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            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t die. At least not yet. Let’s just start there.

      I thought there might be a chance that I would, however small. If there really were hardcoded rules to Headshot, there was no doubt that I was breaking them. But the very fact that the game’s Artificial Intelligence had let me climb into the Eternals’ Guild Vault and close the door behind me as the server came down led me to believe that everything was up for grabs. It was learning, and I got the feeling that, as long as I was able to justify a result with my actions, it was going to give me the leeway to make it happen.

      Or something… I mean, what do you want me to tell you? I’m making this shit up as I go…

      Anyway, the instant that the world went dark a lot of other things went away as well. Like my name. I don’t remember it. My family, assuming I have one, my “me” took the first train from the station and didn’t so much as look back out the window to wish me a fond farewell.

      Before I had much of a chance to poke around inside my seemingly empty skull, a system message sprang to life in front of my eyes.

      
        
        Welcome to Survivor Sunday!

      

      

      
        
        DISCLAIMER: As you are no doubt aware, the Zombie populace that logs in to Headshot as your adversaries Monday to Saturday have not been informed of the existence of Survivor Sunday. As a Survivor, please remember that you have already signed Deep Dive’s Terms of Service. Foremost among the documents you have previously agreed to comply with was a contract in which you accepted PERSONAL LIABILITY for any damage that either Headshot as a product or Deep Dive Studios as an entity should incur, were you to reveal to anyone other than another Survivor that Headshot is playable on Sunday.

        Failure to abide by these Terms will result in A) the permanent termination of your Headshot account, B) a lawsuit seeking the aforementioned damages to Deep Dive Studios’ current and projected profits and C) blacklisting from all current and future subsidiaries of our parent corporation. This may affect, but will not be limited to, your access to obtain Internet services in your area.

        We really don’t like to make threats, and so far we haven’t had any information breaches. Let’s keep it that way. We would also like to take this opportunity to kindly remind you, our valued customer, that you have already granted us access to limited areas of your brain’s higher functions.

        Rest assured, we will know if you go against the Terms of Service.

        

      

      Wow. I didn’t know what to make of any of that. The only thing I could be certain of was that there was no way that I should be seeing that message. I wasn’t a Survivor. Deep Dive had been right to think that the shit would hit the fan if word got out that their Pay to Win darlings got a whole extra day in Headshot to spend as they pleased. I couldn’t even grasp how much of an advantage that would give them. And, since they’d no doubt spend it preparing to fight us poor Zombies, skilling up and stockpiling supplies in anticipation of the waves of the hapless hordes that would fling themselves at them the following day, the disparity of it all was enough to make me start to see red.

      I tried not to let it get to me, mostly because right now I had a whole lot of other things to spend my time worrying about. Like how I got here and how the hell I was going to get out. Besides, no matter how furious I was about the inequity of it all, I couldn’t honestly say that it surprised me. The Survivors paid a pretty penny for the privileges they were given. Even when I’d been happily playing along in the Beta the last few months, it had never really sat right with me that a powerhouse developer like Deep Dive Studios would need an entire twenty-four hours of downtime to keep their systems in order.

      I mean sure, they had mainframes to maintain and servers to service, but they’d also have so much computing power on their side that wasting such a huge slice of time had never made sense to me.

      Well, I guess now I knew the truth. Not that it would do me much good…

      I looked around as the message faded away to nothing. At least, I think I did. I couldn’t tell in the vast blackness that had swallowed me whole whether or not I was still in my Zombie body. I held the stump of my missing hand up in front of my face, but I couldn’t see that, either. I tried to bump my face with it and missed. As unlikely as that seemed, I tried a couple more times before I got the hint.

      The only me in here was my thoughts. The game hadn’t generated a body for me to use, which meant that I didn’t have a face to bump or a stump to bump it with.

      Great.

      If I had a mouth, it would have worn a wry smile. At least I wasn’t panicking, this time. I’d gone through something similar when Sasha had crashed the game a couple of days ago, which meant that I had this weird sort of calm that I could wrap around my mind and keep my thoughts from running away with themselves.

      Just like before, time was strange here. With no inputs and no stimuli, I couldn’t tell the difference between a second and an hour. Last time I’d been worried about my sanity, but this time I’d adapted to the treatment enough to actually be bored with it.

      Come on, I thought at the game, trying to get the AI’s attention. If I got caught, then I got caught. I hadn’t done anything wrong, and I wasn’t going to feel guilty about outsmarting either Deep Dive or the game mechanics and working out that a Zombie had a chance of surviving the reset by crawling into a Guild Vault. Get on with it!

      Maybe it responded. Then again, maybe I hung there like a fish on a hook for another few hours. In any event, the next thing I knew my vision was restored and my User Interface was completely different.

      As a Zombie I’d been able to track my hit points and experience. There was a clock as well, I think. The game had stopped letting me see all of that toward the end, but whether that particular fiasco was a bug that the coders needed to squash, or a feature that was meant to make me feel more and more like the flesh-eater I was playing as I got toward the end game, I had no idea.

      The only thing I could be certain of was that the minimal, unobtrusive design aesthetic that had sat at the periphery of my Zombie point of view had been completely thrown out the window. In its place blossomed ten or twelve little windows, each of them eager to fill my head with information.

      Hit points were still there, and experience too. Now there was an Armor indicator as well, with a little percentage symbol and a blinking zero beside it. There was a box labeled Primary Weapon with an “X” to indicate that I didn’t have one, and another marked Secondary Weapon. The experience bar had the words No Boost Available in blocky text beside it. Ammo counter, Inventory Weight to Carry Ratio, Endurance, Class… I was swamped by the game showing me how much it was willing to fill me in on the world around me, and when a big square popped into view in the upper right and happily informed me that the “map of my current area is loading,” my wry smile turned into a shit-eating grin.

      Whatever was going on, I was way out of my depth. Maybe Sasha’s money transfer had been grabbed by the game and automatically applied to my account. Would Deep Dive have simply upgraded me to a Survivor without my permission?

      I realized that there was another option, one I hadn’t put much thought into last week because it had seemed so out of reach. When the game had started having problems and they’d had to bring it down, the outrage had been severe enough that the developers had started throwing out a lot of carrots. One of them had been that the top-ranking Zombie players in each State would be automatically given the option to become Survivors.

      Maybe that had happened. I couldn’t imagine that after all I’d gone through last week there’d be very many players with more points or experience or whatever metric they were using to score us than me. Sure, I didn’t expect to be the top overall, but judging by the fight I’d led in Beverly Hills, most of the Zombies I’d gotten to fight on my side had been at least a level or two below me…

      Well, it wasn’t like I could check my emails or look at my phone while I was in the game to see if they’d sent me a message. I didn’t know if I wanted to be a Survivor in the first place, but I sure as hell wanted to be asked before it happened.

      There was a clock in the new UI as well.

      
        
        12:01 AM - SUNDAY

      

      

      That threw me for enough of a loop that the panic I’d been so proud of keeping at bay swam back up. It meant that everything I’d been thinking just now, all of the getting used to the new Interface and the vastness of the void before it had only taken up the sixty seconds or so that had passed since I’d climbed into the Eternals’ Vault…

      Before I could come to terms with that, the blackness was gone as if it had never been there in the first place. In its place shimmered a white room. The walls, floor, and ceiling all emitted the same slightly pulsing light. It wasn’t exactly blinding, but it did make everything blurry. If there were a video game heaven, you’d be forgiven for thinking that a room like this might be exactly the sort of place you’d be stuck in while you waited for them to call your number and judge your sins.

      I ignored the room that had materialized around me and checked the readouts one more time. Everything was blank and zeroed out. As soon as I got used to seeing all of that stuff, a single door appeared on the far wall. It was just as bright as the rest of my surroundings, but the blackness leaking out of the seam around it provided enough contrast for me to spot it.

      Better yet, there were words slowly appearing in the space above the door, the chunky font as dark as the wall was white.

      
        
        
        Character Creation

      

        

      

      I felt a little pulse of a dozen mixed emotions shove through the meat body I’d left back in the real world. Fear, elation, even a touch of guilt. Did I dare go in there?

      This is when you log out, idiot, the rational voice that continued to pipe up inside of my head whispered to me. You aren’t supposed to be here. Nothing good lies through that door, and once you’re in there, you can’t plead innocence.

      A week ago, I probably would have listened. The message from Deep Dive had been pretty clear; anyone that got the information they’d accidentally given me was going to be on their shit list for all time if they gave up their secret. They practically came out and admitted that they were monitoring the thoughts of the Survivors. Did I have it in me to pretend that they weren’t doing that to the Zombie players, too?

      I hesitated, wondering what would happen when their invasive little algorithm filtered its way through my head. I’d probably get kicked out of the game unless they were desperate enough to trust me to make a deal with them in return for my silence. And I’d be blacklisted from more than just Headshot. They were pretty much the only guys making Absolute Reality like this, and I’d be sitting on the sidelines of their current game and all the rest of the ones that they’d be developing in the years ahead.

      Exactly, the coward in me was quick to agree. Is that what you want? The whole damn world will be escaping the crap they wake up to every day in this game world and a whole bunch of others, and you’ll be locked out. And for what? Why risk that simply because you don’t have the balls to man up and let Deep Dive know that Sasha is the one that dragged you in here against your will. And oh yeah, she’s breaking the game, too. You’ll be a hero, man. They’ll shower you with gifts. What do you owe her, anyway?

      It would have been easy to listen to that voice, after all, it had been the driving force of my life for so long already. I rarely stuck my neck out, preferring to fly under the radar. I did my work and went home, and that was it. I never aspired to be much more than that.

      But things were different now. I knew I hadn’t beaten the game by climbing into the Vault and escaping the reset, but I had out-thought most of the rules. There was a sense of victory that came along with the act that was completely alien to me.

      For the first time, I could listen to that voice and be critical of its cowardice. For most of my life, I hadn’t even been aware that it had been steering me down the safe path, the one of least resistance. It didn’t want greatness from me. It didn’t demand valor or bravery. It didn’t expect anything, other than for me to avoid being singled out.

      I’d obeyed it for too long. Last week had taught me that nobody, not the developers and not anybody else in the world, was going to give me something that I wasn’t willing to work for. With that in mind, I shoved the impulse to retreat to the real world aside.

      I wasn’t going to log out. If they found me, fine. If they threatened me, I was fine with that too. They weren’t the only ones with leverage. I knew something they didn’t want me to know, and I didn’t doubt that they’d bend over backward to keep me happy, if it came down to that.

      I was ready to take the next step. My doubts were as quiet as they were going to be, and I wasn’t going to advance in the game if I just stood there like a moron in this bright, white room doing nothing more than patting myself on the back for not being a weakling.

      In what I told myself would be a glorious, no, a momentous milestone in my life, I took a step toward the Character Creation door and began my journey into the vast unknown.
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      I didn’t go anywhere. I tried to look down at my feet, forgetting that I didn’t have any. If I had a head, I wasn’t in control of it. I can’t even truthfully say that I just stood there, since standing requires a body and I was pretty sure I was lacking one of those, too.

      Moving around in these games requires just as much thought as it does in real life. Next to none, in other words. But try as I might, no matter how much I raged and battered the User Interface with whatever passed as willpower, I couldn’t move. I was locked in position, just as much a prisoner in this space as I had been in the Vault.

      The clock was still there, right along with all of the other useless crap in my vision. I watched as it ticked over.

      
        
        12:02

        12:03

      

      

      It was maddening, and it didn’t take me long to prefer the way I’d been viewing the game before. What good was all of this, if it didn’t let me manipulate the world and it let me know about things I had no access to? I would have preferred it without a UI, just like I’d had at the end of the game last week.

      The room I was in was part of the problem, too. At least the pitch black of the void that had surrounded me had let my mind drift. Here, I was surrounded on all six sides in a cube of glowing white, lit from every direction so brightly that all shapes took on a fuzzy, indistinct feel that made my brain buzz. Well, I started to wonder if this would be the room where I lost my mind.

      How long can I take this? How long could anyone? How long could I stand in this room without control over my movements, watching the minutes slide slowly past?

      I had no answer, and as my thoughts ran away from me and once again I felt the false confidence I’d managed to trick myself into start to fade away.

      
        
        12:04

      

      

      I couldn’t look away from the door I was staring at. I couldn’t close my eyes. I didn’t even know if I had eyes. The absolute silence was everywhere, pressing in from all directions. My head wasn’t quiet, though.

      The voice was still inside me, and now it tried again. They’ve got you already. You see that, right? You can’t get away. You’re locked in here, alone until they come for you. And when they do, do you think they’ll be happy that you managed to sneak in and discover their little secret? Do you, Ryan? Or are you still so much of a worthless shit that you’ve convinced yourself that you can blackmail them? Because if you have, answer me this. Why would they bother to bargain with you? Why risk trusting you, when they can no doubt just pinpoint your location and, say, throw a few hundred thousand volts down the grid and cook your brain without anyone being the wiser? Or maybe that’s the best they’ll do to you. Maybe they have even worse in mind…

      Now the panic was clawing at me, tearing my will to remain in the game to shreds with ease. I gave in and tried to log out.

      It didn’t work.

      
        
        12:05

      

      

      I tried again, and then again. Hundreds of times, each subtly different from the last. I said the kill word, the one that you’re supposed to use in case you needed an exit, and you didn’t care what kind of damage you did to your equipment and possibly even yourself.

      Lori. Without a mouth, all I could do was imagine it, and when that didn’t work, my brain shrieked it until there was nothing left in the world for me and her name had no meaning other than sound.

      
        
        12:06

      

      

      Eventually, I fought my way back to the proper side of sanity. If the game wasn’t going to let me out, maybe it would let me in. Every part of my mind that I could control wanted to hunker down and wait for this craziness to blow over, but I wrestled my consciousness into some semblance of control.

      I waited for a spark of calm to materialize, and when it eventually did I let it grow until it felt like I was as accepting of my fate as I would ever be.

      I’m ready, I thought, hoping Headshot would agree. Let’s do this.

      
        
        We apologize that you seem to have had some difficulty logging in. Would you like to send a feedback form to Deep Dive Studios, complete with anonymous user data to help us improve your gaming experience? We would like to remind you that the Terms of Service clearly state that gameplay may be affected by either slow connections or illegal aftermarket modifications to your personal Absolute Reality equipment.

        

      

      A little window with the word NO popped up on the left, and a YES one appeared on the right. There was more to the message, but before I could finish reading the rest of Deep Dive’s threats the NO window lit up, and all of the text vanished, replaced by even more.

      
        
        Are you certain? Deep Dive Studios would like to remind you that all information sent is both anonymous and important to the future development of—

        

      

      Again the windows materialized, and again the NO option was selected before I could speed read through the text. There was a pause, and just when I was about to give up and accept that the game had churned to a halt again, everything seemed to flicker and pulse and then:

      
        
        Welcome, Survivor #[P@rsing err0r – {Administrative Override INITIATED}]. Please enter your unique Core Password to bypass Identity Modules.

        

      

      What the fuck was it talking about?

      
        
        The man who has experienced shipwreck shudders even at a calm sea.

        

      

      Everything shimmered, and the lights dimmed a couple of times before reluctantly coming back up to the same level of brightness.

      
        
        Core Password [ACCEPTED]. Welcome, Mr. Redhook. Would you like to alter the preferences used in your last session?

        

      

      No.

      There wasn’t a voice answering the login program’s questions, but I could watch the exchange right in front of my eyes just the same.

      
        
        Logs of your session will not be recorded.

        

      

      And then I was walking forward, my vision fixed against my will on the door in the wall ahead of me. It was incredibly disconcerting. I’d spent a good amount of my life sitting on public transport and watching the world go by through the windows, knowing I was simply a passenger. This was a lot like that. The driver didn’t ask for my input, and I didn’t presume to give it to him.

      I’d watched a lot of streams of other people playing games, and this was a lot like that as well. It was not as immersive as the real thing, but it had been close enough before I’d saved up for the gear and gotten my Beta invite.

      There couldn’t be much denying it. I was watching Headshot through someone else’s eyes as they played, and as we passed through the white door together the words Character Creation flared with so much luminescence that it hurt my eyes.

      Okay, not my eyes. His eyes. Redhook’s eyes. The eyes of the guy who had dreamed up and then created the whole of Headshot, right before Deep Dive had taken it away from him in that lawsuit. The words felt like they were being burned into our corneas, and I writhed, desperate for him to look away.

      He didn’t, not for a long time. And when he finally decided to head through the door, I was too thankful to worry about what would happen next.
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      Once we were inside, I was put immediately at ease. I was a gamer at my core, and that meant that I’d crafted countless characters and avatars inside more games than I could ever categorize. Headshot had never given its Zombie player base the ability to customize the way we looked, instead creating our shells from information gleaned from the photos I had available online and, no doubt, a little bit of my own internal thoughts.

      But things were very, very different now. It was obvious to me by now that I was stuck in Blake Redhook’s head. He was playing his own game, having already logged in and run a script that would stop Deep Dive from tracking him.

      That much I knew. What I didn’t grasp was why. Why was he playing in secret? And why was I trapped in here with him, a powerless observer, an unwilling passenger in a vehicle I had no chance of controlling?

      The how of it was at least a little easier to guess at. That damn brick that Sasha had wanted back so badly. Hadn’t she said that her dad had made it for her? It must have some sort of coded hook that had snared me the moment I picked it up last week after the Tank had smashed her with the light pole.

      I could be wrong of course, but it didn’t seem like anyone was going to be giving me any answers to the questions that endlessly bounced around my head. All I could do was watch as Blake Redhook created a new Survivor from scratch.

      The first thing that hit me was just how many options they had. As a Zombie I’d had none of that. We started in a stock body that was supposed to mimic our own. After that, I’d had to fight my way up the ranks if I wanted new abilities or skills. No reward came without a huge amount of risk.

      But everything was different, on this side.

      
        
        Age

        Twenty-three

        

      

      For every question the game asked in the character creation process, the options were listed below, and I watched as the information was either entered or selected. He’d obviously made a million characters before, and that let him whip through the choices.

      
        
        Height - Short, Medium, or Tall? (Offers no statistical game advantage)

        Short

        

      

      
        
        Build - Wiry, (+1 Agility), Athletic, (+1 Endurance), or Muscular? (+1 Strength)

        Wiry

        

      

      
        
        Education - High school, (1 Additional Trade Skills), College, (+5% to Skill progression), or Advanced Degree? (+20% to Upper Echelon Skills)

        Advanced Degree

        

      

      
        
        Drive - Gifted Slacker, (Untapped Potential: provides +5% chance of Skill Success), Content, (Happy with my Lot: provides +3 increase to Healing Rate), or Ambitious (Driven to Dominate: provides +1% increase in Skill Mastery)

        Ambitious

        

      

      
        
        Would you like to change any of the current choices?

        No

        

      

      I barely had time to read all the bonuses before the next options were jumping up in front of my eyes. Or his eyes, I guess, since I was a hostage throughout the entirety of the process.

      
        
        Pre-Apocalypse Profession – (More added every week!)

        Soldier

        Doctor

        Scientist

        Engineer

        Police Officer

        Lawyer

        Politician

        War Correspondent

        Athlete

        

      

      That was it. Blake didn’t hesitate as he selected Engineer, but the game gave him one last chance to change his mind as it explained exactly what that meant.

      
        
        Engineers are equipped with the knowledge to rebuild society, at least in part. In the Apocalyptic Future you are about to enter, with the world falling down around your ears, the population will look to the Engineer to restore all manner of technological wonders. Also, skilled Engineers will find that this archetype may grant access to blueprints that allow them to construct objects once thought lost forever.

        

      

      He acknowledged the prompt, and the choice was made. Blake Redhook was an engineer in his own world, ready to rebuild a world he alone had constructed in the first place. I let the irony wash over me a little. I liked it. If the guy wanted to feel powerful in his own game, what harm was there in that?

      But we obviously weren’t finished yet.

      
        
        Debugger accessed. Blake.Redhook.exe paused

        Substitution in progress – authorized by <Administrative Override>

        <NullTraceRoute.ini – NullScan.ini – NullCortexMirror.ini>

        Substitution complete – Sasha.Redhook.exe session parameters reinstated

        

      

      
        
        Message from system B. Redhook – Have fun, Sash! If you see something in there that doesn’t work as it should, please let me know. Headshot goes into Alpha in a couple of months, and there’s no way it’ll be ready unless you help me stomp all of the bugs out of it before then! For that, you have the ETERNAL thanks of your dear old Dad. Remember that the black box you’re using as a middleman between you and the server is hacked together, at best. If things start getting weird in the game, come see me, and we’ll try and fix the damn thing again. ;)

        

      

      It didn’t matter that I didn’t have a body. I felt like someone had yanked the rug out from under my feet. If I could have reached out to support myself against the blank white wall of the character creation room, I would have, but I still wasn’t in control. All I could do was let the confusion run its course.

      As it did, my brain was fighting through the fog, trying to present me with enough facts to drag me toward some level of understanding.

      Headshot hadn’t been in Alpha for at least six years.

      I’d just read a message from Blake Redhook to his daughter, Sasha.

      That was whose eyes I was looking out of…
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      I knew I was right. As soon as I realized that it was Sasha’s mind I was riding around in, the floodgates opened. The knowledge was a key to a deeper level of her consciousness, and I drowned in a swirl of clawing, catching, snagging, images that-

      Sasha didn’t know if she was dreaming or playing the game. It was often hard to tell.

      She found herself once more drifting through a world that could have been either constructed by her sleeping mind or simply fed to her waking one. One moment she was secure in the knowledge that she knew exactly what would happen next because she’d played Headshot so often, and the next she was terrified that this time everything would be different. Last week she’d run the risk of ruining everything by bringing the servers down before she was ready to deal with the fallout, but she hadn’t had much choice.

      Sasha wasn’t tired, though she knew that she should be. Maybe that was the first real clue she had that it was a dream after all, since when she was awake, she was always exhausted. She used this new information like a flashlight, shining it around her dream and looking for inconsistencies. Everything that had seemed normal a moment ago now looked generated, convincing and yet patently fake.

      Sasha had grown up playing Headshot. She knew what made it tick. Below the surface of the game world, she could practically see the algorithms and wildly fast processing cycles responsible for making this false world such a realistic copy of the real one.

      Everything lurched. Was she dreaming about the game, or dreaming while inside it?

      Sasha rubbed at her eyes with the back of one of her hands. She’s in a building, searching for something, though she doesn’t know what. There’s a flashlight in her hand. The light was dangerous in a world of deadly hide and seek, but she can’t turn it off because her fingers won’t listen.

      The scratched countertops gleamed in the light. The linoleum shone. Every surface glimmered at her in one way or another, teacup and spoon and plate and the bowl with iridescent-green flies buzzing around the remains of a dead man’s soup.

      She knew that, dream or not, none of this can be trusted. The Absolute Reality rig she accesses Headshot with is a one-off prototype, modified first by her father and then by herself.

      I can hear her thoughts in her own voice. It is the strangest, oddest and most embarrassingly intimate thing I have ever been a part of, and I listen to her reassure herself that the parts of her brain she’s let her custom rig hijack are working as they should be. She’s overclocked the rig, forcing more of her mind to interact with the server and yet somehow restricting Deep Dive’s access to her with the middleman unit her Dad’s message had alluded to.

      It’s dangerous, foolhardy and extremely effective. The extra resources this lets her throw at the game bring with them a lot of benefits, more than enough to let a brash young woman like herself ignore the eventual destructive repercussions.

      In the cold light of day, when she can’t hide from the truth any longer, Sasha has convinced herself that the ability to be a little faster in the game, to have even that slight advantage on her side while she tries to take the world apart from the inside was worth the risk. If her health is the price of the improvement, she’s willing to pay it.

      Because if there’s one thing she’s sure of, it’s that she isn’t interested in a long and happy life. That’s no longer an option, anyway. Not after what they did.

      What did they do? I find myself asking, surprised when I could hear my own voice in my ears. I wondered if Sasha could hear me too. What did they do to you?

      No answer. Maybe I was asking the wrong question…

      What did they do to your Dad?

      She flinched, and I feel like I’m reaching her. I’m not exactly getting through, but this vision is happening in real time, and I might be able to push hard enough to let her know I was in here with her.

      But she’s so damn stubborn. The defiance lets her push my intrusion aside. She’s good at ignoring things, and I’m just one more stray thought that she doesn’t want to focus on. Instead, she wrestled her attention back to the dream or vision or whatever the hell is playing out in front of us, and I can’t help but do the same.

      She’s still lighting up the dark room, and a couple of seconds later the flashlight finds a rat in the corner. It wasn’t there before, but it sure is now. It freezes for a moment, pinned in the center of the light before fixing her with a baleful, red-eyed glare and going on about its business.

      It doesn’t hurry. It doesn’t hide.

      She knows that both hurrying and hiding would be better options for her than standing in the middle of the diner with a flashlight in her hand and an unsurprised look on her face as the Zombies on the freeway notice her and begin to move in her direction. But instead of panic or fear, she finds only acceptance.

      I know that none of this is happening now, and so does she. It’s in the past. She can’t change it.

      She was obviously looking for something, and the blip in the code she’d been searching for was harder to find than it had been in the past. The Zombies weren’t far away, and for a couple of seconds it was touch and go as to whether or not she’d find it before she was surrounded. Sasha glanced out the window of the diner.

      She’ll be safe if she works fast, and that’s just what she does. Sasha takes a familiar device from her backpack and runs her finger over the power button. There’s a crack running up the rectangular cutout where the short order cooks would put platefuls of grits and eggs over easy for waitresses named Mable and Trixie and Velma to trot out to hungry customers. Sasha wedges the thing she’s affectionately called a brick into the crack, still uncertain if there will be time for it to do its work before she has to flee.

      The Zombies are closer than they should be. Instead of staying up on the freeway the way they should have, a few of them have decided to take a detour down the offramp. Sasha has escaped them a hundred times before. More. With her modified gear, they aren’t much more than dangerous scenery to her, background props with sharp teeth and jagged claws that would love to tear her up but never have.

      Sasha is playing a game, but it’s not against the Zombies. Deep Dive is the enemy, and she doesn’t know if she’ll win. If she’s honest with herself, she doesn’t even know what winning looks like.

      But they’ll have to kill her to stop her from trying.

      The rifle slung across her back is a swift, sure weapon. In her hands, it’s a force to be reckoned with. She’s got good reflexes and a hunter’s instincts, and she’s literally played Headshot more than anyone on the planet. All of that, combined with the fact that she’s using more parts of her brain then the system should allow has always let her outrun, outthink, or outplay whoever has gotten in her way before.

      The Zombies are almost in the parking lot now. Sasha doesn’t need her Heads Up Display to vomit the details of them at her, but it does anyway. By far the biggest threats were a couple of Tanks and a Runner. She’d be wary of them, but she was faster than the powerhouses and accurate enough to fill the speedster with holes before any of them could do too much damage. She noted some Starters coming down the ramp as well, Zombie players either too inexperienced to access the higher archetypes or holding out for something better than the two upgrades, already coming in her direction.

      The brick is almost finished with its scan. It’s working as fast as it can, searching for anomalies in the program that she can later exploit. Her dad’s code was bulletproof, but Deep Dive had added a lot. The new software never fit seamlessly with the original work of art they’d used as a foundation, and that was where she wormed her way in and took things apart from the inside.

      This is her sixth stop of eleven, and Sasha doesn’t want to leave before the brick finishes but the Zombies aren’t going to leave her alone.

      She presses a button on the brick and calls her guild for backup. The Eternals all have bricks too. They’re only pale copies though, crude devices she’s cobbled together over the last few months using scrap and salvage picked up throughout her exploits. They aren’t anywhere near as powerful as the one her Dad gave her, but they’re still invaluable tools.

      There are seven Eternals in the guild, counting her. That’s it. The other six are all online right now.

      None of them answer.

      I felt bad for her. I’m close enough to her thoughts to know that the thing that’s going to haunt her the most is the radio silence. I watch as she stands there for long, crucial moments that would have been better spent getting ready to defend herself. The ground shakes beneath her feet as the approaching Tanks rumble closer. I can hear the shriek of the Runner screech ever closer before she finally takes up a position near the window and starts taking out the Zombies.

      You’re out there, I told myself. This is the attack that you led. You were the one that dragged those Tanks and the Runner and the others off the freeway and down to the diner. Look out the window. Can you see yourself?

      Morbidly curious, I peek out the window. A few of the Zombies have already had their heads blasted to bits, but the, what had Sasha called them? Starters? The Starters that remained weren’t different enough from one another for me to even work out which one I was.

      The brick releases a hiss of static. The Eternals are on the airwaves, listening. But that’s all they’re doing…

      Then the brick’s screen flashes three times, a signal that it’s finished the scan. Sasha grabs it and runs. There’s no time to return it to the backpack, and she risks one last look out the window as she escapes.

      The Runner is on the roof. The Tank is at the door. The only clear exit is the back one, and she knows that none of them will have been smart enough to cover it yet. And so she’ll be safe.

      Until she isn’t. Because I am there.

      The brick, the only thing her dad left her, is still in her hand. It can’t be destroyed. In theory, it’s as much a part of her avatar in Headshot as her hands or her feet, so when I latch on to her and slow her escape she isn’t worried about losing it. She brings it to her lips and says, “I guess this is goodbye.”

      Then the Tank splatters her across the pavement, and we’re back together in the character creation room, shaking like a leaf.
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      I felt out of breath, petrified at what I’d just witnessed and the manner in which I’d seen it. After a second or two I’d gathered my wits enough to realize that, in the dream, I hadn’t been locked in her body. I’d been an outside observer, able to step away from her and look out the window on my own.

      And now that we were back in this white room, I turned around to find that it was still true. I wasn’t a passenger anymore. Sasha was standing in front of me, looking exactly like she had when I’d helped her die. Red hair, green eyes, lean enough for the wiry choice of body type to make sense and busty enough to make me wonder if Headshot gave all of the Survivors a hyper-idealized version of themselves.

      Why not? What better way to keep people coming back?

      Curious, I looked down at myself. I was me. The real me, not the Zombie one. I had both of my hands. I was wearing my beat-up sneakers, jeans, and a black shirt with TRY HARD written across it.

      “Was that a dream? That was fucking nuts, Sasha. Does that happen all the time to you?”

      She didn’t answer. No, it wasn’t just that she didn’t answer. I could tell by the look on her face that she hadn’t heard me. Nobody could be that good at ignoring a random, disembodied voice of the opposite sex in their head.

      Great. I might not be stuck with her steering me around, but that didn’t mean I was free to communicate with her. I tried to log out, and that didn’t work either. So, I was still a prisoner, just one that was able to pace…

      Whatever connection I had shared with her thoughts was still there, though. I couldn’t access them all, but there was an upper level of her consciousness that was coming in so loud and clear that it made it hard to focus on anything else.

      She was thinking about the game, of course. Headshot, the one thing that seemed to matter to her above everything else. More specifically, she was wondering what classes the rest of the Eternals would select.

      Sasha was an engineer. Even though I knew that because I’d watched her pick it, I also knew that she never chose any of the other professions. Most of the rest of the Eternals were constantly swapping around. They told her it was because they hadn’t found their “calling” yet, and even though she nodded whenever they spun that little story, in reality, she didn’t care much for their excuses.

      To her, their inability to dedicate themselves to a singular role showed a distinct lack of dedication. Even though she’d been with them a long time, that didn’t mean that she trusted them with her deepest darkest secrets. I guess that explained how she was able to guard so many of her thoughts from me.

      Sasha had trusted her dad. That was about it, and his absence loomed so large in her mind that I could see how whatever had happened to him had made her wary of putting her faith in anyone else. She wasn’t going to let herself get hurt like that again.

      Had he walked out on her and her Mom? Was he dead? I didn’t know, and even if she had been able to hear my voice or sense my thoughts or use whatever link she and I had, I didn’t think I’d know how to ask her. Not without fucking it up, at least.

      All I knew for sure was that he’d promised he would be there for her and that had turned out to be a lie. It had changed her, and now Sasha couldn’t hear a promise without sneering and telling herself that anyone who believed it was naïve, a child willingly fooling themselves into believing in a fairytale.

      Just about everything was a lie to her. Some people were more upfront about it, and others dressed the bullshit in flowery prose and artful gestures. She knew that she had to be careful because there were a lot of lies she was desperate to be true, and those were by far the most dangerous type of all.

      Now that she had confirmed her profession as an Engineer, Headshot was ready for her to jump in.

      
        
        Remember – Survivor Sunday is about gathering resources and staking a claim. Player vs. Player combat is encouraged outside of the Green Zone. The land and buildings that a Guild holds at midnight will become their permanent turf throughout the coming week. Guilds have advantages when fighting on their own turf. Salvage is everywhere, though until it is safely stored in your Guild Headquarters, it is fair game.

        With that in mind, please choose your base stats. You have 20 points to allocate.

        

      

      
        
        Strength – Sometimes you’ve only got yourself to rely on.

        

      

      She knew it was important to a lot of professions. Everyone benefited from an increased carrying capacity, and when push literally came to shove the only thing that would save your ass were your own muscles. Sasha had skimped on this stat before and regretted it, and she was determined not to make that mistake again. Besides, when the world’s fallen apart and the only things you can rely on are the ones you can shove into your backpack and run out the door with, carrying capacity is next to godliness. She liked the idea of being stronger than she looked. It suited her.

      Five

      I nodded. It made sense to me, at least. She could always go back and take a point away from it before she confirmed her options if she needed to.

      
        
        Intellect – Don’t kid yourself. The brain’s a muscle, too!

        

      

      This one was right up there on the list of importance, especially for an Engineer. Not only would it allow a Survivor to learn a wider range of skills and level them up more quickly, but in Sasha’s case, it meant that she had a greater chance of understanding any blueprints she might find. There was also the fact that it would make her own modifications to gear and equipment work better and last longer. I saw her smile as she dwelled on this stat in particular. That quip about the brain being a muscle was right out of her Dad’s mouth.

      Six

      That was the maximum a starting stat could be, and putting anything less than that would have made Sasha feel like she was doing her Dad’s memory a disservice.

      
        
        Evasion – For dodging bullets and blades today and bites the rest of the week.

        

      

      She didn’t have a lot of points to waste, and she told herself that last time, when the Zombie at the back door of the diner had grabbed her, maybe a little more Evasion would’ve been a nice thing to have. Last week she’d only put two points into it, but now decided not to scrimp.

      Four

      It was more than a little disconcerting to be swimming in someone else’s thoughts while they remembered me, but I pushed through it. If I let a little thing like that bother me, I had a feeling I’d lose my mind less than ten minutes into the game. Sasha had gotten good at protecting a lot of her emotions and thoughts from the outside world. I was going to have to learn how to do the same thing.

      And quick.

      
        
        Education – Knowledge is power, especially now.

        

      

      Sasha smirked. She knew that a lot of newcomers bitched about the fact that there was both an Intellect stat and an Education one, but anybody who gave it a little more thought was usually able to see that they were two very different things. The inclusion of both stats had been one of her Dad’s wins, and she could still remember how proud he was the day he’d come home and told her he’d talked them into it. After all, he’d said, he’d gone to the top schools to get what he had between his ears, but that wasn’t always the case for everyone else. Sasha knew the conversation was meant to cheer her up. She’d never been anything more than a lackluster student, dropping out of high school despite the fact that there were a dozen colleges begging for the daughter of Blake Redhook to attend their prestigious campuses. 

      Two

      
        
        Accuracy – Hit the thing you mean to hit, near or far.

        

      

      Sasha didn’t think she’d need it. She wasn’t a gunslinger, and if she was stuck in a situation where the only thing between her life and death in the game was an accurate shot, well… Well, she’d probably be screwed either way, since that would mean that the shit would already be hitting the fan so hard that she’d be in over her head regardless of the result. Besides, that was why she had the other Eternals. She couldn’t max everything, and they far preferred a good gunfight, anyway.

      Two

      
        
        Social – Intimidation, bartering, truthful lies, and false truths.

        

      

      Pretty much anytime she had to deal with an NPC the result would be based on her Social stat, not to mention if the game had to adjudicate some discrepancy between her guild and someone else’s.

      One

      She sighed. There were only twenty points to allocate, at least at first. She knew that some people liked to cram the social stat as high as it would go, relying on being able to get cheap stuff and pushing the NPCs around to do odd jobs for them, but it had never felt right to her.

      Besides, the Eternals weren’t going to tangle with any other guilds, and even if they did, death wasn’t permanent on Sundays.
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      Once Sasha had allocated all her stats, the game was ready to let her in. She waved her hand and text appeared in front of my eyes. I assumed she saw the same thing, judging by the look of concentration that set up shop on her features as she manipulated the programming.

      
        
        Administration Access granted. Tutorial skipped. You may begin the game in a Guild Headquarters of your choice, provided you are affiliated with them.

        Guild Headquarters of [The Eternals] selected. <Log Override> As requested, logs of your session will not be recorded.

        

      

      I’d already known that she had her hands on some pretty high-level code, but this was starting to look like a lot more than I’d assumed. She obviously knew how to use whatever backdoors her father had built into the system, and she was using them to anonymously get into the game and cover her tracks.

      At least that explained why Deep Dive had been so hellbent on working out who had brought their servers down. I’d assumed that a game that essentially connected to your brain wouldn’t have any trouble rooting out malcontents, but Sasha was a couple of steps ahead of them. And it didn’t look like she was slowing down, either.

      The next thing I knew I’d popped into existence right along with Sasha in the middle of the darkened Museum of Computer Science. It was black. There was no emergency lighting, and the game didn’t kiss your ass and just hand you a flashlight. I could sense danger here and there, the same way you know when you’re near a stove that’s been left on even if the lights in the kitchen are off. At least I still had the same UI as she did, and that gave me access to her inventory, which was empty. The clock up there said 12:09. Somehow, all of that mishmash of flashback and character creation process had only taken three minutes.

      Sasha and I were both stuck pawing at the air, trying to find a wall so that we could at least use our sense of touch to guide us around the museum. She’d done this a bunch of times and, even though I couldn’t see her with my eyes, I knew when I was near and when she was far. Using that hot or cold sensation as a guide, I followed her as she moved down one wall, turned a corner and hurried down a hallway.

      Something kicked in the back of my brain, and I realized that I was familiar with this floor plan too. We were headed out of the main room, the one where I’d dropped her backpack amongst the three Eternals doing a terrible job of standing guard before landing in the middle of them and beginning my butchery.

      And now? Now we were headed toward where the Guild Vault was. Toward where I was…

      There was a glow up ahead, and when we went around a final bend in the hallway, I saw that a single ray of moonlight spilled unsubtly through a window to fall where the Vault had been. Nice touch, developers, I grumbled to myself. You really don’t mind kicking me in the teeth, do you?

      It did feel like they were laughing at me. If my body was going to be anywhere in this game, it would have been in there, but the fact that the Vault was gone probably meant that it wouldn’t reappear for another twenty-four hours when the Zombies were let in after the bullshit “downtime” was finished.

      I frowned. What was Sasha doing? She was a Survivor. I knew from her head that she’d never played as a Zombie, so she must have known from experience that the Vault wouldn’t be here. And yet, not only did she approach the circle of moonlight, but she peered into the surrounding darkness, obviously looking for something.

      “It’s not here,” I told her, even though I didn’t expect her to hear me. I was already coming to terms with the fact that I was a silent partner in this whole thing, doomed for her to never respond. “You should know that. If I got the brick into the Vault, it’d be safe. If I didn’t, it’s already been wiped by the server. Right?”

      But the fact that she was still looking had me worried. I didn’t know Sasha very well, but I certainly didn’t think she was an idiot. She knew the game better than anyone, and if she was checking shadows to make sure the brick wasn’t there, then there was no chance it would have been erased. She was as pragmatic and no-nonsense as they came, which meant that…

      Shit. “You bitch. You fucking lied to me, didn’t you? The brick was never going to be wiped. That was just a story to get me to bring it back to you, wasn’t it?”

      She didn’t answer. She didn’t have to. The very fact that she was still searching, going so far as to shuffle out of the moonlight and drag her feet in case she bumped the brick in the darkness told me that I now knew the truth.

      She’d made it all up. Maybe most things got erased when the week was over, but I was pretty confident now that a hardcore programmer like her dad would have coded something as special as the brick to be permanent.

      So, I’d been lied to. But why?

      I didn’t know the answer to that, and she was too good at keeping her secrets for me to glean it from her thoughts. Now and then something would slip through, but for the most part, all I got from her was an internal narrative on the game mechanics and the situation at hand.

      I grinned to myself in the darkness. Sasha Redhook may have used some software hack to magic away the tutorial on her side, but she was a walking, scheming tutorial for me, just the same.

      I watched as she gave up looking and took a confident step forward into the darkness. Now that she had her bearings, she didn’t need to feel her way around the museum. She knew this place like the back of her hand. Not only had it been the headquarters of the Eternals since the very beginning of the closed Beta, but much more importantly many of her formative years were spent within the safety of these walls. Sure, the individual placement of a lot of the interactives and displays were different. Some of the exhibits were over there, instead of over here, for instance, but as she strode confidently away from the splash of moonlight the clock ticked over to 12:10.

      Time to get to work.

      And there was certainly work to do. Sasha looked down at herself, and I saw that she couldn’t help but make a face at the overalls she was wearing. For whatever reason, whoever had decided to design the starting outfit for the Engineer class had decided that overalls were going to be the most fashion-conscious starter outfit. She supposed that it wasn’t completely insane. Mechanics wore coveralls, after all. And at least from a distance, you could tell what type of class a fellow Survivor was when they were just starting out. The ensemble was rounded out by heavy boots and a tool belt stocked with the basics: hammer, screwdriver, wrench.

      She headed for the entrance to the museum, and I followed. At one point I stopped in my tracks, just to see how far away from her I could get, but once she was about ten feet or so ahead of me, I got dragged along behind her like a wayward puppy on the end of a leash.

      Okay. Ten feet, huh?

      Once we got outside, it wasn’t much brighter. The power was out, of course. It always was. Sasha had spent so much time in Headshot that she’d just about forgotten what it was like to leave the museum and not see rows of streetlights that didn’t work. As it was, she was comfortable using the moonlight that reflected off the windows of the tall buildings across the street to see by.

      Nobody had, to the best of her knowledge, ever tried to get the electrical grid back up and running. She supposed it would be an interesting engineering challenge, but that didn’t come close to making it worth the effort that such a mammoth undertaking would require.

      What would be the point? The Survivors only had to hold out against the Zombies for a week. Sure, the darkness sucked, but there were still generators and floodlights, which worked fine in a pinch. Most people had worked out fairly early on that a few cases of bottled water and a bag full of non-perishable food would be enough to last until Saturday, which made hitting a supermarket or food warehouse a popular first outing once the Survivors logged in on Sunday morning.

      Of course, the influx of players to such obvious places also made them dangerous. Headshot wasn’t without its griefers, and more than one guild took sadistic pleasure in setting up within sight of a frequented grocery and taking out players as they scavenged. The loot from the bodies wouldn’t even be worth the bullets they were using on them, but that didn’t stop the slaughter.

      Some guilds at least had the decency to take the building over and sell you the food, but this early in the day it would be bedlam.

      I listened in on her thoughts, glad that I sort of had someone to play the game with, at least. It was lonely as a Zombie, and with Sasha’s internal voice running through my head it made it easier to set aside my own worries and fears. Besides, as much as I had let my jealousy color my opinion of the Survivor faction, this was a once in a lifetime chance to learn what made my enemy tick.

      The map in the upper right-hand corner of the HUD was a top-down view of our location. I could zoom in and out, and that reminded me of how I’d been able to see what other Zombies had been doing, back when I’d been a Schemer on the other side.

      I laughed, unconcerned that I’d be overheard. I guess I still was a Schemer. I may have had both my hands and living flesh instead of a dead, unfeeling layer of skin that kept me from the world outside, but I was still plotting.

      Everything I learned I vowed to use against them, come Monday morning…

      So, I paid attention to everything. I wasn’t going to miss a detail, especially since I had no idea what would be critical to my survival later.

      The street we were on was colored green, which told me we were indeed in the Green Zone the game had promised. The next street over was green as well, but that was the extent of our safety. Beyond that was a sea of orange, places where the world took off your handcuffs and let the Guilds fight it out amongst themselves. I pulled out on the map view and saw further and further away, ten or twelve blocks out the red began.

      At least where we were right now players would have to both agree to PvP, and once one of the combatants surrendered or was vanquished and sent to his or her respawn point, the combat would be over. The duel wouldn’t mean anything other than bragging rights. No loot would change hands, and no experience points will be lost. The Green Zones were as safe as Survivors got on Sundays, and I was glad that the Eternals had chosen a headquarters that prevented them from being ambushed by other guilds the moment they set foot out their front door.

      If they’d been any other guild, I’d have thought that may well be the reason they’d picked the museum in the first place, but I already knew Sasha too well. She didn’t like to think of herself as emotional, but this was a special place. It was her home away from home, and she’d never let anyone else have it, not even in a virtual realm like this.

      My attention was yanked back to my map, which meant that she was staring at hers. I could tell that she was focused on a building just inside of the Red Zone about a dozen blocks away. She was getting antsy, and after a moment I knew why.

      “Are you guys here yet?” she whispered, but not to me.

      The guild. They had some internal guild chat, and she was using it to see who was online. We were still mostly hidden in the shadows, and when she ignored our surroundings and accessed a Player Status panel, I divided my attention between what she was looking at and the actual world around us.

      I’d played too much Headshot to believe in safety, Green Zone or not. I was probably an idiot. No, I was definitely being an idiot. Even if I did spot someone sneaking up on her, or us, or whatever, what was I going to do about it? I couldn’t make Sasha hear me, and she certainly didn’t see me. I took it as gospel that the same would hold true for other Survivors.

      But I wondered if I could affect them. There was only one way to find out…

      Sasha was standing with her back almost to the wall of the museum. She was looking at the status of her guildmates, biting her lip in annoyance at the fact that none of them had logged in yet. I took the opportunity to reach out and shove her, hoping against hope that I’d knock her over. It would serve her right for lying to me about the brick vanishing in a server wipe, at least.

      No good. I went right through her as if she wasn’t even there. The wall behind her was solid enough, and even though it didn’t hurt when I struck it I still managed to bounce off it hard enough to somehow fall flat on my face.

      Sasha was lucky that she couldn’t hear the string of cuss words I let loose. By the time I was back on my feet again, she was on the move. I hadn’t been paying attention to the result of her search for her guildmates, but judging by her body language alone I could tell that whatever news she’d gotten had pissed her off.

      At least I couldn’t see anybody around us. Hm. “Us.” How quickly I’d adapted to this odd amalgamation I was stuck in. Sasha was already headed toward a zone that was decidedly Orange, and I could tell by her inventory that the only functional weapons she had were the tools hanging from her belt.

      I was still far too used to the crowded mass of undead flesh that embodied the early stages of Headshot on the Zombie side of the game. Over here with the Survivors, I was increasingly aware of just how few of them there were.

      I couldn’t imagine the sad schmuck who happened to be the only rich guy playing Headshot in Detroit or Garland, Texas. Here in Silicon Valley there would at least be a fairly dense pocket of people wealthy enough to all be playing the game on the Survivor side at the same time.

      If Headshot took off, would it change the way people bought houses? In the future, would the wealthy custom-build enclaves that would let their guildmates join them behind fortifications that would aid them in the game?

      A year ago, I would have said no. Now, though? Absolutely. Crazier things had happened, and critics of Absolute Reality were already jumping up and down about how many people were abandoning the “real” world for the new one.

      I thought I heard a noise ahead of us and froze. I missed my Low Light Vision already, and I had to stare hard to spot the cat as it peeled away from the shadows on the corner and darted across the street. Other than that, there was still no one in sight.

      Come on, I thought. I know you guys have more money than sense. Where the hell is everybody?

      Then again, it was only 12:20. There was no way that time was accurate, but there it was, right there in the User Interface as plain as day. With the fuckery Deep Dive was pulling, lying to ninety-nine percent of the game’s player base about what actually happened on Sundays, I wouldn’t put it past them to be using some sort of time dilation right now, as well.

      The more I thought about it, the clearer it became. Time in the game was moving slower than it was passing in the real world. That way, the Survivors could do two or maybe even three times as much as they’d normally be able to, allowing them to make the most of their little deception.

      It made sense. I didn’t have to like it to see the simple elegance of it.

      That was when it hit me. If I was right about the time dilation thing, and a quick jog through the thoughts of Sasha that I was still allowed to access assured me that I was, then everyone who had logged in right after midnight had been in-game for an hour.

      Deep Dive’s message to Sasha apologizing for her having trouble logging in to the game seemed like a much, much bigger deal now. She’d been trying to log in for a little while before she’d finally gotten access. Her delay meant that everyone else had a ten-minute head start on her; surely plenty of time for the majority of the players in the area to have created their characters, grabbed what little gear they needed and rushed off into the post-apocalyptic wasteland.

      Right now, while we were still on our way to the riches that awaited us, I could picture our opposition knee deep in scavenge, salvage and loot that would be widening the gap between them and us even further.

      Had my presence been the reason it had taken her so long to log in? Probably. I couldn’t imagine the game had been written to handle the accidental inclusion of a zombie parasite. Sure, Sasha had certainly done a lot of things to the game that she shouldn’t have done, from crashing the servers a couple of times to setting Deep Dive’s reputation on fire, but she obviously had the hacking skills to keep herself hidden from their prying eyes.

      If anyone could find a way to hide in plain sight from the AI, it would be her, considering her Dad had coded most of the game.

      We were just about on the cusp of the Orange Zone, and a block before we crossed over Sasha’s stride changed. She was instantly wary, and where a moment ago she’d been storming down the middle of the sidewalk, now she was keeping to the darkest of the shadows.

      
        
        Stealth skill increased to 11%

        

      

      Of all of the stuff that had happened to me in the last hour or so, that was the one thing that put me at ease. Hacking, conspiracies, Sasha’s possible betrayal of me and her certain anger toward Deep Dive aside, we were still in a game.

      It was exactly the reminder that I needed; I was good at games. I had that sort of mind. From as far back as I could remember I’d been a gamer. If Headshot was going to allow skill advancement based on action on the Survivor side, I was immediately interested. As a Zombie the only way I could increase my stats or get a new skill was to achieve a whole new level.

      Come to think of it; I hadn’t even been allowed to allocate my initial points. Things on the other side of the game were bare bones, but it made sense that the players who paid the subscriptions got all of the perks.

      
        
        Stealth skill increased to 12%

        

      

      We were about to cross over into the Orange Zone. I decided on the spur of the moment that, even though I wasn’t still trapped in Sasha’s head, if all I did was walk around after her until I found a way to log out then I’d still be just as much of a passenger as I had been.

      So, I hurried ahead of her. By now I was confident that none of the other players would be able to see me. I was a ghost, a specter that might just be able to use the bug or hack or whatever it was that had kept me around today to my advantage.

      And the more I could learn about the Survivor side, the better chance I’d have of bringing them all down when the Guild Vault popped open tomorrow, and I leaped out, claws and teeth at the ready. Of course, the farther Sasha got into the game, the more I’d get a chance to experience.

      Unfortunately, I wouldn’t be an effective bodyguard, particularly since I couldn’t block a bullet or let her know if I saw someone sneaking up on us.

      For her part, Sasha was the picture of careful vigilance. Her eyes were narrowed, and she studied the shadows across the street at the beginning of the Orange Zone until she was certain there weren’t any nasty surprises waiting for her over there.

      I had to keep reminding myself that, according to the game, it was still only a few minutes past midnight. They’d slowed the day and night cycle down to let the time dilation not result in a sun that was constantly whirling across the sky, but the result was that it was dark.

      The moon and the stars were doing their best to light up the night, but I was missing my Zombie abilities. My previous Low Light Vision had made everything stand out in stark contrast, but now I was just a human again.

      Or rather, now I was just a whatever I was, tagging along with a human.

      Maybe I only get the abilities that Sasha does? I am tied to her, after all… It made sense, but I didn’t have any way of testing it right now, and I didn’t feel like it made much of a difference. Not at the moment, at least.

      Now and then Sasha would put her hand out and run it along the back of the wall that she was using as cover.

      Even though she was cautious, I could tell by her body language that she was frustrated by how long it’d taken her to log in. She knew that she was behind the eight ball when it came to loot collection, which wasn’t setting her mind at ease, but there was something else, too.

      Her guild. The thought filled my mind again, and I knew it came unbidden and accidental from Sasha. She couldn’t understand why the rest of the Eternals weren’t in the game, and even as I watched, she paused in the shadows and checked their player status on her menu screen.

      Nothing. I could tell that she’d come up empty by the sag of her shoulders, but she was smart and resilient. Even though she would have preferred to have some backup, she wasn’t going to go running back to her guild headquarters with her tail between her legs. There was valuable stuff out there, and she was going to grab as much of it as she could.

      I found myself relying on her instincts. I’d never played this side of the game before, and she had logged more hours than just about anyone alive. It was fascinating to watch her silently second guess me. I’d have crossed the street by now, but she was still scanning the rooftops. She didn’t have a plan, at least not one that I was able to pick up on, but she was careful and cautious, and I was surprised that I trusted her.

      I skimmed her thoughts, which let me know that if she died on Sunday, she’d respawn back at the Computer Science Museum. The fact that she wasn’t at least a little more reckless told me that there were other penalties for losing your life that I wasn’t aware of. Not a game mechanic, though.

      Maybe something related to the hack she was running, or the gear that she’d modified to help hide her from Deep Dive…

      Whatever it was, the truth of it was locked in the deeper parts of her mind, safe from my access.

      I realized that we’d been crouched in the shadows, about to cross the street for way longer than I would have thought was wise. If someone out there had found or crafted a pair of night vision goggles, we’d be sitting ducks. What were we doing? There was an abandoned gas station over there, and from the looks of it, the building was completely deserted.

      I sighed and stared in the same direction that had captured her attention for so long. “Come on,” I growled under my breath. “Let’s do this.”

      She stiffened, and for an instant, I thought that there was a chance that Sasha had heard me.

      
        
        Stealth skill increased to 13%

        

      

      I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at the message. What a waste of time this was turning into. Was that really what she’d been waiting for, a measly 1% additional bonus? As if that was going to make any difference at all, in the long run. If I could have strangled her, I probably would have right then.

      Maybe my estimation of her abilities had been a little hasty. It would be just my luck to be stuck with the slowest, most risk-averse Survivor in the whole damn history of the game, and I swear to God that if she didn’t get up and move her ass right now, I’d-

      And then I heard it. The scuff of a booted foot across the street.

      I whipped my head around at the sound, trying desperately to triangulate where it had come from. I knew I was useless in combat, but I’d be damned if we were going to get whacked without me at least seeing who was doing the whacking.

      That was an old gamer instinct as well. See who gets you, so that when you respawn, you can track them down and make things right.

      A moment later two shadows that I’d assumed had been part of an inside display crossed in front of the broken window of the gas station. There was the crunch of broken glass under their feet, and then the quiet conversation of two guys who had been lying in wait for an unsuspecting victim. They sounded annoyed that they couldn’t convince anyone to take the bait and now they were giving up to go set up an ambush somewhere else.

      
        
        Your Spot Hidden ability has increased. Your adversaries:

        

        Outnumbered you (+3% skill increase)

        

        Possessed a higher counter skill [Stealth] than you (+2% skill increase)

        

        Had the advantage regarding position and placement (+2% skill increase)

        

        Your Spot Hidden ability is now 32%.

        

      

      Wow! That was pretty good, actually. I was impressed that the AI worked out all the factors that had played against her and rewarded her accordingly. Despite my impatience and temporary misgivings, I couldn’t help but admit that Sasha definitely knew what she was doing. I liked to think of myself as a patient gamer, but even I would’ve crossed the street by now.

      If the situations had been reversed and I had been the one playing the game and calling the shots, I’d have gotten taken out just now. It was a sobering realization, and it went a long way to showing me how little I knew about the Survivor side of the game.

      I was man enough to admit when I was wrong, but it was still a little embarrassing to face up to the fact that only a couple of seconds ago I was lamenting being stuck with Sasha. I’d given up on her being able to teach me anything, but I sure felt different about that now.

      She and I watched the two would-be attackers go up the street and deeper into the Orange Zone. Now that they weren’t bothering to hide, I could see that one of them was holding a pistol in his hand. The other had a baseball bat. Not exactly the most high-tech or powerful weapons in the game, of course, but Sasha had nothing but a hammer.

      They’d have made quick work of her, grinning all the while.

      I knew guys like that. Every game had them. The moment play started they rushed off to find a chokepoint where weaker, more inexperienced players could be waylaid at their leisure. It didn’t matter that the people they were attacking had nothing they wanted, they killed them anyway. And worse, they didn’t feel bad about it. They were the worst sort of griefers, ones who existed purely to ruin your game.

      I didn’t trust them, and neither did Sasha. She didn’t move from her spot other than to slowly track their progress with her head. If I had to guess, they were already concentrating on finding another place to bushwhack players that had no chance of giving them any semblance of a fair fight.

      When at last they were out of sight, Sasha stood up and headed in the opposite direction. It was a decision I approved of, not that she needed my consent. It was usually better to let players like that alone, at least at first. Once you got a bit of firepower, I was all for smashing that sort of asshole into the ground, but even if we could take them out right now, we wouldn’t gain much more than the weapons we’d already seen.

      And, judging by the way Sasha was angling across the street and blending in with the shadows again in the Orange Zone, she had a destination in mind.
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      She kept thinking about the Eternals. It was an obsession. Twice in the next ten minutes, she stopped for no other reason than to scroll through the menu list again and see if any of them had come online. Sasha didn’t like what she was finding, each time she was unsuccessful her frown deepened. She even shook her head in frustration, uncertain of what their absence meant.

      Judging by what I’d heard of her thoughts when I was trapped in her head and the way she was acting now, the fact that nobody in her Guild had bothered to login yet was completely out of the ordinary. And, probably because it was so much in the forefront of her mind, I couldn’t stop thinking about them either.

      What was going to happen when we met up? I had to be careful not to let myself forget that the last time I’d met Eternals, three of them had killed my only companion Riode in a vicious betrayal. The rest of them hadn’t liked the idea, but they’d been too gutless to share it with Sasha.

      I’d killed them before I got into the Vault. Which probably meant, due to the timing of everything, that she had no idea about the way the Eternals had tried to change her plans for me.

      Or that I’d made it to the Vault…

      Whatever had allowed her to sense the danger back at that corner was keeping quiet now. Sasha was so careful, but there was a renewed sense of urgency to the way she stopped in the shadows. I’d been trying to stay ahead of her, if only so that I could pretend I had a chance of seeing something before she did, but now I had to settle for walking beside her.

      After all, I had no idea where we were going.

      A couple of minutes later that became clear. The surrounding buildings weren’t quite as tall, in the city had built a little park and reflecting pool around a library. Moonlight gleamed in the pool near the entrance.

      Sasha was too excited by the fact that it didn’t look like it’d been looted to reflexively shield her thoughts from me, so I knew how pleased she was with the find. Usually places like this, repositories of knowledge, drew players like flies to honey. Those ambushers back there must’ve been making life difficult for anyone who headed in this direction.

      They’d helped us. If  there was anything good inside, that is…

      But Sasha was sure that there would be. She hurried across the street in the direction of the library, and I followed. She hadn’t been lying when she made her character; her ambition was high. For a girl that had waited for what I felt was three times as long as necessary back there, only to be right about the danger ahead, to be rushing off now…

      Well, I suppose I already knew that she was impulsive. Dragging down the servers of a developer with more resources than most small countries was hardly pragmatic, after all.

      Libraries were a strange thing in Headshot. In a world with so much to do, with so many tasks that required doing and relatively few people to get them done, the books inside had the power to improve your existing skills and, better yet, teach new ones. Sure, I couldn’t imagine that anyone would be scouring the shelves for a step-by-step guide to flower arranging or a bit of light reading about how to craft the perfect haiku, but the best stuff, the essential stuff…

      Well, judging by the fact that Sasha was moving at least twice as fast as she had on the way here, the stuff inside was worth the risk.

      I had to keep reminding myself about the time dilation. The Survivors already in the game had a lot more time to arm themselves than we had. Sasha knew this too, of course. But the possibility of the books inside giving her a leg up on the competition was too big to ignore.

      I understood. I did. She was the only one who was truly dedicated to this game. She’s altered her sleep patterns and sacrificed so much to make the world in here preferable to the one we were forced to live in. There was only so much patience she could muster, especially when the game was dangling a carrot this big right in front of her nose.

      The sound of gunfire filtered to us from a few blocks up, deeper into the Orange Zone. It didn’t die down, either. Instead, it swelled. I wouldn’t exactly say there was a massive firefight happening over there, but five or six people weren’t very happy with each other and didn’t mind letting everyone know it.

      I took it as a good sign. The noise of the shots would draw the Survivors looking for some PVP combat and drive off anyone who wasn’t interested in the same.

      Sasha had decided the same thing, and as she darted across the lawn to the wide, glass doors of the library, there were only two thoughts in her head. Would the good stuff still be in there? And If it isn’t, am I too late to hunt down whoever grabbed it and take it back?

      I winced as the footfalls of her heavy engineer’s boots rattled down the empty alleys and abandoned streets. Nobody could be quiet all the time, and she was right to get this over with as fast as possible.

      She didn’t know the answer to either one of the questions she’d asked herself. The doors looked secured, and she couldn’t see signs of a break-in anywhere else. That was as much proof as she was going to get that the library still had something worth looting inside. She wasn’t equipped to stop anybody from stealing any of the useful books if they had gotten here first.

      She really, really needed a weapon. I’d never had to worry about finding one as a Zombie, since they were permanently attached to my hands and face. But a Survivor was only as good as the heat that they were packing, and her engineering tools weren’t going to cut it for long.

      Sasha glanced over her shoulder at the parking lot, and I let my gaze follow hers. There were only a couple of cars there, and they both looked abandoned. I got the impression that they were props. Maybe if someone wanted to get them going they could, but one looked like all four of its tires were flat, and the other had a shattered windshield and a puddle of something that looked vital seeping into the asphalt underneath it.

      Deep Dive had lovingly re-created a world that had been abandoned in a hurry. You could use everything, rebuild everything if you had the tools and the know-how. But if you wanted to get yourself a vehicle to cruise around in, you would have the best luck at a dealership.

      Even then, you better have some gas ready. And some friends, since a vehicle was a highly sought-after prize.

      She turned away from the cars. I didn’t think that she was suspicious of another ambush, at least not from that direction, but she was nothing if not careful. I could feel my respect for her growing. She knew what she was doing, and if she was this cautious, there must be some heavy hitters out stalking the Survivor side on Sundays.

      Which meant, of course, that she didn’t want to be stuck outside in the open for any longer than she had to. The library didn’t stand out, at least not anymore. Sure, it was big and well-appointed, but so were most of the other government buildings that made up this little district set in the middle of the rest of the city. There had been a time when these buildings had been stately and grand, but so much had happened since their inception that they were now just little brothers to the larger, far more impressive architecture in every direction.

      I was perfectly happy to admire the scenery, but then again, I wasn’t at a risk of getting a bullet to the back of the head. Unsurprisingly, Sasha was straight down to business. She’d grown up in Silicon Valley, which meant that she knew the streets like the back of her hand. The farthest I’d been from my house in the last decade was in the game last week, but for someone a bit more worldly like her, the only thing that mattered right now was waiting for us in the library.

      There was a long list of places that people liked to hit first, ideally within a half hour or so of logging in. Libraries were certainly on it, but they were nowhere near the top. The priorities were gun shops, food warehouses, Amazon Distribution Centers, car dealerships and gas stations and military installations. The bigger guilds would already have a stranglehold on those places, though.

      The library was different. There were people who made their game all about information, and a place like this…

      Sasha knew that it should have been ransacked. The only way to be sure that it wasn’t was to risk going inside, but all of her alarm bells were going off.

      I wondered if she’d listen to them. I wasn’t experienced enough at this side of the game to know if the prizes inside would be worth the inherent risk in getting them, but the fact that Sasha was so wary and yet still interested in busting in had me ready for anything.

      At least there was room in Headshot for more than just bloodshed. Survivors were notoriously closemouthed about life on their side of the game.  I knew from a combination of release interviews from Deep Dive and a quick skim of Sasha’s surface thoughts that there were entire guilds who crafted items, sold maps, ferried soldiers to the front lines or healed them in the back of the battle.

      I got the feeling that if you wanted to, you could happily spend most of your week perfecting an incredible set of knots to facilitate your bugout bag and round out your post-apocalyptic fantasy. You might not make a lot of friends, but you didn’t have to throw yourself into the PVP on Sunday or the faction fight with the Zombies.

      A lot of the game was made up of purists like Sasha. It cost so much to play that they weren’t going to quit just because their particular style was no longer the flavor of the month. She got along with just about everyone, willing and able to bail out a stranger and then divvy up whatever loot they’d found together. Maybe they’d even high-five each other, secure in the knowledge that there were other hardcore nerds who were more impressed with the simulation aspect than the combat one.

      I stepped forward and peered through the front windows of the library. Sasha did the same thing a second later.

      The shelves that I could see looked full. There wasn’t so much as a book out of place. If it was a trap, standing out here wasn’t going to make it any less of one. It was already 12:25, and it sure looked to me like the library was hers if she wanted it.

      Sasha, despite the earlier patience I’d seen her display, was getting antsy. Sunday’s time dilation meant she could get a lot done, but not if she sat on her hands and was so willing to overanalyze every move to the point of paralysis.

      “Let’s do this,” she said under her breath. For whatever reason, a little electric charge ran across my shoulders, but it was gone before I had a chance to focus on it.

      Now that she was ready, I started assessing our options. To start with, the front door was going to be a massive problem. There was a sturdy security gate just inside the glass and, since she was pretty sure that she possessed neither the tools to open it nor the strength to lift it, Sasha stepped lithely away and slid around to the back of the building.

      She jogged the length of the library, and I followed. Once I caught up with Sasha, I found her inspecting a sturdy security door. It was locked too, of course. In fact, it didn’t even have a handle. I suppose that made its purpose clear; the only people intended to use it would be fleeing from the interior of the building, most likely after it was on fire.

      Sasha got a little closer and put her hands on the edge of the doorframe anyway, running her fingers along the seam to see if there was some way that she could coax it open. It was a desperate move that was never going to work, and when it didn’t, she shook her head at her stupidity. No one had forced her to make a belated dash for the library. She could have taken a detour at any stage and gathered some equipment. If the worst that happened was that she wasted a few minutes of game time casing the library and then gave the back door a rather tender massage, so be it.

      I turned back to look at the door again. Maybe I’d spot something about it that she didn’t. If I did though, I wouldn’t be able to let her know.

      The heavy thunk of a bullet impacted the brick less than an inch from Sasha’s head.

      I was impressed by her instincts. While I was still standing there like a moron with my mouth open, wondering what had just happened, she took off in a mad dash around the corner of the building. I raced to catch up, and only then did the sound of the gunshot wash over us.

      Pretty damn realistic, I thought to myself. She’d have been dead before she even heard the shot, just like real life.

      There wasn’t any time to admire the way the game modeled ballistics, though. Sasha wasn’t waiting around for the next shot to find her. The placement of the bullet and the angle that it had most likely come from would place the shooter squarely behind where she’d been standing when she’d been trying to get the door to the library open.

      I glanced over my shoulder as we sprinted along the wall. If I had to guess, and I did, I’d put the sniper over in that parking structure a half mile or so across the campus. That’s where I’d have been, at least. It was a good spot to set up camp; easy to get into and out of in a hurry, possessing unrestricted views in every direction, so long as you were willing to move your gear a little if your target headed off to a different point of the compass.

      I knew that Sasha had spotted the structure before. She wasn’t new to any of this, and the fact that she hadn’t put very much credence in it as a threat told me something. Even though we were both running as fast as we could, I found that I could pry into her mind just enough to learn the reason she’d ignored the parking structure.

      Nobody should have a gun that could fire that far. Not yet. This Sunday was too new for anyone to have gotten a chance to find or make something that hardcore and get eyes on the rest of the city like that. The fact that someone had worried her a little, and it worried me a lot.

      Whatever link or connection I had managed to share with her was again shattered as another round screamed through the air, stripping branches and leaves from the trees before ringing off a light post that Sasha had happened to be running past. If it hadn’t been there, she’d have been splattered across the side of the library.

      It was, and she wasn’t, but it was too damn close for comfort. The crack of the gunshot rolled across us again, but at least we’d managed to make it around another corner now. The bulk of the library was between the bastard and us, and even though I couldn’t help but feel a little safer now, I didn’t get why Sasha was wearing a grim little smile across her pretty face.

      “Keep shooting, dickhead,” she muttered. “Won’t be long before someone takes that big, shiny gun away from you, now…”

      Of course! Whoever was trying to take us out was too eager to make it happen, and when the air was punctuated with a third shot that came nowhere near our hiding spot, I was even more sure that was true. All they were succeeding in doing now was to put a huge red flag over their head. Every crack of that rifle told the rest of the zone that someone over there was probably paying too much attention to something else to stop themselves from getting snuck up on.

      That, and the fact that they clearly had something worth stealing…

      The rest of Silicon Valley would know exactly where the shots were coming from, by now. If he stayed there, he’d be up to his eyeballs in scrubs trying to take him out and if he moved... Well, if he moved hopefully Sasha got in and out of the library before he was able to pick a new position.

      Whatever happened, I was crossing my fingers that he’d give up on her. Sasha was completely out of his line of sight now, and there was no way that he could efficiently cross the distance between the parking structure and the library anytime soon.

      She had to be fast, but for the time being, she wasn’t in the sort of danger she had been a couple of seconds ago.

      Not for the first time I wondered what exactly would happen to me if she got shot. Would I respawn with her? Death was certainly permanent for the week that Headshot ran, with Survivors and Zombies both having to wait until the server reset to come back in. But Sasha was only thinking of a high-caliber round to the forehead as an annoyance, which told me that she’d pop right back into the game today, probably missing some gear and having to waste some time to get back to wherever she was when she got killed.

      There was a fourth shot, but even I could tell that the gunman’s heart wasn’t in it. I didn’t even hear the impact of the bullet, which meant that he was either way off or shooting at someone else, now.

      Good. Have fun with that!

      Now that Sasha had been spotted, she had a decision to make. We might be safe for the moment, but she was going to have to settle for cutting and running, since our position was compromised, or a quick smash and grab in the library.

      Stealth was out of the question. Even though that sniper out there was advertising our position as loudly and as clearly as a position had ever been advertised in the entire history of advertising positions, someone would work out what his target had been. They’d come looking for a weak or injured Survivor to finish off or, better yet, a corpse with easy loot.

      She was more pissed off about the accuracy of the shots than the gun that had been taking them, and I gleaned a little of her frustration. The sniper rifle was one thing, most likely too powerful for anyone except for the lucky or the incredibly skilled to already possess, but the darkness that surrounded us meant that he’d been using some sort of night vision scope, too.

      It was way too early for that sort of gear to be out in the general populace. Someone out there had a gun that was three times as good as it should have been, at this point in the game, and a scope that would probably have taken three or four days of scavenging to find or engineering to construct.  There was no way that they could have gotten it from their Vault either, as none of the Survivors had access to it on Sunday.

      That alone was almost enough to convince her to ditch the library and get the hell out of there. It was only what, twenty-five minutes into the game? Her backpack, the one that every character started with, was still unbearably empty. The sniper was an issue, and his gear was a worry, but she knew that crouching here in the darkness bitching about it was only going to give him enough time to circle around and find a place from which he could blow her head off her shoulders.

      Sasha clearly wasn’t listening to me, because I was practically screaming into her mind that whatever was in this stupid library wasn’t worth getting shot over. I was already beginning to know more and more about her, and the one thing that came through time and again was this massive streak of stubbornness that seemed to run through every damn thing she did.

      When I’d taken her out last week, she had already stayed at the diner too long. She could have fled before she got surrounded, but she didn’t. Even when I’d attacked her, she’d spent her last moments saying something into that damn brick instead of just kicking free of my grip and vanishing into the night.

      Sasha Redhook didn’t appreciate being told what to do, and in the end I think it was that alone that made the decision for her. She wasn’t going to run. The library was right here. She’d already risked her life for it, and if ever there was a time when her skills needed a boost, and she required a bit of extra in-game knowledge, it was now.

      Getting in wasn’t going to be quiet and it sure as hell wasn’t going to be easy, but it was going to happen.
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      Sasha peered past the heavy security gate and into the presumably empty library one more time. The gate was operated by a keypad on the outside of the wall right beside her. Well, at least it would have been if there’d been any power.

      Still, it was more there to make sure that someone didn’t try and jimmy open the doors. They hadn’t surrounded the whole building in bars, and there were plenty of big windows set into the front of the library. When the sun was up, they probably let in big splashes of light for readers to enjoy.

      Why, I wouldn’t mind a chance to sit in one of those oversized chairs myself, curled up and comfortable amidst a sun-drenched nook, whiling away the hours with a good book unfurling its wings of splendor inside my head.

      The windows also meant that if someone was ready and willing to really make some noise, all they had to do to get inside was pick up a big-ass rock and chuck it through the glass.

      I turned around to see Sasha in the midst of searching the landscaping for just such a projectile. It wasn’t going to take her very long to find one since the University had selected the “hedge maze for midgets” and “plenty of places for a lizard to sun itself” landscaping option.

      She was spoiled for choice, to be honest. And sure enough, the one that she reached for was twice as big around as her head. Jagged glass be damned, Sasha was hell-bent on grabbing some of those damn books before the opportunity was lost.

      I was at that awkward age where I never knew if I should call someone of the opposite sex a woman or a girl. Whatever she was, Sasha bent down with surprisingly good weightlifting form and got both of her arms around the rock.

      I didn’t feel weird for admiring the shape of her. This was Absolute Reality. My brain didn’t give a damn whether the images it was focused on were getting pumped straight into my gray matter or filtered through my eyes. It liked what it liked, and right now watching her get ready to struggle with this mini-boulder was starting to make me tingle in all the right spots.

      Sadly for her, there was no way she was going to be able to lift it. Not in a million years.

      But I’d forgotten about her Strength attribute. Those extra points really paid off, and when she hoisted it above her head and smashed it through the window, I stopped worrying about whether my erection would materialize in Headshot and concentrated instead on keeping up with her as she scurried through the massive hole she’d just created in the glass.

      I guess Strength was useful for a lot more than simply enhancing your carrying capacity. Over on the free side, us Zombies had never had a chance to select any of our attributes. It was one more thing on the list of thousands to be jealous of, but it was hard to think about any of that when I looked up and saw the shape of her ass that she crunched across the broken shards on her hands and knees.

      I felt like a lecher, and fortunately for both of us, a couple of seconds after she was into the library she pushed herself up to her feet. I didn’t like feeling like I was watching someone who didn’t want my attention. If that was the sort of thing I was into, I had Lori for that.

      Sasha was pretty pleased with herself. She’d made a lot more noise than she’d wanted to, but at least she was in. I could tell that she thought it was nice to be better able to take charge of her life in here than she was in the real world. I realized that I was eavesdropping on her thoughts in the same way that I’ve been ogling her ass, but that didn’t stop me from knowing that, even though she was a gun at the game, she dreaded playing it as well.

      Too often Sasha had convinced herself that Headshot made her play as someone far worse then she had ever imagined she could be, a killer with darker intentions and colder blood than she was comfortable with.

      All I could do was shrug. That was probably nonsense. Sasha was too sensitive. Headshot didn’t make you into something new; it just gave everyone a chance to be the thing they were afraid to see when they looked into the mirror.

      We were taking too long. Time really was of the essence. Sure, some of the players in the area would have heard that sniper rifle and gotten dollar signs in their eyes. But the others?

      Well, the others would be smart enough to work out that anybody with a sniper rifle was already a big threat. Whatever they’d been planning on doing, that sort of firepower would be changing plans all over the zone. People who would’ve been headed out into the more dangerous territories were probably right now turning around.

      And the library, nestled in the relative safety of this quiet street and an unpopulated corner of the campus, would be popping up onto a lot of people’s radar. There was loot here, and it was ripe for the taking.

      If anyone were watching us, they wouldn’t see a pair of players going in. They would just see Sasha and one thought would be running through their mind - it would be a far simpler task and a greater return on investment to ignore the maniac gunman in the parking structure and instead chase some skinny girl in overalls into the darkened library. Once they caught her, they would be free to whack her on the head with a bit of pipe, take her stuff, and ransack the books at the same time.

      To a lot of gamers, that was a win-win proposition.

      “No going back now. Just do this as fast as you possibly can,” she told herself. And for once, it looked like she even attempted to take her own advice.

      The foyer of the library was expansive, and the floor was some type of slick slate that the librarians probably hated every time some student in impractical heels clip-clopped across it. Sasha didn’t need to take the sort of time that I did to study the layout. She’d been here before. While I was still marveling at how good the launch version of Headshot was, she was dashing deeper into the library itself.

      I was caught off guard and dragged along on that leash that connected us invisibly. Since I didn’t have to worry about finding my footing, I had time to shake my head in wonderment at the little details that the programmers had managed to include in the game. I knew that Sasha hated them, but they sure did know what they were doing.

      It seemed like she was going out of her way not to think about how much effort had gone into making Headshot happen. I don’t care how many times she’d played this game; the fact that it was even adding a different crunch to the sound of her left foot hitting the ground because she’d managed to get some glass wedged in her boot tread was insane. I didn’t know enough about computers or programming or Absolute Reality or, well, anything to have a real appreciation of what it took to make that happen.

      But the very fact that no other game did it meant that it couldn’t be easy.

      I wanted to ask her why she even bothered to play if she hated the game so much. There were a lot of things I wanted to know, but that wasn’t enough to get me any closer to her thoughts. That stubbornness that I had known ran through her so deeply was keeping me out. That had to be it. Whatever this was, a glitch in the system or some preprogrammed loophole that I’d stumbled upon by climbing into the Guild Vault and avoiding the reset despite my Zombie status, it appeared to be a one-way street.

      I could get a glimpse of what she was thinking, but so far, at least, she wasn’t aware that she was no longer alone.

      There was a stack of books on the front desk near the computer they used to check them out to you. It looked like the librarians had abandoned this place in a hurry, though true to everyone in their profession I’d ever met, they had done it in as neat and orderly a fashion as I could imagine.

      Sasha started to turn away, but something caught her eye, and she froze. I looked back at the desk, trying to work out what had caught her attention. There was a little bit of disarray, and at first, I didn’t know what she was looking at.

      The mouse pad was slightly askew. The keyboard dangled off the other side, hanging motionless from the cord. At first, I thought there was just one stack of books but now I saw that there were many, and some of them had spilled over to create a tumble of hardbacks on the floor where the librarian would stand.

      Every book was blue. Every damn one of them, and when I took a step forward to get a closer look I saw that they were all the same book, over and over and over. Blue cover, white font.

      
        
        Breaking the Game: The True Story of an Industry Gone Wrong

        by Blake Redhook

      

      

      I was surprised by how hard it was to fight my instincts as I reached forward and tried to grab one of the books off the desk. My hand went right through it, but even so, it felt like just before it did, there was a slight tingle of something, some electrical interference that buzzed along my funny bone and sent a swift chill up my spine and burrowed into the base of my skull.

      I was near enough now to see that some of the books were lying face-down. Sasha’s father was pictured on the back cover. He looked world-weary, wise and noble. He didn’t look much older than in the picture I’d seen of him and Sasha back at the Museum of Computer Science just before I’d broken into the Guild Vault.

      But his eyes were haunted, now. Whatever had happened between the time that last photo had been taken and this one had changed them. He was a man who knew that the things he was doing and saying didn’t matter, and yet I could see by the set of his jaw that he didn’t have the strength or desire not to say them.

      “No,” I heard his daughter whisper from behind me in a voice so full of pain it was like a punch.

      I spun to face her. For her part, Sasha appeared to be rooted to the spot. I could see by the rise and fall of her chest that she was breathing hard, and when she spun around to look away from the check-in desk trying not to stare into her father’s eyes, she gave a little yelp. I walked past her to see what she was looking at now, only to discover the same thing she had…

      Row after row, shelf after shelf. The only book on the lower level was hardbacked and blue. I could read the words and the binding of the closer ones, and I was sure that the others matched. There were thousands of copies of his book in the library, and there was no way in hell that Deep Dive Studios had intended for that to happen.

      They had been meticulous in their details. Every aspect of Headshot was exact and precise, and the very fact that I was seeing this now right along with Sasha meant that something was very, very wrong.

      
        
        Upload in Progress

        

      

      The words flashed past in front of my eyes as if they were stamped across my retina with such speed that I could barely make them out before they were gone. Once they faded the rest of the world did too, and I reached out with hands that couldn’t have helped me anyway and staggered on wobbly feet that suddenly didn’t exist.

      
        
        Exhibit A

        

      

      My vision was suddenly filled with a recording and I felt a wave of off-balance nausea roll through me as I was forced into an odd perspective. I have to look down from behind a desk and over the shoulder of a man as his daughter sits in his lap and they pore over drawings and schematics spread out in front of them. I recognize them both from the pictures I had seen before.

      There was obviously a microphone somewhere in the room because I could hear talking, but the quality of both the audio and visual was degraded. I was looking back through time, and it showed.

      “You keep asking what I’ve been working on Sasha, and now I’m finally ready to show you.”

      She was excited. Even though I couldn’t see her face, I could tell. Watching this vision, I was unable to hide my smile at how exuberant she is. The phrase “kid in a candy store” flit across my mind as she hugged him hard before doing her best to sit quietly and not interrupt him.

      Blake chuckled. “You probably don’t remember this. You couldn’t have been any more than three years old at the time. Your mother was watching TV, and I was on the laptop beside her, coding just like always. You were in your room, playing with some toys. I went in to check on you, and-”

      “And my eyes were closed,” Sasha interrupted. “I do remember.”

      Her father nodded encouragingly.

      I felt a sharp little pang of regret when I tried to remember the last time my father had done that to me, but I pushed the emotion away and continued to watch the security footage that was being dumped into my brain.

      “You’ve got a mind like a steel trap. I’ve always said it. Can you recall why you told me your eyes were closed?”

      I heard the smile in Sasha’s voice. Even at eight or nine, she had enough wherewithal to understand that what she’s about to say will sound a little ridiculous to the ears of an adult. “I’d already seen everything.”

      “That’s right,” Blake agreed. “You knew that there was no one else in your room. Your mom and I were downstairs, and you said that meant you could be sure that everything would be exactly where it had been when you closed your eyes. You were playing a game, or so you claimed. You would stand, spin slowly in a circle as you tried to memorize the location of all your toys, your bed, the clothes that you refuse to pick up off the floor. And when you had it all locked up inside your brain, you would sit on the ground and close your eyes and imagine walking through your room without knocking anything over.”

      Sasha shrugged, at last embarrassed. “I was just a dumb kid.”

      “Not really. You showed me something. It was the key to all of this. I spent the last six years trying to write something that would allow the programs to do what you had been practicing in your room that day. And now I have. Once the information is uploaded, the program doesn’t have to touch it. It still knows it’s there, that’s the trick. But it won’t burn any processing power until someone attempts to interact with it. It remembers the placement of everything, just like you were trying to do.”

      
        
        Exhibit B

        

      

      It’s impossible to know how much time had passed between the first slice of security footage and this one. The angle is the same. Sasha and her father appeared to be a couple of years older.

      This time she was the one with the drawings on the desk. I could see over both of their shoulders that the painting she’s done for him is quite good, remarkably good once I factor in her age. In bold brushstrokes of black and copper, she has painted an old-fashioned Diver, one of the people that had to wear the clunky suits with the massive helmets and the tiny, circular windows.

      “You seemed stuck, dad. I thought this might help.”

      Blake’s voice was tired now. I could hear the toll the long nights have taken on him in the roughness of his rasped response. “You are quite the artist.”

      But Sasha wasn’t looking for compliments, and she waved that nonsense away with an annoyed flick of her hand. “Pay attention, will you?” She was as gentle as she could be while still being as sharp as she has to if she’s going to cut through Blake’s usual dad responses and get to the heart of the matter. “This is how I think you and Desmond need to start thinking of your players.”

      “Oh?”

      She nodded fiercely and hurried on with her explanation, obviously worried that she had a limited amount of time before her father’s attention drifted back to everything else that pressed upon him. “I’ve heard you guys talk, and I think you’re going about it the wrong way. You keep saying that players are too fast, that it’s hard to write the programs in such a way as to keep up with them. But you’re wrong. Compared to how fast the AI can think, the players might as well be swimming through molasses.”

      Blake took his tortoiseshell glasses from his face and rubbed at his eyes. “I know you’re trying to help. I do. And I’m going to feel like a jerk for having to remind you that Artificial Intelligence is not yet capable of ‘thought,’ but I know what you mean, and so I’ll let it slide. You can’t imagine how happy it makes me that you care about the stuff, but you’re eleven…”

      It was obviously a sore point with Sasha because she went off as if he’d lit her fuse. “Would you shut up for a second? Listen, you guys can’t get it to work, correct?”

      Blake sighed. “Yes.”

      “And I’m telling you why.” She stabbed her finger at the image of the Diver. The paint was still so wet that the tip of her finger came away black. “Now pay attention. I’ve heard you guys talk over and over about field of view. You’re rendering what the players can see, and it’s slowing down the program too much.”

      “It’s grinding the damn thing to a halt, but yes.”

      “So here’s the deal, dad. You need to pretend that your players are locked in these helmets. They can’t see everything all at once. Our brains don’t work that way. And before you tell me that you know that, I remember that story you told me about how finding me in the room with my eyes closed helped. But I think you didn’t learn as much from me as you thought. You’re still rendering too much.”

      “What do you propose?”

      She tapped her finger against her temple where it left a black smudge. “Get in there, somehow. Not too much. Just enough so that you can see where their brain is telling their eyes to go. You guys are making the program work too hard for details that may or may not be picked up. If the AI works out that the players are going to look left, only then should the stuff on the left get generated. And so on. It’s like this Diver. Ninety-five percent of the world could cease to exist, and he would never know it so long as the five percent that he could observe through these tiny portholes was bright and vibrant.”

      
        
        Exhibit C

        

      

      I could tell by the timestamps that this next scene was later the same day, but I didn’t need them to recognize that drawing and the fact that Blake was still wearing the same shirt. It was dark now. The house was quiet, and I watched through the years via the lens of an internal security camera as he pinned the artwork to his wall before grabbing a sharpie and carefully drawing thick umbilical hoses that extended from the helmet of the Diver up to the fictional surface at the top of the paper.

      But the hoses were made of words, and the words were Informational Pathway, Sound Design, Olfactory Hallucination, Cooperative Imagination and Uploadable Conscience.

      At the top of the page, he wrote Deep Dive with a trembling hand before sitting down and staring at the picture on the wall until the footage cut out a few seconds later.
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      Watching all that made me feel like a peeping tom. The worst thing was that I couldn’t look away since the images were splashed across my brain and not thrown up in front of my eyes.

      It was clear that Blake Redhook had an ax to grind with the developers of Headshot. Unfortunately for them, he wasn’t going to go down quietly. Sasha had already worked out how to hack the current build of the game, and that meant that things were going to get weird quick, especially if the players were bombarded with incriminating footage like the highlight reel we’d just been shown.

      But Sasha wasn’t acting like she had a part in this. I looked over at her, expecting to see a victorious grin on her face. Instead of the joy of sticking it to the man though, she looked scared. Angry too, but I wasn’t sensing that whatever had just happened was part of her plan.

      If she even had a plan, that is…

      Obviously, the people that were currently running Deep Dive Studios had ruined her dad’s life. I didn’t know what sort of legal storm swirled in the background, but I doubted it was anything other than messy.

      Even so, the game world that surrounded us was so immersive I found myself just about willing to forgive whatever slights had occurred in the past. It wasn’t easy to do what those guys had done. If you wanted to break new ground like this, to create an environment so detailed that it tricks your brain into accepting it without hesitation, then there was going to be some hardship along the way.

      Massive leaps forward in technology didn’t come without a cost.

      Not for the first time I marveled at the sheer computing power they’d need to keep this place going. Sasha and her dad had been clever when they’d worked out a way to cut corners, only rendering what the player could experience and using the AI to keep one step ahead, but even so…

      I watched as Sasha shook her head to clear it and then took a couple of steps forward. When she did, a few stray shards of glass caught in the treads of her boot ground against the library’s polished floor. It was the sort of detail that could have been ignored, but the fact that it wasn’t told me that someone out there, for all their faults, loved this game enough to make it perfect.

      Blake had poured his soul into this place, and once he’d gotten the Artificial Intelligence to implement the complex algorithms and custom coding, he’d been able to build a place that rivaled anything humans had managed to slap together in the past couple of hundred years, at least.

      I hoped that, despite his bitterness, he’d been able to enjoy at least a small part of his victory before he’d passed away.

      “Cut it out,” she muttered to herself, and I watched as her form stiffened. Her avatar’s face went slack, the eyes blank. It was a dangerous place for her to hop out of her body and try to accomplish another task, but at least she hadn’t logged out. I didn’t want to be stranded in that endless void again without her, and I felt like I was only just beginning to understand what made her tick.

      If she ditched me now, especially after that crazy security footage had invaded her mind, who knew when she’d come back.

      A couple of seconds later I felt her presence again, and this time she was smiling. “That ought to keep your little Pandora’s Box from opening up for a while. I’ve got to hand it to you, Dad. You knew how to code. I’m just going to need your little piranha programs to give me a little more time, okay. Sorry that I had to neuter them, but you’re going to get me killed. If that happens when the Guild’s near enough to get caught up in the broadcast, they’ll have a lot more questions than I have answers…”

      Hmm. That must mean the evidence had only blasted through her, and therefore me. It sounded like it was meant to blow the lid off of Deep Dive’s fuckery, but if that was the case, then Sasha was right. Unless there was a way to show everyone the footage at the same time, the developers would simply trace the source of the broadcast and stamp it out.

      Patience had never seemed like Sasha’s forte, but at least now her drive made a little more sense. Her Dad’s programs were constantly trying to force their way into the system. If she didn’t hurry, they’d blow her cover.

      Sasha scanned the area around us, looking for anything useful. When she didn’t find anything, she darted left and hurried to the main set of stairs that led to the second floor, intent on getting up to where it seemed like the good stuff was kept. I still didn’t know exactly what she was looking for, but loot was loot. I figured whatever she grabbed she could at least use to trade for something else, and the fact that she seemed to be the first one here meant that there might be something special to find.

      She was caught between playing the game and taking it down, and I didn’t envy her. I couldn’t pretend to know enough about the past to hate Deep Dive the way she did, but it was getting harder and harder to see both sides of the issue. From where I was standing, her father’s life work had been stolen, and he’d been both discredited and drummed out of the company he’d created.

      Nobody deserved that.

      But there was more to it than that. Sasha was alone in here. Sure, she had the Eternals, but it was becoming more and more clear that they didn’t know the truth about what was going on. She was a woman on a mission, and she wouldn’t stop until she dragged down the game that I was currently stuck in.
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      There were fewer windows up here, and the ones that did exist weren’t well-placed to catch the moonlight. At least it meant that the sniper, if he were still eyeing the library, wouldn’t get a good shot off at us. Sasha didn’t hesitate, and her confidence in the layout and the way she made a beeline for the reference librarian’s desk reminded me that she’d played through a lot more of these Survivor Sunday things than most people on her faction. Hell, she’d probably play-tested Headshot from its earliest incarnations, and that was the sort of practice that you couldn’t buy.

      Even though it was darker up here, she still managed to find a slice of spilled starlight by the desk. One by one, she unceremoniously yanked out the desk drawers and dumped their contents on to the floor where the illumination lay. Little trinkets and goodies scattered in every direction, a treasure trove of items that were either useless or essential, depending on your skills and your ingenuity.

      This wasn’t the first time that I realized why the Survivors were willing to pay such big money for their subscriptions to the game in the first place. I wasn’t even really playing right now, at least not really, and I could still feel the adrenaline coursing through me unchecked. There was a real high that came with digging through someone else’s stuff, an act that society had made criminal long ago now regulated into a necessity in this virtual world of life and death.

      But the more I thought about it, the harder it was to decide what was right and what was wrong. After all, the reference librarian didn’t exist. I had to keep reminding myself of that as I watched Sasha paw through the fake person’s belongings, discarding some and pocketing others. How many people played this game solely for the chance to live life on the wild side like this? How many hardened criminals and larcenous nut jobs were prowling Headshot right now, plying their trade?

      The answer was probably too many. But if this was enough for them then I suppose that it might be some form of therapy. For all I knew games like this were realistic enough for people to act out their urges enough so that they didn’t need to inflict them on others in the real world.

      And it wasn’t as if everyone was in it for the loot. By the look on Sasha’s face, she wasn’t taking any joy in going through someone else’s possessions. These items were just a means to an end. She had far more important goals, revenge foremost amongst them.

      She worked diligently. Playing Headshot was her job right now, and she took the task of assessing what she needed to progress seriously.

      I’d hung around her long enough by now that I could almost read her thoughts simply by looking at her face. Just like with the car, she knew that these drawers had been empty a split second before she’d opened them. It was a stupid way to think of it, but she couldn’t help it. Obviously, the drawers didn’t exist. Obviously, none of this existed except for the infinitesimally unstable quantum states that were running through the servers and being entangled with the rigs that we all wore on our heads. Just like her dad’s drawing had shown, playing Headshot was first and foremost a cooperative experience. None of the things we did would be possible if any of this was tangible.

      But just because none of this existed didn’t mean that it was random. I was sure that there were countless tables and charts that specified the exact probability of any individual item being in these drawers, as well as anywhere else a character could scavenge from.

      A game this smart didn’t just let a 9 mm pistol drop out of a reference librarian’s top drawer. Sometimes Sasha may have wished that it would, but that simply wasn’t the way it worked. The harder something was to get to, the better the chance that you’re going to find something worth holding on to when you got there. That, combined with a little common sense about the sort of object that would be stored in the location, was all the game would require to generate loot.

      And that made me worry about how the guy across the way had gotten access to that sniper rifle so fast. Sasha would know more about this than I would, of course, but judging by how surprised she had been that someone could take shots at her from that range already, I knew I was on the right track with my worry and suspicion. Nobody in the game should have been playing for so short a time today and still get their hands on a thing that could deal death from a mile away or more.

      It wasn’t fair, and game balance was by far the most important thing to get right if Headshot was going to survive.

      I wished that I could ask her where she thought that guy had gotten the gun from. Well, I mean, I could ask her. I was just damn sure I wouldn’t get an answer…

      Something was different. She wasn’t a fool, and I’d already watched her be careful enough to trust her judgment. Sasha didn’t take stupid chances. Every risk that she was willing to subject herself to was only done after careful calculation. I knew just by the way that she’d been moving in the open before the shot had been taken that there was no chance of a weapon like that being in play already.

      Except, it was. And that meant that the rules had changed. If she couldn’t rely on her experience to get her through, she was going to have to trust her instincts. The knowledge that there were forces out there acting in ways they shouldn’t be was just one more thing for her to worry about.

      I tried to catch a glimpse of the bounty that Sasha had spilled onto the floor. None of it looked very useful up close. A stick of used chapstick. A small box of paperclips. Nail clippers and a mirror, and then what looked to be a spare set of keys.

      Sasha didn’t have very much to carry around, and she had a lot of pockets, which meant that she didn’t have to be too picky right now.  She found a place to stash the rest of the junk she found in her coveralls, but those spare keys deserved a closer inspection. Her hopes were dashed when she saw they were nothing more than a mismatched, hodgepodge tangle. There was nothing professional about them, which meant that they wouldn’t open anything in the library itself. Their backstory, if they even really needed one, was probably something as simple as the fact that the reference librarian kept a spare set in the desk drawer in case she locked herself out of her car.

      And, since there weren’t any cars in the parking lot just now, obviously this fictional apocalypse had taken place outside of the library’s business hours.

      Maybe I’d been hoping for some big ticket item in the drawer, but Sasha refused to be so easily disappointed. It was too dark to go through the keys and inspect each one for further clues as to what it would open, but she and I saw right away that there was a little LED flashlight attached to the key ring.

      It made it the perfect tool for a game set just after midnight in the middle of a power outage on a dark and not yet stormy night.

      Well, almost perfect. Sasha would still do well to remember that light sources are dangerous things in the dark. They’re beacons, and light travels a surprising distance when there’s nothing else to overpower it. I smiled to myself in appreciation as she pressed the flashlight into the palm of her hand and used her flesh to smother all but a fraction of light. The illumination that spilled out between her clenched fingers sliced through the darkness enough to reveal a fraction of the bookshelves ahead of her. She tried to make her way toward them without tripping and breaking her neck.

      It’s funny what skills you can bring to a game like this. The Dewey Decimal System is a strange and cumbersome beast. Probably the only good thing about it is that once you know it, the damn thing sticks in your brain for life. I’d had the misfortune of spending a couple of semesters stacking shelves in my local library to earn some spending money when I was a teenager, and judging by the speed with which Sasha navigated the rows upon rows of books, it looked like she had a similar experience in her past.

      The reference librarian’s desk was nestled in a quiet nook over near the 800s, which was the dry and dreary oasis that was world literature. Next came the 900s, history and geography. I suppose that if you dug hard enough through some of those, you might come up with something useful, a map of the surrounding area or some little tidbit or factoid about a hidden Easter egg, but Sasha skipped them, and I was glad that she did.

      Time was of the essence. Even though whoever had taken that shot at us would still be a long way off right now, there was no point in dragging our feet. We needed to get in, get the good stuff, and get the hell out of here.

      I just about jumped for joy when Sasha made her way to the 600s. That was the bastion of technology. If there was one subject in this place that was going to give her enough firepower to make it into the next week unscathed, it was the stuff on these shelves that was going to do it. Once she was in amongst the mountains of books, she loosened her hand and let the beam of light widen between her fingers as she played it along their spines.

      From even a cursory glance I could tell that there was a lot here worth grabbing, especially if all she had to do was skim the pages to unlock the abilities held within. Sasha wasted no time, practically ripping off her backpack and unzipping it before stuffing it with book after book. She moved so quickly that I could only catch a few of the covers, but I liked what I was seeing.

      
        
        Remote Systems: A Sense of Self in the New Information Age

      

        

      
        Applied Sciences: How to Draw Technical Schematics

      

      

      And then, on the top shelf, a gold mine. Whoever had put it up there must have had some sort of death wish, because a book that thick should really have been called a tome. This one, in particular, was so imposing that Sasha needed both hands even to lift it. There was a chance that she’d be able to fit it in the backpack along with the other books she’d just stashed, but it would take some doing. Even then, the backpack would become a huge liability, an anchor strapped to her body that would both slow her down and make all her movements into an unbalanced, ungainly ballet of awkwardness.

      Still, as she flicked through it and I crowded close to look at the blueprints and the technical specifications, I knew that there was no way we’d be leaving it behind. When she closed it again, the gold embossing of the cover gleamed up at us.

      
        
        A Technical History of Useful Ideas and Remarkable Patents

      

      

      My eyes just about fell out of my head. Whatever she had to leave behind to bring this with her would be worth it. Sasha had chosen to be an engineer and that meant that she was only as good as the things that she could either repair or create.

      This one manual alone could be make or break, and I could see by the look on her face that she knew it too. I had no idea how rare these things were, but the sheer speed with which she crammed it into the backpack and then leaped to her feet told me just about all I needed to know.

      This was a windfall, but it also put a target on her back. I don’t know how long it would take for her to get these schematics into her brain, but until she did, there was probably a whole bunch of people willing to fill her with lead for the privilege of taking it away from her.

      The right thing would’ve been to retreat. I couldn’t imagine that she didn’t need a quiet place to digest all this information. Knowledge might be power, but only if you could make use of it. Sasha needed to cut and run.

      I was sure that she knew that too, but even so, I watched her hesitate on her way past the 620s. That was where the hardcore engineering stuff was tucked away. I could see her get greedy as she slowed, and the sinking feeling in my stomach told me that I was right. Sasha was going to hang around and grab a few more things, despite the fact that it meant that she’d be stuck in this library for longer than she had to be.

      She ran her finger along the books, and now I realized exactly why it was going to be so hard for her to walk away. Right next to the engineering books were the medicine ones. I was sure that all the human anatomy and physiology stuff would have been able to boost her ability to heal wounds and fight off infection, but if she were smart, she would leave them here to line someone else’s backpack.

      “Come on,” I told her, my voice creeping me out because it didn’t echo in the big open space. It was just one more clue that it wasn’t really here, not even in the way that a computer simulation would’ve pretended. Headshot wasn’t bothering with the niceties for me, and now that I knew how hard it was for it to make the world for all of the players, the fact that it didn’t think I was worthy of that type of processing power told me all I needed to know.

      The servers didn’t know I was here. The game couldn’t see me. I was a phantom in this place, the spirit that could haunt the code but never really impact it.

      Sasha didn’t react to my voice, but that didn’t shut me up. “This is dumb… You and I both know that we’ve got better places to be. Take whatever you’ve already pilfered and get the hell out of here, or I guarantee you’re going to regret it.”

      It didn’t work. I had known that it wouldn’t, but the fact that Sasha didn’t even flinch when I spoke right into her ear somehow made me feel even lonelier than I had before.

      Don’t start feeling sorry for yourself now, I growled. This isn’t a vacation. Keep your eyes on the prize. Besides, what difference does it make if Sasha overplays her hand in here? Even if she does get taken out, it’s Sunday. She can just respawn.

      And you’d do well to remember that she’s as much the enemy as any of these Survivors are. No going soft on me, you hear?

      But when she spoke, my heart banged away in my chest for an instant before I realized that she wasn’t speaking to me. “There are book bags behind the main desk,” she said, obviously remembering their location from a previous playthrough.

      I sighed. The only reason to be worrying about more book bags was that she was going to be dragging along more books, and that meant that Sasha’s survival instincts had been overridden by her desire to make the most of her time in the library.

      Even if it killed her.

      But I had to roll my eyes at how melodramatic I was being. We’d been here a while already, and once we got in the front door, the place seemed pretty safe. I couldn’t even hear random gunshots outside anymore and if I had to guess I would say that the sniper had decided that Sasha wasn’t worth the mile-long hike and moved on to other, easier targets.

      She was probably right about the fact that there would be book bags downstairs. In my experience, libraries were so hard up for funding that they would take just about any opportunity to turn a buck. The one near my house was pretty notorious for weekly book sales and charity drives, not to mention an annual $500 a plate Christmas dinner with the proceeds going straight back into the community.

      Sasha left the heavily laden backpack behind and spun on her heel, hurrying down the main stairs again. I didn’t have much choice, and so I followed her. I think that she was trying to convince herself that she wasn’t making the wrong decision, but she was amped. Judging by the quickness of her stride and the way her eyes flicked back and forth to scan the darkness of the library foyer again, I knew that she was aware of the risk that she was taking by staying here even this long.

      She was on the customer side of the main desk, but I stepped behind it and started to look around. Sure enough, there was a stack of cheap Hessian bags back here with the Silicon Valley logo emblazoned across the front in red ink. Beneath that it said, “wear the old coat and buy the new book.”

      I watched Sasha fight the urge to hop over the desk and instead come around the same way that I had. She was obviously concerned about making too much noise, and I was heartened to see that she hadn’t completely forgotten her survival instincts in a rush of loot fever and greed.

      I hoped that it wouldn’t make a difference, though. If someone was close enough to hear her boots crunching through the broken glass that littered the floor, then they were near enough to rush her from the darkness and probably take her out.

      I’d watched enough play by now to have come to terms with the fact that even though she was careful, she was way too cocky. I guess it was to be expected. After all, she was the daughter of the guy that designed the game. And if that weird security footage could be believed, she had been there at its inception.

      If I’d grown up in a similar situation, I wouldn’t be any different. I’d bet on myself in any situation, and the more I won, the more I would grow to believe my own hype. How long before I thought I was bulletproof? How many weeks of kicking ass would it take before I accepted that there was nobody in the game who could beat me?

      It wouldn’t take long.

      She also had to take into account the fact that any little injury she picked up along the way in here would add up. Something as simple as a sprained ankle might slow her down enough to rob her of whatever advantages she thought she had, and without the ability to heal it just might be enough to turn the tables.

      As she reached around and found the little hidden latch on the metal gate that separated the back of the desk from the front of it, I realized with a jolt that I hadn’t had to bother. I’d gone right through it…

      By way of experiment I reached out and tried to force my hands through the wall behind me, and now I was surprised to find that it was solid. What the hell was going on? Was I a ghost or not?

      When Sasha stepped past me and grabbed three or four of the Hessian book bags, I tried something else. I closed my eyes and willed myself down to the ground, and when that didn’t work, I risked feeling like a complete moron and trying to fly. Or at least hover…

      Nothing.

      Okay, so I still had to follow some of the rules but not all of them. The trick was working out which ones were which, and so I started with the one I’d just broken accidentally. I walked through the closed gate and, just like the first time, I didn’t feel a thing as I phased through it.

      Right. I tried it with the desk and was only rewarded with a nasty jolt. I didn’t know why it didn’t work, but it didn’t. Maybe there was too much virtual material that went into the creation of the damn thing. Maybe it was coded differently than the gate. Whatever the reason, it seemed like my newfound superpower was just about useless.

      Sasha didn’t know any of this was going on, of course. Even though it would’ve been a bit embarrassing for her to see me try to take off for the rafters or step through the desk unsuccessfully, I’d have taken that in an instant over the reality that I was forced to live in right now. This was worse than being ignored.

      Shadowing Sasha like this was starting to make me question my own existence, and not for the first time the dark thoughts crept into the corner of my mind. How long until this drives me mad?

      How long before I break?

      Cut that shit out, I told myself. Whether Headshot is running under time dilation or not, it hasn’t even been that long, so suck it up. Nobody put a gun to your head and made you crawl into that Vault. You’re the one that broke the game, and if the worst that happens to you is that you get ghosted for a week, then you got out of it easy. The rig’s IVs will kick in, if you start to dry out…

      Sasha, never one to miss an opportunity to grab something that might be useful later, had yanked open all the drawers back here and was going through them with a fine-tooth comb. Whatever she found she plunked on top of the desk, and that made it easy for me to see what treasures she’d discovered so far.

      A box of pens, a whole bunch of little sheets of paper for taking notes. Stamps and stamp pads. A cigarette lighter.

      Nothing earth-shattering, that was for sure. I thought that the whole thing would be as disappointing as the first few items had been until I saw her eyes light up and a wicked little smile find a home on her face.

      And she didn’t leave me in suspense, either. An instant later I heard the jangle of what I thought was another set of keys but what turned out to be, as she slapped it down victoriously on the desk in the middle of the rest of the junk, a pair of sturdy-looking handcuffs wrapped in faux pink leopard skin.

      I didn’t care if she could hear me or not, I laughed anyway. It was hilarious. I didn’t know why Headshot would decide that this was an appropriate moment to insinuate that the librarians at the front desk were hiding sexy handcuffs, but the fact that it had cracked me up.

      It was the perfect amount of randomness and insanity. The handcuffs were just enough to embarrass and not enough to get fired over, especially if you were smart enough to keep your mouth shut and not admit that you were the one who put them there in the first place.

      I wondered how they determined what was in these drawers. How realistic was it? I didn’t know how possible it was, but it seemed too out of place to just be random. Were we supposed to believe that there really was a pair of handcuffs in this very drawer in the real world?

      And, far more importantly, was there?

      At first, I found their inclusion funny, but the more I got to thinking about it the scarier it was. Sasha’s father had made this place, but now she wanted to burn it to the ground. Even worse, and far more damning, it was getting harder and harder for me to convince myself that she would be doing it without his blessing.

      I couldn’t pretend that she was just some jealous psychopath out for blood on a whim. No way. From what I could see, she didn’t even take pleasure in the hacks that she’d successfully pulled off so far. If she legitimately believed that Headshot needed to be taken apart from the inside, then she’d have a damn good reason for it.

      And what better reason could there be than the game spying on all of our brains at once? There were laws against it, but as long as you didn’t get caught, they didn’t have to worry about the legality. And Absolute Reality was so far ahead of the courts that they would basically be untouchable.

      It didn’t look like Sasha was sharing any of my suspicions, though. She scooped up the stuff she’d found in the drawers, handcuffs included, and jammed them into the pockets of her coveralls before grabbing the book bags again and rushing back upstairs.

      It seemed like we’d been here forever. I didn’t like it, and with each passing second, I found my gaze drifting back to the front door. If this place was as valuable as Sasha seemed to think it was, where was everyone else? Why wasn’t it crawling with Survivors by now?

      Even if I let myself believe that a few of the scavengers had been scared off by the sniper outside, I knew gamers. They would be more than willing to get their head blown off if it meant a chance to get their hands on things that would boost their skills in the game.

      So where was everyone? And why wasn’t Sasha bothered by that as much as I was?

      Because she knows what she’s doing, moron. She’s the one that’s played this a million times, not you. Why don’t you shut up and take her lead?

      Maybe. And maybe she just played so much Headshot that she took a lot of it for granted.

      Either way, after she hurried through the darkness with the aid of the LED flashlight and completed the short hike back to the 620s, at least she didn’t waste any time cramming the book bags full to the brim. There was some good stuff here, but even though it was the reason that she had come back in the first place, I didn’t see anything worth risking her life over. It was obvious to me that the real prize was that big tome she’d found in the first place, but trying to argue with her was like screaming into the wind.

      Finally, she got the backpack on again, hefted all four of the bags in her hands, and then got to her feet. It was a good thing that she decided to put those extra points into strength because there was no way that the average player would be able to lift all that extra weight at once. Not without a movement penalty, at least.

      I could see that she was pretty damn proud of herself. She’d made a judgment call to go back for these books, and it turned out all right, and instead of the shit hitting the fan she was going to walk out of here with enough knowledge to rebuild the whole fucking city if she wanted.

      Of course, that was when she heard it. The crunch of glass from downstairs. The scuff of a footfall on the way up the stairs.

      The unmistakable sound of the fan cranking up to full speed and a massive pile of shit impacting the blades.
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      At least she didn’t panic.

      It would have been easy enough to do. Hell, I probably couldn’t even get shot and my first instinct was still for her to drop the dam bags and for us to run like hell. Sasha had theorized that she had time to plunder this place, and it turns out she’d been wrong. No shame in that, as long as she was willing to realize that the game had changed.

      We were in a completely new phase of things now, and unless I missed my guess, all previous theories were about to be thrown out the window.

      Headshot had always been billed as an evolving game. It was one of its many appeals. The developers had never hesitated to throw a stack of wrenches into the system, and as soon as one group of Survivors worked out exactly how to beat the game, they quickly found that their strategies had to change.

      The people that didn’t like the game were always saying that it was just the same apocalypse over and over. That wasn’t true, not really. Every week things were different, and even though the basic Zombie versus Survivor dynamic didn’t waver, every week there was a raft of new variables to take into account.

      Sometimes the streets were already littered with corpses and other times they were as pristine as the day the city planner had first whacked one of those bullshit artist renditions into the 3D software so that he could peddle it to the Council. Sometimes the sun never came out no matter what type of day it was. Once the power had still been on. I could even remember a time when it was clear that a different Apocalypse had hit the world before the zombie one, one that looked alien to me.

      Regardless of the week, there were subtle differences from one game period to the next. They didn’t necessarily change the outcome, but they forced the Survivors to evolve along the way.

      But I could tell right away that this guy coming after us wasn’t the same as any of that. This wasn’t a random permutation that Deep Dive Studios had decided to spring on the player base.

      Suspecting that wasn’t going to help anybody, and so I finally worked out that the best thing I could be doing right now was getting off of my ass. Sasha hadn’t panicked, but she had frozen against one of the bookshelves. It was smart since moving would draw whoever was stalking her in the right direction.

      But I was a ghost. I couldn’t be seen, and if I was just going to stand here and let her get taken down, then I was as useless as I’d always feared that I’d turn out to be. I darted toward the stairs, and sure enough, when I got to the top of them, I could see him about a quarter of the way up. He looked completely unlike anything I’d ever seen in the game before, dressed in black with a helmet that reminded me far too much of Blake Redhook’s initial drawings.

      It was unmistakable, especially since he just blasted the security footage through Sasha and therefore through me. It didn’t exactly look like the old time Divers in their bell helmets, but if you stripped down the bullshit and made those things into a tactical powered armor version, you would have what was standing in front of me, stalking up the stairs in my direction.

      I willed myself forward, and when I was within a foot of him I reached out and grabbed his throat.

      Except I didn’t. That was what I wanted to do, but the best I could manage was to get my hand through his armor and feel like maybe I was making contact with his flesh. I could tell right away that he wasn’t feeling any of this, but that didn’t matter because Headshot rewarded me with a deluge of information that chilled me to the bone.

      This guy wasn’t a random punk. He wasn’t some newbie. He was intimately familiar with the game, understood it backward and forward. There were things that he could change along the way just by desiring them to change. He could unlock doors, reload without physically reloading, and I could see in my own Heads Up Display what he saw in his.

      He knew where Sasha was. She wasn’t going to be able to hide from him.

      And there was one more thing that the game told me before my information was choked off in a flurry of code before some enemy programmer finally managed to cut it short. This guy was a developer. They had climbed into their rigs and stepped into the game, ready, willing and able to hunt Sasha down once and for all.

      It looked like Deep Dive Studios was finally done fucking around.
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      After an unsuccessful attempt to strangle the life from the newcomer, I reluctantly let him go and looked back over my shoulder in the direction of Sasha’s hiding place. She wouldn’t know that he could pinpoint her so easily. There wasn’t anything I could do to stop it, but the guy from Deep Dive was going to make mincemeat out of her without even breaking a sweat.

      Since I wasn’t in contact with him anymore, I lost the shared radar that I’d somehow dragged out of his brain. That meant when he swore under his breath and picked up speed, somehow managing to both step through me and force me out of the way with his armored bulk, I didn’t know what she’d done to elicit that reaction.

      But something had changed. A second ago he’d been content to creep up the stairs and await a chance to ambush her. Now, he was climbing them two at a time, the powerful automatic rifle in his hands in a firing position.

      I rushed past him. I had the advantage of not having to worry about catching a bullet to the face or a bat to the throat, and the fact that I didn’t have to be that cautious meant that I made it back to the top floor before he did. I heard the grind of metal on metal and saw a flash of movement off to the right, near the elevators.

      What was she doing? The power was out, and she didn’t have time to make her escape down the shaft. Maybe she was strong enough to get the door open before this guy ventilated her with a well-placed burst, but all that would only mean that she put herself into a narrow, metal kill box with her pursuer hot on her heels.

      Shit. I couldn’t just stand here and watch, but I was already so used to drifting through this world without being able to influence it that I almost accepted that I was destined to be nothing more than a spectator.

      But I had just changed that, hadn’t I? I’d been stunned when I found that I could reach out and touch him just now. The way my hand had slipped through his armor like it wasn’t even there, like that gate downstairs at the desk. I’d tried to hurt him, but I hadn’t been able to. Still, I had been able to tap into what the game knew about him, and I wasn’t about to let him use all those advantages on Sasha without at least giving her a chance to fight back first.

      If I couldn’t attack him physically, maybe I could at least distract him. It was worth a try?

      There wasn’t much time to formulate a plan, so I let my lizard brain loose for a moment. It helped that I wasn’t afraid for myself. All last week the first and foremost thing on my mind had been survival. I’d done my best not to take risks without doing the calculations first, but now that I was confident that I was pretty much untouchable, I was amazed at how bold that knowledge made me.

      Last week I’d played so much of Headshot that it was a part of me now and so when I attacked the Diver, it was instinctive to trigger Lunge and let my body propel itself forward in a whirlwind of slashing claws and gnashing teeth.

      It was one of the first abilities I’d learned as a Zombie, and it had served me well for a long time. Better yet, it didn’t let me down now.

      I’d be lying if I said that I wasn’t hoping for blood. I was pretty good at being a Zombie, and I was scared by how disappointed I was that my mouth wasn’t suddenly full of gristle and my hands weren’t wrist deep in ribcage.

      Instead, I staggered him. I knew he felt the weight of me, and as I wrapped my arms around him and snarled in his face, I had a sickeningly transitory feeling of being in two places at once. I was still stuck in Sasha’s head, tethered like a dog on a leash, but at the same time part of my consciousness slipped into this guy’s frontal cortex.

      I didn’t get the gout of blood down my throat I’d been hoping for, but I ended up with a hot torrent of information.

      His name is Mark. Mark Stringer. He’s twenty-three. Graduated from MIT in half the time it took everybody else. He has a reputation as a badass when it comes to crafting Absolute Reality worlds but his first love, the thing he really prides himself on, is that he’s a gamer. Before the money of Silicon Valley sang its siren song in his ear he’d been contemplating going Pro on the gaming circuit.

      He knows how the game is made and he knows how to play it. The fear and trepidation that a lot of people take so long to get over once they are immersed in a thing like Headshot is completely absent from him since he knows both sides of the experience. In the same way that you can’t impress a magician with a magic trick, Mark Stringer is beyond being seduced by any of Blake Redhook’s clever sleight-of-hand. They call themselves Divers, and they’re judge, jury, and executioner in this place.

      This Diver is fearless, but he’s screaming uncontrollably now. And that isn’t even the strangest thing.

      It’s the things that he’s saying, and the fact that the things he’s saying are coming from both his mouth and a disembodied voice crackling over his radio at the same time. “Move your ass, Sasha! He’s at the top of the stairs, and he knows where you are. You can’t hide from him, so you’ve got to run like hell!”

      They aren’t his words, though.

      They’re mine.
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      I felt Mark dig down deep. It took a tremendous force of will, but this guy was no slouch. He gritted his teeth, got his shit together, and mentally threw off whatever influence I’d been able to impose on him a moment before. His radio blasted the room with a huge burst of deafening static before dying into stark silence.

      I don’t know how I got there, but suddenly I realized that I was on the ground when the Diver was stepping unsteadily over me. When I swiped at his ankle, my brain was too rattled, and my reflexes were too slow to give me a chance to latch on to him before he was out of reach.

      I yelled for Sasha again, but this time whatever I’d been able to do just now didn’t happen. I was screaming into the wind, useless.

      For his part, the Diver was doing a remarkable job of pushing through whatever trauma had been caused by contact with me. I liked to think that it would be more than a little unsettling to feel someone else’s mind pressed down on yours, and I knew that I’d forced him to accept my thoughts as his own, if only for a split second. But as I rolled on all fours and scrambled to my feet I saw that he was already marching steadily toward the elevator, a man on a mission.

      I heard a thump, easily enough to be a body from inside the shaft. At least she was smart enough to use the time I’d given her.

      The metal doors had already been pried apart. Sasha had done a good job to get them open before he’d gotten to her, and even though I knew that I could pat myself on the back for at least giving her a few extra seconds, that little nagging voice in the back of my head reminded me that it wouldn’t matter.

      She was trapped. Even if Sasha could manage to make her way down the shaft, there wouldn’t be time to pry open the other set of doors down there before a hail of bullets ripped her open. The best she could hope for was some type of emergency access to the fire escape, but all that would do would be to put her back on the other side of the thick metal door she’d been trying to open when the sniper had first taken a shot at her.

      And I knew now that this was all part of the plan. That sniper hadn’t gone anywhere. Right now he was staring down his sights, lining up the perfect shot and waiting for her to step outside. The whole thing had been a trap, and while she’d been grabbing the books and contemplating how to use them, Deep Dive Studios had been tightening the noose.

      The Diver was at the elevator shaft now. Contact with me had made him even more cautious than he had been before, and I could hear his voice waver as he took one hand off his rifle and keyed the radio. “Diver Three to Dive Master. The suspect is headed for you. She’s ditched some books down here to remain mobile. Stay sharp.”

      Diver Three? I had a sick twist in my gut as I realized that probably meant there were another couple of these guys out there at least, not counting the sniper. At least Sasha had the good sense not to be trying to make her way out of the building while she was still carrying half of the library around in cheap, Hessian bags.

      I felt like I was moving in slow motion. Whatever I’d done to him had taken a lot out of me, and that was only exacerbated by the way that Diver had ejected me from his space. I staggered after him, feeling as slow and unsteady as I had when I’d first started the game as a level one Zombie.

      He thumbed the button on his gun, and the flashlight attachment on the barrel threw a sharp cone of light into the elevator shaft. I didn’t see the elevator itself, and since the library itself was only two stories, that meant that as the Diver leaned in and played the light down, he was looking at the top of the elevator car.

      “She’s popped the hatch,” he said into the radio. “Be ready. The rabbit is in the bolt hole.”

      The Diver took one hand off his rifle and used it to steady himself against the door of the shaft as he shifted his weight to peer even deeper into the empty space below. I could see that he was trying to find an angle where he could look through the trapdoor in the car’s ceiling and see into the corners.

      He was playing it smart. He knew as well as I did that there was every chance that she was pressed against the wall of the elevator below him, ready to hop out and squeeze off a shot in his direction. It would be a desperate display, but Sasha had a better chance of taking him out than she did of getting past that sniper a second time, especially when he was dialed in and ready for her to exit through the fire escape.

      Something was bothering me, some little niggle in the back of my mind that I was only now able to let into my consciousness enough to hear it. How had she gotten the elevator door open in the first place? I knew that she was strong enough to be able to make use of the tools she had, but I’d been with Sasha the whole time, and I hadn’t seen her pick up a crowbar or anything else to use as a lever…

      If she were down there, she’d know from his radio communication that she was trapped. The Diver was baiting her, and I knew that he was putting more trust in his reflexes than in her ears. If she did try something, he was ready.

      At least, that’s what he thought. I was halfway in his direction, ready to try and lunge onto his back and somehow force him to tumble headfirst into the shaft when I saw Sasha deal with her pursuer.

      It happened so fast. One second I was trying to coax my wobbly legs into charging in his direction. I was fighting a losing battle, and all I could do was stare at his back and hope that the daggers I was glaring at him had some effect. I saw a long box set into the wall. The door was open, and the interior was empty.

      The words stenciled above it read simply - Fire Ax.

      Mark Stringer had overplayed his hand. Even as he leaned too far into the shaft, aiming the rifle down through the trapdoor at his feet; Sasha, the ax braced against her body, slammed into his upper body and sent him careening head over heels beneath her form, the added weight of her overloaded backpack compounding the impact..

      There was a sickening crunch as his body no doubt smashed against the top of the elevator car, and I saw a bright red splash of arterial blood paint the walls of the shaft. That ax had done its work. Sasha was playing for keeps.

      I was impressed. For all of the Divers’ military precision and tactical ability, not to mention the tremendous advantages they had because of the way they were gaming the system, she found a way to take him out. The thump I’d heard must’ve been her dropping the books through the shaft, a simple enough ploy that had fooled him into thinking that she was down there too. After that, all that was left to do was to get the ax ready, and bide her time as the overconfident Diver walked right into her trap.

      By now enough time had passed that I could get to the elevator too, and when I looked over the edge, I saw her standing over his body. Maybe she was underpowered before, but as she bent down beside him, I practically chuckled at the thought of how much gear she was about to get. The Diver’s rifle was a godsend, not to mention the armor. Even if the game didn’t let her use it yet, she could certainly hold onto it until she could. If that seemed a long way off, Sasha could salvage some of the pieces and craft something new.

      And the radio! If she could hack that thing, reverse engineer the frequencies the Divers were using, she’d have a huge boost to her ability to stay one step ahead of them. And that was just the stuff I could see. Who knew what was in his pockets, or the flat tactical backpack strapped to his corpse?

      Deep Dive Studios had made a huge mistake. It underestimated her, and by only sending one guy into the building to take her out, all they’d done was deliver her a pile of gear that would have taken her the better part of the rest of the week to assemble on her own.

      And if I knew Sasha Redhook, she would make them regret it. Fast.

      “Come on. You have got to be fucking kidding me,” she growled, and for a second I had no idea what she was talking about. What was wrong?

      Then I saw it. She’d reached for the gun in his hand and gone right through it. Over the course of the next few moments, Mark Stringer and everything he brought into the game faded out and vanished.

      It was like a kick to the head, watching all of that good stuff get taken away like that. It made sense. Headshot didn’t exist. None of this shit in here did, and who better to be able to decide what remained and what disappeared than the people who were running the game? No wonder they weren’t too concerned about the possible advantage they had almost handed to Sasha. They knew full well that they could yank the rug out from under her feet whenever they wanted.

      Or could they? If they wanted Sasha gone, surely they would just run a trace on her connection to the game. They could block her from ever logging in again if they so desired, and I was sure that if push came to shove they would know exactly where she was connecting from. A quick call to the feds, a couple of black helicopters in the sky above her house and a no-knock raid in the wee hours of the morning would put a stop to whatever shenanigans she had planned.

      My gut told me that the only reason that hadn’t happened yet was because they couldn’t do it. I was struck by the fact that they’d never used her name. They knew they were chasing someone, even knew she was a female, but I got the impression that something was blocking at least some of their attempts to pinpoint her identity.

      I didn’t know what was stopping them, but I bet every dollar I had in the bank it had something to do with Blake Redhook and his influence in the game, and that made me think of the brick that Sasha had been so desperate for me to return to her.

      Her father had made it. She’d told me herself that it was special. And a couple of hours ago I’d found a loophole in the game and locked myself into an odd little pocket universe with what may very well be the most powerful object in Headshot.

      Fuck…
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      I had to hand it to her. A lot of strangeness had gone down in the last couple of minutes, but instead of sitting down there and going to pieces trying to work out why so much had changed, she made a few fast, confident decisions. She did what I would’ve done, which automatically endeared her to me even more.

      Firstly, she didn’t bother with the bags that she dropped down the trap door. Getting down there to retrieve them would take too long, and now that she knew that the back door was still sitting squarely in the sniper’s sights she’d have to wrestle them back up the shaft.

      That was a fool’s errand, and I was glad she recognized it as such. Instead, she chucked the fire ax up onto the ground beside me. It clattered against the hard floor, and I found that I was already so used to being impervious to damage that I didn’t even bother to dodge.

      As she hauled herself up, I saw that her entire demeanor had changed. She might have been cocky before, but now Sasha was a fox in more ways than one. She was cunning, her eyes taking in every detail as she crept down the stairs once more.

      I’d always found her strikingly beautiful, but those things are cheap and easy in a world where you can craft your avatar from scratch. I’d seen a picture of her as a kid in the Museum exhibition, and I’d watched her make her character. I knew that she had kept her appearance fairly close to what she actually looked like.  Now that the developers of Deep Dive Studios had decided to take matters into their own hands and hunt her down, I was worried it was going to turn into an arrogant decision that she wouldn’t have time to regret before it bit her in the ass.

      After all, if you’re trying to take down your dad’s ex-company and you’ve got a chance to easily alter your appearance you should damn well take it. It was another sign of the strange arrogance that someone as otherwise careful as her insisted on displaying. I knew that I didn’t have the whole story, but I figured that the answers came back to that damn brick again.

      She wasn’t an idiot, and the fact that she hadn’t seen a need to conceal her identity meant that they couldn’t discern it. Whether that was still the case, I didn’t know, and I didn’t think that she did either.

      Now that we were on the ground floor of the library again she picked her way through the worst of the broken glass and moved to one of the intact windows. As she scanned the street for enemies, I couldn’t help but remember how the Diver had moved. He’d been like a jungle cat. If they needed stats the way the rest of the players did, I knew without a doubt that his had been cranked to the max.

      What the hell are you doing just standing here? I asked myself. I was still trying to get a handle on what I could and couldn’t do in my new form, but if I just spent my time traveling around behind Sasha, then I was wasting a rare opportunity.

      I stepped through the glass like it wasn’t even there and kept right on going, striding across the barren lawn of the library without bothering to conceal myself. I didn’t fear prying eyes. Now that I knew I could affect enemies in the game I was determined to make myself into an asset, something as close to a guardian angel as Sasha was going to get in Headshot.

      Crossing the street was out of the question because it would mean that I was too far from Sasha and so I stood at the curb and willed the shadows away. Nothing happened. I didn’t give up, instead throwing my willpower against the darkness, imagining the veil of lightless night to be something I was capable of peeling away layer by layer.

      Black became gray. Void became shadow. The library itself protected us from the sniper at the rear, and after thirty long seconds of studying the street in front of it, I didn’t see any threats. If there were other Divers out there, they weren’t yet in position.

      Which meant we had to get out of here. Now.

      Sasha must’ve had the same idea that I did, because when I turned around to try and work out how to let her know that it was safe, she was already slipping through the shadows.  She exited the library and walked right past me, crossing the street to exactly the place that I had determined to be safe.

      She made a beeline for an alleyway and judging by her speed and the way she’d lowered her head in determination, it was clear to me that she already had a destination in mind.

      The Computer Science Museum. It was the headquarters of her guild and provided that she could get there without getting followed or tracked on some long-range scanner, it might turn out to be a place of safety after all. Especially if the rest of her guild was there.

      I hadn’t spent a lot of time thinking about what the rest of the Eternals brought to the equation. I knew that she was in charge, but how much exactly had Sasha told them? From what I’d managed to intercept before, it seemed to me like they were pretty much along for the ride. They might be loyal, but it’s not easy to be dedicated to a cause when you’re not exactly sure of the motivations behind it.

      She was careful as she crossed the city blocks between the library and her Guild. I was pretty sure that she didn’t know that the new attackers that had been trying to take her out were Deep Dive developers, but she very much understood that a new level of caution was required.

      Although I could be wrong about what she knew and what she didn’t know. The guy in the elevator had used “Diver” and “Dive Master” as callsigns, proving that they weren’t the covert military specialists they’d geared and skilled themselves up to be in this virtual world.

      They were just little gods showing off amongst the mortals.

      As we got closer to the headquarters of the Eternals, Sasha impressed me once again by not walking right inside and assuming she was safe. I hadn’t heard much more than a stray gunshot in the last twenty minutes, so I supposed I would have forgiven her if she’d marched right up to the front door and gone inside.

      But she didn’t. She hid across the street, crouching down and studying the entrance. Sasha knew that she couldn’t be certain that she hadn’t been followed. The Divers hadn’t been after a random victim. She wasn’t some hapless noob that had stumbled into an ambush. They’d been looking for her, even if they didn’t know her exact identity. The sniper had been ready to take his shot, and it hadn’t taken very long for the other one to come into the library after her.

      And if it could happen once, it could happen again.

      As if that wasn’t enough, I could tell that there was something else on her mind as well. Whatever it was, bothered her enough that she couldn’t stop it from gnawing at her, despite the clear and present danger that had recently surfaced.

      Since she wasn’t moving, and I was standing next to her anyway, I figured that now was as good a time as any to try something. Either whatever abilities my unique state of being had granted me were growing or I was getting better at using them, but the fact that I had been able to impose myself on the Diver in the library gave me the confidence to kneel down on the asphalt beside Sasha and lay my hand ever so gently on the back of her neck.

      As usual, I didn’t know what type of reaction to expect.

      Just like last time with the guy on the stairs, I got a hint of what she was doing with her Heads Up Display. Sasha was checking to see if any of the other Eternals had logged into the game since the servers had restarted. It didn’t look like they had.

      Even I knew that was strange. I’d been a part of my share of hardcore guilds in the past over any number of games, and none of those had required the sort of dedication that Headshot did. Especially considering the fact that this one was just out of beta, I would’ve thought that the first time a Survivor Sunday was live the other members of her guild would have been here the instant they could.

      Maybe they were having the same sort of trouble logging in that she had. It had to be something like that, a software glitch or technical error. It was the only thing that would explain their absence.

      Whatever the reason that they weren’t here didn’t matter, I supposed. It meant that Sasha was still on her own.

      I saw her shake her head in frustration. She stood up quickly, and my hand drifted away from her. It was the oddest form of contact I’d ever experienced, since I hadn’t felt like I was touching her and now that I clearly wasn’t, I felt as if I still was, on some level. Maybe whatever code was responsible for keeping me around and yet not letting me fully inflict myself on the world had transferred to her; some quantum entanglement of bugs and happenstance.

      The result was that now I could see her HUD in front of my own eyes. It was an odd little sharing that we had now, and I was glad that I’d be able to keep better tabs on her. I couldn’t see the same things that she could, so it wasn’t as if I was looking out of her skull again.  I had a good idea of her skills, abilities, and when she accessed things like the logs of her guild’s presence in the game I got to take a glimpse of them too.

      There was something more, something under the surface. Absolute Reality games had always been good at letting pertinent information trickle into your mind. If the game was a murder mystery and you didn’t know how to be a detective, you didn’t have to go to the police academy and learn. You just had to put a few points into investigation, and if your skill was high enough, the game would start to give you ideas. It would draw your attention to clues you might not otherwise see. It would highlight relationships between characters, pull your consciousness towards motives, lead you by the nose ever so slightly so that your decisions were still your own, but they were influenced by instincts that you didn’t possess.

      I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised that my new bond with Sasha let a few of her thoughts cross the barrier between our minds. I wasn’t exactly able to eavesdrop on everything that she was thinking, but just like the cop in the murder mystery game, I was starting to get hunches. I knew if I got out of the way and let them happen that they would turn out to be based in fact.

      Like right now, for instance. I knew that she’d been studying the entrance to see if it was safe, but now I understood at a deeper level that she been saying goodbye to the Computer Science Museum. At least for a little while.

      Sasha knew that it wasn’t safe. She decided that she needed to find another place to hole up, but she loved the spot that held the exhibition that showcased her father’s work too much to put a lot of distance between her and it. That meant that she was determined to split the difference, and as she turned on her heel and headed up the street I knew that she was planning to scout ahead.  Then she would outfit a new location that was near enough that she could keep an eye on the Museum, and yet far enough away that she wouldn’t be detected if someone decided to storm the place looking for her.

      Our connection let a lot of her emotions through as well. She wasn’t petrified, but her fear was growing by the moment. Sasha wasn’t able to convince herself any longer that they didn’t know what she’d been up to. The developers knew that someone was in their game, trying to take it apart. They might not be able yet to identify her, but it was only a matter of time before they narrowed down the list of suspects.

      But there was a steel bar of determination that ran right through her as well. She wasn’t going to stop. She wasn’t even going to slow down, and if it meant that they were nipping at her heels, then she’d just have to tear the place down all the faster.

      I didn’t know what to think. Selfishly, I thought back to how much Headshot had meant to me over the past few months. I’d looked forward to waking up in here a lot more than my own life, but the events of the past week had soured me to it so much that I found myself cheering her on. I’d hated the Pay to Win aspect more and more, and now I saw that I’d been misguided when I’d blamed the Survivors for paying the exorbitant subscription fee.

      It was Deep Dive that had done this to us. And now I was getting the feeling that all of that was just the tip of the iceberg. They weren’t just running a game with predatory pricing strategies; they were using it as cover for something far more sinister.

      I just didn’t know what yet, and now that it felt like I could skim a few of Sasha’s thoughts I realized that she didn’t either. She was fueled by her father’s hatred, and maybe that was enough for both of us to carry out the mission.

      I put my faith in Sasha. She was damn good at what she did, and she’d lasted this long in Headshot for good reason. Nobody was on the same level as her. She’d practically grown up in this game. In one short week, she’d managed to completely botch the launch of their game, turning what should have been a runaway success into a massive clusterfuck that was making the news for all the wrong reasons.

      Then again, now that she’d made it clear that there were forces in the game that wanted to destroy it, Deep Dive would be out for blood. If she let her guard down for even a moment, they’d be more than happy to spill hers.
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      I was enjoying this closer bond that I was sharing with her now. When I’d been in her head, her thoughts felt like mine, but now that I was a separate entity in the game I could compartmentalize my ideas and hers.

      It was nice to feel back in the loop. I didn’t like to be constantly second-guessing her, and I’d been starting to go stir crazy by being tied so closely to her in the physical space and yet unable to communicate. I still couldn’t talk to her, but at least now I could begin to anticipate what she was planning to do and possibly aid her endeavors.

      There were a few other benefits to sharing this headspace with her again. I could check out her skills and study the percentages of success to various tasks. Melee, stealth, engineering, salvage, ingenuity; all that and more. I couldn’t see anything that didn’t fall into at least a general category, things like engineering had a whole bunch of sub-levels as well.

      It didn’t look like she’d leveled up yet, but then again, I knew nothing about how the Survivors played the game. As a Zombie I had gained levels which let me have access to new abilities. At certain tiers I could choose to specialize or remain on the main path, forgoing unique aptitudes in hopes that my sacrifice would pay off when I opted for something more powerful later on.

      Sasha had seen her share of conflict so far, and even though the morning was still relatively young I hadn’t see the word ‘level’ anywhere on her stat sheet. Instead, there was just that massive list of skills and their assigned percentages.

      And then I saw it, hiding in plain sight. I was more than a little surprised that my gamer mind hadn’t spotted right away, but I was fairly notorious for never being able to find the ketchup in the pantry or the mayonnaise in the fridge.

      Right at the top, in red letters were the words:

      
        
        Unassigned Percentages Earned - 72%

        

      

      There we go! That explained a lot. Maybe they didn’t gain levels the way I expected, but what they earned let them specialize in whatever skills they were able to get their hands on. I nodded to myself. Unless I missed my guess that meant that if you were willing to hoard percentages, the way Sasha was, you could pretty quickly become an expert in just about anything.

      But there was a catch, of course. With good game design, there always is, and I saw this coming a mile away as soon as I understood exactly what the system was. Maybe you could go from 1% to 100, or whatever the cap was, with relative ease if you were willing to stockpile points, but that wasn’t the important part of all this.

      Only things like the books that were still weighing down her backpack would let you learn something new. If you wanted to be a chemist, you had better get your hands on something that would teach you the basic skill in the first place.

      Clever. And that meant that the big giant tome that she discovered in the library was more than worth its weight in gold. The number of skills she could begin to learn from scratch from that was crazy.

      Now all she needed to do was use it.

      
        
        Stealth skill increased to 14%

        

      

      I stiffened as the message ran through me. There was no way that the guys and girls who had made Headshot what it was today, regardless of how controversial it was becoming, were so stupid as to only allow skill increases to passive things like stealth only in situations that involved opposition.

      If they had, it would be too easy to know if someone was sitting in the shadows watching. All you would have to do is crouch for a while and see if you got a boost. If you eventually did, then there was someone out there. If you didn’t, there wasn’t.

      Her stealth may have only been at 14%, but it was so dark out here that when she stepped away from her hiding spot, I watched the way the darkness embraced her. I could sense that she thought that she’d somehow managed to slip through whatever dragnet Deep Dive had thrown up around the museum.

      I didn’t think that she was right about that since that sort of thinking meant by its very definition that they knew where she was going. I had a different theory…

      They couldn’t track her, not until they got close. Whether it was due to my presence or some other way she’d fucked with their system, she’d spent this long eluding their grasp, and that wasn’t just down to dumb luck.

      Obviously, when the Divers were nearby, they could pick her up on the radars. I’d seen that firsthand. But I thought that their ability to follow her drastically fell away as they got farther from her, and even though I didn’t think it would be a wise idea to just march in the Computer Science Museum like nothing was wrong, I wasn’t exactly sure how much danger there was.

      Still, I was glad that her instincts were simply to stay close. That way she would have the backup of her guild when they finally did log in, and if something went wrong before then, she wouldn’t lead Deep Dive right back to her friends.

      It wasn’t as if I cared about them. Far from it. I hadn’t forgotten the way they’d betrayed the deal that Sasha and I had made. Some of them had gone against her wishes and tried to take me out. They’d murdered Riode, the one real friend I’d managed to make on the Zombie side of things. If it weren’t for his sacrifice, they would’ve gotten me as well.

      There was no forgiveness in me. I’d killed three of them on my way to the Vault just before the servers came crashing down and that didn’t come anywhere near to settling the score I felt I had with them. I might let them protect Sasha for a while, but I didn’t trust their motives.

      Especially since I didn’t believe that she knew what they’d done to my friend and I.

      Sasha was as quiet as she was careful, moving up the street in the opposite direction of the museum. I knew that there was a pang in her heart that she couldn’t set up shop in there the way she usually did, but she was a Survivor. She knew that there was a chance that it wasn’t safe, and that meant there wasn’t much room for sentimentality. Unfortunately for her, Silicon Valley was far too left-leaning to have even a few gun shops around, and a lot of the nearby buildings were pretty much useless if she ever had to defend them.

      There were banks, of course. Lots of them and some of those were probably built sturdily enough to be able to withstand a Tank. Deep Dive could probably get in there if they had to, but that might be her best option. Of course, for a girl who had that much trouble getting into the library, there was no way trying to bust into a bank was going to be either quick or easy. And even if she did find her way in, a bank was too obvious a place to hole up. That sort of defenses attracted attention, and it would only be a matter of time before a bigger guild decided to storm it.

      No, what she needed was something small, something out of the way enough not to paint a target on her back and yet stocked with enough supplies that she didn’t have to keep running off for odds and ends every ten minutes.

      She knew where she was going. As much as I tried not to, I found myself continually underestimating her. Of course, she knew the area. And she was far too smart not to have a series of backup plans.

      No less than five minutes down the street from the museum, only a couple blocks away, sat an odd little shop that absolutely nobody in their right mind would’ve looked at twice, if they even bothered to look at all.

      Even though she knew where it was, I gleaned from her that she’d never actually spent the time breaking in. She had too much to do in Headshot to be breaking into every single building on the street. Knowing it was here had been enough, and now that she needed it all she had to do was figure out a way inside.

      It certainly looked promising. It was pretty beat up, with the entire face of the shop covered by a heavily tinted pane of glass that looked like it just might be thick enough to be bulletproof. Judging by the swarm of advertising that colored the robust door and covered the brick of the second story, the management had been a constantly revolving door. I could pick out half a dozen names, all of them some combination of the words tech, repair, phone, and data.

      All but the newest name, that is. It was currently called Reboot…

      I’d been in a hundred places like this. They were all the same, little hole in the wall shops located in malls or alleyways or, like here, strange little cul-de-sacs that seemed to have no purpose. Each and every one of them had specialized in down and dirty fixes for your portable electronics and wearable devices, and as Sasha and I came to a halt in front of it, I think both of us were relieved to see that no one had hit this place yet.

      I saw her reach for the ax that she’d wound through one of the straps in the backpack and I almost reached out to grab her hand. Smashing through this window wasn’t going to be as easy as it had been a library. Sure, she was strong, but even if she could pull it off, the amount of noise she would make would bring any hidden enemies scurrying in our direction. And what was the point of using this place as a hideout, if she planned to compromise the building to such an extent that it couldn’t protect her from attackers?

      Thankfully, she thought better of her plan. I leaned forward and peered into the shop. There was no point in trying. Maybe in the bright light of day, I’d be able to see into the shop, but even that was pretty doubtful. Places like this didn’t need you to get drawn in off the street. They weren’t meant for wanderers since you either needed their service or you didn’t. And if you didn’t, you wouldn’t be down here at their front door in the first place.

      And speaking of front doors, this one was going to be an issue. The lock on the door was pretty intimidating, but when Sasha stepped up next to me and shielded the little flashlight so that she could shine it in the window we both saw that the front door only let you into an airlock set-up. Three feet inside was a whole other, even stronger door. This one was outfitted with a far more professional lock.

      I looked over at her, and she wrinkled her nose. Further inspection revealed that they had one of those cages set up just inside, the same sort of thing that you might find in a high-class jewelry store. I knew they were just supposed to be selling cheap electronics, but this type of security said that there might be something a lot more valuable inside.

      Whatever these guys were selling, they certainly weren’t taking any chances with unwanted visitors.

      The ax wasn’t going to work. She needed something that was more suited for the job, but even if she did manage to find something as perfect as a crowbar I didn’t think there was any way that she was going to get through that second lock with it.

      Sasha second-guessed herself, taking a step away from Reboot’s shop front and looking at the other buildings. A shoe store, a delicatessen, a place that sold clothes to women who were pretending to be twenty-five years younger than they were; those were the prospects, and there was nothing anywhere near as good as her initial selection. Reboot was on the corner, and it gave her a good view of the Museum if and when she needed it. The dark windows were an obvious boon, and the store was small enough inside that it should be easy to defend.

      Hell, for all I knew it might be easy to escape from as well if there was a simple way up on that second floor. From there she could climb to the adjacent rooftops and slink away if things went bad.

      Since the front door didn’t look like it was going to work, Sasha and I both headed around the corner to see if there was another way in. Well, I was seeing this place for the first time, but when I glanced over at her and saw the determined set to her jaw, I realized that she knew there was a second entrance. The fact that she’d spent so long at the front trying to work out a way in didn’t bode well for our chances back here, though.

      I knew that she didn’t want to give up on this place, but that meant that she didn’t have a whole lot of options. And more to the point, she didn’t have a lot of time. It was almost 4 in the morning. The later in the day it got, the more crowded it would be as people continued to flood into the game. Standing around outside with nothing more than an ax in her hand and a treasure trove of knowledge strapped to her back was a good way to get taken out.

      It was damn hard for me to be a spectator. It made me antsy. I’ve never been the sort of person that could happily watch someone else play a game. No way. No matter how carefully they selected their path or how little damage they took on the way to their goal, it was impossible for me not to see a million ways that I would’ve done something different.

      Even if my choices weren’t better, I still couldn’t understand why the other guy had opted for his way instead of what looked obvious to me.

      Even though I trusted Sasha’s decision so far, it was hard for me to accept how close she insisted on being to the museum. Yes, I had no personal ties to it like she did, but even so, she had to see how much danger she was putting herself in. And even if that didn’t faze her, she was jeopardizing her guild as well.

      Deep Dive wasn’t going to stop looking for her. If I had my way, she’d cut and run right now. Anyone that she was tied to would be yet another way for them to trace who she really was, and the last thing she needed was additional vulnerabilities like that.

      There was no guarantee. Even if those guys in the helmets weren’t looking for her, she was being stupid by not being concealed already. Sasha prided herself on not letting her emotions get in the way of her decisions, but she was tying herself to this location because of its nearness to the Computer Museum. She knew that if she didn’t cut and run fast somebody would end her, and all this would be for nothing.

      As I rounded the corner, I saw that the back door was going to be a challenge for a whole different reason. The door was sturdy and made entirely of metal. There wasn’t a window, and the hinges looked like they would take a stick of dynamite to remove.

      That wasn’t the most interesting thing, though. That was mounted on the wall just to the left of the door, where a keypad stared back at us expectantly.

      I was already used to having access to Sasha’s abilities, and I scanned them quickly. It took me a couple of seconds, but when I found a listing for Hotwire at 44%, I felt like I was on the right track.

      It wasn’t great, but it was something.

      I waited for her to work that out too, but instead, when I turned around to see what was holding her up, I discovered that she was heading back to the front of the building again. Curious, I hurried after. She must see that the back way in was a higher chance of success than busting in the front, right?

      What the hell was she doing?

      When she crossed the street and chucked the backpack into the bed of a pickup truck with four slashed tires, I had an inkling. But when she dragged the tarp that had been crumpled up back there over her prize to conceal it, I knew what was up.

      Death for the survivors wasn’t permanent on Sundays. She was banking on the ability to return here if something happened to her, hoping that she’d be able to find the backpack after she respawned if she was unlucky enough to catch a bullet to the spine or a lead pipe to the back of the head.

      It was as necessary as it was clever, and the fact that it hadn’t crossed my mind reminded me exactly how little I knew about this side of the game. Zombies didn’t have an inventory. Our weapons were our bodies and our minds, and the game was designed so that if we chose to focus on the mental, we gave up the physical and vice versa. Our power was in numbers, but Survivors were much fewer and far between.

      It was a difficult mindset to get into, at least for me.

      Now that the only thing she had to carry was the ax, Sasha was free to be a bit more mobile as she headed further up the street, away from the museum. I had no idea what she was doing, but she obviously did because she made tracks straight for a big older model 4-wheel drive Range Rover that was parked less than a third of a block away. I thought she was going to inspect it, maybe see if there was something worth stealing in the glove compartment.

      Instead, she brought the ax up over her head and then sent it crashing down, aiming for where the hood met the frame. Once, twice, and then again and again. I already knew she was strong, and now that I saw what she was doing I worked out why she’d wanted to go for an older vehicle. The chance that it had a working alarm system was less.

      Even when she missed her target, she was doing enough collateral damage to aid her cause.

      
        
        Melee Weapon (Edged) increased to 19%

        

        Melee Weapon (Edged) increased to 20%

        

      

      That was encouraging, too. Even though we both knew that there’d be some arbitrary maximum to how high combat skills could be leveled out of combat, and with the skill that low I sure hoped that she was never going to need to take a swing at a moving target. Still, it was good to have the free increase.

      
        
        Melee Weapon (Edged) increased to 21%

        

      

      As she leveled up her ability the ax’s blows slowly became slightly more accurate, and after a few more heavy swings Sasha was able to remove an ugly, jagged rectangle of metal from the hood. It wasn’t the perfect way to work, but it was more than enough room for her to reach in and disconnect the battery.

      Even something as simple as that had taken some doing. Now that I knew what she was going for, it explained why she had wanted to work on a four-wheel-drive, as well. They generally required more power to keep going, and therefore this particular piece of equipment would put out a bit more juice.

      
        
        Engineering (Mechanical) increased to 38%

        

      

      She was using the little LED flashlight to light her workspace, and I leaned in to watch. There were plenty of wires in there for the taking as well, and Sasha made a point of gathering up as many as she could and wrapping them in a tidy loop around her left wrist for later.

      I was still able to share her User Interface, which was incredibly helpful as I watched it highlight a few other useful components in an effort to be helpful. The higher her corresponding skill the more aid it would offer, but even now I saw that it was pointing out things that she would otherwise have missed.

      Ever resourceful, she grabbed everything that it pointed out.

      When at last her pockets were full of random components and the big battery was cradled in her hands as well, she tucked the ax under her arm and headed back to the rear door of Reboot. Once she was there, she set the battery down, and after that, all it took was a relatively light but extremely precise tap with the ax to pop the keypad open and expose the wires within. The little unit wouldn’t be the same, but Sasha was looking to make an omelet and was more than willing to break some eggs along the way.

      Sasha mentally summoned up her Engineering menu, her attention gliding down the list I’d scanned a few minutes earlier. I knew she was looking for her Hotwire skill. The game’s messages had a way of pressing into our awareness, so instead of really “reading” them, it was more like she and I were both remembering them, even if they happened to be full of new information that we hadn’t heard before.

      
        
        Hotwire: Start a car, overload an electrical system, the sky is the limit. If you want to electrically tamper with a closed system, this is the skill for you!

        

      

      She nodded to herself and then focused on the keypad.

      
        
        If you’ve got the proper equipment, your chance of using hotwire on this object successfully is 44%.

        

      

      Sasha sighed. She wasn’t very happy with the chances. I didn’t blame her. Having less likelihood than calling the correct side of a coin when you flipped it was not exactly the kind of odds you were hoping for. Still, it was way better than nothing.

      She bent down, uncoiled the wires from around her wrist and then attached them to the terminals. After that, she lugged the heavy battery above the ground and cradled it in one arm before carefully hooking the leads up to the keypad. Just before she completed her attempt, I watched her close her eyes and mutter, “This had better work.”

      Even though she’d been bracing for something like it when the shower of bright sparks shot up her arm, she let out a little yelp and jumped back.

      No good, apparently. A second later Headshot was more than happy to announce the news.

      
        
        The Hotwire attempt has failed. Would you like to do it again? This time your chance of success is 34%.

        

      

      Sasha was obviously determined to make this work, and she didn’t hesitate before she took the end of the now-melted wire and gingerly held it to the terminal once more. As before, the willing battery pumped power into a chunk of tech that didn’t want anything to do with it. The sparks were worse this time, and with them came the unmistakable aroma of singed hair as Sasha was forced to slap at a few spot fires that had begun along the front of her coveralls.

      
        
        You guessed it. The Hotwire attempt has failed. Are you sure you want to try again? This time your chance of success is only 19%. Maybe you should get better at this before you try again, don’t you think?

        

      

      Sasha grit her teeth. Judging by the way the percentages were dropping, this would be her last realistic chance to hotwire the keypad. Even if she succeeded, which I was beginning to have severe doubts was going to happen, that would still only supply power to it.

      After that, she’d have to take her chances at hacking the fucking thing. Morbidly curious, I glanced at what her skill was in that. 32%.

      Shit… Maybe we’ll be taking an ax to that front window after all…

      Even worse, I could tell from here that the battery was getting pretty damn hot. It was cradled against her body in one of her arms, and some of the fire that I had assumed had been caused by the cascade of sparks just now had actually originated at the electrical source.

      That was bad news, but it was nothing compared to what we both felt when an unfamiliar voice split the air like a knife behind us.

      “Hey!”

      Sasha’s heart caught in her throat, and she shrunk against the wall, hoping against hope that whoever had called out in the night was focused on something or someone that wasn’t her.

      No such luck. “I’m talking to you, the bitch against the wall! What the hell do you think you’re fucking doing? You think I’m blind?”

      She turned around slowly, trying as hard as she could to look innocent. It wouldn’t be the end of the world if she had to respawn now, especially since she was still attached to the Computer Science Museum. If she had to restart, that’s where she’d warp back to.

      The guy that had verbally accosted her was farther back in the little laneway that the door protected by the keypad looked out onto. There was a wicked sneer on his face, and he picked up the pace now that he’d given himself away. The guy had already been jogging, but that became something closer to a sprint.

      I could sense her whole body tense as the fight or flight reflex that had been hardwired into us since we decided we deserved a place in the world boosted her adrenaline, narrowed her vision, opened her airways and tried to make her take action.

      There might still be time to run, though she didn’t trust her stats. By the look of him, he’d sunk his points into way more of the physical abilities than she had. Sasha was strong, but the rational sliver of every human’s brain that’s constantly crunching variables warned her that she didn’t stand a hope in hell of winning a foot race.

      At first I thought that he was unarmed, but now that he was close enough to use it I saw that he had a stubby-looking handgun clutched in his fist. He wasn’t waving it around or pointing it at her, but it was certainly small enough to have been stowed in the pocket of his urban camo suit, and he hadn’t bothered to.

      Sasha’s experience told her that he’d picked the soldier as his archetype. She knew that, and the knowledge drifted into me. I thought that there was always a chance that he’d already killed a Survivor that had decided to be a soldier and taken his starting outfit, but for some reason Sasha doubted it.

      Maybe it was the way he moved. I had to defer to her knowledge of Headshot, but I didn’t see how it mattered either way.

      “Hi,” she said, awkwardly shifting the weight of the battery to the crook of her other arm so that she could wave in his direction. It looked like she didn’t see any point in being anything other than nice, especially since he clearly had the upper hand. If he wanted to, he could simply shoot her. Other than possible Guild battles later on, I doubted there would be any repercussions if he just put a bullet in her.

      “Are you trying to break into this place?” he asked. The guy was a lot closer now, no more than fifty feet away and closing fast. We could see his name above his head, most likely because he decided that he wasn’t yet hostile: Reezer. If he had bad intentions, I’m sure that Headshot would have picked up on that and hidden his name to conceal him in our shadowy surroundings better.

      “Yeah,” she answered. I guess there was no point in lying since he’d just about literally caught her red-handed in the attempt.

      Reezer had a solid build, dark hair cut down in a shallow buzz, darker eyes and something shifty in the way his smile seemed to be commenting on everything without bothering to say a word. “Why bother?”

      Sasha shrugged. “I thought it might be a good place to skill up, you know? I figured that it was quiet in there, and I had a couple of minutes to kill before the rest of my Guild got here.” I didn’t trust him, and I was glad that she’d just not so subtly let him know that she wasn’t alone. If a powerful Guild decided to make your life miserable, they certainly could.

      Reezer chuckled. “But they aren’t here yet, are they?” He looked at her for a second while he waited for a reaction, but then spoke before he got one. “A bunch of people are having problems logging in. Might have something to do with all that bullshit that went on last week, maybe. I guess it doesn’t matter what. The point is, counting on your guildies ain’t gonna get you very far right now.”

      Despite all that, now he had to decide if it was worth risking a week of being harassed just for a little time in the limelight now. I didn’t know which way to go, mostly because he looked to be one of those guys who didn’t think before reacting. It was obvious that he thought he knew better than everybody, in all situations.

      His next words proved it. “But you’re shit at playing, right? You won’t last long pulling shit like you’re trying to do with this door. I mean hell, I saw the sparks from more than a block away. And is that smoke that I’m smelling? Damn girl, I should probably have just stood back and watched you set yourself on fire for shits and giggles…”

      “Maybe you should have.” She gave him a sidelong glance and trapped him with his ego. “It must be pretty easy to stand over there and tell me you know what you’re doing. It’s a lot harder than it looks, you know…”

      “Bullshit.”

      Sasha got a little bolder, rolling her eyes at him. “Says you. I’m the engineer. Trust me, soldier boy, this keypad is out of your league.”

      Reezer didn’t like being spoken to like that, and when he stepped forward, I was pretty sure that was the end of Sasha. Instead, he reached out and snatched the battery from her. Sasha let it go. There was no point in a contest of strength, especially not when I got the sense that he was doing exactly what she wanted him to do.

      Once the battery was in his possession, he grabbed the wires and clasped it in his arm in imitation of what she had been doing. She’d been graceful enough to support it on her hip, but he clutched it to his chest like it was a baby he was afraid of dropping. Even better, Reezer had to pocket the gun to make it happen, but he was confident enough in his control of the situation that the action didn’t seem to bother him.

      “All yours,” Sasha said with a sigh. “Though I’d have given it to you if you had just asked nicely.”

      “Let me guess,” he asked, ignoring her snark. “You were trying to hotwire it?”

      “Obviously…”

      Reezer shook his head in mock sadness, the way you do when you’re stuck trying to explain something to a particularly stupid child. “You should have skilled up on something a lot more basic, first. If you had, you’d be able to hotwire it and hack it in the same step. Makes it quicker, though first, you have to not be a dipshit.”

      It was hard not to tell him that she fucking knew that already, but Sasha bit her lip and simply nodded slowly. “Thanks. I’ll know for next time. Does that mean you can get in?”

      He examined the keypad, clearly assessing the same sort of mental menu she’d been looking at when he’d interrupted her. “Hey, how come your name is hidden?”

      Sasha shrugged. “Somebody else asked me that earlier,” she lied. “I guess it’s bugged. Deep Dive sure does have a long way to go with this game, don’t you think?”

      I tensed up. I didn’t think that Sasha had gone hostile to him, which meant that he was picking up on whatever cloaking feature she’d implemented as part of her source code. I didn’t know if he bought the response, and I decided that I couldn’t wait any longer.

      I balled up my fist and took a cheap shot at him, connecting solidly with his temple. He didn’t know I was there, and so Reezer didn’t have a chance to dodge.

      He didn’t have to. My fist and even part of my arm passed right through him, and the lack of impact threw me completely off balance. The next thing I knew I was sprawled flat on my face, the ground kissing my cheek.

      For the first time in what felt like forever, I was pretty glad that Sasha couldn’t see me. Whatever my powers were, they obviously didn’t extend to other players. I had a gut feeling that it was because I was more closely connected to Sasha and therefore her Deep Dive pursuers.

      Which meant that right now, she was on her own.

      It was pretty obvious that Reezer didn’t feel so much as a puff of wind from my attack. He just patted the gun in his pocket and gave Sasha a wink. “You suck at this, so I’m going to do you a favor before I shoot you. Don’t ever say that I never gave you anything, okay whoever you are?”

      Sasha clammed up, which was probably the best idea she’d had all day.

      Unfortunately, Reezer was beyond caring. He was the type of guy whose main reason for talking was to give himself a chance to bask in the joy of hearing his own voice. “At least you might learn something.” He eyed the keypad again. “Good thing for you that I came along. Even with your failed attempts, I should be able to teach you a thing or two. You might think a lot of yourself because you’re the engineer, but I picked up some skills myself, so far today.”

      True to his word, he grabbed the wire, ran it along the correct terminals and grinned as the keypad lit up like a Christmas tree before buzzing a happy little sound of permission and retracting the heavy deadlock into the door with a satisfying thunk.

      It was not physically possible for Reezer to have been more pleased with himself. “See? That’s your lesson for the day. I’ll even give you another one too since you obviously need it. In this game, you run. You don’t stop and chat. You don’t make nice. You run like hell, especially when you see me coming, you got that?”

      Sasha nodded obediently. The guy was too full of himself to notice that she wasn’t looking at him, though. She only had eyes for the keypad, and I watched her double-check that the game remembered how poorly she’d done on her previous two attempts to break in.

      
        
        Sorry. Your last Hotwire attempt failed, and you don’t yet know enough to improve on the measly 19% chance of success you continue to enjoy. Would you like to give it a shot anyway?

        

      

      Completely out of the loop, Reezer shrugged at her. “Let’s have a little fun. Remember how I said you needed to learn to run? Well, I’ll let you run right now if you want. You can have a head start. Let’s see if you can find a way to be faster than a bullet, shall we?”

      As quick as a flash, Sasha reached out and grabbed his wrist. He was still clutching the wires in his hand, and instead of doing the smart thing and simply letting go of them, he tried to overpower her to get to his gun.

      That was a mistake. She was stronger than him, and in the second it took him to fully realize that he was never going to win the struggle she had already turned him around and slammed his body against the brick wall, pinning the heavy truck battery to his chest.

      And before he could react, she used her superior strength to guide the wires in his hand back to the keypad.

      BOOM! The concussive force of the battery’s detonation threw her backward onto her ass, but not before I saw the white-hot light of the acid-laced explosion make part of Reezer’s flesh go semi-transparent with a surge of electrical energy. He slumped to one side, a smoking crater in his ribcage and a surprised look on his dying face as she picked herself up off the ground.

      Sasha didn’t waste any time claiming the pistol from his pocket, and once she was sure that the player was dead, she hopped up and hurried back to the pickup truck. Now that the door to Reboot was open at last, she needed her books.

      She also needed to find a way to secure the inside of the shop before this asshole respawned, but one thing at a time…
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        Player Reezer and the guild Tiny Nuggets of Death have been flagged as actively non-hostile to you for the next hour in game. While Headshot rigorously supports PVP combat throughout all aspects of Survivor Sunday’s scavenging period, you did not initiate combat. By defending yourself successfully, you have bought yourself time before the inevitable revenge. Use it to fortify your defenses or make yourself scarce.

        

      

      I got the game message through her, and I watched Sasha nod knowingly to herself. She’d never really been involved in the Player Versus Player side of things. It was silly to think like that of course, since the entire game was based on PVP, but what she meant was that she’d never had it out with anyone else on the Survivor faction.

      Even when she’d crossed paths with the Zombies, she’d only taken a shot at one of us when it was absolutely essential to extend her time in the game. After all, we weren’t the real enemy. We were free players, and that made us about as expendable as they came. That didn’t mean that she bore us any ill will. Sasha had a single-minded goal in here, and that meant she was willing to do whatever it took to stick around.

      I understood. It would be hard for her to care much about the Zombie’s game experience if she intended to drag Headshot down into a useless pile of quivering code and simpering software. We’d be nothing more than collateral damage.

      Sasha had already retrieved her backpack by now. Reezer’s corpse was gone, but the compact handgun he’d been carrying was now in her pocket. She rushed inside the rear door of Reboot and slammed it shut behind her. Once it was closed behind her, I was pretty glad to see that the thick deadbolt could be operated by hand from the inside. It was big enough that it took two hands to operate, but that just meant it was all the more secure.

      I was glad that she’d put those extra points in strength because if she did need to override the hack attempt on the keyboard manually, she’d be able to. Sure, there were probably ways to get in here if somebody were willing to try hard enough, but they wouldn’t be able to do it quickly or it quietly. That was all that mattered.

      That, and the hour of game time that Headshot had just provided her before Reezer and his buddies could come back and attempt to exact revenge. She wasn’t sure if they would, but she was determined to be ready just the same.

      With that in mind, Sasha took stock of the little electronics repair shop that she’d finally managed to occupy. It was even darker in here than it was outside, but the little flashlight she’d stumbled upon in the library proved itself invaluable once more. Now that we were relatively safe inside it was nice to be able to shine it around without worrying that the light would be seen from outside. Those heavily tinted windows were going to prove themselves to be a godsend, and for the first time since she’d logged in, I felt like we’d been given a moment to relax.

      I sat down in a patched-up leather chair that had certainly seen better days and took a breath. I know I was supposed to hate Headshot, now. How could I not? I’d seen firsthand her dad’s work be pretty much stolen right out from under him. And on top of that all, I already knew that Deep Dive wasn’t exactly looking out for their players.

      But it was hard to despise it. The game brought a new level of exhilaration and adventure to what was on offer with other titles, and it would take at least a couple of years for the other developers to catch up to this level of Absolute Reality.

      More, if Sasha’s dad was the kickass coder I got the feeling he probably was. It could take a generation for the competitors to reverse engineer whatever advances he’d made.

      I glanced over at her and saw that, now that she’d had a chance to catch her breath, she was smiling from ear to ear. Maybe I’d done something to break the spell, but as soon as I caught her having a little fun the smile instantly soured to a frown.

      “Come on,” I said to her. “I know it’s hard, especially with what happened to your dad, but even you have to admit that this is fucking amazing.”

      She didn’t hear me, of course. And me saying that out loud showed me exactly how dense I was being. I knew that Deep Dive was up to no good, and I was a fool if I let myself get seduced by the beauty of the program that was being used against me.

      Sasha was right to keep her head in the game. Even though Headshot had originally been designed to be one thing, it was now something very different. I had to remind myself that her dad had been a world-class coder. That had rubbed off on her, and she looked at everything with a programmer’s mind. She spotted the flaws and cataloged them. Maybe she’d exploit them and maybe she wouldn’t, but her brain was unable to ignore them.

      It was probably both a gift and a curse, though I doubted that Sasha would wish it on her worst enemy. It was one thing to be able to see the patterns and spot the mistakes, but Sasha couldn’t ignore them. She physically couldn’t. I couldn’t help but notice the way they drew her eye. It was likely one of the many reasons that her dad had involved her so heavily in his work. Even when she was only eight or ten, he’d been running lines of code past her. At that age, she wasn’t anywhere near as good at creating as he was, of course, but I got the sense from their interaction on that security footage that what had started as a fun little game to pass the time had quickly become an integral part of his work process.

      Sasha could see things quicker than he could, especially the mistakes. I’ve known people like that in the past. It was sort of like a superpower, but not everyone around them saw it that way. It was also the sort of thing that would have slowed her down in the real world, made it tougher for her to navigate unspoken social contracts, but I could sense that it often proved invaluable when she was inside Headshot.

      It looked to me like this place was well set up to repair just about any portable or wearable on the market. Better yet, its purpose wasn’t just to sell the parts and leave you to it. Here, they sold a service. You dropped your broken shit off and, a couple of hours or a couple of days later, depending on the complexity, you picked it up again. That meant that they didn’t waste space advertising junk or have a bunch of shitty cases or other crap meant to waste a customer’s money and clutter up shelf space.

      Over near the interior front door, the one that looked like it would stand a good chance at repelling a fairly well-armed invader or two, there was a little desk. The computer perched atop it was obviously only there so they could log orders and take payment.

      Now that the lull was over I watched Sasha get up and go over to the employee side of the desk.  Everything on that side of the shop was designed solely to make the repairs happen. I hadn’t been thinking what type of gear would be in here, but now that I saw all manner of equipment and spare parts lining the wall, not to mention myriad layers of electronic loot, my mouth started to water.

      As usual though, Sasha was one step ahead of me. She knew what it took to get ahead in here like nobody else, and I was still getting used to how this side of the game operated. There was a gleam in her eye, and when she shrugged off the backpack at last and lay that big, valuable tome on the desk in front of her, I knew exactly what her plan was.

      It was time to get some skill ups.

      Most people would’ve rushed this part of it, but not her. She was able to put that urge firmly to one side as she flipped through the book. I hopped up and rushed to her side. This was completely unlike playing as a Zombie, and I wanted to learn as much as I could.

      My heart sank. I’d been expecting a catalog of kick-ass schematics and incredible blueprints, but I didn’t get that. I wasn’t even rewarded with a long list of teaser titles that would’ve at least hinted at what you could build if you invested the time and had the raw materials.

      
        
        A Mechanical Engineering skill of 80 is required to learn this schematic

        

        An Electrical Engineering skill of 60 is required to learn this schematic

        

        A Practical Engineering skill of 90 is required to learn this schematic

        

        A Quantum Engineering skill of 180 is required to learn this schematic

        

      

      And so on right down the line. Some of the plans, like that last quantum one that had such a big requirement, had to take way more than a week to get right. Whatever it was would require an entire guild to get behind, not a lone girl on the run who should be worrying more about keeping her head down than inventing a hover car, or whatever.

      Headshot wasn’t going to let us cheat, either. The lower level items came complete with useless, blurry pictures populated entirely by wobbly lines that no patent office in the world would have accepted. The more difficult ones didn’t even give you that. They had nothing but black squares where the illustration should have been.

      Obviously, once you could craft the item everything would be made clear. Until then, it was a waste of time. This book was meant for someone that had a lot more skill points and time on their hands than she did.

      I was biting my lip out of frustration, but Sasha only shrugged. She wasn’t worried in the least, and when she pushed the big tome to one side and got out the other books that had shared the backpack with it, I realized that their job was to skill her up high enough so that she could at least make something good.

      As she stacked them up, taking them one by one out of her bag and reading their covers, it looked like she was pleased to see that she’d chosen well. I didn’t know what the skill caps were, but once she digested the text, she’d be far better off than when she started. Better yet, I highly doubted that she would be required to read them cover to cover. She’d probably only have to flip through them for five minutes or so, since anything more than that would go from fun to a chore.

      Headshot had a total of six branches of engineering, and after twenty minutes or so all the lesser books Sasha had stolen had given up whatever gains they were going to. The books weren’t reusable. Once the information had been converted to skill points, they were useless. Things like that made sure that the economy of Headshot on the Survivor side stayed healthy.

      Better yet, it meant that rare books, like the one that had all those hard-core patents inside, were extremely valuable.

      I took a moment and peeked at her stats.

      
        
        Unassigned Percentages Earned - 76%

        

        Chemical Engineering - 31%

        

        Civil Engineering - 20%

        

        Electrical Engineering - 56%

        

        Mechanical Engineering - 69%

        

      

      There was a timer there too, and it was counting down.

      
        
        Twenty-three minutes and thirty-six seconds before hostilities can begin.

        

        Twenty-three minutes and thirty-five seconds before hostilities can begin.

        

        Twenty-three minutes and thirty-four seconds before hostilities can begin.

        

      

      Right… Most of the grace period the game had provided was already gone. If she was going to actually start making something useful out of all these raw materials, then Sasha had better get cracking. She knew that too, but before she began, she couldn’t help but go to the front windows and peer outside into the darkness.

      I went with her, at least as curious as she was. I didn’t see a lot of movement out there, and I was ready to give up a long time before Sasha was. She stayed with her nose pressed to the glass, and I followed her lead and remained. A minute or two later I felt her catch her breath and made a point of looking at the same place she was.

      Sure enough, I discovered that if I stared hard enough for long enough, I could finally make out the indistinct profiles of skulking Survivors across the street.

      I thought she’d been doing a pretty damn good job of hiding, but I must’ve been wrong because as soon as she spotted them a couple of the interlopers changed their status somehow, which let their names appear above their heads. They were trying to be sneaky, though. There were five of them in total, and chief amongst them was a guy exactly the right shape and build to be Reezer. Now that we could pick them out, it was plain to see that his name wasn’t one of the ones they’d chosen to reveal.

      The only names we could see were Grimothy and Stokerbadly. Those two made a big show of peeling away from the shadows and sauntering across the street. They were damn sure they had the upper hand, and when they casually glanced in her direction she shrank away from the window.

      Those two scumbags were headed to the back, and that meant trouble.

      I felt like there was a storm coming, but it was Sasha that had the foresight to understand that it wasn’t here yet. She had the presence of mind to think about battening down the hatches. She slid behind the counter and went straight to that big book of patents. There had to be something in there that would keep them out.

      Truth be told, any of the devices in there were probably capable of turning the tables, considering how outnumbered she was. That was what I was hoping, at least…

      As she opened the book, I saw it emit a faint orange glow for a moment. Now that she had enough ability in the engineering skills to understand some of it, the game revealed that the tome was more rare than rare and more epic than epic.

      It was unique, and I refused to believe that it was a coincidence that she’d stumbled upon. This had all the hallmarks of the ghost of her father finding a way to look after her from the grave.

      Sasha’s eyes went wide as the book revealed a few of its secrets to her. She sucked in a big lungful of air and let it out slowly, her fingers tingling with anticipation as she scanned the table of contents in the front, only to have her heart sink in frustration.

      “Seriously?”

      There was clearly a catch. There was always a catch. The people who designed these games never made anything easy for you in these games, and she’d always appreciated that about them. Even Headshot, for all of the flaws that the basic game carried with it, tried to do a fairly good job of marrying risk to reward. Clearly, Deep Dive had bastardized what her dad had wanted to make and ruined his life because of it.  Not to mention the fact that there was something truly nefarious going on behind all those lines of code that I was only just beginning to grasp, but there was no denying that Headshot itself had gotten a lot of things right.

      Like right now. Even though I had my suspicions as to how the book got there in the first place, the game wasn’t just going to hand that sort of knowledge to her. I hopped up and hurried over, shoulder to shoulder with her as I read the book’s first page.

      
        
        You have found a Repository of Knowledge. The information contained within this book is powerful, and once your character has time to study it, some of the schematics contained within will remain with you PERMANENTLY. It will take two days of game time to work your way through the intense diagrams, blueprints, and drawings for you to have an understanding that will allow reproduction. This study time can be interrupted, but no benefits from the Repository of Knowledge will be transferred to your character until the study time is complete.

        As an additional bonus, simply possessing this item will give you a 10% bonus to your engineering skills. Enjoy!

        

      

      Well, this was certainly a mixed bag. On the one hand, the book was an incredible find. I got the feeling that even Sasha had never heard of any type of bonus or stat carrying over from one week to the next. It also meant that even once you drank its knowledge dry the book was important, and an item like that was something that entire guilds might very well band together to try to take from her.

      It made me even more curious about what the book would let her craft. Even though the things inside this book probably wouldn’t break the game, they would sure as hell make someone’s life easy and a whole lot of someone else’s lives more difficult, if they were on the opposite end of whatever had been constructed.

      But right now, it was just about useless.  She had twenty minutes left before the Nuggets of Death would be smashing away at the windows, desperate to get in and make an example of her.

      Which meant that yet again she was faced with two choices; cut and run or dig her heels in and fight back.

      I knew which one she would select before she did, and she didn’t let me down.
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      Twenty minutes isn’t a lot of time to work with, but Sasha found ways to make it into a whirlwind of activity. She had a stack of skills to play with, a burning desire to prove a point, and best of all an inventiveness that meant that whoever was on the other side of combat with her better watch out.

      I hadn’t seen her take an inventory of what there was to work with, so I stepped away and started running my gaze over the shelves that lined the wall. Motherboards, protective shells, a whole bunch of glass suitable for replacing a cracked touchscreen, some heavy gauge metal tubing that I assumed was supposed to be installed somewhere in the shop later.

      Underneath it were a few computer cases, a couple of oversized canisters of compressed air, and a whole bunch of rechargeable battery packs.

      Personally, I had my eye on the last items. As hard as it would be to generate power in this post-apocalyptic hellscape, it’d be worth it. There were probably a huge number of devices she could drag back into service, if she had a way to charge them up. I wished that I had a way to point that out to her, but when Sasha brushed past me and saw that she had an entirely different plan in her head.

      The metal tubing and the compressed air was the genesis of her inspiration. I dipped into her head a little bit and was rewarded with a voyeur show of Headshot’s UI combining her engineering ability with a few whispered words of suggestion. She needed a decent gun, and after a couple of minutes of tooling around, she discovered that quite a few of the disposable batteries were approximately the size and shape of a bullet.

      She compiled an inventory of Reboot’s interior, and the game spat back the best thing her engineering would allow her to, well, engineer… After that, all she had to do was follow instructions and gather the items from the list it gave her.

      
        
        
        Duffel Bag

        Heavy Wires

        Powerful Magnet

        Metal Detector

        Bike Pump

        Office Chair

        Electrical Solder

        Metal Tubing

      

        

      

      I watched in awe as Sasha used what juice remained in the car battery to solder the connections of a few heavily modified components, and in the end, she had something that very much approximated the look of a hunting rifle.

      I let out a low whistle, and she surprised me by cutting her head to the side and seeming to listen. “Sasha?” I asked, not daring to hope.

      She was holding her breath. I didn’t get an answer, but her eyes were focused on the middle distance, and it definitely felt like she was waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      I tried whistling again, mimicking the same tone I’d just used as best I could. Even though I felt like I got a pretty good result out of the sound, I could tell that she didn’t catch it. Maybe I’d been wrong, and she hadn’t heard it the first time, either.

      I’d lost my chance, and her attention snapped back to the custom animation she was currently wiring up. The electrical rounds were obviously untested, but if they did end up working, they’d hit like a fucking truck. The kinetic energy of the dense battery slamming into the target coupled with the electrical discharge that would result when the whole damn thing dumped every drop of stored power all at once would probably be enough to drop a charging bull.

      It wouldn’t fire very fast, though. Her improvised rounds were far too oddly designed for Sasha to devise a way to breech load them. Besides, she didn’t have either the tools or the time to cut into the metal tube and then work out a way to keep it from blowing up once the air canister pressurized the barrel.

      It was going to be a muzzleloader, and that was all there was to it. Sasha took the next few minutes to build up a stockpile of ammunition before attempting to craft some armor for herself.

      There wasn’t a whole lot by way of raw material. I guess she could find some cord and use it to strap the stiff protectors designed to keep the wearables safe if someone got drunk and dropped them in the street.

      It was a dumb idea, and not at all worth how much it would slow her down. None of it had a chance of stopping a bullet anyway, so what was the point? She didn’t bother with that crap. Instead, she used some leather straps and a few metal buckles to craft the only uniform the Eternals seemed to have, the equipment harness she’d been wearing over her street clothes when I’d first run into her way back when.

      A week ago? More like a lifetime ago.

      Sasha loaded the harness up with some tools, just in case she had to leave this place behind. A hammer, a wrench, a multi-screwdriver and, last but not least, a larger metal loop that she slipped the ax’s handle through so that it could hang down parallel to her left leg. It was awkward but far better than trying to lug it around in her hand.

      The pistol she’d taken from Reezer stayed in her pocket, and the new electrical air rifle she’d hopefully perfected got a long strip of leather from the end of its barrel to just near the padded arm of the office chair she’d torn up to make the butt of it.

      She could sling it over her shoulder if she needed to, but that wasn’t the plan just yet.

      I checked out the timer again. Sasha would be fair game in less than three minutes.

      Not long now. There was a battle coming up, and I couldn’t see any way to be an asset. I’d learned that I could affect a Deep Diver, but regular players like the Nuggets of Death seemed to be immune to my machinations.

      It would take them quite a while to batter down the back door, and if they tried to bust in the front at least she’d get a few clear shots off at them. That didn’t mean that she was looking forward to them smashing up the only place that she was capable of calling home right now, which meant that if she wanted to head them off, she was going to have to be proactive. The best offense, and all of that…

      With an assault on the way, Reboot was already beginning to feel claustrophobic. She made sure the tome and the other books were in the backpack before shrugging it on. The textbooks were useless now, but they didn’t know that. There was always the chance that she could use them as bait. And there was no way that she was going to let that incredible tome out of her sight again. If she had to run, Sasha was determined to come out of this ahead and not leave anything worthwhile behind for these assholes.

      Five against one, and they had a grudge on top of that. Reezer had no doubt already filled their head with lies, happily feeding them some bullshit story about how he’d been minding his own business when she’d gotten the jump on him.

      But even that was naïve. Who was I kidding? He probably didn’t have to trick them into this. There were a whole lot of players that had decided that a game like Headshot was the best way to live out their fantasies of grinding everyone else into the dust. I didn’t know them at all, but I didn’t have any doubt that they weren’t going to go away unless she made them hurt.

      Heading out the front door wasn’t a realistic option, so Sasha headed to the back of the shop. There was less than a minute left in the PVP countdown, not long enough to formulate a plan but plenty of time for adrenaline to kick through her virtual veins. I was glad that sitting in here and waiting for them to pry the shop open didn’t appeal to her.

      Decision made, she reached out and cranked back the deadbolt. Just like that, the door was unlocked. There was no way that the two guys back there hadn’t heard it, and when she stepped up to the doorway with fifteen seconds in the armistice left to tick by, there was no way they could miss her.

      I could hear her thoughts in my head. If this is the way I go out, she told herself, hefting the weight of the makeshift rifle and getting ready for what was to come, at the very least let me take a few of these fuckers with me.

      She threw the door wide open so hard that it slammed against the brick wall. The countdown was now banging away in her head so loudly that each passing number rattled through her skull.

      Three.

      Grimothy and Stokerbadly stepped out from a dumpster 20 feet away. Both of them were wearing shit-eating grins, and Stoker actually had the balls to blow her a kiss. I watched with interest as they saw the rifle in her hands, but neither one of them had the sense to retreat.

      Come on, Sasha, I thought at her as hard as I could. Make these bastards regret it.

      Two.

      Both of them raised their weapons and aimed them at her. Grimothy held a big, shiny revolver that looked like it could put a hole through her big enough to crawl in and Stokerbadly wielded a sawed-off shotgun that could probably do even worse. Sasha lifted her rifle, sighted down the scope she’d knocked together from a couple of wearable cameras she’d cannibalized, and put her finger on the lever that would flood the back of the barrel with a rush of compressed air to launch the modified battery projectile into Stoker’s face.

      One.

      It was like high noon. Everything slowed down to a crawl, and I could actually see all of their fingers tighten on their respective triggers as the clock hit.

      Zero.
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      Sasha may have been playing the part of the reckless desperado, but she wasn’t a fool.

      These guys were cocky as hell, and they were eager to show off for each other. The instant the clock finished its countdown a little warning ping zipped through our heads. Sasha faked them out, dropping to her knees and yanking the heavy rear door most of the way closed at the same time. Whoever ran this shop hadn’t decided to scrimp on the material they’d invested in its construction, and the two Nuggets were so surprised that their target had both partial cover and concealment that their first shots went high.

      If she’d still been standing, she’d have been a goner for sure.

      Now that she’d tricked them into standing out in the open like a couple of morons, it was relatively easy for her to acquire her target again and pump the trigger. A high cough of compressed air slammed into the battery in the barrel and propelled it straight into Stoker’s neck. I’d been hoping for a flash of electricity, something similar to what Reezer had experienced when Sasha had forced him to get intimate with the truck battery, but the placement of the round in the soft flesh of his throat just meant that he went into a spasming dance of rigidity as he fell backward.

      The air was marred with his blood.

      Grimothy, to his credit, didn’t fall to pieces when his compatriot took a dirt nap. He was panicked though, and that made his second shot strike the edge of the door and ricochet past Sasha, deeper into Reboot. His third round went wide, and by the time he had a chance to pull the trigger a fourth time Sasha had ducked back inside, tugging the rear door closed once more behind her.

      She was fast, and that meant that she was able to crank over the deadbolt twice, once in each direction. Unless he were paying close attention, the dude out there would think it was locked. But it wasn’t…

      Both of her attackers had been wearing various mismatched body armor, and she gave herself a moment to pat herself on the back, congratulating herself on a well-placed shot. The battery round to the neck had been as much fluke as design, but the rifle had worked better than either one of us had dared to dream.

      But that was the past. Reloading was always going to be the weakness of this thing, and I watched her try and steady her shaky fingers as she slid another battery into the barrel. Once that was in place all she had to do was gently swing the friction clamp back into place to hold the round at the rear of the rifle.

      I could hear Grimothy shouting for the rest of his guild to come around the back and join him. There was no telling if they’d listen to him or not, but the guy was arrogant enough to stand just outside the door and crack open the big revolver to reload. I heard the merry music of spent casings hitting the ground.

      Sasha could tell where he was. She kicked the door open again and snapped a shot off in his direction.

      In the split-second that I saw him framed in the doorway, I had just enough time to contemplate how odd it is when someone’s body lets the deepest, darkest lizardy part of their brain deal with matters of life and death. He was so ready to deal death that he told himself there wasn’t a chance it could find him first. The look on his face said that the door couldn’t be open. He hadn’t heard the deadbolt. He was the lucky one, and it was Sasha’s turn to die.

      I imagine that right before the end you tell yourself a lot of things. Most of them are bullshit.

      Grimothy was flatfooted and in over his head. She’d taken him completely off guard. Even so, some desperate pulse of self-preservation gave him just enough of a chance to turn away, angling his body so that his vitals were protected. The battery should have caught him square in the sternum, but instead, it struck his elbow. Unfortunately for him, it wasn’t a normal bullet. There was no shrugging off the amount of power it dumped into him. That much electricity had to go somewhere, and when a 3-inch battery capable of powering a portable computer for a couple of years flooded all of its energy into a gap in your shitty armor, you go down like a lead balloon.

      If a lead balloon is capable of twitching, drooling, and moaning, that is. All of his muscles tried to revolt and leaped out from under his skin, and his eyes bugged out so much I wondered if they’d fit back inside his skull.

      Damn! I had a fresh admiration for her new creation, and right then and there I figured the thing needed a name worthy of the damage it could do. Bolt Thrower? Epilepsy Inducer?

      That sort of crap didn’t matter, especially right now. It was just my brain’s way of trying to play a game I’d enjoyed for so long and throw off the truth I was beginning to learn about what lay beneath. More and more I saw that Sasha’s quest was my own. I’d help her however I could.

      Now that two of them were down for the count, the most important thing with the beast she was wielding would be to make sure that she was able to have a steady supply of compressed air on hand. Sure, the fact that she needed to reload after every shot was a massive pain in the ass, but the stopping power it had just displayed might very well make up for that.

      True to form, Reezer couldn’t keep his damn mouth shut. He started hooting and hollering from the front of the store. Normally, I’d have assumed he was trying to create a diversion, but not with him. There wasn’t a world where I was willing to entertain the thought that his tiny brain was capable of something as tactically complex as the act of creating a distraction.

      “You’re going to regret that,” he shouted at the top of his lungs. “Not for long, but for as long as you have left!”

      He sounded supremely pissed off, and I guess I couldn’t blame him. With forty percent of his strike force already erased from the equation, this encounter had gone so far south that he’d be even dumber than I thought he was if a quick and dirty retreat wasn’t on the cards.

      Sasha grit her teeth and dropped another battery down the barrel. She’d been more than willing to verbally spar with him before, but there wasn’t any point now. There was a time for talking and a time for doing, and right now we’d gone way past any hope of negotiating a cease-fire.

      I thought they were going to try and breach the front door, but Reezer and his boys either had prior knowledge of how difficult that would be to use as an entryway, or they wanted to make sure that their friends were toast. Whatever the reason, I watched them move cautiously out of our view and down the side of the building, towards the back.

      Before any of them could get around there and dig in, Sasha ran back to the keypadded door and cautiously stuck her head and the rifle around the corner in the direction of the remaining Nuggets of Death. They were pissed off, using only a minimum of cover and opting for speed instead of a tactical advance. It wasn’t a wise decision. There were enough dumpsters, abandoned cars, and urban detritus in the laneway for them to have made it hard for her to zero in on any of them. If they were smart, they could’ve kept her guessing long enough that at least some of them would successfully advance.

      Five on one had been a cakewalk, at least in their heads. The odds had slipped considerably in the last minute or so, and their thirst for vengeance was making them sloppy.

      I stepped out past Sasha. There was no point in me taking cover. Even if I couldn’t do anything to these guys, at the very least I could try and keep my eyes open. If they were trying something more technically advanced than smashing their heads into a wall over and over, I wanted to be able to see it way before it happened. Maybe then I’d work out a way to warn her before the trap was sprung.

      It didn’t look like they were bluffing, though. They were halfway down the laneway and coming fast. I doubted that they would know that Sasha couldn’t go out the front door, and the fact that they hadn’t left someone behind to guard it was yet another clue that they were powered by bravado and not brains.

      It was just dumb luck that she was trapped with only the rear exit to use as an escape. Otherwise, she could be ducking out the front right now. By the time they realized they were on a wild goose chase she could have been long gone.

      The three enemies had not revealed their names. They were out for blood, but Sasha recognized Reezer anyway. He was hard to miss, since he was out in front and still wearing that soldier outfit. She lined up her shot. He didn’t have any protection. He was out in the open, and even though he was in a hurry, there was no way that he was close enough to spoil her aim.

      “Now’s your chance. Take him out!” I tried to tell her. It was all well and good to wait for the perfect shot, but even if she did drop their leader, with the reload time on that rifle, the other two could well make it to her before she had time to put a round into each of them. On top of that, although I trusted the rifle at longer ranges, I had yet to see it perform close up on a moving target.

      It may well be if they got close, they’d have the upper hand.

      I was looking right at him, and that meant that anything happening down the street, near the front of Reboot, was in focus as well. That’s the only thing that let me see it. Dumb luck.

      But even the fact that I was physically watching it occur didn’t mean that I possessed the words to convince myself of exactly what was happening. A bunch of them ran together, a tossed salad of thoughts as I felt my consciousness shudder and churn.

      portal

      void

      shimmer

      vomit

      wobble

      burst

      tendril

      umbral

      splash

      It was another fucking Diver. One second he wasn’t there, and then the air went black and folded in on itself, and he strode through the oily sheen of a bubble with a ripping sound, breaking the slick surface tension that left him momentarily covered with a strange cobweb of something the game was powerless to simulate.

      He strode down the middle of the street like an avenging god. The Nuggets of Death, idiots though they may well be, had just enough survival instinct to realize that the tearing in the air behind them meant trouble.

      Reezer turned and looked back over his shoulder, his eyes wide with terror. Sasha’s improvised bullet caught him in the temple before he even had a chance to know what he should have been running from.

      I don’t know if the battery overloaded or Headshot decided that the hit had been a critical. Blood and smoke fought their way through every orifice of his face in a mad rush to be free of his dead skull. His legs never got the message to stop sprinting, and so he careened into a parked car and slid to the ground.

      I was still staring at the Diver. That eerie helmet, with the black-tinted portholes on multiple sides, felt like it was drinking in the gray light that had only just begun to filter through the ever-present clouds. Even the world behind him was darker than it should be, and I knew that if Sasha didn’t take a shot at him now, she was going to miss her opportunity.

      Instead of the distinctively sharp hiss of the compressed air forcing the battery out the muzzle at a high rate of speed, all I heard was a much lighter pop pop pop.

      Shit. That was the little backup pistol she’d taken from Reezer the first time around. Sasha had obviously decided her targets were too close for the rifle, so she was squeezing off a few rounds at the Nuggets while they sprinted past. Bullets whined and ricocheted around them as they fled up the street, but if Sasha was still taking potshots at them, it meant that she hadn’t seen the Diver arrive.

      Which meant we were probably well and truly fucked…

      “Sasha!” I shouted. Maybe I could pull off that radio trick again. If I could get his gear to rebel against him the way I had before, at least I could-

      No such luck. The Diver didn’t exactly stare right at me, but he sure as shit looked in my direction. I thought I heard something start to spit static, but his left hand dropped to a lever on his armor. He flicked it, and the noise cut short.

      His right hand was what worried me, though. That was the one clutching a light, intricately-geared weapon that appeared to be a cross between a crossbow and a spear gun. He was already bringing it up to aim at Sasha, and before I could do anything to try and stop him, he pulled the trigger.

      I’d been headed toward the Diver when he’d taken a shot. Even before I heard Sasha scream, I knew that it had hit, because when it did something happened to me as well.

      Something cut my strings, and I was on the ground. I shouldn’t be, but that didn’t seem to change the fact that I was. I got my bearings and crawled in Sasha’s direction as quickly as I could. The barbed tip of the spear had impaled her femur. I heard it grind away at her when her leg gave way as she tumbled against the wall, dragging at the shaft of the bolt.

      The excruciating pain opened up her mind to me. I was in her thoughts. I could hear them, could practically taste them if I wanted to. It was almost exactly how it had been during the character creation phase and, just like back then, I could tell what she wanted to do before she did it.

      The Diver’s spear wasn’t just about damage. It was pumping code into her avatar, and my link with her made me vulnerable to it as well.

      I was almost to her, but I could already see that the invasive virus, if that’s what it was, was making her body slack and her muscles difficult to control. The Diver was standing over her now, and I crawled right past him to get to her. I knew that her trigger finger still worked, but it was beyond her to heft the weight of the rifle to aim it at him.

      That was okay. I grit my teeth, said a prayer and reached out to her. She was more solid to me now, and I was able to grab her arm and aim the rifle up at the Diver standing above his prey. Sasha pulled the trigger.

      The battery struck him center mass, and even though it poured a metric fuck-ton worth of energy into him, his custom armor was good enough to save him from the brunt of it. The helmet hid his face from me, but I imagined his features jumping around and a smear of drool coating the inside of his helmet’s porthole as he fought the effects of the electricity.

      He managed to catch himself before he crashed to the ground. I heard him grunt, and he sounded more angry than hurt. That wasn’t good. Sasha was fading fast, and if she blacked out, I was pretty damn certain that I’d vanish as well. Maybe I’d get sucked back inside her head somehow, but there was always the possibility that I’d simply be dumped from Headshot at last, logged out for good despite the loophole I’d exploited by climbing into the Guild Vault before the server reset.

      Sasha’s vision was failing. She was having trouble controlling her limbs, and when she tried to use this chance to reload the rifle, the battery slipped from her grasp and rolled across the sidewalk until it lay alongside his thick combat boot. I was hoping he’d step on it and set it off, but instead, the Diver plucked it from the ground and tossed it into the shadows. A blinking red light stuttered to life amongst the gear above his heart.

      He was struggling to regain control of himself, but whatever the rifle had done to him wasn’t enough to knock him out of commission.

      Sasha was sinking into unconsciousness. She tried to use the rifle as a crutch, but the Diver reached out and knocked it out from under her. “Don’t move,” he tried to bark, though the words sounded strangled.

      She ignored him.

      I didn’t have any answers. I’d been going on the theory that I was here because of a combination of my loophole, the presence of Blake Redhook’s brick, and Headshot’s intrusive code. Whatever the reason, the strange, perhaps parasitic relationship I shared with her suddenly flared up.

      The Diver reached for the light on his chest. It was blinking brighter now, faster and faster. He missed it once, twice, but the third time he managed to latch his fingers on the dial and start to crank it around. It made a clicking sound, like he was winding an egg timer past its limits. “You’re in for it now,” he slurred, managing to glare at her as he fought for control. “I’ve got a little surprise to show you. It’s our game, remember? Whatever you do to me, I can undo.”

      My mind was racing, and I realized how long it had been since I’d demanded any of the cunning and quick-witted schemes of myself that had gotten me so far in Headshot on the Zombie side. I needed to think, and that meant looking away from the drama playing out before me, if only for a moment.

      The rifle was useless. It wasn’t loaded, and it was too cumbersome now that he was wary of it. I thought back to the number of shots she’d taken with the pistol and figured it was probably empty. The batteries? Maybe I could pick one of them up and slam it against him?

      Hmm. Even if I could break through the barrier that had been set up around me and lift the fucking thing, the damn Diver had already proven that he could withstand enough of their power to keep on kicking.

      What the hell else did she have? My mind raced. Backpack, chapstick, keychain flashlight…

      And then it hit me.

      Please, I thought, sending my thoughts out in a desperate torrent to her dad. If there was any of his essence, any of the original programming that looked out for her, I needed it to hear me. Please cut me some slack and let this work!

      Sasha was almost out. She was a fighter, but whatever the Diver’s weapon was doing to her was far too insidious for her to hold out against it for much longer. And when she went, so did I.

      Now or never, then…

      I took a deep breath, reached into the front pocket of her coveralls, and smiled the darkest, wildest grin I think I’d ever let live on my face when I felt my fingers close on the set of faux-leopard fur handcuffs.

      There was no way of knowing how long I’d be able to interact with them, so I didn’t waste any time. The Diver was reaching down to check her pulse, and I took the opportunity to yank the cuffs out, slap one of them securely around his wrist and attach the other to myself.

      And then I triggered everything I had. Lunge, Bite, Grasp, the whole arsenal that had brought me to where I was now went off in his face as he suddenly found himself shackled to a whir of teeth and claws that penetrated his armor and chewed at his mind. He flailed and fell over backward, but I went right on ripping him to shreds. Sasha would have to escape if she could. I couldn’t do more than I was doing, and as I risked a glance to my right, I saw that she’d used the rifle to pry loose a manhole cover and was in the middle of climbing into the sewers.

      She must have passed out because when she missed her footing and vanished from view, my mind snapped off like a light that was no longer required.
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      I was back in that vast expanse of nothingness again. I had the sense that no time had passed since the moment she had blacked out and now. Touch, taste, sight, and smell; they were all gone as I drifted through whatever passed for cold data storage as I waited for Headshot to reconnect with my host.

      With no inputs, my mind quickly devolved into the litany of questions I couldn’t answer and answers I couldn’t question. Eventually, a heaviness surrounded me and I felt like I was sinking back into place.

      “Sasha? Are you okay?”

      She didn’t answer. I could hear my own voice, but it was as if it were coming up from the bottom of a well, dim with distance and weak from endless reverberation.

      Something was still happening to her. The Diver’s spear hadn’t finished its job yet.

      Whatever state of being I inhabited right now, it wasn’t flesh and blood. I had to keep reminding myself of that. My body was sitting in a cheap gaming rig. It was probably hungry and certainly slowly dehydrating. I’d be in Headshot until it finally worked out a way to kick me out, and nothing short of a blackout in my neighborhood was going to change that.

      I had to stop thinking of myself as separate from the operating system, though. I was no less real than any of the other players in this game. Even if the damn thing had bugged out and not worked out a way to assign me a “body,” I was still as ephemeral and illusory as any of the legitimate players in the game. All of us were nothing more than a pile of zeros and ones and fluctuating quantum states stored in servers, pumped through wires and splashed across a sea of willingly participating frontal lobes.

      But I had an advantage. I wasn’t custom code. There was nothing default or safe about me. The Redhook name was infamous in tech circles. The guy had been as close to a wizard as this world was ever going to see, and I was integrated with the program he’d written specifically to protect his daughter.

      If Headshot had been his masterpiece, then I was pretty much her guardian angel. Which meant that I should stop with the delusions of grandeur and work out a way to silence the program that was coursing through her…

      I could see it now. It was essentially a virus, and as it branched along her subroutines and snaked its way to the core defenses she had set up to protect herself from Deep Dive’s intrusions, I could see it thinking. Whenever a counterattack slowed it, it evolved so that the next one didn’t. Each delay it faced was shorter than the last as adaptation overcame impediment.

      The algorithm that made up Sasha Redhook was drowning in a sea of venomous malware. Whatever they were trying to do to her, it would be over soon.

      Before they succeeded, I had to work out a way to stop it. To do that, I had to know what they were attempting…

      Deep Dive had attacked her twice now in quick succession. The first time could’ve been a coincidence, but Sasha just now had been singled out amongst a number of potentials. In a target rich environment like that, the Diver had eyes only for her.

      I couldn’t bring myself to believe that they knew exactly who they were dealing with. If they did, it would be a relatively easy task to cut her off. So, what was this program trying to do? What was the single, simplest way to stop her from meddling?

      ID her? No. Who cares who she was, if she’d just be able to find another way into the game?

      Location. That was what mattered. If they could incapacitate her for a while, run a successful trace and then use the time they’d bought to kick down her door and throw her in a van, whatever cyber fuckery she was capable of would be useless.

      That had to be it. They were narrowing down her coordinates and attempting to trace her back to the source. Now that she couldn’t fight back, it wouldn’t take long. She’d spent her whole time in Headshot evading whatever they threw at her, but things were going downhill fast.

      Since she was so used to getting the upper hand in this war, I tried to study the ways she was instinctively attempting to counter it. Her guidance would be invaluable, and I embraced it.

      Deep Dive’s virus was swallowing every part of her. She was almost gone, and I had to push even harder, desperate to see what the remaining spark of her was trying to do to defend itself.

      I concentrated on it, held it in my hands, tried to mentally breathe virtual life into it so that I could at the very least see what it was before it vanished in a torrent of malevolent bytes and bits. Redhook’s code was obviously better than the Diver’s though because, the spark immediately flared and gave me access.

      
        
        Player ID<Illica_V8r>, Template 34, Custom 12-7, Archetype 11, Shard 7

      

        

      
        Player ID<blingaling>, Template 17, Custom 117-4, Archetype 5, Shard 2

      

        

      
        Player ID<missgrrunta911>, Template 11, Custom 19-9, Archetype 13, Shard 41

      

        

      
        Player ID<dr-nico-thrice>, Template 6, Custom 81-2, Archetype 21, Shard 30

      

        

      
        Player ID<Roseredrosewhite>, Template 22, Custom 6-10, Archetype 4, Shard 909

      

      

      Holy crap. She had a whole list of accounts in her profile, and the only reason for that was if she was using them to spoof a false identity back to the server. She could always be Sasha, but as far as Headshot was concerned, she was always someone else. Now that the virus was tracing and discarding them one by one, in a couple of seconds the only one that remained would be the one she could never completely scrub.

      Her real ID.

      There were only three fake ones left now. Then two. One.

      Fuck it. I reached out with my willpower and grabbed the malware by the throat. It reacted with the only thing it knew, absolute violence. I felt it wrap around my limbs, lash around my throat and constrict.

      No way. Redhook’s code was stronger in me then it was in Sasha, and I tore the virus to shreds and felt it die away. Once it was gone, so were her false identities. She was naked now, unprotected. The only way to buttress her defenses was to come up with a new identity for her to spoof, and after a couple of seconds of panic, I realized that I had just the thing.

      It didn’t take long. The details came to me, swirling out of the darkness. Thankfully, Lori used the same password and ID for all of her game accounts…
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      When Sasha finally opened her eyes, for the first time in a long time light flooded her pupils so badly that she jumped up and batted the nearest lamp off the table with the back of her hand. It wasn’t the only offender, but it was in on the migraine conspiracy, and it deserved to suffer.

      Now that she was back in the moment, she slapped her palm down over her thigh. The spear was gone. There wasn’t even a bloodstain or a tear in her coveralls. Whatever I’d done, I’d ended up doing a damn good job of it.

      I was standing beside the chair she’d occupied only a moment before, having snapped back into existence as soon as she regained her place in the game. We weren’t alone, and I froze. I didn’t know if any of the three players that surrounded us in a loose semicircle could see me, but the fact that they were keeping their concerned gazes on Sasha most likely meant they couldn’t.

      It probably implied that they were friends and the only friends I could think of her having were the rest of the Eternals. I glanced around cautiously, recognizing the now familiar exhibits in the deeper level of the Computer Science Museum.

      Sasha was home. Back with the guild that had betrayed me and hidden the fact from her.

      Great…

      Each of them had their names displayed above their heads, which helped matters considerably. Harker was a soldier through and through. He stood ramrod straight, his military bearing and even gaze denying even the smallest amount of empathy. I could tell right now that, as far as he was concerned, Sasha had done well to get out of a bad situation, even though it was her own fault for getting into one. He probably didn’t like the fact that they’d had to drag her out of the sewers.

      Things like that, deviations from routine procedures, usually pissed guys like Harker off.

      Bonbon was beside him, a study in pink. She was smaller, lean and vivacious and always moving, even if it was only her foot that was tapping. She wore a long-sleeve t-shirt underneath a short-sleeve one, just like she wore ripped leggings beneath her skirt. All of her clothes were various shades of her signature color. Somehow she’d even found sunglasses with pink lenses, and these were propped up high on her forehead at the moment as she popped pink bubbles from the pink gum she was chewing on.

      And lastly, Winter_Will. He was an odd one, shoulder-length white hair, dark eyes, a leather jacket that was a couple of sizes too big and acid-washed jeans. He was standing as still as I was, and it took me a second or two to work out that he wasn’t just trying to be a freak. He was doing something else in the game, playing around in his menu or raising his skills or something.

      Unfortunately, my sense of smell was still working. The smell of the sewer was, thankfully, fading fast. It was still here though, a ripe perfume to remind players that life above the streets is often preferable to life below. Sasha wrinkled her nose and wiped at her face absently with the back of one hand before giving her guildies a grin and letting out a long, low sigh of relief.

      “Where the hell have you guys been all day? I was starting to wonder if you’d given up the ghost.”

      Bonbon shrugged and looked like she was going to say something, but Harker talked over her. “Login servers are jacked. Figured that was your doing.”

      Sasha shook her head. “Not me. At least, not on purpose. I had a hell of a time getting in too, but nothing like the, what, four-hour delay you guys must have had?”

      “Six,” supplied Bonbon helpfully. “You must have been in that sewer for a while…”

      Sasha shuddered. “Six, then. Wow. Anyway, whatever kept you, I’m glad you’re in now.” The craziness of Deep Dive’s entrance into the game, even if she didn’t exactly know that’s what was happening yet, was already getting erased by the comfort of having her allies present. It was hard over here on your own, and I didn’t begrudge her the feeling of salvation that was rolling over her, no matter how misplaced it was.

      How was she to know that these guys might not have her back in the same way she thought they did? And more to the point, it was insane for me to expect her to give me credit for bailing her out when she had next to no knowledge of my existence.

      She looked around. “Is it just us?”

      Right. There were seven Eternals in total, which meant almost half of them were missing.

      “So far,” Harker told her. “The rest must be having the same difficulties we did.”

      Sasha grinned, and I caught a twinkle in her eye that I hadn’t seen in a while. Having allies around her was bringing her out of her shell. “Have I got some crazy shit to tell you guys about…”

      Bonbon shrugged her slim shoulders. “I bet you do. You can start with explaining what you were doing in the sewer. If Winter hadn’t worked out where you were, you’d still be swimming in a pretty good simulation of other people’s shit, girl.”

      Sasha looked at Winter, who had yet to so much as bat an eye. “He found me, huh?”

      “Yeah. He’s doing something else now, but it was his idea to check the sewers. He knew the network from a couple of games back, and once we decided to hold our noses and do it, finding you wasn’t too hard. What were you doing down there?”

      “Trying not to die.” Sasha looked around the room. It was bright enough in here that there weren’t any dark shadows for unseen enemies to hide in, but she still took her time studying the place. She was worried about another Diver showing up, and so was I. “Have you guys seen anything strange, this time around?”

      Harker hid his smile behind a gloved hand. “Other than you face-down in feces, you mean?”

      Sasha waved his words away. “It’s not like that’s real. Don’t get me wrong though; we are absolutely in deep shit…”

      The ghost of a smile was still playing on her face, but at her words both Harker and Bonbon stiffened. I caught a shared glance between them, and I didn’t like the look I thought they swapped. They weren’t in. All of this was starting to scare them both, and either they’d seen something or heard something or simply suspected that retribution for bringing down Deep Dive’s network wasn’t far away.

      Whatever it was that had spooked them, they were getting cold feet.

      Sasha missed it though, and she kept on talking, blissfully unaware. “I’ll shut up until Winter’s back, at least. It’d be good to have the others here too, but if I have to tell it twice, I will.”

      “Winter’s checking on the status of the others,” Harker told her.

      “Good luck with that. I’ve been looking every so often, and it’s been goose eggs all morning with you guys.”

      He didn’t engage with that comment, choosing to change the subject instead. “You should count your lucky stars that Deep Dive hasn’t decided to implement weapon durability, yet. That’s an impressive rifle, but I wouldn’t envy you the task of breaking it down and cleaning sewer muck out of it.” He aimed his chin at a glass-topped display in the corner where her rifle lay beside her backpack.

      At the sight of the bag, Sasha rushed over, shaky fingers fumbling with the zipper. She was frantic to get into it, and I knew that she was worried that that big book would somehow be missing.

      It wasn’t. She’d probably already known that just by the weight, but it wasn’t until Harker growled “It’s there,” that she calmed down enough to slide it out and set it beside the air rifle.

      Harker came to stand next to her, and as he went past me, I saw he had a long scar that crawled up the corner of his mouth and disappeared in the hairline above his left eye. “These starter backpacks are an impressive piece of kit. I wish we had these in the war. A lot would have gone differently if we had.”

      Both Sasha and Bonbon flicked him a sidelong glance. The pink Eternal even covered her mouth to hide a smile, turning away in a vain attempt to avoid busting out laughing. I knew exactly what he was doing, and it wasn’t that strange, I suppose. If it was odd at all, it was only because I’d never played on the Survivor side. Of course there’d be role-players over here.

      Zombies couldn’t RP, not with our extreme limits to communication. But if we could, we sure would have.

      Still, I got the feeling that Headshot was the sort of game where, if you talked to your guild members about anything, the topics didn’t extend much beyond strategy, upgrading weapons and the newest places to find good salvage.

      I didn’t have an issue with roleplaying. Everybody in here was pretending they were something that they weren’t, so what was the big deal? I mean, it was nothing compared to the fact that I was pretty damn certain that they’d spent the last few minutes of my previous game trying to ambush me without Sasha’s knowledge.

      “This book could make things a lot easier for us,” Sasha told them both. I suppose she told Winter too, but he was still in his own little world, unmoving and completely unresponsive.

      “Yeah?” Bonbon asked. “Sounds good to me.”

      Sasha pressed her hand to the book’s cover. “Speaking of the rest of us, have you guys seen MattieMayhem, Coda or Smashfoot?”

      Bonbon was behind Sasha, so she didn’t see the smaller girl open her mouth, close it, then lick her lips and try again. The only sound that came out was, “Ummmmm…” She looked like she wanted to say something else, but she cut herself off so quickly that there was actually a slapping noise as she clapped her hand over her mouth.

      Sasha turned around and cocked an eyebrow at her. “Something you need to fill me in on?”

      Bonbon shook her head ‘no’ furiously, even though she plainly looked as guilty as sin. It was obvious to me that she didn’t like to lie, but she’d much rather that than come right out and tell Sasha the truth.

      Sasha let it go. I wondered if she might be in the habit of doing that too much. I got the feeling that she didn’t particularly like being the leader, particularly since it meant that she was eventually going to end up leading them somewhere none of them wanted to go. Prison, most likely. Or worse. “Harker, you picked a soldier, I’m guessing.”

      “Of course.”

      Bonbon reached out and stroked the rifle Sasha had engineered. She looked like she was in love. “I’m a sniper, as always. I don’t suppose you can make another one of these anytime soon, can you? A beast like this would sure help me cover your asses while you guys are elbow deep in scavenge.”

      Harker sighed. “You’d think that I would be the bloodthirsty one, not some fifteen-year-old from Van Nuys…”

      Bonbon chuckled. “Whatever, old man. I like to snipe, and I miss it! I had to swap to a missile launcher last time, and that…” She let her voice trail off, and looked for all the world like she wanted to disappear underneath the desk somehow.

      Sasha waited for her to finish, and when she didn’t, pressed Bonbon for more with an, “’And that what?”

      “Sucks, I guess.”

      When there wasn’t more to the story forthcoming, Sasha did what she did a lot. She dropped it. Guilt guided too many of her decisions, but I couldn’t fault her. It must be hard being in charge of a group of people who could cut and run at a moment’s notice. They were only as loyal as they desired, and I wondered how long they’d last as a cohesive group when Deep Dive really came calling.

      Harker shook his head. “Bonbon doesn’t know what she’s talking about, as usual. When was the last time she pulled the trigger on anything that wasn’t a rifle? Never, that’s when. She’s crazy and Winter’s AFK. On top of all that, you’re all mysterious about your last little adventure. Talk about dysfunctional…”

      There were a bunch of chairs in the Museum, put there for parents to sit down in a state of blissful unawareness while their kids ran around and broke things. Sasha plunked herself down in one of them now and took a deep breath. She was still recovering from the effects of the spear, and her hand strayed again to where the wound should have been but wasn’t.

      Harker was staring at her, and when she realized it, she gave him a stern look back. There was the Sasha I knew, the fighter who wasn’t interested in getting pushed around. She took a lot from him, but she had a line in the sand. “What is it, Harker? Do you want out?”

      “No.”

      “Are you sure? If you do, there’s no hard feelings and no ill will. You and I both know how rough it’s going to get. Bonbon’s too crazy to care, plus she’s a kid. She probably won’t get tossed in real jail, not like us.”

      “Juvie!” shouted Bonbon happily. “Can’t wait!”

      Sasha ignored her. “If your heart isn’t in it, I understand.”

      Harker’s face may as well have been made of stone. “I know what needs to be done. We’re doing it.”

      “Okay. Good then, I guess. Right?”

      “Let’s hope you still think that when all is said and done.”

      Winter picked that moment to take a sudden deep breath and then twitch into normal action. I jumped, startled by the way he went from motionless to animated. Zombies didn’t have that. At least, if we did, we were so often motionless and without the need to have a visual “breathing” sequence that there wasn’t really a big difference between us looking at our limited menus and us simply standing there, waiting for whatever came next.

      Winter_Will might be back in the game, but there was something distracted about his gaze. When he spoke his words ran out of him in a wild torrent, and I didn’t even need to look at Sasha to sense that she thought something was off about him. Maybe he wasn’t fully back in sync with Headshot, though. “No luck,” he said. His voice was dry and croaky. “Something happened to Stringer, and the new guy says they’re working on the login issues, but he also said it was endemic. They don’t sound-”

      Bonbon bounced into his line of sight, cutting him off. “Hey! Sasha’s awake, Will! She’s about to tell us why she decided to go subterranean, all of a sudden.”

      Winter blinked hard, shook his head as if to clear it and then turned to focus on Sasha. “Oh. Right. Hi.”

      “Hey man,” Sasha said with a wry smile. “I hear I owe you big for finding me. The way these guys have been talking, I’d still be down there if you hadn’t tracked me down.”

      “You’d have done the same thing for any of us.”

      Sasha rolled her eyes at him. “Yeah, but you did it for me, so thanks. I mean it.”

      Winter nodded.

      I tuned out the niceties. They didn’t matter anymore because Winter had just given himself away. He hadn’t known that Sasha was already awake when he’d slipped up and announced a name I was familiar with.

      Stringer…

      Mark Stringer was the Diver I’d assaulted on the library stairs. There was absolutely no good reason for Winter to know his name, much less be hearing from Deep Dive about his status. Unfortunately, it meant that these guys were a lot more compromised than I’d feared.

      Fuck. And even worse than that, here was Sasha about to show her hand and admit to them that she had strange gunmen appearing out of nowhere. If the Eternals were in direct communication with Deep Dive, whatever she told them could be used to break her down.

      Harker shut them all up with a stern look. This guy was intense, but he must be like this all of the time because nobody protested. “Sasha was about to explain to us why we found her in a sewer. In fact, it sounded like she’d turned over a rock and found something interesting.”

      Sasha nodded enthusiastically, and I rushed over to her in order to try and stop her. I had no idea how, but desperation took over and all I could do was put my hands on her shoulders and shout in her face. “Shut up! They are not on your side! Nobody is!”

      Nobody but me.
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      She took a deep breath. “Okay, here’s the thing,” Sasha said to them, as unaware of my presence as she had been for almost the entire time I’d been attached to her. “There are these guys after me. I know we always talked about the possibility of that happening. Well, it is.”

      Harker frowned, and Bonbon took a step forward. Was she reaching for something? It was hard to tell if I was just being amped up and suspicious, but she was so hyperreactive that any stray twitch had me thinking she was going to do something crazy.

      Sasha didn’t seem to notice, though. “At first I didn’t know if it was just a coincidence, but when I got rid of them once, they came right back even stronger than before.”

      The other Eternals fell so silent that I let go of Sasha and spun around to face them. For an instant, I had convinced myself that they’d all conspired to log out at once, but there they still were.

      Harker reached out and put his hand on Sasha’s shoulder, exactly where I just had. A pang of jealousy shadowed my heart, but I shoved it aside. There was much more at stake than that. “Let’s head into the staff room, okay? It sounds like you’ve got a story worth telling, and standing around here won’t do us much good.”

      It was an odd request, and I didn’t like it. I couldn’t think of any reason not to just continue the conversation right here, and the room that he was indicating looked like it was cramped and only had one entrance. If they were going to try to overwhelm her with their numbers, it was about as good a spot as the museum probably had.

      Sasha gave him a thumbs up, though. “You’re probably right,” she said. She went off ahead of the rest. Since I was the only one looking in their direction and they didn’t know I was there, I saw them for exactly who they were. Harker was shaking his head in mock sadness while Bonbon mimed wiping sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand.

      For his part, Winter_Will didn’t look like he knew what to do. He was terrified, though. It might’ve been a little bit hard to tell since his skin was way paler than most people selected, but the guilty look on his face was unmistakable.

      I didn’t know what was about to happen. Sasha was about to give up the only power she had, and when she did her Guild would know exactly how best to sell her down the river.

      All four of them went into that room and sat down around a little oval table. I followed, though I had to dart in pretty quickly when Winter started to close the door. I was pretty sure that I could possibly pass through it the same way I had the gate in the library, but I didn’t see the point in risking it.

      Everybody was watching her, and she stared at her hands for a long couple of seconds before sucking in a lungful of air and starting. “Have you guys heard of the Tiny Nuggets of Death?”

      I burst out laughing. She was one step ahead of all of us, just like always. I don’t know if it was because she’d picked up on Winter’s slip-up or not, but something had clued her in that these guys were hardly the pinnacle of trustworthiness and she had thrown up her guard.

      Good. Fuck these tools.

      Bonbon leaned in. “The Nuggets are a loser guild that’s been shoving noobs around since halfway into Beta. Is this seriously your first encounter with them?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Really?”

      Sasha shrugged. “I guess I don’t spend a lot of time rubbing shoulders with the likes of them.”

      Harker was grumpy, and he didn’t have an issue showing it. “Is that it? I thought you had a bombshell for us. They didn’t kill you, since you don’t respawn in the sewer unconscious. You don’t seem to have lost your gear, and that book you brought back would have been the first thing they’d have grabbed if they could.”

      “It was pretty touch and go there, for a while!” she shot back, but Sasha couldn’t hide the glimmer in her eye. She was playing with them. It might not have been the wisest thing for her to be doing, but here she was sitting in what may well have been the lion’s den and waving raw meat beneath their noses.

      She told them the story. Part of it, at least. The delay logging in, dodging the ambush outside the Orange Zone, the library and then Reboot. She erased all mention of the Divers, swapping them out for random made-up members of the Nuggets of Death and Reezer. It was the sort of lie that a little digging would easily uncover, but right now it worked.

      I could see that the others believed her. They weren’t sure why she was making such a big deal of it, but they didn’t suspect that they were getting fed a heaping portion of bullshit.

      Which got me thinking. Why didn’t they already know that the Divers had found her? Were they looking for others, too? That might explain it, especially if what Winter_Will had said earlier about something happening to Stringer was true. It would mean that Stringer wouldn’t have been able to tell him he’d found a target in the library, for a start.

      All of that was a bridge I’d have to stumble across later. For now, it seemed like this situation was deescalating enough that I didn’t think the knives were out for Sasha in the same way they had been a couple of minutes prior.

      Everybody pushed their chairs back and started standing up. Sunday was meant for stockpiling supplies and pushing into the harder zones for salvage that the presence of Zombies during the week made a lot more dangerous to gather.

      Harker wasn’t done, though. Not yet…. “Sasha?”

      “Yes Sergeant or Corporal, or whatever it is this week?”

      He ignored the little jab. “Are you sure there isn’t something else you want to tell us?”

      Sasha froze. A touch of deer in headlights snuck into her visage, and she interlaced her fingers hard enough for her knuckles to go white. Headshot’s Absolute Reality engine was incredible, but little details like that would spell disaster if she weren’t careful. “Nope. I’m pretty sure that’s all. Why?”

      Bonbon pointed at her from across the table. “I think he figured your story would eventually touch on why you look different.”

      Sasha clearly had no idea what she was talking about. I didn’t either. “What?”

      Harker didn’t look like he had much patience for any more nonsense. “Well, this should be fairly easy to get to the bottom of. When you went through character creation this morning, did you use all of your defaults? You know, red hair, green eyes, all the usual?”

      “Of course.”

      “And nobody tried to run a trace on you?”

      Sasha didn’t answer fast enough. I understood the delay, since this was completely out of left field. Still, he caught her flat-footed and, even worse, he knew it. “No,” she croaked, eventually. “At least, not that I know of.”

      Harker sneered, and the scar on his face didn’t let one side of his lips move at all. “Must be a bug then, because you’re a brunette now.”

      I was completely lost, at least until Sasha whirled in her place so that she could get a glimpse of her reflection in the blank screen of an ancient CRT monitor that had been removed from an exhibition because too many kids had been allowed to jostle it.

      The moment she was aware of her appearance, so was I. It was yet another lesson that Sasha was my filter, but I wasn’t looking at her now-familiar face anymore. Everything was different; cheekbones, lips, chin, dark brown hair and a rounder, less angular face.

      The poor girl had no idea whose likeness she was looking at, but I did. I guess I’d been the one that put it there, when I tried to stop the Diver’s virus from running its trace.

      She looked like Lori, my ex-girlfriend and the owner of the account I’d fed to the virus to save Sasha…
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      Bonbon broke the awkward silence. “So, um… What’s the plan, boss?”

      Sasha tore her gaze away from the other woman’s face she was wearing and nodded, “Good question. I think we’ve been sitting on our hands too long. If we’re not careful, the whole Guild’s going to get out-leveled, and fast. I don’t know about you guys, but I desperately need some salvage. Something tells me we’re going to come across an awful lot of stuff that needs building or repairing in the week ahead, and if we don’t get the raw materials now, we’ll regret it.”

      Harker and Will looked interested, and I didn’t like that. Winter_Will did something that made a spot on the map about ten blocks away thrum with a visual cue. “The usual spot, then?”

      The target was a couple of blocks into the Orange Zone, right down the main street and then south.

      Sasha shook her head. “Let’s skip the Orange and go right for the Red. I don’t like that we’ve slipped into a routine. It’s dangerous, and the fact that we can say the ‘usual’ spot and we all know where that is bothers me.”

      “She’s right,” Harker agreed before there could be more protests. “The more dangerous the destination, the more valuable the rewards.”

      “Good,” Sasha said. “So that means we’ll acquire some transport and head in. Winter, what archetype did you pick?”

      “Scientist?”

      She made a face. “Really?”

      “I thought we might need it.”

      Sasha turned her palms up, trying not to offend him. “You do you, just like we’ve always said. You guys don’t owe me anything. I’ve always been grateful for your presence, but if things go bad or you start to feel like you’ve got other allegiance, I get it. All I ask is that you give me a heads up.”

      It wasn’t subtle, and for a long moment I wondered if one of them would take that space to come clean. I was watching Bonbon the closest. Harker had said earlier that she was just fifteen in real life, and aside from that, she’d already proven herself to be the most impulsive of the Eternals.

      Nothing. Nobody flinched. There weren’t any shared, guilty glances or pointed rejoinders. It was a decent attempt to appeal to their better nature, but I didn’t think it had worked.

      Sasha gave up waiting for a reply and pressed on. “Okay, so if we’re all in then, let’s do the dealership smash and grab and loot our little hearts out. That means that Bonbon, you’re going to cover us from above. Harker can either stick around and cover our ass while we go in or cause some trouble on the PVP side of things, if somebody wants to tangle with us.”

      “What about me?” Winter asked.

      “You can come in with me and do some sciencey things in the direction of whatever tries to kill us, I guess.”

      Bonbon was the only one that looked eager to carry the plan out, but Harker’s face was even more dour than usual. I’d just been introduced to these guys, but even I could see that this guy was a downer. He better be an ass kicker in combat, because right now I was wondering why Sasha had added him to the Guild in the first place.

      Although, come to think of it, there probably wasn’t a huge queue of people waiting to be part of a conspiracy during their leisure time that would basically guarantee them a jail cell, once everything was said and done.

      Harker grunted and said, “I’ll stay with you two. Everybody grab your gear and whatever else you think you might need. Just remember, we’re down a medic since Smashfoot isn’t logged in yet.”

      “Crap,” muttered Bonbon.

      “We’re just going to have to be more careful than usual.”

      Winter raised a pale eyebrow in the direction of the ceiling at the suggestion. “And we aren’t usually very careful at all.”

      Sasha agreed. “Damn straight. Ideally, I’d like to get in and out of the Red Zone as fast as possible. If we can stay under the radar, grab whatever we can and not fire a shot, I would be overjoyed. I don’t think it’s going to go down that way, mind you, but without hope we are but empty vessels, right?”

      Harker waved a hand at himself, and then extended the gesture to the rest of the room. He carried it a bit farther than he needed to, and I cocked my head in confusion. Had he just included me in that? I knew it had to be a coincidence, but I was still unnerved by it. “We are all,” he said, “empty vessels at the very best of times, my dear. Hope changes nothing.”

      To my ears, it was ominous. All Bonbon heard was ‘run into the other room like a kid on Christmas morning and bring back Sasha’s rifle’, which was exactly what she did. She bounded back in with a huge grin on her face. “If you want me to watch your back from some random sniper perch, you’re going to let me borrow this bad boy, right?”

      The request painted Sasha into a corner, and she knew it. It was a weapon more attuned to someone who had the sort of skills in which Bonbon would be investing. Telling her that she couldn’t have it wouldn’t make much sense, not unless she wanted to make waves.

      “All yours,” Sasha told her. “I think you’ll like it. It works pretty well, though you’ve got to remember that it’s a one-shot type of thing. That might be nothing new to you, being a sniper and all, but it took me some getting used to. I had to work with what I had.”

      Bonbon gave the side of the rifle a kiss. “I love it. Custom ammo?”

      “I modified some ultra-lithiums. They really pack a punch.” She reached into the front pocket of her coveralls and extracted five of the wired rounds before setting them in front of the sniper. She pointed at a lever on the side which I’d assumed let the rifle break down for cleaning. “Pump this hard to force more air into the canister. Don’t do it now or you’ll bust a seal, but after you shoot crank this ten or twelve times and you’re good to go.”

      Bonbon’s eyes went wide. “Awesome! Thanks! I’ll do you proud, I promise.”

      “Make sure you do, Bonbon.”

      Sasha pulled a little pistol out of her pocket. “This thing’s useless, though. Even if we had some ammo for it-“

      “Which we don’t,” Harker said.

      “-it wouldn’t stop a puppy from chewing on my shoes. Have we got a rifle I can use or something?”

      Bonbon took a big revolver, complete with a holster from around her waist and handed it over. “Fair’s fair. Here you go. All loaded up and ready to go.”

      “I appreciate it,” Sasha told her. “I’ll return it when I find something else. As I said, I’d be pretty damn happy if nobody had to pull the trigger in the next few hours.”

      So would I.
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      They headed out. I was sure that normally by almost 11 in the morning they’d have a room full of gear, but the login issues had hit them hard. Transport was essential for the Survivors. Headshot was a pretty exact re-creation of the world, which meant that there were some pretty intimidating distances to overcome if you wanted to make the most of the environment.

      Travelling on foot was bad enough when you were just trying to get from point A to point B, but it was impossible to move salvage and gear without transport. I imagined that, just like everything, different guilds had different tactics. Some of them would hit the obvious; military bases, police stations, shit like that. They’d certainly get an early advantage, but possessing hardware like that would make them a prime target of other guilds for the rest of the day.

      Besides, if they wanted to make use of an APC or a tank or something crazy like that, at least one of the players would have to sink a whole bunch of points into piloting skills. And if they wanted to keep using it, they’d need a constant supply of a different grade of fuel and specialized ammunition. That meant a lot of infrastructure that they didn’t have, and trying to guard convoys and stay near resupply was a massive disadvantage.

      I was sure that some guilds preferred the mobility of motorcycles, while others decided that their time in the game was nothing more than an opportunity to test out the hottest new car, shoot the baddest gun or wear the latest fashion.

      At least until the Zombies got them…

      Sasha had already made her preference known. A standard van would give them plenty of room for equipment. It could take a beating and, if they could find one that still used diesel they could cook up their own fuel. Even better, they were nondescript. Park a van around the corner and nobody cares. Park a tricked-out 4x4 or a modified Humvee, and you’ve got the whole neighborhood trying to decide if you were worth taking a shot at.

      Harker took point and led them out a side entrance out of the Museum. After him, it was Sasha, Winter, and then Bonbon and me. I was trying to keep an eye on all of them at once, though I wasn’t sure if I could do anything even if I did catch them making a hostile move.

      Actually, that was one mystery I could solve right now. I lashed out with one foot and tried to trip Bonbon. I made contact with her at least, but it was like kicking a brick wall. Worse, since this particular brick wall was walking. Her shin caught mine, and it was I who had to catch myself against the wall at our side or risk taking a tumble.

      Great. Not only could I not hurt them, but the Eternals could shoulder me out of the way without any effort at all.

      Perfect.

      Bonbon kept right on going, admiring her shiny new rifle. I shadowed her as we made our way east three blocks and then went north. We didn’t meet anybody. Hell, we didn’t even see or hear anyone.

      I could tell that the Eternals were thrown off by the quiet jaunt. They were all ready for opposition, but it simply wasn’t happening. Even Bonbon had enough situational awareness not to start a conversation about it, but she was itching to ask where everyone was.

      At least it was bright, now. Trying to peer into an endless stack of shifting shadows had been getting old. It was pushing noon by the time they finally finished casing the dealership. There was a brand-new Mercedes van in the window that had caught their eye, smack front and center in the showroom.

      That was about the only thing that would fit their requirements. If they wanted it, they were going to have to make some noise to get it.

      Sasha’s eyes were drinking in everything around them, and I was trying to do the same. I didn’t see anything unexpected.

      Bonbon unsnapped and then unfolded a grappling hook from her belt. It was a cunning little device, and that was when I worked out that the work of an engineer was perpetual. Once your guild had cracked certain schematics, they could be built the next week without researching them again. She turned and threw it on to the rooftop behind us, snagging an outcropping and hoisting herself up quickly.

      Once she was in her sniper nest, I saw her flash a thumbs up to Sasha. She didn’t see anything dangerous, which meant the coast was clear.

      In theory. If she could be trusted…

      Now that they were ready to swing into action, Sasha reached over and rapped Harker on the shoulder in a prearranged signal. He’d elected to go with them to the dealership, and he was a combat archetype. That made it his responsibility to get them in and get them out.

      Harker was ready. I got the impression that he was pretty much always ready for just about anything. Nothing that had happened so far had seemed to surprise him or catch him flat-footed, and that was a problem. At least, it was going to be if the Eternals had been compromised.

      She and Winter followed his lead. I got to see how well-oiled the Eternals machine could be. Each of them was carrying exactly what they needed to breach the dealership. Sasha carried her trusty ax in one hand and a container of diesel in the other in case they needed to fill their quarry up before they drove it off the lot. Winter_Will clutched a crowbar and Harker had his big assault rifle, for when the lead started flying.

      It was a shame. If they’d just been able to play the game for what it was, without the background noise of revenge and conspiracy to cloud their fun, they’d have all been perfect for each other. It was a shame that it wasn’t meant to be, but as they split off to do their individual jobs in perfect unison, I couldn’t help but see what they could have been.

      One more transgression to lay at the feet of Deep Dive Studios, I told myself. They sure did have a lot to answer for.

      Harker reached the door first. When he found the door locked, he simply scanned the interior through the glass and then spun around to cover the street. Impressive. Sasha got there next, and now that silence wasn’t of the utmost importance it was Winter behind her who let out a sigh. “Of course it’s fucking locked.”

      Sasha had picked up a set of lockpicks before they left the Museum, and she withdrew them from her coveralls with a flourish. “You know it. And I have a fifteen percent chance of this working, so…”

      Winter growled softly. “This is Coda’s job. Where the hell is he, anyway?”

      “I’m sure he’d be here if he could. Smashfoot and MattieMayhem too. Hell, Mattie skipped his own grandmother’s funeral to help out a couple of Sundays ago.”

      Harker kept his eyes on the street, but he angled his head toward them ever so slightly. “Really?”

      “Really. Didn’t you know?”

      Harker didn’t answer.

      I don’t like knowing what their situation was either.

      Sasha tried to pick the lock.

      
        
        The lockpicking attempt has failed. That’s why you’re still standing in front of a locked door, just in case you were wondering. Also, your pathetic skill is the absolute baseline. Time to question whether you are the best person for this task. Would you like to push your luck and try again? This time your chance of success will be 5%.

        

      

      “Screw it,” Sasha said, stashing the lockpicks and reaching for the ax. “Time to make some noise, boys.”

      Crash! The head of the ax split the glass right down the middle, making the wreckage peel away in two distinct waves that tumbled toward her, parting to one side and the other.

      Harker ducked in first, finding cover that would allow him to watch both of the entrances at the same time. After a couple of seconds he decided that there weren’t any surprises inside, so he gave Sasha and Winter a quick signal that told them the looting could begin.

      They both did as they were told. Winter drifted around in the background, casually picking through things. Now and then he lifted something from a desk, but he always made the same disgruntled face at it and set it back down. In theory, he was looking for the keys to the van, but that seemed to be taking a distant second to a leisurely loot run.

      Sasha was cherry-picking stuff too, but at least she was hasty about it. She pushed the keyboard on the front desk out of the way, revealing a couple of items tucked beneath the monitor. A pack of cards, an electronic cigarette, a paperback copy of The Last Unicorn and a rabbit’s foot on a keychain. She briefly inspected that last one, but when it didn’t appear to have any bonus stats or grant an extra ability, she skipped it too.

      Even the stuff she didn’t take she put back where it belonged. A lot of people would’ve trashed the place, probably burning the joint to the ground once they got the keys and left in the van. Strategic or not, I didn’t think Sasha had that sort of destruction in her. She seemed to think that the way people were in Headshot was a direct reflection of who they were outside of the game.

      And maybe she was right.

      Mounted on the wall was a little cabinet, and once she’d nudge it with the ax the cheap lock broke. It swung open, revealing row after row of keys.

      Sasha was fast, and she was subtle. If I hadn’t been watching her like a hawk, I would never in a million years have noticed that she didn’t just swipe one set of keys. She grabbed two.

      After that, she hurried to the white van, climbed into the driver’s seat and jabbed the red button. Smooth as silk, the engine purred up and alerted the others that the main goal had been achieved.

      Harker was still in the shadow of the front door, watching her, the street outside and the rest of the showroom floor. Bonbon hadn’t fired a shot yet, which was a good sign. Winter went to the window and flashed a hand signal to the sniper. I saw movement across the way as Bonbon sprinted across her roof and found a ledge that would let her grapple across to the top of the dealership.

      Harker dragged open the sliding passenger door and left it that way for the others. While he climbed into the passenger seat next to Sasha, I hopped into the back.

      It was a good thing that I hadn’t hesitated, because as soon as Harker’s butt hit the seat Sasha gunned the engine and drove the van straight through the plate of glass that separated us from the outside world. She lucked out and didn’t blow any of the tires, but the noise and the risk were far outweighed by the hassle that trying to move six or seven cars out of the way would have been.

      I retreated to the back as Winter stepped across the broken shards and got into the van. A couple of moments later I heard Bonbon land on the roof right before she swung into the van. This model was able to close the passenger door at the push of a button, and Sasha pushed it and then left some rubber on the cement as she slalomed through the parked cars outside and jumped the curb on to the street.

      “Anything?” Harker asked Bonbon, turning around in his seat to glance back at her.

      The sniper shook her head. “Nope. There are some people around, but nowhere near as many as there should be and not within a couple of blocks. Even when you guys busted the front door, I didn’t see any groups decide to check it out. Everybody’s keeping to themselves.”

      The van’s GPS kicked out some messages about how light the traffic was. No kidding. In Headshot, almost everyone was already dead. The simulated world may be in the midst of its last gasp, but at least the satellites were still functioning this time around.

      Maybe some retro collector would be breaking into the Jay Leno Memorial Automobile Museum right now, desperate to get their hands on a sixty-seven Chevy or whatever, but the rest of us would be relishing the fact that a vehicle with GPS gave our HUD maps a boost, letting us see a couple of blocks farther in every direction.

      This part of San Francisco was smack in the middle of the Green Zone, though as we drove, we finally hit an Orange Zone about four blocks south. Sasha found a relatively clear freeway on-ramp but decided not to take it. Just because it was easy to get up there didn’t mean the road wouldn’t be clogged once you arrived.

      It looked like Winter and Bonbon would have preferred for her to get off the side streets, but I liked Sasha’s instincts. They let you choose a new path if things went bad in front of you. I remembered the chokepoint ambush the Survivors had turned into a last stand last week. It was too easy to get into trouble and way too hard to get out of it, up there.

      The traffic lights obviously didn’t work, which meant that you had to keep your wits about you when you came to them. The population of players was so small right now though, thanks to the login servers being FUBARed, that it wasn’t an issue.

      She kept driving, pushing hard through the Orange and crossing the Red after ten minutes of awkward silence.

      Eventually, Bonbon raised her hand in the seat in front of me like she was back in school. Come to think of it, if she was really fifteen, she was. “So, are we just out for a Sunday drive, or have you got an actual destination in mind?”

      Sasha sighed. “I’ve got a couple of ideas. You just don’t worry your pretty little head about it, though. If you need to be bashing your brain cells together about something, think about this… Smashfoot, Coda and MattieMayhem still aren’t here, right?”

      Bonbon nodded. “Duh.”

      “And the day’s half over. The seven of us have never, and I mean never spent this much time in game without playing together. Like literally, not even once.”

      “So?”

      Sasha glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “So that’s weird, right?”

      “Totally!”

      Sasha sped up. We were three blocks into the Red now, getting deeper all the time. “Remember a couple of weeks ago, when they rolled out the personal tweaks and customizations?”

      Bonbon lit up. “The vanity ones? Those were fucking amazing! I’d never have been able to start the game with pink hair without them. Made my life a whole lot easier, that’s for sure.”

      “And that whole week you went on and on and on about the new options Deep Dive had given us. Talked our ear off about it.”

      “And…?”

      Five blocks into the Red now. Sasha nodded. “Those are the ones. And do you remember what you were freaking out about then?”

      “Of course I did. I mean, don’t get me wrong, the starting colors were cool, but the rest of that patch was mostly bullshit. All of you guys just made fun of me for it, but it didn’t make any sense. You tell me, why should breast size be tied to weight? It’s fucking lame, and more to the point it’s discriminatory. Just because I want to play somebody skinny, all of a sudden I can’t have giant tits? How stupid is that? What if I wanted my character’s backstory to be that my character had a massive boob job right before the Zombie Apocalypse? It’s my subscription money, and I figure I should get to play the game the way I want to. You all laughed, but if it was something that limited your characters, you’d be-”

      Sasha held up her hand and dragged her to a stop. “Okay, cease-fire. You’re making my point for me.” Nine blocks into the Red Zone, and picking up speed. A gunshot cracked off to the left, and another followed. Ten blocks. Eleven.

      Bonbon didn’t like the edge in Sasha’s voice. “Where are you going with this?”

      “Do you even hear yourself? You’ve got a rant as long as the Gettysburg Address about a couple of cosmetic changes, but half of the Guild is completely AWOL and you haven’t made a peep. None of you have. Nobody’s logged out and given them a call or used the in-game voice chat to see if you could raise them. You three aren’t concerned, which means you know why they aren’t logged in.”

      The rest of the Eternals sat in stunned silence. Sasha just put the pedal to the metal and headed even further into No Man’s Land.

      Harker cleared his throat. “All right, let’s talk.”

      Sasha was going close to eighty miles an hour, but she stomped on the brakes so hard that she actually stood up out of her seat. The van skewed sideways but she managed not to bounce it off of anything. Stopping in the Red Zone like this was madness, but I guess the worst that could happen was that, if someone tossed a grenade under the chassis, all four of them and maybe me, would just spawn back in the Computer Science Museum. They’d lose some time and some gear, but that wasn’t the end of the world.

      “Spill it,” Sasha demanded. “And make it good.”

      Nobody said anything. I was surprised that not even Harker had the balls to try and come up with some spin, and that was when I knew that the situation was dire. She turned around to look at them, and I could see how desperate she was for one of them to prove her suspicions wrong.

      It wasn’t going to happen. I could tell by the look in her eyes that she knew enough to know too much, and their blank faces didn’t give her an ounce of hope. She must have known she was right at the point of no return, but she didn’t have a way of backing away from the precipice. “How about this,” she said. “I’ll log out and call them. Harker, swap into the driver’s seat, and I should be back before my avatar times out.”

      “No,” he said. “That doesn’t make sense. Logging out is just asking for trouble, with as much trouble as we had to get into Headshot already today.”

      She shrugged. “Okay. Give me a second, and I’ll message their accounts through the in-game chat. They don’t need to be logged in to reply.”

      Winter shook his head. “You drive, and we’ll reach out to them. You’re right, we’ve been far too complacent about not working out why they aren’t here, but we should at least be a moving target this far into the Red. I’ll try Smash, Harker can contact Mattie and Bonbon will touch base with Coda. Does that sound good?”

      Sasha smiled, letting herself be convinced. “I would really, really feel good about that.”

      Bonbon grinned as if it was the best idea she’d ever heard, but the clincher, the thing that made my blood run cold was when Harker nodded slowly and said, “Anything to keep you happy.”

      He didn’t want her happy. He wanted her logged in, and he did not want her talking to the rest of the Guild. Winter had floated a terrible idea and the fact that they were jumping at the chance to do something as stupid as each of them going idle to contact one individual as opposed to one of them interacting with all three of the absent Eternals in quick succession.

      They were covering their asses, and my suspicions were confirmed by how quickly they all went idle, eager to end the conversation and attempt to gather the troops. A clock appeared above each of their heads, counting down from ten minutes. That must be how long they could remain idle before Headshot logged them out.

      Now that they were gone, I could see the heartbreak written all over Sasha’s face. She’d trusted them with secrets that she’d kept close to her chest for years, and now that trust had evaporated. And worse, I think she knew that it was possibly her fault. These guys had wanted to play a game, and instead circumstance and whatever shared experiences they had conspired to make them soldiers in a war she might not have a right to ask them to fight.

      I saw her concentrate for a moment and took the opportunity to sync her thoughts up with mine. She was in the game menus, and the fact that she’d never used the option before meant that it was buried. Even after she found it, Headshot did a rare thing and shot a message in text across her vision.

      
        
        Are you certain that you would like to leave your Guild? As the guild leader, the leadership of the [Eternals] will be transferred to the next highest ranking member: [Harker]. You will lose access to everything in the Guild’s possession, and anything of yours that remains in the Guild Vault will be returned to you immediately. If you are making this decision on a Sunday when the Guild Vault is absent, your possessions will enter your inventory on Monday morning at 12:01. All Reputation Boosts, Status Bonuses and Ability Benefits that you currently enjoy because of your membership in the [Eternals] will immediately cease to function.

        Please confirm your decision by saying “Yes.”

        

      

      Sasha angrily wiped away a tear with the back of her fist. She was pissed off that she was broken up over this, but she told herself that either she was right and the Eternals had turned on her, or she was wrong and they hadn’t. Either way, with the Deep Dive developers entering the game to hunt her down, parting ways was the best option. She’d tried to shield these guys as much as she could, doing most of the dirty work and all of the illegal work on her own.

      “Yes.”

      
        
        You are now without a Guild! The Post-Apocalyptic world is extremely dangerous. You should find friends!

        

      

      No kidding, she thought to herself, and I was stunned that I could hear her thoughts now, and in her own voice. I thought I had, but now I’m starting to wonder…

      
        
        Caution! You are in a [Red] Zone. Without allies, there is every chance that you will find yourself the prey and not the predator. Do not proceed unless you are willing to face the consequences. Now that you are without a Guild headquarters to use as a respawn, your eventual demise will result in you respawning in the last location where Headshot ascertained you felt at your most safe. You have been granted a thirty-minute grace period to retreat. After that time, you will once again be a viable PVP target.

        

      

      Sasha knew that the message was supposed to talk her into tucking her tail between her legs and racing back to the Green Zone, but that wasn’t the plan. That grace period was going to be a huge bonus. Under normal circumstances, she’d never press her luck out here. It simply wasn’t worth it, but she was hoping that the militant, hardcore guilds made up of the most deadly Survivors might make Deep Dive think twice about sending yet another team after her.

      It was a long shot, but it was the only shot she had. Maybe they’d get picked off by somebody else along the way. Their weapons and body armor would make them a huge target, and besides that, they’d have to be a little more subtle than they had been with the Nuggets of Death. If they weren’t careful, they’d have the whole server talking about the random tactical assault teams that were warping in and out of existence.

      If somebody worked out who they really were, there’d either be a mass exodus from the game as players cried foul or have a bunch of the elite gamers trying to take their heads off. Or both.

      There was one more thing to do. Even though the timer over her former guildmates’ heads hadn’t even dropped by a minute, Sasha had a hunch that they’d be back soon. It wasn’t going to take very long to pretend to contact the rest of the Eternals.

      Unfortunately for them, the van belonged to her. She’d found the keys, and it had been her that had driven it out of the dealership. She mentally changed her permissions, swapping from sharing her assets with friendlies to kicking everyone out of her vehicle.

      Winter, Bonbon, and Harker instantly vanished. They reappeared beside the van, each of them standing in their chosen idle poses. Sasha took one last look at them. Winter was checking his watch. Harker was grumpily tapping his foot, while Bonbon was doing a sexy little dance that involved a lot more booty shaking than her frame was built for.

      Despite everything, Sasha was going to miss these guys. She stepped down on the gas and put them in the rearview mirror before they could come back and try to follow her.

      When they did return to their avatars, they’d be stranded deep in hostile territory with nobody but themselves to rely on.

      Good luck with that, assholes.
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      I was pretty sure that Sasha had no idea where she was going. I didn’t know where she lived. Normally, I’d assume it was somewhere around here. After all, as a Zombie I had to literally start in my own house. I didn’t have any choice in the matter.

      I doubted that was the case on the Survivor side. They could probably either buy or earn a way to begin their game elsewhere. Still, regardless of where she lived now, I figured that she’d spent enough time at the Computer Science Museum to be aware of the surrounding city. She wanted to surround herself with the most dangerous parts of the Red Zone, and that meant that she had better find a damn good place to hole up.

      The echo and report of sporadic small arms fire was definitely crowding closer to the van as we forged ahead. That didn’t seem to bother Sasha, though. She was too busy obsessing over a dangerous thought that was crowding out everything else. It must be strong, too. Usually, there was a steady hum of background noise in there, but this time Sasha had a singular thought in her head that she couldn’t ignore. I was picking it up as clearly as if she were whispering it into my ear, which must mean that it was drowning out everything else in her mind.

      Harker, Winter, and Bonbon hadn’t wanted her to contact the Eternals that weren’t in the game right now. They’d made mistakes when she suggested it, exposing themselves. So what was so important? What were they trying to keep from her?

      She was desperate to get in touch with the others. Maybe they weren’t in on it, and even if they were, they obviously had something to share that the Eternals she’d just left in the dust didn’t want her to know.

      This wasn’t the time, though. “Find a safe place first. No point going through all of this just to squander it now,” she told herself. If she wanted to find any safety in the Red Zone, she was going to have to build a base here.

      Solo.

      It was a crazy plan, but everything had been turned upside down and, right about now, crazy was all she and I had. Headshot wasn’t designed for the sort of power that the developers could bring to bear. It wasn’t meant as anything more than a playful, if grisly, escape from reality. It was supposed to be fun, and the rules were supposed to make sense.

      The rules. I could feel her cling to them like a life preserver. I’d discounted the idea that they mattered right around the time when my awareness had been sucked into another person’s brain; and when I’d managed to find a new existence outside of her, in this strange form where I was little more than the angel on one of her shoulders or the devil on the other, I’d thrown the rules out again.

      But she hadn’t. Even after everything she’d seen, after the Divers and the Eternals’ betrayal and the rest, she still put her faith in the logic gates and algorithms that ran this place. It might have been the coder in her, but I thought it was something else.

      Faith in her father. This was his world, and she was willing to trust that she knew the rigid structure of it, the parts of it that wouldn’t change, no matter how hard Deep Dive pushed and prodded, above all else.

      I didn’t like it. It was far too much like religion to me, but I wasn’t the one calling the shots.

      If anyone could survive out here on her own, it was Sasha. I couldn’t pretend that I liked her odds, since I knew from sharing her skull that Guilds of as few as three or four members had tried and failed in the past. But, the game had only officially launched last week. The Beta had brought its own difficulties with it, and there was a chance that a few quality of life improvements may have been patched in. She might be able to find a way to live out here in the cracks between the danger that swirled all around her.

      As if to emphasize that last bit, I heard a bullet pass through the rear of the van. Someone had decided that we needed less metal and more peepholes back here, and the round had come close enough to me that I wasn’t sure if it had missed.

      It probably didn’t matter if I got shot, but it wasn’t something I wanted to get used to. It was only one shot, though. Out here I’d have expected a whole bunch of the bullet’s brothers and sisters to crash the party, too. The van’s exit wound wasn’t anywhere near big enough to have been made by a sniper rifle, which meant that someone had probably just taken a halfhearted potshot at us.

      Welcome to the neighborhood, I thought to myself. Sasha got the hint and took a right and then a left. If someone was willing to reach out and touch us, avoiding them was the best option. She was here to dig a burrow, not to shed blood. If Deep Dive didn’t know where she was, gunning down players and kicking off a turf war wasn’t the way to stay beneath the radar.

      They’d be looking for anomalies. I had to hope that she was invisible to their programs, like she had been before the Divers started hunting her down. “That’s it,” I encouraged her. “I know it’s not the easiest thing to do, especially when you want to kill the game, but just play it safe for a little while.”

      At least until the end of the day. Hopefully, when Sunday ends, and the real game kicks off at midnight, I’ll be reunited with my bodies, both real and virtual…

      I moved up into the passenger seat and started scanning the buildings as she drove. What Sasha needed was a little pocket. A bubble. An overlooked, easily defended, not-too-important-but-not-completely-useless base that she could use to hunker down and ride out the storm.

      It wasn’t too much to ask. There had to be a few places like that. If she could dig in hard enough, she could make it not worth anyone’s effort to pry her out. Reboot had been a decent spot, and now all we had to do was find another.

      Not for the first time, I wondered how hard all of this must be for her. I still had the security footage etched into my brain. I probably always would. Growing up with a dad like that, a guy who had basically crafted the AI that made Headshot possible single-handedly, well… She had to see signs of his presence everywhere. We were surrounded by a playground they’d stolen from him. Every dollar Deep Dive earned was a crime in progress and, to rub salt and lemon juice and probably shit into the wound, they’d taken it even further.

      They didn’t just want money. They wanted influence, and if they had to swipe the stuff from our brains that they promised they didn’t have access to, they were fine with that.

      What information had they gathered? I didn’t see anything to stop them from gleaning whatever they wanted. Interested in whether you prefer Coke to Pepsi? Easy. Stash a couple of rival vending machines next to each other. A billboard here, an overturned delivery truck there. You didn’t need the players to drink it. Just watch their minds when they see the logo, and you’ll know enough. Hatred and lust came too quickly to the mind for me to pretend that they were too subtle for Headshot’s AI to catalog.

      And you don’t stop there. A politician’s slogan. The flag of another country. An abortion clinic in flames. Black or yellow or red or brown bodies in a pile. And what does your lizard brain do when you see these things? What does your gut say?

      And then they know you better than you know yourself.

      They had weaponized her dad’s dream, and then they’d found a way to press it to our temples.

      And the rich ones were paying for the privilege.

      I didn’t know what they were planning on doing with the information and neither did Sasha. Whatever they were waiting for obviously hadn’t happened yet. The first thing she’d done, months and months ago, was sprinkle careful little alarm programs around the code. She was aware of what it took to keep Headshot running. If a large amount of stored data got moved or copied for reasons other than game maintenance, she’d know.

      It wouldn’t do any good, but she wouldn’t be caught by surprise when Deep Dive transitioned from thieving game developer to… To what? Hegemony? Tyrannical dictator?

      I was being dramatic, of course. They’d sell it. That way someone else could have the blood on their hands.

      The van was becoming a liability. As we roared through the city, I was seeing faces appear in windows with increasing frequency. There weren’t many other vehicles operating out here. They attracted too much attention. If she didn’t ditch it soon, it would just be a magnet for the worst sort of trouble.

      Well, maybe not the worst sort…

      The only reason we hadn’t been waylaid so far was that Sasha knew her way around and pretty much hadn’t taken her foot off the gas. It was reckless, yes, but it also was a shitty way to do recon.

      Right on cue, only two intersections later we stumbled into a massive firefight and had the bad luck to drive right down the middle of the two opposing sides. The street was suddenly lined with heavily armed, trigger-happy Survivors already desperate and revved for battle.

      As soon as they saw us in their midst the old turf war was momentarily forgotten. We were fresh meat, and if either side let us get away then they’d lose the chance to squabble over our remains. Easier to waylay us and then go back to the old disagreement, so they turned their guns in our direction and hit us from a hundred angles at once.

      The sound tore at my ears, a screech of metal and shrapnel and lead. There were so many bullets sharing the air around us that it felt like I could have reached out and swatted some of them away like irritating flies, had they not already shredded the vehicle and perforated the space the game was allowing me to occupy.

      They hurt a lot, but I wasn’t going anywhere.

      The passenger window exploded beside me. The windshield became a modern art display of spiderwebs and heavily ventilated glass. Two of the tires gave up the ghost mid-skid and sent us swerving at a brick wall. Sasha, apparently unharmed, fought for control and found it, glancing off the building and trading paint and throwing sparks for fifty yards as the van lurched the wrong way down a one-way street.

      
        
        Vehicle Piloting (Civilian) increased to 82%

        

        Reckless Luck increased to 19%

        

        Your knowledge of Engineering has allowed you to keep this pile of crap together up until now, but that’s about to change…

        

      

      And just like that the ground beneath us isn’t pavement, anymore. I look around and see that we aren’t on the street, at all. It’s a ramp, the exit ramp of a parking structure, to be more precise. It’s one of the new ones, where the exit is on one side, and the entrance is all the way over on the other. Something about efficiency, they’d claimed when they started building them.

      Sasha is a whirlwind of movement, though the only action she takes that can constitute driving is when she wrenches the wheel to the left and slams us sideways into the narrowest part of the exit, right where the curved spikes on the ground can pop the rest of our tires and leave our axles dragging as the front impacts the cement barrier that should have been on our right.

      I smell gas and look over to see that she’s dumping the contents of the canister she brought to the dealership everywhere, trying not to get it on herself or the backpack she’s already thrown on. The engine is on fire, and that’s not a great sign. Especially since she’s crunched us in here at such an angle that the only way out of the vehicle is through the now barely-attached windshield and over the flames.

      She takes one last look at the interior, searching for something. She looks right at me and finds it.

      My heart sings. She reaches for me. I don’t know what to say, which saves me the smallest measurable unit of embarrassment as her hand plunges through my chest and she grabs the ax that the crash has thrown up against the passenger door.

      And then she’s gone. I scramble to follow, and the pain from the explosion at my back is far, far worse than being shot. It still feels better than thinking that she’d finally seen me and being wrong, though.
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      I didn’t think that anyone was going to bother to pursue us through that. Even if they wanted whatever meager gear she had, the flames would convince them that she had died in the explosion. It would hardly be the first time that a fiery wreck would’ve forced someone to respawn somewhere else, and it wouldn’t be the last.

      Even Sasha wasn’t sure how many subscribers Headshot had, and the number of total players was a complete mystery as well. Deep Dive had always kept those statistics close to their chest, but the answer had to be in the millions. Tens of millions, if not more. And even if only one percent of them were willing to pay the fee to be on the “good” side, and even if that one percent was more or less evenly distributed in the major cities of the world, I had to wonder where everyone was.

      Having an entire day to themselves to gather resources and staking out territory was a huge advantage for the Survivors. Even with all of the server issues last week, if the players could have been here they would be. The fact that they weren’t… Well, half of the Eternals apparently couldn’t log in. If that ratio continued across the rest of the player base, it would go some way to explaining it.

      I didn’t know Silicon Valley, so I couldn’t look at the map and see exactly where we were. Not in any meaningful way, at least. What I did know was that we were so far into the Red Zone that the map wasn’t even showing us Orange at the borders. Red was bad news. All of the rules were out the window, and guilds lost even the pretense of protection from other players.

      Sasha had hiked up to one of the higher levels of the parking structure so that she could use as a vantage point.

      The city lay below us. Office buildings mingled with the smaller structures that made up government buildings and restaurants, while interspersed with all of that there was the occasional strip of greenery or parkland intended to break up the architecture that dominated the landscape.

      Sasha was an engineer. She’d chosen that class because she thought like one, but that meant that she wasn’t paying attention to things like the fact that she was presenting a clean silhouette to anyone looking in her direction with binoculars. Harker, for all his flaws, would never have let her just stand here like this.

      She wasn’t used to hiding. 99% of my time in Headshot had been spent with my head on a swivel, wondering when the inevitable attack would come and from which direction. Everything was a threat. I had learned to embrace paranoia, to offer myself up willingly to this certainty that the only way I was going to live was if I was both lucky and cunning.

      “You can’t just stand there,” I told her, feeling more useless than usual. “You’re just asking for somebody to take a shot at you.”

      And just like magic, Sasha crouched down behind the cement barrier that was meant to stop you from driving your car off the platform.

      I held my breath for a second, but that didn’t last long. “Can you hear me?”

      It did look like she was listening to something, but it turned out to be something else when she lowered her eyes and saw the building across the street.

      It was a hospital. Usually, they were hotly contested, but the fact that this one wasn’t bristling with gunmen sticking their head out the window looking for targets didn’t necessarily mean that it was occupied. A building this size would take a big guild to hold it, and if everyone was having the same login issues as the Eternals then it may very well be that it wasn’t worth the trouble.

      After all, what good was only a floor of a building? Even if she could make it into a headquarters, you couldn’t secure it.

      Sasha looked like that wasn’t going to bother her, though. It was close enough to be safely approached, silent enough to possibly be unoccupied, and big enough that she might be overlooked even if a guild did already own it.

      In short, it was too good a chance to pass up. She turned and raced down the stairs all the way to street level. I was right behind her, and when she carefully opened the door that would take her to her target, I looked up and saw nothing more than blank windows and a gray façade staring impassively back down at the street.

      At least nobody shot at her as she crossed the street. And nobody yelled a warning or threat, either. She went into a crouch, low and slow. There were a number of different entrances, but even though the outside was dotted with a couple of dozen CCTV cameras, she didn’t fear them. The grid was still down, and if they’d gotten a few of the backup generators up and running, I was sure that we would see the red light blinking beneath their lenses.

      But how was she going to get in? That’s the thing about hospitals, and one of the reasons that they’re so hard to secure. They’ve got more entrances and exits than a rabbit’s warren, and once you’re inside, you have to contend with all of those twisting hallways with clinically similar floor layouts. It wouldn’t take very long at all before everything started to look the same. 

      She hid between two parked cars, and I took the opportunity to go ahead and scout. I got in through the door, when I talked her into crouching. I don’t know if it was because of persistence or simple randomness, but I was beginning to believe that now and then I could influence her.

      That meant that I owed it to both of us to get as much information as I could. I wouldn’t be much of an advisor if I had shitty advice…

      In theory, just busting in the front entrance wasn’t an option. If there was a Guild in there and they’d set a guard, as they no doubt would have, she’d be dead in seconds. I ignored the sliding glass doors that were in front of me and instead ducked around the corner. Here was a smaller entrance, and above it was a sign that said Employees Only. That had promise, and it was made even better by the fact that it was a traditional door and not one that needed electricity to open.

      Judging by the damage done to both the hinges and the lock, more than one person had already tried to get in this way.  I didn’t see evidence of any repairs, which meant that either whoever owned the hospital now still considered this entryway secure or they didn’t know that the tampering had gone on.

      Whichever one it was in, a secure location or one owned by a group too sure of their own abilities, I was fine with it.

      I’d done all the looking around on my own that I could. Just as I was about to attempt to get Sasha over here, I turned around and saw that she was already on the way.

      As she poked around and inspected the stuff that I had just looked at, I started to turn my mind to the problem of getting in. Another problem with hospitals is that they’re pretty much built from the ground up with the understanding that at least part of them will be open to the public at all times. That meant that they had a lot of doors that were hard to keep locked down. I was sure that, if a decent-size Guild were in charge of this place, they would want more than a few escape routes in case a bigger fish decided to come and swallow them up. And since most of the doors would be electronic, that meant they would’ve already forced them open. Nobody wants to have to blast their way through a bunch of obstacles when death is snapping at their heels.

      Sasha was careful to stay flat to the building as she studied the possible ways in. Sturdy employee door, front entrance with an obvious chokepoint… Not much help here. She crept the length of the building and then slunk around another corner, which put her right in front of the emergency entrance. It was wide and would have normally been a well-lit hive of activity, since this was where people hurried off to when they needed treatment without the hassle of appointments.

      I was ready to give up on the whole endeavor. It hadn’t been a bad idea, but that didn’t make it a good one, either. Sasha was still willing to give the hospital a try, and I figured now was as good a time as any to try out my influence again.

      “Come on, Sasha. It’s useless. Let’s find something else, huh?”

      I saw her shoulders stiffen. She was resisting.

      Fine… Time for the big guns, then. “There’s nothing in there but more pain and misery. Let’s just find a place where you can get some scrap and level up a few of your skills. At least then, when Deep Dive shows up, you’ll have more of a fighting chance.”

      I saw her flinch. She heard the logic of my words, but I was pretty sure that she was assuming that the argument was coming from her internal dialogue. “Fuck off,” she said angrily. “I’m sick of being scared of this place.”

      Wait a minute. She knew this hospital? Little pieces started to fall into place in a trickle of recall. She hadn’t scouted the doors like I had, because she was familiar with their location. And the way she’d been driving the van… It hadn’t been random. She’d been making a beeline for this building the whole time.

      A little flicker of white overhead dragged her attention away from the emergency entrance. We hadn’t seen it before because it had been tangled in a tree, but the wind had revealed it. Some enterprising soul had tied a string of bedsheets together. They led up to a window on the –

      “Sixth floor,” she whispered, her voice thick with grief. “Room six nineteen.”

      I looked at her, then counted the stories. She was right about the sixth floor part, at least. Someone up there had used the bedsheets as a ladder to escape. The end of it had been caught in a gust sometime between then and now and been tangled in some branches high in the tree.

      Sasha started climbing.

      
        
        This tree has granted you a climbing ability of 100% for the next 10 seconds. Use                                                                it well, Sash.

        

      

      She didn’t squander the bonus, squirreling up the tree as if it were no different to something she’d do any other day of her life. But the look on her face told a different story. This was new, and she and I both knew right away that this wasn’t a message from Headshot.

      It was from her dad, the one person in the world who she’d ever allowed to call her Sash.

      Blake Redhook.

      Ten seconds of a perfect climbing ability was more than enough, and she was up the rope and through the window so quickly that whatever was keeping me tied to her shuddered and stalled. My vision flickered, and the next thing I knew I was standing in the hospital room next to her, the end of the bedsheets tied around a heavy railing that had been mounted to the wall to help sick people get in and out of bed. She was pulling the rope in, making sure that nobody could follow us.

      Everything was quiet. The linens that remained on the mattress had been disturbed, and the pillow had a splash of blood on the right and left side, leaving the middle with the disturbing outline of someone’s head.

      The bed itself was surrounded by a swarm of equipment and monitors. The cabling alone was impressive, eventually coiling together into a python-wide serpent that ran through a custom connection set into the wall. Everything was dead, since the hospital didn’t have power either.

      This was just another room to me, but not to Sasha. She moved around the room as if she’d been here a million times, which was exactly what I was beginning to suspect. Had she been injured as a child? There were a lot of her thoughts that I either hadn’t been able to access or hadn’t thought to try, but nowhere in there had I bumped into any memory of a hospital stay.

      For the first time all day, she didn’t search the room for anything of value. Instead, she accessed her menu, brought up the app that let her use her phone from within the Absolute Reality Rig, and enabled a screening filter to block Headshot’s access to the conversation. A blank look fell over her avatar.

      Sasha was barely in the game, and I felt her absence yank me back into her brain.
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      This is Blake Redhook’s phone. May I ask who’s calling?”

      I shook my head and mentally rolled my eyes. Seriously? My mom had answered every call I’d ever heard like that, as if my dad’s phone was some helpless, sentient creature that had a robust social life and yet somehow was unable to communicate on its own behalf.

      It was ridiculous, but so was the fact that she still refused to get her own phone, even after everything. And she still didn’t realize that you can look at the screen and work out who’s on the other end of the line before you answer.

      I don’t think I’d ever heard anyone other than her use that fake telephone voice, because the rest of the world knew what they were going to get when they answered.

      “It’s Sasha, Mom.”

      “Oh, that’s nice.”

      “What’s nice? That it’s me calling?”

      My question threw her. She’s bone tired. I heard it in her voice, underneath the forced enthusiasm that has been a part of her script for so long that I don’t even know if she’s aware that she’s faking it anymore. “No. Or yes. I don’t know… It’s just turned into a very long day. I’m happy to hear from you, though.”

      I frowned. She was even more stilted and formal than normal, which meant that either something was wrong or someone else was in the room with her. Or both. “Is everything okay?”

      I can picture her in my mind. Red hair going gray at the temples. New crow’s nests touching the corners of her eyes. Lips pursed so hard that I can hear them part when she speaks. “Of course things are fine. I’m here with him now.”

      “Can I speak to him?” It’s the same request I always made, though there have been times when she’s refused it. Never outright, but every now and then told me that she was ‘on her way out the door’ or ‘just about to speak with the man in charge’ and I hadn’t gotten my chance.

      Whatever. The opportunity to talk to him was the only reason I traded words with her these days, and she knew it. I understood why my mother had pulled away from me. It was her way of coping, and I didn’t begrudge her the distance. We were never close anyway, and I knew that I was nothing more than a painful reminder of the good times.

      I wanted to tell her that this wasn’t any easier for me. If anything, I pretty much constantly had to fight the urge to vomit my emotions right down the line at her. I dreamt of letting the bile burn her up. I wanted it to fill the room she was standing in right now, the same one my avatar was currently occupying.

      The Good Samaritan. I’d been looking for this hospital for months. It was never where it should be. Even now, it didn’t belong in the city block it had decided to occupy. It was an architecturally-aware white whale, as tricksy as they came.

      And now I’d finally found it.

      But my Mom was still stalling. “Are you sure? Now might not be the best time.”

      It was the last straw. This gatekeeper bullshit had gone on for too long. I snapped, and even though I’d regret it later, I couldn’t stop myself from going off on her. “Put my father on the phone, god damn it!”

      She didn’t ruffle easily, though. “I’d love to,” she told me, ever the one to try and make the waters appear calmer than they were. There was a couple of moments of silence. Just long enough for her to take a few steps and press the phone to his ear.

      It lasted for an eternity.

      “Daddy? It’s Sash. I’m here.”

      I paused because I didn’t want to overwhelm him with my voice. A few years ago I might’ve been optimistic enough to pretend that I was expecting an answer, but those days are long, long gone.

      “I’m trying. I really am.” But is that the truth? Probably not. I can hear him breathing, but that’s a lie too. The reality is that I can hear the machines breathing on his behalf. “I’m going to make you proud, though.”

      Silence.

      Maybe I should shut up there, but I was so damn alone. I needed to vent, at least a little. And who better to complain to than a man who couldn’t interrupt? “It’s getting crazy in here. Deep Dive is in the game now. They’re trying to track me down, and -”

      “Is that Sasha! So good to hear your voice, my dear. Tell me, how long has it been since I have been given a chance to lay my eyes upon you?”

      I mentally recoiled. The heavy South African accent was unmistakable, but my brain made me blurt, “Who is this?” as a way of giving me a moment of space.

      He clicked his tongue at me, the annoyed elder chastising the child. “It is Desmond, of course. But perhaps you do not remember me. I work with your father.”

      Bullshit. Desmond claiming he worked with my dad was like Herod saying he worked with Jesus. I hadn’t even met him until after dad had his accident, which goes to show how little time Desmond had spent in his orbit.

      My father was adored by each and every one of his staff. I knew them all, since they were constantly eating dinner at our house, and when they weren’t doing that, they were burning the midnight oil at the computers in the basement or showing up unannounced at our door with a new problem that they needed his brain to help them solve.

      But Desmond? He wasn’t a coder. I’d heard his name amongst my dad and his employees, and never once had it been said in anything other than frustration. Desmond Jae was responsible for clearing the red tape, and giving birth to an Artificial Intelligence that could keep Headshot going was making a mountain of it. There weren’t laws to stop them from doing what they wanted to do, not really, but that was only because the guys that write them had never so much as turned on a computer, let alone stepped into Absolute Reality.

      As soon as the doctors had put dad into the rehabilitative coma though, Desmond was everywhere. He claimed that the two of them had made a major breakthrough together on the tech that would later become Headshot. He was nothing more than a snake oil salesman. He wanted my mom and me to buy into the story that he and dad had ended up as equal partners in the discovery, with both of them facing the dangers and wonders of this brave new world together.

      It wasn’t true, but Desmond had used enough influence in the upper echelons to put himself in charge of Deep Dive Studios. He was nothing more than a thieving conman, but he was too good at charming the average stockholder for them to see through him.

      “Are you still there, my girl? I said I work with your father.”

      “Leave him alone. He needs to get better. He isn’t working with anyone, not while he’s comatose.”

      Desmond chuckled. “So you say. Listen, I can only imagine how hard all of this has been for you and your mother. I thought maybe it would be a good idea if you came down here to his room and we could have a little chat, just the three of us.”

      “You mean the four.”

      I heard him hesitate as he tried to work out who the fourth was. “Right,” he said, after far too long. “Your dad, too. Four… When would you like to be here?”

      I tried not to dwell on the irony of what he’d just said. I was standing in a virtual representation of the same room he was in right now. “Probably never,” I told him. “Not for a while, at least. I’ve got big plans, and not a lot of time to make them happen.”

      I thought that he would get the hint, but if Desmond were capable of catching hints or feeling shame, he wouldn’t be the person that he was. “I wouldn’t be so certain if I were you. Big plans, as we have seen firsthand, have a way of blowing up in your face.”

      “Thanks for the advice.”

      “Anytime.” He laughed warmly. “You know Sasha; you’re a talented coder in your own right. And you’re a gamer, as well. I keep waiting for you to log in to Headshot, but my techs tell me that you haven’t. You don’t even have an account, which I admit to finding very strange indeed.”

      “Too busy, like I said.” I needed to steer him away from this, and fast.

      But Desmond didn’t steer easy. “What would you think, if you were me? The daughter of the man who made it happen won’t even play the game he built from the ground up. And more importantly, what would the press say about it, if they found out?”

      “They won’t.”

      He sighed, though it still sounded like he was smiling. This guy was just about unflappable. “Please see that they do not.”

      Who did this guy think he was? He had zero right to ask me for favors. It was long past time to put an end to this, so I fired a shot across his bow. “I think the press has a lot more to talk about regarding Headshot, particularly at the moment. Your launch is anything but smooth. Server crashes and login issues in your first week? Pretty sloppy, Desmond. Dad would never have dropped the ball like that. Then again, he was the one saying the game wasn’t ready, right up until he stopped saying anything. Hell, Deep Dive didn’t even have a working AI, back then.”

      “But we have one now.”

      This wasn’t going anywhere. I couldn’t help but think that he was learning more from me then I was from him. I felt my fear rising, and like a terrified little girl of four or five, I wanted to stomp my feet and demand that he hand the phone back to my mother. Desmond was a lot of things, but stupid wasn’t one of them.

      I was too close to ending Headshot. If I messed up now and made him suspicious of me, this would all come crashing down on my head at the last second. Time for the Hail Mary. “Desmond, it’s just…” I didn’t have to feign the emotion. All I needed to do was finally let it out. “It’s just so damn hard to imagine playing that game. It’s too close to my heart. Sometimes I want to set up an account and, but I just can’t bring myself to do it. I don’t think you get it, honestly. My whole life was spent with him dreaming up that game. We’d be driving, and I’d have to help him find a parking spot because he was so lost in his own head. I’d stay up late and watch him practically bleed the code into the computer.”

      It was as open and honest as I trusted myself to be, even though the core of it was obviously a lie. I was in Headshot every single day. He’d confirmed that he was watching my connection, which meant that I’d have been tracked from the very start unless my countermeasures had held up. Their last attack had done something to me, though. The fact that I may still be wearing the face of someone else’s avatar was proof of that.

      I needed to be careful. Toward the end, dad had been unbelievably paranoid about his work, locking it down under asymmetrically morphing passwords and custom-crafted biometric protocol. I didn’t have his intellect, but I made do. So far I’d stayed out of their reach, but so far wasn’t going to count for much if they nabbed me.

      I thought the conversation was over. I was desperate for it to be, but Desmond wasn’t finished. “Sasha?”

      “Yes?”

      He didn’t answer right away. He used the pause as a power play, wielding it like a weapon. I refused to be the one to break it. “Your father has made a wonderful world for you to explore. I’d love to find you in the game, Miss Redhook.”

      I don’t know how I would have responded, but the next thing I heard was the phone being handed back to my mother. An instant later her ridiculously chirpy voice was in my ear, and she was cranking it up to eleven. She was far too proper and well-mannered to have remained in the room while Desmond and I were speaking, but I didn’t know if she suspected what was happening just below the surface.

      I’d explain it to her later. After.

      Her voice got even more chilly, and that scared me. “Sasha, you should come down and hold your father’s hand for a little while, sweetheart. I think that might help him.”

      “What do you mean? Has something happened?”

      Again that pursing of lips. “Everything’s fine now. Last week was a bit rough for him, but the doctors assure me that things have stabilized again. Desmond isn’t worried, so I don’t think we should be.”

      Again, with this asshole. I despised him, and he obviously had my mother convinced that he was some benevolent guardian. “Well, I can sleep so much easier now that I’ve been reassured that Desmond isn’t worried about my comatose father’s health. And what do you mean it was rough, anyway?”

      “Nothing. Just… Don’t be a stranger, okay? It’s been months since he’s heard your voice in person. Promise me you won’t leave it too long?”

      There it was. That was as close as she was ever going to admitting to both of us that dad wasn’t going to just magically wake up.

      Early on, she and I forged an unspoken agreement that we’d just keep pretending things would one day be the same. We weren’t naïve enough to believe it, but it was a lie meant to protect us from having to confront reality. The fact that she’d broken our contract cut deep. “I’ll do my best.”

      I heard beeping in the background, and then a second and a third machine kicked up a chorus. Desmond was shouting for the doctors, and the words he used echoed around me through the black of the void as I fell backward back into the void that led from the phone app to Headshot proper.

      He’s changing something. Stop him!

      …changing something. Stop…

      …changing something…
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      Sasha,” I said, for what felt like the millionth time. It was pointless, but after being a passenger in her mind throughout that last conversation, I couldn’t just let her be alone without at least trying to reach her.

      She didn’t hear me, of course. She was one hundred percent in Headshot again, inspecting the window she’d climbed through to access the hospital room. A heavy dusk was falling across Silicon Valley, which meant that either there’d been another time skip or she’d been standing in this room for hours. Another Headshot bug? This game was starting to crawl with them.

      I’d given up on Sasha ever being truly aware of my presence. The times that I thought I’d been able to bridge the gap between us could be chalked up to nothing more than simple coincidence.

      So what? It didn’t matter if she couldn’t hear me. I felt supremely guilty after watching the exchange between her family and Desmond without her knowledge, and an apology poured out of me. “Listen, I’m so sorry. I had no idea he was in a coma. I don’t know what I thought, but it sure wasn’t that…”

      “It isn’t your fault, Ryan. You couldn’t have known. I buried that deep.”

      I’d been so desperate for a reply for so long that, now that I’d gotten one, I was too stunned to know how to respond.

      She turned around, and I saw that the Lori stuff was gone. She was Sasha again – red hair, athletic build, green eyes that looked like they could look right through you.

      But they weren’t looking through me now. I took a step to the side, and her head tracked me. “Holy shit. You can hear me! And you can see me too, can’t you?”

      “I can. Have you been with me the whole time?”

      I nodded. “I made it into the Eternals’ Guild Vault just last night, just before the server reset.”

      There was a spark in her eye as a smirk played on her lips. “To dodge the wipe, huh? Smart. There’s no way they’d have coded for that sort of exploit. Not even my dad would have seen it coming. But the brick’s tied to me, personally coded by Blake Redhook himself. The server reset must have spliced the algorithm into yours. Wherever I went, you were forced to follow. Not that I’m mad. I’m tired of being alone in here.”

      That was high praise, at least. “I had no idea what would happen. It was stupid, I guess, but I was so damn pissed at how it all went down that I wasn’t really worried about the repercussions. Oh, by the way, your buddies double-crossed me. I was there, at the Computer Science Museum. I had the brick for you, but all I got was an ambush for my trouble. Missile launchers, assault rifles, the whole nine yards.”

      “Harker?”

      I shrugged. “I think he was one of them, but I can’t be sure. The only ones I got a good look at were beneath me when I found a way in through the Museum’s roof. I killed them, but they were the ones that can’t log in still. Harker, Will and Bonbon weren’t amongst the corpses.”

      She shook her head slowly. “I’d like to say they were just misguided, but I can’t. Not with a straight face, at least. Deep Dive got to them.”

      “That’s a safe bet,” I agreed.

      “Just like it’s a safe bet that the last time one of the developers–“

      “They call themselves Divers.”

      “The Diver that got handcuffed… I was fading fast, but you were helping me, right?”

      I held up my hands, palms up. “Right. I’d have done more, but the Divers were the only guys I could affect. Other players, like the Eternals or the Nuggets, they could just brush me off like I wasn’t even there.”

      She got quiet, and I’d been in her head for long enough to suspect that she was running back through the events of the day, trying to work out what I knew and what I didn’t.

      “Let me save you as much time as I can,” I told her. “If your thoughts were strong enough, I think I got them too. But it isn’t as if you were an open book. Lots of who you are is buried deep, just like you said. But I saw the security footage. All that stuff about how Deep Dive began.”

      “That was my dad’s program reminding me of why I was here. It happens all the time. I think he wrote it with the intention of letting it scan my emotions and cheer me up when I was down, but I guess he repurposed it when the lawsuits started and his intellectual property became an asset of someone else’s corporation.”

      “That’s rough. Emotional blackmail from beyond the gr-” I caught myself, but there was no way that she didn’t know where the end of that sentence had been going.”

      Shit.

      “He isn’t dead,” she snapped. “If you were listening in on that call, you damn well know that.”

      “I do. I didn’t mean it like that. Not really.”

      I watched her, and for a second she let her shield slip to one side, and I saw that all of this hurt her so badly she could feel it in the marrow of her bones. “Will you help me, Ryan? I can’t do it on my own. I tried to tell him that on the call, but… I’ve let him down often enough, you know?”

      I started to answer, but something tugged my attention to the doorway. We were still in the hospital room, which apparently was the same room her dad was currently occupying in the actual Good Samaritan. Was something there, or was I just being paranoid?

      Sasha was already in motion though, and she and I quickly became an effective unit, a duo that had swapped enough secrets to act with singular intention in times of crisis. That big handgun was out and ready for action, and I reached over and slid the ax from the strap that secured it to her backpack.

      She didn’t stop to see if I was ready. I was, and she knew it.

      There wasn’t any underlying bullshit. Tactically, it didn’t matter that she was a girl and I was a guy. She had a gun. If we met anything in the hallway, being able to squeeze off a few rounds at it before it closed the distance would be invaluable, and my suddenly corporeal avatar standing in the way with an ax in my hands wasn’t going to be much use.

      Besides, a quick glance at my menu revealed exactly what I’d feared. I didn’t have any stats, skills or earned abilities. I had both of my hands, and the reflection in the blurred shine of the chrome rack that held the doctor’s clipboards by the door was clear enough to show me that I wasn’t my usual Zombie self.

      I was just Ryan, as usual. I wanted to help, but I didn’t know how much help I’d be.

      As usual…

      Sasha stepped out into the hallway like she’d cleared dangerous places before, and I figured that she’d probably stormed into way more than that. I was right behind her, glancing the other way just in case the noise had been meant to distract us. I was hoping that we weren’t up against something cunning enough to do that already, but the Red Zone was populated almost entirely with players who knew all of the tricks, and then some.

      There was nothing in either direction. It was dark in here though, so both of us wordlessly checked the length of the hall in both directions before returning roughly to where we’d started.

      I was just about to reassure her that I’d probably been hearing things when the sound reached my ears again. She heard it too, and now we were near enough to the source to work out exactly where it was coming from.

      The room beside the one we’d just climbed into. She tried the handle. Locked. I cocked my eyebrow at her, and she gave me a nod. I figured I wasn’t holding the ax just for looks, so I took a step back, aimed, and split the cheap hospital door in three swings. Another one knocked it off its hinges, sending it tumbling into the room.

      I’d been expecting more hospital beds, maybe a stash of something worth looting; medicine or surgical tools. Instead, I was greeted with row upon row of servers, stacked all the way to the ceiling. I lowered the ax and stepped inside, Sasha going left and me going right. The walls were covered with technical equipment so advanced that I’d never seen anything like it.

      I let out a low whistle. “Another bug?”

      “What do you mean?” Sasha asked, rounding the corner of yet another tower of drives and processors.

      I waved at everything in the room. “This isn’t hospital stuff, right? All of this crap belongs somewhere a million miles from here, NORAD or one of the space stations or…” When I’d started that sentence, I had no idea where it was going, but as my voice trailed off, I realized exactly what I’d left out.

      So did Sasha. “Or Deep Dive Studios. The AI that keeps Headshot chugging along would need a setup something like this, even though I’d have to guess that it’s overkill.”

      I nodded encouragingly. “Okay, so let’s assume that Deep Dive does use something similar. Why is it here? I don’t think it’s a bug either, but that doesn’t mean that I know what your dad is trying to tell us.”

      She made a face at me. “What does my dad have to do with it?”

      “It’s his game. I figured that he’d be the one to leave us any breadcrumbs we found.”

      “And just how in the hell do you presume he would do that? The accident happened almost three years ago, way before Headshot hit Beta, and he’s been in a coma ever since. No way, Ryan. Whatever is happening in the game now has nothing to do with him. His genius made the framework, but the day to day stuff is run by a myriad of other components.”

      I was listening to her, but I had a nasty habit of not watching people during their monologues. Instead, I’d let my gaze sweep across the room. I don’t know what I was looking for, but I kept going back to the cabling. On a hunch, I followed the bulk of the wiring to its destination, and then stopped in my tracks when I saw where they disappeared.

      Into the wall that separated the original room we’d entered from this one.

      Sasha was still talking, but I held up my hand to stop her. “Sasha?”

      She kept on going, running right over me. “It’s a common mistake. That’s what he was afraid of, back when the lawyers were telling him he had a good chance of winning the lawsuits. He was terrified that his name would be associated with what those assholes wanted to turn Headshot into.”

      “Sasha?”

      No luck. “If he’d have gotten a handle on the AI he’d have been able to hold on to Deep Dive. But he couldn’t get it working fast enough, and the stock prices crashed, and the takeover blindsided him. He was sure that he could engineer a working Artificial Intelligence, but he never got the chance. It would piss him off to no end to know that they solved it when he couldn’t.”

      “Sash!” That shut her up, at least. I didn’t feel right calling her by her dad’s pet name, but this was more important than whatever transgression that was. “They didn’t solve it either, at least not really.”

      “Huh?”

      I pointed at the terminus of the cables. “He’s showing us what happened to him.”

      I knew that Sasha had a temper, but when she balled up her fists and took a quick step toward me I was surprised by just how fiery she was. “He isn’t showing us anything, damn it. He can’t.”

      I grabbed her by the shoulders and turned her around to face the wall. “He’s the AI. Well, he’s not artificial, but you know what I mean. He didn’t get a chance to engineer one, but they’re using him instead. Think about it. He’s in a coma, right? Headshot was his baby, and all that brain power is right there for them to tap into. Do you think those guys are going to let that go to waste?”

      The fight went out of her. I think she knew the truth of it too, maybe even earlier than I had. She’d been unwilling to see what was right in front of us, and I didn’t blame her. She took a long, shaky breath. “I’m going to make those fuckers pay for this.”

      “The last thing Desmond said was that your dad was changing things. He must have been adding this, to show us the truth.”

      Sasha shrugged. “Maybe, but I don’t think so. I’ve been looking for this hospital in-game for a while, and I’ve never been able to find it. I think he was hiding it from me. I think he didn’t want me to know what was going on, maybe out of shame but probably to protect me. He’d know that I’d get myself thrown in jail right then and there when I tried to murder Desmond.”

      Okay. I was willing to admit that she knew her dad a lot better than I did. “So what did he alter, then?”

      “I don’t know, but I don’t think we’re going to have to wait very long to find out.”
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      This is it,” she told me. “This hospital is everything. We hold it.”

      “Huh?” How the hell did she want us to do that? Sure, there were two of us now, but a place like this would need at least a dozen to hold it, and even that would be a skeleton crew that would likely be in deep shit fast. And what was the point? I mean, I understood the emotional attachment, but this place didn’t exist… “Are you sure that’s wise?”

      “Not really. How about this. Let’s check the rest of this place out. If we can work out a way to hang on to the hospital, we’ll do it. Agreed?”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      Not a great plan, but a plan nonetheless.

      If I let myself ignore how important the actual building was in Sasha’s life, I had to admit that it wasn’t built to withstand an assault. Not even a little. But I’d look around with her. Maybe I could find a way to convince her that there were better options out there, by pointing out the flaws as we went.

      It was a shitty thing to do, but I told myself I was just doing it for the greater good. “Okay, you’ve got a deal,” I said.

      I’d been expecting her to argue. No, that wasn’t really true. I’d been expecting her to ignore me. It felt like I’d spent most of my life watching girls like her, ones that were smart and driven and ready to take on the world ignore me, and I couldn’t say that I necessarily blamed them. Instead, she’d weighed my words and seen their value.

      I could get used to this…

      It was hard to leave the room. There could be more clues here, or some evidence we were supposed to find. But without power, the servers weren’t going to be doing anything, and even if they did it wasn’t like smashing them up or wiping them of data would change anything. They were nothing more than symbols, dreamed up by one brain and pushed down some wires so they could be pressed into ours.

      But there was a whole building to clear, and the sky was getting darker. It wouldn’t be long before the sun set.

      A hospital is a difficult place to sneak around. The floors are hard, and the hallways echo. On top of that, you needed to be careful that your shoes didn’t squeak on the polished linoleum. There are desks everywhere, perfect for an attacker to crouch behind, and some rooms have windows that look into two or three others. Moving unseen is difficult, and then there’s the fact that just about everywhere is separated from everywhere else by door after door after door. Even if most of them weren’t locked, it took forever to go through them all carefully.

      We pushed on though, and I noticed that the more specialized sections, operating theaters, patient admissions, pediatrics; had different layouts, but this part of the hospital was just a glorified hotel. Every room had its own bathroom, and you got a personal room if you were rich and had to share with five or six others if you weren’t.

      When we didn’t hear anything breaking the silence, we kept on going. There was a long, red line painted down the middle of the hallway. She and I followed it. “What are we looking for, exactly?” I asked.

      “I think there’s an internal staircase around here.”

      “You think?”

      She made a face and looked away, sighting down the length of her gun so that she didn’t have to meet my eyes. “I don’t really visit my dad very much. Desmond is there all the time, and my Mom’s... Well, she’s a lot of work. I don’t blame her, but it’s easiest not to go through all of that shit just to watch the guy who raised you start to look more and more like a corpse.”

      “I get it,” I said. The antiseptic stink of the place was starting to climb up my nose. I could feel it closing in around me from every direction. It was a smell that you never forgot, the kind that was so strong it kicked up memories. The time you visited your Gran, right before the end. Seeing your sister’s kid for the first time, and being asked to hold it. A tonsil infection that had taken a turn for the worse overnight.

      The supposedly ‘clean’ stench seeps into your brain and climbs into your pores. It builds a home and hides deep down until you wander back through the hallways of a place like this. And then, lucky you, it pokes its head out and says hello.

      “There it is,” she pointed, and I saw a heavy door with the word STAIRS stenciled across it. “There should be some stuff down there that can help us fortify this place. Generators, heavy equipment, maybe even access to the motor pool. If we did have to make a quick getaway, a tricked-out ambulance wouldn’t be so bad, right?”

      I rolled my eyes at her. “I suppose. Unless an ambulance is a big red and white vehicle doused with high-vis paint, covered in reflective decals with the addition of flashing lights and a blaring siren. If it is, it might not be the way to go…”

      She didn’t take the bait. “We’ll be fine. You worry too much. Has anyone told you that?”

      “Only everyone, ever.” That aside, I’d had about enough of her forced cheeriness. There’s nothing wrong with optimism, but if the facts weren’t there to back it up, you weren’t helping anyone out by fooling yourself. “You know, you being so sure that we’ll be safe isn’t all that reassuring. Once we see what we’re working with, let’s make a logical assessment. Until then, it’s just wishful thinking.”

      I looked around at the ever-darkening hallways. Slick floors. Big windows. Thin, plaster walls that wouldn’t stop a sneeze, let alone a bullet. On top of that, most of the rooms had only one entrance. It was basically a few long hallways lined by a series of square dead-ends. There might be worse places to withstand an assault, but I couldn’t think of one right now.

      “You aren’t afraid of a fight, right? How did last week go, on the Zombie side?”

      I shrugged. “I kicked some ass, I guess. But over there, you need to look both ways before you cross the street. If you put yourself in a bad situation, someone will happily take your head off for you. Hell, even if you do everything right you don’t stand much of a chance.”

      “But you made it. We will, too.”

      She wasn’t getting it. “I guess I don’t like the idea of taking risks like this. Not when I’m not even sure of the reward.” If Deep Dive was going to come for us, I’d rather be elsewhere. “Listen to my words, Sasha. I’m not saying that we should stand our ground. Hiding has worked for both of us so far. Why change that so late in the game?”

      She’d been going through a medical cabinet, but now she set the pill bottles down and whirled on me. “Because I’m tired of slinking around all of the damn time,” she shot back. “And now that I know about my dad, it turns out that all hiding has ever done has been to extend his pain. He needs this game to end. The headspace they’re stealing from him needs to be put toward his own recovery. It kills me that his neurons are slaving away for some bullshit corporation, especially one that’s doing God knows what behind the scenes.”

      I could see her point, and I didn’t want to argue with her. I needed to remind myself that she had way more at stake in this than I did. It wasn’t my dad plugged into all these servers somewhere, his mind forced to play host to a world that gets burnt to the ground on a weekly basis.

      But, that didn’t mean that I was without skin in the game. When things went bad, and I had a feeling they were going to get a lot worse before they got better, it could very well be my house that the authorities pulled up in front of. She was still a mystery to them, but when they kicked in my door and yanked my body out of the rig and threw it into the back of a squad car, I’d face consequences that Sasha wouldn’t.

      I started to wonder if they could do more than just arrest me, but I shuddered and shoved the thoughts aside. Stay smart, and you won’t have to find out.

      I took a deep breath and let it out as slow as I could, hoping to reset the conversation. “Look, maybe neither one of us is thinking about this rationally. Let’s just take a second and use our brains, okay?”

      “No pun intended…”

      I grinned. “Today is a day for the Survivors, right? I mean, on the Zombie side we’ve been told that Sundays are spent maintaining the servers, so it sure isn’t for us…”

      “In theory.”

      I nodded encouragingly. If I could get her to talk it out with me, maybe I could drag her around to my point of view. “And at midnight tonight, which is in…” I checked my HUD, but I wasn’t getting a countdown. I didn’t have any clock in the corner of my vision anymore as she did, but when I glanced down at my arm, I realized that I was wearing a watch.

      Good enough, I thought to myself. I checked the time. 8:11. Either sunset was happening later than it should’ve, or Redhook had decided to set the game in a different month. “In less than four hours it’s going to be midnight. And when it is, the server’s reset. “

      She wobbled one of her hands at me in an ‘if you say so’ gesture. “I’m going to attempt to stop reminding us both that the server is actually my father, but yes. Again, in theory.”

      “I know he is.” I pointed at the rows of computers in the other room. “But those have got to be pulling some of the weight, even if they’re just storing static data. All those machines power down and come back up. And when they do, that’s when the real game starts again on Monday morning. The one with the Zombies. The one where I might have some more power, and a chance to get us some allies.”

      She scowled, thinking it through. “After everything we just discovered, you’re still trying to talk me into crashing Headshot again?”

      “I am. It might be our only shot. Besides, is it that big a deal? Do you even remember how many times you did it last week? It can’t be that much more difficult now than it was then. I mean, I know Deep Dive will have countermeasures in place, but you’re your father’s daughter. You can get around them. You’ll slice right through them. Just drag it all down for a few hours. Once midnight hits and the Zombie killing and the Survivor slaying starts up again, the developers will have their hands full.”

      Sasha narrowed her eyes at me. “What’s to say that they don’t just insert themselves into the game the same way they have been?”

      “They could. But I think that, right now, there aren’t enough Survivors to worry them. They don’t have to keep their heads down since the game is so sparsely populated that they can pretty much come and go without starting rumors. That’ll change when the Zombie hordes log in. Can you imagine how much the free players would have it out for the developers of a game that lets you buy the right to hunt them down? If you want an Apocalypse, just tell the unwashed masses that the people in charge of the Pay to Win BS are walking around in the game. They’ll get torn to pieces in a heartbeat. Except that Zombie hearts don’t beat…”

      Sasha was nodding slowly to herself, but I didn’t think it was my words that were spinning around her head. She’d started doing that about halfway through my little speech, and as annoying as it was I had tried to pretend that it wasn’t happening. The fact that I’d stopped talking and the nod kept going was even more confirmation.

      I couldn’t help but sigh. “Something wrong? Besides the obvious, that is.”

      “You’re right. I did drag down the servers last week. And remember what my mom said about my dad?”

      It was like a little jolt of electricity ran through me. Surgical. Exactly timed and placed. I felt the charge zip up my aorta and make contact with my heart. It was strange, especially after what I’d just said about Zombies and hearts. But now I understood what she’d just realized. “Holy shit…”

      “I didn’t take the servers down last week. I did something to my dad, short-circuited his brain or made his body chemistry reject the game’s subsystems. I hurt him, and for what?”

      I opened my mouth but didn’t have an answer.

      She made a cutting gesture through the air, and I could see that her mind was already made up. “I won’t do that to him again.”

      “You’re quitting?” After all of this, she was just going to bail?

      Sasha shook her head. “No way. I’m not giving up on stopping Deep Dive, we just have to find another way to do it. My dad’s too far buried in their crap to risk doing even more damage to him by shutting the game down the way I have been, and I don’t know what’ll happen if I just show up at the hospital in real life and drag him out, but I doubt it turns out well for either him or me.”

      I took a moment, because if I didn’t pause I was going to say something heated and then she’d fire back at me and we’d never get anywhere. “How many ways do you think we’ll find, when it comes to dragging Deep Dive down? Even one path to victory is almost too much to hope for, and now you want to find another?”

      “Yeah, I do.” She didn’t exactly spit the words at me, but it was close. At least she got a handle on her emotions before she continued. “Look Ryan, we’ll have to beat them in the game. My dad’s running the whole thing for them, right? He’s the one that makes everyone follow the rules? Maybe if we can prove to his sleeping mind that we came out on top, he can validate it, lend our triumph some justification and stop them from getting in here at all.”

      She was talking nonsense, though I wasn’t sure if she knew it yet. “Warping in wherever they want with guns that trace your location isn’t exactly playing by the rules. The Divers are already playing fast and loose with the rules, and your dad’s either letting them or unable to stop them.”

      But Sasha didn’t care. “I won’t break his mind just to save it, and I won’t sacrifice him for the rest of the playerbase, either. I don’t owe them anything. If we win, my dad might even be able to throw off the chains himself, then. In the meantime, let’s just accept whatever help he’s able to give us.”

      “Like the hospital?” I asked. She was relentless, but she might be right…

      “Absolutely. This building shouldn’t be here. It’s a gift. And better yet, I’m pretty sure there’s no one here. Don’t you think that’s odd?”

      I shrugged, but of course, I did. There absolutely should be at least a couple of Guilds fighting for control of this place, especially late in the day. It was too big a prize to ignore. If they could keep it, they’d be an economic powerhouse for the rest of the week. The advancements they stood to gain by selling medical supplies and equipment was enormous, not to mention training archetypes in healing.

      “So your dad put the hospital here for you?”

      Sasha smiled. “For us.”
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      I was still connected to Sasha enough to get the system message that was no doubt blasting through everyone’s headspace. The decree was, without doubt, the strongest transmission I’d ever seen Deep Dive push. I heard it in my head, as well as with my ears. I saw it splash across my eyes as it blocked my vision until I’d read it.

      And even scarier than all of that put together, they slipped it into my brain. I knew it. They got it to burrow into my gray matter in such way that it made me sure the information would never vanish. It soaked both my short-term memory and my long-term recall. Maybe it would fade in time, but the sheer amount of bandwidth overpowered even knowledge of my name or the date of my birth.

      
        
        Survivors. Deep Dive Studies is very pleased to announce that, for the first time ever, we are running a server-wide event.

        The Good Samaritan Hospital has long been a place of respite. The Apocalypse hit the staff hard, but they dug in and fought back. There are rumors that, in addition to providing healing and supplies to the Survivors, they have even begun to make headway in research to slow or even cure the Zombie virus.

        But things have changed. The doctors have been betrayed. The nurses have been deceived. The hardworking staff has been tricked by a traitor into leaving their posts, and now the hospital needs to be cleared of the evil that has begun to take hold.

        Players within California will be allowed to immediately teleport to the raid on the Good Samaritan Hospital. Players from other parts of the world will be given access to warp fields that will jump you into the battle as reinforcements.

        The raid begins at [8:30 PM].

        

      

      Holy. Fucking. Shit. Deep Dive was throwing the whole weight of the Survivors against us, and there was no way that we would stand a chance against that combined assault. But they weren’t finished.

      
        
        [SysAdmin.override.protocol_Blake_Redhook_Order66.exe]

        Correction.. The raid will begin at [11:59 PM].

      

      

      I breathed a sigh of relief. Obviously, Redhook was still in here. He was probably the one keeping them out there right now as opposed to allowing the Diver’s to storm the hospital. On top of that he was saving our ass by dialing back the raid’s start time. Of course he was, I growled at myself. The guy was running the whole damn thing. We were in his head; he wasn’t in ours. At least he still had enough power to wrestle control of the events away from the developers, and if the raid was starting only a minute before the servers were resetting at midnight, we might be okay.

      Maybe… Even then, we’d have to find a place to hide. Sixty seconds was a long time when you had hundreds of blood-crazed Survivors pouring in through every door, window, and pried-open crevice of the building.

      
        
        ATTENTION. Please ignore the last message. It was sent in error.

        To rectify the issues we’ve experienced since launch, Headshot 2.2187 is about to be installed. Patching will occur now. The process will take three hours, and the raid will begin when once the updated program is live at 11 PM.

        There is no need to log out while the patch works its magic. We are aware that many guilds have contacted us regarding the login issues some of their members have had today. We’re looking into it, and we thank you for your patience.

        As a reward for all of your hard work and continued efforts to make Headshot into the game the world’s talking about, we’d like to offer the following rewards:

        Top Guild points during the Raid – $100,000 to be distributed amongst all members

        Top Individual Player points during the Raid - $30,000

        Capture and Confinement of Enemy Guild Leader – Lifetime Subscription to every game Deep Dive Studios creates

        Also, Deep Dive developers will be on-site and acting as event observers. Moments of exemplary value, valor or cunning will be rewarded.

        Prepare yourself.

        

      

      That last bit wasn’t for the Survivors. It was a message directed squarely at Sasha and me.

      And I doubted that there’d be many who ditched the raid. It was scheduled to take place during the last hour of game time, and unless someone were knee-deep in something extremely important, they’d drop everything and take part.

      Even though Deep Dive had just stacked the deck against us, I couldn’t help but feel a pang of regret at not being able to participate in the raid. Up until now, I’d always felt a certain amount of pride in participating in this sort of thing. The first time the Gates opened, the original placement of the jewels that revealed the portal to the lost continent. Those were moments in time that you couldn’t get back, and they were as real as anything else. For guys like me, who’d grown up wanting to be explorers and been constantly beaten down by the thought that just about anything worthwhile seemed to have already been discovered, events like this got the adrenaline pumping.

      If people had been about to log out, they weren’t going to do it now. If they already had, I could imagine people getting in touch with them, yanking people out of bed and bringing them in to the raid. Whatever the time zone, even if it meant calling in sick or finding a babysitter for the kids, even if it meant strapping them all into their own miniature rigs and letting them wander in some kiddie world.

      There was a war coming, and the enemy had just recruited an army in an instant.

      “We’re screwed,” I said to Sasha. “Your dad did his best to buy us some time, and in the end he did. But that patch isn’t going to be an aesthetic one. They’re not just tweaking game settings. They’ll be locking him out, once and for all.”

      She shook her head defiantly. “Did you even see the patch number? They tried that shit before. If he’s still here now, he’ll find a way to stick around.”

      I shrugged. She might be right. “Maybe. But his power will be diminished, at least until he works out a way around whatever protocols they’re establishing right this very second. The Survivors will have more than enough time to tear this place apart in the hour before the reset. They aren’t trying to kill you, either. They want to catch you… We should get the hell out of here and -”

      “Run?” She spat the word at me as if it were venom in her mouth. “I’m no coward.”

      God, she was infuriating. I snapped my fingers as I thought of something. “He’s already run, damn it. Who do you think it was that tied those bedsheets together and fled out the window, Sasha? Some random computer-generated orderly? No way. It was your dad. This was his prison, and he found a way out. Why can’t we?”

      Sasha couldn’t have listened to me less if she’d stuck her fingers in her ears. “You’re wrong. I don’t know how to convince you Ryan, but if the hospital were a dangerous place he’d never have left that rope for me. This isn’t our last stand. It’s the first battle in a war that we’re going to win.”

      I had to sit down, and so I turned around and found a swivel chair and plopped down into it. “Are you even listening to yourself? Seriously? This is the battle we are going to win?” I pantomimed looking around, even going so far as to shade my eyes and peer into the middle distance as if I could see through the walls of the Good Samaritan Hospital and cast my gaze across America and beyond. “Are you seeing something that I’m not? I sure hope so, but by my count, there’s only two of us. Two.”

      She gave me a little smile. “That’s not so bad.”

      “Granted, that’s twice as many as there was an hour and a half ago, but we’re going to need a lot more viral growth than that if you expect to fight back somehow. You can’t just wave a magic wand here and build an army. When 11 o’clock hits, we’re goners. All hell is going to get thrown at us. I’m talking grenades in the windows, rocket launchers from the rooftops, tanks or APCs or whatever people scrounged up from military bases smashing in our front door. It will be a fucking nightmare, and the Divers will be coming up with ways to make it even worse. They know that the person that’s been crashing the system is in here. They might not know it’s Sasha Redhook yet, but that won’t stop them from cracking this place open like an egg. And they won’t even break a sweat doing it.”

      I was hoping against hope that my little speech would’ve brought her back to her senses, but all it did was make her square her shoulders and plant her feet. “We’re digging in. And if you don’t like it, then I’m digging in on my own. You can log out. I won’t hold it against you. What you did to avoid your character getting wiped by climbing in the Guild Vault was clever, and I’m sorry it meant that you had to stick around all Sunday. Maybe in a few hours when Monday hits you’ll be able to log back in and ambush the Eternals the way you intended. Maybe not. I don’t care, because all I hear from you is that this isn’t your fight. Fine. But it’s mine, and I’m going to fight it.”

      I just sat there. I went through a lot of those stages of whatever that you’re supposed to go through when something shit is about to happen. What are they? Grief, Pissed-offedness, Bargaining, Fear? I didn’t know for sure. The only thing I was certain of was that the last one was supposed to be Acceptance, and I sure wasn’t there yet.

      But that didn’t mean that I was ready to ditch her. What Deep Dive was doing was wrong, and I got the feeling that unless we could stop them, nobody else was going to. I was old enough to have watched a lot of bad things that should have been shouted down or stopped dead in their tracks, dragged out into the light of day and ridiculed for being evil get voted into practice instead, or ignored because acceptance is easier than ownership.

      She was a fighter, and so was I. My whole life had been spent with one person or another assuring me that I hadn’t lived up to my potential. Maybe they were right, though it was never that I didn’t care, I just didn’t know what to care about yet.

      But here I was. I’d found it, and I’d be damned if I let these assholes walk all over it. If they could manipulate this game into some brain-skimming tool to ascertain the will of the masses, the real war would be lost before people even knew that the first shot had been fired.

      “I’m staying,” I told her. “But I really hope you have a plan.”

      Sasha grinned, and at that moment I could’ve run over there and hugged her. “Of course I do,” she said. “But you aren’t going to like it.”
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      She told me her plan. Then I made her tell it to me again. As soon as it became clear that she hadn’t been trying to bullshit me the first time around, I pretty much had no choice but to interrupt her. “Let me just stop you right there. Are you serious?”

      “Deadly.”

      “Sasha, I thought you were a gamer.”

      “I am!”

      “Well, prove it, then. The first rule of a multiplayer game is Never. Split. Your party. That’s it. It’s been like that since Dungeons & Dragons, since people were rolling the dice and not walking around in some genius’s comatose brain. Sorry…” I said, catching myself at the end there.

      Sasha was frustrated with me, but at least she didn’t take offense at what I’d just said about her dad. I hadn’t meant it to be a slight. It was just that I was still coming to terms with the organic ‘server’ we were in. Humor and deprecation had often been the only way that I knew how to cope, and I was having a lot of trouble turning it off right now.

      I was glad that she didn’t think I was making light of her situation. I didn’t want to be arguing with her the whole time, but this heated discussion we were locked in right now was too important to give in to.

      She clicked her tongue at me, acting like a disappointed grandmother. “You’re not thinking straight,” she told me. “So let me break it to you as gently as I can. What are your skills? Go on, check your menu. But since you haven’t been bragging about them, I’m going to guess that you don’t have any. Because if you did, which I don’t think you do, the only abilities I would guess that you had would be the same ones that I do. Your character was ‘created’ at the same time as mine, right? But what good would that be? Two engineers might be a bit better than one, but that’s the situation, is it?”

      Just to spite her, I checked my menu again. I still didn’t have any skills or abilities, so she was annoyingly right about that. That was happening far too often, and it was starting to get old. “Just because I can’t help you booby-trap the place or whatever you’re cooking up, doesn’t mean that I should go out there.” I hooked my thumb at the outside world, where the sun was almost all the way down, and the crowd was beginning to gather.

      She shrugged. “True. But it doesn’t mean you shouldn’t, either.”

      I went over and looked out the window. A strange blue box had descended around the hospital on the minimap, and if I strained my eyes hard enough I could see it in the air out there as well. It was three blocks away from us. It had to be the safe zone created by her dad, the one that Deep Dive would bust through at 11 to release the hounds. “Are we even sure that I can get through that?”

      Sasha gave me a wink. “You’re not asking the right question. The right question would be ‘if you can get through it on the way out, who’s to say that you can return?’ Or would you prefer to be stuck out there with them?”

      I cracked my knuckles, a habit that I hadn’t been able to use in Headshot for a while since I’d had to chew the left one off in my Zombie form. Now that I had them both again, it was taking my brain a little while to come to terms with the additional limb. Which meant, of course, that this game was royally fucking me up. Not for the first time, I wondered what type of lasting psychological damage I’d suffer if I stayed in for as long as I intended.

      No time to deal with that now. There was beginning to be a long list of things that I’d rather not turn my mind to, and I put this one at the bottom. “But I’m not a spy.”

      A little half-smile ghosted across her face, and she knew that she’d already won. I was coming around to her way of thinking, and part of my process was simply complaining about the minutiae. “You don’t need to do much. Pretend to be a Survivor. If somebody asks you a question you don’t know, play dumb. There’ll be a ton of noobs hopping in to see what the ruckus is about, so you won’t be alone in your ignorance. You look human now. Let’s use it.”

      “But…”

      She held up her hand. “I know. Maybe some of you rubbed off on me, and I can read your mind now, but I can already hear what you’re going to say. And you’re right. You don’t belong in the game right now, and the trace program might find you. But I’m betting that Deep Dive’s resources are focused on the patch. They’ll have their hands full trying to paint my dad into a corner, and you’ll slip through the cracks.”

      She was probably right. And even if she wasn’t, learning what the Survivors were planning was worth the risk. “So I just… mingle?”

      “Yep. You’ll be safe, Ryan. I can’t imagine that the devs are going to let there be PVP out there. The friendly fire would be insane even if things went right, and there’s always a bunch of assholes who want to mess up a big gathering of players like this. A random car bomb or a whole bunch of crazy kids with guns would spoil their entire army, and they’re not about to let that happen.”

      It was all so simple to her, wasn’t it? But then again, it’s always simple to the person giving the commands when they’re not the one expected to carry them out. “And that’s it, huh? I just sneak over there, get chummy, and then return loaded with exactly the information we need to turn the tide?”

      I was expecting a witty rejoinder. She and I had been having a pretty good back-and-forth ever since I’d materialized in the game, and for a girl that I’d hardly met until this morning, I was speaking with her as if she was one of my closest friends. Screw that, I told myself, the two of you are way closer than that. Not that that’s hard since you don’t have a lot of friends in the first place. But if you spend a few hours in someone else’s mind and see some of their secrets, camaraderie takes a shortcut.

      But this time Sasha didn’t fire back. She rarely hesitated to bat my comments back at me, and when all I got was silence, I sought her gaze with mine.

      She was tired. Exhausted really. All of this was wearing her out, and I had to keep reminding myself that the woman I saw in front of me hadn’t set out to be some rebellious mastermind. She didn’t particularly want to be a white hat hacker bent on saving the world. She was a twenty-three girl asking too much of herself. I didn’t know where her life had been going before this, but it wasn’t going there now.

      The world had conspired to take her dad away from her and she was doing what she could to get him back. That was it, but it didn’t magically make it easy or simple or painless or successful.

      And she was scared.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m just so used to you coming up with the plan lately that it seemed to fall to me to play the devil’s advocate. Somewhere in the last couple of hours, I guess I turned into an asshole. I don’t want to shoot down all of your ideas. I just want to help.”

      She pressed her fingers to her temples and then sighed. “I know. And I know you’re trying, too. I’m sorry I dragged you into all this. Even the Eternals chose, either because they were looking for some adventure in their life like Harker or happened to be too naïve to care about the circumstances, like Bonbon. You didn’t sign up for this. You’re just like everybody else, and there’s nothing wrong with that. You want to play the game. I’m sorry that I have to destroy it.”

      I waved her words away. “You don’t need to apologize. I get it. And I’ll help you, like I said. And you’re right; we need all the information we can get. Me going over there and playing superspy isn’t a bad idea. I’m expendable, and I get that. If I get killed or kicked from the game, so what? The server probably doesn’t even know I’m here anyway, and when I’m gone, I’m gone. It’d be stupid for me to stay behind if we have a chance at learning what the other side’s up to.”

      “Thanks,” she whispered.

      “Don’t mention it,” I said, pushing myself away from the window and taking a quick look around me in case I was missing something I should be bringing with me. “Here goes nothing, I suppose. The back of the hospital is pretty well shadowed. I’ll leave through there and then loop around to where most of them are gathering.”

      “Good idea,” Sasha agreed. “And Ryan?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself, huh? You didn’t turn into an asshole in the last few hours.”

      I smiled. “Thanks.”

      “You’ve probably had at least a couple years of practice.”

      I chuckled and shook my head at her, and before I could give her a stupid little wave or any words of meaningless encouragement, I turned and went downstairs, following the emergency exit signs until I found the night.
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      I might not have had any abilities assigned to me by Headshot, but this game couldn’t take away my instincts. I’d been playing as a Zombie for long enough that it was second nature to pick my way quickly through the deepest of shadows. I’d certainly be better concealed if I still had my Low Light Vision and Hide In Shadows perks, but I’d learned my lessons well on that side of the game.

      On the Survivor side of things, it turned out that walking three blocks in the very last of the light amidst a city that had yet to return to the grid was surprisingly simple. On top of that, the few Survivors I did see from this distance weren’t even looking in the direction of the hospital.

      Once I got closer, I could see why. There was a huge gathering going on, complete with muffled music, aromatic food, and military-grade transports. On top of all of that, what appeared to be a small rave had broken off and taken over one of the abandoned buildings nearby. Even though electricity was in short supply when it came to streetlights, it seemed there was more than enough to go around for the floodlights that were pointing at dozens of tables full of player-made merchandise.

      The atmosphere was bubbling with excitement, and people were getting caught up in the moment. Every player I looked at was more heavily armed than the last, and I imagined that all of that hardware would be aimed at me in a couple of hours at best and a few minutes at worst.

      The blue wall that protected Sasha and I from them was only half a block ahead of me now. It didn’t shimmer anymore, but even though I could tell its shape and its color, it went through this odd pulsing dance, somehow managing not to obscure my vision. I went towards it as fast as I dared and, when I was right in front of it, I reached out to place my palms on the surface.

      Except it had no surface. Not to me, at least. I didn’t stop to marvel at what Sasha’s father was able to do. Instead, I walked straight through it. As soon as I had, I took a few quick glances in as many directions as I had to worry about and then dropped the slinking through the shadows bit. It had been important that I got here without being seen, but now that I was on the Survivor side of the barrier, skulking around like I had something to hide was a surefire way to arouse suspicion.

      I stepped away from the shadows with my shoulders thrown back, and I walked right down the middle of the street like I owned the place. For all that I’d been through so far and all that I was afraid I had yet to endure, this was probably one of the strangest parts of the game for me. It went against everything I’d spent the whole time learning, often through painful lessons. The lizard part of my brain, the one that felt hunted throughout the entirety of Headshot, was screaming at me. It wanted to reach out with its claws and yank me back into concealment.

      I’d never experienced this game without fear.

      There was a multibillion dollar corporation hunting us, not to mention dark and desperate deeds remaining hidden beneath the very program I was in. Then there were the developers and their godlike powers zoning into the game indiscriminately, hot on my trail. All that, and the only thing it took to make me feel hunted was walking past a lone Survivor as he gave me an awkward thumbs up.

      I returned the gesture. The last thing I wanted was to be stuck in a conversation, but this guy nervously pointed in the direction I had come from anyway and said, “That’s fucking weird, right?”

      Had I been caught already? Would my best response be to see if I could shove this guy down and dart back to the safety of the barrier?

      I gritted my teeth and steeled my nerve as I cautioned myself not to turn into the world’s biggest coward at the drop of a hat. I was no more than forty steps away from the damn barrier, and already my first and only plan was to slink back to it like a child that had been caught with his hand in the cookie jar.

      Instead, I cocked an eyebrow in his direction. “If you ask me, this whole thing is fucking weird,” I told him, doing my best to adopt the world-weary attitude that I often had to wear when I was on the bus or at my job, and someone asked me something that I’d rather not reveal.

      He was nodding enthusiastically, and I began to worry that his eagerness to chat could be put down to him being as much a stranger to this side of the game as I was. “You’d think they’d let us see it. I mean, how are we supposed to plan if we can’t even work out where the damn thing is?”

      I turned around to see what he was getting at. On this side of the barrier, the blue wall was solid. It looked like someone had deleted all of the game on that side of the world, and I had to take a few steps back and look down the street to my left to work out if it ended. It did, but I was sure that if I rounded that corner and looked toward the hospital, there’d be more blue wall staring me in the face.

      He wasn’t done talking. “You just touched it, didn’t you? That’s why you’re coming from that direction, yeah?”

      “Yeah,” I lied. So much for confidently walking down the center of the street making me safe. I probably should’ve waited to pull that shit until I was farther from the wall.

      “What happened when you did it?” he asked, his eyes as wide as if he had requested a war story from an older relative.

      I did my best to give him the answer he was looking for. “What happened? It hurt like a bitch, that’s what happened. Deep Dive is doing a good job of making it fair. No sneaking in and no head start.”

      He smiled. “I heard a bunch of people talking about the wall, so I thought I’d come down here and see what happened if I tried to shove through. Just to test it out.”

      I shrugged at him. “You can try it, if you want. My guess is that it affects everybody differently. I mean, they’re in our heads, right? It wouldn’t be that hard for them to just summon up some fear that they knew would get us to back off. Fire, acid, snakes. Whatever…”

      And just like that, all the enthusiasm that had been painted on his face faded away as if by magic. I’d burst his enthusiastic bubble, and he didn’t even bother to pretend that it wasn’t the case. “Maybe I’ll just look and not touch…”

      I nodded sagely. “Probably for the best.” Before he could decide that he had several other questions he wanted to ask me, I put my head down, shoved my hands into my pockets and strode up the street toward the rest of the Survivors. The closer I got the louder the music was, and now and then people were firing shots up into the air with a myriad of different firearms.

      Some idiots were already testing out the friendly fire options, walking up to people and pumping twenty or thirty rounds into their chests, laughing with glee when no damage was done.

      It wasn’t just a cast of idiots, though. The merchants, they were the ones that obviously knew what was up. As I got close enough to inspect what was on those long folding tables, I knew that hardware like that wouldn’t come cheap and it wouldn’t come easy. There were some big players out tonight, and big players like that had to have big guilds behind them.

      Shit. That reminded me. Here I’d been walking up the street like a moron, trying to pretend like I belonged and I hadn’t even considered the fact that there was every chance that at least three Survivors out here knew exactly what I looked like.

      Winter_Will, Bonbon, and Harker. They wouldn’t miss out on the raid, not for anything. Maybe the rest of the Eternals never really did get a chance to log back in for whatever reason, but those three would be here, somewhere. And even worse, Deep Dive would’ve told them a bit more than what that systemwide message had let everyone know. It wouldn’t be hard for a company who lived squarely on the grid to grab my picture off of a dozen different sites and hand it out to the people looking for me.

      I didn’t have definitive proof that they were working more closely with the developers, but every sign sure pointed in that direction. They’d known Mark Stringer. They’d betrayed me, to get to the brick. I didn’t know exactly what knowledge they had, but those three were dangerous.

      I should’ve looked for a hat or a hoodie before I left the hospital, anything to try and disguise myself. I hadn’t though, and here I was walking up to a group of some of the best-outfitted Survivors I’d ever seen, and I was wearing my game face.

      Too late to turn back.

      Not really, but I had meant it when I’d spoken to Sasha a few minutes ago. If I got nabbed, it wasn’t that big a deal. Even if Deep Dive worked out who I was and captured me, I could probably talk my way out of it. Maybe if I played dumb and lawyered up, I’d be all right. I could probably even get a message to Lori so that I could let her know that I was in custody. She could tell enough people where I was to make sure that I didn’t just up and disappear.

      I swallowed hard. It was hard to be brave in the face of a conversation with myself that involved the possibility that I was going up against forces that could kill me. And worse, ones that might do so, if it was expedient.

      You sir, are in way over your fucking head, I warned myself.

      But what Deep Dive Studios had done to Blake Redhook was wrong. What they were using his game to do to the rest of us was even more wrong, and the newfound fighting spirit that I didn’t even know I had was burning brightly, an ember that the fear and the cowardice that I experienced in every other part of my life had yet to put out.

      I wasn’t going to go quietly. I wasn’t going to give up. Even if it were the best thing for me, I wouldn’t.

      I’d go down swinging.

      Some of the merchants and shopkeepers were selling armor as well as weapons. I thought about buying a helmet to conceal my identity, but the thought didn’t last long. I didn’t have any money, and I had nothing to trade. I didn’t even know what the economy here was like, and it wasn’t like there were price tags on things. I walked by the goods slowly enough and feigned enough interest in a few items to eavesdrop on several conversations, and they were all talking about rarity and salvage points.

      I was a gamer, and I could work out the basics of what and how they were trading, but I didn’t have any of it.

      Some of the places weren’t just selling weapons. They were selling vehicles, and one girl with the front of her hair dyed purple and the back of it blood red was shining her flashlight at a loaded Mustang on one side and a neon-blue armored van on the other. She had a spiel, and she went through it with all the flair of a well-practiced carnival barker. “Step right up and take your pick, one for speed and one for muscle. You want to be the first one to the hospital, right? Well, this is how you do it. Make an offer, and I’m sure we can turn a trade.”

      It was an odd situation. As I browsed the stalls and tried to both keep my head down and glean information, I realized how strange it must be on the Survivor side of things. In theory, today had been about salvage. The whole point of Sunday and all of its secrecy was to allow them to cement their place in the game for the week that was soon to start. Anything they grabbed, they could keep.

      At least until Saturday night, when the server reset again. But, if they were part of a Guild that was big enough or rich enough or smart enough, they’d have a Vault. And the really good stuff would go in there, safe from the wipe.

      But all this shit, cars and rocket launchers and a pile of grenades that looked like it came up to my waist? For a lot of the smaller guilds it wasn’t worth the space to store it or the manpower to protect it, and so they’d sell what they could. The prices would drop and drop and drop until the raid began and then they’d basically be giving the stuff away, if they wanted it to see action.

      When Sunday ended the Survivors would go on with their hard-won equipment, but Sasha and I would have already been slain, victims of Deep Dive and their Raid. Nothing more then dust on the wind, a story the other players could share without knowing any of the truth behind it.

      That was what my brain was telling me, and all of a sudden that worried me immensely. I forced myself to remember that we were all dust in the fucking wind, ashes flickering from the fire and dying away to nothing at all. Don’t forget that none of this is real, I told myself. All of it is smoke and mirrors, a puppet show played in your brain. We are in a sick man’s head. Your body is sitting in your rig. It isn’t glamorous, but it is fun. Despite the inhibitors, and all of the safety programs, you’ve been in here too long. You’re in your house, covered in your own piss and shit.

      Remember that.

      There were emergency systems, of course. When Absolute Reality had first come out everybody over the age of sixty had freaked the fuck out. They’d read way too much science fiction, and they had overreacted. The geriatrics were worried about people getting stuck in the game, and so by law, we had to have IVs and lifesaving solutions that could be pumped straight into our veins if things went to hell.

      It didn’t matter that everybody had told them that there were so many fail-safes in place it was impossible for all of their nightmare scenarios to happen.

      Well, those old idiots had been right. Everybody else was wrong, and I was sure that by the end of this I would be thanking my lucky stars that a bunch of old-timers had read Isaac Asimov, or whatever, when they were teens.

      Somebody bumped into me on my left, and I fought a little war with myself. The Zombie part of me wanted to reach over and throttle them as I lunged forward and bit a piece of flesh out of the side of the neck, then waited to see how long it took before they stood up and helped me on my quest to rid the server of every single Survivor.

      But even the Zombie side of me was a schemer. Maybe that was part of what was making this work, letting me fight back that initial reaction and allow the human side of me to hang on.

      I didn’t attack. Instead, I took a step away and muttered, “Sorry,” and they ignored me.

      The music was dying down, now. The party wasn’t over, but it was entering a new phase. It looked like groups of people were beginning to break off, and some of them had similar uniforms or had decided to all paint their weapons gold. I knew Guild meetings when I saw them, and this was going to be an issue. They’d never let me listen to their plans. There’d be too much competition for those big prizes, and cash was too often king. Even people as rich as these guys would want the prize, even if it were just to show off to the rest of their friends.

      Just as I was about to try and get in on the edges of one of the larger Guilds unnoticed, somebody clapped their hand on my shoulder hard and spun me around. “Hey, you’re new.”

      It wasn’t a question. “I am,” I said to a big bruiser of a guy in SWAT armor and a riot shield. “Is that okay?”

      His beefy face reddened as he laughed. “Want to come with us? The Monster Makers are letting just about everybody into their guild, for now. They’ll boot us when it’s done, just so you know. But they’re trying to get a whole bunch of people in to see if they can win that prize, and a small share of something is better than a small share of nothing. Don’t you think?”

      I nodded.

      The guy kept going. “They’re letting everybody they recruit have invite permissions. I’ll send you an invite to the Guild, okay?”

      He must’ve been fairly new to Headshot, because instead of the practically instant reaction that I expected, it took a moment of concentration as his voice dropped off and his face got that slack look that I’d seen Sasha have when she was going through some of the more complex menus. It shouldn’t have been hard, but when the blank look was gone, and he was smiling at me again expectantly, I realized I was really in trouble.

      He’d obviously invited me, but I hadn’t gotten it because I wasn’t here. You can’t invite a ghost to your guild…
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      Awesome man, thanks for the invite!” I beamed, trying to err on the side of Academy Award Nomination as opposed to sappy telenovela drama llama. “I was worried that I’d have to go it alone.”

      The big guy looked confused. Obviously, he was expecting some notification that I’d joined the Guild and, clearly, that wasn’t going to happen. Time to sort this out. “Yeah, I heard about this happening a couple of minutes ago. Apparently, the servers are lagging, or something. The Guild invites are going through, but the people who sent them aren’t getting happy little responses to let them know they worked.”

      He shrugged. “There is always bugging out with this game, isn’t there? I hope they sort it out.”

      “So what’s the plan?” I didn’t want to be too eager, but I was hoping not to have to wait around, either. The longer I stood there, the less time I had to find out whatever I could.

      “Take a few minutes and move through the crowd. See if you can find anybody else who isn’t in a Guild and invite them along for the ride. It should be easy. Their name will be blue, just like yours.” He frowned, and I got the impression that this guy wasn’t a threat in the brain department. “Your name should be green to me now, but I guess that’s part of the server lag you were telling me about.”

      I froze, feeling like my feet were suddenly one with the asphalt beneath them. I shouldn’t ask because there was no way I could phrase the question without raising suspicion in the guy… But I had to know. For my peace of mind, at the very least. “I had some problems logging in. My name was even screwed up. What does it say above my head?”

      The SWAT guy looked at me long and hard. He had little piggy eyes, and they were starting to burrow into my soul. “Are you saying that you don’t know your own name, now? You aren’t playing on somebody else’s account, are you? It’s supposed to be really hard to do, and you can get in a lot of trouble for even trying. Didn’t you read the Terms of Service when you signed up?”

      I nodded blankly. “It’s nothing like that. The servers are-”

      He kept right on going, running over my words. “It says right there in black and white-“

      I jumped in and interrupted this time, eager to derail him. He sounded like the kind of do-gooder who would happily turn me in regardless of the offered reward. “Slow down, man. It’s not like that, and I already know that sharing is against the rules. Logging in took forever, and when it finally happened, my name was screwed up. I just want to know if it’s fixed, that’s all.”

      I couldn’t be sure if I’d thrown him off the scent. “You must be Russian, right?”

      This was getting stranger and stranger. “Why do you say that?”

      “Just a guess based on your name. I’ve heard it can be male too, over there.”

      His comment threw me. I could almost feel the gears in my brain grinding away, whirling faster and faster as I desperately tried to work out what this dude was trying to get at. Russian? What the hell was he talking about?

      I felt the urge to run shoot up my spine again, but I held my ground. He was still looking at me, and I was too far away from the barrier anyway. I had to remind myself that he’d made contact me with at the beginning of the conversation. These guys could touch me, and even if they couldn’t shoot me because of the friendly fire rules, they could probably just swarm me and drag me to the ground.

      The advantages I’d had as a phantom in the game were gone. I was at their mercy.

      And maybe they were at mine…

      And then the answer to all this name stuff finally hit me. “Sasha! My name says Sasha, then? Thank god it’s fixed. Not Russian, though. I just have crazy parents who wanted me to be stuck with something unique. “

      I must’ve been right about the Sasha thing because he went from wary as fuck to clapping me on the back like we were long-lost frat brothers. He pointed at a big group of gathered players that had shown up in the last couple of minutes. “You had me worried there,” he confided. “Head over in that direction. The Monster Makers are in charge, and their briefing’s about to start. Listen up, and maybe we can help them get that top prize. I’ll be there in a sec, right after I swap this shield for something a little more deadly.”

      He wandered off into the crowd without another look, clearly still keeping an eye open for more people to invite to the Guild. I ignored him and took his advice, joining the Monster Makers intro session.

      That stuff about my name was strange. The only thing that made sense to me was that I’d been too close to her account for too long, and when the game had been forced to rummage through whatever minimal information it had on me, it had assigned me a name and somehow dredged up something it shouldn’t have. Whatever slice of her programming I’d been piggybacking on didn’t come with the same countermeasures that she’d been running for the codes that should have been in contact with Headshot’s systems.

      Now that we’d been indirectly compromised, I had to be even more careful. With her name hovering above my head, if any of the Eternals spotted me it was even more of a certainty that they’d put the whole thing together.

      I was trying hard not to panic, even though I could sense that the odds of success were shrinking. I could feel them closing in around me, and I was surprised to find that I was actually getting claustrophobic.

      Global spanning corporation? Check.

      Random players out to get me? Check.

      And don’t forget the cherry on top, the name of my co-conspirator, the daughter of the guy whose mind we were living in right now, emblazoned above my head?

      Fucking check.

      Headshot hadn’t decided I was a Survivor, though. I couldn’t see anybody’s name, and even if I could, there wasn’t any point in trying to invite anybody. I’d graduated from specter to something else, but the game was still trying to work out what it would let me do. I was only partially here, and the more times the Deep Dive-controlled parts of the game were forced to check on my status, the more chance it would burst through whatever nonsense algorithm it’d come up with to explain my presence.

      I made a beeline for the briefing. There were about thirty-five guys and girls standing in a loose circle around a man in the middle. He had a blonde mohawk with alternating stripes of white and black, as well as some type of night vision goggles over his eyes. He was already talking, and it was odd the way he refused to take them off as he stared straight at everyone’s faces.

      If he was expecting us to read his expression through the gear, he was going to be sorely mistaken.

      The gathering had a lot of questions for him. It sounded like people were polite at least. He was answering everything they threw at him, and I had to admit that he was doing a good job of rattling off responses. If this was the guy in charge of the Monster Makers, I didn’t have a hard time believing that they were one of the preeminent guilds. Adding everybody to their ranks was just a lark for them, but when I looked past him at the dozen or so massive trucks and the people handing out equipment out of the back of them, I knew exactly what his plan was.

      It wasn’t about the money Deep Dive had offered as a raid reward. He may even have been personally well-financed, but even if he wasn’t, I could see that the only thing he cared about was taking that prize from the other guilds.

      This guy was competitive. He struck me as the type of player that had been in the game since day zero, and bragging rights were far more important to him than a bank account.

      I realized that I’d been spacing out while building my mental profile of him, and I dragged myself out of my thoughts so that I could see what the hell was going on. “I hear what you’re saying,” he told a girl in a camouflage jacket and white combat boots that laced all the way up to her knees. She was wearing a skirt too, but it was so small that she probably shouldn’t have even bothered.

      She crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “And?”

      Mohawk smiled. “And you’re right. It might not be fair that you’re part of the Guild for now and then at the end of the day you won’t be. And if that’s not okay, then you’re free to leave. But I’d encourage you all to look at it as a learning experience. Use your time amongst us as an opportunity to see how the Monster Makers operate. And we’ll be watching, too. Make a name for yourself in the raid, and come Monday morning you might just find that there’s an invitation waiting for you when you log in. We’re always happy to accept the best of the best. It’s just your good fortune that this time we’re happy to accept rabble because we’re willing to prove a point to the other Guilds.”

      Some of the other players spoke up. A lot of them didn’t like being called rabble, although I had only to compare the gear they were carrying to the stuff coming out of the trucks to be damn certain that Mohawk was right about their place in the pecking order. It might not have been the most diplomatic way of phrasing it, but that didn’t make what he was saying a lie.

      The Monster Makers’ Guild leader pointed at the equipment being handed out by his guildmates. “Before you get all riled up, take a look at all of that firepower. We’re not keeping this for ourselves. We’ve got Engineers and Artificers working around the clock, and they’re damn good at what they do. The Monster Makers want you to share in our abundance, and we’re not just giving it to you. This shit is for everyone. Even the other Guilds can come and grab some, since priority one is showing the others what it means to be generous. And, if we get some good press for it, so be it. Once this little chat is finished and everyone is happy, I invite you all to get your asses over there and grab something nice. Assault rifles, C-4, whatever takes your fancy. It’s on the house, so take something extra and give it to somebody you don’t know. Let’s spread the love, huh?”

      A guy on the other side of the circle was trying to say something, but his voice was drowned out by the rest of the throng. He didn’t shut up though, and to make himself noticed he took three or four steps into the circle, toward Mohawk.

      “Jared?” the new guy said. That must have been the Monster Makers guy’s name. The guy with the question was long and lean, with short spiky black hair that ended too soon in badly frosted tips. He looked like your average Special Forces soldier; backpack, rifle, lopsided grin. “Jared!”

      Mohawk/Jared rolled his eyes at him. “Yes, Adam? And dare I say before you begin, it’s nice to see that the Cricket Crew thinks it’s appropriate to join our little circle. You’re not spying on us, are you?”

      Adam wasn’t going to be baited, though. He had a serious look on his face, and judging from the way he was standing like a tree in a storm I figured he was that sort of guy. Not having fun didn’t bother him, not one little bit. “I want to know if you found out anything about the login issues. Supposedly, you guys filed a support request and got a response. Any new info to share?”

      Jared shook his head sadly. “Okay, sorry for the bullshit just now, then. This is a serious issue, and I’m glad you brought it up.” He spoke louder so that everyone could hear, and the half dozen little conversations that had sparked up around me died away immediately. “Put your hand in the air if you’re aware of the login problems people are having today.”

      Just about every hand in the circle shot up.

      Jared nodded knowingly. “Okay, hands down. Now let’s do this because I’ve got a theory. Obviously, a whole bunch of people are having trouble getting into the game, and Deep Dive says that they’re looking into it. If you know someone who can’t log in, put your hand in the air.”

      Every hand shot up. Every. Single. One. This was clearly a lot more widespread then I’d let myself believe.

      “Hands down,” Jared told them, “because I’ve got one more question. If anyone knows someone who can’t log in who was bitten by a Zombie last week somewhere between LA and here, raise your hand.”

      Again, all the hands went up. All of them except for mine. Here I was trying to work out where he was going with this, and I’d completely forgotten that I was supposed to be blending in…

      I shot my hand up before he could meet my gaze and ask me what my deal was, and was happy to see that he glanced at me and then looked away. To him, I was just some stupid noob, and that was just fine with me. Better that than the truth, that was for sure.

      Jared started ticking off locations on his fingers. “Los Angeles, the Basin, Beverly Hills, the fight leading into the Silicon Valley. We’ve spent a lot of time on this today, and we’re willing to bet that if you fell to the enemy last week in any of those locations, you aren’t in the game right now. You’re sitting at home, swearing at your rig and raging against Deep Dive. As you should be, mind you.”

      The places he was rattling off were far, far too familiar to me for me not to feel like I’d just been kicked a couple of times in the gut. Every place he’d mentioned, I’d been…

      Jared threw up his hands. “But we can’t change it now. We’ve already given our suspicions to Deep Dive, and they assure us that they’re on it. It does mean that we have a better chance in the upcoming raid, since so many of our competitors are noticeably absent.”

      He tried to win us over with a big smile that bordered on manic. “But that’s about it for now. Gear up and come back here in half an hour or so, and we’ll talk strategy. Until then, start handing out those weapons. Go through the crowd and see if there’s anybody else you can invite. Let’s swell our numbers and make this a raid to remember.”

      Everybody started to break away. A few people got closer to Jared and started asking more in-depth questions to him on a one-on-one basis, but when I leaned in and didn’t hear anything worth eavesdropping on, I drifted off instead of making a nuisance of myself.

      It was time for me to go. With all these people looking around eagerly for more Survivors to invite to the Guild, it was only a matter of time before somebody tried to invite me again. I didn’t think that I’d be able to bluff them as well, this time.

      Better for me to make myself scarce. Every second I was here was yet another chance for things to go badly. I knew I was supposed to bring some hint of their plans back with me, but everything I’d seen pointed to their plan involving nothing more than an overwhelming display of force. Besides, Sasha would need help preparing some surprises at the hospital, and I felt like I might be more useful there than here.

      I turned back toward the barrier as casually as I could, but a little voice whispered in my ear, and I slowed my pace. I wandered over to where the weapons were being handed out of the back of the trucks. If I grabbed a gun, I could put a lot of holes in a lot of people.

      But so what? Even if I was right and the friendly fire rules didn’t work against me, anyone I killed would just respawn a few minutes later. And when they did, Deep Dive would warp them back here, so they didn’t miss out on the raid,

      It would be pointless. I looked at my watch. It was pushing 9:15. Just slightly less than two hours to go before they beat down the doors and strung Sasha and I up by our necks.

      But as I walked past the lines of trucks and saw that the lead one not only had its door open, but the keys were already in the ignition… Well, that was simply a situation I was powerless to resist. I saw my chance, and I took it, hopping behind the wheel and starting it up before I could give myself a chance to talk myself out of it.

      I’d been expecting someone to shout at me. Maybe even take a shot at the truck, though the fact that it was still in one piece right now with those idiots still running around occasionally shooting things for no reason meant that it was also safe from friendly fire. But nobody stopped me. Could they all be so damn happy to be involved in this raid that they didn’t realize I was stealing this thing?

      That appeared to be the case. I stomped on the gas and saw, to my sheer and absolute joy, that a dozen or so Survivors were in my way. Yes, they’d respawn. Yes, it was pointless.

      But holy shit it felt good to shift up the gears and mow them down.

      All I had to do was hold my foot down on the gas. A couple of shots rang out as a long string of tracer fire shot past the windscreen. I heard the pings but didn’t see any damage.

      As I raced down the street, I knew that the next thing was going to be the barrier. It was only two blocks away. If it didn’t like the fact that I was driving a Survivor’s truck or it wasn’t planning on letting me back in, this was going to be one extremely short, extremely messy, and most of all extremely unsuccessful escape.

      Thankfully, a dark line ran up the blue as the wall unzipped, swallowed me, and then shimmered back into life in my rearview mirror. I was back in my safe zone, with a truck full of weapons that we could hopefully use against the guys gunning for us and a head full of theories about Headshot’s issues and my place in the game.

      Had I caused all the problems people were having logging in? I had no idea at all, but hopefully, Sasha would.
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      She would certainly have heard me coming. The blue barrier that protected us also appeared to muffle noises, which meant that in this quiet cube of protection that her dad had created for us, the only real sound was the roar of the truck engine as I red-lined the stolen vehicle in the direction of the Good Samaritan Hospital.

      I shot down the road. Right before I had to decide where to park the truck, I saw Sasha step through the doors to the emergency exit with that big revolver in her hand. She wasn’t smiling, though. I’d been hoping to get a hero’s welcome, but instead, I was staring down the barrel of the damn thing.

      I flashed my lights at her to try and show her that I was friendly, and then stuck both of my hands out the window for good measure. “It’s me,” I called, though there was really no way that she could have possibly heard me over the engine.

      At least she didn’t shoot me, though. That was a bonus. I rewarded the courtesy by pulling the truck up alongside where she was. That way she could see that I was the one behind the wheel. Once she lowered the gun and finally gave me a grin, I gave myself a second to be glad that she’d met me here, since the emergency entrance’s double doors were the easiest place to drag all the truck’s mystery boxes in.

      As I hopped out, Sasha gave me a high five. “Looks like you’ve been a busy boy. Good job.”

      “I figured they wouldn’t miss it.”

      “Did they?”

      “I hope so…”

      She took a step back and glanced toward the back. “What’d you grab?”

      I shrugged. “Good question. Let’s take a look. If it’s just crates of inflatable bouncy castles and confetti for the Survivor’s after-Raid party, we’ll never mention this again, though. Deal?”

      “Deal.”

      We walked to the back of the truck together. I’d already seen that the truck was stacked to the brim, but when I reached out and lifted one of their lids, I discovered that I’d accidentally returned with the motherlode. This one was full of assault rifles, and the next stuffed full of plastic explosive. Everywhere I looked I saw crates of ammunition, weapons, and random dealers of death. Far more crap than we could hope to use, especially since we were sure to be cut down in the first thirty seconds of the upcoming firefight.

      But, at least we’d have guns in our hands, and hopefully, she had time to rig the place to blow in the inevitable event of our death.

      That was a point, actually. “I hope you know how to use some of this stuff because I certainly don’t,” I admitted, shaking my head in awe.

      She didn’t seem stressed about it. “Don’t you worry your pretty little head about it, Ryan. I’m already on it. I had a feeling you’d be back with some sort of surprise, so I leveled up a bit while you were gone.”

      “Good idea.”

      “So, let’s hurry up and get this stuff in. After that, I need you to do some stuff down in the security room for me, okay? I’ve got a huge list of modifications I want to make to the building, but none of that will matter if you can’t cook up some biofuel for us.”

      Security room? Biofuel? I didn’t even ask. She’d explain it to me when I needed the info, and right now we both had our hands literally full as we lugged the first of the crates into the hospital.

      Sasha had found some wood and propped open the sliding doors. Just before we went through them though, she rotated herself around so that she was the one in front and then stopped. “Try and make sure to step in the same places I do.”

      “Okay…”

      She angled her chin at the ground inside. “See how there’s some paint splashed on the ground?”

      “Yep.”

      “Those are the safe spots. I think the mad rush to murder us will make the assholes overlook them, but if you need to run around up here and you don’t watch what you’re doing, things are going to get messy fast.”

      It should have been as black as pitch in here, but she’d ransacked the hospital in my absence. The result was an odd collection of personal and official hospital flashlights scattered everywhere. Some of the bigger, emergency ones even threw enough light to illuminate huge splashes of the ground.

      The floor was shining oddly, and the sharp bite of gasoline fumes assaulted my nostrils. I took a closer look, realizing that what I’d assumed was well-polished floors was an inferno waiting to happen.

      She’d stacked up furniture and filing cabinets, creating a narrow path rife with kill zones and choke points just begging for her to wire up the C4 I’d stolen a few minutes ago. Sasha led me through the darkness and along the way I could make out a series of tripwires.

      “It seems to me that you’ve been pretty busy, too,” I told her. She’d gotten an incredible amount of work done, and this was just the main entrance to emergency. What else had she been up to while I’d been gone?

      Sasha just laughed. “I had more than a little fun plotting their demise. I’ve got all sorts of surprises ready for them, and those guns you grabbed are going to be put to good use in a couple of minutes… But before I spill the beans, let me show you what I’ve found.”

      We worked our way through the room and over to what I’d assumed was a blank wall on the other side. Behind the reception desk was a wall, and behind that Sasha led me to a nondescript metal door. “This leads to the lower levels. It’s primarily an employee area down there, but since the entrance to it is in a public area they’ve camouflaged it a bit. With any luck, the chaos up here might mean that the Survivors could have trouble finding the stairs, at least for a while.”

      “Nice,” I said. It wasn’t exactly genius, but it was close enough for me.

      She nodded. “I thought so. They could be chasing their tails clearing the empty upper floors of the hospital and not even realize that we’re hidden below.”

      Sasha and I left the crate we were carrying in the corner, and then went back for more. After more than a dozen trips, I was chomping at the bit to see what lay behind that metal door she’d just shown me.

      “Okay,” she said at last, swiping strands of red hair out of her eyes. “Let’s get down there, huh?”

      Through the door, down three flights of cement stairs lined with narrow cinderblock walls and more random flashlights.

      I cleared my throat. Better to drag this out into the open now. “So, I heard some crazy stuff when I was over there, playing Secret Survivor.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m pretty sure that I’ve got something to do with the login issues. The Survivors don’t have all of the pieces yet, but I’ve put enough of it together. Everybody I killed can’t log in. On top of that, anyone killed by any of my minions can’t, either.”

      Sasha paused on the stairs. “But… You killed me, and I got to log in, eventually.”

      I snapped my fingers. “Right, sorry. It only works on people after I picked up the brick. I mean, technically I didn’t kill you anyway. A Tank smashed you into next week with a light pole. But you could log in, and I bet if I were back closer to home I’d find Lori had logged in, too.”

      “Who’s Lori?”

      “Nobody. Let’s focus on the revelation and not the ex-girlfriend, okay? Headshot’s short on Survivors and the people that can’t get back in are my victims. Your Guild buddies? I killed three of them on the way to the Vault. Those three can’t log in, right? But the three that tried to blast me all over Silicon Valley are just fine and dandy…”

      Sasha chewed on her lip, clearly pondering the implications. “Why?” she asked, eventually.

      “Fuck if I know,” I breathed. “I was hoping that you could tell me.”

      “Sorry. I’m short on answers and long on focusing on the ticking clock hanging above our heads.”

      “Lead on, then,” I told her. One more flight of stairs later she stepped through a metal door and led me through a hallway with a few rooms branching off it. The first one on the left was a cramped office with a single desk squatting in front of thirty small, lifeless screens assembled in a tight rectangle.

      “It’s a security room,” she explained. “A backup one. The real deal is all the way on the other side of the hospital. It’s a lot nicer, but this one must be here in case there’s a terrorist attack or shit goes down over there and they need to monitor things remotely.”

      I did my best to get excited about Sasha’s discovery, but I guess I didn’t do a good enough job.

      “Come on,” she told me. “Don’t give me that look. I’m not a complete idiot. I know this room is useless without power, and we don’t have any of that. Not yet…”

      “The biofuel?”

      “The biofuel.” She turned and left the room, and I followed. The hallway we were in led to another space and the doors were much, much larger than any of the ones I’d seen in the hospital up until now. Sasha yanked one open and stepped through, and I was right behind her.

      Two hulking generators squatted against the far wall. The room itself was massive. If you could get cars down here, you could have parked four or five of them right next to each other. The walls were thick, the ceiling and floor reinforced, and I had an inkling that the room was probably pretty close to fireproof. If these backups needed to be in operation, there was no way the patients and staff above would hear it.

      There were a whole bunch of buckets spread out in the far corner. They surrounded a canister of natural gas that had been crudely piped into what appeared to be the ripped-off top of a stove. A metal barrel balanced precariously on the heating element.

      Hmm…

      “You’re going to be cooking grease for a while. I ransacked the cafeteria and drained the fryers, just in case you were wondering the sort of glamorous tasks I got up to while you were away.”

      I gave the makeshift setup a sidelong glance. “Is it as simple as heating it up?”

      “Pretty much. Once it separates, you siphon off the top layer and keep right on going. Do a good job, and the generators will love you for it.”

      Will you love me for it, too? It would have been an easy quip, a harmless little comment, but the words died in my mouth. “You got it,” I said, instead. “Just remember, if this damn thing blows me sky-high, it won’t be my fault.”

      She just rolled her eyes at me. “Whatever. And before you ask, Headshot doesn’t require any talent points to cook up biofuel. That’s why I figured it’d be perfect for you.”

      “Thanks…”

      “Don’t mention it. While you’re doing that, I’m going to go outside and see if I can make these cameras into something a little more fun. Get started, and I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “Your wish is my command,” I answered, trying to show her that I was going to be good-natured about the whole thing. If she could use her engineering abilities to help us hold the hospital, then that’s exactly how she should be spending her time.

      And that was still what I was telling myself more than an hour later as I stirred the biofuel and hoped against hope that this would actually work. Nothing she was doing outside of the cameras or anywhere else would really matter if I couldn’t get enough fuel to power the generators.

      Thankfully, we probably wouldn’t need me to make that much. The generators only needed to run for an hour, and that was being hugely, unrealistically optimistic. They could probably last until we were full of lead and shrapnel on a couple of spoonfuls.

      But I got the burner going with the lighter she’d scrounged up in the library and poured a few buckets of grease into the barrel. After that, I was on autopilot, mixing and cooling and filtering out the junk that floated to the top before draining off of the fuel. By the time I had four buckets of it at a consistency that I thought was acceptable, Sasha was back to check on me.

      “That looks pretty good,” she said as she looked over my shoulder. I froze, the nearness of her making me all too aware of the fact that I was, basically, obsessing over a girl while in her dad’s head. Best case scenario, that was going to make things awkward, one day.

      Even though I didn’t want the moment to end, I realized I had no idea what time it was. Before I could stop myself, I’d already checked my watch. The moment was over. Sasha stood up.

      It was 10:35. Some things fly when you’re having fun and all of that…

      Sasha knelt down and placed her hand on the side of one of the buckets of biofuel. “We’ll let this stuff cool for another few minutes before pouring it into the generators. If they fire up, we’re doing better than I dared to hope.”

      “And if they don’t?”

      Sasha shrugged. “Then we’re pretty much shit out of luck, I guess. No pressure…”
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      She sloshed some fuel into one of the generators, and I splashed the rest into the other. After that, it was as simple and anticlimactic as mashing a big red button.

      They kicked on immediately, and the overhead lights flared into life. After sulking through the gloom for so long, I had to shield my eyes until they got used to how bright everything was.

      “Before you worry about it,” Sasha told me, blinking fast as her eyes adjusted, “I’ve already been to the fuse box. The lights down here work, but the ones in the stairwell are shut off. They won’t find us that way. I left a few lights on in the top floors to give them even more reason to head in the wrong direction.”

      I nodded. It was hard for me to be getting too enthusiastic about this. I knew that they’d get us, it was just a matter of how and when.

      Sasha knew me too well already. She read my expression and said, “You can go, if you want.”

      I made a not-this-again face. “I said I’ll stay, and I’m staying. I won’t pretend that the thought hadn’t crossed my mind, but I’m not going anywhere. And it’s not just because you’ve got way more of a chance with the two of us working together than you do on your own.” I sighed and then pointed at the gun in the holster on her hip. “You know, if you want to fuck with them, just take that thing and shoot yourself now. Don’t respawn. Log out. Just vanish, for a while. Stay off the radar and hit them in a few weeks, maybe a couple of months.”

      Sasha smiled wistfully. “You make it sound so easy; you know that?”

      There was something different in her tone, and I looked over to see if I could pierce her mask the same way she’d just done to me. “You tried it already, didn’t you?”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      I shrugged. “Deep Dive won’t let you shoot yourself, huh?”

      Before I could react, the gun was in her hand, and the barrel was against my temple. “Sorry, babe.”

      Click.

      Nothing…

      I shoved the gun aside, even though it didn’t pose me any danger. “And what would you have done if that worked?”

      “Probably felt a lot less guilty. Did you get a system message when I pulled the trigger?”

      “No.”

      She sighed. “I did. Deep Dive’s system shot me a friendly little reminder me that I was Guildless. It’s too late on Survivor Sunday for me to respawn elsewhere since I spent too much time here over the last few hours. In short, I’m stuck and so are you.”

      I was used to getting the same messages she did, but I must have been out of range for that one. Either that or my separation from Sasha was becoming more permanent.

      “Anyway, now that you’ve got the generators going, it’ll be worth my while to modify the cameras. It shouldn’t take me too long since it turns out that I’m a fairly badass engineer now.”

      “What do you want me to do while you’re out there?”

      “I checked out the upper levels just now, but I’d only recently found the generator and this second security booth when you pulled up with the truck. So, poke around a bit, I guess. If you wanted to stumble upon a thermonuclear hand grenade, be my guest. Anything you can find, we can use.” And just like that, she patted one of the growling generators lovingly and headed out to make mischief.

      Right. I was sure that Sasha had already explored the area far more thoroughly than she was letting on, and now she was just giving me a simple, mundane task so that I didn’t mess up something more important.

      I guess I didn’t blame her. It was a pain in the ass being in Headshot without any skills, and I hated the fact that everything I’d been good at last week I couldn’t do now. As a Zombie, I hadn’t exactly ‘won’, but I’d lived a long time. I’d used my cunning and outthought opponents that had either gotten the jump on me, outnumbered me, or been luckier than I was.

      I had done the hardest thing a free player could do in the game. I had survived.

      Screw these guys; I thought to myself as I went into the security room and grabbed a flashlight off the shelf. The lights were working, but I reached over and turned them off. Sasha was right about nobody being able to see the light from up there since we were pretty much encased in concrete, but it was a bad habit to get into. I wanted to stay used to working in the darkness.

      The players coming for our hides called themselves Survivors, but I was the survivor. They’d bought their way into the game, but I’d earned the title. I’d been hunted since day one, and it was only towards the end that I could turn the tables on them even a little bit.

      And even then, all it had taken was a few Survivors knowing where and when I was going to be to almost end me.

      There were more stairs down, and I took them. I should have been in a rush I guess, but we still had time before the assault began. Sasha needed me; she could work out where I was.

      There wasn’t much more on this level than the security room and the generators, but I’d noticed that the stairs had kept going down when Sasha brought me here. With nowhere else to go, I pushed open the door to the stairwell.

      I could just make out Sasha as the door swung shut behind her on the ground level. She had a job, and so did I. I just didn’t know what it was.

      There were certainly more flights of stairs leading down, and down I went. I was expecting another door, another hallway. It didn’t happen, at least not until I went down three more flights. This was far, far deeper than the construction needed to go. What was down here?

      When I finally reached the end of the stairs, I found not one door, but two. The one on the left was one of those big doublewide elevators, the type that they have in hospitals that let the whole bed and its accompanying equipment and nurses get in all at once. It was for whisking people around when they were in dire straits, and I felt a flicker in my gut when I realized that I hadn’t passed another elevator at all during the entire time I’d descended the stairs.

      There was a single button with an up arrow mounted beside it.

      Why was it here and nowhere else? The shaft must’ve run right past us in the security room, just on the other side of the cinderblocks. The sign on the other door told me why it hadn’t stopped anywhere else.

      Morgue.

      I surprised myself by not shuddering. If the game was trying to scare me, it wasn’t working. Under normal circumstances, I would’ve been more than a little creeped out just standing in front of it, but these circumstances weren’t normal, and I wasn’t that guy anymore.

      I reached out and turned the handle. It wasn’t locked, and the door swung open on silent hinges. The only light that I had to go by was the flashlight in my hand, and instead of playing it around and uncovering the horror movies sight of cadavers on slabs, I was careful to calmly survey my surroundings.

      The slabs were empty. The room itself was sterile and professional, lined with small doors that almost certainly held those sliding beds that corpses lay on, toes tagged, and bodies zipped neatly into body bags. I didn’t know what to call the doors, so I just mentally tagged them as filing cabinets.

      Human filing cabinets. It was just cold storage. Nothing to see here.

      Except I knew that wasn’t right. I didn’t know anything about real-world mortality rates, but bodies weren’t stored here permanently. They couldn’t possibly need more than forty or fifty of those slots to store bodies, and even that number seemed huge when I thought about it.

      And it wasn’t just mortality rates that I had no idea of. The entire process was a mystery to me, but the filing cabinets stretched off into the darkness. There must be hundreds. Why?

      I pushed farther into the room, keeping a rough tally as I went. When I’d guessed that there were hundreds I hadn’t been off by much, and when I finally reached the end of the room I knew that I wouldn’t be doing my job as errant wanderer and professional rock-turner-over if I didn’t slide open some of the cabinets and see what was inside.

      Now that it was coming right down to it, the fear that I’d been surprised not to feel was finding its way back home again. What would I find inside all of these dark, cramped, secret places?

      Will you cut it out? They’re not even bodies, idiot. They’re not real. If there’s anything in there, it’ll just be lifeless props.

      Right?

      It was far more difficult to convince myself of the truth of that than it should have been. I didn’t believe myself because, as I’d seen time and time again, just about anything could happen in here.

      The only thing I knew for certain was that, in this game, death was anything but permanent. Hell, the entire Zombie Apocalypse was predicated on that very fact, and now it finally struck me how insane that was. Not Zombies. They were near and dear to my heart. But, for a game that revolved around the dead rising, every time a player died they were out of the game for the rest of the week.

      Or longer, if the login issues didn’t resolve themselves in a little more than an hour. That would be a whole new kettle of fish. Dare I hope that a sizeable slice of the Survivor population was locked out of the game permanently?

      Damn right I dared.

      There was no point stalling any longer than I already had, so I went over to one of the cabinets, grabbed the handle and yanked it open. It swung toward me easily, and the metal slab in there sprung forward and revealed a body.

      It was fully clothed. It didn’t move. It wasn’t breathing. It was dead, though I didn’t quite have the nerve to reach out and check it for a pulse. Instead, I leaned a little closer and pushed it with the flat of my hand.

      Nothing. It wasn’t even cold. It was just ones and zeroes, assembled in such a way as to trick my mind into ‘seeing’ it. All of this was an elaborate puppet show.

      Even though I knew that in my head, my heart was telling me something very, very different. My earlier resolve was quickly crumbling, and as I went back in the direction I’d come, toward the door in the elevator and the stairs. It took all the resolve I had left in me to open a few more drawers at random. They all had occupants, and all of them were Survivors.

      Well, dead Survivors.

      On a whim, as I headed back toward the door and the stairs and the generators and anywhere other than here, I noticed that each of the cabinets had something stenciled across them in small, black letters. I slowed down to read a few.

      
        
        Re_Re_Cario, Beverly Hills

        Shinergamble, Beverly Hills player ID X, Silicon Valley

        Fleurdapee, Bakersfield

        23_and_metoo, Los Angeles

        Lux_Fux, Garden Grove

        Benndere1, Beverly Hills

        MobileHostile, San Bernardino

      

      

      Most of those places were familiar, but the player IDs were complete gibberish. As well they should have been since they were random names from a huge database of Survivors. I wasn’t expecting to feel any kinship with these bodies, was I? I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to this than I was seeing, and that made me go back to dragging out the slabs and inspecting the empty avatars as I went.

      Ten bodies later, I slid out a bed and found myself staring straight into the face of one of the Eternals I’d butchered in the museum on my way to the Vault. I didn’t know which one he was, so I took a step back and read the door.

      
        
        CodaChameleon, Silicon Valley

      

      

      Which meant that it had to be Coda. Thank god for people who could only think of one name and had to plug it into everything.

      I swallowed hard. This avatar was personal. This body tied back to me, and I left the bed pulled out and rushed to open as many other doors as I could. A few minutes later, I found another one of the Eternals.

      
        
        Smashtheglobe, Silicon Valley

      

      

      Smashfoot. And then a couple of minutes after I discovered him, I found two of the guys from the mansion right next to each other, either through coincidence or some sorting algorithm that I didn’t understand. What I did know was that I was sure of where I’d seen them, since I’d watched them for so long last week when I’d hitched a ride with them back into Beverly Hills in the first place.

      This was too much. None of these bodies or shells or whatever the hell they were should have been here. Their presence wasn’t part of the normal operation of the game. Blake Redhook’s initial breakthrough had been to only throw the stuff at the brain that the brain was about to need, which meant that anything extra was a waste of resources.

      They’d all died last week. I would have bet my life that none of them could log in right now, so why was the game putting them here?

      Hopefully, Sasha would know. I got a tighter grip on my flashlight and finally got all the way to the end of the morgue. Once I was out of there, I couldn’t stop myself from breaking into a sprint as I raced up the stairs, and even though I told myself I was looking for my partner in crime, that was only part of it.

      Two and a half flights of stairs later, I found her. She had a flashlight too, and the light it was throwing was the only thing that stopped me from crashing straight into her.

      “Thanks a lot,” I panted. “Is that your idea of a joke?”

      “Huh?”

      I wasn’t really angry, but whatever it was I’d felt in that long, dark room was coming out as something forceful. “Very funny. ‘Ryan’s a moron, so let’s let him stumble around in there and see what happens.’”

      “What in the hell are you talking about?” Sasha demanded, somehow able to sound both bored and annoyed at the same time. It must’ve been an ability that God gave to girls and let them put extra points into, because I don’t think I’d ever heard a guy be able to come even remotely close to pulling it off.

      I leaned over the railing and pointed down toward the bottom of the stairwell. “The morgue. All those fucking corpses? Don’t pretend that you found every flashlight in the whole joint but didn’t bother to head to the bottom of the stairs, because I won’t buy it for a second.”

      “Stop talking and just show me,” she said.

      Fine. If that was the way she wanted to play it, so be it. I shut my mouth and turned around as, side by side, we hurried down the stairs.

      It didn’t take us long to retrace my steps, and a few seconds later we were standing in front of the door to the morgue, the elevator to our left. The circle of light she was splashing against the wall was trembling because Sasha’s hand was shaking so badly. “I don’t want to sound cliché about this,” she said, her eyes wide as she turned to look at me, “but this door wasn’t here before.”
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      I took her at her word. If anything, I felt bad for accusing her of playing a joke on me. She wasn’t some child maniacally trying to squeeze something inconveniently funny out of every situation. She was battling for her father’s mind, not to mention his legacy. It wasn’t a vaudeville performance, and to pretend that humor was even on the long list of her priorities was insulting.

      I’d assumed that all she wanted me to do was get out of the way, and if I happened to stumble upon a bunch of useless avatars stuffed into a morgue that was just as good as if I was twiddling my thumbs in the security office, watching nothing happen on the cameras.

      But this was different. I looked at my watch again and saw that there only were eight minutes until the raid began. Shit. How long had I been in the morgue? I was starting to feel adrift, the same way I had when I’d floated in the void for what could well have been forever except for the fact that it ended when I connected with Sasha just before she created her character.

      Time was not just of the essence. It was ticking down so loudly I could almost hear it, sending my pulse pounding and the adrenaline coursing through me.

      “Well, the door’s here now. Not only that, it gets better,” I said, stepping through the door first and letting her follow me in. Toward the end, I hadn’t been bothering to slide any of the avatars back in their place, and there were probably thirty or forty drawers hanging open with the beds full of lifeless Survivors. “Sasha, I know some of these guys. I don’t mean ‘know’ in the biblical sense, I mean ‘know’ like I’ve pawed through their guts and ate their insides and then ordered them back on their feet to do it to somebody else. That type of know, you get me?”

      I was glad to hear that there wasn’t exactly a hysterical edge creeping into my voice, but I was certainly talking faster than I needed to. I took a deep breath and tried to calm myself.

      Everything changed. I froze, absolutely motionless. Something was wrong. “Wait a minute,” I muttered to myself. “Hang on…”

      Sasha didn’t hear me. She was looking at the bodies that I’d uncovered, and she’d recognized Smashfoot at a distance and gone over. “I know this one,” she called back to me. “This is one of the Eternals that you told me you killed in our headquarters.”

      She wasn’t telling me anything that I didn’t already know, but I couldn’t have brought myself to concentrate on her even if she’d told me what the key to the whole damn thing was.

      Something was happening. That deep breath that I’d tried to take, it hadn’t been there. I’d reached for it, and my lungs couldn’t function like that. Because they didn’t function like that.

      Not anymore.

      I couldn’t breathe. The pulse I’d heard roaring in my ears was gone. The push of adrenaline had fallen completely away. Something clattered to the ground at my feet, and I stared at it like my life depended on it.

      Sasha’s flashlight pinned it to the cement. It was a watch. My watch. It had fallen off of me, and when I finally got enough control of my body to turn my head and look at my left hand, all I saw was a stump.

      Power washed over me. It hit me like a tsunami, and I braced myself and felt it strip me bare and remake me into what I truly was.

      
        
        You have been granted the following abilities: Hide in Shadows, Low Light Vision, Grasp, Lunge, Infectious Bite, Howl, Consume Undead Flesh, Forgotten Language - Level 1, Forgotten Language - Level 2, and Infectious Influence.

        

        You have declined the Tank Archetype. You have declined the Runner. You have embraced the Schemer archetype.

        

        Achievement Unlocked – Time to Bring the Pain

        

      

      All of my lost levels and abilities were restored all at once. I started the day with nothing, literally nothing, only to become a passenger in someone else’s head. And now, with something like six minutes to go before every Survivor Deep Dive could muster got thrown at us, I was everything that I’d been when the servers had gone down yesterday.

      Everything and more, because through my new eyes I didn’t see cold, lifeless bodies on the slabs anymore.

      I saw allies.

      Sasha was watching me, eyes wide. “Holy fuck,” she said. “That’s why the door wasn’t here for me. If I’d poked my head in here, I wouldn’t have given it much thought. Yeah, it’s huge, but I would’ve just chalked it up as a safe space for my dad or one of the developers to visualize the casualties that had occurred. But this… This is a gift from my father to you, Ryan.”

      Rise, I thought, and sixty bodies sat bolt upright on their beds.

      Another hundred odd simultaneous thuds bumped out of the cabinets the length of the room as no doubt the rest of my puppets tried to obey my command in their cramped confines.

      “Seriously?” I asked myself with a chuckle. “This is supposed to be my moment, and instead it’s the fucking Three Stooges…”

      Sasha didn’t bother to hide her laugh, but at least she was good-natured about it. It felt good to relieve the tension a little, and after we shared a smile, she took the left side of the morgue, and I took the right, but even going as fast as we could it took more than half of our remaining time just to roll out all the slabs.

      Once they were free, I got them all to put their feet on the ground and their minds into predator mode. They weren’t automatons or robots. They might have all sat up at the same time, but now that I had commanded them to stand they did it in a variety of different manners, which was fine with me.

      They were a flurry of idle animations and swirling Zombie subroutines, and just looking at them made murder cross my mind. The Survivors were in for a shock…

      Even if most of them were just going to be fodder, I had something close to one hundred and fifty Zombies on my side now. Although I didn’t know how much the Survivors’ numbers had swelled in the past hour or so, the fight that was on the way was certainly going to be much fairer than it would have been a few minutes ago.

      “Go,” I said to them. “Find a room and make it yours. Find a corner. Find a hole. Lash out at the Survivors. Flank them. Drag them down. Let them pass and grab the last in their line. Drop on them from above, strike at them through windows. Show them who owns the night.”

      Most of my pets were at least of a high enough level that they could exit the room with enough speed that it only took ninety seconds or so to clear it. A few shambling forms brought up the rear, and Sasha looked past me as they staggered by. “Okay,” she confided, “I am willing to admit that you’ve suddenly become pretty badass.”

      “To be fair, I was due,” I told her.

      But no sooner had the compliment left her lips then her face darkened. “You know they shouldn’t be in the game, right?”

      I grinned wickedly, showing her my broken teeth and making her shudder. “Of course. But neither should I.”
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      The original plan, back when our little party consisted of nothing more than Sasha and I and a complete death wish, had been for me to be at the controls of the cameras while she set off some explosions upstairs and created a bit of chaos. After that, she’d retreat downstairs, and we’d hope like hell that we could find a way to luck out and last an hour.

      It hadn’t been a great plan. In fact, it had been a completely useless one, but it was all we had.

      Now though, I was far more valuable on the front lines than I was down here. Or, to be more accurate, I was far more valuable skulking through the shadows behind the enemy’s front lines.

      One thing was for sure; the game knew exactly how to treat me now. The restoration of my Zombie powers had given the programs running the majority of Headshot an inkling of proper protocol, and I was sure that Blake Redhook had given them a push in the right direction as well.

      That meant that I got the systemwide countdown just like everybody else.

      Three minutes before the raid begins.

      “Okay,” Sasha said. “I’m going to barricade myself down here as best I can. The cameras are set up, and I think they’ll do their job. Some of them are pretty well hidden, so it might buy you a couple of minutes. Just get out there and keep your head down at first, at least until you can capitalize on the mayhem.”

      “Very mysterious,” I said, giving her a wink that I could only imagine was hideous. “Good luck. I’ll fall before you do, I promise you that.”

      “Let’s hope you don’t have to keep that promise,” she told me. “Good luck. And thank you, for everything.”

      I should’ve gone. I needed to set up our defenses, but instead, I just stood there.

      So did she. There were a thousand things to check on, prepare or make ready. There were a hundred things I should have been thinking about.

      But there was just one thing that needed to be said.

      “Sasha?”

      “Ryan.”

      I swallowed hard, but when I opened my mouth to say the words, I hesitated instead. The voice in the back of my head was reminding me what I must look like to her now, and my resolve faded away to nothing. Sasha was fiery and beautiful and as stubborn as a mule. She bordered on brilliant, not to mention touching the boundary of irritating. She was just about everything I’d thought that I wanted, and for once in my life the way I imagined a thing seemed to be exactly the way it was.

      There might’ve been one thing still to say, but there was zero chance I could say it without fucking it up, so I turned and hurried up the stairs after my army. I was angry with myself, but that was fine. I could use it. I’d make the Survivors suffer. Perhaps when I reunited with Sasha on the other side of all of this, I’d have the balls to say what needed to be said.
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      My minions were everywhere. I was happy to see that my Low Light Vision was kicking in just like it should and between it and the rest of my assortment of Zombie abilities I was already feeling more like myself. As I strode through the emergency room and crossed the street, everywhere I looked that was suitable for ambush was already ensconced with at least one and sometimes two of my brethren.

      They were ready. It was time for me to find a spot to lead this from…

      It wouldn’t be a massacre, at least. I didn’t think we’d make it through, but we’d turn it into a very different night than the Survivors were expecting. They thought they’d be storming a minimally guarded hospital, and that wasn’t the case anymore. Once the initial rush was slowed by unexpected attacks from every direction, things would quickly grind to a halt. Panic would ensue. Fallen Survivors would become mine and fight their former friends.

      We weren’t without our advantages. If enough things went right, we might well prevail. Without knowing exactly what we were up against, it was hard to know if we had the numbers. I thought it would turn on a knife edge. There’d be plenty of Survivors now, and more would be hopping in with every passing moment in waves of reinforcements from other parts of the world, assuming the server announcement had been accurate.

      But they wouldn’t be ready, and the best thing about being in my spot was that my numbers grew whenever theirs fell. I had to do what I could to make sure that the maximum amount of chaos occurred in a minimum amount of time.

      I knew that Sasha would play her role. I never doubted that. Not only did she have more experience in the game than everybody else, if there was anyone that I wanted to be rigging a place up defensively it was an Engineer. I didn’t know exactly what she’d cooked up on the outside, and I’d been paying too much attention to my Zombie brethren to investigate any changes when I’d left the hospital. Hell, I was just happy that it looked like she’d installed some fail-safes in the booby-traps she’d made with the C4 because there was no way in hell that my Zombies were agile or cunning enough to have not set them off.

      
        
        Two minutes before the raid begins.

      

      

      I wanted to use all of the three blocks the barrier had brought us. There was a reason that her dad had given us that buffer, and if I didn’t make them hurt over the length and breadth of that space that was just wasting whatever it had cost him to protect us for as long as he had. I needed the Survivors to turn and run, or to get desperate enough to give up, log out or even get scared to death enough to make more mistakes.

      It was a shame that it was just AI running the zombies. What I needed was players, real minds behind these dead eyes. On top of that, all of them were the base archetype. I had no Tanks or Runners at my disposal, and certainly nothing higher like myself or Riode had been. I knew that I should be happy with what I had, since not ten minutes ago it had just been Sasha and me alone against the world.  I was going to have to make up for the fact that the Zombies wouldn’t be performing at peak efficiency by making a nuisance of myself amongst the enemy.

      I was determined to choose the battlefield. Three square blocks of grisly, in-your-face urban warfare was a very different proposition from the stomping they were planning on delivering. They needed to bleed from start to finish, and it was my job to make it happen.

      
        
        Sixty seconds before the raid begins.

      

      

      I could practically feel the weight of the clock bearing down on my shoulders. As I rushed from shadow to shadow, moving toward the same spot where I’d driven the truck through the barrier, I took the opportunity to direct a few of my minions ahead of me. They were ready for blood, and I didn’t envy the Survivors’ mad dash if they didn’t have their wits about them.

      The enemy didn’t even imagine there was going to be a front line, but I was determined to drag the fight out as far away from the hospital for as long as possible.

      Fortunately, all of the buildings were abandoned. I don’t know if there had been anyone in here when Redhook had created the buffer, but they sure weren’t here anymore. A couple of blocks away from ground zero, I scanned the architecture around me. Cafes, office buildings, a dozen different types of thoroughly looted shops, a restaurant, and then, the one thing that caught my eye.

      Just ahead, with frontage on the main street and tucked discreetly between a place that sold prefab kitchens and one that was hawking camping crap was a little real estate office that I decided would be mine. I liked it because it wasn’t obvious. It was two stories tall when the ones behind it were only one, which meant that there was a chance I could find a window in the back of the upper office to use as an alternative escape route.

      Even better, the front of the estate office had already had its glass blasted out at some stage, and because businesses like this made their money by filling massive windows full of property photos, the lack of upright glass meant that there was nothing stopping me from getting in and out easily.

      
        
        Ten seconds before the raid begins.

      

      

      I climbed in, went up the stairs, and discovered that the room above was an open plan office. I was glad I didn’t have to weave amongst a maze of cubicles, but if I let myself get cornered up here, there’d be no place to hide.

      I’d been right about the upstairs window, though. It was just as I’d imagined, looking out onto the first-story roof of the place behind it. Since it was perfect for my needs, I opened it. If I did find myself needing a quick way out, there was no reason to slow myself down or throw myself through it and alert my attackers to the sound of breaking glass.

      Listen up, I told myself, get the hell out of here at the first sign of trouble. If they take you out, the Zombies you’re leading might give up the ghost.

      Speaking of trouble, here it came. The barrier was still muffling the sound from beyond it, but as it vanished right on the button at 11 o’clock, the roar of engines and the snap crackle pop of every caliber of weapon known to man crescendoed with enough force to shake the building’s foundations.

      The Survivors poured in like a nightmare let loose. If anyone were viewing the game through my eyes in that instant, they’d never have imagined that the things below me were anything other than a ravening, slavering horde of mindless monsters bent on making mayhem.

      I watched them from upstairs, keeping to the shadows in case any of them were wise enough to suspect an ambush. I sent out a mental command for the other Zombies to do the same, though I was sure that my range of influence was a lot smaller than the area my forces had assembled in. If we moved too soon, the ambush would fail, and the Survivors would be able to turn it into an exercise in marksmanship.

      I didn’t think I had to worry about being spotted, though. I suppose my gamer brain was of a different sort than most of the ones down there, because where I’d have undertaken the raid in a methodical, almost surgical strike after making sure we couldn’t be outflanked, these guys were looking at it as nothing more than a race to the finish line.

      There were so many of them packed in so tightly that it looked like a parade on fast forward. They zoomed by in custom cars and armored motorcycles, spike-laden big rigs with cowcatchers that had been ripped from trains, exotic sports cars I’d never even laid eyes on in the real world, let alone gotten behind the wheel of. They drove and swerved so close to each other that they jostled and threw sparks all up and down the line. A lot of the passengers were leaning out of the window like drunks on New Year’s Eve, slicing up the night sky with thousands of rounds that they should have been holding on to.

      How much ammo would they have brought, to take us out? Not nearly the same amount they’d require to fight their way out of the teeth of what they were rushing towards, hopefully…

      The Survivors were buoyed by waves of bloodlust. They screamed curses or shouted the names of their Guild or themselves or just anything that came into their tiny, useless brains. Invincible. That’s what they thought they were.

      I hoped that they were wrong. They were absolutely dangerous, but it didn’t take a tactical mastermind to spot the myriad of flaws in their assault. Unfortunately, the mistake I’d made was even more glaring.

      How the fuck was I going to slow them down? I’d known that they’d be impetuous, throwing caution to the wind in pursuit of the raid bonuses, but what I hadn’t counted on was them jumping in a collective snake of metal and screaming engines and essentially ramming their way right into the hospital’s ground floor.

      Basic tactics weren’t going to be the issue here, and their sloppiness wasn’t going to matter if they left my Zombies in their dust. My mind raced. Did we have any defense against ramming? I’d been too busy trying to find spots for my minions to hide to worry about the obvious issue of physical defense, and now that I searched my memory I seemed to remember some thick, metal pylons placed in a loose semi-circle near the emergency entrance.

      It made sense. The world we lived in now meant that you couldn’t build a place like the Good Samaritan without anticipating some asshole driving through it, but because ambulances needed to get close I feared that the placement of the pylons wouldn’t be enough. A few well-placed attacks with heavy enough vehicles and high enough speed would let them come crashing straight into the building.

      And that’s when the real trouble would begin. I had planned to bleed them out over every inch of ground we could hold, but that’s pretty fucking impossible when they could ride a motorcycle straight into the reception area and impose their will. Whatever booby-traps Sasha had made might very well take out the first wave, but if the long line of Survivors pouring past me right now were anything to go by, we were going to drown in their numbers.

      On top of that, their recklessness stemmed from the fact that they didn’t fear death. I was sure that Deep Dive would have gotten rid of whatever respawn timers or other penalties there were for throwing your life away on Survivor Sunday. They wanted an army, and they’d summoned one that would keep right on keeping on, no matter the consequences.

      Unless we can bite them. Then they’re mine.

      Even so, the realization that it was the faction that could rise from the dead that still faced the issues of a finite resource gave me a sinking feeling in my gut. Sasha’s tricks would slow them down, but I was up against Survivors who could run at us as many times as they needed to over the course of the next hour. If my Zombies didn’t get them, they’d return. Whatever Sasha did to them, fire, explosions, gunshots or the rest, it would matter only to extend her life for the next few minutes.

      The Survivors were the real Zombies now, for the next hour able to endlessly return from the dead to hunt us once again. Except now, not even a headshot would put them down for long.

      With a snarl, I pushed all of that shit out of my brain. It didn’t matter. No matter what I’d told Sasha, I’d never really thought that this was a fight we had a chance of winning. Winning didn’t matter. She had to escape before a Diver traced her back to the source. Hopefully, they wouldn’t find out who she was, but even if she did the only real chance she had was to stay far enough ahead of them that her coding skills could both cloak her access to the game and allow her to deconstruct it from within.

      What that would do to Blake Redhook’s mind was an entirely different matter, of course.

      I was dead. That was a foregone conclusion. Once the Survivors took me out, I’d probably finally be back in the real world, strapped into a rig that I’d most likely dismantle. If this was going to be my last fight in Headshot, I was going to do it right.
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      Hold, I thought to my Zombie brethren, pushing the thought out with such strength that I was gritting my teeth. Hold.

      Exposing themselves to the vehicles that screamed up the street would only ruin our ambush. We still had the element of surprise, and as much as I wanted to fling a few of my allies out in front of those rushing vehicles and slow some of them down, I knew that what we would lose by showing our hand would be far, far more than what we gained.

      I just had to hope that—

      Kaboom! Kaboom! Twin explosions rocked the area in front of the hospital, and the entire row of lead vehicles cartwheeled backward. The lighter ones flipped several times, end over end, and even the heavier trucks stood up on their asses, and then toppled over, crushing the cars behind them.

      The chaos was instant and complete. I strained my eyes to see the carnage and was rewarded with the gruesome shine of blood-soaked pavement reflecting a dozen different fires. What had once been the vanguard was now a mess of twisted metal, mangled limbs, and ruptured fuel tanks.

      And one right after the other, frantic drivers stomped on their brakes and plowed into the vehicles in front of them, smashing into the cars that had managed to avoid the wreckage and enveloping the street in the worst gridlock I’d ever seen.

      And I lived in LA…

      Sometimes, that girl really finds a way to make me smile, I thought to myself, before turning my attention to what I should really be doing; making the stunned victims of the explosion into the newest members of my militia.

      “Feast on them,” I ordered, the thought so fresh and nasty in my mind that I said the words as I broadcast them. “Swell our ranks. Do your worst to their best.”

      I gave myself a moment to be grateful that it was so dark. If Deep Dive had pulled this raid nonsense at noon, we wouldn’t have had a chance. The night was my friend, and as the occasional explosion ripped through the already damaged line of cars and trucks and bikes and vans, the Survivors shielded their eyes against the glare.

      They couldn’t see the Zombies until it was far too late. The injured were the first to feel their bite, but up and down the street shadows peeled away from buildings and found flesh to strip from the bone. The moment we revealed our true numbers was always going to be a risk, but if ever there was a moment to fan the flames of panic into the fire of pandemonium, it was right now.

      I couldn’t help but look on in fascination as the streets below me became a free for all. There was no organization, no central drive. Old habits died hard, and these Guilds were far too used to being at odds then they were to working together. They tossed grenades and spat bullets across the face of buildings, desperate to hit the creatures coming for them before they were dragged down and devoured.

      The alleys and side streets that fed into the main one held the majority of my soldiers. They poured out into the perfect kill zone the traffic jam had created, and the streets ran with blood and gasoline.

      The fight was far from decided, though. I looked up the street to where the Survivors had originally assembled and saw that the rest of them were already working it out. Unable to drive down the main road, their caravans and road trains from this stalled attack and began to pick their way toward the hospital via less obvious routes. They could hit us from any direction, which meant I had to adjust our defenses to counter.

      “Unless there’s meat in your mouth, break off the attack,” I told the Zombies. “Tighten our circle around the hospital and don’t engage groups smaller than five.” We needed to take out the ones that were capable of organizing and hope that the stragglers got taken care of by the Survivors we’d just turned.

      But every decision has repercussions, and the one I’d just made didn’t take long to play out below me. With fewer and fewer new Zombies rushing at them from the darkness, the enemies that had been fighting them off were now able to consolidate their attack. Their gunfire was concentrated in the direction of the initial explosions now, and when I risked pressing my face to the glass so that I could see all the way down the street I could see that their target was the obvious…

      The churning mass of Zombies and Survivors that were still locked in combat outside the crater that had once been flat pavement.

      I just had to hope that their aim was bad, since there wasn’t anything else I could do. Even if we lost every single Zombie who had been a part of that attack, it was worth it. This assault had ground to a halt, and it would burn up valuable time for them to make their way to the hospital on foot. They’d be wary now, but caution would slow them down as much as it kept them safe. I doubted they had the balls or the stupidity to risk another full-on frontal assault like that again, at least not for a little while.

      That was what I told myself, primarily because I had to. The alternative was to admit that all I’d done was try in vain to empty a lake with a teaspoon. With them all lined up like this, it was a damn shame that we didn’t have anything set up to take advantage of -

      As usual, no matter how hard I tried not to, I kept second-guessing Sasha’s abilities and assuming that I’d outthought her. She proved me wrong yet again as the staccato, elongated BRRRRRRRRP of high-velocity rounds tore into the mass of vehicles below me. I saw plumes of sparks, shrapnel, bone, and blood spit up more than 10 feet in the air in long lines as she raked the Survivors from stem to stern. Whatever she was using, she had enough control of it to strafe up one line of cars and down the next, cutting through the crowd that had gotten out of their cramped vehicles and begun to pick our allies off.

      And again, the inability of the Survivors to assess the situation and recognize how much danger they were in worked against them. They were far too close together to fight effectively, and as those rounds tore gas tanks, engine blocks, and wild-eyed Survivors alike to ribbons I saw that they had only one option.

      The Survivors would break rank. They’d take cover in the buildings that lined the street, and I’d have company in a few seconds if I didn’t bug out and double back to the hospital.

      I pushed away from the wall and hurried through the open plan office, running for my life as I heard the pounding of boots on the stairs as my enemy rushed up them to get away from what was happening to them on the street. I made it to the window and leaped out, turning in the air to see the first guy reach the top floor and see me, his mouth a sneer, an Uzi in his hand as he tried to draw a bead on me.

      There was too much gasoline in the street. Too many fires. Too many sparks and spilled Molotovs and scattered military grade explosives and terror. Something set something else off, and as I turned in the air to see if I’d catch a burst of automatic fire before I hit the next rooftop, the whole damn powder keg went off like every Fourth of July there had ever been.

      Too late, I thought at him as the blast wave that splashed him across the real estate office sent me careening wildly through the air.

      Maybe not too late for all the bastards, but certainly for Mr. Uzi and the guys on the stairs at his back and a whole bunch more caught up in the fireball that crested the buildings.
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      I skidded to a halt just before I took a tumble off the rooftop behind the office. My body was banged up, flesh hanging from my limbs in sheets. My ears were ringing, and when I reached out to steady myself, I almost went head over heels anyway, because I’d forgotten about my missing limb and tried to catch myself with nothing but a stump.

      Groggy, it took me a couple of seconds to work out that my best bet was to stay up here. I worked at a ninety-degree angle to the combat, taking a looping dogleg back to the hospital. I was heading west, and for some reason that made my rattled brains spit “Go west, young man,” out of my mouth.

      The words made me stop in my tracks. There was war behind me, but now all of a sudden there was one in my head as well. The voice had been too human for the liking of the lizard, Zombie brain that was now in the driver’s seat. I reached up and tried to swat my own face in an irritated, useless attempt to knock the sentence I’d spoken aside.

      The me that I knew, the one that had signed up for Headshot and been eager for all of these months to play was nothing more than a passenger, again. I was shoved aside by an alien, one-track mind that was determined not to be derailed by petty, meaningless, human thoughts. A very thin slice of my sentience knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that I should be working my way back toward the hospital, but the idea was fading quickly as the all-consuming need to eat, to consume, to gorge drove everything else before it in a stampede.

      I cocked my head. Footsteps. Below. A meal on the roof, and me hovering on the rooftop above. I screamed at the creature I’d become to head back toward the hospital. Putting myself at risk just to feast on a few Survivors was the absolute last thing I needed to be doing right now, but their presence was too much for the Zombie part of me to ignore.

      I was famished. Starving. It felt like it had been forever since I’d eaten, and I could practically feel the dead juices in my stomach lapping at my spine as my stomach growled and grumbled. I needed food. Meat, red and raw and ripe off the bone.

      There were six Survivors below me, hurrying up the alley away from the inferno at their backs. One of them, the girl in the rear, was falling behind as she struggled to reload the rifle she was carrying.

      I was too weak to resist the urge to attack, so I threw my effort into at least playing the role of Schemer, feeding this monstrous body and its insistent desires a steady stream of the idea that at least had a chance of getting us out of the encounter alive. It wanted to land amongst them the same way I had with the Eternals in the Computer Science Museum, but there were too many of these guys, and they were moving too fast. If I didn’t act soon, very soon, they’d be out of range of everything I had.  So instead of falling amongst them I dug the claws of my good hand into the brick of the building below me and let gravity yank me down, trusting in my strength to slow my descent.

      I tore the wall up. A shower of brick dust and stone shards rained down on me as I hit the ground, but the deafening madness behind us meant that they didn’t hear me. They were shouting at each other as they ran, trying to formulate some sort of plan. Another string of explosions put an end to that though, as they ducked their heads. A few panes of glass above us exploded outward, showering the seven of us with jagged projectiles.

      Last week, I could remember watching Survivors and wondering what they thought just before my teeth made them into bite-size pieces. Were they only thinking about how they could do better next week, or did they feel the pain of it? Was the game merciful, or did their rig pump a few malicious lines of code into their brains and let them live long enough to watch their insides disappear down my gullet?

      I didn’t care about that now. What happened next wasn’t anyone’s fault. I was simply better designed for doing what needed to be done. They were nothing more than prey, and no one has ever argued that the lamb should’ve done something when the wolf closes his jaws upon its throat.

      The last of them was only ten feet away, just standing up and brushing the glass from her shoulders. Her friends were moving on. So was she, though not in the way she intended. My Lunge took her high in the back. I jammed my stump around her throat to hang on as she tried to buck me off, though once I rammed my claws into her with three quick plunges the fight left her along with her air. At least one of her lungs was punctured, and I allowed myself a few quick bites, just enough to get me going.

      Just enough to relish the taste of her.

      Maybe the next guy managed to hear something. Perhaps he sensed that death was near. He was wearing a lab coat, and when he turned and saw what had just happened to the straggler, he reached for something inside his pocket.

      Whatever he had in there, he should’ve kept running. The moment he planted his feet and held his ground he’d signed his death certificate, and I painted his pristinely white coat with her blood and his as I grabbed his arm with my hand, bit through his bicep with my teeth and yanked my head back to snap the muscle from the bone. I let go of his limp arm as he looked into my eyes.

      I raked his out with my claws before moving on.

      The third and fourth Survivors were next to each other, and they hadn’t heard anything. The guy on the left was some type of soldier; assault rifle, combat boots, the same old boring shit. The one to his right was something else, something I hadn’t seen before. But he didn’t have any armor, and he didn’t have anything in his hand.

      He could wait.

      The ones that were left slowed down as I came to the next intersection because that’s the smart thing to do. Usually… In theory, you should take a moment, assess the situation, watch your corners and scout ahead and then quickly and methodically dart across while the rest of the team provided cover fire, if needed.

      The soldier knew what he was doing, sort of. He even had decent trigger control, which in this case meant that his finger was straight instead of curled around the trigger. He was also pretty good about not pointing the rifle at any of his buddies, but that didn’t help them much when I stepped behind him, levered the barrel up with my stump and jammed the trigger down with one of my fingers.

      A dozen or so rounds threw the guy without armor at the wall, and I pushed forward and rotated the assault weapon, walking his involuntary fire across the backs of the two in the front. They screamed and went down, clawing at the wounds and struggling to look back to see why the friendly fire rules had been so grievously violated.

      I let them look on as I released the trigger, kicked out the soldier’s legs and rammed my fist into the back of his skull, making a puppet out of him. If I had another hand, I would have grabbed the soldier’s slack wrist and forced him to wave at them, but this would have to suffice.

      Now that the fight was over as fast as it had begun, all I could do was stand there. I was so. Fucking. Hungry. The logical side of me knew that a meal here was a waste of precious members of my dwindling army, but I wasn’t in control enough to say no.

      Instead, I let myself pick the one that looked like he had the most meat on him and ate until he was nothing but bone. The three that I hadn’t bitten were still crawling, desperately trying to move shattered limbs towards fallen weapons. Now that I was fed I was finally able to talk the Zombie brain into ending them with my teeth, and I waited in that little alley for all five of them to stagger back up to their feet.

      The food had made everything more clear, and I was back in control. Even my Low Light Vision was piercing the shadows in ways it hadn’t before. If I concentrated harder, I could almost see out of my minions’ eyes. Not quite, but I was definitely able to get a feeling for where the pressure was worst, where the Survivors were winning, and where they were losing ground.

      Better yet, my range of control appeared to have increased. I’d had roughly a block and a half of control before, but now that swelled to include the majority of my fighters. I used my newfound boon to plug a few holes and set a few more ambushes, shifting even more resources down streets that the Survivors had already abandoned so that I could hit the newcomers in the flanks without them realizing it.

      It was a shit show, a running, brawling nightmare that was equal parts the worst sort of urban assault and the deadliest game of tag that had ever been played. Around any corner, beneath any car or on top of any roof there may well wait a perfectly still, lifeless, remorseless killer with eyes only for your jugular.

      All that meat. All that flesh and blood. I could feel Zombies eating, and the rush of jealousy overwhelmed whatever restraint I had thought I had.

      How dare they. How fucking dare they? They’re eating more than ME. I’M the ONLY one who should be swallowing gobs of gristle, mouthfuls of muscle, bites of beef and swallows of sinew and sips of sanguine and…

      I couldn’t hear those thoughts anymore. One more instant and they’d own me. I’d happily lose myself in them, becoming something more and something else and something other and something…

      Stop it, I screamed inside the insane echo chamber of my own head, dropping to my knees amongst the gore as my five newest disciples looked on. Please! There’s more at stake here than just you! But it didn’t matter. I was crawling on all fours like a child, veering toward where I instinctively knew the largest pile of corpses would be gathered.

      
        
        Welcome, Survivor #[P@rsing err0r – {Administrative Override INITIATED}]. Please enter your unique Core Password to bypass Identity Modules.

      

      

      The message blasted through me like a slash of sunlight, burning the Zombie fog away and giving me a long moment of clarity. I didn’t waste it, opening my mouth to drool the blood of half a dozen victims and whisper, “The man who has experienced shipwreck shudders even at a calm sea.”

      Those words hadn’t meant anything to me when Sasha had first used them during the character creation process, but now I clung to them. They were a warning and a promise all at once. Even if I made it through this, nothing would ever be the same again.

      
        
        Core Password [ACCEPTED]. Incoming System Request - Would you like to grant User Blake.Redhook permission to reset your intrinsic parameters?

        

      

      “Yes.”

      
        
        Hunger_Drive reset to 0%

        

        Craze reset to 0%

        

        System_Assist reset to 0%

        

        Warning. You have been experiencing initiatives and behavioral protocols well in excess of safe levels. Please log out immediately and contact a Deep Dive Administrator offline without delay.

        

      

      I blinked, suddenly back in command of my actions. The driving force that had wrestled with me was gone, and I knew that Redhook had just saved me. That crap about contacting Deep Dive wasn’t meant for me, and there was no way I was logging out. He’d risked coming out of the code for one reason, and one reason only.

      I needed to save his daughter.
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      Everything back in the direction of the main fight was a world of fire and ash, crash, and cadaver. I had to get back to the hospital as quickly as I could, and I rushed out of the alley I was in and made a beeline for it.

      I didn’t run into any Survivors on the way, though whether that was down to Redhook’s interference, my own good luck or if the sight of me and a cadre of snarling Zombies had made them flee I doubted I’d ever know.

      As I got close enough to the hospital to stare down the street and look at it, I wasn’t exactly sure what I was seeing. Someone must be inside, and not just Sasha. I could distinctly see two of the upper rooms of the hospital, one on either side of the building, lighting up with muzzle flashes. It looked like whoever was up there was firing out, so I doubted that they were Survivors. There was a chance that a few brave souls had turned around and started picking off Zombies in the street, but I doubted it. That would take far more situational awareness than any of them had shown up until now, but I’d be an idiot to ignore it as a possibility.

      But when a few dozen different Survivors from up and down the block returned fire, I figured we had an ally up there. Bullets ripped along the cement of the wall. Not all of the glass had been destroyed in the initial explosions, but hundreds of rounds pounded everything up there into sand.

      Whoever it was, I hoped it wasn’t Sasha. She should be smart enough to stay near the generators, and since she couldn’t be in two places at once or dumb enough to expose herself like that, it had to be a trick. Something remotely operated, meant to draw the survivors up into the higher floors as she’d planned all along.

      It seemed to be working. I could see that some of the enemy had made it to the hospital itself in spite of the valiant attempts of my Zombies. As I ran closer, mindful to keep to the shadows, I found that some of the main walls were cracked enough to see what might’ve been a flash bang go off on the second floor, followed by a long line of gunfire on the third.

      They were in there, all right. And whether they were shooting at shadows or just spraying and praying in hopes of hitting someone, at least they were moving in the wrong direction. I didn’t like that they’d gotten through our defenses, but tonight wasn’t about killing every single Survivor that crossed my path.

      She and I just had to make it through to midnight. That was all…

      I was a couple of hundred feet away from the hospital now, and I saw that, inevitably, my next problem was going to be actually getting there. I didn’t have much choice other than to hunker down in the darkest part of an abandoned convenience store on the corner and wait for my chance.

      After I watched the chaos down there, I didn’t know if I was to get one. There were so many vehicles on fire now that the street was lit up like Christmas. If I wanted to get to the hospital sight unseen, I was going to have to use a different entrance, and doing that might take longer than Sasha had.

      Of course, judging by the amount of lead that had just been thrown through those two upper story windows, not everyone was focusing on ground targets. If I was going to get to the other side of the building quickly, it was now or never.

      There were Zombies around me and not just the five that I’d come here with. I could sense them in the surrounding night, and I gathered those I could reach around me. Once they arrived, I stepped out into the street. I sprinted for the corner of the hospital’s bulk, sending the Zombies out ahead of me in a flying wedge, rushing across that open space and hoping that I didn’t get torn to shreds when somebody glanced to their left and saw us.

      There was an overturned pickup to our left, and when I ducked behind it to use the vehicle as cover, I discovered that a few Survivors had set up a triage unit here. The majority of opposition in front of me were medics, doing their best to patch people up and get them back into the fight.

      The time for hesitation was long gone. We shredded them. Every injured became a victim, every personal unfairness or tragedy became another Zombie. I’d had almost thirty Zombies with me now, and I sent half them racing toward the emergency entrance. Better them than me, and the guns over there needed to find targets instead of seeking them out.

      Even so, I tried not to watch as their mad rush was met with a vicious crossfire that tore them down to their component pieces. The thump of a grenade added insult to injury, misting the lot of them.

      Shit. Those guys were ready and willing to do some damage, that was for sure. But the distraction had served its purpose. I crossed the street and rounded the corner, expecting with every step to catch a bullet between the eyes.

      It didn’t happen.

      I pressed myself flat against the building now. The Survivors could have spotted us. They could be giving chase right now, but I couldn’t think about that. I needed to get in, and now that I saw exactly where I was the only thing I could do was make my good hand into a fist and bang it into the metal door beside me.

      It was the one that we found when we first cased the hospital. It had been locked then and, yep, it was still locked now.

      It was getting more and more dangerous out here with each passing second. Even if a random Survivor didn’t find me, this chaos wouldn’t last forever. The best guilds would eventually get control of the rest, and they’d force their numbers down our throat.

      I needed to get inside. I had a sinking feeling that, if they took me out, all of my Zombies would slump to the ground like as if their puppet strings had been cut.

      But I was on the wrong side of this door to be of any use to her now, and I found myself wishing for the first time that I was back in her head, somehow. At least then I’d been able to push into her thoughts now and then, and, since there wasn’t any reason not to, I closed my eyes as tightly as I could and mentally reached out to her.

      I surprised myself by how strong my desire to save her was. Was it loyalty, fueling this? Dedication? Sheer stubbornness? Whatever power she had over me, whatever reason I was still in this game drove me onward as I attempted to make contact.

      Was it working? It had to be because there was a buzzing in my head and it felt like something was happening. None of those other things could account for the strength of this, for the fact that I really shouldn’t be here. It wasn’t my fight. It had never been. Sasha had been right when she’d said that to me point blank. I was in over my head, and the only reason that I was stupid enough to be in this elaborate torture palace was because I loved the woman who I may yet be able to save.

      Click.

      I tried the door, and it swung open.

      She’d heard me. She’d opened it.

      A shot split the air at the same time that a crushing pain in my hip spun me around, throwing me through the doorway. The weight of the metal slammed it shut behind me as I heard it click closed again. I looked down at the broken whiteness of my shattered pelvis. It would certainly slow me down, but it wasn’t going to kill me.

      You can’t bleed a Zombie out, at least not one as strong as I was.

      I was in a hallway I hadn’t been in before, a place my previous exploration hadn’t extended to. It seemed like an employee area as well though, since my experience with hospitals had taught me that they were made up of two things, hallways or waiting areas. This one was neither. I saw a radiation symbol on a few of the doors which meant that I was probably back in the labs. I could only imagine the things that Headshot would let Survivors craft in this place. Med packs, antivirus, possibly even the chance to work up to some limited inoculation.

      Imagine that? I didn’t put it past Deep Dive’s twisted sense of game balance to let the hardest-working guilds buy their way into some type of immunity from my faction’s bite. That would’ve been the last straw if this game was meant to be something other than a bridge into our brains.

      I got to my feet as best I could and made my way down the hall, catching myself against the wall whenever my leg gave out, or I slipped in my own leaking ichor. I didn’t let it bother me. I’d heal, but I had to find somebody to eat first.

      And there were Survivors in here with me, somewhere. I didn’t want there to be, but at least if the humans had their ways of healing I already had my own, an efficient, optimized adaptation that would put them at my mercy and get me get back up to full hit points so that I had a chance to do some real damage.

      At the end of the hallway there was another door, and as I got closer, I could hear running and shots on the other side. There wasn’t another way to progress, and I figured that there were enough distractions in the next room that a slowly parting door wouldn’t draw much attention.

      I did just that, cracking it open just wide enough to peer out. At least I was looking into the emergency room where Sasha had spent her time rigging explosives. It was dark, and I didn’t see anyone inside. I could hear movement in the upper levels, but it was shadowy enough in here that they hadn’t realized that they’d stumbled past a room set to blow.

      From where I was I could look straight through the room and out the emergency entrance’s double doors, which meant that I could see exactly what was coming…

      There were about twenty of them. They looked like they knew what they were doing, moving through the shadows, double-tapping Zombies before they got within twenty feet, covering each other and moving with professional hand signals that made them look like the main characters in some action movie.

      They didn’t pause. They didn’t waver. Each of them knew their respective roles, and they enacted them perfectly, crossing the street and cutting down a dozen Zombies without breaking stride or a sweat.

      It was the cameras. I’d forgotten that Sasha had kept mentioning them, but the grind of their movement on either side of the door filled the room an instant before a controlled burst of twin high-powered rounds zeroed in on them and perforated everything in their path with a roar of belt-fed fury.

      Just like that, half of the Survivors were gone. One of them had been hit so hard and so many times that he’d been literally knocked out of his boots. The rest didn’t freak out though, they just dropped into firing positions and returned fire.

      A lot of it. I realized that they were aiming in my direction just as the first of hundreds of rounds perforated the door and forced me to throw myself to the ground. Bullets were everywhere. I felt something tug on my shoulder and another round struck me in the knee. I crouched into a fetal position and rolled over, exposing my spine while I tried to protect my head. I heard the big guns mounted to the building slash lead into the night again, and the Survivors’ gunfire died away.

      I couldn’t get up off of the ground. My right hip was practically gone, and my left knee wasn’t much better. At least the bullets had shredded the door. I crawled out of the hallway and headed toward the door that would take me down to Sasha’s stronghold.

      I was almost there when I heard someone sprint into the building.

      I froze. Were they staring at me? I couldn’t tell, and I didn’t want to risk turning my head to find out. If I had breath, I would’ve held it, but instead, I did the thing my body was built for. I played dead. I was a nothing. A nobody, a body amongst a world of bodies, an empty vessel of a man who wasn’t even sure anymore if he’d make it out of this alive.

      Then I heard his boots crunch through the glass as he headed deeper into the building, calling out for one of his buddies to wait up because he wanted in on the raid.

      The hail of bullets had torn our once-hidden door into a mockery, and I crawled through its frame and propped myself up with the railing. By some miracle, I got my feet underneath me for a few flights, but then I lost my balance and fell down the stairs in a tangle of limbs and torn flesh, practically skidding to a halt in front of the security room that Sasha occupied. She was hunched over the cameras, peering through the monitors like they were all that mattered in the world.

      I could see her as she was in real life, away from all of this shit. She was a programmer at heart, a coder through and through just like her dad.

      “Did you…” I didn’t know exactly how to ask it, but it seemed like it was important that I know. “Did you hear me? In here?” I said, tapping my temple with my finger as I wrestled myself up to a standing position once again, letting the doorframe of the security room bear most of my weight.

      Sasha didn’t look over, so she missed the fact that I was pointing at my head. Instead, she went right on controlling the cameras she’d mounted the guns to as well as any old-school gamer I’d ever seen. “Did I hear you? No. I don’t think these things are wired for sound. At least, they didn’t appear to be when I was fiddling with them.”

      “Huh?” Why wasn’t she making sense? I hung on to the wall and got closer to her so that I could at least look over his shoulder. Maybe that would give me a clue.

      The monitors were streaming images of the outside, and she reached out without a word and tapped one of them. It was pointing down at the outside door I’d used, complete with a splash of my blood dripping down the wall. Right. I hadn’t connected with her at all. She’d seen me pushing my face to the door like an idiot and buzzed me in…

      Sasha was working furiously, and I didn’t want to distract her. Some of the cameras were obviously down because their monitor only showed static. Others wouldn’t move, or were hanging lifelessly and stared straight down.

      She risked a glance at me and smiled. “This is why we needed the generator so badly. You brought back so many guns; I figured it’d be worth the effort to make our cameras into turrets. A little bit of rewiring, a lot of welding, and we were in business.”

      But even as we watched, two of the monitors flared up and then went to static. Half a second later we felt the impact as something explosive went off up there.

      “How many have you got left?” I asked

      She shrugged. “Just what you see here. Five or six, but I’ve got other surprises.”

      “No kidding,” I agreed. “What was it that stopped those vehicles in their tracks, at the beginning of all this?”

      “Anti-vehicle mines.”

      “Shit. Did I bring those back?”

      She shook her head. “Not really. You did steal a bunch of Claymores though, so I modified them.”

      I had never heard anyone say the word Claymore with such nonchalance, and I had to break into a little bit of a chuckle. “We are giving them hell,” I admitted.

      “You bet your ass we are,” she said. I watched her pick off a few targets with a precision that went beyond anything I’d seen before, which made me think that the cameras were helping her aim. Once her targets were cut down, she swapped to a different camera and sprayed the street wildly to keep their heads down.

      She was amazing, but the Survivors were learning. This time we watched as another guy set up a missile launcher. She was trying to get him, but he had good enough cover to remain safe until he popped up from behind the cement barrier and fired his weapon. She tagged him in a dozen different places, but he still managed to trigger the missile. One of the images on the monitors slanted to the left and wouldn’t respond to her keyboard commands while another filled with smoke.

      I mentally opened my menu to see if I had any new skills that might help or old ones that I could repurpose, but that just gave me a chance to glance at the clock.

      11:12…

      We’d only made it through twelve minutes of this hell. There was no way were going to make it through forty-eight more.

      I didn’t want to be a downer, but I had to ask. “Do you still think we should dig in here and hang tight?” I said, my voice the only thing above the rattle of keys and the grumble of the generator in the other room.

      She started to answer, but I interrupted her. “Holy shit. I shouldn’t be able to talk. Zombies can’t talk.”

      Sasha turned to me for long enough to roll her eyes before looking back at the screens. “You know, you take a long time to notice stuff, Ryan. Do people often tell you that?”

      I didn’t answer. Mainly, because I didn’t have an answer. Why was the game letting me communicate with her? I had a feeling that it was her dad’s doing, but I could hardly be held accountable for Headshot’s numerous idiosyncrasies.

      I also realized that she had yet to answer my original question. “Sasha?”

      She waved me away. “Not sure. You know my thoughts on the matter, though. My dad gave me this hospital for a reason.”

      I stabbed my finger at the screen, leaving a smear comprised of at least a dozen other people’s blood. “Those Zombies out there, the ones wreaking havoc are the reason. This place held them, and he gave them to us. They are the only reason that we’re not on the bottom of someone’s shoe right now, so stop looking that gift horse in the mouth and let’s get out of here while we still have a chance.”

      “I am staying.”

      Not this again… “Sasha, your dad isn’t dead.”

      I saw her left hand, the one on the joystick, tremble at my words.

      “Face facts,” I told her. “You’re right about him being in this hospital. In the real world, he’s in a bed upstairs. Maybe he’s hooked up to all those computers, and maybe he isn’t, but neither you nor I can say for certain that we’re helping him out by being in here. This isn’t some sacred place, damn it. It’s not like that. You won’t be disgracing him by leaving. This game is a prison if anything. Blake Redhook doesn’t want us to be here, and I can’t for an instant imagine that this is where he wants you to…”

      I didn’t want to say the word die, and so I didn’t.

      She went back to shooting Survivors with the guns she had left, steadily splashing them across the street, forcing them to respawn elsewhere and return to wherever it was that Deep Dive was no doubt pumping in even more reinforcements.

      “Ryan, if it makes you feel any better, I’ve got an endgame. Okay?”

      This was news to me. “Yeah?”

      She nodded slowly and tapped a button next to her. The only thing that made it different from the others was the scrap of paper she’d written End Game on and stuck above it.

      “What does it do?”

      “It ends the game.”

      Everything went dark. The monitors. The lights. All around silence fell, and both of us turned to each other in the darkness. The background thrum of the generators was gone, and the only sound in this small space for a moment was her heartbeat and her breath.

      “Shit,” I said. “I put as much biofuel in that damn thing as we had. I thought it would last for hours. How much juice are you using, anyway?”

      Sasha didn’t answer, choosing instead to get up, push past me and head out of this room and into the next one. It was so quiet that I heard her body hit the floor, followed by the distinctive, hollow voice of a Diver say, “Primary target down. Secondary target acquired.”
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      She isn’t dead. They can’t run a trace on her this fast. There’s still time, so don’t just stand here.

      I was sure they wouldn’t have killed her since it was such a pointless endeavor in a game like this. They needed to know who she was if they didn’t already. I had no idea what that last patch they’d pushed had done. Maybe they’d already seen enough to know her identity, but if they hadn’t, it wouldn’t be long before they fired up that trace program and worked out where her rig was.

      That was the worst part of all this. Now we really were in their game, playing by their rules. And while we were fighting our hearts out in here, they’d be scouring their servers for some way to work out where we were out there.

      And who would stop them? A company as powerful as Deep Dive Studios would have any myriad of reasons to scoop us up. They could call it an arrest. They could label her a cyber-terrorist. They could make up whatever story they wanted, most likely dummy up any evidence they required. And if that didn’t work, if someone did get in the way of their plans, they could probably find a way to blackmail just about everyone around that person.

      They didn’t run everything, but they ran enough. And now that Sasha was down, they were coming for me.

      And they weren’t stupid. They’d know where I was since they would have heard me talking. I only had a couple of seconds before they left the generator room, and when they did, they’d find me.

      I couldn’t let that happen.

      It was hard to move fast. I didn’t exactly feel pain, not in the way I would have in my flesh and blood body, but that wasn’t as much of an advantage as I’d have thought. Pain is a valuable teacher, and without that type of biofeedback, it was difficult to work out how far I could push my bullet-damaged body. I couldn’t sprint, but I did my best to hurry down the hallway.

      They’d expect me to check on her, or to try and attack. Instead, I had to hope that the room Sasha hadn’t been able to access without me was a mystery to them as well. I went down the stairs.

      To the morgue.

      I didn’t bother to be quiet. I needed them to come with me.

      The Diver was in the doorway to the generator room. His voice rumbled through me. “You are surrounded. You’re done. This is your first and final chance. Log out. Don’t return. Never mention this to anyone.”

      Fuck it, I thought to myself, shredding the end of my stump with my broken teeth as I picked up speed. A Diver stepped out into the hallway to try and block my path, but I Lunged at him, sending him slamming back into the wall.

      I saw enough to paint a scene in my mind. There were three Divers. Sasha was in the corner. Lights on the end of their helmet, like the anglerfish that was their logo, lit up the darkness. That was all I got a chance to make out before I flailed my mangled stump at them, spraying dead blood across their facemasks.

      Two of them recoiled while the third calmly wiped his facemask clean. As they pursued, I threw myself down the stairs, desperate to make it to the morgue before they did.

      I could hear them warping behind me. The third one, the one I hadn’t been able to frighten, jumped ahead of me and beat me to the morgue. He would have, too, except when he got there he reached for the button to the elevator instead of the door to the morgue.

      That was when I knew that he didn’t see it. Like a flash, I got a lightning bolt of insight that exploded in my temporal lobe. The Diver didn’t see the room. It was meant for me, and the only way they’d get in there would be if I let them in. It was a place that Blake had set aside, and hopefully, inside that room, their powers wouldn’t work the same.

      It was my only chance. I needed to get them in there, where the playing field might be more level.

      The Diver in my way turned his back on me for a second when the elevator dinged. He wasn’t worried about me. He was stepping in to make sure that I hadn’t hidden any surprises inside. Once he was satisfied, he turned back to face me as I descended the last of the stairs. He thought he had me cornered, but my Lunge was ready again, and this time I triggered it at the door to the Morgue, smashing into it with my shattered knee and my broken pelvis as I burst through.

      There wasn’t enough left of the door for it to swing shut, and now that I was in here I tried hard not to stop moving. The beds had been reset, and my heart sang. We could win! Sasha and I had left the filing cabinets open, the slabs exposed. The fact that they were all put back into their original positions now meant that they’d been replenished with the Zombie avatars. All I needed to do was get a few of them out and…

      The first bed was empty. So was the second. The morgue was back to a zeroed out state, and nothing was here for me. The lights in the stairwell grew as the three Divers entered the room together. I saw that one of them was dragging Sasha by her belt harness, the poor girl’s hands and feet sliding across the polished linoleum.

      I hid. The slab in front of me was empty, so I got into it and leveraged it closed.

      It felt the same way the Vault had when I’d climbed inside it and closed the door behind me. Only this time, I knew there was no way I was making it to midnight. This time, when I leaped out, I knew exactly what I’d be facing.

      My own end.
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      Everything was dark. And then it wasn’t. I was sitting in a room, and in the background the TV was on. It was playing some old show, something I remember from my childhood. I was sitting in an overstuffed chair, but it felt like I could only turn my head and look at one detail. The clock on the wall.

      A glass of water.

      A canary in a cage.

      The man in the chair in front of the computer across from me. Blake Redhook, looking very much like he had in that picture when Sasha was eight.

      There was a security camera aimed at him, and one aimed at the door. I guess I’d never really questioned why he had that footage, but even this set up showed me how paranoid he was. That, or how much he knew about his own level of danger. Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean that they’re not out to get you, after all.

      I reached down and touched the chair that I was sitting on. It was as real as anything. I didn’t know how to separate one simulated reality from another anymore since your brain is in charge of telling you these things and it turns out that it’s fairly easy to fool.

      I’d spent so much of today not being able to be seen or spoken to that when Redhook turned around and looked straight at me; I had to fight the urge to glance back over my shoulder to see what he was focusing on.

      “You haven’t run,” Blake said. It wasn’t a question, though he sounded surprised enough for it to be leaning in that direction.

      I shook my head. “I can’t.

      Blake didn’t like that. I saw my words make him twitch a little bit. “You need to be specific. You ‘can’t’ because you don’t know how, or you ‘can’t’ because you won’t let yourself? If you need to know how to log out Ryan, that’s something that is still within my power to fix.”

      I made my hands into fists, but I kept them on my thighs. There was no point in losing my temper since I was living in this guy’s head at the moment… “I guess I can’t because I don’t know how, but not the way you mean. I don’t have it in me to ditch her. She’s trying so hard, and she’s been right about everything so far. What they did to you.” I looked around. We were obviously in the past, and even though this was no doubt just a projection of Blake Redhook’s comatose mind it still was playing havoc with my tense. “What they will do to you, I guess? Or what they are doing to you right now…? Whatever, it’s not right.”

      It was a simple enough fact. It was also true. I felt the power of it, and I never really said it out loud before. It wasn’t right. He deserved better than this.

      We all did.

      But what was a throwaway comment to me changed him categorically. The room around me faded, stuttering and flickering and then going through fifteen or twenty different styles in the space of an instant. Some of them were old, furniture or wallpaper or architectural features on the wall that my mother or father might have been more familiar with, but I certainly wasn’t. And some of them were way modern, like five years ago. It was like I was watching the man in front of me have a personality conflict like he was arguing with himself about where and when and how and-

      Oh my God. He doesn’t know. Correction. He didn’t know, until you just told him…

      His next words confirmed it. “What do you mean, what they’re doing to me?”

      I didn’t know what to say. If I answered him honestly, would it be such a shock to his system that it ended the world? And if it did, would that solve everything or would they simply bring him back around with whatever backups they had and that would be that? Could they reboot him the same way they did everything else?

      This was far, far out of my pay grade and I didn’t want to risk his sanity, and so all I said was, “Sasha’s trying to help you. So am I.”

      He nodded and pushed his glasses a little farther up his nose. “She’s always been a good girl. And I don’t know you, but somehow I do, don’t I? I’ve never met you, but if you wanted me to I could tell you where you lived, who your first girlfriend was, or your third grade teacher, or that time you tried to smoke and got caught by a stranger who laughed at you, or the first time you felt lust or the first time you dropped an ice cream cone, and it wasn’t immediately replaced by a caring mother or a frustrated father.”

      With every scenario, an image swam in the air between us, and that last when he stepped through, when I was six and the chocolate ripple landed on my shoe and both my parents turned away instead of dealing with the tantrum.

      “Mr. Redhook,” I said. “We still need your help.”

      He pointed at the keyboard. “I’m trying.”

      “You need to try harder,” I told him. When he didn’t sit down and immediately go back to whatever he’d been doing I hit him with something to light a fire under his ass. “Sasha needs you to try harder.”

      But then everything was dark again.

      And just when I thought it would stay that way, it didn’t. I heard the squeal of the metal handle, the grind of the runners of the bed as they yanked it open. I was blinded by their lights as all three Divers stood over me from different directions. The ones on each side of the bed restrained my limbs while the third looked down at me through his tinted faceplates.

      “Hello, Ryan.”

      That hurt. It was a knife, but I lobbed one back hoping it would land. “Hi, Desmond. That is you in there, isn’t it?”

      The third guy, the one that had thought he was calling the shots took a surprised step back, and I heard a little puff of exhalation hiss out of his rebreather vents.

      Gotcha.

      The other two wrestled me up into a sitting position and turned me around, and I knew right away that they were far stronger than I was. Those maxed out stats were doing a lot for them, and if this room had robbed them of anything, it certainly wasn’t that. I watched as Desmond went to Sasha’s body, and even though she was unconscious, he put his metal diving boot on her spine and stepped on her body instead of bothering to walk around.

      I heard ribs break. I heard her scream. I heard Desmond laugh.

      “You know the great thing about this, don’t you?” he asked me. “None of it matters. I could tear her face off and show it to you, and when she eventually bled out, she’d respawn right at my feet. And they pay us for the privilege of doing it to them, and what passes for life in here goes on regardless. Unless we decide that we don’t want it to. Unless we turn off her ability to bleed to death. Unless we make it so that she can’t stop feeling. Unless we turn her pain up to ten, and every little injury is an endless agony until she speaks the words we want her to say.”

      Desmond wasn’t really talking to me. It sounded like he’d spoken this little soliloquy a dozen times before, used it to justify himself in boardrooms and before ethics committees. He wasn’t bothering to hide the bullshit now, though. He wasn’t making threats so much as he was bragging about his ability to play God.

      He was getting off on it, and so was the guy on my right. The one on my left, though? He didn’t know it yet, but he wasn’t hanging on as tightly as he had been.

      If I didn’t say anything he might keep right on hurting her, so I spoke up. “She’ll find you. Maybe Blake will too if he ever gets out of that bed. But I think you and I both know that he doesn’t have to to make you hurt. You might have him drugged now, but that leash is going to break eventually, you motherfucker. When it does, he’s going to shred your mind. You’re going to bite your own fucking tongue off when he breaks you, and when that happens, you’re going to wish you were dead.”

      I wasn’t expecting it, but the Diver on my left actually shook. I heard him whisper, “Des, is that what happened to Stringer? Did Blake get him?”

      Shit. I’d struck a little too close to home with that one, but I was pretty damn sure that it wasn’t Redhook that had done that to Mark Stringer.

      It had been me.

      “Shut up,” Des snapped. Then he reached down, picked Sasha up by the hair, and slung her into the far wall with effortless grace. She crunched into it, but she wasn’t unconscious any longer. That must’ve been another thing they’d turned off because she was wide awake now.

      The pain was etched across her features. I wanted to say something to her to keep her going, but I didn’t know what they knew about us and the closer they thought we were the more they’d hurt her to get to me, not that they needed anything.

      This was all just torture. Now that we were their prisoners Desmond would have what he wanted, our individual locations.

      “Aren’t you worried I’ll tell?” I asked.

      “You won’t say anything,” Desmond grinned.

      Egging him on may not be the brightest idea I’d ever had, but I needed to keep him busy, and his eyes lit up when I challenged him. “That’s where you’re wrong. I’m going to fucking sing. When I get out of here, I’m going to put it everywhere. I’ll get it tattooed on my forehead. I’ll write it on every wall. I’ll make it my voicemail message. I’ll email every news joint I can think of. I’ll shout it in every form of social media. I’ll call anyone who will listen, and they can’t ignore me forever.”

      Desmond reached up and undid his helmet, a hiss of gas that was surely just for show escaping as he dropped it to his side. I thought he might have had some trick up his sleeve, but now it looked like he’d done that just so I could see that big, perfectly white grin on his dark face. “No, you won’t. You’ll try. But do you think that I only know your name, Ryan? She might have a cloaking program fending me off, and that might stop me from finding her right away, but it won’t last more than five more minutes. But you, my sweet child, I already know where you are. I have people on the way to you. Helicopters, black vans, whatever I need. And even if you do somehow log out and try all this bullshit before I have my people grab you, don’t think that I don’t know that you’re a nobody. There isn’t a reputable person on earth that would waste their time listening to you. You’re just some loser. And that’s it.”

      He was trying to get in my head. It wasn’t working. He was probably right that I couldn’t get to anyone right away. I was a nobody, At least had been before I started this game. Now though, I was somebody. I was a Zombie, and I was one more important thing that these assholes seemed to forget. That’s what happens when you build the game and never play it, when you steal it from somebody who lives and breathes it, and you just decide that it’s an end to a means.

      I was a Schemer, first and foremost.

      And they were arrogant and sloppy. They could adjust the game just about any way they wanted to, and that had made them lazy. The guy on my left, the one holding my blood-slick stump, his grip was so slack that I could slide out of it right out if I wanted to. But not yet. The one on my right was clutching even tighter, but he was scared too. He didn’t want to end up like Stringer. He didn’t believe that he could stop me, and he was fucking right about that.

      But Desmond was the worst of them. The most arrogant, the sloppiest and the laziest. I didn’t know anything about him but watching the way he grinned at me when he slammed a fist into Sasha’s stomach and made her bend over double and vomit a pile of red slop onto her boots, told me all I needed to know.

      He was the monster.

      And even better, he had so little respect for what we could do to him that he’d left Sasha’s revolver in its holster on her hip.

      She was in no condition to shoot it. Even if she could, I was sure it wouldn’t work on him. That gun was tied to the game, not to Blake. All the strangeness that had been happening had been down to a combination of me and the brick, and today the brick and I had become one. That was why the Zombies couldn’t log back in. That was why every Survivor that was being killed by them outside right now would be permanently removed from the player base.

      And that was why I would win. If only I could only work out how…

      I stretched out with my thoughts. I still had a few Zombies up there, but the Survivors were starting to storm the hospital. I thought about trying to get some of my allies down here, but I didn’t think they could find the morgue, with or without its door. Even if they could, they were just AI. If Blake Redhook could have hopped into one of them, he would’ve done it by now, and I did not at all trust the basic, rudimentary controls of the Artificial Intelligence to try and take on three Divers in wait.

      Restarting the generators was clearly too complicated a task for them, and that meant that the end game button wouldn’t work either. She’d rigged the explosive to be detonated remotely, but there were other ways to set these things off.

      So, I ordered every remaining Zombie to storm the emergency room, highlighting in my mind every tripwire I remembered seeing, every overturned gasoline can, every chokepoint that seemed ripe for ambush.

      I couldn’t hear anyone on the stairs yet. I was hoping that no one had found that door, and I had to fight not to brace myself for the explosion that would happen up there. If I shifted, the Divers would hold on even tighter.

      There’d been enough C-4 and Claymores in that truck to take the top off of this building, but all I needed them to do was take the first floor out. With any luck, the rest would pancake down and trap us down here.

      When the shockwave hit, that was when I’d make my move. Until then, I had to bide my time and watch as Desmond shoved Sasha to the ground, looked at the guy to my right, and said, “Why don’t we record this for Redhook. If he doesn’t play ball, we can show him what we can do to his little girl.”

      I didn’t like the tone of his voice, but I had to wait.

      I must’ve been tied to Sasha close enough still that I was getting her system messages because this one sure as shit didn’t go to the Divers.

      
        
        Player Sasha Redhook. You have been invited by the Guild Leader of the [Eternals] to join their ranks. Do you accept? If so, you will be a fully-fledged member of the Guild, able upon death to respawn at the Computer Science Museum of Silicon Valley.

        

      

      “Yes,” I said, forcing as much command into my voice as I could.

      Desmond turned to look at me, unsure of what I was saying or who I was saying it to. “Yes, what?

      I shrugged, and the gesture got me even closer to escaping the guy on my left. “Just yes. And fuck you.”

      I slipped away from the guy holding my stump, yanking it free of his grasp before ramming it into the throat armor of the guy on my right. I dug my claws into that one’s upper thigh at the same time and slid down to the ground so that I could attack upward, through his groin and into the intestines once, twice.

      The Diver on my right screamed like a banshee, and I took a bite out of his ankle to make sure that he’d be mine soon. The one on my left was panicked now, and I lashed out with my feet to tangle him up as he tried to get away. He didn’t do a good job of it, and I’d watched how Desmond had gotten his helmet off. It wasn’t hard, just a simple thumb lever to attach it to the neckpiece. I tore off this guy’s helmet now and scalped him with my teeth, choking down the hair before grabbing the nape of his neck and slamming his face into the hard ground. I felt his skull split, but he’d be a Zombie soon anyway.

      Desmond was both lazy and sloppy, but he wasn’t stupid. He had his gun in his hand, and he was already firing it. I caught a round in the chest, another in the neck, one in the sternum, the clavicle, the balls. He tore me up with those high-caliber rounds, and it felt like I was getting a fence post rammed through me with every shot. I took ten of them, and he didn’t miss once. I slunk to the ground and felt like more of me was splattered on the walls than inside, but it didn’t matter. Sasha couldn’t kill herself, and I couldn’t do it with my teeth, or she wouldn’t be able to log into the game again.

      I needed to get to her gun.

      It took everything I had in me, but I’d ingested enough flesh a couple of seconds ago to still be mobile and hostile. I triggered my Lunge ability not at Desmond, but at Sasha. I landed on her in one swift, sure motion and grabbed the revolver, yanked it free, and slammed a round through her heart.

      Friendly fire and Deep Dive’s developer bullshit couldn’t stop me from killing her. She’d respawn now with the Eternals. Far from here, and if they meant her well they’d hide her until midnight. If they didn’t then, she’d be no worse off than she would’ve been.

      Desmond was looking down at his gun as if it had malfunctioned, and as I rolled onto my back and stared up at him, it was clear that he didn’t understand why I was still alive.

      “How can you still be…”

      I smiled up at him. “It’s the name of the game you fucking moron. You need a Headshot to kill me.”

      He chuckled and made a quick gesture in the air. “Very clever. We’ll track her down, but your part in this is just about over.” He put his hand to his side and seemed pleased with himself. “You can’t die now, Ryan. You can’t bleed out. I am about to turn your pain to fifty. I hope that’s okay. We can turn it up higher if you don’t give us the things we want.”

      He might not have been able to kill me, but as he raised his boot up and smashed it down on my face, pain like the explosion of a sun went off behind my right eye. It was inconceivably torturous, an agony that felt like it had filled every pore of my body at once and I was drinking it in besides. I screamed, so loud that I thought my eardrums would burst, forcing the pain out with so much power that my lungs could’ve crawled up my throat and I wouldn’t have been surprised.

      But there was no blacking out to save me. There was no mercy from Desmond, and even though he told me that things were going to plan and he wasn’t worried that Sasha had escaped the fury, what I saw in his eyes as he beat me to a pulp told me differently.

      She got free. And I, well I guess I wouldn’t…

      “Just a second,” Desmond said, and I felt his attention split. “They tell me they’re at your house. I’m going to have to turn you off for a couple of minutes, while we transfer you from your rig to the portable one. That’s okay, isn’t it?”

      He smiled down at me again, and I tried to die and failed.

      
        
        You have been awarded a quest. Would you like to save Blake and Sasha Redhook?

        

      

      “Yes,” I whispered, just before he turned me off like a light.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHAT’S NEXT IN THE SERIES?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        You just read: ONE IN THE GUT

        Up Next: TWO IN THE HEAD

        THEN: THREE IN THE HEART

      

      

      

      The Headshot Online concludes in Three in the Heart, and you won't want to miss it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FROM THE PUBLISHER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you for reading Two in the Head, book two in Headshot Online.

      

      

      We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book on Amazon and Goodreads. Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.

      If you liked this book, check out the rest of our catalogue at www.aethonbooks.com. To sign up to receive a FREE collection from some of our best authors as well as updates regarding all new releases, visit www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup.

    

  


  
    
      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.

    

  


  
    
      There’s also a new thing called GameLit which is a lot of fun. You can find out more about it here!

    

  


  
    
      And finally, if you’re looking for an old school forum to discuss all of this cool stuff, go to the litRPG Forum!!
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