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  Level 25


Laurence was stoked. He had just completed Level 24 of his favourite video game, Jared the Mighty and the Forgotten Realm.
Damn, that was hard, he thought to himself. The game’s twenty-fourth level had proven quite the challenge. It had taken Laurence upwards of seven hours to finish it.
It was time for a break. While out on a walk, Laurence thought about all the trials and tribulations the game’s main character had been put through.
Poor Jared. For someone with ‘Mighty’ in his name, you’d think they’d make him less susceptible to threats. Thirty-seven times I died trying to complete that level!
As he made his way back home, he wondered what it would be like if a real person were to go through what Jared had been subjected to, repeatedly.
Falling down ditches, having savage animals attack him, being shot at by intruders, making his way through a crumbling house, traversing a hospitable desert and clambering down a slippery rock face were just some of the countless threatening scenarios Jared faced.
What if Jared was real? Well, I certainly wouldn’t like to be in his shoes!
When Laurence got home, he decided to take on Level 25, the game’s penultimate challenge. It was, naturally, more demanding than its predecessor.
Laurence got stuck in and developed the laser-like focus he needed to play games of this calibre.
He didn’t realise that someone had somehow given Jared the Mighty a human mind along with self-awareness. This video game character was now, unbeknownst to the human controlling him, fully aware of what was going on and what threats he faced. He was immortal in the sense that when he ‘died’ he just respawned, but he still dreaded dying just like any other human being did.
 

      ***Jared the Mighty was facing a large pit filled with vicious venomous snakes.
Please, don’t make me fall.
Whoever was controlling Jared made him do a double jump straight over the pit and onto the other side.
Thank the heavens!
Before Jared stood a massive door of solid silver. Though he was of super-strength, he was incapable of moving this door. Fortunately, there was a workaround, namely the Key of Possibilities. It was a magical key that could transform itself to fit inside any lock. Jared, having collected the key earlier, was made to produce it from his pocket and place it in the door’s lock.
He did this fearlessly, though on the inside he was quivering with trepidation. This was because he knew exactly what was behind the door: Harrigan the Brutal, the game’s final and most powerful boss.
So far, Jared had defeated four bosses. The last one had been very tough indeed; Jared had died no fewer than forty-six times; levels with bosses at the end always took more lives.
Jared was made to step forward into the boss’s den. It was a huge dungeon that was damp, squalid and dingy. Jared knew that this boss had nine Hit Points and that his special ability added strength to all weapons he used, making them even more powerful and deadlier than usual.
Everything was out of Jared’s hands. He had no control over his body or his actions. The only thing he could control was his thoughts.
Whoever’s controlling me, concentrate and have your wits about you, for heaven’s sake!
There was nothing Jared could do. He was dreading what was coming. Experience had taught him that his controller was inept at taking on the game’s bosses.
Jared was forced to stand still as the boss, an overly large human/troll hybrid, made his entrance and exerted his dominion over his lowly opponent.
It was now time to fight.
Jared hoped for the best as he was made to rush forward, withdraw his sword and slash Harrigan across his chest. Harrigan had seen this attack coming and deflected it with a large, steel shield. Jared’s sword took a hit; it was now bent and useless. Harrigan ran forward, thrusting his shield and hitting Jared with it.
The blunt pain knocked Jared over. He felt weaker than before; he had clearly lost some of his own Hit Points. Soon enough, he was back on his feet and had produced another weapon from his larger-than-possible portable inventory: an axe with a finely sharpened blade.
Jared rushed forward and attacked Harrigan while his shield was down. He was successful in slicing the opponent’s chest. Before he could retreat and ready another attack, Harrigan had picked him and flung the steadfast warrior up in the air. Jared landed with a resonant thud and could tell he had few Hit Points left. A kick to the head took his last Hit Points away and Jared died.
He respawned outside the door to the dungeon. He opened it with the key, proceeded automatically and tried again to defeat Harrigan. This time, he died due to a rusty blade being driven right through his heart.
The third time, Jared was bludgeoned to death. The fourth time, he was thrown against a wall before being stabbed. The fifth time, he was picked up, slammed down on the floor and pummelled.
Jared was facing the door for the sixth time. He had barely managed to do any damage to Harrigan. He was in for a long, brutal and bloody ordeal. His body was fully restored after each attempt, but his mind wasn’t. He was dreading what was to come and he had no choice but to experience it all: the extreme pain, the horrific torture, the frustration at not defeating the boss and having to try yet again.
Each punishing failed attempt at defeating Harrigan increased Jared’s wish to end it all. He would always be a slave to his unseen master. Once the boss was eventually defeated, the game would be over. The controller would undoubtedly move on and control someone else. For Jared, life was going to be a series of excruciating deaths, a moment of triumph and after that, nothing.






  
  Lost in Translation


Gerald was on a much-needed holiday. It was just him. He had booked this jaunt many months ago and had been counting down the days to its start in earnest. He was an overworked city lawyer whose job dominated his waking hours. In a typical week, he would work six days, putting in ten hours of work each day. Even on his designated day off, he would often spend a few hours doing preparatory work for upcoming cases. 
He had flown out on Friday and would be jetting back home on Monday. That gave him just two full days to make the most of this trip, but that would be enough for him.
It was Saturday morning. Gerald didn’t wake up till ten and didn’t get out of bed for another half an hour after that. Owing to his job and the many demands it came with, he was usually up at six and out of bed right away; even on his one day off he would be up early out of routine.
Having a lie-in was a very welcome change. Being able to do nothing was fantastic. Gerald liked having no obligations and no one demanding he do this or that. He was in charge of what he was going to do and there was nothing anyone else could do.
He decided to spend a few hours by the beach. He had missed the hotel’s buffet breakfast, so after getting ready he stopped by a cafe and had a filling sandwich before heading down to the coast.
Once at the beach, he was dismayed to see that it was jam-packed with people. He found a bit of free space, put his towel down, lay down on it and switched off. His headphones were on, calming music was playing and his eyes were shut. He was drifting away and loving every minute of it … until a beach ball landed on his chest without warning.
Time to find somewhere else, he thought to himself.
He got his phone out and searched for a nearby beach that was quieter than this one, somewhere that was more secluded and off the beaten track. He found one and minutes later he was in a taxi.
Gerald greeted the taxi driver, expecting him to speak English like the hotel staff.
‘No speek Eenglish,’ was his reply.
Gerald pronounced the name of the beach he wanted to visit slowly and carefully. This provoked a reaction in the driver: he had a quizzical look on his face and was exclaiming something in his native tongue.
Gerald said where he wanted to go again and the driver, who seemed to be protesting, gave in. Soon, he was driving and Gerald was on his way to the beach.
Once there, Gerald was delighted to see it was completely empty. The driver was talking away, uttering things incomprehensible to Gerald; he sounded concerned, Gerald thought to himself, and seemed to be warning him about something.
The thought of lying on an empty beach was too appealing. Gerald handed the driver his money and got out. The driver shouted a few things at him as he walked towards the beach, but he ignored them. Soon he heard the sound of the taxi driving away.
Right in the middle of the beach was a small wooden sign. Gerald approached it and saw it had some writing crudely etched into it. He couldn’t make out what it said. Curious, he produced his phone and tried to translate the text using an app, but it wouldn’t work.
Looking around, there wasn’t anything about this beach that stood out. It was serene, looked pretty and was of a decent size. Gerald wondered why there was no one here when it was a perfectly good beach and was right by a large town.
The sign’s probably got something to do with it, he thought to himself. He thought maybe people weren’t permitted on this beach for some reason. But then again, wouldn’t a sign banning people be more obvious than the makeshift one this beach had?
If someone informed him that this beach was off-limits, he would duly leave as he was well aware of what consequences disobeying a foreign country’s rules and laws could have. The country he was holidaying in wasn’t strict, but there had still been a few incidents of tourists getting arrested for relatively minor offences.
Gerald started sunbathing. The sensation of the warm rays on his body was soothing and welcome. On this slice of paradise, he didn’t need headphones playing music to zone out and relax. The only sounds he could hear were those of the natural world: birds twittering, waves lapping the shore … It was bliss.
Gerald soon felt himself slowly sinking into the sand. He attempted to get up but couldn’t. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t move his arms or legs or any part of his body. He could, however, use his mouth and he cried out for help; no one came.
Something had rendered most of his body immobile. It was as if there was a force keeping him in place. The sinking continued and sand wouldn’t stop building up around him. Before he knew it, the sand had almost completely buried him. It was steadily rising past his eyes, which he kept firmly shut, and quickly covered his whole face.
He had to open his mouth to get some air, but all he got was sand. He sank deeper and deeper, the weight of the sand on him increasing the further down he went. Running out of oxygen and struggling to hold his breath, he opened his mouth – which was a struggle – and yet more sand poured into it, clogging his airway.
In the last seconds of his life, he wished with everything he had just stayed on that first beach. He wished the taxi driver hadn’t

      ***
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