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    "Fate whispers to the warrior, 'You can not withstand the storm.' The warrior whispers back, 'I am the storm.'"


- Unknown
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LOADING... NEWS REPORT
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“Do not, repeat, do not play the massively multiplayer online role-playing game, Dark Days.” The female reporter stood in front of Epic Possibilities’ Game Studio. “All one million players are being held hostage.”

“Yeah, yeah.” I rocked back in my leather gaming chair. Dark Days had sold out in minutes. Everyone was ecstatic to play the first true virtual reality MMORPG.

The reporter grimaced. “It was fun and games until a hacker known as Z attacked the game’s system. Players found themselves unable to log out, and there came a report of spiked difficulty, then communications ceased. One by one, players have died in real life. No one knows what is happening in the game, but it has taken the lives of thousands in just one week.

“Today, the President herself released a warning: ‘If you come into contact with Dark Days and its VR headset, do not log into the game, or you will be trapped. The top cybersecurity experts are working non-stop to release the surviving players.’”

Although I hadn’t ordered it, I’d received the VR gear on launch day, addressed in my name; a prize from one tournament or another. MMORPGs weren’t my thing, so I didn’t open it at first. Now I lifted the box from my desk and tore the tape. Inside, I found a copy of Dark Days along with the headset.

The reporter’s voice droned on. “Z has issued one demand—the top gamer in the world, whomever that may be, must complete the game. Only then will the nightmare end.”

A grin crossed my face as I snapped the micro-game card from its case and popped it into the side of the headset. I turned to face my computer and looked at the email sitting on the screen: a letter to my girlfriend Michelle, explaining why I had to break up with her. I clicked send. The next email was for my mom, telling her I missed her—sent—and finally one to my grandma who’d raised me for most of my teenage life. I hesitated on the button, feeling a tinge of guilt; an emotion I couldn’t afford. 

Sent.

The news report replayed for the twelfth time. It was like a broken record, so I reached for the remote. The last words from the reporter were: “One million players.”

I kicked up my chair’s leg rest and adjusted the headset. It was a snug fit. Within moments a black screen booted up with the simple login and password sections. 

I grinned.

“Don’t worry. I’m coming to save everyone, and mark my words, I will defeat Z.”

It took only eye movement to enter a new username, Zycuh Hunpo, along with my typical password, SilentH21.

I stared hard at the login button. “One million and one.”

With a mechanical click, I left my world behind, knowing I might never return.
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Darkness consumed my senses as I fell away from the character creation screen and through a windy tunnel. My body was bare, covered in a silver sheen. Bit by bit, clothing appeared. First came jet-black boots, followed by dark pants that climbed to my waist. An armored vest manifested on my torso, a longsword on my hip, and a knee-length coat materialized. With a final blast of air, I landed on one knee, sending out a small cloud of dust.

The only light came from a massive crimson moon in the night sky. In all directions were crooked and broken trees. I crinkled my nose as a foul stink floated past. I couldn’t place it, but the stench made its way to my taste buds, tasting like tar. Gross, but impressive for a video game.

Standing, I held out my hands, testing each finger. I bent and curled them into tight fists as my leather gloves crunched and rubbed against my skin. I moved my legs, taking a few steps forward, then back. Finally, I toed the dirt, making a small design. 

“Calibration seems about right, and the dirt is realistic; great attention to detail. Epic Possibilities outdid themselves with Dark Days.”

Coldness jolted up my spine, making my neck hairs stand on end. Eyes were on me, but from where? I couldn’t see far enough to tell. Did I have to train my senses? 

My hand found its way to my sword hilt. A heads-up display screen flashed before my eyes with a list of menu items. I didn’t have time to check anything, for movement in the shadows caught my attention.

“What first-level monsters are they throwing my way? Dire rats?” I grinned and drew my sword with a metallic shing. The realism had me awestruck.

My wonder ended as a creature stepped from the trees. It towered over me by at least three feet. Standing on two bent legs, it came equipped with lanky arms, ending in vicious claws.

“So, you’re my first opponent?” I eyed the hairy canine-humanoid. “Let me see what they call you.”

I focused in on the monster and a red bar appeared above its head with the number ten. Fading into existence came the title Damned Werewolf.

“Oh.”

It swung its arm as I snapped out my sword. Sparks flew as claw met blade. I stumbled from the force of the attack, smacking back-first into a tree. 

I wheezed, “Level ten in a starting area? What the hell?”

The Werewolf growled and bared its fangs, gunky black goo dripping from its maw. I held my sword before me and tried to look at the menu. A section labeled Skills hovered in the middle of the list. Scrolling with my eyes, I clicked on it. The menu popped open as the wolf pounced, jaws snapping for my throat. I ducked and rolled away, pressing against another tree. Back in the menu, I found rows of blank boxes with one highlighted near the top. It read, Lightning Jab. I focused on the skill and thrust my sword forward so fast I almost lost balance.

The wolf’s ears pricked and it looked at its ribs where my sword had grazed. Growling, it turned its eyes back on me, having only the tiniest speck of life missing.

“Okay,” I said. “This is not a place for level-one players.”

The Werewolf lunged again, and for a second time, I ducked. This time I kept moving, running as fast as my legs could carry me. I dodged into the trees, my feet pounding the dirt. A silence-shattering howl came from a few yards away. The ground shook under the monster’s chasing gait as my heart raced and my pulse thundered in my ears.

I shook my head. “This is ridiculous.”

The wolf came within range of making another attack, and with the level gap between us, it would be a quick death. I spun and brought my sword straight as claws raked at my face. My weapon caught the attack, keeping the wolf an inch from the tip of my nose.

“Holy crap!” I said, racing through the menus. I only held three small health potions. Not useful enough. I tried to hold the beast at bay, but it pushed me back inch by inch.

The wolf broke its hold and slashed, knocking my sword to the side. My eyes flew wide as a burning pain ripped through my chest. I glanced at the wound and found no blood, but instead missing pixels. I ducked another slash and backed away. 

My green health bar had fallen to a tenth. The damn thing had taken ninety hit points in one attack.

“Okay, more running.” I spun and burst back through the trees. Summoning forth a health potion, I chugged it. My HP rose, but the potion only gave me twenty points. I summoned the next two potions as I continued to run and drank those too, but they left me low enough to die from one more hit.

I squeezed between two narrow trees and popped out the other side, only to trip over a root and land on a dirt road. With haste, I leaped to my feet and looked both ways. Sword at the ready, I waited for the wolf to race around the trees and attack, but it didn’t. Had I left its threat range?

Ten silent seconds later, my health meter restored to full.

“Health regeneration?” I slumped forward, hands on my knees. “At least there are friendly elements in Dark Days.”

A loud clopping came from the road. I brandished my sword, ready to attack whatever moved, although it’d likely kill me at my level.

Instead of a vicious monster, a mighty horse pranced along the road. With a coat of coal and fiery eyes, it snorted smoke from its nostrils. I focused. Despite its terrifying, muscular display, it had a yellow health bar with no apparent level. Yellow hopefully meant non-hostile.

It approached, drawing an old wooden carriage. On the driver’s bench sat a hunched figure with a tall hat and fancy party coat. When the carriage neared, I stepped aside. The driver pulled back on the reins and lifted his head with a pop.

The near-skeletal man had a blue health bar and his level showed question marks. He seemed to pose no threat. 

I exhaled. “A Non-player Character.”

“Hello,” the man said, turning his head to regard me. “I see you are new here.”

“Hello, my name is Zycuh Hunpo, and I arrived in this forest.” 

“It’s dangerous out here.” The man waved his hand. “Many rabid beasts wander these trees. I daresay some are even watching us now.”

“This zone is way too difficult for level one.” I raised my eyes. “Are you part of a quest line?”

A white question mark appeared above his head.

“That answers that. What’s the quest?” I asked.

The man pointed to the carriage. “I’m offering rides into town. Although, I cannot say it is much safer these days. If you would like a lift, I will give you one, free of charge.”

“Yes, please.”

“Then come aboard, Zycuh Hunpo.” 

He pronounced my name correctly—an effective algorithm. Most games didn’t pronounce names, let alone ones made up by the player. 

The carriage door opened and I pulled myself inside, shutting the hatch. I slumped into a creaky wooden seat, took a deep breath, and closed my eyes.

“Thank gosh,” I said.

From outside came the snap of reins and the carriage rolled again. I leaned forward and looked at the floor, having a moment of safety to examine the menu. Scrolling to the stats page, I checked out my gear. 

“Blader Cloak, only five defense. Longsword has an attack of six.”

My stats showed to the side: Strength, Vitality, Speed, Dexterity, and Arcana. Each was below ten; my strength boasted only a nine. Dismal.

A series of loud howls came from outside. I jumped back in my seat, reaching for my sword, but it was stuck in its sheath. I tugged, but couldn’t draw it. Was the carriage a safe zone? 

The howls faded away, and I sighed. “I think they gave up, thank gosh.”

A voice came from within the carriage.

“Well, that was indeed terrifying, wasn’t it?” 

I screeched and pressed into the corner. A figure leaned from the shadows. Had he been there all the time? 

With pale skin and wearing a top hat, he bore a long scar over his left eye. He had a green health bar labeled with the number three. Another player, and a higher level one at that.

“Hello,” he said.

I sighed. “Greetings and salutations.” 

“You didn’t notice me?” His name manifested above him: Chyld of Pandora. “You can call me Pan.” He grinned, and I couldn’t help but notice a chill run down my spine once again. “May I call you Zeeka?”

“No.” I rolled my eyes. “It’s pronounced zye-koo. The NPC gets it right, and you get it wrong?”

“My apologies.” Pan gave a solemn nod. “I haven’t seen another player in a few days, you know. I thought the madman Z had wiped everyone out.”

“No other players?” My eyes widened. “One million began the game—well, now one million and one.”

“You’re that one, I see. After being dropped into a hacked starting area, you’re lucky to be alive.”

“I know. What kind of damned game is this?”

“As you said.” Pan sat back in his seat, holding a cane in his lap. “A damned one.”

“I thought this was gonna be easy.”

“Anything but...” Pan sighed. “But it’s understandable that you didn’t see me. I’ve been perfecting my stealth aptitude since the game began. If the enemy cannot see you, there’s no reason to worry.”

“What class are you?” 

“Assassin.” He tipped his hat. “A favorite of mine in all games.”

“I’m a Blader.”

He frowned. “Oh... A melee-only class. You’ll be dead within the hour.”

I narrowed my eyes. “What do you mean?”

“Only that you’ve chosen the weakest class in the game. You would have been better off choosing Creature Tamer as a starting point. Noobs always make things so difficult for themselves.”

“I’m no noob!” I said.

“Then what are you? You joined this game after a week, knowing the people who are stuck inside are dying every day.”

I stuck my thumb to my chest. “I joined to defeat Z.”

Pan looked at the ceiling. “Ah, I have my answer.”

“And that is?”

“You’re an idiot. No one can beat this game. We’ll all die here... but let’s make the best of it.”

He didn’t understand my skill at games. He didn’t even know me. I ranked among the best in the country.

“Well, Zycuh, it seems we’ve arrived.”

“Where?” I glanced out the window. Before us was a city filled with buildings, short and tall, each in the style of Victorian England. 

Something was wrong; something morbid and terrifying. Around the city’s outer walls hung bodies, names above their heads. Strips of barbed wire held them; dried blood crusted to their every contour. NPCs or players, the scene was awful.

I stared in horror. “What is this?”

Pan lowered his head. “Our own personal Hell.”
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I stared out the window at the bodies strung from the city walls, dread filling my heart. Pan lowered his head, a frown plastered on his face. 

“You’re wondering if they are players or NPCs?” 

I exhaled. “Yeah, but I’m afraid to hear the answer.”

“Fear is the proper emotion. You never should have entered this game.”

“So, the victims are players?”

Pan leaned over and pointed at a body. It thrashed for a few moments, but stilled again.

“The Turned Officers capture them.” Pan sat back in his seat. “The lucky ones get executed in the Graveyard, but the unlucky... well, they’re beaten and left here to die.”

I sat back too, having seen enough. “What kills them?”

“The barbed wire? Scavengers from the Forest? Dehydration?”

My eyes widened. “We need to stay hydrated in Dark Days? Where’s the meter?”

Pan nodded to my right. “At the edge of the menu, there are green and yellow vertical bars. The green is hunger; the yellow is thirst.”

“This is frigging insane.” I put my chin in my palm and leaned forward. “Why would they make such a thing?”

“Realism? But remember, it wasn’t meant to kill us in the real world. The rules have changed.”

I met eyes with Pan. “What does Z have to gain?”

“They say different things. Rumors and all that.” 

The carriage went over a bump in the road, and my head hit the roof. I glanced at my life bar, wondering if I’d lost points. I hadn’t.

Before the next bump came, I scooted low in my seat. 

“Tell me the rumors.”

“Well.” Pan put a finger to his chin. “Some say he’s a hardcore gamer looking for a real challenge. Others say he’s not a real person, but a foreign government waging cyber warfare.”

“What do you think?” 

Pan leaned forward as if telling a secret. “Do you want to know?”

“That’s why I asked.”

“I think he’s a momma’s boy who sits in his mother’s basement, yelling for microwave pizza and nachos, and you know what else?”

“What?”

“He’s a complete and utter coward,” Pan said. “I believe the one who makes it to him and finishes the game will discover he’s nothing—a weakling. His only advantage is that he knows programming.”

“He has to be intelligent. I wouldn’t underestimate him.”

“I’m not the only one doing the underestimation, my friend.” Pan pointed to me with his cane. “You entered the game late. It can only mean you think you have what it takes to find and defeat Z. You staked your life on that.”

“So?” I shrugged. “I can do it.”

Pan chuckled with his eyes closed. The carriage hit another bump and rolled to a stop.

“What’s so funny?”

Pan threw open the carriage door. “Your confidence.”

I scooted over as he exited. “Hey! Where are you going?”

“This is as far as Charon the Carriage Driver goes.” Pan walked away. “You’d best get out before you end up back in the Forest.”

I didn’t want to go there again, not at level one, so I climbed out of the carriage, and the door shut behind me. 

I faced the driver. “Thank you, Charon.”

He tipped his hat, and the carriage vanished into thin air. My jaw dropped. An object vanishing in a regular game, whatever, but seeing something vanish in VR was different.

“How about we become a party?” Turning back and looking for Pan, I found only one long cobblestoned street. The buildings were close together and appeared as one house with dozens of doors and windows. Most had a soft glow behind closed curtains.

A horrid stench in the air made my eyes water. The stink of death? Or another foul beast?

“Pan?” I turned the other way, but he was nowhere. “Where the hell did you go?”

When I turned to my left, I found an alley blocked off by boards. A small section hung at an angle, swinging in the wind. Pan had to have gone that way. I didn’t blame him for leaving; the streets were creepy as hell. It’d be safest to stay with him and learn more of the game.

I approached the loose board and pulled it to the side, squeezing through the gap. Inside, only a dim lamp illuminated the way, and the path was three-people wide. I crept deeper, waiting for my eyes to adjust. Several strides later, I stopped and opened the menu. I scanned through the different screens until I found the Aptitudes section. The list didn’t include night vision; I’d just have to handle it. 

The lamp at the entrance flickered and extinguished, leaving me blind. Sighing, I held my hands forward, trying to find a wall or something to get my bearings. 

“Pan?” I whispered.

Nearby, something hit the ground and, clicking, spread in each direction. I had no clue what the creatures were, but I hoped they were mundane pests. My thundering heart made me fear they weren’t.

“Pan?” My hands touched a wall—a dead end. “Great, he left me.” 

The Assassin didn’t care to party; he clearly preferred being on his own. Sure, he could survive out there, but being a Blader, I wasn’t a heavy damage-dealing class. I was the tank. My job was to have the enemies focus on me while everyone else killed them. Pan was right; I chose the wrong class.

Again, I checked the menu, this time looking for navigation. I clicked the map icon, and on the left-hand side, a list of usernames appeared. There were three hundred and twenty-seven names listed in Shadesburgh City. That meant those players were around—somewhere.

“Where’s everyone else?” I examined the map from top to bottom. “They must be on different servers.” I hoped.

The cross-shaped city wasn’t huge. In the north stood a castle, and to the west was a swamp. To the east, another exit led to a zone called the Dead Plains, and to the south was the Forest of Damnation. There were few shops.

Even if I counted the players on the walls outside and the game ran on multiple servers, there still should’ve been others on the streets. Were they hiding from the Officers? That meant the enemies in the city were strong, so I’d need a party before long.

I dropped the menu, turned on my heel and walked back to the alley barrier. Boots clicked by outside and a shadow passed beneath the wooden planks. Someone appeared to be heading deeper into Shadesburgh. 

“Another player,” I said. “Thank gosh.”

I squeezed through the boards and turned. A guy walked with his back facing me. He wore a dark blue outfit and a tall black hat. A large club swung at his hip. Before him marched a pair of mean-looking dogs, which meant he was a Creature Tamer.

“Hey!” I jogged over. “My name’s Zycuh. Can we form a party and maybe you show me the ropes? I’m new and—”

I bit my tongue as a red health bar appeared above his head: a Lv03 Turned Officer. When he turned, I tried to retreat, but tripped and landed on my tailbone. A sharp pain shot along my spine, but I swallowed my yelp and seized my longsword.

The Turned Officer regarded me with glowing red eyes. He tugged on the leashes of his dogs and they stopped, turning. Above their heads were red bars with the name Lv03 Hellhound.

I scrambled back to my feet and brandished my weapon. I had a better chance of defeating them than I had the Werewolf. Still, three versus one—the odds were not in my favor.

I gripped my sword so tight my hand ached. “Why aren’t you a player?”

The Officer looked at my blade. His pale skin reflected the red moonlight and made his mustache appear bloody. Crimson veins pulsed in his cheeks as he lifted his fingers to his lips and whistled.

On cue, both Hellhounds snarled and jumped in front of him. They snapped their jaws and crouched, ready to pounce.

“Good dogs!” I said, backing away. “You want a treat? I’ll get you one!”

The Officer muttered something, and both dogs came at me. I spun, searching for an escape, but a Hellhound leaped over my head and landed before me, blocking my way.

The alley was my only hope. I pushed the loose board aside and squeezed through just as jaws snapped from behind, almost catching my sleeve. I backed into the alley and held my sword ready. Would they leave since I’d broken the line of sight?

A few heartbeats later my answer smashed through the barrier.

Both dogs leaped, barking and snapping. I slashed my sword sidelong and struck one beast’s flank as it careened past. I charged after the creature, stabbing with a Lightning Jab. The dog howled and turned to attack. I spun, using my momentum to chop, and my blade slashed through the hound’s jaw. The red bar above its head emptied. With a flash of light, the dog shattered, leaving nothing.

“Yes!” I said as a number popped, showing experience points. “You’re not so difficult!”

The fangs of the other Hellhound sank into my leg. I screeched and shook my limb, trying to loosen the beast. It continued to growl, its jaws locked tight.

“Down, mutt!” I chopped across the dog’s neck. Its HP bar dropped, and I hacked again, draining more life, but its clamped teeth bled my points. My health hit thirty percent as I brought back my arm and struck the dog as hard as I could.

The word CRITICAL! popped, and with the same crimson flash, the dog disappeared.

I sucked in a deep breath. When I studied the wound, I found only fluctuating pixels. My health had drained, but my clothing remained intact.

Movement came from the entrance and I spun. The Officer stood in the light of a gas lamp. He stared at me and grabbed the club from his belt.

“Come on, then!” I flourished my sword. “I killed your puppies; now I’ll take you out. And you look like enough XP to level me!”

The Officer stalked forward. I ran to meet him and dealt the first blow—a slash across his chest. He accepted the attack, his HP dropping a smidge, but pressed forward. I narrowed my eyes and tried a Lighting Jab, stabbing him in the chest. The attack took a quarter.

Not enough.

He swiped with his club. My eyes flew wide as he struck my shoulder. I staggered, watching my health lower to sixteen out of one hundred points. I cursed and backed out of his reach. My Lightning Jab had a cooldown timer, but I needed it to win the battle.

I retreated, and he kept coming. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the skill bar fill; just a few more seconds and I’d nail him. The Officer lunged and I dodged by a hair, bumping into the alley’s back wall.

Again, I cursed.

The skill box of Lighting Jab lit up, and I grinned. 

“Take this!” 

Before I could attack, the Turned Officer’s club whacked my jaw. My head lolled and dizziness swept over me. I fell to one knee, looking at my HP; only a sliver remained. Everything blackened, and I collapsed.

The Officer grabbed my collar and dragged me away. I had no strength left, and if I strained myself, I might lose my only hit points. Then I’d be dead in the game and in real life. 

In my head, I cursed. The game couldn’t be over yet, but deny it as I might, a knot formed in my chest, and I feared I was about to become the next decoration on the outer wall of Shadesburgh.
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I should have screamed for help, but if I had, would anyone have come? Wherever the other players were, they weren’t on the streets. I was the only stupid one.

Stubborn as ever, I clung to my sword without the strength to use it, watching while the buildings passed. Inside the windows, there were dim candles. 

A curtain was pulled aside and a woman peeked out. She had a green health bar and a name I couldn’t make out; an actual PC—a player character. She was obviously too afraid to come out since the buildings offered safety. I wanted her to come running to help, but why would she? Why risk your life for a total stranger?

How ironic, that thought; why risk your life for one million strangers? I’d soon pay for my arrogance.

The woman shook her head, mouthing something. Maybe, “Sorry, I can’t help you” or “Good riddance, dumbass.”

The Officer dragged me along the street and more PCs looked out the windows of the never-ending buildings. I didn’t blame them for their cowardice. Chances were, most hadn’t passed level one and didn’t want to die. I should have listened to Pan; he mentioned the Officers capturing players. But my captor wasn’t dragging me to the walls of Shadesburgh. He was taking me deeper into the city.

“Let me go,” I said, my head lolling.

There came a long groan as the Officer pushed open a rusty iron gate. The ground went from cobblestone to patches of dirt and grass. We passed stones sticking from the ground with various names and numbers etched into them. Tombstones with players’ names and levels. Fresh dirt told me the graves were new. I was to share the same fate.

Other figures walked into the Graveyard from different entrances. They’d captured a female player with a sliver of HP. Doom fell over me as we passed a large building with stained glass windows: a church.

“Gotta get free.” I tried to lift my sword, but it was too heavy.

When the Officer dragging me stopped, another walked over and kicked the sword out of my hand. I glared, but was unable to see his face as the bastard dragged me up several stairs, causing my head to bounce on each step. The Officer deposited me on a wooden platform. I found the strength to push myself to my knees, but just as I did, a rope was placed around my neck. I grasped the noose.

To my right, two other players with minimal hit points kneeled, and to my left, the Officers dragged the captured girl. The guy on my right looked young; at least, his avatar did. He sobbed to himself. The guy at the end sat with his head lowered, praying. He could pray as much as he wanted. 

The Officers yanked the girl onto the stage and put a noose around her neck. I turned to her and we met eyes. Although crying and with several hit points, she seemed coherent.

She trembled, eyes pleading. “Help,” she said.

I frowned. “What can we do?”

Five Officers peppered the Graveyard, four of whom had a Hellhound standing before them. Other figures had the name Doomed Peasant above their heads, and they looked as depressed as I felt; their features elongated, warped, and twisted. They bore red HP bars—more monsters. They were too many; even though they were level one, we couldn’t escape.

Past the Peasants, several bodies lay piled with empty health bars. Near the dead players stood a Doomed Peasant sunk halfway into a hole, digging.

“What do we do?” the girl asked, her eyes darting, probably forgetting in her fear that I had asked the same of her only moments ago.

“I wish I knew!” I said, wracking my brain.

An Officer with a black hood ascended the platform’s stairs. Each step groaned under his bulky weight. He walked to the first guy, who now seemed at peace. Without saying a word, the Officer yanked him to his feet and adjusted the rope, tying it tight. The player stayed quiet and never opened his eyes. I gasped when the Hangman Officer pulled a lever beside him, and the floor dropped.

The player came to life as he was hanged, kicking his legs and struggling, grabbing at the rope. His one hit point faded, and his entire body glowed red. After a bright flash, he remained, hanging limp. 

“Oh my God!” the guy next to me sobbed as the Hangman stepped behind him.

On my other side, the girl cried, her eyes locked on the soon-to-be victim. He begged, pleading for freedom, but the creatures in Dark Days weren’t programmed to show mercy. After tightening the noose, the Hangman used the second lever, and we watched that player die, too.

The Hangman stepped behind me. I glanced back to see the Peasants cut loose the other two bodies, throwing them on the dead pile, and I swallowed hard. A firm grip landed on my arm and yanked me to my feet. The noose tightened around my throat.

I had to attempt an escape even if I died in the process. I went to move, but the girl tore off her noose and leaped from the stage, running right through the crowd of Doomed Peasants. My eyes widened as one grabbed her sleeve. She tried to swing a punch at the nearest, but another hit her first. They each struck the girl and she collapsed. They kicked until within the crowd came that flash of light—death. 

My heart stopped when the Hangman Officer grabbed the lever.

Bang.

The Hangman flew from the stage.

“Hurry!” a girl shouted from the rooftop. “Run!”

The Peasants and Officers rushed to the other side of the church. I ripped free of the noose and jumped from the platform. Landing on the grass in a stumble, I snatched my sword and made my way around the far side, coming to another tall iron gate. A large padlock held it closed.

“Dammit!” I said and spun back as a Hellhound stalked into sight. It lifted its head to regard me, and I brandished my weapon, glancing at my health. My HP had climbed to fifteen points, but it wasn’t enough to survive a bite from the mangy mutt.

The Hellhound growled and stalked forward. I growled back and charged, unleashing a Lightning Jab into its eye. With a howl, it shook its head. The beast snapped, and with every ounce of agility I had left, I spun away. I came back with a slash, then another, sending red lines through the monster. 

It snapped again and its fangs grazed my arm. My life dropped back to one HP. With a snarl of my own, I swung my blade and slashed the dog’s face as it launched into the air. I fell back, and the dog landed on me, chomping at my face.

“Bad dog!” I head-butted the Hellhound and its health bar hit zero. It glowed and exploded into light.

A short tune rang from nowhere. My life bar flashed and filled with green. The words LEVEL UP appeared before my eyes. I blinked several times before realizing I’d regained my energy. 

As a Peasant came around the corner of the church, I scrambled to my feet, putting my back against the wall and hiding in the shadows.

Gunfire sounded from across the church. The Doomed Peasant ignored it and continued walking the path toward the iron gate. I held my breath as she checked the padlock, nodded, and left. My stealth aptitude sucked, but it had outwitted the stupid Peasant. 

I waited until she returned to the Graveyard before daring to move. Once again, I looked at the gate. If I attempted to break the lock, I’d draw the enemies and probably not succeed.

With a deep sigh, I edged along the building until I had a clear view of the Graveyard again. More gunfire rang, and flashes of red came from the opposite side of the building. The Peasants were reconvening by the graves, unbothered by the loud bangs. There wasn’t a pattern; they shambled as if deafened Zombies. To make matters worse, the dead ones blinked back into existence.

“Respawning bastards,” I said through my teeth.

A groan came from my rear and something heavy struck my shoulder. I stumbled forward, and the Peasants turned. I spun back to face an Officer. He held his club ready and stepped toward me. 

“No, you don’t!” I stabbed with a Lightning Jab. His HP dropped by half. After leveling up, I had increased my strength score.

The Officer swung sidelong and I hopped back, right into a pair of Doomed Peasants. Spinning, I slashed with my sword. Two enemies shattered, but there were more.

In a one-eighty, I parried the Officer’s club, sending it flying. He grunted as I thrust with another Lighting Jab, striking him in the heart. With widened eyes, he exploded. Experience points flashed in the air and I grinned, until a fist found the back of my head.

“Ow, dammit!” I darted forward as far as possible, right to the gate.

I brought up my weapon and chopped at the iron padlock. A loud clang told me my strength sucked, or the lock was unbreakable. I cursed and turned to face the Doomed horde. They limped forward, many lifting their hands to strike, while others wielded butcher knives or pitchforks. I couldn’t fight them all.

“What the hell? You’re still here?” a girl called.

A flash of gunfire came from the sky. A bullet struck a Peasant in the head, and he shattered. Another bullet ripped into a second enemy. 

“Forget this. Up here!” said the same girl.

From the roof fell a rope, and with that, I attempted my escape.
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BIT 04: ROOFTOP RUN
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With my sword sheathed, I tried to ascend the golden lifeline of hope, but the Doomed Peasants didn’t plan on letting me go without a fight. As soon as I was off the ground, they rushed forward, faster than ever. A pair grabbed my ankles as I struggled to climb. Eyes widened, I tried to ascend.

“Get off me!” I kicked, but the Peasants pulled harder.

“Hurry, idiot!” Another gunshot came from the church roof. “More will come.”

“I’m trying!”

Her rescue aptitude was as poor as my climbing.

A Peasant slashed my leg with a butcher knife and I screeched. The burning pain had me cursing the game’s realism. I pulled one leg free and got the other a couple of feet higher, but one Peasant held tight, so I stomped hard. The enemy’s nose crunched beneath my boot and it fell to the ground.

“That’s it!” the girl above yelled. “Climb, now!”

A Hellhound’s howl spurred me on as I put hand over hand and climbed the rope quicker than I could have done in real life. When I rolled over the ledge of the rooftop, there was a small ding and a plus sign appeared on my head’s up display, followed by the word Climb. My aptitude reached level two.

I took heavy breaths for a few moments, staring into the dark, stormy sky.

“T-thank you,” I said. When I didn’t get a response, I sat up straight. The girl was nowhere in sight. 

I staggered to my feet and glanced at my health bar. It crept higher, recovering from that last knife to the shin.

A shaggy head of Peasant hair appeared. The monster put its hands on the ledge, trying to pull itself onto the roof.

“No, you don’t!” I planted my foot in its face and pushed. It fell, groaning all the way. Before another could make it up, I drew my sword and chopped the rope.

Sheathing my weapon, I turned back, looking for the girl with the gun. 

“Where’d you go?” I asked.

I climbed the slanted section and made it to the roof’s flat segment. A bell tower stood behind me near the front of the church, but to the back were more buildings. Across an adjacent roof ran a lithe figure. She was dressed in black with a short cape flowing behind her.

“Hey, wait!” I ran toward the edge of the building and stopped when I came to a ten-foot gap. My jumping aptitude needed work, but I had no choice if I wanted to get away from the enemies waiting on the ground.

I ignored the stabbing fear in my chest, backed up several paces, and dashed. The edge came fast, and I leaped, soaring farther than I expected. I landed on the next roof, still running. It was an amazing hit of adrenaline, leaping like an action hero. I flew over another gap, switched directions, and cleared more. The rooftops were easier to navigate than the dangerous streets. I doubted any Officers and their mutts would be above, trying to capture players.

My savior had a lead on me by a few rooftops, but was slowing. She stopped at a chimney, leaning against the bricks and searching for something.

I jumped the last two roofs and landed with the girl. Her skin and hair were dark, and she had a nice figure. For a moment I thought about flirting, but she might be a guy playing a girl avatar. 

The ebony gunner turned, snapping out her hands. My jaw dropped as she aimed two flintlock pistols at my face.

“Whoa!” I patted the air between us. “Calm down!”

“Don’t tell me to be calm!” She narrowed her light brown eyes. “It’s a pet peeve, and you’re lucky I didn’t just shoot your ass.”

“Jeez,” I said. “Friendly much?”

“Friendly?” she scoffed. “No such thing in Dark Days. You’re fortunate I was out scouting the church area when I saw you about to get hanged.”

“Why’d you save me?” I asked. “You didn’t save the other three.”

She crossed her arms, pointing her guns out to opposite sides. “It was more necessity than anything. I needed to gain some XP so I could level. Really, it was last second. You were all a bunch of noobs. To get captured by Officers... seriously?”

“I was level one! I came into the city with Charon and another player named Pan.”

“Pan? That weasel? You’re lucky he didn’t slit your throat.”

“What do you mean?” I cocked an eyebrow. “He was friendly.”

She screwed up her face. “We are talking about Chyld of Pandora, right?”

I nodded.

The girl rolled her eyes. “He’s a PKer—A Player Killer.”

“I know what PK means.” I glanced to the side. “And for your information, I’m no noob. I won the World of Legendary Guilds Tournament last year.”

“Wait, I watched that tourney. You mean you’re the Zycuh Hunpo?”

I grinned. “You know it, sister.”

She furrowed her brow. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I wasn’t referring to your race.”

“Whatever.” She blew a lock of hair from her eyes. “So now I saved your sorry ass, you should hide in a flat along the road. Just don’t get caught again because I’m not coming to your rescue a second time.”

“Wait, isn’t it dangerous to be out here alone?”

She shook her head. “I got this city memorized like the back of my hand.”

“Then let’s form a party. I’m only level two. I don’t feel like dying.”

“One, I’m level four. And two, I already have a party back at the shop waiting for me.”

I shrugged. “How many players? We can all party together.”

“I don’t like people as cheery as you, and I don’t know you. You could be a PKer. How do I know you won’t stab me in the back, Mr. Blader?”

“I’m not a murderer.” I held my hands out. “And Pan isn’t either.”

“Believe what you want.” She blew her hair again. “But I can’t trust you, dude. Sorry.”

She spun and leaped across a gap, landing with grace, then sprinting again.

“At least tell me your name!” A second later, I sighed. Her name was above her head: Zimea.

I watched her go. Dark Days was a dangerous world, and I’d missed two opportunities to party with other players. Maybe, if I had luck, I could go to a house and recruit hiding players to join my cause.

As I turned to leave, a gangly creature crawled onto a building to my left. It hunched on four legs, leaping across one roof, and then another. It didn’t see me, but it was heading for Zimea.

“Oh, hell,” I said and sprinted after her, leaping to the next building and running parallel alongside the monster. It was almost humanoid—naked and gray skinned. Despite having no claws or weapons, it had to be a threat.

Zimea stopped next to another chimney. Smoke billowed, and a gust of wind brought it around her side. She didn’t see the creature.

I put my legs into overdrive and leaped from another building. Zimea was a few structures ahead, but the monster was quicker. It hopped the last roof and landed on top of the chimney, ignoring the smoke.

I cupped my hands around my mouth. “Zimea!”

She turned and glared. “What are you doing following me, dude? I said I don’t want to party! Don’t make me—”

Zimea’s sentence was cut short as the creature leaned over the chimney’s side and grabbed her throat. It lifted her aloft. She kicked and grabbed at the monster’s hands, but couldn’t pry them free.

“I’m coming!” I said.

I cleared the last rooftop and slashed my sword across, striking the monster. Its red HP bar appeared and drained by a sixth. It snapped its head toward me and hissed, revealing long, needle-like fangs. Its eyes burned with rage and its corded muscles bulged. I swallowed hard; it was a Lv06 Rooftop Crawler. The creature out-leveled us both.

I thrust with a Lightning Jab, but the creature dropped Zimea and swung a hand, knocking my sword arm out wide. I stumbled back to the lip of the roof and my heels lingered on the edge as I flailed.

Zimea recovered as the Crawler scrambled for me.

I caught my balance and met the creature with another sword slash. It took the hit with no concern and stood on its back legs, swiping at me. I ducked and popped back, slashing the monster, cutting a deep gouge across its face.

With a maddened hiss, it scurried backward, thrashing and screeching.

“Down!” Zimea shoved her guns forward.

Instinct alone dropped me to my knees in the nick of time. The Crawler’s face exploded from a fired bullet. My jaw fell slack and the creature shattered.

Zimea helped me stand. “Let’s go.”

I tilted my head. “I thought you didn’t trust me. What if I’m a PKer?”

“At worst, you’re a noob to Dark Days, and at best, you may be a valuable addition to the party. You saved my life.”

I grinned. “So, where are they?”

“Don’t get too excited.” Zimea blew her hair once more. “They’re at the Weapon Shop on Bradbury Avenue. If they agree, we’ll add you to the team. I was lucky I found them.”

I eyed her as we walked. “Why’d they let you join?”

“Because I’m a badass.” She leaped from the roof, covering the twenty-foot gap between our building and the next.

I took a deep breath. How the hell? Her jumping aptitude was way too high. I’d earned minuscule points as we’d jumped, but to make a twenty-foot leap?

“Come on, already!” She stood, hands on hips. “Before another Crawler finds us.”

“Dammit.” I backed to the opposite end of the roof and ran full speed.

“Wait! What are you doing?”

I skidded to a halt just inches from the edge, nearly toppling to my doom. “You told me—”

“If I told you to jump off a bridge, would you? Take the safer route.”

A few buildings
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