me. I caught it and held it in my hand. Surprisingly, it felt pretty good and did not feel much different from my starting sword.

“You can start at any time. Come at me as if you wanted to kill me.” Sir Cliene seemed to want to see my real skill, so I should not let him down. To get the most out of this spar, I will need to give it my all.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath before settling my nerves and charging forward. I was not sure how I should really take on a man who was considered a sword master. Just looking at him told me he had no openings. Even though he was just casually standing there, I felt that if I were to strike carelessly, I would lose the match right away. So, in order to hopefully get an edge, I leaned back and came to a skidding stop right in front of Sir Cliene while swinging my sword up toward him.

“Not good enough!” Sir Cliene yelled out as he went to block my strike, but instead of following through, I pivoted my foot and spun myself while striking out with my other foot, hitting the underside of his arm and spinning my body around, striking out once more.

It was something I did often when fighting monsters that were bigger than me. Striking their claws was a kind of parry that allowed me to do a follow-up strike. The leg was stronger than the arm after all. But this also depended on the monster as well. If the monster was too big and bulky, I could never use it, but against less bulky monsters, it worked well.

*Clank!*

My attack was met with a wooden sword blocking my strike. I frowned slightly and jumped back, watching Sir Cliene’s every movement. I could see the smile on his face as he looked at me. “Very good! To use a feint with your sword in order to force me to strike in the way you want. This is a very good tactic. But your follow-up was too slow. You need to be faster.

“As someone who wields a sword, you need to be able to strike out fast and clean. As long as you are able to land a single strike, your opponent will be dead or heavily injured. There is no attacking an enemy until they are worn out. There is only death in the face of an enemy. It’s either you or them. If you fight a prolonged battle, you are only asking to be defeated.

“Now, come again.” Sir Cliene yelled out. I was not one to let my seniors wait. I quickly attacked again.

It was really something. No matter how I attacked, he would always block it. His sword was like a phantom. It was as if it teleported to the place I would strike. Even if I caught him off guard, it only lasted for less than a fraction of a second before he was able to block my blow. It kind of makes me feel like I am fighting an unkillable boss.

Of course, it could be said that Sir Cliene had enough health to be a boss. We fought non-stop for an hour before Sir Cliene finally called the match. I had sweat dripping from my hair and was panting heavily. The feeling of exhaustion was overwhelming. Something I did not even realize this game had.

“You did well. Much better than I had ever expected. Thank you for allowing me to fulfill my curiosity. I think you will make a fine swordsman. For your troubles, I do have something I wish to give you. If you do not mind following me.”  I didn't even get to thank  Sir Cliene before he asked me to follow him again.

The training session just now helped me a lot. He allowed me to know many of my own weaknesses and the areas I would need to work on later on. Especially when battling other humans. But it made me wonder just how many humans I would be battling in the future.

I followed Sir Cliene to the barracks's main office. This was his office, a place for him to do his paperwork. He walked over to a large chest that was stashed in the corner and opened it up. “Take these two things.”

I looked at the items before me and was slightly stunned. The first item was a sword, a rare quality sword. And the other was a skill book. Which struck me odd since I did not even know these things existed. “This sword and book are my gifts to you. I want you to study this book and try to get an understanding of what is written within. Once you do, you can come back to me, and I will give you more training. But one piece of advice. Your current body condition and ”ability do not match. You need to strengthen yourself more to allow your body to catch up to your abilities.”
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“Thank you. I will work hard.” I could only bow my head and thank Sir Cliene. He had given me not only the path to becoming good at swordplay but also gave me a really nice sword.
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Just looking at the stats made me drool. This game did not have an attack rating. Everything was based on your own skill, but weapons did boost stats. And this blue item would last me until at least level 40 unless I found better; that was how good this weapon was. Besides the normal attributes, there was only the defense stat, but that was never displayed in the stat window. It was displayed in the equipment window, which just held a total sum.

The skill book was the mirage sword skill. It says I need to learn it to the 5th layer. No idea what that means, but I guess that is some kind of skill level outside the normal skill levels?

Each skill you gained had a level to it. The more you used the skill, the higher your skill level would be. Like right now, my sword mastery is at level 8. While I know my skill level should be much higher, this seemed to be how the game perceived things and was not my real skill in swords. But that might change once the game moves into the real world. I do not know how it will work at that time. I might even get my level up high enough to be back to my dream self’s stats or more. But I think my skill level for actual swordsmanship will jump by leaps and bounds as I progress further and refine it.

Out of all the skills I had in my dreams, swords were my favorite. I do not know why, but I feel more alive facing down a monster face to face with nothing but a sword than I do when using magic. Maybe I am a battle junkie. Maybe that's why, in my dreams, I fought so hard against that massive monster and the monster horde. Not because I cared about the city itself but because of the challenge. Maybe this was why I was so keen on destroying the current world because I did not fit.

I let out a sigh as I walked down the busy streets of Erune. Players were passing by me left and right, and it seemed some were getting closer to hitting level 5. While I was level 17 now, I needed to hurry and move on to the next town. But I had to help the pink-haired thing first.

“Hey, where are you?” I sent her a message.

“Zoe! Help me! Someone keeps stealing my kills. I can’t get any experience!” the pink-haired thing’s answer made me frown. I quickly asked once more: “Where are you?”

“Near the forest edge to the east where the level four mobs spawn.” The pink-haired thing was still trying to level up on lower-level mobs even though she was level 6… But then again, she is trying to go the magic route. So, she needs to practice her aim.

“I will be right there….” I quickly picked up speed and raced out of town.

It did not take me too long to get to where the pink-haired thing was. But what I saw was actually not what I was expecting…

“Little bitch, how dare you reject my kindness. How does it feel to not get a single kill for the past few hours!?” A young man with a princess mindset was yelling at the pink-haired thing… I do wonder if he knows he is out of town. There seem to be five of them all together.

In games, there is only one way to deal with people like this. It was not going up to them and trying to talk them down. No… It was much, much simpler. I unsheathed my sword, walked up to the first kid, swung my sword horizontally, and cut him in half. He didn’t even get a chance to scream. My new sword was already getting a good workout. These kids were only around levels 3 to 5. They must have been going around farming like crazy without sleep.

I walked up to the next young man and did the same to him. Some of his blood splattered onto my face. There were no guts, but blood did spray all over and puddle on the ground. It was only after two had died that the rest finally noticed me.

The young man who had been yelling at the pink-haired thing just now, finally turned to look at me as I walked up to the next young man and cut him in half as well. I am like ten levels above these people, so it was no problem.

“You!? What are you doing!? Why are you attacking us?” The young man cried out. But… Sadly, I don’t speak to real people. So I gave him a blank look before raising my sword and slicing the second-to-last young man in half.

That was four out of five. They had been so stunned by my actions that only the young man who had been yelling at the pink-haired thing had spoken. The rest died while just staring at me.

And even though he asked me a question, I still walked over to him and raised my sword. “Wait! I have no beef with you! Why are yo…..” Why did he ask me another question? I never answered him in the first place.

“Zoe!” The pink-haired thing seemed to snap out of her daze. She looked at me and took a step back.

I tilted my head in confusion and sent a message: “Why are you looking at me as if I were a demon?”

“Because you look like one! Wait, you are one! But now you are a bloody demon!”

“I rushed over to help you, and you started picking on me?” I pursed my lips. This pink-haired thing was too much.

“Sorry…. And thank you….” The pink-haired thing lowered her head. I guess I am not one to talk since I pick on her all the time. But the pink-haired thing is my friend… Only I can pick on her.

“It’s fine. Are you okay? Did they do anything?” I asked. I was more worried about whether they tried to hurt her than about the loss of experience, mainly because… I turned and looked at the glowing orbs hovering in the air.  

“I’m fine. They were only stealing my kills… Zoe… What is that?” The pink-haired thing pointed at the glowing orbs behind me. They were golden in color and just hovered there in the air.

“They are your loot. All the experience and items they have gained in the past three hours are now yours. Pick it up. It should at least level you once or twice.” One thing people did not realize was that player killing was allowed everywhere in this game. While most of the population would not spend their time doing that because dropping loot was not something anyone wished to do. But grand battles were fought inside the game for resources after the dungeons appeared. Organizations would start to form, and only those with enough power could secure resources.

Luckily, outside of the game, these organizations kept their hatred for one another under wraps and worked together when needed. New York had three such organizations. There were the New Laws, the Dark Front, and the Kings. Each one had the hands in some sort of resources and had tens of thousands of members. I was also part of one of these organizations in my dreams. I was part of Dark Front.

The city was split into three parts, and each side had its own laws. But when monsters appeared, all three organizations worked together to kill them if help was needed.

“Loot!? Are you sure? You were the one who killed them. By the way, you were kind of cool just now. I did not think you would come so fast, and the way you just walked over and started cutting people down… Hehe… My heart skipped a beat.” The pink-haired thing was saying some crazy things, but it was good to know she was fine.

“Go get your loot. Keep everything since everything has some kind of use.” I did not wish to let go of anything that could be used later on.

“Okay!” Now that I was thinking about it. Starting an organization was not too bad. The pink-haired thing could be the frontman. The person who did all the talking while I sat in the back and directed everything.

Running an organization would be hard, but as long as we had money, we could easily progress. But levels mattered as well. Those at the top were all high-level players. And we would need enough people to even think about taking over a resource point. I couldn’t help but sigh when I thought about all the people trying to speak to me… but I did need to get over this issue of mine. I just clam up and start to stutter. I hate it.

“Hey, Zoe...” The pink-haired thing pulled on my arm. I turned to look at her to see her pointing at something. She had already collected all the items and had gained two levels in the process, but the thing that she was looking at had nothing to do with any of that. It was a colossal monster that had suddenly appeared in the lower level area.

“A world boss!?” I cried out. I actually said something without stuttering for once, but that was not the problem here. I quickly typed a message to the pink-haired thing. “Let’s duck into the forest. That monster is not something we can deal with now.”

“Okay…” The pink-haired thing nodded her head. The two of us quickly retreated into the trees and watched as the players trying to level up were stepped on or eaten. “What happens when they get eaten?”

The pink-haired thing’s question was a good one. It actually depended on the monster. “Large monsters, if they do not chomp on you, will just swallow you. It’s not an experience one wants to go through. But it will give you a chance to escape if you can. It’s either cut your way out, or go down the other end to escape. Or you can sit there and wait to die. You will end up with a kind of poison that slowly eats at your body as it digests you.”

“What!? That is horrible! How could they put something like that into a game!?” The pink-haired thing’s nose scrunched up. I couldn’t help but chuckle after all this game, just let me bi-sect people.

“Why else do you think the game is so popular? Because it is real. They try to make it as real as possible, including how you die in a monster's stomach.” I explained before looking at the monster again. I have been wracking my brain this entire time, trying to figure out why this monster was even here. I do not remember any monsters from my dreams, at least not in the starting area.

“So what do we do? Just wait here until the monster goes away?” The pink-haired thing asked.

“We will wait until the town guard comes to help defend the town. At that point, I think a quest might appear.” I was not very sure, but it seemed like this was an event-type situation. I do not know why it suddenly happened unless killing the players was the cause. Either way, I could not pass up the chance to get some experience points from attacking the monster. “We should start moving towards the monster. We want to attack as much as possible. So team up with me. With our combined attacks, we should be able to gain a level, if anything, from this.”

“Okay!” The pink-haired thing was always willing to follow orders. I could tell that she was excited. I can understand why, this monster was huge. It towered at least three stories high and had two large claws on the front and a narrowed-shaped head with massive teeth. It had already eaten a few players, which was sad for them because they would be stuck inside until either it was dead or they were killed.

We made our way closer, making sure to stay quite a ways away. The monster was slowly making its way towards town, eating everything in its path. If the player was too slow, they would either get stepped on or end up getting eaten. Luckily, there were tons of players, so many were able to escape by sacrificing a few.

After about fifteen minutes, the town guard finally arrived and began taking up defense positions. “Alright, come on. Once they attack, we will rush to the town guard and begin helping them kill the monster.”

“Got it. But my spells are still very weak…” The pink-haired thing seemed unsure about herself.

“It’s fine. Magic is slow to start due to it being hard to control and use. Once you get the hang of it, you will be able to cast spells without even looking at what you are hitting.” I tried to make her feel better. Not sure if I was doing a good job since I was not used to this, but for the time being, she was at least smiling back at me.

“Hehe… I thought you would tell me to suck it up or something, but it seems I thought too lowly of you. Thanks. I will work hard, so I won't hold you back.”  Maybe I should knock her on her head a few times? She said something rude just now.

We moved quickly as soon as the guard began their attack. We did not wish to get caught up in the attacks that were being fired at the monster, so we had to move in a wide arc before we finally made it to the guard. “You are here…. Good. Go in and help if you can.”

Sir Cliene had spotted me and automatically told us to go over.
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So, this monster was called a Snagler. I quickly accepted the quest before asking the pink-haired thing: “Did you get the quest?”

“I did! I am just waiting for you.” The Pink-Haired thing replied.

“You fighting or not?” Sir Cliene seemed a bit impatient. I could tell why, after all, we were keeping him from his duties.

“Yeah, we are going over now. Sorry!” I gave him a small wave before making my way towards the front line. As I ran over, I sent a message to the pink-haired thing. “Just stay in range of your spells. If you need to, fall back. Do not try to tank any attacks it might spit out. We do not know what kinds of things this monster can do.”

“Got it!” The pink-haired thing yelled out as she fell back to where the other mages were. She was a smart girl. She seemed to instinctively know that the mages would help protect her in case of an incoming attack. They would put up barriers to keep themselves safe, which meant the pink-haired thing would also be safe.

As for me… Well… I would be moving to the monster’s back. It would be stupid of me to fight it head-on. As a DPS, I only needed to keep myself from being hit and deal as much damage as I could. This was the same with the guard as well. They were not just standing in front of it. Those who were DPS were behind the monster, while the guards who used shields were in the front, keeping it busy.

They had even moved the monster sideways in order to keep any direct attacks on the town from happening. This was actually an excellent way to learn how to properly deal with raids like this. There were many world bosses, and those world bosses would sometimes attack towns that you would need to defend.

If we are lucky, and the pink-haired thing and I deal enough damage, we might even get a few items out of this along with experience. Although I would be happy with just experience. I was not sure if we could or not since the guards were all at a higher level, but I was sure as hell going to try. It might sound strange, but I needed to try to do at least one percent damage to this monster. Then both myself and the pink-haired thing will benefit.


Chapter 8

With my trusty phantom mirage in hand, I quickly made my way over and took up position as I began my attack. “Guh! Hard!” My sword only left a small scratch on its right leg. I had been expecting this, but just the feeling in my hand as it hit such a hard surface did not feel all that good.

Nonetheless, I still continued to attack. If I did not work hard on trying to get that one percent, then I would be doing this for nothing. I could also tell that the pink-haired thing was working hard as well. I am starting to think that maybe I should call her by her name. The reason I knew she was working hard was because between all the large spell casts, I could see her small fireballs shooting through the air. Up in my peripheral vision, I could also see her mana slowly going down.

She was probably doing more damage than I was at this point. So maybe with the two of us combined, we could get that one percent damage. “I need to step up my game….” I mumbled as I continued my attack.

That battle continued for almost ten minutes before a change in the monster’s attack pattern began to appear. Its large tail suddenly slammed down behind it, making me and everyone else have no choice but to move out of the way as fast as we could. Luckily, I was on the lookout for these kinds of things and had already moved as soon as the tail rose in the air. I even shouted out to those next to me to move as well.

As for those who did not listen, I could only say that I tried. A few people were smashed directly, while quite a few got caught up in the attack and either had half their bodies squished into the ground or were sent flying from the shockwave that happened as the tail hit the ground.

“Thanks! You saved my hide.” One of the guards thanked me before returning to battle. I looked at the men still stuck to the ground and gritted my teeth. It reminded me of my dream when we were fighting that massive monster. The injured were left to rot while we continued fighting. If we stopped for even a second, we could lose everything.

I looked at the others rushing back to continue attacking and bit my lip. After taking a deep breath I ran over to the guard that was still alive and picked him up. “I can’t heal you directly, but I can at least get you away from the battle. Do you have potions on you?”

“Y-Yes….” The guard could barely answer, but it did seem he had something to heal himself with. I nodded and pulled him along. His crushed legs dragged through the dirt. The battle was much more intense than I could have ever imagined it would be.

I quickly made my way outside the battle zone, placed the guard down, took out a potion from his pouch, and fed it to him. “This is the best I can do. I need to help the others.”

“Thanks… this is enough. If you can get the others over, I should be able to help them. So leave them here, and I will take care of the rest.” The guard could hardly move, but he seemed okay enough to help out or well… at least try anyway.

I nodded and smiled from behind my mask. He could not see it, but I am sure my smile was getting across to him. “Then I will leave it to you.”

With that, I set out to help those who were injured and bring them away from the battle. To be honest, I feel kind of sorry for the pink-haired thing since I was not doing any damage, but at this point, I do not think it mattered. My little scrapes were doing, at best, one damage. Magic was more likely to do at least five to ten.

So, I decided to take up the task of helping the injured. The thing about this game was that if an NPC died. It was dead. NPCs did not respawn in this game. While quests were looped until taken, like the unique quests lines, actual death was another thing. Like Mary would have been taken if I did not stop the thugs, but if I had not shown up, she would not have appeared there. At least, this is how I have come to understand it from my dreams. A kind of Schrodinger’s cat in a box theory. We do not know the state of any living being unless we physically see it. There must be an observer for events to happen. Without an observer, there would be no such events.

It’s a kind of paradox-type question, but there was no other way for me to explain it in simpler terms since the main answer is I do not know. After all, Mary’s quest was not picked up for almost three weeks into the game. I picked it up on the first day, so how many times did Mary suffer under the hands of those thugs if she were to be taken every day? I can only think that Mary would not appear there unless you did. In other words, the player was responsible for Mary getting cornered by thugs.

Anyway, I was still working hard at pulling the other injured guards to the side. The monster kept flailing its tail about, causing more and more destruction behind it while trying to fight its way through the tanks in the front. But from what I could see, it was only a matter of time before the monster was defeated. I could see that Sir Cliene was about to take action as well.

“Damned beast, you should just lie down!” I heard Sir Cliene yell out, and then, as I was putting one of the guards down in a safe zone, I heard a loud crash behind me. I turned to see the massive monster embedded into the ground. Dirt and debris of all kinds were thrown into the air. I took a few seconds before the shockwave of the attack swept over us. I had no choice but to use my sword skills to knock back all the large rocks. Something I have done many times in my dreams. If I let a single one pass, one of these guards could get hit and die.

With my blade swinging back and forth in front of me, my eyes shifted left and right, picking up each and every rock I saw. I did not dare let anything bigger than my thumb get past since they were flying at us at a high speed. With each stroke of my blade, I felt as if time was slowing. It was as if I had entered a trance of sorts. I felt as if I was about to grasp something.

“Zoe!” A familiar voice entered my ears, snapping me out of my daze as I batted down another rock. I watched as the Pink-Haired thing made her way over to me with a worried look on her face. I did not understand why she was looking at me with tears in her eyes. It was only then that I realized my health bar was teetering on zero. I looked down to see that I had missed quite a few rocks, all of which had hit my body instead.

I did not feel them at all. I only did my best to keep those who were behind me safe.  As the dust and debris settled, the pink-haired thing stood before me with a pained expression on her face. I lifted my mask and forced a smile as I asked: “Got a healing potion by chance?”

“You!” The pink-haired thing let out a soft cry, took out a potion, and fed it to me. I was afraid to even move, so I let her do as she pleased. As my health bar rose once more, I let out a sigh of relief.

“Lass, you did good. I can’t thank you enough for the lives you saved today.” Sir Cliene’s voice entered my ears.
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My current stats were not looking too bad after an extra 6 levels.
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Although I had no idea what this ??? was. I would need to look into it more when I have some free time.

“You okay, lass?” Sir Cliene must have seen me in a daze and thought it was still hurt someplace. While my hp was now full, the wounds on my body had disappeared, as did the blood that had been oozing out of them.

“Ah yes…. How are your men?” I asked back while scratching my head.

“Thanks to you, they are alive and well. I saw what you did from the side. To be able to move your sword so quickly was quite a feat. I never saw anything like it. It was as if you had created a domain around you, but it seems incomplete. Seeing how you were so beaten up. But maybe that was because you were trying to block everything around you and not just yourself.” Sir Cliene’s observation skills in the middle of battle were something else. I had no time to even think; I could only block the attacks around me to keep them from hitting the injured guards.

“I was just trying to keep those I saved from dying.” I scratched the back of my head, feeling slightly out of it. The pink-haired thing was standing next to me, staring at me with eyes full of shock. Was it that surprising that I was still alive?

“You! You spoke!” the Pink-Haired thing suddenly yelled out. I turned and frowned at her, causing her to shut up instantly.

“Haha! Your friend is a strange one.” Sir Cliene let out a laugh. I couldn’t help but smile along with him. I mean, it was amusing to think the person who was more normal than me was being called strange. “Lass, you and your friend should follow me. You deserve a reward for your efforts. You both did well, even with your low levels. Not only that, but you both made good decisions during combat as well. Good deeds do not go unrewarded.”

I looked at the pink-haired thing and gave her a nod before we both followed after Sir Cliene. We followed him back to the small base camp that had been set up after the battle since a monster of this size killed by NPCs did not just disappear but had to be taken care of the old-fashioned way. Inside a room, was a large treasure chest that was sitting against a wall with a tightly closed lid.

“For the lives you saved and the help you gave to my mages, I will now reward you both with a choice of one item each from the treasure chest here.”

When the chest opened, there were many things inside, which seemed normal for such a massive boss. The pink-haired thing moved up next to me and whispered: “What should I take?”

I scanned the items, and two things did stick out to me the most. They were not actually useful at this time, but later on, they would become very useful. I quickly sent a message and said: “The ruby eye. I will take the purple core. These will be very useful later on.”

“Okay.” The pink-haired thing nodded and took the ruby eye while I took the purple core.

“Oh? To think you would go for those two items. You two really know what to take. Makes me wish I took them out of the chest before letting you choose, but since I am a man of my word, you two deserve it.” Cliene seemed reluctant to part with these items, but they were something we would need later on.

The ruby eye and purple core were so rare that they could buy an entire city block. With both of these items, we could buy a large section of the city once things change. This would give us space to build our own organization. Start off small and slowly build up our power. We might not be able to match the big organization that will form, but we should be able to keep our positions within the city. And most importantly, we would control one of the dungeons.

“Thanks again for all your help. You saved many lives today, the both of you.” Cliene said before basically shooing us away.

The area around the village would take a while to calm down. Especially after such a large monster attack. “Zoe, what are these two items for?”

“They are for us to live an easier life,” I explained lightly. But after a few seconds, I realized I said these words out loud. I turned to look at the pink-haired thing that was staring at me in shock. I couldn’t help but purse my lips and send a message with one word: “What?”

“You just spoke normally! To me!” The pink-haired thing seemed so happy that I had to burst her bubble.

“You were hearing things,” I replied in a message before walking away.

Of course, with how persistent the pink-haired thing was, she would not let things go so easily. “You really did speak! I saw your mouth move!”

“You are seeing things then.” I did not stop and only sent messages, shooting her every comment down.

When we reached a side alley, I finally stopped and sat on a box. The pink-haired thing was not too far behind. She sat next to me and leaned against me as she asked: “So what do you mean by for us to live an easier life?”

“The items we have just gotten can be sold for a huge price later on. We can buy two city blocks with the profit. If we do that, we can build an organization and own a dungeon. This will give us the right to tax those who go inside and allow us to make money for the organization we will form.” I explained lightly. “If we plan to destroy the world, we will need to make sure we are the ones living the most comfortable, right? We need to make sure we have resources and the ability to hold our own within the world we create after.”

“Oh! That does sound like fun. But an organization, huh? You mean guilds? Or something like that?” I forgot I have yet to explain these things to the pink-haired thing.

“Let’s logout, I will give you a rundown on my current plans. Maybe you can add to them.” Since we were partners, it would be best to plan everything out together. Hopefully, I was not making a huge mistake by trusting the pink-haired thing like this, but I want to. I feel she is trustworthy, especially after seeing how she reacted to me being hurt today. We were in-game, and she was acting as if I was dying for real.

“Okay, I will come over as soon as I log out.” The pink-haired thing did not even give me a chance to say okay before she logged out. I watched as her name on my friend’s list turned gray and sighed. I then logged out myself.

When I logged out, I heard a knock at my door. The girl did not even take a minute to get herself together before she rushed over to my house. I took my headset off and stretched a bit before walking to the door and opening it to see the pink-haired thing doing a weird dance.

“Zoe, let me use your bathroom! I need to pee!” The pink-haired thing pushed past me and raced to the bathroom. The girl really seemed to be missing a few screws. But it made me smile slightly, which I had not done in a long time. Once the girl had powdered her nose, she walked out with a blush on her face.

“Sorry, I did not want to make you wait, so I rushed over without thinking.” The pink-haired thing was a strange one, that is for sure.

I took a deep breath and said: “Th-That’s fine…. T-take a seat, and I will g-ge-get some coffee…” I paused. I was trying my hardest to speak normally, I was still stuttering, but that was not why I stopped. I had forgotten I had nothing even considered food or drink in my house besides tap water.

I couldn’t stop the blush from forming on my face as I stood stock still. The pink-haired thing noticed my strangeness and seemed to have figured it out. She seemed very perceptive for someone who was just a pink-haired thing.

“Let’s go downstairs. There is a coffee shop that does bagels across the street. It will be my treat.” The pink-haired thing walked over to me and pulled my hand. I could only nod. My hair was a mess not that I cared, nor did the pink-haired thing since she actually grabbed one of my hoodies and put it on before going next door to get her shoes. I do wonder why she was wearing my clothes when she was going back to her apartment but I guess it was fine.

With my arm taken hostage by the pink-haired thing, we made our way out across the street. The morning was still slightly chilly. Especially since I was wearing pajama shorts under my hoodie and had no socks on in my shoes. It had rained last night, so the air was moist, making it even colder than it should be. I guess, in a way, having the pink-haired thing hanging off me was warming me up as well.

We entered the coffee shop and were instantly hit with the smell of freshly brewed coffee and baked goods. They sold more than just bagels. They had muffins and doughnuts as well. “Zoe, what do you want?”

I looked up at the menu for a moment before leaning close to the pink-haired thing’s ear and softly saying: “A regular with cream and sugar and a cinnamon raisin bagel.”

I finally did not stutter. But when I looked at the pink-haired thing, her face was bright red. Even her ears were turning red. I wonder if she is sick? I raised my hand and placed it on her forehead. It did seem slightly warm.

“Feuwah! Zoe… Never whisper in anyone else’s ear but mine from now on.”  The pink-haired thing let out a strange noise before telling me not to whisper in peoples’ ears, not that I would do that to anyone else since it would be impossible. I trusted the pink-haired thing and although I hate to say it, I am comfortable with her being close so it was fine to do it with her, but… I couldn’t see myself doing it with others.

I wanted to ask her why she said that but decided to wait until we got to a place that was not in public. I was pulled to the counter where the pink-haired thing ordered for us. We got our ticket and took a seat while we waited for our food. We were not staying here, but we still had to wait to get our order.

We picked a spot in the corner. Well, the pink-haired thing picked the spot I was just dragged along. Although there were people coming and going, no one even looked at us, which allowed me to feel slightly at ease. I guess at this time, most people are in a hurry and do not care about others. But these people were smart and seemed to have placed an order over the phone.

“Zoe, do you realize that your voice is enough to make a girl have second thoughts? I know I keep asking you to speak, but I think it might be best if you don’t.” What the hell was this pink-haired thing talking about? My voice makes girls have second thoughts? At what? Living? I was quite confused as to what she was talking about. Shouldn’t she be happy that I was able to speak without stuttering to her?

I guess seeing my confused expression made her flustered since she started waving her hands back and forth. “I am not saying you shouldn’t speak! I am just saying… Whispering in other people’s ears except mine should be off limits.”

Her voice trailed off at the end as her cheeks began turning red again. I was still confused as to why she was acting so strange but well…. She is a pink-haired thing so I guess this is normal. After that, we sat in an awkward silence for five minutes until our order was ready. We then walked back to my apartment, where she seemed to lighten up a bit more.

Since there was no one else around, I finally decided to ask: “Why?”

“Hmmm? Oh… Ummm… because you have no idea how sexy your voice is when you do that. I thought my heart was going to melt into a whole new world.” The pink-haired thing really said something strange just now. I mean, my voice? I highly doubt it could do anything this girl just said. I decided to ignore her and sip my coffee while I munched on my bagel. I really wanted to take a shower as well.

“After we eat, I want to wash up.” I sent her a message on her phone. I was already exhausted from speaking so much. But I am proud of myself for speaking so much. This was a step forward. I mean, I even accepted a pink-haired thing into my inner circle. This was major progress!

“Oh! Let’s take a bath together!” And once again, the pink-haired thing said something very strange. Why the hell would I bathe with a pink-haired thing? What if I catch her pink-hairedness?

I stared right at the pink-haired thing who suggested something so stupid and messaged: “No! Go home to bathe.” I was firm on this. I did not plan to bathe with anyone any time soon.

“Fine! I will be back in two hours. We are now both over level for the area we are in, so we should head to a new place, right?” The pink-haired thing asked. Why she was pouting as she spoke, I don’t know. She couldn’t have possibly been for real about sharing a bath, right?

But to her question, I nodded and sent a message. “We will discuss it later.”

After the pink-haired thing left, I could finally relax a little. However, I did have to admit having someone to talk to besides myself was not so bad. After cleaning up, I felt much more refreshed. I dried my hair and brushed it slightly. I always brushed it straight since looking in the mirror was not something I liked to do all that often.

There was not much reason for it. After growing up the way I did, looking in the mirror at a useless person only made me feel down. Just going to work was hard enough as it was. I was basically a robot. Repeating the same words over and over and in a very low voice. Even if someone yelled at me or asked me a question, I would end up staring at them blankly if it was not coded into my reply system. Luckily, my boss was quite understanding.

I sat on the new couch that was quite soft and leaned into it, closing my eyes. But for some reason, when I opened my eyes again, there was a pink-haired thing staring down at me. “Nightmare?”

“Why is it when you look at me that these are the first words out of your mouth!?” The pink-haired thing yelled, which woke me up from my stupor. I sat up and looked at her in confusion. How did she even get into the house in the first place?

I picked up my cell phone and unlocked it as I began dialing a number: “Police, I want to report a breaking and entering….”

“I did not!” The pink-haired thing jumped on me in a fluster. I found it amusing since it was my phone number I called. Funnily enough, I am finding myself talking easier around this pink-haired thing. It’s like she has some kind of PHT disease that infects people like me.

I pushed the pink-haired thing away from me as I sent her a message: “How did you get in?”

“Can you just speak words!? You just spoke!” The pink-haired thing seemed exhausted.

Of course, I answered her back in a message: “Ran out of speaking juice. I will need to recharge. It takes twenty-four hours.”

“You…. Forget it. Zoe, you should be more careful. You left your door unlocked. Did you not lock it when I left? This building may be secure, but you never know.” The pink-haired thing seemed genuinely concerned.

“Hmmm? Why would anyone want to touch someone like me? I think you are the only strange one willing to hug on to me.” I answered back. This was truly how I felt. I mean, no one ever gave me the light of day, and I have always been made fun of, so what was the point of worrying about it? But I do understand the meaning of locking a door. I should do that. “I will be careful, though. I don’t want the stuff to get stolen.”

“Zoe!” The pink-haired thing suddenly grabbed my face and forced me to look at her. “You need to realize you are very cute. And I mean very cute. Everything about you is cute. Why do you look down on yourself so much!?”

I picked up my phone and began dialing a number again. “Is this the insane asylum? Yes? Then I’d like to report a crazy lady…”

“Stop it! Zoe, I am being serious.” I put my phone down and looked at her. Her serious expression and firm eyes showed she was not joking around with me. But it was still hard to take in.

I did not know what to say. I felt kind of awkward. This was the first time someone actually said I was cute. I mean… It was kind of embarrassing… But I did question the pink-haired thing’s taste.

“You are thinking something bad about me, aren’t you?” The pink-haired thing glared at me. But this made me wonder if the game world was already starting to merge into the real world. For her to be able to read my mind like this.

“Zoe, I will not pry into your past unless you wish to speak about it. But just know that you are still a girl, a cute one at that, so please protect yourself better. Let’s leave things at that. We need to discuss what our next plan of action is. What were your original plans before you met me or even got these items?” Seeing the pink-haired thing changing the topic, I let out a sigh of relief.

But she did ask a good question. My original plans were to start a company that would sell items from in-game. I never thought of building an organization, but now…

“Let me get it all written down so I can give you a run down.” I needed to gather my thoughts before explaining things.

“So you planned to call it  Zoe's Atelier?” The pink-haired thing nodded her head as if she was answering her own question. “I think you can continue to do that. Think about it. We will only have two blocks or more, correct? So when we finally establish our organization, we can use this as our main source of income along with the dungeon. People who find things in the dungeon can then turn around and sell the items to us or pay us to make the items into something. So, if we focus our organization on just crafting, we may even be able to pull in some of the best crafters in the game. Of course, that will be on us to be able to be at the top first.”

I am starting to wonder if all pink-haired things are business geniuses… What she just said makes a lot of sense. If we can monopolize the crafting industry and craft items before anyone else, we will be able to truly be at the top. Even the big three would want to hire us. I couldn’t help but type out: “What have you done with my pink-haired thing? Who are you?”

“What do you mean by that!? And Zoe, my name is Angel! You have even said it a few times!” Hearing her retort and seeing her pouty expression puts me at ease. So it was the same old pink-haired thing.

“Anyway, your idea is very good. But to do all of this, we will need to be at a very high level, or people will look down on us. We have to remember at all times that the future is strength makes right. There is no law when it comes to the strong. They can do as they please. While the big three will have some laws in place to protect those under their influence, it is still not like it is today. If someone kills someone, there is no court or jail. If someone is strong enough, those doing patrol will just look the other way. As two girls, we will be looked down on, so we need to be as strong as possible.” I took a deep breath. It was too much to type, so I just explained it all in one go. Luckily, I did not stutter.

But as I looked over at the pink-haired thing…. She had tears rolling down her cheeks. I picked up my phone and typed: “Why are you crying? Did your parents die?”

“Why are you typing on the phone again!? Your angelic voice! I heard so many words in such a voice. My heart is melting.” There is really something wrong with this pink-haired thing. How can a person's voice make a person's heart melt?

“Should I call a doctor? You sound like you have a serious disease.” Of course, I had to tease her.

“Whatever! I know you are just being mean, so I will ignore you.” The pink-haired thing is something else. I do like teasing her, but it is actually quite fun with her around. Bantering like this has actually made me enjoy life since… I don't even remember….

I couldn’t help but allow my lips to curl up into a smile as I looked at her. I guess since she is helping me so much, I can do her a little favor just this once. “Angel…. Thanks….”

“I’m sorry, but now it is my turn to ask you what have you done with my Zoe!? Where do you put her!? Bring her back!” I should have kept my mouth shut. Why is she shaking me so much? I think I might get shaking sickness. Is this a new kind of PHT disease?


Chapter 9

In the end, she ended up hugging me after pushing me down on the couch. By hug, I mean lying on top of me. I didn’t push her away, though. I figured the pink-haired thing still needed a reward. I will never understand why she was so clingy, but skinship like this was not too bad once in a while.

“Okay, enough!” I pushed her off me after one minute. She pouted slightly, but it’s whatever. I quickly sent her a message: “We can’t waste any more time. So go home and log in.”

“Hey, can I just log in here? I will sit on the couch. It just seems easier to do during the day. At night, I will go home as normal.” The pink-haired thing really makes no sense. She would need to go home to get her headset anyway, so she would waste more time going back and forth.

“Just log in at your house. If you remember to bring it over tomorrow, you can do that, but for today, let’s get things rolling. We need to move to Rain Stone Village before anyone else. There are a few unique quests there that will help you greatly. They are geared towards mages.” I typed out on my phone. There were three quests total, and they were all excellent skills for mages, like mana meditation. It would allow the pink-haired thing to meditate to expand her mana pool. What was unique about this skill was that it could be used offline. Then, there was parallel casting. This skill allowed the user to cast more than one spell at a time or more if she had already learned to do so. It was basically upgrading her ability to cast magic. Lastly was the golem creation spell. This would come in handy in many ways, in and out of game, like an automated guard dog.

The familiar scene filled my eyes as I logged back in. This time, I beat the pink-haired thing. I sat at the spot we logged out at for a few minutes before she finally logged in. “Sorry, my father called and asked me about you.”

“Oh? I bet you told him I am some weirdo who can’t speak all that well.” I mean, I was. So she wouldn’t be lying.

“Nope! I told him you are the cutest girl to ever exist, and I am very happy to be friends with you. He told me to tell you thanks for being my friend.” The pink-haired thing’s proud expression said it all. Her father really did say such a thing. Well, a weird daughter comes from a weird father. He probably has pink hair, too.

“Well, let’s forget about that and talk about our next destination. Rain Stone Village is where we will be heading next in order to get you some unique quests. If we are lucky, it will also allow you to catch up to me in level,” I explained.

“How far from here is it?”

“Mmm…  I say a few hours' journey. There are a few guard posts along the way, but they are not all that important to us. They do not give much of anything. It might be good for other players but not us.” These posts were nothing more than some random NPCs just standing there talking. You can engage in a conversation with them to get a quest if you are lucky. By lucky, I mean it would need to be your turn to take the quest. Multiple people could not take the quest at the same time.

While Mortal Online was indeed a grindy type game, it was due to this fact that allowed people to hone their skills for the real world. It was also how I learned to use a sword in my dreams.

“Wait a few hours in-game or real-world time?” Hearing the pink-haired thing’s question made me realise I was not being very clear.

“Real-world time. It will take a while, but it will be well worth it. We can kill anything that attacks us on the way, but they won’t be worth much experience. The path we need to take will be through the forest. The outposts are also on the way. But if you wish to continue through the night, we can do that as well. Or we can stop to rest. I will let you decide.” I did not think I should be the one making all the decisions here. The pink-haired thing was my partner in crime, so I wanted her to feel like her thoughts mattered since they did.

“Let’s push forward for two days and a night, then rest the next night?”

“Sounds good.” I nodded in agreement. This would knock off a lot of our time. We might even arrive at the village at night. “Since we got our plans set, let’s get moving. I won’t want to sit around and waste time.”

“Then let’s go!” The pink-haired thing grabbed my hand and pulled me along. She sure is clingy.

“Before we leave, I want to say goodbye to someone.” I did promise to see her again. NPC or not, I would still feel bad since I had made a promise with Mary.

The pink-haired thing did not mind as we walked down the street to a familiar house. When we arrived, Mary was actually out in her front yard. “Mary!”

“You came back!” Marry came running over to me, jumped up, and hugged me. She seemed to ignore the pink-haired thing, which I found amusing.

“I am leaving town, so I probably won’t see you for a long while.” I began to explain. “So you need to make sure you do not go into the back alleys anymore, okay?”

“You’re really leaving?” Mary’s expression turned sad, but there was nothing I could do.

“Yes. But I promise to come back when I can and say hi, okay?” I would come back to this town, so it was not a lie. After all, I would need to speak with Cliene again once I make some progress in my mirage sword skill. At that time, I could come by and see her again.

“Then I will see you then!”

I sent off Mary with a smile and walked down the street, heading towards the town entrance while the pink-haired thing was looking at me with a strange smile on her face. “What?”

“Nothing! I just felt you were adorable back there.” Seeing her strange smile made me want to kick her, but I decided against it since I knew I would never hear the end of it. So, I put her on my ignore list in my brain.

We walked for almost half a day before we reached the first outpost. It was a small camp where three men were sitting around a campfire that they had going with meat roasting over it. There were a few players running about, which made me nervous since I had not expected players to make it here so quickly. We had to reach the next town first. I did not want the pink-haired thing to miss out on these three unique quests.

“If we meet anyone in the next town and can not get one of the quests, I will keep killing that person until they fail the quest and you pick it up.” I typed out in my message. This I knew I could do. I just needed them to fail!

“Hehe, someone is worried about me! Ouch! Why did you pinch me!?”

“You are overthinking things….”

The forest road was dark at night. There were no magical lamps that allowed one to see as they walked like you would see in old-school games. This game was made to be as realistic as possible, so the darkness of night, without a moon to light your way, blanketed the path in front of us.

While I was fine with this, it seemed the pink-haired thing liked to jump at every sound. And sadly, while I know I shouldn’t, I couldn’t help but find it cute. It was so cute that it made me want to tease her. I sent her a message and paused my steps. “Did you hear that?”

“Hea-Hear what!?” The pink-haired thing’s voice shook. She hugged my arm and began looking around nervously. It was very amusing.

“Oh right, I forgot to tell you that that comes out at night in this forest. It can’t be hit with physical or magic attacks and will just suck away our HP like it was nothing. From what I remember, it kind of looks like that over… THERE!”  This time I was speaking out loud, which caught the pink-haired thing off guard and, at the same time, scared the crap out of her. I couldn’t help but laugh. I had never seen someone jump so high from being scared. She almost knocked me over in the process.

“You! You are teasing me!” The pink-haired thing’s cheeks puffed out as she glared at me with tears in her eyes. Did I feel bad at all? Nope! Not in the slightest. It was great entertainment.

“You shouldn’t be so nervous until I am. If you see me calm, then you should be as calm as I am.” I sent my words in a message this time since it was too tiring to talk.

“That’s… I guess that makes sense, but don’t pick on me next time! I hate ghosts and stuff like that. I  have never been good with scary movies and the like.” The pink-haired thing was giving me some valuable information.

“Remind me to go to a horror shop tomorrow to get some new decorations for my place.” I felt like this was a good idea, but for some reason, the pink-haired thing next to me was glaring at me.

We made it out of the forest by the time the sun was starting to rise. This was actually quite a beautiful view since before us was a field of white lilies. Or what looked like them. These were actually a flower called White Dragon. It was a common herb used in creating potions. “Let’s stop here and harvest a few thousand stalks of this flower.”

“A few thousand!?” The pink-haired thing yelled in surprise. I guess I could see why. That was quite a lot. But from what I could tell, we were the first to arrive here. This field would quickly disappear once others realised what this flower was used for, so having a good stock on hand was a good idea. It only took one petal per potion, so having a few thousand stocked up in our inventories was not so bad. Luckily, stacking items did not stop until 9,999.

A few hours passed, and because we were grabbing handful after handful of these flowers, our stock had already reached over three thousand. “That should be enough.”

“Thank god! I never want to pick another flower in my life.” The pink-haired thing fell to the ground. The once white field now had a huge chunk taken out of it and was showing brown patches

“Get used to it since we will be doing this quite a bit. Once we get your unique quests going, we will be coming back here to farm more. The more we have, the better. I highly doubt people have started crafting all that much, so we can really use this time to stock up on certain herbs that will be hard to find later on.”  I did not like flower picking all that much as well, but it was still something that had to be done.

“Actually, now that I think about it….” I really needed to make use of my skills. I did not work so hard to get them and not use them after all. “[Nature Embrace]…”

A magic circle formed underfoot, and four white flowers with roots as legs and leaves as arms appeared in front of me. “You guys go harvest these flowers. When you are done, you can go back. If you see anyone coming, just act like any other flower. If someone tries to pick you up, just de-summon yourself.”

The four flowers gave me a strange salute and went to work. Each time they picked a flower, it appeared in my inventory. Now I understand why this skill was bragged about by the person on the forums who had gotten it. This kind of ability was kind of a cheat for crafters.

“What is this!? That’s not fair! How do you have such a skill? Wait, why did we pluck all these flowers by ourselves!?” The pink-haired thing seemed to be stuck between awe and wanting to yell at me for making her pick so many flowers.

“It’s a skill that allows me to summon plants to do my bidding. They are quite handy. I kind of forgot I had the skill since this was my first time using it.” I scratched my chin. If I remembered earlier, I would have summoned them long ago!

At any rate, with the pouty pink-haired thing in tow, we made our way to the village. It was just when we arrived, it was not really a scene I wanted to see just yet…

“Zoe, is this town supposed to be under attack?” The pink-haired thing’s question was a very good one to ask. Even I was very confused at this time.

In Mortal Online, towns would come under attack in what was called a monster stampede. But they did not start happening until way later in the game, like almost two years into the game. At least, this was how it happened in my dreams.

“No. And if we do not help do something to stop this attack, the NPCs with the unique quests might die.” I wasted no time and started running toward the town. I could hear the pink-haired thing behind me doing her best to keep up with me.

When we entered the town, things were quite bad. Many buildings had already been destroyed, and dead bodies lay strewn about. Unlike Erune, this village had no guard protecting it. There were a few people who acted as guards but were not all that powerful.

“Angel, stay close and back me up. If you see a monster, blast it with everything you have. These monsters are only around level 8 to 12.” I had no time to be typing things, so I was giving out orders normally. Luckily, the pink-haired thing did not overreact and followed closely behind after acknowledging what I said.

“Incoming. Six-horned rabbits! Angel, back me up.” I drew my sword and charged forward. They were low-level monsters, but we had to be quick with the cleanup.

“On it!” While the pink-haired thing began casting magic, even if they did not hit, they were still suitable for moving the horned rabbits into place. I quickly dispatched them before moving down a side street to the first unique quest. I had to make sure to save those who were part of the unique quests first.

“Zoe, monsters to our left!” The pink-haired thing yelled out. I turned to my left to see three knuckle monkeys charging right at us. These monkeys were agile and hard to hit. But this was only if they were in a forested area. They usually swung from trees and used sneak attacks. But now they were running right towards us, which made them nothing but easy targets.

“Angel, get the one in the back to the left. I will cut the other two down.” I yelled out my orders and made my move. I did not even need to look to see what Angel was doing. This was the good thing when it came to this girl. She followed my orders to the T. While her aim needed work, she was still able to take out her target before falling back behind me. Her positioning was also perfect. She was never too far and never too close. As a mage, she knew exactly how to play her role, and it really did make me happy to know I had such a reliable partner.

As I turned the corner, I saw an older lady hiding behind a box and let out a sigh of relief. “Target one acquired. Angel, go speak with her. Once she gives out the quest, she becomes an immortal NPC, nothing can kill her.”

Unlike normal quests where the NPC could die, unique quests made the NPC immortal. I am not sure if this is because the quest chain requires them or not, or what, but this was what I have read on the forums in my dreams.

I had already explained to Angel what she had to say to the quest givers to get the unique quests, so it did not take long before Angel received the first quest. We then had the old lady hide in one of the buildings before moving to the next target.

“When we reach the next target, make sure to quickly pull him aside and say that line to him. He will automatically give you the quest. I will hold off the monsters because his dialogue is quite long from what I can remember.” I explained before taking up my position in front of the food stall where the man known as the wandering mage worked in disguise.

The pink-haired thing did as I said and pulled the man who was in hiding to the side and began listening to his nonsense. It was quite strange how they acted so robotic all of a sudden. There was death and destruction all around, but this man was now talking and laughing as if what was going on around him was nothing at all.

As for me, I was cutting down all the low-level monsters that came to attack me. By the time the pink-haired thing was done, almost ten minutes had passed. “Sorry, he wouldn’t stop! I got the quest. Where are we heading next?”

“To the village chief’s house. This attack might actually be a bonus for us since we can probably enter the house without issue. But I am not sure if he will talk to us at this time. We can only try. Just say the trigger words and see if he is willing to speak with you. If not, we will need to wait and help settle things. We can also use our assistance as a means to gain access to him later on as well.” I answered as I began escorting the quest giver to a nearby house for him to hide in. Even if he could not die, it was still a good idea to make sure he was not in harm's way. But it did make me wonder why a man with the name Wandering Mage was hiding behind a bunch of boxes.

⧫⧫⧫

“What is this!?” The pink-haired thing cried out. In front of us was a mass of monsters. Not heading towards the village chief’s house like they were supposed to but towards us! We had just reached the street before the village chief’s house when the monster horde suddenly changed direction and began coming for us.

“I have no idea. I do not know why they were suddenly coming after us!” I really had no clue as to what was going on. A few of them, like five or six, would be fine to fight against, but this was like thirty of them. “We need to run!”

“Right!” As the pink-haired thing answered, we quickly turned and ran in the opposite direction. I intentionally slowed my pace. I needed to keep by the pink-haired thing’s side since she was my rear line. If I just left her and ran with all I had then she would end up trailing behind. However, she does seem to be able to keep up with me for some strange reason, even at a lower level. Is it because she has more stamina than me in the real world? I think I need to start my workout routine…

“Zoe, front!” The pink-haired thing yelled out at my side.

We both came to a sliding stop before us was another group of monsters much bigger than the one behind us. “Angel, I want you to run when I say run. Get to the altar and save. It is also a safe zone, so no monsters can attack you there. It should be just outside town. I will need to run back if I am unable to kill my way out.”

“But…” The pink-haired thing seemed to want to ignore my order but she still lowered her head and nodded. “Okay… I will wait for you to come back….”

“Mmm…” I nodded before charging forward. I just needed to pull the monsters to the side and open a path. The pink-haired thing stayed far enough away not to pick up aggro as I slashed down on one of the monsters, killing it instantly. Three more jumped at me, which I also killed off. After I killed one, another appeared. The monsters did not seem to be thinning out at all. It did not seem my plan to allow the pink-haired thing to escape was going to work. I looked around and saw a spot she could climb up on to stay out of range. None of these were flying monsters, and all were melee, so this would work well. “Angel, change of plans! Get up on the roof over there using the boxes. You can try to attack from up there, but be careful. If there are any knuckle monkeys, they will climb up there to get you.”

“Okay. I will do what I can not to die.” The pink-haired thing, well, I guess calling her Angel now was not too bad of an idea. I couldn’t ask for a better teammate.  

“If you die, it’s fine too. I will head back to Erune to pick you up. I am sorry, I should have had us save beforehand. I did not think the monsters would change their target to us.” I really made a blunder. I got too full of myself and now I have caused not only myself but Angel as well to end up in a dire situation. The number of enemies was endless, and I had no idea why they were attacking us in the first place.

I only had the quest givers in mind and nothing else, which was a mistake when running into a monster stampede. I should have been keeping a better eye on everything and making sure we had a clear path of exit in case something went wrong. “I really need to start playing better. If this was the real world and I died, that would be it.”

I bit my lip and continued to kill every monster that came near me while trying to protect Angel as she climbed up to the roof. One after the other, I cut down as they jumped at me. Luckily, only a few at a time could attack since I kind of positioned myself in between a stack of boxes and the wall, reducing the area I had to worry about.

*Boom!*

A fireball rained down from above, killing three monsters instantly. I couldn’t keep my lips from curling up into a small smile. Angel began attacking the monsters’ rear line, while I worked on the front line.

After what seemed like forever, I stood resting my head on the hit of my sword that I had stabbed into the ground. “I never want to do that again!”

“But we will, won’t we?” Angel asked. Sadly, I had to nod my head.

“Not that I would want such a thing to happen, but well… there is not much I can do about it. When the world turns to shit, we will be fighting for our lives for the first year, trying to protect what we already have.” I hated that this was going to be a repeated event later on, but at least we survived this time around.

“That does not sound like fun. Hopefully, the monsters at that time will not all turn towards us.” Angel hopped down from the roof and landed in front of me.

“We can only hope. How’s your mana?” I was actually quite amazed that I was already speaking so well with Angel. Maybe I was just getting used to her presence around me. It feels like we have known each other a long time now due to game time messing with me quite a bit but in reality, it has only been a few days.

“Almost out. What should we do?” Angel asked. She also looked quite tired. I am sure trying to blast off spells while aiming at the same time was taxing on her mind since she was not used to it. Just now, she had been in rapid-fire mode as well.

“Let’s first go to the shrine. We need to set this place as our save point. We don’t want to be sent elsewhere. We will also rest a bit and then work our way to the village chief’s house. You are lucky since your unique quests are all three real-world days. Only the quest from the village chief needs to be completed before we log off.” I actually already wanted to take a break, but I couldn’t let the last unique quest go. It was the one for the golem.

“That sounds good.” The two of us quickly made our way outside the village and saved at the shrine. The shrine save was a little annoying since you had to pray to the statue. The statue depicted a beautiful woman with large breasts. I'm not sure if this was by design or just some developer’s perversion since the breasts were half falling out of her robes.

After saving, we sat down on the ground. Angel rested her head against my shoulder and closed her eyes. We were currently in a safe zone, so we did not have to worry about being attacked. But I had to admit that I was pretty tired myself. I leaned my head against the cold stone of the statue behind me and closed my eyes.

When I opened them next, I found myself staring up at Angel, who was looking down at me with a small smile on her face. “How long have I been out?”

“I slept for an hour, so my guess is around an hour and a half?” Angel replied, tilting her head to the side slightly as if pondering what she had just said.

“Has your mana regened?” I asked as I sat up. I felt much better after sleeping. I never realised you could get fatigued in-game… But now that I think about it, this might have happened in my dreams but I never realised it.

“Yes, I am back to max. Should we set off for the village chief’s house?” At Angel’s question, I nodded my head and stood up. There was no time like the present, after all.

We both got ready and headed back into town. The monster stampede seemed to be coming to an end. There were not as many monsters running around, and the sounds of fighting seemed to have let up. We made our way through the streets killing what monsters we came across before finally arriving at a heavily guarded house.

At the gate, which was nothing more than a small opening in a waist-high wooden fence, stood six villagers with swords in their hands. They quickly came forward to stop us from moving any further. “Who are you? What business do you have with the village chief?”

“We are from Erune and have helped kill several monsters here in the village. We came to speak to the village chief concerning an incident from a year back. Can you just tell him that there is someone here who wishes to speak to him about the Innu,” I stepped forward this time since it was easier for me to talk with them than it would be for Angel.

“Hold on.” Luckily, they did not keep asking stupid questions or give me a hard time. One of the guards went to relay my words.

“What should I say when we go in?” Angel asked in a low whisper.

“Just tell him that you know where to find evidence of the Innu, but you need help to enter the location. You need a circular item that depicts the face of the ancient Innu God Celbis. It has two prongs on the back of it.” I explained. This was all written in the forums. The person who had done this quest before had stumbled upon a set of ruins in the forest when he was grinding for cash.

It was there that he had found a text from someone who had been investigating them. It stated the location of a tomb of sorts that was said to be part of the ancient Innu people. The Innu people were masters of golem crafting. They used them in almost every part of their daily lives and were a race that flourished until they were wiped out.

“He said you can enter.” The man had the guards move so we could enter and led us into the house. The village chief was busy doing paperwork and only stopped when he noticed us walk in. It seemed his entire living room had been turned into a command tent.

“Sorry for the mess. We are still doing cleanup. I heard you helped fend off the monsters as well. I thank you for that.” The old man stood up and bowed his head. “My name is Grey Thompson, the village chief. You said you came here to speak to me about Innu?”

Angel took over from here and began explaining why we were here in the first place. When Grey heard what she had to say his expression changed slightly as he nodded his head. “I do indeed have such a thing in my possession.”

Everything seemed to be going according to plan, that was until I heard Grey say: “Once things clear up here, I would like to go with you on this excursion. Since you came to me, you must know that I am someone who has been researching the Innu people for a long time, looking for signs of their past. So if what you say is true, that you have stumbled upon a tomb, then I would like to accompany you on your quest to explore it. Of course, I will not take anything that you find there. I just wish to see with my own eyes what this place looks like.”
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Chapter 10

An unexpected notification suddenly appeared in front of me. It seemed this unique quest could actually be done in a team. There were very few such unique quests, or maybe certain requirements needed to be met before you could take it on as a team. I was not sure, but this made things a bit more unique. Even the quests that I know about that were team quests did not give both players the skill; they had to choose between team members to see who would gain it.

This was very unexpected but also a nice added bonus, especially since both Angel and I were already overly tired as it was. “Then we will stay here for a while.”

“Good. I will have someone prepare a room for you both. I suspect it will be about half a month before I am ready. So please see this as your own home until then.” With Grey’s offer, Angel and I were led to separate rooms. When I entered my room, I sent Angel a message to go ahead and log out since I was doing the same.

It had only been five minutes since I had taken my headset off when a knock came at my door. I sighed, knowing very well who it was, and walked to the door and opened it. Angel was wearing pink fluffy pajamas.Her top was pink with white stripes, and she even had a small hood that had rabbit ears on it. On her lower half was a pair of pink pajama shorts. Adorning her feet was a set of pink bunny slippers to match the rest. I really did wonder why she would go out of her house looking like this. But one thing I did notice was the bag and the headset in her hands.

“Why did you rush over here?” I asked calmly. I had really gotten used to talking to her through that last battle. Now that I think about it, I think this was how I broke out of my shell in my dreams as well. Battle after battle kind of forced me to be more social.

“Why else! I came to spend time with you.” Angel replied before pushing her way inside. I didn’t stop her since I knew she would make a pouty face if I did, and well, it was hard to resist her when she did that. For all it was worth, Angel was cute. I am sure she has had her fair share of confessions. And I am sure many boys have tried to hit on her before.

I sighed and turned to see Angel making herself comfortable. She had already put her stuff down next to the couch. I do wonder what was in her bag, though. When she turned to look at me her expression turned slightly funny. “Ummm… Zoe, can you come here a second?”

“What’s wrong?” I asked as I walked over to her. She reached up and touched my head. And only then did I realize why she had such a strange look.

“It’s already started…” I touched my head and sighed. On top of my head rested two fresh bumps. The horns my character had seemed to be growing in. This meant that I was slowly turning into my character. But what confused me was that appearance changes should not even happen, at least not without the item.

“What does this mean?” Angel asked. I could see the fear and uncertainty in her eyes.

“It means things seem to have been sped up. First, it was the boss monster that attacked Erune. Second was the monster stampede on Rain Stone Village. I think my meddling in the game world is starting to push things forward a lot quicker. I just never thought It would start with this… At least not so soon….” I let out a sigh and slumped onto the couch.

“It’s fine! You look super cute in and out of game, so no matter what, you will still be cute either way!” I have no idea what this girl is even talking about at this point.

“You really have strange tastes… at any rate, as time progresses, more and more things will begin to appear in the real world. Although I am not sure why I grew horns…” I sighed once more and looked down at the bag next to me, which seemed to be filled with clothes. “By the way, Angel, why is your bag filled with clothes?”

“Clothes? Ah right! So I can sleep here from now on!”

“Where did you get this idea that I would let you sleep here? Where would you even sleep!?” This girl really made no sense sometimes. She was clearly acting without thinking.

“I can sleep on the couch or share a bed with you.” Hearing Angel’s answer really made me wonder what was going on in this girl’s mind. “Plus, wouldn’t it be good If I did sleep here? Especially now. Look, you have horns growing out of your head. What if the next thing that happens is monsters or the dungeon appearing? If something unexpected happens, what would we do if we got split up?”

“Why do you only make sense during times when you are trying to get your way?” I could only sigh in defeat. “Just do as you please. I want to take a shower. Since you plan to move in, just go get the rest of your stuff.”

I hated to admit it, but she was right. Having her in a closer proximity made more sense. Even if she lived next door, if something did happen, it would have been better if we were both in the same place. A few seconds could mean life or death.

Angel and I were in this together now. Having someone so reliable that I could trust at my side was something that was hard to get. You could consider her a rare treasure. Sadly, she did not come with any extra bonuses.

After a hot shower, I came back to find Angel with a huge suitcase. She had placed it up on the bed and was even making herself at home, moving my clothes to the side in the closet as she unpacked.

“You really just do things as you please, don’t you.” While in the shower, I did check out my horns. They were small blackish-red nubs at the moment. My hair did cover them, but they would most likely grow bigger, after every logout. But my main concern at this time was with how quickly things were moving. I have no idea what was triggering it. Was it because Angel and I were moving through the different zones quicker? Or was there someone else pushing things forward? I couldn’t take credit without evidence, so I have no idea what to do about any of this.

“You said I could, so I am.” Angel beamed me a smile before continuing what she was doing. “Let me finish this up; then I will help you dry your hair.”

“Thanks…” I sat at the edge of the bed, picked up a thin bit of cloth, and looked at it. “Not pink?”

“I wear other things than just pink, you know! I just happen to like pink the most. Plus, these are my lucky panties.” Angel took the red silken underwear from my hands and hugged them.

“No idea what is so lucky about panties. Did you and some guy you liked get it on or something?” I asked jokingly. I had no idea about romance myself, so I could only joke about it at this point.

“I would never! I have never even been on a date! Plus guys…  Well, anyway, the answer is no! These are the panties I wore the day I met you! I met such a wonderful, cute friend. How could these panties not be lucky?” It seems my dear friend here has one too many screws loose. Should I call someone to come pick her up and commit her?

“And what about the shirt and pants you were wearing? Are they not lucky, too?” I was only asking since I did not want the room to enter an awkward silence stage.

“Hmmm? But that night, I was only wearing panties…” I really do not get this girl!

“If you are staying at my house, at least wear a night shirt…. No running around topless.” I wouldn’t know what to do if Angel started acting like a nudist all of a sudden.

“I will!” Angel replied while waving her panties around. She was very strange indeed. “Right! Let me dry your hair.”

“So what should we do now that things are speeding up?” Angel asked, which was a very good question. “Well, we already have a head start. My little floral minions have already cleared out that entire location of herbs and are now off gathering other herbs they can find. So, herbs are a resource we do not need to worry about. Maybe we should start by building a website….”

“A website! That is a good idea. But will there be internet later?” I pursed my lips because this question was hard to answer.

“There should be. As long as the infrastructure in the area is not destroyed, then yes. But that is if people are strong enough to take on what is to come. I am actually slightly worried. If people are not ready for what is to come, we might end up in a bad spot.” I couldn’t help but bite the tip of my fingers at this thought. Things were drastically different. They were happening way too soon. And this is not mentioning the sudden shift in the fact that I now had horns growing.

“Zoe, this might be out there, but if we show my father your horns, maybe… Just maybe we can convince him of what is to come.” Angel’s idea was good, but the nubs on my head were not going to do much convincing unless…. “Angel strip…”

“Strip? Zoe… I think there is an order we must follow while doing these things.” Angel was once more saying some weird crap, but I needed her to take her shirt off so I could see something.

“Just take your shirt off!” I reached for the hem of her shirt to raise it up over her head, but she batted my hand away. At this point, I was quite aggravated. “Why are you even resisting!?”

“I just think we should slow down! Friends shouldn’t be doing these kinds…. Ahh!” While she was trying to stop me from lifting her shirt up, she was holding my hands. As I moved forward to try to push her hands away, my foot slipped on the cushion, and I fell forward.

And the result? A very awkward position. I had my left hand up Angel’s shirt, pulling it up to her breasts area, while my other hand was planted on the right side of her head. My left knee was between her legs, and the other was planted on the floor. What made things worse was Angel was biting her finger, looking up at me with teary eyes and blushing cheeks. I was about to get up when I heard her softly say: “Please be gentle….”

“Be gentle of what!? I need to look at your back, so hurry up and take your damned shirt off so I can see something!” I yelled while smacking her on the forehead. I really wish to open this girl’s brain to see if the hamster that was turning the wheel had died or not.

With a red-faced Angel now hunched over with her back exposed, I was able to finally see what I wanted to see. “As I thought….” I traced my finger over the blue, glowing lines that had appeared on Angel’s back. They went from the base of her spine down to her shoulder blades. “Your mana lines are also visible.”

“Mana lines?” Angel asked in confusion as I handed her shirt back to her.

“Mana lines are something all mages get. They start off small but slowly grow. You probably never noticed them since you never took your armor off. Most people wouldn’t at this stage of the game. Only those who are interested in cosmetics will actually see them.” I explained. “Can you do me a favor and try to use the [Spark] spell.”

“[Spark]? I can try.” Angel flipped her hand, took a deep breath, and said: “[Spark]!”

“[Spark]!”

“It’s fine, you don’t need to keep trying. I do not think you can cast spells until the in-game menu is accessible in the real world. I just wanted to see if it was possible. But we now know that we have two things that prove what we say is true. Although I don’t think you should act like you did earlier with your father.”

“I would never!” Angel yelled out, her face turning bright red again. This girl was fun to tease some times. Maybe the change in my body was also enabling me to speak more clearly. I would need to test this theory out as well, but it might still be too much for me mentally to go outside and strike up a conversation with some passerby.

“Anyway, I don’t think your father can deny the fact that we have changed. If your father is willing to heed our words now, then maybe we can work something out.” I was hoping Angel’s father was a man who would not let us speak and then ignore us afterward.

“Let me call him…” Angel picked up her phone and dialed her father. I sat next to her and bit my lip. As long as he was willing to listen, we would have a chance. “Hey, Dad? Can you make some time? I want to talk to you about something. Hmmm? Yeah… Now is good if you do not mind. But we will need to get dressed. Yes? Yeah, my friend will come with me. I told you about her. Yes, it is important. Dinner?”

Angel looked over at me. I nodded in response. I knew she was asking if having dinner with her father was okay. “Yeah… We will meet at the Sands… Okay. We will be there soon.”

“So we are going to meet him?” I asked. I already knew the answer, but I had to make sure.

“Yes, we will be going to a place called Sands. Umm… We will need to get you dressed in something nicer… They have a strict dress code. So… Let’s head to the department store and the hair salon.” I was already regretting this. Why did we need to go to such a fancy place!? Why must I get dragged into a clothing store and hair salon!?  

“Can I just go in spirit?” I asked. I was already ready to flee.

“No! I will pay! I think it will be good for you to dress up for once.” Angel got off the couch and grabbed my hand, pulling me to my bedroom. It seemed I was not going to get out of this. I mean, I could escape if I wished, but this was also a very important meeting. If we can get her father on our side and listen to what we have to say, we may be able to do more now than having to wait until shit hits the fan.

⧫⧫⧫

We were currently in a very fancy car… Well, fancy to me since I haven’t been in a car for who knows how long. “Zoe, now that I think about it, didn’t you say that in-game appearances were not possible without a cosmetic item? I am confused as to why you have horns, and I have mana lines….”

Angel’s question was the same question I wanted to ask as well. I have never heard of anyone changing their appearance without that item. “I am not sure. Mana lines are something that everyone will get eventually. I probably have them too, but they will not be so big. Only mages will gain large mana lines. But actual appearance is something else. Mana lines are part of the mana that will fill the world. Without them, we can not cast magic. My horns have nothing to do with magic. Even my ability to speak normally as I am now, should really not be possible.”

“Zoe, this might sound crazy but… I think you might actually be turning into a demon.” Angel’s words made a lot of sense.

Appearance was one thing, but turning into a demon was another. “In-game I have only been speaking normally to you when we got to Rain Stone. Out-of-game it should have gone back to normal but…”

“It’s a good thing to be able to speak. But you are right. The sudden change is drastic. During fights, you normally yell out orders, but afterward, you will revert back to messages. But since we fought in Rain Stone, you have been speaking normally. Although you have not taken on the looks of your character yet, you have horns growing. Question… In your dreams, those who had used the item, was it an instant change or a gradual one?” Now that Angel was asking, I can’t believe I overlooked that fact.

“It was instant. They took on the looks of their character instantly. But we can not say my dreams are one hundred percent true either. What if others are also gradually turning into their characters?” While so far everything in my dreams have been true, there could be differences between reality and my dreams. What if… What if my dreams are a parallel version of this world? Everything is basically the same, except I might have triggered some kind of butterfly effect due to doing things differently to the point that events are all messed up, and the world is trying to compensate for it? If this was the case, then that would answer many questions, but… This idea seems a little too out of this world. Then again, I am a person who is following my dreams to cheat in the new world. If this wasn’t crazy enough, then I do not know what is!

“We are here.” Angel broke my train of thought as the car pulled up alongside the curb, outside my window was a tall building. This was one of those fancy, expensive clothing stores, Buchi.

“Um… Isn’t this place a little too…” I wanted to protest; I was perfectly fine with some off-brand things from Failmart!

“You are not wearing anything less!” And so I was dragged out of the car by a pink-haired thing…

For the next hour, I turned into some kind of dress-up doll for Angel. She wanted me to wear this slim dress that went up way too high on my thighs, which I firmly rejected. In the end, I got stuck with an open-back black dress that went down to my ankles. It was kind of hard to walk in, but it was better than the others. I got a matching pair of heels to go along with it, which made me feel very awkward since I had never worn heels in my life. I almost fell over five times before I made it to the car.

As for Angel, she wore a slim white dress that actually looked very good on her. It matched her pink hair quite well. And for a girl shorter than me, it made it seem like she had longer legs with how high the hem went up her thigh.

After that, it was off to the hairdresser which she seemed to have arranged ahead of time. When she made such a call is beyond me. We were ushered in and out in less than an hour. All in all, it took us three hours to get ready, and by then, it was already time to meet up.

“Angel, these heels are killing me…” I whined as I got out of the car, holding on to Angel for dear life. Luckily, the salon we went to only applied light makeup on my face. But the heels were killer.

“Just hold on to me. They are a little annoying, but this place’s dress code is very strict.” Angel replied, but I still felt slightly off. While my hair did look really good, the stylist insisted on letting my two bumps be visible. She said it gave me a slight demonic charm. I really wanted to tell her that I really might be turning into a demon, so there was no charm in them!

“Well… I guess the only good thing about this trip was that I learned I can speak with people normally. Although it still makes me slightly nervous.” This was the only good thing about all of this…

Between being terrified of falling in my heels and feeling utterly out of place in this ultra-rich atmosphere, I let Angel pull me along as we made our way to the private room reserved for us. “Angel, they are staring…”

“That is because Zoe is the most beautiful girl here.” I wanted to trip her and kick her butt for saying such things. It was making me feel quite embarrassed. I had to admit that when I saw myself in the mirror, I felt like I was looking at a different person. Usually, I would say I did not look good, but now a part of me no longer sees what I used to see. Maybe it is because Angel tells me I am cute every five seconds that the past is starting to be just that, the past.

To Angel’s comment though, I decided to just stay quiet and pinch her waist-not too hard but just enough to get her to stop.

We walked into the private room to see a dandy of a man. I say dandy because he had a perfectly trimmed beard and looked like one of those handsome scholar types. Surprisingly, Angel’s father was much older than I had ever imagined.

“You are here. And this beautiful young woman is your friend?” Even his voice was slightly deep. It could be said to be one of those voices that could make a girl’s heart melt, but sadly, it has no effect on me. It was pleasant to hear though.

“This is Zoe Taylor, my best friend! Zoe, this is my father, Derrick Roberts.” Angel introduced me, which meant it was now my turn.

I took a deep breath and said: “I-It’s a pleasure to meet you. As Angel said, my name is Zoe Taylor.”

“Hmmm… No need to be so nervous, I do not bite. I have heard a lot about you. My daughter seems to be quite taken with you. Now may I ask why you two wished to meet me so suddenly?” Derrick asked. I could tell he was quite suspicious about Angel’s sudden call.

Angel looked at me, which made me sigh. I could only step forward and explain things. “What I am about to say may sound crazy, but I hope you will hear me out.” I began explaining things from the beginning. If he was going to help us, it would only be right for him to be in the know. He might even have more ideas to allow us to become a top organization. Luckily, he listened to my every word without interrupting me.

“It really is crazy. But I guess you must have some kind of proof, or else you would not be here, correct?” Derrick’s eyes bore into me. These were the eyes of a father that was saying you only have one chance to make me believe you, or else you will never get near my daughter again.

“We do. What you see on top of my head is not fake. They are horns that are starting to grow. And…” I looked at Angel who stood up and turned around, lifting her pink hair up, revealing the mana lines that were pulsating with a bluish light. “We are both already starting to change…”

“This…” Derrick’s eyes widened slightly before narrowing. “How many people have you told this to?”

“Just you, father. Zoe had never planned to tell anyone about this. Still, because she grew to trust me and let me know all about what was going to happen, we decided we needed a backer if we were going to be able to ensure that we could accomplish everything we planned to.” Angel replied. She was slowly shrinking back and leaning into me as if she knew something was about to come, and it did.

“Are you fucking stupid!? Why didn’t you tell me such an important thing sooner!? Were you planning to let this old man die!?” Derrick blew up. I knew he was mad but he had to calm down.

“Sir, it is not that we were going to hide it from you but… Originally we were not supposed to show any signs of anything happening for two years. My horns should not even be growing in to begin with since I never used any cosmetic item to change my looks out-of-game. I mean we can’t even open our inventories yet.” I tried to stress this point since it was very important. We were not supposed to have proof at all until the world turned to shit.

“I see… I lost my cool. It is true I would have probably reacted differently if you had no proof. I probably would have evicted you and barred Angel from playing that game and seeing you. To be honest I think my daughter has used up all her luck just meeting you.” Derrick sighed before continuing. “Let’s go over the details of your plan from start to finish.”

Derrick listened to everything I had planned out and nodded his head. “For someone who had no money from the start, to think of this idea was not bad, but what if the banks still existed in this timeline I guess I will call it? If your so-called dreams are wrong about certain things they can be wrong about other things as well. You could have been stuck with a huge debt before you could even make money.

“I will pay off what you owe to the bank. From there, we will begin working on a small shop and buying the land where you said the dungeon will appear. As well as the surrounding area. I might not look it, but I am quite rich. So, let’s get fully prepared for everything. I will be making you two an organization headquarters. I will be your behind-the-scenes backer, but you need to help this old man level up in-game, or else I will take it all away. I sure as hell do not want to die when shit hits the fan.”
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