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            Chapter
          1
      

            A Stench of Cabbage
      

         

         Lucas activated his machete and cut his way through the heavy plants growing on the dense jungle floor. He thought he was near the edge, because the birds chirping from the speakers slowly grew quieter. Seven or eight Slashers were following him with dragging footsteps and an enormous horde of them were approaching from ahead. Lucas hid behind a tree. Those ridiculous slobbering Slashers. They thought they had him now, but they didn’t know he had a Smart Detonator underneath his vest. He scrolled through his weapons collection, then clicked his left mouse button to set it off.

          
      

         BOOOM!

          
      

         A white light filled the screen, and when it disappeared, all the Slashers were lying on the ground, while the burning palm leaves crackled softly. Lucas crawled forward, picked up the enemies’ weapons and started running towards the edge of the jungle. He sliced through a huge palm leaf and stepped onto the sand. The sun was scorching and he had to turn down the screen brightness to be able to see properly. He leapt into his exoskeleton and fired up the thrusters. A desert like that was not to be traversed on foot. That was obvious from the skeletons all over the enormous sandbox. If anyone wanted to reach the castle, they certainly shouldn’t be walking – they should race ahead in a fully-charged exoskeleton.

         The towers appeared on the horizon and Lucas could finally see the Black Castle. This was the abode of Lord Darkrobe. He didn’t know too much about the final boss of the game. No one had put a video of him on YouTube yet. Lucas felt a tingle of excitement at the thought that he might be one of the first players to get this far in the game. He slowed down, landed a little way from the castle, and ran the final stretch.

         The giant boulder-like bricks glinted in the sunlight as he approached the castle gate. He looked around. There! He grabbed a large wooden handle and pulled hard. The castle gate opened with a loud creak. It started slowly, then suddenly it came crashing down and Lucas had to leap to the side to avoid losing his life. When the massive wooden gate hit the desert sand, they made a thundering sound.

         Lucas stepped inside the castle. Heincreased the screen brightness again, and now he could see where he was. A row of flaming torches in the corners of the octagonal room were struggling to illuminate it. By the walls, there were a couple of dusty wooden boxes, and in the middle of the floor, there was an X. When he stepped out onto the stone floor, it made a deafening echo, like walking into a giant church.

         CRASH! He leapt to the side as Lord Darkrobe landed on the floor. The cloaked enemy towered above him and scowled menacingly with his red eyes. Lucas felt his pulse growing rapidly. He ran backwards, drew his pistol and fired a salvo. Lord Darkrobe didn’t even seem to notice. The colossal enemy leapt high into the air and landed right where Lucas was standing, making the floor begin to crack.

         CRASH!

         He leapt to the side at the last second

         BANG! BANG! BANG!

         Lucas tried injuring Lord Darkrobe with his combat rifle, but the rounds bounced harmlessly off his enemy’s dark cloak. Lord Darkrobe leapt again and pounded into the floor right where Lucas was standing, so he had to leap to the side again. Once more, the floor cracked where the giant boss landed.

         CRASH!

         Lucas sprinted over to a wooden box, punched it open with his fists and breathed a sigh of relief when he saw what it contained: a rocket launcher. He grabbed it and zoomed in; he aimed right at Lord Darkrobe’s face and clicked the left mouse button.

         The missile soared through the air and hit the boss right between his red eyes. Lucas cheered, but when the smoke from the attack drifted away, he could see that nothing had happened. Lord Darkrobe leapt at him again and forced him to sprint away.
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         CRASH!

         Lucas didn’t understand. Surely all bosses had some weakness or other? He had worked out Lord Darkrobe’s pattern by now: The boss leapt high into the air and landed right where Lucas was standing. Over and over. But what was his weakness? Where was Lord Darkrobe’s weak point?

         “Lucas!” a voice called

         “Lo-lord Da-Da-Darkrobe?” he stammered back.

         “Luuucas!”

         Lucas frowned and put his ear down to the speaker of his laptop.

         “Luuucas, sweetheart, come down to dinner!”

         A stench of cabbage crept into Lucas’ nostrils. He looked out to the hallway, his poster of Darkrobe Rises filling most of the inside of the door.

         CRASH! said the game suddenly.

         Lord Darkrobe landed right on top of Lucas’ character, who was now lying in a pool of blood on the floor.

         GAME OVER read the screen.

         Lucas sighed. He stood up from his chair and trotted downstairs.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter
          2
      

            Scratches on the Surface
      

         

         Splat!

         A wad of cabbage squelched onto Lucas’ plate. The smell made him wrinkle his nose.

         “Eat up, sweetheart, it’s full of fibre! And vitamins, both B and C,” Mrs Jensen explained with a cheerful smile.

         Lucas sat at the end of the white dining table. On the wall next to him there was the family portrait where he had been wrangled into a white button shirt and his dad was trying to smile. Lucas was trying not to look at the picture. On the table was the Mobile-free Zone box, where you were supposed to put your phone the moment you entered the house.

         His family had just got a new kitchen. The sort where the cupboard doors were practically shining and where the cooking was done in the centre of the room. The technical term for that was a ‘conversation kitchen’, which Lucas’ mum took as gospel.

         “Jesper?” she called.

         “Of course, darling,” replied Lucas’ dad from his home office.

         “Come and have yourdinner,” she said, as she sat down at the other end of the table.

         Mr Jensen came trundling out of his home office. He sat down and started eating without saying anything. He worked in accounting for PhoneBizz, one of the leading companies in the field of mobile phone electronics.

         “I can’t believe how much work you’re doing these days,” said Mrs Jensen as she put her hand on her husband’s shoulder. “And you’re going to the office again tonight? Only for a little while this time, right?”

         “Yes, dear,” replied Mr Jensen, and jabbed at the cabbage with his fork.

         The radio was stuck on one of the boring talk stations in the background. It always was, even though no one paid any attention to it.

         “So, do you boys like the food?” Mrs Jensen asked, smiling at them.

         “Certainly, dear,” Mr Jensen said quickly.

         Lucas stared at his plate.

         “Lucas?” his mum said cautiously.

         It was as if the white blob on his plate grew larger while he looked at it.

         “Earth to Lucas! Are you still with us?

         “Of course I am! Calm down.”

         “You seem a bit stressed,” his mum said. “Have you been gaming again? All those games cause stress you know.”

         “Mum, I’m not stressed!” Lucas said, hotly.

         “Well, you seem stressed,” his mum replied. “Those games. They make you all confused in the head. Let me show you an article I was just reading. Where are my glasses? Have either of you seen my glasses?”

         Lucas pointed to the pair of thin-rimmed glasses right in front of her.

         “Good heavens, there they are! Oh yes, the article … where did I put my iPad? Have you seen my iPad? Oh no! There’s smoke coming from the pot! Good heavens, did I forget to switch off the stove?”

         Mrs Jensen leapt to her feet and stared helplessly at the smoking pot.

         “Jesper! Jesper, where was I supposed to put my thumb again?”
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         Mr Jensen stood up and placed his finger on the glass panel until it beeped. Both Lucas’ parents sat back down.

         “Surely you can understand that I’m concerned you’re walking aroundstressed!” Mrs Jensen continued. “I’m simply going to have to take your computer away from you for a while if it goes on like this. And no more gaming today! Don’t you agree, dear?” she asked, looking over at Mr Jensen. “Jesper? Don’t you agree?”

         His dad was stabbing the cabbage with his fork …

         “JESPER!”

         Mr Jensen jumped in his seat, cleared his throat and answered his wife:

         “Certainly, dear!”

         “Why don’t we go and find out if playing handball would be fun?” his mum asked, looking straight at Lucas.

         “No,” he replied, tersely.

         “Football?”

         “Mum!” said Lucas.

         “Ice hockey?” his mum suggested, meekly.

         “Stop it!” Lucas shouted. “How many times do I have to tell you? I DON’T WANT TO!

         The conversation kitchen went quiet. The speaker on the radio was the only one not to get the hint. “Police are still at a loss as to the identity of the masked person committing acts of vandalism all over town,” the reporter informed them. “The culprit has been spotted in several places, but no one knows where they are now.”

         Mrs Jensen interrupted the radio: “Sweetheart, I understand you’re tired of being picked last for all the sports at school. But no one ever got good at something by giving up. When you suffer defeat there are two things you can do: give up or get up and try again.”

         “Yes, yes. I know. But it’s not working for me,” Lucas said and managed to quickly swallow a mouthful of cabbage.

         Mr Jensen stood up quickly from the table and grabbed his stomach.

         “Good heavens, is it your tummy again?” Lucas’ mum asked. “Can you do the dishes after you’ve been to thetoilet?”

         “Yes, dear,” replied Mr Jensen and rushed out to the small bathroom.

         Lucas stared distractedly at his plate. It was scratched at the bottom. The scratches of countless forks scraping over it. Over and over and over, until the surface had been damaged … He had an idea. It was simple, but potentially brilliant, and if it turned out to be a success, he might be one of the first players to defeat Lord Darkrobe.

      
   





Chapter 3

New Tactic



“Strangely, the culprit is not inclined to steal anything. They simply grab the mobile phone of a random member of the public, throw it to the ground, and then they disappear again.”

The host on the TV news was talking about the masked vandal. The criminal was still at large in town. “And now the weather. A storm is approaching from the West. Conditions will likely reach their peak around midnight, where there will be a risk of severe rain and thunderstorms,” the presenter went on.

Lucas’ mum sat in front of the TV in the living room and Lucas seized the opportunity to sneak upstairs to keep gaming. He carefully walked past the bathroom where his dad was still sitting with an upset stomach.

“Oh my god, I’ll get you for that!” he heard from the bathroom.

Lucas stopped to listen.

“You disgusting turd! I’ll damn well show you who’s the boss!”

“D-dad?” Lucas said timidly. “Are you alright?”

“Nooo! Don’t! Let go! Let go!” his dad shouted from inside the small bathroom.

Lucas tried peeping through the keyhole, but the key was blocking his view.

“Yesss! Ha-hah! There! Down you go! Ha-hah! Down you go!” his dad cheered.

Lucas hurried upstairs. He slammed the door behind him, leant back against it and heaved a deep sigh. Finally, alone. Or rather, not entirely alone. But now it was just him and Lord Darkrobe.

This time he had an idea. After clicking “Continue” he was back in the jungle. He hacked his way through the dense foliage, put on his exoskeleton and flew through the desert.
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