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Chapter one







Kenny Flies to Kansas


Kenny strongly believed that everything would eventually be okay. This belief remained with him, even when his dad stopped living with them at the apartment in New York City, and he and his mom had to leave. 
Doubt started to creep in, however, when he got detention at school, only because he’d stood up to Winston Turner, that bully. He’d thought it was no big deal, but when his mom heard, she had been so upset that she used his full name. 
Hearing “Kenneth” felt as jarring as stepping on a toy in the dark. His mom only used “Kenneth” when she was upset. He was pretty sure his real name was Kenny; Kenny didn’t feel like a “Kenneth.” That sounded like some fancy-pants designer’s name, not a name for an eleven-year-old kid. He was Kenny. Always had been. So why had he suddenly become “Kenneth?” The moment his mom had used that name, worry welled up inside him, like something really important had been broken.
His almost-unwavering optimism had finally faltered when they headed to JFK Airport, destined for Wichita, the largest city close to their new home in Kansas. Kenny had been sure that his dad would be there to see them off. He imagined his father somewhere in the bustling crowd by the security checkpoint, just too far away for Kenny to spot. His dad would be clutching a vibrant bouquet for Mom and a shiny, new toy helicopter for him. But when they arrived, no Dad. Not at security, nowhere in sight.
Mom tried to hustle him through the terminal, fretting about missing their flight. But Kenny resisted. Surely they could wait a little longer. His dad had to be on hs way. Why wouldn’t he come? Because Kenny didn’t get the best grades this year, or win any sports trophies? Did that make him unworthy of a goodbye?
At first, Mom had tried to be nice. Then she got irritated. Finally, she just looked sad. That was when Kenny realized: things weren’t going back to the way they were. After Dad left, Mom’s laughter had faded. She used to have the best kind of laugh—the kind that lit up her eyes and made everyone else smile. And then one day, Dad was just gone. 
Mom seemed especially down lately, likely because of losing her job. She’d managed to find another one, but it was back in her hometown, in Kansas, where she and Kenny’s father had grown up. That was why they were moving.
“Everything will be all right, Kenny,” Mom had reassured him when she’d told him the news. But her tear-streaked face had betrayed her—she was trying to convince herself as much as him.
She’d urged him to pack lightly. One suitcase for her, one for him. His computer, video games, toy cars, and the highly-detailed train set—all left behind. Only their elderly cat, Whiskers, came along with them. Whiskers had been a part of the family even before Kenny was born. Mom had gotten him as a kitten, long before she’d met Dad.
On the flight to Wichita, Kenny thought about Whiskers, who was probably snoozing under Mom’s seat in his carrier. That cat could sleep like a champion, especially recently.
A flight attendant reminded everyone to fasten their seatbelts. As the plane taxied down the runway for takeoff, Kenny stared out the window, half-hoping to see his dad in hot pursuit, like in some action movie. But there was no sign of his father.
Life used to be straightforward, full of laughter and games. But things had shifted over the last little while, gotten a little quieter, a bit gloomier. Kenny wished he could rewind and relive those joyous moments with his mom. The memories of his dad joining in the fun only added to his sadness. 
As the plane roared into the sky, leaving New York City’s iconic skyline behind, the heaviness of his memories lulled Kenny into a deep slumber.
When he woke, they were already on the ground in Wichita. Together with Whiskers, they disembarked and headed toward the modest airport terminal. They still had a long drive ahead to reach their new home in the small town of Stonewood, Kansas, a place filled with childhood memories for both of Kenny’s parents. Waiting at the airport to welcome them was Aunt Olivia—a small, lively woman who had been Mom’s best friend since their school days.
After pulling Mom into a warm hug, she turned to Kenny, peppering his cheeks with lipstick-stained kisses. “Oh, bless your heart,” she fussed, patting his head with a little too much gusto. Kenny fought the urge to roll his eyes; he was practically as tall as Aunt Olivia, after all. She didn’t need to treat him like a little kid.
As they headed for the exit, they met Aunt Olivia’s husband. The strapping man swiftly stashed their luggage in the trunk of his car before turning to extend a hand to Kenny. “I’m Gene,” he greeted Kenny with a broad grin, “but you can call me Uncle Gene.”
Being the courteous kid he was, Kenny replied, “Nice to meet you, Uncle Gene.”
Just then, from his carrier, Whiskers let out a gentle “meow,” which drew everyone’s attention.
“And who is this little fella?” Uncle Gene asked, bending down to take a closer look at the carrier.
“That’s Whiskers,” Kenny replied, pride in his voice.
Uncle Gene laughed. “Well, hello there, Mr. Whiskers.”
The drive from the airport started out as an ordinary one. Mom and Aunt Olivia were deep into one of their nostalgic conversations, Uncle Gene drove with quiet focus, and Whiskers, predictably, dozed off. But things took a turn when Uncle Gene rolled down the windows. As Kenny looked out, he was met with the breathtaking expanse of the prairie. The land spread out as far as the eye could see, merging with the sky at the distant horizon. The wind tousled his hair, puffed at his cheeks, and filled him with an exhilarating sense of infinite possibility.
As they neared Stonewood, the landscape began to bristle with houses. Uncle Gene slowed the car, and the forceful gusts of the prairie wind turned into a quieter, gentler breeze. Kenny looked around. The town they’d moved to was just a tiny speck on the map compared to the mammoth sprawl of New York City. “Is this really a town? Looks more like a village to me,” Kenny mused, surveying the older single-story houses lining the streets. “I bet they don’t even have a movie theater here!”
Uncle Gene navigated through the narrow streets, honking in a friendly manner at pedestrians and waving to a familiar person riding a bicycle. Soon enough, they pulled into the courtyard of a five-story apartment building. The structure seemed older, but had a warm, welcoming aura. From a gazebo nearby, two boys and a girl around Kenny’s age watched curiously as Uncle Gene unloaded the suitcases from the car.
“Your apartment is ready,” Aunt Olivia informed Mom, handing her a set of keys. “It’s been vacant for a while.”
“Would you like to come in?” Mom invited.
“We’d love to, dear, but we have to get back to work,” replied Aunt Olivia. “Gene will help bring in the suitcases, and then we have to head out. We just slipped away to welcome you.” Her gaze rested on Kenny as she added, “There’s a school nearby. Kenny won’t have to cross any busy roads to get there.”
With Whiskers’ carrier in hand, Kenny followed Mom and Uncle Gene upstairs to an apartment door labeled 209. Uncle Gene dropped the suitcases and turned to them. “Take care, all right? Especially you, Whiskers. We’ve got some feisty stray cats and some feral dogs in the neighborhood; best to keep him inside. And, Kenny—stay alert, buddy.”
With a friendly nod and a warm smile, Uncle Gene left. After a few attempts, Mom managed to unlock the door.
They stepped into a dim hallway lined with vintage wallpaper. An old-fashioned landline telephone sat on a small table, reminding Kenny of something out of a classic movie. Mom let Whiskers out of his carrier, and he immediately ran off to explore. “Go ahead, Whiskers. Everything’s new, isn’t it?” Mom said, her voice tinged with sadness.
Following Whiskers, Kenny got a quick look at a small but cozy kitchen and a compact bathroom. The worn wallpaper and outdated furniture were embarassing. “How am I ever going to invite friends over? They’ll just make fun of this place.” He sighed, thinking of his buddies back home, and what they’d say if they saw him now.
As he worried whether he would even have his own space, he spotted two more doors off the living room, easing his concerns. But before he could explore further, something else caught his eye. Next to an old TV set was a state-of-the-art gaming console, one far superior to the one he’d had to leave behind in New York.
Rushing over, he touched the console in disbelief. Maybe this new place wouldn’t be so bad after all.




Chapter two







Kenny Meets Gavin


Kenny stared intently at the console, his eyes wide with surprise. It felt almost unreal, as if it would disappear the moment he looked away. “Where did this come from?” he exclaimed. 
“Remember your Christmas letter to Santa last year?” Mom teased, a twinkle in her eye. “Guess he came through, just in time.”
“But why did Santa deliver it here? How’d he know?” Kenny asked, his brow furrowing in doubt. “Mom, did you have something to do with this?”
His mom chuckled, dismissing his question with a playful wave. “We’ll set it up later. For now, how about some fresh air? I noticed a few kids outside. It could be fun to introduce yourself. Once I’m done here, we can grab something to eat.”
A grumble from his stomach seconded that idea, and he responded, “Sounds good, Mom. Just remember to feed Whiskers, okay?”
Reaching into his backpack, his mom pulled out a bag of Nacho Cheese Doritos and a Gatorade.
“These should keep you going for a while,” she replied with a smile. “And by tomorrow, we’ll be all set up with the internet.”
Kenny took the Doritos bag carefully, as if it were something precious. His mom gently nudged him toward the door and down the stairs. Soon, he found himself outside, enjoying the familiar taste of the nachos in this unfamiliar place. A thought crossed his mind: maybe Mom and Aunt Olivia had planned the console surprise to make their move easier on him.
Stepping into the twilight, Kenny hesitated by the front steps, letting his gaze drift toward the gazebo where three kids seemed engrossed in their own world.
One boy looked like a gingerbread cookie—short and round with a wild head of hair that reminded Kenny of a firework explosion. Next to him stood a lanky kid, his clothes hanging loosely on him, making him seem even taller. The girl was sitting down, but what struck Kenny most about her were her sharp green eyes, a vivid contrast to her coal-black hair—just like the crows back in New York.
Swallowing his nerves, Kenny approached them. “Hey there. I’m Kenny. What about you guys?”
The trio exchanged glances, the girl suppressing a giggle. Finally, the round-faced boy cleared his throat, putting on a pompous voice. “What’s your deal, Kenny-boy?”
“Just moved here,” Kenny said, trying to sound casual. “From New York. Mom got a job here.”
“New York City? Big deal.” The tall boy whistled, elbowing the girl. “Hear that, Aurora?”
She just raised an eyebrow. “Is that supposed to impress us, city boy?”
Kenny’s face heated. “Want some nachos?” he offered, trying to ease the tension.
She smirked. “Thanks, but no. And don’t think snacks will make us instant friends. Come on, Roberto.” With that, she stood, revealing her height—she was quite tall.
Roberto—the lanky boy—hesitated, casting a longing glance at Kenny’s Doritos before following Aurora. Once they were gone, the round-faced kid shamelessly dug into the bag, munching away.
“Don’t mind Aurora. She’s all right, just a bit dramatic,” he said between mouthfuls. “Roberto just goes along with her. He is her big bro, after all.”
Kenny watched him, a smile tugging at his lips. “So, who are you, Mr. Munch-a-lot?”
The boy chuckled. “Name’s Gavin. Pull up a chair, New Yorker.”
Kenny settled in next to Gavin, enjoying the comfort of newfound friendship.
As they munched on the chips and drank their Gatorade, Gavin started telling stories about the other people in town—himself, the lively girl named Aurora, lazy Roberto, and many others. He spoke in a hushed voice, as if he were sharing secret information. “You’ve got to be careful around here, you know. There are some older guys who don’t take kindly to newcomers, especially ones from big cities. Like Tyson.”
“Who?”
“Tyson. His real name’s Michael, but don’t ever call him that unless you fancy getting a black eye. He thinks he’s some kind of boxing champ just ‘cause he’s taken a few lessons.”
“So what do people call him around here?” Kenny probed. “Mikey?”
Gavin choked on his Gatorade, coughing hard. “No way! Not Mikey. That would be a disaster waiting to happen.” He paused, trying to catch his breath from the laughter. “Everyone calls him Tyson. It’s kinda his thing, you know, after that famous boxer. You’ll want to be on his good side. He’s repeated a grade, and trust me, he’s got a short fuse.”
Gavin then started dishing the gossip on their stern classroom teacher, Mrs. Stevenson. Kenny tried to listen, but his mind kept wandering back to Aurora and the captivating sparkle in her emerald eyes.
“… more Doritos?” Gavin’s voice pulled Kenny back from his daydream.
“Huh?”
“Got any extra Doritos at your place?” Gavin asked, rubbing his stomach. “Mom’s working late, and Grandma’s out of town. My kitchen’s a snack desert right now.”
“Probably,” Kenny replied. “Come on, let’s grab some.”
“Nah, you go. I’ll chill here,” Gavin responded, stretching lazily. “Too much movement, and I might starve.”
As Kenny bounded up the stairs in search of snacks, he nearly collided with his mom coming down.
“All done with the unpacking.” She beamed. “How about we hit the town for some dinner?”
“Did Whiskers get his dinner too?”
“Of course,” she replied, a twinkle in her eye. “That was the first thing I did.”
“Just grabbing some Doritos for Gavin,” Kenny explained.
When Mom found out who Gavin was, and why he was hanging around and waiting for nachos, she shook her head. “No Doritos for dinner. Let’s invite Gavin along. It’ll be a good chance to get to know him, and he can fill us in on the school. Who knows, you two might end up as classmates.”
Just like that, it was decided. Gavin suddenly perked up on hearing the invitation and was all in for dinner.
They found a diner just around the corner, one with that cozy, homey vibe to it, like the apartment had. While Kenny’s mom chose a crisp garden salad, both boys got juicy burgers with sides of crispy fries.
As they chatted, Kenny learned that Gavin lived with just his mom and grandma. As for his dad, however, Gavin didn’t have much to say.
“He’s a soldier,” Gavin shared, stabbing a fry with his fork. “Last I heard, he was in Afghanistan. It’s kinda risky, you know?”
“We get it,” said Mom, her voice gentle, and eyes softening. She gave Gavin’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “You dig in now.”
Night had fallen for real by the time they got home. After dinner, they’d swung by the grocery store for some essentials. Gavin made his way back to his home with a loaded backpack, saying that he should get back before his mom got worried—he didn’t even have a working phone to give her a heads-up. “I better head back before my mom starts freaking out,” he said anxiously, holding up his old flip phone. “This thing’s been acting up lately.”
Kenny couldn’t quite pinpoint when he’d drifted off to sleep. Whether it was cozily tucked into his bed or halfway through changing his clothes, he couldn’t tell.
In his dream, he was trekking through an eerie forest, Whiskers perched on his shoulder, and a gleaming sword in his hand. His destination was a mystery, but a creeping dread shadowed his steps.
Morning light greeted him when he opened his eyes.




Chapter three







Nothing Makes Sense


Kenny rubbed his eyes, trying to wake up. As he was stretching, his mom poked her head through the bedroom door. “Good morning, sunshine,” she greeted him with a soft smile. “I’m enrolling you in the local school today, and once that’s done, I’m heading to my new job.” 
Taking a deep breath, Kenny made his way to the bathroom. I’ve got to grow up quick, he thought, splashing water on his face and looking hard at his reflection in the bathroom mirror. I need to help out. It’ll be tough for Mom on her own.
Mom was in a rush, and she kissed Kenny on the forehead as he exited the bathroom. “There’s breakfast on the table, and your lunch is in the fridge. No school today, so you’ve got the day to yourself. Oh! The technician came by early this morning while you were asleep, so we’re all set up with the internet now. Go ahead and play some games, but remember not to be on the console for too long. And don’t forget your reading! I’ll be back late.”
She showed him how to work the landline and scribbled her new work number on a sticky note, placing it on the table next to the phone. And then she was out the door.
It was just Kenny and Whiskers now. Kenny munched on his sandwich, and Whiskers settled down beside him. But the moment Kenny was done and stepped into the living room, Whiskers nuzzled his leg and led the way to the TV console, looking regal with his tail held high. Then, with a swift leap, he landed next to the TV and let out a playful meow.
“Game time, huh?” Kenny chuckled. “All right, you win.”
It was their thing: whenever Kenny gamed, Whiskers was right there, watching intently, his silent presence always making Kenny a better player. Game controller in hand, Kenny switched on the TV. A distinctive logo illuminated the screen—a hammer and hatchet, crossed against a backdrop of leafy branches. There were no words, just the emblem.
The screen flashed with only one option:
New Game
“What’s going on?” Kenny mused aloud. “Why’s it on already? Could Aunt Olivia have played it already? Or maybe even Uncle Gene?” The thought of straight-laced Uncle Gene goofing off with a video game made Kenny snicker. But, no, it had probably been Mom, checking things out. Or… maybe Whiskers had a secret gamer life. Kenny remembered once asking Mom why Whiskers didn’t go to school like him. According to her, cats had all the smarts they needed without hitting the books.
He attempted to quit the game, hoping to see what other treasures the console held. But no dice; the exit button just wasn’t working. “What’s the deal?” Kenny sighed. “Did Santa—or, you know, Mom—bring me a dud system?”
Whiskers gave a pointed meow, almost as if to say, “Get on with it! It was just getting good when I paused!” 
Kenny trusted that feline intuition, so he relented. 
“Okay, game on!” He pressed ‘Start.’
For a split second, everything went pitch black. When the lights came back on in the apartment, the controller was gone, the TV had disappeared, and Whiskers was nowhere in sight. Floating letters shimmered before him:
Game World will be created in 04:59… 04:58… 04:57
Kenny’s heart raced. He shot up from his seat, and the letters dispersed like fog. This couldn’t be real, right? A wild look around confirmed that there was no TV, and worse, no Whiskers. What if he’d darted out an open window?
Kenny squinted out the window, expecting to see the sunlit gazebo and his familiar backyard. Instead, an eerie darkness stretched out as far as the eye could see. It felt like nighttime out there, yet the inside of the house was still awash with daylight.
“Hmm, I bet this is some kind of trick,” Kenny pondered, furrowing his brow. “Maybe someone painted the windows black as a joke.” But a nagging thought made him hesitate. Who could reach the second-floor window with paint? And shouldn’t the kids he’d met—Gavin, Aurora, and Roberto—be in school right now? Who would want to play such a strange joke?
“No, something’s fishy here,” he muttered with a wave of unease. “Is it…the end of the world? Did space invaders decide to throw Earth into eternal night?” He shook the silly thoughts out of his head. Monsters outside his window? Ridiculous!
But as the thought settled, a thrill of fear raced up his spine. What if there was something lurking out there?
He took a startled step back, nearly tripping over Whiskers, who meowed a timely warning. Kenny glanced at him, but the feline, ever the picture of composure, hopped onto the windowsill, licking his paw nonchalantly. If you ignored the odd view out there, everything inside was just as it should be.
Or was it? Kenny darted to the hallway, peeked into his mom’s bedroom, then his own. All looked exactly as it should. The kitchen held no surprises either; even the tiny crumbs from this morning’s sandwich were still scattered on the counter. “Should probably clean those up,” Kenny mused. “End of the world or not, no excuse to be messy.” But a pang of concern struck him. Where was his mother in all this?
His eyes landed on the antique red phone in the hallway, with its seriously old-fashioned rotary dial. He approached, lifting the receiver to his ear, but there was only silence. Weren’t there supposed to be dial tones? He remembered the faint buzz from just this morning when Mom was teaching him how to dial her office.
Maybe the answers lay outside. He could slip out and get a glimpse of what was happening, then come right back in. Right?
Hesitating at the front door, Kenny took a deep breath. It wasn’t fear holding him back, more his habit of thinking before diving headfirst into anything. If what he’d glimpsed through the window was real, had his home been whisked away to some alien planet? Or maybe he’d stumbled into a fairy tale, just like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz. Could the sun really just…vanish?
Shaking off the absurdity, Kenny cautiously opened the door, expecting to step onto the landing of the second floor. But instead, he was met with a suffocating darkness. Mustering his courage, he slowly extended his hand, anticipating the usual hallway wall or railing. Instead, a jarring chill bit his fingertips, like touching freezing marble.
He pulled his hand back immediately, noticing with alarm that his fingertips had turned a sooty black. An attempt to wipe the smudge off on his T-shirt was useless. Stranger still, he couldn’t feel anything at all from the darkened tips. The abyssal dark beyond the door seemed to ripple, as if reacting to his touch.
A rush of instinct told him to look for the first-aid kit, but this wasn’t a simple scrape. What could he possibly do? Soak his fingertips in antiseptic?
He hastily closed and locked the door, dread settling into him. The omnipresent darkness outside wasn’t just an absence of light; it had felt alive, almost sentient. A chilling question washed fear over him: was there no way back? Heart pounding, Kenny felt trapped. He was shielded within the walls of his new home, but a relentless, encroaching unknown surrounded him. The text he’d imagined seeing earlier now took on a haunting significance.
The instant Kenny’s thoughts crystallized, a change stirred the room. The air seemed to congeal before him, shaping into shimmering letters:
Game World has been created!
Enjoy your journey… and try to stay in one piece!
Whiskers let out a concerned “Meow-merow!” and nuzzled Kenny’s ankle.
“You took the words right out of my mouth, Whiskers,” Kenny replied, eyeing the hovering message. “This is just nuts!”




Chapter four







The Game Begins


What would any other kid in Kenny’s shoes do? Probably start playing right away. That would be the natural reaction—what else were games for? 
But Kenny didn’t rush. He had never heard of such realistic video games before. It would make sense if he’d put on a virtual reality headset, but he didn’t remember doing that, and it didn’t feel like he was wearing one.
To confirm, he felt his head. No headset! His fingertips, still as black as ever, felt nothing at all. Kenny tried not to dwell on that weird fact, but found it difficult to shake off the thought. What was supposed to be a fun game was turning out to be anything but fun. And something about it was dangerous, too.
“What does ‘try to stay alive’ mean?” He exclaimed loudly, looking at Whiskers. “What kind of game is this? What are the rules?”
The cat thoughtfully twitched his whiskers, which could mean either grumbling in agreement or reproaching him for cowardice, then silently walked back through the foyer into the living room again, disappearing behind the door. He’d probably jumped onto the couch and started snoozing. Traitor.
What should Kenny do? He definitely wasn’t going to play the game until he understood how to finish it. And speaking of that—how was the game even played? Kenny scratched the back of his head. He had noticed a while back that scratching his head there somehow made thinking easier. But it didn’t help now. In this game—or whatever it was—there were no joysticks, no gamepads, and it was utterly unclear how the controls worked. Heck, he didn’t even know what to do to start the level!
“Stop!” he hollered, hoping that a voice command would work, if nothing else. “Quit! Exit!”
Seeing the air before him thicken again, Kenny felt a surge of relief and shouted, “Exit! Exit! Exit!”
The text that appeared in the air quickly dashed his hopes.
Kenny! Remember, to bookmark your journey and to return to your world, you’ll need a Save Point.
“Well, that’s something,” he muttered. “At least now I know how to leave. I just need to figure out where to find this ‘Save Point’.”
He scoured the apartment, ransacking all the closets and spilling their contents onto the floor, examining shelves, and looking under the bed and sofa, but he found nothing resembling a Save Point at all. After scratching his head again, an idea came to him. This time, he commanded, “Create Save Point!”
Nothing happened, other than a hint that popped up:
Kenny, your character must find a Save Point location in order to create one.
That threw him for a loop. But then, after thinking about it for a moment, Kenny remembered that in some video games, you could only save your progress at certain spots on the map. It seemed his home didn’t count.
In that case, there was nothing left to do but… Wait! The text had said the “Game World has been created.” That meant…
Kenny rushed to the front door and cracked it open. The darkness had disappeared; it was light outside. There was now a forest around his house instead of the second floor landing of the apartment building, and the forest was somehow different than any he’d seen before.
It was probably dangerous to venture out unarmed. Closing the door again, Kenny went to the kitchen, found his mom’s kitchen knife, grabbed a frying pan with his other hand, and peered into the living room.
“Whiskers!” he shouted. “Let’s go for a walk!”
“Meow-meow,” the cat sleepily mewed, which meant, “I don’t want to.”
“As you wish.” Kenny shrugged and headed for the front door. As he swung it open, he noticed it had changed, too. The plain apartment door now bore a striking resemblance to a chessboard, adorned with alternating squares of light and dark brown, a detail he only noticed when he was up close.
Kenny pushed the door, but it didn’t fully open. The forest was closer than he’d thought, and when he opened the door it bumped into a thick tree trunk. Its bark seemed to be tiled with brown squares too, alternating light and dark like the door. It wasn’t a real tree, in other words, but some kind of strange, fake thing.
The other trees in the forest looked normal from a distance, except for the purple leaves and trunks, twisted by the wind into unimaginable angles. One even resembled a spring. Kenny held onto the door and looked around. 
There were the same strange trees everywhere, large and small. If this was an earthly forest, it was certainly not one in the States. Kenny had never heard of trees with purple leaves and angular trunks like those. 
The ground beneath his sneakers was weird as well, like it was a texture plucked straight out of an ancient computer game. There weren’t any blades of grass, no fallen branches, or piles of last year’s leaves. The ground was as smooth as a freshly ironed shirt, but covered in squares. These tiles weren’t a woody brown like the tree or the door, they were a murky green. The ground looked just like the floor at the doctor’s office back home in New York where Mom took Kenny when he had a sore throat. Those memories weren’t good ones. The clinic always seemed to have a cranky lady doctor who’d frown and peer into his mouth, prodding his tongue with a wickedly cold wooden stick. Yikes!
Apart from the weird trees and flat ground there was some kind of greenery as well, but it was sprouting up in an unnaturally straight line, like rows of corn on the farms they’d passed yesterday. The evenly-spaced stalks came up to Kenny’s knees, and each one was topped with a neat triangular leaf.
Suddenly, something fuzzy brushed against his leg. Kenny jumped and looked down—it was Whiskers.
“Aw, geez, Whiskers, you nearly scared the pants off me, you furry critter!” Kenny scolded, relief flooding him. “I thought you wanted to nap?”
The cat sashayed past him, tail sticking up like a flagpole, looking as dignified as a king. He took a moment to sniff the air, then sat and let out a very serious, “Meow-meow-meow, meow? Meow-meow?”
The thing was, Kenny heard nothing but meows, but they somehow made sense. He shook his head. Was he going crazy? Cats couldn’t talk. Yet, he could swear that Whiskers had just said, “We’ve sure landed ourselves in a pickle, haven’t we, young master? Where in the world are we?”
“I’m not sure, Whiskers,” Kenny replied, just to humor him.
“Meow-meow-meow, meow?” came the immediate reply. And again, it was as if Kenny knew that Whiskers was saying, “Shall we take a look around, then?”
Nodding, Kenny closed the door behind him. Text suddenly popped up in front of him:
Stepping out of the Shelter!
Caution, Kenny! The woods aren’t just full of trees—they’ve got their share of beasties too.
His knife and frying pan vanished from his hands, and the first set of text was replaced with an explanation:
Oops! Non-game items should stay in the Shelter, Kenny. Safety first!
The text disappeared. But wait, what about the dangers the first text had mentioned? Could it be talking about wild animals? No, it had to be something way creepier than that. This was a game world. Who knew what was lurking in the darkness? It could be scary monsters, spooky skeletons, or even extraterrestrial beings from outer space!
Regardless of the lurking dangers, it made no sense to hole up at home. There was no way out of the game there, and he’d end up stuck ‘til kingdom come. Or worse, ‘til he ran out of snacks!
Kenny imagined his mom returning to find him gone. A pang of fear gripped his heart. But even more important than that, he knew he couldn’t let her find out what he’d done. If she did, something terrible would happen. She’d get so worried about him, she might need saving herself. He had to return to the real world before she got back from work… if their home even still existed there.
To quit the game, he had to play it. But to do that, he needed to figure out where he was, and what he was supposed to do.
Kenny clenched his fists and walked along the apartment wall. Weirdly enough, despite the fact that they lived on the second floor of a five-story building, only their apartment had ended up in the forest. From the outside, it now looked like a small, square bungalow with a slanted roof. The walls were made of white bricks, each one looking perfectly even, as if it had been sanded down. Kenny counted just three windows—one on each side, except for the side where the door was.
He and Whiskers circled the bungalow and returned to the door. A description popped up above it when they got back:
Kenny’s Shelter
“Should we move on?” Whiskers mewed.
The cat was speaking a language Kenny could understand… or, was he? No, he was still meowing as he’d always done before, but Kenny had somehow learned to understand it. Doubt popped up in his mind for a moment—was this actually his cat? The real Whiskers would have preferred to nap on the sofa instead of suggesting they keep going. Could it be that his Whiskers had stayed in the real world, while the game created some kind of duplicate here? A magical Whiskers who could scare off all the wolves and wasn’t afraid to swim! That would be amazing!
Kenny shook his head. No, he wouldn’t doubt the cat. Right now, Whiskers was his only friend. Besides, Whiskers was a part of the family. They’d known each other since birth; he knew every spot on Whiskers, even the one on his chin. He could even tell you exactly how many stripes were on his tail.
“No,” Kenny said, “first we need to see what’s nearby. I don’t like this forest. It’s kind of gloomy.”
“Meow,” Whiskers agreed.
Looking up, Kenny tried to figure out the color of the sky in the game world and where the ghostly, shimmering blue light was coming from. But tree branches intertwined overhead, so high up that the tops were invisible. It was as if the canopy formed a forest roof through which he couldn’t see anything.
With every step, something crackled underfoot, as if he were trudging through frostbitten snow, but there was nothing under his feet to crack. Apparently, that was the game’s sound effect for his steps. No birds sang, no wolves howled, no crickets chirped. Only his steps mde noise—crack-crack, crack-crack. And then, off to the side…
Crunch!
Kenny spun around mid-jump and let out a relieved laugh. When Whiskers walked, he also made a crunching sound, and he was very unhappy about it.
“What’s this nonsense?” he mewed so pitifully that Kenny could have entered him into a cat show and won a gold medal out of sympathy.
They circled the house twice, straying further each time, but they didn’t find anything interesting.
Although… Kenny squatted down and spotted a stick, about a yard and a half long, just a step away. It wasn’t a branch, or the trunk of a young tree, but something not natural—like someone had ripped off a table leg and thrown it there for him to find.
Kenny picked it up, and a description appeared over the stick:
Wooden Stick
Type: Crafting Material/Weapon
Damage: 2
“Is it a wand? Is it a sword? It’s…a stick! But it’s YOUR stick!”
This humble piece of timber may not seem like much, but in the right hands, it’s the beginning of something big. Whether you’re fending off pesky creatures or crafting your first tool, the Wooden Stick is a true testament to the saying, “from small beginnings come great things.” Ready to get started on your adventure?




Chapter five







Kenny Becomes a Lumberjack


When Kenny played games on his smartphone, they usually gave him lots of tips. For instance, if he found a stick like this, the instructions would tell him how to use it and how to make it better. They might even suggest tying a stone to the stick to make a more powerful club. And then the power rating of the club might show him how many hits he needed to make to defeat a monster. 
But here… Here, nothing was clear. He just knew that since he had the stick, it meant he was going to have to fight. The stick’s power rating had to be used on someone, right?
Kenny swung his stick around, went back to his tiny house, and smacked the tree that was blocking his door.
You have inflicted 2 Damage on the Tree. Tree’s current durability: 98/100.
That was interesting. It seemed he could chop down a tree… With a stick. Very realistic! With a snort, Kenny struck the tree again to see if his guess was right.
He hit the tree fifty times in total. Each hit did two points of Damage. With the last blow, the tree vanished. Kenny rubbed his eyes. What had just happened? One moment the tree was there, and then—poof!—it was gone.
Whiskers was just as surprised. He meowed in disbelief.
You have gathered Log (x1). 
He’d chopped down a whole tree and got a Log. Just one. What was he supposed to do with it? And where had it gone? As soon as he thought about it, a clear chest appeared before his eyes. An explanation hovered over it:
Kenny’s Inventory
Kenny reached for the lid, but the chest opened itself. A single, tiny replica of the Log lay inside.
Log
Type: Crafting Material
“More than timber, it’s the canvas of creation! What wonders will you craft today?”
From the heart of the forest comes the humble Log, waiting to be transformed. Will it be the framework of a shelter, the handle of a legendary weapon, or perhaps fuel for a roaring bonfire? Every adventure starts with a single Log.
What story will yours tell?
Kenny picked up the Log and turned it over in his hands. Then he groaned in disappointment. The Log was much smaller than the tree he had cut down. It was also very light. In real life, a log this size would be too heavy for him to carry.
Then something weird happened. He felt as if a shower of light was washing over him. When he looked at his hands, Kenny saw they were glowing.
A second later, the light faded. A trumpet sounded, and a message popped up:
Lumberjack Skill - 1st Rank Mastered!
Type: Resource Gathering
Swing that ax, Kenny!
Imagine the first people who gazed upon giant trees and thought, “I can use that!” Now, that spirit’s in you. Chop down trees, get that wood, and start crafting—from basic tools to majestic wooden palaces. Dreaming of a treehouse or a log cabin? The woods are calling!
Lumberjack Skill Points: 1/10
Chance for a One-Swing Tree Chop: 0.1%
Keep on chopping! More wood, more wonders.
Bonus: Earned +1 Experience Point. You’re at Level 0. Just 9 XP to Level Up!
Now this is interesting! thought Kenny. It seemed he was actually inside a game, likely a role-playing one. That was the kind of game that had experience points, levels, and skills.
The message stayed on the screen, letting him read every line.
Kenny read the message twice. He needed nine more Experience Points to get to level up, but where could he learn nine more skills? What else could he do besides chopping trees?
Looking around the forest, he spotted a lone stalk a couple of meters away, one of the plants with a triangular leaf on top. That could be another opportunity to gain a skill. Jumping forward, Kenny grabbed it and pulled, hoping that by uprooting the plant, he might acquire another skill… 
…but he was disappointed.
Want that One-Leaf Stalk? Whip out your Herbalist’s Knife!
“Thanks!” Kenny shouted at the sky, where he suspected invisible admins must be monitoring his game. “Where am I going to find an Herbalist’s Knife? Take your stalk and get lost!” He spat on the ground.
Whiskers stopped grooming himself and meowed, and Kenny understood him perfectly: “It’s not polite to spit.”
“But how can I not spit when nothing makes sense?” Kenny growled, kicking the trunk of a short tree. “What am I supposed to do? Look for an Herbalist’s Knife in the house? Or should I make it myself?”
“The main thing is to tay alive, not to die,” Whiskers replied. “Otherwise, the game ends. What’s so hard to understand?”
“What if I don’t want to stay alive?” Kenny asked. “Ugh, I didn’t mean that. I mean, what if I don’t want to play this game? I want to go home!”
“Aren’t we near home?” Whiskers seemed surprised, pointing a paw toward the Shelter. “We can return, and we’ll be at home.”
“At home,” Kenny agreed, then yelled, “But that home is not at our house, it’s somewhere weird and unknown! And I don’t even want to know where this place is!”
“So what do you want? You wanted to play a game, didn’t you?” Whiskers continued to question him.
“Yes!” Kenny stomped angrily. “At home, on the couch, on the console!”
“Well, you’re almost at home now. Let’s go back. Sit on the couch and play sitting down, if you can’t do it otherwise.”
“I don’t want to play like this! Why are you messing with me, Whiskers?”
“‘Don’t want to’—how do you know that when you yourself don’t know what you want?” Whiskers meowed, sounding offended, and began to lick his paw—the right one, his favorite. “You just keep arguing with yourself, I’m going to lie down at home.” He turned his back to Kenny with his tail held high.
“So go, then!” Kenny shouted. “All you want to do is laze around! Mom was right when she said you’re a useless animal!”
Whiskers seemed not to hear. He leapt toward the Shelter and only his tail flickered, the one Kenny knew all the stripes on. And Kenny was left alone. Anger ate at him; he paced back and forth, and kicked a flat stone the size of his palm that happened to be lying in his way. A text block appeared above it, but Kenny didn’t get the chance to read it before it vanished. Text only appeared above useful things, which meant he had to pick up the stone and examine it.
It hadn’t flown far. As soon as he touched it, the text returned:
Ordinary Stone
Type: Crafting Material/Weapon
Damage: 1
“It’s round, it’s solid, and it’s ordinary. But toss it, craft with it, or give it to someone as a pet.”
Underestimating this little rock? Think again! Every great fortress, monument, or slingshot started with an Ordinary Stone. While it may not be the star of the show, it sure knows how to play a supporting role. So, whether you’re building, battling, or just skipping it across a pond, it’s got your back!
Kenny eyed the stone thoughtfully. It wasn’t just a simple stone; in his hands, it could transform into a useful tool. With a quick twist, he slid it into his Inventory, opting to clutch the stick closely in his hand instead. This forest was unpredictable, and he didn’t want to be caught off guard.
The forest, which had initially felt ominous and unwelcoming, now beckoned him to explore its depths. It reminded Kenny of those long summer days when he’d gone mushroom hunting with his dad in the Catskills. The excitement of spotting one mushroom would fuel the hunt for more, even when their basket overflowed.
Using the stick he carried, Kenny began carving arrows into the soft forest floor. These markings would serve as his breadcrumb trail, guiding him back to the house and ensuring he wouldn’t lose his way. Initially, every rustle sent shivers down his spine, making him stop and scan his surroundings for potential threats. But as time wore on, his nervousness waned. By the time he spotted the distinctive cap of a mushroom ahead, any remnants of fear had vanished. The thrill of discovery had taken over, just like those long summer days.
Energizing Mushroom
Type: Consumable
Effect: +25% speed for 10 seconds
“Who needs coffee? Pop this in your mouth, and you’ll be zipping around faster than a squirrel on a sugar rush!”
Forget energy drinks! This tiny fungi packs a punch. Packed with mystical energy, this little guy is the ultimate pick-me-up for any adventurer on the go. Gobble it down and you’ll find yourself turbo-charged, ready to tackle any challenge.
Just remember to chew—no one likes mushroom indigestion!
The mushroom looked pretty normal, with its stout white stem and a light yellow, velvety cap. Kenny had found similar ones with his mom and dad in Central Park.
Kenny stared at the mushroom for a few seconds. How did it energize? Would it cheer him on? Pat him on the back? Nod sympathetically? After waiting a little to see what would happen, he smacked his forehead—it was a mushroom! He’d need to eat it to get the effect. But he wouldn’t be able to pick it. The game would probably ask for an Herbalist’s Knife again… 
In the end, while he was worrying, he reached for the Energizing Mushroom anyway, grabbed it, and pulled it toward him. The little mushroom came up easily.
“Aha!” Kenny realized. “Apparently, not all plants need an Herbalist’s Knife!” Rightly so, because a mushroom wasn’t a plant. They had started biology in science last year and Kenny had learned from the teacher that mushrooms had characteristics of both plants and animals. And if a mushroom went bad, it smelled like a carcass, not like a rotten tomato. He’d been super surprised to learn that at the time, and now he was happy that he’d remembered.
Kenny wondered if he should eat the mushroom to move faster. He was very interested in finding out what would happen. Fast-forwarding videos always made the people in them rush around, with their voices all chirpy; he pictured himself doing that and laughed.
No, better to save the little mushroom. He might need to run away from someone. Or chase someone.
The Energizing Mushroom went into his Inventory. And a minute later, Kenny stepped into a sunlit glade. In the middle of it was a rotten stump that looked like a forest sprite, and above it was a sign:
The Save Point is currently inactive.
Not believing his luck, Kenny thought about how to activate it. Maybe he needed to touch the stump? He did just that and a text appeared in front of him:
Kenny, would you like to create an active Save Point at the Sunny Glade?
He was so happy that he nearly hugged the rotten stump, and he shouted, “Yes! Create!”
Hold tight! Save Point getting ready in 20… 19… 18…
Excited about the possibility of soon returning to the real world, Kenny shouted the remaining time along with the countdown: “Seventeen! Sixteen!”
When the countdown reached “fifteen,” the stump shook as if it had come to life, and bits of rot started flying off.
“What in the world?” Kenny backed away, brandishing his stick in front of him. 
A menacing screech echoed from beneath the stump. The stump toppled over, revealing a massive bug-like head with horrific jaws that looked like two curved, serrated knives. The monster’s head resembled a hybrid of a colossal cockroach and a porcupine.
Above that ugly head, a title appeared:
Predatory Roachyx
Kenny didn’t continue reading; the word “predatory” was enough. He ran as fast as he could. He glanced over his shoulder mid-run, tripped over a branch, and noticed from the corner of his eye that the Save Point activation timer had dropped to eleven seconds. Could he last those few seconds against the monster?
Turning around, Kenny saw the Predatory Roachyx, propped up on dirt-covered, spiky legs, slowly emerging from underground. It was definitely larger than a motorcycle, maybe even a car. It could easily bite off his head! And then, Kenny would die. But would it be a game death, which would send him back to his world, or a real one? He didn’t want to test that out.
Kenny jumped to his feet and dashed toward the Shelter, sure that the giant roach would tear him apart faster than the Save Point could form.




Chapter six







Kenny Remembers the Stone Age


In his rush to flee from the Predatory Roachyx, Kenny forgot both the mushroom that could speed him up and the arrow trail that he’d left for himself on the ground. He only got distracted from running when a text flashed up in front of him: 
Save Point activation interrupted!
“First things first,” he remembered his mom sometimes saying. Forget the activation; he could always restart it later.
He ran as fast as he could, but the gigantic roach was catching up, the chattering noise it made getting louder and closer. Finally, Kenny spotted the little house. He darted through the slightly ajar door and slammed it shut. At that very moment, the roach crashed into the wall, and the house shook so much that dishes rattled in the kitchen.
If the monster breaks the door or the wall… Kenny growled at his powerlessness, but when he peered out the window, he saw the Predatory Roachyx wasn’t trying to break the door down. It was running around the hut instead.
Whiskers had said that if he died in the game, it would be over. But death could be real! The roach would really bite his head off! No way. He’d rather wait for it to leave and then try to create a Save Point in that clearing again.
Kenny propped his stick against the door, looking at his trembling hands. He wanted to leave the game and forget all about it. 
Whiskers ran out of the bedroom and began rubbing against his legs, meowing furiously. “I was so worried I nearly ate my own tail!”
Kenny petted him and considered the thought that he always dreamed of having a talking cat. Because friends could betray you—heck, even his own dad had betrayed him! But Whiskers would never do anything like that. Whiskers was the best friend in the world. And now he was even a talking one.
“What should we do now?” Kenny whispered. “I don’t feel like dying in the game. It’s scary, honestly. It would probably hurt, and I’m even afraid of getting shots.”
“Then accept the rules and play,” the cat said. He bumped his forehead against Kenny’s leg, sat down, and looked him straight in the eyes. “You found the Save Point, right?”
“I did find it, but I was almost eaten.” Kenny sighed. “Did you see the monster chasing me? A Predatory Roachyx! If you ever had a dream about anything like it, you’d wet your pants in fear! And it doesn’t seem to want to leave. Can’t you hear it running around out there?”
Whiskers cocked his ear, froze for a moment, and replied, “It’ll leave when it gets hungry. Or not. Instead of sitting and sulking, use your time wisely. Think of a plan.”
Whiskers yawned and slowly headed toward the bedroom, raising his tail as he went. On his way, he dug his claws into the cracked floorboards, pawing at them as if he was using them as a scratching post. Just a minute ago, he had been speaking like a wise sage, and now he was just a regular cat again… 
Wait a minute! Kenny’s gaze was caught by a slightly raised floorboard that stood out from the rest.
Kenny’s Shelter Old Wooden Floor
Type: Base Building Material
“It looks a bit rough around the edges, but slap on a rug, and voilà! Instant cozy!”
Sure, it might creak a little and has seen better days, but this floor is all about potential. With a little love and some elbow grease, you can turn this seemingly humble base into the envy of all your virtual neighbors.
Remember, a strong foundation is the start to every grand adventure!
Of course it can be upgraded! This house is ancient! His sarcastic thoughts didn’t trigger any reaction from the game, but as soon as he started to genuinely consider how he might improve the floor, an explanation text popped up:
Ready to upgrade your Old Wooden Floor to Level 1?
Here’s what you’ll need: 10 Planks. So, start gathering!
Kenny sighed disappointedly. He didn’t have any Planks. It wasn’t like he wanted to improve the floor in the house very much, rather his gamer nature had kicked in—if something could be upgraded, it needed to be upgraded.
And in that moment, Kenny was surprised again by his lack of understanding. Yes, he needed Planks to improve the floor, but what were Planks made from? Right, from Logs. And he had a Log!
He pulled the loot out of his Inventory and leaned it against the wall. It wasn’t exactly a log, more like a small stick. And how was he supposed to get Planks from it?
The game immediately responded to his unspoken request:
An ax or a saw are required to produce Planks.
Kenny pondered for a moment. To make a saw, I’d probably need metal, like iron. But I don’t have any, he thought, a little disheartened. Then a spark of inspiration hit him. Wait; thousands of years ago, didn’t ancient people use stone tools? He looked down at the stone he’d picked up earlier. With this stone and a stick, maybe I can craft something useful, just like they did!
Kenny summoned the chest again and pulled out the Ordinary Stone. He turned it and the Wooden Stick over in his hands, wondering what he could make from them. He tried different ways to connect them but nothing worked. Kenny thought about it, then he tried imagining what a stone ax would look like. He thought of a sturdy handle that would not break even with the strongest blow. He thought of a sharpened stone, the sharp edge of which, when striking, would wedge into a block of wood and split it.
And it worked! The stone and stick connected with a glowing line. The game had obviously guessed the silhouette of the tool he wanted to make, and then the text appeared:
Would you like to craft a Stone Ax?
Only now Kenny realized what Whiskers had been hinting at when he’d told Kenny to start thinking more. Sitting down and complaining wouldn’t help him get anywhere—either in the game or in life. But if he could clearly picture what he wanted, everything would work out.
Kenny had not gotten used to the fact that it was enough to answer mentally, so he shouted out loud, “Yes, create a Stone Ax!”
At first, nothing special happened. Then his hands started to act on their own. They moved so quickly that it felt as though they’d been sped up five times normal. Kenny’s view of the work was partially blocked by a progress bar:
Crafting Stone Ax is in progress: 0%… 1%… 2%…
The progress bar quickly filled with color. The percentages in its center blurred: 6%… 9%… 12%…
Kenny watched how his right hand split the end of the stick. His left hand, holding the handle under his arm, easily broke the stone. One edge became sharp and wavy.
When the progress bar disappeared, another text block appeared:
You have crafted a Stone Ax (x1)
Weaponsmith Skill - 1st Rank Mastered!
Type: Crafting
Sharp moves, Kenny!
From the primitive stone tools of cavemen to legendary weapons of knights and kings, weapon crafting has been an art. And now you’re part of this tradition. Swords, bows, or even magic staves—you’re equipped to craft them all!
Weaponsmith Skill Points: 1/10
Chance to Forge a Rare Weapon: 1%
Create, craft, conquer!
Bonus: Earned +1 Experience Point. You’re at Level 0. Just 8 XP to Level Up!
“Hooray!” Kenny shouted, unable to contain his joy. He ran to Whiskers, lifted him, and whirled around the room.
“Good job!” Whiskers praised Kenny, then sternly added, “Now, let me go! You know we cats don’t like being carried around without our consent!”
“I know, I know,” grumbled Kenny, setting the cat back onto the couch. Kenny then rubbed his elbow where Whiskers had once dug his claws in during a trip to the bathroom. Whiskers never liked being held, let alone having a bath…
So, what had Kenny managed to create? He hadn’t seen the crafted tool yet, so he needed to open his Inventory. Kenny retrieved the ax, freshly crafted by his own hands, and studied it in awe:
Stone Ax
Type: Tool/Weapon
Damage: 4
“Chop trees or fend off creatures! And if you ever form a band, it can double as a guitar.”
Crafted with diligence and determination, the Stone Ax is the multitasker’s dream. Need to gather wood for your latest creation? It’s on it. Got an unwelcome creature lurking? Say no more. Whether you’re crafting, fighting, or strumming a sweet tune by the campfire, the Stone Ax is your go-to companion.
Kenny smiled. The stick had two Damage points; the stone had one. Adding them together made three, but the ax ended up with a full four Damage points! He wondered if that would be enough to take out a roach.
Hang on, though. The scary Roachyx, still running around the house and peeping in through the windows, could wait. Kenny didn’t want to put off upgrading his floor, which had been the whole point of this endeavor.
Kenny glanced at the Log, still leaning against the wall. Whiskers had climbed it and was now surveying the room like a mountain eagle.
“Get down!” Kenny ordered. “I might accidentally hit you; you know I’m not exactly a lumberjack. I tried to sharpen a pencil with a small penknife once and ended up cutting myself. And now I have an ax!”
The cat silently jumped down, but on his cunning face, Kenny saw something like approval.
So… how to chop wood? Kenny swung the little ax and struck. The Log didn’t even splinter, though it did fall over and nearly squash the cat. Whiskers snorted, meowed in displeasure, chastised Kenny with two unkind words and one kind but insulting one, and leapt onto the couch in two jumps.
Right. He needed to imagine what he wanted to get. Applying the ax to the fallen Log, Kenny visualized the Log as a stack of neatly arranged, smooth Planks.
Again, his hands got to work by themselves, and Kenny was left to watch as they skillfully split the Log, trimming it and smoothing the Planks with the sharp edge of the ax. In real life, even the most skilled carpenter couldn’t achieve such a result with a primitive stone ax, but here…
The process of transforming the Log into Planks took a couple of minutes, but Kenny wasn’t bored. It was always nice to create something yourself, even if it was through a game.
You have gathered Planks (x13).
You have gathered Log (x1). 
The Log was apparently leftovers. You couldn’t make a proper Plank from the stub that remained, but it might still be useful for something. Kenny’s attention returned to the floor. What if improving it unlocked a new skill? And that meant precious Experience Points!
Kenny remembered his old apartment and the brand-new hardwood floors. Imagining a similar floor here, he barely noticed when the upgrade process started.
Crafting progress: 0%… 1%… 2%…
Suddenly, not just his hands were moving, but his entire body. He started moving furniture, rolling up the rug, prying up the old floorboards. He swept away the garbage and dirt that had piled up underneath. Then, repurposing the old Planks and combining them with the new ones he’d made from the Log, he began laying the hardwood. All of it seemed to take hours, but a quick glance at the wall clock told him only forty minutes had passed. Everything happened faster than normal, just like in his phone games.
Once he’d finished, Kenny felt like he’d been running for a whole day and then been flattened by a steamroller. His muscles ached, his throat was dry, sweat stung his eyes, and his clothes were soaked. But it was all worth it when he saw the beautiful, newly-installed floor.
Great news! Kenny’s Shelter now boasts a Good Wooden Floor!
A mood boost! Your happiness increases by 5%.
Quicker steps! Your movement speed within the Shelter goes up by 5%.
And guess what? You can continue to upgrade this feature. Keep going and see how fantastic your Shelter can become!
Builder Skill - 1st Rank Mastered!
Type: Construction
Building dreams, aren’t ya, Kenny?
Think of the first human shelters—caves, tents, and huts—and how far we’ve come since then. Now it’s your turn. Craft a cozy cottage, a majestic castle, or even an underwater lair! The world is your sandbox.
Builder Skill Points: 1/10
Chance for Efficient Building: 1%
From foundation to flagpole, make it grand!
Bonus: Earned +1 Experience Point. You’re at Level 0. Just 7 XP to Level Up!
“Yes! Yes! Yes!”
Kenny’s shout woke Whiskers from his nap. The startled cat fluffed up like a ball and hissed, looking around. When he saw Kenny, he calmed down and jumped to the floor. Whiskers stretched, arched his back, rubbed his paw against the hardwood and purred.
“That’s more like it! I got a splinter from the old one! Good job, little master!”




Chapter seven







Kenny Starts to Understand the Importance of Math


“A splinter?” Kenny asked. At Kenny’s acknowledgement, Whiskers began complaining immediately. He was so colorful and verbose in his complaints that Kenny started to wonder about splinters himself. A splinter could be a real menace, after all; it could be annoying and painful, much more so than a bruised knee, and if it became infected, it could even be life-threatening. 
“Why are you talking about death?” Whiskers asked, making Kenny realize he had been thinking out loud.
“Oh, just a thought,” Kenny responded, “I have an idea.”
Kenny walked to the window and peered out. He pressed his face to the glass, searching for any sign of the Predatory Roachyx. In most games, attacking creatures give up after a while or despawn and go back to where they started, he thought. But this game feels different. It’s like they won’t stop until they get you… or until you take them down.
And that was exactly what Kenny was planning to do. The roach was large and clumsy, but he was small and nimble. He decided to become a metaphorical splinter to the Predatory Roachyx. He had a small ax; the main thing to focus on was avoiding the creature’s attacks. Kenny had a hunch that if the roach got hold of him, he’d instantly turn from a splinter into a tempting morsel.
The only question left was whether it was worth tangling with the creature. The Predatory Roachyx was Level 2, while Kenny was Level 0. It was possible his attacks wouldn’t penetrate the creature’s armor at all, or the damage he could do with the ax might be reduced due to the level difference.
Kenny peeked out the window again. His eyes focused on the roach, and a description popped up:
Predatory Roachyx, Level 2 Monster
Kenny thought it would be helpful to learn more, and a progress bar appeared. But this time, it wasn’t measuring time spent on crafting:
Researching: Predatory Roachyx, Level 2 Monster
Progress: 0%… 1%… 2%…
The roach continued to move, and the progress bar would stop and flicker each time Kenny lost sight of it. Thankfully, there were three windows in the house, and by darting from room to room, Kenny managed to finish the process.
Research Completed: Predatory Roachyx, Level 2 Monster
Hidden within lore and adventurers’ whispers, you’ve discovered the secrets of the ‘Predatory Roachyx.’
Health: 135HP
Damage: 2-6
Warning: Kenny! Do not underestimate this foe. Strategize and stay alert!
And then, a new skill appeared!
Tracker Skill - 1st Rank Mastered!
Type: Exploration, Observation & Research
Hey there, eagle eye! Way to go, Kenny!
Ever thought about those brave souls from yesteryear, venturing into unknown territories armed with just a compass and their intuition? Now you’ve tapped into their legacy. Use this skill to track animal trails, dig up secret treasures, and get the lowdown on monsters. Got questions about that spooky zombie or that tough-looking Slenderman? Put on your detective hat and get sleuthing to find their weak spots!
Tracker Skill Points: 1/10
Chance to Spot Secrets: 1%
Chance to Figure Out Monster Weaknesses: 2%
The world’s full of mysteries. Time to uncover them!
Bonus: Earned +1 Experience Point. You’re at Level 0. Just 6 XP to Level Up!
The message encouraged him, and the idea of finding a treasure was thrilling. Plus, he got an extra Experience Point for mastering the new skill. But despite the excitement, Kenny felt a bit discouraged. If the Predatory Roachyx had 135 HP, and his Stone Ax only did 4 points of Damage per hit, how many hits would he need? 33? 34? He’d be hacking at the roach for a while. It hardly mattered, as the roach was clearly stronger than he was. Even Whiskers seemed to understand the dire situation, judging by his look of pity.
That was when Kenny remembered the Energizing Mushroom in his Inventory. Holding the mushroom that claimed it could give him a big speed boost, Kenny paced back and forth in the hallway, thinking hard.
He usually walked at a speed of three miles per hour, a number he knew thanks to the fitness watch his mom had given him. But he wasn’t planning to simply walk through the forest with the roach roaming around, of course. He would be running. Very fast—as for as long as his breath lasted. He also knew his maximum speed, measured on the treadmill when he’d gone to the gym with his dad. He could run at a speed of about 7.5 miles per hour for two to three minutes.
So, if he ate the mushroom, his running speed would be approximately 9.3 miles per hour, for ten seconds. And the roach’s running speed? Judging by how Kenny had managed to escape from it, even though it hesitated, it could get up to no more than 6.2 miles per hour. Moreover, to circle the house, it needed…
Kenny peeked out of the window, counting. It needed seven seconds. The chances of outrunning it were high, but would he gain enough time to create a Save Point? That required twenty seconds.
He exhaled loudly, sat down, and pinched the bridge of his nose. They’d practiced this kind of problem in fifth grade and it had all seemed so silly then, because none of the kids had been able to imagine a situation where they’d need this kind of math.
Well, here it was. And he didn’t have a clue. He remembered those boring math classes where he’d doodled on the sides of his papers, thinking he’d never need any of that in the real world. The times he’d asked, ‘When am I ever going to use this?’ Yet now, here he was, in the middle of a game, needing those very calculations.
Okay. Treat it like homework. List out the givens: Kenny’s speed—9.3 mph. Predatory Roachyx’s speed—6.2 mph.
The distance from point A (Kenny’s Shelter) to point B (Sunny Glade) was… about 330 feet. How fast could Kenny cover that distance, and how much time would he have left before the monster caught up? Would it be enough to create a Save Point? Was it worth the risk?
What did he need to divide by what to find out? Probably distance over time. First, he had to convert mph to feet per second. How much was that? 5280 feet per hour? And how did he convert hours into minutes? Divide by sixty? Or multiply miles by the same number?
Kenny divided the distance by the speed and didn’t understand the answer he got. It was all nonsense. 
Mom always said, “Study, Kenny, study math, it’s the queen of all sciences!” Once he’d shown her the calculator on his phone, saying, “Here’s your queen, any kid can handle it!” Now he was mad at himself. He was definitely going to take math class more seriously in the future.
“There’s no exact data anyway,” Kenny reassured himself. “I’ll just take a short rest break and then run to the glade.” He was still tired and weak after upgrading the floor, and through the windows, he could see how quickly it was getting dark. Night had arrived.
“That’s a smart plan, little master,” Whiskers purred. “Rest is important in any endeavor!”
Kenny lay down on the bed and immediately fell asleep. The last thing he remembered was Whiskers jumping onto his chest, purring loudly. Despite being heavy as a brick, Whiskers was warm and soft like a hot water bottle.
When he woke up, Kenny hoped the roach had gotten tired and left. But it was still running around the house. At least Kenny wasn’t tired anymore. His body had stopped aching, and something else had changed: the tips of his fingers were normal again. The dark smudges were was gone. Maybe in the game everything was restored during sleep.
Cheered up, Kenny went to the kitchen and opened the fridge. He had no idea where the electricity in this world came from, but the fridge was working. He grabbed a carton of milk and drank a glass. Whiskers meowed next to him, hinting that wasn’t nice to be selfish, especially with fluffy, tailed friends. Kenny silently agreed with the cat’s wisdom, poured some milk for him, grabbed an apple for himself, and headed to the living room to think.
Outside, the Predatory Roachyx was chirping, presumably also hungry. It probably saw Kenny through the window and was dreaming about gobbling him up.
I can’t just wait it out, Kenny thought with a sigh. I guess I’ll have to take a risk.
He peeked through the keyhole, saw the roach running by, and chewed on the mushroom. His body just swallowed it, as if it were the size of a pill.
Your speed has been increased by +25% for 10 seconds.
Without wasting any time, Kenny flung open the door and bolted into the forest. He didn’t look back at the roachyx, he just noticed he was running faster than usual. If he fell, or ran into something at this speed, it would hurt.
Kenny reached the Sunny Glade very quickly—in five heartbeats. He stopped. He mentally wished to create a Save Point, and countdown numbers appeared:
The Save Point will be activated in 20… 19… 18…
He heard a muted rustling sound coming from afar—the roach was hurrying after him. The numbers for the Save Point were changing very slowly. And then the speed boost ended, and time seemed to gallop away again.
When there were thirteen seconds left, the clicking-jawed roachyx appeared. But this time, Kenny didn’t plan on running. He didn’t plan on fighting either. He just needed to buy time. So he darted toward a thick tree near the stump and scrambled up into the branches.
The timer kept ticking: 10… 9… 
But the Predatory Roachyx also started climbing the tree. No way! Kenny thought and opened the Inventory chest. It materialized and hung right in the air by his feet. Inside lay a few unused Planks and the stump of the Log, which Kenny pulled out and threw at the roachyx, with a loud shout. “Take that, beast!”
But the roachyx didn’t even slow down, and didn’t seem to take any damage. It seemed likely that Planks and Logs were only for building and didn’t count as weapons. Even so, the system determined that Kenny had attacked a creature and announced:
Combat Initiated: Predatory Roachyx, Level 2 Monster
Engaging the Predatory Roachyx.
Kenny took aim, swung with his ax, and hit the roachyx right in the eye before climbing higher, away from those clicking jaws.
Critical Damage Dealt: 12 to Predatory Roachyx, Level 2 Monster.
The Health bar over the mob showed 123/135. Well, this is a fine mess, thought Kenny. But from this distance, he couldn’t make out the countdown numbers above the rotten stump.
Climbing the tree trunk, Kenny hit the roachyx with his ax and quickly crawled further up again, pulling his hand back a fraction of a second before the roachyx snapped its jaws at him.
Kenny had almost reached the top of the tree, but the persistent and wounded roachyx didn’t fall behind. Orange blood flowed from its mutilated face.
In theory, the Save Point should have been activated by now, but the prompt to exit the game had yet to appear.
Just as Kenny was about to lose patience, the screen lit up with a new funky notification.
Whoa! Save Point Activated!
Here’s your magic spot to save and bounce outta the game. So, if you gotta grab a snack, this is your ticket! Just a heads up: If there's a big ol’ baddie lurking around, you’ve gotta beat ‘em first before heading out.
Feel like moving your Save Point? You totally can! Once every game day, pick a spot you’ve been before and move the Save Point there. But no switcheroos while in a fight, okay?
Game’s full of surprises! Sometimes, there are special rules. Keep an eye on those pop-up messages—they're like cheat codes for what’s going on!
Relief flooded Kenny, he took a deep breath and shouted with relief, “Exit! Finally!”
Kenny, to return to your world, you need to finish the battle.
Cursing himself for not reading the conditions more carefully, Kenny growled in indignation. He wasn’t about to give up, though. Climbing to the very top of the tree, he positioned himself on a thin branch, holding onto two even more fragile ones that curved above his head.
The roachyx was closing in. Its serrated, knife-like jaws clicked together. Kenny backed further away from the trunk. The roachyx followed him out onto the thin branch, but the branch couldn’t take the weight, and it broke underneath them. Kenny was left hanging onto the two twigs, while the monster plummeted and crashed into the ground with a loud crunch.
“Yes! Know our strength!” Kenny yelled, looking down at the smashed Predatory Roachyx. The monster’s chitinous shell cracked open, its insides spread across the ground in a disgusting puddle, and then everything disappeared, leaving nothing behind.
Combat Ended: Predatory Roachyx, Level 2 Monster Defeated!
Experience Points Earned: +4
Bonus for Superior Enemy: +2
Current Level 1 Experience: 0/20
Hey, Kenny, you just reached Level 1!
Your adventure is truly kicking off now. Can you feel the energy? That’s the rush of leveling up. At this new level, there’s a vast world filled with amazing things just waiting for you.
Now, you can check out your Character Profile. It’s a snapshot of all your achievements, abilities, and the cool stuff you’ve done so far.
Plus, it’s time to choose your game class. It’s a crucial decision—deciding whether you’re more of a Gatherer, Crafter, or maybe even a Hunter. Your choice will shape your journey in ways you can’t even imagine.
Don’t forget, you’ve also got three extra Attribute Points now. Think of them as tools to boost your strengths. You can use them to get stronger, faster, or even more cunning. It’s all up to you.
He didn’t get a chance to read anything else, as a shower of glowing pollen rained down on him from above. It lifted his fatigue off his shoulders, and he felt good, really good! It felt like… diving into a cool sea on a hot day. Or eating the most delicious chocolate ice cream with nuts when you’re hungry. He wanted to lie down, close his eyes, and savor the feeling, but soon everything faded.
Regretting that it was all over so quickly, Kenny read the notification lines again, then thought, All this is very interesting. But first, I want to make sure I can get home!
“Stop! Move Save Point here! Exit!”
He tensed, unsure of what to expect, but this time he got exactly what he wanted.
The world blinked, and Kenny found himself in the living room again, next to the television, in his new apartment in Kansas.




Chapter eight







Kenny Goes to a New School


Dashing to the window, Kenny confirmed that the real world was back again outside. There was someone parking a car nearby, and the elderly neighbor lady was hobbling down the stairs with her trash can. Two moms with strollers were sitting in the gazebo where he had met Gavin, Aurora, and Roberto yesterday. Phew! He was back home. 
The round clock on the wall showed that it was only half past nine in the morning. Strange; it had seemed like a whole day had passed while he was playing, but not much time had passed here. Did that mean that whatever amount of time he spent in the game, not even a minute would pass in the real world? That was unnerving.
Kenny looked at the game console with its invitingly glowing rim and hesitated. His heart was still pounding, and the image of the Roachyx snapping its jaws at him flashed before his eyes.
No, this game was definitely not for him. Let the developers play it themselves.
Kenny went to his room, bent down to pick up the pants that had slipped off his chair, and froze: that wasn’t the scratched-up floor where Whiskers had been sharpening his claws earlier, but the same long plank flooring he had just laid in the game.
Kenny sat down right there. He felt the floor. He felt himself and, addressing the cat who should have been sleeping somewhere nearby, said, “Is it just me, or has the floor changed?”
Whiskers did not respond, and Kenny had to call him. “Here, kitty, kitty! Whiskers! Where are you?”
The cat did not show up, and Kenny yelled the command that meant food was served: “Chow time!”
He got no answer, and he started to feel anxious. Kenny searched the apartment, calling Whiskers sweetly. He looked in every corner, but the cat was nowhere to be found.
Oh no! Whiskers must have actually ended up in the game with him, which meant he should have come back with Kenny, too! Had he not been in the Shelter? Did he go to look for his little master in the dangerous forest?
Oh, trouble… If that forest was filled with Roachyxs or other monsters, Whiskers would be in danger! He would have to go back in and look for him. Whiskers could be in mortal danger!
Kenny’s gaze rested on the open window vent, where it leaned against the thick trunk of a tree. In the game, there had been talking cats. In normal life, a cat was just a cat, who might have decided to try finding a mate out in the streets. Kenny clearly remembered seeing a couple of very attractive kitty-cat ladies hanging around the garbage cans that morning, one of whom had been tri-colored. Just to Whiskers’s taste.
Before Kenny could finish his thought, the lock clicked, the door opened, and his mom’s voice came from the hallway. “Kenny, is everything okay here? I’ve got everything organized with the school, and I just dropped by to grab my lunch before heading to work.”
“Mom!” Kenny rejoiced. Jumping up, he ran over to her, hugged her, and held her as if he was afraid to lose her. He didn’t say anything about the game, of course. He didn’t want to mention the missing cat either, but Mom noticed herself that Whiskers was gone. 
She assumed he had escaped through the open window vent, but she didn’t scold Kenny, or even shake her head in reproach. Instead, she rushed out to look for the runaway. Not only were there fluffy brides out there, flirtatiously swaying their tails around, but the town had a lot of stray dogs. Uncle Gene had warned that they were very dangerous. Not as dangerous as a Predatory Roachyx, of course, but there were a lot of them, and Whiskers was alone.
First, they searched the playground and in all the trees, then Mom took the keys to the basement where Whiskers might have sneaked in. But he wasn’t there either.
Glancing at her watch, Mom’s expression turned anxious. “Oh, Kenny, I need to get going. I really can’t be late on my first day,” she said, her voice heavy with worry. “He’ll turn up, I’m sure of it. Can you try a little longer?”
“No, Mom. You go. I’ll keep looking,” Kenny assured her.
Kenny roamed the streets all day, studying the town and looking for their cat. He didn’t find Whiskers, but the town turned out to be small enough that he managed to tour the entire downtown by lunchtime. He went home, ate, read, and later in the afternoon, he couldn’t resist—he went out again to look for the cat.
Kenny’s suspicions grew as evening fell. Whiskers must have stayed behind in the game. Perhaps he was lost, or maybe he had hidden on purpose, enjoying the thrill of being clever and talkative.
Reluctant as he was to go back in, Kenny knew he had to return to the game. He hoped he wouldn’t have to stay for long, just scoop up Whiskers and head straight home. He tried to go to bed at ten, his usual routine, but dreadful images haunted him. There was Whiskers, stranded in a tree, a roach trying to reach him. There he was, meowing pitifully, left alone without food or water… 
Stealthily, Kenny rose and tiptoed toward the game console. The freshly laid floor, unlike the old squeaky one, did not betray his movements. His mom, unfortunately, seemed to have the hearing of a bat. Trying to sneak past her was pointless.
“Kenny!” she called from her room. “Time for bed! Tomorrow is your first day at your new school. You’ll have plenty of time for games when you get home.”
Can she see through walls? Kenny wondered, returning to his bed. But sleep eluded him. Tossing and turning, he finally found comfort in a promise to himself: he would search for Whiskers in the game as soon as he got home from school.
A knock on the door startled him awake. He had forgotten to set the alarm and it was still dark outside, with the streetlights casting dancing shadows on the foggy windowpanes.
“Half past six, Kenny,” his mom called out, cracking open the door. “Time to get up, kiddo.”
“But I still have an hour,” Kenny groaned. “Just ten more minutes, please!”
“You need time to get ready, eat breakfast, and walk to school.”
Reluctantly, Kenny rose from his bed and started his morning exercises. He wasn’t always so diligent, but after yesterday’s close encounter with the Predatory Roachyx, he was realizing the importance of staying in shape.
After washing up and brushing his teeth, he made his way to the kitchen, lured by an appetizing aroma. He wasn’t hungry, but the smell of his mom’s fluffy pancakes drizzled with maple syrup was irresistible. Feeling more alert, he wolfed down two helpings.
Then came the most tedious part: getting dressed. His mom insisted he should look sharp for his first day at his new school; unfortunately, her idea of what that meant was dress clothes. His nice pants, which he hadn’t worn in a while, turned out to be too short. He had to search for a new pair and then iron them. He had to wear a black satin vest and a bow tie, along with a shirt so white it practically gleamed. Luckily, it wasn’t visible under his jacket on his way to school.
Dressed up as though he were attending a wedding, Kenny felt awkward. Worse yet, his mom wanted to walk him to school. He managed to talk her out of it—he could imagine the teasing he’d endure if his classmates saw him arriving with his mother. He would definitely be teased for being a “mommy’s boy.”
In New York City, Kenny had had a lot of friends, but he wasn’t entirely sure what sort of friends they were. They spent time together at school, went to the movies together, and celebrated birthdays, and they gamed and chatted, but how could you be sure of friendship when most of your friends lived in different parts of the city?
On the plane to Stonewood, Kansas, he’d dreamt about finding real friends in his new town. Not just school friends, but the kind you’d hang out with after school, too. He could already picture it; them cycling together, fishing by the local creek, playing games…
But to make friends, Kenny first needed to meet people and establish a connection, which was already proving to be a challenge. Gavin had only interacted with him over some Doritos yesterday, and Aurora and Roberto didn’t seem interested in talking at all.
All in all, Kenny was both excited and nervous about the day ahead. He didn’t want to mess it up.
He had a vague idea of what his new school looked like and where it was. He noticed a bunch of younger kids walking in the same direction and decided to follow them. They walked past suburban homes lit by streetlights, past a community center with sturdy columns and a faded poster of some old movie, past a parking lot and quaint two-story houses.
Then there it was, the school. It was a three-story brick building with a wide set of double doors sitting under an overhang. The main building was connected to a smaller one by a long, windowed hallway—probably the gym. And that standalone, single-story building? Maybe a storage or maintenance building.
Fallen leaves crunched under his feet. As Kenny neared the entrance, a rush of activity greeted him. Cars formed a brief queue at the drop-off zone, and he observed parents giving hasty goodbyes before taking off. The overlapping conversations of students created a lively atmosphere, hinting at the beginning of yet another school day. Near the entrance, a few teachers busily directed students, occasionally reminding someone to remove their headphones or put away a phone.
He continued walking, taking it all in, but couldn’t help but notice the curious glances coming his way. After all, in a tight-knit community with a single school, a new face stood out. The realization made him slightly self-conscious: everyone already knew everyone, and here he was—the new kid!
There were three sixth-grade classes, and Kenny was assigned to Mrs. Stevenson’s class, which already made him feel a little lost in the bustling hallways filled with kids. Where was he supposed to go? Where would he find his schedule?
Pushed against a wall, he discovered a general schedule pinned up behind a glass display. The first class for Mrs. Stevenson’s sixth graders was Tech Ed., but it was in a separate building—“Building B.” In his old school, tech class was about robotics and the basics of programming. What would it be here?
Quickly jotting down the schedule in his notebook, Kenny turned to a freckled girl nearby, who sported two red pigtails.
“Hey! Can you tell me where ‘Building B’ is?”
The girl, who strongly resembled a squirrel, scrunched up her nose, looked at him carefully, and said, “That’s outside. You’re new here?”
“Yes, it’s my first day.”
“I see, you’re the one from New York City,” she said in a business-like tone. “You’re in our class.”
Kenny was taken aback. The girl looked mature and was a head taller than him. “What do you mean, your class?”
“Well, you’re in Mrs. Stevenson’s sixth-grade class, right? So, that’s my class. We have our lessons in the building outside, over there. I’m Casey, by the way. I’m the class president.”
“I’m Kenny. Nice to meet you.”
“Ha-ha! Really, Kenny? You’re not kidding? They killed Kenny! Ha-ha-ha!”
He was taken aback again. What was so funny about his name?
“Well, that’s unfortunate!” She sighed and moved away, tossing her next comment over her shoulder, “At least you’re not Hippolytus. We had a Hippolytus once…”
“What’s wrong with Hippolytus?”
“It’s a ridiculous name, that’s what!” Casey scoffed. “It sounds like something you’d name a horse.”
“Are you sure you’re the class president, Casey?” Kenny asked, stopping in his tracks.
“Absolutely. Listen, why are you dressed up like it’s the first day of school? A bow tie? Seriously? I’ve only ever seen that on TV. Okay, follow me!”
Strange, thought Kenny. Didn’t anyone ever teach her manners? Who cares what I’m wearing? And laughing at a name—that’s the lowest of the low! A worrying thought crept into his mind. What if everyone here was like her? If that was the case, he was in big trouble.
Casey made her way over to a group of buildings that Kenny had assumed were storage sheds. Three kids were lingering at the entrance, probably other students. They wore jeans and hoodies, and a round-faced kid with a buzz cut wore sweatpants. They saw Kenny and started whispering. Then the kid with the buzz cut shouted out, “Look! Casey’s brought a penguin!”
“Hey, Casey!” shouted a shaggy-haired blond, who was otherwise all smiles. “Take your penguin back to the zoo!”
Kenny remembered something his dad had told him—never let people laugh at you. Stand up to a bully once, and they’ll think twice before trying it again. His palms got sweaty. His heart pounded. He’d never been in a real fight before; just some harmless pushing and shoving. That was, if you didn’t count that tussle with the Predatory Roachyx.
Clenching his fists, Kenny took a step forward.




Chapter nine







Kenny Crafts a Birdhouse


Kenny walked toward the group of three bullies. They looked excited to see him approach, jumping up and pretending to be scared. Someone cried out, “We’re scared of penguins! Someone take him back to the zoo!” 
The kid with the buzz cut laughed. “Look at that serious penguin! I bet he hasn’t been hit for a while!”
Just then, Casey caught up with Kenny. She took his hand and pulled him into the school building. “Don’t mess with them! Can’t you see they’re crazy?”
Kenny felt like he could take them on, but then the school bell rang and he had to focus. He looked around the square hallway. A door was on the right; Aurora had walked through it. He saw another door on the left. That was where the noisy boys were.
Everything looked old and shabby; nothing like his old school. And everyone was wearing casual clothes. Except him. He did look like a penguin in his formal outfit! Kenny quickly took off his bow tie and put it in his bag. He’d never liked it anyway.
Stepping into the classroom was hard. He felt out of place, like a human among wild monkeys. But it was too late to turn back.
Inside, however, Kenny saw something surprising. There were workbenches in the classroom. His dad had told him about this kind of stuff once; they’d had them in school for a class called Shop. Students would learn to make stools, cut things out of metal, and solder stuff together.
Kenny glanced around the room and spotted Gavin at one of the desks. Kenny walked up to him, put his bag on the desk, and asked, “Can I sit here?”
Gavin was happy to see him. He looked surprised, and his cheeks shook a bit. “Oh, Kenny! Hi! Yeah, sit down.”
There were seven boys already in the classroom, and three of them were the bullies who had followed them in. They were still being noisy and causing trouble, but they seemed to have forgotten about Kenny.
“Do you guys use these machines?” Kenny asked.
“Yeah, why?” Gavin replied.
“We didn’t have these in New York,” Kenny said.
Gavin looked around. Then he leaned in and whispered to Kenny, “Don’t talk too much about New York. We get it, things were better there. But if you keep bringing it up, even I’ll want to smack you. Okay?”
“Okay,” Kenny agreed.
He looked at the workbenches again. This was a new kind of crafting for him. He had no idea how to use these machines, and he hadn’t had anyone to teach him. But maybe he could ask the teacher for help. Teachers usually liked it when students showed interest.
That was when two adults walked into the classroom. One was a young man with green eyes and long hair, looking like a writer, or a poet. The other was a woman. She was a real presence, standing taller than almost everyone Kenny had ever met. The thick, horn-rimmed glasses she wore made her already piercing eyes seem even more intense. And her hair? It was wild and unruly, falling like chaotic waves all around her shoulders. And she entered with an unmistakable aura that was impossible to ignore. When the bullies saw her, even they got quiet. They looked scared and sat still at their workbenches.
“That’s Mrs. Stevenson,” Gavin whispered to Kenny, then immediately stopped talking again.
“Hello, children,” she said, her voice echoing in the room. “Take your seats, please.” Once everyone took their seats, she spoke up. “I’m here to introduce you to our new student.” She looked directly at Kenny, making him feel like a bug pinned to a piece of paper. For some reason, he got the feeling that this teacher disliked everyone, but especially him.
“His name is Kenneth Williams…”
A few giggles echoed throughout the classroom. Kenny stood up, but quickly sat back down. Someone whispered, “Penguin.” 
“I hope you’ll fit in here, Williams,” Mrs. Stevenson said. “And that coming from New York City won’t affect that. Have a good day,” she said to the class, and left. 
She was the teacher Gavin had talked about yesterday; hadn’t he said she was like a wild animal? She seemed really mean. Why did she have to mention New York as if it was a bad thing?
Hiding behind the kids in the front row, Gavin whispered, “What do you think of our homeroom teacher? Isn’t she wild?”
“A wild one for sure,” Kenny grumbled.
Their Tech Ed. teacher overheard and came over to Gavin and Kenny’s desk to introduce himself. “I’m Mr. Galing,” he said. “And you’re Kenny Williams. Got it.” He returned to his spot at the front of the room and announced, “So, last lesson, we drafted a blueprint of a birdhouse. Today, it’s time to make it.”
He pulled out sheets of thick plywood from the storage closet and leaned them against the wall. “You’ll need to cut the plywood following the blueprint, like we did at the beginning of the year,” Mr. Galing continued. “Then assemble the pieces in order and nail them together. You can decorate it if you like. We have hand saws, hammers, and nails.”
“What about an angle grinder?” shouted a short-haired troublemaker, one of the bullies who had been teasing Kenny.
“It’s too early for you to use that,” Mr. Galing replied, glancing at the table with the serrated metal disc.
“Oh, come on! My dad lets me use his!”
Kenny hadn’t ever used a saw, nor did he have a blueprint, but Gavin was already back at their desk with plywood and his copy of the blueprint.
The rest of the lesson was a struggle for Kenny. Transferring the pattern to the plywood was easy. But using the saw? It twisted and turned in his hand, gouging large chunks from the wood. He had to fix the cuts with a file, which was just as challenging. 
He really wanted to ask, “How will I ever use this in real life?” But then he remembered how he’d miscalculated something important yesterday because he hadn’t thought math mattered. So he kept sawing with determination. 
By the end of class, everyone else had perfect birdhouses, while Kenny’s looked lopsided and awkward. Mr. Galing watched sympathetically, and after class, he offered Kenny some extra lessons.
Kenny sighed as he looked at the intricately carved birdhouse created by the ringleader of the bullies, Dennis Woo. It looked like it had been crafted for an exhibition—a genuine bird palace. He imagined that come spring, the head sparrow, the ruler of the roost, would take it over.
He wished he had that kind of skill. Maybe he should have agreed to Mr. Galing’s offer for extra woodworking lessons. But he was preoccupied by worrying about Whiskers, and then there was the thought of all the new subjects and potential homework awaiting him.
After Tech Ed. came Social Studies, taught by their homeroom teacher, Mrs. Stevenson. She stared at Kenny with chilling intensity. Beside him, Gavin kept up a steady stream of chatter. Mrs. Stevenson’s patience was clearly thinning, evident by the several warning looks she sent in their direction. Finally, she erupted.
“Williams! First day in my class, and you’re already being disruptive! I hope you’re not going to be like…” She hesitated, her eyes searching his face, and then added, “…your father.”
A seed of curiosity sprouted in Kenny’s mind. Had his father once been a student here? Had Mrs. Stevenson been his teacher, too? His dad’s parents still lived in Stonewood, but for reasons Kenny had never fully understood, they’d barely kept in touch with Kenny and his parents, and never made visits. Kenny hadn’t been surprised when, even after moving to Stonewood, his mom hadn’t considered dropping by to see his grandparents. Meanwhile, Mom’s parents had moved from Kansas to Florida years ago, further separating the family.
“What did he do?” Kenny inquired, genuinely puzzled.
She smirked. “You don’t know? Ask him tonight. Maybe he’ll confess—if his conscience permits.”.”
Stung by her words, Kenny wanted to retort that he had been silent the entire time and that his dad wasn’t answering his calls. But he held back. He didn’t need Mrs. Stevenson’s pity or her nosy prying.
After school, as he walked home with Gavin, Kenny tried to tally up his new classmates. Mrs. Stevenson’s sixth-grade class had seventeen students. Nine were boys. One, curiously, hadn’t been there, and Dennis Woo was apparently notorious for playing hooky. Casey Murphy, class president, was also the class’s top student. While she might not be popular among the other students when it came to schoolwork, she apparently had a knack for organizing events and projects that had won her respect from her peers. Ann, another bright student, sat in the front row. Her lack of popularity stemmed from her refusal to let others copy her homework. Kenny guessed Gavin wasn’t a favorite either, but for reasons he had yet to figure out.
Kenny had soon realized that not many of the other students were interested in hanging out with him. Even Aurora, who he thought might be willing to strike up a conversation, acted like they were strangers. The boys, in particular, went silent when he was nearby. He’d come to this new school hoping to make friends, but it wasn’t looking promising. The town was turning out to be an insular, backward place. Everyone here had an edge—like they were always on guard, ready to snap. Back home, only the little kids, the first-graders, would brawl, but here…
A shout interrupted his thoughts. “Hey, New Yorker!” a voice bellowed from behind him. “Stop right there!”
Gavin instantly fell silent, glancing over his shoulder with a grimace. He hunched his shoulders, leaning in to whisper urgently to Kenny, “That’s Tyson. We’re in trouble now. Running will only make things worse. Trust me.”




Chapter ten







Kenny Stands Up to the Bullies


“Fatso, grab him!” yelled Tyson. “We’ll split the money; I promise!” 
Gavin pressed his lips together and made a guilty face at Kenny. He glanced at the approaching bullies. Then at Kenny. Then back at the bullies. It was becoming clear to Kenny why Gavin’s classmates didn’t like him: he was something of a coward and seemed to be genuinely considering obeying the command.
Kenny positioned himself, sizing up Tyson who was quickly advancing. He was taller by a head and definitely older. He had a shaved head, and was stocky, with deep-set eyes. Two other boys were with him, smaller than him but with equally mean expressions.
And Kenny was alone. Gavin was useless as backup.
Holding out his arm, Kenny said to Gavin, “Well, go on, hold me back. You’ll get your share.”
Gavin took a step back. “I never said I would!”
Tyson continued his aggressive charge, giving the impression that if you didn’t move out of his way, he would barrel right through you without noticing. Gavin paled, seemed to shrink in on himself, and sidestepped like a crab. Kenny, however, didn’t budge. Tyson stopped about a yard away, lazily asking, “Who are you?”
“Kenny. And who are you?”
Tyson exchanged surprised looks with his buddies, feigned astonishment, and then spat on the ground. He tried to push Kenny in the chest but Kenny deflected his hand, causing Tyson to look even more surprised. Surprised and angry.
“Big man on campus, huh?” Tyson sneered mockingly. “You walk around on my turf without knowing who I am? Someone drop you on your head when you were a baby, or something?”
“We just moved here,” Kenny retorted. “Today was my first day at school. Met Gavin in the playground, but I don’t really know anyone else yet. So, what’s your name, baldy? Or are you just ‘The Bald Guy’ around here?”
That smirk still played on Tyson’s lips, but anger flashed in his eyes. Jabbing his finger painfully into Kenny’s chest, he growled, “Who taught you to be so mouthy? I’m Tyson, and everyone here knows that! Got any money on you?”
“Not a dime for you,” Kenny replied, trying to keep his voice steady. He was in a tough spot, and while he was afraid, he also knew that giving in now meant he’d be an easy target forever.
“Not for me, huh? Got someone special you’re saving up for?” Tyson mocked, clinging onto Kenny’s words. “But who cares, as long as you have some! Maybe Mr. Big Shot from New York City has a fancy phone?” he inquired, with a nasty glint in his eyes. “Let’s see it. Hand it over.”
Kenny glanced sideways and noticed Gavin inching away, probably hoping to make a quiet escape. It wasn’t the few dollars he had in his pocket that worried Kenny; he could part with that. But the brand-new phone his parents had given him for his birthday? No way.
Kenny bent over, pretending to search his backpack. “All right, I’ll let you make a call,” he muttered, slowly unzipping it. “Just need to tie my shoelaces first…” Suddenly, he sprang up and dashed away. “Gavin! This way! Run!”
He managed to sprint about twenty feet before someone tripped him from behind. Kenny tumbled forward, scraping his face against the pavement.
“Grab him!” Tyson shouted, gripping Kenny by the collar and yanking him up so hard that buttons flew off his neatly-ironed shirt. A sharp pain erupted in Kenny’s stomach as Tyson’s fist connected. Gasping for breath, tears forming in his eyes, Kenny managed to free one of his hands and swung it wildly, actually landing a punch on Tyson’s face. Surprised, Tyson momentarily released his grip, allowing Kenny to regain his balance.
But just as both boys squared up to each other, Kenny heard a commanding voice: “Just as I thought! Williams! Step away from Tyson now!”
Kenny, still trying to wipe the tears from his eyes and catch his breath, saw Mrs. Stevenson, arms flailing like a protective hen, charging toward them. Tyson, rubbing the spot on his jaw where Kenny had hit him and looking far less confident than before, whined, “Mrs. Stevenson, the new kid’s gone wild! He tried to steal my money!”
Mrs. Stevenson shot a stern look at Tyson. “Another fight, Tyson?” Then, turning to Kenny with an even icier glare, she said, “But it seems you’re no better, Williams. Just got here and you’re already getting into brawls?”
As Tyson passed Kenny, he hissed, “You’re done for.” He spat at Kenny’s feet, shoved his hands in his pockets, and walked away.
Kenny stared in shock as Tyson disappeared from view. Before he could fully process the situation, Mrs. Stevenson approached, her tone accusatory. “I expected better from you, Williams. I’ll have to speak to the principal about this.”
“It wasn’t me! I didn’t start it! It was the other way around!” Kenny protested. “Gavin, tell her!”
But Gavin, eyes darting to where one of Tyson’s cronies was listening intently, mumbled, “I, um, didn’t see anything. I was just passing by, lost in my thoughts.”
“Save your stories for someone who might believe them,” Mrs. Stevenson said sternly. “Now, follow me. School grounds aren’t for loitering after hours.”
Kenny and Gavin trailed behind her, but Kenny paused to pick up the shirt buttons that had scattered on the pavement.
Gavin left him at a familiar turn, and Kenny headed home alone. Once there, he quickly changed into comfortable clothes. He found some thread and a needle and began sewing the buttons back onto his shirt, not wanting to upset his mom.
As he worked, his gaze drifted to his bedroom floor. On his first day here, he had been sure there were creaky boards. Yet after making some changes in a video game, suddenly the floor was perfect.
He finished sewing and had some soup for dinner, all the while pondering the puzzle of the floor. It looked exactly like it did in the game. But that kind of thing only happened in fairy tales, right? Or in games. But he lived in the real world… didn’t he?
Just to be safe, Kenny scrutinized the room. He memorized the pattern of the drab yellow wallpaper that stretched from floor to ceiling, the table with its faded finish, the old wardrobe. He considered writing notes down, but laziness prevailed. He’d remember. If he changed something in the game and saw a corresponding change in real life, then he’d know for sure that the game world and his reality were intertwined. This thought alone was both thrilling and terrifying. Did he somehow possess the power to alter his real life, or would he become a pawn in someone else’s game?
Now, what to do next? Homework? Search for his pet cat? The last thing he wanted was to go back into that weird game, but his mom would be home soon and wouldn’t let him play when he was supposed to be studying. Plus, time moved faster in the game. His cat could be hungry or in danger by now.
Resolutely, Kenny turned on the TV, picked up the game controller, and dived back in.




Chapter eleven







Kenny Chooses a Game Class


The image of a crossed hammer and a small ax reappeared on the television screen, encircled by intertwined branches and leaves. Just below that, a single menu option popped up: 
Continue Game
“Yes!” Kenny exclaimed, pressing the start button on the controller. The apartment remained unchanged from last time, except that the TV and console were suddenly missing. Yet, Kenny was certain—beyond the door lay an uncharted, foreign world.
“Whiskers! Here kitty-kitty-kitty!”
He desperately hoped the cat had returned and was waiting for him inside the apartment. But Whiskers didn’t call back, or come running.
“Come out, come out, wherever you are!” Kenny shouted. “Where did you go, you pesky ginger?”
But all was silent, save for the ticking of the round wall clock.
Recalling the ability to move his Save Point, Kenny quickly activated the command to relocate the Save Point to his Shelter. The surrounding ambiance seemed to adjust slightly, and a soft, magical glow indicated his new Save Point location.
Kenny sighed with satisfaction, pulled his Stone Ax from his Inventory, and held it, ready to explore whatever the game had in store for him next. As he did, the text from the previous day appeared before him:
Hey, Kenny, you just reached Level 1!
Your adventure is truly kicking off now. Can you feel the energy? That’s the rush of leveling up. At this new level, there’s a vast world filled with amazing things just waiting for you.
Now, you can check out your Character Profile. It’s a snapshot of all your achievements, abilities, and the cool stuff you’ve done so far.
Plus, it’s time to choose your game class. It’s a crucial decision—deciding whether you’re more of a Gatherer, Crafter, or maybe even a Hunter. Your choice will shape your journey in ways you can’t even imagine.
Don’t forget, you’ve also got three extra Attribute Points now. Think of them as tools to boost your strengths. You can use them to get stronger, faster, or even more cunning. It’s all up to you.
“Open Character Profile!” he commanded. A window unfolded, like a program on his mother’s laptop. On the right, a figure spun, dressed just like he was. To the left, a character sheet appeared:
Kenny, Level 1 Newbie
Primary Attributes
Strength: 2
Agility: 2
Constitution: 2
Intelligence: 2
Stamina: 2
Secondary Attributes
Health: 20/20
Vigor: 100/100
Unarmed Damage: 2
Critical Hit Chance: 3%
Mastered Skills
1st Rank Lumberjack: 1/10
1st Rank Weaponsmith: 1/10
1st Rank Builder: 1/10
1st Rank Tracker: 1/10
You have three Attribute points! Don’t forget to use them!
“Guess I am just a Level 1 Newbie, aren’t I?” Kenny mused with a smirk.
Glancing at his low number of HP, however, made Kenny’s heart race. If he’d known yesterday how quickly a few snaps from that Predatory Roachyx would have done him in, he wouldn’t have dared take it on!
When he looked at the specific Attributes, explanations popped up over them. This way, he learned that Strength affected the Damage he could deal, Agility determined speed and his chances of delivering a critical hit, Constitution was linked to health and regeneration speed, Intelligence influenced his ability to learn new skills and the amount of experience he gained, and Stamina was tied to the Vigor metric and its recovery rate.
Two bars also appeared at the top. One was green, showing Health Points; and the other, below the first, was blue, indicating Vigor. The rules for those two metrics were clear. If his Health dropped to zero, Kenny’s character would die, and the game would end. But if his Vigor depleted, his character would be exhausted and unable to do anything until he rested. It was also vital to remember to drink, eat, and sleep. Forget those, and his Vigor bar wouldn’t recover.
Kenny went back to the primary attributes. All of them turned out to be equal to two. Whether that was specific to him or they were default values assigned by the game was unclear. The latter seemed more likely because Kenny couldn’t believe he was just as weak in Intelligence as he was in Strength and Agility. It seemed both the athlete and the top-grade nerd were given the same set of Attributes at the start, which was intriguing. It didn’t have to be about who you were in real life.
But that wasn’t what mattered most. What was essential was that Attributes could usually be improved by leveling up. In some games, you could do it through training, but here…
“How can I boost my skills? By leveling up?” Kenny wondered out loud, hoping someone would hear him.
His query was answered in the usual way:
In this world, your Attributes don’t only grow when you level up.
They also enhance every time you use them, or train them specifically.
Every sword swing bolsters your Strength, every sprint enhances your Agility, every study session boosts your Intelligence. Training, repetition, and consistency lead to improvement.
Keep using your abilities, invest time in targeted training, and seize every opportunity to level up for continuous growth and development.
It all makes sense, Kenny thought. Run or practice acrobatics, and your Agility improves. Lift heavy objects, and Strength grows. If you think a lot and learn something new, you become smarter and your Intelligence goes up.
Kenny wasn’t a big fan of hauling heavy things or running. He much preferred thinking. After a bit of pondering (and secretly hoping it would boost his brainpower), he added his Attribute Points to Strength, Agility, and Constitution. Soon, he noticed a slight change. His T-shirt sleeves seemed tighter around his biceps, and he felt a new spring in his step.
Wow, wouldn’t it be awesome if this could happen in real life? Not wanting to get carried away, Kenny quickly let go of that thought. He had to make his next big decision—choosing his Game Class. What were his options?
Gatherer
Got a keen eye for finding hidden treasures? As a Gatherer, you’ll get to scout around and pick up cool resources 10% faster than everyone else. Plus, for every new level you reach, you’ll earn a bonus of +1 to your Stamina. That means you can explore longer and go farther!
Crafter
Ever thought about being a super inventor? As a Crafter, you can turn simple things into amazing stuff, and you can do it 10% faster than anyone else! What’s more, each new level gives your Intelligence a bonus of +1, which makes your inventions even more awesome and complex!
Hunter
Think you can stand up to big, scary monsters? As a Hunter, you’re extra strong. You’ll deal out 10% more Damage every fight! Plus, for every level you master, you’ll get a Strength bonus of +1. That makes you stronger and ready to face bigger and scarier challenges!
Chopping wood and picking up leaves as a Gatherer? Yawn!
Being a Crafter sounded cooler. Imagine fixing the entire house or crafting nifty gear like swords or shields. Maybe even build himself a castle!
Then there was the Hunter. Definitely cool, with all those fighting skills. But he recalled the sad cry of the Predatory Roachyx, and thought about how real everything felt here. He didn’t want to always be the bad guy. 
Making up his mind, Kenny declared, “I’m picking the Crafter Game Class!”
Hey, Kenny! You just became a Crafter!
With those skilled hands and sharp eyes, the world is your crafting table. You can make and tweak things like never before.
Also, there’s a nifty update in your profile. Why not check out how you’ve grown?
Plan your next move and decide what you’ll create next.
He checked out his Character Profile and grinned—this was looking good!
Kenny, Level 1 Crafter
Primary Attributes
Strength: 3
Agility: 3
Constitution: 3
Intelligence: 3
Stamina: 2
Secondary Attributes
Health: 30/30
Vigor: 100/100
Unarmed Damage: 3
Critical Hit Chance: 4.5%
Mastered Skills
1st Rank Lumberjack: 1/10
1st Rank Weaponsmith: 1/10
1st Rank Builder: 1/10
1st Rank Tracker: 1/10
If real-life Kenny got this smart, he’d ace all his tests! Riding that wave of excitement, he swung the door open. Adventure awaited. He paused for a moment to listen—nothing seemed out of place.
“Whiskers! C’mon home, buddy!”
No one answered, and Kenny let out a heavy sigh. It looked like he’d have to start searching for real. He truly hoped Whiskers was still okay. After all, Whiskers wasn’t just a regular cat. He was family, and ever since he began to talk, he had been becoming Kenny’s closest confidant.
Kenny decided to head to the nearby woods—the same place he’d been the previous day. Walking with purpose but not rushing, he examined every tiny stone and odd-looking leaf along the way. The mystical forest was silent, except for the gentle sound of his shoes crunching on the forest floor.
While on the lookout for crafting materials, he occasionally paused to shout, “Whiskers! Where are you, buddy?” Once, he thought he’d heard a soft, distant meow and stopped in a clearing surrounded by twisted shrubs. But there was no sign of his feline friend.
Suddenly, a rustling from the side caught his attention, followed by an unexpected shrill noise.
Kenny swiftly turned, only to see a spiky branch extending rapidly toward him. Reacting quickly, he raised his Stone Ax in defense and tried to sidestep the blow, but the branch nicked his neck, and a wave of pain made everything go blurry for a moment.
Combat Initiated: Angry Mandrake, Level 1 Monster
Engaging the Angry Mandrake.
Feeling a surge of pain, Kenneth thought, I’ve really got to make some armor!




Chapter twelve







Kenny Searches for Whiskers


Starting the battle with thirty HP, Kenny now had only seventeen. The pain was so intense, he initially felt like a full half of his  Health was gone. When he glanced back at whatever had hit him, he spotted an odd bush with branches that resembled whips, that struck out whenever someone approached.
Angry Mandrake, Level 1 Monster
Keeping a keen eye on it, Kenny hoped for more insight.
Research Completed: Angry Mandrake, Level 1 Monster
Through tales and trackers’ notes, you’ve learned about the Angry Mandrake.
Health: 45HP
Damage: 3-4
Caution: Kenny! The Angry Mandrake, though lesser in might, can deliver a surprising blow. Stay vigilant!
Apparently disliking the scrutiny, the Angry Mandrake launched another of its whip-like branches at him.
“Stop that, you brainless log!” Kenny exclaimed in frustration, dodging with a clever feint.
The Angry Mandrake let out a chilling shriek, striking out with a jagged branch, but Kenny was too swift. He danced nimbly in front of it. He quickly realized that the creature attacked every five seconds, and an attack was always preceded by that eerie screech. The tricky part was that the Angry Mandrake swung different branches each time, making the direction of the attack a guessing game.
But that didn’t matter.
Just as it lunged again, Kenny ducked and surged forward, striking three times with his ax. Thwack! Thwack! Crunch!
He quickly hopped back. The Angry Mandrake had lost half its HP, and was screeching louder and more desperately. Taking a closer look, Kenny noticed its bark-like body had three horrifying, toothy maws with long snake-like tongues.
Despite that, its screams, fangs, and sharp branches didn’t stand a chance against Kenny. With the right strategy, Kenny defeated the Angry Mandrake without losing any more of his Health.
The defeated creature squealed, became translucent, and crumbled away, leaving behind a small, dark stump and a long branch that looked like a whip.
Combat Ended: Angry Mandrake, Level 1 Monster Defeated!
Experience Points Earned: +1
Current Level 1 Experience: 1/20
You have looted Mandrake Root (x1).
You have looted Mandrake Branch (x1). 
“That’s what I’m talking about!” Kenny cheered. “And that Predatory Roachyx didn’t drop any loot…”
Opening his Inventory, he inspected his new items:
Mandrake Root
Type: Consumable/Crafting Material
Restores: 30% Health
“Bite into this snack and feel the energy. It’s the potato chip of the magic world.”
Harvested under the light of a full moon, the Mandrake Root is nature’s candy bar. It’s the quick health boost every adventurer dreams of during tight situations. And when you’re not munching away? It’s a key ingredient in some of the most potent potions around. Tasty and versatile—what more could you ask for?
Mandrake Branch
Type: Crafting Material/Weapon
Damage: 3
“It’s a staff! It’s a wand! It’s… just a branch.”
While it might seem like just any old twig, the Mandrake Branch carries ancient magic. It’s been whispered that when waved in the right manner, it can channel powerful spells. But until then, it’ll do a great job as a club, crafting material, or even as a make-believe wizard staff.
Kenny felt a sore sting on his neck and arm where the Angry Mandrake had struck him, but decided against healing just yet. He assumed, given his current stats, that his Health would naturally recover in about an hour. The Mandrake Root would be more useful during a tough battle when his life was at risk. 
Kenny tucked the root into the Inventory chest that appeared, and then examined the Mandrake Branch—a flexible, six-foot-long rod with serrations along its length. It did less damage than the ax, so he added it to his Inventory as well.
Hold on! His Damage output had increased since yesterday! Was it because his Strength had improved? Definitely.
He glanced around, pondering his next move. Where had Whiskers disappeared to? If mobs got him, he should respawn in the regular world, right? Or did game rules not apply to cats?
As he passed by another Angry Mandrake, Kenny couldn’t resist taking a swing at the plant. He defeated it without taking any damage and picked up another healing root. The next mandrake didn’t drop anything, however, only some Experience Points that trickled in.
Current Level 1 Experience: 3/20
Mandrakes only became hostile if they were touched. So, when another bush suddenly grew three meters tall and struck with two lightning-fast hits, Kenny barely had time to react.
Combat Initiated: Mature Mandrake, Level 4 Monster
Engaging the Mature Mandrake.
Retreating to a safe distance, Kenny quickly assessed the creature’s profile:
Research Completed: Mature Mandrake, Level 4 Monster
As you deepen your studies, the Mature Mandrake has been revealed.
Health: 180HP
Damage: 9-12
Beware: Kenny! The Mature Mandrake is a potent adversary. Prepare before engaging!
Phew, that was a close one! Kenny thought with relief, checking his HP. A couple more hits, and it would’ve been game over for me!
But his relief was short-lived. The Mature Mandrake uprooted itself and began striding toward him. Kenny tried to flee, but it felt like he was moving through thick molasses. The Mature Mandrake’s thorns were venomous, reducing Kenny’s speed by fifty percent for the next twenty seconds. It was too long! Panic set in as the creature closed in, its flexible branch poised to strike and…
Stumbling backward, Kenny tripped over a branch on the ground and fell out of the way. Above him, the whizzing branch released a droplet of venom.
Up! he realized. Scrambling behind a tree trunk, he began to climb the bark.
Dizziness consumed him, his side ached where he had been hit, and the slowing timer continued to tick: 16… 15… 14…
The mandrake reached the tree, wrapping its resilient branches around it, probing with root-like limbs that resembled giant brown worms.
Higher! Faster! In theory, the mandrake shouldn’t follow; it was a bush, after all, and bushes didn’t climb trees. Did they?
To his horror, they did. Kenny shifted left, hoping to move out of the creature’s line of sight and use the tree trunk as a shield. He needed to wait out the slowing effect of the toxin. If he could do that, he might stand a chance…
The branch in his grip gave a threatening creak. Kenny almost lost his hold, his strength waning. Then, something clicked. Mentally berating himself for his oversight, he rummaged in his chest, pulling out a Mandrake Root. Consuming it restored a third of his Health. And, miraculously, the timer sped up! He only had to endure the slowdown for a little longer. Five more seconds, and he’d regain his full speed.
3… 2… 1… Yes! Kenny was back in action, nimble and quick! Dodging another swipe from the attacking mandrake, he leaped to a branch on the opposite side of the trunk and swiftly began his descent.
Once he reached the ground, the tough yet not-so-smart mandrake thoughtlessly jumped after him. SMACK!
Mature Mandrake dealt Damage to itself: 161!
Not giving it a moment to recover, Kenny unleashed a flurry of ax strikes. WHACK! CRUNCH! CRACK! It couldn’t withstand the fourth blow, and perished.
Combat Ended: Mature Mandrake, Level 4 Monster Defeated!
Experience Points Earned: +8
Bonus for Superior Enemy: +8
Current Level 1 Experience: 19/20
The Mature Mandrake disintegrated, leaving behind a peculiar shiny brick. It had to be something valuable. After all, Kenny thought, would he have had to endure so much trouble from that malicious plant for nothing? But when collecting the loot, he shrugged at the text he saw.
Copper Ingot
Type: Crafting Material
“Shiny? Kind of. Valuable? For sure! The building block for every novice blacksmith.”
Before the era of dragons and enchanted steel, copper was the star of the show. Easy to melt and mold, this unassuming metal is the gateway to countless creations. Be it a decorative brooch, the hilt of a sword, or the buckle of a hero’s belt, Copper Ingot has proved its worth to history.
What will you forge today?
That was it? What was he supposed to do with it? Maybe he could forge a sword? One ingot probably wasn’t enough for that. He had combined a stick with a stone to make his ax; maybe the Copper Ingot could be added to something. It was unlikely he could craft something with the limited resources he had at the moment, though. Besides, his main goal was to find Whiskers. There would be time for crafting later, and the gathered resources in his chest weren’t going anywhere.
Kenny was getting more and more immersed in the game. Everywhere he looked there was something new to learn, especially when he checked his Character Profile and realized he was just one Angry Mandrake away from hitting Level 2. Kenny decided to head back to the clearing.
Without hesitation, he approached the closest Level 1 Mandrake and launched his attack. The battle was so easy, Kenny didn’t even break a sweat!
Shimmering dust rained down on him from above. A weight lifted off Kenny’s shoulders and he felt invigorated. He couldn’t remember ever feeling this good in the real world!
Combat Ended: Angry Mandrake, Level 1 Monster Defeated!
Experience Points Earned: +1
Current Level 2 Experience: 0/30
Woohoo, Kenny! You’ve hit Level 2!
Guess what? You’ve just gotten stronger and cooler!
Ahead lie the uncharted Sablemire Swamps, home to the sneaky Craborpions. It’s a new territory, located to the south of your Shelter. Tread carefully, but remember, you’re awesome and prepared for whatever challenges it might hold!
Plus, you’ve got three extra points to make your character even better! Think of them as super-points you can use to get stronger, smarter, or faster.
And guess what? You’re now moving a tiny bit faster, and luck seems to be on your side. These cool bonuses might not show up in your profile, but they’re there, working behind the scenes to give you a little extra edge.
Keep rocking on, Kenny!
Kenny knew he had to boost his Damage and Health if he was going to survive in this forest. He decided to allocate one of his points to each of Strength, Agility, and Constitution, bringing each of them to four. His Stamina remained at two, but it seemed like enough for now.
Kenny peered at a row of mandrake bushes. There were so many that he could probably level up again just from them, but then he noticed that the profiles of most of the bushes were grayed out. Aha! The Level 1 Mandrakes were now weaker than him, and he probably wouldn’t earn any Experience Points from them. That made sense. And he had no time to waste; he needed to find Whiskers!
Passing a tree, Kenny spotted scratch marks on the bark. Those were the exact type of scratches that Whiskers made; he had to be nearby. A few Logs were scattered under the tree, so Kenny picked them up.
Forgetting about the mandrakes, he called out for his cat, but without luck. He hoped for a familiar meow, or a glimpse of Whiskers, but didn’t get either. The cat probably hadnt’t heard him.
Kenny kept going, making sure to leave arrows on the ground pointing back toward the Shelter. The last thing he needed was to get lost in this place.
The ground squelched under his feet, the “crunch-crunch” turning into “squish-squish.” At the same time, the grass shifted from green to a brownish hue. Kenny looked around and noticed a small hill without any water on it, and climbed it. The ground there was soft, like dough, and there were clear cat paw prints on it.
“Oh, Whiskers, why’d you wander off so far?” Kenny mumbled. “Where do I even start looking for you now?” That was when he heard a rustling in the distance.
“Whiskers? Kitty-kitty-kitty!”
Kenny moved forward, not noticing the strong scent of decay in the air at first, or the new tracks on the soft ground that looked suspiciously like those of some huge bird.
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Kenny Finds Whiskers, a Treasure, and More


“Whiskers! Kitty-kitty-kitty!” Kenny continued calling out, heading deeper into the woods. 
He spotted a tuft of orange fur on a log. It was a definite sign that his furry little mischief-maker had passed by that same spot. Something rustled in a distant bush, and Kenny excitedly quickened his pace. 
His steps were halted by a cat’s cry: “Mrow-mrow! Meow!” which essentially meant, “Run away! It’s dangerous here!”
Kenny looked up and saw his cat’s face peeking out of a hollow in a tree. But wait! If Whiskers was in the tree, what was stomping around ahead of him?
Suddenly, with a booming sound that shook the ground, out of the underbrush came… a creature.
Kenny wanted to scream in terror. Or run. But he was frozen in place. Approaching him from the bushes was a massive, decaying bird, its body caked in mud. Instead of eyes, it had dark voids. Its skin and feathers were peeling off, and the whole thing had a bad smell so strong that it made his eyes water.
Out of fear, Kenny struck the bird with his ax before even checking its profile. He was dead—so dead! Then he remembered he could research the creature. 
Undead Cassowary, Level 2 Monster
A cassowary was an Australian bird, similar to an ostrich. If he remembered correctly, in the Papuan language, its name meant “horned head.” But “undead”? That meant it was a zombie! How did he kill a zombie bird?
His ax had dealt the rotten bird eight points of Damage, and it had been left with just 22HP. That was the answer!
Combat Initiated: Undead Cassowary, Level 2 Monster
Engaging the Undead Cassowary.
Buoyed by his success, Kenny struck at the zombie bird again. The mob fought back by jumping at Kenny from above, trying to tear at him with its talons, but it acted clumsily, as if it had poor control over its decaying body.
Kenny was quicker on his feet, dodging two of the attacks, but he couldn’t avoid the sharp beak aimed at his head. It hit him, and stars flashed in front of his eyes. The Undead Cassowary took this moment of confusion to pin Kenny down; it was much heavier than it looked. Kenny’s stone ax slipped from his grasp, spinning away to the side. Panic set in, and Kenny cried out in panic. This mob was more dangerous than he’d ever imagined!
He was trapped between the bird’s claws. Though it couldn’t tear him apart, it was fully capable of gouging out his eyes and pecking him to death. He flung his arms up to protect his face, then heard a shrill scream. The cassowary stopped pecking at Kenny’s hands, rearing up a little and spinning its head in confusion, losing feathers and foul-smelling patches of skin in the process.
Kenny slid out from under it, grabbed his ax, and—seeing Whiskers fiercely attacking the dazed bird—took a swing, burying the stone blade deep into its featherless neck. The Undead Cassowary went down on the third hit.
Combat Ended: Undead Cassowary, Level 2 Monster Defeated!
Experience Points Earned: +1
Current Level 2 Experience: 1/30
The experience gain was minimal, but when the cassowary vanished in a shimmer, a glowing orb the size of a fist remained. Kenny snatched it up immediately. It was egg-shaped, and turned out to be just that:
Undead Cassowary Egg
Type: Consumable/Crafting Material
Effect: Reveals hidden items for two minutes
“Ever wondered what undead poultry tastes like? Crack this open and see the unseen!”
Straight from the nests of the eerie Undead Cassowaries, this egg is no ordinary breakfast ingredient. Consume it, and the world reveals its hidden treasures. But wait! There’s more! Need a dash of mystique in your potion? This egg’s got you covered.
Tossing the Egg into his chest, Kenny rushed to Whiskers, scooping him up and hugging him close. “Whiskers! Where were you?” Kenny exclaimed.
Whiskers looked up with a defiant glint in his eyes. “Hey, I’m a cat, not a toy. Let me go!”
Kenny frowned. “You had us all worried. Mom was so upset! We’ve been searching everywhere.”
Whiskers sighed. “Okay, okay. I promise I won’t disappear again.”
Kenny let him go. Now free, Whiskers stepped back and cleaned himself. Kenny laughed. “It wasn’t me who made you dirty!”
Whiskers meowed. “Sorry, Kenny. I didn’t want to upset anyone. But you know, it feels like we just got here. How could you have been looking for me all day?”
“That’s just it!” Kenny said, eyes wide. “I left the game yesterday. I was out all day, worried about you, and then I came back!”
Whiskers tilted his head. “But you were in the Sunny Glade just a little while ago.”
Kenny’s eyes sparkled. “So, time in the game stops when I’m not here! But you were at the Shelter with me—how did you get into this situation?”
Whiskers looked a bit embarrassed. “When that huge roach chased you, I tried to help. But then a Undead Cassowary appeared! I thought it would attack you from behind, so I fought it off. It chased me, and I hid. I was stuck there in that tree until you found me.”
Kenny smiled and petted Whiskers. “Thanks for having my back.”
Whiskers purred, then looked up at him with a serious expression. “While I was hiding, I overheard some sparrows talking. They said there’s more to this world than we know. It’s magical!”
Kenny raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “Zombies aren’t magical enough?”
Whiskers twitched his tail. “Nope! Beyond this forest, there’s so much more—enchanted castles, magical creatures, and they even said something about an evil sorcerer!”
Determination filled Kenny. “Then we need to leave this forest and go on a real adventure!”
Whiskers purred, “You know, the journey isn’t easy. Not everyone can handle it.”
Kenny tilted his head, reminded of something his mom often said. She would nudge him playfully, saying, “I’m not sure if this task is for you, Kenny. It’s usually just for the clever ones…”
When she said things like that it always pushed him to try harder, to prove he could do anything. But now, the cat’s words bothered him. He pointed at Whiskers. “Don’t play mind games with me! And if you vanish again, don’t expect me to come searching!”
Whiskers gave Kenny an apologetic nudge with his head. “We can head back if you’d like.” Whiskers paused, then whispered, “Speaking of which, I noticed you have a special egg. Ever thought about eating it? Imagine the possibilities!”
Kenny sighed. “When did you become so mischievous? Now you want me to eat a random egg?”
Whiskers raised an eyebrow. “Why not? Eggs are good for you. They’ve got protein to make you strong.”
Kenny pulled out the Undead Cassowary Egg. Its shine was almost hypnotic. He felt a strange urge to consume it.
“But how would I eat it? I can’t cook it here.”
“We don’t have any pots or pans, do we?” Whiskers remarked.
“We might have some at the Shelter,” Kenny replied thoughtfully.
Whiskers winked. “I doubt we’ll find any real treasures there.”
Determined, Kenny tried breaking the egg against a tree, but it wouldn’t crack. Then, when he simply wished to eat it, the raw egg transformed into a hard-boiled snack. It looked just like the ones his mom made.
Kenny bit into the egg, finishing it in two quick bites. Immediately, words flashed before his eyes:
Undead Cassowary Egg Effect: Enhanced Perception
Duration: 2 minutes
Suddenly, the world was sharper, clearer. Distances seemed both closer and impossibly vast at the same time. To the south, the great Sablemire Swamps stretched out, the bog housing an array of mesmerizing yet menacing creatures. Massive Craborpions lurked in the muddy depths. Definitely not a place to explore right now.
But right near him, just a little under the surface of the ground, was an Ordinary Stone. Further off, he spotted a collection of Gems and a Small Chest beneath a nearby tree.
“Treasure!” Kenny exclaimed with wide eyes. Excitedly, he began to dig with his hands, eager to get to his newfound riches.
Whiskers sighed. “Rushing into things isn’t always the best idea.”
Kenny, a bit frustrated, continued his digging. “I’ve got this.”
“You’re missing the point,” Whiskers said with a hint of impatience.
Suddenly, what Whiskers was trying to tell him clicked. Kenny’s enhanced sight was only temporary! He should scout the area, marking spots with hidden treasures to return to later.
He darted around, quickly marking places where precious Ores, Gems, and Crafting Materials lay hidden. If it looked valuable, it was worth marking. As the vivid clarity began to fade, Kenny realized he’d marked twenty-seven different treasure spots within a manageable area.
“This forest is a goldmine!” Kenny said, returning to the spot where he had first started digging. He stopped to think, taking a deep breath.
Whiskers gave a nod of approval. “Always use your noggin before your hands.”
Kenny’s mind raced. Digging would be so much simpler with the right tools. He needed to dive deeper into the art of crafting.
“It’s time to create a shovel!” Kenny announced with determination.
Opening the chest, Kenny took a look at his items:
Kenny’s Inventory
Planks: 3
Copper Ingot: 1
Mandrake Root: 1
Mandrake Branch: 1
Stone Ax: 1
He figured the Mandrake items wouldn’t be useful at the moment, but the Copper Ingot and Planks—those had potential! 
Holding a Plank and the Copper Ingot, he imagined them transforming. The metal would soften and shape into the blade of a shovel, and the Plank would be the perfect handle.
Suddenly, a game message appeared:
Want to make a Standard Copper Shovel?
Kenny eagerly thought ‘yes.’ But then another message popped up:
You need an Anvil and Hammer to make a shovel.
Anvils can be crafted from Stone Blocks or metal Ingots.
Hammers need a Log and any metal Ingot.
“Oh, come on!” Kenny exclaimed, a bit frustrated. Then, a realization hit him. “Hey! The game’s giving me crafting hints now! But when I tried to pick that herb yesterday, it just said I needed a special knife and didn’t tell me how to make it.”
Whiskers cocked his head. “Why do you think that is?”
After a moment, Kenny said, “Maybe because I’ve leveled up or something? Or the game recognizes me as a crafter now? I don’t know. But it looks like I’m still stuck without a shovel for now.” He sighed, and with renewed determination, began to dig with his hands.
Kenny was thrilled when he struck iron. Not just one piece, but six shiny ingots!
You found Iron Ingot: 6!
“This is great! I’ll make an iron shovel. It’s way tougher than copper!” Kenny exclaimed.
Whiskers purred, “Smarty pants! How about an iron anvil? Iron’s got to be better than copper for that too, right?”
“I’m ahead of you, Whiskers. I’ll make one back at the Shelter. Oh, and an iron ax too!” Kenny replied.
Kenny’s hands moved quickly, digging up more treasures. Soon, five dazzling gems twinkled in the sunlight.
You found Forest Emerald: 1!
You found Blood Ruby: 1!
You found Purple Amethyst: 1!
You found Sunlit Topaz: 1!
You found Sky Sapphire: 1!
Next, he uncovered a stack of big bricks.
You got Stone Blocks: 18!
At the fourth treasure spot, he uncovered a small, wooden chest that had been buried really deep in the ground. It was tough getting to it, especially with only his stone ax. His hands got all scratched up—but hey, treasure wasn’t supposed to just lie around on top of the ground, right?
Just as he was about to open the chest to see what was inside, he heard a scary sound behind him. Trees came crashing down, and a deafening roar echoed through the forest.
Suddenly, a gigantic dragon appeared, as big as a school bus and with three roaring heads! It was Deathblaze the Dragon, and it looked super mad.
Deathblaze the Dragon, Level 10 Boss
Look out! Super tough boss!
The dragon’s eyes glowed, and fire blazed from all three of its mouths.
Thinking fast, Kenny tossed the chest into Inventory, scooped up Whiskers, and ran as fast as his legs could carry him, straight for the safety of the Shelter.
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Kenny’s Forging Adventure


As Kenny dashed with Whiskers toward their Shelter, the world around them seemed to blur. Whiskers clung tightly to Kenny’s shoulder, his little claws digging in each time another threat appeared. 
Out of nowhere, a huge Predatory Roachyx, even bigger than the one they’d met at the Sunny Glade, tried to block their path. Kenny was silently hoping the roaring winged monster behind them might face off against this new beast. But nope! It looked like they had formed a monster tag team, both beasts now hot on their trail.
“You think you could go a tiny bit faster, buddy?” Whiskers said with a hint of panic.
Kenny didn’t answer. He just kept his gaze focused straight ahead, careful not to trip on anything.
With a final leap, they burst into the Shelter, and Kenny slammed and locked the door behind them. An instant later, there was a tremendous BANG against the door. Whatever was outside was BIG and really, really mad.
“Do you think the door’s gonna hold?” Whiskers whispered, hopping onto a table to peek out the window. “Oh, wow, that thing’s almost as big as the dragon!”
Kenny nodded, panting hard from their mad dash. “I sure hope so. Let’s see.”
A notification popped up:
Kenny’s Shelter Durability: 99,981/100,000
Another BANG came. The number ticked down by ten.
Whiskers gulped. “That winged guy’s one determined creature. Lucky for us, its wings are stubby. Otherwise, we’d have been toast.”
Kenny tiptoed to the window, curious about the commotion outside. The roachyx was just as clueless as the one they’d seen before, running aimlessly around the Shelter. But Deathblaze the Dragon? He was in a league of his own. It was clear the boss knew they were hiding inside, as it tried to rip the door apart with its sharp claws and lash it with its thick tail.
Running some quick numbers in his head, Kenny thought, If Deathblaze hits the Shelter for 30 points of Damage every minute, that’s 1,800 points every hour. To break down our Shelter’s total of 100,000 points, he’d need… let’s see…
100,000 divided by 1,800… oh!
“About fifty-five hours,” Kenny figured out. “That’s more than two days!” With a sigh of relief, he decided they could chill inside until it was time to leave the game and return to reality.
While Deathblaze might seem menacing, his attacks weren’t as powerful as Kenny might have expected for a creature of his Level. Kenny wondered if it was because their Shelter had some sort of protective barrier on it. Wanting clarity, he asked aloud, “Hey, game, what’s the defense of our Shelter?”
A prompt popped up:
Kenny’s Shelter, Level 0
Durability: 99,954/100,000
Physical Defense: None
Magical Defense: None
Can be upgraded.
That was puzzling. Their Shelter didn’t have any special defenses, yet Deathblaze’s attack power seemed limited. “Maybe it’s the stone walls,” Kenny mused. “They must be tough enough to withstand a lot.” Still, there was that wooden door to worry about. “Let’s just hope the dragon doesn’t decide to torch it,” he whispered, crossing his fingers.
Kenny imagined all the cool upgrades he could add to fortify his Shelter. But the big challenge? Gathering enough Crafting Material. In that moment, his biggest concern was the unwanted visitors outside. And, of course, crafting a durable shovel for digging up more treasures.
Whiskers seemed to be on the same page. “Looks like we need some weapons,” he said, tail flicking thoughtfully.
Kenny nodded in agreement. “You’re right. How about a sword? A big, shiny one! I could swing it and…whoosh! One, two, three heads gone!”
Kenny peeked out of the window again. The Predatory Roachyx was running around, confused. Deathblaze was out of sight now, but dirt and bits of wood were flying in the air. That dragon was on a mission to get in.
“That dragon means business,” Whiskers observed, sprawling out on the sofa. “And given how sturdy he looks, I don’t think one swing would do it. Have you seen the size of his necks? And he’s got three!”
Kenny laughed. “You’re suddenly a weapons expert, huh? But seriously, we need to arm up.”
Whiskers straightened up, clearly excited. “A two-handed sword! It’s got to be super long and made of steel to make a dent in that dragon.”
Kenny scratched his head. “But to make steel, I need iron and carbon. Where am I supposed to find carbon? It’s not like it’s lying around in bars or anything.”
Whiskers rolled his eyes. “Think, Kenny, think! Carbon is everywhere. In plants, in animals, even in the pencil you write with. And guess what else is pure carbon?”
“Diamonds!” Kenny’s face lit up. “There might be some in the сhest I dug up!”
Kenny eagerly dug into his Inventory, searching for the chest. But strangely, as he opened it, the сhest disintegrated into dust, leaving behind only a mysterious ring.
“Aw, no diamonds,” Kenny mumbled, clearly disappointed.
“Don’t be so quick to judge,” Whiskers said, trying to lift his spirits. “Maybe that ring is more precious than any diamond?”
Curious, Kenny looked closer at the ring:
Traveler’s Magic Ring
Type: Equippable Accessory
Effect: +10% to movement speed; Scares creatures in a 164-foot radius once per hour
“Zip and zap, far and wide! And if foes approach, give it a rub and watch them fly!”
Not just any piece of bling, the Traveler’s Magic Ring is the embodiment of both style and substance. Wear it proudly and feel the wind rush as you speed across the terrain. And when danger lurks? A quick rub summons a sound that makes even the bravest creatures skedaddle. A must-have item for any savvy adventurer!
The ring was oddly large. It dangled loosely around Kenny’s finger when he slipped it on. But then, to his surprise, it magically tightened to fit him perfectly.
“This might just be our ticket out of here!” Kenny said, eyes shining. “One thunderclap and those monsters will be running for the hills!”
Whiskers raised an eyebrow. “Or we’ll end up with ringing ears. If you make that loud noise inside the house, they might not even hear it out there.”
“Why not open the door a crack, then?” Kenny suggested, already moving toward the door.
“Wait!” Whiskers yelled. “Think it through!”
Kenny paused, realizing the risk. If Deathblaze took the chance to push through the door, or even get one of his massive heads inside, they might not be able to shut the door again. Using the ring right at the door was too risky.
“What if we use the window?” Kenny thought out loud.
Whiskers nodded approvingly. “That sounds more reasonable.”
Cautiously, Kenny opened the living room window just a little, taking a quick peek outside. The Predatory Roachyx was right there, its fangs bared, eyes fixed on him. Taking a deep breath, Kenny reached out and rubbed the ring’s surface. Not waiting to see the result, he quickly pulled his hand back and shut the window.
BOOM! The entire house shook from the loud thunderclap. Plates and cups clinked together noisily in the kitchen. Whiskers, caught off guard, jumped onto Kenny’s head, clinging for dear life.
Outside, the Predatory Roachyx was completely spooked. It looked around in panic and then darted away as fast as it could. Whiskers hopped onto the windowsill, watching its hasty retreat.
“We did it!” Kenny cheered, punching the air.
Whiskers purred in agreement. “Hoo-ray!”
BOOM! BOOM! The sudden thudding from the hallway interrupted Kenny’s celebration. Deathblaze was proving to be more of a challenge than the Predatory Roachyx. Kenny shared a concerned look with Whiskers, who scratched his ear, thinking.
“It seems loud noises won’t keep the boss away,” Whiskers mused.
Kenny nodded. “He’s a tougher nut to crack than the roachyx. We should really focus on crafting that sword.”
“As for the carbon,” Whiskers suggested, “you mentioned the furnace. What if we used charcoal?”
Kenny’s eyes brightened. “Charcoal! That’s perfect! We just need to burn some wood.”
Determined, he swiftly moved to his bedroom. He figured that if anything went wrong during his game-driven crafting, it’d be better to damage his own space rather than risk any other part of the house—especially the living room where his mom would surely notice.
First things first, he needed an anvil. Kenny inspected his resources. He had metal ingots, but didn’t he need to melt them before he could use them?
The game told him that he needed a crucible.
“Hmm,” Kenny murmured, holding a block of stone. “What is a crucible? How do you craft one?”
“It’s like a fireproof pot,” Whiskers replied. “Smiths melt metals in them.”
Kenny tried to shape the stone with his hands, but to no avail. Whiskers, with a smug look, suggested, “Maybe use your ax?”
Taking his advice, and the ax, Kenny imagined the stone morphing into what he imagined a crucible might look like. To his surprise, a few well-placed taps transformed the block.
Stone Crucible
A blacksmith’s tool for melting metals and crafting alloys.
A notification popped up:
Blacksmithing Skill - 1st Rank Mastered!
Type: Crafting & Refining
Strike while it’s hot, Kenny!
Picture the fiery forges of old, where metal was turned into masterpieces. That artistry is now in your hands. Mold metals into powerful swords, impenetrable armor, or even complex machinery. Whether it’s a knight’s armor or a clever mechanical contraption, you’re the smith now!
Blacksmithing Skill Points: 1/10
Chance for Efficient Crafting: 1%
Craft, mold, and create wonders!
Bonus: Earned +1 Experience Point. You’re now at Level 2. 29 XP to Level Up!
Kenny quickly got the hang of the game mechanics for smithing. He tried placing a Plank, which was clearly too big for the crucible. But magically, when he used it, it split in two: one piece was discarded, and the other fit perfectly. Adding an iron ingot, he visualized the melting process. In a mesmerizing display, flames danced below the crucible, melting the ingot and turning the wood to coal. Once the fire died down, Kenny was delighted to find:
You have crafted Steel Ingots (x2)
Whiskers purred, clearly impressed. “Seems you’ve got some magic touch there. One ingot in, two out!”
Kenny kept going, melting down the remaining iron ingots into steel, creating ten more. Then he poured an anvil from six steel bars.
You have crafted a Steel Anvil (x1)
1st Rank Blacksmith Skill Points: Gained +1, Current: 2/10
Steel Anvil
Type: Crafting Tool
“It’s not just an anvil; it’s THE anvil. Forged from sweat and dreams, every hammer strike echoes a legend in the making.”
The unsung hero of a blacksmith’s forge, the Steel Anvil has been the birthplace of countless weapons and suits of armor. From a novice’s first dagger to a knight’s legendary sword, every masterpiece starts here. With each strike, it’s not just metal that’s being shaped, but destinies.
It was only then that Kenny realized how foolish he had been, using Planks instead of Logs, of which he had plenty. Following that realization, he forged a Steel Hammer using an Ingot and a Log he’d found under a tree while looking for Whiskers.
You have crafted a Steel Hammer (x1)
Blacksmithing Skill Points: Gained +1, Current: 3/10
Steel Hammer
Type: Tool/Weapon
Damage: 8
“Smash, pound, crush! Whether it’s forging metal or crushing foes, this hammer does the trick.”
When regular tools don’t meet the mark, the Steel Hammer steps in. Forged from resilient steel, it serves dual purposes—useful for both crafting and combat. It’s the blacksmith’s best friend and a foe’s worst nightmare. Whether you’re shaping metals or defending your turf, wield it with pride and precision!
And with the help of the hammer, he managed to upgrade his Stone Ax, turning it into a Steel One!
You have crafted a Steel Ax (x1)
Blacksmithing Skill Points: Gained +1, Current: 4/10
Steel Ax
Type: Tool/Weapon
Damage: 18
“Chop, slice, dice! Forests or foes, none stand a chance against you.”
When a Stone Ax won’t do the trick, it’s time for an upgrade! Crafted from sturdy steel, this ax doesn’t just stop at trees. It’s a formidable force in combat too, able to deliver powerful blows. Whether you’re gathering resources or standing ground against a horde, swing with confidence!
“Wow!” Kenny exclaimed. “With this Damage, I could take on a boss!”
“Don’t be silly. That dragon’s necks are longer than your arms with the ax combined!” Whiskers grumbled, apparently terribly annoyed by his young owner’s bouts of stupidity. “You won’t be chopping off its heads with this, but Deathblaze will definitely bite yours off! Weren’t you going to make a two-handed sword? Go ahead and do it!”
Kenny looked out the window. While he had been crafting, the fleeting game night had passed and the morning had begun. He wanted to continue playing, but everything, even the best things, eventually gets old. Suddenly, Kenny had an irresistible desire to return home, to the real world, to make sure he was not going insane.
“I will,” he nodded to the cat. “Tomorrow. But now it’s time to go home!”
The durability of the Shelter, when he exited the game, had diminished considerably, remaining just a bit over half of its original strength.
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Mom Doesn’t Notice Anything Strange


The world blinked, and Kenny found himself back at home, standing in front of a switched-on TV with the game controller in his hand. He exhaled in relief, then immediately looked around in concern. Where was Whiskers? Not seeing him, he called out, “Whiskers, I hope you’re here…Kitty-kitty!” 
Meowing, the cat jumped off the couch and rubbed against Kenny’s legs. His meows no longer carried their earlier meaning. Had Whiskers lost his intelligence after leaving the game? Kenny didn’t want to believe that.
“Whiskers, are you hungry? Your bowl is full.” Kenny decided to test his pet’s intellect. “All aboard for chow time!”
Tail high in the air, the hungry cat dashed to his food. No wonder—he’d run more in the last two days in the game than he would in a month of real life. Surely he was starving. “Well, he’s an animal after all,” Kenny mused with a smile, recalling Whiskers’ constant scolding for Kenny’s “dumb” decisions.
He glanced at the clock; it was just past four in the afternoon. Just like he’d thought after his last experience; no matter how long he played, he’d come back to the real world at the exact moment he left. This was cool! It meant he could play as long as he wanted without stressing about Mom returning from work and finding his homework still not done.
Speaking of homework… The teachers might not expect it from him right away, but it was better to be prepared. Gavin had let him copy the list of homework assignments they’d been given before Kenny had transferred in. 
Sitting at his desk, Kenny opened his notebook. Where to begin? Math? Or Social Studies? Dad had always said to start with the most challenging subject while his mind was still fresh. Kenny started with Math, then moved on to English exercises, tackled Social Studies, and read the assigned chapter about the American Revolution. It was about the colonies fighting for their freedom from the British.
Kenny managed to finish everything in under an hour and a half. They had covered all these subjects—except English literature—last year in his old school. “Why are they reviewing this stuff?” he wondered aloud. “Is September just a recap of last year?”
He left the most intriguing task for last: the reading assignment, which was “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” Irving’s story was so clear and engaging that Kenny didn’t even notice when Mom got home.
A knock on the door brought him back to reality. Mom peeked in to check on him without waiting for an answer, saw Kenny reading, and smiled. But her eyes were still sad.
“Mom, Whiskers is back!” exclaimed Kenny, closing the book.
“He’s back?” she asked, her voice full of relief. Spotting Whiskers, her face lit up for a moment as she bent down to pet him. “Well, that’s good.”
After changing her clothes, she started to work in the kitchen. Whiskers weaved around her legs and Kenny took a seat, mentioning that he’d finished all his homework.
“How’s school going, Kenny?” Mom asked.
Things weren’t great, but Kenny believed he was grown-up enough not to involve his parents, especially Mom, in his issues. What good would come from her knowing he didn’t like the rowdy school with its wild kids? It would only make her more upset. So, he tried to answer as cheerfully as possible.
“It’s great! I’ve really made friends with Gavin McIntyre. We learned how to build a birdhouse in shop class today.”
Mom tried to show she was listening, but her thoughts seemed distant. Kenny figured he needed to cheer her up somehow. Maybe the new flooring would lift her spirits?
“Mom, look at the floor,” he suggested slyly.
She glanced down and shrugged, “Did you vacuum and mop? Good job!”
Was she so absorbed in her thoughts that she’d failed to notice the changes, or… What else might she be thinking about? Perhaps she was facing challenges of her own, just like he faced in his games. Everyone had their own battles to fight, after all.
Remembering the dragon boss, Deathblaze, Kenny’s thoughts shifted to gaming with his friends back home, when they’d teamed up to defeat similar challenges. After dinner, he messaged his old buddy, Eli. Without waiting for a reply, he texted, “Hey. When you’re free, let’s catch up.”
Kenny wanted to tell Eli all about his new school and the new game he’d discovered. Eli, being a true gamer, would surely understand. But Eli left the message on read, without replying. Another friend, Archie, responded swiftly: “Busy. I’ll message in 10 minutes.”
Kenny changed his ringtone to a peal of villainous laughter—loud and foreboding. That way, he wouldn’t miss any notifications. And he waited.
Half an hour passed. Art never messaged, even though he was online. Eli didn’t reply either. Some friends they were turning out to be! Dejected, Kenny wondered if he had any real friends at all. It hadn’t even been three days since he’d moved, and they’d already forgotten him.
In frustration, he craved some nachos or a sandwich. But as he headed to the kitchen, he overheard his mom arguing with someone on the phone. When she got like that, it was better to stay out of her way. Maybe he could go outside, give her space, and cool off himself.
Kenny decided to go use the exercise equipment at the playground. He needed to level up in real life too, right? Before the local bullies got the best of him. Slipping on his sneakers and throwing on his jacket, Kenny left a note for his mom saying he was going out, and headed outside. 
The sting of his friends’ neglect weighed on him, so instead of walking past the old ladies sitting on the bench by the streetlight, he jogged. A good warm-up, he thought.
Kenny’s heart raced as he heard the women gossiping as he passed them. “Look at that! Kids today, always in a hurry!” exclaimed one lady.
“Isn’t that the kid from the city? Must be Natalie’s boy,” the other added.
“Which Natalie are you talking about?”
“You know, Olivia’s little friend; Clyde and Sue’s youngest daughter. The one who ran off to New York with that guy. She married him, you know, but came back with just her son. Rumor has it, his father ran off with another woman!”
Anger rushing through him, Kenny wanted to shout back, defending his family and setting the story straight. That wasn’t the reason his dad wasn’t around! But it seemed better to keep moving, not letting them see how much their words had affected him.
Once he was a safe distance from the old ladies, he took a look around. This courtyard was surrounded by five-story buildings, including his apartment. The next yard over held a dried-up fountain with a marble statue next to some tall sycamore and poplar trees. It was shared by six two-story historical homes, pretty and ornate, with pillars, intricate designs, and old turrets that were home to a family of owls.
The monkey bars were on the edge of a sports field located between the last apartment building and a run-down two-story building. It looked like it might’ve been a hospital once, or something industrial. The dim glow from one of the porch lights of the apartment building barely reached the playground, while the surrounding lilac bushes left the area in deep shadow. The eerie wails of owls came from somewhere nearby, making it sound haunted. Sure, they were just birds, but it felt as if zombie owls were rising from the grave. Creepy level: unknown.
Kenny almost didn’t want to work out, but he shook off his fear. He hadn’t come all this way for nothing, right? He stretched his arms and legs to warm up. Then he tried a pull-up, and managed to touch the bar with his chin.
It’s always the hardest at the start, he thought, hanging from the bar, lifting his legs to work his abs. He tried to do twenty-one pull-ups, but he couldn’t keep his legs straight and he wasn’t sure if he had the right form. He tried another pull-up. Touched his chin to the bar again, but it was tougher. On the third try, his arms bent a little, and he flailed like a caterpillar.
Well, he thought, maybe push-ups would be easier, even though they work different muscles. From pull-ups, you strengthen…what was it? He checked his phone: biceps and back. Push-ups targeted the chest and triceps. Biceps, triceps… “Bi” meant two in Latin, and “tri” meant three. Oh, because the biceps had two parts and the triceps had three.
“Did you come here to work out or to read Wikipedia?” Kenny asked himself. “Work out. So put the phone away and get to those push-ups!”
Positioning himself in a plank on the cold ground, he began to lower his body. One, two, three, four…
By the sixth, his arms wobbled. By the tenth, they gave out. Oh, man! 
Wiping away sweat, Kenny decided to take a break and just hang out for a bit when suddenly his phone laughed loudly at him. Eli was calling! And it was a video call! Kenny felt a little embarrassed for thinking Eli had betrayed him. Everyone got busy sometimes.
Eli’s freckled face popped up on the screen, making Kenny grin. The smile widened when Archie waved hello in the background. “Hey, dude!” Archie shouted. “Where are you? It’s pretty dark there.”
Kenny moved to where the distant bulb’s light could reach him.
“We’re gaming at my place,” Eli interrupted. “Guess what? We just beat Starscourge Radahn! We couldn’t do it when you played last time, but with a solid team, it was a breeze!”
Pretending not to notice the slight dig, Kenny kept silent. Eli asked, “Why aren’t you logging into the game? We could team up.”
And really, why not? Kenny didn’t want to admit his new console could only play one game and, thankfully, it didn’t feature a character like Starscourge Radahn. If he ever encountered a boss like that in that weird game, Kenny would swear off it for life.
“I’m playing a different game right now. It’s way cooler,” Kenny replied.
Eli’s eyes sparkled with curiosity, leaning so close that Kenny could only see his nose on the screen.
“What game? Is it really that awesome?” Eli asked eagerly.
“Yeah, but you guys probably won’t believe me,” Kenny replied hesitantly.
“Try me!” Eli exclaimed, bursting with excitement.
“C’mon, spill the beans. What game is it?” Archie’s voice came from off-screen.
They won’t believe it, Kenny thought but shrugged. The urge to share was too strong, and he didn’t want to keep the story bottled up. “It’s super realistic,” he started, licking his lips. “The starting location is a forest, and in it, there’s a Shelter. That Shelter? It’s an exact copy of my apartment! And when you upgrade the Shelter in the game, stuff changes in real life. I crafted a floor in the game, and boom! My real apartment had hardwood floors!”
Kenny passionately talked about his lost cat, and how time stopped in the real world while playing, and got so carried away that he didn’t notice Eli’s initially intrigued expression turn skeptical.
“Nice try.” Eli smirked. “Ha! And here I was almost buying your story.”
“Me too,” Archie chimed in, laughing. “Man, you’re quite the storyteller. Been reading too much LitRPG? They come up with even crazier stuff in those books!”
A lump formed in Kenny’s throat. His friends didn’t believe him. He wanted to shout at them that it was all true. But how could he prove it? He didn’t have anything he could show them. Would he believe it if Eli told him the same story? Probably.
As Kenny stayed silent, thinking about how to react, Eli began to speak. “We looked up the town you moved to, dude. How can I say this without hurting your feelings? Basically, it seems like a total dead zone! Why’d you guys even go there?”
“Is it true the internet there is so slow that you have to spend a whole day to download a movie?” Archie chimed in with a goofy grin. “No wonder you can’t game!”
“Drop it. He’s just making things up,” Eli said dismissively.
Kenny felt a pang in his heart. Not for himself, but for the blossoming meadows around the town, the charming two-story houses, each unique in their design, the marble Hercules statue, and Aurora’s striking emerald-green eyes…
“Is it true that people there are super old-school?” Archie grabbed the phone and asked. “Like, they make their jam and pickle their own cucumbers?”
“Oh, and they grow their own potatoes and dig them up in the fall!” Eli laughed, then peered into the screen again and widened his eyes. “Is that your new house? Man, it looks so drab!”
“You guys are real downers,” Kenny retorted and hung up.
A wave of sadness washed over him, a feeling like he hadn’t just ended a call, but had cut off a part of his past life. He already felt like a stranger to his friends, and still not quite at home here…
His thoughts were interrupted by a rustling sound in the bushes, reminiscent of the zombie cassowary sound from his game. Kenny’s heart raced. He turned around, feeling someone—or something—watching him. He screamed at the sight of a massive dog, something like a husky, coming straight at him.
Dropping his phone in panic, Kenny didn’t just scramble—he grabbed for the ladder next to him and practically flew up it. He was convinced this dog wasn’t looking to make a friend. It was hunting. Confirming his fear, two more massive dogs appeared from the bushes. They didn’t venture onto the pavement, instead lingering in the shrubs, their eyes glinting menacingly. If only real life had game interfaces showing the names and potential strengths of such creatures…
He remembered Uncle Gene’s warning about feral dogs. They weren’t like the friendly labradors, huskies, or pomeranians his neighbors had. These dogs moved more like wild animals than pets.
The leader of the feral dog pack approached the ladder and tilted his head upwards, revealing strikingly blue eyes. Was it Kenny’s fear that made them seem so vivid? Had Kenny not turned around in time, that dog could have lunged at his throat before anyone could help. The thought made him shiver uncontrollably.
And he’d dropped his phone. How was he supposed to get home? Had his mom seen the note? How could he warn her about the danger he was in?
His thoughts were interrupted by a loud, recorded laugh. The lead dog flinched, tilting its head in confusion toward the phone which vibrated across the concrete with Kenny’s obnoxious ring tone. The pack leader pinned its ears back and stepped away, but the phone kept on laughing.
“Go away!” Kenny yelled from above, taking off his sneaker and throwing it at the dog.
He hit its tail.
“Help!” Kenny shouted. “Someone, help me!”
The phone’s laughter stopped. Commotion stirred below. A silhouette darted across the road in the dark and the dog started to retreat, still glancing warily at the now-silent phone.
“Who’s yelling?” came a concerned voice from a nearby window.
Curtains rustled in a nearby apartment, and a man stepped out onto the balcony, peering down into the darkness. “What’s going on?” he demanded.
“There are feral dogs down here!” Kenny yelled back. “I’m stuck on the monkey bars and can’t get down.”
The man disappeared, and then came back holding something can-shaped. He pressed a button, and a deafening airhorn blast echoed throughout the yard. The dogs, startled by the sudden loud noise, scattered in all directions. “Hang tight, kid,” the man called out. “They’re gone for now, but be careful getting down!”
“Enough noise! I’m calling the police!” yelled the old lady.
The dog, startled by her voice, turned tail and ran, leading the pack away. Kenny jumped off the monkey bars, grabbed his phone and sneaker, and quickly shoved his foot back into the shoe. Taking a moment to tighten it, he then took off. He ran back to his courtyard, sprinted past the two elderly women on the bench, and dashed into the building.
His mom was waiting at the front door. She took one look at his flustered face and frowned. “Why didn’t you answer your phone?”
“I was working out, Mom. I couldn’t get to it in time.”
Kenny chose not to mention the close call with the dogs, not wanting to worry her. Yet it was clear something else serious was already on her mind.




Chapter sixteen







Nothing Goes Right for Kenny


Mom left for work early the next morning, and Kenny grappled with the temptation to skip school. Nothing good was waiting for him there. Mean teachers, mean kids. And those bullies…where had the school monitors been? There probably weren’t any, and telling on the bullies would only make things worse. Maybe they’d forget about him if he stayed out of sight. 
But he couldn’t hide forever. Kenny peered out the window, scanning the empty yard. He stepped out of his apartment and made his way down the staircase with determination. If they wanted to hit him, let them. He’d keep getting back up. It was better to fight and face the music than be an easy target for ridicule.
Approaching the school, he noticed Gavin chasing after a group of giggling younger kids. Notebooks and textbooks were scattered across the sidewalk.
“Hey, Tubby! You can’t catch us!” taunted a red-haired boy with prominent ears. “Too slow, too slow!”
Gavin reminded Kenny of a dog chasing a swarm of bees. There were five tormentors, all a couple of years younger. And Gavin couldn’t catch a single one. It soon became clear why he was running: the boys had taken his flip phone and were tossing it around.
Kenny dashed toward the red-haired kid who was twirling the phone, snatched it from him, and raised his fist as a threat. He didn’t plan to hit him, but his intimidating stance caused the kid to scream and run away. The others quieted down and left Gavin alone.
Gavin crouched and gathered his schoolbooks into his backpack. The effort made his face turn red. His cheeks were flushed and he was breathing heavily, trying to hide his tears as he avoided Kenny’s eyes. There were footprints on his pants. His jacket had been pulled open, revealing his shirt stretched over his round belly.
They walked to school in silence. It was only when they reached the school corridor that Gavin spoke up. “Thanks. You…I…Thanks!”
He grabbed Kenny’s hand and started shaking it vigorously. Just then, Kenny spotted tall Casey and nodded to her. She approached and gave Kenny a once-over, taking in his black jeans, a light sweater, and sneakers.
“Well, now you look like a real person,” she said. “Yesterday, you looked like a penguin.”
The first class of the day was Math. Classmates, split into groups, chatted outside the closed classroom. The troublemakers stood to one side, and the more well-behaved kids on the other. Gavin didn’t join either group; instead, he walked over to green-eyed Aurora, who stood alone, flipping through her notebook.
“Hey,” Gavin started, slinging his backpack over a shoulder. “Let me guess. Up late again playing games on your phone and forgot to do your homework?”
She squinted at him and hissed, “Were you spying on me? Just let me see your answers.”
“I didn’t finish it either.” Gavin shrugged. “Didn’t get it. None of the questions made sense.”
“And you?” Aurora nodded toward Kenny. “What was your name…? Did you finish the assignment, city boy?”
Without a word, Kenny opened his notebook and showed it to her. She quickly began skimming his answers, while Gavin seemed to forget about his earlier frustration and stood beside her.
“Mrs. Park will probably ask you to explain your answers,” Casey, who had been watching, chimed in.
“Doubt it,” Aurora dismissed with a wave.
“How can you be okay with this? It’s cheating! The problems are simple. A bit of focus and you’d solve them,” Casey said smugly. “But, no, instead you’re always begging, ‘Let me see, let me look…’”
Aurora’s eyes flashed, and she clenched her fists. “One more word and I’ll slug you.”
“She’ll do it, too,” Gavin said, momentarily glancing away from Kenny’s notebook. “Casey, you better leave. Go brag about being a know-it-all somewhere else.”
Casey fell silent and walked away. Aurora, however, kept copying down Kenny’s answers. Her hands trembled slightly, and her eyes gleamed with tears as though she was deeply hurt. 
But Casey’s right; the problems aren’t that hard. And it’s embarrassing to get called out in front of the class, Kenny thought. Aurora must’ve had a good reason for not doing her homework. But he shrugged it off; if Gavin was to be believed, she probably just got distracted by a game, or something.
Meanwhile, a few of the boys nearby also seemed interested in Kenny’s work. But by the time they decided to act, Aurora had already finished and returned his notebook. They didn’t approach him directly. Guess they still see me as an outsider, Kenny mused. And Aurora didn’t even say thanks!
Aurora sat two rows from the front by the wall, with Gavin and Kenny right in front of her. At the very front, Casey and Ann were whispering to each other.
Mrs. Park entered the room, greeting her students warmly. As the chatter in the room grew, she opened her grade book and inquired, “All right, class, who’s done their homework?” Putting on her glasses, she scanned the room. 
Ann and Casey eagerly raised their hands, while most others tried to become invisible behind their desks.
Dennis Woo pointed out loudly, “The new kid did it!” before blowing a bubble with his gum and popping it.
Laughter filled the room. Mrs. Park, taken by surprise, asked, “Sorry, who?”
“The new guy!” Dennis smirked, nodding toward Kenny. “He did it, but he’s too shy to admit it. He’s a bit of a wallflower, Mrs. Park!”
Mrs. Park’s face showed a hint of surprise as she turned to Kenny, “Is that true, Kenny?”
He replied, “Yes, Mrs. Park.”
Dennis piped up, “Let him go to the board, then!”
Kenny realized that Dennis was trying to single him out, hoping to make an example out of him. He felt the urge to sarcastically decline or to call Dennis a neanderthal, or even better, a caveman, but he held his tongue.
“Well, Williams,” Mrs. Park sighed, “looks like the class has spoken. Step up to the board, please.”
As Kenny stood, clutching his notebook, he could hear a collective sigh of relief from behind. He could almost feel his reputation with the bullies improving. He wasn’t their favorite, but he was making progress. He also had a hunch that he needed to stand his ground with them. If it came to it, he’d need to defend himself. This was the kind of place where respect had to be earned, sometimes the hard way. Getting a black eye was a possibility, but it was better than being constantly picked on.
After acing his math problem, Kenny returned to his seat, thinking about how this class seemed to be struggling with simple questions. At his old school, the work had been a lot harder. He could easily be a top student here.
For the next four classes, Kenny kept acing his assignments. However, during fifth period—Social Studies class with Mrs. Stevenson—she deliberately didn’t call on him. Sixth period was Gym. Since the weather was warm, the class was held outside. The gym teacher was named Mr. Ortiz. He was a short, elderly man with a balding head, glasses, and a distinct round face.
The first thing Mr. Ortiz did was get the students running around the playground, doing arm swings and rotations. Kenny’s body ached from the activity the previous day, and he felt like breaking down, but he endured.
After the warm-up, the students moved to the monkey bars. The challenge was to travel from one end to the other using only their hands to swing from bar to bar, something Kenny had never done before. He struggled on the first bar, hanging there like a caterpillar in its cocoon, his muscles refusing to cooperate.
Mr. Ortiz watched with a mixture of disappointment and frustration, hands on his hips. Encouraged by the teacher’s gaze, Kenny reached for the next bar, but his grip slipped, and he tumbled into the dirt below. Laughter erupted from his classmates.
“Just what I expected,” Mr. Ortiz commented, shaking his head. “All that time on your smartphones, and now look. What will you do when you hit forty?”
“We have a lifetime ‘til forty!” Dennis Woo called back, chuckling.
“I wish,” the teacher replied dryly.
Gavin didn’t even attempt the monkey bars. He stepped aside, muttering, “Just give me a failing grade now if you want to. I can’t do this.”
“No surprise there,” Mr. Ortiz said with a smirk. “Too many video games, huh?”
Yet most of the other kids swung from bar to bar with ease, almost like monkeys on a jungle gym. Dennis, the class clown, even managed to create a loud gorilla call by patting his lips with one hand. 
It’s like I’ve been thrown back to the Stone Age, Kenny thought to himself. Here, it’s normal to be physically strong but not that bright!
At least he had Gavin by his side. As Kenny's thoughts shifted, he realized that despite Gavin's quirks, the boy had some unexpected talents. When it came to sprinting, Gavin surprisingly outpaced everyone. And his throw in dodgeball was the farthest of all.
Kenny didn’t know the first thing about playing dodgeball. Not wanting to embarrass himself any further, he sat alone on a bench at the edge of the court. Surprisingly, even Gavin was playing, and he wasn’t half bad at it.
Kenny’s performance, however, had been a complete disaster. He’d been the worst in the class, despite trying his hardest. The shame made him wish he could just disappear. All his straight As and book smarts didn’t matter when faced with this kind of challenge. Back in his old school in New York City, the expectations had been entirely different. Teachers treated students with respect. But here… A sickening feeling crept into his heart. It felt like the end of the world.
What was he supposed to do now? Practice dodgeball and the monkey bars every day? 
Wait a minute… 
Why practice outside on the cold concrete, with stray dogs roaming around, when he could level up in a video game? The floor had changed in real life, why not his muscles? The idea was exhilarating.
Bursting out of school, Kenny practically skipped home. He was itching to craft his double-handed sword, defeat the dragon, and—alongside his loyal sidekick Whiskers—dive into the forest for new adventures!
And, of course, he’d also train hard enough to never embarrass himself in gym class again.
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Kenny Gets Stronger


Kenny was so eager to play that as soon as he got home, he kicked off his shoes in the hallway, tossed his backpack onto the kitchen table, and, shrugging off his jacket as he went, made a beeline for his gaming console. Just as he was about to pick up the controller, Whiskers poked his head through a slightly open door and let out a disgruntled meow that sounded like a huff. 
Kenny reluctantly turned toward the noise. The cat was trying to hint at something, but what wasn’t immediately clear.
“Out of food in your bowl?” Kenny asked. Whiskers meowed in affirmation. “Hold on a sec.” His own stomach rumbled in agreement, suggesting it was time for him to eat too.
“You’re right; I should grab a snack first!” Kenny exclaimed, heading to the kitchen. Whiskers trotted behind, occasionally bumping into his legs. Sure enough, both food and water bowls were empty.
First, Kenny poured water and scooped out some cat food for Whiskers. The cat eagerly lunged at the bowl, gobbling down his meal. Kenny thought he noticed the old cat’s faded fur regaining some of its original fiery hue, and Whiskers seemed to perk up a bit.
After ensuring the cat had eaten, Kenny squatted, petted Whiskers, and scratched him under the chin. Doing so, he noticed that one of the old cat’s gray whiskers had turned a reddish shade. How wonderful it would be if Whiskers really could rejuvenate and live another ten, twenty, or even thirty years!
“Mrow,” Whiskers purred, which probably meant he still had some fight left in him.
After heating up some macaroni and cheese and adding grilled chicken, Kenny washed the dishes, neatly placed his sneakers by the door, took his backpack to his room, and then returned to the living room, turned on the TV, and reached for the game controller.
Whiskers nudged Kenny’s leg in the real world, but meowed in the game. “Finally!” Whiskers seemed to like the game more than reality. Kenny petted him and couldn’t help but smile. 
BOOM! CRASH! BANG! A sound interrupted. It was Deathblaze reminding them of his presence. They had to hurry; the durability of their Shelter wasn’t infinite, after all. 
After checking the status of his Shelter in the game, a notification appeared:
Kenny’s Shelter Durability: 60,562/100,000
“The Shelter’s durability hasn’t changed,” Kenny remarked to Whiskers. He had hoped that the boss would despawn if he exited the game, but that hadn’t happened. “That boss is still out there, and he’s Level 10,” he mumbled more to himself than to the cat. “That’s a huge level gap. I’m not sure I can even pierce his armor.”
“He doesn’t have armor. Just scales.”
“Each one as tough as a steel plate,” Kenny grumbled. “It’ll be tough to beat him.”
“So what?” Whiskers murmured grumpily. “Mammoths were stronger than humans, but humans hunted them to extinction. Why?”
“Wait, are you really my Whiskers?” Kenny exclaimed, a bit irritated. “Now even my cat’s giving me life lessons! You’re quite the scholar. Where did you learn all this?”
“Always around the computer, day and night,” Whiskers replied. “Did you think I watched all those videos with you for nothing?”
“Guess it wasn’t for nothing.” Kenny smiled, remembering Whiskers lounging nearby as he watched educational videos, peeking at the screen.
“So, why haven’t humans disappeared?” Whiskers prompted him. “I guess it’s because they always found a way to innovate, to craft, and to get better with the tools they had at hand.”
“Right,” Kenny mused. “Like creating a two-handed sword. And, oh yeah, I’ll need some armor too.”
“And don’t forget a shield!” Whiskers piped up.
“A shield? But how would I manage a two-handed sword and a shield at the same time?” Kenny wondered. Whiskers looked a touch embarrassed, making Kenny chuckle. “C’mon, Whiskers! Gotta think these things through!”
“Well, if you’re the expert, you figure it out,” Whiskers shot back. “For instance, have you considered how many Health Points Deathblaze might have? What if it’s, like, a million?”
“That seems unlikely,” Kenny replied with a shake of his head.
But Whiskers had a point. Knowing the dragon’s stats would certainly be helpful. Yet, with the beast out of sight of the window, and the high risk of venturing outside to stare at it, he’d have to get the information the hard way—in combat.
First things first: the sword and the armor. And if he could handle the sword one-handed, he’d reconsider making a shield. Those four steel ingots he had left should be sufficient for the sword, at least. And he had ample time to get prepared. After all, this game was no joke; one fatal slip, and it could be game over.
In his virtual room, Kenny approached the anvil with his ingots and hammer in hand. “Time to craft a two-handed steel sword,” he declared with determination.
But nothing happened.
“I’d love a cheeseburger right about now,” Whiskers teased him cheerfully.
Kenny threw him a playful glare, then paused, deep in thought. He visualized the sword-making process as he’d seen it in a documentary, from the molten steel to the quenching and the crafting of the hilt. But then a question arose: how would he find enough oil in this world to temper such a lengthy blade?
“What’s up?” Whiskers asked, sensing Kenny’s hesitation.
“In the real world, a blade needs tempering, or it’s just too brittle,” Kenny explained.
Whiskers rolled his eyes. “This isn’t the real world, genius. Just try it already!”
Kenny imagined the forging process, but this time, he left out the tempering step. As he did, the crafting magic kicked in! It felt as if someone else, someone way more experienced and nimble, had stepped into his shoes. This mysterious smith knew just the right moment to strike and how much force to use to shape the cooling metal, turning the Steel Ingot into an impressive two-handed sword.
Eyes wide, Kenny watched his dream weapon come to life—a sword with a razor-sharp double edge and a sturdy handle. Crafting it used up three Steel Ingots and a Log.
You have crafted a Basic Steel Claymore (x1)
Blacksmithing Skill Points: Gained +1, Current: 5/10
Basic Steel Claymore
Type: Weapon
Damage: 20-30
“Broad, bold, and oh-so-beautiful! When you unsheathe this, even the wind takes notice.”
The weapon of choice for those who believe in making grand gestures. Each swing of this broad-bladed beauty tells a tale of power and precision. While it might not be a masterwork from a master blacksmith, it certainly is a testament to budding craftsmanship. Ready for a duel?
Kenny stared in astonishment at the hefty blade in his hand. “I meant to make a greatsword, but I guess I ended up with a claymore.” Thanks to all the console games he’d binged on back home, he knew claymores were a specific kind of greatsword. That must’ve been the exact image in his mind when he’d started the crafting process.
Struggling to hold the sword aloft, Kenny groaned. “This thing’s got to weigh, like, thirteen pounds! I’d have to think twice before even trying to swing it. And it’s definitely a two-hander, so no shields for me.”
Whiskers chimed in, “Looks like that sword’s a bit too much for you, kiddo.”
Kenny frowned, his pride slightly wounded by the teasing, but the cat wasn’t wrong. Kenny was on the lean side and lacked the muscle to wield the heavy weapon effectively. But he also remembered his initial plan—to make the most of his time in this virtual realm, to exercise, to build his Strength. Maybe this was the perfect opportunity to put that plan into action.
So, before delving into the craft of armor-making, Kenny put the mammoth sword down. With the constant “thump-thump-thump” of Deathblaze as a weird soundtrack, he began his push-up regimen.
The first set was excruciating. Fatigue quickly built in his arms, and he watched in dismay as his energy level tanked, reminding him of his low Stamina score.
Whiskers, ever the vocal supporter, encouraged, “Push through, champ! One more for the road!”
With determination, Kenny mustered the power for one last push-up before flopping onto the floor. But as he lay there catching his breath, he received a small victory—a Strength progress bar popped up on his screen.
Strength Progress: +10% / Progress to Next Rank: 90% remaining.
Note: Increased Strength improves physical power, carry capacity, and melee attack damage. Train more for further enhancement!
“Whoa!” Kenny couldn’t help exclaiming. “It works!”
“Of course it works!” Whiskers meowed. “How do you think all those big guys build their muscles?”
Kenny waited until his energy recovered before he did another set of push-ups. Again, his Strength only improved once he pushed himself to his absolute limit.
Strength Progress: +10% / Progress to Next Rank: 80% remaining.
“I’m going to become so strong!” exclaimed Kenny, catching his breath.
“Hold your horses,” the cat said, hopping onto his chest.
An hour later, it became clear that Whiskers was right. After each attempt, Kenny’s Vigor restored more slowly, and his Strength increased less and less. Still, he managed to reach the fifth level of Strength by the time he was too tired to continue.
Congratulations, Kenny! Your Strength has increased: +1
Current Strength Rank: 5
With each increase in Strength, your physical power, carry capacity, and melee attack damage enhance significantly. Keep training to become even stronger!
He wanted to, it was just that Kenny’s arms flat-out refused to make the next attempt. And the game explained why:
Exhausted! Kenny, your muscles require rest.
Recovery Time: 24 hours
Note: Rest is essential for Strength and Stamina. Tomorrow offers new adventures!
Whiskers kept his intrigued gaze fixed on Kenny, and Kenny relayed to him what the game had said.
“That’s accurate,” Whiskers purred. “Muscles actually don’t grow during workouts, but when they’re recovering. Your body is mending the damaged muscle fibers, and to be on the safe side, it adds a little extra at the same time. That’s how muscle mass grows.”
“You’re so smart.” Kenny sighed. “If you could talk in the real world, you could be a university professor! Or even compete on quiz shows on TV!”
“Good grief,” the cat huffed, hopping off Kenny’s chest. “You’d better think again.”
“About what?”
“About muscles. You’ve tired out your arms, right?”
“Exactly!” Kenny exclaimed joyfully. “Now I can work on my legs! But how?”
“How, how…” The cat sighed in a very human-like way. “Maybe do some squats. And to make it harder, hold your sword.”
Kenny’s arms could barely hold the sword, but he managed to do what he set out to do: he performed ten sets of squats, until he was completely exhausted and had increased his Strength to six points. After this, his energy stopped regenerating, and the game declared that Kenny urgently needed to refuel.
After snacking on some leftover buckwheat, Kenny started crafting. He abandoned the idea of creating a shield, but forging armor, on the other hand…
Kenny, you cannot forge a Steel Helmet! Insufficient Blacksmithing skill rank.
Please continue to improve your Blacksmithing skill by crafting more items. The more you practice, the better you’ll become, and the more advanced items you’ll be able to create.
Remember, every blacksmith had to start somewhere!
…ended in failure. Kenny tried to create a helmet, but it seemed like he would have to face off against Deathblaze without any protection.
On the other hand…
Kenny lifted his sword and was surprised at how much lighter it felt. Not because the weapon’s weight had changed, but because he himself had grown stronger! His Strength had gone from four to six, increasing by one and a half times. Swinging the sword a couple of times, Kenny practiced his strikes. It was manageable now, even one-handed. Now he could work on a shield.
All he needed for the shield was a single Steel Ingot, a flexible Mandrake Branch for the handle, and two Logs. It used the last of his ingots to make, but after ten minutes of crafting, Kenny held a sword in one hand and a full-length shield in the other, behind which, if he crouched down, he could completely hide.
You have crafted a Primitive Steel-Plated Shield (x1)
Blacksmithing Skill Points: Gained +1, Current: 6/10
Primitive Steel-Plated Shield
Type: Armor
Durability: 120
“Shiny on the front, sturdy all around. When arrows fly, you know you’re safe and sound.”
In the heat of battle, when all seems lost, the Primitive Steel-Plated Shield shines as a beacon of hope. Its reinforced steel plating ensures that no arrow or sword can easily pierce through. With this by your side, you’re not just carrying a shield; you’re carrying a promise—to protect, to persevere, to prevail.
Kenny looked at himself in the mirror. Oh, it was a shame he couldn’t manage the armor yet; he would have made himself into a real knight!
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Kenny Chops Heads


All Kenny needed now was to restore his  Vigor and he could enter the fight. It was a pity there were no potions to restore HP… Wait a minute. Kenny clearly remembered he had one Mandrake Root left in his Inventory, which restored 30% of HP if consumed. He looked in the chest—and there it was. He took it out and put it in his pocket so he could use it quickly during the fight.
But to restore his Vigor quickly, he had to eat something more. Kenny hid the shield and sword in the Inventory and dove into the fridge, but only found yesterday’s macaroni and cheese. There was nothing to heat it on, as this world didn’t use electricity or gas, so he had to eat it cold.
After eating, he was irresistably sleepy. He sprawled right on the couch, telling the cat, “Whiskers, wake me up in a couple of hours.” The cat didn’t respond, just looked at the clock.
It seemed to Kenny that he had barely closed his eyes before the cat was there, stomping on his chest, and yelling in his ear, “Get up for the death match!” He wanted to brush him off, but Kenny carefully got up, noting he had slept well and his Vigor had been restored. It was dawning outside, the night had flown by, and according to the clock, the cat had let him sleep for a full eight hours instead of only a couple.
“Enough stalling, it’s time to face Deathblaze.”
“Whiskers, I need some luck,” Kenny said.
“We both do!” replied the cat. “You didn’t think I was going to sit this one out, did you?”
Kenny grabbed his Basic Steel Claymore and Primitive Steel-Plated Shield and started to walk towards the exit. But with each step, his confidence slipped away. Yes, Kenny had powered up a lot. He had a weapon and some kind of defense now. But he felt slower. Dodging felt so much harder with all this weight.
Especially because he was about to fight Deathblaze. The Dragon was Level 10! Not to mention he was also a boss. Bosses in games were always way stronger than normal monsters at the same level. And this one was huge, as big as a truck—maybe even two trucks. Plus, Kenny didn’t even know his Attributes. Kenny might be nothing more a snack to him.
He didn’t rush to leave his Shelter. He stood staring at the closed door for what felt like a long time. But after a while, he realized he was just wasting time. His Shelter wouldn’t last through another day of dragon attacks.
With a deep breath, Kenny told himself this was just a game. He kicked the door open, stepped out into the forest outside his door, and ran. He sprinted toward the gap between Deathblaze’s neck and the wall, his shield raised high.
Deathblaze wasn’t as big as Kenny had first thought. He was big, definitely, but only as big as one truck, not two. Kenny didn’t hesitate. He slashed at the boss’s back, then quickly retreated to a safe distance. Deathblaze’s Health bar showed Kenny had only done twenty-two points of Damage.
Just then, with a loud meow, Whiskers jumped out of the house. He leaped onto the middle head of the monster, scratched it, and ran off into the bushes. Deathblaze roared loudly and turned to chase Whiskers. The ground shook as the dragon stomped toward the bushes. Whiskers was long gone. 
The boss then turned back to Kenny, but the brief break had given Kenny the chance for a good look at the monster’s profile:
Deathblaze the Dragon, Level 10 Boss
Look out! Super tough boss!
Researching: Deathblaze the Dragon, Level 10 Boss
Progress: 0%… 1%… 2%…
Research Completed: Deathblaze the Dragon, Level 10 Boss
Thanks to your adventurous pursuits, the formidable Deathblaze is now understood.
Health: 333HP (per head) – Total: 999HP
Damage: 33-66
Alert: Kenny! Deathblaze the Dragon is not to be trifled with. Ensure that you’re ready before challenging this behemoth!
A Health bar above the middle head read 311/333. 
Each of the boss’s heads had its own Health bar? And he had nearly a thousand HP in total? That meant that taking him down would take a while. A long while… if Kenny could survive. But surviving seemed unlikely, because judging by the numbers on the boss’s profile, all it would take was one hit from Deathblaze and Kenny’s game would be over. Deathblaze, on the other hand, could survive up to thirty hits! 
All Kenny could do was hope that—
He had to think on his feet. 
Deathblaze attacked with a clawed paw, and Kenny dodged. He blocked the attack from the far-left head with his shield, then slashed the neck with his sword. Bingo! The monster’s far left Health bar dropped by twenty-eight. Another hit—another forty-three! A critical hit!
Another slash to the neck, and the dragon shuddered, stepped back, then started to retreat… Could it have a survival instinct?
“Get lost!” Kenny yelled, waving his sword.
But Deathblaze only retreated to the trees, backed into them, extended all three heads—
Kenny ducked and held up his shield just as Deathblaze spewed flames. The shield in his hands glowed red-hot, disintegrated into ashes, and Kenny was showered with liquid fire. The little that reached his body was enough to darken his vision, and he screamed, almost dropping the burning sword.
But he managed to endure. He bit into his Mandrake Root, regaining his Health, then, unable to see anything at all, he launched another attack.
His vision returned as he engaged, and Kenny slashed with his sword, hacking at the snake-like creature. It had become slow and unwieldy after spewing flames. The Health bar of the attacked head decreased quickly, and a fountain of red blood spurted from the half-severed neck.
Around twenty seconds later, the dragon tried to swipe at Kenny with its massive paw. The claw only brushed Kenny’s shoulder, and it didn’t cause any pain. The dragon’s middle head lunged, snapping its teeth close to Kenny’s face. Kenny reacted swiftly, slashing the dragon’s neck, and the creature reared back in surprise.
A slash to the neck—bounce back. Slash—bounce back. Dodge an attack, and again: slash—bounce back.
This time, when Deathblaze began to charge up to spit fire from a distance, Kenny chased after him, pounding on the Dragon’s armored back and tail. He’d figured out that the boss’s fiery breath only worked from a distance, and it was easier to dodge up close by ducking under its body or moving to the side. Deathblaze’s necks seemed to freeze in place during the fire breath, its body becoming still, and that was a great chance to finish this beast off!
Even Whiskers pitched in, distracting Deathblaze with his own assaults. He ripped at the bony scales on the Dragon’s heads with his sharp claws, aiming for the eyes. Then, in a quick movement, Whiskers leapt off the creature and disappeared into the nearby shrubbery.
Kenny was close to chopping off the first head. Too bad only every third hit reached the target, and the rest were absorbed by the boss’s armor. But it was better than nothing. And if Deathblaze kept running around, he could slowly whittle him down without too much risk— 
Kenny didn’t finish his thought, thrown off his feet by a powerful tail swing that knocked the wind out of him.
His Health bar dropped into the red zone. Mouth gaping like a fish, Kenny got up on all fours. Ironically, Deathblaze decided to attack him with the head that Kenny had been hunting. 
Hit! Another hit! Come on!
His Vigor was running out, his arms felt heavy, and every movement required a huge effort. But Kenny found the strength!
He made his final strike and detached the head from the neck. The fanged snake head fell off and rolled aside. A gush of blood poured out from the neck, and Deathblaze spun around, roaring and looking for its enemy. Kenny rolled away and hid behind a tree trunk.
The best strategy to defeat this boss was clear now; he just needed to continue like this and avoid any mistakes. He had to control his enthusiasm and not attack too fiercely, so his Vigor wouldn’t drop to zero.
Kenny let out a battle cry and charged. He slashed the middle head— 
A paw swipe threw him aside. Kenny rolled on the grass and tumbled toward the Shelter, seeing stars. A sharp splinter lodged into his skin.
When he blinked, Deathblaze was bending two heads toward the ground, preparing to spit fire. But the worst part— 
“No, not this!” Kenny whispered.
The hard-earned decapitated snake head was growing back! A lump appeared from the bloody neck stump. It swelled to the size of a head, spiky armor began to grow over it, and eyes started to appear. 
In disbelief, Kenny watched as Deathblaze’s third Health bar was fully restored.
Knowing he wouldn’t survive another round, Kenny ran into the house. He made sure Whiskers slipped in after him.
He shut the door.
He closed his eyes.
On the other side of his eyelids, he could sense the flames flickering in Deathblaze’s open maw.
“Goodness…” Whiskers meowed in confusion. “How do we deal with that?”
Feeling helpless, Kenny fought the urge to scream. Just a few minutes ago, he had felt invincible. Now his confidence was shattered, like his shield. He needed to be able to chop off all three heads simultaneously; otherwise, it wouldn’t work. He couldn’t pull that off even if he wanted to. He needed two more people to fight alongside him. But where would he find them?
“We need allies,” Kenny admitted.
“As sad as it is, one man does not make an army,” Whiskers agreed.
“Not even with a cat.”
“Not even with me.”
His shield was irreparable, and he had no supplies left to make a new one—he only had one Log left, and all the ingots were gone. Well, there was still copper left, but it made no sense to use it until Kenny had found some companions. Without them he had no chance against Deathblaze, even with three shields.
Kenny glanced out the window, noticing that dusk was falling. He had the whole night to become stronger. And in the morning, he would find two other fighters. Well, he would try to find them.
He had one person in mind—Gavin. But would he join? And who would be their third? Aurora would be good, but she wasn’t very friendly. She might refuse out of spite.
Well, tomorrow was a new day. The hardest part was yet to come. He had to gather a team, or if that failed, fight and die.
With these thoughts, Kenny logged out of the game and started doing his homework.
It was hard to concentrate—thoughts of the damned dragon and the fight that was waiting for him kept intruding. He wanted to run to Gavin immediately and ask him to play, but he remembered Eli’s skepticism. Gavin would probably think I'm making it all up, just like Eli did, Kenny thought. He knew he needed to wait for the right moment.
His mom came home at the usual time, upset like usual, asked how he was doing, went to the fridge and found out that Kenny had eaten all the prepared food. Thankfully that amused her. “Kenny, you glutton!” She was pleasantly surprised, but her eyes remained sad. “Where did you get such an appetite?”
“I’ve been exercising,” he replied. “Doing push-ups, pull-ups…”
“Exercising? Good kid!” She ruffled his hair and started cooking dinner.
Kenny went to sleep thinking about the game. He dreamed of running around the classroom looking for allies, but everyone he begged for help turned their backs on him.
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Kenny Seeks Allies


Kenny was feeling a bit down as he walked to school. His heart pounded harder the closer he got to the intersection near Gavin’s house. How could he ask Gavin to play the game with him? Should he say, “Gavin, I have this awesome game. It’s like nothing you’ve ever seen before”? That might not work. It could upset Gavin, as if Kenny thought he was backward and hadn’t played enough games. Maybe Kenny could just hint at how cool the game was.  
He stopped and looked around, trying to spot Gavin. But that plan didn’t feel right either. Gavin didn’t seem to play video games. And telling the truth wasn’t a good idea; he’d seen that already. Gavin probably wouldn’t believe him.
Lost in thought, Kenny barely noticed the familiar sights and sounds of the school’s morning routine. The faint hum of chattering students, the squeak of car brakes in the drop-off zone, and the sporadic laughter from clusters of friends reuniting after a night apart. There was a comfort to it, the predictability of school life contrasting with the uncertainty he felt about the game.
But as he neared the entrance, he realized that today, amidst the familiar, there were some things he hadn't noticed before: the way the teachers’ greetings echoed off the brick walls, the vibrant color of backpacks contrasting the earthy tones of the school building, and the faint scent of morning dew mixed with the paper and ink from freshly-printed assignments. Perhaps the game had enhanced his senses, making him more attentive to details he’d previously overlooked.
Shaking off the distracting observations, Kenny's thoughts drifted back to Gavin. Should he suggest doing homework together and then introduce the game once they were home? No, that wasn’t fair. The game was dangerous. Kenny had been scared at first himself. And Gavin might be more scared than he was.
Soon, it was time for the first class. But Gavin had still not shown up. Kenny decided not to wait outside for him; he didn’t want to be late for Mrs. Stevenson’s class. She didn’t seem to like him for some reason. And what if Gavin was sick, or had decided not to come to school? The second option seemed unlikely, though, given his strict grandmother.
This was bad, really bad. Kenny couldn’t just bring any random person into the game!
When the bell rang, Kenny entered the classroom. He smiled with relief when saw Gavin at his desk. He took the seat next to him.
The rest of the school day passed without anything special happening. The usual bullies caused trouble. Casey and Ann got top grades on their tests. Dennis Woo got in trouble with a high-schooler, and spent the rest of the day in the principal’s office. Aurora didn’t turn in her math homework again. And despite wanting to, Kenny couldn’t find the right moment to ask Gavin to play the game.
After school, Kenny and Gavin walked home together. Gavin reminded Kenny that they needed to check to make sure Tyson and his gang weren’t around before they left. Kenny agreed; they didn’t need any extra problems. Plus, if they waited in the schoolyard for a while, it might be easier to find the right moment to ask Gavin to play. There was no more time to waste.
Kenny started the conversation. “Hey Gavin, what do you do when you’re not busy with homework?”
“What do you mean?” Gavin looked at him suspiciously.
“Do you watch any TV shows, or play games?”
Gavin seemed to be caught off guard. His mouth fell open as he stared blankly at something in front of him, as if he were having some kind of attack. Suddenly, he started waving his hands frantically in front of his face and squealing in terror. Kenny stopped in his tracks, not understanding how to help. Only after a few seconds did he notice the tiny spiders on the cobwebs dropping from the tree above that had terrified his new friend. Kenny felt a wave of embarrassment at the way Gavin screamed like a baby at the sight of a spider. And it was worse that his only friend was such a scaredy-cat.
And then he considered the thought that, even if Gavin entered the game, he might get so scared that he wouldn’t be helpful. That was even more disheartening. If he was shrieking at the sight of spiders, he would probably faint once he got into the game. After all, they would be encountering things a lot worse than harmless spiders—fearsome creatures like Undead Cassowaries, Predatory Roachyxes, and Deathblaze the Dragon!
After shaking off the spiders, Gavin spent a few more minutes catching his breath, sweating, and standing still while he recovered. Meanwhile, Kenny waited for him and understood he didn’t have much choice. He hadn’t made friends with anyone else, and he only had a day left to protect his Shelter in the game. He knew the dragon wouldn’t give up until it had defeated him.
Kenny glanced at Gavin, who was trudging along beside him, and tried a different tactic. “Do you want to come and work out today?”
What am I saying? Kenny became annoyed with himself, but then he convinced himself that he wanted to help Gavin become better, stronger, and braver. Maybe they could get stronger together.
“What are you talking about?” Gavin was taken aback.
“We could go to the playground. You know, work on our abs, do some push-ups and pull-ups.”
Gavin looked at him incredulously. “To the playground? Why would we do that? No, I don’t want to.”
“Come on, what’s the big deal?” Kenny persisted. “Ten minutes on the playground bars, and you get loads of benefits! It’s super easy!”
“Listen to yourself, city boy!” Gavin got annoyed. “Have you looked at yourself in the mirror? Now look at me! I weigh twice as much as you!”
“So?”
“So, that means I would have to lift twice the weight you do on those bars! I won’t even be able to hold on, my hands will just slip off!”
“But pull-ups will strengthen your arms, grip, and back, you’ll stop slouching…” Kenny began, having researched the benefits of pull-ups the night before.
But Gavin stubbornly shook his head and retorted, “No way it will strengthen me. To get the results you’re talking about, I would’ve had to start working out as a little kid. It’s too late for me now, I’ll just end up injured or with a sprain, and Grandma will scold me. Or worse, she’ll cry. And she can’t afford to be upset! She has a heart condition! Besides—”
He didn’t finish his thought, falling silent when he noticed a group of bullies lurking at the opening in the schoolyard fence. He stopped, shifting on his feet and looking unsure whether to keep going.
“Tyson, again!” Kenny was frustrated. He had Deathblaze destroying his Shelter in the game, and now he had to waste time dealing with this dimwit!
“There are two other exits from the schoolyard: one behind the cafeteria and the other one through the gate near those doors that are always locked. If push comes to shove, we could always hightail it over the fence,” Gavin suggested, breaking the silence.
Kenny nodded and followed Gavin. They saw some shady characters near the gate, and decided to head behind the cafeteria instead. There, facing each other and looking upset, were Aurora and Casey. Casey was being supported by her friend Ann. Aurora was furious, stomping her foot and jabbing her finger at Casey, who was looking down her nose at Aurora.
“Looks like there’s going to be a fight,” murmured Gavin. “Nothing more pointless or ruthless than when girls fight.”
“But Aurora’s your friend!” protested Kenny, and he headed over to the squabbling girls. Sighing heavily, Gavin trudged along behind him.
“Stop lying,” came Casey’s voice. “I can’t believe anyone can be that stupid!”
“You…You can’t be such a rat! I studied! All night! And you…”
“I don’t believe you.”
“Well, if that’s the case,” Ann chimed in with a smirk, “Aurora, maybe you should try transferring into ‘special ed.’ That might be more your speed.”
With a wide grin, Kenny interjected himself between the arguing girls. “What’re you guys fighting about?”
The girls glared at him and fell silent. Aurora clenched her fists and flared her nostrils, while Casey exuded an air of superiority.
“You’re good at math, right?” Casey squinted at him. “Then you tutor Aurora. I’ve got better things to do!” Taking Ann by the arm, Casey walked away without a backward glance.
“He’s a better tutor than you, anyway!” Aurora called after her.
“Let’s head home,” Gavin suggested in a conciliatory tone. He took a few steps ahead, then looked back. Kenny and Aurora started walking toward him at the same time, and the three continued on together.
They walked in silence for a few minutes before Aurora finally spoke. “I just don’t get math. I’ve even had a tutor and it didn’t help.”
“And literature?” Gavin asked. “What was so hard about learning that poem? It was only twelve lines. You could have gotten a C, but now you’ve got a D.”
“I did study,” Aurora grumbled, sniffling a bit. “I just don’t have enough time to do everything.”
It was hard for Kenny to imagine how someone could fail to remember just twelve lines, but he guessed some people just had really bad memories. Maybe Aurora was struggling with school not because she was lazy, but because her memory wasn’t that good?
And maybe the game could help her! If Strength and Agility could be boosted in the game, and if home improvements in the game could affect the real world, could someone’s real intelligence actually be increased, too? And wouldn’t that mean you could get your homework done faster, since time spent in the game didn’t count in the real world?
That settled it! He needed to invite both Gavin and Aurora to play. But first, he needed to gauge their interest. 
He held back a bit and pulled Gavin aside. “Hey, do you play any games?” Kenny asked quietly.
“What do you mean?” Gavin replied.
“Well, like, on a smartphone. Or maybe on a game console.”
“Not really. I don’t have a console, and my phone… you’ve seen it, I can only play Snake on that thing. I used to have a decent smartphone, but that jerk Tyson took it, even threatened to break my neck if I reported him! My mom has a laptop, but my grandma won’t let me play games on it. She barely lets me do anything at all!”
“You’re exaggerating!” Aurora, walking ahead of them, retorted without turning around.
“Me? Exaggerating?” Gavin stopped and imitated his grandmother: “Gavin, dear, go do your homework! Gavin, close the window, you’ll catch a cold! Gavin, turn off the TV, you’ll ruin your eyesight!”
Kenny smiled, but it was tinged with a bit of sadness. His own mom could be overly protective, too, so he understood Gavin. But he needed Gavin for this, which meant he needed to persuade him to take a risk.
“Then why don’t we go to my place?” he suggested. “I’ve got this game…it’s unusual. Cool. Dangerous.”
“Nah.” Gavin shook his head. “Ask Aurora, she’s into that sort of thing.”
“And I will!” Kenny replied, deciding it would be easier to convince Gavin once Aurora was on board.
Catching up with her, Kenny proposed, “Hey, Aurora, how about we head over to my place? I’ve got this game…like nothing you’ve ever seen before in your life!”
“Is it a board game or something?” Aurora asked, then added, “I don’t like board games. They’re boring!”
“No, it’s a console game,” Kenny replied. “We can play it with three players. All at the same time!”
“What about four? Do you have four controllers?”
“Yeah, we can play with four. So, wanna go?”
“Hmm…” Aurora frowned. Then, her green eyes flashing, she demanded, “First, tell me what kind of game it is. I don’t play dumb shooters!”
“No.” Kenny shook his head. “It’s not a shooter. More like an RPG with some crafting elements.”
“Bo-o-ring!” the girl drawled. “What’s it about, at least? What’s the setting? Dystopia? Fantasy? Adventure?”
“Listen, Aurora.” Kenny sighed, struggling to keep his patience. He was offering them a chance to play something fantastic, and they were being so difficult! “I can’t describe this game, you have to see it.”
“That’s a weird way to entice us,” Gavin mumbled.
“Yeah,” Aurora agreed and giggled. “Maybe our Kenny is some kind of maniac?”
Kenny, hearing the word “our,” mentally smiled. At last, he was becoming part of the group. It was worth trying a little harder to persuade them.
“Here’s the deal,” he said. “If you don’t like it, I’ll let you copy my homework for a week. How’s that?”
“I told you, my grandma won’t let me,” Gavin droned.
“Your grandma won’t know anything, we won’t tell her,” Kenny reassured him.
“Do you have any Doritos at your place?” Gavin asked, glancing upwards.
“We’ll find some.”
“Then let’s go!”
Kenny turned his gaze to Aurora. She looked into his eyes for a long time before reluctantly nodding.




Chapter twenty







Newbies in the Game


Kenny spent the entire walk home mulling over his decision to invite the others to play the strange video game. What if something went wrong? What if he got transported into the game, and they didn’t… What then? 
And how would they react afterward? What if they blabbed to adults? Although it wouldn’t be the first time he’d tried to share this secret with friends. Or former friends, at least. But nobody had believed him so far. Maybe no one would believe them.
Aurora walked along in a brooding silence. Gavin, on the other hand, was a constant chatterbox, disturbing Kenny’s thoughts.
“Why the mystery, huh? Why not just tell us what game you have?” Gavin pestered.
“Because you wouldn’t believe me.”
“Intriguing!” Gavin responded, trying to sound sarcastic.
Aurora, walking on his right, chimed in. “I hope you’re not just stringing us along, Kenny. And if you’re lying for some weird reason, copying homework won’t be enough to make up for it.”
Kenny was now having serious doubts. What if, for some unknown reason, they couldn’t all be transported into the game? Tech problems did happen in life, often when least expected and most inconvenient, always timed impeccably to disrupt plans.
“We’ll see,” Kenny mumbled in response. Suddenly, Aurora stopped and waved at someone.
Kenny followed her gaze and spotted three boys in the distance, Aurora’s tall, skinny brother Roberto among them.
Roberto broke away from his group and jogged over. He shook Gavin’s hand, and after a moment’s hesitation, which annoyed Kenny, he reciprocated Kenny’s handshake.
“Aurora, you heading home?” he asked.
She squinted at him and retorted, “Looks like you’re playing hooky.”
He grinned at his friends before answering, “Yeah, skipping math. It’s a guaranteed fail. I’ll just retake it when I’m better prepared.”
A raindrop splashed on Kenny’s nose. Aurora tilted her head back and said, “Why don’t you join us? Kenny has a cool video game that a bunch of us can play together.”
“What kind of game?” Roberto popped a bubblegum bubble. “If it’s some nonsense with elves and dwarves, I’m out.”
The last thing Kenny wanted was for Roberto to join them. But if the others insisted on his participation, that could be a problem. He would need all the help he could get to deal with Deathblaze.
“No elves,” Kenny said, giving Aurora’s brother a displeased look. “There are all kinds of monsters, mutants. It’s an awesome game, trust me!”
“Mutants? I don’t know…” Aurora’s brother seemed unsure.
“Oh, come on, Roberto,” Aurora said with a smile. “Let’s go! And if you don’t want to, don’t.”
“All right then,” Roberto easily agreed and followed them, asking no further questions.
The apartment was empty when they arrived, except for Whiskers, who darted toward them with a piercing meow. But when he saw Roberto, who was the first to walk in, Whiskers recoiled and crouched down to the floor.
“Oh, look who’s here!” Aurora cooed. She took off her shoes and ran to the cat, but Whiskers growled unhappily and darted under the cupboard.
“He’s not very social,” Gavin noted. He hung up his jacket, looking around the place. “Where are the Doritos?”
Roberto playfully punched him in the stomach. “All you ever think about is eating!”
Gavin let out a small yelp but didn’t say anything. Roberto looked around, glanced at Kenny, and demanded, “All right, dude, show us your super-duper game. Maybe I’ll like it. I could hang out here in the evenings, since my dad keeps bothering me at home and won’t let me chill.”
Kenny wanted to escort Roberto to the stairs right then. He was momentarily speechless at Roberto’s audacity, but then Aurora spoke. She sighed and nodded. “Yeah, that sounds about right. You should cook dinner, do the laundry, clean the floors…”
“Yep.” Roberto nodded. “That’s why I only come home late at night when Dad’s already in bed.”
“And that’s why everything falls on me!” Aurora jabbed a finger into Roberto’s chest. “And you just goof off!”
“What about your mom?” Kenny asked.
“That’s none of your business!” Aurora snapped.
Kenny shrugged and walked toward the living room. Gavin followed him, huffing in discontent, and quietly said, “Their mom is sick.”
Kenny looked back, but Gavin just walked past him, nonchalantly stopping in front of the TV and squinting. 
“What an antique!” Gavin exclaimed. “Hah! Even my grandma doesn’t have one like this! Is this seriously what you’re going to show us?”
“Shut up, chatterbox,” Roberto snapped, noticing the glowing rim of the game console next to the TV. He gulped audibly, walked up to the console, and ran his hand over it. “Cool! What game are we playing?”
Aurora remarked skeptically, “Playing on a screen like that isn’t great.” She turned to Kenny. “And how will we all play together on something that small?”
“You’ll understand soon.” Kenny reached for the gamepad with a thumping heart. But before he resumed the game, he warned, “Don’t be scared. We’re safe in the house.”
He closed his eyes, and when he opened them, they were all there together: himself, Aurora, Gavin, and Roberto standing in Kenny’s living room, looking around in confusion.
“Why would we…?” Gavin started but was interrupted by the booming sound of Deathblaze’s assault tearing through the Shelter.
“That dragon never rests!” Kenny exclaimed.
“Who?” Aurora asked from Kenny’s bedroom.
He followed her and saw her gaping at the anvil in the middle of the floor.
“What’s this? It’s an anvil! Cool! Did you make it?”
“Yep, I crafted it,” Kenny answered.
Roberto was more concerned about something else. “Who’s trying to break in?” He moved toward the door, shouting when he couldn’t find a peephole. “Are you sick or something? We’re coming out now!”
“Don’t open it!” Kenny warned, then replied to Aurora while taking his Steel Ax from his Inventory, “I did warn you!”
Evidently from their perspective the ax just appeared in his hands, because Gavin’s jaw dropped and he froze. He slapped his cheek, then pinched his arm.
“We’re in a game,” Kenny explained. “It’s like one of those fully immersive VR things, but no helmets needed.”
Gavin let out a noisy breath and stood frozen by the wall. Aurora squinted. “You’re not kidding? We’re really in a game?”
“Yep. And that thing trying to break into this Shelter is a Level 10 boss named Deathblaze the Dragon.”
“Can I go home now?” Gavin whimpered.
Aurora, however, was holding up well. “Wow, that’s something! Can we see the dragon?” She looked out the window and commented, “Guys, we’re not in the city, there’s a forest around us. And it’s a strange forest.”
Roberto silently walked over to her, and looked out the window too. He came back, touched the anvil, gawked at Kenny with the ax in his hands, and Kenny put the ax back in his Inventory.
“A magician, huh?” Roberto nervously smiled, pointing out the window. “How did you do that? Is it, like, a projection screen or something? And where did the ax go?” He approached Kenny, inspected him, and felt the air around him with his hands. “I don’t understand!”
“Okay, so,” Kenny said. “Look at me and think hard about wanting to know who I am.”
Roberto frowned in annoyance. Aurora sat in a chair and watched them.
“What do you mean?” Roberto didn’t understand the suggestion.
“Well, as if you don’t know me and you want to find out.”
Gavin seemed to catch on first and muttered in a low voice, “Kenny, Level 2 Crafter.” He rubbed his eyes, shook his head. “Incredible. Roberto, you’re Level 0 Newbie. A complete zero!”
“What are you talking about?” Roberto clenched his fists, then focused on Kenny, and his long face stretched even more as his jaw dropped. He hiccupped, and turned to his sister. “You’re also a Newbie. And Gavin, too.” He looked at Kenny. “Gosh, how are you doing this?”
“I told you, we’re in a game,” Kenny replied.
“C-can I go home?” Gavin, who was squeezing against the wall, repeated, “Grandma will scold me.”
“No, you can’t!” Aurora jumped off the chair and started pacing back and forth. “Amazing, it’s all so real! A dragon! A magical forest!”
“My grandma will scold me—”
Roberto gently patted the chubby boy. “Stop whining! Your granny is sleeping! And you need to stop being a crybaby!”
Gavin either calmed down or pretended to calm down—he fell silent, at least, sniffling in hurt. 
Roberto turned to Kenny. “Deathblaze, you said? Can it get in here?”
Right, the boss! Kenny thought about the strength of the shelter and got an answer:
Kenny’s Shelter, Level 0
Durability: 1,364/100,000
Physical Defense: None
Magical Defense: None
Can be upgraded.
“Dang it!” Kenny couldn’t help but blurt out. “We have an hour, tops, then Deathblaze will be here. And yes, he will destroy the Shelter to do it!”
“And what do we do?” Roberto and Aurora asked simultaneously.
Kenny took a deep breath, exhaled, looked at his friends, and was about to say that he was going to upgrade the Shelter, but then Whiskers crawled out from under a cupboard and began to speak.
“You’d better tell them about the rules…”
Gavin, who was standing by the wall, jumped and exclaimed, staring at the cat. “He… he’s talking! I understand him. How is that possible?”
“Oh, look, a kitty!” Whiskers mimicked him. “Oh, it talks!”
Aurora rushed over to pet him, but Whiskers’s fur stood on end and he hissed, “Ew, what terrible manners! I doubt you allow yourself to behave like this toward humans.”
“Meet my cat. He has a bad attitude,” Kenny commented and added, “But he’s right. First, I’ll tell you what I know, then I’ll try to upgrade the Shelter—”
“And what?” the cat meowed irritably. “Do you think Deathblaze will just leave? Upgrading will only delay him.”
Kenny ignored the cat and began to explain what he knew about the rules—that they couldn’t let themselves die in the game, or they would be sent back to the real world; and that time in the real world stopped when they entered the game, so there was no rush. They would come back to the moment they’d left. And what he suspected—that reality changed for the better if something changed in the game. Like the floor.
“And what, if a monster kills you, you just teleport?” Roberto asked. “So, I would end up in your empty room?”
“Well, yes. You wouldn’t even have time to blink before we were back, too.”
“I need to go home,” Gavin continued his lament.
“When we’re here, time in the real world stops,” Kenny explained again. “So stop whining, your grandma won’t even notice you’re gone.”
Aurora once again dashed to the window and pressed her face against the glass, trying to spot Deathblaze.
“Are you telling me the four of us together can’t beat him?” Roberto puffed out his skinny chest, finally believing in everything.
“He’s a Level 10,” Kenny explained. “And you guys are Level Zeroes, so even with weapons, you’d barely scratch him.”
“And so what?” Whislers asked. “You’ll just hide in here until he breaks through? You won’t be able to level up before he gets in anyway. We have to fight.”
“I wonder if dying hurts?” Gavin mused aloud, but nobody answered him.
“Whiskers is right,” Kenny said, falling silent as he thought intensely.
He knew no one would thank him for this; he’d lured them into a trap with Deathblaze. He had to figure something out, save the situation, his friends, and the Shelter. Upgrading wasn’t an option for now. It was something they would need to do once the boss had been defeated.
“We’ll have to fight him…” Kenny said finally, his decision made.
Roberto threw his hands up, dropping his jaw, and twirled a finger at his temple. “With our fists? Against a monster?”
Kenny thought about their options again, trying to envision how they could defeat Deathblaze, and nodded. “Yes. With our fists. Against a monster. And if you’re too scared, I’ll give you a two-handed sword.”
Roberto grinned and gave him a thumbs up; Gavin turned pale; and Aurora, after studying Kenny’s expression, quietly said, “You have more experience, you lead. What’s the plan?”
And with that, it felt like wings were sprouting from Kenny’s back, and a brilliant plan, clear and crystal sharp, suddenly formed in his head.




Chapter twenty-one







It’s Just the Beginning


The plan that emerged was both simple and complex. Kenny suggested luring Deathblaze to the area where the Undead Cassowaries lurked. South of that area was Sablemire Swamps, full of giant Craborpions. The heavy dragon would either get stuck and ideally sink in the marsh, or the Craborpions hiding in the swamps would tear him apart with their monstrous claws. 
Kenny also decided to craft something like a knife or dagger from the last remaining copper ingot, and if there was enough material, make more than one. The dragon had three heads, so it could look in all directions. If they had daggers, they could stab out the eyes on the side heads while someone distracted the middle head. If they managed to do that, then luring the boss into the swamps would be easier.
“I get the general idea,” said Aurora. “But more specifically? Who needs to do what?”
“Gavin’s good at short distance running,” Kenny replied. “He’ll have the hardest part—he’ll be the first one to run out of the house and sprint to Sablemire Swamps.” He looked at the overweight boy and pointed in the right direction. “That’s where you’ll need to run, Gavin. Don’t worry, we’ll run out right after you and follow you, and the dragon will chase us.”
“I don’t have to do anything else?” Gavin asked suspiciously.
“Nothing else. There are trees growing near the edge of the swamps, so all you have to do is climb up and hide from the dragon there. We’re light, we’ll run past it and not sink, but Deathblaze will get stuck in the mud.”
Aurora looked at the ceiling, adjusted her ponytail, and said, “It might work. What was the name of that mob you lured onto a tree? The one where the branch broke underneath it and it got crushed?”
“Predatory Roachyx,” Kenny answered, blushing. He was embarrassed by the thought that Aurora thought it had been planned. In reality, he had been panicking while running from the mob, and he got lucky with the broken branch, but he didn’t correct her. It wasn’t important in the moment.
“Predatory,” Gavin added, looking at Kenny. “So there are Roachyxes that aren’t Predatory? Otherwise, why make the distinction?”
“Whether it’s Predatory or not doesn’t matter,” Aurora brushed off. “The main thing is that in this game…” She suddenly hesitated, looking at Kenny suspiciously. “Kenny, are you hiding anything? This doesn’t look much like a game. It’s more like some kind of portal that transferred us to another world!”
“I won’t lie, it could be, I don’t know,” Kenny replied. “But even if it’s a portal, it will take us back home. And the rules in this world are a lot like a game: levels, experience, crafting, damage numbers, health points…”
“All right, we’ll figure it out later,” said Aurora. “What’s interesting here is that this game world allows us to kill monsters by using the environment, not just weapons, understand? A monster can be destroyed by falling from a great height; not every game has a mechanic like that. If the game really does have something like that, then Kenny’s plan might work. So, I’m in. Let’s try it.”
“We have two,” Kenny said, looking at Gavin. “Are you in?”
Gavin shrugged. “I won’t fight a monster like that barehanded. And I won’t be able to do it with a weapon either, my limbs will paralyze from fear—”
“That’s true!” interrupted Roberto, who had been watching Deathblaze through the window with interest. “You won’t find a bigger coward anywhere else!”
“I’m not hiding it,” replied Gavin. “But in your plan, Kenny, I won’t have to fight, so I’ll do everything I can. I can run really fast when I’m scared.”
“Roberto?” Kenny looked at Aurora’s brother.
He smirked. “You guys are overthinking things. The lizard is big, but if you stab a sword into its heart…Where’s the sword you promised me, Kenny-boy? Give me the sword, and I’ll whack him so hard that the beast will crumple instantly.”
Reluctantly, Kenny handed over the claymore. Whiskers watched quietly from the side, his gaze far from approving.
“Wow, this is heavy!” Roberto exclaimed, accepting the weapon. He took a few swings, holding the sword with both hands, then gave a satisfied nod. “This will do! Ready to take down the boss?”
Kenny shook his head. “Did you even listen to the plan? I still need to make more weapons for us. I have a leftover copper bar; I’m going to try and forge three daggers. Or maybe knives.”
“Or even a spike,” meowed Whiskers. “There’s not much metal left, so don’t get your hopes up, little master!”
“Why?” Roberto wondered. “I tell you, one hit! Straight to the heart!”
“You dork.” Aurora shook her head. “If this is a game, that’s not how games work. Why do you think they set up HP and Damage Points? Whiskers said each dragon head has 333 Health Points. You have to take them all out to kill it.”
But Roberto was already heading for the door.
“Stop!” Kenny called out, but Roberto ignored him. 
Muttering, “Straight to the heart!” Roberto dashed to the door, swung it open, and charged—
“Oh, you foo-ool…” Aurora drew out, racing after him.
Kenny, who had imagined everyone listening to him and following his plan to the letter, couldn’t believe his eyes. His brilliant plan for the boss fight was already going sideways. But there was still time to correct it.
Shaking the terrified Gavin, Kenny shouted in his face, “Go! Run! Use your claws, Gavin!”
The hefty boy snapped out of it, nodded, and took off, not toward the Sablemire Swamps—but to the bathroom. A couple of seconds later, Kenny heard the click of a lock.
“Ugh! Oh! N-no!” echoed from outside.
Roberto was already battling the boss. Aurora was out of sight. Kicking open the bathroom door, Kenny yelled, “Gavin, help us!” and dashed outside.
The cat hopped onto his shoulder, digging in his claws so deep that Kenny hissed, “Careful, fluffy! Save some of that for the dragon!”
Outside, instead of drawing Deathblaze’s attention and sprinting south toward the swamp with the Craborpions, Roberto was attempting to pry open the dragon’s armored chest. The dragon didn’t even notice, but continued to demolish the hut. Aurora was trying her best to draw its attention to herself to save her brother—kicking it, calling it names, and hurling stones at it.
“Run to the Swamps, you goof!” Whiskers meowed.
“Come on, you wimps!” Roberto laughed. “It’s almost done! Take that, reptile! Get it, you lousy creature!” Twirling around, Aurora’s brother made another attack, aiming for the dragon’s chest. Deathblaze moved away. Roberto’s sword slipped, striking a clawed finger where the scale was thinner, and the dragon roared, glaring at the pitiful insect who had dared to sting him.
Aurora shrieked as the boss lifted a paw and brought it down on the head of the foolish swordsman. Roberto realized what was happening, too late—he started to run but didn’t make it.
Aurora let out a horrible scream, covering her face with her hands, and Kenny squeezed his eyes shut. If it weren’t for the cat digging its claws into his shoulder, he might have just stood there forever, too scared to see the horror.
“It’s just a game,” Whiskers murmured. “Open your eyes, little master. Or it’s the end for all of us!”
Kenny opened his eyes. There was no trace of Roberto, not a drop of blood had been spilled. Only the sword lay there in the strange, seemingly artificial grass. Aurora rushed to the sword, grabbed it, and with a wild cry, unleashed it on the boss. Anger gave her strength for the first hit but lifting the sword again was obviously already a struggle. Swinging it a second time, she nearly fell and began to use the sword like a spear. Needless to say, she wasn’t doing much damage.
Gavin, who seemed to have overcome his fear and left the Shelter, froze like a statue at the sight, his eyes wide. Kenny thought he wouldn’t be of any use, but the big boy suddenly forgot his paralysis and charged at the boss with his bare hands.
Cursing the dragon and calling it an earthworm, Gavin kicked it, and jumped on its toes to break them, but even his weight was powerless against Deathblaze’s iron scales. The dragon now shifted its attention to Aurora. She was somehow managing to dodge his attacks and still stab it with the sword wherever she could.
Kenny hung in the balance for a moment, unsure what to do. He needed to save his friends, but how? Make daggers for Aurora and Gavin and take the sword for himself? He pulled out a Copper Ingot and immediately dismissed the idea. It would take too long, and Deathblaze would either devour or trample his companions while he was crafting. Returning to the original plan of luring the boss into the Sablemire Swamps wouldn’t work. His friends had lost control and were unlikely to hear him. Roberto’s death seemed to have stunned them.
Deathblaze looked down at Aurora trying to pierce him with the sword, twisted his neck oddly, opened his jaws wide, and froze. Kenny realized what he was about to do: spew fire, killing both Aurora and Gavin in one fell swoop.
“Hey, overgrown lizard!” he shouted, trying to distract the boss, but it didn’t react.
Desperate, Kenny wound up and aimed the ingot at the dragon’s eye, recalling his poor baseball pitching skills. He had to try anyway. “Take this! Aurora, Gavin, run!”
The ingot flew toward Deathblaze, whose mouth was beginning to smoke. But the missile didn’t hit his eye; instead, it flew straight into his gaping mouth. Kenny bit his hand in frustration. Aurora started to run, but Gavin seemed not to hear the warning.
Time seemed to slow. Kenny saw Aurora’s legs moving at an agonizingly slow pace. Kenny saw Gavin as he finally understood that he was about to die, his face going pale and stretching in fear. Kenny saw the middle head’s neck twitching, as he swallowed the ingot—
Or so it seemed. Because in that moment, the smoke stopped pouring from the dragon’s three mouths. 
Wait… Had that worked? What exactly had happened?
Deathblaze stopped chasing Aurora and Gavin and turned all three of his heads to look at Kenny. But he didn’t attack. He had this look on his faces, sort of like a question, maybe? Or like a puppy that just had a treat and was looking around hopefully for another.
“What, you like that?” Kenny shouted at the boss.
Deathblaze snorted out a puff of smoke. Suddenly, words appeared in front of Kenny:
Kenny, Deathblaze the Dragon now finds you interesting, because you feed him treats instead of running away!
Kenny thought hard for a moment. From his Inventory, he pulled out his Stone Ax. He took careful aim and threw it at Deathblaze. The dragon caught it in mid-air with his outermost head. He held the ax in his mouth for a second, then spit it right back. The ax spun towards Kenny, who jumped aside just in time. The smoking, red-hot ax fell to the ground next to him.
Meanwhile, Aurora had sprinted into the house. She came back out, waving the claymore in her hand, signaling to Gavin. Poor Gavin looked like he was frozen in fear, looking just like a meerkat. But Deathblaze didn’t seem interested in Gavin at all. The dragon’s three pairs of eyes were all fixed on Kenny, looking almost… hopeful?
Kenny reached down and picked up the hot ax. Except… the ax had changed. He was so surprised that he couldn’t speak. It wasn’t just the shiny, crystal-like appearance the ax now had; there was something else… Oh wow!
The ax had been just an ordinary Steel Ax. But now, it had become Dragon-Forged!
Dragon-Forged Steel Ax
Type: Weapon
Damage: 72
“Hold your dragons and lock up your trees! When this ax swings, everyone agrees: it’s epic!”
Legend has it that the flames of Deathblaze the Dragon imbued this ax with unparalleled strength. Every swing carries with it the fury and might of a dragon’s roar. It’s not just a weapon; it’s a saga, a tale of fire and fury, ready to be wielded by a true hero.
Turns out Deathblaze can be pretty useful, Kenny thought, feeling a spark of an amazing idea brewing in his mind. The ax didn’t change the way Deathblaze felt about Kenny, but still… 
“Kenny, get in the house!” Aurora yelled. “Hide!”
“Hide!” Whiskers echoed with a meow.
Even Gavin had unfrozen from his fear and already taken cover inside the house, peering out of the window. Only Deathblaze and Kenny remained outside. The dragon seemed to be expecting something. Well, not just something, apparently—a treat.
Kenny pulled out a Forest Emerald from his Inventory. It was the size of a quail egg. He threw it at the dragon. All three of Deathblaze’s heads rushed towards the crystal, mouths wide open. The two on the outside knocked their foreheads together, but the middle one swallowed the crystal. It didn’t spit out a forged crystal this time, or any cool rings, but swallowed it completely, emitting a satisfied purr!
Kenny, Deathblaze the Dragon is now showing increased interest in you, because it’s the first time a target has fed him treats.
Kenny focused on the boss and was surprised to see that the text above him had turned gray—the only time he’d seen that before was when the low-level Mandrakes didn’t attack. Did that mean that if he fed Deathblaze, the dragon might stop being aggressive?
Just then, Aurora, thinking that Kenny needed help, started dragging her sword toward the pair.
“Aurora,” Kenny hissed, fearing she might jinx his good luck, “Don’t hit Deathblaze! I think feeding him calmed him down.”
Aurora squinted at the dragon and then nodded. “Wow! How?”
“Like this,” Kenny said, pulling a Blood Ruby from his bag. He called out to Deathblaze, “Here, buddy, catch!” He flung the gleaming red crystal toward Deathblaze’s right head, which swallowed it immediately. The other two heads looked at it disapprovingly.
Kenny, Deathblaze the Dragon now sees you as the cool guy with treats, who’s more useful when not on fire.
Aurora stepped up beside him and Whiskers appeared on the other side, with Gavin in tow. The big guy, just to feel safe, clung to the cat’s tail.
Deathblaze kept his eyes locked on Kenny, his expression not just pleading now, but demanding. Kenny pulled out a third gem—a Purple Amethyst. He wound up to throw it at the dragon’s left head, but Whiskers meowed, sharing some sage advice. “And that’s why you feed your pets on time!”
Kenny chuckled, tossing the stone. As it got swallowed and sank toward Deathblaze’s belly, a new message appeared:
Kenny, Deathblaze the Dragon now likes you because you’re a decent dude, and you’re not stingy with the goodies.
He held his last precious stone in his hand—a transparent, shimmering Sky Sapphire. He felt strangely reluctant to throw it. Why bother? The boss wasn’t aggroed anymore. Maybe if Kenny stopped feeding him, the dragon would just leave?
“Throw it,” Whiskers purred. “Don’t upset Deathblaze.”
“Why did you guys even come out of the house?” Kenny asked. “Get back inside. There’s no need to take unnecessary risks!”
“Nah,” Aurora dismissed his concern, nearly dropping her sword. “It’s way more interesting out here. Throw him something else, just in case. Maybe we can even tame him?”
With a sigh, Kenny flung his last precious stone. It was caught by the dragon’s far-left head. After gobbling up the treat, Deathblaze did something weird: he chirped, stretched his necks out, and danced around in a circle, almost swatting the group of kids with his tail. The letters above him turned green — the neutral boss had become friendly!
Kenny, Deathblaze the Dragon now respects you because you’re brave, kind, and you share your goodies.
You can now attempt to tame him. Just remember, you’ll need to pat all three of his heads at once, so no one gets upset!
Aurora and Gavin watched with bated breath, while Whiskers looked on, unimpressed.
“Don’t do it,” the cat murmured, clearly a bit jealous. “You forget to feed me on time, but try feeding that one!”
“What’s happening with him?” asked Aurora.
“He’s buttering you up, asking for forgiveness,” answered the cat.
“He wants to be my pet,” Kenny replied. “But I don’t think I have enough hands to pet all three of his heads at once. I need your help.”
“I’m not petting him,” Gavin responded warily, stepping back a couple of paces just in case.
“He crushed Roberto!” exclaimed Aurora. “And you want him as a pet? What if Roberto is gone forever?”
Kenny raised an eyebrow, a hint of irritation in his expression. Weren't you the one who just suggested taming him a moment ago? Girls! he thought to himself, trying to make sense of her sudden change of heart.
“He’s not gone,” Whiskers reassured them confidently. “Your Roberto is alive, just logged out of the game. And it’s his own fault! He’s probably waiting for us.”
“Or maybe he’s not,” Kenny suggested. “Maybe he’s on pause and he’ll return to our world at the same time as us. Time doesn’t pass there while we’re here, remember?”
Meanwhile, Deathblaze lowered his heads to the ground and made a pitiful face.
“Fine, take the beast as a pet,” Whiskers grumbled. “It might help us. But no guarantees, it’s a gluttonous and dim-witted creature. You won’t gather enough precious stones and metals to keep it fed!”
“Look who’s talking.” Kenny smirked.
With that, he approached the dragon. He didn’t feel much fear now, and Deathblaze bowed all three heads before him. Setting an example for the others, Kenny approached Deathblaze’s middle head, larger than he was, and scratched under its chin, just where cats liked it. It seemed like Deathblaze was a cat at heart, because he rolled his eyes and began to purr.
Not to be outdone, Aurora dashed over to the left head and started scratching it, too. Once Gavin was convinced it was safe, he did the same thing with the right head. All three heads closed their eyes and began purring rhythmically, like the hum of three car engines running at once.
“You’re not as bad as you seem,” Kenny muttered to himself.
Taming Deathblaze the Dragon: 0%… 1%… 2%…
Hold on tight, it’s going to be a wild ride!
When the taming progress bar reached 100%, the dragon flashed with a purple light and shrank slightly. A message appeared in front of Kenny’s eyes:
Kenny, Deathblaze the Dragon just became your newest sidekick!
Can you believe it? Deathblaze isn’t just any dragon. It’s a triple-headed beast, each head breathing fire so hot, it can turn metal to puddles. And the best part? Each head has its very own personality. Imagine the fun you’ll have getting to know each one!
A little tip? Make sure you give each head some special bonding time. No one likes feeling left out, not even dragon heads!
Earned +25 Experience Points for teaming up with Deathblaze the Dragon! You’re at Level 3 with 21 out of 40 XP. Just 19 XP to Level 4!
Keep going, Kenny!
Hey, Kenny, you just soared to Level 3!
Every step you take, every move you make, you’re turning into a true gaming legend. Feeling that buzz? That’s you getting even more power!
Oh, and guess what? You’ve got another 3 points to spend. Think of them as secret power-ups to boost your Attributes even more.
Awesome news: you bounce back from tiredness way faster now. It’s like having a super rechargeable battery inside you!
But wait, there’s more! You’ve just unlocked a Map. It’s like having a treasure map in your pocket, helping you find secrets and avoid danger spots.
Keep leveling up, Kenny. The game’s just warming up, and so are you!
A shower of glowing dust sprinkled over Kenny, and a familiar warm, pleasant feeling washed over him. This was the blissful effect of leveling up.
Alongside the notification, a Character Profile window appeared, and Kenny consulted with Aurora on where to allocate his new points. Aurora suggested that it wasn’t a good idea to create an overly-specialized character, with some Attributes developed significantly more than others. It was important to keep a balance, and then further develop his skills according to the demands of his game class.
Kenny decided to invest one point each in Agility, Constitution, and Intelligence, the latter of which had also developed naturally because of his class. The next time, he’d put everything into Stamina to reach a near-perfect balance.
Kenny, Level 3 Crafter
Primary Attributes
Strength: 6
Agility: 5
Constitution: 5
Intelligence: 6
Stamina: 2
Secondary Attributes
Health: 50/50
Vigor: 100/100
Unarmed Damage: 6
Critical Hit Chance: 7.5%
Mastered Skills
1st Rank Lumberjack: 1/10
1st Rank Weaponsmith: 1/10
1st Rank Builder: 1/10
1st Rank Tracker: 1/10
1st Rank Blacksmith: 6/10
Once he was done assigning points, Kenny closed the system window and looked at his new pet. Deathblaze waggled his tail, emitted a rumble, and looked right into Kenny’s soul with all three of the pairs of eyes that Kenny had recently wanted to gouge out.
“It’s still not fair,” Aurora grumbled, throwing down her sword. “We petted him together, but the pet became Kenny’s!”
“All this is good,” Gavin said, glancing at the cottage anxiously, “but my grandma is waiting for me at home. What are we going to do?”
Aurora rolled her eyes and sighed. “How many times do we have to tell you that time stops out there? It’s fine! Look at how cool this is; we have a real live dragon! It’s just that his wings are tiny.” She shook her head sadly. “It won’t fly, you can’t ride it. Otherwise, we could fly out of this forest.”
“It’s interesting out there,” Kenny said. “Whiskers overheard a conversation between sparrows. Apparently, beyond the forest, there’s some evil wizard causing trouble! We should go there!”
“I’m getting hungry,” Gavin whined. “My grandma said I shouldn’t go hungry.”
“Can I hit you instead of Roberto?” Aurora suggested. “It’s so interesting here, and all you do is complain! Kenny’s talking about magic, and all you care about is food! Talk about being down-to-earth!”
Gavin fell silent, but he didn’t seem offended. Though it’s hard to tell with him, Kenny thought. He always seems a bit puffed-up.
In the meantime, Whiskers jumped down to the ground and began grooming himself like a regular cat. He seemed upset, probably out of jealousy. But he’d get over it.
Remembering what they had planned to do once they had lured Deathblaze into the Sablemire Swamps, Kenny suggested, “Let’s vote, who wants to go home?”
Gavin raised both hands.
“Who wants to keep playing?”
Aurora and Kenny raised their hands, and Whiskers lifted his tail.
“Three against one,” Kenny declared. “We’re staying. So, I suggest this: we’re still newbies, we need to level up and get stronger. We can wander around the area and look for resources. And hey, I’ve still got some treasure sites marked from before that I haven’t dug up yet. Hopefully, Deathblaze will protect us from hostile mobs while we do it. When we come back with our haul, I’ll craft us some weapons and armor and improve our Shelter, since it’s almost out of durability.”
“Won’t the house repair itself?” Aurora asked, eyeing the cabin with its broken logs and skewed door.
“I don’t know. Maybe not. So, let’s search for resources, level up, and then look for a way out of the forest.”
“Is all this happening today?” Aurora asked. “Oh, right, we have plenty of time.”
“If we get hungry, there’s plenty of food in the fridge,” Kenny said.
“Awesome!” Aurora squealed, throwing herself at him. “This is a fantastic adventure! Thanks for inviting me, Kenny!”
Kenny’s knees buckled—not under Aurora’s weight, but from joy. His heart skipped a beat, and his soul sang. 
Gavin, watching this, wailed and started his usual litany. “What day is it today? What adventure? I need to go home! And we still don’t know what happened to Roberto!”
“Damn,” Aurora said, letting go of Kenny. “And Gavin’s right. I won’t be able to play until I know my brother’s okay.” She pleaded, “Kenny, let’s just take a quick peek at home, and we’ll come right back! If Robby doesn’t want to come back with us, then forget him, we’ll play by ourselves! Please, please, please!”
After being embraced by the green-eyed girl, Kenny really wanted to continue the adventure, but she and Gavin were right. They needed to check on Roberto.
“All right, let’s go inside,” Kenny said, patting Deathblaze’s head. “You’ll wait for us out here, right?”
In response, Deathblaze growled, exhaling a harmless puff of steam, then suddenly tensed up. His necks elongated, his eyes sparkled. The dragon was looking in the direction of the house.
Kenny turned around and saw that they had a visitor—a Level 7 Predatory Roachyx! Presumably the one that had chased him here with the dragon and then ran away, scared off by the ring’s thunder. What terrible timing! But it didn’t matter, he’d scare it away for good now.
“What’s that?” Gavin mumbled, pointing at the overgrown cockroach.
“Roachyx!” Aurora screamed and dashed for her discarded sword.
Kenny didn’t say anything, he just rubbed his magic ring to banish the mob. The sky darkened, then was lit up by a bolt of lightning, thunder boomed, and—
—And at that moment, all three of Deathblaze’s heads exhaled powerful streams of liquid fire. The Predatory Roachyx was reduced to ash, Kenny gained four Experience Points, and Deathblaze looked at his master with all his heads, as if to ask: “Well, how was that? Wasn’t the way I handled that great?”
“Great,” Kenny answered, watching their house go up in flames. “But now we have nowhere to live.”
There was absolutely nothing left of the house. Where there had once been a Shelter, there was only a black rectangle of ash. Kenny looked at it in horror, wondering if there was anything left of his apartment in the real world. If his repair work here had transferred there, then would the destruction transfer as well? Oh boy, this was a mess.
The only way to check if everything was okay with the apartment was to exit the game, which Kenny immediately requested.
Kenny, Gavin, Aurora! Listen up!
Your Save Point is gone. To get it back and return to your world, you’ve got two options.
One: seek out a new Shelter, somewhere safe and hidden away from the bad guys.
Or two: work together to restore your old home.
Think of this as a quest, a mission of utmost importance. You’ve got each other, you’ve got your wits, and now Kenny has a three-headed dragon! Use your strengths, look out for each other, and never give up.
Everyone saw it, and read it. They all fell silent for a while, trying to process the news.
“So what now?” Gavin finally asked.
“Nothing.” Aurora shrugged. “We’ll look for a new Shelter.”
“Or rebuild the old one,” said Whiskers.
Aurora, Gavin, and Whiskers all looked at Kenny. He walked around the ashes, thought for a little while, evaluated their options, and finally nodded.
“We’ll build a new one. And for that, we’ll need Stone Blocks and Planks, Iron and Coal, Sand and…well, lots of stuff. The best person to gather resources would be a Gatherer.”
“What’s a Gatherer?” Gavin asked suspiciously.
“In the game, there are three classes to choose from: Crafters, Gatherers, and Hunters,” Kenny explained. “And there’s three of us. I’m already a Crafter.”
“I call dibs on being the Hunter!” Aurora yelled.
“Then I guess I’ll be the Gatherer,” Gavin sighed. “Oh, Grandma is going to be mad…All right, tell me what I need to collect and how to do it. But first, I could use something to eat.”
“There’s nothing to eat,” Aurora answered. “We had food in the fridge, but the dragon burned it.”
Deathblaze growled something along the lines of, yeah, I did a great job burning it, praise me.
“We had one fool to deal with, now we have three,” grumbled Whiskers, hinting at Deathblaze’s three-headed nature.
Kenny placed the cat on his shoulder, then pet each of the dragon’s heads in turn. He then handed Gavin the Steel Ax, tempered in dragon fire, and pointed at the nearest tree.
“Time’s ticking, and adventures await. Let’s get to it!”


End of the first book.
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