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Looking at the lightly vermilion painted sky pierced by city buildings , I envied the flock of soaring birds. I wanted to be like them. To have my own wings of freedom to escape this cage of reality. 

While technology was in its prime, people were trying to escape from reality. People were desperate to find a world to feel less stressed, less inferior, less of who they truly are. An organisation, Technolife, had globally given people a safe haven using technology. Technolife created a game and portals that allowed people, with an age limit of 14 to 60 years-old, to enter into its gaming world. Upon entering, humans’ physical body and mind would be temporarily encoded into the game’s system, allowing people to be in the game to retain their five senses. In the game, the people will be a little more physically stronger, however they will maintain their original appearance. Those people will cease to exist in reality until they wish to leave the game’s system, where a portal is summoned by them with just the thought of it. It was a global phenomenon. Technolife had set up centres with portals that are incredibly affordable, attracting people from all walks of life.

Flinging my blanket to the side, I sat up on my rickety bed, feet making contact with the cold wooden floor. I groggily stumble into my bathroom getting ready for the day. I shimmied on my slightly crumpled outfit for school that consists of a plain grey T-shirt and long black joggers. Turning around to pick up my backpack, I caught a glance of myself on the only mirror in my one room studio apartment and froze midway. Straightening up, I stared at my mirror double’s face. I had dark circles and heavy eye bags, my hair still slightly ruffled even after running a brush through it.

Tearing my gaze away, I quickly grabbed my bag and locked up my apartment. At the same moment, the door to my left opened, revealing my best and childhood friend, Aguero. He was dressed in grey trousers and a white T-shirt that clinged onto his slightly muscled frame. His ebony hair was styled up neatly as he locked his door with his own backpack slung on one shoulder. Turning to me, his emerald eyes gazed into mine as he gave me a dazzling smile. 

Walking to school, Aguero was excitedly rambling about the game created by Technolife with stars in his eyes. It has been a big hit and we have been yearning to try it out since it was announced to open globally, six months ago. Although intrigued by the game, I am placing priority on school studies, and my part time job, to keep income flowing in. 

Routinely, Aguero was walking me to my first class when we heard snickers directed to our direction. We knew it came from the most notorious group of students in the school without even sparing a glance. My tormentors were degrading my appearance, and commenting on how I was even able to befriend Leopold. Knowing not to let their opinions define me, and the fact that I was used to it, I just strolled past them with Aguero. Aguero, however, was not taking it lightly. He snapped his gaze to the group of students with a ferocious glare, effectivity ceasing their teasing and they froze. 

I felt my heart warm up, it had become accustomed that whenever I am being demeaned, Leopold would send a death glare to them. For the moments he would not be beside me, my studies hogs onto my focus, ignoring the harsh whispers behind my back.

Tilting my head, I gave him a lopsided smile as we paused outside of my class. Aguero’s face was painted with concern, eyebrows knitted together. I giggled and had to assure him multiple times I was alright before he reluctantly left for his own class. 

Settling down, I placed the document I painstakingly did, on my table. Just then, the notorious gang entered the class. A hand shot out from the gang and swiftly detached my document from my hands. Standing up to retrieve it, the professor arrived and requested the class to submit that very document. Before I could explain to the professor, a boy from the gang of thieves quickly handed my work to the professor, whilst giving me an evil grin.

My explanation was futile. The professor was skeptical, and suspected me of trying to steal someone else’s work. My tormentors had removed my name and replaced it with theirs so I had absolutely no proof. My classmates knew better than to shed light on the truth and face the wrath of those menaces. So, I was reprimanded and the professor decided to give me until the end of that week to finish that two months worth of work I did.

Sighing, I entered the cafe I worked part-time after school for the little drop of pay they offered. While walking into the staff room at the back, my manager cut me short. She placed her chubby hands on her hips and in an annoyed tone, announced that I was no longer needed in the cafe. Rolling her eyes, she told me I did not have to work on that day so I should just run along. I froze while my mind was trying to wrap around the fact I was retrenched. 

Slamming the door closed, I did not even realise that I was already in my apartment. I had been on autopilot, just focusing on not letting the tears escape. Back against the door, my knees gave out and I slid down to the floor. 

‘Hey, you're back. I used the spare key you gave me so I have been waiting for you here. Also, I bought your favorite drink for-’

Aguero cut himself off as he caught sight of me. His eyes widened as he swiftly got down next to me, as his gaze softened when it locked with mine. Aguero placed me onto my couch and offered me my drink, as I felt my resolve cracking and the tears gushed out. While soothing me, he listened to me choking out what occurred through waves of tears and stutters. 

‘You know I don’t care about what the b-bullies do. Moreover, they are stating the t-tuth. They say I should not be friends with y-you because I am not someone from your league... You can’t disagree. I have to work after school and neglect you, yet you always wait for me. Because of me, you also have to hear and take their harsh words all the time. So, actually, I am so sorry … for being friends with you. Thank you so much for always being there for me, Aguero.’ 

Wrapping his arms around me, I soaked in his warm embrace while returning it. 

‘Don’t say that. You are right, you are not in my league, because you are better than me. You are the strongest person I know, and I will not let anyone talk down to you. Even yourself, alright? I always ask if you need help with studies or finance but you turn me down every time because you are so resilient. I am proud of you and I will never stop being your best friend, you hear?’ 

Pulling apart, his eyes suddenly brighten. He grabbed my hand while proclaiming he knows what to do to cheer me up. Aguero locked my apartment door and wasting no time, he led the way. 

Aguero grinned at me as he pushed me into a centre created by Technolife. We walked up to the reception and while signing up, I noticed the centre was bathed in a blue glow which complimented the swirling green portals. As Aguero ushered me to the nearest smokey green portal, ‘Enter the Survival Game?’, in blue projected in front of us. As my hand hovered over the ‘yes’ option, I began to have second thoughts as my eyes flickered to the ‘no’ option. However, my eyes swiveled back and my gaze hardened as I jabbed the ‘yes’ option. Immediately we were sucked into the portal while a glitchy mechanical voice gave us a brief description of the game’s storyline.

‘W-welcome, you are entering the survival game. There has been a deadly virus that has turned humans in the world into zombies that are infecting others. You may join teams of other survivors, however there is limited resource, do what you have to do to s-survive the apocalypse. Each location has a different level of the game, you will start with the basics. D-dying mid-game will cause you to lose and be transported back to reality immediately. If you wish to l-leave, a portal will appear for you. Entering the s-survival game.’

In a flash of blinding light, I sensed the world around me before I saw it. I felt the rocky ground through my shoes, the humid atmosphere that warms my skin immediately. As the smell of decaying flesh, sweat and blood crawled up my nostrils, I heard the groans of the undead, yells and screams from other players, squelching flesh as it was brutally smashed into, again and again and again. Blinking my eyes, I took in the sight. We seemed to be in an abandoned city with tall ruined buildings and vehicles that littered around. There were solo players that swung their weapon aggressively, venting anger on the undead. What amazed me the most was seeing survivors working together in a team taking down a large mob of zombies. Some survivors were gripping onto knives or sharpened spears tearing apart the zombies close to them while others, with their rifles or guns, shot down the zombies at a further range. 

Turning around, I noticed Leopold walking towards a rubble nearby. Squatting down he swiped up a metal bat and while giving me a side glance, threw me a handgun. Catching it with both hands, the weight and cool metal of the hand gun sparked adrenaline in my blood. Positioning himself by my side, Leopold passed me ammunition for the gunl. 

There was no need for words as we smirked while turning to face the incoming, stumbling corpses that branded us as their new target. Lifting up the weapons with both hands, I aimed for the head as Leopold steadied the metal bat in front. Unleashing a hoarse battle cry, we effectively demolished the staggering monstrosities. As Leopold swung his bat into the heads of the undead, his body muscled from his intense training and the game’s additional physical strength, did the work. On the other hand, in my mind, I morphed the rotting faces advancing towards me into my tormentors and adversities from reality. Light glinted from the reflection of the metal weapon, and as my now hypersensitive eyes narrowed, I pulled the trigger in quick succession.

‘Bang! Bang!’

I never felt such tremendous relief when unleashing the final blow to the zombies, stopping them before they could get to me. Only wishing I could do the same in reality. While my body dragged the musty air into my lungs in an attempt to calm down, I failed to realise an outstretched hand, flesh scraped off and revealing the bloody bone underneath, reaching for me from behind. 
 
Suddenly, a loud splat of flesh against the ground right behind me caused me to whirl around. Aguero was hunched over a crawling corpse with his blood-splattered bat buried in its head. Straightening his posture, he threw me a grin as he heaved to rest the bat on his right shoulder, his other hand on his hip. Taking in his appearance, my eyes trained on his arm as his muscles flexed, to the sweat running down his sharp jawline and to his forest green eyes.

‘You gotta watch your back, you know? Were you careless or did you want me to save you?’, Aguero chuckled before winking at me. 

Heat burned my cheeks but I ignored it as I lifted my gun to Aguero’s direction causing him to visibly sweatdrop. Firing the bullet, it wheezed past Aguero’s shoulder and through the head of the last living corpse. 

‘Could say the same for you, Leopold’, tilting my head, I smirked. 

Aguero’s eyes widen before averting his gaze sheepishly. Feeling worn out, we reluctantly agreed it was time to return to reality. Thinking of exiting the game, we looked around for the portal; to no avail. We noticed the team of survivors from earlier on were also trying to leave but were unable to and looked distraught. 

Instantaneously, words in red appeared in front of everyone. It was an urgent announcement from Technolife addressed to all the survivors. It was informing us that an error had occurred and all portals had been shut down. It has also been discovered that from that moment on, if any survivors were to die in the game before the portals were to be brought back up, they would be unable to return to reality.

I felt frozen, unable to comprehend and yet, feeling skeptical of the absurdness of the situation. Aguero was frowning as he gripped my arm and dragged me between the alley of two buildings. With hardened eyes, he quickly told me we should not take chances and survive at all costs. 

We ventured around the city, stocking up on rations and weapons. Avoiding areas with the infected swarming around, we did not want to risk any chance of survival. Joining a team was not a wise decision at the moment as we did not know anyone here yet and might get taken advantage of, robbed, or killed. We kept moving around, never staying in a location for more than two days and taking turns to guard while the other was asleep. 

Unfortunately, we were recently robbed off our rations and barely escaping. While defending, Aguero sustained a shallow but extensive cut on his bicep. Glancing around, an abandoned and ruined building caught my eyes, a refuge. Cautiously advancing up the building, we took shelter in an unfinished spacious room with a missing wall. It allowed us to gaze at the scarlet sky contrasted with birds flying through it. Ripping open the bag containing our necessities, I produced a clean handkerchief and used it to apply pressure on Aguero’s wound as it soaked his blood. Treating the cut as much as I could, we leaned against a pillar side by side. Facing the scenery and flooded with tranquility, our eyes involuntarily dropped closed. 

Tossing around, I snuggled against the soft mattress, burying my face deeper into the pillow, sighing at its plushness. Finally aware, my eyes widened before jerking up as my body went rigid. Scanning my surroundings, I realised I was in a medical room, its walls were white but had stained yellow with the ceiling lights. Questions flooded my thoughts as I frantically looked around for Leopold. I immediately calmed upon seeing him sitting up right on the bed next to mine and giving me an assuring smile. Eyes flickering to the figure next to him, my words caught in my throat. 

He was adorned with brown trousers and a black long-sleeved, turtle neck shirt, that emphasized his slender figure. Crowned with obsidian shoulder-length hair, it framed his delicate features. Just as I remembered, from his tousled hair, to those beautiful golden-blue irises that still captivated mine, he was my childhood friend, Yuno. Offering me the same sweet smile he reserves strictly for me, I felt my heart melt and my face flush. 

Leopold, Aguero and I were inseparable childhood friends. However, reality was cruel. At the age of 12, Yuno was torn from us, transferred to being homeschooled and trained as heir to his parent’s refined company. He recounted that he was playing solo when he was trapped here as well.

Yuno explains that after Aguero and I were sleeping deeply, he and his team found us while scouring for supplies and were worried for our safety. This resulted in them quickly bringing us to their base to be recuperated. The Dawn Of Freedom was his team name, where he reveals that he has the position the alpha after saving and recruiting multiple survivors to bulid it.

‘So, would you both like to join The Dawn Of Freedom? I would very much like to have you here, we can help each other and survive through this. Especially since…I can protect you and get to be by your side again.’ 

Yuno softened his gaze at me as a gentle smile tugged on his lips. Causing me to stutter and be flustered while Aguero growled. Yuno flipped his gaze to Aguero as they scowled with dark auras framing their figures. Bounding up to them, I enveloped them in a tight hug. Their bodies stiffen before relaxing and returning the embrace. I distance slightly while holding both their hands to announce that Aguero and I would love to join the team. 

‘As children, we promised we would stay and be there for each other. So... let’s promise to survive this together!’

While glancing at each other, faces beaming with smiles, we raised our fists and fist bumped together. Sealing our promise, just as how we used to do it as children on the grassy hill where we were always together. Just then, Yuno and Aguero smirked devilishly before deciding to glomp me, making me squeal as they claimed it was payback and the room filled with uproarious laughter.
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