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Chapter 1

				It was too dark to see anything. He could only hope that his eyes would soon adjust and give him some glimpse of his surroundings. What had he gotten himself into? This place smelled damp and musty, and somehow of impending doom.

				He felt a cool wall behind him that had to be stone, but the odor also told him there was some moss mixed in. He could hear the distinct sound of gears grinding, almost crying as if some machine were struggling to maintain a weight, a very heavy weight. Our hero now could feel that the entire room or box he was in was rising. When and where it would end up, he did not know. In fact his mind was torn. Part of him wanted to get to wherever this godforsaken lift was taking him. Another, bigger part of him, warned that he shouldn’t be too anxious to arrive. From the feel and smell of this box, it’s destination wasn’t going be a golden happy place.

				“Don’t worry! Don’t worry!” the hero insisted to himself. Somehow, even though he didn’t remember much of anything—heck he didn’t even remember his name—he still knew he was a hero. Well, at least he thought he knew he was a hero. But he couldn’t understand how a hero could get himself in this kind of situation: trapped and slowing ascending into who knows where.

				Yet something inside of the hero told him that not only that he was a hero, a builder, and someone who got things done, he was also named Steve. Yes, somehow that sounded about right. 

				“Yes, my name is Steve,” he said to himself to see how it sounded. It sounded good. Like a fit. Yeah, maybe not the most noble or macho of names, but it was his name.

				“I am Stephen,” he said, trying to sound a bit more formal. “Nah. Who am I trying to kid? I’m a Steve, not a Stephen. After all, it’s the hero that makes the name, not the name that makes the hero. Right?” Steve said out loud, though he was only talking to himself. The echo of his own voice saying his own name gave him some encouragement. Maybe this wasn’t so bad? Sure, he was trapped in a stone box. Sure, he couldn’t remember anything besides his name. But he had a name and that was a start.

				Steve decided that even though he might be a hero of action, for now the best action would be to sit down and save his energy. Enjoy, or at least tolerate the ride and see where this lift was bringing him.

				Steve started counting to himself trying to figure out how long this ride was taking. “One Mississippi, Two Mississippi…” After around 6000 Mississippi, Steve concluded that this was taking a while and counting wasn’t really doing anything besides drying out his mouth. He sat in the corner quietly trying to see if he could remember anything else while conserving his energy for whatever awaited.

				After somewhere between 10,000 and maybe 20,000 Mississippi’s Steve though he could sense the stone elevator was slowing down. Could he be near the top to wherever this journey was going? Was he going a bit nuts? Could it be both? He took a deep breath and concentrated. Sure enough the grinding sound of gears was fainter, farther away. He wasn’t imagining this. He was slowing down! 

			

			
				After a few more Mississippi’s, Steve felt the box land with a thud. The vibrations from the sudden stop shook the entire structure. It made Steve feel like his legs and arms were trembling. He heard a grinding above him. Looking up, Steve saw the top of the elevator slide open. He put his hand over his face and squinted to shield his eyes from the sudden and unfamiliar light.

				“Wow! Smells like butt down there!” a voice said.

				“More like day old farts,” another voice said.

				“That’s what I said!” the first voice insisted.

				“Close your yappers, you two!” an older more forceful voice ordered.

				“Looks like a noob!” the first voice said.

				“Of course he’s a noob! Everybody is a noob when they arrive in the box!” the older voice lectured.

				“Yeah but this one looks more noob than most!” the first voice insisted.

				Steve was confused. He understood most of the words these guys were saying yet they were still confusing. 

				“Ah, hello…” Steve called up to the voices as his eyes slowly adjusted to the light. He could make out a few square heads and big noses peering down at him. They looked pretty much like your normal, everyday younger villagers. 

				“My name is Steve and I’m not a noob!” Steve protested.

				A long stick dropped down through the opening in the ceiling.

				“Take the stick, Stevie,” the guy with the stronger voice said. “And here, Stevie, you are a noob…”

				Steve crossed his arms. “Where is here?”

				“We call it the field!” the boss voice said.

				“But trust us, mega newbie noob, it’s not a field of dreams!” the first voice said.

				“Unless your dreams are nightmares!” the second voice added.

				“Don’t be a stick in the mud, Steve, take our stick and let us get you out of there!” the bossy voice said.

				“Unless you want to drop a load of plunk in that box!” the first voice laughed.

			

			
				“That would make the hole smell even worse! If that’s possible,” the second voice giggled.

				Yeah, that was a good point. Steve did need to relieve himself. Plus he couldn’t remember the last time he had eaten. Well, he couldn’t remember the last time he did anything, but still he had a feeling of anxiety in part of his gut and emptiness in another part. He could hold it in for a little while, but not that long. Steve understood he needed to get out of this box.

				He reached up and grabbed the stick. He slowly started rising out of the box as the others pulled. Steve didn’t know what he was getting himself into, but he was pretty sure he was a hero and heroes don’t stay in boxes.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 2

				Steve popped out of the box. He stood on top of it and looked around. It gave him a nice view of the area. The villager who had pulled Steve up was a tall, well constructed villager in a purple robe. There were two other shorter villagers next to him up on the box with them, both wearing brown robes. Below them were about thirty or forty pretty typical looking villagers wearing a mix of semi-familiar dirty brown, white, and black robes. Some of them, though, were wearing green robes. Steve didn’t remember much but he knew this was different.

				“Noob! Looks more nooblike than most!” a voice from the crowd said.

				“His legs look kind of pin-like. Not sure he can be a runner…”

				“Let’s hope he’s not spam…”

				They seemed to be speaking Steve’s language, just a slightly off version of it. Of course everything was kind of off about this place. Looking up, he saw the sky was a clear bright blue, but Steve could see no hint of the familiar square sun. The box had brought him to some sort of stone courtyard area. Whoever built this place didn’t do it with a lot of care, as the blocks seemed to be an old, dull gray, and they weren’t positioned or that well organized. 

				Steve’s nose was hit with a familiar scent. At first he didn’t recognize the scent, but it was such a strong odor that it struck a chord in his memory. It’s poop, farm poop, Steve thought. Looking past the mob of villager’s eyes that were on him, Steve saw that off in the distance, but not too far away, there were cows, sheep, and pigs all surrounded by a fairly neat wooden fence. To the side of the cattle, Steve could make out crops, in pretty much the standard fare: wheat, melons, and some pumpkins. A few green oak trees dotted the landscape.

				“What is this place? A sort of demented all male prison?” Steve asked the boss guy.

				“I told you, spammer, this is the field,” the boss guy said. “We’re the fielders.”

				“Ha, Greenie isn’t a bright one!” one of the voices from the crowd laughed.

				“Yeah, he probably will be zombie creep feed chow before long!” another voice laughed.

				Steve shook his head. He still didn’t remember much about his past but he knew deep down he could handle a zombie or two. But he also knew telling this crowd that wouldn’t win him any points. For now his best course of action was to figure out exactly where the heck he was.

				Steve held out a hand to the one he assumed was the boss and said, “First off my name is not noob or greenie or spam… It’s Steve.”

			

			
				The boss bumped his arm with Steve. “I’m Alfred, leader of the fielders, but you can call me Al. Everybody does. It makes me seem like one of the guys.”

				“So, Al why are we here?”

				Al shrugged. Well at least as much as a guy with no real shoulders could shrug. “Why are any of us here?”

				“I didn’t want to get into a philosophical debate,” Steve said. “I’m really curious what our role is here.”

				Al took a step back. “Ah, well, ah, that’s the catch, spammer…”

				“I repeat, I am not a spammer…” Steve corrected. “Let’s cut to the chase and get to it. What is the point of us all being here?” Steve sniffed the air. “If this is a test market for a new deodorant, it’s a total fail…”

				“Hey, I think he’s busting us!” one of the crowd said.

				“Yeah,” another groaned.

				“Actually, though, he does have a point. We do kind of stink!” another added.

				The crowd moaned in approval. 

				Al shook his head. “That’s that kicker, Stevo…”

				“Steve…”

				“That’s the kicker, Steve. None of us know. When we got here, we were just as scared and stupid as you are right now.”

				Steve shook his head. He was a hero, at least he was pretty sure he was a hero. “I wasn’t scared. I was more like confused. And I am certainly not stupid.” Yeah, Steve was pretty certain that it was okay for a hero to admit to being confused. It showed honesty and vulnerability, traits that were good for a hero to have. But he wasn’t stupid. He knew enough to know that.

				Another slightly shorter villager, who also wore a purple robe, walked forward. “Hey, spam…eh, I mean, Steve… I’m Freddie but everybody here calls me Frogger,” he said in a deep voice.

				“Ah, Frogger. A classic. I so loved that game,” Steve told him.

				Frogger gave a hint of a smile. “Yeah, most of these feebs don’t have any idea what that was. I’m great at dodging, but they call me Frogger cause of my voice.”

				“Well, it is what it is,” Steve said. “Now, Frogger, are you going to tell me what we’re doing here?”

				“Quite frankly, we’re surviving, the best way we know how.”

			

			
				“You’re going to have to be more specific,” Steve coaxed.

				Suddenly a piercing scream filled the air. It was a scream that could only be described as terror, mixed with pain, mixed with confusion, mixed with something even more painful and confusing. With just a touch of evil thrown in.

				“What the heck was that?” Steve asked.

				Frogger and Al exchanged worried looks. 

				“That, Steve, is what I was talking about,” Frogger said. “Al and I have to go help the other healers.” Frogger turned and pointed to a short villager who had been next to the box with Al and himself. “PP, you’re in charge of keeping Steve out of trouble and settling in.”

				The short villager stepped forward and gave a little salute. “Yes, sirs!”

				“Let yourself get accustomed to the place and get something to eat,” Al called over his shoulder. “You won’t do any of us any good if you die tomorrow!”

				“Not very comforting,” Steve said.

				With those words Frogger and Al headed off towards a poorly constructed two story wooden building not too far away from the box. This was the first time Steve had noticed the building, because there really wasn’t much to notice. He thought his six year old cousin could make a stronger, sturdier place, but that was neither here nor there right now.

				“Well, noob, I’m Pete, or if you prefer pudgy Peter or PP.” He sighed. “They call me all of those things. I prefer Pete.”

				“Then PP it is!” Steve told him.

				“Come, let’s get you a place to stay and some grub!” PP sighed.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 3

				PP smiled and started showing Steve the grounds such as they were. 

				“Actually Steve, this place is an arm pit, but it’s one you get use to and learn to call home.” PP told him. “If you live.”

				“Ah, okay…”

				PP headed in the direction Steve instinctively knew was North. “I’ll take you to the dorms, show you around. Get you a bite to eat and pot to plunk in.”

				“Lovely….” Steve said.

				“Well, the grub isn’t half bad, and trust me, you’d much rather plunk in a pot than in your hand. That’s not good for anybody.” PP said with a little smile.

				“Yeah, I would imagine,” Steve said with a nod.

				Off in the distance, but not that far in the distance, Steve could see a large opening in the stone walls that lined the field. This opening appeared to be guarded by a couple of villagers holding wooden clubs. Steve wasn’t sure if the guards were keeping something from coming out of that large opening or if they were keeping the villagers in. Steve gestured with his head towards the opening.

				“Ah, what’s that?” he asked.

				PP kept walking. “You will learn about that soon enough. Especially if Al and Frogger decide you’re a runner.”

				“Tell me more,” Steve coaxed.

				PP shook his head. “Sorry, dude I can’t. Noobs, especially Greenies, have to learn when the time is right.”

				“You just don’t know what it is. Do you?” Steve said. He stopped and turned toward the opening.

				PP stomped his foot. “Of course I know it’s a maze. A big, long, complicated, maze!” PP thought about what he said. He slapped both hands over his mouth. “Oh man, I shouldn’t have said anything!” he mumbled.

				Another of those blood cuddling screams filled the air. The very sound shook Steve through and through.

				“There’s that cry again…” Steve said.

				PP’s eyes popped open. “What sound?”

			

			
				Another scream filled the air. Steve pointed in the direction he was pretty sure the sound was coming from. “That sound! It could wake and scare the dead!”

				PP shrugged. “I don’t hear noth’n,” he said, not very convincingly. He motioned forward with his head towards a large stone building. “Come on, let’s find you a nice, not too cold bunk, or at least a blanket without too many holes!”

				The scream pierced the air again. As scary as the sound was, its frequency gave Steve a chance to identify where it was originating from. Yep, it was definitely coming from the old wood building.

				Steve turned around and started walking towards the sound and the building. PP darted in front of him, holding out his arms.

				“Wait, where you going?”

				Steve walked right by him. He was determined to figure this out. He was a hero, and heroes don’t look for bed when there are screams of pain.

				“I’m checking it out!”

				“Checking what out?” PP asked, feigning confusion.

				Another scream split through the air. If Steve had hair, it would have been standing on its ends.

				“That awful, awful noise!” Steve said, storming towards the shack.

				“Still don’t have any idea what you could be talking about,” PP moaned. “I think you might have lift sickness. It happens to some new arrivals. They think they hear things.” He paused for a second, smiled and then repeated himself. “Yeah that’s it…lift sickness.”

				As hard as PP was trying to sell, Steve wasn’t buying. He continued moving towards the wooden building and the sound. Yep, heroes run towards danger.

				Steve reached the building and pushed open the door. He may have been a hero (he still really didn’t remember) but even a hero couldn’t have been prepared for what he saw. Lying on the floor was a villager in a green robe, only this villager looked like nothing Steve had ever seen before. This villager was pale white with long streaks of green cutting through his face like weird scars. He was also writhing in pain and screaming. Frogger and another villager with a purple robe were trying to restrain his arms. Al had a smoldering green potion he was waving under the poor guy’s nose.

				“Come on Bart boy!” Al coaxed, almost begging. “You’re not going to let some zombie creeper get to you!”

				“What the heck is happening to him?” Steve asked loudly.

			

			
				Al turned his head and looked over his shoulder at Steve and PP. He glared at them. “This isn’t for you to see, noob! PP, get him out of here!”

				PP took Steve by the arm, but Steve pulled away. 

				“He’s a strong one!” PP said meekly. “He’ll make a good runner!”

				“If I don’t kill him first!” Al shouted. He stood up and put his face in Steve’s. 

				Al pointed to the door. “Out! Now! We have work to do here! We have to save Bart!”

				Just then something surprising happened, at least surprising to Steve. From the ground Bart lifted an arm and pointed at Steve. “You! You! I remember you!” he moaned. He dropped his head back. “I so remember you. Man, I do not like you at all!” He shuddered.

				“PP, get him out of here!” Al ordered again. Al looked right at Steve. “Trust me, Stevie. You really need to let us work here!”

				The entire situation freaked Steve out. The really scary part was his own reaction. Seeing Bart transformed, green, and writhing in pain wasn’t nearly as disturbing to Steve as having Bart not only remember him, but think he was a bad dude.

				Steve nodded. “Okay, I’m out of here…”

				Steve dropped his head and let PP guide him out of the shack. 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 4

				As they walked through the courtyard, PP was chipper as could be. “Don’t worry, Steve, once I have Fryguy give you some grub, you’ll feel better.”

				Steve couldn’t think of food. His mind was racing. First off, what the heck had happened to that Bart guy? Steve had seen a lot of villagers in his day, but he’d never seen one so, well, freaky looking. Plus Steve was intrigued by this big stone maze he had caught a glimpse of. Just because he couldn’t do anything to help Bart didn’t mean he couldn’t check out this maze. 

				Steve changed course and started heading back towards that big opening.

				It took a second for PP to notice, but then, “Hey, where are you going?” 

				Steve didn’t slow down when he answered. “I want to check out the maze.”

				“What maze?” PP asked meekly. “I didn’t say anything about a maze.”

				Steve kept walking but he could hear PP’s steps clomping down behind him.

				“Besides, if there was a maze, and there isn’t, this would NOT be a good time to check it out. It’s almost night, and if there was a maze, it would be closing soon. You don’t want to be stuck in there at night. If there was a maze, that is.” 

				PP caught up with Steve and put an arm on his shoulder. “Really buddy, ya gotta listen to me.”

				Steve shrugged and kept walking. He could now clearly see the big stone walls and the opening up in front. Steve pointed to the big gap between the walls. “I’ve gotta check that out. See where it goes…”

				PP shook his head. “Ah, no, noob, that just shows how much of a greenie noob you are, thinking that’s a maze.” He paused for a second, clearly pondering what to do. “Ha ha! Silly noob!” He groaned, obviously forcing the laugh. When Steve didn’t slow down, PP tried another course of logic. “I think you have box sickness. That happens when you arrive in the box the first day. My first day here I thought I was a chicken…clucking all day.”

				Steve ignored PP. He liked PP, after all he seemed like a decent sort of guy, but these giant walls with this huge opening were just drawing him to them.

				PP groaned again. “Look, Steve, even if this were somehow a maze, the runners will be coming back soon, and like I said, the walls will be sliding shut.”

			

			
				Steve still wasn’t sure what the heck PP was talking about. He was sure that he wanted to check out these giant stone walls and the gap in them. There was no way Steve believed this gap could be closed.

				As Steve drew closer to the walls, he could see they were as any walls he had ever seen or built, and moss and vines covered part of them. They didn’t look like anything special, though looking up Steve did notice that there was a strange diamond pattern that ran along the top of the wall. Before Steve could really think about that, a red robed villager with a big club approached him. This guy had apparently been guarding the entrance or exit, depending on how you wanted to look at it.

				“PP, why you bring that stank, greenie, noob here! Runners are almost back! This ain’t no place for the likes of him,” the guy spat.

				“Oh, apparently somebody needs help with their grammar,” Steve said loud enough for the red robed guy to hear.

				The red robbed guy nudged Steve a little with the tip of his club. “Ain’t no use for grammar when you’re running for your freaking life! Now head back now, before you make Bad Brad mad!”

				“I assume you’re Bad Brad,” Steve said.

				Brad nodded proudly. “Yeppers!”

				“I assume the bad you are referring to is your breath!” Steve added.

				Brad snarled at him. “Listen, I don’t got time for this.” He came face to face with Steve and his expression changed. “I know you!” 

				Steve shrugged. “Yeah, I’m the guy who just got out of the box. I’m the star of the day.”

				Brad shook his head. (Steve was kind of surprised he didn’t hear rocks shaking.) “No, I knew you before!”

				Now it was Steve’s turn to shake his head. “How could you possibly think that when nobody here seems to remember anything about before?”

				Brad leaned close to Steve, then leaned back and pointed at himself proudly. “I got stung a while back when I was a runner. But I got back in time and took the potion. I not only lived, but I remembered some things…”

				Steve patted him on the shoulder. “Good for you, bud.”

				Brad shook his head again. (Still no rock sounds.) “I remember you were one of those in charge of sending us here!”

				That didn’t make any sense. Before Steve could say anything, Brad turned to look inside of the maze. Running towards them was another villager dressed in a green robe. The green robed villager ran past them like he didn’t even see them. He was sweaty and smelled even worse than most of the others here. Maybe a second or two after that, two more green robed villagers raced out of the maze through the gap. They too ran past Steve, PP, and Brad. Steve watched in great interest as the three of them ran to an old metal domed room that truthfully Steve hadn’t paid any attention to yet. The lead runner frantically turned a steering wheel on the outside of the building. The door slid open and the three rushed into the room. The door slammed shut behind them.

			

			
				“What, are they in a massive hurry to take a leak?” Steve asked. 

				“You’ll find out when the time is right, if you live long enough,” Brad bellowed.

				PP pulled on Steve’s arm. “Step back buddy, the walls are about to close.”

				Steve shook his head. “That’s impossible! These walls are solid as the Earth themselves. They aren’t going anywhere!”

				Suddenly, Steve felt the ground below him rumble and shake. The force of the shaking caused him to jerk forward. PP caught him to keep him from falling. Steve heard the loudest and most annoying grinding squeaking sound he had ever heard. Turning, he saw the left side of the wall was moving closer and closer to the right side of the wall.

				Steve’s mouth popped wide open. Yeah, even heroes can be surprised by giant walls that move. “Okay, this gives me a lot to think about…”

				“Don’t drop a brick in ya pants,” Brad busted Steve.

				“The door—it closes,” Steve groaned.

				“Not only that, but the walls of the maze change every day too!” PP said proudly, pleased that he was freely giving Steve information.

				Brad used his club to point away from the maze towards the camp. “It’s almost night. Get this greenie noob butt a bed! He’ll be even more useless if he doesn’t get some rest!”

				“Yes, sir, Mr. Brad, sir,” PP said.

				Steve didn’t put up a fight as PP led him away. He had too much on his mind to argue. To summarize quickly in his brain, Steve started to compile everything strange that had happened to him today. First he arrived in this weird place called the Field. He just happened to arrive with no memory of his past, except for his name. Yet, he could still remember words and what things were. Well, most words. These villagers in the Field tended to say words on occasion that Steve was unfamiliar with. He wasn’t sure if that was a gap in his memory or just that the fielders had developed some of their own slang. He was pretty sure it was the latter. Then there was the issue of this giant, apparently ever changing maze that the villagers in green robes would run through. Steve wasn’t really sure why though. This place was major crazy. But the weirdest part had to be that two people claimed to remember Steve and say that he was a bad dude. Steve didn’t know much, but he did know he wasn’t a bad dude. As he sat there in the big grass field, he saw PP walking back towards him carrying two plates.

			

			
				PP handed one of the plates to Steve and there was a sandwich on it. The smell was amazing. “Here, Fryguy made you a pig and cheese sandwich. They’re one of the few good things about this place.”

				Steve took a bite of the sandwich. Maybe he was much hungrier than he had realized, but it was so good! PP pointed to a long structure a hundred yards away or so. Steve could see the lights shining through the windows. That was another strange thing about this place. Who was giving them electricity?

				“The dorm is kind of full, so it’s probably best if we bunk out here,” PP told him. “With the walls closed, this place is as safe as can be.” He took a deep breath. “Plus it smells better out here.”

				Steve smiled for what must have been the first time since he had arrived. This PP guy was okay. “This sandwich is great!”

				PP took a bite of his and returned Steve’s smile. “Yep, Fryguy is a wizard with a frying pan. I think he may actually have been a wizard before he was here!”

				“So, PP, do you ever wonder where here is and why are we here?”

				PP shook his head. “Not my place to think about my place. It’s my job to follow orders and to help wherever I can. So nope, noob, I don’t think much at all.” He tapped Steve on the head. “You shouldn’t think too much either. Not yet. It’s a waste of energy, and you’re going to need all the energy you can muster. Heck, we all need all the energy we can muster.”

				Steve knew PP was right. The one thing he could be sure about this Field place was life wouldn’t be easy. He could use all the food and rest he could get. After all, even a hero (which Steve was still pretty sure he was) had to relax and recharge their batteries now and then.

				PP pointed to the square bunkhouse. “After we eat I’ll rustle up a couple of pillows and a blanket for us.” He looked up at the sky. “I’m sure there will be others sleeping in the field too. After all, farts dissipate way faster out here!”

				Steve simply smiled and nodded in agreement. 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 5

				“Wake up, noob!” Steve heard through the daze that was his sleep. Somebody kicked him in the leg. “I said wake up!”

				Steve forced his eyes to open. He looked around. Yep, still in the Field. Nope, this wasn’t some sort of bad dream. Standing over him was Frogger.

				“Hey, Frogger, what gives?” Steve groaned.

				“Come now!” Frogger ordered and walked away.

				Steve popped up and followed. “Sleeping is so over-rated,” he mumbled to himself.

				He caught up with Frogger. “So, ah, where are we going?”

				Frogger pointed at one of the giant stone walls that made up the maze. “There… Al and I are going to give you the rundown and the tour now. Kind of kill two bats with one stone.”

				Steve nodded and continued to follow. “I wish you wouldn’t word it that way.”

				As they walked Frogger lectured. “This place, our home, is actually pretty simple. It’s broken up into a few main areas. We’re in the dorm now. That’s where fielders eat, sleep, and meet when they ain’t working…”

				“Yeah, kind of figured that,” Steve said.

				Frogger shot him a glance. “Yeah, you are a smart one. That’s why Al and I are giving you the crash course. Let’s just hope you don’t crash and burn.” He pointed north. “To the north are gardens and orchards. That’s where we grow our foods. It never rains here, but that don’t matter cause the Builders all make sure we have water and irrigation…”

				“The Builders?” Steve asked.

				“Ya know, the people who built this place.” He looked at Steve. “No, we have no idea who they are or why we are here.”

				“Bummer…”

				Frogger pointed another way. “Over there is the stocks and stables. That’s where we keep and kill the animals we eat.”

				“Yeah, I had some of Fryguy’s pork last night, quite tasty.”

			

			
				Frogger continued walking and pointed pass the stocks and stables. “Over there past the woods, we have what we like to call the final resting place. That’s where you end up if you get so broken we can’t patch you back together.” He sighed. “I’ve seen too many Fielders end up there. That’s why we put it out of sight, so people don’t think about it.” Frogger took a deep breath to collect himself. Now pointing at the box, he said, “That’s the box. You’re familiar with it as that’s what brought you here. It brings us one noob once a month without fail. It also comes once a week with supplies and stuff we need.”

				“From the Builders?” 

				“Yep, of course.”

				Steve could now see they were walking toward a wall of the maze. Standing next to the wall, and what Steve assumed would be their destination, was Al. “I’ll let Al take it from here,” Frogger said.

				“I’ll tell you, noob, we all have one goal and that’s to find a way out of here. We need to solve this maze.”

				Steve shrugged. “How hard can that be?”

				“Very. For one thing, when the doors close at night the maze changes. Far as we know, it’s never been the same maze twice. Not even close…” Al was dead serious.

				“Okay, so it’s a complicated maze. We still should be able to work out a solution. I mean there wouldn’t be much point to the Builders putting us here if they didn’t think we could find a way out,” Steve told his comrades. He left out the part that he was worried that he could possibly have been one of the Builders. Sure, Steve had built a lot of stuff in his day, but this was downright weird and evil. Steve was pretty certain he wasn’t evil.

				Al started to dig away at some of the dirt and ivy eye level on the wall. “Yeah, well, noob, that’s why you’re a noob, cause you think like that…” Al kept digging away at whatever he was digging away at. Dust and dirt fell to the ground. Al stepped to the side to reveal a little glass slot in the wall.

				“A window into the maze,” Steve noted rather obviously. There are times when even heroes need to state the obvious.

				Al nodded and pointed to the slit like window. “Tell me what you see…”

				Steve obliged and leaned into the window. After all, what in that maze could be so bad? Steve surmised that nothing inside of the maze could be much worse than life in the field here. Peering in, Steve saw it. And to make matters worse, it saw Steve. What it was though? It was like nothing Steve had ever seen in any of his travels. It was big, and pale white, with green streaks down its cheeks. Its eyes were blood red, its mouth was surrounded by thick needles, and it had two circular saws in place of hands. The creature shook its spinning saws at Steve, forcing him to pull away from the wall.

				“Don’t worry, noob, it can’t break through the wall,” Al assured him.

			

			
				“What the heck is that?” Steve asked. “I mean I’ve seen zombies. I’ve handled my share of them in my time, but I’ve never seen one like that. It looks more intelligent and more nasty than your run of the mill Zombie.”

				“Right on both accounts,” Frogger said.

				“We call them zombie-creepers or zombie-creeps or just plain creeps depending on how much time we have,” Al added.

				“No matter what you call em, they are big trouble,” Frogger concluded.

				Steve nodded that he could see that. “Are they all over the maze?”

				Both Al and Frogger nodded. “Yep, no two are the same. They all have different attachments on their arms and sometimes their legs. They are all quite deadly though.” Al told him. “If they bite you or spike, you it’s bad news…”

				Al patted the wall of the maze. “This maze, this freaking ever changing maze is filled with creeps and it’s our only way out of here.”

				“You know this doesn’t make a whole lot of sense,” Steve said. “I mean, why trap us here in the first place? And then not only trap us here, but put monsters in our way, making it even harder to get out?”

				Al and Frogger just shook their heads. “Near as we can figure, the Builders are evil jerks,” Al said. “We think this must be a game to them.”

				Steve thought about what Al had said. Yeah, the builders might have been evil. After all, face it, good guys don’t trap people in the middle of nowhere and surround them with hideous killing machines. But somehow Steve sensed this wasn’t a game to the builders. They had other plans. He just couldn’t be sure what. Just then Steve put two and two together. “That Bart guy, he got bit or stung by one of these…”

				Al and Frogger both nodded again. It was kind of interesting how they could do that in unison so well. “Yeah, when you get bit or stung, you gotta get back here ASAP to get the potion. If you get here in time you live. You even remember some stuff.”

				“If you don’t?”

				“That’s why we got the final resting place,” Al said. “Been here over two years. I’ve seen too many peeps end up in there… It’s gotta stop. We gotta find a way out of here.”

				“What can I do to help?” Steve asked earnestly.

				“Starting tomorrow we want you to be a runner…” Al said.

				“Normally we test our noobs for a while and see what they’re most suited for, but both Brad and Bart believe you’d be a natural runner.”

			

			
				Steve took a deep breath. He knew they weren’t telling him the entire truth here. After all, Brad pretty much hated him for no reason. And Bart, well Bart thought he had seen Steve before. Maybe they thought Steve was one of the Builders. But that made no sense. Why would he send himself to this stink hole? It was fairly obvious that Al and Frogger also didn’t quite know what to make of Steve. He figured their logic must be that if he was a Builder he would know the way out. If he wasn’t a builder, then he would probably just die in the maze. The joke was on them as if Steve was a Builder, which he didn’t think he was, because he had no memory of any of it. But no matter what, he wasn’t going to let himself die in this maze. Whatever the case, Steve figured Al and Frogger figured they won either way. Steve couldn’t really blame them. 

				“I’ll do it!” Steve told them.

				Al patted Steve firmly on the back. “Good runner.” Pointing towards the dorm area, he said, “Now go get some sleep. You’re going to need all the energy you can find when you start training tomorrow.”

				Steve nodded and started walking away. As he walked, he could hear the two leaders conversing.

				“Al, I’m not sure I like this. That noob is too green. But he doesn’t seem like a bad guy…”

				“Gotta go with my gut, Frogger… Gotta go with my gut.” He paused for a moment and then, “It’s win, win. If it turns out he has what it takes to be a great runner, we get another runner. If it turns out he’s up to something, then he most likely dies in there. Like I said: win, win.”

				Steve just listened. Why didn’t they trust him? He had done nothing wrong except show up. Steve decided just to go to bed and hope somehow tomorrow would be a better day. Heck, it couldn’t get much worse.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 6

				BONG BONG BONG!!

				The sound split through the air, jolting Steve awake. 

				BONG BONG BONG!

				Steve clasped his arms over his head; the sound was too loud this early in the morning. “What the heck is that awful sound?”

				PP jumped up from his sleeping spot in the field. All the others that had been sleeping around them also leapt to their feet. They looked at each other, eyes wide open.

				BONG BONG BONG!! Rattled the air.

				PP frowned. “This can’t be…”

				“This never happens!” another voice said.

				“Is this good or bad?” another asked.

				“What is going on!” Steve yelled with a stomp of his feet.

				BONG BONG BONG!!!! 

				“What is that awful sound?” he asked.

				PP was so excited. “It’s the box! The box is arriving again!” He thought for a second then added, “Greenie, guess you won’t be the greenest greenie in say about twenty minutes when the box arrives.”

				Steve got up and followed after PP. Soon they were in the middle of the courtyard with the rest of the anxious fielders, awaiting the arrival of the box. Al and Frogger were standing in front of the pack, very close to the box’s landing spot. The others all huddled in behind, looking upwards with great anticipation.

				“So this is a bit unusual?” Steve said out loud.

				Al heard what Steve said. “Green noob newbie. I’ve been here two years...”

				“I’m sorry for you..”

				Al ignored Steve and continued. “In those two years, two things have been steady.” He held up a hand. “First, the box comes once a month and drops off a noob like you.” He held up his other hand. “Second, the box comes once a week with supplies and stuff we need.” He crossed his arms. “That’s it. It never ever comes two days in row.” He looked Steve in the eye. “That is until you came.”

			

			
				Steve pointed to the approaching box. “Technically not until the day after I came!”

				The bong sound faded away to be replaced with the sound of gears grinding. It was a very familiar sound to Steve since he heard it a lot yesterday on his decent to this place they call the field. Looking around, Steve saw the look of excitement in all the other fielders’ faces. Yes, this was certainly a unique event. But he couldn’t have anything to do with this. Could he? After all, he was the most confused person in the crowd. It was ridiculous to think that Steve had any control over what was going on. He hated to admit it, but he was a noob.

				The box continued to rise slowly. It seemed to Steve, and probably the rest of the fielders, that it took like 15 minutes for the big stone box to rise the last 15 feet to the courtyard.

				The ground shook as the box settled into its landing spot. Within seconds, Al and Frogger quickly popped open the trap door ceiling. The crowd drew back trying to get a better look. 

				“Well?” somebody asked.

				“I don’t believe my eyes….” Al said.

				“I may drop a brick,” Frogger added.

				“What?” a voice asked. The crowed groaned in agreement. They all wanted to know what Al and Frogger saw.

				Al peered down into the box again. “It’s a girl!” he shouted. 

				“Get the healers and a lift here!” Frogger ordered. “She looks like she’s hurt.”

				“Is she cute?” a voice from the crowd shouted.

				Al popped his head into the box. “Way cute! But that’s not the point!”

				Two red robed villagers carrying ropes and a blanket rushed by the crowd of onlookers. The two dropped into the box. The fielders held their collective breath. None of them had ever experienced anything like this.

				“Do you have any idea what’s going on?” PP asked Steve.

				“No, of course not. Remember, I’m a newbie noob greenie. I know less than anybody.”

				After a few minutes, which seemed like hours to the crowd, the healers, Frogger, and Al were able to get the girl on a cloth stretcher which they pulled gently out of the box. Once out, they lowered her just as gently to the ground.

			

			
				Al was correct. She was very nice looking, with long blonde hair and blue eyes that were locked open. She was trembling, but conscious, sort of. Her eyes may have been open but they looked empty, like nothing was behind them.

				“Take her to the infirmary,” Al ordered. “You healers patch her back to health. Hopefully she can give us some clue as to what this note means.”

				“Note?” Steve asked.

				Al showed him and the crowd a paper note that simply read: “SHE’S THE KEY…”

				“The key for what?” Steve asked.

				“Danged if I know.” Al shrugged.

				The girl’s big blue eyes suddenly locked onto Steve. She stopped trembling for a second and smiled. Somehow her smile warmed Steve’s soul. She lifted her head off the canvas. “Hey, I know you!” her voice was smooth, lyrical like birds in perfect tune. She dropped her head back on the stretcher and fell unconscious again.

				Al pointed to the shack that was the infirmary. “Take care of her. Keep her safe. We need answers from her.”

				The healers rushed off with the strange blonde girl.

				Al looked at Steve. “You seem pretty popular with people in comas.”

				“Yeah, I got that type of face. Everybody always thinks they know me.” The strange thing was Steve knew this girl too. In fact, he knew her name was Alex. Steve also knew enough not to mention this.

				Al and Frogger and pretty much everybody else just stared at Steve. Steve could almost feel the pressure from their glares boring holes in him. Steve shrugged. “Look everybody. I’m greenie green noob newbie plank. I know nothing, remember?”

				That wasn’t totally true. Steve was pretty certain he was a hero. He also somehow, someway knew he had seen this girl before. After all, she was no ordinary villager. Still, he wasn’t going to tell any of that to this crowd. That would not help his cause at all. Looking directly at Al and Frogger, he said, “You guys gotta believe me.”

				“Well, you certainly don’t seem all that bright or special to me,” Al agreed.

				“It’s still weird, you show up. Then POW! The first girl ever shows up,” Frogger noted, rubbing his chin.

				Steve nodded. “I agree. But who knows how the Builders think? Certainly not me…”

				PP took a step forward. “Look all ya, I know the noob. Trust me, he is stupid as a shoe with a hole in it. He don’t know nothing. If you can’t trust PP, who can you trust?”

				The crowd nodded in agreement. Steve felt a little insulted but more relieved.

			

			
				“Okay, everybody, you all know your job! Enough lying around being lazy! Get to work!” Al ordered.

				The crowd started to disperse. “I’ll see you after work,” PP told Steve with a slap on the back. 

				Steve realized he had no idea what PP did. “By the way, what do you do here?”

				PP smiled proudly. “I’m indispensable. This place would be a mess without me – literally…”

				“He’s a swabber,” Frogger said. 

				PP pointed to himself proudly. “Yeppers, we swabbers keep the place from being a total pig sty, ’cept of course for the pig sty. Which I dare say is still the cleanest, best smelling pig sty you’ll ever smell.”

				“So in other words, you clean things,” Steve said to PP.

				PP’s head bobbed up and down. “I make em shine!”

				Al pointed off in the direction of the latrines. “Speaking of which, I do believe I hear a mop calling your name…”

				PP smiled. “We got a lot of weird stuff here, but no talking mops.” It sunk in what Al had been hinting at. PP’s eyes shot open, his head bobbed again. “Right, right! It’s off to work I go!” He turned and walked away humming.

				“Gotta give the guy credit for loving his work,” Steve said.

				Al and Frogger just nodded. “Yeah, it’s a dirty, stinky job but somebody has to do it.”

				“Speaking of jobs, when do I start running?” Steve asked the two leaders.

				Al put an arm around Steve and gave him a nudge away from the box, towards the dorms. “Well, let’s find Bruno…”

				“Bruno? Who’s he?”

				“Noob, you are weeks away from being able to actually run in the maze. Bruno is the runner trainer. You listen to him, you may actually survive when we do let you in the maze.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 7

				Bruno was a short stocky villager with what appeared to be a permanent frown etched into his face. Bruno didn’t say much as he led Steve though the common area into a little secluded forest of large, overgrown oaks that bordered one of the walls of the maze. Many of the trees seemed to use the wall of the maze as support. The foliage was so thick it did a good job of blocking much of the sunlight. The entire place seemed to be covered in a haze. It was quiet, and not all that inviting.

				The place was made even less inviting when Bruno pointed out a clear patch of ground to the east of the trees. The patch had at least a dozen dirt mounds with little wooden crosses next to them.

				“That’s the dead zone,” Bruno said bluntly. “You train now so you don’t end up there.” He hesitated for a moment. “Well, so you don’t end up there right away.”

				Yeah, Bruno was a really fun guy. 

				Pointing to the ground, Bruno ordered, “Get down and give me 50 pushups.”

				Steve looked over his shoulder in the faint hope that Bruno was addressing somebody else. When he saw nobody else was there, he sighed and dropped to the ground. He pushed himself up. “One!”

				“No need to count out loud, noob, I can count.”

				Steve grunted his way through the pushups. They weren’t his favorite exercise but not his most hated either. Steve popped up to his feet. He noticed a strange little winged creature floating above that looked like a mechanical butterfly with bright red eyes. It was an eerie mix of living butterfly and robot. Pointing at the mechanical bug, he asked, “What’s that?”

				“Butterbot,” Bruno said without looking at it. “They pop in from time to time.”

				“What do they do?”

				Bruno shook his head. “They just watch us. They’re harmless,” he said, emotionless.

				Steve reached out and grabbed at it. The moment his hand touched the seemingly frail little bot, electricity coursed through his body. The jolt knocked him to the ground. Steve’s legs and arms shook for a few seconds like fish that had been forced out of the water. The shaking finally stopped.

				“They’re harmless unless you touch em,” Bruno added, still emotionless.

			

			
				Bruno pointed to a thick patch of trees. “Okay, I’m going back to the courtyard now. I got me some private business to take care of. You run and touch every tree in that grove there. Make sure you touch and push off of each tree with both hands. It will help you learn to change course really fast. I’ll be timing you.”

				Steve could tell from the way Bruno was standing with his legs tight together and shaking, he needed to relive himself.

				“You know we’re in the middle of a forest… If you have to…”

				Bruno cut him off. “We’re not animals, you know!” With those words Bruno turned and took off towards the camp. He ran as fast as one could while trying to hold it in. “Oh, remember not to touch any butterbots!” he shouted.

				Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen again.

				Steve, hoping to score some points with Bruno, did what he was told. He ran into the clump of trees and made certain to touch each one. Moving as quickly he could, he darted from tree to tree. He wasn’t really sure if this was a real exercise or just something Bruno had made up on the spur of the moment. But Steve had to admit it was kind of useful in a strange way. It was getting his arms and his legs stronger. 

				Steve was about halfway into the thick trees when he heard a rustling behind him. He turned expecting to see Bruno. “That was fast…” Steve stopped when he noticed it wasn’t Bruno, but Bart the villager who had been bit. Bart was bent over using his arms as legs like an animal would. “Oh, hi Bart,” Steve said uneasily. “Ah, nice to see you’re doing better…”

				“You!” Bart groaned, drool gushing from his lips. 

				“Ah, kind of gross, dude!”

				“You! You’re responsible for all of this! Everything, it’s all on you!” Bart barked, drool and split flying everywhere.

				Steve backed up slowly and bumped into a tree. He didn’t like Bart’s words or the way he looked. It was a weird mix of villager and something else. Something animal like, if an animal could be evil. “Ah, Bart buddy, I have no idea what you’re moaning about. I’m the newbie, greenie, noob!” He pointed to his head. “I got nothing up here!”

				Bart crawled toward him. “You ain’t the greenie now. Girl’s the greenie and she thinks like me.”

				“Think may be too strong of a word there, Bart. Now, are you sure you’re really thinking this through here?” Steve put his hand on a large lower branch. He was pretty sure he could snap it if it came to that. He was hoping it wouldn’t, but he wasn’t holding out a lot of hope.

				Steve’s fears were well founded. Bart raced at him on all fours. It was creepy but not the most efficient way to get from one place to another. For a moment Steve thought about running, but he didn’t want to turn his back on Bart. He didn’t want to hurt Bart either, but he knew the feeling wasn’t mutual. As Bart drew closer, Steve pushed down the branch his arm was on. The branch snapped into Steve’s grip with a satisfying crack. Bart leapt through the air. Steve swung the branch down. The branch made perfect contact with Bart’s head, knocking him to the ground at Steve’s feet. Steve lifted his makeshift club over his head. “Stay down! I don’t want to hurt you!”

			

			
				Bart didn’t reply, he was just lying there out cold.

				“Good job, noob!” the familiar voice of Al said.

				Steve looked up and saw Al and Bruno coming towards them. 

				“He attacked me!” Steve said defensively, dropping his club.

				The two nodded. “Yep, we saw that. He’s still recovering from the changing… Some folks do better than others. I’ve been tracking him,” Al said.

				“Why didn’t you stop him sooner?” Steve yelled.

				Al pointed to Bruno. “Bruno thought it would be a good test of your skills. Turns out it was.”

				Bruno bent down and picked up Bart’s legs. “For the rest of your training today, help us carry him back to the infirmary…”

				Steve wasn’t thrilled about any of this. But he knew he was in no position to argue. He bent over and picked up Bart’s arms. “You gonna restrain him until he’s better?”

				“He was restrained,” Al said, helping to support Bart’s back. “Guess we’ll need thicker rope.”

				“Duh, do ya think?” 

				“No need to get testy, noob. You did well on your first test.”

				“So that was planned?” Steve barked.

				The two shook their heads. “Nope,” Bruno said. “Still, if you’re going to survive in the maze you gotta learn how to improvise. We did, and I’m proud to see you did…” Motioning to the infirmary with his head. “Now let’s pick up the pace. We really don’t want to be carrying this plank once he wakes up.”

				“What’s going to happen to him now?” Steve asked Al.

				“We have a way of handling these types,” was Al’s cryptic reply.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 8

				Steve helped take a very weird looking Bart to the infirmary and made sure he was tied up real tight this time. He felt bad for the poor guy, but he certainly didn’t want Bart attacking him again. He also knew no good could come from Bart saying those strange things about him. Steve couldn’t remember much, but he did know he was a hero. He couldn’t be one of the Builders who built this place. Sure, he had done his share of building in the past. He was a fine builder but he would never build anything like this.

				“What’s going to happen to him now?” Steve asked Al again as they left Bart in a small room and walked out. 

				“We’ll have to wait and see,” Al said, locking the door. “What he did was wrong. This place is about working together and being united. We have two rules: Do your job and don’t hurt your fellow fielders. Breaking that second one is really bad…” He looked at Steve. “Even if the person just attacked the newest noob….”

				“Who’s about to be a runner….” Steve reminded him.

				Al shook his head. “You’re just training. It’ll be a long time until you actually enter the maze. Plus, you’re still in the getting in shape to train phase.” He poked Steve in the stomach. “Though, you’re pretty firm. If all goes well, you’ll get your maze trial run in a month or two.”

				Okay, that didn’t set well with Steve at all. A month or two until he was deemed maze ready? That seemed kind of, well, long. But Steve knew that saying that to Al would not help his situation at all. He was the noob. Well, actually, the girl was the noob now. But still, he had only been here a short while. 

				Before Steve could ponder the situation for too long, one of the healers came out. His eyes were lowered, and he just shook his head. Steve had never seen that look, but he knew it wasn’t a good one.

				“He’s too far gone!” the healer sighed. “Nothing more we can do for him. We’ve already sent for the carriers. I just wanted to make sure you approve.”

				Al nodded. “I do. We have to do what we have to do….”

				“Wait, what are carriers?” Steve asked.

				Before anybody could answer, three thick fielders bounded into Bart’s room. Steve watched in silence as the three carriers and one of the healers lifted the bed Bart was tied to and carried it out of the room. Bart was screaming and ranting all the way. He tried to break his ties but they were too tight.

				“No! No! You got the wrong guy! It’s the noob! You should be banning the noob!!” Bart screamed.

				“Where are they taking him?” Steve asked Al.

			

			
				“We’re giving him back to the maze…”

				Steve’s heart fell with those words. Sure, Bart had attacked him, and accused him of being evil, but Steve didn’t think anybody deserved that fate. But he shut up because he couldn’t think of a better solution.

				Steve left the infirmary and walked around the camp for an hour, just taking in the sights and pondering. He knew Bart was wrong about him. Still, Bart didn’t deserve to be banished. But then again, Bart did seem like he was a danger to everyone. Might as well let the Zombie Creeps deal with him. 

				For some reason, though, he decided to walk by the maze. He couldn’t help wondering what Bart had to be going through. Looking up at the blue sky, he could tell it was still midday so the gates would be open for a while more. He wasn’t going to enter the maze, of course, he just needed to see it.

				“Steve, hi, how’s it going?” 


				Steve heard the words, but turning around, he found there was nobody near him. All the fielders were off in the distance doing their jobs. The other thing was that the voice was in his head, and it was female. At least Steve was pretty sure that it was female.

				“Don’t worry, Steve, it’s me Alex…. Yeah, I can talk to your brain and you can talk to me with a little more practice. I know you feel bad about Bart, but don’t. He is where he should be now. Okay, I’m going to get some sleep now. But we’ll talk again soon….”


				“That was weird,” Steve mumbled to himself. “I must be hearing things.”

				“You’re not hearing things. We’re connected in more ways than one! See you later.”


				Steve tried thinking back to Alex. “Alex, Alex, Alex…” but he didn’t get any response.

				Before Steve could ponder very long about that development, something else happened. A villager, a big tall stocky guy in a green robe, came panting out of the maze. The guy kneeled to the ground to catch his breath. Steve ran over to him, realizing that this guy had to be a runner. 

				“Are you okay, man?” Steve asked the panting runner.

				The runner looked up. He had square beads of sweat on his forehead. “Who are you?”

				“I’m Steve, the new guy. You probably don’t know me.”

				“Yeah, you’re the one that came just before the chick did,” the runner said.

				“Well, runners obviously know what’s going around the field,” Steve told him, impressed.

				The runner nodded. “It’s our job to know things.” He smiled. “We’re not just a bunch of pretty square faces and big sore sweaty feet. Oh, the name’s Milo by the way.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 9

				Steve peered into the maze. The gate was still open and no other runners seemed on the way back. “You came back early?” Steve asked Milo.

				Milo stood up straight and took a deep breath. “I found something. Something big and ugly.”

				“What?” Steve asked, unable to control his excitement.

				Milo waved a finger at him. “I don’t mind telling you, but I don’t want to say this again. So let’s wait for Al. I want him to hear this too. He needs to hear this.”

				Steve turned and pointed towards the camp. “Last I saw him, he was handling Bart.”

				Milo shook his head in acknowledgment. “Right, Bart. Poor guy... how’s he doing?”

				“They had to give him back to the maze,” Steve said slowly.

				Milo nodded, not surprised at all. “Yeah, that happens sometimes.”

				“I can go find Al for you,” Steve offered, anxious to get the subject off Bart.

				“Nah, I got my own system,” Milo said. He put both hands to his mouth and shouted, “Al, get here now!”

				“Does that work?” Steve asked.

				Milo pointed towards the camp. Sure enough Al and Frogger were coming out of the infirmary and heading towards them. 

				Milo smiled proudly. “It’s a gift.”

				Al looked at a watch on his wrist. “You’re not due back for three hours….” A question lingered in the air.

				“Good job, boss man, you can tell time,” Milo said and smiled.

				Steve wasn’t sure if he liked how confident and semi cocky this Milo was. But he did get the feeling Milo was a good guy.

				“Milo, you know the rules, nobody comes back this early unless they’re hurt.” Al looked Milo up and down. “You look fine.”

				Milo’s face was a giant smile. “Actually, boss man, I am better than fine.”

			

			
				Al crossed his arm and stood there stiffly. “Get to the point. You may be my best runner, but I only got so much patience…”

				“Have so much patience...” Steve corrected.

				“Dudes, I found one,” Milo told them.

				“Found what?” Frogger asked.

				“A zombie creeper. I found a dead one.”

				Frogger and Al each took a step back. Their eyes grew wider. “You sure?” Al asked.

				Milo’s smile remained locked on his face, his square head steady. “Sure as I can be. I poked it with a stick and it didn’t do anything.”

				Al and Frogger looked at each other. “This could be the break we’ve been looking for. We could study it and look for a weakness,” Al said, sounding the most upbeat Steve had ever heard him. He turned to Milo. “Where is it?” 

				Milo pointed to the maze. Though Steve thought that part was pretty obvious. “It’s about 45 minutes away.” Looking at his watch. “We could get there, check it out, and be back before the gates close.”

				Al gave a rare smile. “Then tomorrow we could go back with a team and maybe even try to get it back here!” He pointed to the maze. “Let’s hit it!”

				Milo gave him a grin. “You up for it, old man?”

				Al gave him a playful nudge. “Lead the way!”

				The two leaders took off into the maze. Steve looked over at Frogger. “You’re awful pensive.”

				“Yeah, just thinking…”

				“They’re big boys. They’ll be okay,” Steve told him. Even though he only just met Milo, he had a good feeling about him. Plus as much of a jerk as Al could be, he was a tough guy who did strive to be a good leader. 

				Frogger kicked some dirt and pointed to his stomach. “Just got a bad feeling in my gut about this.” He paused to collect his thoughts. “This seems too easy. Nuthin’ is too easy in life, especially life in the field.”

				Steve rubbed his stomach and looked off towards the kitchen. “Maybe we’re just hungry. Let’s see if Fryguy has anything we can snack on.”

				Frogger nodded. “Ya know, noob, that’s the most sensible thing I’ve ever heard you say.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 10

				Sure enough Fryguy complained about Steve and Frogger showing up after hours, but he still fed them grilled cheese sandwiches. Steve thought they were the best sandwiches he could ever remember eating. Yeah, he may have been really hungry. Yeah, he could only remember the last few days, but still they were darn good sandwiches.

				When they were munching down the sandwiches, Frogger repeated how he had a bad feeling about all this. Some of that uneasiness must have rubbed off on Steve, because after finishing his food, he went and sat by the maze door. He was anxious for Milo and Al to get back with news.

				An hour passed. Runner after runner returned from the maze. Each of them would head right to the map room. Steve’s heart and hopes dipped a little when each green robe runner returned. 

				“They’re going to make it,” he said to himself.

				“You okay?” Alex asked him in his brain. 

				Steve still wasn’t used to this mental talking. Part of him thought it was way cool. Another part thought it was creepy, especially since he didn’t really know this girl in a semi-coma he was communicating with. “I’m worried about Al and Milo…”

				“Even my semi-resting coma I can tell Al’s kind of a jerk and I don’t know Milo. But what’s wrong?”

				“Al means well. Milo is a runner who found a dead zombie creep. They went to check it out.”

				Silence. Then finally, “Yeah, this doesn’t feel right to me either.”

				Steve gazed up at the square sun, which was lowering toward the horizon. He didn’t need a watch to know the gate would be closing soon. If that happened, Milo and Steve would be trapped in there for the night with the zombie creeps. They wouldn’t have much chance to survive.

				Steve felt a square hand on his shoulder. It was Frogger. “They don’t have much time left….”

				“They will make it,” Steve insisted.

				“You base that on what? Your amazing special noob senses?” Frogger asked, but there was worry in his voice.

				Steve didn’t answer. He couldn’t answer. All he had left was hope. 

				More time passed. The last of the runners who weren’t Milo and Al returned. 

				“They’re dead men…” Frogger sighed. “If they aren’t dead already.”

			

			
				The ground started to rumble. The giant stone door began shaking, like it was a giant Monolith that sprang to life. Yep, it was closing time. The door began to slide left. Looking through the crack, into the now haze covered maze, Steve saw two figures limping towards them. Milo had Al leaning on his shoulder and was dragging him forward. They were still a good hundred meters from the door, and the door was now edging its way closer to locking shut. Steve compared the speed of the door to the speed of Milo and Al.

				“The fools aren’t going to make it!” Frogger said.

				Steve stood up. He knew Frogger was right. No way Milo could drag Al out before the door slammed shut. At least, not if Al had to do it alone. But maybe if he had help?

				Steve took a step towards the maze. Frogger reached out for him. “Stevo, don’t do this. They knew the risk. This is suicide. I can’t lose three people today.”

				“If it works, you won’t lose any!” Steve yelled without looking back. He ran into the maze, rushing towards Milo and Al. Steve couldn’t remember a whole lot but he knew heroes didn’t let friends die in deranged mazes.

				“No!” Frogger yelled.

				Steve didn’t listen. He kept running towards Milo and Al. When Milo saw what was happening, he tried waving Steve back. “Go back, you fool! Go back!”

				Steve kept booking towards Milo and Al. Behind him he heard the door grinding its way shut, but he forced that out of his mind. Reaching Milo and Al, he positioned himself on the other side of Al. “Together we can get him out.”

				With Steve’s help, Milo and the weakened Al did move faster. Steve saw the door drawing closer and closer to other side. Once it reached the wall they would be locked in for the night. As hard as they pressed for the door, it slammed shut well before the fielders could make it out.

				“Nice going, noob. You just got yourself killed with us,” Milo spat.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 11

				“Look Milo, you may think I made a mistake, but I think of this as an opportunity!”

				Even in the now darkened maze, Steve could tell Milo was rolling his eyes at him. “You sound like one of those ridiculous posters that I somehow just remembered. This isn’t a game, noob. Well, we do talk like it’s a game, but it ain’t.” He shook his head. “Nobody’s ever lived through a night in the maze.”

				“Yeah, well, there are three of us!” Steve said. He glanced over at Al. Al had now completely collapsed. He was pale white with green streaks running down his face. He was also drooling a kind of yellow snot. “Okay, more like two and half of us….”

				Milo motioned with his head towards the door. “Help me drag him by the door. It’ll make it easier for them to find him in the morning.” Milo started dragging Al by his arms. “Come on, grab his legs. This will be easier with two.” He hesitated, then added, “We might as well sit by the door and let the zombie creeps kill us there. Why waste time?”

				Steve looked around, taking in all he could about the maze. He noticed that the stone walls were covered by ivy that seemed to have emerged from the cracks. “Look, he’s not dead yet and neither are we.”

				Milo took a breath. “Kid, I appreciate your confidence, but nobody who’s been bitten has ever lived without getting the healing potion within two hours. We’ve got twelve hours in this death trap.”

				“Just because it hasn’t been done, doesn’t mean it can’t be done!” Steve insisted.

				“Dang, noob. Your bedroom wall at home must have been filled with those silly posters!”

				“Can the zombie creeps climb?” Steve asked.

				Milo nodded. “Those with claws for hands can, but they don’t do it all that often…but they can… These ain’t your everyday zombies.”

				Steve heard him, but he wasn’t giving up so easily. You don’t get to be a hero by giving up. Pointing to the vines up the wall, he said, “Let’s get Al up out of the way. We can tie him to the wall and hope for the best. Even if it turns out to be a fail, at least the others will have an easy time finding him.”

				“How will they know where to look?” Milo asked.

				“Don’t worry, I’ve got that covered.” Steve used his mind to reach out to Alex. “Alex, can you hear me?” 

				“I’m not talking or thinking to you, Steve!” A break, then, “What you did was foolish!”

			

			
				“Yeah, well, maybe, but I couldn’t just give up on Milo and Al. That’s not how I roll.”


				“Why are you just standing there, squinting?” Milo asked.

				Steve ignored him. He didn’t think it would help the situation to tell Milo he was in mental communication with the semi-unconscious girl who had just mysteriously arrived. “Milo and I are going to hang Al on the wall so he’ll be out of the way of zombie creeps. With luck, he’ll live through the night… No matter what, you can tell the others where to find him?”

				“What about you and Milo?”

				“We’re going to explore, see what we can find.”

				“That’s crazy!”

				“So I’ve been told!”

				“You better not get killed before we actually meet!” Alex scolded.

				Steve glided over to a now out cold Al and guided him to the wall. Turning to Milo, “Come on help me get him up the wall some.”

				“This ain’t gonna work, noob,” Milo groaned. But he still walked over to Steve and Al at the wall. Looking up he asked, “How do we get this big lug up there?”

				Steve surveyed the situation. The walls were covered with green moss and vines, but climbing them while holding Al would be difficult at best. Steve shook his head. Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen. But did it really need to happen? “The zombie creeps are still pretty much just enhanced zombies, right? They go by sight and smell..”

				“And movement,” Milo added. “They’re kind of like raptors, just not as cool.”

				Steve leaned into Al and pushed him gently, propping him against the wall. Placing his hand on Al’s chest to hold him firmly against the wall, he reached up with his other hand and pulled down a long vine. Steve wound the long vine under one of Al’s arms, pulled it over his chest, and wrapped it through the other arm. He tied the free end of the vine around another vine. Steve released Al who flopped over a little but stayed tied to the wall.

				Steve made a little “Tada” motion to Milo. “We can do this. We just need a few more vines to secure him. Then we cover him with other vines. The zombie creeps won’t even notice him.”

				Milo stood there, hands on flat hips, looking at Al strung to the wall. “This is crazy, noob!” He sighed. “But crazy is all we got now!” Milo pulled out his sword and grabbed a vine. Pulling himself up the wall, he said, “I’ll climb up and cut down more vines. Let’s just hope no zombie creeps show their ugly faces while we’re doing this.”

			

			
				Milo and Steve worked away. Steve used as many vines as he could to wrap around Al, locking him to the wall. Milo cut long strands of vines from the top of the wall and draped them over Al. 

				Once they thought that Al was sufficiently covered, they stepped away to have a look. The halls were wide and very dark now. Al’s pale skin laced with green lines actually blended right into the wall.

				“It’s still a long shot,” Milo told Steve.

				“I know, but at least it is a shot, Milo.”

				“Agreed.” Milo patted Steve on the shoulder. “Good job, noob. You, the green noob, kept your cool and your wits while I lost mine… Thanks.”

				“No problem. After all, I have had a day of runner training… Now what?”

				Milo pointed into the maze. “Let’s put that training to use to see what we can find. Even if we die, we’ll die fighting!”

				Steve nodded. “Plus anything we learn will help the fielders.”

				Milo raised an eyebrow. “How? We ain’t got no way of leaving them a message. I don’t carry pen and paper into the maze. I guess we could scrape it into the wall, but that wouldn’t be much help unless a runner stumbled by it.”

				For a brief moment Steve thought about telling Milo that he had a mental link with the girl Alex. He could transmit any information they found that way. But Steve figured (and rightly so) that it would freak Milo out more than it would help the cause. 

				Steve gazed into the maze. “Well then, let’s make sure we don’t die.”

				Milo took a deep breath and started to run. Steve simply followed. 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 12

				Running through the maze, Milo yelled out, “Our goal is simple. We run all night and see what we can see.”

				“It would also be nice to survive,” Steve added.

				“Yeah, that would be an added and unexpected perk!” Milo said with just a hint of wry smile.

				Making their way through the corridors of the maze, Steve was surprised at how wide the halls were. He was also impressed by the ease Milo worked his way through the twisting corridors. It was almost like a sixth sense. He was memorizing the turns he took so they could reverse course when it was time to get out. 

				“The first part of the maze is always the same,” Milo lectured. “For the first three turns, then after that, it’s always different. Been doing this for two years. Never seen the same pattern repeat.”

				Steve noticed the now sort of familiar red lights of a butterbot fluttering above them, and pointed it out to Milo. “So they watch us even in here?”

				Milo nodded. “Yeah, my theory is the Builders are a bunch of sick creeps who love watching us die when we run into Zombie creepers.”

				After a couple hours of running, Milo stopped and pulled out a canteen. He took a sip of water then handed it to Steve. “Drink a little.”

				Steve took a sip.

				Just then he noticed a sign above them that read: Mojang Test Zone. Pointing to the sign, he said, “They’re testing us…”

				Milo nodded. “Apparently so. That’s the only constant in the maze. That sign is always on a North wall.”

				“How do you know its north?” Steve asked. 

				Milo shrugged. “Just know.” 

				“How come you never asked the Builders for compasses?”

				Milo gave Steve a sort of playful bop on the head. “Come on, noob, of course we did. We’ve put all kinds of request notes in the box.” He shook his head. “But nada.” He took a deep breath. “Breaks over. Let’s see what we can see…”

				The two started running through the maze.

			

			
				Steve wasn’t sure how long they had been running, but he knew it was long enough to make his feet hurt. Just when he thought nothing was going to happen, Milo held out an arm to slow him. Milo pulled him to the side of the wall. Without saying a word Milo pointed down the hall.

				There, maybe 30 yards in front of them, was a huge zombie creep the size of an oak. It had its arms extended as it lumbered towards them. Milo drew his sword with one arm. He reached down into his shoe with his free hand and pulled out a dagger. Handing it to Steve he whispered, “One of them versus two of us. We got a chance here if we catch it off guard. They’re big and strong but not as fast as we are.”

				The zombie creep shambled closer and closer. Steve had seen zombies before of course, but this one was taller and thicker than any he gone up against. It was also pale white with green stripes or scars crisscrossing its face. To make it even more off-putting, the zombie had spikes or needles sticking out of most of its body. And as a final deadly touch, one of its arms was a sword, a long diamond sword that shined even in the dim light of the maze.

				“Remember, don’t let it bite you or prick you!” Milo whispered. “I’d also avoid the sword, but at least that would be a fast death.”

				“How are their knees?” Steve responded.

				Milo’s right eyebrow popped up. “Never checked out their knees. Cause, well, I’m normal.”

				Steve shook his head. “If we take out its knees we can get away from it and avoid its mouth and arms. We don’t need to kill it, just get away from it.”

				Milo nodded and grinned. “Yeah, you know, noob that may work.”

				Steve knew they were going to learn if that would work very soon. The zombie creep was now just a yard or so away. It stopped and sniffed the air. The zombie creep’s eyes blasted open wide. It darted towards Steve and Milo swinging its arms (well arm and sword) wildly even before it was near the two fielders. Milo clung to the wall. Steve took a different approach. He screamed and ran right at the zombie creeper. The zombie creep adjusted his approach, aiming himself right at Steve. As the two were about to meet, Steve dove towards the ground. He felt the rush of the sword passing over his head. Steve plunged his dagger directly into the zombie creeper’s knee as he slid between the zombie’s legs. The monster screamed in pain as blackish green goo starting spurting out of the gash in its knee. Holding the knee with one of its hands, the creature turned towards Steve and lifted its sword arm.

				“Hiya!” Milo screamed leaping forward, while swinging downward with his sword. 

				Milo’s sword split off the zombie creeper’s leg. The monster fell to the ground flailing and screaming an unearthly howl. Milo stabbed the zombie creep in the chest. The flailing and screaming stopped.

				Milo stepped over the broken corpse of the monster. He offered a hand to Steve and helped him up. “I guess these things aren’t so hard to kill if we out number them and catch them off guard.”

			

			
				For the rest of their night in the maze, whenever Milo and Steve encountered zombie creeps, they were traveling in packs of three and four. The bad news was that it made them impossible to kill. The worse news was that somehow the zombie creeps seemed to know that Milo and Steve had taken out a lone creep, and that from now on the zombie creepers would always travel in groups to outnumber the runners. The good news was it made them much easier to spot. And since the creeps were so slow and the maze so complicated, it was surprisingly easy for Steve and Milo to avoid the monsters.

				Time passed for Steve like he was in a weird dream state. He should have been scared but he was exhilarated like he was built to do this. Before Steve knew it they had worked their way back to the gate. Steve was relieved when he saw Al still hanging in the same spot. He was even more relieved to see Al was still breathing.

				The door to the maze ground open. Frogger, a couple of healers, and a couple of sword wielding fielders rushed into the maze.

				“I don’t believe it!” Frogger said. “You made it!”

				Milo crossed his arms and puffed out his chest. “Not only that, we killed one of those creeps!”

				Steve pointed to Al. “Help us get him down!”

				The fielders moved quickly to Al’s side. They pulled Al from the vines and lowered him from the wall.

				Frogger pointed to the infirmary. “Get him there ASAP! Call the healers!” He looked at Steve and Milo. “I still can’t believe you crazy planks made it through the night!” 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 13

				“Do you guys think Al will be okay?” Steve asked Milo and Frogger. 

				The two just shrugged. 

				“Nobody has ever been bitten and gone so long without the healing potion,” Frogger said.

				“But he has a chance now because of you,” Milo added.

				The other runners we getting ready to enter the maze. “Anything we should know?” one of the runners asked Milo.

				“We may have killed one of them,” Milo told the eager runner. “I doubt you’ll find anything, but plank, maybe we’ll get lucky.”

				Frogger looked at Milo and Steve and shook his head. “Still can’t believe you two made it. Maybe our luck is finally changing? Maybe we will find a way out of this hole?”

				“We’ll tell you all we learned,” Steve said. 

				Milo nodded. “Yeah, let’s go to the map room. We have a lot of notes we might be able to use later.”

				Steve knew that somehow that one sign in the maze was really important. It wasn’t as random as it appeared. But until he knew more, he decided not to say anything.

				Frogger pointed away from the metal map room towards the dorms. “No, there will be plenty of time for reporting after. Right now I need you guys to get some rest!”

				“Steve, are you okay?” 

				“I’m fine… just tired, but fine…”

				“Okay, good Steve. Get some sleep. Things will be changing soon…”

				“What do you mean by that, Alex?”

				“I really don’t know. I just know…”


				Now, that last statement was scary and confusing to Steve. Before he could think much about it, Frogger clapped his hands in front of his face, jarring Steve back to the conversation at hand.

				“Yo! Greenie! Wake up!!”

			

			
				Steve blinked his eyes a few times. “Right, sorry, zoned out for a minute there.”

				“Of course you did! You’ve been through quite the experience.” He pointed again to the dorm, this time with both arms. “No, go rest. We’ll let you know if anything changes.”

				Milo held his ground. “No! Not yet. We need to record what we saw! There will be plenty of time to rest after that.” He locked eyes with Frogger. “I know you’re the boss now. But this is more important.”

				Milo put an arm around Steve. “Come on, let’s go record what we know.”

				“I’m not the boss man!” Frogger said from behind them. “I’m just the second boss man… but yeah… I’ll go with what you guys are doing. But after that I insist you get some rest!”

				Every block that made up Steve’s body knew that Alex was right. Changes were coming, and they were going to be big. A little rest would be good but he also knew Milo had a good wit about him. If Milo wanted to go to the map room, then the map room was where they would go.

				Milo led Steve through the courtyard towards the metal building that housed the map room. It didn’t look that impressive, mostly like a big metal igloo with a steering wheel for a door knob. Steve was tired from a night in the maze, but for now his excitement outweighed his exhaustion. 

				Milo spun the wheel knob and the door slid open. Milo walked in and ushered for Steve to follow. As soon as Steve entered, Milo spun the door shut like they were protecting a great secret. Steve thought that this may have been a mystery but it shouldn’t be a secret. 

				“We take great records as we look for patterns in the maze,” Milo said. He clapped his hands and a light from on top of the dome ceiling came on. Milo smiled like a cat who has just nabbed a fish from a tank. “I love that.” The walls of the building were lined with maps: map on top of map on top of map. It was like some crazy wall paper.

				Milo moved to a chest in the middle of the floor and pulled out a piece of graph paper and a little nub of a pencil. Bracing himself with a wall, he started tracing out what he could remember. “Nobody has ever been in the maze for as long as we have. Maybe we found something new.”

				Steve looked at all the maps he could. “So, you’re looking for patterns in a moving, ever changing maze?”

				Milo nodded as he traced away. “Yeah, haven’t found none yet.”

				Somehow something inside of him told Steve what Milo and the other runners had been doing was useful only for making them feel useful. He couldn’t put a finger on why. He just knew that mapping past occurrences of a changing maze would be about as useful as eating soup with a fork. Steve realized that the best thing he and Milo could do was to get some rest. However, to support his friend he decided to at least let Milo finish his outlining of the maze.

			

			
				Milo stopped etching and looked at what he had drawn, then showed it to Steve. “Does this look like any of the other patterns? We date each one. We’re trying to see if anything repeats.”

				Steve compared what Milo just did to the other maps that lined the walls. He shook his head. He had done a lot of maze puzzles as a kid so this was kind of natural for him. They all looked kind of similar. There is only so much you can do with a maze, yet he saw no pattern. “I don’t see anything, Milo. I’m sorry.”

				Milo sighed in agreement. “Me neither. No reason to think today would be any different, I guess..”

				Steve put an arm around Milo and guided him to the door. “Let’s get some rest. I got a feeling things will be different soon!”

				Since it was still early in the day, the dorm sleeping area was very open. Steve was happy to see that PP had prepared a cot for him and one for Milo. PP could be annoying and he talked too much, but he was a good guy. Steve fell asleep thinking he wasn’t sure what he would do without the little fellow.

				Steve didn’t know for sure how long he slept. It felt like days, but he was pretty sure it was more like a few hours. It was somehow the best sleep he had since arriving at the Field. Not exactly sound, peaceful sleep, but it was sleep well earned. Steve still couldn’t shake the feeling that that Mojang Testing Zone sign meant something. 

				“Steve, I’m going to get up now! Please come and greet me. We don’t have much time before everything changes.”

				“What do you mean everything changes, Alex?” 

				“You will see soon enough… Remember change is good.”


				Steve got out of the cot and stretched. He hurt in parts he didn’t know he had. Nevertheless, a hero pushes forward even if they don’t feel great. That’s part of the gig.

				Steve walked across the camp towards the infirmary. He felt many eyes on him. He also heard the fielders muttering under their breath. Most of them were impressed with what he had done. Brad, though, still didn’t trust Steve at all.

				Waiting for Steve outside the infirmary door was Alex. This was the first time Steve had seen her erect. She was tall and beautiful. 

				Holding out an arm to Steve, she said, “Steve, it’s so nice we are finally together, again.”

				“What do you mean again?”

				She tilted her head and smiled. “Actually, I don’t really know.” She looked at him in the eyes, and her smile widened. “This is sure a dark, damp, dingy, dusty, dank place, yet I’ve never been so happy.”

			

			
				Steve was about to say, ‘ah girl you are a crazy one.’ Yet somehow he kind of felt the same way, that he and Alex were built to be here and do this. But that was crazy thinking. Wasn’t it?

				“I don’t remember much, Steve, but I know you and I will make things better.” Her eyes lit up. “Oh, I thought of something… I wrote it down so I wouldn’t forget it.” Alex rolled up her sleeve to reveal the words: BAD then CAD written in ink on her arm. “Do you know what this means?”

				Before Steve could answer her, Frogger came bursting out the door. “Good you’re here!” he told Steve. “Al’s awake and wants to talk to you. Both of you!” He motioned with his head towards the stairs to the second floor. “Come on!”

				Steve and Alex headed up the creaky wooden stairs to the room where the healers were tending to Al. Milo was there pacing back and forth. It was a bigger room than the other rooms in the infirmary. It even had a blue rug and a night stand complete with a little lamp. Not exactly a five star hotel, but still the Ritz compared to most of the places here.

				Al forced his head up when he saw Steve and Alex enter. He was a weird greenish, white color, and his eyes had green veins pulsating in them. However, he still looked kind of normal.

				“Bout time you two got here,” Al groaned.

				“We got here as soon as we were told,” Steve said. “I thought you needed time to heal.”

				“Plus I just recently came out of my own daze,” Alex said.

				“Listen, Stevo, noob, you plank. That was a foolish, stupid thing ya did, running after us in the maze. You got a death wish?”

				“I did what I thought was right. I would do it again!” Steve insisted.

				“He would,” Alex agreed.

				“He would,” Milo agreed. “He’s not all that bright, but he is brave.”

				The sides of Steve’s mouth turned upright like he was smiling despite himself.

				“I am grateful that you did that,” Al said. He dropped his head back on pillow. He shivered and shook. His eyes opened wide, seeming bigger than before, almost too big for his square head. “But, but…when I was I going through the change I remembered stuff. Not much stuff, but some stuff, and that stuff is, well...” He spat at Steve.

				“Oh man, that was so not cool!” Frogger scolded him. “Not leader like at all!”

				Al turned red with anger. “I remember that you were one of them!! You are a builder! You’re the reason we’re all here!”

			

			
				Steve took a step back. He shook off the wad of spit. He wanted to deny what Al had said with all his heart. Thing is, he couldn’t. It kept eating away at him that somehow Al was right. At least partially right. But Steve knew deep down in his gut he wasn’t a bad dude.

				“Listen, Al, I don’t know what I was before I came here. I don’t remember anything. But I will tell you I am only here to help.”

				“Nice answer, Steve!”

				Milo stepped up next to the bed. “The kid’s all right, Al. If it wasn’t for him, you and I would be dead now. He really stepped up his game in the maze.”

				Al snarled. “Kind of like he was meant to be in there!”

				Those words made Steve shudder but he tried not to show it. 

				“Maybe,” Milo said. “But if Stevey was a bad guy, he wouldn’t have fought like he did. Plus, let me tell you those zombie creeps went after him as much as they would any of us. So, if he was with the builders, he’s not now. Plank, the builders probably hate him more than you do…”

				Al turned his head away from Milo. He shuddered. “I don’t hate him.” He locked eyes with Steve. “Trust me, noob, I don’t hate you. I’m just scared of what you…” He pointed to Alex. “…and her… What your being here means…”

				Alex stepped forward and lightly touched Al on the head. “Yep, you’re right. I don’t remember much about our lives before. But I do know from now on it will be different. Everything is going to be different.” She smiled sweetly. “But really, this place is pretty terrible so different will be good.”

				Al convulsed for a minute on the bed. He stopped and relaxed his body. “Agreed…”

				“What are you guys talking about with all this ‘different’ stuff?” Frogger asked.

				PP rushed into the room. “Guys! Guys! I’ve got news!!”

				Frogger turned to PP. “Not now, PP!”

				PP crossed his arms and held his ground. “Dudes, it’s past closing time. The doors are still open!”

				“Oh, that’s bad…” Frogger said.

				“Not only that,” PP said, seemingly relishing in the attention. “The sun didn’t just set, it just disappeared, like it was deleted from a program.”

				“Like I said, different…” Alex said.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 14

				Al forced himself to sit up in bed. He groaned and clutched his side but managed to force himself to a standing position. His legs wobbled, and Frogger and Milo jumped forward to help stabilize him.

				“Dude, what are you doing?” Frogger asked. “You’re too weak.”

				Al rattled his head. “With the gate open and the sun gone, you’re going to need all the man power you can muster.”

				“He’s right,” Steve said.

				Al glared at Steve. “Of course I’m right!” 

				Frogger took a deep breath. He knew Al was in no shape to lead, and that meant it was up to him to take charge. “Okay, we’ll make our stand at the dorm. It’s only got one door and should be easy to defend. Al and I will prepare the fielders.” He pointed out the window. “Milo, take Alex, Steve and PP to the armory and collect as many weapons as you can!”

				Milo led Steve and Alex to a locked wooden shed. He took the combination lock that kept the door sealed and started spinning it. “This is where we keep our weapons stash.”

				“Do you have guns or perhaps a flame thrower?” Alex asked.

				Steve looked at her and rolled his eyes, but something about what she said struck another note in his brain. 

				The lock popped down. Milo pried the door open. There mounted on the one wall were a bunch of wooden swords, a few iron swords, and some bows and arrows. The other wall had about ten leather chestplates. “I wish! We don’t even have diamond swords.” Milo said. “But these will do.”

				The three started gathering all the swords, bows, and shields they could carry. They didn’t know how much time they had, but they assumed it wouldn’t be a lot.

				“Why don’t you carry chestplates with you into the maze?” Alex asked.

				“Cause they would slow runners down,” Steve answered without thinking.

				PP showed up at the door with a wheel barrel. “Hey guys, we got everybody into the dorm and we’re boarding up the windows. So I put together this wheel barrel to help.”

				Steve smiled. PP was growing more helpful by the minute.

				They tossed as many weapons in the barrel as they could and hurried into the dorm.

			

			
				Al and Frogger had all the fielders gathered together in the common dining area of the dorm. It was a big room, but it only had one door and three windows. The logic was they could defend this spot the easiest. Plus they had food and supplies within easy reach there. The tables that were normally in the middle of the room were pushed against the door and the windows as makeshift barricades. There were cots and blankets in the corner. Yep, the fielders were as prepared as they could be. Now there was nothing to do but wait.

				Most of the fielders waited in silence. Unfortunately for Steve and the rest of the fielders, Brad was anything but silent. 

				“This is bad, you all!” he shouted.

				“Keep it down, Brad!” Milo ordered.

				Brad shook his head violently. “Why? It’s not like they don’t know we’re here. Hiding from them! Why are we hiding from them?”

				“Cause there could be like hundreds of them and there’s only 50 of us. Not to mention that they are all deadly killing machines!” PP said.

				Brad tilted his head. He gave them all a crooked smile. “Yeah, well, I know they aren’t going to kill us all at once. They are going to take us one at a time, make us suffer, make us snap….” 

				“How could you possibly know that?” a fielder asked.

				Brad grabbed his own hair and pulled on it. “No idea. I just know stuff. Comes from my bite.” He pointed at Steve dramatically. “Tell them….”

				Steve dropped back against the wall. “I have no idea. Remember I’m the greenie, green, noob…” he said. Though deep down somehow Steve knew there was truth in what Brad was saying.

				The sounds of footsteps and groans bounced off the walls of the room.

				“They’re coming!” Frogger yelled.

				“Of course they’re coming!” Brad said, smiling at the blocked door. “Come, come! Take me!”

				The pounding on the door started. The room was ripe with the sound of hundreds of hands or claws or saws pounding and pounding. The armed fielders grabbed their weapons. All except Brad. He dropped his sword to the floor. Then he ran at the door screaming, “Take me, take me!”

				Saws, claws, and picks sliced through the door. At least 10 growling zombie creeps burst in. The smallest of them was still twice the size of the biggest fielder. One of the creeps speared Brad through the shoulder and lifted him off the ground. The entire pack of zombie creeps looked at Brad dangling. They turned and left the room.

			

			
				Most of the fielders seemed relieved that Brad was apparently right about only one dying at time. 

				“Yeah, well, I won’t miss that loser,” Fryguy mumbled.

				Steve wasn’t about to let the zombie creeps off that easily though. He lifted his sword and ran after the mob of monsters. Since the creeps didn’t move that fast it was only a few seconds before Steve caught up with them. Steve slid to the ground; his plan was to stab them in the legs like he had done in the maze. That would slow them down, which would let the other fielders come out and help.

				Steve dove towards the pack. A needle covered arm pounded down on Steve’s back. The last thing Steve felt was his skin being pierced by many, many needles.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 15

				When Steve came to, he was lying in a bed in the infirmary. His body felt like he was living in a fire. He could tell there were two healers near him. He heard Frogger, PP, and Alex talking somewhere in the room.

				“What a fool thing to do!”

				“I’m sure he was trying to be a hero. Make up for what happened to Brad…”

				“I think it was brave…”

				“What happened?” Steve groaned.

				“You got stung by a zombie creep, a lot!” PP told him.

				“It’s amazing you’re alive, no less talking,” Frogger said.

				Steve lifted his head. “What happened to Brad and the others?”

				“Dangest thing, Brad was right. Once they took him and fought you off, they disappeared with him into the maze,” Frogger said.

				“They came back last night and took Freddie,” PP said. “The good news is Brad was right; they seem to only want to take one of us a night.”

				“Wait, I was out for a whole day?” Steve gasped.

				“Dude, you have like thirty stings and a bite, it’s amazing you’re alive at all! That was a stupid, dork, greenie, noob move!” Frogger scolded. 

				“It was brave but dumb, Steve.”


				Steve felt his body stiffen. His head rammed back to the pillow. Steve knew what he did wasn’t the brightest thing, but it was something he had to do. He figured if he freed Brad that would have been a good thing. Maybe Brad would have stopped giving him such a hard time. But even if he didn’t free Brad and he got stung or bit, Steve could make that work too. He was tired of all these accusing eyes on him. He was fed up with fielders thinking he had something to do with this. He wasn’t a happy camper. He needed the truth. He needed his memories back. He willed his memories back even though he was in agony from the searing pain that felt like his bones were being ripped through his skin while at the same time he was being set on fire and squished by a three ton weight. He squirmed in sheer pain trying to command his memory to come back. Right now it was fragmented with pieces of his memory scattered throughout his brain. He needed to find a way to organize them. A way to make sense of them. 

			

			
				The pain was gnawing at him from the inside and the outside. It was like nothing he had ever experienced. It made going to the dentist seem like the best most fun trip in the world. Then he thought that analogy wasn’t even close, but he was in too much pain to make much sense. He just knew he was a hero. He couldn’t be a bad guy. He couldn’t have anything to do with this stupid maze or this stupid field or this dumb community. The more he writhed in pain the more memories that seemed to pop into his head. He saw a lab, a big sterile lab. People in lab coats were running to and fro. They were talking all science, like about variables and optimal occurrences and kill rates. Steve really didn’t like that last one. Then Steve saw the maze. Not from a runner’s point of view, but more like he was in a helicopter above the maze looking down so he could see the entire maze easily. It was big, but much cleaner than the maze Steve had been in, even though he knew it was the same maze. Next, Steve saw the field. It wasn’t the field as it is now. It was the field when it was fresh, green, and well taken care of. 

				Finally, Steve saw the most disturbing thing. It was that cold sterile lab again. Only this time he and Alex where there. They were looking at computer screens and nodding. 

				Steve shot up to a sitting position in his bed. He had so much momentum the two healers with him almost fell over. “I remember!” Steve shouted.

				“I remember!” Steve said, softer this time.

				“Yep, you said that,” PP told him.

				“What do you remember?” Milo questioned.

				Steve took a deep breath. He knew they weren’t going to like what he was about to say. After all, it wasn’t good news. Plus it wasn’t going to make Steve look good. But he still had to do it.

				“Ah, well, you know how a lot of people who have been bitten have accused me of being a part of this…”

				The four all nodded their heads.

				“But that’s not true, right?” Alex said.

				Steve thought about what he was going to say next. “Well, actually they were right. I did have something to do with this.” He looked at Alex. “And you’re part of this too. In fact, you are the key!”

				“Wait? What?” Milo and Frogger both said.

				“Be careful here, Steve.”

				“Don’t worry, I know what I am doing…I think…”

				“I hope so, Steve.”


			

			
				Steve dropped his head a little. “Truthfully, I don’t remember everything. But I do remember Alex and I were trying to help. But that’s not the most important thing I remembered. And believe it or not, what I’m going to say is pretty bad.”

				“Worse than you being a builder?” PP asked.

				“A builder aid,” Steve corrected. “But yes, this is worse than that. I now know that the maze is a test…”

				“Well, duh!” Milo said. “It’s a test we need to solve to figure out how to get out of here.”

				Steve shook his head. “No, it is a test in futility. It’s a test to see how long it would take us to figure out that the maze only has one real exit and it’s also an entrance. That spot where the creeps come in. That’s our way out.”

				The four friends and the two healers looked at Steve with mouths wide open. Steve covered his nose with his hand. “Geesh, I’m the one who’s been delirious for a day and yet you guys all have bad breath!”

				“Cept for you, Alex!”

				“Thanks…”


				“Yeah, ah, sorry,” Frogger said. “Between taking care of you and defending the place from creeps, dental hygiene hasn’t been high on our list…”

				Milo thrust a hand at Steve. “Stop trying to change to the subject. You’re telling us the only way out of this stinkhole is to go through the creeps?”

				Steve nodded. “Yes.”

				“This test doesn’t make a lot of sense!” PP lamented. 

				“Plus, we can’t really be sure how the zombie creeps get into the maze,” Milo noted.

				Steve smiled. “I do. They marked it for us with the one sign in the maze. The Mojang Testing Zone sign is over the door.”

				Milo shook his head. “Been by the sign a hundred times, ain’t never seen a door.”

				Steve nodded. “That’s cause it’s cloaked in a hologram. One you need the key to remove.” He looked right at Alex.

				Alex pointed to herself. “I’m the key?” 

				Steve nodded again. “Yep, you built a failsafe into the door so it would open if you touched it. You didn’t trust the builders.”

				“So I didn’t trust myself or you?”

			

			
				Steve shrugged. “I don’t think we trusted the people we worked for.”

				PP shook his head. “This is batty! If what you’re saying is true, that means the only way out is through the very door that lets in the things that want to kill us. That’s insane!”

				“True,” Steve said. “Still, as the test takers, we have to deal with what they give us.” Steve smiled. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t cheat a little.”

				The guys and Alex all locked their stares on him.

				“Dude, what do you mean?” PP asked.

				“Yeah, even I have no idea what you mean, Steve,” Alex told him.

				Steve spun to the side of the bed. He had suddenly gone from feeling like all the life had been sucked out of him, to believing he could do anything. It was a weird feeling, but he liked it because it confirmed to him that yes, he was a hero. Maybe not the best hero. But a hero nonetheless.

				“Because, I…well the old me, the one that worked for the builders, well kind of, prepared for this too.”

				That last statement did nothing to relieve the looks of confusion on the other’s faces. In fact PP and Frogger looked more confused, letting their mouths drop open.

				“Steve, you’re confusing us, noob,” Milo told him.

				Steve popped up from the bed and stretched out. “We’re getting out of here,” he said with as much confidence as he could muster. The good news was, if his memory was right, this wouldn’t be as impossible as it seemed. “Call a group meeting. Get all the fielders together. Tell them to prepare.”

				“Prepare for what?” Frogger asked.

				“War, my friend war… We’re going to take the war to the zombie creeps!”

				“Dude, I think of you as a bro,” PP said slowly. “But are you freaking bonkers in the banana?!! We don’t have a chance against the creeps. They have needles and saws and claws and jaws and all sorts of really nasty things. They’re mindless killers.” He shook his head. “Maybe with our swords and junk we can kill a few… but there are a ton of them.”

				“And there are only 42 of us left,” Frogger noted.

				Steve started doing a few jumping jacks to get his juices flowing. 

				“How do you have so much energy after going through the changing?” Milo asked, eye brows raised.

			

			
				Steve pounded a leg on the ground and made a fist (well the best fist he could). “Cause I am pumped!” Steve started out of the room. “You guys call a group meeting. Tell the fielders that tonight we get out of here, or die trying!” He thought about what he had just said. “Okay, leave out that last part.”

				Steve headed towards the door.

				“Where the plank are you going?” Milo called.

				Steve spun his head towards them. “To get our secret weapon. Get the others together. I will meet you at the box in an hour, give or take…”

				“Steve, do you know what you are doing?”

				“I hope so, Alex. I hope so…”


			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 16

				As he rushed through the courtyard towards the forest where he had trained, Steve was more excited and hopeful then he’d been since coming to the Field. Who would have thought that being bitten by a zombie creep would have been such a good thing? Yeah, sure it was a crazy mad move, but one that paid off at the very least by giving Steve some of his memory back. Sure, part of that memory confirmed what others who had gone through the change had said. Like it or not, Steve had to admit that he did in some way work for the Builders. Yep, he was one of those very Builders that stuck him and everybody else here in this awful place. Yet, if his memory was serving him correctly, Steve wasn’t totally under their control.

				When he entered the forest he realized that part of his memory was still a little whacked. It was possible that he wasn’t remembering this the way it actually was. But no, that couldn’t be it. When he remembered the writing on Alex’s arm that read BAD then CAD, he knew this memory was on target. That was a cheat code back from his days of playing video games with joysticks.

				The code had to do with the butterbots. They were used by the Builders to spy on the fielders, but if Steve’s memory was correct, which he felt it was, they were actually much more. It had to do with the butterbots’ anatomy. Each butterbot’s body was broken into four parts: the head, the thorax which was separated from the abdomen by the wings, the wings, and the abdomen. Each part of the butterbot related to part of his code. The head was A, the thorax B, the wings C, and the abdomen D. Steve stood perfectly still, only his eyes moving left and right. He was scanning for the telltale red glowing eyes of a butterbot. He actually wasn’t sure why he was just standing there. It’s not like they scared easily. After all, it was their job to spy on the fielders. But for some reason standing motionless seemed right.

				So far, all he saw were trees, lots and lots of trees. Could the Builders know what he was up to? No, they couldn’t. But then again he was able to communicate with Alex telepathically. Maybe, just maybe, the Builders could read his mind the same way. They were on to him. If so, he and the fielders were in trouble. No, no, that couldn’t be.

				“Steve, are you there?” Rang out in his mind.

				“Where else would I be, Alex?”

				“Yeah, that was a silly question, guess I’m nervous. It’s weird being around all these fielders and not having you by my side.”

				“I’ll be at the meeting soon enough, once I track down what I need. How is the meeting going?”

				“Well, Milo, PP, and Frogger are gathering everybody and they all seem anxious, scared…”

				“That’s cause they’re smart,” Steve thought to her.

			

			
				“Yeah, well, I’m telling everybody you have a plan. A good one. By the way, how is that going?”


				Steve didn’t think anything back to her at first. Then, “Can you read my mind?”

				“No, I can project thoughts to you and I can hear when you project thoughts to me, but that’s it.”

				“Do you think the Builders can read our minds?”

				Now Alex was silent. 

				“Alex?”


				More silence from Alex. Then, “I would hope not cause that would be terrible.”


				Steve nodded. When he remembered Alex couldn’t see him right now he thought, “Agreed.”


				Steve caught a glimpse of a familiar red light just out of the corner of his left eye. “I’ll be back soon! Hold down the fort!”

				“Will do…”

				Steve turned his head slightly in the direction of the red light. Yep, there it was buzzing right above him, a nice little butterbot. Steve remembered, well hoped he remembered, that he had done some work on these. That’s why he gave himself the cheat code. “BAD” was the first part. That was what he would use to disable the butterbot’s electrical sting. He reached up slowly—he had to be careful and time this right. He popped out a finger and touched the bot gently on the thorax. No shock. The bot simply hovered, making a pleasant humming sound. Steve tapped the butterbot softly on its head. Still no shock. The bot dipped a bit but continued to hover and hum. Now for the last touch. Steve gently tapped the bottom of the bot’s abdomen. The bot dropped to the ground, lifeless.

				Steve scooped up the bot and started running towards the box. The first part of his little scheme had worked. That meant he could be pretty certain the second part would too. 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 17

				By the time Steve reached all the fielders, Frogger and Milo were standing on top of the box with Alex. They were addressing the crowd.

				“Calm down everybody!” Frogger ordered. “I know this is bad, but Steve has a plan.”

				“Yeah, why doesn’t that make me feel better?” a voice said.

				“It makes me feel worse!” another groaned.

				“Shut your traps, all off you!” the familiar voice of PP shouted. “Steve knows what he’s doing! He’s a hero! Plank…he got bit and stung by creepers and he recovered in a day and now he knows how to get us out of here!”

				The crowd murmured. Steve thought it was mostly a positive sounding murmur. 

				“Yah know, that could be a really bad thing!” a voice shouted.

				Another unfamiliar voice: “Hey, Al, you’re our leader. What are your thoughts on the situation?”

				Al stood there in silence. 

				“Yeah, Al, it would be nice to hear what you have to say,” Milo told him.

				Al pointed dramatically at Steve who had been watching in silence. “I’m refraining from judgment until I hear what he has to say.”

				Steve’s head bobbed back and forth trying to gauge the crowd. He couldn’t really be sure how this would be taken. 

				“Are you going to tell us the plan, Steve?” a voice, which Steve thought was Bruno, said.

				Steve cleared his throat. “I have some good news and some bad news for you.” The crowd became silent. Steve took that as his cue to go on. “First off, some of you have accused me of being one of the Builders….”

				The crowd murmured.

				“Well, I have news for you. Now that I have been bitten or stung or whatever, by zombie creeps, I realize that this is true.” Steve pointed to Alex. “In fact Alex and I both worked for them.” 

				“Thanks for bringing me into this Steve, as if I don’t have enough worries being the only gal with 40 dudes.”

			

			
				“Trust me, Alex, I know what I am doing.”

				“Is that the good news or the bad news?” PP asked, his voice cracking with each word.

				“That’s just news,” Steve tells them. “Since I remember I worked for the Builders,” Steve said slowly, choosing his words carefully and not actually calling himself a Builder. “I know things. One of the things I now know is that maze is unsolvable. It’s just an ever changing maze for us to run around in like chickens with our heads cut off.”

				The crowd groaned.

				“That better not be the good news, Greenie!” Al shouted.

				Steve shook his head. “Nope, that’s the bad news.”

				The crowd breathed a collective sigh of relief. 

				“But wait, you’re saying we’re screwed!” a voice called.

				The crowd groaned.

				Steve waved his arms. “No, no, not at all. There is a way out. Milo and I found it. It’s the same entrance the zombie creeps use to get into the maze. This is kind of obvious, but it also leads out of here… That’s our ticket home. All we have to do is fight through the zombie creeps and use the key to open the door.” Steve smiled at the group to show his confidence.

				The group moaned. 

				 “Wait, that’s all we have to do, is take on and fight a bunch a saw, sword, and spiked giant killing machines? And you call that good news?” Al said.

				“Yeah, noob, I was kind hoping for more,” Frogger said.

				“There is more!” Steve reached into his pocket and pulled out the deactivated butterbot. “I know how to deactivate the butterbots!”

				“Great, so the Builders don’t get to see us get slaughtered. Not really all that helpful,” Milo moaned.

				“Guys, you gotta admit it is impressive he can turn the thing off!” PP shouted.

				“Yeah, but what kind of freaking good is that going to do us?” Another voice shouted.

				“Yeah!” a bunch of people in the crowd shouted.

				“I’m glad you asked,” Steve said, holding the abdomen of the butterbot. “See my fellow fielders, once we deactivate a butterbot, they serve a different purpose.” Steve straightened his arm and aimed the eyes of the butterbot at a spot on the box right below where Frogger, Milo, and Alex were standing. Steve squeezed the bot’s abdomen. A beam of red heat fired from the eyes and burned a hole in the box.

			

			
				“They become laser weapons,” Steve said calmly.

				With those words the fielders erupted in joy.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 18

				The battle plan was relatively simple. Phase 1: the fielders would collect all the butterbots and weapons they could. 

				Phase 2: at what would be 8 PM their time, when the doors used to close, they would all go into the maze. Milo would guide them towards to the Mojang Testing Zone sign, since Steve insisted that’s where the zombie creeps come in. 8 PM was pretty much a symbolic time since the field was now constantly stuck in a state between day and night. 

				Phase 2-b: they would battle any zombie creeps they ran into. 

				Phase 3: they would use Alex, the key, to reveal and open the door hidden in the wall under the sign. 

				Phase 3-b: they would finish off any zombie creeps. 

				Phase 4: they would force the Builders to tell them why the heck they had done this.

				Steve gave 25 of the fielders a quick demo on how to turn the butterbots off. His B-A-D cheat code was easily memorized and mastered by all them. Alex and Frogger took charge of collecting the butterbots as Steve’s speech had somehow re-energized Al. 

				Al decided it was time to lead the fielders again. Though, he made the rather strange decision to put Steve and PP on the standard weapons collection team with himself. While the others were collecting and sharpening the weapons they had in the dining area, Al tapped Steve and PP on the shoulders. “These weapons are fine, but I just remembered I keep more weapons in the map room. Come with me.”

				He started pulling Steve and PP in the direction of the map room. 

				“But Al, there are no weapons in the map room! We kept the weapons in the armory and then moved them to the dining area for the fight,” PP told him as they walked into the map room. 

				“Silly, strange, PP,” Al said, rolling up a rug on the floor to reveal a trap door.

				Al lifted the trap door and started down a ladder. “Come on… I keep some extra weapons down here in case of an emergency.”

				“You could have told us this earlier,” PP noted. “Like when we were defending ourselves for our lives.”

				Al shrugged. “I forgot.”

			

			
				PP and Steve followed Al down the ladder. Something inside of Steve was tingling. He knew this wasn’t quite right. After a descent of maybe 10 feet they found themselves in a dark, dank dirt basement. Then they heard the click of a light bulb. The basement wasn’t quite so dark. Steve and PP could now see that the walls here were lined with weapons: spears, swords, and bow and arrows.

				Al pointed to the weapons. “PP, get as many of these up the ladder as you can.”

				“Why haven’t we been using these before to help defend ourselves?” PP asked again.

				“PP, just follow orders!” Al shouted. “This is my emergency stash. I just forgot about it. Sorry, I had been bitten by a zombie creep, remember.”

				PP pointed to Steve. “You know Steve got bit too. And he seems fine, maybe even stronger.”

				Steve took a step back and raised a hand. “I’m not stronger. We all react different…”

				Al’s face curled into a snarl. “Sorry, PP, we all can’t be great heroes!”

				“I’m not exactly, great,” Steve offered. “I’m just a guy doing what needs to be done.”

				Al pointed at the weapons. “PP, get gathering!”

				PP grabbed as many swords and spears and spiked clubs he could and started making his way up the ladder.

				“Bring them to the courtyard,” Al shouted.

				“You know PP makes a good point,” Steve said. “Why didn’t we use these weapons sooner?”

				Al shrugged. “I didn’t think they were much use. With those simple weapons, we’d just be making our deaths last a little longer. Since we had no chance of beating the zombie creeps, why prolong the inevitable?”

				“Because a good leader doesn’t give up!” Steve said. “You never know what might happen to turn the situation around.”

				A strange grin crossed Al’s face. Steve shivered a bit. “True, Stevo, true. Like you never know when a newbie, greenie, noob will turn out to be a Builder with the key to getting us out of here.” 

				Steve didn’t like the look on Al’s face or the tone of his voice. He really didn’t like the fact the Al had grabbed a big diamond sword.

				“So, Stevo, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately...”

				“Yeah, I know, I’ve seen the smoke coming out of your ear spots,” Steve joked, hoping that what he thought was about to happen wasn’t really about to happen.

				“My change got me remembering and thinking…”

			

			
				Steve backed against a dirty wall. “Well, thinking can be good, if you don’t over think.”

				Al’s eyes opened wide, revealing how bloodshot they were. His grin became even more crooked. “I’ve been thinking this is a test.”

				“Yeah, I kind of said that.”

				“Well, if it’s a test we’re probably being graded. And more so, they are probably going to be looking for people to lead when we past this test,” Al babbled.

				Steve nodded. “I know what leaders do.”

				“Thing is, I haven’t been a very good leader these last two or three days.” Al touched the tip of his sword to Steve’s chest.

				Steve shrugged mildly. “You’ve been under a lot of pressure, having been bitten by a zombie creep and all.” He waved an arm dismissively. “Bad couple of days, but you’ll just walk em off now. We’ll go up, beat the zombie creeps and the Builders will realize what an amazing leader you are.” Steve forced a smile. “I’ll bet they’ll make you a general. Maybe even a two star one…”

				Al pounded the hand that wasn’t holding the sword into the wall next to Steve’s head. “I can’t take that chance! Cause quite frankly, I’m not stupid and naïve like PP is.” Beads of square sweat were forming on Al’s brow and his voice was scratching and breaking. “Sorry about this, Steve, I really am. But you’ve been acting more like a leader than me these last few days. I can’t have that. I can’t allow that. When we get out, I want the credit. I want to be the anointed one.”

				Steve relaxed his body. He could see Al was torn by this. “Al, everybody knows you’re the leader. Dude, you’re the brains behind this entire operation. I’m sure that when we beat down those zombie creeps and escape, the Builders will give you exactly what you deserve.” He paused for a moment then added, “You can bet they recognize talent when they see it.”

				Al shook his head wildly, and spit flew out of his mouth. “No, no! I can’t take that chance. I was born to lead. I want to lead!! I’m not some silly follower like PP!” He drew back his sword. “Sorry about this noob! Game over!”

				“For you!” PP shouted from behind. 

				Al spun towards PP, who instantly clunked him over the head with a big wooden club. Al dropped to floor.

				“I never liked you,” PP spat to Al’s unconscious body. He bent down and picked up the diamond sword. “Still, this will come in handy.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 19

				Steve and PP climbed the ladder, then pushed a couple wood tables from the map room over the trap door on the floor. They weren’t totally sure that it could hold Al but they thought it would. Once Al was secure, they rushed over to the courtyard near the box where Frogger and Milo were taking inventory of the weapons.

				“Where’s Al?” Frogger asked immediately, sensing something was wrong.

				“Ah well…” Steve said slowly.

				“He whacked out and attacked Stevie!” PP shouted out, almost spitting with each word. “It was crazy. He went on and on like he was loony in the head, about how he was meant to be the leader and he needed to get rid of good ole Stevie here.”

				“Is that true?” Milo asked.

				Just at that moment Alex returned from her butterbot hunting party with a bunch of fielders.

				“Steve, are you okay?”

				“I’m fine Alex, just a little scrape…”

				Steve pointed to the rip on his shirt where Al had been pressing his sword. “Yeah, it’s true. Poor guy just broke down.”

				Frogger scratched his head. “Actually, I’m not surprised. The guy was always a bit short of a full deck. In a way, that’s what made him such a good leader. He didn’t really care if he made a mistake or not. He always thought he’d done the right thing.”

				“So what did you do to him? Did you kill him?” Milo asked liked a non-fielder would talk about the weather.

				Steve shook his head. “No, of course not!”

				“After I clobbered him, we pushed a table over the trap door. He ain’t going anywhere,” PP interrupted, tossing his chest out while he said it. He waved the diamond sword. “Plus I got me a new weapon.”

				Steve was actually pleased to see PP showing some confidence.

				“So what do we do with him now?” a voice from the crowd asked.

				“I say we leave him and let the zombie creeps do what they may to him if they find him!” PP offered. “After all, he’s locked in a room with extra weapons he hid from us. He wants to be a leader, then let him lead himself out…”

			

			
				Steve shook his head. “No, we leave nobody behind. It’s just not right.” He surprised himself by saying that.

				Now Milo shook his head. “Sorry, to disagree with you, Stevo, but here you’re wrong. We can’t fight the zombie creeps and be watching our back wondering what Al will do. He might turn on us.” He sighed. “Nope, he made his choice. He stays here and what happens, happens.”

				Steve was torn. He really didn’t trust Al now. But gee, leaving a man behind just seemed too cold, too wrong. “At least let’s take a vote.”

				“Agreed,” Frogger said. “Who says we leave Al behind?” 

				The vast majority of fielders, including Milo, Alex, and of course PP raised their hands. In fact only Steve, Fryguy and two others didn’t raise their arms.

				“So it’s settled, he stays and what happens, happens!”

				Steve wasn’t thrilled but had to admit to being relieved. Steve decided to talk about action to get his mind off of Al. “So how many butterbots did you guys capture?”

				“Seven,” Alex said proudly.

				Frogger looked at Steve. “We figure you and Milo will each take one and lead. Me and Fryguy will take two other butterbots and guard the wear. We’ll distribute the last three to guys in the middle. Everybody else will have swords, pickaxes, axes and spears.”

				“Plus the people with Butterbots will also have backup knives,” Milo added. 

				“We also have some of the crafters making some extra last minute iron chestplates,” Frogger said. “We figure you and Milo should wear them.”

				Steve thought about the plan. It wasn’t a great plan. Actually it was barely a plan at all. But they had a chance now, thanks to the little trick he pulled with the butterbots. “Any idea how many zombie creeps there are?”

				“We figure somewhere between 100 and a lot more than 100…” PP said.

				The others nodded.

				“And how many of us are there?”

				PP pointed at each of the fielder, counting under his breath. “41.”

				“Milo, how long do you think it will take us to reach the zombie creeps’ door?” Steve asked. He was pretty sure he knew the answer, but wanted Milo to say it out loud to let the others know.

			

			
				Milo looked up at a sun that wasn’t there anymore. He looked at his watch. “I’d say I could make it in 90 minutes if I was alone and trekking. Going with 40 plus peeps, I’d say it will take two hours. And that’s if we don’t run into any zombie creeps…”

				“And the odds of that are zero,” Frogger added. 

				“The maze is big and complicated right?” PP said.

				“Sure is,” Milo said.

				“Well, any way we can take a path to the door that avoids most of the zombie creeps?” PP offered.

				It was actually a pretty decent question. But Steve knew in a random, ever changing maze, there would be no way they could be assured of avoiding zombie creeps.

				“We’ll try, buddy!” Steve answered. It was a bit of a lie but a white one.

				Frogger looked out on his fielders. “Okay, Fielders, are we ready? Are we ready to hit the maze!”

				“Shouldn’t we bring food?” a fielder asked.

				Milo shook his head. “Nope, food will just slow us down. We each bring a canteen of water. Nothing else to eat or drink. We move quickly and either succeed or die.” He lifted an arm up. “Are you ready?” he shouted.

				“Yes!!” they all shouted at once. 

				Frogger turned to Steve. “Any words of encouragement, Stevey?”

				“Yes, Steve give us a pep, talk!”


				Steve curled his hand into a fist. He turned and faced the group. “Okay, fellow fielders. I haven’t known you long. Still, I do know from my short amount of time here that you guys are the bravest, toughest, smartest people I have met!”

				With each word he could feel the confidence of the fielders rising.

				“Of course you have no memory of anybody else,” Alex pointed out in Steve’s mind.

				“Don’t kill the moment, Alex!”


				Steve lifted his fist up. “I can’t say we’re all going to live. Heck, I won’t sugar coat this. Some of us very well may die! But I know in my head and my heart, we’re going to do this! We are going to get out of here!”

				The fielders exploded in applause. 

				Steve pointed to the open maze door. “Let’s rock and roll!”

			

			
				The fielders roared and rushed to towards the maze.

				“Hold on! Hold on!” Alex shouted. “We need to be in the proper formation!”

				The fielders all stopped rushing forward. They nodded and murmured. 

				“Oh, right…”

				“Good point….”

				“Let’s do this right!” 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 20

				The fielders gathered by the maze’s opening and took up formation. Since there were 41 of them, Milo and Steve would be the lead line, each of them armed with a butterbot in one hand and a sword in the opposite hand. They were followed by 10 rows of either three or four fielders each. The fielders on the outside of each row would carry swords. Steve was glad that Alex and PP were in the middle of the second row, this way he could keep an eye on them. They were both armed with butterbots at Alex’s insistence. PP also had the diamond sword. Steve was a little leery about giving two deadly weapons to PP, but then he remembered that PP saved his life. That made him feel a little better. Frogger and Fryguy were in the middle of the back row, and they were wielding butterbots, being protected by leather chestplates. The last butterbot was given to a tall villager with long arms that the others called Condor. Condor was placed in the middle of the next to last line. All the other fielders carried swords, pickaxes, axes, and spears. They were as armed and as prepared as they could be.

				Steve could smell the anticipation and fear in the air. It wasn’t a pleasant smell. After all, most of these guys had never been in the maze, and now they were being thrown into a sink or swim situation.

				Steve turned to the group. Most of them were anxiously staring into the cold stone labyrinth. “I know most of you have never been in the maze. So are there any questions?”

				“You sure this the only way?” was the first question.

				“Yes,” Milo answered firmly.

				“You sure the maze is wide enough for all of us?”

				“Yes, it is!” Condor answered. “The halls are very wide. Wide enough for zombie creeps to get beside us…”

				Milo puffed out his chest and took charge. “The good news is that the sign that Steve says is over the zombie creeper door is always in the same spot in the maze. The bad news is that the path to that spot is always different. The really bad news is the maze will probably be loaded with things trying to kill us.” He pulled his backup sword out and lifted it over his head. “But I know we’ve all been training for this! I know we can do this!!”

				The fielders shouted in agreement. Steve tried not to think much about the fact that not many of them had trained for fighting. But they were young, strong, and despite his fears, he knew they could do it!

				Milo turned and pointed inside the maze, then he started running. “Charge!”

				The others shouted “charge!” and rushed in behind him.

				The first part of the maze was always the same so Milo moved very quickly through it. Steve could tell Milo was anxious to get this over with, one way or another. 

			

			
				Steve nudged him, “Milo, buddy, slow down a bit, the others aren’t use to this pace, and we need them fresh to fight. This is a marathon not a sprint.”

				Milo nodded and slowed his jaunt to a quick walk. Others behind him breathed sighs of relief.

				“Phew, for a minute there I thought I was going to die before we even met the ZCs,” PP said “I’m calling the zombie creeps ZCs now. I hope it sticks!”

				Milo glanced over a square shoulder at PP. “If we live, it will!”

				For the next hour or two, Steve couldn’t tell if the fielders were making progress through the white moss covered stone pathways of the maze. Milo led them right, then right again, and then left. He seemed to know instinctively where to go. Two years in the maze had given him a maze sixth sense. While Steve’s eyes were focused on what lie ahead, keeping them peeled for any ZCs, he couldn’t help gazing at his fellow fielders. They were all sweating a bit, some were panting, yet they were keeping pace. Steve was proud of them.

				After a bunch of turns, they had been moving down the same long corridor for at least 15 minutes. Steve figured this might be a good time for a rest and water break.

				“Steve, don’t you think we should take a little break?”

				“It’s like you read my mind, Alex!”


				Steve tapped Milo on the shoulder. “Milo, bud, now might be a good time to take five.”

				Milo slowed his pace down. He nodded. Raising an arm he shouted, “Take five, fielders.”

				The fielders slowed to a stop. Sighs of relief echoed through the walls. A few of them started to sit.

				“No sitting,” Milo ordered. “You’ll just cramp up sooner. Cramp in here and you’re ZC chow!”

				The fielders who had been starting to kneel quickly straightened themselves. They forced grins onto their faces like we were pretending that they were going to sit but we weren’t.

				“This place is amazing!” PP gasped.

				“Quiet,” Milo ordered. “Save your breath for when we have to fight!”

				“We’ve been moving for a while now,” PP grunted. “No sign of anything to fight.”

				As the others were collecting their collective breath, Steve could tell Milo was planning ahead. He had a palm on the cold stone wall like he was trying to communicate with it. Milo gazed down the long dirty hallway trying to figure out where the next turn could be. They had been in this corridor for a while now and it still ran as far as the eyes could see. 

			

			
				“I’ve never seen this pattern in the maze before,” Milo said softly to Steve. He lowered his head. “Never ever seen a hall go on and on like this.” Pointing right, he said, “The weird thing is I’m pretty sure this will lead to the zombie creeps door…”

				“The ZC door!” PP corrected.

				After a few minutes, break, Milo started pacing back and forth. “Okay, guys, regroup and let’s move!”

				Within a minute the fielders were rushing down the corridor like a well oiled machine. As they ran, Steve could tell Milo was getting worried. He was squinting and shaking his head much more than usual. He was also mumbling, “This isn’t right…this isn’t right…”

				Steve leaned into his friend. “Milo, keep it together, we’re all counting on you,” he said softly.

				“Never been down a corridor this dang long. It has got to be a trap! We’re not maze runners, we’re just running.” Milo sighed. Wiping sweat off his head, he repeated, “This has got to be a trap!”

				That got Steve thinking. The builders couldn’t be happy that he had built a secret cheat code in. This had to be their way of trying to offset all that. They would make the maze a death trap.

				They heard grumbling up in front of them. Footsteps, lots and lots of heavy footsteps echoed down the walls of the maze at them, even making Milo shiver.

				“They’re behind us!” Frogger shouted.

				“Yeah, they’re in front of us too,” Milo shouted back. “I so hate being right,” he mumbled.

				“This is it!” Alex thought to Steve.

				“Yeppers, time to fight…”


				Steve drew a deep breath. It was now or never. In a way Steve was glad this was going to be over, one way or another, very soon.

				The sounds of footsteps, many, many big nasty footsteps grew louder and louder. The fielders knew they were surrounded. The strange thing was even though the footsteps were growing louder, they still couldn’t see the zombie creeps.

				“This isn’t good!” Steve said.

				“Kind of an understatement there, noob,” Milo replied.

				The rumbling and sounds of the zombie creeps drew closer and closer. Some of the fielders started to shake and twitch. 

				“We should be able to see them,.” Steve said.

			

			
				“Stealth technology!” Alex shouted in Steve’s head. “That’s what I worked on with the builders! They have stealth cloaks!”

				Steve knew Alex was right on there. If they didn’t do something fast they’d be dead.

				“Rear and front units open up fire!” Steve ordered.

				He aimed his butterbot straight down the hall and squeezed the abdomen trigger. A beam of red energy shot through the air and stopped suddenly in a burst of yellow energy. The flare showed that Steve had scored a direct hit on an invisible zombie creep. The zombie creeps’ cloaks fizzled on and off a couple of times, as it staggered forward, blood squirting from its throat. The creep grabbed its wounded throat with its spiked claw hands. That just made the bleeding even worse. Then the thing let out and eerie wail and dropped to the ground.

				“They really aren’t too bright, are they?” PP noted.

				“You don’t have to be bright to kill!” Steve said. “Fire away! Keep moving forward! Crisscross your shots, cut down as many as we can before they get to us,” he ordered. 

				Steve accented his words by squeezing the trigger of his butterbot. The sound of the energy weapons and screaming zombie creeps filled the air. Steve knew that it wouldn’t be too long before the screams of fielders would be added to the mix. He couldn’t think about that right now. He and his fellow fielders just had to push forward. The sign that pointed to the door had to be in front of them. 

				“Push forward!” Milo yelled in support of Steve.

				They crept forward, firing away. The sound of butterbots firing beams of death filled the air. There were so many ZCs in front of them, that every shot dropped one in its path. Each fallen Zombie creep’s body was getting closer and closer to the fielders. Steve knew it would only be a matter of moments until the two forces collided. Instinctively Steve drew his sword with his other hand. Briefly turning to look over his shoulder, he yelled, “Fielders get ready!”

				The ZC’s fallen bodies were piling up, but they kept coming. There were like a swarm of very big, persistent, creepy, clattering bees. The good news was that as they pushed their way up the corridor, Milo caught a glimpse of their goal. He pointed. “The sign! It’s less than 100 paces away!”

				Steve was impressed by how good Milo’s eyes were.

				“We need to get Alex to touch that door,” Steve said, as he fired away. 

				A zombie creep fell less than a few feet from them.

				“That’s a lot easier said than done!” Milo said, firing his butterbot and swinging his sword wildly. “There has gotta be, like fifty zombie creeps between us and that sign…”

			

			
				Steve’s mind raced with ideas. He looked at the moss and ivy lined walls.  “Then we go around them!” Turning back to Alex, he asked, “You’re good at climbing, right?”

				She shrugged. “No idea!”

				Steve took her hand and, “Let’s hope my hunch is right!”

				Their eyes met. It made Steve tingle. But no time for that now. Pulling her backwards through the guarding fielders, Steve yelled, “We’re going up, protect us!” 

				Steve tossed his butterbot to a nearby fielder. “Use it well!”

				Making their way towards the wall, Steve thought to Alex, “Jump high and grab the ivy.”

				The two reached the wall just as the mob of fielders met the mob of monsters. Screams and howls filled the maze. Steve and Alex stretched their arms and leapt against the wall. They pulled themselves up the ivy covered wall. Steve turned to Alex. “Now we just use the ivy to pull ourselves along the wall. Kind of like we’re walking on a ledge.”

				He reached for a piece and pulled himself forward. 

				Alex followed. “Or, it’s like rock climbing sideways,” she said.

				The two heroes slid their way across the wall. They could feel the zombie creeps below them swinging at them, but they didn’t look down. They had to count on their fellow fielders to protect them. 

				 The vines and moss made for good hand grips, but not so steady for their feet. This was one of those times, though, when having flat square feet really came in handy. It made traversing the wall possible.

				“This would be kind of fun if our lives didn’t depend on it,” Steve thought.

				“And our friends weren’t dying, Steve.”

				“Trying not to think about that!”


				Steve and Alex continued across the wall towards the door. Just as they drew close enough to easily read the Mojang Testing Zone sign, their hearts sunk just a little. Two zombie creeps had leapt up on the wall and another two were standing underneath the sign. The only good news was they weren’t cloaked. 

				“Guess they knew where we were going…” Steve thought. 

				“It was kind of obvious. So what’s the plan, Steve?” 


				Steve pulled out a dagger from his belt. “I fight, you move, then drop and touch the door!”

				“Easy, peasy…”

			

			
				“Wonder why these aren’t cloaked?” 

				“They probably only have a limited amount of cloaking devices to use. From what I remember, the Builders were always worried about budget,” Alex thought back to him.

				Steve studied the situation. He figured they could avoid the two above the door and just take out the ones in front of the door. Steve put his dagger into his mouth and dropped down right between two big ugly zombie creeps. They were both big and pale with green veins running up their necks to their hairless skulls. Both were lined with sharp black spikes. One had a saw and a razor for his hands. The other had an axe and pickaxe for his hands. The two zombie creeps swung at Steve. He ducked and stabbed the one with a saw hand in the knee. The zombie creep screamed as brown fluid started spurting from its wound. Pulling out his dagger, Steve spun and dug the dagger into the other zombie creep’s knee. It screamed and fell to the ground clutching its wound.

				He looked up at Alex on the wall. The two wall hugger ZCs were crawling their way towards her. “Now!” Steve thought to her. 

				Alex dropped to the ground. Steve pointed to the sign. “Now touch the wall under the sign!”

				Alex moved forward, reached out and touched the wall. The stone wall disappeared and was replaced by a jet black metal door. Steve backed into Alex, holding the knife out in case any of the zombie creeps made a move at them. For the first time, Steve took a moment to observe the rumble that was going on down the hall. The zombie creeps and fielders were locked in combat. There were many broken and fallen on both sides.

				“Touch the door with you palm!” Steve ordered Alex.

				Alex placed her palm on the middle of the door. The door rolled into the ceiling, revealing a small room with a control panel in the middle.

				“There’s a room!” Alex shouted excitedly.

				Steve grabbed her arm and pulled her into the room. Rushing over to the control panel, he saw just one red button on it. From outside the room they could hear screams of their friends and their enemies. The button was labeled “OFF”. Steve slammed his palm down on it. The screams were then replaced by silence. Then all of a sudden, the silence was replaced by cheers.

				In a minute, Milo, PP, Frogger, Bruno, Fryguy, and around fifteen other fielders joined Steve and Alex in the room. 

				“How many of us are left?” Steve asked. He had to admit he was pleased that the ones he knew somehow all survived.

				“Twenty one....” Milo answered.

				A door on the far wall opened. A tall woman walked into the room and clapped. Her skin was almost as pale as the lab coat she wore. “Very good! You finally did it! You finally passed our test.”

			

			
				She was followed into the room by two guys with big guns and surprisingly Al, Bart, and Brad. The three didn’t look happy.

				“If we had more time I know I could have solved it!” Al growled.

				“Hush child!” The woman ordered.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 21

				Milo threw open his arms. “So, wait, the noob Stevo was right? This was all just a test to frustrate us?”

				The unnamed scientist just nodded. “Affirmative. Our world has been scorched by a disease called the Ick. We’re not sure if it was caused by sun spots, or an eclipse, or not enough recycling, or the ozone layer….” She stopped herself. “But we do know, it’s bad. So we are going to need leaders to help lead our world out of this.” She pointed very dramatically at the group of fielders, “Now that you survived our test, you will be leaders.” She smiled. “It’s all very Darwin like, survival of the fittest and all that.”

				PP stepped up. “So, wait, you gave us an impossible test to solve, to test us as leaders?”

				Al stepped forward. “Actually, they wanted us to fail….a lot…”

				The scientist lady nodded. “We sure did, failing builds character.” She grinned, obviously proud of herself. “Besides, the test wasn’t totally impossible, you just needed your leaders to arrive and lead you out.”

				A smile of recognition crossed PP’s face. “Ah, you mean Steve and Alex…”

				“Well, duh,” the scientist said. “It became apparent that while you fielders, as you call yourselves, were the best of what was left of the best, you still weren’t good enough. So we stepped in. We literally engineered and built the perfect leaders.” She turned and radiated a smile at Alex and Steve.

				“That’s why we can communicate like this!” Alex said.

				“That, I didn’t see coming,” Steve said.

				The scientist lady couldn’t be prouder of herself. “Yes, we knocked you down, built you up, and then sent down leaders to lead you out!” She took a step back just to glory in her own brilliance. “It was the perfect plan. Now, you can be the next generation, a better generation that leads our world.”

				Steve shook his head. He had sort of, kind of, figured out this was the deal, but that didn’t mean he was happy about. “It was far from perfect!”

				“How so, Steve?”

				Steve popped up a finger. “One, we could have easily all gotten killed!”

				The scientist lady took a step back. “I admit that was a slight flaw. But we did have a limited budget. You know with the end of the world and all that.” 

			

			
				Steve turned and pointed to all the remaining fielders. “Plus, until Alex got there, all your survivors who were meant to carry on the next generation were guys!”

				“Yes, that wasn’t much fun at all!” Frogger said.

				“Bonding is cool and all,” Fryguy added, “but geesh, would it have killed you people to make us co-ed?”

				The scientist shook her head. “We didn’t want to distract you. Plus, then we would have needed two dorms, two bathrooms… Like I said, limited budget.” She hesitated for a minute then added, “But we could have addressed that with a second test group…” she offered reluctantly.

				Steve walked up to the scientist lady and shook his head. He stuck a finger in her face. “Listen, lady!”

				“Doctor Emma Stein…” the scientist lady corrected.

				“Listen lady, it was a stupid plan. We’re the hope for the world, yet you put us in a situation that could’ve easily killed us all!”

				The other fielders all groaned in agreement. Even Brad, Bart, and Al nodded. 

				Dr. Stein shrugged again. “I admit, not the best of situations, but we made do with what we had.” She pointed to a door that opened, and a man in a soldier’s uniform walked in. “Now let General Persson here take you to your new training home. It’s much nicer. Nothing will try to kill you.” She crossed her heart with hand. “I promise…”

				The fielders all stood still, waiting for Steve to decide what to do.

				“There’s pizza and tacos…” the General said.

				“I could certainly eat,” Steve said.

				“And showers?” Alex asked.

				The General nodded. “Nice hot showers…”

				“I sure could use a nice shower,” Alex said. She turned and looked at the fielders. “You could all REALLY use showers!”

				PP licked his lips. “I could get into some pizza!”

				Fryguy smiled. “I can’t wait to taste somebody else’s cooking!”

				“Steve, are you sure we are doing the right thing?” 

				“I believe they are looking for answers. So for now they are our best bet of figuring out who we really are and what we can do to this world.”


			

			
				“Let’s go!” Steve ordered. Steve started walking towards the open door. He knew the world they were heading into was far from perfect. He wouldn’t ever admit it to the scientist lady, but he knew as crazy and loony as their experiment was, it did make him tougher. He and his fielders would be ready for any challenge the future might bring. 

				The General escorted them outside towards a big military vehicle that you could tell had seen a lot of combat. The air here smelled better than the field, with less animal poop and also less artificial. The sky was gray, but real. Yes, they were back to the real world. 

				“Steve, I’m not sure how much better this world is than the field and the maze,” Alex thought.

				Steve nodded. “Yeah, this world has problems too. But at least it’s real.”

				Steve, Alex, and the other fielders climbed onto the vehicle. They all found seats. It felt so good to sit.

				The General popped into the front seat. He started up the vehicle and turned to the fielders to say, “You did real well in Phase 1. I can’t wait to see what you do in Phase 2.” 

				Then he gave them an eerie smile. 
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