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  Dedication


To my kids who inspired me to write this book.








  
  Introduction


A note to parents:  Today’s kids are growing up in two worlds.
One is the world we can see: school, sports, family dinners, homework, and friends down the street.
The other exists behind screens. It’s where they build castles, explore new worlds, compete in tournaments, and make friends with people they’ve never met. For many kids, those online spaces are exciting, creative, and genuinely fun.
Most of the time, that’s exactly what they are.
But not everyone online is who they claim to be.
As parents, we try to teach our children how to stay safe. We teach them to look both ways before crossing the street, wear seatbelts, and avoid talking to strangers. Yet many of the conversations about online safety happen as quick reminders, warnings, or lectures, often long before a child understands why those lessons matter.
The truth is that online safety isn’t a one-time conversation. It’s a skill that needs to be practiced over time.
That’s why I wrote Kingdom Forge.
Rather than teaching through rules and checklists, this story allows readers to experience those choices alongside Noah, a kid who loves gaming, struggles to fit in, and discovers that not every online friendship is what it seems.
My goal isn’t to scare kids away from technology or online games. In fact, many online communities can be positive spaces where friendships are formed and creativity thrives.
Instead, my hope is that this story helps young readers recognize warning signs, trust their instincts, ask questions, and know when to reach out to a trusted adult.
Most importantly, I hope it creates opportunities for honest conversations and empowers kids to trust their gut when something feels off.






  
  Picked Last


Coach Mendez clapped once. 
“Captains. Tyler and Lena.”
Of course.
Tyler Briggs jogged to the center of the gym like the whole day had been leading up to this exact moment. His sneakers squeaked. His hair stayed perfect. Somehow, even his gym shorts looked confident.
Lena Harper crossed her arms and looked down the line.
The rest of us stood against the wall, waiting to find out our value as human beings according to sixth-grade dodgeball.
“Jace,” Tyler said.
“Mia,” Lena said.
Kids stepped forward one by one.
Carlos.
Hannah.
Brody.
Sienna.
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I stayed near the end of the line. Not because anyone told me to, but because that’s what I had learned. After a few minutes, there were only three of us left. Then two, me and Quentin. Quentin wore jeans to PE every day. Even on running days.
Tyler sighed. “Quentin.” 
Lena looked at me. Then she looked at Coach Mendez, like maybe there had been a mistake and she could possibly trade me in for equipment.
“Fine,” she said. “Noah.”
I pushed off the wall.
“Great choice,” I said sarcastically.
Nobody laughed. That was also normal. 
Coach Mendez dumped a net bag of red dodgeballs onto the middle line.
“Remember,” he said. “Below the shoulders.”
Tyler picked up a ball and smiled at me. I did not love that smile. Coach blew the whistle and everyone charged. I took two careful steps forward, because charging seemed like something you should only do if you had a plan. Or muscles.
A ball rolled right toward my foot. Perfect. I bent down to grab it.
WHOMP
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Something slammed into my face and for one second, the whole gym disappeared. Then it came back blurry. The ball bounced off my nose and rolled away. 
“OHHHH!” somebody yelled.
I blinked hard and my hands flew up to my face. My nose was still attached.
“Out!” Tyler shouted.
“I noticed,” I said. I walked to the sideline while everyone else kept playing.
Coach Mendez came over and crouched a little.
“You good, Parker?”
“Just checking if my face still works.”
He tried not to smile. I appreciated the effort. By the end of PE, my team lost in under four minutes. I would like to say it wasn’t my fault, but I had contributed exactly zero dodgeball skills and one face block.
So technically, I was involved in the results.
At lunch, I carried my tray through the cafeteria and searched for a place to sit. The cafeteria at Pine Hill Middle School had rules no adult had ever written down. There was the sports table. The loud table. The girls-who-looked-like-they-already-owned-companies table. The kids-who-finished-homework-during-lunch table. And then there was the end of a half-full table where nobody actually invited you, but nobody told you to leave either. That was usually my spot. 
I sat down and opened my milk and it exploded. A white stream shot across my tray, splashed my sleeve, and soaked one chicken nugget. The boy across from me slowly lifted his backpack off the floor before the milk could reach it.
“Sorry,” I said.
He nodded like a disappointed judge.
I grabbed napkins from the dispenser. The first napkin ripped. The second napkin stuck to the milk. The third one somehow made my sleeve wetter. By the time I cleaned everything up, my lunch looked like it had survived a weather event.
“You smell like cereal,” Quentin said from two seats down. 
I looked at him. He was eating a plain hot dog with no bun.
“Thanks.”
“I didn’t say good cereal.”
After lunch came math. Math was the kind of subject that acted like it was helping you but was actually just waiting for you to make one tiny mistake and ruin everything. Mrs. Tannen wrote fractions on the board.
“Who can solve number three?”
I stared at the problem. For once, I knew it. Not guessed it, I knew it. I raised my hand. Mrs. Tannen looked across the room. My arm went higher. She looked right at me.
Then she said, “Tyler?”
Tyler leaned back in his chair. “Uh … seven?”
“Close.” Mrs. Tannen smiled. It was not close. It wasn’t even in the same neighborhood.
I lowered my hand. 
By the final bell, my day had included being picked last, getting hit in the face, wearing milk, and being ignored while knowing an answer. So, overall, a pretty regular Tuesday.
I walked home alone. A pebble sat on the sidewalk, so I kicked it. Then I kicked it again. Then it bounced into the grass and disappeared. Even the pebble left.
When I got home, Dad was at the kitchen counter with two laptops open. He had his phone tucked between his ear and shoulder.
“Yes,” he said. “No, I saw the email. No, not that email. The other email.”
He looked at me and mouthed, Hey, buddy.
I lifted my hand as Mom rushed past with a laundry basket.
“Noah, you’re home! Great. Can you unload the dishwasher? Also, did you eat? Also, don’t forget Emily has art club, so dinner might be weird.”
“Dinner is usually weird,” I said.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
She disappeared into the laundry room. Dad kept talking into his phone. I stood there for a second with my backpack still on.
No one was being mean, which almost made it worse. They were just busy. Everyone was always busy. Upstairs, Emily’s door was open. She was lying on her bed, scrolling on her phone. 
“You look terrible,” she said.
“Good to see you too.”
“Did someone spill something on you?”
“Technically, I spilled something on myself.”
“That sounds right.”
I went into my room and shut the door.
My room wasn’t big, but it was mine. Desk. Bed. Posters. Headphones. Computer. I dropped into my chair and pressed the power button. The screen glowed and the whirl of the fan came alive, signaling it was ready. 
The rest of the world faded away as I clicked Kingdom Forge and watched my game load.
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A crystal castle rose out of floating clouds. Dragons circled the towers. Gold letters flashed across the screen.
Welcome back, BuilderNoah77.
I smiled. At school, I was Noah Parker. Last one picked. Milk sleeve boy. Invisible. But here? Here, I had a fortress. Not a great fortress, yet. But still. The screen shifted, and my island appeared above a river of lava clouds.
Stone walls surrounded the edge. Two crooked watchtowers leaned near the front gate. A half-built bridge stretched toward the next floating island, stopping in midair because I’d run out of moonwood planks.
In the center stood my main tower. It was supposed to look intimidating, but  right now it looked like a stack of gray pancakes. Still, it was mine. A message blinked at the bottom of the screen.
Upgrade Available: Sky Turret — 8,000 coins
I checked my balance.
Coins: 612
I leaned back in my chair. Only 7,388 coins to go. For some reason, that didn’t feel impossible. It felt like a quest. And quests were different from real life. In real life, you could try your hardest and still get picked last. In Kingdom Forge, if you mined enough crystal, defended enough raids, and didn’t accidentally walk into lava, you could actually win.
I put on my headset, cracked my knuckles, and clicked PLAY.






  
  Jax12


The screen flashed white, then dropped me onto my floating island with the usual burst of trumpets and fireworks. Whoever designed the game clearly believed every login should make the player feel like a king returning from war. 
My avatar stood in the center courtyard wearing beginner armor, which was another way of saying I looked like a guy who was begging for money on a street corner.
Around me, Kingdom Forge stretched into the clouds.
Floating islands drifted in every direction, connected by bridges, launch pads, zip lines, and sometimes nothing at all if somebody had forgotten to finish building. Towers rose from crystal mountains. Dragons circled above distant castles. Waterfalls poured off island edges and vanished into the sky below.
It was the best place I knew. At the top of the screen, my alerts were already piling up.
Daily Reward Available
Walls Damaged During Offline Hours
Harvest Ready: Moonwood Farm
Raid Warning Nearby
“Good,” I said. “Love chaos.”
I collected my daily reward first because I believed in priorities. Two hundred coins dropped into my account, bringing me to 812. Only 7,188 more to go.
Then I sprinted toward the west wall, where three stone blocks had been smashed during the night. Somebody had tried to raid me while I was asleep and apparently decided halfway through that my stuff wasn’t worth stealing.
Honestly? Fair. I repaired the wall, checked my traps, and climbed the watchtower. From there I could see everything. To the north was a massive
	
	
	
	







[image: ]












[image: ]














OEBPS/cover.png
An illustrated middle grade novel by

ANDERS EDWARDS





OEBPS/images/369b748e-e282-4db1-ba9a-6d7835111ec3.png





OEBPS/images/711de5f1-a179-4bc0-b3c2-9aa662a337cc.png





OEBPS/images/ff89844d-651e-4e47-a233-958f91c214ef.png
Nothing
(Just a friend)






OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    
      Contents


    

    
      
        
        
          
    		
      
        
          . Chapter 
        
      
    


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Introduction
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        1.
        
        Picked Last
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        2.
        
        Jax12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        3.
        
        Rich Overnight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        4.
        
        An Online Friend
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        5.
        
        Sky Races
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        6.
        
        Phantom Wings
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        7.
        
        Side Quest Lies
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        8.
        
        Something Feels Off
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        9.
        
        Best Day / Worst Day
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        10.
        
        Jealous
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        11.
        
        Another Gift
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        12.
        
        Emily
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        13.
        
        Too Much
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        14.
        
        Pulling Away
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        15.
        
        Look Outside
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        16.
        
        Run
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        17.
        
        The Trap Closed
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        18.
        
        Respawn IRL
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        19.
        
        Logging In Again
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        20.
        
        Discussion Questions
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        21.
        
        About The Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
      


    
  



OEBPS/images/a7f83de0-c003-4d81-9eb8-0aa58acabfad.png
ALSC BY ANDERS EDWARDS

RS Epgzy

A teen discovers the technology A psychological thriller that
controlling his world and risks asks: How far would you go after
everything to stop it. uncovering a dark secret?
[Os:AA0]

Fres resources eyl
& bonus confent ]





OEBPS/images/6e83b3ff-587a-4ac0-b5b5-4fa1937a285d.png





OEBPS/images/cf538ea6-ced3-4380-954f-78e5fd70afb8.png





OEBPS/images/b0875f28-b6fc-4ec2-b094-4385b4a21793.png









