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FOREWORD

 


This book is a collection of all of the
writings that I did on Gamer and his adventures. It is meant for
mature audiences and contains all of the material that I’ve written
on Gamer. I hope you’ll enjoy it.


BOOKS IN THIS
COLLECTION

 


A New World (Gamer Novel
#1)

Dragon Land Expansion (Gamer Novella
#2)


 A NEW WORLD

Gamer Novel #1


WELCOME TO THE
CONTRACT

 


Harry O’Neil (Gold Hunter),
Level 1, Class Unknown, 1 Gold, 0 Silver, 0 Copper. State of being:
Very pissed off.

 


"Please just tell me that one more
time."

The farmer doesn't even react and Harry
stares at him in disgust. The NPC (Non-Player Character) doesn't
move in response to his vigorous waving in front of him. It just
stands there looking totally uninterested in what is going on
around it. The small farm that Harry and the NPC are standing in,
with its perfect picturesque little one-room cottage, is part of
the starting ground to the as-yet-unreleased MM0RPG (massive
multiplayer online role-playing game) Avenger Flex II. Harry is
level 1 and he has managed to prove only one thing since logging in
to this world: He sucks at VR (virtual reality) games!

Looking around, he tries to think of a
way to get the farmer to tell him the quest details again. He has a
little panel flashing in front of him with the words, ‘Do you
accept or reject this quest?’ He hasn’t accepted the quest yet and
the digital display that bobs at the upper corner of his vision
hasn’t changed, although it hasn’t changed since he arrived and
he’s sort of skeptical that it does anything but look pretty, which
wouldn’t surprise him at all.

I must be able to hear the details
again somehow, he thinks to himself, examining the NPC more
closely. It just seems silly that in 2222 we can’t even event a
computer generated character that can’t repeat.

He jogs slowly around the farm once. It
takes a good five minutes of huffing and puffing and feeling more
unfit than seems appropriate in a videogame where one is supposed
to be a ‘hero’.

He finally comes back to the farmer and
waits.

"Good sir, good sir! Will you help me?
My poor Sally is desperately ill and needs help! I need two slices
of pig meat to save her life! Immediately!" the NPC virtually
screams in near religious zeal.

"Now that's the spirit. I'll have Sally
all fixed up in no time," Harry says to the NPC clapping him on the
shoulder in a friendly manner.

The NPC looks down at Harry's hand,
which is still on his muscular shoulder, and crinkles his brow
slightly. Harry skitters back a few steps and reaches for a small
dagger that he came into this world with.

"Don't you dare bug out on me," Harry
almost begs as he watches the NPC warily.

The quest NPC goes back to his idle
relaxation, his bored look returning, which, in actual fact, isn’t
really what one would expect as a normal human response considering
‘his Sally’ is deathly ill, but Harry has seen his fair share of
these idiots so far and they all react the same way.

I had better get going before this
thing goes nuts on me, he thinks. He has already seen one player
die for real today and he isn’t looking forward to being the next
tester to join the ranks of the unpaid and dead.

Harry trots to the outskirts of the
field. There is a large forest with trees sparsely placed in the
distance and he can see a few grey shapes moving about among the
trees.

He comes to the edge of the farm and
looks out into the woods. This is his first time working as a
tester in an RPG, but he knows the deal well enough: Bugs in the
game can get you killed; live through the three month test period
and get a bonus; gold equals bigger bonuses; if you run out of gold
then you’re dead and out of the game. The contract was specific and
Harry read it carefully.

He trudges into the forest, thinking
how weird the world of 2222 is. Real interaction is not the norm
and VR games are the hottest property out there. Harry is testing
Avenger Flex II, one of the most popular games ever invented for
the Sensory Input World (SIW). Harry is part of the thousand (a
group of over a million testers), who are doing the dangerous job
of being first in before its exposed to paying customers. It’s
about as safe as smoking dynamite and not half as fun half the
time.

A movement near him makes him stop. It
was only a small crack, as if something big and heavy broke a twig
or something, but it was there.

A loud squeal alerts him to the
oncoming danger and he spins to find a large pig charging at him.
Across the front of his vision appear the words High-Level
Rare.

"Ah man. This is seriously not what I
need."

He draws his dagger and tries to look
intimidating. He's never played in RPG before and from what he's
been told, it can get pretty nasty from here on in.

The pig flashes by in a trail of brown
hulking muscle as Harry dodges to the left, barely avoiding getting
stuck by the pig’s tusk. He tries to slash out at the beast with
his dagger, but only receives air in return.

The creature digs its hooves into the
forest dirt and spins about in a tight arc. It’s close enough to
score a nice charging shot into Harry's left leg. Pain and agony
warp up the injured limb in droves. The world may be a digital
creation, but when you get hurt, IT HURTS A LOT.

Harry limps around on his leg, which
feels exactly like someone has torn the muscles and ripped a tendon
or two and turns. There is not a single doubt in his mind that this
is real combat, combat where he can get hurt and hurt
bad.

He hobbles to the side as the creature
races by again, biding its time and drawing out the fight. Harry
tries throwing his dagger at the intimidating beast, but it misses
by an embarrassing distance. The weapon ends up stuck in a nearby
tree and the creature leaps into the air to slam hard into Harry's
chest.

His health bar flashes into the top of
his vision with a red haze dripping from it. It's down to one
quarter and he’s not looking forward to the little burst of
electrical pain the game gives every time he dies, which has been
fairly often since he stepped into the game world. That combined
with the small loss of gold, which gets bigger and bigger as one
levels, is enough motivation to fight as hard as he can to escape
death this time around.

He performs an awkward roll, which
hurts way too much for what should be a cool looking move, towards
the tree and tries to yank his dagger out. It’s stuck in so firmly
that he realizes it’s not coming out without some serious
pulling.

Harry dodges the pig as it tries to ram
him to the ground with a goring slap of its snout. He ends up
running around the tree three times to avoid being maimed as the
pig follows behind with a look of deathly desire in its
eyes.

Harry comes around on his third time
and decides that he is just not meant for combat. He starts
climbing the tree and manages to get half way up before the beast
slams into the trunk and sends Harry falling to the
ground.

He lands on top of something warm and
muscular and looks down to find himself sitting directly on the
pig’s back. It looks up at him as if to say ‘what exactly do you
think you are doing?’ and starts to buck violently. Harry wraps his
arms around its neck and holds on for dear life as he tries to stay
alive.

The huge monster of a pig twists and
turns, but Harry holds on firmly. It turns towards the farm and
begins sprinting towards the fence. Harry yanks on its neck, trying
to force it back into the woods again and accidently covers its
eyes. By the time he realizes his mistake, it’s too late. The two
of them collide with the fence surrounding the farm at full speed.
The pig gives a pained squeal that is half fear and half acceptance
of fate and slams into the heavy wooden support just at the edge of
the fence.

The world begins spinning in a dizzying
mixture of colors as Harry flips over several times and rolls/into
the cabbage patch. He comes up covered in broken pieces of cabbage
with a loud screaming coming from the direction of the farmer, who
is looking furiously at Harry with an intense rage on his
face.

Harry gets to his feet and runs for the
woods. The farmer comes over and stares out into the woods for
awhile before turning and going back to his disinterested
staring.

That was way too close. Harry edges out
from behind the tree he’s hiding behind and walks over to the pig.
It is completely knocked out and a few sharp kicks to its head with
Harry’s leather clad toe reveal that it’s probably dead.

A small glowing screen appears in front
of Harry. The words Rare Item Found are in the middle. He taps the
screen and whistles as he sees what he has discovered.

“2 gold and a crystal
dagger. That’s not a bad find.”

He taps the screen a few times. Nothing
happens.

“Why won’t you give me the
loot?”

The screen just disappears as if to say
‘I do what I want, flesh bag’ and Harry grits his teeth. He’s not
having a good day and it’s only going to get worse from
here.

He walks back over to where his dagger
is stuck in the tree and pushes his foot into the bark, so he can
yank on the handle, twisting and turning to get it to come out. It
takes a good five minutes and when he gets back the pig is starting
to look a little transparent. He rushes over to it and tries
stabbing it with his weapon. It has no effect whatsoever and the
beast disappears without a trace.

Harry cries out in frustration and
looks around for another pig to take his anger out on. There is
none around and he is going to have to trudge into the forest if he
wants to find more.

He steps inside and notes someone
standing behind a tree.

Another player? Maybe I can ask for
help?

He walks over and looks around the
tree. There is a player completely dressed in black with only his
eyes showing through the black mask he is wearing. He is flicking a
dagger in his hand and watching the trees in front of
him.

"Excuse me..."

The black dressed man spins the dagger
around and deftly positions it straight on Harry's jugular. It digs
in a little and Harry's life gauge starts to slowly sink down from
its now half full state to a point where very shortly it will be
absolutely nothing.

"Open a trade panel or die."

"Please don’t kill me.”

“Do as I say and you’ll
stay in the land of the living.”

Harry stares at the man. It’s crazy but
he’s getting robbed in the game world.

“Open a trade
panel.”

The man forces the dagger in harder and
makes Harry’s life disappear at an even faster rate.

“I don’t know what that
is," Harry admits.

The man draws the knife away and gives
Harry an annoyed look.

"Look up and concentrate on the button
on the far right hand side with the two people and a
bag."

Harry does and a small double window
opens up.

"Okay. Now put all of your gold and
gear on that panel and push okay."

"I don’t want to..."

The man grabs Harry by the front of his
cloth tunic and drags him straight up to his face. He can feel the
hotness of the man's breath on his skin and it doesn't feel very
nice.

"Do it or die. It's your
choice."

He groans and drags all of his gold
over before focusing on the items in a box labeled inventory to the
side.

"The dagger too."

Harry looks at him and starts to
shake.

"I didn’t receive it."

The thief rolls his eyes and starts to
pat the front of his head lightly with the palm of his
hand.

"You're such a newbie. Look at your
inventory and then look at the special items category."

Harry does and a screen appears. A
small bag comes into his focus and he stares at it for a moment. A
thought opens it and he finds out that he has somehow magically
received his two gold and crystal dagger.

"So that’s how it works," he
mumbles.

"Hurry up and put them in the trade
window before I stab you for being so stupid."

Harry does, regretfully, and then
pushes okay. The thief grins and then drops two copper coins on the
ground.

"For your trouble."

He reaches down and picks them up. They
disappear in his hands.

"Now time for that other
thing."

The thief steps forward and stabs him
in the guts. There's no blood, just a nasty cracking sound as
flesh, bone, and muscle yield to the strength of virtual steel.
Harry gives the man a wordless cry of loss, but it is already too
late. He is fading and the electric shock is already coming
on.

 


*****

 


1 Copper
Remaining…

 


The world slowly turns from blackness
into light. He looks around and groans when he sees where he
is.

"Welcome back, Gold Hunter! You have
successfully reached the starting zone! Enjoy your adventures and
go into the light!"

Harry gives the overly happy priest the
finger and walks out the door. There is a small courtyard outside
and he can see the farm in the distance.

"I seriously give up. This is not
funny."

He stomps his feet a few times and then
considers punching the front of the church. However, the sight of
the angry looking priest standing in the doorway with his eyes
glowing red in a way that is positively buggy stops him
mid-strike.

“Maybe another time,” he
mutters as he skitters away.

Harry decides that getting killed in
the starting zone with only one copper to his name is not a good
plan and turns to jog towards the signpost that sits off the main
road.

When he gets there, he’s wheezing and
feeling as unfit as ever. His real body is lying in the Sleep Tech
Economy (a refurbished model that is at least 10 years older than
it says), which his mother brought him on his twentieth birthday.
The white tube-like device allows him to stay one month in the
virtual world for every day that passes in the real world. It's
time that he sorely needs with his problems back home and even
three days seems too long, knowing what waits back on the other
side.

"This is seriously
ridiculous."

Harry is 25 years old, of unknown
employment status, and loves cheap food (if the stim shots he
sustains himself on can be called ‘food’) and the occasional tube
of intoxicants. He is unfit and in serious need of medical
insurance, but he can run at least a few flights of stairs in real
life, usually when escaping after doing something very
stupid.

What he is experiencing right now is
about the equivalent of a very fat man trying to run that very same
flight of stairs. It's not funny and it’s not pleasant. It seems to
add to the annoyance that has become the deal he's made with The
Company (The ones who run the game and are paying the testers to
test it.)

He looks at the sign for a minute,
trying to figure out what each of the words on it mean. To the
north is something called Asabald, to the south The Lurks, to the
east is Starter’s Town and the West is The Abbey.

Harry decides on the town as it seems
the safest of options and starts to trudge down the road. When he
gets to the town, a small group of children run across his way and
disappear around the back of a large cottage. They aren’t human and
they barely notice him.

He stops and looks around the small
town. It’s made up of several buildings, one of them looks like a
blacksmith and the others to seem to be the houses of the NPCs that
live here.

Another player jogs through and stops
to laugh at Harry as he looks around trying to figure out what to
do next. Harry looks at him in annoyance and then asks,
"What?"

The man covers a smile and points at
Harry’s body. Harry looks down and for the very first time realizes
that he's not wearing any clothing. All of his dangling bits are
revealed for all to see and it's anatomically correct enough to
make him wish he had taken his death instead of allowing himself to
be robbed like this.

The other player throws him a pair of
shorts, which land on the ground in front of him. Harry picks them
up and tries to put it on, but the shorts disappear before he can
manage it.

The other player starts laughing again
and Harry starts moving towards him with a no nonsense look in his
eyes. He’s bright red already and is clear not pleased.

The player points upwards and a series
of buttons appear at the top of Harry’s view. There is a bunch of
strange looking ones and the player squints and runs his fingers
along them until he stops near to one particular one.

"This is why I love newbies," the
player says before clapping Harry on the shoulder. "This is your
inventory button. It's how you put things on your body."

He slaps Harry on the back hard enough
to send him forward a bit and then strides off into town without
another word. Harry looks at him for a second and then quickly
makes the necessary changes. In no time at all, he is wearing a
bright pink pair of boxer shorts with hearts in all the wrong
places. He is quite certain on inspecting them that he looks much
sillier than he feels – which is quite silly by the way his stomach
is knotting up at the idea of someone actually seeing him like
this.

He enters the town and starts looking
into buildings one by one. The people who live here are all dressed
in fantasy type outfits. They look like your regular village folk,
but some of them have a faintly different feel that Harry can't
quite understand, but knows is there.

He stops in front of the blacksmith and
looks up into the building. It is a large wooden place with the big
stone chimney and a wide open door. Smoke is pouring out from the
top of the doorframe and the chimney seems to be at full
steam.

He walks inside and finds the room
bright enough to see everything in detail. There’s a roaring fire
and two men pound away at a long piece of steel that looks like it
might be some type of weapon.

The smith on the right has that strange
feel about him and Harry walks up to him to tap him on the
shoulder.

The man's eyes glow red as he turns his
head slowly and stares at Harry.

"Please don’t hurt me. I just want to
ask a question."

The smith twists around as if he is
resisting something deep down inside and looks at Harry for a
little while before smiling widely and going into overly happy NPC
mode – much like every other NPC Harry has talked to so
far.

"Good sir! It is wonderful to meet a
fine strong lad like you on this fair day. We have a competition
for just the likes of you, but you will need a partner to enter and
I see you have none."

Harry looks at the man for a moment and
decides this is the best thing he’s heard since getting here. A
competition sounds like something easy and he really needs an easy
win or two to regain some of the confidence from being robbed and
left naked to walk through the forest.

"What kind of competition is it? And
how much gold does it pay?"

The NPC gets a strange look and then a
document materializes in front of Harry. He reaches out and flicks
through the first two pages, scanning as he reads and finds that
the competition is very simple.

All he needs to do is beat the smiths
in a hammering competition and he will receive a special item and a
mystery bag of gold.

Harry looks over the competition
information and then back at the smith.

"I'll be back. Neither of you go
anywhere."

The NPC turns back to his work without
another word. It doesn’t seem to care what Harry has to say and
Harry doesn't really care if it doesn’t.

He walks outside and sees a large
powerful looking woman with a long grey set of robes on and a
powerful looking crown on her head. She is standing at the edge of
the town staring at a tree.

Is that really a woman? As he draws
nearer, he starts to note just how thick the lady is. She has silky
gold hair and painted lips, but the features are all wrong. It’s
like someone with poor eyesight drew a man and then tried to
superimpose an image of a woman over top. This one has
cross-dresser written all over them, but Harry is undeterred. He
needs the gold after all if he wants to buy himself a little more
survival time.

Harry smiles his most friendly smile
and strides in the direction of the other player.

I bet she's strong, he thinks as he
comes within a meter of the muscular woman, who looks over at him
with a grimace on her face.

"Can you help me with a
quest?"

The woman stares at him and then
glances down at his pink shorts.

"I'm sorry. Are you asking me for
help?"

Harry looks around.

"Who else would I be asking? There’s no
one else about."

The gray robed figure starts to burn
with a yellow gold aura. Her body seems to emanate power and Harry
instinctively realizes that he's in big trouble.

"You dare to ask me to help you with
your little quest? Do you know how busy we are?" the woman says
with her slightly nasal yet masculine voice.

"I was just..."

The woman grabs Harry's pink shorts,
giving them a yank and tearing them away.

"I am GM Goldie Locks and you in deep
trouble, Gold Hunter."

She reaches up into the air and the
clouds start to form together with electricity bursting between
them.

"For the crime of nudity in public, I
will be enforcing the strictest of punishments. Prepare to meet
your maker!

Harry screams and starts to run, but GM
Goldie Locks doesn't care about distance.

Electricity surges from the sky and
slams down on to Harry's head. He spins around a few times and then
is coated in a greenish light. His head is forced up by some
strange force and his life bar appears. It’s half gone and there’s
a greenish glow around it that makes him feel sick to his stomach
for some reason. That’s when a small message appears and ‘Half of
your worldly monies has been deducted for misconduct’ is displayed
in front of him in red blood dripping letters. He has one coin
left. It’s all that stands between him and the end of the
game.

He tries to stand up, but his body
doesn't seem to want to do it. He begins to crawl away until he
finds a pair of sandaled feet and a gray robe in front of
him.

"Any monsters you encounter from now on
will take double the amount of coin from you if you die. You will
need to be extra careful for the next twenty-four hours or
so."

The feet vanish and there is a clap of
thunder. Harry lies in the dirt, looking at the blacksmiths in the
distance. The ground is wet and nasty in the most unpleasant of
ways, but so far the first day of his three months – 89 days – has
been pretty horrible.

“It’s just not my day
today," he moans as he slowly pushes himself up and goes to sit
naked on the steps of the blacksmith's front door.

I just have to wait for someone to come
so I can finish this quest and then find somewhere to hide until
this is all over. It’s a good strategy, but it looks like the wait
is going to be quite awhile with the number of players that have
headed through the town since he arrived.


A SERIES OF UNFORTUNATE
EVENTS

 


Still 1 copper remaining,
afflicted by GM Goldie Lock’s curse: ‘Broken Piggy
Bank’.

 


Losing a day like this was definitely
not a part of the plan. Poor old Harry knows that if he goes out
there into the wilderness then he is going to be eaten by a bear,
clobbered by another pig, or much worse, in the first few moments
of that very short lived adventure. That said, he is feeling really
hungry and has been sitting on these steps for almost three hours
now. There’s a warm looking inn across the road, but the innkeeper
has already called him a freeloader and told him to get out until
he has some money to spend. Somehow it reminds him of his
mother.

He sees a player trudging his way from
the starting zone. The man has slightly better gear in comparison
to what Harry is wearing, which consists of absolutely nothing, and
seems well muscled.

"Can you help me? I've lost everything
and I just need a little bit help with one quest."

The player doesn't even stop to look
at him. He just keeps on trudging by, heading for the woods and the
violence that waits there.

Harry sighs and sits back down on the
steps again to continue his waiting. He's been sitting here for
much too long and he still has twenty one hours or more before the
curse that he’s afflicted with times out.

He looks up and the gauges slip into
his vision again. He’s spent the last three hours flipping through
the different tabs and seeing what they do. It's quite surprising
how easy things are to figure out once you take the time to
actually look over them. Harry is getting to be a bit of an expert
at checking his gold tab and it’s almost become a minutely
obsession given the boredom of waiting for help.

Another player comes into view. This
one is coming from the other direction and seems to be riding what
looks to be a small pony.

He comes to the edge of town and slips
of his ride. It is not much of a drop considering he is much taller
than the small beast and he stops to pat it before letting it
wander off to stand in front of the inn (almost like an auto
parking car for those that enjoy old world technology from back in
the mid-2000s.)

Harry notes the fineness of the man's
clothes and the quality of his weapons. He is hardly an expert in
these things, but this one looks more successful than the other
people he has seen making their way through this town. Much
more.

"Excuse me. Can you help me with
something?"

The man looks over and then a small
grin comes onto his face. He has shifty eyes and a weaselly face
that is well hidden beneath a small pointed brown cap. He is not
the sort of guy that Harry would normally choose to ask for a
favor, but business is business and this game has some rather
serious real world implications waiting if Harry doesn’t make
enough money to deal with them.

"Which quest are you on?" the man asks
bluntly.

Harry points back into the blacksmiths
and explains the quest.

"A hammering competition? What's the
reward?"

Harry opens his quest book and flips
through a few pages. There are two ‘accepted quests’ in there: The
first one involved talking to a priest in the Abbey and the second
one is the unfinished ‘Save Sally’ quest from before.

He pushes a button labeled ‘quest
requests’ and the details of the one quest that Harry has learned
about appears: the ‘Big Muscle Hammer Competition’. He turns the
book around to show the man. The player doesn't seem very
impressed, but he also doesn't seem deterred either.

"I'll help you with the quest, but you
have to give me 90% of the gold and we can talk about the weapon
later."

Harry stares hard at the man and
thinks about just how unlucky he is to find himself in need of
asking for help from the greediest player ever. However, he
realizes he has no choice and if he wants to stay in the game, even
ten percent of the gold is enough to keep him going for a little
while longer.

“Alright. I’ll take that
deal.”

The man pulls out a piece of paper
from his front pocket and stares at it intently. Words form on the
page and a little box appears at the bottom with ‘Do you accept?
Yes or no?’

It’s one of the typical contracts that
people sign on the outside. A few thoughts and a run through a
legal dictionary and away you go, instant contract – binding inside
the VR world and without.

Harry looks it over and finds the
terms exactly as stated. He clicks yes and a copy immediately
appears in the air. He plucks it from its position in front of him
and focuses on his inventory. A small letter slot appears in the
air, as he has no pockets, and he slips it in. The slot disappears
and he checks to ensure the entry in his inventory has been created
just to make sure that it's there and then beckons to the man to
lead the way into the smith’s.

The NPC looks up with a big smile and
begins his usual speal about the quest he has on offer. Harry opens
his quest book and shares the quest with the other
player.

The other man stands there staring at
him for a moment as if expecting something and Harry ends up
asking, "What?"

"Aren't you going to start a group? We
need to be linked before we can do this quest together."

This is just another thing that Harry
hasn't learnt yet and he feels almost ashamed that he doesn't know
something so simple and obviously important.

He looks up at the buttons above and
flips through the menus. There is one under Groups that has the
word invite flashing at him. He mentally focuses on it and a small
window opens.

"Shady Thief?" Harry asks, seeing the
man's name, "Isn't that a bit direct?"

"Well, my class is thief-assassin and
so it sort of suitable, don’t you think?"

"Oh, class? What exactly does class
mean?"

The man rolls his eyes and puts his
hand up.

"If you don't know, I'm not telling.
You have to learn these things the hard way like everybody else.
Now, if you wouldn’t mind, shall we get on with this quest? I have
other things I need to do."

Harry looks at him angrily, but
swallows his feelings. He walks over to the anvil and waits. A long
piece of metal appears in front of him and Shady Thief goes over to
pick up a large hammer sitting by the forge. Harry copies and a
small timer clicks down in front of him. There is the sound of a
lightning bolt in the room and Harry jumps as the timer starts at
20 seconds and ticks down.

"Get hitting," Shady Thief says,
whacking his hammer down on the steel.

The small room is filled with the
sounds of hammers clanging on metal. The place stinks of smoke and
slow burning steel and is roasting hot. Harry finds himself
sweating in seconds and he has to envy Shady, who seems to have
almost superhuman speed and power. Harry, himself, feels like he’s
lifting a 50kg hammer and slamming it down on a piece of super hard
steel. It's pretty much what's going on, but Shady makes it look
like it's much easier than it is. He is barely sweating and doesn't
even seem to notice the smell.

Harry glances back to the two smiths
working at full speed on their metal. There beating it like pros,
but they also seem to be under the same restrictions as Harry is
physically.

There's another clap of lightning and
then both pieces of steel teleport over to a table in the corner.
The smith’s go over and stare down at their handiwork proudly.
There’s is straight and narrow and could well be a sword blade.
Harry and Shady’s, on the other hand, is a wrecked mess of what
could have once been a nice piece of steel. It’s flat and looks
like someone very large has taken to it with a Blaster Hammer (“Two
seconds to flat or your money back”™). It doesn't look very good,
but a little floating smiley face appears over top of their ruined
metal.

The smiths look disappointed and one
of them picks up the steel to slam it down on the floor angrily.
They go back over to their forge and start whacking away. Harry
notes that the one who offered them the quest has a slight reddish
look in his eyes and Shady seems to notice too. They both head
outside and jog down to the edge of the town to slip behind a
building. Harry looks around the corner and sees the smiths
standing at their doorway with their big hammers in their hands. It
is clear that they wish to do violence, but Harry feels somewhat
sure that they've got away.

"So, you had better give me that sword
now."

Harry looks back and sees Shady with
his arms crossed and one hand close to a long knife that has
somehow suddenly appeared at his side.

"What are you talking about?" Harry
says. "What sword?”

A window opens showing the reward from
the quest. The sword in Harry’s inventory looks pretty nice and
there are some things bobbing around in his brain when he looks at
it that seem to scream magic and expensive.

“Me giving you that is not
in our contract."

Shady gives him a small grin and then
brings the contract out. He points to the very bottom of it and
Harry leans in close.

"What am I supposed to be seeing
here?"

"Look a little closer," Shady Thief
says.

He makes a sliding motion on the back
of the piece of paper and the text becomes much larger. It becomes
apparent that there is a small piece of writing at the bottom of
the contract that cannot be easily read unless inspected at
1,000,000% zoom.

"I either forfeit my 10% or give up
the sword? What sort of shady deal is that?"

The thief grins at him and puts out
his hand. Harry has two choices and one of them involves losing the
coin that will keep him alive. If he gives it up for the sword, he
would be taking a big risk. Harry knows that he has no idea how to
use a sword anyway. It’s not a hard choice to make.

"Alright, you win."

He opens a trade window and places the
sword in it. Shady immediately accepts and gives him a wicked
grin.

"You’ve got a lot to learn about
testing games, my friend. This is hardly the worst that can happen
to you,” he says. “Trust me on that."

Harry doesn't smiled back and wanders
away down the lane. He hears Shady Thief trotting off on his small
pony and grimaces. So far his first day testing this game has been
rather unpleasant and, given that it's his first time, if he didn't
have such a pressing problem back home that desperately required
cash then he wouldn't be here any longer than this
experience.

I guess I'm trapped here, he thinks as
he stumbles into the small inn that he discovered
earlier.

He stops in front of the innkeeper and
pays the NPC the five copper she asks for, so he can slip into the
one and only room to lie down on the uncomfortable tiny bed. The
room is closet sized and extremely intimate (in a bad way). There
are no windows and it’s like being locked in a coffin. Somehow that
is not so different from Harry's life right now.

 


*****

 


Twenty-one hours later, Harry finds
himself back out at the farm, standing in front of the farmer. He
has just asked a very good question and is receiving an excellent
answer.

"So if you go just to the east of the
farm, you'll find the pigs are much easier to kill and have an
excellent drop rate of the flesh you require."

Harry lets out a cry of happiness and
grabs the man by both shoulders. The farmer gives him an angry look
and he immediately lets go.

"There is also a special quest
available at the moment, if you are interested, kind friend. I have
a bounty out on the player that destroyed my fence. I'm paying
three gold."

Harry starts to look uncomfortable.
Three gold is a lot of money for him and, considering he is the one
who broke the fence, it's quite possible that others have heard of
the bounty and are hunting him right now.

He makes his excuses and leaves
quickly. It doesn't take long to get onto the east side of the
farm, where he finds a number of fat looking pigs standing about
looking bored. He walks over to a group of them and they all turn
as one to look in his direction. He backs off a little as they
began slowly edging in his direction and decides that charging in
is not the best approach.

He hunts around in the grass and finds
a few small stones. Walking over to one of the trees, he steps
behind it and does his best to carefully memorize as much of the
details of the picturesque scene in front of him as he can. The
five pigs are standing together and look extremely tough. They are
fat, yet there is heavy muscle underneath those layers of softness.
All of them have brown silky coats that look extremely unrealistic,
considering real pigs get dirty very easily. The five of them are
standing in a small clearing amongst the sparse trees and there is
a small pond in the distance with two or three birds lazily making
their way around it in small circles, occasionally dipping down to
the surface of the water to swipe up a fish or two.

It's incredibly real scene for
something that Harry knows is in a game and it’s certainly a far
cry from the type of games that Harry has played all his
life.

He carefully takes a bead on the
rearmost pig, putting thoughts of how the virtual reality world of
2222 is as good, if not better than the real world and steadies his
arm. He will not have another chance if he stuffs up what he is
trying to do. Accuracy is the key; concentration Harry’s best
friend.

He breaths in, aims carefully and
throws one stone at the rear pig. It hits it on the ass and the
beast spins, looking out into the trees trying to find its
opponent. Harry throws another stone a little further off into the
distance and the pig moves off from the main group and heads
towards a grassy area just off to the left. Harry throws another
stone and this one hits the first pig just behind the ear. It's an
incredibly lucky shot and he is feeling more than happy with his
throwing ability right now.

The pig turns around and shoulders the
one next to it before giving off two angry snorts and moving a
short distance away.

He performs the same trick again,
barely connecting with the stone, and two more pigs leave the
group. He now only has one pig left and he is feeling a lot more
confident.

Harry steps out from the trees and
picks up an even larger rock that he spotted earlier in the
undergrowth. He stealthily makes his way over to the remaining pig
munching away on some grass and manages to get within one meter of
it before the beast turns its head and starts to stare at
him.

"Damn, I guess you saw me,
eh?"

Harry jumps in and smashes the rock
down on the back of the pig. There's a nasty crack inside its body
and a line of red, which is heavily pixilated and nothing like real
blood, flows from its back. Harry swings the rock around and tries
to hit the pig in the snout, but misses wildly. He desperately
brings the rock around for another attack, but the pig rams him
with its tasks and knocks him to the grass. The beast jumps on top
of him and tries to gore him with its nasty prongs and scores a
hit.

Harry cries out in pain as the tusks
cut into him. Even though one can't really be hurt in this sort of
game, small lines of red and bursts of a deeper red are admitted
from Harry's body, as the pig gores him and his life gauge, which
is hovering down from the top of his vision with a slight flashing
red surrounding it, goes down.

Watching it as he pushes the pigs head
away with the rock, he notes that it is going down very, very
quickly and Harry is starting to feel afraid that he is not going
to survive this assault.

He brings his rock around and slams it
into the side of the pig's head. The beast gives a mighty grunt and
falls to the side as Harry jumps out from under it and, screaming
like an animal, slams the large rock into the side of its
head.

The big pig’s eyes roll up and a
vaguely comatose look spreads across its face. Harry looks as his
life gauge and it appears in his view. He is down to half after
only being gored by the pig for a few seconds. His whole body
stings with pain and he wonders if this is anything like the real
thing. It certainly hurts enough to be.

Something hurtles up from behind him
and slams into his back. His life gauge slips down even more
quickly and he is left with just a quarter as he spins around,
trying to see who attacked him and finding himself face-to-face
with another big pig, who manages to knock the rock from Harry’s
hands on its second charge.

The beast lurches forward again and
Harry tries to throw a rather unskilled punch at its head. The pig
takes it on the snout and then bellows loudly as it begins swiping
its head viciously left to right. Harry skips back and sees a large
piece of wood sticking out from beside a tree. He grabs it up and
starts poking at the pig. The beast manages to catch it with one of
its tusks and gets close enough to rip it away, while delivering
some damage to Harry as his remaining life becomes the faintest
flicker of light. He is without a weapon and there is no chance of
facing this thing hand to hand.

Choosing the safest option, he runs
around one of the trees and the pig follows him. They do this
running dance of death with each other for quite some time until
Harry is breathing hard and running from tree to tree to stay
alive.

There is a small rock at the base of
one of the trees he passes by. He reaches as he runs and grabs some
soil. Harry spins and throws the soil at the oncoming pig, doing no
damage to the beast, but blinding it momentarily.

He sprints to the rock and grabs it
up. It has one sharp end and he slams that down into the pig’s head
as it rushes after him. The creature hits the ground hard and ends
up lying flat on its stomach. Harry brings the rock up and down a
few times just to make sure that it's completely out of the game
and then sits beside it, trying to catch his breath as his chest
burns with the effort of engaging in combat.

A small message appears in front of
him. It tells him that he has gained the pig meat needed for the
quest as well as various other things that he honestly can’t see
any use for. There’s a little bit of coin included and a tiny
amount of experience points, which is what allows him to gain
levels in the game. He smiles happily, until he realizes that to
reach the next level, he only needs another 400 experience points,
the equivalent of killing thirty or forty of these pigs at this
rate.

He checks his inventory and counts the
pig flesh. There is just enough to complete the quest that the
farmer has sent him on.

“Thank goodness,” he
mumbles, collapsing to his hands and knees in thanks to whoever is
watching over him from the great game world in the sky.

Clapping his hands together in
excitement at the thought of completing his first real quest and
maybe getting some real money, he gets up and slowly walks back
towards the farm. If he can get enough of a gold bonus from the
company when he leaves this testing nightmare then he might just
make it when he has to face up to what is waiting outside in 3 real
world days time.

When he gets to the farm, he finds the
farmer standing outside of his house, looking inward with a rather
angry expression on his face.

This can’t be good, he thinks to
himself approaching the NPC and the house with care.

He stops beside the NPC and follows
his gaze into the small house. Inside is a player sitting at the
farmer’s kitchen table eating a large ham sandwich. She is tall,
slim and wearing some form of greenish camo top with a rag of the
same color that seems to be a makeshift short skirt that comes down
to just above her knees. The whole green color scheme even reaches
her boots, which are made of a strange cloth like material that
probably doesn’t exist in the real world or is based on something
very old and long out of production. Next to her is a long wooden
bow with a black cord grip and a
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