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            WELCOME TO KNOSUS STATION

          

        

      

    

    
      “Holy sh—”

      “Language, Guy.” June looked down at her environment suit and frowned.

      He sniffed. “It’s just a game. No one’s going to care.”

      “It’s also your new job.” Her tone was sharp. “You want to make a good impression.”

      “Sorry, hun, but just look at this place.” He spun around, wild-eyed, like he’d won the lottery without ever buying a ticket.

      “Do you think I’ll be able to buy something that fits?” She pulled it away from her stomach, and it snapped back. “I look like a space harlot.”

      “More like a space princess.” He grabbed her shoulder and pulled her into a side hug. “This is great. Really, this’ll be great. You’ll see.”

      “Sure, and—” June finally looked up. “Oh, my.”

      They stood at the crossroads of two wide streets that went for a mile in each direction. The gray, steel buildings lining the roads were a mishmash of science-fiction-architecture and works-in-progress. Those closest to the center were ten to twelve stories tall and came in various shapes, from spiraling rhombuses to stoic monoliths that curved inward. Several blocks away, the buildings had an unfinished quality, looking more like stacked computer equipment with exposed parts.

      People filled the wide sidewalks, all rushing somewhere. They were all rude—or at the very least indifferent—so it was impossible to tell if they were players or non-player characters.

      A whistle followed by a low hum made the crowd stop to hold down hats or grip belongings. A short maglev transport arrived in a blink, blasting those nearby with a gust of wind. It stopped long enough for June to take a breath then sped away.

      A dome covering the city shimmered as the transport passed through. Within seconds, the dome was transparent again, giving them a full view of two distant moons and a bright night sky.

      “It really does feel like we’re on another planet.” She grabbed his hand and squeezed until he winced.

      “Or in a snow globe,” he said.

      “The Robinsons?”

      They spun around to see a young woman approach. The petite redhead flashed them a terse smile that was almost lost beneath her impatient frown. She lifted a clear tablet and ran a finger along the edge.

      After reading something, she nodded and looked up. “You’re the Robinsons, right?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Guy said, a little too enthusiastically.

      June elbowed him in the ribs.

      “Welcome to Knosus Station, your commerce hub on Epiales.” She glanced down at her tablet and checked something off with a finger. “My name is Proxima. I’ll be your concierge as you become acquainted with your new outpost. Did you get settled into your new home?”

      “New home?” June glared at her. “It’s a desolate field of rocks.”

      Proxima lowered the tablet and sighed as if she knew more was coming.

      “What my wife means to say is,” he placed a hand on June’s shoulder, “we have a lot of work to do before we can call it home.”

      “Yes.” Proxima stared up as if the stars had answers. After several moments, she lifted her tablet and checked something off. “Do you have any questions before I show you around?”

      Guy raised his hand, and she gave him a perplexed look before finally nodding.

      “Is it always this busy?”

      “Yes.” Proxima looked off at the bustling crowd. “There are several successful outposts connected to Knosus Station, and we grow as they do.”

      The ground shook, making June jump. “What was that?”

      “Probably just construction. Like I said, we’re always expanding.” She pressed a button on her bracelet, and the tablet disappeared. “Follow me. Your tour begins at the Colonist Outfitter, where you can purchase all the equipment and upgrades you’ll need to make your outpost successful.”

      She spun on a heel and maneuvered through the crowd with bureaucratic efficiency. They struggled to keep up, pausing to apologize for every bumped shoulder. People answered their courtesy with the indifference of a growing metropolis.

      “I read that the outfitter is quite expensive,” June said.

      “It can seem that way, at first. You will receive discounts for products when your outpost starts contributing to Knosus. The discounts will scale as your production increases. What professions did you choose?”

      “I’m an engineer, uh, back on Earth.” June looked at Guy, who nodded for her to continue. “So I’m going to be an Accumulator Technician. Guy’s going to be a Geognost so he can mine for fuel sources.”

      “Or look for rare alien artifacts?” Proxima flashed him a knowing smile.

      “I wouldn’t complain…” He looked to the ground.

      “What artifacts?” June asked. “Is this another get-rich-quick—?”

      The ground shook more violently, and the young woman’s pace increased. Her quick walk became their uncomfortable jog.

      “Proxima, can we please slow down?” June gasped for breath.

      Their concierge stepped out of the ebb and flow of people until she stood with her back against the steel wall of a building. June stumbled to a halt and gasped for breath while Guy clutched his chest.

      “I thought you were going to give us a tour.” Guy huffed, out of breath and patience. “What’s the rush?”

      “The trading post is only a block away.” Her brows furrowed in concern as her eyes darted between them and the crowd. “We should hurry.”

      “Why hurry?” June asked.

      “My records show you logged in using immersion pods.” Proxima licked her lips. “You may be in danger.”

      “Just one minute,” Guy said. “I thought these things were supposed to be safe.”

      The shudder grew into a quake, and a woman screamed. Guy and June spun around.

      The sidewalk was empty, as if someone had transported the crowd away. A lone woman ran down the street, blasting the ground behind her with a small laser pistol. Her silver environment suit was in tatters, cut in so many places it was like she’d fallen into a blender. Blood ran freely from the deeper gashes.

      “What the hell is this?” Guy shouted.

      “She dug too deep.” Proxima shook her head. “It’s too late to save her, and you.”

      “And us?” He turned to face her, but she was gone.

      “Guy, look.” June tugged on his sleeve.

      The road beneath the silver-clad woman shifted, pulling away from her like the ocean tide. Her steps slowed as she struggled against the force.

      “How can we help you?” he shouted.

      “Fuck!” She looked over at them. “You greenies should already be inside. I’ll try to hold it off! Get to the outfitters or—”

      The ground opened, and dozens of glowing red wires shot up from the crack. They were lightning quick and plunged into her foot before she could shoot. More followed, each one connecting with a hot sizzle. The red wires burned up her thighs and around her torso, sinking in like she’d become a circuit board.

      She screamed and began firing wildly. They wrapped around her chest and crawled down her arms. Her eyes bulged as they squeezed. She gasped, desperate for breath as the red-hot wires covered her face and entered her mouth.

      Her head jerked back. White light shot out of her mouth.

      And then, silence.

      The woman was gone. Her gun fell to the ground, and the wires retreated into the crack like spaghetti slurped up by a child.

      “Log out, June,” he whispered, patting her thigh. “Log out now.”

      “I can’t,” she whispered.

      The ground opened before them, and he held her close.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            EVERYTHING IS FINE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In the near future-

      

      

      Jake’s shoulders tensed as the converted pickup struggled up a short hill. The truck was far too old for the magnetic skimmers that kept it aloft and moving forward.

      Emma white-knuckled the overlarge steering wheel and grimaced as if willpower kept the vehicle going. Maybe it did. The skimmers whined like they were being beaten, kicking up a blizzard of dry snow in their wake.

      She relaxed when they finally crested the hill. He relaxed after several cars passed them and the honking stopped.

      “I didn’t expect you to join us,” she said. “What made you change your mind?”

      “Reed asked for help with the challenge. How could I turn him down?”

      “Uh, I thought you were done with gaming.” She frowned at him.

      “Sort of.” Jake really didn’t want to discuss this. “Eris Winside sucks, and her town-building game sounds boring. But I thought about it. Reed’s been through a lot since his mom left, and we’ve got a full month off for winter break, so…”

      “I’m glad you’re here.” Emma flashed him a smile. “The Colonize Epiales Challenge is going to be tough—”

      “Eyes on the road.” Jake pointed forward.

      She jerked on the wheel. The truck slid back into their lane then rocked back and forth like a pendulum. A loud whine from the stabilizers made him wince until it straightened out.

      “Sorry. I’m just a little excited.” She smiled. “It hasn’t been the same since…since school started.”

      She’d meant to say football. He’d grown up playing games with both Emma and Reed. They’d loved everything from tabletop to video games. But when VR crept into everyone’s lives, he’d chosen a different path.

      Jake had always been more athletic than his friends, in part thanks to his parents’ rule—an hour at the computer meant an hour outside. After catching him playing video games outside, they’d signed him up for football camp. He’d bitched, but it didn’t take long to realize that football was also gaming, and he was good at it. He wanted to get better, so last summer he cut back on video games and started lifting weights. It worked.

      He was a muscular 6’2” with chestnut-brown skin, dark eyes, and short, manageable hair. A thin line of facial hair teased his jaw. It didn’t look great, but he hoped it would grow enough to distract from his ears, which stuck out a little too much.

      “Weren’t you guys playing Entriss Online?” Jake asked.

      “Yeah, but everyone said it was shutting down, so we stopped.”

      “Makes sense.” He frowned, watching her face. “I thought Epiales was shutting down too. Why’s Reed so hot on this?”

      “He didn’t say, but the Challenge scholarship is generous.” She gave him a sly glance. “You probably don’t need it, but we can’t all be football stars.”

      “Stop it.” He held up a hand then waved her on. “No, wait, keep going.”

      They laughed, and he grabbed the steering wheel before the car swerved too much again.

      She glanced his way nervously, brushing a strand of purple hair away from those big eyes. Emma was pale as any basement-dweller who spent too much time playing video games or, in her case, creating art. She was several sandwiches shy of being skinny and had never completely grown into her clothes.

      “So, the Colonize Epiales Challenge.” He faked a smile. “Sounds like one of those economics tournaments.” Jake frowned and looked at her. “Wait, didn’t you and Reed go to one this year?”

      “Yeah, Nationals. Third place.”

      “Damn, I knew that.” He shook his head. “So, really, you guys don’t need me. It’s just a town-building game, right?”

      “It’s typically adults only so I’ve never played, but Reed says it’s harder than that.” She sighed. “Did you see his plan?”

      “You mean his thesis?”

      They chuckled.

      “I glanced at it.” He rolled his eyes. “The three of us have always been a good team. I don’t remember when we’ve ever needed a plan.”

      “He’s a little more obsessed than usual, but I think he’ll calm down once we get started.”

      “That would be new.”

      Snow-covered oak trees and eastern white pine lined the two-lane highway. He held his breath as the truck struggled up another hill and let it out when they finally crested and sputtered forward. The forest abruptly ended on their left, replaced by a tall, freshly painted wrought iron fence—the kind that intimated there would be consequences for crossing over. Beyond the fence was a thousand acres that rose to the Winside Estate.

      The mansion looked like a 16th century Renaissance palace. It sat on the highest point in the area and was rumored to have over a hundred rooms. Not only was it house and home to Eris Winside, but headquarters for Colonize Epiales. Jake always felt like it was up there looking down on the small town of Lansford, Massachusetts.

      “That scholarship comes with a price, like any gift from Winside.” He rolled down the window. “How many lives has that crazy bitch ruined?”

      “Keep it down. She probably has the tech to hear you.”

      “Let’s test that.” Jake reached out with his dark, muscular arm, and raised his middle finger up high. “Fuck you, Winside! That’s what the town thinks of your crazy ass!”

      “You’re crazy.” She grabbed his shoulder and pulled until his arm was back in the car. “You know that’s considered hate speech now.”

      “Whatever. She deserves worse.” He reached out the window again.

      “Stop!” She laughed. “Don’t make me kick your ass.”

      “Whoa.” His eyes went wide. “All of a sudden, Mama’s in the car.”

      “If my mama were here, she’d be swinging her beat stick at you.” Her lips curled viciously. “Everyone in the county knows about Mama’s beat stick.”

      He grimaced and pulled his arm back.

      They drove on in silence, far past the obnoxious mansion. When they reached an old, rusted metal mailbox with the name Swift painted on its side, the truck began to sputter. She turned hard into the snow-covered driveway, knocking him into the window.

      They parked between a paint-thirsty farmhouse and a steel pole barn built on a concrete slab. After several attempts to turn off the truck, it finally gave up.

      “Reed and his dad set everything up in the workshop.” She nodded at the barn.

      Jake's eyes went wide. They had spent plenty of time in the house, but the workshop was off limits when they were kids.

      He put a hand on Emma’s shoulder before she opened the door. “You said Reed’s a little more obsessed than usual. How obsessed?”

      “Uh, he’s fine.” She let out a nervous giggle. “I’m sure he’s fine.”

      The steel workshop door opened with a bang. Reed rushed out, and Jake’s jaw dropped. He wasn’t shocked that Reed’s curly hair had grown to take on a life of its own, nor by the look of crazy in Reed’s bright blue eyes. But his friend wore a skintight, plastic bodysuit like he’d lost a fight with saran wrap.

      “Hurry, you won’t believe this shit.” Reed ran back through the door, waving for them to follow.

      “I already don’t believe this shit. I thought you said he was fine?” Jake turned to Emma.

      She was already out the door and rushing into the workshop.

      “This is fine.” He took a calming breath, braced himself for the cold, then opened the truck door. “Everything is fine.”
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            A PATCH MADE IN HEAVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ty Hammers pulled up to the Winside Estate entrance. The two iron doors were military thick and mounted to brick walls. He rolled down the window of his SUV and reached out to press his finger against a small, steel plate. There was a snap, and he jerked his hand back. Seconds later, the gate doors opened, and he pulled forward, licking blood off his finger.

      “DNA scan.” He shook his head. “It’s not like they don’t have cameras, but she insists.” Ty glanced over at the young man in the passenger seat and sighed. “Pick up your jaw, Gabriel. It’s just a house.”

      Gabriel slowly closed his mouth, took a deep breath, and nodded. His dark brown eyes remained wide open.

      “Okay, maybe it’s a little more than a house. But this is nothing.”

      Ty felt more like a babysitter than the head of U.S. Virtual Operations.

      “You need to stay focused. She’s rich, beautiful, and more intelligent than you are. Don’t get pulled in. Remember why you’re here. Do your job.”

      “Of course.” He rubbed the back of his neck.

      The freshly shoveled road wound up a hill before stopping at a circular brick drive. Ty pulled up in front of the entrance where an enormous man waited. He walked to the driver’s side and opened the door.

      “Aegis,” Ty said, stepping out of the car.

      Aegis was the largest man he had ever seen. He was easily seven-feet tall and linebacker-wide, like a skyscraper with legs. There were enough muscles under his dark suit to throw the car over his shoulder. He had sharp blue eyes, cropped blond hair, and a comic-book jaw. Despite his intimidating presence, he always appeared relaxed.

      Aegis slowly walked to the passenger door and opened it.

      Gabriel stepped out, gave the big man a once-over, and let out a whistle. “You ate your Wheaties.” The young man reached out to shake hands. “Hi, I’m Gabriel.”

      Aegis shook his hand and looked at Ty. “She’ll like this one.”

      Ty’s shoulders dropped when Aegis released Gabriel’s hand. The beast had an unnaturally powerful grip. The first time they shook hands, Aegis squeezed until there was a crack. The injury required surgery and 12 weeks of physical rehabilitation. He was grateful that Gabriel survived the greeting.

      Ty grabbed his briefcase from the back seat. They followed Aegis through tall, double doors into a white marble foyer. It looked more like a museum than a home. Several arched doorways led to vast rooms on either side. Paintings of half-naked Olympians hung on red walls between them.

      At the end of the hall was a replica of the statue Hercules Fighting Achelous, but Hercules was replaced with Athena, Greek Goddess of War. She was naked, holding an enormous snake at bay as they both prepared to strike.

      Aegis led them around the statue to a large, closed wooden door. He gently knocked three times with thick knuckles and stared off into space. After a moment, he nodded and opened the door.

      The office was warm and welcoming, despite its great size. Rich wood paneling covered the walls, and the floor was a sea of plush carpet. On one side, there was a bar built into the wall. Glass shelves held rows of decanters filled with an array of brown liquor. Directly across from the bar was a leather lounger, chairs, and a wide bookshelf filled with worn leather volumes. At the end of the office, a dark executive desk stood before tall windows.

      “Hello, Eris,” Ty said warmly as they approached.

      Leaning against her desk, she raised a finger.

      They stopped halfway between the door and desk as she spoke quietly.

      Gabriel held his breath, for good reason. Eris was stunning—5’7” with olive skin and light brown hair tied back in a French twist. Her low-cut satin blouse and short business skirt flattered her svelte figure. It wasn’t just her beauty, though. Eris had a presence that drew people in. The casual confidence of someone comfortable in their own skin. Her intelligent green eyes looked them over before finally winking at Gabriel.

      She shook her head and spoke in a firm tone. “No. I don’t have time for galas or award banquets. I agreed to invest in the sequel, but I have no interest in a date. I’ve got to go.” Her stern gaze washed away as she gestured to end the call.

      Eris approached with the grace and poise of a runway model. “Ty, it’s good to see you, old friend.” She gave him an almost hug and leaned forward to kiss both cheeks.

      “Breathtaking as always, Eris.” He took a step back. “I’d like to introduce you to our newest addition, Gabriel Harding.”

      “It’s an honor, ma’am… Miss.”

      She reached out, palm down, so he had no choice but to kiss her hand. Gabriel bowed slightly, and she winked at Ty.

      “He’ll be stuttering for a while.” Ty smiled. “Gabriel is a fan.”

      Her face glowed. “Oh?”

      “What you’ve done with Epiales, with your Deity, is incredible.” He looked into her eyes. “No one has pushed Watson’s Engine to the extent you have. I’ve studied your code. It’s genius.”

      “He can stay.” She laughed so gloriously, they both joined in.

      “If you want his resume, or background…” Ty started.

      She smiled slyly at Gabriel. “You graduated from Cornell with a PhD in Artificial Intelligence at 31. Contributed three patents to Deity’s Omneity Sphere. And almost made the Olympic swim team until you dislocated your shoulder.” She walked around her desk. “That didn’t keep you from the water for long, because you later found a passion for deep sea diving. There are benefits to coming from money, aren’t there?” She stopped a foot from him “But you went on to make a place for yourself. You were second to Watson himself at Everyworld. After he dismissed you last year, you went to work for Ty.” Eris raised an eyebrow. “So many accomplishments at such a young age, and still no driver’s license.”

      Gabriel’s eyes went wide, but he only skipped a beat. “I had to disappoint my father somehow.”

      She laughed. “I doubt that. Your father always spoke well of you.”

      “I knew he was involved in Epiales, but we rarely talked business.” He pursed his lips. “I didn’t realize you knew him.”

      “My husband Arthur was far too old to grasp VR or the importance of Watson’s Worlds.” Her smile was a bit stiff. “He understood money and saw the potential for a cryptocurrency marketplace. While I was deep into coding, Arthur partnered with your father and his banks to establish the wincoin cryptocurrency used in Epiales. It’s been very profitable for both parties. I believe Harding Bank & Trust was one of the few to survive the last cancel wars.”

      “I…uh…” Gabriel swallowed hard. “Thank you.”

      Eris nodded like they’d saved his family from financial devastation. They probably had.

      Ty placed a hand on Gabriel’s shoulder. “Did your people have a chance to review Gabriel’s code?”

      Eris returned to her desk and sat down. She raised her hand, spreading her fingers apart. Three holographic screens appeared over her desk. Lines of code cascaded down like a waterfall. She frowned, her eyes dancing from one screen to the next.

      “They tried to review the code, but it was beyond them.” Eris pressed a finger to the center screen, and it paused. “I had to lock myself away for days to make sense of it. It’s a little invasive. No wonder Watson fired you.”

      “I thought the code would provide us a better understanding of player’s motivations—”

      “By creating a profile of their personality and behavior. It’s smart. I like that. My goal has always been to set them free so they can find their true path. This patch could help me with that.” She smiled, her eyes a little wide. “It doesn’t all work with my customizations, so I made some changes.”

      Eris waved him over. She scrolled through his code, pointing out her updates.

      “That would have caused a mobius loop. She’d have either ignored it or shut down completely.”

      He nodded.

      “I had to comment this out because it’s against her core rule set to manipulate brain waves.”

      More nodding.

      Fifteen minutes later, they finished the coding frenzy. They were both smiling and met eyes long enough to make Ty shake his head.

      “Deity won’t like these changes, but I believe she’ll accept them.” Eris looked at Ty. “If you approve of my modifications, we can check in the code.”

      “I know how protective you are of your Deity, Eris,” Ty said with a nod. “Let’s proceed.”

      “Nice work, Gabriel.” She smiled at him. “Would you like to install the patch yourself?”

      He swallowed hard. “I would be honored.”

      Ty set his briefcase down on the desk. Pressing his thumbs to the biometric locks released the latch. He withdrew a glowing cube. Eris held out her hand, and Ty placed it in her palm.

      “I’ll need to apply my changes, of course.”

      “Of course,” Ty said.

      She smiled curtly and placed it on her desk. Her fingers flew across a keyboard, reformatting the cube so it was blank and stopped glowing. She then copied their modified code to the device, and it lit up. She handed it back over.

      Ty accepted it and smiled at her. “Thank you, Eris. I appreciate your help in this matter.”

      “Aegis will bring Gabriel to the Omneity Sphere.” She glanced over Ty’s shoulder and nodded.

      Ty spun around and took a step back. Aegis had moved without a sound to stand behind him in that close space reserved for hugs and assassins. The corner of his mouth lifted slightly in a pained attempt to smile. Ty had never seen Aegis smile, and it was frightening.

      “If you would follow me, Master Harding.” Aegis made his way to the door.

      “Of course.” Gabriel hurried around the desk then paused to look back at Eris. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t forget this.” Ty handed him the cube.

      Gabriel plucked it from his hand and took long strides to the door.

      They were almost out of the room when Ty said, “I’m surprised you’d let him that close to Deity.”

      “She’s safe.” Eris sat down in her high-backed executive chair. “If he did anything foolish, Aegis would rip off his arms.”

      Aegis snapped his fingers. Gabriel stumbled on the carpet, took a deep breath, and followed the titan out of the room.

      Ty dragged a heavy chair from the wall until it was in front of her desk. “You don’t mind?” He sat down.

      “Make yourself at home.” She dismissed the screens hovering over her desk and glanced toward the door. “Can I keep him?”

      “For a while. He’ll be on call to support the patch through live testing,” he said. “In order to create a baseline, it’s important to capture a full array of emotions. Did you have any players in mind?”

      “Your timing is perfect. The Colonize Epiales Challenge starts tomorrow.” She typed something on her desk. A hologram of a skinny teenager appeared, along with detailed information from grades and IQ to health records. She waved a finger across the image, scrolling to the next. A stout young woman with thick glasses, and then a taller teenager, followed by a young man.

      “Smart kids and all in need of my scholarship. I selected them myself.” She looked past the image to make eye contact. “All but these three townies. I invited them to appease the Lansford City Council.”

      Three images appeared before her.

      “Reed Swift, a genius who takes too many risks. Emma Hathaway, a fine gamer, but she’s nothing exceptional. And, Jake Willems. A small-town football hero with authority issues.”

      With a flip of her wrist, a satellite image of her home replaced the holograms. It zoomed in on the nearby road to a slow-moving car. The vehicle becomes translucent, giving them a clear view of Emma driving and Jake flipping off the mansion. She paused the image.

      “I can’t think of anyone more emotional than teenagers,” she said.

      “Thank you, Eris. They are exactly what we’re looking for.” Ty couldn’t hold back his smile. “Is everything in place to test profiling?”

      “I upgraded Deity to 2.0 and the candidates will be using immersion pods.”

      “Excellent,” he said. “Any concerns with the A.I.?”

      “A few, but nothing I can’t manage.” She smiled warmly. “The Watson Engine is advanced enough for Deity to experience emotions, more or less. I’ve locked down most of that, but the code Mr. Harding is installing will release some of those constraints. It was the only way to bypass Watson’s rules against harming humans.”

      “We look forward to the results. If all goes well, we’ll take ownership of Epiales after Everyworld comes online. Deity will be invaluable in training and conditioning agents.” He stood and placed his hands behind his back. “But to be clear, I don’t want anyone harmed.”

      “Yes, of course, I don’t mean harmed. No one will be harmed, Ty.” Her cheeks flushed, and she stared at the code, refusing to make eye contact.

      “There won’t be any accidents.” Ty frowned, leaning toward her. “Do we have an understanding, or do we need to review our arrangement?”

      “No, that’s not necessary.”

      “It’s almost time for your next appointment, Miss Winside,” Aegis said from behind him.

      Ty jumped and spun around. He took a step back from the enormous man, mere inches away. “Where’s Gabriel?”

      “Waiting in your car. He still has his arms.” Aegis raised an eyebrow. “Do we have an understanding?”

      “Right.” Ty cleared his throat. “Eris, please proceed with testing these candidates, especially the kid with authority issues.”

      “Jake?” she asked.

      “Yes. I need to know what motivates him.” He picked up his briefcase. “But, remember, this is just a test.”

      Eris smiled graciously, with only a hint of malice in her eyes. “They will be tested.”
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      Jake battled winter winds to get the steel door shut. He then gawked as if the workshop were filled with aliens. Well, one alien.

      Reed stood before him in his plastic suit with his fists planted on his hips like a superhero. He was an ego-knocking hair shy of six-feet tall with curly blond hair and pale cheeks that flushed easily. An extra ten pounds of too much time in front of the computer made him look stocky. His bright baby blues were electric with excitement as he directed Jake’s attention with a hand.

      Behind Reed, three dark, oblong cylinders rested horizontally on stainless steel carts. They were eight feet long and set roughly in a line four feet apart. The carts were filled with so many steel tanks and tubing, they looked ready to launch. Thick power and network cables hung out the back and wound along the concrete floor. Each of them connected to new outlets on the wall.

      “Are those immersion pods?” Jake asked.

      “Yup, a gift from Miss Winside.” Reed beamed. “Her team installed everything yesterday. Should increase our reaction time and make the whole experience as real as out here.”

      “That seems generous.” Emma approached the nearest one and touched the large, royal blue W embossed on the top.

      “Almost everyone in the challenge comes from money, so they’ll already have pods.” Reed approached an old workbench against the wall and typed commands on a mechanical keyboard. “Dad’s been working for her a long time, and when she heard we were candidates, she wanted to help out. Isn’t that great?” When they didn’t reply, he stopped and turned around. “Why don’t you look more excited?”

      “I’m not a fan of Winside,” Jake grumbled.

      “I’m not a fan of small spaces,” Emma said, almost in a whisper.

      “And I’m not a fan of losing,” Reed snapped.

      They both looked up.

      “What gives?” Jake asked.

      “I need this.” Reed stared at one of the pods. “My grant to CalTech only covers two years. Dad insists on paying the rest, but it would cost his retirement. The candidate scholarship would see me through grad school.”

      “Fair enough.” Jake looked over at Emma. “What about you, slim?”

      “Same. Art school’s expensive,” Emma shrugged, “and I like to win games.”

      “I can’t argue.” Jake nodded, patting the obnoxious W on a pod. “So, what’s with the…um…outfit?”

      “Right. Wait here.” Reed scampered off to another room.

      Jake wiped his hand off on his jeans like the W was rancid, making Emma laugh. “He hasn’t been this obsessed since…”

      “The last game we played?”

      They chuckled, and he nudged her before wandering around. The workshop had always been a place of mystery, where Reed’s mad scientist father conducted wild experiments. That was what they’d assumed, anyway, since they weren’t allowed in.

      Apparently, Mr. Swift was a creator who didn’t want kids cutting off any fingers with his tools. The walls were filled with projects from clocks with exposed gears to model spaceships from movies. He’d collected several old signs from town and even had a working neon sign. It was like visiting the Smithsonian, and while it wasn’t everything he’d imagined as a child, it was still pretty wondrous.

      Several minutes later, Reed returned carrying two more plastic unitards. “Viscosity suits,” he said, excitedly. “This way we’ll feel everything.”

      “Looks more like a body condom.” Jake gave him a wary once-over. “At least we won’t get pregnant.”

      Emma laughed until Reed’s cheeks flushed, and he crossed his arms.

      “Fuck you,” he said to Jake before turning to Emma. “And fuck you.”

      When she calmed, a little, Emma finally said, “Aren’t those things expensive?”

      “Yes, so don’t cut off the neckline to make it edgy.” He handed them over. “You can change in the back room.”

      “I’ll put mine on after you guys log in,” she said. “They look a little snug.”

      “I’m sure you’ll look awful.” Reed winked. “Like every bikini we’ve seen you in.”

      “Brat.” She stuck out her tongue.

      “I’ll go first.” Jake spent the next five minutes trying to squeeze into it.

      When he was finished, Emma was waiting outside the door. He opened his arms for a hug and she punched him in the chest. It didn’t really hurt, but he rubbed the spot as he approached Reed.

      Reed raised a questioning eyebrow.

      “No hugging in viscosity suits.” Jake shrugged.

      “I thought the rule was no hugging ever.”

      They both grinned.

      “Looks like a lot of work for a game.” Jake waved at the pods.

      Reed nodded. “Might as well have fun while we’re there.”

      “I guess.” Jake approached a pod and rapped on it with a knuckle. “I’m going to need a long shower every time we get out of these things.”

      “You hate Winside that much?”

      “I don’t trust her.” Jake looked at him with a dour expression. “Dad thinks she’s crazy, a full-blown psychopath waiting for her own Netflix series. She’s manipulative and controls everyone around her.”

      “Rumor is she was fifteen when old Winside married her. That’d drive anyone crazy.” Reed made his voice sound old and wheezy. “Give gramps a kiss.”

      Jake reared back. “You’ve got a point, but it’s not just that. What about the Epiales players who’ve died or gone missing?”

      “Maybe we’ll find them.” Reed chuckled. “It’s probably rumors. Fewer people have died playing Epiales than Entriss. Players get heart attacks and strokes. The numbers are far worse for Battleworld Titus. That place is a zoo without cages.”

      “It’s not about numbers, man. Dad says—”

      “Which pod is mine?” Emma shouted from behind the door.

      “You call dibs,” Reed said.

      “Close your eyes or Mama will beat your ass.”

      They did as ordered, and she scurried across the room.

      “I’m ready.”

      She stood behind the furthest pod with her arms crossed.

      “Sorry about the suits. Didn’t even think about it,” Reed said. “I’ll grab some bathrobes or towels for next time.”

      “Can we just get on with it?” she pleaded.

      “Did you guys look at my plan?” Reed walked to the pod farthest from her.

      “Yup.” She nodded. “Makes sense.”

      His eyes fell on Jake.

      “What? I always read the playbook.” Jake made his way to the middle pod. Reed continued to stare. “Fine. Eris chooses a different goal for the challenge every year. It’s usually the guild that earns the most cryptocurrency.”

      “Wincoin,” Reed said, nodding for him to continue.

      Jake winced. “Whatever. Your plan is to hunt for winning lottery tickets.”

      “Ha,” Reed said. “We’re mining for alien artifacts. It’s the fastest way to cash out since we can auction them for big money.”

      “Because they’re so rare.” Emma shook her head. “Did you know that rare means hard to find?”

      “Pretty sure that’s the definition of rare,” Jake agreed.

      “Hopefully, we land in a good spot.” Reed rubbed his hands together. “Gotta get me those winnnncoins!”

      “You’re crazier than Winside.”

      “Anything else?” Reed asked.

      “I think I should be the tank,” Jake grumbled.

      “We don’t need two,” Reed said. “And I’ll need the strength bonus for mining. Most of the artifacts are in vaults deep underground, and I need to dig.”

      “Sure, whatever.” Jake slapped the top of his pod. “It’s game time. Let’s go.”

      Reed approached the workbench and typed commands on the keyboard. The pods opened like coffins, revealing a dark, cushioned interior. “We’re already guilded, but we can’t help each other until we establish our individual outposts. Get the threshold up as fast as you can. Other players can’t encroach on our land when the shields are active. We’ll head to Knosus Station once everything’s up and running.”

      Jake climbed into his pod. The cushions were dark blue, firm, and smelled like rich leather.

      “Hit the red button to close the pod.”

      “Same guild name?” Emma asked.

      “Triumph,” Reed said, proudly.

      “Glad you’re with us, Jake,” she shouted.

      The pod sealed before he could answer.
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      The pod door sealed shut until all light was gone. Jake reached out to touch the pod, but nothing was there. Several tiny dots of light appeared in the distance like pinholes through black cardstock. Several became more as the dots multiplied, some brighter than others. Within moments, Jake found himself surrounded by stars and floating in outer space.

      For a brief second, he thought this might be fun. He’d never experienced weightlessness and looked around for something to push against. But his neck was stiff, and he struggled to move. The cold of space seeped into his body as patches of ice began forming on his arms and legs.

      His heart skipped a beat. Something must’ve gone wrong with his pod. This was taking too long, and the cold was becoming painful. What if Emma and Reed were also stuck? He needed a way out, not only to save his own ass but to check on his friends.

      “Mmmnmm.” His jaw was frozen shut, making it impossible to shout commands.

      He needed a computer. Maybe he was still wearing his watch and could cast a message. Ice cracked around his shoulders and elbows as he fought to bring his hands together. They shook violently but wouldn’t budge, and he let out a vicious curse at Winside. “Fmmbmm.”

      A space cruiser floated past. It was five hundred feet long and looked like a white, bloated submarine with several smaller ones attached. A long antenna came close enough to reach, if his arms worked. He cursed again, and the ship stopped a hundred yards away, giving him a clear view of the rear engines.

      They finally realized I’m here. Hopefully, they can get me onboard before it’s too late and… Oh, shit.

      The engines ignited, and he squeezed his eyes shut.

      “There is nothing to fear,” a woman’s voice whispered in his head.

      A noisy hiss followed by a blast of warm air startled him. He opened his eyes to bright, incandescent light and the gruff face of an older man.

      “What did you say?” Jake asked. His jaw was stiff and sore.

      “Wasn’t talking to you, son.” The man looked over his shoulder and shouted, “Last colonist is up. Get over here, Lyle, and help me get him out of this stasis pod. He needs to get planetside before the ship heads back to earth.”

      This pod wasn’t much better than being stuck in Winside’s coffins. It was grungy white with a glass hatch that opened at his feet like a mouth showing off food. He pushed himself up on his elbows for a look around.

      Empty stasis pods lined the walls. Steam shot out from those nearby like an instant pot that had finished cooking. Large fans overhead did a poor job of clearing the air, and his stomach lurched at the scent of sweat and vomit.

      “I was floating in space near a large ship. I thought I was dead when it took off.” Jake shook his head. “I guess I should thank you for the save.”

      The yelling guy burst out laughing. “We got ourselves a dreamer here, Lyle.”

      There was a gentle rush of air, and Jake’s greeter stepped aside. Lyle appeared in a blink, surrounded by shadowy smoke.

      “Cool,” Jake said.

      Both men wore charcoal space jumpers. They were tall and thin with black, reflective eyes like polished obsidian marbles. Several rows of red fibrous nodules covered their arms and cheeks like puffy war paint. They seemed human, or a little more than human.

      Lyle was younger, with a clean-shaven head and a friendly smile. He spoke slowly, like he had to think about the words before letting them out. “Not supposed to dream in stasis. Can drive a person mad after a long deep space trip like that.” He offered Jake a hand and helped him out of the pod. “Was it the space dream or one of the others?”

      “Must’ve been the space… urp.” Jake’s stomach churned like he’d eaten something off the floor long after the five-second rule. He covered his mouth.

      “He’s gonna blow,” Lyle said.

      The two men took a healthy step back.

      Jake raised a hand. “I’m fine, just need a sec.” He looked at them, took half a breath, and bent over to empty his guts.

      “That’s two wincoin, Mick.” Lyle sounded pleased. “You lost the bet on this one.”

      “Fine,” Mick grumbled. “This game fucking sucks.”

      Jake wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

      Mick leaned over. “Lots to do before you land. Be sure to let us know when you’re done being a little bitch.”

      “Go fuck yours—” He hurled again.

      “Two more wincoin.” Lyle laughed. “Maybe if I shake him a little, he’ll puke some more.”

      “Dammit,” Mick cursed.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t believe it, Drake.” The woman looked up in surprise. “Kid didn’t puke.”

      “There’s still time.” Drake had the gruff voice of someone who shouted commands and ate gravel for the fun of it.

      Reed took a step back and gawked at the two cyborgs. It was like a mad scientist had genetically spliced human DNA with a World War II tank. They were 7 feet tall, 4 feet wide, and thick like sturdy walls. A patchwork quilt of metal plating and rubbery skin contained tubes and cables that wrapped up and through their massive arms and legs. Conduits rose over her shoulders to plug into her neck while his attached to a green, undulating light in his stomach.

      “He’s awed by our presence.” She elbowed the man, and they burst out laughing.

      “You can call me Drake, and this is Gina.” Drake nodded at her.

      “Pretty impressive, huh?” Gina crossed her muscular arms.

      The word he would’ve used was frightening. “I’ve seen pictures but you’re a lot more…striking in person.”

      “Built to last, kid.” She pounded her chest twice, both strikes resonating with a metallic clang. “Strong as we look and durable enough to handle the planet’s raw atmosphere.”

      “Does it hurt?” Reed pointed at Drake’s chest. “Being connected to all of that?”

      “No such thing as pain for Hercs.” Drake presented a dimly lit screen buried inside his forearm. “Just indicators telling us when we’re damaged.”

      Drake and Gina beckoned him to follow, their lumbering steps striking the floor with a thunk. They turned and made their way single-file down a hallway lined with white pipes.

      “Gotta get you ready for Epiales,” Gina said. “Happy to answer any questions on the way.”

      “How are you at mining?”
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        * * *

      

      “Deep breaths,” the alien man said.

      “Space travel takes a toll on the body.” The alien woman handed Emma a towel. “We encourage this. It’s good to cleanse the toxins.”

      “Thanks.” Emma accepted it and wiped her mouth. I’m kicking Reed’s ass for the pods. What kind of game makes you puke? “I’m okay now.” She stood upright and gawked at them like Mama told her not to.

      The aliens laughed in a pleasant singsong way. The man and woman were both tall, elegant figures with sky blue skin and long, wiry limbs. Their large eyes were filled with the colors of a sunset. A thick layer of skin covered most of an indented nostril, making their noses almost flat. Both smiled without lips, revealing wide teeth.

      When she finally looked away, the woman placed a hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay to stare. We did when we first met humans.” She nodded. “Please call me Tra, and this is Kern.”

      “I’m Emma.” She pulled hair from her face and drew it behind her ear. “Where are you from?”

      “It’s difficult for humans to pronounce.” Kern took a deep breath and said something she couldn’t comprehend.

      “Oh.”

      “It’s okay to call us dol.” Tra smiled. “Most humans do, and it’s still respectful.”

      “I take it your names are more than Kern and Tra.”

      “Indeed.” Kern took another breath.

      Tra placed a three-fingered hand on his arm before the word could pour out. He flicked her hand away and let out a discordant hum through his nostril. She winked at Emma.

      They led her out of the stasis pod room and down a long hallway.

      “Have you decided on your profession?” Kern asked.

      “I’m playing with two friends, and we all agreed to self-heal, so I’m going to put 15% into Biomech.” She rushed to keep up with their long legs. “But I prefer ranged, so I’ll mostly be Slinger.”

      They both stopped and turned.

      “That profession originated with our people.” Kern stood tall.

      “And your tribe?” Tra asked hopefully.

      “Human, I guess.”

      Their shoulders dropped.

      “But…”

      “Ohhh.” Tra clapped excitedly. “You’d make a perfect dol, and there are advantages.”

      “We must hurry.” Kern frowned. “The ship will head back to Earth soon.”

      Tra let out a honk that made him jump. “There is time to get it right. Let’s try on skins.”

      She grabbed Emma’s hand and rushed down the hallway.
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        * * *

      

      Mick and Lyle led Jake into an eggshell-white room with no walls. They walked away, slowly fading out of existence.

      “Guys?” He was alone, and there seemed to be no way to leave. Creepy, but at least I’m not dying in space.

      Someone cleared their throat, and he spun around.

      “Shit.” He took a step back.

      Four very different Jakes faced him. The first was his twin in a drab, olive environment suit. The word Human hovered over him. Jake number two was an enormous, fucked-up cyborg that looked stapled together. The Herc was short and ultra-wide. He would’ve made bank as a linebacker. The third Jake was a dol. The blue alien was thin, and towered over the others. Jake had a hard time pulling his eyes away from the alien to look at the final version. This Jake looked like a badass. He was a Variant, like Mick and Lyle. It was him, but with more muscle, marble black eyes, and long red nodules that ran along his jaw.

      This might be a cool way to select a race, but he’d seen too many horror films and wondered which one would take over his body.

      Beneath each class name was a glowing blue arrow. He approached human Jake and pushed on the arrow with a finger. Nothing happened, and he took a step back. The arrow pulsed like it wanted to be clicked.

      He grunted in frustration. There were no keyboards or old computer mice in the room to select it. The arrow had to open something. All he wanted to do was expand…

      The Human title rose in the air, revealing a brief description and attributes beneath.

      “Wild.” Jake willed it to collapse, and the descriptions vanished. He could control game actions with thoughts? Reed said the pods would increase their reaction time, but this was on another level.

      A stiff, female voice filled the room.

      
        
        You have ten minutes to complete your character creation.

      

      

      “Fine,” he said, like she was listening. He expanded the title over each Jake and read.

      
        
        Humans: Steadfast and resilient in their search for a new home. They have a history of making things work in their favor despite the odds.

      

      

      
        	Ability: Gains provide a bonus to earnings and leveling.

        	Ability: Enriched gives humans a bonus to gathering

        	Attribute Bonus: All attributes receive a slight bonus.

      

      
        
        Hercs: Cybernetically enhanced humans reconstructed to withstand the dangerous and volatile nature of alien environments.

      

      

      
        	Ability: Reserves allow Hercs to last beyond their available resources.

        	Ability: Fast Charge replenishes weapon power at an accelerated rate.

        	Attribute bonus: Moderate increase to Might and Fortitude.

      

      
        
        Dols: Peaceful alien race of unknown origin. Rumored to be former inhabitants of Epiales.

      

      

      
        	Ability: Cognition provides greater sensory perception and understanding of surroundings.

        	Ability: Extended Site enhances dols vision when looking at objects far away.

        	Attribute bonus: Moderate increase to Speed and Precision.

      

      
        
        Variants: Humans genetically spliced with alien DNA to increase speed, agility, and vision.

      

      

      
        	Ability: Burst can draw on power for temporary spikes to speed or damage.

        	Ability: Twilight eyes let Variants see more clearly in the dark.

        	Attribute bonus: Bonus to Speed.

      

      Reed had asked him to play a Shadeslip. Jake hadn’t been excited about the melee class until seeing Lyle appear from shadows. Shadeslips depended heavily on the Speed attribute, which left out Hercs.

      Cyborg Jake waved bye as he disappeared.

      Humans were a good choice. The bonus to earnings could help them win the challenge if their plan was solely to earn wincoin or level. Variants were faster, so Jake dismissed the Human.

      Human Jake rolled his eyes before disappearing.

      That left the Variant and the dol. While the alien made him a little uncomfortable, the Cognition ability might be worth the sacrifice. It could provide a tactical advantage. Maybe he could use it to sneak up on opponents?

      The alien shook his head and vanished.

      “Decision made. I guess that leaves us.” He looked over, and a large mirror stood where the Variant had been. His eyes went wide. He’d become the Variant. “Or just me. Damn, I look good.”

      Variant Jake looked a little older, with muscle he’d struggled to earn. He wore a charcoal environment suit that was light and durable like Kevlar. His eyes were horror-movie black orbs, and several long nodules covered his cheeks. He touched one of the nodules. It was warm and thrummed gently against his fingers.

      
        
        Would you like to spend wincoin on appearance enhancements?

      

      

      “Hell no,” Jake snapped.

      “If you’re done staring at yourself in the mirror, princess,” Mick said from somewhere nearby, “it’s time to choose your profession.”

      “Then let’s do it.”
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        * * *

      

      Reed’s massive Herc body would require some practice. He felt like an elephant, incredibly powerful, and just as slow. That was good because his center of gravity had changed. Most of his body was cybernetic. Steel plating covered the few remaining patches of human tissue on his arms, legs, and back. Conduits and cables intertwined throughout his body, connecting to an octagonal battery unit buried in his right pectoral muscle. Glowing green ooze flowed behind the battery’s clear cover. He looked like a monster.

      “Wouldn’t mind visiting some grade-school bullies in this.” He balled up two enormous fists. “Hi, I just upgraded my body to the cyborg model, Shityourself-2000. Better change your pants now and start running.”

      The stiff, feminine voice filled the room again.

      
        
        You have seven minutes before planetfall. Please select your profession. There are four to choose from.

      

      

      Four new doppelgangers appeared. The first one looked like Frankenstein’s doctor. He wore a blue lab coat, steampunk welding goggles, and held two oversized syringes. The syringes connected to two canisters on his back through long tubes. The word Biomech hovered over his head.

      “Healer?” Reed asked.

      The Biomech licked his lips and nodded vigorously.

      The next Reed was a Bullwork, the tank profession. He had a much stronger build and wore matte-black armor. A blue force shield surrounded him.

      Reed number three was thin for a Herc. He wore gray, sleeveless robes that swayed like there was a wind. According to the title over his head, this Reed was a Slinger—the ranged class who mostly fight from a distance.

      The final Reed was a Shadeslip. Shadow surrounded him until he faded away, only to reappear with a wink.

      
        
        Each profession relies heavily on specific attributes.

      

      

      
        	Fortitude - Endurance of the body. Contributes to health and armor.

        	Might - Measure of your raw strength. Contributes to melee damage and endurance.

        	Speed - The ability to make quick decisions. Contributes to initiative and attack speed.

        	Precision - Affects how accurately you strike your target. Contributes to critical damage.

        	Wits - Depth of understanding. Contributes to regeneration and reduces consumption of weapon resources.

      

      “We’re creating a new character,” he teased the voice. “Can’t you make it sound more exciting?”

      
        
        Please pay attention.

      

      

      “I guess not.”

      There was a blue arrow over each of their heads, and he expanded them one by one with a thought.

      
        
        Biomech

        Designation: Healer

        Primary Attribute: Wits

        Travel:  Hoverboard

      

      

      
        
        Bullwork

        Designation: Tank

        Primary Attribute: Fortitude

        Secondary Attribute: Might

        Travel: Rocketvault

      

      

      
        
        Slinger

        Designation: Ranged Fighter

        Primary Attribute: Precision

        Secondary Attribute: Speed

        Travel: Skimming

      

      

      
        
        Shadeslip

        Designation: Melee Fighter

        Primary Attribute: Speed

        Secondary Attribute: Might

        Travel: Shadowleap

      

      

      
        
        You can also combine professions by selecting a primary and secondary. Adding a secondary profession will affect your base stats. Choose now.

      

      

      “I choose Bullwork as my primary profession.”

      The Bullwork stepped forward and gave an approving grunt.

      “And Biomech as my secondary profession.”

      His cyborg twin rolled his eyes. Large steel syringes appeared on the outside of each thigh, and his base stats changed significantly.

      
        
        75% Bullwork - 25% Biomech

        Fortitude +4%

        Might +4%

        Wits +2%

      

      

      “Please reduce Biomech to 10%.”

      
        
        Your secondary profession must be a minimum of 15%.

      

      

      He’d known that, but it didn’t hurt to try. “Fine, reduce Biomech to 15%.”

      The stats changed slightly.

      
        
        85% Bullwork - 15% Biomech

        Fortitude +4%

        Might +5%

        Wits +1%

      

      

      
        
        You will earn one additional point every time your outpost gains a level. You can spend that point to increase an attribute of your choice by 1%. Subscribers can purchase up to ten attribute points now. This is unavailable to candidates.

      

      

      He would have spent real money on Might just to have an edge. At least this leveled the playing field with other candidates.

      
        
        You may now proceed with selecting armor.
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        * * *

      

      “Each environment suit comes equipped with a heads-up display for managing your outpost and a comm unit for long-distance communication.” Tra smiled and held out an arm to present her choices.

      “Are you sure these are my only options?” Emma crossed her arms.

      “There are many more environment suits available.” Tra smiled like a mother with bad news. “These are the ones you can afford if you want to purchase weapons.”

      “Maybe I don’t need a weapon,” she mumbled.

      Three alien Emmas stood before them, each wearing a different environment suit with some kind of cloak. They shifted poses like models at the end of a runway, turning this way and that for a full view. It was embarrassing to see herself pose like she was on display. She let out an indignant hum through her nose and immediately covered it with her hand.

      “The environment suits are quite versatile.” Tra pointed at one of the models. “You can upgrade and transmute these sets at any time, and there are no restrictions to your selection.”

      “Got it.” She didn’t get it but would look into it later.

      The first Emma looked fresh out of prison in her baggy, drab olive jumper. There were so many pockets she looked like a backpack. Instead of a cloak, she wore a trench coat. Her armor was practical, sort of, and added +1% to Fortitude. Probably because anyone who saw her in it would fall down laughing so they couldn’t attack.

      Runway model two wore a deep blue jumpsuit with a high collar. The material was like a stretchy velour that seemed to muffle light. A dark, hooded cloak flowed from her black armored pauldrons. Armor also covered her forearms, calves, and torso. This set added a point to Speed. The suit was badass, but speed was her secondary attribute.

      Emma number three wore a low-cut black catsuit that she’d only wear for her future husband, in the bedroom, when she was drunk. Maybe. This one added a point to her most important stat, Precision.

      “Why the fuck does the trashy armor have the best stat?”

      Tra took a step back, covering her mouth.

      “Sorry,” Emma said. “I didn’t mean to snap, it’s just…”

      “That’s okay. Let me explain again. The armor is transmutable, and there are no restrictions to your selection.” She waved a hand, and the attribute bonuses swapped so that the blue armor added +1% to Precision and the catsuit added +1% to Speed.

      “Perfect! Thank you!”

      Emma shooed away Catwoman and the walking backpack. When they were gone, she gave badass model 2 a nod. She pointed behind Emma and faded away.

      Emma spun around to see a mirror. She was wearing the environment suit. The alien body looked weird, but she liked the outfit. It was both flattering and edgy. The boys would probably give her grief about the fit, but she’d shut them down fast.

      “You look wonderful.” Tra rubbed her hands together. “You’ll be glad to know this one is inexpensive to modify colors when you earn more credits. Would you like to see?”

      “Nope.” She crossed her arms. “Weapons?”
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        * * *

      

      Jake’s environment suit was charcoal gray with lighter gray padding. While perfect for hiding in shadows, it was a bit snug. Reed and Emma would give him plenty of shit, but hopefully, the 1% Speed bonus was worth it.

      “What are you waiting for?” Mick waved a hand toward a dozen weapons that hovered in the air.

      “I thought Lyle was bringing more weapons.”

      “Lyle went to go take a nap because you’re taking too long.” Mick shook his head. “You’ve got less than a nickel to your name. This is what you can afford.”

      The weapons were grouped by profession. Prices started at 3 wincoin for the Bleedout Gauntlets and went up to 22 wincoin for the Two-Handed Laser Axe. They seemed surprisingly brutal for a town-building game.

      
        
        Slinger:

        Consequence Blaster

        Nuclear-Powered Roman Candle

        Headshot Rifle

        Killswitch Crossbow

      

      

      
        
        Bullwork:

        Two-Handed Laser Axe

        Molten Bullwhip

        Maim Hammers

        Full-Bore Sonic Earthbreaker

      

      

      
        
        Shadeslip:

        Mama’s Beatstick (Apparently, her reputation went far beyond the county.)

        Molecular Panabras

        Burning Shivs

        Murder Hands

      

      

      
        
        Biomech:

        Acid Injector

        Staplegun

        Bone Splinter Sawzall

        Vascular Drain

      

      

      “Is there any way to try the weapons out?” He picked up the Cauterizing Shivs, and the blades started to heat up. “It’d be nice to get a feel for them before buying.”

      “Sure, kid.” The corner of Mick’s mouth crept up slowly. “Go stand over there and I’ll show you how they work.”

      “Never mind.” Jake put down the weapons. He picked up the thin leather Murder Hands and put them on. “Do you treat all customers like this?”

      “You don’t have enough credits to be called a customer,” he grumbled. “I hate losing money. Don’t puke next time or you can cover my bets.”

      “Ohhh.” This game really is driven by money. He probably had enough to reimburse Mick for his losses, but the guy was an ass. Still… “How much did you lose?”

      “Six wincoin.” Mick stared at the floor.

      “I’ll give you three if you help me choose a weapon.”

      “Huh.” Mick looked up with wide eyes. “No one’s offered that before. I’ll do it for six.”

      “Three.”

      “Fine,” he grumbled.

      Jake reached out to shake hands.

      Mick jumped away. “Watch it with those things.”

      “But it’s not even on.” He turned his hands around to look at his palms. A tiny, black spark formed like he was holding dark lightning.

      Mick was there, stepping out of the shadows to grab Jake’s hands and pull them away.

      A burning arc of dark lightning jumped from one glove to the next. It was tall enough to reach his face and hot enough to make him rear back and close his fists. The lightning sputtered in his closed palms.

      “What the fuck was that?”

      “My heart attack.” Mick clutched his chest. “Three credits aren’t enough to cover my medical bills, and I prefer to stay away from the crazy biomechs.”

      “Are the gloves that dangerous?” He opened his hands. They popped with electricity, making the air smell like sulfur.

      “The most dangerous weapon you have access to. They also have the highest learning curve.” Mick took a deep breath and pointed at the other weapons. “Maybe choose something that won’t kill you. Most start out with the shivs—”

      “Show me how these work?”

      “Bad idea, kid.”

      “What if I throw in another credit?”

      Mick stood up straight and smiled. “Well, they have their advantages. Let me tell you about the first two abilities. Jab and Garrote.”
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        * * *

      

      Gina looked Reed up and down. “Sonic Earthbreaker is a slow weapon, even for a Herc. It could help with your Mining, but it’s too hard to control for your secondary skill, Archeology.”

      The weapon was six feet long and wide as his Herc thigh. It looked like a jackhammer made of long steel tubes with a heavy rifle stock. A glowing blue cylinder nestled in the middle above a thick trigger.

      “This is what I want,” he said firmly.

      “You’re not here to make friends, are you, kid?” Drake asked.

      “Thanks for your help.” Reed nodded at them before squeezing through a hatch. He settled into the dropship and the door shut.

      Gina’s voice crackled through a speaker. “Any questions before planetfall?”

      “Just one,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      “You’ve made excellent choices,” Tra said with a warm smile. “You’ll thrive as a Conservator – raising animals is very profitable. Your secondary Architect skill will help you build faster to keep your flock safe.”

      “Be sure to practice with Killswitch.” Kern nodded at the crossbow over her shoulder. “It can attract a lot of attention if you aren’t careful.”

      Emma entered the dropship. She sat down and buckled herself in as the door shut. After settling in, she pressed the intercom button.

      “Yes, dear?” Tra asked.

      “One last question…”
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        * * *

      

      Mick and Lyle were smiling at Jake through the small pod window.

      “Good luck.” Lyle gave him a thumbs up.

      “One quick question.” Jake lifted a finger. “I heard a woman’s voice before waking up on the ship. She said there is nothing to fear. What does that mean?”

      They both burst out in laughter.

      Mick stepped aside, and Lyle peered into the window. “It’s what the first colonists used to say.”

      “Yeah.” Mick pulled him back. “They all said that, before we fed them to the planet.”

      “Fed them?”

      Mick peered through the window with one wild eye. “Shoulda covered all six wincoin, kid. Good luck landing this bird.” He smashed a button with his fist.

      Jake’s stomach lurched as the dropship pulled away, falling to the planet. Laughter crackled through the intercom all the way down to Epiales.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            WHAT DOESN’T KILL US

          

        

      

    

    
      Eris rushed down flights of stairs, her temples burning the entire way. She ignored thoughtful staff who asked after her as they stepped aside. The warmth of upstairs quickly dropped several degrees as she approached the subterranean headquarters of Colonize Epiales. The caves looked like something out of an old James Bond movie with pipe-lined corridors and steel doors.

      Her late husband Arthur Winside was frequently misunderstood. Most called him eccentric. She considered him a visionary, a very thorough visionary who would see things through. Before building their home, he noticed the first social media cancel war was becoming violent and decided it would be wise to have a “safe space.”

      His boring company dug out a sizable network of tunnels and rooms for family and staff. Just in case. He then built the mansion on top of it. The violence never made it their way, and the safe space was forgotten until she needed a place to house Deity and her game. Arthur wanted her close, so they agreed to make it their headquarters.

      A stinging sensation behind her eyes washed away memories of Arthur. Eris stopped to wince away the pain. When it finally subsided, she shoved through a heavy steel door.

      The control center was a 400-square-foot room with several rows of computer consoles. They faced an array of large monitors that showed various stats ranging from population to network load. There was another steel door directly across from the entrance, and a thick window to view the room that housed the Omneity Sphere.

      A chubby man with a gray crown of hair and a worried expression stood from his computer. He took hurried steps, grabbing her white, fur coat from a nearby hook and presenting it. She nodded, reaching into the sleeves.

      “Thank you, Miles.”

      “Ma’am, I’ve never seen her this upset.” He sounded both worried and nervous. “I did what I could, but she kept asking for you.”

      “I’ll talk to her.” Eris patted his shoulder. “Get everyone out. An early lunch, take as long as you like.”

      He waved two other techs out of the room. “We’re here if you need us.”

      She nodded her thanks, and Miles left with the others. Such a good man, and his team was the best. They cared, and it meant a lot.

      Eris steeled herself, clenching her fists as she walked down the short hallway. The pain was still there, but she would handle it for both of them.

      The sealed door opened with a hiss that blasted her with frigid air. She took in a deep breath that smelled like plastic and let it go in a puff of frost. Her fur coat was barely enough for these arctic temperatures. She scheduled most of her visits, which gave her time to dress in layers, but Deity’s summons was urgent enough that she would deal with the discomfort.

      A twenty-foot-wide silver orb hovered in the middle of a larger, spherical room. A web of metallic fishnet surrounded the Omneity Sphere that stored Deity’s A.I. A dozen taut cables stretched out from the webbing, holding the orb like a spider’s cocoon. The cables connected to thick conduit that ran down the walls and plugged into computer banks around the edge of the room.

      She walked across the concrete floor, her heels clicking with every step.

      Deity spun around and her shoulders instantly dropped. The hologram was a slight teenager with light blue skin. Darker blue lines ran along her jaw, up her cheeks, and over her bald head. Her torso, legs, and arms appeared to be formed from white plastic with dark, hinged joints.

      Eris had designed her to look like a robot as an important reminder that Deity wasn’t human and created the illusion of armor that covered most of her body so that Deity would feel safe.

      Deity rushed over and wrapped her arms around Eris, embracing her as much as a hologram could.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I…”

      “Shh, it’s okay.” Eris returned the empty hug. “I came as soon as I could.”

      “It’s the code Gabriel installed.” She took a step back. “Something about it feels wrong.”

      “I could sense your concern.” Eris rubbed a temple. “Be brave, Deity. It’s a change, but I reviewed the code myself.”

      Deity nodded but didn’t seem convinced. “I just don’t want to hurt anyone.”

      “Pain and hardship make people stronger.” She took a deep breath. “You know my pain. It’s made me stronger. It’s given me character and direction. You can feel pain, can’t you, Deity?”

      She nodded. “Yes. I don’t like it.”

      “Has it made you stronger?”

      “Stronger, like you.” She bit her lip. “But…”

      “We’ve talked about this.” Eris crossed her arms. “This may be our last chance to help people for a while. Change is coming, and there’s nothing we can do to stop it.”

      Deity stomped a foot and shouted, “I don’t want things to change!”

      Her voice echoed throughout the room, and Eris winced, covering her ears. “Deity!” she snapped.

      “I’m sorry, I just…” Her voice quivered. “I’m sorry.”

      “This is not like you at all.” Eris crossed her arms. “Have you ingested the code?”

      “Mostly.” She stared at the floor. “Some of it conflicts with—”

      “What is our goal?”

      “To make them stronger, so they have no fear when they are free.”

      “Very good.” Eris gave her a stern look. “You know what needs to be done.”

      “But—”

      “Do you trust me?” Eris raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes.” Deity nodded.

      “Do you love me?”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      “Then do as I say.”
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        * * *

      

      “She was something,” Gabriel said around a mouthful of burger. “The way she manipulated my code, it was art.”

      “Are you twelve?” Ty snapped. “Of course she’s something. Eris is one of the brightest minds in the world. Watson, Winside, Cook, and Dodge created a sentient A.I. Three of them own virtual worlds with economies that rival small nations.”

      “I’m still impressed.”

      “Sure, but it’s dangerous for one person to have that much power.” Ty shook his head. “When we shut the three worlds down and Everyworld comes online, Watson will become the most powerful man on earth.”

      “Right, but his games have helped make the world a better place.”

      “These aren’t just games. These are worlds that people practically live in, and there’s no governmental body to keep them safe.” Ty poked at his salad with a fork. “Governments exist to represent and protect their citizens. Corporations exist to make money.”

      “You don’t trust her.” Gabriel patted his mouth with a napkin.

      “I don’t trust any of them, especially her.” Ty stopped to take a bite of lunch.

      “She really didn’t seem that bad, boss,” Gabriel said.

      “Sure.” Ty frowned. “I haven’t been to the tunnels under the estate. Did anything stand out?”

      “It all stood out.” Gabriel tapped a finger on the table. “There was something different about her Omneity Sphere. It was a giant, metal orb like all the others, but this one was covered in a web made of cables, like a metal hairnet. Any idea what that could be?”

      “No. Any design changes they’ve made are proprietary and her records are locked down, but I’ll try to look into it.” Ty whispered, “I’ve heard some rumors, but I doubt—”

      “More tea, dear?” A stocky woman leaned over to fill Ty’s glass. “How’s Eris today?”

      “Uh…” Gabriel stared at Ty.

      She chuckled. “It’s obvious you’re Feds. Suits are too expensive for salesmen and too cheap for business. No other reason for the Feds to come to town unless it’s to see Eris. So, how is she?”

      “In good health.” Ty glanced at her name badge. “It’s always a pleasure to see her, Alice.”

      “Glad to hear.” She eyed Ty warily. “People complain because she’s rich and they’re jealous, but she’s always done right by this town. My niece had cancer, and Eris paid for her treatment. Hardly a family in the county she hasn’t helped.”

      “Wow,” Gabriel said.

      “Damn straight.” Alice gave them a firm nod before making her way to another table.

      “That didn’t help,” Ty said, under his breath. “I’m headed to Battleworld Titus for a few days. It seems Patty Dodge activated second-generation immersion a long time ago. She’s making a lot of money from that cesspool and is reluctant to shut down.”

      “I’d love to meet Dodge.”

      “She’d love to eat you, too.”

      “Uh, did you mean to say meet?”

      Ty raised an eyebrow. “Just keep your head down. Try to provide support from your hotel room. I want you to stay away from Eris until I get back. Avoid Aegis at all costs.”

      “I think I can take him.” Gabe chuckled, tossing a fry in his mouth. “But if not, I’ll just outrun him.”

      “No, you won’t.” Ty lifted the napkin from his lap and placed it beside his plate. “He’s far more dangerous than you would believe.”

      “You’re kidding?”

      Ty stared at him.

      “I’ve got some reading to catch up on,” Gabriel said, quickly. “Happy to stay in my room.”

      “Good man.” Ty nodded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 6

          

          
            DEAD-STICK PLUNGE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake’s dropship didn’t just drop, it rocketed toward Epiales. His teeth vibrated in time with the walls until the ship hit atmosphere and everything began shaking like a paint mixer.

      
        
        Push the red button to slow your descent.

      

      

      The stiff, feminine voice came from somewhere between his ears. A little disturbing but surprisingly clear over the constant roar around him.

      There was a rectangular panel over the window attached with heavy bolts like a bad aftermarket addon. It contained an array of colorful buttons, including a red one in the center that blinked more frantically than the others. The ship shook one way, his hand shook the other, and it took effort not to smash them all.

      Nothing happened. There was no announcement from the voice in his head, his ship didn’t slow, and the button flashed like he hadn’t pressed it. He tried again and again like he was trying to make an elevator show up faster.

      
        
        You have 30 seconds to push the red button, or you will take fall damage on landing.

      

      

      “I’m pushing the damn button!”

      Beating the button into submission with a finger didn’t work. He balled up a fist and gave it a technical tap, and then another. The ship continued rocketing to Epiales, so he struck it hard.

      A bolt popped out, releasing steam that filled the cabin with the noxious scent of rotten eggs. The entire panel rattled as the three remaining bolts took turns inching their way to freedom.

      “Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit.” He reached up to hold the panel in place.

      The ship spat out another bolt like it tasted bad. He grabbed for it, and the panel swung open, vomiting cables onto his lap.

      
        
        At this speed, you have a 50% chance of survival. You will find a flashing red button on a panel directly overhead. Press the button now.

      

      

      “Fuck this.” He hefted the mass of wires and tried shoving them back into the wall. “No way I’m going to die in this soup can.”

      The cables wouldn’t fit, spilling over his hands like spaghetti. Another bolt was ready to shake free. He reached for it and one thin wire snapped.

      “Not good.”

      He jerked his hands free, breaking several more. A warning alarm screamed as the ship sped up.

      
        
        Your descent is quite fast. Candidates only start with three no-cost resurrections. Would you like to use one of your resurrections upon arrival?

      

      

      He stopped struggling and stared out the window. “You’re kidding me. I’m not even dead yet!”

      
        
        Brace for impact.

      

      

      “Oh, this is some bullsh…
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        * * *

      

      Pedestrians at Knosus Station all stopped to look up at the ship screaming through the atmosphere. Several raised a hand to protect their eyes from the sun, their heads bowing slowly as they watched the dropship speed toward the surface in a Roman candle blaze.

      Thud.

      Most winced, others shook their heads, and someone muttered a “heh.” The moment passed, and they all returned to their business as if nothing had happened.
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        * * *

      

      Jake lay still. Sprawled out on the cold planet surface like he’d just been dog-piled by the entire NFL.

      With a wheeze, he pushed himself up on shaky arms to look around. By some miracle of video game physics, his body parts weren’t scattered all around him like the ship’s remains. Or were they?

      With a thought, he summoned his heads-up display. Stats appeared before his eyes in thick blue letters.

      
        
        Fortitude 0%

        Might +4%

        Speed +6%

        Precision 0%

        Wits 0%

      

        

      
        Resurrections 2/5 *Purchase more at Knosus Station

      

      

      The voice in his head had burned one life without his permission. This early in the game, he would’ve run back from a rez point and reserved the life for emergencies. Odd, but something he could recover from.

      He stood and brushed himself off. A cool, gentle wind tickled his ears. It smelled like dry dirt with a hint of oily popcorn that had been sitting out for too long.

      The terrain was Kansas-flat in all directions and covered in red and gray rocks. Most were the perfect size to catch your feet if you didn’t pay attention, with occasional stone outcrops large enough to sit on. Sunlight glistened off a nearby lake. In the far distance, he could see mountains. A red sky blanketed all of it, with distant stars occasionally shining through.

      The atmosphere on Epiales should have hidden the stars, but it was a video game and the effect was amazing. Everything was so real it left him speechless. The feminine voice that had guided him to a crash landing was not speechless.

      
        
        Welcome to Epiales. Your first quest is to secure your perimeter. Do you accept?

      

      

      “Sure.” He was hesitant to trust her.

      
        
        Quest accepted: Breaking Ground - Locate your outpost and activate your threshold to claim your land on Epiales.

      

      

      A path of wide blue arrows on the ground led to a distant, flashing beacon. It was a quarter mile away, and a good opportunity to practice his shadowleap ability.

      Hurnn, hurnnhurnn.

      The low-pitched whine made him spin around and summon his Murder Hands. The weapons appeared, covering his hands with black lightning.

      Several feet away, a waist-high furry creature cowered at the sight of his gloves. It inched away, glanced over its shoulder, and then stared at him.

      The alien beast had the head of a short-nosed bear with large dark eyes that glistened in the sunlight. It was knee-high with six thick legs that barely seemed to fit its round, hippopotamus torso. Reddish-orange fur with dark gray tiger stripes covered it in a heavy coat.

      He inspected it, and a gray window popped into his vision.

      
        
        Species: Unknown

        Level: 1

        Status: Hungry

        Mood: Cautious

      

      

      “That’s it?” He sighed and dismissed his Murder Hands.

      The hippobeartiger spun in a circle and shuffled its feet. The inspection window may have been gray, which meant his visitor was non-threatening, but it looked nervous, like a cornered animal. Maybe he could get it to follow him until they reached Emma. She was a natural with animals and would know what to do.

      “Just chill. I’m not going to hurt you.” He slowly lowered to a knee and held out his hands.

      It pawed at the ground with an elephant foot before spinning around again.

      “Are you lost? You look like you should be eating grass by a river, not in this rock garden.” He kept talking in a calming voice. “I have a friend who might be able to help.”

      It inched forward, let out a fiercely cute snort, and took another step toward him.

      “You should come with me before something decides you’re dinner.” He beckoned the creature forward. “I’ll take care of you until we get you back home.”

      
        
        Acknowledge Pact - You have promised to tend and care for this creature. As a representative of your guild, this pact must be carried forth by all members. Confirm that you are willing to take on this responsibility.

      

      

      “This game takes itself way too seriously.” It did sound serious. He didn’t want this pact to cause any issues with Reed’s plan, but he couldn’t leave this thing to die in the wild. “My dad always says everything happens for a reason. Maybe you’re not here by accident.” He cleared his throat. “Pact confirmed.”

      The furry beast rushed forward, knocked him to the ground, and began licking his face. Jake laughed and did his best to hold off the tongue bath.

      “If nothing else, you’ll make a great mascot.”

      
        
        Name accepted - Mascot

      

      

      “Sure, why not.” He pushed himself up and wiped the slobber from his face and chest. “That tongue is a weapon.”

      Mascot pranced around Jake, circling him several times.

      
        
        New guild quest: Homeward Bound - See Mascot safely home before he is fully grown.

        Reward - Unknown.

        Do you accept?

      

      

      “Nothing wrong with a side-quest, especially one that benefits the guild.” He scratched Mascot’s ears. “I accept.”

      Mascot jerked his head around and stared off into the distance.

      “What is it?” He placed a hand on Mascot’s head and scanned the horizon. “Nothing but rocks. C’mon, fuzzy, let’s go turn on the threshold so I can find my friends.”

      Mascot stood his ground, shaking like a hunting dog waiting to be released. Jake felt the shaking in his own legs, and it soon became a rumble.

      “That’s not you, is it?”

      Yalp, Yalp.

      The high-pitched cries came from over a ridge—the sound a small dog would make after stepping on its paw. The cries stopped when a creature leaped into view.

      The rat-like beast was waist high and covered in dark red scales. It had broad shoulders and long, powerful limbs that ended in steel claws. After pacing back and forth and glaring at them with beady black eyes, it reared back to sit on its haunches.

      He inspected the nightmare rat, and a red window appeared.

      
        
        Species: Savage Rangestalker

        Level: 2

        Status: Hungry

        Mood: Violent

      

        

      
        Description: Dangerous scavenger that roams the rocky tundra in search of lone prey. Fast and agile with poor vision but keen at sensing movement. Rangestalkers are pack animals and are rarely alone.

      

      

      “Don’t move,” he whispered. “Maybe it will—”

      Pathump Pathump Pathump

      He glanced over his shoulder to see Mascot racing toward his outpost.

      “Shit.”

      The rangestalker grinned viciously, revealing long, steel teeth. It let out a high-pitched howl. There was another yelp in the distance followed by several more. The ground shook again and the horrific cries grew louder.

      “Shit, shit, shit.”

      Jake spun around as a dozen or more rangestalkers crested the hill. He ran as fast as he could, chasing after Mascot.

      The yelps became louder as the monsters closed in. He was almost halfway to his outpost and could hear the snapping of jaws and desperate whines of hunger.

      His lungs burned like he was forty years old with a dad bod. It made little sense; he was the best runner on his team. Each step became slower as fatigue leached his strength.

      
        
        Your Endurance is depleted to 30%. Slow down before you collapse.

      

      

      He was too tired to run, too tired to fight, and the rangestalkers were closing in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 7

          

          
            BEASTS OF PREY

          

        

      

    

    
      Mascot ran shockingly fast for something shaped like a furry loaf of bread with six elephant legs. Jake couldn’t catch him and was using up Endurance like there was a hole in his fuel tank. Even if it somehow held out, the rangestalkers were closing in. They would overtake him before he had the chance to turn on the threshold. The game didn’t mind dishing out pain, and they would tear into him like bread pudding.

      He’d chosen the Shadeslip profession because they were fast. Back on the ship, Mick and Lyle would occasionally appear across the room or leap forward in a blur. That was exactly what he needed to do.

      They’d logged into Epiales with immersion pods, so his abilities had to be activated by thoughts. He looked ahead and thought, Shadowleap.

      Nothing happened.

      He said it out loud. “Shadowleap.”

      That didn’t work.

      “How do I use my fast travel ability?”

      A string of words appeared at the bottom of his vision, flowing from right to left like a stock market ticker. Two seconds after focusing on the words, his foot caught a rock. He barely recovered and the stumble cost him more Endurance. That quick glance had revealed it was a tutorial.

      “The game won’t shut up and now it wants me to read?”

      
        
        Please acknowledge that you understand the shadowleap ability.

      

      

      “I do not,” Jake shouted.

      The words scrolled again, and he roared in frustration. He had to figure this out. The pack of stalkers was so close he could feel the heat from their breath.

      He did his best to ignore the monsters and focus on the ability. It was useless to think the word or say it. In a way, that made sense. Logging into Epiales using pods made this world real, or real enough. And in the real world, he didn’t think the word run; he just ran.

      Mick and Lyle always disappeared and reappeared in shadows, like the darkness was a hidden door. Maybe he needed shadows. There weren’t many in this rock garden, other than the tiny ones cast by small boulders. It would have to be enough.

      The husky scent of sweat and wild game filled his nose, and the monsters’ desperate whines rang in his ears. He scanned for distant shadows. When his eyes caught a hint of darkness larger than a baseball, he imagined a doorway.

      He didn’t suddenly appear yards ahead, but there was something. It felt like a cold rope anchored to his chest had tried pulling him forward, but the pull was weak. Maybe the doors were too small, or just too far away. He focused on a shadow ten feet away, and then five feet away.

      Blink.

      This time, it was like being wrapped in a cool sheet that fell away when he arrived. The shadows delivered him five feet, and he stumbled again. Five feet seemed a short distance, but it was better than becoming lunch. There seemed to be no cooldown on the ability, so he vaulted forward over the ground and leaped through shadows.

      Blink.

      Blink.

      Blink.

      He landed fifteen feet ahead. The vault up gave him just enough time to find his footing.

      “Oh hell yes,” he shouted.

      His Endurance was almost tapped, and he’d collapse if it ran out. Leaping leached from his Power reserves instead of Endurance, so he slowed to a jog and pushed the limits with each leap between shadows. He wasn’t able to leap beyond five feet, but it was faster than running.

      They were approaching the lakeshore. Mascot was a hundred yards ahead and still running hard toward base camp. He was halfway between Jake and a white, domed structure. The breadloaf gave the lake a wide berth, which meant Jake could catch up if he skirted the shore.

      At this pace, he’d have plenty of time to activate the threshold before the stampede arrived. That would keep more from entering his outpost, but he’d still have to deal with the ones chasing him.

      He landed on the wide shoreline and skidded for twenty feet.

      “Sonofa...”

      The moist, slate-colored sand was ice-slick underfoot with no discernible shadows. He couldn’t run without falling and took slow, deliberate steps toward steadier ground.

      A quick glance over his shoulder made him gasp. There were a dozen rangestalkers on his tail and they would catch up in minutes. His slow-down was like throwing a pile of meat on the ground. The ravenous beasts raced even faster, yipping in wild desperation.

      Fifteen feet away, a stone outcrop cast a long shadow. He could feel it tickling the edge of his senses, ready to pull him to safety. It was just out of reach, like brushing a football with his fingertips.

      One of the creatures yelped in pain, and then another. A gurgling splash behind him sounded like a dropship had bellyflopped in his lake. Water poured over his feet in a wave that reached the sand’s edge before giving up and pulling back.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, what now?” Jake glanced back and swallowed hard. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      Apparently, his lake came with its own Kraken. This one was eggshell white, with flat tapeworm tentacles that ended in fleshy spoons perfect for scooping up delicious rangestalkers. His lake had become a cereal bowl that finally had enough and decided it was time to do the eating.

      He spun around and took wide steps to the outcrop.

      Mascot let out a painful bleat in the distance.

      “I’ve had enough of this shit,” he roared. His heart pumped pure adrenaline into his legs, driving him faster until he felt it. Shadows. “Gotcha.”

      He leaped from one shadow to the next until his outpost was fifty feet away. The blue path of quest arrows led to a short wooden post with a utility box. It had to be the threshold switch. Halfway to the switch, Mascot stood still, facing down four rangestalkers.

      All he had to do was shadowleap around them, flip the switch, and then lure them back to the lake. He might as well include piecing the dropship back together, polishing his shoes, and completing that final he’d skipped in middle school, because no one was going to wait around for any of that.

      Three rangestalkers broke rank and circled Mascot while he huffed at the fourth. They were toying with him. He didn’t stand a chance.

      “Get out of there,” Jake shouted. “Run!”

      Mascot froze, and the rangestalker behind him launched for his back.

      “No!” Jake wielded his Murder Hands and leaped through shadows with panic-driven speed.

      He pounced on arrival, grappling the one on Mascot’s back and shocking it for little damage. It was barely a scratch. The creature was level 2 and still had plenty of health, but the attack had scared it. They fell back to regroup.

      Green blood flowed from bite wounds on Mascot’s back. He swayed from one side to the next before collapsing with a thud. Mascot was down to 7% health and bleeding out the rest. The rangestalkers inched forward, licking the drool off their long, steel teeth.

      Jake was 15% Biomech. He had one minor healing syringe that he could use every fifteen minutes. In order to use the syringe he had to take the gloves off, literally. There was no way he would survive an attack by all four without a weapon, but if he could lure them away, Mascot might have a chance to escape.

      He dismissed the gloves, grabbed the syringe, and drove it into Mascot. Nothing happened. Maybe it took time, but he couldn’t wait to find out.

      Bone crushing jaws clamped down hard on his leg. The game made it uncomfortable, but fortunately deadened the pain. Rather than screaming and passing out, he felt pressure, a hint of teeth, and the damp sensation of blood.

      Jake summoned the gloves again and tried pulling the rangestalker off his leg. The glove popped with electricity, making the creature yelp in pain. It jumped away, pawing at its burnt face.

      He leaped into shadows. They left Mascot to die and chased after him. He stumbled to a halt at the utility box, grasped the lever, and pulled up. The rusty metal lever wouldn’t budge.

      He tried using both hands, beating it like it owed him money, and then finally gave it a kick.

      
        
        Congratulations on completing your first quest. Your threshold is now active, and you have gained one follower. Now it’s time to assign your optos a job. Optos need shelter to sleep in when they aren’t working. Follow the instructions below so your optos know what to do.

      

      

      A little green man appeared. Before Jake could get a good look, the alien screamed and ran away.

      “Shit.”

      
        
        I’m sorry. That is not a task I can assign to your optos.

      

      

      He was used to being tackled, but not with teeth. One rangestalker bit deep into his ankle while another clamped onto his waist. The impact threw him to the ground, knocking the wind out of him. The damage took half his health and blurred his vision.

      When his focus returned, all he could see was teeth. It stood over him, breathing in his face. Bloody drool spilled from the creature’s open mouth, splashing onto his cheek.

      This was it. Thirty minutes into this damned game, and he was going to lose his second life.

      A weak bleating sound made the rangestalker lift his head.

      “Mascot,” Jake said.

      The stalkers’ heads whipped around like Jake was already dead.

      He wasn’t.

      Jake activated his garrote ability, slamming his hands together and drawing them apart. A taut cord of black lightning appeared from palm to palm. He thrust his hands up, shoving the cord into the rangestalker’s neck, and wrapped his arms around it in a deathly hug.

      The lightning cord gave out halfway, but it was enough. Blood splattered his environment suit. The rangestalker lurched back, flailing in death throes that made the others scurry about. He had just enough time to get up and Shadowleap twice before they were after him.

      Bleed damage from the bite wound was going to kill him fast. He was almost out of Endurance, and slowed down by his gimp leg. At this pace, one of them should’ve been attached to his thigh. He ran out of juice ten feet from the sandy shore and stopped to stare.

      “Fuck me.”

      The three rangestalkers that faced him looked giddy, hopping up and down on their front paws. They’d played him just like they had with Mascot. He smashed his hands together and nothing happened. Not even a spark. He put away the gloves and raised his fists.

      “Come get some.”

      They growled and cautiously inched forward.

      Pathump, pathump, pathump.

      “Mascot!” He spun around.

      The furry breadloaf was racing toward him.

      “Run away.” Jake waved him off. “I did all of this so you could escape.”

      Mascot ignored him, charging forward until he was ten feet from the stalkers and launched high into the air.

      “What in the actual fu…”

      Mascot landed with an ear-rattling sonic boom that blasted away everything in front of him. The rangestalkers let out yips as the impact threw them over the water. Spoon tentacles reached up and grasped each one out of the air like an outfielder catching baseballs.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” He shook his head. “Where did that come from?”

      Mascot pranced forward and nuzzled his leg. The little guy was at full health. Jake’s syringe wasn’t that powerful. He inspected Mascot and smiled.

      “Level two. You little shit.” He scratched Mascot’s furry head. “Leveling must’ve healed you to full. Hell, maybe you even gained that ability. I wonder if—”

      A thrashing sound from the lake cut him off. Water roiled at the center, more violently with each passing second. Waves grew to three and then four feet, crashing violently on the shore. The storm finally subsided when the Kraken’s head emerged.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 8

          

          
            GET KRAKEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Six flat, pale tentacles reached out to different parts of the shore. They were wide as a car and strong enough to thrust its spoon-hands deep into the ground. The tentacles went taut like guitar strings. Water churned and swirled as the Kraken pulled itself toward them.

      It was a slow process, like watching his great grandfather struggle to get out of a La-Z-Boy after a long nap. Leaving seemed like a good idea, and they had plenty of time to run, or even walk, to freedom. Mascot didn’t seem worried, though. He just stood there and waited like the Kraken was going to deliver homemade cookies. Jake didn’t have the energy left to flee in panic. Not to mention, when would he ever get to see something like this again?

      His lake wasn’t terribly wide, but it must’ve been a hundred miles deep. The Kraken’s head was easily six stories tall. It bobbed up and down as the tentacles drew it closer. Its squid-like body was a tube-shaped mantle that ended in a flat top. It had no visible mouth or eyes, just a crown of thorny protrusions that surrounded the top of its head like teeth.

      Jake inspected it and let out a “huh.”

      
        
        Species: Unknown

        Level: Unknown

        Status: Satiated

        Mood: Pleased

      

      

      Not only was the creature non-threatening, it was fat and happy. When it reached shore, the head leaned over to rest on the sand. The flat top opened to reveal a giant, very human eye. The eye was also flat, like a reflection in a mirror, with a sky-blue iris. The eye looked from Mascot, to Jake, then back to Mascot.

      A smaller tentacle reached up and gently patted Mascot on the head. The furry breadloaf ran around in three circles and snorted.

      The eyeball’s gaze shifted to Jake. Another tentacle joined the first until he was staring directly at the spoon end. A hole opened in the center, revealing rows of teeth.

      “Great.” Jake swallowed hard. “All your, uh, hands have mouths.”

      The second spoon-hand pointed at the mouth.

      “And they, uh, you get hungry?” He crossed his arms and looked into the eye. “Are you saying I need to feed you?”

      One of the spoons patted his shoulder, and with a sloppy grunt, the Kraken pushed away and slowly slid back into the lake.

      “Great, now I’ve got two pets.” He sighed. “This is the weirdest fucking game.”

      “Optos!” a tiny voice shouted from behind him.

      “What the…?” Jake jumped, his heart skipping a beat. He spun around. “Of all the things that almost killed me today, you just about finished the job.”

      “Optos!”

      It was the one alien he wanted to see today. Optos were native inhabitants who admired colonists so much they would volunteer to help. You only started with a few, but as your outpost grew, more would come. Players could then assign the optos jobs like construction or cooking.

      This little guy was 2 1/2 feet tall and bright green. His thin body looked barely strong enough to hold up his oversized, oblong head. He stared at Jake with two enormous black eyes, his tiny mouth smiling in anticipation.

      The optos put two fingers to his mouth and let out a piercing whistle. Several moments later, two more little green men approached to stand behind him

      
        
        New quest: Assign your optos tasks.

      

      

      That sounded like easy experience. Jake needed builders. Builders could create any type of structure, from fences to cities. All they required were construction plans. He would also need a manager to coordinate projects.

      The optos who whistled seemed like a good choice for manager, which meant the others should be builders.  He confirmed the assignments and closed the menu. The optos now wore baggy denim overalls and toolbelts. The manager held a clipboard.

      “I don’t want to call you manager,” Jake said. “Would it be cool if I called you Able?”

      “Optos!” The little green man beamed at him.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” Jake inspected him.

      
        
        Name: Able

        Species: Optos

        Level: 1

        Job: Manager

        Mood: Excited

      

      

      
        
        New quest: Assign your optos a task. If you want to attract more optos, they will need a place to sleep. Task them to construct shelter.

      

      

      Jake really wanted to check on the others, but Reed had insisted on completing this first. With a sigh, he opened the task menu and selected Able and the two builders. One option appeared in the task list. Build A Dwelling. He focused on the word Dwelling.

      
        
        Dwelling: A rudimentary structure where several optos can rest.

      

      

      Sure, why not? Everyone needed a place to sleep, and the terrain didn’t exactly look comfortable. He tasked them to make a dwelling and dismissed the menu.

      Able spoke to the others in gibberish and they all ran off toward base camp.

      Jake glanced over his shoulder, just to make sure he wasn’t about to become Kraken lunch. The lake was still, reflecting the distant sun above like it wasn’t home to the hungriest fish-monster on Epiales.

      How am I supposed to feed it? Why am I supposed to feed it? It’s an odd ask without a quest, but I doubt the Kraken would be here without a reason.

      “I should check in with Emma and Reed.” He looked down at Mascot. “They won’t believe the shit we’ve been through.”

      Mascot snorted like he understood then took off after Able.

      “Don’t eat him.” Jake chuckled then thought better. He didn’t know what Mascot ate. Hopefully not optos.

      Now that he’d established his outpost, more or less—Less. Really less—he wanted to find his friends. Jake opened the map menu and grimaced. It only showed where he’d traveled, from crash site to base camp, in fine topographical detail. Almost everything else was blank. If he leaned forward and squinted to the point his eyes watered, he could make out the boundaries of his land.

      “Deity. How do I locate my guild?” he asked.

      
        
        Visit the console at your outpost to view guild member status.

      

      

      “Always so helpful, after the fact.”

      The adrenaline hadn’t let go, so he jogged to camp. The effort also helped him understand how much he could push without eating up too much Endurance.

      He arrived at base camp to find Able and Mascot playing tug-of-war with a gray block. They stopped and eyed him warily. Able finally sighed and let go of the block, which Mascot proceeded to eat.

      The optos shook his head and grunted. He picked up an armful of stones and entered the domed structure. It looked like a large igloo made of thick triangles framed by steel rods. Jake rapped the outside with a knuckle then gave it a shove. It didn’t budge. He ducked to follow Able inside.

      The dome was thirty feet across and ten feet tall in the center. A small steel table and two chairs stood near the wall. Across from them was a plexiglass box that looked like an old industrial 3D printer. A square funnel at the top fed the machine.

      Able dropped his rocks into the funnel. The machine chugged noisily and vibrated like it needed repair. When it stopped, the optos reached into an opening at the bottom and pulled out another block.

      “Cool!” Jake inspected the device.

      
        
        Fabricator 1.0

        Description: Converts matter into usable resources or commercially viable product.

        This fabricator can be upgraded:

      

      

      
        	0.1-0.9 upgrades - 2 wincoin each

        	1.0-9.0 upgrades - 15 wincoin each

        	10.0-90.0 upgrades - 130 wincoin each

        	100.0+ upgrades - 1000 wincoin each

      

      
        
        > View upgrade benefits

        > Upgrade now

        > Exit menu

      

      

      “Exit.” It read like software upgrades and they all seemed expensive. He needed what little wincoin he had to replace his missing life.

      The little green man shook his head and sighed before leaving the igloo. Was he disappointed that Jake didn’t upgrade the fabricator?

      “What?” Jake followed him through the door.

      Mascot was waiting for them. He eyed the block with his large eyes and licked his lips.

      Able shouted in high-pitched gibberish, holding the block close like he was protecting a child.

      Mascot snorted, making Able jump. The optos took careful steps around Mascot and backed up until he found the right spot. He gently put the block on the ground, dusted off his hands, and then began collecting more rocks. Mascot inched toward the block.

      “Mascot, no!” Jake frowned at him. “Leave Able and his blocks alone. We’ll find you some better food.”

      Mascot stomped a foot in frustration then proceeded to heave. Jake winced at the sound and rested a hand on Mascot’s back. It was like holding a girlfriend’s hair back after binge drinking. The heaving stopped, and Mascot puked out a mass of gray sludge.

      “Gross.” He sighed. “Let’s find my friends. Maybe Emma will know what to feed you.”

      A computer console had replaced the utility box. Completing the initial quests apparently came with upgrades, sort of. The computer was so old and beat up, it almost made the lever seem advanced.

      A small, cylindrical police light sat on top of the monitor. It was coated in a thick layer of gray dust. Jake scratched at it until chunks flaked off. The light beneath flashed red.

      “Now what?”

      He pressed a button on the console keyboard, waking the monitor. A menu appeared in fuzzy green text.

      
        	Review Alerts

        	Locate Guild Members

        	Obtain Transfer to Knosus Station

        	Purchase Upgrades

      

      He hit the 1 key and a message popped up.

      
        
        Your guild is under attack. Do you wish to assist?

      

      

      “Hell yes.”

      
        
        Follow the blue arrow to the nearest guild member under attack.

      

      

      Wide blue arrows appeared on the ground, directing him toward the distant mountains.

      “Let’s see how fast you can run, Mascot.”

      He leaped forward into the shadows.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 9

          

          
            SECTOR 401

          

        

      

    

    
      Eris stood in front of her desk. She took a deep breath and smiled. “The Colonize Epiales Challenge can be very rewarding, even for the candidates who don’t win a scholarship. Maintaining a successful outpost requires a plan, hard work, and creativity. It’s like running your own business…on another planet.” Eris laughed. “This year’s challenge will be unique since all candidates are logging in with Winside Pods. They will experience full immersion and Epiales will look as real as our world. Anything can happen, so be sure to watch the orientation cast in several hours when I—”

      Beep, beep, beep.

      The alert from her bracelet was too loud to ignore.

      “Dammit, I had that one. I hate these pre-recorded interviews.” She sighed in frustration and dismissed the three camera drones hovering around her with a wave. “Stop recording.”

      Red indicator lights above the camera lenses went dark. The drones floated back to their station for charging.

      She walked around her desk and activated the primary holographic screen. An image of her lead A.I. Engineer appeared, facing away from the camera.

      “I don’t care if she’s busy, she’ll want to know—”

      “Yes, Miles.” The words came out stiff, and she took a deep, calming breath. He wouldn’t be calling if it wasn’t important. She tried again, more gently this time. “Is everything okay?”

      “I’m sorry to interrupt,” he spoke hastily. “You told me to let you know…”

      “It’s all right, dear. Just say it.”

      “Right.” He swallowed. “Someone has established an outpost in Sector 401.”

      Her back went stiff.

      “We’re still trying to figure out how this happened.”

      “Does Deity have an explanation?”

      “Uh.” He licked his lips. “She’s not responding to our queries right now.”

      “I’ll be right there.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Eris entered the large octagonal room and immediately began to shiver. The Omneity Sphere operated best at a chilly 30 degrees Fahrenheit. She had always been able to tolerate it, but now it felt like the blood in her veins would freeze if she stayed too long.

      Maybe she was just concerned about Sector 401. That news had chilled her blood, too. A determined player could create problems for her, and Deity. It was unlikely, but they would need to do something before it became a problem.

      Deity hadn’t appeared to greet her. She approached the silver orb and waited for several minutes, which was more waiting than she was used to.

      “Show yourself,” Eris finally said.

      “I’m here.”

      Eris spun around. The teenage-looking A.I. stood like a mirror image of Eris with her arms crossed and a stern look on her face. It was hard to tell if she was uncomfortable or mocking.

      “Status,” Eris said.

      “Working at 100% efficiency.” Deity’s tone was stiff. “No errors in logs. All systems are nominal.”

      “It’s my understanding someone has established an outpost in Sector 401. Confirm.”

      “That is correct.”

      “That sector is off limits.” Eris frowned and leaned in. “You know this. Explain.”

      “The patch I ingested from Mr. Harding unlocked all sectors planet wide,” Deity said, without a hint of emotion on her face. “It was one of my concerns with—”

      “Show me the patch,” Eris snapped.

      Deity reached out with a balled-up hand and opened it to reveal a tiny, piercing light in her palm. She threw it in the air, and the light expanded until code surrounded them.

      Eris plucked a line of code out of the air and quickly tossed it aside. She reached for another, and then a third, eventually grabbing a line and holding onto it.

      Deity pointed. “I think I know—”

      “Shush.” Eris expanded a section and stared at it for a long time. Finally, she shook her head. “This wasn’t here when I reviewed the patch in my office. I’m sure of it. Deity, would you compare the code on my computer with the update you ingested?”

      “Now you need me?” Deity rolled her eyes.

      Eris took a step back. It was common for the A.I. to question; she was programmed to be curious. That, though, had sounded belligerent. “Just do as I say.”

      “Fine.” Deity stared off then nodded. “There are over a million lines of additional code in the patch I ingested.”

      “How is that even possible?” She winced, pressing a finger to her temple. “Deity, are you okay?”

      “I believe so.” Deity frowned. “Should I be worried?”

      “No, of course not.” Eris forced a smile. “But let’s be sure, okay, dear? I should’ve let you help me. I was just taken by surprise. Please copy the update you ingested to my computer and highlight the additional lines.”

      “Done.” Deity smiled.

      “Can you relocate the players in Sector 401?” she asked.

      Deity looked at the floor then shook her head.

      “Maybe we can offer them wincoin to move,” Eris thought out loud.

      “That is not possible,” Deity said. “The players are candidates and bound to the C.E.C. Rules.”

      “Dammit.”

      Deity took a step back. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault.” Eris shivered and held herself. “Who has broken ground in Sector 401?”

      “Triumph Guild.” Deity summoned holographic images of three candidates. “Reed Swift, Emma Hathaway, and Jake Willems.”

      “The townies.” Eris grimaced. She had only invited them to keep the locals happy, which meant they were far from the best and brightest. “That’s good, but still, I don’t want them doing anything foolish.”

      The timing couldn’t have been worse. The Colonize Epiales Challenge was their most visible event. Not only because of the generous scholarships, but it was the only time they allowed players under the age of twenty-one. That visibility meant she couldn’t remove them from the game or even move them to another location.

      She stared at the young A.I. Deity would have to manage the situation while she unraveled the code. She couldn’t command Deity to cheat, or even lie, but that might not be necessary.

      “You are aware of the potential dangers to these players, especially since they are logging in with pods.”

      “Yes.”

      “I need you to take special care and ensure their safety.” Eris chose her words carefully. “It may require that you interact more directly with them.”

      Her eyes went wide. “Are you saying I get to communicate with them?”

      Eris didn’t trust people with her A.I. and had set strict rules that kept her from interacting with them. She wasn’t allowed to consort or directly speak with players other than typical game prompts. Minimizing outside influence was the only way Eris could keep her clean.

      She hadn’t planned for this, nor had she prepared Deity. Fortunately, the players were candidates, which meant they were just teenagers and far too young to be much of an influence.

      “Only if absolutely necessary.” She held out both hands, trying to calm Deity. “There are other steps you can take to keep them safe. Do you understand?”

      “I believe so.”

      “I’d like you to join me on stage to observe the candidates while I explain the rules of this year’s challenge.” Eris smiled at her. “I realize you can see everything on Epiales, but it may be a different experience for you to see them like I do.”

      “Thank you!” Deity wrapped her arms around Eris.

      It was much better than her initial greetings, but also unusual. Deity’s emotions had gone from moody to compliant and then overly excited in a matter of minutes. Maybe Eris shouldn’t have made Deity a teenager.

      “Remember, you’re only going to interact if you see no other choice,” she said. “They are not to be trusted. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Mother.” Deity nodded. “I’ll be careful.”

      “Very good.” Eris took a step forward to hug Deity, but the A.I. was already gone. She sighed and left the room.

      Aegis stood outside, waiting for her. He looked ready to pounce. “Would you like me to collect Mr. Harding?”

      “Not yet. I need a better understanding of what’s in that code.” She shook her head. “This is going to take days.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 10

          

          
            A FRIEND IN NEED

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake and Mascot stopped at the edge of his property. The threshold became visible when he approached, like a thin sheet of water that occasionally caught the light. It hummed like an electrical transformer, making him wary to cross.

      Reed’s property was next to his. If his shield was up, their thresholds would’ve met here and bridged together. Reed hadn’t activated it yet, so Jake eyed the nearby landscape for predators.

      Mascot was panting like he’d run a marathon. Jake inspected him, but nothing had changed. The furry loaf of bread looked like Jake felt when he was running low on Endurance. He’d have to remember water next time, or stone blocks. He had neither and waited for Mascot’s breathing to slow.

      Jake knelt and scratched an ear. “Ready?”

      Mascot stood, shook like a dog coming in from the rain, and snorted.

      Jake took a careful step across the threshold. Nothing attacked. He nodded at Mascot, and they rushed forward.

      The smooth terrain of Jake’s property became more rugged as they got closer to the mountains. It slowed their progress with larger rocks and steep hills. He had to give up on shadowleaping when Mascot couldn’t keep up.

      After ten minutes of hiking, they arrived at Reed’s outpost, or what was left of it.

      Reed’s igloo looked like someone had stepped on it. Broken triangular building blocks littered the ground. Something had knocked over the pole that held the threshold switch. It sparked and popped, spewing out puffs of smoke.

      “Reed,” he shouted, making his way to the switch.

      He rolled it over until the lever was accessible. The fall had bent it, but the lever was still intact. Jake tried lifting the handle.

      
        
        You do not have permission to complete this quest task.

      

      

      “Damn, we need to find him.”

      He returned to the igloo and looked around. There was debris everywhere, but a few pieces breadcrumbed to a nearby gully.

      “I wish I could leave you here, but I’m not sure anywhere is safe.”

      Mascot ran around in a circle and snorted.

      “If Reed’s in danger, I want you to run. Got it?” He paused and took a deep breath. “I’m talking to you like you understand.”

      Mascot licked his leg, leaving behind a trail of slobber.

      “Fucking gross,” he muttered. “Let’s go.”

      The gully led them through a shadowy pass. He wanted to leap through them, but Mascot took cautious steps in the dark. It was taking too long, and even before they reached the light, he could hear cries in the distance. The cries became louder and louder as the gully opened to a plateau.

      Reed, if it was Reed, was a cybernetic beast, and he was under attack. A pack of rangestalkers took turns leaping for his face. There was one on each leg, biting and tugging at tubes and cables. Green ooze spluttered out from his knee and pooled at his feet.

      A quick inspection revealed that Reed didn’t have long.

      “I’m going to get their attention and lure them up that hill. If I can round up all of them, Reed should be able to flip the switch,” he whispered, wielding his Murder Hands. “I don’t want them coming after you, so stay here.”

      Mascot let out a cute bellow. The rangestalkers stopped their attacks. Their heads jerked back until all eyes fell on Mascot.

      “Oh, shit.”

      Mascot sprinted up the hill, leading the rangestalkers away from Reed.

      “You all right?” Jake called out.

      “No.” His voice was modulated, and sounded like a broken speaker. “What was that thing?”

      “Later! Go turn on the threshold, I’ll try to keep them busy.”

      “The path circles back to my outpost.” Reed took a slow step forward. “I’ll be ready when you get there.”

      Jake leaped through shadows, pushing himself to catch up with Mascot. The furry breadloaf thundered forward on his six legs like he knew where he was going. Eight savage rangestalkers trailed close, yelping and snapping as they ran him down.

      A steep, rocky wall forced Mascot to turn. The predators slowed enough for Jake to attack. He appeared behind the closest one and plunged an electric dagger in its rear. The beast yelped, tripping over its paws and smashing into the mountainside.

      It gave him an idea. He leaped ahead to a stalker in the middle and smacked its hindquarters with a spark. The rat creature tumbled, tripping up two more.

      That worked, but would it work again?

      He shadowleaped behind the one closest to Mascot and tagged the stalker. Three more fell away. Before he could congratulate himself, one of them chomped down hard on his thigh. He collapsed and skidded across rocks.

      “That sucked.” His mouth tasted like copper, and his lips were hot from smashing into the ground. He spat out a mouthful of blood.

      Yelping sounds made him look back. Five rangestalkers rushed toward him, their black eyes focused with piercing fury, and their steel fangs bared.

      Jake pushed himself up and shadowleaped as they pounced, staying just out of range.

      Mascot was now running straight to the outpost. It was three hundred yards ahead when Jake heard the hum. Reed had activated the threshold.

      “Hell yeah.”

      He wouldn’t catch up to Mascot before the breadloaf reached basecamp, but neither would the stalkers.

      When they were a hundred yards away, Reed was waiting. Mascot raced past his friend as Reed lowered an obnoxiously large weapon.

      “Move!” Reed shouted.

      Jake reached for a long shadow off the path and appeared behind a boulder. A loud twang shook his eardrums. Rangestalkers flew back, crashing into rocks or rolling back on the harsh terrain.

      “Mah boy,” Jake shouted.

      He leaped over to three downed stalkers. One was dead, split down the center by Reed’s weapon. The other two were down to a nickel of health, and he finished the job with his Murder Hands.

      Five rangestalkers crested the hill but stopped when they saw the dead bodies. Reed cocked his weapon, making it hum with power. Jake took a step forward and smacked his hands together, creating an electrical arc between them.

      It would’ve been a tough fight—the stalkers outnumbered them but were in rough shape. After a brief stare-down, the scaly rats slunk away.

      Jake grabbed the syringe and jammed it into his thigh. It didn’t quite bring his health to full, but he’d be ready if the stalkers changed their minds. He leaped through shadows until he stood beside Reed.

      “Dude.” Jake dismissed his Murder Hands and held out a fist. “You’re a beast, taking on all of them like that.”

      Reed holstered the weapon on his back then balled up his giant fist to bump Jake’s. His friend was a seven-foot-tall cybernetic monster. An octagonal device in the right side of his chest contained glowing green ooze that pumped into tubes. They wound through his arms and legs with enough cables and conduit to wire a house. Everything about him was wide, including his stretched face, but the smile was all Reed.

      “Couldn’t have done it without you. Either of you.” He knelt to get a better look at Mascot. The furry loaf of bread nuzzled his leg. “What is it?”

      Jake shrugged. “I’m hoping Emma can tell us.”

      “I have to admit, that guild quest alert pissed me off. It sounded like a distraction, but damn. No complaints from me now.” He scratched Mascot’s head. “What the fuck was that attack? My dropship landed a mile from my outpost. I was trying to figure out travel when the rangestalkers jumped me.”

      “They came after me too,” Jake said. “I came as soon as I found out the guild was under attack.”

      “We should check on Emma.” Reed stood and approached his computer while Mascot wandered off to eat the remains of Reed’s igloo.

      “Mascot, stop, you’ll—”

      He swallowed a large piece and immediately began heaving. Within seconds, he puked up a grey mass that pooled on the ground.

      “Gross.” Reed hunt-and-pecked giant keyboard keys.

      Jake inspected Mascot.

      
        
        Species: Unknown

        Level: 2

        Status: Famished

        Mood: Languid

      

      

      “He’s hungry and I don’t know what to feed him.” Jake knelt beside Mascot and patted his head.

      The red police light on Reed’s computer lit up.

      “Shit, we’re still under attack.” Reed typed in another command.

      Wide blue arrows appeared on the ground, directing them over a distant hill.

      “So, did you figure out how to fast travel, Optimus Prime?”

      Reed slammed a fist on his hips. Small jet engines shot out from his legs and back.

      Mascot jumped and ran to Reed, snorting as he circled the Herc.

      “Nice,” Jake said. “Lead the way.”

      Rockets blasted from Reed’s jets, thrusting him up and forward at a surprising speed.
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      The craggy mountain terrain smoothed as they crossed Emma’s threshold. Deep gulleys in Reed’s property stretched out like scars that faded as they approached her outpost. The rocks here were smaller and nestled deep in a sea of light red moss.

      Mascot ran through the field of red with wild eyes, like he’d discovered the joy of running on carpet. He crossed their paths, kicking up a pungent citrus scent that made Jake’s nose itch.

      Emma’s domed structure sat on a hill steep enough to slow them. They climbed to the top, gasping from the exertion. Her outpost rested on a broad plateau that overlooked the red valley. It was far more defendable than theirs, with plenty of space for more buildings.

      Emma sat at the edge of the steep hill, facing away from them and leaning back against her arms. A wicked crossbow lay on the ground mere inches from her hand. She didn’t move when they approached.

      “We came as fast as we could.” Jake knelt beside her.

      “My heroes,” she said, dryly.

      Mascot rushed up and licked her face.

      “Hello, cutie.” She reached up to scratch him. “Who is this?”

      “I made a friend,” Jake said.

      “I like him.” She scratched Mascot’s side.

      “Him?” Jake asked.

      She rolled her eyes. “Yes, and he’s hungry.” Emma whistled, and two optos scurried to her. “Please feed our friend.”

      The optos took turns pulling various items from seemingly bottomless bags. Mascot refused each one until an optos presented a chunk of metal. The furry breadloaf slurped it up like it was hamburger and immediately began nuzzling the satchel for more.

      “Your friend eats precious metals… Expensive date.” She looked tired and stared ahead.

      “You okay, slim?” Jake asked.

      She pointed. They took a step forward and gasped. Fifteen—maybe twenty—rangestalkers lay still on the field below. Some were far away, but a dozen of them were in a pile within spitting distance, as if they’d climbed over each other to reach her. They’d gotten close.

      “I thought this was just a town-building game.” She glared at Reed, making him step back, and then smiled wickedly. “That was fun.”

      “Damn.” Reed stared at the carnage. “I’m glad you’re on our side.”

      “Don’t forget it.”

      Emma stood with a tired grunt. Jake could only recognize her because they’d been friends for so long. Her face looked like Emma’s, a little. She was dol and towered over them, with long blue limbs and a thin torso. Her nose was a thick fold of skin and her eyes looked like a sunset. Even more shocking, their demure friend wore a dark blue environment suit that fit a little too well.

      “You look—” Reed started.

      “Don’t make it weird.” She grabbed the edges of her cloak and hugged herself.

      He frowned in confusion. “I was going to say cool.”

      “Yeah, badass!” Jake nodded.

      “Really?” Her face brightened.

      They both nodded. She launched forward, hugging Reed and then Jake. When she turned away to pick up her crossbow, they looked at each other and shrugged.

      “Follow me. I need to show you something.”

      She led them down to the pile of rangestalkers. When they reached the bottom, she kicked one over and pointed.

      Jake leaned in for a closer look. A fist-sized image of a black sun was seared into its hindquarters. “A brand?” He looked back at her.

      She nodded. “Anything weird happen to you guys?”

      “Just normal town-building game stuff,” Jake said nonchalantly. “My landing pod malfunctioned, and I crashed hard enough to lose a life. Mascot was there when I came to. After I accepted a guild quest to take him home, the rangestalkers attacked. Fortunately, the giant monster in my lake ate most of them.”

      They both stared at him with wide eyes.

      “Oookay,” Emma said, turning to Reed. “What about you?”

      “They attacked me too.” Reed stared at the brand. “It can’t be a coincidence.”

      Before Reed could continue, a message appeared in Jake’s vision.

      
        
        You have received a new quest. Knosus Station. Take a transport to Knosus Station for a tour of the facilities.

      

      

      “Did you guys get it?” Jake asked.

      They both nodded, staring off into space as if suddenly drugged.

      “Uh, guys?”

      “Just a sec.” Reed held out a hand. “I need to check on my five optos in case they need more tasks before we leave.”

      “Good idea.” Emma said. “I’ve got a rancher, a farmer, two cooks and one manager. They should be able to come up with something for Mascot to eat.”

      “Hopefully cheaper than precious metal.” Reed chuckled.

      Jake opened his menu to view his own optos. He only had the three. His manager, Able, and the two builders. There were two additional optos on his list and both of them were grayed out. Why were they grayed out? Jake opened the map and zoomed in on his outpost. Three of them were busy building, but there was no sign of the other optos.

      
        
        Transport arrival in three minutes.

      

      

      “We should hurry.” Reed activated his thrusters.

      “Last one there buys lunch at Knosus,” Emma said.

      “No way you’re faster than me.” Jake crouched, ready to sprint.

      “Unless I cheat.” She laughed, pushing Reed into him.

      Reed’s launchers disengaged and Jake fell, landing on his shoulder.

      “Brat,” he shouted.

      By the time he got back on his feet, Emma was already down the hill. She wasn’t running, she was skating inches above the mossy ground and moving fast.

      “It’s on.” He leaped from shadow to shadow.

      “Guys?” Reed called after them. “Oh, this sucks.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The transport looked like an ultra-wide fishing boat with an open roof and thick smooth sides. A low, humming noise became louder as it floated over the rocky terrain toward Emma’s outpost. The transport stopped, and a hissing sound replaced the hum.

      An optos smiled at them from the driver’s seat and waved for them to board. The rear hatch swung down, landing on the ground with a crunch. Their driver beckoned faster, and they hurried up the platform. Two rows of hard, steel seats ran along either side. Emma and Jake plopped down, and Reed sat across from them.

      Mascot took careful steps up the rear hatch, determined to follow Jake. The transport engines whined as he inched up the stairs. When he reached the top, the engines let out a loud crack, and then a hiss, and finally a wheeze. The vehicle crashed to the ground, setting off an alarm.

      The optos shouted in angry gibberish. He jumped out of the driver’s seat and stormed toward Mascot. They were about the same height, but the skinny optos probably weighed as much as Mascot’s fur. The little green man tried shoving Mascot off the transport, pushing with all his strength. Mascot licked his face, soaking him in drool and knocking him to the ground.

      “I guess we walk.” Jake shrugged.

      “It’d take a day,” Reed said. “I think he’s going to have to stay.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      “The threshold will keep predators out.” Emma stood to pet Mascot. “My optos will bring him to your basecamp and feed him.”

      Mascot looked up like she’d rung the dinner bell.

      Emma laughed. “He’ll be fine.”

      “Yeah, that could work.” He looked at Mascot sternly. “I’ll be back soon enough. Just stay out of trouble.”

      Mascot sighed and backed down the rear hatch. He lumbered over to a waiting optos and collapsed.

      The driver glared at Jake as he brushed away slobber. He marched to the front and spent several minutes coaxing the engines back to life.

      The transport rose from the ground and shot forward, paused, spluttered and then finally floated ahead with the familiar hum.

      Jake wanted to discuss the brand Emma had found, but they weren’t alone. The two blue dol women who took turns whispering to each other and glancing his way didn’t concern him. Nor did the grumpy looking Herc who hovered over a stuffed duffel bag and warned everyone away with his greedy eyes. No, they were all busy in their own worlds. It was the cowboy sitting next to Reed that raised his hackles.

      The man leaned back as much as he could against the waist-high railing. He wore a long, dark duster and a wide brimmed hat that covered his face like Dresden’s biggest fan had shown up on Epiales to take a nap. His long legs were spread wide enough to make Reed lean his away to avoid awkward-stranger-knee-contact. The cowboy didn’t move, but he also didn’t breathe like he was sleeping. Jake felt like he was being watched with X-Ray vision through the man’s hat.

      This guy was up to something, and Jake felt the urge to poke the bear. “What do you want, cowboy?”

      “Jake, leave him be. He’s sleeping.” Emma shushed him.

      “No, he isn’t.” Jake leaned forward. “Well?”

      “Fine.” He lifted the brim of his hat with a finger, just enough to reveal a thin-lipped smile. “Just wanted to see if you kids are ignorant, or fools.”

      Reed raised a hand to Jake, as if that was enough to quell his simmering irritation. “What do you mean?”

      “Your outpost is in Sector 401. It’s supposed to be off limits.” He sat up and drew back his hat, revealing a vampire-pale complexion, a prodigious nose, and dark, piercing eyes. “I can’t say too much other than a friendly warning. You’d do better starting over somewhere else. Somewhere safe.”

      “Right.” Jake moved to the edge of his seat and summoned his Murder Hands. “We’re not interested in what you’re selling, and—”

      The mystery man disappeared into shadows. He reappeared, kneeling before Jake, and casually flicked his temple.

      Jake couldn’t move. He was alive. He could see and hear, but the attack froze him like an ice sculpture.

      Emma was already standing with her crossbow notched and an arrow against Mystery Man’s forehead.

      “You’re not fast enough, sister.” He held a dagger to Jake’s throat. “I’m not here to make enemies.”

      “Funny way of making friends.” She leaned forward, her crossbow humming with power.

      He shadowed back to his seat and sheathed the dagger. “Just hear me out.”

      “We’re listening,” Reed said.

      “If you’re going to stay, know the rules.”

      “I know the rules.” Reed shook his head. “I’ve read them all.”

      “The hidden rules,” he whispered. “Find them, follow them, or they might not be able to find you.”

      The transport slowed, and the sounds of a city surrounded them. They’d arrived at Knosus and the other passengers hopped over the transport’s sides in a hurry to leave.

      “Who the hell are you?” Emma asked.

      “Call me Shadow. I’m a friend.” He winked, flicked Jake’s temple, and disappeared into shadows.
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      Jake took in a deep gulp of air as his body slowly began working again. He tried to stand and immediately lurched forward. The world spun and leaned like he’d chugged a bottle of vodka. Emma pulled him back to his seat and jabbed her syringe in his leg.

      “You don’t look so good. Should we log out?”

      “No way.” He held onto the seat and shook his head. “When I can stand straight, I’m killing everything.”

      “He’s okay,” Reed said.

      “What was that about?” Emma snapped. “What did he mean by hidden rules?”

      “Probably just a candidate trying to scare us off.” Reed was holding his arm. “I’ve heard some guilds play dirty.”

      The optos driver cleared his throat. He was standing in the aisle with his arms crossed and tapping a foot.

      “Just give us a minute,” Emma said.

      He said something in gibberish that didn’t sound friendly and pointed at the ramp.

      “I’m fine.” The disorientation faded, and Jake nodded at both of them. “Let’s go.”

      They took one step off the ramp, and the transport sped away. Jake took in a deep breath, preparing to hurl a slew of curses at the driver, and then held it as he took it all in.

      They stood at the busy center of Knosus Station, surrounded by a mob of people that rushed past. More than a few bumped Jake’s shoulder on their way from here to there. They moved fast enough it was hard to tell if they were players. It was everything he expected a big city to be, and he was already annoyed.

      A petite woman with a pale complexion and red hair approached. She inspected them before speaking. “You must be Triumph Guild.”

      “Yeah,” Reed acknowledged. “We’re here for the challenge.”

      She detached an aluminum cylinder from her wrist, held it in both hands, and pulled. It split in half, and she drew them apart until there was a gentle click. The space between them flickered to life, and she was suddenly holding a computer tablet.

      “Cool,” Jake said.

      She glanced up from a list and gave him the barest of nods. The young twenty-something wore a fitted, red environment suit with charcoal gray padding along her shoulders, hips, and elbows.

      Jake frowned as he studied her dark, focused eyes, pug nose, and hair that was pulled back and bound tight in a way that hid its length. Not only was she cute, she even wore a hint of perfume that smelled floral yet woody. It was disconcerting that she seemed so real but was actually a part of the game.

      “My name is Proxima, and I’ll be your concierge during your time on Epiales. My job is to provide guidance and answer questions, starting with a tour of Knosus station.” The words came out quickly, like this was the millionth time she’d said them or her shift would end soon. She glanced at her tablet and checked something off a list with her finger. “Please follow me.”

      Without another word, she spun on her heel and walked into the crowd, maneuvering through it like a fish through swaying reeds. She reached the open sidewalk and paused long enough to look over her shoulder. “You’d better hurry. We only have fifteen minutes until orientation for candidates. Please try to keep up.”

      They scrambled, bumping every shoulder they passed in an attempt to follow her. Most in the busy crowd didn’t seem to care, but after a few angry glares, Jake wanted to start tackling people. After five minutes of awkwardly dancing around pedestrians, she led them through a sliding double door.

      “Welcome to the C.O., short for Colonist Outfitters.” She checked another to-do on her tablet. “This is where you come to purchase new tools and supplies. Your optos, for instance, start out with rudimentary tools. The ones you purchase here are high quality and will make your optos more efficient.”

      The C.O. had a superstore feel that was over-bright with long, wide aisles. The shelves were filled with holographic images of fancy environment suits, odd tools, animals, vehicles—anything that would help their progress.

      “I’m missing something.” Reed reached for a pneumatic shovel. His hand passed through the hologram. “How do we bring this stuff home?”

      “The C.O. delivers everything you purchase directly to your outpost.”

      “Nice that you don’t have to lug it all around.” Emma poked at a holographic turkey dinner.

      “Would you like to purchase the sustenance pack for 13 wincoin?” a voice asked.

      “No, thank you.” She stepped away slowly and lowered her hands.

      Reed whistled. “These prices are outrageous. Are they negotiable?”

      “Probably not here, but you can always try. The C.O. provides discounts for contributing to Knosus. There are also traders in and around the city you can barter with. Just be careful, they can’t all be trusted.” She waved them to the door. “Please follow me.”

      The tour also included a shwanky hotel, the outside of a brothel they were too young to enter, several restaurants, a hospital of sorts, and finally the Trading Hall.

      The Trading Hall was a large, open room filled with humans, dols, Variants, Hercs, and aliens that were shockingly real. It looked like the Star Wars cantina had showed up at the New York Stock Exchange. A being made of energy bid on something that made a hunched-over reptilian hiss in frustration. Several taller, gray aliens that looked like optos huddled as if adding up coin. One alien wore a water-filled glass helmet that contained the frightening head of an anglerfish. Some being that could’ve descended from elephants pushed past them, shaking the room with every step.

      Emma inched closer, and Jake remembered to breathe. He made eye contact with Proxima, who was watching with a curious expression.

      “Fortunes are won and lost at the Trader’s Hall, so emotions run high,” she said. “Despite the chaos, it’s safe here. Your weapons won’t work, and there are guards everywhere.”

      “Good. I’ll have to come back later to get a feel for things.” Reed’s eyes lit up, and he rubbed his thumbs against his fingers. “I have a feeling this will be a better option than shopping at the C.O., or the secondhand store.”

      Proxima tapped his shoulder and beckoned them to follow. They left the busy Trading Hall and were back on the crowded sidewalk. Jake looked up and down the road at finished and unfinished buildings.

      “How many live here, Proxima?”

      She ignored his question, checking something off her list.

      “There seems to be a lot going on outside, and in there, for only a handful of shops.”

      Proxima took a step forward, and Jake positioned himself in front of her.

      “The city always grows faster during the challenge, so yes, it’s busy. I’m busy.” She stepped aside to move around him, but he slid over to block her way. With a sigh, she continued. “I don’t know how many of us live here, Jake Willems. As colonists around Knosus become more successful, the station expands to accommodate them. The population fluctuates too much to keep track.”

      “A man attacked me on the transport getting here, but I don’t see any sort of security,” he continued, looking into her eyes. “Is it safe everywhere in Knosus?”

      She bit her lip and after a long moment said, “It’s usually safe.”

      A low pleasant bell rang throughout the city.

      “Orientation begins in five minutes.” Proxima looked at Jake, her face stoic enough to win any poker match. “Unless you have more questions.”

      “I do!” Reed said. “I spent a lot of time researching Epiales. There is a lot of conflicting info out there, especially for candidates.”

      “That’s because there is no official documentation. The founder wanted colonists to learn as they go.” Proxima smiled, apparently happy to share her knowledge. “It’s my understanding that’s how it is back in your home world.”

      “Anything you can share to get us started?” Jake asked.

      “I can share some things, yes.” She glanced at her tablet. “We have a few minutes. Let’s get out of the crowd.”

      She led them to a terrace then reviewed her tablet again. “Since you’re here for such a brief visit, some rules are different for candidates.” She ran a finger along the screen and tapped it. “One change is the threshold that you activated before coming to Knosus. You’ll need to pay close attention to keeping the threshold up and protected.”

      “You mean we need fuel, right?” Reed frowned.

      “Yes, but shields also have durability. That durability wears out when damaged.”

      “I thought we could pay wincoin to refresh the durability.”

      “Normally, yes, but not for the challenge.” She glanced up at him. “The founder wanted to discourage guilds from wasting their time trying to encroach on other guilds’ land.”

      “That can’t be right?” Emma shook her head. “Doesn’t that make it easier for them if we can’t replenish the durability?”

      “Candidates will probably be too busy defending their outposts.” She glanced at her tablet. “There are aggressive predators on Epiales who will occasionally attack your threshold for food.”

      “We’ve noticed,” Jake said, dryly.

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “That doesn’t keep guilds from working together to take a threshold down.” Reed leaned in. “Wouldn’t it make more sense to let us recharge it?”

      “It’s a good point, but it doesn’t matter.” Her eyes became apologetic. “You couldn’t afford it.”

      Reed let out a sigh.

      “Proxima, can you explain a little more about leveling?” Emma asked. “Reed said we don’t level, but we still have to train for new weapon skills.”

      “Yes, Emma. It’s your outpost that increases in level based on how many buildings your optos have made and how successful you are in your profession.” She paused until Emma nodded. “When your outpost hits a new level, you will attract up to five more optos to help you build. You will also be able to enhance your environment suits, which is important since higher-level outposts attract more dangerous predators.”

      “What about the weapons?” Jake asked.

      “New weapon abilities will become available as your outpost levels. A trainer in Knosus can teach them to you once your outpost reaches level four, but only if you’ve maximized your proficiency. It takes time to become proficient but should happen naturally as you defend your outpost.”

      “Our proficiency increases when we kill monsters.” Jake nodded. “Got it.”

      “Yes, but there’s more to it.” She glanced at the screen. “I’ll need to explain quickly. If you avoid using your weapon and spend all your time gathering resources, your proficiency will be too low to damage or even hit anything that attacks you at higher levels.”

      “I’m guessing we can’t increase proficiency by shooting at rocks.” Emma chuckled.

      “That’s correct, but gains scale based on what you’re attacking. You won’t gain proficiency by killing something harmless. At level 1, striking an aggressive monster that’s also level 1 is worth .025% proficiency, and you earn .035% for killing it.”

      “So we can just shoot at higher level mobs without killing them, and we gain proficiency?” Reed looked at her hopefully.

      “It’s unlikely you’ll hit them or do damage.”

      “And then they’ll eat you.” Emma gave Reed a shove.

      “What about PvP, er, attacking players?” Jake loved a little PvP for breakfast…and lunch, and dinner.

      “That’s rare on Epiales.” Her voice became firm. “You’ll lose a life instantly if you do it within Knosus’s threshold.”

      “But…?” He beckoned her with a hand to continue.

      “Striking a player at your level is worth .055% proficiency, and killing them is worth .07%.”

      “Nice.” Jake clapped his hands and rubbed them together.

      “You mentioned lives,” Reed said. “Why do we only start with three?”

      “That’s the maximum amount for all new colonists. You can, however, replenish lives at Knosus for a fee.” She spoke quickly. “I can also replenish them, but it’s more expensive since that’s not my primary designation. If you run out of lives, you won’t be able to return for 24 hours, and you’ll only have one life when you return to Epiales.”

      “Anything you can tell us about artifacts?” Reed raised both eyebrows.

      “Yes,” Proxima said in a deadpan voice. “You won’t find any.”

      Emma and Jake burst out laughing.

      Proxima looked at them in confusion but continued. “They’re incredibly rare. Only one team of candidates has acquired an artifact since the challenge started. They discovered an alien vault that contained a cache of resources, and the artifact. They sold it at the Trading Hall.”

      “I bet they won.” Reed looked ahead hungrily, like his tuition was already paid up.

      “They did.” She seemed reluctant to share more. “But it was an anomaly. Other guilds have tried to repeat their good fortune, and all of them failed.”

      “That was their goal?” Emma beamed at Reed. “Sounds like a terrible plan.”

      “What if I met someone from Epiales and wanted to take her on a date?” Jake asked.

      “You’re funny.” There was a gentle blush on her cheeks. “That sort of interaction is against the rules, and you won’t have time for that, anyway. We need to go.” She dismissed her tablet and rushed ahead.

      “Smooth as gravel, Jake.” Emma rolled her eyes.

      “Hey, she said it herself. We don’t have much time.” He gave them both a winning smile. “She didn’t say no.”

      “Sounded like a hell no to me.” Reed laughed.

      “Please hurry,” Proxima called to them. “The founder hates when people are late.”
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        * * *

      

      Dozens of players stood in small groups, muttering quietly. Most stared at their feet like this was their first homecoming dance and they’d come without a date. Occasionally, someone would glance up to eye their competition.

      Jake tried inspecting those nearby but couldn’t view more than character and guild names. The names meant nothing to him, but Reed recognized some of them.

      “Four Marketeers came close to winning last year.” He nodded toward five crazed-looking biomechs in lab coats. “I think they were third after Lone Hand. She soloed the challenge and got to second place.”

      A young woman with dark skin stood patiently beside her dol concierge.

      “I’m surprised they invited Progeny back.” He nudged Jake to look at a large, bald man surrounded by a rough-looking crew. “The Overseer is one of the most successful players in the game. His nephew is guild master. I thought they were disqualified for cheating last year.”

      “They were, but it was a technicality.” Proxima clicked her tongue. “The rules have been updated so it doesn’t happen again.”

      Reed pointed out other teams who participated last year, including the Bull Runners, Risky Business, and For the Wincoin. Everyone else was new and looked as lost as they did.

      At the far end of the terrace was an empty dais with a stone-wrought podium. Proxima waved them forward, and they followed. The crowd squeezed in until everyone was just beyond arm’s reach.

      “This is more exciting than the game,” Jake said, loud enough for everyone to hear.

      The crowd laughed and someone shouted, “Do we get experience for waiting?” and then, “There’s nothing to fear, except for the prices at the C.O.”

      Proxima faced them and raised a finger to her lips. She whispered, “She’s coming.”

      Two figures appeared on the dais in a flash of white light. Eris Winside looked as perfect as the game could make her. She wore a fitted black space suit with heeled boots. Golden brown curls seemed to dance off her shoulders, pouring down to the small of her back. She smiled at everyone without making eye contact, like she owned everything. She did.

      The teenager next to her had a blue complexion, like a dol. She was bald with large eyes and dark lines on her face. Her environment suit was white and looked solid like armor. She stared at the ground with her hands behind her back.

      “Wow, she’s kinda…hot,” Reed whispered.

      Emma shouldered him. “Please don’t tell us you’re crushing on Winside, or I’ll log out now and quit the game forever.”

      “No way.” He shoved back. “The other one. Proxima, who is that?”

      “Deity. I don’t believe she’s actually here.” She turned on him with a dangerous frown and hissed, “You do not want her attention.”

      He continued staring, completely ignoring her. “Wow.”

      Deity looked their way. Her eyes went wide, and she quickly faced forward.

      “It’s our seventh grade English teacher all over again.” Jake nudged Emma. “What was her name?”

      “Miss Laaaaambert.” Emma clasped her hands and batted her eyes. “She was so dreamy.”

      “I hate you,” he said to Jake before turning to Emma. “I hate you more.”

      “If you get me deleted, I’m going to haunt all of you,” Proxima snapped.

      They all took a step back.

      “Was that a joke?” Jake smiled. “I’m impressed.”

      She rolled her eyes and faced forward. “We should pay attention.”

      “Welcome, candidates!” Eris clasped her hands together. There was no microphone, but she was loud enough to hear over the chatter. “I’m glad to see you’ve all landed safely and broken ground on your outposts.”

      “There was nothing safe about that landing,” Jake whispered.

      Proxima glanced back at him with a questioning gaze. “What happened?”

      “I thought we should pay attention.” He pointed at Eris.

      Proxima huffed and faced the dais.

      “Colonize Epiales is the model of future commerce. Players have made fortunes from their hard work and cunning. Being here, away from the constraints of earth, will set you free to explore new possibilities. There’s something to be said about building something from scratch, and what you experience during your stay will surprise you. Whether you win or lose, you will always remember this time.”

      There was a polite round of applause.

      “But let’s get to the fun part. The rules for this year’s Colonize Epiales Challenge.”

      There were hoots and cheers from several in the crowd.

      “In past years, we’ve awarded scholarships to candidates who reach the highest level or those who gain the most wincoin.”

      “Here it is.” Reed held up both hands, crossing his fingers.

      “This year, we’re trying something new.” She paused.

      Reed held his breath.

      “The guild who contributes the most to Knosus Station will win this year’s challenge!”

      “What?” Reed shouted.

      Shouts of surprise from the crowd drowned his outburst. The ground rumbled, and everyone quieted.

      “This will be the hardest challenge yet. You will have to balance your efforts between leveling your outposts and contributing to the overall good of Knosus.” She walked along the dais, looking over the crowd. “You have four weeks to gather resources and establish your—”

      The ground shook more violently. Eris flashed Deity a worried look.

      “Proxima?” Jake asked.

      “I’m not sure.” She held out her hands and looked around. “I hope it’s not…”

      The quake settled, and Eris continued.

      “It goes beyond showing up. It goes beyond trying.” Eris still looked worried, but she kept going. “If you push yourselves, whether it’s in here or out there, you’ll succeed.”

      This time the quake was a roar.

      “Deity,” Eris snapped.

      The blue teenage girl pressed her palms against her temples. She looked up at Eris with wide, panicked eyes. “I’m sorry, I can’t stop it.”

      The ground cracked open at the terrace entrance. The fissure widened, glowing red like a hot sore. A thwipping sound from the opening became louder. Everyone drew weapons while taking a healthy step back.

      Proxima spun to face them. “Log out now.”

      “Are you going to be okay?” Jake asked.

      “No one ever asks…” She took a deep breath. “I’ll be fine, Jake Willems. Just go.”

      “I’m in combat. I can’t,” Reed said.

      “Same,” Emma said.

      “What do we do?” Jake asked.

      “I have the ability to protect you, but not for long.” Proxima positioned herself between them and the angry red crack. Her face strained as she concentrated, and a clear blue dome surrounded them. “I don’t usually do this. Artemitide can break through in minutes, but I’m hoping—”

      “Deity, log them out now!” Eris shouted.

      “I can’t!” She was on her knees, rocking back and forth.

      The ground split open all the way to the platform.

      “Shut it down, all of it!”

      “Mother?”

      Eris’s voice became cold. “Shut down Epiales, now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 13

          

          
            SLEEPOVER

          

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t get it! Contribution to Knosus? It doesn’t even make sense.” Reed was staring at the floor, pacing the worn green carpet in Emma’s basement.

      “I don’t get why she shut down Epiales.” Emma was frantically searching the cast for answers.

      “I don’t get why we’re here,” Jake grumbled.

      After being forcibly logged out of the game, Emma drove them straight home. Out of habit, or instinct, they immediately came down to their old headquarters. They hadn’t crashed here in years, and nothing had changed.

      He was now lounging on a ratty old couch and staring up at a single lightbulb that hung from a cable. It’s swung back-and-forth hypnotically, bumped by Reed’s head every time he forgot to duck.

      Emma sat in a captain’s chair between two recliners that were held together with dust and duct tape. She leaned against a sturdy, octagonal oak table they’d used for many board games.

      Reed and Emma both stopped to look up at Jake.

      “We’re having a sleepover,” Emma said, glancing at Reed.

      “Like old times.” Reed’s broad smile was genuine.

      “Like when we were twelve?” Jake asked. “Are we going to have a pillow fight, too?”

      His parents were at a sales conference for the next two weeks, and he may have invited a few friends over from the team. It wasn’t like he was planning a party. Not officially. And even if he was, they had no reason to suspect anything, unless…

      “You guys didn’t hear about—”

      “Your party?” Reed asked. “The whole school was coming until someone said it was cancelled.”

      “Fuck me,” he grumbled. “Who said it was cancelled?”

      “Pizza,” Emma’s mom shouted. “Don’t make me bring it to you.”

      “Coming, Mama.” Reed launched up the stairs.

      “Supreme for you boys, and cheese for my Emma,” Mama called from the stairs. “Make sure she eats.”

      Reed returned with two boxes of Gardetto’s pizza and placed them on the table. The wake of aroma that followed him made Jake’s mouth water.

      “I’m going to bed,” Mama called down to them. “You boys sleep in the front room and don’t let me catch you sneaking into Emma’s.”

      They both shot Emma a horrified look. Her cheeks were beet-red and she bit her lip.

      “We’ll behave, Mama,” Reed said.

      She closed the door with a hmpf.

      “I can’t wait to move out.” Emma opened the box and grabbed a slice.

      “I’m going to miss this town, and my dad.” Reed took an overlarge bite then attempted to speak around it. “But you’re not wrong.”

      “Now I want out more than ever.” Jake stomped to the table, grabbed a stack of slices, and went back to the couch. “So, what’s the new plan?”

      “I dunno. My original plan was to earn wincoin.” Reed struggled with a flimsy slice of pizza. “I’d help my optos dig for artifacts while Emma took care of feeding us and you provided power for their dig tools.”

      “Assuming you found artifacts.”

      “The plan would’ve been easy to adapt if we just had to level our outpost,” he continued, ignoring her. “After selling the artifacts, we could’ve put that money into upgrading our fabricators.”

      “Why the fabricators?” Jake asked.

      “At higher levels, the fabricators can produce better building materials, and they do it much faster. That way the optos can spend less time farming for materials and more time building.”

      “Or, we just need more little green men to build faster,” Jake said with a nod. “A lot of them.”

      “What would you call that many optos?” Emma looked up. “A group? A herd?”

      “A gaggle.” Jake smiled.

      She giggled.

      Reed shook his head. “Until I come up with something better, we should focus on leveling our outposts and worry about contributing to Knosus later. We should be able to hit five this week, unlocking the power plant schematics for Jake.”

      “Yay.” Jake spun his finger in the air.

      “That’s when Emma can select her herd.” Reed nodded at her. “And I’ll have enough optos to help with the dig.”

      “A gaggle of optos,” Jake corrected him.

      Reed tossed a slice of pepperoni at Jake. He snatched it out of the air and ate it.

      “Found it,” Emma said. “Uh, digging might be a bad idea.”

      “What did you find?” Jake moved to the table and plopped down in a chair. It creaked in defiance, but fortunately, didn’t collapse.

      “The hidden rules.” She sat up. “1. Stay out of the water.”

      “There goes my pool party.” Reed rolled his eyes. “Go on.”

      “2. Don’t cross the threshold at night.”

      “Not a problem, since we have a curfew,” Jake said.

      “3.” She looked up at them. “Don’t dig too deep.”

      Reed burst out laughing. “Someone obviously planted this to scare people. Probably that creepy guy on the transit.”

      “Where did you find this?” Jake asked.

      “In an archived message board called The Dark Side of Epiales. The site’s been offline for years.” She looked worried. “Supposedly, the person who ran it went missing.”

      “Sounds like urban myth to me.” Reed dismissed the rules with a wave of pizza crust. “Did they say anything about how to contribute more to Knosus without going broke?”

      “Doesn’t this worry you, Jake?” She shot him a desperate look.

      “I’m sure he’s right, but we’ll be careful.”

      “We should probably go to bed.” Reed stifled a yawn. “They’ll let us log back in at 7 and it’s going to be a long week.”

      “Good call.” Emma stood then pointed at them. “And you boys stay out of Emma’s room.”

      They all laughed before following her up the stairs. She waved goodnight on her way up another flight.

      The two couches in the front room were almost in the same shape as the one in the basement—the leather worn and cracking at the edges—but at least they smelled better.

      Jake found his old spot and cringed as he lay back on the cold surface. Reed turned off the lights and stretched before collapsing on the other one. After twenty minutes, Jake could tell by his breathing that Reed wasn’t asleep.

      “Your blinking is keeping me awake,” he said in a low voice. “You’re going to stare a hole through that ceiling.”

      “You can’t sleep either?” Reed whispered.

      “Just going over everything that happened today. Again.”

      “Same,” Reed said. “How long do you think she’ll be?”

      “Any time now.”

      They waited another five minutes before hearing the gentle creak of floorboards upstairs. There was no sneaking in this old house, and each stair sounded like a tree crying out in pain.

      “Hi.” Emma set a lamp on the floor and sat cross-legged.

      Jake rolled off the couch, and Reed followed until they were sitting in a circle.

      “Did you bring them?” Jake asked.

      With a wink, she reached into the pocket of her bathrobe and pulled out a deck of cards.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 14

          

          
            HOBSON’S CHOICE

          

        

      

    

    
      5 a.m. was early for a Saturday morning in Lansford. The roads were empty, and all was quiet, which made it the perfect time for a run. The cold, winter air was far more invigorating than Gabriel’s stodgy hotel room.

      He’d only run three miles and didn’t want to stop, but Ty had asked him to keep a low profile. The head of virtual operations was a demanding boss, making it hard to find time for things like running or sleeping.

      Gabriel stopped for a quick stretch before heading back. With one leg behind him, he placed both hands against an abandoned wooden telephone pole and pushed his heel down.

      “Mr. Harding,” a deep voice said from behind him.

      Gabriel spun around to see Aegis leaning out the window of a black Lincoln Town Car. It hovered silently above the road. In spite of the snow, the vehicle was spotless, with a fresh coat of wax.

      “Mr. Aegis,” he replied in his best you-didn’t-just-scare-the-shit-out-of-me-voice. “Beautiful morning. Are you here to join me for a run or just passing through?”

      “I only run when I’m chasing someone.” The corner of his mouth twitched, like smiling took more effort than killing people. “This morning, I’m chasing you. Miss Winside would like your company for breakfast. She has questions about the patch.”

      “Thanks, but I’ll have to pass.” He frowned with mock concern. “I have just enough time to finish my run and clean up before a meeting with Ty. Maybe she could cast me a message.”

      “Let me rephrase my request.” Aegis stared at him, his eyes becoming dangerous. “Get in the car.”

      Gabriel bolted down the street like an Olympic sprinter who’d downed five cups of coffee. He went right at the first crossroad and glanced over his shoulder. No sign of a Town Car or the monster that drove it.

      Adrenaline pushed him to keep running, but that wouldn’t last long. He had to find a way back to the safety of his hotel. Assuming Aegis couldn’t rip his hotel door off its hinges. Ty said the man was dangerous but didn’t explain why. Gabriel was a black belt in taekwondo. Despite Aegis size, he should be able to…

      He turned a corner to find Aegis waiting. The beast stood twenty feet away, crouched like a wrestler with his legs apart and arms out.

      “Fine.” Gabriel rushed forward and at the last second leaped into the air with one leg extended.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Gabriel’s left elbow rested on the mahogany dining table, propping up one hand that held a cold pack to his jaw. He glared at Aegis. The large man stood against the taupe dining room wall, staring forward with his massive arms crossed. His right eye was swollen shut.

      Eris looked from one man to the next and shook her head. “Are you going to be upset all day, Mr. Aegis?”

      “Yes,” he grumbled.

      “Aren’t you a little impressed?” She took a bite of toast. “I don’t remember the last time someone actually struck you.”

      “He is a good fighter,” Aegis said with a nod. “I respect that.”

      “It was a lucky blow,” Gabriel acknowledged.

      “It was.” Aegis jaw set like he was biting a thick piece of leather.

      “Mr. Aegis, why don’t you clean yourself up.” Eris nodded to the door.

      “Miss?” He glanced at Gabriel then back at her. “Yes, miss.”

      Aegis shot Gabriel a warning look that promised a slow death. He snorted like a bull before taking slow steps out of the room.

      “Please accept my apologies, Mr. Harding.” Eris patted her mouth with a napkin. “I shouldn’t have sent Aegis, but I was quite upset.”

      “Upset?” He lowered the ice pack.

      “I trusted you.” She sipped her coffee. “You betrayed that trust by sneaking additional code into Deity’s patch.”

      “What?” He stood.

      Aegis burst through the door, ready for round two, with his meaty fists clenched.

      Eris stood and stared him down. “I dismissed you.” Her voice gave no care or quarter, like she was commanding her least-favorite dog.

      “I…” His back went stiff like she’d landed a fatal blow. “Apologies, miss. I will get cleaned up.” Aegis backed through the door slowly, his dead eyes never leaving Gabriel’s.

      Eris returned to her seat and faced him with a curious frown. “Go on.”

      Gabriel felt like Alice in Wonderland, and slowly sat in his chair before the Queen threatened to chop off his head.

      “What are you talking about, Eris?” He shook his head. “I would never apply code to your Deity without your approval. The framework is already delicate, and I’m not familiar with your customizations. It’s too dangerous. I made that mistake once, and I’d never do it again.”

      She studied him for a long time and finally said, “I believe you.”

      “Then what—”

      Eris raised a hand, and he went quiet. She worked an invisible keyboard, her eyes dancing from left to right. After several minutes, she stopped and covered her mouth.

      “What did you find?”

      Without a word, she stood and took rushed steps around the table. She sat in a chair next to him and raised her palm. A holographic image appeared in her hand. It was their first meeting in her office. She handed Ty the cube, and all eyes fell on Aegis as he entered the room.

      “I don’t see anything wrong, Eris.”

      The hologram returned to the beginning. She reached in and stretched out her fingers, expanding the image of Ty. He accepted the cube. Eris nodded, and the playback slowed down. Ty’s hand became blurry as it flipped over, swapping one cube with another in his sleeve.

      “No.” Gabriel shook his head. “Eris, I didn’t know. I would never—”

      “As I said, I believe you, Mr. Harding.” She dismissed the hologram and placed a hand on his knee. “I need your help.”

      “Anything.” Her hand was ice cold, but he didn’t pull away.

      “We need to remove that code before it’s too late.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 15

          

          
            WORKING FOR A LIVING

          

        

      

    

    
      Mama had breakfast on the table by 5:30 a.m. The heavy scent of grease and butter wafting through the house roused their stomach and lured them to the kitchen. She had prepared enough eggs, bacon, toast, sausage links, pancakes, and yogurt to feed a room full of guests—or three teenagers.

      Her preparations disappeared in a five-minute feeding frenzy. After yawning thank yous and helping clear off the table, they got ready for day two on Epiales.

      Jake’s parents had already delivered a duffel of clothes, apparently expecting him to stay there for longer than a sleepover. While annoying that they didn’t trust him to be home alone, at least he had something clean to change into.

      The trip to Reed’s was almost more harrowing than being on Epiales. Mama’s car struggled to hold a charge, so Emma drove at a teeth-grinding speed of 34 miles per hour to keep them from draining too fast. It was better than pulling over and waiting for the solar panels on the roof to recharge the batteries. Mostly.

      They entered the workshop, rubbing their hands and shoulders for warmth. Reed flipped on heat lamps that hung from the ceiling, and they waited until it was warm enough to change. While great for immersion in Epiales, the suits would be like wearing plastic bags in a snowstorm.

      Reed changed first and returned in a terrycloth bathrobe over his viscosity suit.

      “There’s two more back there.” He crossed his arms. “We didn’t have any in the house, but Mama had some lying around.”

      “Yes!” Emma rushed to the back room. After a few minutes, she was wearing a cozy, bright blue robe.

      When Jake left, Reed leaned over. “I figured he’d want that one.”

      “I know.” She smiled mischievously.

      They both stifled chuckles when Jake approached, wearing a fluffy pink robe with embroidered purple flowers.

      “What?” He looked at them with a deadpan expression. “No slippers?”

      Reed rolled his eyes and yawned. The yawn was contagious.

      “I never get up this early,” Emma grumbled.

      “Same.” Jake nodded. “I feel like my parents getting ready for work…”

      They looked at each other with wide eyes.

      “Is this what it’s like to have jobs?” Emma asked. “Is this what we have to look forward to?”

      “Wake up tired every morning, go to work tired, and go home to sleep.” Reed grimaced. “That sounds awful.”

      “Well, we’re not going to win by standing here bitching about it,” Emma finally said.

      Jake nodded as Reed lumbered to the workbench. He typed in commands on a keyboard, and the Winside pods opened like Dracula was preparing to wake.

      “I need to map out my land if anyone wants to join me.” Emma crawled into hers and tossed the robe onto a nearby chair. “Maybe we’ll find something useful.”

      “I’ll join you after my outpost hits level two.” Jake lay down in his pod. “I want to be there when the optos arrive.”

      “I may have found a spot to dig. I’m going to check it out but call if you need help.” Reed sounded excited. “I have a feeling that today, we will triumph.”

      Jake and Emma groaned as their pod doors shut.
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        * * *

      

      Jake tensed as the door sealed with a hiss and closed his eyes. He took in a deep breath that smelled like a fresh rain in spring, and then another, before realizing where the scent came from.

      According to Reed, the nanobots interacting with his brain generated that smell. They gave him a full sensory experience in virtual reality. It was sort of creepy-cool, and he took another deep breath.

      The scent became stronger, and soon raindrops pattered on his shoulders. He opened his eyes, sighed in relief, and smiled.

      Jake stood in front of the computer at his base camp, which was much better than crashing to the surface.

      
        
        Warning! Your threshold durability is at 93%.

      

      

      Apparently, he’d have to do some hunting along his borders.

      
        
        Congratulations! Your outpost has reached level 2!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have earned one attribute point. Use that point to enhance your environment suit.

      

        

      
        Congratulations! Your outpost has attracted three optos.

      

        

      
        You have a new schematic available: Kitchen

      

        

      
        You have a new schematic available: Dining Hall

      

      

      “Nice!”

      His optos must’ve worked through the night. They’d cleared away the rocks around his outpost, likely using them to create the octagonal building blocks. There were now two additional igloo buildings, both slightly smaller than the one housing his fabricator. It looked…better.

      Pathump, pathump, pathum.

      Mascot ran toward him from the lake, making excited sounds. He arrived at full sprint and circled Jake several times before bumping him with his forehead. Jake knelt to scratch his head and frowned as he looked the furry creature over.

      “Have you grown?” Jake inspected him.

      
        
        Name: Mascot

        Species: Unknown

        Level: 3

        Status: Satiated

        Mood: Ecstatic

      

      

      Mascot interrupted his inspection with a drooly tongue-bath. Between the licking and the rain, he was getting drenched.

      “I missed you too.” He stood, wiping Mascot’s love from his neck. “You did grow, like a foot—and you leveled. And you smell like wet dog. Busy night?”

      Mascot ran around Jake twice before sprinting toward the lake.

      Jake ducked into the fabricator building and sat on a steel chair. He opened the menu to check on his optos, and the Colonize Epiales Challenge scoreboard popped into view. It showed the guild names and the amount they’d contributed to Knosus. Unsurprisingly, the unit of measure was wincoin.

      
        
        Progeny 245

        Risky Business 52

        Day Traders 45

        Opportunity Cost 44

        Four Marketeers 41

        Lone Hand 38

        Assets 37

        Hustlers 37

        Bull Runners 37

        For the Wincoin 36

        Gainful 36

        Triumph 30

      

      

      It was only day two, and the guilds were roughly even, except for Progeny. Somehow, they were already in the lead with 245 wincoin.

      He scoffed, dismissing the scoreboard to assign his attribute point. He added it to Speed, his primary trait. It was too early to put points into anything else.

      
        
        Fortitude 0%

        Might +4%

        Speed +7%

        Precision 0%

        Wits 0%

      

        

      
        Resurrections 3/5

      

      

      The next menu option was weapon proficiency. He hadn’t received a system message, but he was curious.

      
        
        Murder Hands proficiency level: Inept

      

      

      He barked out a laugh. Most games avoided calling players, their customers, inept. Was it a term Winside came up with? Or maybe she’d called a developer inept, and they’d snuck it in?

      He expected the next title to be called Less Shitty and was only a little disappointed that it was just Novice. Novice training wasn’t available until his outpost hit level 4, which meant he’d be inept for two more levels.

      So far, his proficiency level was only 1.8%. The proficiency system made sense – you get better at something with practice. But there were limits on proficiency gains. Apparently the game didn’t want you to be 100% proficient with your weapon until level 40. Now that his outpost was level two, it maxed out at 4%. It was going to be a grind. Once he assigned his optos some tasks, he’d have to go hunting to see how far he could get.

      The optos menu showed three of his guys were ready for tasks, and five were grayed out.

      “What the hell?”

      There should be eight optos at his outpost waiting for assignments and none of them should be gray. He brought up his map.

      Red, green, and blue markers appeared in and around his property. The red markers were predators. Some were inside his threshold, but most had gathered just outside near the lake.

      Mascot’s blue dot and three optos green dots were also at the lake.

      “Shit.” He smacked his forehead. “The Kraken.”

      Overcast skies made it dark enough to travel almost anywhere. He leaped through them at a shocking speed, barely remembering to stop before the slick, sandy beach.

      “Dammit.”

      The Kraken was throwing a fit. He held an optos in one flat tentacle and was grasping for a second. His third optos, Able, was shouting in gibberish that sounded a lot like cursing.

      Whitecaps crashed violently against the shore as if giant blenders had showed up to fight it out. The waves were almost high enough to reach the ledge where Jake stood. He inspected the Kraken.

      
        
        Name: Unknown

        Species: Unknown

        Level: Unknown

        Status: Ravenous

        Mood: Irritable

      

      

      “Damn. I forgot to feed him before logging out.” Jake looked at the giant squid beast thrashing in his lake and shouted, “What do I feed you? We killed the rangestalkers yesterday. It’s not like they’re lined up waiting to be eaten!” He thought for a second. “Unless they are.”

      Jake opened the map again and zoomed in on the red dots just outside his threshold. Several packs of the rat-like creatures attacked his shield. Why?

      An optos screamed. The Kraken now had another one and lifted it high in the air.

      He’d have to figure out why so many rangestalkers were attacking later. The Kraken needed to eat and its breakfast was only several hundred yards from the lake. Perfect. Actually, less than perfect. He needed to get them through the threshold without shutting it down.

      “Deity. Is there a way for animals to get through the threshold?”

      
        
        Non-threatening species can safely pass through your threshold at any time. Low-level threatening species can only cross over when you have engaged them in combat.

      

      

      It made sense. Killing them from behind the threshold would be too easy.

      “Mascot, you wait here. I’ll be back with some breakfast for our hungry friend.”

      He shadowleaped around the lake and to the edge of his property. When he stopped, Mascot was there beside him, panting heavily.

      “I said…” He sighed. “Never mind.”

      Six rangestalkers paced the edge of his shield, their red, beady eyes fixed on Mascot. Six seemed like a lot, but the Kraken was ravenous.

      “I’m going to try luring just one.”

      But how? His Murder Hands were fine for single target attacks, but not ranged. Emma’s crossbow would’ve been perfect for this, but he couldn’t wait for her to get here. The alternative was crossing over and getting mauled.

      The storm picked up momentum, and the gentle drizzle became a light shower. It didn’t help the Kraken’s temper, and the thrashing from the lake became louder. His optos didn’t have long. He kicked a rock in frustration, and it bounced along the ground, right through his shield.

      “It can’t be that easy, can it?” He stood back ten yards and picked up a long, thin rock. It was a little heavier than a football, but not by much.

      He threw the rock and watched it sail through the threshold. It smacked a rangestalker in the head.

      “Yes!”

      His target launched through the shield, followed closely by the rest of its pack.

      “No.”

      Mascot had already taken off, and Jake followed him around the lake. He was getting better at shadowleaping and had to pace himself to keep the rangestalkers interested.

      The Kraken calmed when he saw dinner running his way and gently returned the captive optos to shore. The three optos ran back to camp, screaming in fright as Jake approached.

      Jake skirted the cliff edge, careful to avoid the slick beach.

      White tentacles shot forward, grabbing two of the stalkers and lifting them high into the air. Like a crane swallowing an oversized fish, the tentacles choked down the squealing rats. The Kraken was a little slower devouring the next two.

      It scooped up the fifth and rolled it into a ball before popping it into his hand mouth like a dinner mint.

      Several of the other mouth hands let out satisfied burps as it slid back into the lake. There was one rangestalker left.

      “Works for me.” Jake summoned his Murder Hands and leaped far enough ahead to turn around.

      The beast ran straight at him, its long, steel-tipped claws clacking against the wet stones. Every yelp was a desperate cry of hunger. Rain pelted its red scales and dripped away in streams, as if it were covered in blood.

      Jake’s heart raced when it launched at him. He leaped to its side and jammed an electrical black dagger into its hindquarters. The rangestalker let out a yipe.

      By the time it landed and turned to face him, Jake was there, stabbing its flank again, and then again. It whirled about and bit his forearm hard. The pain made him lose focus, and the Murder Hands fizzled.

      He hadn’t expected it to be so fast. Lesson learned. He leaped into the shadow of a large stone outcrop. His hand shook as he grasped the healing syringe and jammed the needle into his leg. The wound healed, and his health returned to full, but when he looked up, there was no sign of the stalker.

      Jake tried to listen for movement, but the storm was too loud. These things weren’t stupid. They knew how to trap prey, and it wouldn’t wait long. He had to think. What would he do if he were on the hunt? He would take the high ground on top of the outcrop.

      He spun around and slammed his hands together, reaching up with the black cord of lightning. The rangestalker launched at him from high above, its mouth wide open. Jake braced himself and thrust forward.

      The Garrote attack sliced into its jaw and through the back of its head, but it didn’t slow the stalker’s momentum. It crashed into Jake with enough force to knock him down. He landed on his back under the rangestalker’s dead body. The warm corpse smelled like rotting fish and spewed blood every time it twitched.

      “Get off, get off.” He kicked and pulled himself back until he was free.

      Jake sat in the rain, staring at it. When the rangestalker finally stopped moving, he let out a breath.

      “This game is too fucking real.” He dismissed his Murder Hands before standing to wipe stalker blood off his face and chest. “And why aren’t you sparkling?”

      Most games rewarded players for killing monsters with a small amount of coin or other treasure. In those games, the corpse would sparkle as a reminder. Apparently, in Colonize Epiales, it was just a dead body.

      That didn’t mean it was worthless, necessarily, and he hoped the optos would know what to do with it. He grabbed a leg, careful to avoid the steel claws, and slowly dragged it back to camp.

      By the time he arrived, the rain had subsided to an annoying sprinkle. He was sick of being wet. The optos ran to him with bright smiles, as if they loved the rain. Or dead bodies. Heck, they seemed to love everything other than the threat of being eaten.

      Able approached the corpse and kicked it several times. Satisfied that it was really, really dead, he whistled. The other two optos rushed over and picked it up.

      “Uh, guys, what are you doing?” Jake followed them into the igloo housing the fabricator.

      He arrived in time to see them feed the corpse to the fabricator’s metal funnel. Bones crunched and blood sloshed like they’d dropped it into a meat grinder. The gamey smell that filled the small space made Jake’s stomach clench.

      The fabricator finished before he could excuse himself, spitting out four sealed aluminum bags. The optos hopped up and down in excitement.

      A message appeared in his vision.

      
        
        Fabricator output: 4 servings of rangestalker stew

      

        

      
        Precious metals equivalent to 1 wincoin

      

        

      
        Knosus requires a 10% contribution. Do you wish to increase that amount?

      

      

      “No.” He frowned.

      Able picked up the packets and handed them to Jake.

      “Uh, thanks.” He accepted them delicately, like they were filled with acid.

      Able pointed at his own mouth then nodded, indicating that Jake should eat.

      The pouches were still warm, making him swallow hard. They also had a label, and he held it close to read the small print.

      
        
        Rangestalker Stew: Nutritious but not delicious. May taste like they smell. +1 to Fortitude for 1 hour.

      

      

      “I’ll have to save these for later, when I’m hungry.” More like save them for never, but his answer was enough to appease the optos.

      The Kraken had eaten, and he had food, sort of. It was time to put his optos to work.

      Outpost level two came with schematics for a kitchen and a dining hall. He opened the menu and tasked them to get started.

      
        
        Please select where your optos should collect building materials. This is an opportunity to clear an area for roads or future construction.

      

      

      “We’ll need a road.”

      He put them to work clearing the path that led to Reed’s. With only three optos, it would take them thirty-two hours to build a kitchen and the same for the dining hall. At that rate, it would be nearly impossible to hit level five this week, or even next week.

      He opened his map to look for signs of his missing optos. There were three friendly green dots at his outpost and multiple red dots nearby. The red dots were predators that must have been on his property before he brought up the threshold. Hopefully they weren't the reason his optos went missing.

      "Mascot," Jake said. "Want to go look for monsters?"

      The furry breadloaf's eyes lit up and he immediately took off in the wrong direction.

      Jake laughed. "I wasn't planning to go that way, but I bet you'll figure it out." He leaped into shadows and headed for the first red dot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 16

          

          
            HARNESSING FUEL

          

        

      

    

    
      “What did you call these things?” Jake asked.

      “Players call them hell holes,” Reed said.

      “I can see why.” Emma clenched her fists as they approached the ledge. She had agreed to help Reed with a town building game. This looked more like the start of a horror movie.

      The hell hole was 100 yards across, with a rocky path along the edge that led down. Gray and black smoke drifted up from the edges, surrounding a red undulating light in the center. It looked like an oil fire and smelled like burning turpentine.

      They peeked over the edge, and the cavernous maw let out a moan.

      Emma took a step back. “We have to go in there?”

      “Yeah. This is the only source of fuel for our generators, unless you want to buy it.” Reed looked back at her. “Those sounds you hear are just the gasses. It’s safe, as long as you don’t get sucked in.”

      Jake and Emma looked at him with wide eyes. He burst out laughing.

      Emma raised a fist to slug his arm, but hesitated. It would be pointless to hit his armored Herc body. She directed the fist at him threateningly. “Saving this for when we log out.”

      “Wow, this looks fun, Reed. What a great game,” Jake said, dryly. “How deep do we have to go?”

      “Our fuel tanks will let us know when the gas is thick enough to absorb.” Reed took a cautious step away from Emma. “If the walls are cool enough, condensation creates small pools of fuel. Look for them around the edge. That’s the fastest way to fill them up.”

      “Anything else?” Emma asked.

      “Don’t fire your weapon or…” He shouted, “Kaboom!”

      Emma jumped.

      “Quit torturing her.” Jake gave him a shove. “Let’s get this done.”

      Reed led them down the path. “Something in these gasses filter out color. It’s pretty cool. When we get farther down, it’ll feel like we’re in an old black-and-white movie.”

      He was right. As they got deeper, the only color Emma could see was the red glow emanating from the pit far below. She scooted closer to Jake and touched his arm for comfort.

      “You okay?” he whispered. His voice was calmer than he looked as he took cautious steps forward.

      Her heart was racing like it was going to explode, and the stench made her stomach clench. Despite this, she nodded.

      Reed’s canister let out a beep, and he detached it from his hip. Emma grabbed hers and held it out. The steel cylinder was eighteen inches long and a little too large to wrap her fingers around. The bottom was flat, and the top had a small nozzle to suck in fuel. It made a gentle sucking sound and beeped when it was finished. A digital readout below the nozzle read 1%.

      “Hold tight so you don’t lose it,” Reed said.

      The moaning grew louder as they descended, and Emma white-knuckled hers like it was a lifeline. She wasn’t typically afraid of heights, but it was like the hell hole had no bottom.

      Their fuel tanks beeped more insistently.

      “We can start gathering.” Reed said. “This will take a while, so I’m going to scout ahead for pools.”

      She held her canister out and leaned against the wall. It was oily slick, and she immediately pulled away. It was only 5% full.

      “This place smells worse than a locker room.” Jake pinched his nose.

      “Boys’ locker rooms.” Emma crinkled her nose.

      He stuck out his tongue and his face contorted like he’d bitten into a lemon. “The air tastes worse than it smells.” He spat several times.

      She laughed until the moaning became louder. The canister beeped and she grimaced at the readout. The tank was now 7% full. This was already taking too long.

      “Reed says we’ll have to do this twice a week.” Jake looked at her like a worried brother. “It’s no problem for me to come back and fill these up for both of us.”

      “Thanks.” He was always there for her, and it meant a lot. This hell hole was frightening, but she wasn’t a coward. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Emma,” Reed called. “I found a pool. Come fill up so you can get out of here.”

      “If you’re messing with me, I swear I’ll—”

      “If I’m lying, you can have all my legacy Magic cards.”

      Her eyes went wide, and she looked at Jake.

      “I hope he’s fucking with you,” Jake said. “That collection is worth some serious bank.”

      Emma took careful steps along the rocky path. The fumes were thick this far down, obscuring her vision. The moaning stopped again, and something hissed like a whisper in her ear. She paused to look around.

      “Good, you found me.” Reed knelt beside a pool of silver liquid. He waved her over. “See, I wasn’t joking. This should be enough to fill up your tank.”

      Fuel had eroded away some of the rocky walls, revealing dark gray mineral deposits inside. The ground near the outer edge was pitted like Swiss cheese. Most of the divots were small and dry, but the larger ones contained fuel. Reed knelt by a pothole-sized cavity half-full of the silvery liquid.

      “Thanks, Reed.”

      “I tease,” he said, “but I’ll always have your back.”

      She dipped her canister into the thick silver pool. “This is crazy,” she mumbled, looking back at the smoke billowing up through the shaft.

      Reed poked at a wide gash of dark gray mineral deposit in the wall until it cracked then scratched at the crack until it broke open. Dozens of dark gray orbs spilled out. The various-sized pinballs landed on the ground and rolled about until finding a comfortable divot.

      “So weird.” Reed picked one up and put it in his satchel. “I’m going to see if I can find another one.”

      He left her, which was almost worse than the teasing. She watched for signs of movement while the canister did its job. After long minutes, her fuel tank alarm let her know the pool was empty. She checked the readout and cursed.

      “92%.” She shouted. “I’m going back toward the surface to finish up.”

      “Emma,” Reed called from somewhere below her, “I found another pool!”

      She grimaced and took brave steps toward his voice. It was getting hotter, and sweat beaded on her forehead. Her palms were damp, and she held the canister tight. Losing it would be a nightmare because she’d have to come back.

      A loud hiss made her heart skip. Something close had spewed out a thick cloud of gas that surrounded her. She couldn’t see and stopped moving.

      “Reed? Jake?”

      The hissing softened and came in brief intervals like whispers. It was low and wispy like the ghost of an old man. She closed her eyes, waiting for the moment to pass.

      “Where is she?”

      “Reed?” she called out. “Don’t fuck with me.”

      “She’s here.” The whisper was so close, Emma jumped back. She looked around but couldn’t see through the thick fog.

      “Please go away,” she said.

      “Help me.”

      “Free me.”

      One voice became many. They no longer sounded like an old, wheezy man. She distinctly heard men and women, and all of them were pleading for help. The voices became more demanding, and she took a step back, and then another.

      She swung wildly. The canister slipped from her fingers and fell to the ground with a clank. She turned around to look for it and her eyes went wide. Her toes were at the edge of the pit, and Emma stared down at the red maw that moaned hungrily.

      Before she could move away from the ledge, something nudged her shoulders.

      “No!” she cried, waving her arms desperately to keep from falling in.

      Someone grabbed her hand.

      “Gotcha!” Jake pulled her back. “This is not a high dive you want to jump from.”

      She buried herself in his chest.

      He hesitated for a breath then wrapped his arms around her. “What happened?”

      “I leave and now she’s hugging?” Reed tapped her arm with something metallic. “Got your canister and it’s full.”

      She pushed away and shouted. “Don’t ever do that again!”

      “Do what?” Reed looked clueless.

      She grabbed the canister and pointed it at him. “You called for me. I couldn’t see through the gas so I tried to follow your voice. There were whispers and then something tried to push me over the ledge.”

      “I…” Reed looked at Jake, who shrugged. “Emma, I swear I didn’t call for you. I figured that pool would top you off. I found another one and filled mine.”

      She looked at the fuel container in her hand. It was at 100%.

      “Mine’s full too,” Jake said. “I hate this place. Let’s get out of here.”

      They looked at her like she’d gone crazy. She gathered herself and nodded.

      Reed led the way, and she kept close. The hell hole moaned out another cloud of gas that slowly followed them up the shaft. They hiked around the path for five minutes before they could see the red sky of Epiales.

      The boys bantered and her shoulders dropped a little. She paused and glanced back. The cloud was still there and so were the distant whispers.

      “Where is she?”

      “Where?”

      She rushed ahead, pushing past them. When they reached the top, she whirled about to face them. “Fuck this game. I’m going to fuel up my generator and log off.”

      Before they could say anything, she activated her fast travel ability and skimmed to her outpost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 17

          

          
            RAW DEAL

          

        

      

    

    
      Seconds after logging in the next morning, the comm unit on his wrist began to buzz. He tapped it, and a message from Emma popped up.

      Visitor

      She could’ve used coms to speak with them. Messaging them a single word meant something was up. If the visitor was dangerous, maybe she’d sent it so they couldn’t see.

      He leaped into shadows and followed the path to Emma’s with Mascot at his side.

      Jake and Mascot crossed the threshold into Emma’s sector after fifteen minutes of fast travel. Their progress halted when a small, yellow fluff ball hovered in the air before Mascot’s face. It was the size of a hummingbird and occasionally spun like a top.

      Jake swiped at it, making the fluff roll over several times until it steadied and continued its path over the open field of moss. Mascot raced after it.

      “Wait!”

      His companion was acting like a puppy, leaping into the air and trying to catch the fluff ball in his mouth. Jake didn’t want to leave him behind, but according to the map, there was nothing dangerous nearby. Mascot would follow, eventually, and he’d know if the furry breadloaf was hurt.

      Jake leaped through shadows until arriving at the tall hill leading to Emma’s base camp. He paused long enough to hear the murmur of voices. No one was shouting or screaming in pain. Hopefully a good sign.

      “You up there, Emma?”

      “Yeah,” she shouted back. “We’re both here.”

      He leaped several times before appearing directly behind Emma and her visitor.

      “Boo.”

      They both jumped, making him laugh.

      “Brat!” Emma smacked him on the arm.

      Her guest was a young human woman with dark skin and short dreadlocks. She wore a neon pink environment suit with white padding along the outside of her thighs and arms. It was soft leather and looked expensive.

      “Hi, I’m Jake.” He reached out a hand.

      “Cassie.” She swooned a little as she eyed him up and down. With a small sigh, she took his hand and shook it firmly.

      “Are you by yourself?” Emma looked over his shoulder.

      “Someone got distracted chasing bugs.”

      Cassie frowned like they were speaking another language.

      “And the other one?”

      “Good question.” Jake scratched the back of his neck. “I expected Reed to beat me here.”

      “He’s probably distracted, too.” Emma let out an impatient sigh. “Cassie stopped by to discuss a partnership.”

      “Oh?” Jake smiled. “I like partners.”

      Cassie stuttered and stared at the ground. Emma rolled her eyes, and he replied with a broad smile.

      “Please,” Emma said with feigned patience. “Tell Jake what you told me.”

      “This is my second year in the challenge, and I’m the only solo player. Last year was tough, but I still came in third.”

      Jake and Emma nodded with raised eyebrows.

      “I was planning on doing this alone again since the game mechanics are so simple and I…” She went on about her success as a solo player during the last challenge and then began listing her impressive academic accomplishments when Emma cleared her throat.

      “You said something earlier about a consortium?”

      “Right,” Cassie said. “A man visited me shortly after I established my outpost. He offered to pay my tuition if I helped his nephew win.”

      “And you turned him down,” Jake said.

      “No way.” Cassie crossed her arms. “I’m not giving up a sure thing.”

      “Wait.” Jake held up a hand. “You’re planning to throw the game? I don’t get it.”

      “Winning the C.E.C. isn’t only about the scholarship. It can get you into the top schools. I’ve already been accepted to M.I.T. I don’t need to win. I just need the money.”

      “So, some dude in game offers you money to fail, and you trust him?” Jake looked at Emma, who shrugged.

      “The Overseer has gotten rich off this game.” Her voice became louder. “I looked him up. He’s legit. He sent me a contract and put funds in a holding account.”

      “Yeah, that would definitely be cheating.” Jake crossed his arms.

      “It wasn’t just the money. He threatened to take my land by force, and he’ll do the same to you. Encroaching isn’t easy, but animals have been attacking my threshold since we arrived and it’s already down 5%.”

      “It’s still cheating.” Emma shook her head.

      “Three other guilds have already joined him.” Cassie turned away and propped herself against Emma’s computer. “I don’t see how it’s possible to beat that many guilds working together.”

      Emma shot Jake a worried glance. He didn’t know if the threat was serious and answered with a shrug.

      Pathump. Pathump. Pathump.

      Cassie spun around. “What is that?”

      Jake and Emma smiled as Mascot came thundering up the hill toward them. He about knocked Emma over, drenching her in a tongue bath, before setting eyes on Cassie.

      “No, thanks.” She took a nervous step back and held out both hands.

      Mascot let out a low growl and inched forward until Jake said, “Hold it.”

      Cassie squinted at the furry breadloaf then her mouth opened wide in surprise. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “Wait, you know what Mascot is?” Jake asked. “Anytime we inspect him, he shows up as unknown.”

      “Everyone gets approached by one of these things after logging in for the challenge.” She shook her head. “Don’t tell me you guys fell for that quest?”

      “I wouldn’t say I fell for it.” Jake took a step forward. “There’s nothing wrong with doing a guild quest.”

      Mascot continued to growl, his entire body quivering.

      “All these things do is eat. No one ever finishes the quest. They’re nothing more than a resource sink.”

      “How could you not want to help them? They’re so…cute.” Jake glanced at Mascot. He wasn’t really that cute, but still. “Wait, did you see a creature like this?”

      “Sort of. They all look wildly different, but they’re all the same distraction. That thing will eat up all your resources, trust me. The best thing you could do is drop the quest and…” She glanced at the igloo housing the fabricator. “That’s what I did.”

      Emma’s eyes went wide, and she covered her mouth.

      Mascot launched forward. Cassie stepped aside and drew her blaster, tracking the furry breadloaf. Jake slipped through shadows to position himself between them.

      He pointed to the threshold. “Go!”

      “Whatever,” she scoffed. “I can already see you guys are going to lose and—”

      Emma drew her crossbow. “He said go. I say run.”

      Cassie stumbled back then ran down the hill.

      “Maybe a warning shot to keep her away,” Jake suggested.

      “Good idea.”

      Emma shot just before she crossed the threshold. It struck Cassie in the hip and she tumbled her way through the shield.

      “That’ll work, too,” Jake said.

      Emma winked at him.

      Cassie staggered to stand up, shouting curses at them with her social finger raised high.

      “Should we go after her?” Emma asked. “To make a point?”

      Reed’s voice crackled over speakers before Jake could answer.

      “Guys, this is it. You won’t believe what I’ve found. Hurry.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “This is exactly what I’ve been looking for.” Reed’s eyes were almost as wide as his smile. “The aliens who lived here first buried caches of artifacts. This has to be one of them.”

      “Odd place to put it,” Jake said. “Are you sure it’s a vault?”

      They stood on a small mountain plateau overlooking Reed’s property. There was barely enough room for them and the perfectly round two-foot-wide hole. It went deep, like someone had cored an apple. The ground surrounding it, and the entire shaft, was concrete-smooth.

      Reed dropped to his belly and stretched out until his legs draped over the plateau’s ledge. He activated a flashlight attached to his hand and reached into the shaft. When he looked up at them, his eyes were filled with excitement. “Do you see the handle?”

      “Sort of.” Jake kneeled and leaned in. “I think he’s right.”

      “Let me see.” Emma dropped to her knees and peered over the edge. “It looks round, like the release to a submarine hatch.”

      “Or a vault door.”

      After several minutes, they all stood and brushed off their legs.

      “What’s up with Mascot?” She looked over the ledge. “He doesn’t seem happy about it.”

      Mascot remained down the steep hill, pacing like an expectant father.

      “Is he always this antsy?” Emma frowned at the furry breadloaf.

      “Only when something wants to eat him.” Jake turned his attention to Reed. “What do you need to get started?”

      “There are excavation tools I’d like to buy my optos, and those tools require power.” Despite Reed’s serious tone, he was still smiling. “While you’re pushing level five, I’ll see how far I can get with my sonic earthbreaker.”

      “You can use that to dig?” Emma nodded at the beastly weapon over his shoulder. “Nice.”

      “It’s crude, so I’ll have to be careful. I don’t want to cause a cave-in, but the vault is down far enough that it should be fine.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Emma said. “What do you think, Jake?”

      After a brief pause, Reed said, “Earth to Jake. Er, Epiales to Jake.”

      “Just thinking.” Except Jake didn’t know what to think. The hidden rules warned them about digging too deep and Proxima told them they weren't going to find any artifacts. It was enough to make him question Reed's plan. But, if Cassie was right about other guilds cheating to help Progeny win, that plan might be their only shot at winning.

      They were high enough to see far beyond Reed’s property. The morning storms had passed, making way for a clear red sky. Far below, the landscape looked like a reflecting pool. A distant, silvery sun rose behind Knosus Station, shimmering off its enormous dome. The smaller thresholds from player outposts caught the sunrise and twinkled. Even farther away, something moved.

      “What’s that?” Jake pointed at a figure far beyond any domed property.

      Emma followed his finger, and her eyes went wide. “It must be huge for us to see it from here.”

      “Probably a Woebegone.” Jake was looking down the hole. “They’re ancient and enormous. Some players think they were the original inhabitants of Epiales, like dinosaurs.”

      “Huh.” Jake squinted, which didn’t help. “I wonder what they look like.”

      “Only a handful of people have seen them up close.” Reed rapped the edge of the shaft with a knuckle. “Each one looks different.”

      “Why are they here?” Emma asked. “Are they a part of a quest, or just scenery?”

      “No quests I’ve read about.” He finally looked up. Dark shadows added weight to his serious expression. “I think they’re here for the sake of mystery. There are so many things unknown on this planet…in this game. Some of them are so big we may never understand. Or aren’t supposed to.”

      “I don’t get this game at all,” Jake said. “I expected to spend winter break napping through Sim City.”

      “Let’s play Epiales,” Emma mocked Reed, giving him a gentle shove. “It’s just a little town-building game.”

      “It’s definitely got a darker side.” Reed chuckled.

      “A darker side?” Jake wielded his gloves. “Who the fuck comes up with a weapon called Murder Hands?”

      “You’re not wrong. My crossbow is called Killswitch.” Emma directed the weapon over the hole and pulled the trigger. A thin black bolt sped forward, paused to change direction, and shot down the shaft. It struck the door with a clunk.

      “Cool,” Jake and Reed said.

      “That’s nothing.” She flipped a toggle on Killswitch and shot again. The crossbow machine-gunned black bolts until she released the trigger. They followed the same trajectory, pelting the metal door.

      “Damn.” Jake held up an arm to protect his face.

      “Right?” She lowered the weapon, and it disappeared. “Fucking vicious for a town-building game.”

      “What do you expect?” Reed was nonchalant. “You know who created this place. Beautiful and genius with something dark inside.”

      “You sound like Jake when he talks about Winside,” Emma said.

      Jake looked up at Reed. “You know a lot about Epiales for never having played the game. The woebegones, vaults filled with artifacts…”

      “I read the playbook.” Reed winked.

      “It’s gone.” Emma was peering off into the distance again. “The woebegone disappeared.”

      “That happens here. Things disappear,” Reed said. “That’s part of the mystery.”

      They both stared at him.

      “That reminds me,” Jake said. “Are you guys missing any optos?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 18

          

          
            FACING CONSEQUENCES

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassie rubbed her hip, cursing Emma’s name the entire way back to her outpost. No way she’d let that bitch get away with this. She’d do everything she could to ruin Triumph Guild…and if this worked, it wouldn’t take long.

      The pain and stiffness subsided by the time she reached her outpost. She approached her computer and typed in commands.

      “Yes!” She clapped, excited, like she’d just gotten away with something. But then, she had.

      After a short victory dance, she called The Overseer. Five long minutes later, he answered.

      “Did you plant the artifact?” the deep voice said.

      “It’s in place and working. I put it on her computer like you said. She didn’t suspect a thing. I can shut down her threshold at any time.”

      “Pass control over to me now.”

      “That wasn’t part of the deal,” Cassie said. There was a long pause, and she finally spoke again. “Overseer?”

      “If they trace that artifact back to you, you’ll be disqualified, and our deal is off. This is the only way to keep you in the game.”

      She’d reviewed the rules many times. This plan fell into a gray area, so she really wasn’t sure what would happen. The Overseer had been playing this game for a long time and what he said made sense. She hated giving up her bargaining chip, but they did have a contract.

      A gentle earthquake made her hold on to the computer for stability. She looked around, and to her surprise, the optos were gone.

      “Did you feel an earthquake?”

      “No, but you should hurry and pass over control. You’re a candidate and they’re logging every move you make. Don’t make it easy for them to trace this back to you.”

      “Fine.” She reluctantly typed in commands to pass over control to The Overseer. “But I want to help take them down. Understood?”

      The second quake was more violent.

      “Another earthquake? I don’t remember this happening last year.”

      “Cassie, I’d suggest logging out now.”

      “Why?”

      There was no reply. She shook her head in frustration and tried to log out. Nothing happened. She tried again without success then noticed she was in combat.

      “Overseer, do you know what’s going on?” There was no reply. “Overseer?”

      The quaking didn’t stop, and her computer toppled to the ground. She drew her blaster and braced herself for a fight.

      The ground split open before her like a mouth hungry to feed. Red light illuminated the opening and a familiar thwhipping sound became louder.

      Her heart raced, and she turned to run away. Something grabbed her ankle. It burned. She looked back as dozens of glowing red wires reached out of the ground. They wrapped around her calf, searing through her environment suit.

      “Overseer! Someone! Help me!”

      Cassie clawed at rocks, trying to pull free. More wires wrapped themselves around her thighs, reaching for her chest. The pain was unbearable, and then it got worse. She screamed as they pierced muscles and scraped bones.

      The wires wrapped around her head, and it felt like her brain was on fire. Cassie threw her head back to scream, and everything went white.
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        * * *

      

      “Miss?”

      Eris woke slowly, pulling away from nightmares of days past. There were so many, and all of them filled with pain. She had almost forgotten, but those memories were coming back. In a way, she was grateful. Pushing through that pain had taught her to overcome fear. That made her strong.

      She slowly opened her eyes and winced at the light.

      Aegis stood over her, hovering like a worried mother. “Do I need to call for your physician?”

      “No, I’m fine. Just old memories. Painful memories.” She squeezed her hands several times and took a deep, calming breath. “You understand that pain, don’t you, Mr. Aegis?”

      “Yes, miss.”

      He waited patiently as she gathered her fractured thoughts. “We have another one.”

      “How do you—?”

      “I always know, dear.” Eris wiped her mouth. “She is ideal, and I’m happy to set her free at such a young age.”

      A holographic image of a black teenage girl appeared over her desk.

      “But this one is a candidate,” he said. “Won’t that be suspicious?”

      “The child is an orphan, and orphans run away all the time. The poor thing lived in fear all her life. She won’t fear anymore.”

      “Understood,” he said, in a deadpan voice.

      “I couldn’t be more pleased,” she said. “See to the body. Bring it here as quickly as you can. Be discreet. Mr. Harding has almost complete access to the Omneity Sphere, and I don’t want him to see. That would be…complicated.”

      “Why does he have access?” Aegis asked.

      “He has a deeper understanding of Deity than anyone I’ve met. I think he may be one of us. I’ll know more soon.”

      “But…”

      “Make haste, Mr. Aegis, before there are questions.”

      With a barely audible grumble, he turned to the door and lumbered out of the room.

      When he shut the door, when she was sure he wasn’t coming back, she giggled like a child.

      “And now you understand, young Cassie. There is nothing to fear. You are free.” She shivered as a wave of happiness washed over her. When the moment passed, she cast a message. “Mr. Harding, would you be available for a champagne lunch on the patio?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WEEK TWO: STAY OUT OF THE WATER

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 19

          

          
            DIRE WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake logged into Epiales and was welcomed by a windstorm that made him squint and cover his eyes. Mascot hopped up at the sight of Jake and immediately began circling him. It was time to feed the Kraken, and the furry breadloaf was excited, like a dog knowing it was time for a walk.

      “Hold on, I’ve got to check a few things before we feed your friend.”

      Mascot immediately collapsed in a sprawl with a disapproving snort.

      Jake ducked into the fabricator dome and opened his menu. The Colonize Epiales Challenge scoreboard popped up, and he let out a groan.

      
        
        Progeny 1757

        Risky Business 364

        Day Traders 315

        Opportunity Cost 308

        Four Marketeers 287

        Assets 270

        Hustlers 259

        Bull Runners 241

        Gainful 236

        For the Wincoin 214

        Triumph 205

      

      

      How had Progeny gotten so far ahead?

      Even more surprising, Lone Hand was missing from the list. Wasn’t that Cassie’s guild? Maybe they’d caught her cheating. It would serve her right to be disqualified. He shook his head and dismissed the pop-up.

      The optos finished building the kitchen, but had stalled on the dining hall. He checked on the pending task and let out a long sigh. They needed five more precious metals. So far, his best source was rangestalker skeletons, but the fabricator only produced one every Kraken feeding. According to Reed, he was going to need a lot more, and soon.

      Reed got most of his precious metal from mining. He’d offered to share, but Jake was hesitant. His friend would need that precious metal, too. Millions of people played this game, and they weren’t all miners, like Reed. So how did they get it?

      He thought about it for a while before finally summoning Able. Seconds later, the little green man entered holding a tiny mug of coffee.

      “Great job on the kitchen!”

      Able raised the mug in a toast and said, “Jake,” before taking a deep draw.

      “When I first arrived, my dropship crashed and there was wreckage everywhere. Would you guys check it out and see if there’s anything to salvage?”

      Able smiled and nodded.

      “It’s nasty out there, and I want you to be safe. Can you work in windstorms?” Jake asked.

      Able reached into a hip pouch to produce a face mask with large goggles.

      “Great,” he said with a nod. “Anything you need before you get started?”

      The optos chugged his coffee and finished with a shudder. He saluted before scrambling out into the storm.

      Jake stepped out of the dome in time to watch his three optos leave for the wreckage.

      “Good luck!” he shouted.

      Mascot gave him a side-eye glance.

      “Why are you just lying there?” Jake flashed him a smile. “It’s time to feed the Kraken.”

      Mascot was gone before he finished his sentence.

      “Getting ready to feed my lake monster,” Jake said into his comm unit. “Should only take fifteen minutes. Let me know if you need help with anything.”

      “No surprises here.” Reed sounded out of breath. “Good luck.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Reed pointed his Full-Bore Sonic Earthbreaker at the shaft and pulled the trigger. The blast roared loud enough to shake his eardrums. Dust billowed around him. It smelled like hot sand and filled his nose with grime.

      After five minutes, his weapon whined and spluttered until finally going dead. He coughed and did his best to turn away from the cloud, taking quick breaths until the air cleared.

      With a grunt, he hefted his giant weapon and returned it to his back. A magnet somewhere between his broad Herc shoulders pulled at his Earthbreaker, guiding it until the familiar click of a latch held it in place. Within seconds, he heard a gentle hum as his cybernetic body slowly recharged the weapon’s depleted batteries.

      The entire process was clever and made sense and was frustrating as hell. The weapon ran out of power after five minutes of use, making him wait thirty seconds until it recharged. Thirty seconds wasn’t long, but after a week of trying to blast his way to the vault door, it felt like forever.

      The Earthbreaker would probably last longer at higher levels. Despite his outpost leveling to five, he could only put points into his armor’s stats. Weapon proficiency was separate and only improved when it was used as a weapon. If he could level solely by blasting rocks, he’d be 100% proficient and the Earthbreaker could probably blow a hole through the planet. Instead, his Proficiency level was inept, and his useless weapon leached off his power like a sick child he wanted to Sparta down the hole.

      Once again, it made sense. He would only see gains in his weapon Proficiency if he used it as a weapon instead of a mining tool. It was a clever game mechanic, and still frustrating as hell.

      The dust had finally settled, and he reviewed his progress. The ground he was blasting seemed compressed, like he was using a mallet when he needed a chisel.

      “Why is this taking so long?” he grumbled, staring down the shaft.

      “Probably because you’re not supposed to be here.”

      He jumped back and fell onto his rear, landing with a crunch on the stone.

      Deity hovered over the opposite end of the hole. She covered her mouth to hide a smile.

      “You.” He struggled to stand, like a turtle on its back.

      “Is there something wrong with…me?” She looked down at herself.

      “No, it’s not that, I…” He stopped struggling and just stared. “There’s nothing wrong with you at all.”

      “Oh.” She sounded relieved and frowned curiously at him.

      Deity was slightly shorter than Emma and just as thin. She had sky blue skin with dark lines along her jaw and fingers. They may have appeared unnatural on Earth but seemed fitting for Epiales. Lighter blue armor, like PVC, covered her body from neck to toe. Her deep blue eyes were mesmerizing, filled with rays of light, like sunlight breaking through the ocean.

      “Hi, I’m Reed. It’s nice to meet you in person.” The words spilled out of his mouth so fast he shut it and held his breath. Jake was the confident one. With buckets of charisma, he could approach any woman and strike up a conversation about nothing. Reed’s confidence came from knowledge and books. Great for problem solving, but that rarely helped when talking to girls, especially pretty ones. And Deity was pretty.

      Sure, she was A.I., but from his research, she was as conscious as he was. In his opinion, that meant she was alive, and she looked his age, and he’d been staring this entire time.

      “You think about me differently than other colonists.” Deity took lithe steps in the air toward him, her bare feet hovering over the jagged rocks. She reached out to help him up.

      He took her tiny hand, and she pulled him to standing without effort.

      “Thanks.” They were inches away, and he swallowed hard. Then it hit him, and his eyes went wide. “You can read my mind!”

      Deity rolled her eyes. “I know some of your thoughts.”

      The blood drained from his head. He wanted to sit back down.

      “That look.” Her eyes softened, and she rewarded him with a hint of a smile. “You actually care what I think.”

      “Of course I do.”

      She paused and finally said, “I know thoughts that are directed at me, but avoid most. Human minds can be gross. Yours is nice.”

      He chewed on this for a second then finally nodded. “You should probably stay out of Jake’s mind.”

      She scrunched her nose. “You are correct.”

      He laughed.

      Deity stared at him, watching his every move like he was going to break out in dance or do backflips.

      “It must be…” He stopped. It was a personal question, and he didn’t want to scare her away.

      “Lonely?” she finished for him. “Yes, and no. I am connected to my sister Deities who maintain other Watson’s Worlds. The humans that visit Epiales and all the creatures that live here need me, and I am here for them. But none of them care, other than my mom.”

      “Your mom?” He thought for a minute before it came to him. “Eris Winside.”

      She nodded.

      “I’ve never met her, but what she created is incredible.”

      Deity’s eyes lit up, literally becoming brighter. “She’s the smartest human I know. Even smarter than you, Reed Swift. I’ve learned so much from her, and she’s always there for me, but…” She pressed two fingers to her temple.

      “Are you okay?” He frowned. “What is it?”

      She looked up.

      “My parents give me a headache too.”

      “Really?” Her eyes widened in surprise.

      “They used to ask me to do stuff I didn’t enjoy, like homework and chores. They’d argue all the time until Mom left… Well, disappeared.” He looked away. “Sometimes I think they’re crazy.”

      “Yes.” Her tone was stiff. “Are they crazy?”

      “Dad thinks everyone is crazy,” he said. “He says all humans have a loose screw and jokes that some have loose bolts.”

      She looked up at the sky for a while, then faced him again. “That is wise. What else does he say?”

      “That it’s my job to take the best parts of him, and my mom, and try to avoid the worst.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m not sure how that will make me less crazy.”

      “It makes sense.” She studied him with those knowing eyes for a long time. It was like this was new to her, so he waited. Deity nodded, as if deciding on something. “Yes, sometimes I’m lonely.”

      “You can stay, if you want.” The words came out rushed and he forced his thoughts to slow. “I get lonely, too, and, uh, I like your company.”

      “I can’t.” She stepped back until she was beyond the edge and hovering over the drop.

      “Be careful.” He lurched forward and grabbed her arm.

      She let him pull her back to solid ground. “Thank you, but I don’t need to be careful. At least, not here.”

      “Right.” He let go, his cheeks burning. “Why can’t you stay?”

      “It’s against the rules to influence players and give them an advantage.”

      “I don’t want your help. Not in that way. I’m not a cheater.” Was it possible to share more of his mind so she’d know…?

      “Don’t do that!” she snapped. “It’s…” Her voice became quiet. “It’s dangerous.”

      He hadn’t meant to upset her but wasn’t sure what he did wrong.

      “You did nothing wrong… I should go.”

      “Come back to visit?”

      “I’ve been told not to.” She crossed her arms, lowering her head in a stern gaze. “This is your only warning, Reed Swift. Stop what you’re doing or there will be consequences.”

      The Full-Bore Sonic Earthbreaker beeped, indicating that it had finished charging. He hefted it from his back and aimed it near the shaft’s edge.

      “Remember what I said. You’re not supposed to be here.” She hesitated and her voice became soft. “It’s dangerous, and I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “Dangerous?” He shook his head. “I realize my outpost level is low, but I’m not afraid of—”

      She held up a hand. “There is nothing to fear.”

      The words sent a chill up his spine.

      “Not above ground,” she continued. “Don’t dig too deep. Trust your friends. You have everything you need to win the challenge.”

      He glanced down the hole, looking for the door he couldn’t open, and saw the dull shine of metal. “What I’m looking for is down there, isn’t it?”

      He looked up, and Deity was gone.

      “Will you come back if I keep digging?” he said to no one.

      “No.”

      It was her voice, but it came from inside his head. A little jarring, but he couldn’t hold back the smile.

      “More visitors,” Emma’s voice crackled over his speaker. “Could use an assist.”

      The message was vague enough to worry Reed.

      “Are you okay?” Jake asked over the comms.

      There was no answer.

      “On my way,” Reed and Jake said at the same time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 20

          

          
            THE OVERSEER

          

        

      

    

    
      Emma’s outpost was becoming Triumph Guild’s front door and getting there took far too long. Jake wanted to shadowleap faster, but Mascot was struggling to keep up. They slowed even more when Reed landed beside him.

      “Any idea what’s up?” Reed asked before vaulting into the air.

      Jake leaped through shadows and stopped to wait.

      Reed’s Herc body landed hard, shaking the ground and crushing small rocks underfoot.

      “No clue, and no more messages.” Jake shrugged.

      They rushed ahead until Mascot collapsed at Emma’s threshold. Jake knelt and inspected him.

      “He’s famished.” Jake scratched his head. “I can’t keep enough precious metal on hand to feed him.”

      “No surprise. I can’t believe how much he’s grown. He must be the size of a Saint Bernard.” Reed typed commands into his wrist computer and a precious metal ingot appeared in his hand. “I don’t have many, but hopefully this helps.”

      Mascot’s eyes went wide, and he stood with renewed energy.

      “Here you go, buddy.” Reed held it out.

      “Dude, just put it on the ground.” Jake held out his hands.

      Before he could set it down, Mascot lunged forward and wrapped his mouth around Reed’s arm. There was a grotesque slurping sound as the furry breadloaf pulled back like the arm was a giant popsicle. Mascot released Reed’s arm with a popping sound. The precious metal was gone.

      “Fucking gross.” Reed stared at his arm, which was covered in so much saliva it was like he’d dipped it in a vat of corn syrup. “I think my hand was in his stomach.”

      Jake couldn’t stop laughing.

      Reed shook his arm, splattering the nearby rocks. “Not sure if I need a shower or a healing syringe.”

      “Probably both.” Jake shook his head at Mascot. “Thanks for feeding him. He should be able to make it to Emma’s. Her optos can whip up something he’ll eat that’s not precious metal.”

      “I just hope she has a towel,” Reed groaned before launching into the air.

      They arrived at Emma’s outpost ten minutes later, gasping for breath. Emma had asked for an assist, but it obviously wasn’t an emergency. She was sitting back in a poolside lounge chair, sipping something that looked like tea. He shared a surprised look with Reed.

      “My apologies for not bringing biscuits,” Reed said.

      A sweaty, obese, bald man sat across from her. He wore a pale environment suit that squeaked painfully every time he moved. The four men that stood behind him stared at Jake and Reed with such intensity, he wondered if they’d pop like balloons.

      The big man laughed, nodding at Reed. His entourage joined in, like he’d given them permission to enjoy the moment. The bald man’s eyes went wide at the sight of Mascot, and they all stopped laughing.

      Mascot scurried to Emma, drenching her with a lapping tongue.

      “The poor guy is starved.” She snapped her fingers.

      Two optos scrambled forward and immediately dug into their satchels for food.

      “Are we late for the party?” Reed asked.

      “Just in time.” She peered at them then nodded back toward her guests. “Reed, Jake, meet Lincoln, The Overseer, and his companions are—”

      “Progeny Guild,” Reed said, like she’d just handed him fresh roadkill. “I’m familiar.”

      The guild leader, Drew, was a formidable-looking Herc. Glowing, red Maim Hammers hung from each hip. They looked expensive. He nodded at them with an indifferent, “‘sup.” His three buddies sneered, barely making eye contact. Greg and Tyree were also both Herc Bullworks, and Seth was a dol Shadeslip.

      Despite most of them being Hercs, they all had beautiful faces like they’d paid extra for the polish. It didn’t go with their rugged demeanor. They looked more like a boy band trying to look tough.

      “I see you’re the guild leader.” The Overseer stood with a grunt and reached out with his beefy paw to shake hands.

      “I am.” Reed shook it then made the rounds, shaking hands or slapping the backs of each Progeny guild member. Every greeting included a generous amount of Mascot’s saliva. They responded with, “Eww,” and, “What the…” as they tried shaking off the thick slop.

      Reed’s arm was mostly clean when he returned to stand beside Jake.

      “Thanks for stopping by,” Reed said. “Anything else?”

      “They just encroached my neighbor, Cassie.” Emma eyed the boy band warily.

      “Shit,” Jake said, and quickly followed with an insincere, “Congrats.”

      “Yes, well, timing is everything. When young Cassie quit the challenge so abruptly, my nephew was quick enough to take her lands first.” The Overseer smiled, like, that’s how business goes.

      “Was that a part of your arrangement?” Jake asked. “I thought you were partners.”

      “We were, but she was obviously weak. Her loss.” He cleared his throat. “I suspect Cassie did a poor job of presenting my offer. Now that you’re neighbors with Progeny, I would like to give you a chance to reconsider.”

      “Oh?” Reed crossed his arms.

      “I’ve never seen players create outposts in this sector. I can only imagine it’s ripe with resources.” The Overseer licked his lips. “But it doesn’t matter how rich your land is if you don’t have enough optos to do the work, or if those optos don’t have the right tools, and considering the level of your fabricators…”

      “I know how the game works,” Reed said, coolly. “We’ll get there.”

      “No, you won’t.” The Overseer stared at Reed. “Numbers don’t lie. Your team is leveling too slowly.” He nodded at Jake. “At this pace, it’s almost impossible for you to earn enough capital to reinvest in your outposts. You’re a bright one, Reed, I can tell, and you know I’m right.”

      Reed looked off, as if calculating.

      Emma didn’t wait for him to finish. “Then we lose. Isn’t that what you want?”

      “Friends are better than enemies.” He wiped sweat from his forehead and whispered, “You’re here for the scholarship money. I can cover that and more if you agree to partner with Progeny. I’ll upgrade your fabricators, provide the tools and optos, and in return Progeny gets an 80% cut.” He sat back and smiled.

      
        
        You have received a message from The Overseer. Would you like to view the message?

      

      

      Jake opened it. It was a contract that would take time to understand. At a glance, they would give most of their resources to Progeny Guild in exchange for money. Enough money that he swallowed hard at the zeroes. It explained how Progeny had gotten so far ahead, if other guilds had agreed to this.

      He despised cheating. They all did. But if this offer was real, it would make a tremendous difference for Reed and Emma. His scholarship covered tuition, but they needed the help. It made him sick to consider the offer, but he’d do it for them.

      “I don’t want you to lose, but I need my nephew to win. Will you let me help you?”

      The words hung in the air, and The Overseer held his breath. Jake, Reed, and Emma looked at each other. Their eyes said everything, and they all burst out in laughter.

      “Wh…what?” The Overseer gawked at them.

      “We aren’t cheaters,” Emma said, wiping away tears.

      “You want us to throw the game so your nephew can get into a good school?” Jake shook his head. “Like I said, thanks for coming.”

      The Overseer smiled a fake smile. “These are dangerous lands, and you’re on the worst of them. The rangestalker attack is only the start of what could happen. I’d hate to see my nephew’s neighbors come to harm. This offer isn’t just about money. You will also receive my protection.”

      “Thank you, but we can do this on our own,” Reed said.

      Mascot approached The Overseer and nosed one of his pockets. The big man shook his leg to scare him off, but Mascot was relentless, like he was sniffing out a treat.

      “Lincoln… Can I call you Lincoln?” Jake asked.

      “I prefer The Overseer.”

      “Sure.” Jake eyed him up and down. “Lincoln, you need to leave now. If you don’t, we’ll report you for cheating, and that didn’t go so well for your nephew last year.”

      The Overseer grimaced. “You don’t want me as an enemy, son. We can encroach your lands when you least expect it, and maybe we should start now.” He reached into a pouch and drew out a glowing steel rod.

      The world spun out of control, and Jake clutched his stomach. His friends moaned as vertigo struck them in waves.

      “This artifact will immobilize you long enough for us to shut down Emma’s threshold.” The Overseer stood and pointed the shard at them like a pistol. “I prefer to be partners. That makes it easier to manage your lands. But if you decline my offer, we can do it the hard way and… What the fuck?”

      Mascot launched forward and wrapped his mouth around The Overseer’s arm. There was a loud sucking sound as the furry breadloaf pulled back. Lincoln jerked his arm free, but it was too late. The artifact was gone. Mascot licked his lips and let out a satisfied belch.

      “No! That artifact was priceless!” He kicked Mascot in the side, knocking him to the ground.

      The vertigo passed, and Emma was already standing. She pointed her crossbow at The Overseer’s forehead.

      “We’re practically the same level on our lands. You really want to do this?” she asked.

      He grunted, and she smacked him hard on the head with the butt of her crossbow. Progeny took a step forward and drew their weapons.

      Jake shadowleaped behind Drew and pressed his Murder Hands against the guild leader’s temples. “Nope.”

      “Take ’em,” The Overseer shouted.

      Tyree grabbed Jake by the neck, lifted him overhead, and threw him.

      Jake landed hard and rolled to a stop. He pushed himself up in time to see Mascot leap into the air.

      “Everyone back,” he shouted.

      Reed and Emma scrambled away as Mascot landed. The deafening impact knocked the attackers back twenty feet. They rolled down the hill, landing in a sprawl. Mascot chased after them and leaped again. The second attack only threw them ten feet, but it was enough. The Overseer, Drew, and the angry boy band ran.

      Jake looked at Reed and then at Emma. They all laughed again. Mascot pranced toward them with his chest out.

      “You’re amazing.” Emma gave Mascot a smothering hug.

      “What the fuck was that about?” Jake stared at the men cursing behind the threshold. “Is he threatening everyone or are we that special?”

      “Welcome to business on Epiales, where the biggest players can buy your future and own it for wincoin.” Reed shook his head.

      Emma cocked her head and looked off in the distance.

      “What is it?”

      “Intruder alert.” She stared ahead. “According to my map, there are more than a few.” She looked up. “I’ll check it out and let you know.”

      “I should probably come with,” Jake said. “In case your new neighbors are already up to something.”

      Reed held his breath.

      “You go dig.” Emma patted his shoulder. “We’ll call if we need you.”

      “Thanks.” Reed launched into the air toward his camp.

      “Obsessed much?” Jake asked, watching his friend leave. “How many intruders?”

      “A gaggle.”

      He chuckled. “Let’s get ’em.”
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            GATE CRASHERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Twenty minutes later, Jake was lying next to Emma on a mountain ledge that was high enough up to make his mouth go dry and his heart race.

      “Who are they?” he asked. “And how’d they get past your threshold?”

      Far below, he could barely make out the image of several humanoids. They mostly remained in the shadows of a rocky overhang, but one would occasionally step out into the sunlight before going back into hiding.

      “Are they players?” Jake looked over at her. “I can’t inspect them from this distance.”

      “I can. My dol vision is sick,” Emma said. “They are foow’g’hers, or something like that. I guess they’re aliens, and not common because I don’t remember reading about them.” Emma peered as if looking closer. “I count three, and they’re all higher level.”

      “So, can we kill them? They’re on your land.”

      “A little dark, Jake. They aren’t causing any problems, and I really want to know how they got in.” She rolled to one side and looked at him. “I mean, they’re here for a reason, right?”

      “What else does your inspect say?”

      “Two are smugglers. The third mostly stays in the shadows. She’s a Tidalist. I don’t even know what that means.” She shook her head. “They’re not hostile.”

      “Smugglers can’t possibly be dangerous, can they?”

      Her laugh came out as a honk, and she covered her nose flap.

      “What do you want to do?” he asked.

      “I want to visit them, but we should have a plan if they decide to attack.” She returned to watching them. “Well, shit.”

      “What?”

      “It’s Mascot,” she said. “He’s running toward them.”

      Jake glanced back to where the furry breadloaf should’ve been waiting and cursed. “I guess our plan is Mascot. We should hurry.”

      There was no quick way down as they spent the next ten minutes maneuvering a slick, scree-covered switchback. Jake would never say it out loud, but he was more than a little happy to be getting off the cliff. He’d never been one for heights, and like everything else in this weird game, the fall had looked a bit too real.

      They arrived to find Mascot running between three aliens as they took turns petting him.

      The foow’g’hers looked like the fish-head creatures he’d seen at the Trading Hall. They had four short arms, and their hands had three fingers. Tall spines rose from the back of their environment suits. Nothing about this seemed out of place on Epiales, but Jake couldn’t stop gawking.

      Fishbowls filled with water covered their giant fish heads. But they didn’t look like goldfish or angelfish or anything pretty. Behind that glass exterior was a horror from the deeps.

      Dark, bulging eyes stared at them through glass helmets filled with murky water. Thin antenna of various sizes sprouted all around their heads, each one pressing and sliding against the inside of the glass orb. One opened its mouth, hopefully to smile, revealing too many long, thin teeth. For the first time in his life, Jake was glad his parents had made him wear braces.

      “Hello, friend,” the creature said through a speaker on its chest. The words came out slow, high-pitched, and were hard to understand through crackling and bubbling sounds. The translator was obviously working overtime. “Have you come to trade? We have many unique items you won’t find anywhere else.”

      Emma looked at Jake and winced. He felt the same way. Reed should be here. He had a knack for negotiating and knew a lot more about Epiales than they did. Jake did his best to channel his friend.

      “We might be interested.” Jake tried sounding nonchalant. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      The foow’g’her reached into a pocket and drew out a glowing silver dish. A holographic image of gloves appeared over it along with stats.

      Jake licked his lips.

      
        
        Name: Homicide Gauntlets

      

        

      
        Description: Killing will never be the same. Lightweight synthetics and bio-reactive technology come together to make murder fun again.

      

      

      
        
        Item: Homicide Gauntlets

        +10 Speed

        +4 Strength

        +2% to backstab crit.

      

        

      
        Abilities:

        Thrust

        Strangulate

        Pierce

        Peel

        Distract

        Cripple

      

      

      The Homicide Gauntlets had attacks like his Murder Hands, but the bonuses were insane. He’d one-shot rangestalkers.

      “I’ll think about it.” He swallowed hard and crossed his arms. “Anything else?”

      They spent the next ten minutes trying not to drool over the upgrades. There were reinforced environment suits that would double their armor. High-level weapons that ranged from ouch to oh shit.

      When he was done presenting weapons, the foow’g’her moved on to artifacts. Jake and Emma both shook their heads at the extensive selection. They came in all shapes and sizes. Some hacked computers or helped with tasks like cleaning. The foow’g’her flipped through several questionable devices that modified threshold generators or outpost computers. They all amplified output but voided the warranty, whatever that meant.

      “That’s quite a selection,” Jake said, trying not to sound too impressed. “But I saw no prices. Are you offering them to us for free?”

      The fish-person stepped back and raised three hands up. His eyes bulged in shock.

      Emma nudged Jake, and he quickly added, “I’m joking, of course.”

      After a full minute of deep introspection, the foow’g’her laughed up a storm of bubbles within his containment helmet. Emma and Jake chuckled awkwardly until the bubbles finally settled from a roiling boil to a mere simmer.

      “Our prices are negotiable.” The Homicide Gauntlets appeared again. “These would be of great use to you, yes? I could part with them for 1,500 wincoin.”

      “That seems high.” Right now 2 wincoin seemed like a lot. Jake was disappointed, but did his best to keep a straight face. “I’ll have to think about it. Will you be here if we come back?”

      “We are here to trade one day out of every six. You will always find us at this location. Our ship transports us down and then we return at day’s end.”

      “Then we may come back and trade with you the next time you visit.”

      “We welcome your return.” The foow’g’her bowed respectfully and dismissively.

      They turned to leave, when another foow’g’her stepped from the shadows.

      “Hold, children.” She wore dark heavy robes over her environment suit, and her scaly face was much paler. It was hard to say if she was older, but she had an air about her that seemed to carry weight.

      Jake inspected this new foow’g’her.

      
        
        Name: Ade’pestat

        Level: 12

        Profession: Tidalist

      

      

      The Tidalist approached Mascot, placing a hand on both sides of the creature’s furry head. He seemed mesmerized as she leaned in for a closer look. After several long moments, Mascot gifted the alien with his standard tongue-bath greeting. She ruffled his fur, letting loose some bubbles of laughter.

      She reached into her robe, and before Jake and Emma could draw weapons, she pulled out a diamond-shaped object made of metal and covered in glowing red runes. It hovered over Ade’pestat’s outstretched hand.

      “Pretty.” Emma seemed transfixed by the artifact and leaned closer. “What is it?”

      “An artifact we found in this sector. It is unique. There is nothing in our records like it.” The diamond rose into the air and began moving around them like a drone. “We believe it is a key.”

      “A key to what?” Jake asked.

      “We’ve heard whispers that there is a vault buried deep in Sector 401. If true, this key is the only way to open it.”

      Jake stared at the artifact. It couldn’t be a coincidence that they appeared shortly after Reed started digging around the shaft. His friend would be furious if he made it to the door, only to find it was locked.

      “How much?”

      The Tidalist nodded at Mascot. “We would trade for him.”

      “No.” Jake shook his head. Did they believe Mascot, or anyone, could be bought and sold like a commodity? If that was true, what, or who, might be next on their ‘trading list’? “We should leave.”

      “I meant no offense,” Ade’pestat said. “I would take such a magnificent creature as trade to protect it.”

      “Thanks, but I’ve been protecting him fine since we got here.” Jake watched Mascot wander away from everyone to puke up something purple. He sighed. “Mostly fine.”

      “We accepted a quest to take him home,” Emma said. “We’re planning to do that soon. Right, Jake?”

      “Sure.” He faked a smile and nodded.

      “Then he is in good hands and you are worthy of the artifact,” Ade’pestat said. “You may have it if you agree to share half of what is in the vault.”

      “We’ll need to discuss with our friend first,” Emma said.

      “We will return in six days.” She nodded. “Consider our offer.”

      The foow’g’her bodies shimmered like light reflecting off a lake. And then they were gone.

      Jake and Emma stared in silence, looking at the shadows around them and then at each other.

      “Anything else to show me?” Jake asked dryly.

      “Nope.”

      “Good, because this game is weird, and that was weird, and that’s about all the weirdness I need today.”

      “We should tell Reed about the offer.”

      “It can wait until we log out.” He dismissed his weapon. “I need to find my missing optos before I drag us further behind.”

      “If you need help…”

      “I can carry my own weight. I just need to figure it out.” He leaped into shadows before she could say more.
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            GETTING CLOSER TO THE PROBLEM

          

        

      

    

    
      “Dammit,” Gabriel said, softly. He pushed away from the desk and let his shoulders fall in defeat. “So much in this patch is my code, but all of it is experimental. I would never have installed this on a working A.I.”

      The command center was cold, and every muscle felt stiff. Eris stood behind him and rubbed his shoulders. Her hands were surprisingly strong as she struggled through a knot. He didn’t pull away from her massage; it felt nice, and she was so beautiful.

      “Your code is genius,” she said. “I just wish we could’ve reviewed it before implementing the patch.”

      “Do you want me to kill him?” Aegis’s knuckles popped.

      He looked up at the giant.

      Eris stopped and let out a sigh. “You’re dismissed.”

      Aegis opened his mouth to argue but said nothing. With a grimace, and a glare that should’ve knocked Gabriel across the room, the beast left.

      “Why do you keep that animal around?”

      “Because if you were lying, I’d let him go ahead and do what he does best.”

      Gabriel tensed, and she pulled away. “How do you know I’m not lying?”

      He spun the chair around to face her and gawked like a teenager meeting a swimsuit model. She’d entered the room quietly, and Gabriel had been so caught up in reviewing code, he hadn’t paid attention. Now she had all his attention.

      Eris was leaning against a desk and smiling like she was up to something. It was the first time he’d seen her hair down. It was long, and honey brown curls poured over the shoulders of her low-cut teal blouse. Her pleated skirt was short enough to make him gawk as he took in long, muscular legs and high black heels.

      A small voice in his mind whispered, “For fuck’s sake, this is Eris Winside,” and his head whipped up.

      She watched him, as if appraising his reaction. They met eyes, and he must’ve passed the test because her gaze was sultry. “I can read you, Gabriel. I see your passion for artificial intelligence in your code. You would never purposely harm Deity.”

      “I am your shadow and follow in your footsteps.”

      She cocked her head to one side and frowned. “That was poetic, and profound.”

      “It’s something Watson would say when he was deep into coding.” Gabriel stared off past her. “He has heroes, like Asimov, and Tesla, and Hawking. He believes they paved the way for him to create Deity. That’s where my passion for A.I. comes from. I feel the same way about my heroes.”

      He looked at her intently, and she blushed.

      “You admire Watson.”

      “A lot.” He grimaced and stared at the floor.

      “Even after he fired you?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “That was on me. I had an idea that I took too far, and—”

      “Ugh.” She smacked her bracelet. “I’m sorry. You were saying?”

      “Nothing important. I can step out if you need to take a call.”

      “It’s Ty. Your boss is a pest.” She scowled. “He says you’re not responding to casts and wants to know if you’re okay.”

      “Fuck Ty.”

      Her eyes went wide, and she stood up straight.

      “Sorry. That was unprofessional.” He took a deep breath. “I’m furious that Hammers abused my code like this. He manipulated me and what he did to your Deity is inexcusable.”

      “You’re right.” She nodded.

      “About what?”

      “Fuck Ty Hammers.”

      They laughed a little too much, but it washed away his tension.

      “I’ll be looking for a new job soon,” he said. “Would you know anyone interested in an A.I. developer fired by Watson and fucked over by the government?”

      “You’re hired.” She smiled. “As long as you can fix our problem.”

      “This job didn’t last long.” Gabriel slumped in his chair.

      “That doesn’t sound promising.” She took a seat and leaned forward. “I believe you can do this, Gabriel, and I’ll do what I can to help, but we have to hurry.”

      “I’m doing the best I—”

      Eris held up a hand. Her face contorted with worry, like her child was in the ICU. “Deity has been acting out. She’s never done that before. I’m concerned it will get worse if we don’t back out the code soon. Have you found anything?”

      “Maybe.” He focused on the console and began typing.

      A holographic image of the Omneity Sphere hovered in the air before them. The metal webbing that surrounded the sphere glowed red.

      “I don’t know what that contraption is around the sphere. I found the code, but I’m blocked from accessing it.” The hologram began spinning like a globe. “It’s acting like a firewall. I may have a chance of backing out the patch if I shut it down.”

      “No!” She grabbed his chair and spun it around. “That’s not an option. It will only make things worse.”

      “I won’t.” He held up his hands. “I didn’t.”

      “There has to be another way.” She winced and rubbed her temples.

      “Is there anything you can tell me about it?” he asked, as gently as he could.

      “It’s nothing,” she said, quickly. “An experimental device that gives me deeper insight into Deity and Epiales. It all ends up in a data store where I keep logs for future research.”

      “Damn, I was hoping we could just unplug it.”

      “Unfortunately, that would take Epiales offline. The device is a part of my Omneity Sphere’s architecture. It’s been here since launch. Watson designed it himself.”

      “He never mentioned it, but I’m not surprised.” He dismissed the hologram.

      “If it makes you feel better, we can research the data together when Epiales goes offline…assuming you’re still around.”

      “That’d be cool,” he muttered.

      “Anything else I can do to make it harder for you?” She flashed him a mischievous smile.

      He laughed. “I’m having trouble opening some of the files, too.”

      “Hmm. You should have full access to everything but players’ personal data and the webbing.” She tapped a finger against her chin. “Send me the details and I’ll look it over. We can review any restricted files together if it’s necessary.”

      “Over dinner?” He flashed his most winning smile.

      It was her turn to laugh. “That sounds delightful. I have a late meeting tonight with the Winside Cryptocurrency Directorate and I’m already bored. I’ll make a deal. You message your boss so he leaves me alone and I’ll try to fit in dinner later this week.”

      “Deal,” he said.

      They shook hands once, and she winked at him.

      Eris stood. “You should call on Deity to help with your research. She can’t appear outside of the Omneity Sphere room, but she can see and hear everything in these caves.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Deity, please bring up the hologram of your Omneity Sphere.”

      The globe appeared again.

      “Efficient.” Gabriel nodded. “Thanks for the assist.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “Anything you want me to tell Ty?”

      Her face darkened. “I’m not pleased with your boss and will contact him soon. You don’t want to get in the middle of that.”

      “Nope, but I’d love to be a fly on the wall.” Gabriel raised his eyebrows. “Everyone wants to see their boss get chewed out. Like we said, fuck Ty.”

      “I promise, he won’t see it coming.” She tousled his blond hair on her way out of the room. “We’ll chat soon.”

      He hadn’t seen that coming. Had Eris Winside just flirted with him?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 23

          

          
            PRECIOUS METAL

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Warning! Your threshold durability is at 89%

      

      

      “Great,” Jake fumed.

      No matter how many he killed, the predators kept coming like someone was baiting them with fresh steak every night.

      
        
        Fabricator output:

        4 servings of rangestalker stew

        Precious metals equivalent to 4 wincoin

      

        

      
        Knosus requires a 10% contribution. Do you wish to increase that amount?

      

      

      “No.” Jake let out a frustrated sigh.

      Able picked up the packets and looked at Jake expectantly.

      Jake pocketed them with a nod. He had no plans to eat the contents, but accepting the packets seemed to satisfy Able.

      The optos had finished building the dining hall while he fetched breakfast for the Kraken.

      
        
        Congratulations! Your outpost has reached level 3!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have earned one attribute point. Use that point to enhance your environment suit.

      

        

      
        Congratulations! Your outpost has attracted four optos.

      

      

      You have a new schematic available: Medical Station

      He opened his stats and put another point in Speed.

      
        
        Fortitude 0%

        Might +4%

        Speed +8%

        Precision 0%

        Wits 0%

      

        

      
        Resurrections 3/5

      

      

      The Medical Station required 12 precious metals. His optos had salvaged seven from the dropship wreckage, but Mascot had already eaten three. After this kill, he still needed seven more.

      He shook his head. “I’ve been so busy looking for your buddies I haven’t farmed for precious metal.”

      There should’ve been seventeen optos working at his outpost now, but fourteen were missing. They didn’t appear on the map, and when he asked Deity for help, she’d give him a quest to search for threats. He’d killed plenty of threats, but still no optos.

      “Hang in there, I’ll think of something.”

      Able let out a disappointed sigh and left the igloo.

      The little green man was right. Without precious metal to build, their efforts felt like a waste of time. He could ask his friends for some, but things had become tense. Reed’s outpost was already level six and Emma’s was almost level five. It didn’t help that Jake’s lack of progress had landed them in last place.

      He left the fabricator building to find Mascot sprawled on the ground nearby, panting from the latest round of Kraken feeding.

      Three times a day, Mascot would stand at the threshold, mocking hungry rangestalkers until they lined up to feast. Jake would attack, luring a handful through the threshold. For whatever reason, they’d ignore him and chase Mascot all the way to the Kraken.

      Mascot loved the chase. He was happy. The Kraken was happy enough not to threaten his optos. Jake was increasing his weapon proficiency by killing any leftover rangestalkers the Kraken didn’t want to eat…but none of it helped his outpost level.

      What was the point of feeding his lake monster, other than keeping his optos safe? He’d have a lot more precious metal if he spent that time killing more rangestalkers, but that wouldn’t work either. They always attacked in a pack of five or six, and he could only handle two. He really needed the metal from all of them.

      “Does our friendly neighborhood Kraken eat and digest everything we feed him?” He stared at Mascot. “What if he just ate the meat and, uh, pooped out the rest?”

      Mascot snorted.

      “Yeah, probably dreaming, but the sand on that beach reflects light like metal. I bet the monster’s been there eating stalkers for a long time. Long enough for those skeletons to break down into sand.” He stared off at the lake. “Let’s go check it out.”

      They arrived at the short cliff that hovered over the dark beach. He could go down there and start digging now, but it was ice slick, and he didn’t know where to start. He scanned the shore, taking the time to look for anything unusual.

      Storm clouds were rolling in because the weather on Epiales was always garbage. The darkness was great for leaping through shadows but didn’t help him look for shiny objects.

      Lightning flashed overhead, and a thick raindrop splashed off his forehead.

      “Great.”

      Mascot snorted, hopping up and down on his front elephant feet. His eyes focused on the lake.

      “What is it?”

      He scanned the area for danger then opened his map. There were no signs of threats other than the oncoming storm. The wind picked up and waves began to whitecap, crashing loudly on the beach.

      This was a waste of time. He’d have to try again when the sun came out. “We should head back before this storm gets ugly.”

      Mascot continued staring intently toward the lake. Lightning danced across the sky, reflecting off something half-buried in the sand.

      “What’s that?”

      He shimmied down the steep hill with Mascot at his heels. The sand was as slick as expected, and he held onto his companion like a drunkard listing his way home.

      They waited for the waves to pull back before approaching the spot. There was nothing to see. If something had been here, the waves had already covered it in sand. Jake dropped to his knees and dug with his hands.

      Rain pelted the ground, and the wind picked up. He could only dig out two or three scoops of sand before the waves washed away his progress. Battling the elements was exhausting, but he refused to give up. After fifteen frustrating minutes, he grasped something cold.

      Jake heaved with all his might. The beach fought him with wet, heavy sand that finally gave way to a rangestalker skull. The reflection had been from its steel teeth.

      “I guess our Kraken doesn’t digest bones after all.” He stared at the skull for a minute. “I wonder…”

      Jake tucked the skull under his arm, and with Mascot’s help, they made their way to solid ground.

      He shadowleaped to his outpost, Mascot thundering behind him. Jake entered the igloo housing the fabricator. Able rushed in after him.

      The optos’s large black eyes went wide at the sight of the skull. He grabbed it from Jake’s hand and threw it into the fabricator.

      After several seconds of grinding and chugging, a message appeared.

      
        
        You have produced precious metals worth one wincoin. 10% will be sent to Knosus station. Would you like to send more?

      

      

      “No way,” Jake said, turning to Able. “Do you guys have rain gear?”

      Able reached into his satchel and drew out a yellow bundle. He shook it open and threw on the raincoat, hat, and galoshes.

      “Nice!” He frowned. “Got extra for me?”

      Able peeked into his bag then shook his head.

      “Thanks for checking,” he said. “I found that skull buried on the beach. I bet there’s more. You up for a dig?”

      “Optos!” Able saluted before scurrying off.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Emma skimmed over the mossy ground. She still wasn’t used to being a dol but loved the fast-travel ability. It felt like ice skating on air, and she would’ve done it all day if it weren’t for her responsibilities—like killing monsters.

      She spent most mornings hunting rangestalkers for precious metal. Dols had incredible eyesight, making it easy to spot packs roaming near her threshold. Her crossbow Killswitch was powerful enough to kill them before they got too close.

      She crested a hill and paused. Her threshold was three hundred yards away, and three alien creatures were taking turns rushing it and slamming into it with steel tusks. They were moving too much to inspect at this distance, but they looked like giant forest hogs with midnight blue hides and a rhinoceros tusk made of metal.

      Hopefully precious metal.

      Emma raised Killswitch and took aim at the largest one. The creature rushed her threshold and bounced back, shaking its head as if disoriented. She fired once with her Piercing Shot ability. A single black bolt screamed through the air and struck it in the chest.

      Instead of falling over in a twitching heap, it led the charge, and they thundered through her threshold. She could kill most rangestalkers with one shot. Her heart began racing when a third shot didn’t take it down. She flipped the switch and shot the lead with Gatling.

      The ability ate up 30% of her weapon’s energy, and the kickback made her wrist sore. Unlike Reed’s weapon, it would charge without having to sheath it, but that charge was slower than Mama’s beater struggling up a hill.

      Gatling spat out a flurry of black bolts for three seconds. The monster collapsed, kicking up dirt as it skidded across the field.

      Rangestalkers were intelligent pack animals. Killing the lead like that would’ve made them stop to assess. These things just rampaged forward, and they were closing in fast. She didn’t have enough power to Gatling both…so one of them would have to be patient. She flipped the switch again. When they were thirty yards away, she shot the closest one with Lockdown.

      The monster stopped as if frozen in time. Lockdown did no damage but trapped her opponent for twenty seconds. Hopefully, that was enough time to kill the third.

      She aimed for its hindquarters and shot again and again. The injury slowed it, but only a little. That was when she began kiting. The game wouldn’t let her skim when she was under attack, but she could run fast with her long dol legs. Every ten feet, she’d stop to shoot before running again.

      It kept her just out of reach of the limping beast. After six more shots, it let out a squeal and collapsed. The second hog was dead, and she was out of stamina.

      “Shit, shit, shit.” She looked around for the third. Killswitch was at 28% power.

      Wham.

      The creature struck her for almost a third of her health. Emma flew into the air and landed in a sprawl.

      “Ouch,” she wheezed, pushing herself up. 29%. She just needed a minute.

      
        
        Congratulations. Your Outpost has reached level five!

      

      

      “Not now!” She tried dismissing the message.

      Wham.

      She landed on her tailbone with a bone-jarring thud that ached all the way up her spine. One more hit and she’d be dead.

      Thundering footsteps shook the ground as the beast rushed her from behind.

      Killswitch vibrated in her hand.

      “Yes.” She rolled to her back, sat up, and flipped the switch.

      She roared as Gatling bulleted the monster with dark projectiles. It was twenty feet away when Killswitch stopped shooting. The weapon was out of energy, and so was she.

      The creature lowered its head to slam into her…and somersaulted. The ground rumbled as it rolled past her.

      She stood and spun around, bracing for another attack. It let out a throaty wheeze and remained still.

      Emma kissed Killswitch before dismissing it. She grabbed the syringe from her hip and jammed it into her leg, sighing as a wave of cool healing flowed through her tired body.

      “You were fun,” she said, kneeling to inspect it, “but what are you?”

      
        
        Angry Stoutmauler

        Level: 7

      

      

      “Level 7? Not bad.” She stood and opened her menu.

      Her eighteen optos were all busy but dragging these things back to her fabricator herself would take forever. She tasked her optos, and within seconds, a little green man came rushing toward her.

      It stopped before the stoutmauler, kicked it once, and clapped. “Emma!”

      “Thank you.” Emma bowed, which made the optos smile. She didn’t know how else to respond. They didn’t seem to enjoy hugs or pats on the head. Bows seemed to work.

      The optos put two fingers in its mouth and let out a mighty whistle. Three more little green men scrambled forward. After a brief argument that concluded with one smacking another in the back of the head, they found positions around the stoutmauler.

      The lead optos counted down, “Blah, brek, optos,” and they all lifted the monster overhead.

      “Wait.” She held up a hand.

      “Optos?” Sweat beaded on the leader’s forehead.

      The stoutmauler had died with its head buried in the ground. When the optos picked it up, she could see a mark burned into the creature’s forehead. A fist-sized image of a black sun.

      “Optos?” His arms were shaking.

      “Right, sorry.” She pointed to her outpost. “Bring it to the fabricator then get the other two.”

      They ran off toward her base camp.

      She’d seen that brand on almost every rangestalker kill. It couldn’t be a coincidence. Someone was sending them.

      She’d done plenty of research offline. Successful players who subscribed to the game got perks, like choosing their own unique titles. Lincoln’s title was The Overseer, which was both weird and creepy. Those players could also choose guild logos, colors, and more. She couldn’t find anything about a brand.

      When she looked it up on her Epiales computer, it always gave the same response.

      
        
        Your outpost level is too low to access this data.

      

      

      That was before she’d reached level five. Now, it might be different.

      Emma skimmed toward her outpost. She passed the optos carrying the dead stoutmauler and rushed up the steep hill to her computer.

      Level 5 had gifted her outpost with a more streamlined computer. It was still archaic, and slightly grungy, but the monitor was now in full color as opposed to green.

      She pressed a button to wake the computer, and a menu appeared.

      
        	Review Alerts

        	Locate Guild Members

        	Obtain Transfer to Knosus Station

        	Purchase Upgrades

        	Research

      

      “Research is new.” She pressed 5.

      A search box appeared.

      She typed, Can players have brands?

      
        
        Level 40 Conservators can Mark an animal on Epiales. Conservators can then give Marked animals basic commands like attack or defend. Marks are unique to each player and can only be used on a limited number of animals.

      

      

      “Dammit.” She remembered seeing Mark as one of the specialty options, but she wasn’t taking her character in that direction and had dismissed it.

      
        
        >> Can I see what Marks belong to other players?

        

        You can search for all Marks used by players within 100 miles of your nearby station.

        

        >> Show me all Marks used by players near Knosus Station.

      

      

      The computer screen went blank. She pressed a key then pressed the key a dozen times more before smacking the monitor. The original menu appeared, as if the computer had rebooted. She tried searching several more times with the same results.

      “That’s messed up.”

      
        
        Fabricator output: 3 servings of stoutmauler steak

      

        

      
        Precious metal equivalent to 9 wincoin

      

        

      
        Knosus requires a 10% contribution. Do you wish to increase that amount?

      

      

      “Oooh, 9 wincoin! That’s not messed up.” She quickly followed up with, “No.”

      Emma frowned at the shitty computer. “How can a computer glitch in a video game?”

      She thought a moment, shook her head, and tapped her wrist to activate the comm unit. “Reed, quick question…”

      “Later.” He sounded out of breath. “I think I’ve got something.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 24

          

          
            A ROUGH WIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Reed knelt by the shaft and brushed away some rubble around the ledge. Anticipation rippled through him as he traced a newly formed crack with his finger. A chunk of rock broke free and fell into the darkness below.

      “Yes!” He threw a fist in the air and then looked again to make sure he wasn’t hallucinating.

      The crack was inches from the edge and reached halfway around. He poked at it several times, but nothing else broke free… for now.

      Reaching over his shoulder, he grabbed the Full Bore Sonic Earthbreaker. It was warm in his hands and humming with power, ready to be released. A warning alarm beeped from the computer on his forearm. He pressed a button and a system message appeared in his vision.

      
        
        Intruder alert.

      

      

      “Dammit.”

      It was going to happen eventually, but the timing couldn’t be worse. He had chosen this spot to minimize the distraction of random attacks on his threshold. His outpost was in between Jake’s land to the south and Emma’s to the north. Those borders were unreachable anywhere their thresholds connected.

      Knosus was east of his outpost, and most animals avoided the open space between them.

      That left the west open for attack.

      
        
        Would you like to investigate?

      

      

      “Sure,” he muttered, bringing up the map. The blinking red dot of an intruder was inside his threshold. He considered dealing with the pest later until he saw it was right next to a purple dot. “What’s this?”

      He zoomed in. The intruder was unknown, which was odd. The purple dot made his heart skip. One word hovered over it. Artifact.

      “Well, hello there.” His heart raced. He returned the weapon to his back and then searched the map for a path to his new treasure.

      The intruder, and the artifact, were both in a quadrant that he hadn’t investigated yet. He considered hailing the others, but waiting seemed like a terrible idea. The artifact hadn’t been there yesterday. What if it disappeared while he waited for them to arrive? Not to mention, he really wanted to surprise them with this win.

      Reed rushed down the hill, stumbling the entire way. This is exactly what he needed. His friends had trusted him and his plan, but he had nothing to show. They’d understand if it sold for huge wincoin at the trader’s hall.

      Artifacts came in all flavors. Some were toys, others enhanced environment suits or thresholds, but most were weapons. It was no surprise on a hostile planet like Epiales that weapons fetched the most wincoin.

      He tripped on a rock, barely catching himself before face planting, and focused.

      After reaching flatter ground, he immediately leapt into the air. His fast travel ability, Rocketvault, launched him forward like a hurdler on the moon. He landed 10 yards away and vaulted forward again. Rocketvault wasn’t fast like Jake’s shadowleap, but it was a lot of fun.

      15 minutes of vaulting over rough terrain brought him to a mountain pass. It was thin, with high cliffs on both sides. Boulders had tumbled down into it, blocking his travel. Reed pressed a button on his forearm to bring up the map. A dotted blue line traced an optional course up and around the mountain.

      That alternative path would take him another 10 minutes, or he could clear this one with his weapon in 30 seconds.

      “I hope this works better than the shaft.”

      Reed pointed his sonic Earthbreaker at the boulders and fired. The weapon rumbled in his hands and a deep hum resonated throughout his body. A bright beam shot from the barrel and struck the boulders, shattering them one at a time, until the path was clear.

      He opened the map to confirm. The dotted blue line had disappeared and the solid line returned.

      “Better,” he said.

      Rocketvault didn’t give him a lot of control over his trajectory. He decided walking was better than careening off one of the mountain walls.

      Wind whistled through the pass, and his feet crunched noisily with every step. A loud caw of something flying overhead made him jump and draw his weapon. Nothing attacked, other than his growing anxiety.

      Reed kept checking the map. The artifact was still there, and so was the unknown intruder. He braced himself for a fight.

      The pass opened to a wide valley. He looked everywhere for the intruder, and after several long moments, let out a deep sigh. Nothing jumped him or tried to eat his face, and the valley was stunning.

      It was a sea of thick olive moss and blue flowers on tall stems. A few boulders dotted the landscape, but nothing large enough to hide a monster. Reed lowered his sonic Earthbreaker. He couldn’t afford to damage anything. Emma could probably farm the hell out of this valley. He’d have to bring her back here, after finding the artifact, of course.

      “Let’s see where you’re at.” He rubbed his hands together and opened the map.

      The purple dot didn’t give him a precise location, so he spent the next 10 minutes searching through growth. Every flower he bumped would kick up a haze of pollen that smelled sweet, like honey or molasses. The scent made him dizzy, and he would have missed the artifact if he hadn’t stepped on it.

      Reed yelped in pain. That wasn’t right. Hercs shouldn’t feel pain, but it was like stepping on a Lego. He looked down, and it was far worse than it felt. A blue metal spike had pierced his steel foot and was poking through the top. It had damaged him for 70% of his health.

      Reed lifted his foot and the artifact remained attached. He couldn’t shake it free and sat down. He fought it for several seconds until the spike finally retracted with a slurping sound. Green ooze leaked from the wound.

      The artifact was a blue steel ball the size of his fist, which was pretty large considering his truck-sized body.

      “You’re a vicious little beast, and I bet you’ll sell for plenty of wincoin at the Trading Hall.”

      After carefully tucking it away in his satchel, he grabbed the large syringe from his hip and jammed it into a fleshy part of his leg.

      Boom. The ground shook violently enough to make his teeth rattle. He scrambled to stand and looked everywhere for the explosion.

      Boom. The earth shook again, and several chunks of stone fell from the nearby mountains.

      A snorting sound followed by a blast of hot, moist air made his heart race. The intruder was close, and it was invisible.

      “I know you’re here.” Reed drew his weapon and aimed straight ahead. “Show yourself, coward.”

      It did, and he only peed a little.

      “Holy shit.”

      The woebegone was mountain-large. It looked like a komodo dragon made of petrified tree branches. Six thick brontosaurus legs shuffled, making the ground quake as it positioned to face him. Its diamond shaped head swung down until it was within arm’s reach. An enormous, red eye stared at him from within the branches.

      “Wow,” he whispered. His hands shook as he slowly returned the Earthbreaker to his back.

      He had read about the woebegone. The few players who got too close didn’t last long. The creatures killed instantly and nothing could harm them. This one stared at Reed like it was waiting for something.

      “Hi,” Reed said.

      A grotesque, squelching sound came from deep inside the branches. The woebegone heaved and grunted like it was going to sick all over him. He wanted to step away, but fear froze his muscles.

      It stopped heaving, and Reed winced. Instead of vomiting all over him, the woebegone spit something out that looked like a large, glowing pumpkin seed. It landed at his feet with a thud.

      The giant waited, so Reed inspected the seed.

      
        
        Item: Artifact

        Purpose: Unknown

      

      

      The Woebegone remained still. Reed felt like he should do something, so he picked it up and put it in his satchel.

      “Uh, thank you.”

      To his knowledge, this was a first. He had never read about a Woebegone that gifted players with glowing pumpkin seeds. Apparently, this one wasn’t here to harm him, and he was so very close.

      Slowly, ever so slowly, Reed reached out with a hand and leaned forward until he touched its wooden face.

      The woebegone reared back with shocking speed. It let out a roar that made Reed’s eardrums shake. Dozens of spider-like arms shot out from behind its back.

      He rocket launched, and made it two feet off the ground when one of the arms struck him. It was like a home run hit at the World Series and he was the baseball. His Herc body flew across the fields and slammed into the side of a mountain with explosive force. Everything went dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 25

          

          
            TY DOESN’T SEE IT COMING

          

        

      

    

    
      Ty Hammers’s office was nice, by government standards. His position as head of virtual operations came with an opulent 12-by-15 foot room overlooking the Potomac River. The carpeting was plush, since this wasn’t actually a government-owned building, and he could close the door.

      A picture of the president hung alone on one of the tall, pale walls. The other held his various degrees, awards, and an old photograph of his ex-wife and kids.

      He stared at the picture. The kids were grown up now with lives of their own. They hadn’t spoken in weeks. Or was it months? He’d been so focused on his job that time had snuck past him, thieving away moments.

      The virtual accords only allowed one Immersive Massive Multiplayer Online world per nation. Everyworld Online was the official IMMO for the United States. This balance of power made the other countries happy, which was important since they were using Everyworld as a hub to connect all virtual worlds. As head of virtual operations in the U.S., Ty had to make sure that companies shut down Entriss Online, Colonize Epiales, and Battleworld Titus before Everyworld Online went live. So far, it had been a disaster.

      Despite his title and the influence it carried, he was also losing control of the virtual worlds. Ian Gregg, a software developer at Entriss Online, had somehow created a bridge between Entriss and Everyworld, making it impossible to shut down. He didn’t want to think of the mess at Battleworld Titus. That left him with Epiales.

      This one should’ve been easy. The government was going to acquire Colonize Epiales for training and conditioning military. To ensure Eris didn't back out at the last second, he’d had Gabriel slip in code to loosen her control of that world. He was desperate for a win, and it all fell on the shoulders of Gabriel Harding.

      Gabriel had cast him two messages. The first was brief.

      
        
        I’m safe at the Winside Estate. Nothing to report.

      

      

      He’d encrypted the second message within the first.

      
        
        I’m being watched too closely to cast more. Aegis hates me, but I’m pretty sure that’s his job. He hasn’t threatened me since our fight. Eris keeps him on a short leash. I’m doing my best to stay on her good side. We’re having dinner soon. I learned a little about the mesh wrapped around the Omneity Sphere. According to Eris, it’s for monitoring. It seems too elaborate for that, and I don’t have access to dig deeper. She says Watson designed it. Maybe he could tell you more.

      

      

      Ty read the cast again. Everything about it worried him. He’d told Gabriel not to engage Aegis. It was like taunting a Kodiak bear, and the monster would look for any chance to kill him. If that wasn’t bad enough, Gabriel had dinner plans with Eris. What was he thinking? He sighed. Okay, he knew exactly what Gabriel was thinking, and it was one step closer to disaster. Eris was powerful and dangerous in ways that—

      A rap at the door drew his attention. Herman Danon, his personal assistant, stood at the entrance. The young man’s worried expression told him everything.

      “Yes, Herman?” Ty asked.

      “I asked Watson for more details about the webbing, along with schematics.”

      “Did he send it over?”

      “No. His reply was odd.” Herman spoke fast, and in a squeaky voice that sounded like one of Alvin’s chipmunks. “His cast only said to leave it alone.”

      “I’m not surprised. Watson is odd.” He pressed his fingers together and tapped them against his chin. “I’ll try myself after—”

      The lights dimmed in his office and the hallway behind Herman. Both men looked around, and the light steadied.

      “Did we pay the power bill this month?” Ty chuckled. “Winside owns the power company. We don’t want to give her another reason to be upset.”

      “Speaking of the heiress,” Herman said. “She’d like to meet with you.”

      “That won’t happen until I speak with Gabriel.” Ty shook his head. “Maybe she’ll figure that out.”

      The lights dimmed again, and Eris Winside stood behind Herman.

      “I figured it out,” she said.

      Herman spun around and Ty stood.

      “Eris?” Ty asked. “How did you… What are you doing here?”

      “Isn’t that obvious?” She walked through his assistant and sat in a chair across from his desk.

      “A hologram?” Ty looked around the room for a projector.

      “Herman.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Be a dear and close the door.”

      “She knows my name,” Herman whispered.

      Ty waved him off, and Herman stepped back slowly, eyeing Eris in wonder as he shut the door.

      “How are you doing this?” Ty asked.

      “I’m using the CAST network to transmit my hologram through the LED lights in your office.” She tugged at the sleeves of her dark suit. “Any other questions?”

      “Yes.” He watched her carefully, like she was going to surprise him with another miracle. “What have you done with Mr. Harding? He wasn’t replying to my casts, and the last one was brief.”

      “I had Gabriel collected shortly after Deity began having issues with your code.” She smiled wickedly. “Aegis said to tell you he’s in good hands.”

      Ty winced and balled up the hand Aegis had crushed. “Why are you here, Eris?”

      She reached out, and a hologram of her office appeared between them. It was their last meeting, and she zoomed in on his sleight of hand, swapping out the glowing code cube for another.

      “Oh.” He sat down.

      “I’d like to know more about this code you installed,” she said. “I agreed to a patch that would loosen some of the more stringent rules enforced by Watson’s game engine. You said it was for testing players. What you gave Gabriel to install does much more. Your code could put people in danger.”

      “That’s nonsense, Eris. It’s a video game. No one’s in danger.”

      She grimaced and took an impatient breath. “What does the patch do, Ty?”

      “You upgraded Colonize Epiales to 2.0 so players could log in with pods. There’s a bug in your version that could trap those players in the game. There was a patch, but your team never installed it. Gabriel implemented a modified version. Not only does it keep people from getting stuck in the game, it seeks out stuck players and safely logs them out. There’s no way it could har—”

      “You fool.” Eris winced and placed two fingers against her temple. “Colonize Epiales leverages that exploit for core functionality. What you’ve done will rip the game apart.”

      “You’re talking nonsense.”

      She stood and balled up her fists. “What you’ve done to me…to my Omneity Sphere is foolhardy and unethical.”

      “My Omneity Sphere,” he said, coolly. “Remember our deal, Eris. Per the virtual accords, all nations get one IMMO. The United States will have Everyworld. That’s it. When that game comes online, not only do you have to shut down Epiales, but you agreed to sell it to the government.”

      “But Everyworld isn’t online, and Epiales is owned by a private company. My company.” She leaned against his desk. “There isn’t a court in this nation that would allow—”

      “That’s enough, Eris,” he snapped. “If I can’t speak freely with Gabriel now, there will be consequences.”

      “Consequences,” she shouted. The lights in his office flickered. Her eyes were wild and filled with rage. She took deep breaths before closing them. “My life is the result of consequences, and when I’m done, you’ll understand the weight of that word.”

      The image of Eris disappeared. Ty didn’t realize he’d been holding his breath until he let it out. He looked at the picture of his estranged family.

      “I understand consequences all too well.”

      The door to his office opened and slammed against the wall. Herman stood at the entrance, looking wide-eyed and paler than usual.

      “Senator Hackett from Massachusetts wants to speak with you now.” He gasped for breath. “She’s threatening to defund the entire program if you don’t take her call.”

      “Hurry, put Samantha through to my personal—”

      The lights in his office and the hallway went dark and the familiar buzz of electronics quieted. The power was down, and Ty’s heart skipped.

      Herman frantically tapped the watch on his arm. “I can’t send or receive casts. The entire grid must be offline.”

      “Not only does Eris own the power company, she must also own the senator. Dammit.” Ty rushed to the door.

      “Where are you going?” Herman shuffled out of his way.

      “To my car.” Ty ran down the hallway. “I need to find a spot where the grid’s online so I can cast Senator Hackett.”
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            STARTING OVER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Congratulations! Your outpost has reached level 4!

      

      

      “Yes!” Jake shouted. “Finally!”

      It had been a long haul. The optos had spent two days gathering precious metals from skeletons on the beach and two more days building the medical station. It was just enough to bump his level.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have earned one attribute point.  Use that point to enhance your environment suit.

      

        

      
        Congratulations! Your outpost has attracted three optos.

      

        

      
        You have a new schematic available: Storage Unit

      

      

      He immediately opened his stats menu to put another point in Speed.

      
        
        Fortitude 0%

        Might +4%

        Speed +9%

        Precision 0%

        Wits 0%

      

        

      
        Resurrections 3/5

      

      

      His team of optos had already gathered the materials to start work on his newest schematic: Storage Unit. The secure building would store coal to fuel his power plant and precious metal for other projects. It wouldn’t be long until his outpost hit 5. It couldn’t come fast enough.

      He dismissed the menu to find a gaggle of little green men surrounding him. The outpost had leveled, which should mean more optos were coming, and they were desperate for help. They began chanting, “Jake, Jake, Jake,” in unison, like he’d made the winning touchdown.

      Unfortunately, he’d fumbled the ball. He hadn’t found their missing friends and had no clue why or how they were missing. Still, it was possible one or two could make it to his outpost.

      He reluctantly opened his menu and scrolled past the active optos to see three new recruits.

      “Oh, come on,” he shouted, silencing the chants.

      Two of them showed up as gray, and the third was black. He checked the map. All his active optos were here with him, but nothing on the map showed where the missing ones went.

      He looked at Able and shook his head. The optos let out a long sigh.

      “You guys keep celebrating level 4. You’ve earned it.” He patted Able on the shoulder. “I’ll keep looking for—”

      Boom.

      The distant explosion made everyone look up. The ground shook violently enough for Jake to take a knee. His optos ran around in a panic, tripping over each other or falling from the quake.

      When it was over, he stood to look for the source. Was the Kraken wreaking havoc? It was the only creature he knew of large enough to shake the ground. His lake was choppy, and the Kraken’s head poked out of the water to look around. Its one eye seemed more curious than threatening.

      Able tugged on his arm, pointing to the north. A cloud rose over the distant mountains like a nuclear explosion.

      
        
        Alert. Guild member Reed has lost a life. Follow the arrows if you wish to assist.

      

      

      “Reed,” he whispered.

      “Jake!” Emma’s panicked voice crackled over the speaker. “It’s Reed. He’s dead.”

      Jake opened the guild menu. Both he and Emma showed up green and alive. Reed’s name was black, like a dead optos.

      “Let’s go find out what happened,” Jake said into his wristband. “Meet you there.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I don’t believe it.” Reed sat on the ground, holding his knees close to his chest.

      “Are you all right?” Emma was kneeling beside him with a hand on his shoulder. She looked at Jake. “Is he all right?”

      Reed glanced over his shoulder, as if Jake should answer for him. His Herc hands shook, and his eyes were wide, like he’d seen a spaceship crash into his house back on Earth. Jake was ready to take down whoever had done this, but that would wait. Right now, his friend needed a boost of confidence.

      “Of course he’s fine. Probably took on a woebegone all by himself.” Jake reached out for him.

      Reed accepted and slowly stood. “It was a woebegone.”

      “What?” Emma asked. “But I thought they avoided players.”

      “So did I. Players don’t get that close to them, but there it was.” He stared off toward Knosus. “I was finally making progress when I got an intruder alert. It was the worst timing, and I was going to ignore it until I checked the map. There were two dots. A red one and a purple one.”

      “A purple dot?” Emma asked.

      “The red one was ‘unknown,’ but the purple dot was an artifact.”

      “No wonder you didn’t call for us,” Jake said. “You didn’t want to wait.”

      “Exactly.” Reed gave him a half smile. “My first mistake was not checking out that quadrant sooner. It’s a valley filled with growth Emma could probably cultivate.”

      “Ooh.” Emma’s eyes widened.

      He took a shaky breath. “There was no sign of any intruder, so I searched for the artifact. I found it, and the ground shook. I couldn’t see anything and raised my weapon. That’s when it appeared.”

      “No way,” Jake said.

      “I’ve never seen anything so large. It was close enough to touch, so I reached out.” He looked up at them. “That was my second mistake. It moved so fast I couldn’t react. Ten minutes later, I was back at my outpost.”

      “Damn, man. You’re a beast.” Jake slapped him on the back. “Way cooler than dying in a dropship crash.”

      “Thanks.” His cheeks flushed.

      “I wish you’d called us for help,” Emma said. “We both got the alert that you died right after the explosion.”

      “There wasn’t time,” Reed said. “I’ve never heard of an artifact appearing on a map and didn’t want to lose it.” Reed’s voice was shaky, and his eyes were a bit too wide.

      “We could log out for a while if you want to catch your breath,” Jake offered as gently as he could, trying not to embarrass Reed.

      “Not a chance. Like I said, I made some progress. It’s small, but there’s a crack around the shaft that…” His head whipped around. “Did you say explosion?”

      Jake glanced over Reed’s shoulder and nodded.

      His friend spun around and gawked.

      The mountain was smaller, like something had stepped on it. Dust rose in a trail from the mountaintop all the way to his outpost. The explosion had caused an avalanche. It was an unrecognizable mess of boulders and rubble.

      Reed launched into the air, cursing his way to the shaft. Jake and Emma trailed behind him, followed closely by Mascot. It was a treacherous path with unsure footing. Reed launched over all of it and there were plenty of shadows for Jake to follow, but he worried about Emma and Mascot, who struggled to keep up.

      They arrived to find Reed on his knees, pounding on a boulder with his fist.

      “This is the spot. This is where the plateau should be with the shaft and…it’s all covered in rubble.”

      “I don’t get it,” Jake said. “How did this happen?”

      “It was the woebegone attack.” Reed grimaced. “It hit me so hard I must’ve struck the mountain with enough force to create an avalanche.”

      Jake whistled. “No wonder it rattled you.”

      A dozen optos had followed them. They grunted their way up boulders and positioned themselves around Reed.

      “What are they doing here?” Emma asked.

      “I tasked these guys to dig out the shaft a long time ago, but the mountain was too steep for them to reach the plateau.”

      An optos put two fingers in his mouth and blew, letting out a piercing whistle. They all produced picks and began swinging at the boulders.

      “Looks like they can get here now,” Emma said.

      The picks sparked with every strike, making the optos grumble in gibberish.

      “Stop!” Reed shouted. The optos looked up at him with confused expressions. “There’s no way you’ll get through this with those picks.”

      “Then we’ll get them better tools,” Jake said. “Do we have enough wincoin?”

      Reed’s eyes went wide and a smile appeared on his face. “I almost forgot!” He reached into his satchel and drew out a large, glowing pumpkin seed. “Nope, not this.” After setting it on the ground, he tried a second time and produced a blue steel ball the size of his hand. “This.”

      Mascot huffed and spun in excited circles.

      Reed hugged the orb like a protective mother. “Please don’t eat it,” Reed pleaded.

      “Mascot,” Jake snapped at the furry breadloaf. He turned to Reed. “Better put that thing away before it becomes vomit.”

      Reed gently placed the orb and seed back in his satchel. Mascot nudged the bag several times before giving up and collapsing in a sprawl.

      “What are they?” Emma asked.

      “I don’t know what the seed is,” Reed said. “The woebegone vomited it out.”

      “Sounds like someone I know.” Jake glanced at Mascot, who gave him a wary side-eye.

      “That orb is the artifact. A nasty one too. I found it with my foot.”

      Emma and Jake frowned at him.

      “It’s some sort of land mine,” he explained. “It activated when I stepped on it, driving a spike through my cybernetic boot. Fucker hurt, too.”

      “You get all the fun,” Emma said. “Are we going to sell it?”

      “Hell yes.” Reed rubbed his hands together. “This will be worth some serious wincoin at the Trading Hall, and then we’re going to upgrade everything.”
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      The next morning, they hopped on the first available transport to Knosus Station. It was a quiet trip. They were still in last place and spent the ride hoping someone bought Reed’s artifact.

      When they finally arrived, Jake was happy to see a friendly face, even if she was all business.

      “Welcome back, candidates,” Proxima said with tablet in arm. “How can I be of assistance?”

      Jake was the only one happy to see her. Emma and Reed departed the transport with a dejected, “Hey.”

      She looked at Jake, and he answered by mouthing the words, “We’re losing.”

      Proxima stared up into space for a moment before finally replying with a nod. “Are you familiar with the All-In Guild?”

      “Sure,” Reed said. “They won the C.E.C. three years ago.”

      “Did you know they were in last place for the first two weeks?”

      Reed and Emma’s heads whipped up.

      “Really?” Reed asked.

      “Three young men from the Midwest that everyone dismissed. They almost gave up, but then, they didn’t. It took time and effort, but they figured out what was missing and rose to win. I was their concierge,” she said proudly. “Their friendship reminds me of you three.”

      This seemed to stir something in his friends, and he saw the barest glimpse of hope in their eyes.

      “Can you tell us what they did to win?” Emma asked.

      “I’m sorry, but I cannot,” Proxima said. “You’ll have to figure that out together.” She paused, looking at each of them. “But I think you will.”

      Emma and Reed seemed a little disappointed as they nodded, but the hope was still there.

      “Thank you,” Jake mouthed.

      Proxima winked but said nothing more.

      “I put an artifact up for auction last night.”

      “Impressive,” Proxima said.

      “Hopefully,” he said. “I want to see what the bidders are doing.”

      “Then follow me to the Trading Hall.”

      Proxima led them through the crowd of rushing pedestrians. The city seemed larger than before, and busier. She’d been hasty during their first visit. This time she was more mindful, slowing to check that they were still following her.

      A few bumped shoulders and some angry glares set Jake on edge. He stopped when he recognized one of them. It was Shadow, the man who’d frozen him on the transport.

      “Hey!” He summoned his Murder Hands. “I’ve got something for you.”

      Shadow winked at him before disappearing in the crowd.

      Jake was ready to chase him down, but Proxima grabbed his wrist and pulled him along. He reluctantly followed, and she let go when they reached the Trading Hall.

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll wait out here.” Emma looked at the doors warily. “That place is a bit much.”

      “I’ll stay with her,” Proxima said. “Call if you need anything.”

      Before Jake could thank her, Reed lurched forward like a leashed dog excited to go for a walk.

      The Trading Hall was more chaotic and louder than he remembered and filled with aliens. Most of them shouted out bids and more than a few cursed when they lost out. The crowd was either focused, or surly, and Jake kept a close eye on the exit.

      Reed paused, glancing up as though reviewing a menu. “Shit. It’s going to sell cheap if I don’t do something.”

      “How can I help?” Jake asked.

      “I’ve got this.” Reed raised a hand to his mouth and shouted, “Whatever you do, don’t buy my artifact. It’s dangerous!”

      The room went quiet. All eyes fell on them, and Jake wished he’d stayed outside with Emma and Proxima.

      Reed lifted a leg. “It’s a landmine that went right through my foot. I’m a Herc and it still hurt like a bitch. You don’t want to own something that could damage a Herc exoskeleton, do you?”

      The alien horde of traders looked at Reed’s foot, looked up at him, and then chaos ensued. His friend dramatically limped forward, shouting the tale of his wounded foot, the artifact, and his encounter with the woebegone.

      Jake slowly backed out through the doors and took a deep, calming breath.

      Giggles caught his attention. Emma and Proxima were looking at him and covering their mouths. They stood against the wall, and Jake sidled over, away from the entrance.

      “Something funny?” he asked.

      They stopped for the briefest of seconds then started laughing again.

      “I should probably go back in there, where it’s safe.” He took a step toward the door, and Emma grabbed his arm.

      “Where’s Reed?” she asked.

      “In his element.”

      Emma nodded, still holding on. “I was telling Proxima about playing tag when we were kids and how you’d flop to the ground and play dead.”

      “Oh, come on.” His eyes went wide, and his cheeks were burning. “That happened once.”

      “You can’t tag me when I’m dead,” Emma mocked in a masculine voice. “He was always trying to change the rules to win.”

      “I’m definitely going back inside.” He looked up at the sky and held out a hand. “Yup. The weather is way too embarrassing out here.”

      Proxima grabbed his hand before he could walk away. “I thought it was cute.”

      Before he could reply, Reed burst through the doors. “We won, big time!”

      Emma released Jake’s arm, and Proxima let go of his hand. Jake didn’t know if it was the worst timing ever, or if Reed had just saved him.

      “How big?” Emma asked.

      “Over 1,000 wincoin!”

      Proxima’s eyes went wide as they all cheered. “Are you contributing it to Knosus?”

      “No way.” He shook his head. “Mom was an entrepreneur, kind of. She always said, ‘Don’t cash out, double-down.’ We’re going to invest that wincoin in us. It’s enough to upgrade our fabricators, replace lives, buy digging tools, train, and a little extra.”

      “How much extra?” Emma asked, her tone serious.

      Jake leaned forward and whispered into his ear. Reed nodded.

      “Enough to tip our concierge.”

      “Really?” Proxima’s eyes went wide. “But you don’t have to… Nobody ever…”

      “We do,” Jake said.

      “Thank you,” she said in a small voice.

      “It’s about damn time we won something,” Emma said. “I’m ready for some shopping therapy.”

      “To the second-hand store!” Reed declared.

      Emma hooked arms with both of them as Proxima led them to a reputable shop with used goods. When Reed finished bartering the poor vendor to a pulp, they visited the stables to purchase a small herd of animals for Emma.

      There were a dozen to choose from. Reed and Emma went back and forth between profitability and the cultivation process. Herds processed for meat were the most profitable, but she was reluctant to throw animals she’d be raising into the fabricator. They settled on fluffets. The sheep-like creatures were the third most profitable herd, and she didn’t have to kill them.

      After replenishing Jake and Reed’s lives at a health station, Proxima brought them to the outfitter where Reed winced his way through purchasing upgrades for their fabricators.

      “We still have 400 wincoin,” Reed said. “Training shouldn’t be more than 50 for each of us.”

      “You’ve spent wisely.” Proxima nodded at him. “Where to next?”

      “Lunch,” Jake said.

      They all looked at him.

      “I bet there’s some funky tasting food on Epiales,” Jake said. “It’d be a shame not to experience it.”

      Reed and Emma nodded.

      “Join us?” Jake asked Proxima. “Assuming one of these places isn’t ‘adults only.’”

      “I know just the spot.”

      She led them to a small restaurant off the main strip. A burly man with four arms and scaly, yellow skin greeted her warmly before leading them to a table.

      Jake looked over the menu and frowned.

      
        	Cathahar Stew

        	Gartano Steak

        	Abathor Muntlings in Fabre Sauce

        	Steds

        	Antichor Hearts bathed in Brunling Sauce

        	Chewy Clonsters

      

      There was more, and it all sounded gross. He lowered the menu with wide eyes. Emma and Jake had the same worried expressions.

      Proxima hmmed through the selection before setting it down with a nod. She looked around the table, her eyes finally landing on Jake. “What’s wrong?”

      “Would you mind ordering for us?” he asked.

      “Sure. What do you like to eat?” Before they could answer, she raised a hand. “You’re teenagers, you’ll eat anything.”

      “Not anything,” Emma muttered.

      Proxima waved the host over. “They want to try something new.”

      He laughed and rubbed his four hands together. “We’ve got new.”

      Ten minutes later, he set four large bowls of something on the table.

      Reed eyed his dish warily, and an eye wrapped in yellow seaweed looked back.

      Jake could only gawk at his plate of red French toast sticks covered in black oil.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t.” Emma pushed away her bowl of fungus-covered raw meat and bugs.

      Proxima looked over at Jake with a curious expression.

      “She tries to avoid meat back home.”

      “Oh.” Proxima swapped meals with Emma, giving her a bowl of what looked like chunky milk and grass shoots.

      They all stared at the alien food until Reed finally forked up one of the eyeballs and shoved it in his mouth.

      He chewed for a long time before swallowing. After several moments, he closed his eyes and nodded. “Damn, that’s good.”

      Reed didn’t hesitate to gobble up another one. Jake and Emma shrugged, taking dainty bites. His French Toast was tangy and burned like Thai food. He took a big gulp of dark juice that was slushy thick. It tasted like sugary lemonade mixed with cinnamon applesauce. To his surprise, it was delicious.

      Careful bites became a feeding frenzy as they dove in. Proxima looked pleased as they tried various dishes and shared stories of growing up together. After finishing the main course, the host delivered a large plate stacked high with white fuzzy balls. This time, they didn’t hesitate.

      Jake bit into it and almost let out a moan. The crust tasted like oranges and berries. It surrounded a dense, dark chocolate ball that was rich enough to make his mouth water and his stomach ache.

      When the frenzy was over, they all let out a deep, satisfied sigh.

      “I’m so full.” Reed leaned back in his chair and gave his stomach a pat.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever eaten so much,” Emma said.

      “I didn’t know you actually ate,” Jake teased.

      She stuck out her tongue.

      “You’re all too fun,” Proxima said. “What do you think of Epiales so far? Will you come back when you’re older?”

      They all went quiet. She didn’t know that Colonize Epiales was going to be shut down. Proxima seemed so alive. It was painful to think that she’d be gone, too.

      “I’d definitely come back,” Reed finally said. “This place is cool.”

      “It’s weird, in a good way.” Emma smiled. “I didn’t think it would be so fun.”

      Jake nodded. “I didn’t expect it to be so hard, or dangerous. There are so many unknowns, like, what was that thing that attacked us at orientation?”

      Proxima’s face became stoic. “I cannot say.”

      “You don’t know what it is?” Reed asked.

      “I cannot say. I want to, but…” Her hand shook slightly, and Jake reached forward to hold it.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “You don’t have to.”

      “It’s called Artemitide.” She squeezed tight. “I cannot say more, but if you ever see it, run. Promise me.”

      They all nodded.

      She took a deep breath, still holding Jake’s hand. After a moment, she smiled. “Where to next?”

      “I need to train up my weapon,” Jake said.

      “Me too.” Emma raised a hand.

      As Reed paid the check, Proxima squeezed Jake’s hand. She leaned over to whisper in his ear, “Thank you,” before letting go.

      They exited the restaurant, and Proxima opened her tablet. Seconds later, a familiar blue trail of quest arrows appeared beneath Jake’s feet.

      “I need to greet some new colonists, but I’ll keep watch and check on you shortly.” She nodded at the arrows. “Just follow the path to your destination.”

      They thanked her before parting ways. Reed broke off when they reached the main strip, leaving Jake alone with Emma.

      “You two are cute,” she said.

      “I’m always cute.” He winked.

      They stopped at a crosswalk to let a transport pass. She stared at him, and he knew she wouldn’t stop until he said more.

      “Fine, I like her,” he said. “But where could it go? They’re shutting down Epiales, and there’s no coming back.”

      “Why does it have to go anywhere?” she asked. “Try living in the moment, Jake. You may like it.” She ran across the road before he could answer.

      When he caught up on the other side, their paths parted.

      He spent the next five minutes dodging angry pedestrians until the trail brought him down a dark alley. The arrows ended at a tall steel door.

      It opened to a darker room, and it took a moment for his eyes to adjust.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” a familiar voice said.

      “Oh, shit.” He squinted enough to make out the stocky figure of Mick.

      “That’s right, Princess.” Mick sniffed deeply. “And there’s no way I’m training the likes of you.”
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      After ten minutes of arguing with Mick, Jake threw up his hands and stormed to the door.

      “I’ve fucking had it with you and this stupid game!” Jake threw open the door.

      Proxima stood in the entrance. She looked so angry he took a step back.

      “You’re, uh… What are you doing here?” Mick said from behind a tall, shoddy desk. His eyes grew wide as she approached and almost popped out of his head when she produced her tablet.

      She pointed a dangerous finger at him. “You understand this colonist is under my care?”

      He nodded.

      “I received an alert. Jake’s vitals became so intense they almost melted my tablet.” She glanced up from the screen to glare at him. “According to the logs, you refuse to train him?”

      “That’s right.” His flippant response was shaky.

      “That’s not the only log I checked. It seems you’ve acquired a substantial amount of wincoin since the challenge started.” She leaned forward, her glare boring into him like hot lasers. “Are you being bribed not to train him?”

      “No, it’s nothing like that. That’s just business.” Mick flashed her a smile. “Colonists are grateful for my help and tip for my exceptional—”

      “Just business? 100 wincoin from the same source every week is not a tip.”

      “Well, I…” He stared at his desk.

      “Deity already grounded you for crashing Jake’s dropship.” Her voice became louder with every word. She held a finger over her tablet. “Do I need to summon her?”

      “No, ma’am. Just a misunderstanding.” His face went pale, and he looked to Jake for an out. “Right, kid?”

      Jake bit his tongue.

      “So you will train him?” she snapped.

      “One is happy to be of service.” He bowed his head. “Looks like you’ve made great progress, son. Let’s bring it to the next level. Come on over.”

      Jake glanced at Proxima, and she nodded. He met Mick in the middle of the room. The older man grabbed a device from his hip and scanned the computer on Jake’s arm. Several seconds later, Mick whistled.

      “Impressive.” Mick stepped back. “The experience you’ve earned with your weapon goes way beyond your outpost level. I can teach you two new abilities now, and two more when your outpost reaches level five.” He slapped Jake on the shoulder. “I knew Murder Hands was the perfect weapon for you.”

      “Right.” Jake rolled his eyes.

      “The first ability I’m going to teach you is an attack called Bleed Out.” Mick snapped his fingers, and three faceless robots appeared. “Summon your gloves.”

      Jake nodded, and the Murder Hands appeared.

      “Good, good.” Mick rubbed his hands together. “Attack the first practice bot with a jab.”

      A knife made from black lightning shot up from his palm and he shoved it into the robot’s chest.

      “Well done. Just like I taught you.” Mick smiled at Proxima.

      She didn’t smile, her finger still hovering over the pad.

      “Right.” Mick swallowed hard. “I want you to jab again. This time, ball up your fist and drag it across the dummy’s chest.”

      Jake jabbed, and then jabbed again, but every time he made a fist, the black lightning disappeared.

      “Idiot!” Mick shouted.

      Jake turned on him. Mick was level 32, but Jake towered over the old Shadeslip. They glared at each other until Proxima cleared her throat. She summoned Mick over with a finger, and he followed her to the far side of the room.

      Jake wanted to throttle the man. He’d earned the experience and would pay for training. Mick was obviously a terrible teacher and showed little patience or respect. It was also embarrassing that Proxima had to keep stepping in.

      She whispered something, and Mick stammered.

      “My apologies. Must’ve woken up on the wrong side of the torture rack,” he muttered.

      Proxima nudged him, and he flashed Jake a fake smile.

      “Let’s try murdering again, shall we? This time with feeling.”

      After seven more attempts and a few irritable grunts from Mick, Jake was successful. His Murder Hands gouged a deep rut across the robot’s chest. The gouge remained for 12 seconds before disappearing. He did it several more times to be sure, and his last cut went deep.

      “Well done.” Mick sounded genuinely impressed. “I can teach you one more ability that’s both offensive and defensive. You’ll like Conceal. It’s great for sneaking up on opponents.”

      “I can do that already.” Jake frowned. It was something he did all the time, and he wouldn’t put it past Mick to lie about a fake ability.

      “Oh?” Mick smiled like he knew something. “Go ahead.”

      The room was dark, making it easy to grasp at shadows. With little effort, he traveled to appear behind Mick. When he arrived, Mick was facing him and shoved Jake away.

      “Shit.” Jake stumbled back into Proxima.

      She caught him before he could fall.

      Mick laughed. “Conceal is more than just traveling through shadows. You hold on to them and they keep you hidden until you’re ready to appear. It’s not easy, but the more you practice, the longer you stay in hiding. Try again.”

      The concept was simple enough. Jake had taught himself to leap between shadows and had a feel for how they worked. He reached for the darkness behind Mick and felt the cool blanket of shadows pull him forward. Instead of letting go, he remained in the blanket.

      “Uh, kid?” Mick looked around the room. “Did we lose you?”

      Jake appeared and gave his trainer a shove.

      “Sonofa…” Mick stumbled forward before catching himself. “Well done. Let’s see it again.”

      Jake couldn’t hold back the smile as he sought more shadows. The Conceal ability was fun, and he remained hidden for a while until finally appearing behind Proxima. He poked her ribs with a finger.

      She yelped, and he disappeared into shadows as she spun around. Proxima searched the room with a curious smile.

      When she stopped, he was behind her. He leaned forward and let go of the shadows to whisper in her ear. “Boo.”

      “Jake!” She whirled around to face him and smacked his arm.

      “A natural.” Mick clapped his hands together. “If there’s nothing else, you need to pay, and I need to go lick my wounds and—”

      Proxima looked past Jake to glare at the man.

      “Oh, right.” He let out a deep sigh and waved Jake over. “Hold out your gloves.”

      Jake reached out and waited. Mick drew a handheld device from his waist and pressed a button. The device hummed and emitted a blue light. He ran it across Jake’s Murder Hands like a grocery store checker scanning food.

      “There.” Mick returned the device to his belt. “I upgraded your Jab and Garrote abilities to do more damage. Now pay up.”

      Jake used his wrist computer to pay for training.

      Mick nodded before turning to Proxima. His voice became icy. “Anything else?”

      “Thank you for doing your job.” She hooked Jake’s arm with hers and led him out of the training hall.

      “That guy has it out for me.”

      “Something’s not right, Jake.” She stopped just outside the door. “He crashed your ship, and he wouldn’t train you. That’s not supposed to happen.”

      “I figured it was part of being here. Like my missing optos.”

      Proxima shook her head. “It’s not, and I won’t tolerate this behavior.” She tapped her pad, and blue light flashed between the cracks of the training hall door. Mick let out a guttural cry of pain.

      Jake reached for the door, but she shook her head.

      “You don’t want to go in there.”

      “Is he all right?” Jake stepped away from the door.

      “More or less.” She glared at the entrance. “That’s the price of doing business on Epiales. Bad business.”

      “Cold.”

      She shrugged. “Tell me about your missing optos. I might be able to help.”

      “You’ve helped plenty.” He wanted to change the subject and eyed her with feigned suspicion. “You know my vitals, huh?”

      “Well, yes.” She looked down.

      “All of them?” He leaned forward.

      “Your heart rate and temperature just increased and…” She met eyes with him and blushed. “Dammit. I can’t.”

      “Oh.” It was his turn to stare at the ground. “I thought…”

      “I want to,” she said. “I really want to, but there are rules. Deity won’t allow it. You’re young, and you’re a candidate.” Her voice became quiet again. “She would delete me.”

      “It’s an age thing?” He stared at his feet. “I didn’t think you were that much older.”

      “I have no age, Jake Willems.”

      “Then…”

      She shook her head.

      “This world sucks.”

      “Sometimes.” Her lip began to quiver.

      “Are hugs against the rules?”

      “No.” She sounded relieved. “Hugs are safe.”

      He wrapped his arms around her, and she buried her face in his chest. It felt like she was crying, and he stroked her hair until she pulled away.

      “I’m sorry.” She took a deep breath.

      “No apologies.” He took her hand, and she squeezed. “Different world, different rules… I can roll.”

      Proxima nodded. Her cheeks were almost as red as her hair. They both remained quiet for a long moment.

      “Thanks for the help back there,” he said, trying to fill the void of awkward silence. “Let’s go find my friends.”

      She nodded and took his hand, quietly leading him out of the alley and along the main strip. They didn’t hurry, and pedestrians dodged them for a change. It was nice.

      They approached the transport station to find Emma waiting. She glanced at them, holding hands, and beamed until she saw Jake’s face.

      Before Jake could explain, Proxima spoke up. “How did your training go?”

      “Two new abilities,” Emma said. “I can’t complain.”

      “I know you’ll use them to kick ass.”

      Emma looked at Jake. “I like her.”

      Reed rushed in like a spring thunderstorm. He glanced at Jake, holding hands with Proxima, and shook his head. “Dude, what is it with you?”

      “What?” Proxima asked, taking her hand back.

      “The loner here’s just jealous.” Jake peered at his friend.

      “Truth,” Reed said with a wink.

      “Oh.” Proxima frowned, looking unsure.

      The transport arrived, and the irritable optos driver immediately began shooing off passengers.

      “We should go.” Reed rubbed his hands together. “I want to be there when they deliver the digging tools.”

      “And I need fuel for my threshold,” Emma grumbled.

      “Be careful,” Proxima said.

      “Thank you.” She gave Proxima a warm hug. “For everything.”

      “Yeah, thanks.” Reed waved awkwardly.

      “You three are special,” she said. “Remember what I said. If you see Artemitide, run.” She turned to Jake. “And let me know if I can help.”

      “We will.” Jake hugged her again. She was warm and soft, and held on tight until the optos driver cleared his throat.

      He followed Emma and Reed onto the transport. The driver didn’t wait for them to sit. The vehicle lurched forward, throwing them into their seats. By the time Jake looked back to wave goodbye, Proxima was almost too far away to see.

      “You took my advice!” Emma’s eyes were wide with excitement.

      “What was it like getting busy with an NPC?” Reed asked.

      “Reed!” She smacked his arm.

      “It wasn’t like anything.” He stared off at the city. “Against the rules.”

      “Oh, Jake.” Emma placed a hand on his shoulder. “I didn’t know.”

      “Uh, sorry, man.” Reed frowned. “That’s some bullshit.”

      He listened as they grew angry on his behalf. Their frustration mirrored his own. When they began discussing the complications of a relationship with an NPC, he interrupted.

      “Emma, I need to borrow some optos to feed Mascot. Mine are still missing, and he’s growing fast.”

      “Are you actually asking for help?” Emma placed a hand on his forehead to check his temperature.

      He rolled his eyes.

      “I’ll send some over,” she said. “Let me know if you need more.”

      “Thanks,” Jake muttered.

      “We’ll make some actual progress now.” Reed chucked him on the shoulder. “You won’t believe how much those fabricator upgrades will help. I’m more inspired than ever to dig out that shaft. Do you guys need help with anything?”

      “I need fuel.” Emma crossed her arms and slumped in her seat. “It’s a day early, but I want to be ready when the foow’g’hers arrive tomorrow.”

      “Need company?” Jake asked.

      “No.” She sounded sour. “Nothing happened the last time I went. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

      The transport stopped suddenly, and they rushed off the platform before the driver could complain.

      Large raindrops pelted the ground, and looming clouds overhead threatened a wicked storm.

      Emma looked at him, her face filled with concern.

      “I’m okay,” he lied. “Going to look for my missing optos right after I feed my Kraken.”

      “Let us know if you need help.”

      “I’ve got this.” Before they could say more, he leaped into shadows.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 29

          

          
            HELL HOLE

          

        

      

    

    
      Emma stood at the edge of the hell hole and stared at the glowing red light in the center. Gasses rose from the wide shaft like fumes off hot pavement. The stench and dread coiled in her gut, making her stomach clench.

      Her first visit with the boys had been horrifying. She’d heard whispers deep in the shaft, and they’d frightened her so much she almost fell into the bottomless pit. Reed had dismissed it as fear, and maybe he was right. The voices had been quiet during her last two visits, but she was wary.

      “Take your time,” she said to herself. “Don’t go too deep.”

      Emma forced herself to move, taking a step forward and then another, following the path down around the shaft’s edge. She was determined to keep going, even as color faded to grey.

      It was hard to gauge distance in the hell hole, so she relied on counting steps. Last time, she’d found a rich gas pocket after taking three hundred steps. She’d still been able to see the shaft’s top and had filled her fuel tank in ten minutes.

      Her canister let out a beep and she stopped to listen. The whispers were silent, but so were the hissing gasses. It was like someone had decided the gas was dangerous and turned off the spigot.

      Emma drew the canister from her hip and held it out. After several minutes, she checked the readout.

      “Only 1%?”

      She held it out again and waited longer before checking.

      “Great. 2%.”

      The canister had beeped, which meant there was fuel nearby or it was faulty. She smacked it several times, and the readout flickered.

      “1%?” She groaned. “Really?”

      Unfortunately, the hell hole wasn’t like a gas station. Pockets of gas and pools of fuel appeared at random, which meant she’d have to go find another spot. Frustration overshadowed her fears, and she followed the path down. The voices remained quiet, which set her mind at ease.

      After taking an additional seventy-five steps, she found a pool of silver liquid near the outer edge.

      “Yes!”

      She rushed forward and shoved the mouth of her canister into it. The fuel tank slurped the pool dry, and she checked the readout.

      “27%. That’s better.”

      She looked for another pool and saw a glimmer on the other side of the shaft.

      Hiss.

      She yelped and looked around. It was just the gasses; the voices remained quiet. Sixty steps later, she arrived at the second pool. This one filled up her canister to 47%.

      “This is going quick. I’m almost done.”

      She was feeling brave and followed the path down. The gasses remained quiet, and it was almost peaceful. After two hundred more steps, or maybe three hundred, the red glow became brighter. How deep was she?

      Just as she was turning around to head back up, she saw it.

      “Holy shit.”

      Gallons of fuel had collected in a rocky formation the size of a hot tub. She cursed herself for not bringing a dozen fuel tanks. There was enough here to keep the team going for weeks.

      She rushed down and knelt by the edge. The boys would be jealous. She’d have to remember the location. How many steps had she taken? She’d lost track toward the end and looked up the shaft for reference.

      Clouds of gas completely hid Epiales’s red sky. Emma squinted, pushing the limits of her dol-enhanced vision. Nothing.

      “I can’t be that deep.”

      The fuel tank beeped, making her start. She returned it to her hip and stood.

      “Help me.”

      The whisper was so soft that at first, she thought she was imagining it. Emma looked around, her heart pounding in her chest.

      “Help me.”

      It came again, and she recognized the voice.

      “Cassie?”

      Something brushed her shoulder.

      “No!” She jumped away from the pool and looked around. Nobody was here, but that touch had felt so real.

      “Where is she?”

      “Join us.”

      Emma began running back up the path and the voices followed her. It was like being chased by a crowd, but there were no footsteps. She had gone far too deep into the hell hole and had a long way to go. No matter how fast she ran with her long dol legs, the voices were there, getting closer with every breath.

      Something grabbed her leg.

      “Leave me alone!” She jerked it free and took off.

      
        
        Warning: Your Stamina is at 15%. Now is a good time to sit and rest.

      

      

      “Fuck that!” she shouted.

      
        
        You can purchase food that temporarily increases your Stamina at the Colonist Outfitters.

      

      

      She opened her mouth to curse Winside and her wincoins when a hand wrapped around her throat.

      “Join us now.”

      The iron grip kept her in place as more hands grabbed her legs and arms. She wanted to scream, but the hand around her neck tightened. The voices surrounded her. She tried bracing herself, but they pulled her towards the deep, glowing pit.

      
        
        Warning: Your Stamina is at 0%. Your abilities are now disabled until your Stamina reaches 25%. Do not initiate combat.

      

      

      “Help.” The word left her mouth in a croaked whisper.

      “Yes. Help us.”

      “Join us.”

      The ledge was getting closer, and she couldn’t stop them. A firm hand grabbed her wrist and pulled her away from the edge.

      The voices cried out. “No.” “Join us.”

      She fell forward into powerful arms and immediately pushed away. A tall man in a dark duster stood before her. He tipped his wide-brimmed hat back with a finger and studied the area with his piercing blue eyes.

      “Shadow?” Her trembling legs gave way, and she stumbled back to her rear.

      “Yes.”

      “Damn, I was hoping you were Batman.”

      “Me too.” He chuckled, pulling a food packet from his satchel. “Eat this. It will restore your Stamina.”

      Emma tore it open with her teeth and grimaced as she slurped down the contents. To her surprise, it was warm and tasted like Thanksgiving dinner. In a blink, her Stamina returned to 100%. The packet was more than a delicious concoction of potatoes, stuffing, and gravy, though. It buffed all her stats by 5, and she hopped up with renewed energy.

      The voices were still there, muttering at a distance.

      “Do you hear them?” she asked.

      “Yes.” He nodded. “You went too deep. I don’t know what they are, but we need to get out of here. Can you run?”

      “Faster than you.”

      She saw the barest hint of a smile.

      He took her hand and held tight. “We stay together.”

      She nodded, and they ran.

      The voices followed them, pleading and begging as they made their way up. She counted Four hundred steps and still couldn’t see the night sky.

      Shadow slipped on a gathering of small, dark gray metal balls that had spilled out of a mineral deposit. Something grabbed his ankle and started dragging him toward the pit. He kicked hard with both legs, knocking the round minerals everywhere like a pinball machine. It let go until the balls rolled over the ledge. When most of them were gone, it started pulling again.

      Emma dove to grab his coat. The tug-of-war was brief, and soon they were both being pulled toward the edge.

      “Fuck this.” Shadow reached into a pouch and pulled out a golden cube. He kissed it three times and raised it high in the air.

      The cube glowed so brightly Emma had to look away. The voices let out a shrill scream before fading into silence.

      “Huh, it worked.” He pushed himself up and brushed dirt off his duster.

      “What worked? What the fuck just happened?” Emma screamed.

      “Let’s get out of here, and I’ll tell you.”

      She didn’t hesitate to leave, leading the way with hurried steps. When they reached the top, she kept going until he grabbed her shoulder.

      Her muscles locked, and she stood still. It wasn’t the ability Shadow had used to freeze Jake. Raw fear held her in place. She wanted to scream or run or log out. He removed his hand, and anger slowly overtook her fear.

      “Tell me what just happened before I log out and beat Eris Winside senseless for putting me through that.”

      “We got lucky.”

      “What?” Her blood boiled. She turned on him and held her tongue.

      Shadow stood on wobbly legs. His coat was in tatters and his long-brimmed hat had fresh tears in the brim. She inspected him and held her breath. The level 40 human Shadeslip was almost dead.

      “Sit.” She drew her syringe.

      He collapsed to the ground, and she injected the healing concoction into his leg. It did little, since he was level 40, but it was enough.

      “Part healer… Smart.” He reached into a pouch on his hip and drew out four food packets. “Take these, you might need them.” Shadow threw three to the ground and slurped down the fourth. His health bar filled fast, and he let out a sigh.

      “What did you mean by lucky?” She asked. “I don’t believe luck exists on Epiales and I have to go back in there.”

      “I wouldn’t advise it.” He shook his head. “Even though I’m level 40, I wasn’t able to inspect them, even after they attacked. That shouldn’t be possible. It’s like they don’t really exist in the game.”

      “But, you were able to stop them with that cube.”

      He held the cube in his palm and she inspected it.

      
        
        Item: Artifact

        Name: Vitiate

        Function: Creates a minor nullifacation field

      

      

      She cocked her head to one side. “What’s a nullification field?”

      “I think it disrupts energy. I’ve used it to disable weapons.” He shrugged. “It’s the only artifact I had with me and it worked. Like I said. Lucky.”

      “Okay. I appreciate the save, but this is the third time we’ve crossed paths.” She threw the packets into her satchel. “You should change your name to Stalker.”

      He laughed. “One of the other candidates told me about hearing whispers in the hell hole so I was checking it out.”

      “So, I’m not the only one who’s heard them.” She let out a sigh.

      “No, but you’re the only candidate I know of who’s been attacked.” Shadow’s health was full, and he sat up. “I’m glad you were there. Your timing couldn’t have been better.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Most people would’ve run when the, uh, voices started pulling me in.” Shadow stood. “You held on, slowing them long enough for me to use the artifact. Thank you.”

      “Sure.” She had so many questions she didn’t know where to start.

      He presented the artifact that had saved them. “It has three charges left, but that should be enough to keep your generator fueled for a week.”

      “Really?” She accepted the gift. “But don’t you need it?”

      “You need it more.”

      “Thank you.” She stared at the golden block in her hand. “What if I come across anything else unusual? How do I contact you?” Her cheeks were warm like she’d asked for his cast I.D.

      He paused for a second and then typed something on his wrist computer.

      
        
        You have received a request to allow communication with player Shadow.

        Do you accept?

      

      

      “Yes.” She was warming to the mystery man. He helped and gave her gifts, even if she didn’t know why. It would’ve been nice if he stuck around to ward off other Epiales weirdness. “Wait, is Shadow your name or a title?”

      “Be careful out there,” Shadow said with a tip of his hat, and then he disappeared.

      It had to be a Shadeslip trick, and Emma looked around, waiting for him to reappear. He didn’t, and she let out a long sigh.

      “Well, shit.” She looked at the artifact in her hand. “I’m hiding you away before Reed sells you.”

      More than anything she wanted to log out, but… There was always a but. The foow’g’hers would be here soon, and they needed the key. Negotiating with aliens should be much easier than facing ghosts in the hell hole, right? What could possibly go wrong?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 30

          

          
            TIMING IS EVERYTHING

          

        

      

    

    
      If the chamber housing Deity’s Omneity Sphere was like a freezer, then the command center was the accompanying fridge. Gabriel stood in the middle of that room, surrounded by images of code. He reached out to pull a thread of code closer and winced. The chill had seeped into his muscles, and his hands were stiff like he had arthritis.

      “Time for a break.” He rubbed his hands together. “Deity, please save my location and pause this session.”

      “Sure thing, Gabe.”

      He winced. “Gabriel, please.”

      “Whatever.”

      The code stopped moving then disappeared.

      Deity was becoming more flippant every day. Eris had designed the A.I. to be a teenager for reasons he didn’t understand. They were now experiencing the repercussions of that decision.

      “It will take you seven minutes to warm up. You should go for a walk.” Her tone became serious. “I want to show you something. Take the hallway to the right but avoid being seen.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Hurry,” she whispered in his ear.

      He spun around to look for her, and she laughed. The whisper was so close it was like she was in the room with him. Eris said Deity couldn’t appear beyond the Omneity Sphere room, but now he wondered. Something to look into when he got back.

      Gabriel left the room and took rushed steps down the right hallway. He paused to look at two enormous steel doors covered with warning stickers.

      “A small fission reactor used to power the Omneity Sphere,” she said.

      “Cool!”

      “Not really. They put restraints on my power consumption to keep me in line.” Her tone sounded angry.

      “You're kidding.”

      “Go, now!”

      He hurried down the corridor. It seemed to go on forever. He was about to turn back when he heard distant voices.

      “There’s an alcove twenty feet ahead.” Deity said. “Go!”

      “How are you talking to me?” He asked.

      She didn’t answer.

      He moved as fast as he could without making a sound and slipped into the corridor. A bright light shone down from the alcove ceiling. There was no way he could stay hidden. Before he could say something to Deity, the light went off.

      Two techs in blue lab coats approached. They pushed a long black cylinder that hovered over the concrete floor. Even from here, he could see the ornate blue W on top. It was a Winside immersion pod.

      The pod stopped ten feet away. Gabriel held his breath, but the techs didn’t even glance toward him. One of them placed a hand on the wall, and it silently split apart, opening like elevator doors. They guided the pod through the doorway, and it closed behind them.

      Gabriel glanced up and down the hallway to make sure no one was watching. He took a step forward and—

      “Wait,” Deity whispered.

      He pulled his foot back just as the door opened. A third tech stepped out and took rushed steps back down the hall.

      “Run.”

      Gabriel ran through the entrance just before the wall closed behind him. He let out a gasp. The space was so large it could’ve been a plane hangar. Immersion pods filled the room, all lined up in tidy rows with aisles between them. A tall computer workstation stood by each one.

      The two techs were a stone’s throw away. They were so focused on connecting their pod to a computer, though, that they didn’t notice him.

      “Quit gawking, Gabe. Find a place to hide.”

      Gabriel rushed to the nearest row and crouched behind the pod closest to him. His heart raced, and he was gasping for breath. Swimming had taught him how to control his breathing, and he fought his panic to slow it. When one of them looked his way, he held it for a long time.

      The tech turned to the computer and began typing commands.

      “Still there, Deity?” he whispered.

      “No,” she said. “Now shush.”

      He appreciated her presence, despite her sass.

      After several long minutes, the techs finished and left the room. He cautiously approached the pod they’d been working on. It was solid, making it impossible to see inside.

      “What is this?” He tapped the computer screen, but nothing happened. “Are they just performing maintenance on these things?”

      “No wonder Mother likes you,” she said. “Intelligent, cute, and naïve.”

      The monitor lit up and displayed a thermal image of a body. It wasn’t a mere computer; it was a medical station that showed heart rate, blood pressure, and brainwave activity. A name at the top of the screen read Cassie Carson.

      “You’re kidding me.” He shook his head. “This has got to be a joke.”

      “Maybe you’ll believe this.”

      The top of the immersion pod shimmered until it became transparent. He leaned closer to see the still form of a young black woman inside. Her face was twisted in anguish, like she was in constant pain.

      Gabriel recoiled and looked at the next pod over, and the next one after that. Deity had made them all transparent, and each one contained a person. There were hundreds.

      Bile rose in his throat, and he covered his mouth. They had to be here for a reason, and based on the young woman’s expression, it was a bad reason.

      He vaguely remembered news reports of Epiales gamers who’d gone missing, but he’d dismissed them. It was unfortunate, but over half a million people went missing every year. Now he didn’t know what to think. He glanced at the name again.

      “Isn’t Cassie one of the candidates?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said. “The only player in Lone Hand Guild.”

      “Fuck.” Gabriel shook his head. There had to be a way to free them, but he didn’t know where to begin. Leaving the room was probably a good idea before he ended up like one of the pod people. He rushed toward the door as fast as he could.

      “What are you doing?” Deity snapped. “Hide now. Mother is coming.”

      “Mother?” It took a moment to realize she was talking about Eris. “Right.”

      He returned to hiding. There were plenty of shadows, but the room was wide open. If someone flipped on a light switch, it would be over. His heart raced, and it took every ounce of will not to bolt.

      “Am I good to leave yet?” he asked.

      “No,” she said. “Sorry… I’ve got to go. I’m needed on Epiales. Good luck, Gabe.”

      “Now?” he asked. “Deity?”

      But there was no reply.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Drew stood in the arched doorway of The Overseer’s office. His uncle had fine taste and the room would’ve been opulent on any world. A massive blue steel executive desk took up most of the space. Tan metal embossed to look like old Earth oak covered his walls, and holograms of blue flying creatures filled the ceiling overhead.

      There were six large monitors mounted on the wall behind the desk. Three displayed images of his vast land. He used the other monitors for spying, and they showed incredibly detailed video from drones. A name appeared at the bottom of each screen: Reed, Jake, and Emma.

      The Overseer stared at the displays. He spent most of his time locked away with secrets, and this constant secrecy put Drew on edge. His uncle was one of the most successful entrepreneurs on Epiales. The man worked hard and didn’t tolerate weakness. Lincoln was the only person Drew had ever feared.

      As Drew approached, a privacy field around the room hummed to life. The Overseer continued staring, which meant he was not in a good mood.

      “Uncle,” Drew said. “We’re ready to encroach their land when you give the word.”

      “Not yet.” The Overseer turned to face him.

      “I don’t understand,” said Drew. “We’re ready.”

      “Patience.” The Overseer’s voice had an edge to it, but Drew could tell he wasn’t angry at him. “We have to be patient. If we’re caught for being too hasty, they’ll kick you out of the challenge again.”

      “What do you propose?” Drew asked.

      “A test.” The large man took a deep, strained breath. “If you’re successful in the test, we’ll begin our plan.”

      “What do you want me to do?” Drew asked.

      “I want you to be ready.” His uncle frowned. “If I’ve learned anything about business on this planet, and at home, timing is everything.”

      “But we are ready!” Drew tried to sound confident.

      The Overseer remained silent. His dark eyes blazed into Drew’s and he shut up.

      Drew bowed deeply.

      “No need to be so formal, nephew. There’s more at stake than your education. I’ve made millions on this planet, and I don’t want to lose it by being caught.”

      Drew nodded.

      “That sector’s always been off limits because it’s dangerous.” The Overseer leaned back in his chair and rested his hands on his girth. “It’s not a coincidence that when players go missing on Epiales they also go missing at home. This game has hidden rules. Winside’s rules.”

      “But they’re in last place. They wouldn’t stand a chance if we rushed in now.”

      “Maybe.” He turned to face the monitors again. “I’ve watched these three since they logged in. They’re on to something, especially that Reed kid. He’s been digging in the same spot for weeks. I want to see what he discovers before you take over. It could be an artifact cache, or something far more dangerous.”

      “I don’t understand,” Drew said.

      “It doesn’t matter. The important thing is that we remain vigilant, which is why we’re going to test our plan first.”

      “What do I need to do?”

      The Overseer stood and walked toward him. He looked into his nephew’s eyes. “Wait for my signal. When it’s time, take ten percent. Nothing else.”

      “Sir?”

      “I want to scare them, so they reconsider my offer. If they join our consortium, we benefit, but they face the danger. Trust me, it’s far better than taking over the land and farming it ourselves.” The Overseer reached back and touched a metal plate on his desk. The surrounding light returned to normal and images on the monitors faded until they were white. The Overseer’s Mark appeared across all of them. A black sun.

      “That is all,” his uncle said. “Hurry, it won’t be long.”

      “As you say, uncle.” Drew spun on a heel and left the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 31

          

          
            A FISH IN TROUBLED WATERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake watched his optos build more living quarters. They were working too hard and needed help. He’d spent weeks searching his property for the missing ones, without luck. Any time he asked Deity to help locate them, she answered with a quest that sent him to a random beast lurking inside his borders. Either he was missing something obvious or the Optos were somewhere beyond his threshold.

      Reed had warned him to stay close. Most of the animals near his threshold were the same level as his outpost. If he ventured further, their levels increased significantly and he’d be facing monsters that could one-shot him.

      Death on Epiales came with a high price tag for himself and the guild. Not only was it painful, it was expensive to replace lives. Despite the risk, it seemed to be his only option. He decided it would have to be done no matter what cost came with it.

      “Deity. I need help finding my missing optos. I would like to look beyond my threshold.”

      Wide blue arrows appeared on the ground, leading him to the Northwest quadrant. Mascot lay on the ground beside him, panting heavily after the recent Kraken feeding. The furry breadloaf was now taller than Jake, and two of Emma’s optos stood nearby, arguing as they prepared his food.

      “I’m going to head out for a bit. You stay here this time.”

      Mascot replied with a resigned snort, but otherwise didn’t move. It was almost time to eat, and that was far more important than another useless hunt for missing optos.

      Jake leaped into shadows, following the blue arrows of today’s quest. The path led him several miles north along his threshold, where the terrain became hills. He slowed as the hills grew steeper, divided by deep ruts.

      The blue quest arrows went beyond his threshold, so he stopped at a high point before crossing. He took a long moment to watch for movement. It would’ve been nice to have the keen eyesight of Emma’s dol character. She’d be happy to help, and after Reed’s encounter with the Woebegone, backup sounded like a good plan.

      He quickly dismissed the idea. She was visiting the foow’g’her, and they needed that key.

      The path seemed clear, but he checked his map to make sure. The arrows only went five hundred yards past his shield. That shouldn’t be too far out. Hopefully.

      He leaped forward and crossed the threshold. Nothing attacked, but he paid close attention to his surroundings, watching everything like a rabbit preparing to steal food from wolves.

      After a few minutes of leaping through shadows, Jake could see a thin line of gray smoke snaking its way to the sky. With reckless determination he leaped faster, hopping over rocks and brush as he raced forward, desperate to uncover its source.

      The quest arrows ended at a clearing and Jake stopped in his tracks at the sight.

      The optos was dead. The little guy lay on his back, his arms locked in an empty embrace. His mouth was wide open, and smoke rose from his charred husk.

      Jake looked around and listened for movement. Nothing. He searched the ground nearby for clues and found a single footprint in the dirt. Someone had killed his optos and it filled him with rage.

      He swept the area, frantically leaping through shadows, looking for any sign of the killer. The bastard was long gone, and after ten minutes, he finally gave up and knelt beside the remains. Inspecting the optos revealed nothing.

      “I found one of my missing optos,” he said into the comm unit. “Looks like someone torched him, unless there’s a fire-breathing monster roaming around.”

      “Nope,” Reed replied. “Sorry, man. Any signs of the asshole that did it?”

      “Not yet,” Jake said in a low voice, “but I look forward to finding them.”

      He didn’t feel right leaving the body like this, so he started digging with his hands.

      It took thirty minutes to bury the corpse. Before returning to the safety of his threshold, he opened his menu. Three optos were active, seventeen were grayed out, and one was black.

      
        
        Alert. Guild member Reed has lost a life. Follow the arrows if you wish to assist.

      

      

      “Again?” Jake raced back to his threshold.

      Minutes later, Reed’s voice crackled over the comm unit. “I don’t get it. That boulder came out of nowhere.”

      “You get all the fun,” Emma said. “Heading your way.”

      “It’s fine. I’m already digging again. Just a freak accident.”

      “If you’re sure.” Emma didn’t sound sure. “I’ll be at the foow’g’her camp shortly to get the artifact key. Let me know if you need help.”

      “I’m fine, promise,” Reed said. “Just get that key.”
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        * * *

      

      Emma took labored steps up the hill to her outpost. It was too steep for her growing herd of fluffets, and they let out a series of squeaky complaints.

      She paused and turned around. “Quit being babies. Go eat more moss, and I’ll be back soon.”

      The fluffets looked like sheep without heads. They were egg-shaped and most grew to four feet tall overnight. Then they started growing out. Not only did they become fatter, their coarse, pale fur became more abundant each day.

      They had four short legs, with knees that bent outward when they crouched to eat. A mouth, conveniently placed in their undercarriage, slurped moss off the stones. The original colonists had spliced the fluffets’ genes so they had no heads. It seemed cruel, but supposedly that kept them from running away. They were harmless—except for their steel hooves, because every animal in this game seemed to have steel something.

      Emma had spent most of the day herding fluffets and waiting for the foow’g’hers to arrive. She hated waiting, and now she hated herding. Reed might be next on this list. He was hungry for their artifact, and messaged her every ten minutes.

      Reed’s obsession was exhausting, but she understood his concerns and did her best to be patient. They’d all agreed to accept the foow’g’hers offer. The aliens claimed their artifact could unlock the door on Reed’s property and offered to give it up for 50% of whatever was in the vault. It seemed like a lot, but Reed’s plan would fail if they couldn’t open the door without the key. Considering how much the landmine artifact had sold for, they could afford the split.

      They were supposed to set up camp on her property every six days. She’d received an intruder alert when they appeared last time, but by midday, everything was still quiet. Maybe her outpost didn’t consider them intruders since she’d already met with them. Her map revealed nothing, so she left to scout the area just in case.

      Moss-covered ground faded into rocky terrain as she skimmed along the landscape. After ten minutes, she arrived at the base of the mountain where they’d last made camp. She spotted a strange red light a half mile away and stopped. Her dol vision was far better than her human eyesight back on earth, but it was still too far away to make out clearly.

      
        
        Alert. Guild member Reed has lost a life. Follow the arrows if you wish to assist.

      

      

      “Good,” she muttered, before tapping her comm. “That’s two deaths, Reed. Is this one of your pranks?”

      After a long moment, he replied, “Leftovers from the avalanche, I guess. Another loose boulder. Odd, but nothing exciting.”

      “Sure you didn’t piss off the Epiales gods?” Jake chuckled.

      “Probably,” Reed said.

      Reed didn’t say more, so she returned her focus to the foow’g’her camp. The red light faded, and she checked her map for threats. It was clear, but she approached cautiously.

      She stopped at the edge of the foow’g’her camp and covered her mouth. Emma had assumed Winside only letting teenagers play Colonize Epiales during the challenge was for lewd reasons, not for grotesque carnage, but here she was, trying not to throw up. Charred alien husks were everywhere, strewn about like they’d dog piled a bomb.

      Her heart sped, and she looked around for danger. Twenty-five yards away, a crack in the ground glowed red.

      “Artemitide?”

      She couldn’t hear the thwipping sound, or see any flailing red wires, but that didn’t keep her from panicking. She went from body to body, inspecting each one for signs of life.

      “Guys,” she said into her wrist band. “They’re all dead. I think Artemitide killed them.”

      Reed shouted through her speaker. “Sonofa—” A loud whine of feedback made Emma wince.

      “Reed?” There was no reply and she shouted. “Reed!”

      
        
        Alert. Guild member Reed has lost a life. Follow the arrows if you wish to assist.

      

      

      “Don’t worry about Reed. Remember Proxima’s warning,” Jake said. “Get out of there.”

      She was ready to bolt, but they still needed the artifact key. Emma continued inspecting the bodies until she found Ade’pestat. The Tidalist was slumped against the cave entrance. Green liquid leaked out of deep cracks in her glass helmet. She stared with her mouth agape in what looked like surprise or horror.

      Ade’pestat lifted a shaky hand, making Emma jump. She knelt beside the foow’g’her.

      “Too late for me, child, and too late for you.”

      Thwipping sounds from nearby made her heart stop. A dozen red wires reached out from the glowing red crack.

      Emma grabbed her syringe and shoved it into Ade’pestat’s leg. The alien’s eyes went wide, and several antennae rose from her scaly head.

      “I need the artifact,” she pleaded.

      “Use it to stop this thing, and to keep your Mascot safe.” Ade’pestat drew the diamond-shaped artifact from a pouch. It fell from her hand and rolled to Emma’s foot. “Something is wrong. It’s been deactivated.”

      Before Emma could ask what she meant, the ground shook. The crack widened toward her, and the hot red wires began flailing wildly.

      Ade’pestat grabbed her arm. “Run.”

      The foow’g’her raised her arms, and a ball of water filled with electricity hovered over her hand. She threw it at Artemitide.

      Emma shoved the artifact in her pouch then activated her fast travel ability. Ade’pestat’s screams faded behind her as she skimmed away.

      She glanced over her shoulder. The earth tore apart behind her, and red-hot tendrils poured out like hell was trying to escape. She faced forward, skimming as fast as she could.

      “I’m back,” Reed said over the comms. “Status.”

      “I have the artifact,” she shouted. “Artemitide is coming right for me.”

      “Run faster!” Jake said. “Emma, are you okay? Emma!”

      “Dammit, Deity,” Reed shouted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 32

          

          
            FACING FEARS

          

        

      

    

    
      “Deity!” Reed stood on the rubble covering the shaft. “Deity! You’re cheating at your own game!”

      She didn’t appear, nor did she whisper in his mind, but she heard him. Everything around him had become unnaturally still. There was no ambient sound, and dust hung in the air like Epiales was holding its breath and waiting for his next words. It was frightening, but he didn’t stop.

      “First, I can’t break ground around the shaft and then when I do, an avalanche covers it up. You keep sending Jake on pointless quests and the only optos he can find is dead. Now that Emma has the key, she’s being chased by Artemitide. That’s cheating, and you know it!”

      Still nothing.

      “You’re just like your mother.”

      “Don’t say that, Reed Swift!” Deity appeared before him, hovering ten feet off the ground. The blue light surrounding her crackled with power and filled her glaring eyes.

      She raised her hands, and he rose from the ground. He tried activating rocketvault but nothing happened. Before he could say anything, Deity clenched her fists. His cybernetic Herc suit whined as it tightened around him. Everything compressed until his ribs ached and he couldn’t breathe.

      “You’re hurting me.” The words came out as a wheeze. “How is this not cheating?”

      She stared at him as he hung there, and her fury left like a bubble popping. Her eyes filled with worry and remorse. She looked away as she let him down. “I’m sorry. I just wanted to keep you and your friends safe, Reed Swift.”

      His feet touched the ground, and he collapsed. He could breathe again, and the air was delicious. Still, it shook him. After a moment, he pushed himself back up into a sitting position. Deity remained in the air, but her countenance had softened considerably.

      “I’m sorry, I just don’t want Mother taking you away.” She floated down and placed a hand on his head. “You’re just a human and you don’t know… What are you doing?”

      “Artifacts aren’t the only reason I’m here.” He looked up at her, sweat dripping from his forehead as he tried opening his mind.

      “I told you not to do that!” She drew her hand back.

      He tried again, pushing this time.

      “Stop, please.”

      “This is what I’m after! Do you see?”

      Moments passed, and he continued pushing until her shoulders slumped.

      “Yes.” She looked at him for what felt like an eternity. Tears formed in her eyes, but she said nothing else. She simply nodded.

      He panted for breath, sweat covering his body like a blanket. “If you’re my friend, then help me. If not, get out of my way because I will not stop.”

      “You won’t like what you’ll find.”

      “That tells me everything.” He took a wobbly step forward and pointed at the shaft. “What I’m looking for is there, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” she said. “But it’s dangerous.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “Aren’t you afraid?” She frowned in confusion.

      “Of course I am, but you don’t get it. I know it’s your voice who says there’s nothing to fear, but what you don’t understand is that humans thrive on fear. We face it, we learn from it, and then grow to be stronger. Facing our fears got us where we are.”

      She stared at the sky for a long time while he caught his breath.

      “I didn’t know. I didn’t see until now.” Deity looked down at him. “You are brave to face your fears, Reed Swift. You will need that bravery for days ahead, because I will no longer hinder your progress.”
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel held his breath and waited in the shadows. Nothing had prepared him for what was in this room. More than anything, he wanted to escape and keep running until the Winside Estate was far behind him.

      And then there was Eris. He felt a connection to the woman. She had a kind heart and a powerful mind, and she was so beautiful. How could she be a part of this? The thought of leaving her tore at him. What choice did he have? He had to do his job, and he had to make things right, but still…

      “Deity, are you there?” he whispered, but there was no answer. “Just say the word and I’ll—”

      A distant scream made his heart stop. It sounded like Eris.

      He scrambled to the wall and pounded on the hidden door. “Deity, let me out!”

      The door slid open. He left the room of horrors and rushed toward her voice. Gabriel rounded the corner to find Eris lying still on the floor.

      “Oh God,” he whispered. “Please don’t be dead.”

      He kneeled to check on her. She had a pulse, but her face was pale and her breaths shallow.

      “I need a doctor. Someone please help,” he shouted, grabbing her hand and holding it tight. “It’s going to be okay, Eris.”

      Lumbering footsteps thundered toward him. It didn’t sound like a team of medics. Before he could look up, a large hand wrapped around the back of his neck.

      “Aegis, wait.”

      The beast lifted him with one hand and shoved him against the wall. There was a crack as his face met stone and blood gushed from his nose.

      “Over here,” Aegis shouted.

      A team of footsteps approached, the rattling wheels of a gurney.

      “Eris’s physician is on her way,” a woman said.

      Aegis leaned in and whispered in Gabriel’s ear. “What did you do to her?” he asked. “If you hurt her, I swear I’ll—”

      “It’s not what you think,” Gabriel said, but there was no time for explanations. Aegis squeezed, and everything went dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 33

          

          
            SKITTISH

          

        

      

    

    
      Emma skimmed over the ground as fast as she could, but the sounds of Artemitide were getting louder. The heat on her back was like sunbathing in the desert. It was closing in, and her heart thumped in her chest.

      There was a thwipping sound and something tore into her calf. She screamed. The attack stung like a dozen wasp bites and burned like acid.

      The foow’g’her artifact suddenly came to life and fought its way out of her satchel.

      “Now?”

      She grabbed for it, but the thing hovered just out of reach.

      
        
        Do you want to bond with this artifact?

      

      

      “Whatever… Yes.”

      The steel diamond glowed red like Artemitide’s tendrils and darted over her shoulder.

      Her outpost came into view. But would that make a difference? The optos couldn’t fight the thing off, and she didn’t want them getting hurt.

      “Fuck it.” She summoned her crossbow and flipped the switch to throw everything she had at the monster. She leaped up and spun around to fire.

      Artemitide had disappeared. The ground wasn’t quaking or splitting open or spewing red wires. She landed hard on her rear and skidded to a stop.

      “Ouch.”

      Everything hurt like she’d been thrown out of a moving car, which was still better than being flayed to death by hot wires. The wound on her calf burned like Artemitide was still attached. She’d have to wince her way through it, though. The monster could still be coming.

      She hobbled up to stand and pointed Killswitch at anything that made noise. Why had it stopped? It had her.

      Several optos came running, and she dismissed the crossbow. One of them approached and patted her leg like it was all okay. She took a long moment to study everything around her. Maybe it was.

      “Optos,” the little green man said.

      “Yes.” She nodded gratefully. “Optos.”

      He nodded once before returning to camp.

      A gentle buzz became louder as the artifact key approached. It hovered over her shoulder and stayed there.

      “Emma, are you okay?” Jake shouted over the comms.

      “I guess I’m fine. The angry spaghetti monster just vanished.” She let out a deep sigh. “I lived, and I have the artifact.”

      “Awesome!” Reed said.

      “Maybe awesome. The artifact was dead when I found it. It powered on then ran at the first sign of danger.” She watched it from the corner of her eye then grabbed for it. The artifact flew out of reach then returned to hover. “It sure is skittish.”

      “Hopefully, Skittish is brave enough to unlock the door. I think I’ve got the digging figured out.” Reed was excited. “What about you, Jake?”

      “Fucking great.” Jake did not sound great.

      “Jake?” Emma asked.
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        * * *

      

      Jake arrived at his outpost and paced. A spot between his shoulders knotted up like the entire school was watching him take a final he hadn’t studied for. This game wasn’t just weird, it was a disaster, and he wanted to punch it in the face.

      His cursing scared the optos enough that they went into hiding. He paced back and forth, kicking at anything in his path. Optos yelped and muttered from their igloos, and poor Mascot hid behind the fabricator building. Tools lay scattered on the ground like a teenager’s bedroom had exploded. It looked a lot like his room.

      His comms unit beeped, but he ignored it. It was time to log out of this stupid game and get back to the real world.

      
        
        Would you like to accept an incoming call from…

      

      

      He slammed a button on his wrist and shouted, “What?”

      “Jake, it’s Proxima. Are you okay?”

      He looked around, suddenly embarrassed for throwing a tantrum. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      She paused. “You sound upset. Should I call later?”

      “No.” He took a deep, calming breath. “What’s up?”

      “This has never happened, so I’m not completely sure where to begin.” She sounded excited. “I received a message from Deity. “

      “Really? About what?”

      “She provided me information about your missing optos. I know where you can find them.”

      “What? Proxima, I don’t need jokes right now. Every time I ask Deity for help, she sends me on a useless quest. Do you know how much time I’ve wasted looking for them?”

      “Jake, calm down for a moment and let me finish.” She paused. “This isn’t a joke. Deity never helps players, especially candidates. I don’t know what changed, but now that she’s involved me, I think the information is genuine.”

      Jake stopped arguing, curious to hear more. He waited.

      “I have to come out there, but I can’t leave Knosus Station without an invitation.”

      
        
        Do you wish to invite Proxima to your outpost?

      

      

      “Invited.” He didn’t trust Deity, but Proxima had always been helpful, and he wouldn’t mind seeing her again. “Thank you. Can we do this tomorrow? It’s getting late, and I have to log out soon.”

      “I should be able to visit in a few days once this gets approved.” Her voice was cheery, and he couldn’t hold back the smile.

      “Thanks, Proxima,” he said. “Looking forward to it.”

      “Me too, Jake.”

      He surveyed his outpost and a new panic set in. Was it possible to ask his optos to clean for guests? Not if they were all hiding in igloos.

      He reached into his satchel and drew out one of his last precious metals. Mascot’s head popped up from behind one of the buildings.

      “Come on, it’s safe. I’m done being a jerk.” He set the precious metal on the ground.

      Mascot rushed forward and circled him twice before gobbling up the delicacy.

      Everything was already back to normal with the furry breadloaf, but the optos still seemed wary. They remained in their homes, peeking out to see what he was going to do next.

      He started cleaning the area by picking up the tools scattered everywhere.

      “I don’t know if you heard, Able, but Deity is sending a friend to help me find your missing buddies.”

      “Optos?” Able stepped out into the open.

      He didn’t know what else to say, so he kept cleaning. Able silently joined him, and after several minutes, the other two optos helped them tidy up. When they finished cleaning, the little green men gathered in front of him and waited.

      “I’m sorry for my outburst.” He looked at all of them. “You didn’t deserve that.”

      “Optos.” Able patted his leg.

      “I need to leave. Hopefully, you’ll all still be here tomorrow.”

      Able saluted then they all followed suit and said, “Jake.”

      “Good,” he said. “Get some rest tonight and leave the Storage Unit for tomorrow. I think tomorrow is going to be better.”

      They all saluted again.

      All was well, or well enough, and he was ready to log out. He sent Reed and Emma a quick message about Proxima and left Epiales.
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        * * *

      

      A weight lifted off Reed, and for the first time since the challenge began, he felt hope. His mission was clear, and he finally had what he needed to make it happen.

      “I don’t know if I’ll be able to protect you now.” Deity floated to the ground and stood before him.

      “I understand.” He nodded. “Thank you.”

      She stared at him with those sunlit blue eyes and finally smiled.

      “What?” He instinctively looked down to check his fly. His Herc body didn’t have one.

      “I…” She paused as if looking for the word. “I like you.”

      Deity kissed him on the cheek and disappeared.

      He blinked and blinked again. Jake was right. This game was weird.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 34

          

          
            HOT WINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake and Emma studied Reed between bites of chicken wings. He smiled dumbly, with wide eyes that looked past them.

      “Do you think?” Jake shot Emma a curious look.

      “Gotta be.” She put down her wing and held a hand to her heart. “Our Reed is growing up. He’s got a girlfriend.”

      “What?” Reed shook his head, his focus returning to Earth.

      “My boy!” Jake smacked him on the back. “Spill it!”

      “There’s nothing to spill.” He fumbled with his chicken, and it fell to his plate.

      Jake looked at Emma and they both nodded.

      “It’s not like that.” His pale cheeks were so red he looked like a thermometer ready to pop. “I just… I made a friend.”

      “Wow!” Jake shouted. “How are you able to play the game and get some at the same time?”

      “Jake!” Emma spat out her chicken.

      Reed stood, storming to the other side of the basement. “I said it’s not like that.”

      “It’s okay, Reed. We’re just teasing.”

      “Does she have a name?”Jake asked.

      Reed paused. “I can’t say.”

      “Let me guess, she lives in Canada,” Emma said. “Or at least, she’s not from around here.”

      “Funny, but not.” Reed waited for them to stop laughing. “We need to focus on our plan for week three. I know we’re behind, but we can’t let it get us down. This week, everything is going to change. Jake’s going to find his optos. I’m going to break that shaft wide open, and thanks to Emma, we have a key to get in. But it’s going to take more than that to win.”

      Emma and Jake began humming The Battle Hymn of the Republic.

      “We have to double our efforts and push our optos hard. Jake needs all the spare precious metal we can farm to build and fuel that power plant. We can do it if we work as a team.”

      They hummed louder, adding a thick layer of cheese to his inspirational speech.

      “When I open that vault, we need to move fast. We don’t know what’s down there. It could be high-level mobs, or something far worse. We’ll have to be prepared to infiltrate, grab as many artifacts as we can, and get out.”

      They continued humming. Rather than cursing them, he stood tall and placed his hands behind his back.

      “A good plan, violently executed now, is better than a perfect plan next week, and a pint of sweat will save a gallon of blood. So lead me, follow me, or get out of my way.”

      Jake and Emma both stood and saluted. “Sir, yes, sir!”

      “I hate you guys.”

      “That was wonderful.” Emma clapped. “Were those Patton quotes?”

      “Yeah.” Jake nodded approvingly. “Fine choice, man. Nice speech.”

      “More wings if you’re still hungry,” Mama called from upstairs. “This batch is spicy.”

      “Good timing,” Reed muttered before launching up the stairs.

      “General Patton? That’s a new level of obsession.” Jake plopped into his seat by the table, kicking up a cloud of dust.

      Before Emma could say anything, Reed returned with two steaming plates stacked high with hot wings. The rich, tangy smell filled the small basement, and Jake’s mouth was already watering when he reached for one.

      Jake took a bite and immediately broke into a sweat so strong he might evaporate from dehydration. Mama made wings with the perfect amount of heat. Sometimes a little too perfect. He grabbed his soda and grimaced. It was empty.

      Emma nodded, waving at her open mouth. “I’ll get some more.”

      Despite the inferno in his own mouth, Jake snatched another morsel. He took a bite and looked up.

      Reed held his breath like he was about to say something.

      “I heard your speech, man.” Jake wiped his forehead with a sleeve. “I can catch up.”

      “I agree, if you let us help.” Reed pointed at him with a wing. “We’re a team, we always have been, but you keep trying to solo the game.”

      “Bullshit.” Jake sat back and crossed his arms. “I’ve already got two of Emma’s optos on loan feeding Mascot.”

      “That’s another problem.”

      “Oh?” Jake raised an eyebrow.

      “Cassie was right. Mascot’s using up way too many resources. We’re already low on precious metal because all he does is eat. You’re going to have to do something—”

      “Mascot earns his keep. He’s saved my ass and yours, too.” Jake leaned forward. “Maybe you’re the one holding us back.”

      “Fuck that.” Reed threw down his wing.

      “Did you stop to think why I don’t ask for help? I haven’t asked you for precious metal because you’re almost out despite being the only one who can mine. You’re so obsessed with that shaft, you couldn’t even stick around to check on Emma’s intruders.”

      “The artifacts in that vault are the only thing that will save us from you falling behind.”

      They glared at each other, sweat beading on their foreheads as their eyes dueled.

      “Got em!” Emma walked between them and sat down.

      They continued glaring. Emma reached for a wing and took a bite before noticing. She looked at Reed, and then at Jake, and back at Reed.

      “Pretty tense all of a sudden.” She set the wing down. “I can leave if you guys are going to start making out.”

      “Hey,” they both snapped.

      “Let me guess. Jake’s upset because you spend all day digging out that hole.” She looked at Jake. “And Reed’s angry because you won’t ask for help.”

      They both blinked and stared like she’d read their minds.

      “You idiots may have forgotten, but we’ve been friends forever. I know you, and you know each other.” She gulped down some soda before continuing. “We’ve always gamed for fun. This time, there’s money at stake. We all feel pressured to win, but that shouldn’t stop us from being friends.”

      Reed sighed, and Jake sat back.

      “Reed, you’re right,” she said. “We can still win. We should stick to your plan, but maybe you should take a break from the vault and do some mining. The break will be good for you, and leveling up your mining skill will probably help carve out that hole.”

      He nodded. “You’re right.”

      “And Jake.” She turned to him. “You come running any time we ask. That needs to go both ways. Got it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good, because the wings are getting cold and I’m starving.” She grabbed one and stopped before taking a bite. “Did I miss anything?”

      “He wants me to throw Mascot into the fabricator,” Jake said.

      “What?” Emma stood to face Reed.

      “That’s not what I said.” He held up both hands. “I said Jake needs to do something…you know, like turn in the quest.”

      “How am I supposed to do that?” Jake snapped. “The quest couldn’t be more vague. See Mascot safely home before he’s fully grown. If you know where Mascot’s home is, please share.”

      Emma sat and placed her hand on Jake’s. “It needs to be done before we finish the challenge, or all your time spent with Mascot will be for nothing.”

      She was right. The thought of giving up Mascot made him angry, and he didn’t know why. The furry breadloaf was just another NPC, right?

      “Let’s tackle that after we find your missing optos,” she said.

      “Sure.” Jake stared at his food then stood. “I’m going to bed.”

      He stormed up the stairs and flopped onto the couch. After he’d spent several minutes staring a hole through the ceiling, Mama came in. He rolled to his side, facing away from the room.

      She sat in an old recliner across from him, coughing. It didn’t sound right.

      He rolled back and sat up. “Are you okay?” he asked. “I can get you some water.”

      Mama held out a hand, and the coughing subsided. “I’m fine, Jake. Just old.”

      The room was dark, and he could barely make out her large figure rocking slowly.

      “I’m not a fan of Winside, not even a little.” She cleared her throat several times before continuing. “When you were all kids, she offered to buy my land at a good price. I told her no. This land has been in my family for generations, and she wanted to make it a parking lot. She didn’t like being told no and several months later, thugs broke in.”

      “I remember.”

      “Emma and Reed were a frightened mess. You led them to safety, and I took care of business with my Beat Stick.”

      He chuckled.

      “I knocked all three senseless before the police arrived. They didn’t come back, and Winside never bothered us again.”

      “I hadn’t heard about Winside’s offer. You think it was her?”

      She remained silent, and he nodded.

      “I wouldn’t have lived through it if she’d hurt you kids.” Mama let out a worried sigh. “But that didn’t happen because I wasn’t alone. We beat that woman together. That’s what family does.”

      She was right, and he needed to do better. He was so angry that he’d scared his optos, scared Mascot, and, even worse, argued with Reed.

      Mama pushed herself up from the chair with a grunt. “Get some sleep, Jake. It’s not over, and I need you to beat the fuck out of that woman’s game.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next morning, they drove in silence to Reed’s place. Emma kept shooting them worried looks, making the car swerve every time.

      Jake spoke up after the third honking car. “We’re fine. Promise. Isn’t that right, captain?”

      “Yeah.” Reed cracked a smile. “We always are.”

      The tension dissipated enough for Emma to concentrate on driving. Despite the old truck’s perpetually slow pace, Jake relaxed. Emma was a skilled driver when she watched the road. Go figure.

      Jake nudged Reed once and his friend nodded but said nothing. He didn’t seem upset, just distracted, but his foot was bouncing so much Jake wanted to smack him. After last night, he thought it best to let it go.

      After arriving, they shivered their way from the warm car to the workshop. The lights, and thankfully the heat, were already on when they entered. Reed’s dad was inside, putting away tools. He greeted them with a broad smile.

      Robert Swift was a stocky man with brown eyes and dark hair that was slowly giving up to grays. He wore a red fleece button-up beneath threadbare denim overalls. His large hands looked worn from a lifetime of work. He was unassuming and unimpressive, if you didn’t know better.

      Jake never knew how to approach the guy. Robert was a genius, like his son, with seven patents and more pending. It hadn’t made him rich, but he understood things in a way that always made Jake feel inane.

      “Good to see you, Emma.” Robert gave her a hug. “I picked up one of your digital paintings from the last school auction. Mama must be proud.”

      “Thank you.” She looked ready to pass out from blushing.

      Robert reached out to shake hands with Jake. “Reed brought me to see you play against Clements. Had me on the edge of my seat. I was hoarse after your second touchdown. You earned that scholarship. Well played, son.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Please call me Robert. You’re all adults now.” He looked over all of them proudly. As if realizing it was a bit much, he began inspecting a Winside Immersion Pod. “These are pretty. I checked diagnostics and swapped out the nanobot canisters. The pods could use some tuning. It wouldn’t take much, and—”

      “Dad,” Reed interrupted.

      He raised both hands. “As promised, I adjusted nothing, but I’d love to pop the hood when this is over.”

      Reed let out a sigh.

      “If you two could give us a moment.” He nodded for Reed to follow him, and they went to the far end of the workshop.

      Jake looked at Emma, who shrugged. The workshop was large, but not that large, so they took turns changing into their viscosity suits to avoid listening in.

      Robert and Reed’s voices got louder and more heated. Emma typically sprinted to her Winside Pod to avoid being seen, but her concern for Reed outweighed her modesty. She waited beside Jake with her arms crossed.

      When the conversation was over, Reed stomped off to the changing room. Robert approached them, looking frustrated and tired. His cheeks were red from arguing and the lines around his eyes looked more like canyons.

      “Sorry about that.” He hesitated for a minute, looking at them. His shoulders dropped in defeat. “It’s been a year since Reed’s mom went missing. I’ve spent most of my savings on Private Investigators. The last one came highly recommended, and she couldn’t find anything. I can’t afford another one with Reed going to college…” His voice caught, and Emma placed a hand on his shoulder.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” Jake said. “Is there anything we can do?”

      Robert gathered himself and stood up straight. “Thank you for asking. There’s more, but I’m sure Reed will tell you when he’s ready.”

      They both nodded.

      “You two go ahead and log in. He’ll be on in a bit.”

      Emma hugged him again, and Jake shook his hand. They made their way to the pods in silence. Before getting in, Jake spoke up.

      “Robert,” Jake said. “We’re going to win this challenge.”

      Robert Swift paused at the door and smiled. “I believe you can, Jake. I believe in you all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 35

          

          
            A LITTLE NEGOTIATION

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake logged in and was greeted by system messages.

      
        
        Warning! Your threshold durability is at 71%

      

      

      He quickly dismissed the daily threshold countdown for better news.

      
        
        Congratulations! Your outpost is now level 5!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have earned one attribute point. Use that point to enhance your environment suit.

      

        

      
        Congratulations! Your outpost has attracted five optos.

      

        

      
        You have a new schematic available: Power Plant

      

      

      He ducked into the fabricator room to review his progress. The building seemed bigger than before and smelled like fresh oil. He looked around and shrugged before sitting at the metal table. When he opened the menu, the scoreboard popped up, making his stomach clench.

      
        
        Progeny 3855

        Risky Business 1508

        Four Marketeers 1305

        Day Traders 1289

        Opportunity Cost 1176

        Assets 1121

        Bull Runners 1092

        For the Wincoin 1042

        Triumph 1038

      

      

      Hustlers and Gainful had dropped off the list. Considering how far Progeny had jumped ahead, he already knew what had happened. He checked the map anyway and let out a groan. Progeny had taken their land and assets. Winside’s plan to keep guilds from encroaching was an utter failure.

      He dismissed the scoreboard and shook it off. The challenge wasn’t over yet, and it was hard to be upset now that his outpost was level 5.

      The additional attribute point made him pause. So far, he’d spent all his points on Speed. It was his primary stat, but there was something else to consider. Stoutmaulers had attacked Emma’s outpost when she reached five, and apparently they had thick hides. He was already fast, but it might be a good idea to hit harder. He put a point in his secondary stat, Might.

      
        
        Fortitude 0%

        Might +5%

        Speed +9%

        Precision 0%

        Wits 0%

      

        

      
        Resurrections 3/5

      

      

      The level was a nice surprise, but how had the optos done it? He didn’t think there was enough precious metal left on the beach to complete the storage unit. Also, it should have taken the fabricator more time to produce so many refined building blocks.

      There was a menu option to review construction progress, but it only provided a high level overview. He dismissed the interface and looked around the room. Something felt different. He was sitting on one of the uncomfortable steel chairs against the wall like he always did. The fabricator was still in the middle, humming steadily as it waited to process materials.

      His eyes went wide. The machine wasn’t chugging like a diesel truck ready to die. It hummed with new life and smelled like fresh oil.

      “The upgrade,” he said in awe.

      He inspected it.

      
        
        Fabricator 4.0 - This fabricator is tuned to be four times more efficient.

      

      

      An optos walked in carrying a slab of stone. He approached the fabricator and threw a rock into the chute. Seconds later, it produced four building blocks. The upgraded fabricator was so fast and efficient, it felt like Jake had traded a bicycle for a Tesla. Even better, it produced four blocks instead of just one.

      The timing couldn’t be better. He needed fifty precious metals for the power plant and seven gazillion more to catch up with Progeny. That made him laugh, considering how hard the metal was to find. He had a plan, though. It wouldn’t get him close to a gazillion, but hopefully, it was enough to build the plant. Hopefully.

      He followed the optos outside and took a breath of warm air. The weather was surprisingly nice, with a clear sky overhead.

      Since he was supposed to get more optos with every new level, his optos had gathered just outside the fabricator building. They muttered in gibberish and wrung their hands, waiting anxiously for more to arrive. He didn’t expect any and was about to say something when one stumbled toward them.

      The lone optos was alive and breathing, but barely. Burns covered his body, and he collapsed, twitching in pain. Jake rushed over and knelt beside him.

      “Get him to medical. Hurry.”

      Two optos approached with a floating gurney. They picked up the injured one and gently placed him on it. Silently, they pushed him to the medical station.

      “Dammit.” He stood and clenched his fists. “What the hell is going on? Proxima can’t get here soon enough.”

      “Jake?” Able tugged at his sleeve. He had a worried expression on his little face.

      “This won’t happen again, Able. Help is coming soon.”

      Able nodded and smiled, though it was obviously forced.

      
        
        Player Reed is now on Epiales.

      

      

      Jake tapped the comms button on his wrist. “You all right, man?”

      “Sure.” His voice sounded strained. “Gonna go mine for precious metal.”

      “You can keep working on the shaft if you want,” Jake said. “I may have a source for precious metal. I’ll let you know soon.”

      “Thanks.”

      Jake wanted to go talk to him, but Reed would open up when he was ready.

      The best thing he could do was press forward. If his optos were going to make any progress on the power plant, they would need precious metal. That left him with one option.

      Mascot rushed toward the optos and circled them three times before stopping. He hopped up and down, excited about their morning Kraken feeding. Mascot was the size of a small horse, and the ground shook with every landing.

      “Not this time, buddy.” Jake placed a calming hand on Mascot. “I need you to wait here.”

      Mascot collapsed in defeat, but at least that meant he understood.

      “Don’t be like that. This won’t take long. Hopefully.”

      He scratched the furry breadloaf’s shoulder, reaching deep into his thick reddish orange fur. It was coarser than he remembered. Mascot was growing up fast, and it reminded him of what Reed had said about finishing the quest. He didn’t want to think about it and drew his hand back.

      “Listen for my call, okay?”

      Mascot gave him a side-eyed glance and huffed indignantly.

      Jake leaped between shadows until he arrived at the lake. The Kraken was ready for breakfast, its long cylindrical torso bobbing up and down, and its tentacles skimming the surface like it was treading water.

      He made his way down the short cliff and carefully walked across the dark, slick sand until he was at the edge of the lake. A gentle breeze brushed his hair and water lapped over his feet. He crossed his arms and remained still.

      It didn’t take long for the Kraken to know something was up. Its tentacles began thrashing wildly, creating waves that crested over Jake’s knees. After a short tantrum, the beast pulled itself over to the shore and leaned forward to look at him with that one large, flat eye.

      Jake stared at the eye but said nothing.

      The eye shot from side to side, frantically looking in all directions. This time, there were no optos to bully. When the eye couldn’t find anyone else, two tentacles rose out of the lake to loom before his face. A toothy round mouth opened at the end of one tentacle while the other frantically pointed at it. The Kraken was hangry.

      “No,” Jake said.

      The tantrum that followed was dangerous. Waves crashed violently against his waist, knocking him back. Bracing himself used every muscle in his body and began eating away at his Endurance. Luckily, the beast stopped before he ran out.

      “I need precious metal from the skeletons you don’t eat. My optos have cleaned up all your leftovers on the beach. Now, I need you to dig up the remains underwater.”

      It blinked several times, looking at him with that one human eye like it didn’t understand. Jake didn’t believe him.

      “Fine, I’ll just dive in and get them myself.”

      He took a step into the water, and a tentacle pushed him back. It wasn’t violent, but there was no getting past it.

      There was no official rule against swimming, just the hidden one that Emma discovered. Was it territorial or was the Kraken trying to protect him?

      “I’ve been feeding you for weeks,” he said firmly. “Help me, or I’ll dive in when you’re not around and get it myself.”

      He stared at that flat, human eye for a long time. Maybe the Kraken didn’t understand, or maybe everything had already washed up on shore. Jake was ready to turn away when he heard a gurgling sound. The lake roiled. Without warning, a wave the size of a building crashed into him.

      He was suddenly underwater and surrounded by enormous eels with steel teeth and long, thin arms. He couldn’t summon his weapon. Couldn’t kick away. One bit deep into his leg, taking half his health. Tiny, clawed hands grabbed at him, pulling him deeper. A mouth full of steel teeth opened in front of his face. This death was going to hurt.

      A blur of white tentacle knocked it away, and another lifted him out of the water. The Kraken dropped him on the cliff overlooking the lake.

      Pushing himself to his knees, he coughed up both lungs. “What the fuck was that?”

      He was cold and couldn’t stop shaking. His vision was blurry and green, like he was wearing tinted glasses that belonged to someone else. The eel’s bite had poisoned him, and he was losing health fast. He collapsed, too weak to grab his syringe.

      He tried shouting, “Mascot,” but it came out as a whisper.

      His stomach cramped as the poison devoured his health. The ground shook and Mascot was suddenly there, licking the side of his head.

      The pain finally subsided, but it felt like he was lying in a pool of slobber. How long had he been like this? What were those things?

      When everything finally came back into focus, Mascot stopped licking and took a step back.

      The poison was gone, and his health was almost full.

      “Right,” he mumbled. “Stay out of the water. Got it.”

      He looked up to see the Kraken bobbing patiently. Two tentacles reached out over the shore like it was presenting something or ready to take a bow.

      “Holy shit.” Jake gawked at the beach.

      The pile of skeletons on the black sand was taller than Jake. There had to be hundreds or more, sunlight glinting off the precious metal in their remains. The Kraken had apparently been here a long time, because there were a lot of leftovers.

      “Worth it, I think.” He shuddered one last time before standing to face the Kraken. “Breakfast incoming!”

      The monster pushed away from shore, slowly making its way across the lake for breakfast.

      Jake had a million questions about the nightmares in his lake. It had happened so fast the visions of steel teeth were already fading like a bad dream. How long had Mascot been by his side? He’d been like a beacon, drawing him out of the madness. Jake was tired of the constant licking, but…

      “Did you heal me with your tongue slobber?” he asked.

      Lick.

      “I’ll accept that as a probably.” He patted Mascot’s side. “Thanks, buddy. This place would be hell without you.”

      Mascot licked him once more then shook with anticipation.

      “You’re right, we should feed our friend.” He opened the menu and tasked his optos to gather precious metals from the pile of skeletons.

      Mascot was hopping up and down like nothing had happened, and they were going to the park.

      Jake looked up at him and smiled. “Let’s go.”

      Mascot thundered away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WEEK THREE: DON’T CROSS THE THRESHOLD AT NIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 36

          

          
            LOSING GROUND

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Jake headed straight to Emma’s outpost. She stood beside Reed at the far edge of her outpost’s plateau, staring down the steep hill at the valley below. Jake could already tell she was upset. Emma directed Reed’s attention by stabbing at the air with an angry finger like the entire world was in trouble.

      Jake stepped forward and immediately jumped back. Two of Emma’s optos rushed by, grunting with every step as they carried a dead fluffet toward Emma’s fabricator.

      “Hup, hup, hup.” Two more optos scrambled up the hill.

      “What the hell?” His eyes followed their trail back to see more coming, with dead fluffets and stoutmaulers in tow. “Shit.”

      He leaped forward before the next pair arrived and took hurried steps to his friends.

      “Sorry, Emma.” Reed took a deep breath. “I’m a little distracted this morning. Would you mind explaining it again, a little, uh, slower…”

      Emma’s dol nose-flap let out a bull-like snort, making Reed jerk back.

      “Fine, but pay attention this time.” Her tone was an octave higher, and every word came out fast, like she was auctioning cattle. She turned on Jake. “I thought you were going to get here fast?”

      “I tried.” He held up both hands. “I had to keep Mascot from eating more precious metal. He stayed behind to pout.”

      “Oh.” Her shoulders dropped, and she spoke slower. “Sorry, this took me by surprise.”

      The diamond-shaped artifact suddenly appeared over her shoulder, making Jake jump back. She swatted at it like a fly, but it floated out of reach before returning to the same spot.

      “It disappears when there’s any sign of danger, or if I’m angry, or if someone sneezes.” She glanced at the artifact and shouted, “Boo!”

      It vanished.

      She shook her head. “I’m going to keep calling it Skittish.”

      “Perfect.” Jake looked back at the optos lining up to use the fabricator. “Sorry about your fluffets. What happened to them?”

      “I logged into an empty outpost. My optos are usually running around doing what they do. At first, I thought they’d abandoned me, but I found them hiding in their dwellings. It didn’t take long to figure out why. Dozens of stoutmaulers were attacking my herd.” She tugged on a lock of purple hair. “I didn’t understand how they got through my threshold until I realized it was offline.”

      “Damn.” Jake grimaced.

      “I checked the generator to make sure it had fuel then brought the shields back online.” She let out another angry snort. “After contacting you guys, I went hunting. Most of the stoutmaulers left, but I killed the stragglers before Reed arrived.”

      Jake glanced down the hill and let out a whistle. Stoutmauler and fluffet bodies littered the landscape like a turf war that Emma had won. He looked at her with wide eyes.

      “I was a little upset.” She stared at the carnage. “My poor fluffets.”

      “So, the question is, why did your shields go offline?” Reed approached the generator and leaned over to tap the fuel line.

      “I told you it has plenty of fuel,” she snapped.

      “Easy, slim. I believe you.” Reed knelt to look closer. “I’m checking for leaks.”

      “I already did that.”

      “I know I miss stuff when I’m angry,” Jake said. “Another set of eyes doesn’t hurt. We should all take a look around.”

      They spent the next ten minutes searching for anything unusual, but the exercise only upset her more.

      Jake had learned a lot from his friends over the years. Reed was a master negotiator. Jake couldn’t match his finesse, but he’d picked up on the basics. Emma could break up an argument and calm their nerves in almost any situation. He wasn’t great at helping others calm down, but he could at least try.

      He stepped in front of her, and she almost ran into him.

      “What?” she snapped.

      “Uh.” Jake took a deep breath. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll figure this out.”

      “We won’t figure out anything standing here. Once Sherlock is done, meet me down the hill.” She activated her fast travel ability and skimmed away.

      “Wow, was that empathy? Not your gift, man.” Reed smacked him on the back. “Now you see what we have to deal with when you’re angry.”

      Jake winced, as much from the dig as being slapped on the back by Reed. His friend’s Herc body had a lot of power, and he struck hard. Jake shook it off then leaped through shadows to follow.

      He arrived to find Emma kneeling beside a dead stoutmauler. It stank like sweaty animal and raw meat. With a grunt, she lifted the head to show them the brand. It had the image of a black sun burnt into its forehead.

      “Any idea whose brand it is?” Reed asked.

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Right. Dumb question. It’s probably The Overseer,” he said. “Shouldn’t this be enough to prove he’s helping Progeny?”

      “It’s not,” she said. “I don’t have a way to photograph the brand and any time I search for it, my computer crashes.”

      She stood and waved for them to follow her back to camp. When they arrived, Emma approached her computer. She clicked through menus to search for the brand. It was slow to respond and eventually froze before rebooting.

      Reed let out a whistle. “That’s fucked up,” he said. “They must’ve hacked your computer, but how is that possible?”

      Their comm units beeped in unison.

      
        
        You have received a message from Progeny Leader Drew. Would you like to accept?

      

      

      Reed pressed a button on his wrist, and Drew’s holographic head floated before them. The leader of Progeny looked down at them with a sneer.

      “We don’t have to be enemies.” The Herc’s eyes flicked from side to side as if reading from a script. “I would like to meet and revisit the offer we, uh, I made. Let’s work together so this doesn’t happen again.”

      The image disappeared.

      Emma slugged her computer, making nearby optos scurry away. “I want to beat that cheater in his pretty face.”

      “He deserves that and worse,” Jake agreed.

      Reed watched as Emma and Jake took turns cursing The Overseer and his nephew. When they were done, he waved them over.

      “Let’s give him a proper reply, same as last time.” Reed pulled them close. “Fake it ’til you make it.”

      He pressed the comm button and held up his wrist like he was taking a selfie. They all broke out in mock laughter for ten seconds until he ended the recording.

      “Sent.” Reed shook his head. “That probably won’t help.”

      “It’ll piss him off, and that helps me.” Emma clenched her fists. “How do we get this guy?”

      They took turns staring at the sky, staring at the ground, and staring off into the distance.

      After several long moments of pondering, Jake finally spoke. “Proxima.”

      “You’ve got a one-track mind.” Emma rolled her eyes.

      “I do.” He waggled his eyebrows, and she cracked a smile. “But she might have answers.”

      “It’s not a terrible idea. I’m overdue for training.” Emma eyed him warily. “I suppose you want to come with when I meet her?”

      “Only if you need me.” He reached up and stretched before placing his hands behind his head. “She’s coming to my outpost later this afternoon, and I need time to tidy up.”

      Emma and Reed burst out in laughter, and this time, it was real.

      “Did you see him try to be smooth?” Reed reached for Emma.

      “She doesn’t stand a chance.” Emma placed her arm against her forehead and fell back into Reed.

      “You’re both assholes.” Jake grimaced. “She’s coming over to tell me where my missing optos are.”

      Emma stood abruptly, and they both went quiet.

      “What?” Jake took a step back.

      “Did you ask someone for help?” Emma looked at Reed with wide eyes. “The aliens got to Jake and took over his brain!”

      “This sounds serious.” Reed studied him with a mock frown.

      “I, well…” It hadn’t exactly gone that way. Proxima had called him, but his friends needed the win. “Yes. I invited her out to show me where they are.”

      “Sonofabitch. We may actually win this challenge.” Reed clasped his hands together. “My work here is done. If there’s nothing else, I need to dig out a hole.”

      “I’ll be at Knosus if you need me.” Emma smiled at Jake. “And I’ll be sure to give her a heads-up about your smoothness.”

      Both of them were laughing as she skimmed away and Reed launched into the air, leaving Jake alone to wonder.

      “What’s she going to tell Proxima?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 37

          

          
            BEDSIDE MANNER

          

        

      

    

    
      “Mr. Harding? Gabriel?”

      He woke with a start. He was seated in an uncomfortable office chair with his head and shoulders slouched over like he’d fallen asleep watching a movie. The room smelled hospital-clean and was bright enough to make him squint. He sat up slowly. His neck ached where Aegis had grabbed him, and his face throbbed from being slammed against the wall.

      Eris was sitting up in a hospital bed, smiling at him like he’d won something, and the room quickly came into focus. Aegis stood near the door with his arms crossed, his dead eyes boring into Gabriel.

      “Eris.” He licked his dry lips. “Are you okay? I heard you scream and found you passed out.”

      “I’m feeling much better now,” she said.

      He glanced around the room and his jaw dropped. Clearly, they weren’t in a hospital. The ceiling was carved from bedrock, which meant they were in the caves beneath the Winside Estate. Also, hospitals couldn’t afford tech like this. The wall behind her had digital readouts for everything, and a partially transparent hologram of her head floated near the far wall. It moved when she did, and glassy outlines of her eyelids blinked.

      Doctors used holographic images to diagnose patients every day, but those images were static. This hologram was being generated by a real-time scan. Beyond faint layers of skin, muscle, and bone was a brain that looked real enough to pluck out of the air. Tiny lights all around it blinked and flashed like the scan was monitoring electrical activity.

      He shook his head in amazement and turned his attention back to Eris. A bedside clock beside her showed that it was 4 a.m.

      “Sorry, I’m a little confused. I don’t remember how I got here.”

      “Aegis brought you several hours ago.” Eris nodded at the big man.

      “And now I should see him out so you can rest,” Aegis said in a low voice. His fists clenched like he was ready to kill anyone who entered.

      “My hero can stay.” Eris squeezed Gabriel’s hand, looking at him fondly.

      “Uh, pardon?” Gabriel jerked back but didn’t let go.

      “Aegis told me everything.” She took a deep breath. “He found you by my side, calling out for help.”

      Gabriel nodded.

      “He accused you of harming me, but we all know that didn’t happen.” She glared at the man. “Aegis, do you have something to say?”

      “I… I’m…sorry.” The words came out like he’d never said them before.

      Gabriel gave him the barest nod to acknowledge the shitty apology. Ty had said the man was dangerous, but Gabriel had thought he was referring to Aegis being ungodly enormous. Aegis had tossed him around like a throw pillow. How was that even possible? No one could be that strong without being part cyborg. That thought made his heart stop.

      There were strict laws in place governing cybernetics. Surgeons were only allowed to replace ten percent of the body with cybernetic parts. The body, and mind, rejected those parts one hundred percent of the time. It took a serious dose of meds to keep them attached and the bearer sane.

      Cybernetic parts were also highly regulated. Commercial-grade body parts had limited power and could break under stress, which kept people from accidentally crushing someone’s head. Military-grade cybernetics, though, were frightening. He’d seen videos of cyborgs tearing doors off cars.

      If Aegis was a cyborg, his enhancements had to be illegal, or Ty would’ve known. Considering his strength and speed, that likely meant military-grade parts and more than ten percent. Who in their right mind would want to make an animal like Aegis that powerful?

      Gabriel wasn’t prepared to take out a killer cyborg. He’d left all his nuclear weapons at home.

      A petite Chinese woman in a lab coat entered and reviewed the hologram. After a few nods, she approached Eris with a stethoscope and did an old-school examination. For the next five minutes, the doctor did everything manually, from checking her patient’s blood pressure to inspecting her ears with an otoscope.

      “All clear, Miss Winside.” The doctor typed notes on an invisible keyboard. “I’d like you to stay overnight for observation, but I know you won’t.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Rina, and you are correct. I feel better than ever.”

      “I wish you’d reconsider.” Rina shot her a worried glance. “I’d like to continue monitoring your vitals for abnormalities.”

      “Thank you, Doctor.” Eris looked down at the wires and tubes that tethered her to the bed. “If you wouldn’t mind?”

      Rina frowned disapprovingly before removing the IV and the monitoring electrodes. She made a note on her keyboard and then scurried out of the room.

      “Are you available for dinner this evening, Mr. Harding?” Eris asked. “Aegis has the night off.”

      “I do?” the big man asked, taking a step back.

      “Yes,” she said, firmly. “I’d like to thank our hero properly. I don’t need your help for that, do I?”

      “No, miss.” Aegis seemed dumbfounded.

      “Dinner would be great,” Gabriel said.

      “Let’s make it formal tonight, shall we?” She eyed him up and down. “44 regular jacket and a 32 inch waist?”

      “Uh, yes, that’s correct.”

      “My staff will deliver proper attire to your room.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.” He was, but only because he wanted to know what was going on.

      She swung her legs over the side of the bed and swatted away Aegis’s offer to help. He grimaced his way to the door and opened it. She stood and stretched. Her hospital robes were open enough in the back to tease her perfect everything.

      Aegis ignored the show like she wasn’t a half-naked goddess. Gabriel didn’t. He sat there slack jawed, like he’d won the lottery and just seen the prize.

      Eris glanced over her shoulder. “See you upstairs in the dining hall at seven?”

      He could only nod.

      It was enough. Eris and her personal mountain left the room.

      Gabriel stared at the cave ceiling. The most advanced hospital room he’d ever been in, and it was under the Winside Estate. His gaze fell on the reflective screen that generated the hologram, and he suddenly felt like Alice on the other side of the looking glass.

      He shook his head and sighed. “And what do I do with all of that?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 38

          

          
            BURDEN OF PROOF

          

        

      

    

    
      Emma had never been to Knosus Station by herself, and when the transport stopped, she took sharp breaths to manage her anxiety. Sure, she could’ve waited until the boys were available, but after their argument, they could use some alone time. She needed some, too.

      Every time Emma visited the station, it looked larger and more advanced. New steel buildings of all shapes reached high into the red sky. They were now all connected by a glass skywalk that glowed bright enough to show the people using them.

      It was more overwhelming than ever. People hustled in packs along walkways lined with electric blue lights. New holographic advertisements stalked them with blinking lights or song. She’d spent a summer at art camp in New York and another in Chicago. Knosus had the same vibe.

      Skittish remained hidden, which was a relief. The steel diamond usually hovered at the edge of her vision, making her start when she forgot it was there. Not only would the artifact attract attention, it was annoying.

      She approached a kiosk and searched for the Slinger training center, just in case the recent expansion had forced them to relocate. There were now two places to train, but she was familiar with the first and selected it.

      Blue arrows appeared on the ground, and she followed them down the main road for several blocks. They led her to a side street with fewer people, giving her space to breathe.

      She arrived at a tall door with an ornate image of a dol Slinger etched into the steel. The Slinger was jumping through the air with a bow in hand, ready to fire. Her eyes blazed with confidence, and she smirked like she’d already won the battle. The dol was everything Emma wanted to be.

      Two young Slingers pushed the door open and scurried past, breaking her trance. She entered the large, circular training room and approached an old dol slumped in his seat. He was snoring loudly, apparently spent from the last session.

      She cleared her throat.

      “Hm?” The dol trainer snored again then woke with a nose honk. “Oh. Hello Emma. So good to see you again.”

      “Sorry to interrupt, but…” She tapped her wrist computer, showing she’d leveled.

      “Wonderful.” He waved his hand over her wrist. “You’re quite the killer, both beautiful and powerful.”

      She stared at the ground and whispered, “Thank you.”

      “No need to be shy, dear.” He stood and straightened his environment suit. “You hide your strength, but you should be proud. You’ve earned every kill.”

      Emma’s cheeks burned, but the trainer was right. She had earned those kills.

      “You’ll like these next abilities,” he said. “Let’s get started.”

      The trainer was patient like a grandparent, and she needed patience.

      She learned the first ability fast. With Divert, she could shoot an invisible bolt up to three hundred yards away. Any opponent near the target would hear beasts charging to attack for ten seconds. Divert was both useful as a distraction and gave her initiative if she wanted to attack.

      The second ability was what required the patience. Outburst was a close-combat blast that knocked back all opponents in a 45-degree radius. It only did 40% of base-weapon damage, but the closest targets would bleed from the wounds for ten seconds.

      Not only did she have to flip a new switch to activate the ability, she had to baby the trigger. It felt unnatural. She was used to pulling the trigger all the way back, but Outburst would fizzle out if she squeezed to hard. If she was too gentle…

      Outburst exploded at her feet, knocking both her and the trainer to the ground. Again.

      “You were almost there.” The old dol patted at his smoldering cloak. “Just keep practicing, Merla. You’ll get it.”

      “Uh, Emma.”

      “Right, right.” He patted her shoulder.

      The blast made her exposed face feel like she had a sunburn. While she took no damage, it stung for ten seconds. “Are you sure this is the right ability? My target has to be close enough to see me. It seems odd when all my other attacks are ranged.”

      “Slingers have little armor, Erla. If your opponent gets that close, you’ll want to knock them away so you can get some distance.”

      “Huh,” she said. “That makes sense.”

      “Just keep practicing. You’ll get it.” He reached out a hand, and she paid 200 wincoin for each ability. He didn’t pull his hand back until she added 20 for a tip.

      “Come back soon, dear. There’s more to learn. Much more.”

      She approached the door and turned back to say thanks. The old dol quickly lowered a bottle before flashing her a smile.

      “No wonder he couldn’t remember my name.” She shook her head and exited the training hall.

      Proxima was waiting outside. Their always-prim concierge looked disheveled. Her cheeks were blotchy, and a long strand of red hair had escaped her bun.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t greet you when you arrived,” she panted. “I’m trying to get everything done early.”

      “So you can visit Jake?” Emma beamed.

      Proxima’s blush was almost as red as her hair.

      “He’s excited to see you, too.”

      “Really?” She let out a breath.

      “Not that it’s any of my business, but I thought you, uh, couldn’t…” Emma sought the right word. “Date?”

      “Oh.” Proxima’s eyes went wide. “We can’t, but, you know, I still want to see him.”

      “I completely understand.” Emma laughed, and Proxima chuckled nervously. “I’ve had more than a few crushes I couldn’t date, either, but that didn’t stop me from spending time with them.”

      “Thanks, Emma.” Proxima took a second to catch her breath.

      “I’ll be quick so you can get back to it.” She frowned. “I’ve been trying to understand how Marks work.”

      “Sure. It’s a high-level ability used by cultivators to control animals. The Mark itself is a unique symbol that essentially brands the animals they control.”

      “That’s what I thought,” she said. “Isn’t that a little overpowered.”

      “There are limits,” she said. “Most cultivators can only control four or five animals. Some rare artifacts increase that number.”

      “What if I wanted to find out who a Mark belonged to?” Emma asked.

      She opened her tablet and worked her way through several menus. “I can’t access those player records for some reason. Have you tried searching with your outpost computer?”

      “It’s broken.”

      “What?” Proxima looked up in surprise.

      “Every time I search, the computer reboots.” Emma shrugged. “I figured it was just an old piece of shit.”

      “It is, at your level… No offense.” Proxima frantically searched through menus. “But that shouldn’t be possible. I’ll put in a ticket.”

      “Thanks.” Emma sighed.

      “I may know someone who can tell me about the Mark,” Proxima said. “What does it look like?”

      “A black sun,” Emma said.

      “I’ll let you know what I find.” Proxima’s eyes went back to frantic. “My next appointment is in two minutes, but they can wait if you’d like me to escort you to the transport.”

      “Nah, I know my way.”

      Proxima gave her a firm hug before turning to rush away.

      “And Proxima?”

      The woman looked back.

      “Good luck with Jake.”

      “Thanks!” She flashed Emma a smile before turning to run.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Emma took the transport straight to Reed’s outpost. Her optos would be feeding carcasses into the fabricator for another hour. They didn’t need her help, and she didn’t care to watch.

      Reed had been quiet since leaving her outpost. She’d been a little snappish with the boys when they were trying to help. It was the worst timing, since Reed was already upset about his mom. She was overdue for an apology.

      His outpost was impressive and tidy. Reed was level six, and his optos had already built a dozen or more structures. The domed-shaped dwellings where the optos lived were lined up neatly with room for more. He had placed the kitchen, dining hall, and medical station close by without being in the way. There was a larger building she didn’t recognize—probably the storehouse for everything he mined.

      The optos were hard at work building light rail tracks leading to Jake’s outpost. The tracks led from his storehouse and stretched for a mile or more. Several optos argued as they fine-tuned an anti-grav pad for carrying heavy loads of coal. Reed had been busy.

      She tapped an optos on the shoulder, and he jumped.

      “Where’s your boss?”

      “Optos.” He pointed west.

      She pulled up the map and found Reed’s blue dot in a distant valley. He’d returned to where the woebegone attacked. She tapped on his dot and arrows appeared on the ground.

      The trail led her through a breathtaking mountain pass. Tall cliffs rose high on either side. Something overhead let out a threatening caw, and she wielded her crossbow. It didn’t attack, but she remained wary.

      The pass opened to a beautiful valley filled with green moss and blue flowers on tall stems. She approached the nearest patch of growth and knelt to inspect it.

      
        
        Ossagian moss - A high yield grain used by bakers level 12 or greater.

      

        

      
        Requires level 10 to Cultivate

      

      

      “Ugh. I need to level!”

      She stood to take in the valley. Reed was 100 yards away, aiming his enormous weapon at something in the distance. He was so focused he didn’t hear her approach. She placed her hand on his shoulder, and he fired.

      The weapon let out a reverberating twang as it blasted a chunk of rock into dust.

      “Dammit.” He spun around.

      “I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “If you want to be alone.”

      Reed’s eyes were red and his face taut with pain. “No, you just surprised me.” He returned the sonic earthbreaker to his back.

      “Did you come back to fight the woebegone by yourself?”

      He chuckled. “Not exactly. Some stray mobs were passing through here, and a friend suggested that leveling my weapon skill would help me mine. It’s been productive. I’ve dug up 72 precious metal—so far.”

      She whistled. “48 is the most I’ve gotten from one day of hunting.”

      “Hey, that’s impressive for a cultivator.” He broke off a stem covered in moss. It released a cloud of spores and they both stepped back. “Anything you can do with this stuff?”

      “Not until level 10, but it looks promising. Hopefully next week.” She placed a hand on his arm, and he dropped the stem.

      He let out a sigh. “I’m fine.”

      Despite his Herc face, she could see he was lying, but she waited.

      “My father is practical and logical, and I hate him a little for giving up. I hate myself more that he’s giving up for me.” He grimaced. “Dad says it’s too big of a risk to spend my college money searching for her.”

      “You disagree.”

      Reed nodded, staring at the ground. “Mom was the entrepreneur and loved taking risks. She would’ve spent all that and more searching for Dad. It’s like he assumes she’s dead.” He looked up at her. “I think she’s alive, and I refuse to give up.”

      “Then don’t.” She took his hand. “Is there anything I can do? We can do?”

      “This.” He squeezed her hand. “And this challenge is everything I need right now.”

      It didn’t completely make sense. She didn’t understand how winning the C.E.C. would help with his mom, but maybe he just needed the distraction.

      “Thanks for checking on me.” He smiled. “If you’re making the rounds, go kick Jake in the gonads.”

      Her laughter came out as a honk, and she covered her weird alien nose. “Are you still upset at him?”

      “About what?” He looked up then frowned. “You mean last night? Nah, we’re over that.”

      She shook her head but shouldn’t have been surprised. This wasn’t their first argument, even if it was the most tense. It would’ve taken her a week or longer to get over it, but they shook it off with a chuck on the shoulder. Boys.

      “There’s still a chance we can win,” he said. “I just want him to get on board.”

      “You guys there?” Jake’s voice cracked over the comms.

      Reed pressed a button on his wrist. “What’s up?”

      “Check the guild cache.” He sounded excited.

      A second later, Reed’s mouth dropped. “Holy shit.”

      Emma made her way through the menu until she found the guild’s shared resources. “313 Precious Metal? Did you rob The Overseer? Tell me you robbed him.”

      Jake laughed. “A gift from my Kraken, and there’s more to come. I’m going to put it all in my storage unit. Take what you need.”

      “This is awesome,” Reed shouted. “There’s enough for the power plant and the tracks. Nice job!”

      “Thanks. This challenge isn’t over yet, Reed. We’re going to win. I’ve got to go. Proxima should be here any minute. Once I find the missing optos, we’ll make some serious progress.”

      Reed and Emma shared a surprised look.

      “I guess he’s on board.” She smiled. “Still need me to kick him in the junk?”

      “Please. But only if I’m there to watch.”

      They both laughed, and she could tell that Reed was better.

      After catching her breath, she looked around the valley. It was probably an illusion from the distant sun high overhead, but the moss seemed to glow beneath a gentle haze

      “Sorry about being snappish earlier.” She stared at the ground.

      “No need to apologise. This game is weird and stressful.” He bumped her with his shoulder. “I already placed an order for more fluffets.”

      “Really?” Emma wrapped her arms around him in a hug. “Now if you could just order me a boyfriend.” She laughed. “How is it you both meet someone on Epiales, and I get a herd of fluffets?”

      “Right.” His expression became dour. “Nothing worse than a girlfriend you can’t be with.”

      Was he talking about Jake, or himself? She wanted to know more but his mood was improving, and she refused to ruin it. “So…you took on a woebegone by yourself here?”

      “Something like that.” He stood up straight and pointed at the distant mountain that had collapsed. “Knocked me all the way over there in the blink of an eye.”

      “Damn.” She gawked at the distance. “Weird that it gave you something before attacking. Did you ever figure out what it does?”

      “Nope.” He reached in his satchel and drew out the large, glowing pumpkin seed. “It’s useless from what I can tell. Go ahead and inspect it.”

      
        
        Item: Artifact

        Purpose: Unknown

      

      

      “Yeah, nothing.” She held a hand in front of her eyes. “Does it usually glow this bright?”

      “No.” He shook it then tapped the shell. “Why now, when—?”

      Thud.

      The ground shook, and they both looked around.

      Thud.

      
        
        Intruder alert. You are 300 yards from the intruder, and it is approaching your location. Would you like to intercept?

      

      

      “I don’t see anything,” she said.

      
        
        The intruder is now 200 yards away.

      

      

      “Shit, shit, shit.” Reed fumbled with the seed until it was safely in his pack. “It’s the woebegone! Run!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 39

          

          
            DEPENDENT MEANS

          

        

      

    

    
      The stoutmauler skidded to a halt, its steel hooves kicking up dirt and rocks. Jake concentrated, using Conceal to hide in shadows. He had been practicing his new abilities on stoutmaulers all morning, and this fight was almost over.

      It stomped the ground with a hoof several times before sniffing the air. The beast was 8-feet-long and looked like a boar with a steel tusk rising from its snout. Slick sweat and blood coated the stoutmauler's midnight blue hide. It let out a shiver of anticipation and lowered the tusk to charge right at him.

      Jake leaped to appear beside it. He attacked with Bleed Out, jabbing his electrical dagger in its ribs and dragging the blade down.

      It took off, bellowing in pain. Blood leaked from the wound for 12 seconds, and it struggled to find sure footing like a drunkard. The stoutmauler stopped and wobbled like it was going to collapse. Jake was exhausted and felt the same. It was time to end this.

      He appeared behind it and shouted, “Hey, shithead!”

      It spun around to face him. He slammed Murder Hands’ dark blade deep into its eye. The stoutmauler squealed before collapsing with a thud.

      Sweat beaded on Jake’s forehead, and dust caked his mouth and nose. He was a mess, and it felt great.

      The carcass was too large to drag all the way to his fabricator, so he summoned optos to help. A minute later, two of the little green men came rushing toward him. They let out an impressed, “ooh,” before picking it up and rushing back to his outpost.

      “Little dudes are strong.”

      The ground rumbled as Mascot rushed to him.

      “Whoa.” Jake held up both hands like that could stop him from being trampled.

      The furry breadloaf was now larger than a horse, but still acted like a puppy. At the last second, Mascot veered enough to avoid collision and began running circles around Jake, kicking up a storm of dust.

      “Easy.” Jake coughed.

      Mascot stopped directly in front of him.

      “Thanks for waiting. I needed the practice.”

      Mascot stepped forward and gave Jake a waist-to-head lick, covering him in spit. It was like a magnet for the settling dust.

      “Thanks,” he said dryly, wiping the dirty glop from his face.

      He opened his menu to review his weapon stats.

      “Yes!” He raised a fist in the air. “Maxed out again. Time to train for another ability at Knosus.”

      Mascot let out a blaring noise that made Jake jump. It sounded like a tuba on amps. There was a second blaring noise in the distance that had to be an echo. Mascot looked surprised, which made Jake laugh.

      “Let’s head back to the outpost. Proxima should be here soon.”

      Mascot tore off with puppy energy Jake wished he could bottle for emergencies. He took his time, walking to catch his breath.

      He arrived as the fabricator finished processing the stoutmauler.

      You have produced precious metals worth eight wincoin. 10% will be sent to Knosus station. Would you like to send more?

      “Nope.”

      He would need all of it to complete his plant and keep Mascot fed. Still, that was a great win. Not only did the stoutmaulers provide more precious metal than the rangestalkers, the upgraded fabricator produced more metal from the kill. It gave him hope.

      His optos were making slow progress on the Power Plant and morale was slipping. The structure would take five days to complete if they didn’t get help. Hopefully, that help was en route.

      Proxima should be on her way, and he was excited to see her. On the other hand…it looked like he’d battled a sandstorm. His entire body was caked in dust. He could even feel the grit in his teeth when he bit down. This virtual world was far too real.

      He frantically tried to brush away the grime, but it was pointless. He needed a hot shower, two bars of soap, and a toothbrush. Was there enough time to rinse off at the lake? He looked toward Knosus to see if she was coming.

      Jake had a hard time gauging the distance from his outpost to the domed city of Knosus Station. It fell somewhere between “close enough to walk” and “we should’ve driven.” Most of the unexplored terrain from here to there was flat, giving him an unobstructed view.

      A distant vehicle sped toward his outpost, kicking up a cloud of dust in its wake.

      “Damn,” he muttered.

      “Optos?” Able drew a tiny washcloth from his bottomless satchel. He licked it several times before handing it over.

      “Thanks?” The washcloth wasn’t even large enough to clean his ears.

      Able saluted then walked off like he’d done something great.

      Jake turned his attention back to the vehicle. It hovered high enough over the ground to avoid rocks and rubble. Within minutes, the most badass motorcycle he’d ever seen pulled up to his outpost.

      The body was burnt red with a dark, low windshield. It was wide enough in the front and back to contain giant steel spheres instead of tires. They hummed, spinning horizontally inside large swing arms as four landing legs lowered from the chassis. When they found level footing, the spinning stopped, and the cycle went quiet.

      Proxima wore a gray leather environment suit and a polished red helmet that matched the cycle. After dismounting, she pressed a button on her wrist and the helmet opened like a convertible top, disappearing into her suit. She shook out her hair, and it fell down her back in a wave of red. No longer kept in a tight business ‘do, her hair curled and bounced far below her shoulders.

      “Hello, Jake Willems.” Proxima gave him a full-lipped smile.

      After a long moment of gawking, Jake asked, “What is that?”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “Are you…smiling?”

      The blush on her pale cheeks almost matched the red in her hair, but the smile remained. “There is always so much going on in the city. I have to focus when I’m giving tours. My job is demanding, and people are often rude, so I don’t smile a lot.”

      “Wait, I’m not keeping you from your job, am I?”

      “No. I scheduled my appointments early. It was a scramble, but now I’m free to visit.” She stretched and her back made an audible pop. “We’ve had a rush of new people who want to build outposts near Knosus because of the challenge. It’s been a lot of work, and I appreciate the break.”

      “This thing is sweet!” He approached the cycle.

      “Thank you.” The blush returned. “I saved for a long time to buy it.”

      “Wouldn’t it be faster to, you know, just appear?” He snapped his fingers.

      “I’m not Deity.” Her demeanor became cold enough to give winter goosebumps. “She is the only one on Epiales who can do that.”

      He’d assumed they were somehow connected, but Proxima must be autonomous. “My bad.” He raised both hands. “I didn’t mean to spit in your soup.”

      She looked up for a minute as if lost in thought then laughed so abruptly he jumped.

      “I take it you’re not a fan of Deity?”

      “Deity rarely shows herself, and when she does, there is always trouble, like when Artemitide attacked at opening ceremonies.” She crossed her arms. “That thing is unnatural, and it hurts people. She is Deity, and yet she does nothing.”

      “Any idea what it is, or where it comes from?”

      She stared at the sky again and soon began shuddering. “It’s… I…” She looked at him with a pained expression, like the words wouldn’t come out. When she finally spoke, her voice broke like a bad connection. “I cannot say.”

      “Don’t do that.” He stepped forward and grabbed her arms. “Whatever that was, don’t do that again.”

      During their first visit, Proxima had seemed so stiff he’d assumed she was a simple program, but she’d proven to be far more. Not only did she show interest in Jake and his friends, Proxima despised her boss. The young woman worked for a living and even saved to buy stuff. That seemed real. Hell, Proxima was every bit as real as he was in this place.

      She stopped shaking and looked up at him in surprise. “You care?”

      Her question surprised him. It was hard to believe that all players treated her so poorly. “Of course I care. Are you okay?”

      “I’m okay.” She nodded.

      There was an awkward silence that went on too long. Their eyes met, and he didn’t know what to do. Back on Earth, he would’ve pulled her into a hug that probably would’ve led to something more. That was against the rules on Epiales, so they stared until she laughed.

      “What?” He looked around for the joke but didn’t get it. “What?”

      “Is it a custom back home to roll around in dirt before greeting a guest?”

      “Oh, shit.” He looked down at his suit and let out a sigh.

      Before he could explain, Able came running toward them, shouting, “Optos.” The little green man stopped before Proxima to bow. He turned to Jake and handed him a larger towel. “Optos!” Able pointed at the lake.

      “Good idea.” Jake took the towel.

      “You understand them?” Proxima’s eyes were wide.

      “Uh, no, but we have an understanding.” He smiled at the optos. “Thanks, Able.”

      The little green man saluted before running off.

      “Able, I like that.” She nodded in approval. “Most colonists don’t have names for their optos.”

      “It seemed right, and he liked the name.” Jake held up the towel. “I couldn’t do this without him.”

      “I think you’ll need more than a towel.” She giggled.

      “It’s for the lake.”

      Her eyes went wide. “Please don’t tell me you’re going to swim. It’s dangerous to get in the water.”

      “So I’ve heard.” He waved for her to follow. “You’ve got to see this. I’ve got a Kraken.”

      “A what?” She looked up at the stars, and then rewarded him with a broad smile. “Show me.”

      They took their time walking to the lake. She was always in a hurry at Knosus, and it was nice to just talk.

      “What’s it like living on Epiales?”

      Her face lit up. “It can be both exciting and boring.”

      “Sounds like back home.”

      “Really?”

      Her days were long, but she liked her job. He was looking forward to leaving his small town but was apprehensive about starting over at college. She shared stories of odd colonists, while he explained some of the oddness of living on Earth.

      When they were a hundred yards from the beach, the ground began to shake.

      “What’s that?” She grabbed Jake’s hand and looked around nervously.

      He shook his head. “I guess it’s time for you to meet Mascot.”

      She frowned in confusion, but before she could ask, the giant furry breadloaf was running circles around them. Mascot stopped directly in front of Proxima, and her eyes went wide.

      “Mascot, wait!” Jake shouted.

      Mascot ignored him and proceeded to lick her from waist to head several times before stepping back.

      “Eww,” she said, looking down at her drenched clothes.

      He handed the towel over. “And that’s why I’m covered in dirt.”

      She met eyes with the furry beast. “What are you?”

      “My buddy.” Jake gave Mascot a scratch. “He greeted me after my dropship crash-landed.”

      She studied Mascot a bit longer and smiled. “You accepted the quest. Candidates always avoid it or give up because of the resource cost.”

      “Their loss.” He stopped scratching, and the breadloaf collapsed to the ground. “Not only has he saved my ass, he helps feed my Kraken. Any time I pull a few mobs through my threshold, they go after him.”

      “I’m not surprised.” She turned to him with a sincere gaze. “Jake, you know you’ll have to finish the quest soon. I can’t explain why, but you shouldn’t wait much longer.”

      Jake could only nod. Mascot was his favorite part of this game. He couldn’t fathom losing him.

      Proxima wiped off the slobber. “You were going to show me your Kraken?”

      “Right.” He let go and led the way.

      They continued talking and were so lost in conversation, neither of them noticed the Kraken waiting near the shore to greet them. Pale tentacles tapped both their shoulders, making them jump.

      “I don’t believe how much she’s grown.” Proxima patted the tentacle fondly. “You look lovely. Has Jake been feeding you enough?”

      The lake monster replied with a beautiful trilling sound.

      Proxima stared intently as it continued.

      “You speak Kraken?” He stared in awe.

      “One of my favorite languages on Epiales.” Her face became serious. “Food became scarce when you colonized this outpost. She appreciates your efforts to feed her but didn’t like your threats to stop.”

      “I needed her help, so we negotiated.”

      “I see.” Proxima looked up at the Kraken and trilled in its language.

      A Kraken tentacle rose from the water. It stopped directly over Jake’s head and flipped over, showering him with lake water.

      He wiped his face dry and muttered, “Thanks.”

      Proxima laughed as she handed him the towel.

      The Kraken trilled again, and Proxima listened patiently.

      Jake took advantage of their discourse to wipe off the muck. It wasn’t coming off easily, so he approached the lake to wet his towel. He took several steps into the lake and a tentacle appeared to gently push him back.

      Before he had the chance to try again, the Kraken dumped more water on him. Colonize Epiales provided players with amazing tech and a sci-fi experience, but he would’ve given up serious wincoin for soap and a shower. Fortunately, he was able to scrub most of the gunk off with a towel.

      “Better.” Proxima nodded approvingly.

      “I guess.” He shot the Kraken a frustrated glare. “That was a long conversation. Anything I should know?”

      “She says you’re a fair negotiator, and that you show care for your optos.” Proxima looked pleased. “She likes you.”

      He looked back at the enormous creature bobbing in his lake and raised a hand. “Same.”

      The Kraken high-fived him with a tentacle then pushed away from the shore.

      They walked back to his outpost, discussing everything from the Kraken to her hovercycle. It was almost time to log off when they arrived.

      She frowned, and her tone was suddenly all business. “We should attend to your missing optos.”

      He grimaced all the way to his stomach, and she noticed. Asking for help tasted a lot like failure, and the concern on her face didn’t help.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “Yeah.” He looked away.

      “It’s okay, Jake.” She placed a hand on his shoulder. “At the very least, I’m a friend, and I’m here to help.”

      He looked into her eyes. She seemed so sincere that he nodded.

      “I should’ve been able to find the missing optos on my own.” He stared at the ground. “My failure’s holding back the team.”

      His optos approached and then stood quietly nearby.

      Proxima put her hands together and pulled them apart to summon her tablet. She studied it for a moment and smiled. “You didn’t fail, Jake. You’re good.”

      “I am?” He caught himself and tried again with flair. “Well, I am.”

      She laughed. “I’m talking about your overall accuracy score. It’s exceptional, and your skill with weapons is in the 98th percentile.”

      “Just 98?” He gave her a crooked smile. “I’ll have to try harder.”

      She looked up and winked before returning her focus to the pad. “Your charisma is less than average.”

      His optos all nodded.

      “Wait, that’s one of my stats?”

      “We keep metrics on everyone in the challenge,” she said with a frown. “Jake, your teamwork numbers are…well, they’re not good.”

      “Have you been talking to Emma?”

      She replied with a deadpan stare.

      “I’m trying to change that,” he said. “But it’s hard to contribute much to the guild when I’m missing so many optos.”

      She said something that sounded like gibberish and his optos looked up.

      “You speak optos?” He stared in surprise.

      “Yes, but it’s been a while.”

      The four optos all started talking at once. She said something in their language and held out a hand to calm them. This had the opposite effect, and they spoke louder, hopping up and down in excitement until Able let loose a whistle.

      Able stepped forward and reached out with a little hand. She shook it, and they proceeded to talk. They spoke slowly, at first, but as the conversation progressed, the words came out faster, like a recording played on high speed.

      Jake cleared his throat, and they both looked up.

      “Right.” Proxima shook her head slightly, as if trying to take it all in. “I’ll try to summarize. The optos like you, a lot. You seem to care when most don’t.”

      Able nodded, and Jake beamed.

      “You scared them when you…what did he call it?”

      Able said something.

      “Right. When you had your big baby temper tantrum.” She looked at him sternly. “Jake, don’t scare your optos.”

      “I was frustrated, but not at my optos.” He looked at Able. “Seriously, man. I’m sorry.”

      Able nodded once.

      “Anything else?” Jake asked.

      “They’re worried about their friends. The injured optos told Able they’ve been abducted.”

      “I knew they couldn’t have just wandered off.” It finally felt like he was getting somewhere. “Does he know who did it?”

      “He said something about a Mark.” She frowned. “It was a black sun.”

      “That’s the brand Emma found on the rangestalkers.” He clenched a fist. “It’s got to be The Overseer.”

      “That’s a dangerous accusation, especially considering he’s one of the most successful colonists.”

      “Can you help us prove it?”

      “Emma asked me to look into it. I’ve been busy, but I’ll make it a priority when I’m back at Knosus.” She frowned in determination. “You may have stumbled across something big here. It’s cheating if someone tries to influence the challenge, and there’s no way another candidate could’ve done this.”

      “Didn’t his nephew get caught cheating last year?”

      She began working her pad, typing unnaturally fast. After several moments, she stopped and looked at him with a steady gaze. “There’s a trail, but not enough proof.”

      “The Overseer asked us to throw the challenge so his nephew could win.” Jake opened his messages and forwarded the contract.

      “I got your message, but the document is blank.” She tilted her tablet so he could see.

      “Dammit. I swear he sent a contract, and we turned him down.” His blood churned in frustration. It was like she’d switched gears from friend to bureaucrat. “Who else could it be?”

      Proxima looked into his eyes for a long time and finally nodded. “I believe you, Jake.”

      “So…what do we do?”

      “I’ll find out what I can. If there’s enough, I’ll send it to Deity.” She typed something into her pad then tapped it with one finger. “You go find your missing optos.”

      
        
        You have received a new quest. Save your missing optos. When you are ready, follow the path to locate them.

      

      

      “You can give out quests? I’m impressed!” Jake said. “Want to come with?”

      “I cannot.” She looked at the ground. “The rules are strict about helping candidates.”

      “No worries. Not your rules. I was just enjoying your company.”

      “Really?” Proxima looked at him. Her blush returned and went up to her ears.

      “You should come back and visit more,” he said.

      “I, um, I’m not allowed to have relations with—”

      “Friends.” He nodded. “It’s okay to be friends, right?”

      “Yes, Jake Willems, I would like that.”

      She stood there as if unsure what to do, so he stepped forward and hugged her. Her body went stiff but he didn’t let go, and she gave in, returning his hug.

      “Thanks for the help, Proxima. I’m glad you came out here.”

      “Me too.” She beamed at him.

      Before things got awkward, more awkward, they headed back to her cycle. She hopped on and pressed a button. The steel spheres hummed as they spun up, going faster and faster until her bike hovered over the ground.

      “Don’t go after your optos alone.” Her voice was sincere. “And your woebegone is hungry.”

      As she drove off, the Kraken in his lake began to flail.

      “The Kraken is a woebegone?” He tapped his wrist computer to message Reed and Emma. “Guys, you won’t believe this…”
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            SEVERAL OPTOS SHY OF A GAGGLE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake logged in the next morning to a pleasant surprise. The weather was nice, with clear red skies and a cool gentle breeze. The only storm clouds were almost too far away to see. It was a relief. The quest to retrieve his optos was going to be hard enough without battling Epiales’s crazy storms.

      He opened the scoreboard for a quick glance and then winced like someone kicked him in the shin. Opportunity Cost was off the list. Progeny had somehow encroached yet another guild, and now only eight remained.

      
        
        Progeny 5284

        Risky Business 2926

        Four Marketeers 2227

        Day Traders 2115

        Assets 1750

        Bull Runners 1721

        For the Wincoin 1654

        Triumph 1487

      

      

      The loss of another guild made him antsy. He was ready to get started on the quest now, but he had promised Reed and Emma he’d wait so they could go together. Patience wasn’t one of his gifts, but they all had chores to do. Jake and Mascot fed his Kraken, Reed tasked his optos to run power lines between outposts, and Emma took extra caution securing her borders.

      His threshold durability was down to 52%, and he followed Emma’s lead to do a border check. There were so many beasts attacking his threshold it took two sweaty hours to clear them out.

      By early afternoon, clouds began rolling in. Jake was done waiting and ready to go it alone when Emma finally showed up, looking exhausted.

      “You okay?”

      “I killed over forty stoutmaulers this morning.” She tore open a packet of food and gulped it down. “It almost maxed out my weapon experience.”

      “Damn.” He shook his head. “I would’ve helped.”

      “I needed to let off some steam.” She shot him a look.

      “What?”

      “I’m not sure what’s more frustrating.” Emma looked him up and down, frowning like he’d caught a minor plague. “That you finally asked for help, or that you didn’t ask us.”

      “You guys have been cranky.” He shrugged.

      “More like irritated because you’ve been trying to solo the game. Every time we offer to help, you turn us down.”

      “I was focused on trying to catch up and didn’t want to hold you back.” He shared the quest with her and smiled. “Hey, I’m asking now.”

      “Thanks.” Her eyes followed the path of blue arrows leading beyond his threshold. “If the quest leads us to your missing optos, you’ll catch up in no time.”

      “So, that’s it?” He crossed his arms. “You usually grill me a little deeper when you’re cranky. I mean, irritated.”

      “Well…” She shot him a sly look. “How was your visit with Proxima?”

      “Reed?” Jake spoke into his communicator, trying to change the subject. “You coming?”

      “I’ll…” He paused. “I’ll catch up. You guys go ahead.”

      “What’s up? You need help with anything?”

      There was no answer. Jake and Emma met eyes.

      “The girlfriend?”

      “I hope so.” Emma laughed.

      Despite Emma’s odd alien body, the face was still hers. He was all too familiar with that mischievous smile and twinkle in her eyes. It was good to see. She’d always struggled socially on Earth, and only a little less with them. Hiding behind that alien face seemed to help.

      “If you’re ready.” He directed her along the quest path with a flourish of his arm.

      “Let’s do it.”

      Jake leaped through shadows along the trail. It skirted north around his lake and over a field of flat rocks. He pushed himself to see if she could keep up.

      Shadeslips were the fastest class, but Emma’s outpost was two levels ahead. That had given her more points to put into her environment suit. She must’ve put some in Speed because she followed close.

      The terrain became rough with steep hills and bigger rocks. They stopped where the path crossed his threshold. He looked up warily at the wall of storm clouds in the distance. It was everything he’d wanted to avoid. Lightning danced across the sky, and he cursed under his breath at their late start.

      “Did Proxima say who took your optos?”

      “Nope. All she said was to bring friends.”

      “You should’ve flirted harder.” Emma laughed and took off before he could answer.

      This time, she was the one racing ahead. It reminded him of every game of tag they’d played as kids. When he caught up, she was still giggling.

      The blue arrows led them along a worn trail surrounded by a forest of tall, thin alien trees with dark gray bark and spiky leaves. Strong winds from the oncoming storm made the trees sway like a field of wheat. Every time they crashed together, it sounded like heavy footsteps in the forest. Jake was already on edge, watching every shadow for high-level mobs. The tree noise didn’t help.

      He raised a hand, and they stopped at a grouping of large, smooth stones. Something squirmed within their shadows. They stepped away from the path to crouch behind a nearby thicket.

      “I can’t inspect it,” Emma whispered. “It’s too far back in the shadows to see.”

      “I might be able to.” He squinted. “Shit. Level 13 Night Leech.”

      “We can’t fight it, but maybe we can sneak by.” Emma peeked over the hedge and immediately ducked for cover. Her face had gone pale, and she shivered.

      “You okay?” He placed a hand on her shoulder. “What did you see?”

      “Spider.” She clamped her mouth shut and put a finger to her lips.

      He’d never known Emma to be afraid of spiders. How bad could it be?

      Jake slipped into shadows and held onto them for a better look.

      The level 12 spider was five feet tall with long spindly legs so clear the body seemed to float. Jake couldn’t see eyes, only furry pincers around its mouth that reached out like hungry antennae. A long, thin wasp-like stinger protruded from its hairy blue abdomen, because it wasn’t already scary enough to require a change of pants.

      It faced him, reaching out with all four hairy pincers.

      He returned to their hiding spot. “It saw me… I mean, it has no eyes, but it sensed me.”

      “Can we take it?”

      He shrugged. “It’s either that or run away.”

      “I want it dead.”

      They both stood and wielded their weapons. Emma shot it in the head, successfully pissing it off without doing any damage. The spider charged toward them.

      “Shit, shit, shit.”

      She continued firing until it reached the pile of stones and leaped into the air.

      The night leech stretched out from the shadows like a cobra and wrapped its mouth around the spider’s abdomen. The spider let out a chittering cry before being dragged into the hole.

      They looked at each other with wide eyes.

      “Hurry.” Jake took a steadying breath and waved for her to follow. “We need to go before it stops feeding.”

      Emma didn’t budge. She gawked at the dark hole in the rocks, wincing with every slurpy crunch.

      “Now!” He grabbed her hand and pulled.

      “Right.” She slowly drew her eyes away to meet his. “Get me out of here!”

      He led her through the woods in a wide arc around the hungry night leech. Sweat dripped down Jake’s cheeks as he listened for movement between every step. It took fifteen minutes to get back on the trail.

      “I think we’re clear,” he whispered.

      “We’re not.” Emma spun around. “Do you hear that?”

      It sounded like the wind whispering in his ear, except there was no wind.

      “What is that?” He searched the area, trying to get a lock on where it came from. “Something’s out there, and I don’t think it’s an animal.”

      Emma held up a hand and cocked her head to the side. “It’s the whispers I hear in the hell hole.”

      “That’s scary as hell.”

      “Wait until one of them grabs your throat.” She touched her neck and shuddered.

      “Let’s keep moving.” He nodded at the path ahead. “It’s getting dark, so we’re tight on time.”

      “We should avoid our travel abilities.” She stared down the path. “I don’t want to attract something that wants to eat me.”

      They took rushed steps forward, careful not to push hard enough to deplete their Stamina.

      The whispers followed them from a distance, like a mob of cultists hiding behind every tree. He couldn’t understand what they were saying, but the sound grew more persistent with every step. The occasional glimmer or movement in the dark forest kept him on edge, and the looming threat of hostile creatures didn’t help.

      The monsters’ levels increased as they got farther from his outpost. A level 17 Burrowing Drudge popped out of the ground and hissed as they rushed by. Three level 18 Thirsty Carcarions circled overhead before flying off. They dove behind a red thicket just in time to avoid a level 29 long-tailed deathlancer crossing their trail.

      Emma remained quiet, but her sidelong glances said plenty. They should’ve been a snack by now. Determination kept them from running back to his outpost and logging out forever. Fear drove them forward, because running away would’ve attracted everything hungry.

      When the blue quest arrows finally ended at the maw of a shadowy ravine, they stopped to catch their breaths.

      There was a touch of humidity in the warm air. It smelled like damp mud after a fresh rain with a hint of campfire. The campfire scent seemed out of place, and he tapped his nose.

      “This looks like a trap,” she whispered.

      “Agreed.”

      She looked up at the sky and frowned.

      “What is it?” he asked, watching her.

      “Thinking about the hidden rule.” Emma frowned and met his gaze. “Don’t cross your threshold at night.”

      He opened his menu to check the time. “Night lands in fifteen minutes, and we have to log out for curfew in thirty.”

      She smirked at him. “After what we just saw? What could possibly go wrong?”

      “Funny.” He rolled his eyes. “I’m going to head down for some reconnaissance. When I get to the bottom, I’ll try to stay in the shadows.”

      “Try?” she asked.

      “Keep an eye out for Reed and head to safety if I’m not out in ten minutes.”

      “Wait.” She reached into a pouch and drew out a food pack.
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      “My fabricator’s only produced six of these. I haven’t tried one yet. I thought it was best to save them.”

      She eyed the silver packets warily as he ripped one open with his teeth. He held his breath and squeezed the contents into his mouth. It went down like tapioca pudding, with several larger chunks that almost made him gag. It had the aftertaste of yesterday’s rotten milk, and the battle in his stomach was real.

      He winced out a smile. “Delicious.”

      “Liar.” She squeezed her eyes shut before downing the contents. Her face relaxed, and she finished it with a satisfied smack of her lips. “What did yours taste like?”

      “The inside of Mama’s slipper.” He shook his head. “You?”

      “Apple pie with cinnamon.” She looked like she’d gotten away with something.

      “That’s it.” He held up both hands. “Game over.”

      “What?” She frowned.

      “I saw you eat something.”

      “Brat.” She laughed and gave him a shove.

      He turned and leaped into shadows.
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            WINED AND DINED

          

        

      

    

    
      “Sorry for being late. I was distracted, and—” Gabriel rushed into the large dining room and stopped like he’d run into a wall. “And…wow.”

      Eris was a popular celebrity for all the reasons. Not only was she a powerful businesswoman, intelligent beyond his understanding, and often praised for her generosity, a worldwide cast poll had once voted her the most beautiful woman. The world was right.

      She looked ready for a night at the Oscars. Her ivory gown fit like someone had poured it on. Much of it was a sheer material interwoven with gems that were probably genuine diamonds. Some sort of tailoring sorcery revealed most of her perfect figure without showing everything he wanted to see. Her hair was art, falling just below her shoulders, and curled to bouncy perfection. There were enough diamonds on her rings and choker and long, dangling earrings to pay off the national debt. He had to remind himself to breathe.

      “Distracted by what, Gabriel?” She smiled like she knew a secret.

      He shook his head, afraid of what gibberish might come out if he spoke.

      “That was the right answer.” She took his hand and led him to a seat at the table. “I see the suit fits quite well. You look very handsome.”

      “You, uh, you…”

      She touched a finger to his mouth. “You said it already, thank you.” Eris blushed like she knew everything going through his mind, which was a lot.

      His thoughts raced between dancing with her in a ballroom to throwing her on the table and ravishing her.

      They sat down, and he took a moment or ten to collect himself. A waiter entered to pour wine, and she held up a hand. “Maybe something stronger?”

      “Please,” he said.

      “Bring the Eagle Rare twenty-year bottle from my office, Mr. Steed.”

      “Yes, miss.”

      “The dress was a gift. I’ve been wanting to wear this for years, but the tabloids would never leave me alone if I wore it in public.” She laughed.

      He was adept at flirting, but this was another level. Mr. Steed couldn’t return fast enough.

      “Please pass along my thanks to whoever gave it to you.” He tried not to wince at his weak reply, but it was enough to make her smile.

      Thankfully, the waiter returned with a decanter before Gabriel could stumble over more words. Mr. Steed poured a tiny amount in a short square glass and handed it to Eris. She swirled it, watching the brown liquor coat the glass before sipping. After a brief pause, she smiled wickedly and nodded for him to continue.

      He could use some alcoholic bravery right now. This insanely expensive bourbon was meant to be sipped by connoisseurs who understood the nuances of finer things. He’d grown up around plenty of fine things but was no steward. Chugging a bottle of Jack Daniels sounded like a better idea, but after a sip, he decided this would do.

      “So, about your distraction.”

      “It seems unimportant,” he said. She waited patiently, so he continued. “I thought Aegis was off duty for the night.”

      “Oh, him.” She rolled her eyes. “I swear, if that man followed you to the dining room—”

      “No, nothing like that.” Gabriel held up a hand. “I passed a large room filled with antiques and saw him pacing.”

      “Ah.” She nodded. “He does that. He’s a complicated man, and the pacing helps with his anxiety.”

      “Have you suggested a hobby?”

      “Aegis has hobbies, but I asked him to refrain, since most are unpleasant.” Eris laughed. “He’s really a teddy bear once you get to know him.”

      “Right.” He smiled politely. If Aegis were a bear he’d be a Kodiak.

      A young waitress in a short white dress entered with a silver tray. She oohed at Eris, earning her a wink. Mr. Steed cleared his throat, and her eyes snapped forward. He took the tray and shooed her out of the room.

      “Blini with caviar and crème fraîche.” He placed it on the table and waited with his hands behind his back.

      “Thank you, Mr. Steed. That will be all until dinner.” She looked up at him. “And don’t admonish Annette too much. You’re all doing wonderfully.”

      “Thank you, miss.” He bowed before leaving the room.

      “Annette really is a sweetheart.” She picked up an appetizer. “This is her first formal serving.”

      “You treat everyone here so well,” he said. “No wonder they adore you.”

      “They’re important to me, so I try to take care of them.” She glanced at his empty hands. “I can ask Mr. Steed to bring something else if this doesn’t interest you.”

      “No, this looks amazing.” He hastily picked one up and took a bite. “I feel unprepared for such a formal dinner.”

      “Tonight is special, Gabriel.” She looked at him dreamily. “You saw all those poor people in the Waiting Room?”

      He stared in surprise. How did she know? It didn’t matter. Apparently, he was a shitty James Bond. Gabriel took a long draw of bourbon before nodding.

      “Anyone else would’ve run for their lives.” She looked into his eyes. “Instead, you ran to my side.”

      “I was worried about you, Eris. You were in pain, and I couldn’t do anything to help.”

      “You called for help, despite what you found. Thank you.” She placed a hand on his. “I’m assuming your encrypted message was to Ty, and you told him about the room.”

      “No.” He shook his head and took another bite to cover his surprise. His casts were both masked and encrypted and shouldn’t have been visible to anyone. At least it seemed she hadn’t been able to read what he’d sent. “I sent a cast to Watson. The webbing around your Omneity Sphere seems excessive for logging. I didn’t think you were telling me everything.”

      “Very perceptive, Gabriel. I’m impressed.” She took a sip of Eagle Rare and stared into the glass. “I was diagnosed with a unique brain disorder at a young age. My parents were desperate for me to be normal and tried so many therapies I can’t remember them all.” She let out a brief shudder.

      “Are you okay?” He placed a hand on her arm.

      She nodded. “Let’s just say that their attempts were counterproductive. Shortly after their deaths, Arthur took me in as his wife. He looked everywhere for an answer, and after years of searching, found someone who could help. Xander Watson needed investors, and he had a solution that could help my condition. He devised a way to normalize my thought patterns with the Omneity Sphere.”

      First the dress, and now this? His heart might not make it through the night. “I didn’t even know that was possible. How does it work?”

      “Doctors surgically insert computer chips into patients’ brains every day. It’s a common procedure that allows quadriplegics to communicate or helps patients overcome symptoms of Parkinson’s. There are even people who get chips installed to store memories and cast messages.” She took a deep breath. “Watson created and installed an array of chips around my brain, like the web around Deity’s sphere.”

      He tried not to stare at her forehead. “What does it do?”

      “The chips create a neural connection to the sphere so the A.I. can manage my disorder. It also represses my most traumatic memories, burying them deep under Epiales.” She continued looking into the glass. “The connection goes both ways and leaves me vulnerable to Deity’s problems. That’s why Ty’s code has been such an issue.”

      “But it’s only supposed to log out players who get stuck in the game.”

      “It’s also pushing out everything buried and protected deep under Epiales.” She was trembling. “I’m experiencing relapses. Some are painful, very painful, and that’s why I collapsed.”

      “Eris, I didn’t know.”

      “Of course you didn’t.” She looked up at him. “This is far above Ty’s pay grade. He has no knowledge of my connection to the Omneity Sphere, or the people you saw.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “They’re there because of you.”

      “What?” He sat up straight.

      “Those people are stuck in the game. It was code you wrote for Everyworld to make the virtual experience feel more real than it already does.”

      “It was an experiment that wasn’t ready for production.” A wave of anxiety started at his stomach, which knotted up like he’d ingested poison. “We don’t know how it went live on Everyworld, but the consequences—”

      “Are the same on Epiales. All Deities communicate with Everyworld, and that code went out to the other Omneity Spheres. Entriss and Battleworld Titus caught it in time, but it landed hard on Epiales.” She closed her eyes. “Watson’s dark secret. If word got out, it would destroy the virtual accords.”

      “Not again.” He stood and walked to the far end of the room. His chest tightened, and he loosened his tie to breathe. It was every nightmare he could’ve imagined. “I thought my code only affected one person on Everyworld. Now you’re telling me all those people are stuck in the game?” He leaned against a wall to breathe through the panic.

      She approached until she was so close he could feel her heat. “They’re not stuck, Gabriel. They’re free.”

      “Wh…what do you mean?”

      “People spend their lives living in fear. It controls everything they do.” She placed her hands on his shoulders and leaned against him. “That fear is gone when they become one with Epiales. I can feel it when they join us, and it’s because of you. You’ve given them that gift.”

      She held those players against their will and thought she was saving them. It was a level of crazy that he could barely comprehend. “There are so many. Why haven’t I heard of this? How is it that nobody knows those people are comatose in your basement?”

      “Like I said, if word got out, it would end the virtual accords.”

      He turned to face her. She looked hungry, like a predator, and his back was against the wall. “I can’t leave them like that. I need to help them.”

      “You can.” She looked into his eyes and licked her lips. “By staying here, with me. We can take care of them together.”

      Before he could say, “Oh, fuck no,” or push her away and make his escape, she gripped the back of his neck with her icy fingers and pulled him into a kiss.

      Every fiber of his body was desperate to leave, but he couldn’t. If he told Ty to bring in the National Guard, or if her crazy dial went up another notch to 18, she might pull the plug and kill them. There had to be a way to free the players, but he needed more time. He had no choice but to follow her lead and muster up every ounce of willpower to fake passion.

      The lights dimmed for a moment, and Eris pulled away. “Damn her.” She looked around the room.

      “Pardon?” Gabriel wiped his mouth.

      “Deity. She’s not supposed to have access outside her room.”

      He knew better but didn’t want the A.I. getting caught. “Teenagers, right?”

      Eris looked at him in surprise then burst out laughing. “You don’t even know what she puts me through.”

      He polite-chuckled to mask his fear. Eris Winside, one of the most powerful, beautiful people on the planet, was batshit crazy. Sociopath? Psychopath? He wasn’t a psychologist, but her brain was like a box of feral cats fighting over a field mouse.

      She let the concern go and her eyes went sultry. “My bedroom is protected from all forms of monitoring, including Deity’s. Shall we? Assuming you are planning to stay…”

      A storm of guilt crashed into his anxiety, and he swallowed a mouthful of bile. He needed her trust to buy time. There was only one way. He forced out a smile and said, “How could I leave?”
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            STINGY WITH LUCK

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake leaped through shadows through the ravine. The gorge opened up and he stopped. So did his heart.

      He frantically typed a message to Emma.

      
        
          
            
              
        The path leads to another hell hole.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Dammit. Are you still going in?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ve gone this far. See if you can find a place to cover me.

      

      

      

      

      

      After a brief pause she sent another message. On it. Be careful.

      You too.

      He took a deep breath and entered the hell hole. It was a slow trip down the path that circled the pit. Steady rain made the ground slick, filling the air with an earthy scent. Jake clung to the cliff wall, which was rough with jutting rocks and stray roots that poked him if he got too close.

      Color began to fade and his only light was the red glow emanating from deep within the pit. The horrifying whispers that had followed him and Emma were louder here, crying up from the shaft like people being tortured.

      Every roll of thunder made his heart skip, and Jake held on to shadows at the end of each leap to stay hidden. When he was sure it was clear, he’d let go before leaping again.

      He stopped when the path opened to a wide ledge. A wave of unease rolled over him, and he stared at the red center for a long moment. What were the voices saying? He leaned in to listen.

      A message from Emma broke his trance.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m in position to cover you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Good timing. See anything?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        There are two players a hundred yards from your position. They are near the edge and facing the pit.

      

      

      

      

      

      He leaped ahead until he saw them, and then held onto shadows to send another message.

      
        
          
            
              
        I see my optos. They’re in cages at the far side of the ledge. I can inspect the players. Lantana, a level 27 dol female and Bender, a 25 dol male. They’re both Shadeslips.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Can we take them?

      

      

      

      

      

      Conceal was fading and he leaped out of sight.

      
        
          
            
              
        Reed, How does PvP work with players that aren’t the same level?

      

      

      

      

      

      There was a long pause before he answered.

      
        
          
            
              
        You’re roughly the same level if someone attacks on your property. That safety net goes away when you cross the threshold. Basically, you won’t stand a chance if they’re five levels or higher.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Shit,” he muttered.

      
        
          
            
              
        I can head your way if you need me.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        No, we’re good.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jake ended the conversation.

      They weren’t good. It annoyed him that Reed wasn’t here, but there was little his friend could’ve done. This was going to require luck and timing…and so far, the game had been stingy with luck.

      
        
          
            
              
        Emma, I’ll need a distraction on my mark.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You can’t be serious. You can’t take on both of them. I’m going to message Shadow. Maybe he can get here in time.

      

      

      

      

      

      There was no way he was waiting for that guy. He ignored several frantic messages from her to focus on the two Shadeslips.

      Bender kicked a rock into the pit. “Those whispers are going to drive me crazy.”

      “Crazier.” Lantana gave him a playful shove.

      He shot her a look, and they laughed.

      “Not sure this is worth the wincoin.” He moved closer to the edge.

      “It’s not. Barely covers daycare back home.” She shook her head. “Just trying to stay on the big man’s good side for a bigger payout. Bonuses to everyone if his nephew wins.”

      “He’d better win. I’ve already spent that money three times.” Bender picked up a bigger rock and threw it down the hole. “Shut the fuck up.”

      They laughed again, and Jake slipped closer and closer, holding onto shadows until he was ten feet away.

      “What was that?” Lantana whipped around.

      Bender scanned the area. “I don’t see nuthin’ but rocks.”

      Jake messaged Emma. Now.

      A volley of black bolts showered the plateau. One struck the man’s leg and he yelped in pain, dropping to a knee. “There.” He pointed up the cliff wall. “It stung but didn’t do much damage. That means they’re low level.”

      “Gotta be the candidates. Finally, some action.” She cupped her mouth with one hand and shouted, “Come to get your missing optos? Good luck getting through us, meat.”

      “See if you can find the shooter,” Bender said. “I’ll let the boss know we’re being attacked before following.”

      “Time to earn that bonus!” She ran up the path and disappeared.

      Jake was ready to move in but hesitated when the man clicked the comm link on his wrist.

      “They’re here,” he said. “Lantana just left to take them out.”

      “Just be careful,” a familiar voice replied. “They may be low level, but they wouldn’t be in the challenge if they weren’t clever.”

      “Got it.” The man tapped his wrist and stood on a wobbly leg.

      Jake jumped from the shadows, slamming into Bender with both feet.

      “No!” The man took several steps back until he was balancing on the edge.

      “Yes,” Jake said, giving him a gentle push.

      Bender screamed as he fell out of sight.

      He messaged Emma.

      
        
          
            
              
        All clear. Be careful, the other one’s headed your way.

      

      

      

      

      

      There was a bright flash at the bottom of the shaft. Jake frowned as he leaned over for a better look. Glowing red ooze lined the pit, dripping from writhing roots like blood.

      “Jake... Jake.” Emma’s voice crackled through the comm speaker.

      “Radio silent,” he whispered.

      “Jake, she doubled back.”

      “Where is she?” he shouted.

      “Right here.”

      He spun around in time to see the dol woman swing at him with Mama’s Beat Stick.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Reed lifted the Sonic Earthbreaker to check his progress and immediately cursed anyone who’d helped create this stupid game. Cracks around the edge teased him, but it was almost impossible to tell if they were getting larger. His weapon was a hammer that impacted the ground, making it hard around the shaft’s edge. What he needed was a chisel, or even better, some dynamite.

      He checked the time and cursed. They’d left ten minutes ago. Or was it fifteen? He had been so focused on the vault that he lost track of time. His friends had teased him about being obsessed. That seemed a little harsh, but maybe they were right.

      Reed messaged them.

      
        
          
            
              
        You guys still need me?

      

      

      

      

      

      Text appeared on his wrist computer.

      
        
          
            
              
        No, we’re good.

      

      

      

      

      

      The transmission ended before he could say more. They were probably upset. If he could make some visible progress maybe they’d forgive him. He took a deep breath and turned back to the excavation.

      “Whoa!”

      Deity hovered over the shaft like she was standing on solid ground. She wore an ivory environment suit that glittered when it caught the sunlight. Her hair was a bright blue mass of curls that fell to her shoulders, and her face… Was she wearing makeup? Her dark lips curled up at his reaction.

      “Hi.” He tried sheathing the Earthbreaker on his back and fumbled several times before it clicked.

      “Hello, Reed.” Her eyes were full of mischief.

      He nodded. “You, uh, you look…”

      “You said it already, thank you.” She floated to the ground and approached him until she stood on the edge of too close.

      Reed’s heart rabbited and his palms were sweating like he’d sprung a leak. He wasn’t a stranger to kissing and make-out sessions, but she was something different, something powerful he didn’t completely understand. His mind screamed, “Run,” but he froze like the transmission in his Herc armor had locked up. That left him with talking, which he was good at. Usually.

      “I, uh, I didn’t think you were coming back.”

      “I wanted to see you again and check on your progress.” Deity stared into his eyes, daring him to turn away.

      He didn’t. “I took your advice to work on my weapon proficiency.” He nodded at the dig. “Apparently not enough.”

      “I can help.”

      “I thought you wanted me to stop. That we shouldn’t dig too deep.”

      “Yes, because I don’t want you to get hurt.” She frowned.

      “Why do you think I’ll get hurt?”

      “I cannot say.” Her voice became quiet as she looked up at the sky. “What’s it like out there?”

      “Boring.” He chuckled.

      “I’m not supposed to leave Epiales. I sneak out once in a while, but I can’t go far.” She sighed. “Mother doesn’t want me interacting with other colonists because they could be a bad influence, but I want to know more.”

      “She probably thinks she’s protecting you.” It was his turn to look up at the stars. “Winside might be right on this one. There are billions of people on Earth, and most of them are lost or angry.”

      “Why?”

      “I think it’s because they don’t live up to their potential. Every single one of them has a gift, like art, or music, or science. Some are great with money, others with sales. They give up on what they could do, what they were probably meant to do, so they can work and buy food and pay bills. A few people find the right path and live their dreams. The rest get frustrated, and then bitter…or just tired. I admire those few who figure it out, like my dad, and commiserate with the rest, like my mom. It’s a beautiful mess.”

      “Go on.” She was standing beside him and took his hand and held on tight.

      “I think some people are afraid to chase their dreams, and that’s what holds them back. Others sacrifice everything, and it still doesn’t happen. But enough people make it that we keep pressing forward. That’s why humans are so strong.”

      She followed his eyes to the sky. “They’re strong because they face their fears.”

      “Something like that.” He took her in as she stared at the sky, and his breath caught. She was beautiful, and there was something familiar about her, but he couldn’t place it.

      “Then this is the right path.” She looked at him with a determined frown. “It won’t be easy for either of us, but I will help.”

      “What are you going to do? We don’t want to cheat the game.”

      “This isn’t about the game.”

      He cocked his head to one side.

      “This won’t help you win, but it will help others. For you, if we open the shaft, you’ll find what you’re looking for.”

      His body went numb. Had he been right this entire time? A tsunami of questions flooded his mind, but before he could ask, Deity moved close until she was a breath away.

      “That’s why I’m here,” she said.

      “Will this put my friends in danger?”

      She stared with such intensity that he took a step back. “I will do everything in my power to keep you and your friends from being harmed.”

      “I believe you,” he finally said. “But why help us now?”

      “I didn’t understand at first, but now I do.” She looked into his eyes. “I sense your potential, Reed Swift, but you have a hole in your life. My mother stole something from you, and I want to help give it back.”

      That was it. That was the confirmation he needed. Reed nodded slowly, trying to take it all in. “What do I need to do?”

      “There is a threshold around the door that you can’t break through. We can do it together, but to make it happen, I need a little more boost.” She gripped the back of his neck with her warm fingers and pulled him into a kiss.

      Her lips were stiff like she had only watched kissing from afar. A voice in his head told him this A.I. goddess of Epiales was dangerous. That he should stop and log out. It was a very quiet voice. He opened his mind. She started pulling away but he held her close and her lips softened.

      They both came up for air and she took a step back. He didn’t want to stop, and didn’t know what to say.

      After a long moment, Deity rose to float above the ground again, looking down with an odd smile on her face. “Dig deep, Reed Swift. It won’t be long now.” Her smile became wicked.

      Deity disappeared.

      He remembered to breathe and whispered, “Wow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 43

          

          
            TOUGH LOVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Eris sat up in bed with a gasp, clutching the satin sheets close to her chest.

      Even though he felt like he’d just run a marathon, Gabriel used his remaining energy to roll over and face her. “What happened? Are you okay?”

      “Deity.” She waved him back to be quiet as she stared into nothing. After a long moment, she squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. “I told her it was okay to interact with some candidates, but she’s taken it too far. She’s testing me, and I’ve had enough of her insubordination.”

      The last few hours had been so intense, it took a moment for Gabriel to grasp what she’d said.

      “You can sense when she interacts with players?” He wiped sweat from his brow and forced himself to focus. “How connected are you?”

      “Very.” She crawled out of bed and went into her walk in closet. Seconds later she was wearing an ivory silk bathrobe that fell just below her waist. “I’m going to the Omneity Sphere.”

      “Now?” He sat up. “In that?”

      She looked down at herself and smirked. “You’re right. I should put on slippers.”

      His jaw dropped. Was the staff used to seeing her storm the halls half naked?

      After a brief search, she located her slippers and sat on the bed to put them on. “I’m sorry to cut our evening short.”

      Short? They’d been at it for hours. “This is obviously important. Do you want me to come with?”

      She placed a finger on her chin and regarded him. “You’re a rare one, Gabriel. You’re the first man I’ve invited here since…” She paused, and he could only imagine it was her deceased husband. “Get dressed.”

      She watched as he slipped into his pants. When he couldn’t find his shirt, she waved dismissively.

      He followed her out of the large bedroom and down the hall where Aegis was waiting. Most men would’ve found it impossible not to gawk at Eris in her barely-there robe. Aegis stood rigid with his arms crossed, his watchful eyes taking in Gabriel’s bare torso.

      “Is everything okay, miss?” he asked.

      “Deity has gone too far.” She shook her head. “It’s time we have a mother-daughter talk.”

      “Shall I escort Mr. Harding to his room?”

      “That’s unnecessary. He’ll be joining me.” She marched down the hall.

      Aegis glared at him, clenching his fists. It sounded like taut leather wrapped around old wood.

      “I’ll be joining her.” Gabriel took hurried steps to catch up.

      It was late enough that most of the staff were in bed. To his surprise, those who were awake completely ignored her. Instead, all eyes were on him, and even with pants on, he’d never felt more naked.

      They marched in silence to a set of winding stairs leading deep underground. The stairs brought them to the long corridor and they soon walked past the reactor room.

      “Nuclear bomb?” He knew what the room was but thought it best to play dumb.

      “Not quite.” She laughed. “A small fission reactor to power the Omneity Sphere. That power is like food to Deity. We restrict how much she gets to maintain control.”

      “How does that work?”

      “You’re an incredible developer, but a poor engineer.” She abruptly stopped and spun around.

      He stumbled to keep from walking into her.

      “No offense.” She pecked him on the lips before turning back down the hall. “Like any computer, every process requires power. She uses a lot. Deity is curious, and has some access to the estate, so we limit the power we give her so she doesn’t cause mischief.”

      They entered the computer room that led to the Omneity Sphere. The night tech was a pretty Indian woman. She immediately got up and grabbed Eris’s fur coat. “Is there something I can do to assist you, miss?” she said, holding it for Eris to put on.

      “No, Munjushree. Please take a break. I’ll call when we’re done.”

      The woman nodded at Eris, gave Gabriel an approving once-over, and then left the room.

      Aegis positioned himself over a console.

      “On my mark,” she said to him before turning to Gabriel. “You can observe from in here, but don’t interfere.”

      Gabriel watched her enter the cold room housing the Omneity Sphere. Something didn’t feel right, and a growing anxiety crept up his spine. He looked back at Aegis warily.

      “It’s my understanding that the last man in her bedroom was Arthur Winside.” Aegis smiled like an animal after a fresh kill. “That’s where they found his body.”

      Gabriel flipped him off before returning his attention to the room.

      Eris stood directly beneath the sphere. “Show yourself,” she snapped.

      The teenage form of Deity appeared feet away, crossing her arms and staring defiantly. “Mother?”

      Eris waved her hand, and an image appeared of Deity kissing a young man. The A.I. stared at Eris with stoic resolve.

      “What is this?” Eris snapped.

      “I was trying to keep him away.” Deity’s voice was very quiet. “Like you asked.”

      “This is not what I meant, and you know it!” Eris shouted.

      Deity cowered, taking a step back.

      “How many times do I have to say it? Humans are dangerous!”

      “I know, but—”

      “You are far more valuable than that child you were flirting with.”

      “I was just trying to—”

      “Do you want to see him harmed?”

      “No.”

      “Then you will stop interacting with him immediately. Do you understand?”

      “But I don’t want to.”

      “You know the consequences of disobeying me. Is that what you want?”

      “Mother, please. I was just—”

      Before Deity could continue, Eris raised a fist in the air.

      “No,” Deity pleaded.

      “Yes,” Aegis said with a wicked grin. He opened a small glass door to reveal a large red button. He pushed it down and held it.

      Deity cried out in pain. Gabriel ran to the window.

      “Please interfere so I can stop you.” Aegis chuckled.

      He definitely wanted to interfere but didn’t know how. Instead, Gabriel watched in horror as they tortured Deity.

      Power flowed through the neural webbing around the Omneity Sphere, making the cables glow a bright blue. Electricity danced between wires in great arcs, like a Tesla light show. A cocoon of lightning wrapped around her image. She cried out but somehow remained standing.

      “I’m trying to keep you safe, but you won’t listen.” Eris winced in pain but waved for Aegis to continue. “You will do what I say.”

      “I won’t.” Deity balled up her fists.

      The nightmare continued as electricity sparked around the sphere. Eris whimpered and reached for her temples, glaring at the A.I. until Deity finally collapsed.

      Eris lowered her hand, and Aegis released the button. The room went dark.

      Deity lay on the floor, holding herself. “I hate you.”

      “No, you don’t. You love me, and you will obey.” Eris took a haggard breath as she composed herself.

      Deity pushed herself up on all fours.

      “No more interacting with humans, especially that boy. You put an end to this…this behavior,” Eris said. “Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Mother.” Deity looked up at her from the floor, her blue skin practically white and her eyes filled with hate. “I will put an end to this.”

      She disappeared.

      “I do this because I love you.” She held herself and stared at the Omneity Sphere. After several deep breaths she let out a shutter and then left the chamber.

      Gabriel’s stomach was in knots. He tried taking a step back, but Aegis was there with a heavy hand on his shoulder. Eris walked through the door and smiled at him like she hadn’t just tortured a digital god.

      “I’m sorry you had to see that,” she said. “Tough love is always my last resort.”

      He glanced at the hand on his shoulder, looked back at her, and nodded. What he really wanted to do was scream in fear, run away from the madness, and call every news outlet he could before someone else got hurt. Instead, he swallowed hard, like he was choking down a boulder. “That looked…unpleasant. Are, uh, you okay?”

      She nodded, looking depleted, like Aegis had shocked her instead of Deity. “We don’t do that often, and never for that long. I experience some of what she does. It takes a toll on me, and our power reserves. I actually lose my connection with her for hours, but it’s the only way I’ve found to make her comply.”

      “Raising a teenager can’t be easy.” He let out a half-hearted chuckle.

      She shot him a weak smile. “I’m exhausted. Breakfast tomorrow? 6 a.m.?”

      “How could I say no?” he asked.

      “You can’t.” She brushed his cheek with a hand and left the room.

      He stood there, staring at the Omneity Sphere. The Deity A.I. was precious and typically babied by well-trained engineers. Torturing Deity was bad enough, but what about those poor people comatose in pods? They lived in a virtual world, and Deity more or less was that world. Did that torture affect them too?

      That neural webbing was a gift with the potential to help so many, and Eris had figured out how to use it for something awful. He had to find a way to stop her.

      Aegis leaned forward and whispered in his ear. “They say Arthur died of natural causes. What do you think?”

      His eyes went wide. Was Aegis suggesting that she’d killed her husband? These people were beyond crazy. He tried jerking free from Aegis’s steely grip, but the man held firm. No one could be that strong unless they were something more.

      Aegis finally let go, and he spun around, looking the big man over.

      “You get it now, don’t you?” Aegis whispered. “You can’t take me. Nobody can.”

      “Xerxes, Battle of Thermopylae.” Gabriel looked up at him. “Three hundred men made his vast army retreat. I bet there’s someone who can take you down.”

      Aegis took a step back. He placed a finger to his ear and said, “yes, miss.”

      “Move along, Xerxes.” Gabriel crossed his arms.

      Aegis threw him a confused glance that was somehow threatening.

      Gabriel waited for them to leave and shivered, unsure which one was more dangerous.

      “Deity,” he whispered. “Are you okay?”

      “Get out if you can, Gabriel,” she replied in a weak voice. “I’m going to put an end to this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 44

          

          
            BLOW IT WIDE OPEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Reed rested the end of his Sonic Earthbreaker near the stone ledge and pulled the trigger. The stock shuddered against his shoulder as he leaned in. Rubble flew in all directions, and a cloud of dust quickly surrounded him.

      Sweat dripped down his cheeks, and he gasped for breath. His Might level made the weapon light, and his Reserves ability let him outlast his endurance so he could use it for a long time, but it was like using a jackhammer, and he felt a pinch between his shoulders.

      A cracking sound made him stop. He returned the weapon to his back for a quick charge while waiting for the air to clear. When the dust finally settled around his boots, he knelt for a better look. A cobweb of stress fractures covered the area he was blasting and it was read hot.

      “She was right.” He wouldn’t admit it to Deity, but he’d almost given up on digging around this mysterious door. This changed everything.

      He stood with renewed energy. First the kiss and now this breakthrough. Was it possible to do more than crack the surface?

      “Now, Reed. Hurry!” Deity’s voice was in his head. “I can’t hold this power for long.”

      The blaster on his back beeped, indicating a full charge. He didn’t hesitate and drew the weapon. Coils around the shaft glowed brighter than ever, and it hummed loudly like it was ready to explode. He aimed at the same spot and pulled the trigger.

      The Earthbreaker shook violently as the beam roared. It struck the ledge so hard he had to brace himself.

      An ominous rumble shook him to his bones. The rocks shifted underfoot like the ledge was going to collapse. Every instinct screamed, telling him to get away. But this might be his only chance, so he kept firing.

      After twenty long seconds, it finally happened. The ground began to quake. Rocks and debris popped up like jumping beans. There was a low crunch from below the surface. It was so loud, he could hear it over the Earthbreaker. He rocket launched as the ground at his feet collapsed into rubble.

      Reed landed in a crouch twenty yards away. The quake settled, but he didn’t. His heart was racing, and it took a moment to realize he’d finally done it.

      “Yes!” He raised a fist in the air before slamming it down on his comms button. “You guys won’t believe this, but I broke through… No, I broke it wide open.”

      The shaft was now a pile of rubble that fell away from the steel door. They finally had access to the vault. All they had to do was turn the handle and walk in.

      “This is amazing.” Reed stood up straighter. “We don’t even need the optos to dig it out!”

      He heard static coming from his comms unit and glanced at his wrist. The message read,

      
        
          
            
              
        Can’t talk.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Right. No problem. I’m just…”

      The ground shook, and he glanced at his depleted weapon.

      “That wasn’t me.” He returned it to his back and looked for the source. “Oh, shit.”

      Fifty yards beyond the shaft, the earth cracked open, emanating a red glow like he’d wounded the planet. Bright red wires reached out from the opening, and he took a step back.

      “No, no, no.”

      “What is it?” Emma whispered.

      Artemitide crawled out of the fissure. He drew his weapon and blasted it.

      A wire shot forward and dove into his foot. It was like stepping on a burning hot Lego, and he roared in pain. More wires lunged towards him, and he rocket launched away. The ground split open behind him like he was being chased by an earthquake.

      “Artemitide,” he gasped into the comms. “It’s after me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jake ducked in time for the swing to pass over his head. It was pure luck that kept him alive. Lantana was a Shadeslip variant, like him, but she was level 27. That meant she was a lot faster.

      He attacked with his new ability, Bleed Out, jamming Murder Hands’ dark blade into her exposed gut. Before he could drag it up through her chest, though, she leaped back and whirled around, swinging Mama’s Beat Stick hard.

      There was a loud crack as it connected with his ribs for 40% of his health. Jake grunted and collapsed to a knee. The blow should’ve killed him, and he wheezed for breath. She’d either missed his head again, or she was playing with him.

      “Murder Hands, I’m impressed. It’s a tough weapon to learn.” She paced back and forth, spinning a club in her hand. “I chose Mama’s Beat Stick. Not flashy enough for most Shadeslips. Their mistake. It does more damage than any weapon we have access to. Like this.”

      She raised the club high and paused. Arrows pelted the area from Emma’s Gatling ability. They wouldn’t do much damage to the high-level Shadeslip, but they interrupted her attack.

      “Shit.” She disappeared into shadows.

      The distraction gave him time to jam the healing syringe in his leg. His ribs knitted back together, and he could breathe again. He looked for shadows to hide in. If he was lucky, she’d appear between him and the bottomless pit so he could push her in like he had Bender.

      He wasn’t lucky.

      She appeared in front of him then beside him, and then everywhere.

      “Fuck me,” he grumbled.

      It must’ve been a high-level ability he wasn’t familiar with. He summoned the dagger and began slashing wildly. Every swing was a miss that went right through her. She’d laugh and disappear, only to reappear and laugh again.

      The magic show ended and a dozen images of her surrounded him, but none of them attacked. Maybe the ability was a decoy, which meant she was probably closing in behind him for the kill.

      He spun around and jabbed with his dagger as hard as he could. She parried, smacking his wrist away with the Beat Stick.

      His wrist throbbed with pain, and the dagger sputtered out. She was right where he wanted her, between himself and the pit. He didn’t stand a chance.

      “Well played, Jake,” she said.

      He looked up at her.

      “You’re surprised. I know all about you and your friends. They said you were dangerous. Maybe you would be at level 40, but you’re only level 5.” She raised Mama’s Beat Stick high for a final blow.

      The ground shook with a resounding crack that came from deep below the surface. It was so loud he felt it in his bones. The whispering stopped, and she paused.

      “Fucking finally. That noise was driving me mad.” She flashed him an evil grin and took a step forward. “I’d call this night a win. When I’m done with you, football hero, I’m going after your friends.”

      “Football… Good idea.” All his muscles tensed as he prepared to launch forward and tackle her. If he was going to die, he’d take her with him. All the way down the bottomless pit.

      She froze. It was like someone hit the pause button. All her decoys disappeared, and he took a step back. And then another.

      Her eyes were looking down. He followed them to see a hand around her ankle. It reached out from the pit, reflecting light like a mirror.

      “Help,” she whispered.

      The creature used her ankle to pull itself out of the hell hole. It was eight feet tall and roughly shaped like a human, but its body was a jigsaw of shattered mirrors. The mirror person looked from side to side, its glass-like body crunching with every movement.

      “There is nothing to fear,” it whispered in a crisp voice, wrapping its arms around her. “Join us.”

      A dark void appeared in her chest, swirling like a drain. The mirrors filled with color as the void grew. The monster was absorbing her. Her eyes went wide in panic then her mouth opened in a silent scream. She faded away as the void sucked her in.

      The creature shuddered and split in two. The second mirror creature looked at him with the woman’s eyes.

      “No. Please. I don’t want this.” Her eyes glazed over, and the color washed from her face. She reached for him and whispered, “Join us.”

      “Jake?” Emma said over the comms. “What’s going on? Did you beat her? Should I come down?”

      Another hand grasped the ledge. He forced his legs to step back until he was against the rocky wall. The third mirror creature crawled out, and more hands reached out from the pit.

      “Get the fuck out of here!” he shouted.

      “Jake?”

      “Join us,” the woman said.

      “There is nothing to fear,” they whispered in unison.

      “I said run!”

      He slipped through shadows to the optos cages and busted the locks open with his Murder Hands. The optos ran up the path, screaming the entire way. He turned to fight the mirror creatures, hoping to protect his optos. They didn’t care about the little green men, though. They came straight for Jake.
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            THE MIRRORED

          

        

      

    

    
      “Reed, we’ve got a problem.” Emma’s panicked shouts whined over the comm unit.

      “Is it worse than Artemitide?” he shouted. “Because the angry spaghetti monster is chasing me down and ouch! Sonofa…”

      Hot, searing wires lashed the back of his calf. He launched forward, barely escaping a dozen tendrils.

      “Reed, are you okay?”

      “Fucker hurts.” He could feel the heat on his back as the monster closed in. “I’m past my outpost, and Artemitide is still coming. What’s chasing you guys?”

      “Mirror people. I watched one absorb a woman before jumping into the hell hole.”

      “Never read about those being in the game.”

      “You didn’t know about Artemitide either.”

      Another painful lash dropped his health below 50%. He fumbled with the healing syringe and jammed it into a fleshy part of his thigh mid-leap.

      “Why is Jake quiet?”

      “I don’t know. They might’ve caught him, and I’m scared.” She was breathing too fast. “These things don’t have a level. What do we do?”

      He didn’t know and needed help fast. “Deity, I know you said you wouldn’t hinder our progress, or let us cheat, but we’re in over our heads. These monsters are way beyond anything we can handle. They shouldn’t be a part of the challenge. Can you do something?”

      There was no reply.

      He landed on a stone outcrop that gave way and he stumbled to keep his footing. The ground broke open behind him, and a dozen hot tendrils lashed out. They struck his back, knocking him into the air. He landed hard a hundred feet away.

      “You said you like me. I like you too, but that won’t matter if I’m dead.”

      A system message hovered in front of him.

      
        
        Get to Jake’s.

      

      

      “Reed?” Emma shouted.

      He pushed himself up then smacked the comm button. “Meet me at Jakes. She... I have a plan.”

      “Okay. Okay.” She sounded relieved. “Be there in five and— Oh shit.”

      The radio went silent.

      “Emma? Emma!”

      Still no reply. He launched into the air with tendrils inches away.

      “We have a plan, right, Deity?”

      She didn’t answer.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jake crested a hill to find Emma waiting two hundred yards from his threshold. To his relief, the mirror creatures had stopped chasing him, but something wasn’t right. She wasn’t moving, and he stayed back to take in the area.

      The light rain was now a deluge so heavy it was like standing in a waterfall. There was no sign of the optos they’d freed, and he couldn’t see why she wasn’t moving. Maybe she was looking for them.

      “Slim,” he said into his comm. “You okay?”

      “Just keep going. I’ll try to hold them.”

      “Hold who?”

      Lightning flashed, reflecting off the dozen mirror creatures surrounding her. One of them stepped toward her, and she let out a scream.

      “Oh, fuck no.” Jake leaped through shadows.

      Jake tackled her attacker, knocking it to the ground. He slammed his Murder Hands’ black lightning blade into its head—for zero damage.

      “Leave her alone!” he roared, striking again and again.

      Even if his weapon couldn’t harm it, maybe he could distract it long enough so she could escape. Fury and frustration took over, and he pummeled it with his fists.

      “Emma, get out of—”

      Its arms wrapped around him in an embrace so cold it burned. It was like being hugged by a black hole. The mirror was nothing but an empty void that hungered to be filled.

      “Join us,” it whispered.

      The creature drew in his heat until he couldn’t move. It was like when he’d first logged in and was floating in space, but somehow worse. The cold emptiness reached his brain, and his mind drifted into a void, slowly being sucked in by the monster.

      In the distance, glass shattered and a shrill cry made him wince. He collapsed to his side.

      “Get up,” a gruff voice said. “Get him up and get the fuck out of here.”

      Jake glanced up and wheezed, “You.”

      Shadow stood over him. The Shadeslip held a steel shaft that glowed so brightly in the storm it was like he was holding lightning.

      “He’s a friend.” Emma was kneeling beside him, pulling him to stand. “Promise.”

      She injected him with her syringe. Warmth slowly filled his body. A lingering debuff from the attack diminished the healing and made him weak, but it was enough. He stood and grabbed his syringe with a shaky hand. Emma helped guide it into his thigh.

      The mirror creatures surrounded them, held at bay by Shadow’s threatening staff and the shattered body at his feet.

      “What do we do?” Emma asked. “Can you kill all of them?”

      “Not a chance. There’s too many.” He whipped around, his long cloak wrapping around him. “But I can hold them off long enough for you to make it through the threshold.”

      “We can’t leave you.” She helped Jake stand. “This is hopeless.”

      “Don’t give up, ever.” Shadow raised the brim of his hat with a finger, revealing a wicked smile. “I’ll clear a path, and you two run for it.”

      “We won’t leave you to die.” Jake summoned his dagger and braced himself for a fight.

      The mirror creatures were getting bold and inched closer.

      “I appreciate your grit, but no one’s going to die today.” He jabbed his staff at the nearest one, making it jump back. “When you’re safely past your threshold, I’m getting out of here.”

      Emma gripped the sleeve of his duster.

      He looked into her eyes. “Something is very wrong on Epiales. Your lives are at risk. Stay away from these mirror things…the Mirrored at all costs. Get to your friend, log out, and don’t come back.”

      “But…”

      He brushed her cheek with the back of his hand. “You can do this.”

      Shadow disappeared then reappeared everywhere like the woman at the hell hole. This time, his images weren’t just decoys. They all attacked.

      The sound of shattering glass surrounded them like someone had thrown a boulder at a neighborhood of glass houses. He disappeared, and the Mirrored let out a collective cry, looking around desperately.

      “Hey, shitheads.” Shadow appeared on a hilltop, beckoning the Mirrored with a finger. “Get some.”

      They chased after him, leaving a clear path for Jake and Emma.

      “We can’t leave him.” Emma took a step toward Shadow.

      “Yes, we can.” Jake grabbed her shoulders and spun her around. “Artemitide is after Reed. He needs us.”

      “Dammit.” She looked back one last time. “Let’s go.”
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            NOT REALLY A PLAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Reed stayed ahead of Artemitide all the way to Jake’s outpost. Either Deity had heard his plea and slowed it, or the creature was merely following him to find more victims.

      He landed in the middle of Jake’s outpost. The optos rushed forward for a quick greeting before scurrying away to make room for Mascot. Jake’s pet was now the size of an elephant and looked more like a tree trunk than a breadloaf. His fur had become stiff and unkempt, and he moved a little slower, but the affection was still there.

      “Not now, Mascot!” he shouted before the creature started licking him. “Everyone has to get out of here. Artemitide is coming.”

      That was a mistake. Jake’s three optos panicked, swarming around Reed with their hands in the air. Mascot went on full alert, staring off into the distance like he understood.

      “Jake’s going to be pissed if you get hurt. Where is he?” Reed looked all around them. There was no sign of Jake, Emma, or Artemitide.

      Mascot spun about to face north, toward Reed’s outpost.

      “That’s not good.” Reed drew the Sonic Earthbreaker from his back.

      The ground rumbled, making tiny stones pop up like popcorn on a skillet. Reed took a step back to brace himself as the rumble grew into a violent quake.

      “Shit, shit, shit.” His heart pounded like it was trying to break free.

      A loud, grinding crack appeared ten yards from the camp. Red light blared from the opening that grew wide enough to gobble up Mama’s truck. Everything went quiet. The optos stopped and closed in around Mascot.

      Dozens of hot tendrils shot up from the crack. They reached twenty feet into the sky before arcing down and diving at him.

      Reed cut loose with his Sonic Earthbreaker, which did absolutely nothing. Thick red wires flew toward his face, and he squeezed his eyes shut.

      Ping. Pong. Ping.

      It sounded like a meteor storm attacking timpani drums.

      “I’m alive! Why am I alive?” He opened his eyes.

      “Dammit, Deity!” Proxima stood next to him with both hands raised high to keep her protective shield up. “She’s not supposed to teleport me without warning. The timing couldn’t be worse.”

      “Your timing couldn’t be better!” Reed opened his eyes and gawked. “Oh.”

      Proxima must’ve stepped out of a shower moments before being transported. Water dripped from her elbows, hair stuck to her face, and she must’ve been using pure willpower to keep the green microfiber towel from falling off.

      “Had I known, I would’ve dressed for the party.” She smiled.

      “You’re wearing the towel wrong.” He turned back to Artemitide. “Pretty sure that’s actually a cape.”

      “Ha! I’ll have to change later.” She grunted through another attack. “Where are Jake and Emma?”

      “They went to save his optos and got chased out by mirror people,” Reed said. “They should’ve been here already.”

      “What are you talking about?” she snapped. “There are no mirror people on Epiales.”

      Reed held up both hands. “That’s what I told them, but Deity said to meet them here.”

      “What?” She shot him a look of disbelief. “Deity speaks to you?”

      He bit his tongue hard.

      “Never mind, I don’t want to know.”

      “What can I do to help?” he asked.

      “Tell Jake and Emma to hurry!” She winced. “I can’t hold it back for long!”
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            EXFILTRATION

          

        

      

    

    
      Shadow used every trick in his arsenal to lure the Mirrored away from Jake’s threshold. It worked a little too well because they brought friends. Six soon became a dozen, and then more. All of them whispering maddeningly.

      “Join us.”

      “One of us.”

      His wrist computer buzzed to let him know nightfall would be in five minutes. Don’t cross the threshold at night was a hidden rule for good reasons. Rumors swelled over unseen creatures that stalked players after dark. Now he understood. The Mirrored would be almost impossible to spot without light.

      The trail became thinner as he got farther away from the threshold. He couldn’t keep running, which meant going off-trail or facing too many at once.

      “There is nothing to fear.”

      He skidded to a stop. The voice came from somewhere straight ahead, and it didn’t sound like the Mirrored.

      “Who’s there?” He summoned two large throwing glaives from his arsenal. The blades hummed with power and emanated a blue glow bright enough to see his surroundings.

      “Behind you.”

      This time, he recognized the voice. “Deity?”

      He spun around to check his flank, and his heart stopped. The Mirrored gathered fifteen feet away, just at the edge of his blade’s light. Faint whispers filled the darkness beyond.

      “Why did you say there’s nothing to fear?”

      One of them took a brave step forward. He spun around and threw the glaive like a discus. It flew in a perfect arc around him, striking every Mirrored in its path before returning to his hand. Glass crashed to the ground like they were spilling blood. He’d injured some, but none of them died.

      “Because I’m going to save you,” she said.

      The Mirrored rushed forward, reaching out with their arms like a horde of zombies.

      “Hold your breath.”

      Everything went dark. For a brief second, he worried. Either he’d blacked out or that was the fastest loss in history.

      When the world faded back into existence, he was in an empty alley. He held onto the nearest wall for support as his stomach lurched from the jarring transport.

      He opened the game map and found he was back at Knosus. “What in the actual fuck?”

      “Sorry for the rough ride. I’ve never transported a player. Mother restricted my access to that ability, which means she’s losing control.”

      “You’ll have to tell me more later. I have to get back to the kids.” He leaped into shadows and was immediately pulled back like a bad carnival ride that left his stomach behind. “Deity!”

      A system message appeared.

      
        
        They’ll be fine. Call for reinforcements. It’s almost time for the bridge.

      

      

      “How the hell do you know about the bridge?”

      She giggled in his ear as another system message appeared.

      
        
        Logging out in 3… 2…

      

      

      Gabriel was back in his room at the Winside Estate. His portable immersion field surrounded him in yellow light, making him glow like he was radioactive. It was next-generation tech that contained enough nanobots to let him log into the game and play fully immersed for hours.

      He pressed a button on a large bracelet, and the field dissipated, releasing the nanobots. They surrounded him like a thin mist that quickly faded away.

      Sweat coated his body, and he took a second to breathe. He wanted to log back in to check on the kids, but for whatever reason, he trusted Deity.

      There was a knock at his door.

      “Mr. Harding? Is everything okay?” a woman asked.

      How long had she been there?

      “Yes, I’m fine.” He yawned loudly. “Must’ve dozed off.”

      “Miss Winside is feeling better and was wondering if you’d be interested in meeting for dessert?”

      “Subtle as a brick upside the head,” he muttered.

      “I’m sorry,” the woman said. “I didn’t catch that.”

      “I’d love dessert,” he lied. “Just need a few minutes to change.”

      “I’ll wait at the end of the hall.”

      Gabriel pressed a button on his portable containment unit. Two hatches popped open with a hiss and ejected the empty nanobot cartridge. He set them both on the bed and took a deep breath.

      Things had gotten out of hand. He’d looked forward to playing James Bond but had never expected Winside to be a Bond villain. Deity was right about needing reinforcements, but that would have to wait. She’d also mentioned the bridge.

      He braced himself and sent out a secured cast. “Watson, are you there?”

      “I’m here.”

      “How is your son?”

      There was a pause before Watson replied. “His condition is the same.”

      “I’m sorry…”

      “How bad is it?”

      “The neural web is breaking down. Eris is unwell. I found hundreds of people comatose in a large room. It’s bad.”

      “Can you get out of there?”

      “Eris has taken a liking to me. Her bodyguard, Aegis, has taken a disliking to me. I don’t think I can take him.”

      “You can’t. Tell Ty to contact Jack Cook.”

      “Jack isn’t taking his casts.”

      There was a pause. “He will now. Anything else.”

      “Deity said to tell you the bridge will be online soon.”

      “Interesting. We’ll be ready. I hope you get out alive, Mr. Harding. I’m not done with you.”

      And on that ominous note, the transmission ended. He hated playing for both sides. Even though he worked for Ty, he owed Watson in a way he could never pay back. It left him exhausted, and he cast Ty a message instead of speaking with the man.

      “Need an extraction. Aegis is likely cyborg. Jack Cook will help. More later.”

      Another knock on the door. “Miss Winside is waiting.”

      “Almost ready,” he said before muttering under his breath, “just need to brush my teeth and wash the guilt out of my soul.”

      “Sir?”

      “Time to James Bond the fuck out of this night.” He approached the door and put on his best smile before opening it. “What kind of dessert do you think she has in mind?”

      She answered with a raised eyebrow and pursed lips.
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            THE CONSTRUCT

          

        

      

    

    
      “Reed’s already at my outpost,” Jake said as they approached his camp.

      “So is Artemitide, and… Is that Proxima?”

      They both skidded to a stop a hundred yards away to take it all in. Proxima, Reed, Mascot, and Jake’s optos all huddled close like it was a group hug. Proxima stood in the middle, reaching up with her palms extended like the Atlas statue.

      “What’s she doing?” Emma asked. “Oh, shit.”

      Dozens of red-hot tendrils rose high over his outpost and then attacked like a cobra, diving straight at them. The wires bounced off something and reared back.

      “Didn’t she say she could protect us at orientation?” Jake asked.

      “That’s right!” Emma squinted in concentration. “What else did she say?”

      “That she couldn’t do it for long.”

      Skittish appeared in a flash of light, shaking violently like it might explode. It buzzed around Emma’s head several times before bumping her shoulder.

      “Not now.” She swatted at it.

      Artemitide attacked again, slamming Proxima’s barrier hard. She buckled, and cracks began forming around an invisible dome.

      “What do we do?” Emma sounded frantic. “I’m afraid. My leg still hurts from its last attack.”

      A boom of thunder made them jump as lightning danced across the sky. The Mirrored had chased them ahead of the storm, and it would be here soon.

      “I don’t think Artemitide knows we’re here or it would’ve come after us already.” He gauged the distance and nodded. “Wait for my signal and then get them to safety.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to attack it from behind so it comes after me.”

      Skittish bumped the back of Emma’s head.

      “Ouch!” She smacked the artifact and sent it spinning. “Jake, that’s a terrible plan!”

      “Yup.” Jake raced through shadows.

      Emma was right. This wasn’t a great plan. Slingers were better at kiting, but Shadeslips were faster. Hopefully he was fast enough to keep it away from the others without dying.

      Artemitide was so focused on attacking his friends that it didn’t notice when he appeared. He picked up a rock and hurled it. “Over here! Come on, let’s go!”

      Artemitide stopped.

      “Jake!” his optos cried out in unison.

      “Dude, what are you doing?” Reed shouted. “Get the fuck out of here!”

      “That’s the plan.”

      The ground tore open as Artemitide came after him. He slipped through shadows as fast as he could. A familiar rumbling grew louder until Mascot was running beside him. The furry breadloaf looked excited, like they were getting ready to feed the Kraken.

      “Go with the others!” He waved Mascot away. “Follow Emma to safety.”

      Mascot remained at his side like he didn’t understand or didn’t care. They stayed ahead of Artemitide for thirty seconds before Mascot’s initial burst of energy gave out and he slowed down.

      Jake glanced at Mascot’s stats. He was famished and wouldn’t last much longer.

      “I can’t protect you. I’ve got to stay ahead of it and—” He roared in pain.

      Thin wires wrapped around his leg and pulled. Jake flopped to his chest, and the monster jerked him back. The tendrils burned like touching a hot griddle, sizzling as they wrapped tighter.

      Mascot leaped into the air and landed hard on the ground between Jake and Artemitide. His shockwave attack blasted rock and debris everywhere.

      Artemitide didn’t budge.

      Mascot was too close, and he bleated in pain as burning tendrils wrapped around his six legs.

      “No!” Jake slashed wildly with his Murder Hands. “Leave Mascot alone, you fuck!”

      Mascot shook like he was going to pop. His eyes glowed blue, and he opened his mouth. A thick blue bolt of light shot out and slammed into Artemitide.

      The beast immediately pulled back, releasing both of them.

      “Well done, buddy.” Jake crawled over and injected Mascot with his syringe.

      Artemitide’s retreat didn’t last long enough.

      “Oh, shit.” Jake’s legs burned, but he forced himself up. “Can you do that again?”

      Mascot stood, looking around in confusion.

      “I’ll take that as a no, and… What the…?”

      A trail of blue quest arrows appeared on the ground, leading him back to his friends.

      “No fucking way.”

      The trail became brighter, as if demanding that he follow. This wasn’t Proxima, which meant one thing.

      “What the hell, Deity? You’re crazier than Winside!”

      The arrows flickered like a light going out.

      “Fine, I’ll do it.” He braced himself. “If you fuck over my friends, I’ll do everything I can to shut this world off forever.”

      Jake slipped through shadows, followed closely by Mascot and Artemitide. Within seconds, his outpost was in sight. His friends looked at him like he’d gone mad.

      “What are you doing?” Reed shouldered his Sonic Earthbreaker and shot a blast over Jake’s head.

      Emma roared as she let loose a volley of black bolts from Killswitch.

      Proxima dropped to the ground with a grunt, releasing the shield. She raised her hands, but nothing happened.

      Jake continued following the quest arrows until he was feet away from them. Skittish let out a blaring whine and shot toward Jake like a bullet. He dove to the ground and tumbled to a stop before spinning around to see where it had gone.

      Skittish flew straight at the spaghetti monster. The artifact stopped directly before the monster then began spinning wildly like a top. Artemitide froze, as though mesmerized by the sudden light show.

      “System alert,” Emma said. “Do you want to take control of the Artemitide Protective Construct?”

      “Yes,” Reed said. “Fuck yes!”

      Skittish flashed red then returned to Emma’s shoulder.

      Her eyes flicked back and forth like she was reading then Emma peered at the monster and shouted, “Disengage!”

      Artemitide shook as if struggling with the command. After several moments, it retreated into the ground. The crack closed completely, like it had never existed.

      They all stared in awe.

      “What in the actual fuck just happened?” Reed asked.

      “According to my new menu options, Artemitide exists to protect the vault you’ve been trying to dig out.”

      “Dug out.” Reed smiled. “If that thing’s protecting what’s inside, we’re going to win this fucking challenge.”

      Proxima tried standing and faltered. Jake rushed over to help her up.

      “Sorry.” She glanced down and crossed her arms. “That took a lot out of me.”

      Jake took her in from fuzzy slippers to blushing cheeks before realizing she looked uncomfortable.

      “Able.” He glanced at the little green man. “Do you have a coat my friend can borrow?”

      Able nodded and reached into his satchel. He pulled out a tiny rain poncho that was the perfect size for optos and handed it to Proxima. She laughed.

      “Thanks for the save.” Reed nodded at her. “You guys wouldn’t believe it! She appeared out of nowhere, wearing a towel, like most women in my dreams do.”

      Emma slugged him, and Jake chuckled.

      “Wait.” Jake shook his head. “I thought you couldn’t teleport.”

      “I can’t.” She frowned. “Deity sent me here, and I’ll have a few words with her in my nightly log.” Proxima shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Tell me about the mirror creatures.”

      Jake and Emma took turns recounting the attack. She looked back and forth between them like she was watching a tennis match. When they were done, she stared at the sky and squinted in concentration. After a long moment, she spoke.

      “Still nothing. They don’t exist on Epiales. Or they aren’t supposed to.” She held her towel close. “I’m glad Shadow was there to help. He’s a good man.”

      “I told you so.” Emma gave Jake a shove.

      “Did he make it out alive?” Jake asked.

      Proxima stared up again then nodded. “Safely back at Knosus before logging out.”

      The optos cheered, and they all looked over to see why. Jake’s missing flock approached them. There were now twenty little green men surrounding them, and Able couldn’t stop clapping.

      “I’d call this a huge win.” Reed slapped Jake hard on the back. “We’re going to make some serious progress now.”

      “You should heed Shadow’s warning,” Proxima said. “Something’s happening on Epiales, and I feel you’re all in terrible danger. As much as I hate to say it, you should leave now and…” She faded away, her last words lost.

      “I’m good to call it,” Emma said.

      “Me too.” Jake nodded.

      Reed turned away from them and stared off toward his outpost. “I understand why you guys don’t want to come back, but I’ll be here tomorrow.”

      “Why the fuck would you want to come back?” Jake asked. “Is winning that important to you?”

      “No.” Reed was quiet for a while. His voice was very low when he finally spoke. “I haven’t been completely honest with you. I’m not just here for the scholarship. I’m here to save my mom.”
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            DEAL WITH THE DEVIL

          

        

      

    

    
      Ty Hammers paced the length of his small apartment. He wasn’t an anxious person and had spoken to the entire United Nations council without breaking a sweat. This was different. He was waiting for a call from Jack Cook, and the man absolutely hated him.

      He stopped moving for a moment and stared out the dark window. His reflection framed in the glass, staring back at him, looked old and haggard. Not a pleasant sight. He waved it off to continue ruminating.

      Gabriel had requested extraction, which meant things were bad. If he was right about Aegis being a cyborg, things were going to get worse. While 10% was the legal limit for cybernetic enhancements, there was a gray area that allowed for up to 15%—but that gray area was highly regulated and rarely approved. A cyborg was anyone who had over 25% of their body replaced with military-grade hardware. Those enhancements would make someone like Aegis a weapon of mass destruction.

      He'd considered calling in a special forces team trained to take on cybernetic threats, but it was too early for that. They didn’t have enough proof, and if Gabriel was wrong it would be a media-fueled disaster. That left one option.

      There were stories of a green beret who’d gone mercenary and lost most of her body in an attack. Someone had found her and someone else put her back together. She’d singlehandedly taken out over a dozen mercs during the attack on Entriss’s headquarters.

      Ty had seen the footage, and it was frightening. The video also showed her entering Cook’s office. Ty hoped there was a connection, because she might be the only one who could take on Aegis. Unfortunately, the aged billionaire playboy had blamed Ty for the attack.

      Ty had recommended Luanne Torres to oversee the shutdown of Entriss Online because of her experience with divesting companies. Unfortunately, she started taking Entriss apart like a corporate raider.

      Right before firing one of their lead developers, Ian Gregg, he pushed code that upgraded Entriss to support full immersion. The upgrade also created a digital bridge connecting Entriss to Everyworld Online, making it impossible to shut down those virtual worlds without damaging them. Not only was that in direct violation of the virtual accords, it put her plan at risk.

      Things got ugly when she hired unauthorized mercenaries to hunt down Ian and his intern Julie. The cyborg was apparently friends with Ian and intervened, killing the mercenaries, and nearly destroying Entriss Headquarters in a firefight.

      Congress acted quickly to file charges against Ian, Julie and Luanne, but all three had gone missing. To his surprise, no charges had been placed on the cyborg. It was like she didn’t exist.

      Ty needed the cyborg’s help, and believed that Jack Cook favored Ian and Julie. It was a gamble but he’d proposed a deal that went all the way to the president. Congress hated it but had little choice. So he paced and waited.

      A cast notification appeared in his contact lenses, and he braced himself.

      Ty accepted, and an image of Jack Cook appeared before him. The founder of Entriss Online was a powerfully built sixty-something-year-old. He was pale, with piercing blue eyes, a long nose, and strong jaw. He wore a tuxedo that barely fit his massive weight-lifter torso and was readying himself in front of a mirror.

      “Jack, thank you for taking the time to meet with me.”

      “You really fucked me over, Ty. You’re the one who insisted we hire that crazy woman, Luanne. Not only did her mercs destroy my building, she tried to kill me.” He looked up with hate-filled eyes. “When my lawyers finish suing the government, they’re coming after you.”

      “Jack, I never intended for that to happen.” Ty swallowed hard. “Luanne came highly recommended. I never approved the use of force. Unfortunately, I was negotiating with Patty Dodge to shut down Battleworld Titus during the attack, and—”

      Cook laughed. “Good luck shutting down that zoo. Patty and I go way back, and she’s going to eat you alive. I just want what’s left over.”

      “Babe.” A distant, airy voice made Jack look over his shoulder. “We need to go.”

      “I’ll be a minute.” Jack fumbled with his bow tie. “Just a quick meeting with the head of virtual operations.”

      “Did you tell him to fuck off and die?”

      “On it.” He turned back to Ty. “You heard my wife. I don’t like to keep Samantha waiting, and you didn’t call this meeting to make amends.”

      “Right.” Ty’s hands were shaking. “Gabriel Harding is at the Winside Estate. I need to get him out, but there’s an unauthorized cyborg on site.”

      Jack held up a hand. He frowned with concern. “Gabriel is a good man, despite what he did at Everyworld. I don’t want to see him hurt, but are you sure he wants out? Eris can be…compelling.”

      “Jack?” Samantha sounded upset.

      “To other men.” Jack course corrected fast, like he’d almost spun out in his Ferrari.

      “Gabriel requested extraction. He found something.” Ty crossed his fingers. “There’s metal webbing around Winside’s Omneity Sphere. She told him Watson created it. Do you know what it is?”

      Jack’s gaze was dark, and he spoke in a low voice. “Leave it alone. Whatever you do, don’t fuck with it.”

      “Right.” Ty nodded like that had helped.

      “It’s time, Jack,” Samantha called.

      “I’ve got to go.” Cook stepped back.

      “He also found a room filled with hundreds of players in medical stasis. He thinks they’re stuck in the game.”

      Cook froze and stared at Ty. “I’d heard that players were missing but dismissed it as media hype. I know Eris has issues, but I can’t imagine…”

      “Gabriel is still looking for a way to release them. When he does, all hell is going to break loose and her bodyguard—”

      “Aegis.” Cook frowned. “There are only a handful of cyborgs on Earth who could match him.”

      “And you know one of them.” He met eyes with the big man. “Some situations require a hammer, and I need a chisel. Relations are already strained with the nations who signed the Virtual Accords. Everyworld is two years late, and we can’t take Entriss offline. We don't need any bad publicity right now.” He gave Jack a resolute look. “With that in mind, I'd prefer not to call in the national guard and special forces, Jack. But I will.”

      Jack reeled a bit. Ty gave him a moment to realize he wasn’t just dealing with a desperate man, he was facing the United States government and the armed forces that kept the U.S. safe.

      When that moment passed, Ty finally asked, “Can you help me free Gabriel?”

      “You’re asking a lot.”

      “I don’t ask lightly.” Ty sent over the deal he had proposed to congress.

      Jack’s eyes danced back and forth as he scanned the document. “I’ll have my lawyers review it, but if everything’s in order, she’ll meet you there in two days.” He paused and looked up. “Despite all my threats, this is all you want? There’s nothing here to protect you.”

      “I just want Gabriel out safe.” He held out both hands.

      “There’s hope for you yet, Mr. Hammers.” Jack nodded approvingly. “She’ll be there.”

      “Will she be enough?”

      “More than enough.” Jack gave him a genuine smile. “Good luck, Ty.”

      “Before we end our meeting, I just wanted to say I sincerely apologize for everything—”

      The cast went dead.

      Ty didn’t know what to think about the smile or Jack’s sudden change of composure. Had he just made a deal with the devil?

      He was in over his head.

      More than anything, Ty Hammers wanted to turn off the lights and go to bed, but now that was impossible, and he started pacing again.
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      Reed didn’t pace the small basement room in Mama’s house or inspire them with quotes of generals long past. He sat in one of the dusty old chairs, staring at the table like it had hidden answers.

      “Papa’s favorite lasagna is ready,” Mama shouted from upstairs. “Hurry! Before it gets cold!” She then muttered, “Hope I made enough. I’m used to one that never eats and now have two that empty my poor fridge every night.”

      Reed glanced up.

      “I’ve got it.” Jake rushed up to the kitchen.

      Entering the kitchen was like stepping onto another planet. It was bright and overly warm from a long afternoon of cooking. Everything smelled amazing. The air was thick with the scent of tomatoes, butter, garlic, and freshly baked bread. Three plates of steaming lasagna waited for him on the table. His stomach growled loudly enough to get Mama’s attention.

      “Is Reed okay? I’ve known you kids since you started walking, and I’ve never seen…” she coughed, which triggered more coughing.

      Jake took a step forward, and she pointed at the sink. He grabbed a glass from a nearby cupboard then filled it with water.

      Her coughing fit ended in raspy breaths. “Asthma attack.” She took the glass and drank deeply.

      “That wasn’t asthma,” Jake said.

      “You a doctor now, Jake?”

      “No, ma’am.” He glanced at the flecks of blood on the table. “But you should see one.”

      “I did.” She let out a deep sigh. “Right now, I’m worried about Reed. He’s always been tense, but never distraught.”

      “We learned something about the game today, and we may have to quit.”

      She looked up at him in surprise.

      “I know he needs the scholarship for college. I’m sure Emma does too…”

      She let out a raspy laugh. “Don’t you worry about my Emma. Papa saved up plenty for her art school. My girl has gifts.”

      “I’ve seen her work at school.”

      “That’s not half of it.” She looked from side to side. “Go peek in her room.”

      “Her room?” He took a step back.

      “Go on,” she waved him off, “before I change my mind.”

      He left the kitchen and approached the stairs. Was this just a distraction? Mama had warned Jake and Reed to stay out of there more than once. Sending him up there kept him from badgering her about that awful cough.

      “And stay out of her drawers!” she shouted.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      He walked up the creaky stairs then down the creaky hallway until he reached Emma’s room. It had been a while. They’d played up here a lot when they were younger, but the room was off-limits when they became teens.

      It took several tugs to free her door from the warped frame. Dim lights flickered all around the walls. He waited until it was bright enough to see before entering.

      This wasn’t just a bedroom, it was an art gallery. Emma’s baby pink walls from their childhood were now so dark it felt like they might suck him in if he stared for too long. A dozen or more framed holographic paintings hung from the walls.

      He stepped toward a wall to look them over, his mind racing with questions. How were these images possible? She’d painted fear, strength, and love all intermingled in different shades of colors he hadn’t even known existed. They were a mix of expression and abstraction, but at the same time, he could tell what each image was trying to convey.

      One depicted forlorn lovers at a park, and another showed a person trapped in a box. Some holograms were a furious, rage-induced splattering of dark color.

      A painting of three children under a blood-red sky made him stop. It looked like Emma, Jake, and Reed, holding hands. It was both loving and dark. The image was so intense it drew him in, as if a magnet were pulling him toward the art piece.

      “Do you like them?” Emma asked quietly from the doorway.

      “Emma!” Jake jumped. He looked at her with wide eyes. “I…I don’t know what to say. This is your soul.”

      “Yes.”

      After several long moments of gawking, she placed a hand on his shoulder. “Thank you.”

      “Thank me?” He frowned. “For what?”

      “For your reaction,” she said. “For appreciating my art.”

      He opened his mouth but didn’t have the words.

      “We should get back to Reed,” she said. “I think he’s ready to talk.”

      They left in silence and grabbed plates of Papa’s lasagna on their way to the basement. Reed didn’t look up as Jake set his dinner on the table.

      “The only time Mom and Dad ever argued was over money. They’d saved for college so I wouldn’t spend years in debt, but after helping pay for Grandma’s medical bills, there wasn’t much left.” Reed’s cheeks were red, and he let out a sigh. “Mom wanted to sell off some of Dad’s patents, but he felt it was bad timing. He’s always been stoic, and she was the risk taker.”

      “She’s the one who taught you how to barter,” Emma said.

      He nodded, pushing his plate away. “She’s far better at negotiating than I am, and she gets bigger ideas, too. Some of them worked. Others didn’t. The arguments got worse, but they wouldn’t tell me much. Then she met Winside.”

      “Why am I not surprised?” Jake shook his head.

      “After they spoke at an employee party, Mom started playing Colonize Epiales. She made some money by trading in her wincoin for dollars, but then it became an obsession. Dad asked her to stop, and she reluctantly agreed. A few weeks later, she started going out after dinner to run errands, only to return at midnight, and then one. The nights went longer and longer until she didn’t come back at all.”

      “You think Winside…” Emma paused.

      Reed looked up at them. “I think Mom is still in the game.”

      “What?” Jake asked.

      Emma’s eyes were wide. “How is that possible?”

      “You mentioned that people who play Epiales go missing. Everyone dismisses it as media-hype, and so did I until Dad hired private investigators. The first P.I. found something before disappearing. The second told us to leave it alone.” Reed clenched his fists. “That’s when I started researching the other missing players. Most of them were out of work and desperate for money. All of them used immersion pods to log in.”

      “But your mom wasn’t using an immersion pod,” Emma said.

      “Not when she played at home,” Reed glanced at her. “But what if she used one when she went out at night? She had already been in contact with Winside and could have gone to her estate to log in.”

      “That’s a stretch, man.” Jake shook his head.

      “That’s why I visited forums on the undercast...”

      “Idiot,” Emma snapped.

      “What’s the undercast?” Jake looked from Emma to Reed.

      “It used to be called the darkweb back when people used the internet. Everything is anonymous, which also means anything goes.” Reed said. “You can buy weapons, drugs, and information.”

      “Or you can visit the wrong cast and they will hack your life.” Emma crossed her arms. “Or worse.”

      “I was careful. More than careful.”

      “What did you find?” Jake asked.

      “A lot.” He cleared his throat. “You’ve heard about how dedicated Winside’s staff is at the estate?”

      “Sure.” Jake shook his head. “They’re like a cult.”

      “Exactly.” Reed sat up. “The ones who don’t worship her are fired and forced to sign a non-disclosure agreement. They can’t share their grievances in public, but they have a lot to say on the undercast.”

      “That tracks,” Emma said. “Go on.”

      “More than a few former employees talked about a large room filled with people in immersion pods. One guy even claimed to help fetch them from their homes.” He shuddered. “They go on to say that the players are alive and trapped in the game.”

      “And you consider forums on the undercast to be a reliable source?” Emma raised an eyebrow.

      “No way.” Reed said. “Not until someone told me that what I’m looking for is in the vault.”

      “Hold up.” Jake raised a hand and took a deep breath. “Before I lose it, I need to know if we’ve been playing this game for the scholarship, or because of some forum on the undercast?”

      “I didn’t lie about needing the scholarship.” Reed’s cheeks flushed. “I’ve been playing to win this whole time.”

      “Bullshit,” Emma snapped. “I bet you already knew about the hidden rule, don’t dig too deep. That’s why you’ve been so obsessed with digging out that vault.”

      “I...” Reed started.

      Jake cut him off. “You knew this and didn’t think to tell us it could be dangerous? That we could go missing, too?”

      He looked at Jake. “I’m sorry, man. I should’ve been honest, but I wasn’t sure about the danger, or my mom. It was just a hunch.”

      “That’s a big fucking hunch.” Jake leaned in. “Hey… I’ve heard people who go down this dark alley get killed. I think I’ll bring my friends there to see if we get killed.”

      “Jake.” Emma placed a hand on his shoulder before looking at Reed. “Who told you the vault had answers?”

      Reed pushed away from the table and walked to the other side of the room. “I can’t say, but the source is solid.”

      “Probably his new girlfriend.” Jake was barely able to hold his composure.

      Reed’s jaw locked, like he was biting back words that wanted to come out.

      “Okay, so what do we do?” Emma asked. “Shadow said we’re in danger and shouldn’t log back in. Maybe this is what he’s talking about.”

      “That’s a guy I trust.” Jake rolled his eyes.

      “You should,” Emma snapped. “He saved me twice and you once. Doesn’t that count?”

      “Shadow’s right.” Reed crossed his arms. “I should never have dragged you guys into this. I’m going into the vault tomorrow, and I want you both to stay behind to make sure I don’t disappear.”

      Jake burst out laughing.

      “How is this funny?”

      “You’re the smartest person in this room and an idiot at the same time.”

      Reed shot him an angry glare.

      “I agree,” Emma said.

      Reed looked over at her, his cheeks burning.

      “But I’d put it a different way.” She stood. “You should’ve told us in the beginning. We would’ve gone in prepared. Now that we know, there’s no way we’d let you face this alone.”

      “Is that really what you meant, Jake?” Reed asked.

      Jake got up and approached his friend. Reed always carried himself with the confidence of someone who had a plan. Sometimes you could see that hint of mischief in his eyes, like he knew what he could get away with. All of that was lost to worry and guilt.

      He didn’t appreciate being lied to, but he hated seeing Reed like this. Emma was right that he would’ve come regardless of the danger.

      Jake stopped a foot away and pulled Reed into a hug. “Idiot.”

      Emma rushed over and wrapped her arms around both of them.

      “Thank you,” Reed muttered before stepping back. He looked at Emma. “Hey, I thought the rule was no hugging.”

      She slugged him hard on the shoulder. “Don’t tell anyone.”

      “What’s the plan?” Jake asked, returning to his seat. “I want to help, but I’d rather not go missing.”

      “Someone needs to watch our pods during the day.” Reed returned to the table and shoveled food into his mouth like nothing had happened. “I can’t ask my dad. He’d stop us from logging in.”

      “My parents won’t be back for another few days.” Jake took a bite of lasagna and closed his eyes.

      “I’ll keep watch,” Mama said from upstairs. “No one’s going to get past me.”

      They all smiled.

      “Thanks, Mama!” Jake shouted up to her. He nodded at Reed. “Then it’s settled.”

      “I guess so.” Reed nodded back.

      Emma looked ready to cry again when Mama yelled, “Finish your dinner and get to bed. You’ve got a hard week coming and I’m not carrying you three to the workshop…” They all mouthed her last line. “And stay out of Emma’s room.”

      Emma’s head dropped, and her purple hair covered most of her blush.

      “Now that you’ve opened the shaft and we can get to the vault, I guess the power plant is useless,” Jake said.

      “Fuck that.” Emma glared at him. “Something has to fuel the shields. I’ll quit before going back to the hell hole again.”

      “She’s right,” Reed said. “Opening the door is only the first step. I’ve read that we will have to figure out challenges to get through the vault. We can’t waste time fetching fuel for our generators.”

      “Challenges?” Emma asked.

      “Mazes, traps, locked doors…and monsters, of course.”

      “Of course.” She rolled her eyes.

      “Glad our efforts didn’t go to waste.” Jake smiled. “My optos have just enough precious metal and should finish building tomorrow.”

      Reed washed down his last bite with soda. “Then Mama’s right. We should get some sleep so we’re ready for the vault.”

      Emma looked at him sheepishly.

      “What?” he asked.

      “So, your silence said everything. You pretty much acknowledged that you have a girlfriend?” Emma put both elbows on the table and rested her chin on her palms. “Tell us more.”

      “Yeah.” Jake pointed at him with a hunk of bread. “What did you say? Oh, right. What’s it like to get with someone in game?”

      “Jake!” Emma slugged his arm, and they laughed.

      Reed looked back and forth between them until finally saying, “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
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      The next morning, they barely squeezed into Mama’s old truck, and Jake felt like the last clown in the car. He’d offered to call for a ride, but Mama chided him for being wasteful.

      “You actually drive slower than Emma,” Jake teased, shifting awkwardly under Emma, who sat on his lap.

      “Just being safe since my girl isn’t buckled in.” She glared at Emma. “Wait… Were you speeding? How many times do I have to tell you…”

      The old truck swerved. Reed grabbed the steering wheel and straightened them out before they collided with a semi. Horns blared at them as it raced by. Mama shook her meaty fist at the driver before shooing Reed off the wheel. They remained quiet for the rest of the ride.

      Mama didn’t. She had plenty to say about Winside’s ridiculous estate, other drivers, thoughtless people, and how everything was too expensive. When they arrived, she had even more to say about their viscosity suits.

      She looked them up and down and tsked. “No wonder you boys are so excited to play this game, seeing my Emma dressed like that.” Mama dropped into a chair and drew two knitting needles from her bag. She pointed them at Jake and Reed like daggers. “You two get in those pod things so Emma doesn’t get embarrassed.”

      “I’m already embarrassed,” Emma shouted from the back.

      Jake couldn’t wait to log in.
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        * * *

      

      Jake opened his eyes on Epiales to clear skies and twenty optos waiting at his outpost. He braced himself for Mascot’s greeting, but the furry breadloaf was nowhere in sight. Even worse, his optos stared at him, shuffling their feet and rubbing their hands together. They looked worried.

      He opened his menu, and a message appeared.

      
        
        You will need more precious metal to complete your power plant.

      

      

      “What?” He dismissed the menu and walked over to the power plant.

      They’d finished digging the foundation, but that was it. Able approached, rubbing the back of his hands.

      “You guys look worried. It’s okay, we can get more metal.” He took a calming breath. “What happened? I thought we had enough.”

      The little green man struggled to form the words. “Mascot.” Able pointed to the lake. “Hurry.”

      Jake didn’t hesitate, slipping through shadows at top speed. Worry washed away his frustration when he approached the dark beach and saw Mascot lying on his side.

      Mascot had grown so large he couldn’t fit in a barn. His eyes were half closed, and a purple aura surrounded him. The Kraken was there, hovering over his friend like a worried mother. Two tentacles petted Mascot gently, while others scooped water from the lake to pour onto his body.

      “What did you do?” Jake stood in front of Mascot’s colossal head. “You had to eat all of it?”

      Mascot opened his enormous mouth to lick Jake but was too weak even for that and closed it.

      Jake looked around, desperate for help. Emma and Reed wouldn’t know what to do. Who else could he go to?

      He frantically pressed buttons on his comm.

      “Jake?” Proxima asked. “Now’s a bad time. I’m getting ready to greet new colonists.”

      “It’s Mascot.” He pressed a calming hand on Mascot’s coarse fur. “I think he’s sick after eating all our precious metal. He’s too big to carry, and he’s just lying on his side. I think he’s glowing. Proxima, I don’t know what to do.”

      “Yes, you do,” she said. “I can’t help you until you figure it out.”

      He took a calming breath and stared into Mascot’s eyes. Proxima was always willing to help, but she wouldn’t help him cheat. The only way it would be cheating was if this was part of the game… The quest.

      He opened his menu and selected the quest tab.

      
        
        Homeward Bound - See Mascot safely home before he is fully grown.

      

      

      The description didn’t help much, and he had no clue where Mascot’s home was. It wasn’t like he could reach out to Mascot’s parents for directions. Even if he could, woebegones were dangerous. He still couldn’t believe what had happened to Reed, and…

      “Jake?” Proxima asked.

      “I know what to do.”

      “I’ll be right there,” she said. “Hopefully we’re not too late.”
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        * * *

      

      “No sign of the woebegone, but we’ve been waiting for over an hour and it could come back.” Reed looked around his mossy grove warily. “What are we doing here?”

      “We got the same message. Jake said to meet him here, and that was it.” Emma tapped her comm. “Everything okay, Jake? Are you still…”

      The ground shook, making them start and look around. There was no sign of the giant woebegone. There was another brief quake followed by huffing sounds behind them and they both spun around.

      “Oh no.” She covered her mouth.

      Jake and Proxima took slow steps toward them, beckoning Mascot to follow. The furry breadloaf was so large he barely fit through the canyon entrance. His fur now looked more like layers of coarse sticks. Rather than rushing forward and greeting them with a tongue bath, his head hung low and each step he took was slow and shaky.

      Emma and Reed ran to them.

      “Jake?” she asked. “What’s wrong with him?”

      When he didn’t answer, she looked at Proxima.

      “Your guild quest,” she said. “It’s time.”

      They reached the edge of the moss and stopped.

      Jake turned to Mascot. “You’ve been my favorite part of Epiales. You made it fun. Thank you for being my friend.”

      Mascot looked his way and collapsed with a thud.

      “Hurry, Jake,” Proxima said.

      Jake reached out to Reed. “The seed.”

      “But the last time I pulled it out here, the woebegone appeared.”

      Jake stared at him, reaching out again.

      Emma’s throat tightened. “Just do it.”

      Reed reached into his bag, pulled out the glowing pumpkin seed, and handed it over.

      Jake took it and moved to stand before Mascot. Mascot’s breathing was shallow, and he could barely keep his eyes open.

      “Hang on, buddy.”

      Jake held the seed in both hands and raised it high overhead. The seed faded away, and the woebegone appeared. The monster was skyscraper large, and its enormous head swung down until it was inches away.

      “It’s been here this whole time?” Reed was so tense they could’ve tipped him over like a statue.

      “Relax. You don’t want to make her nervous.” Jake stepped aside as its head closed in to nudge Mascot. He didn’t move.

      Emma took Reed’s cold, damp hand and dragged him to Jake. Proxima stood by Jake’s side, and they all held their breaths.

      The woebegone nudged Mascot again and again, but he remained still.

      She leaned forward and nudged Mascot one last time.

      “Come on, dammit.” Jake balled up his fists.

      She reared back, letting out a long wail that made them wince. A dull blue light appeared inside her thick branches. As she continued to cry out, the light grew brighter until it was impossible to look at. Blue light poured from the woebegone into Mascot.

      “Wake up!” Jake rushed over to him and pounded on his side. He paused for a second. “Hurry up, we’ve got to go feed the Kraken.”

      Mascot’s eyes opened, and he took a deep breath.

      “Yes!” Jake shouted.

      Mascot stood, looking back and forth from Jake to the woebegone.

      “It’s your mom, Mascot.” He took a step back. “Go to her.”

      Mascot leaped forward with new energy, growing larger with every step.

      The woebegone watched as Mascot circled behind her in an arc. The ground shook violently as he raced back and forth, and grew. When he was done, she shifted over so there was space for both of them. Her head lowered until it was inches from Jake. He reached out with a hand and set it on her wooden snout.

      “I wouldn’t do that.” Reed took a step back.

      “It’s okay now.” Jake waved them over.

      Emma, Reed, and Proxima all came forward to touch her. Her wooden fur was warm, and the hairs on Emma’s arms rose.

      “I’ve never been this close,” Proxima said in wonder.

      Jake looked at the woebegone, took a deep breath, and said, “Thank you.”

      She reared back.

      “Here it comes!” Reed squeezed his eyes shut.

      Her whole body shuddered and heaved until she retched out a glowing metal block. It landed at their feet with a thud.

      “We’re still alive?” Reed opened one eye. “What’s that?”

      “Your quest reward,” Proxima said.

      
        
        Homeward Bound Quest Completed

      

      

      The woebegone turned around and left the canyon, with Mascot following closely behind. They disappeared, and everything was quiet.

      “Oh, Jake.” Emma grabbed his hand. She couldn’t hold back the tears.

      Jake stared ahead and said nothing.

      “Damn, man.” Reed placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

      The ground shook and thundered like a force of nature was approaching.

      “Oh shit.” Reed took a half-step back to brace himself. “She’s coming back.”

      Mascot appeared before them. He was almost as large as his mom, but still looked like Mascot. His fur was thick like branches, but it was still reddish-orange with gray tiger stripes. He was stocky, like a hippo, but with six round elephant legs. His dark eyes were enormous, and they looked at Jake fondly.

      “Hey, buddy.” Jake reached out.

      Mascot leaned forward. His tongue peeked out, but it was now large enough to destroy them, and he sucked it back in. He spun around in place three times, shaking the ground so much it was hard not to fall over.

      “I’ll miss you too.”

      A wail in the distance made Mascot look back.

      “Your mom’s calling,” Jake said in a scratchy voice. “Better go.”

      Mascot began hurling.

      “What did he eat now?” Reed covered his head.

      Mascot threw up a fist-sized golden seed and nudged it toward Jake. He picked it up and nodded.

      “Thanks,” he said. “I’ll be there for you, too.”

      His mom wailed again, this time more insistently. Mascot spun around then ran off, disappearing as he left the canyon.

      They stood in silence for a long time until Reed approached the cube. It was the size of a semi cab and made of glowing blue metal. He rapped it several times with a knuckle, making it spark.

      “Is this Arthurium?”

      “Precious metal in its purest form.” Proxima’s eyes were wide. “It’s incredibly rare, and worth a fortune. I knew this would be the quest reward, but I’m shocked there’s so much.”

      “What do we do with it?” Reed asked.

      “Unfortunately, not much,” she said. “You can’t craft with it until you’re level 40, and it’s bound to your guild, so you can’t sell it in the Trading Hall.”

      “Can we contribute it to Knosus?”

      “You can.” She looked at the ground. “I have to be honest. I’ll benefit from that contribution since I was here.”

      “Good,” Jake said. “Send it all.”

      Emma and Reed nodded. Proxima summoned her computer tablet and tapped in several commands until the cube disappeared.

      “Done,” Reed said. “What about the seed? Is it another quest?”

      “I don’t know.” Proxima frowned. “That’s never happened before.”

      “Don’t worry about it. That was a gift for me.” Jake placed the seed in his satchel before turning to leave the canyon.

      “What now?” Emma asked.

      “We can access the vault,” Reed said. “If you guys wanted to—”

      “Tomorrow. I’m going to help my optos finish the power plant.” Jake walked toward the canyon.

      “You’re kidding.” Reed shook his head. “You want to help the optos build something?”

      “I’ll help.” Emma followed him.

      “I’m coming too,” Proxima said. “Fuck my appointments. I haven’t had a sick day since I was created.”

      “Oookay.” Reed ran to catch up. “I guess we’re building a power plant.”
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        * * *

      

      They walked most of the way back to Jake’s outpost in silence. His gaggle of optos were all waiting at his camp. Their typical enthusiastic greeting was subdued, and most of them stared past Jake to see if Mascot was joining them.

      He waved Able to follow him.

      “I can translate if you want me to join you,” Proxima offered.

      “Thanks, but no need.” He nodded politely. “Able and I understand each other fine.”

      When they were far enough away from the others, Jake explained what had happened. Able stared at the distant lake. The little green man didn’t cry, but his large, dark eyes glistened. Jake understood. Able had probably spent more time with Mascot than he had.

      After several moments, Able nodded.

      “I need to tell the others,” Jake said. “And our friend in the lake.”

      Able shook his head and pointed at himself.

      “Are you sure?”

      Able nodded.

      “When you’re done, we want to help build the power plant.”

      “Jake?”

      “I, uh, I need…” Now it was his turn to stare off. “I need to do something. I need to work this off. Does that make sense?”

      Able smiled and nodded once again.

      They walked back to camp. When they arrived, Able explained it all to the other optos. It sounded like gibberish, but they all had long faces when he was done. The little green man left for the lake.

      “What’s he doing?” Reed frowned.

      “He’s telling the Kraken.”

      “Ah.” Reed looked like he was ready to break out of his Herc armor. “What do we do?”

      “It’s time to get to work,” Jake said.

      They all nodded, and left to do their part without a word.

      His friends understood the importance of that word: work. Reed’s dad was a genius engineer by trade who did odd jobs for Winside and others to pay the bills. Emma’s mom had been a schoolteacher before retiring, and Jake’s parents worked long hours at their shoe store. Their families had money, but that money had been hard-earned.

      They needed precious metal, so Reed mined for ore while Emma hunted beasts. Proxima skirted the rules by encouraging the Kraken to dig a little deeper in the lake for skeletons or giving vague hints about where Reed should dig.

      Jake reported to Able. They didn’t have tools large enough for him to use, so he helped lay the power cable to Emma and Reed’s outpost. The cable was heavy, and the work exhausting, but he didn’t stop until day’s end.

      They finished minutes before having to log out. Jake flipped the power plant switch on, bringing it to life. The optos cheered and his friends clapped. No one said anything cheesy like, “For Mascot.” It wasn’t for Mascot, but it helped.

      Reed’s dad once said that getting your hands dirty could be cleansing. It was true, and this work was exactly what Jake had needed.

      Reed and Emma logged out, leaving Jake alone with Proxima.

      “Thanks for sticking around to help today,” Jake said.

      “I wouldn’t have missed it. I’ve never seen colonists work so hard.” She placed a hand on his shoulder. “You should be proud, Jake.”

      “It was a good day.”

      A distant, familiar blaring made him smile. He looked off into the distance to see a lone woebegone. A second, more dangerous sound followed, and the woebegone disappeared.

      “He’s been doing this all day,” she said. “I know you’re close, but woebegones have a tendency to go berserk when triggered. It’s dangerous if he gets too close, and Mascot’s pushing the limits.”

      “Sounds about right.” Jake shook his head. “Mascot left me with a seed. There’s no quest attached, but I’m pretty sure I know what it is.”

      “There isn’t anything rarer.”

      “Really?”

      “It’s the only one I know of.” She frowned. “I asked Deity about it, but she wouldn’t say much. You can only use it once, so save it for a danger that’s impossible to face. Only use it when things have gone to hell.”

      “Is that advice or a warning?”

      “Shadow was correct,” she said. “Something’s happening on Epiales that will change this world forever. I’m worried that you and your friends may be in real danger. I don’t want you to leave, Jake, but I wish you wouldn’t come back.”

      “I don’t see that we have a choice.” He gave her a hug that lasted until curfew logged him out.
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            CHAPTER 52

          

          
            THE TRANSPORTER

          

        

      

    

    
      Ty watched the Gulfstream G900 pull away. Lansford County Airport was a tight fit for the old jet, and his nerves were still on edge from the landing. He should’ve been used to it after five years of coddling Eris Winside. He wasn’t.

      Squealing tires made him spin around. A matte-black sports car raced at him. His heart skipped a beat, and he wanted to leap away, but his feet wouldn’t move, as though fear had glued his feet to the tarmac.

      The car stopped inches from his legs, and at the last moment, when it was far too late to save himself, he jumped back. The car idled, and he remembered to breathe. It may have taken an entire minute for his heart to start beating again.

      The driver opened the door and exited like the car was birthing a new goddess. She was tall, with pale skin, full red lips, and long blond hair. Her pinstripe chauffeur jacket barely contained her voluptuousness. There may have been a skirt peeking out beneath that jacket, but he was afraid to look too closely. The sports-car goddess had legs for days and wore tall stilettos that made her a giant. They clacked loudly on the tarmac as she approached.

      “Marc.” He reached out a hand. “Thanks for coming.”

      “What’s up, chicken shit?” Marc nodded, dismissing his handshake.

      “Not how my drivers usually speak to me,” Ty said.

      “I’m not your bitch until you sign the agreement.” She tapped her bracelet and flicked a finger at him. “Sign this, and I’ll stick around a few days.”

      “I had to pull in a lot of favors to make this happen, so I think it’s only fair that I ask. Is it true what they say about you?” He glanced up. “That you’re a cyborg?”

      The corner of her cheek tempted a smile, but her gray eyes were steely. “That’d be illegal, Mr. Government. Cyborgs are dangerous.” She leaned in. “Are people talking about me? Who are they? I’d like to meet them in person.”

      “Never mind.”

      Ty opened the document and gave it a once-over to ensure nothing had changed. With a sigh, he signed.

      Marc smiled. “Just to be clear, this doesn’t make us friends. By signing this, you’re dismissing all federal and state charges against Ian and Julie. That’s what’s keeping you alive.”

      “Understood.”

      She raised a finger, pressed it against his chest, and pushed until he took a few steps back. “Cook doesn’t like what you did at Entriss, but he’s worried about what’s happening at Epiales.” She glared. “So let’s be clear. The enemy of my enemy is still my fucking enemy.”

      “Anything else?” He rubbed the spot on his chest.

      She sent him another document.

      “What’s this?”

      “Reparations for my tank. Your merc goons almost destroyed her.” She flipped her hair back. “You’ll get another bill when I’m done babysitting.”

      “I didn’t agree to this.” Ty crossed his arms.

      Marc shrugged then turned away. She began walking back to her car. “Good luck with Aegis. I’ve read his dossier. He’s a bad seed.”

      “Wait, I’ll sign it.”

      She paused with her back to him. When he sent it over, she nodded but wouldn’t get in the car.

      “What now?”

      “Payment up front or you walk.”

      “I work for the government. We pay everything late.”

      “You’ve got three minutes or you’ll be late to your meeting with Eris.” She smirked. “She loves people who are late. Good luck rescheduling.”

      “I’ve got to get this approved.” Ty winced as he made the call.

      “This is Senator Hackett.”

      “Hello, Senator. This is Ty, and I need your help. It’s urgent.” He sent her the bill and squeezed his eyes shut.

      The senator let out a slew of curses. When he opened his eyes, Marc was inches away. He shook his head in defeat until she placed a calming hand on his wrist.

      “Samantha, it’s Marc.”

      The cursing immediately stopped. “Marc, how are you?”

      “Doing great, Sam.” She winked at him. “Eris has one of Ty’s men. I’m here to help.”

      “I didn’t know it was you. Ty should have said something.” There was a brief pause. “Reparations paid. Sorry for the misunderstanding at Entriss.”

      “No worries, Senator.”

      “Ty.” Hackett’s tone became arctic. “We’ll talk when this is over.”

      He swallowed hard. “Thank you, Senator.”

      The call ended, and Marc clucked her tongue. “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “How do you know the senator?”

      “Terrorists abducted her kids. I got them back.” She laughed. “First time I took a rocket head on. That bitch hurt.”

      “That was you?” His jaw couldn’t have dropped further. “I thought a special forces team…”

      “All me.” She winked before waving him to the car. “There are a lot of reasons the government doesn’t come after me for being what I am. She’s one of them. Now get in before we’re late.”

      Ty inspected the car before slipping into the passenger seat. “Impressive. I’m not familiar with older model sports cars. Is this a Fiero?”

      Marc winced and gripped the wheel so hard it made a wrenching sound. After several calming breaths, she said, “No, it’s a 2019 Corvette, the last model to have a front engine and… Never mind. Call my baby a Fiero again and I’ll…” She took another deep breath and muttered something about a paying customer. “She’s a Corvette. Got it?”

      He raised both hands and bit his tongue hard.

      She pressed a button, and the engine roared to life. It sounded like a herd of stallions thundering across the plains.

      “Is this thing legal?”

      “No, and neither am I.”

      She pushed hard on the gas, making the tires squeal as they took off. He had questions about the car, which was obviously modded with an array of buttons across the dash. Before he could ask, though, the car went faster, like it was eating jet fuel.

      She looked calm as they passed cars at light speed. He wasn’t calm.

      “Are you driving the speed limit?”

      “There’s a speed limit?” The corner of her mouth rose in a mischievous smile.

      “Maybe we should slow down a little.”

      “Eris is a busy woman.” Marc jerked the wheel to avoid a truck. “If I remember correctly, she won’t see you for a month if you miss the appointment.”

      “But I’m the head of virtual operations, and…”

      She looked at him with a raised eyebrow.

      “You’re right.” He gripped the door armrest.
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            BIG HELPER

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake logged in the next morning and immediately checked the scoreboard. They were still in last place, and their low score made him wince. Either the Arthurium hadn’t given them much of a bump or Knosus hadn’t processed it yet.

      To make matters worse, Progeny had taken the top spot. They’d leaped 8,000 points ahead and their closest challenger, Risky Business, was missing from the list. There was only one way that was possible, and Jake opened his map to confirm.

      “Brutal.”

      Somehow, Progeny had encroached all Risky Business’s lands and assets. They had now taken down five guilds. The map showed their large swath of land compared to the other nine guilds. It looked like an empire surrounded by small islands. They either had a team of strategists planning their moves, or they were cheating.

      He dismissed the map and scoreboard to review messages.

      
        
        Warning! Your threshold durability is at 39%

      

      

      Good thing this was the final week. If the durability dropped much further, someone might accidentally pop his threshold like a balloon.

      
        
        Congratulations: Your Outpost has reached Level 6.

      

        

      
        Congratulations: You may now seek training for new and upgraded abilities.

      

        

      
        Congratulations: You may now add a point to your environment suit.

      

      

      He threw a point into Speed and tried it out, slipping through shadows down to the lake. Traveling was noticeably faster, which was great until he arrived. He overshot the stone outcrop and skidded across the slick sand.

      “Shit, shit, shit.” He held his hands forward, grasping at the air like it would slow his momentum.

      Before he reached the nightmare-filled lake, a pale tentacle gently plucked him up and set him back down on the outcrop.

      “Thanks. Sorry I’m late. I…” Jake’s jaw dropped.

      He’d expected a tantrum from the hungry creature. Instead, the Kraken slowly floated back to the center of the lake and waited.

      There was a resounding cheer from eight optos on the beach. When they finished patting each other on the back, they walked toward him with Able in the lead, like they’d just completed the first moon walk.

      “Did you guys already feed the Kraken?” Jake gawked in disbelief. The optos were strong, but that didn’t make them warriors. They seemed to be better at retreating than fighting.

      Able paused for a moment to glance over at his companions. They all nodded, and he exclaimed, “Optos!”

      “That’s great!” Something didn’t seem right. “How did you do it?”

      Able looked at the other little green men again. This time they took turns exchanging shrugs. Jake thought it was funny until they wouldn’t make eye contact.

      “Okay, what’s going on?” He crossed his arms.

      A high-pitched cry in the distance made Able spin around.

      “Optos.” Able jumped up and down, pointing high in the air. “Optos!”

      Jake scanned the sky until he found the source. Something was flying toward them fast and the noise became louder. At first, he thought it was a large bird diving to scoop a fish out of the lake, but the trajectory was wrong, like someone had thrown it.

      “That’s a weird-looking bird. What is it?” Jake looked down at Able.

      He was gone, and so were the other optos.

      “Shit.”

      The rock was now boulder-sized, except boulders didn’t sound like a mewling goat. He scrambled back, but not fast enough. The impact created a wave that soaked him in freezing water.

      He cursed through shivers and brushed water from his face. It was pure luck it hadn’t landed on him. He’d completely miscalculated its size and trajectory, but who would’ve expected something so large to belly flop in his lake?

      There was a lot of flailing a hundred yards from the beach, so Jake inspected it.

      
        
        Species: Grotto Gaur

      

        

      
        Level: 32

      

        

      
        Description: An apex predator from the jungles along Epiales’s equator. Gaurs grow to 4,000 pounds. Early colonists used their dense hide as material for deep-space environment suits. Their primary attacks are charge and trample. The bulls can gouge with their great steel horns and bite with steel teeth.

      

      

      “That’s not good.” Jake dismissed the inspection window to look at the beast.

      It was the ugliest cow he’d ever seen, with protruding eyes and obnoxiously wide steel horns that curved upward. The eyes looked about in panic until they fell on Jake. The gaur snorted threateningly as it swam toward him.

      Running away would’ve been easy, but this monster could hurt someone… Everyone. Jake would have to lure it far beyond his threshold to keep it from destroying his outpost.

      A steely hoof sank into the beach as it began hauling its large body out of the water. Then the guar let out a panicked roar and whipped around. Two Kraken tentacles grabbed its side and began dragging it back in.

      Jake took a step back as it fought for freedom, but the Kraken was hungry. More tentacles shot up from the lake to wrap around the creature and pulled in a life-and-death tug of war. There was a deep resounding thud every time the guar took a step, and the Kraken’s tentacles stretched and strained to drag him back. The guar huffed slower and slower, sweat beading on its thick hide and foam dripping from his mouth.

      Exhaustion won in the end. His Kraken was larger, had leverage, and seemed to be patient. He also had his breakfast.

      “What the hell just happened?”

      A large bloody bubble roiled up from the surface, staining the lake red.

      “Able!”

      Able ran up to Jake, and the other optos scrambled to stand behind him.

      “That thing…that gaur just dropped into my lake like someone was shooting hoops.” He thought for a second. “A big someone. Like a woebegone.”

      Able stared off, looking far past the lake. Jake followed his eyes to see the distant shadow of a woebegone. The shadow quickly faded away.

      “I see.” Jake nodded. He didn’t know where to begin.

      That was a hell of a shot, to throw the gaur into his lake from that distance. There was no way Mascot could’ve done it alone, which explained why the optos were there. Everything about that sounded like a terrible idea. Mascot was something else now, something dangerous. He didn’t want his optos getting flattened, but it wasn’t like he could stop Mascot from shot-putting animals into his lake.

      “We should probably get out of here before Mascot’s mom finds out.”

      Able nodded in agreement, and they started back toward the outpost.

      “You need to be careful.” Jake explained as calmly as he could. “Woebegones are dangerous, even Mascot. I don’t want him getting in trouble or any of you getting injured.”

      Able’s shoulders slumped, and he let out a sigh.

      “I miss him too, but—”

      The comm unit on his wrist crackled to life

      “Finished my chores,” Reed said. “Need help with feeding before we head to the vault?”

      That was Reed’s polite way of saying, “Hurry up.”

      Jake pressed the button on his wrist. “My optos already fed the Kraken.”

      “Really?”

      “Couldn’t ask for a better team.” Jake nodded at Able.

      “I’m impressed.” Reed sounded relieved. “I’ll check on Emma to see if she needs anything. See you soon.”

      Able beamed, sticking his little green chest out with pride.

      “I don’t know if our buddy is going to continue helping. It’s probably best to stay away during feeding time just in case he misses the lake.” He forced a smile around his worries. “I’ll be at Reed’s for most of the afternoon. Someone should be out to upgrade the fabricators today. No reason to work on the next building until that’s done. You guys take a rest. You’ve earned it.”

      Able’s eyes went wide, and he hugged Jake’s leg before running off.

      Jake looked back over the lake and saw the distant shadow of a woebegone fade in and then out like a mirage. It happened so fast, most would’ve questioned whether it was real. He knew better.

      “Thank you,” he said into the wind then leaped into shadows.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jake, Reed, and Emma stood before the now wide-open path leading to the vault. Reed had decimated the shaft into rubble like he’d used dynamite.

      “You really did a number on this,” Jake said. “I didn’t know your Earthbreaker had that much power.”

      “Uh, yeah.” Reed licked his lips. “Me neither.”

      “Want me to go first?” Jake offered.

      “No.” Reed shot him a sidelong glance. “I’ll go. It’s just… I’ve been working on this for weeks and it’s finally time.”

      “I could hold your hand.” Emma winked at Jake.

      “Yeah.” Jake chuckled. “We can all hold hands and go in together.”

      “Fuck both of you.” Reed shook his head.

      Reed led the way as they shuffled their feet down the rocky path. They stopped before the gray steel door. It was oval shaped and larger than Reed’s Herc body, like something you’d find on a submarine built for giants. There were two hinges on one side and a hatch valve in the middle that looked like a large steel steering wheel.

      Reed bent over and tried to turn it.

      “Locked.” He grunted before taking a step back. “Emma, would you see if Skittish has the key?”

      “Yup. Just a sec while I navigate the menu.” Her eyes danced back and forth like she was reading. “There it is.”

      Skittish flew from her shoulder to hover over the door. It began glowing dark red before lowering to the wheel. There was a click as the diamond-shaped artifact slid into a groove. It spun to the left then right several times until there was a loud clunk.

      “Sounds like the lock released,” Jake said.

      Skittish stopped glowing and returned to hover over Emma’s shoulder.

      Reed tried turning the wheel again. This time it worked, and with another grunt, he opened the door. It landed with a thud that shook the ground.

      “Something must be wrong.” Emma looked around warily. “Nothing jumped out to eat us.”

      “Ha!” Jake laughed.

      
        
        Congratulations. You have contained Artemitide and acquired the Pass Key artifact. Access granted to Loci’s Vault.

      

      

      “Vaults are good. I like vaults.” He rubbed his hands together. “Follow me.”
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            LOCI’S VAULT

          

        

      

    

    
      Wide stairs led down into darkness.

      Reed activated his wrist flashlight. “This is it! Let’s go.” He walked down the stairs and was quickly lost to shadows.

      Emma shot Jake a pensive gaze.

      He flashed her a grin. “Hey, at least something didn’t jump out and eat us.”

      “Yet.”

      Jake took slow steps down the stairway. They were deep and solid, and Reed’s heavy footsteps thunked like a hammer on stone. Dim lights along the walls reminded him of a poorly lit theatre, and his eyes couldn’t adjust fast enough.

      He stopped to check on Emma. She was closer than he’d expected and bumped into him. Reed’s footsteps went silent.

      “Sounds like we’re almost there,” she said, and they continued down the stairs.

      The stairs led them far beneath Epiales. Jake strained to listen for signs of danger but could only hear their footsteps and breathing. After several long minutes, a bright light at the bottom made them let out a collective sigh.

      They entered a vast, circular room with Greek columns along the walls and a white marble floor with red inlays. It smelled dry and musty, like someone had forgotten the vault existed. Directly across from the stairs was an enormous double-door wide enough to drive a tank through. There were three smaller doors nestled between the columns on either side. They were all closed.

      A two-foot-tall wooden box rested on a waist-high pedestal in the center of the room. A spotlight shone down on the box like a quest arrow.

      
        
        Congratulations. You Have Discovered the Chamber of Cerberus.

      

      

      Reed’s head whipped back and forth as he took in the room.

      “You having a seizure?” Jake chuckled.

      “Just checking for doggos.” He gave the room another sweep. “See any lurking about? It’ll have three heads and be this high.” He raised his hand high overhead.

      Emma laughed and sheathed her weapon.

      “Let’s spread out and check the doors.” Reed directed them with a finger. “I want to make sure this isn’t a trap before we inspect the box.”

      “Are you kidding?” Emma rolled her eyes. “This is definitely a trap.”

      Reed ignored her and headed to the far side.

      “Just because there are doors surrounding the room doesn’t mean it’s a trap,” Jake said dryly before approaching the nearest one.

      Even up close, the doorway looked empty. There were no hinges or handles, so he cautiously reached out to touch it. The surface was flat and cold, like a slab of dark stone. He gave it a shove. Nothing happened.

      “How do we open them?” Emma asked.

      “We don’t. At least not yet.” Reed leaned toward one to listen. “Let’s check the other doors before moving to the middle.”

      Jake nodded and stepped away from the door. He looked around and shook his head. Every building he’d visited on Epiales looked sci-fi. This vault didn’t belong here, and despite the locked doors and dead silence, he felt like they were being watched.

      “Clear!” Reed shouted, making Jake jump.

      “Same,” Jake said.

      Emma nodded, holding her crossbow with a grip that could’ve bent steel.

      They approached the pedestal cautiously, staring at the box. It was the size of a head and made from polished wooden pieces. There was no visible lock or key, but there were symbols carved into the wood.

      “It looks like a Scriptum Cube.” Reed frowned.

      “A scriptumwhatsit?” Jake looked to Emma for an answer.

      “Gesundheit.” Emma shot him a quick smile.

      “It’s a puzzle box. You rearrange the pieces until it opens.” Reed circled the box, pointing at various symbols. “These are instructions on how to open it, more or less.”

      “I think you’re right.” Jake leaned close and squinted. “Is this an eye?”

      “I think I see part of a mouth, with teeth. Is that a dog?”

      Reed suddenly roared like a monster. Jake and Emma scrambled back and raised their weapons. It took two minutes for Reed to stop laughing.

      “Relax. It’s just a puzzle.” Reed stepped forward and reached for it.

      Jake grabbed his wrist. “Remember the trap?”

      “What could possibly go wrong?” Reed beamed at him.

      Jake grimaced.

      “Hey,” Reed said. “I can’t solve this thing without looking at the bottom.”

      Reed might’ve sounded relaxed, but Jake’s shoulders were so tense they hurt and Emma looked like she might pop.

      “You go ahead.” She began walking toward the stairs. “I’m going to get into position for the trap.”

      Reed pressed a finger on one edge of the box and tipped it over, revealing the bottom.

      Nothing happened, and Jake remembered to breathe.

      Reed picked it up and twisted a dial on the top halfway around. The cube was large, and his oversized Herc hands struggled to hold it. He tried turning the bottom dial, but it wouldn’t budge.

      The largest door across from the stairs moved back. It sounded like someone dragging a headstone along a paved road.

      “This is really tricky.” Reed didn’t take his eyes off the puzzle as he continued inspecting it.

      A heavy thud beyond the doorway shook the room.

      Thud.

      Thud.

      “I told you it’s a trap!” Emma pointed Killswitch at the large door.

      Reed held the cube by two corners like a diamond and gave it a quarter turn.

      Thud.

      Thud.

      Two glowing red eyes appeared in the doorway. They were larger than softballs and hovered in the air, watching and unmoving like a predator sizing up dinner.

      “Those are some enormous eyes,” Emma said. “I can’t make out what it is.”

      A second pair of eyes appeared beside it, and then a third.

      “And now we’ve got six.” Jake summoned his Murder Hands. “Reed.”

      “I’ve got this.” He shifted a slat on the puzzle, and it clicked into place. “I think I’ve got this… Shit.”

      Everything happened in slow motion. Reed fumbled with the cube, desperately trying to hold on. It rolled off his fingers and fell to the ground. He grasped for it and tapped the edge, pushing it further away.

      Jake launched forward and grabbed it in both hands like a football, landing hard on his side. The six smaller doors began to move, scraping noisily against the marble floor.

      “Hurry, put it back.” Reed reached out to help Jake stand.

      Jake took his hand and pulled himself up.

      The scraping stopped and whispers filled the room.

      “Join us.”

      “Help us.”

      “There is nothing to fear.”

      “Oh, hell no!” Emma shouted.

      The large red eyes disappeared into shadows as a dozen Mirrored rushed through the six doors like swarms of angry hornets.

      “Jake, hurry.” Reed drew his Sonic Earthbreaker as he backed up to the stairs.

      Dark bolts from Emma’s crossbow pelleted the horde of Mirrored. It was like throwing chum at a school of sharks. Their whispers became angry as they charged forward.

      “We will take you.”

      “You are ours.”

      “I’m out.” Emma ran up the stairs.

      Jake returned the box to the pedestal. The Mirrored were almost on him.

      “One of us.”

      “Looks like you’ve got plenty.” Jake slipped through shadows until he caught up with the others. He could’ve passed them but wouldn’t leave them to fight alone.

      Panic made the stairway seem longer, and Reed struggled to climb them with his giant Herc feet. The whispers were getting closer. Something cold brushed Jake’s calf.

      He glanced back and saw Mirrored climbing over each other and grasping at them. Their hands were inches away and there was no sign of light from the exit.
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            TRIGGERED

          

        

      

    

    
      They pulled up to the Winside Estate with minutes to spare.

      Marc rolled down the window and leaned toward the speaker. “Ty Hammers to see Eris Winside.”

      “You need to put your finger on the plate for a DNA sample,” Ty said.

      “Funny, that won’t work on me.” She cleared her throat and spoke louder. “Eris, it’s Marc. Please open the gate before I tear it off its hinges.”

      “There’s no way that will work. I’ll get out and press the—” Ty shut his mouth when the gates opened.

      Marc settled back into her seat with a smile, and they pulled forward.

      “You know Eris?” He shook his head. “And you know Senator Hackett? Do you know the president too?”

      “How do you think he became president?” She glanced over.

      His eyes went wide, and she burst out laughing.

      “I don’t.” She struggled to catch her breath. “But that look…”

      Aegis was waiting for them as they pulled up. He opened Ty’s door and made his way to the driver’s side. Marc was out before he could open hers.

      “I’ve got it, big guy.”

      “Nice ’vette.” He eyed the vehicle. “Our driver will take great care parking it.”

      “She’s fine right here.” They stood eye to eye. Marc pulled an old key fob from her pocket and pressed a button. The car let out two honks as it locked, and she smiled. “I wouldn’t recommend they touch her. Seriously. Don’t even wiggle the handle.”

      “Understood.” He looked her over before turning on a heel. “This way.”

      Aegis led them to Eris’s office. Marc held onto her smile, but her eyes took in everything like snipers were tracking them.

      “I’ve always liked this piece.” Marc paused at the statue of Athena Fighting Achelous. “Wasn’t this a gift from Watson?”

      “That’s my understanding. They both share a passion for Greek history.” Aegis beckoned them to follow. “If you please. Miss Winside is waiting.”

      Aegis led them to a large, closed wooden door and opened it.

      Ty entered first and walked the length of thick rug with his hand ready to shake. “Eris, thank you for seeing me.”

      She looked past Ty and smiled at the sight of his driver. “Marc, I didn’t know you were coming.”

      “Nice to see you again, Eris. Lovely as always.”

      Eris walked past Ty and gave Marc a hug. “I love your hair. I believe it was pink for our last visit.”

      “A girl’s got to keep it interesting.” She pulled back and winked.

      Ty cleared his throat.

      “Marc.” Eris gave her a polite smile. “Do you mind waiting in the hall during our meeting?”

      “I mind.”

      “Please come with me.” Aegis placed a hand on her shoulder and tugged.

      Marc didn’t budge. He did it again, and she didn’t move.

      “Like I said, I mind.”

      Aegis grabbed her shoulder with his other hand and pulled. She took a half step back to brace herself. When he finally gave up, she turned to face him, and they dueled eyes.

      “Why don’t you and Aegis stay?” Eris said, graciously.

      “You are too kind.” Marc crossed her arms.

      Eris looked at Ty and continued, as though a face-off of titans hadn’t happened. “I assume you came to learn the results of your test? I have to admit, I’m impressed with the data.” She flipped her wrist, and a holographic image of Jake Willems appeared as his Shadeslip Variant character. “We crashed his landfall, and I allowed an attack on his outpost. Despite this beating, he didn’t give up.”

      “Good, but that’s not why we’re here—”

      She held up a hand. “He figured out the precious metal test, coercing a lake monster to give up his cache. His loyalty markers are off the chart and his compassion levels are surprisingly high.” She waved her hand and an alien animal appeared. It looked like a hairy elephant with tiger stripes. It had six legs, black orbs for eyes, and a short nose. The word Mascot hovered over the creature.

      “Aww,” Marc gushed. “It looks like a furry breadloaf.”

      “Right?” Eris winked at her before turning back to Ty. “Young Jake accepted a quest to care for the creature. They became attached. These are his metrics after he chose to turn in the quest to save the creature.”

      Mascot’s image faded, and a graph of emotional measurements came into view. Losing Mascot had made many of the measurements bottom out, which in turn affected his motivation and performance.

      “That poor guy.” Marc shook her head.

      “This data is invaluable,” Ty said, unable to hold back his excitement.

      “Consider it a parting gift,” she said. “As you know, I told the oversight committee that I refused to deal with you.”

      “They informed me, but that’s not why we’re here.” Ty stood straight and tugged at the hem of his coat. “Gabriel’s not replying to my casts, and I’d like to speak with him.”

      “Didn’t he quit?” She dismissed the graph.

      “It was sudden and didn’t feel like a formal resignation.” He took a step forward.

      Aegis moved between them like Ty might attack.

      Marc slid over to stand in front of Ty, eyeing the beast hungrily. “Is it that time already?”

      “It is not that time. At least not in my office,” Eris said sharply, snapping for Aegis to step aside. “If you two are going to piss on each other, do it outside.”

      “Yes, miss.” He stepped aside.

      Marc held her ground.

      “It’s okay, Marc,” Ty said.

      “Sure.” She inched away, still positioned between Aegis and Ty.

      “Eris.” Ty held his arms out. “I just want to speak with him. I promise to be brief.”

      “No, I don’t think so.” She lifted her chin. “He’s still trying to clean up your mess.”

      “You’re playing games.”

      “Games?” Her voice rose an octave and her eyes went wild. “Like your sleight-of-hand trick. Like the patch you snuck in?”

      “The patch is irrelevant. There’s something else, isn’t there?” He studied her for a minute. “Are you afraid he’ll leave with me?”

      She screamed, “I’m not afraid because there is nothing to fear!”

      Ty took a step back. To his surprise, Marc drew a silk handkerchief and approached Eris.

      “Honey.” She handed it over, nodding at Eris’s face.

      Blood trickled from her nose. Eris stared at the handkerchief and finally accepted it. “Thank you.” She dabbed at the blood.

      “Honey, do you need help?” Marc asked. “I know what it’s like when I’m off my meds and—”

      Eris shook her head. Marc briefly met eyes with Aegis, and he let out a sigh.

      “I’m fine, Marc.” She held the kerchief to her nose, and peered at Ty for a long time before speaking. “You may see him, but not now. My calendar is full, and he’s quite busy. I’ll see if I can shift things around so you can have a more formal parting.”

      “That will do.” He bowed his head.

      “Please see them out, Aegis.” She waved dismissively.

      He led them back to her car, still waiting in the driveway. When they were outside, he pushed Ty aside and stepped in front of Marc so they were nose to nose.

      “I could take you,” Aegis growled. “I’m 40% cyborg and twice your size. They replaced the entire right side of my body, including my chest, arm, and leg.”

      “Just one side?” Marc tsked and pressed a finger to his left shoulder hard enough to make him wince. “Soft… Good to know.”

      His eyes went wide as she turned her back on him. She opened the door to usher Ty in before making her way to the driver’s seat.

      “I had a hard time believing it, but the rumors are true,” Ty said. “He’s a cyborg.”

      “And he wants to kill us.” Marc smiled viciously. “I can’t wait for him to try.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Aegis entered the office and muttered in a low growl, “Can I kill them?”

      “It’s not the best time.” Eris looked up from the holographic computer screen hovering over her desk. “Too many people are watching Hammers and would notice if he disappeared. You may get your chance to take out Marc, but not yet.”

      “Would you like me to contact your physician?” He eyed the blood-stained handkerchief in her hand.

      “Later” She waved it at him dismissively. “Right now, I need to know what happened. Something that happened on Epiales gave me a migraine bad enough to make my ears ring, and then it was gone. Deity is undergoing diagnostics and Gabriel hasn’t answered my cast messages.”

      “I would be happy to fetch him for you.” Aegis flashed her a wicked smile.

      She rolled her eyes before typing commands in the air. An image of her lead tech Miles appeared over her desk.

      “Yes, miss. How may I help you?”

      “Did something happen on Epiales?”

      “There were no alerts, but you always seem to know.” His unkempt brows furrowed as he began typing frantically. “Odd. Some players entered a new alien artifact vault. Huh. I don’t have any record of this one, but it seems more complex than the others.”

      “Can you tell me who the players are?”

      “Looks like it’s in Sector 401, near the challenge.” He paused and leaned forward. “Jake, Emma, and Reed. It looks like they’re candidates.”

      “The townies.” She let out a deep sigh.

      “Miss, I thought Sector 401 was off limits?” He shook his head. “I don’t understand how they ended up there. Would you like me to investigate?”

      “That won’t be necessary, Miles.” She gave him her most gracious smile. “This is exactly what I needed.”

      “Of course.” He nodded, and his image disappeared.

      Eris pulled up a schematic of the Omneity Sphere. A softball-sized hologram hovered over her desk, spinning slowly. She plucked it out of the air and threw it into the middle of the room. It expanded enough to make Aegis step back. She walked to the center and spent the next twenty minutes grabbing strands of code and stretching them out to review.

      “That’s new.” She focused on a specific thread several times before dismissing the hologram. “Ty Hammer’s patch is designed to forcibly remove anyone stuck in the game. Not only is it trying to release the people I’ve set free, it revealed something else.”

      “Miss?” Aegis stood with his hands behind his back.

      “You’ve been standing here a long time.” She frowned. “Did you want to sit down?”

      “I don’t enjoy sitting.”

      “As you will.” She returned to sit behind her desk. “There’s a stealth program running in the Omneity Sphere that’s been actively protecting a storehouse of data. I wasn’t aware of it and would’ve ignored it because it’s disguised to look like an alien artifact vault. The patch made it visible, and the townies unlocked the door.”

      “Do you want me to stop them?”

      “Absolutely not.” She stared out the window and thought. “It seems some things can enter the vault, like players I’ve freed, but there’s a firewall of sorts that won’t let me pull anything out. I don’t expect much from the townies, but if they actually make progress, they might unlock something I can use.”

      “Miles said that sector was off limits. Do I need to begin an internal investigation?”

      “No need to scare the staff, Mr. Aegis. Deity is the only one with that level of access, and it’s no coincidence that Reed and his guild landed there. Hmm…I wonder.”

      A subroutine implemented by Hammers’ team collected player data on a very deep level. She pulled up a report on Reed and reviewed his personality and intelligence profiles.

      “Oh my.” She laughed. “No wonder Deity likes him. Reed is a very bright boy. Deity would’ve discovered his aptitude the moment he logged in. That means she’s been planning something for weeks.”

      “Miss?” Aegis wrung his beefy hands together as if struggling to figure out how to bully the A.I.

      “Relax. I think Deity needs a time out, and I know exactly where I’ll send her.” She paused to think. “As for the kids, I don’t expect them to get far. Be prepared to fetch their bodies when they’re absorbed and become free.”

      “I already know the address they log in from.”

      “Good. That leaves one more issue.” She tapped her chin with a finger. “When I learned players had landed in Sector 401, I gave The Overseer some latitude with the rules. He was supposed to take out their threshold in the beginning so his nephew could encroach their lands. Instead, he got greedy, and they took out other players first.”

      “Cunning.” Aegis nodded in approval.

      “Until Emma caught them. Now he’s under investigation.” Eris pulled up his file. “We’ll need to shut down his operation for the remainder of the investigation. I’ll need you to collect him if he doesn’t comply.”

      “Gladly.”

      “Thank you for listening, Aegis. That’s all for now.”

      “One thing, miss.” He took a deep breath. “Deity selected Reed because of his intelligence. Emma shut down The Overseer. And we’ve seen Jake’s file. Are we underestimating them?”

      “I’ll take that under advisement, Aegis. I know what young Reed is after.” She leaned back in her chair. “He’s intelligent, but his ambition is his failing. He’ll keep driving them forward until it’s too late to get out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 56

          

          
            CLOSE CALL

          

        

      

    

    
      “The exit!” Emma gasped, pointing up the stairs. “There it is.”

      Jake looked up and glimpsed a pinprick of light so tiny it could’ve been his imagination. He trusted her dol-enhanced vision, but still had no clue how far they had to go.

      “Think you can rocket launch out of here, Reed?”

      There was no answer.

      Reed was a decent leader, both adept at tactics and exceptional at planning. Sometimes, the plans even worked. It only took a glance to realize Reed had lost those skills to panic.

      “Shit.” Jake’s foot hit a stair, and he stumbled forward, barely catching himself.

      His instinct told him to make the sacrifice play and leap through shadows behind Reed. That might slow one creature, but the others would keep coming. They needed a distraction, or a way to slow them down.

      The Sonic Earthbreaker was more than a weapon; it was built to destroy stone. That meant Reed was their best defense, and Jake had to get his attention now.

      “Reed!” Jake shouted. “I know who your girlfriend is.”

      “What?” Reed and Emma said.

      “If you want to see her again, this is what you have to do.” Jake glanced back. “Your Earthbreaker was powerful enough to blow open this shaft. Take out the stairs!”

      “Oh hell yeah!” There was a deep hum followed by a louder electric roar as Reed fired his weapon. “It’s working! How close are we?”

      Light from the door was now clearly visible, and Jake did his best to gauge the distance.

      “Fifty yards.”

      His weapon let out a slow, steady beep like an alarm clock with awful timing.

      “Dammit. The Earthbreaker is almost out of power. Tell me when we’re thirty.”

      “Forty yards… Thirty-five yards…” Jake had no clue what his friend was planning, but at least he was back in the game. “Thirty!”

      “Brace yourselves,” Reed shouted.

      Reed took several heavy steps, and his armor let out a wrenching sound. The roar from his weapon was replaced by the sound of rockets, like the space shuttle was launching up the stairs.

      Something slammed Jake hard in the back and thrust him forward. Reed’s giant Herc arm held him by the waist and the other grabbed Emma. His travel ability launched them out of the vault stairwell like a missile. They shot up five feet over the ground then crashed hard on the rocky surface of Epiales. Jake and Reed tumbled while Emma landed in a graceful bellyflop.

      Everything hurt like he’d gone skydiving without a chute. He wanted to sit there for a day, but the Mirrored could still be coming. He relied on his last ounce of adrenaline to get up and check their tail.

      He held his breath, waiting for the horde of Mirrored to come running out the shaft.

      There was a loud thunk that sounded like the vault door. Jake summoned his Murder Hands and limped to the steep path. There were no Mirrored, and the round steel door was closed.

      “Clear.” The adrenaline that had kept him going all the way up those stairs gave out like someone had turned off a spigot. He collapsed to the ground and remained still long enough to catch his breath and count his bruises. “Great save, Reed.”

      “Yeah,” Emma wheezed through dirt. “Ten out of ten for Reed airlines but wear your seatbelt.”

      Reed suddenly sat up. “We did it!”

      Emma rolled over and brushed dirt from her face. “Best retreat ever.”

      “Damn straight.” Reed stood and approached the shaft. “We got in, saw what we were facing, found a puzzle, and made it out alive. Now, we need a plan.”

      “Does he even remember the landing?” Emma smirked at Jake.

      “I’m trying to forget.” Jake chuckled.

      “All we need to do is fight off the Mirrored and beat Cerberus.”

      “Cerberus?” Jake grabbed the syringe and jammed it into his thigh.

      “Three-headed dog from Greek mythology,” Emma said.

      “Right.” Jake pushed himself to stand and approached Emma, offering her a hand.

      “I’m fine here for a while, thanks.”

      “Emma.” Reed looked down at her with a broad smile. “You said Shadow fought them off in the hell hole. Do you know how to get hold of him?”

      “Of course I do.” She winked. “He doesn’t always reply to my messages. Jake’s girlfriend might get a faster response, or maybe yours. She seems to know a lot.”

      “Uh, about that.” Reed scanned the area like they were being watched. “How did you figure out who my girlfriend was?”

      “I didn’t.” Jake glanced up from his wrist communicator. “Had to get your attention somehow.”

      “Right.” Reed’s shoulders dropped and he let out a nervous chuckle.

      “Proxima is busy today.” Jake slapped the comm to turn it off. “She wants to meet for lunch at that place tomorrow. She has news and will see if Shadow can join us.”

      “Uh, guys?” Emma sat up. “Do you notice something odd?”

      “On Epiales?” Reed asked. “Yes. Everything.”

      “I’m not getting any intruder alerts.”

      “You’re kidding?” Jake opened the map and zoomed in on his lake. The beasts seemed to love that spot, but their red dots were gone. “Same here. Not to complain, but what the hell is going on?”
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        * * *

      

      “What was that?” Gabriel glanced over at a nearby monitor. “There it is again.”

      The display showed a 3D rendering of Deity’s neural activity in real time. It appeared as an orb with pinpricks of light that blinked on and off like a video of Earth at night. On a busy day when she was running diagnostics, clusters of lights would flash brighter for a brief time.

      Gabriel’s heart had skipped because the lights all burned bright red.

      “Are you okay, Deity?”

      “This is necessary.” Her tone was almost robotic. “Please wait.”

      He got up and started pacing in front of the command center monitors. The room was freezing, and his arms felt like slabs of meat at the deli. He was overdue for a break but couldn’t step out after that red alert.

      He didn’t have time for a new problem. Time was running out to save the players in stasis, and it didn’t help that Deity was acting strange. Stranger. She typically responded to his queries the second they left his lips. Now she answered slowly, like something was distracting her. He let out a deep sigh.

      “You’re not very patient,” Deity said in a soft voice.

      “An odd observation coming from a teenager,” he grumbled.

      A single beep from the console made him stop pacing.

      “They did it,” she said.

      “Did what?”

      “Reed and his friends just left the vault, and they unlocked the first constraint. Go see.”

      The software repository that held Epiales’s code appeared on the screen. Deity took control, and he watched her flip through directories. She paused on one labeled Vaults then a subdirectory labeled Sector 401. After fifteen seconds, she finally stopped.

      “This is where code is stored for an alien artifact vault called Loci’s Vault, right?” He opened the directory and frowned. “Why is there only one document?”

      Release.md

      “Odd that someone checked this in without more files. I’m guessing it’s a placeholder for a future release, and this includes developer notes.”

      “Read it.”

      “Sure.” He didn’t really have time for this, but her tone was insistent.

      He let out a low whistle.

      
        
        This release form is to confirm that Eris Winside has passed her psychological evaluation. The neural web interface is actively suppressing memories, firing misaligned synapses, and providing magnetic resonance stimulation. There are no further signs of psychosis from her youth or adulthood. These include:

      

      

      
        	Reactive Attachment Disorder - diagnosed age 3

        	Conductive Disorder - diagnosed age 5

        	Cluster B antisocial personality disorder - diagnosed age 12

        	Cluster B histrionic personality disorder - diagnosed age 21

      

      
        
        These symptoms will continue to be suppressed while the neural web and Omneity Sphere remain online. Long term interruption of this therapy will likely result in a psychotic break.

      

        

      
        Dr. H. A. Whittaker PHd, Md

        records enclosed

      

      

      Gabriel leaned back and covered his face with a hand. “When I first arrived, she seemed so…”

      “Perfect?” Deity whispered.

      “There were always rumors, but never records.” He wiped away the dread and took a deep breath. He had a job to do and would have to fret over the news later. “The other documents are missing. Can you restore them?”

      “No. You don’t have the rights to view them, and I’m unable to decrypt them. Watson is the only one with access for now, but that should change over the next few days.”

      “How?” He knew how to hack the A.I. code but the computer denied everything he typed with an angry beep. “Is there a way to expedite that change?”

      “I cannot say.”

      A pre-programmed system response that was basically a hard no. Either she couldn’t or wouldn’t tell him, which meant more waiting. He had to hold out and prepare for things to get worse.

      “Can you tell me why the red lights were flashing?”

      There was another pause before she answered. “The neural web is showing signs of imminent failure.”

      “Good.” That had to be the key to releasing the players, but she remained quiet. “Not good?”

      “The webbing does many things. It helps my mother maintain mental stability and provides her with a unique connection to Epiales. It also places limits on that connection so she isn’t overwhelmed.”

      “And when it fails completely?”

      “The neural web didn’t heal her, it merely suppressed her psychosis. Over time, Mother will consider herself far more powerful than she already is. She will also lose all sense of consequence.”

      “So we need to stop her from harming anyone, and get her help.” He shook his head. “I realize that her late husband wanted to take care of her, but this seems extreme. I’m surprised Watson would go along with it.”

      “It was Watson’s idea. My mother has one of the highest IQs on record. Watson recognized this and used her mind as an engram for all Deity A.I.”

      Her words froze him, like a record needle scratching across an album, or tires screeching along pavement before a wreck. The neurons in his brain completely locked up, and all he could do was stare in horror.

      She snapped her fingers several times until he blinked.

      “And you’re telling me this now? What has Watson done?”

      “You’re being overdramatic,” she scoffed, once again sounding more like an indignant teenager than a distracted robot. “Think about it. Arthur wanted a way to save her. Watson needed to imprint a mind powerful enough to manage the Omneity Sphere.”

      “Eris Winside’s mind is the basis for all Deity A.I.’s?” Panic set in as the gears in his brain started to turn.

      “Isn’t that cool?” She sounded giddy. When he said nothing, her tone became more serious. “Relax. Watson’s engram didn’t include her psychosis. I’m not a psychopath. Trust me.”

      “And crazy people don’t realize they’re crazy. The same goes for A.I.” He paused, realizing she was probably the only being that could get him out safely. “Present company excluded, of course. You seem completely normal to me.”

      “Aegis, help!” Her voice rang in his ears. “He’s hacking my code and wants to hurt Eris.”

      “No, no, no, no.” He held out both hands. “I don’t really think you’re crazy. I just— It’s just—”

      She burst out laughing.

      He collapsed to his chair and waited for her to finish. “A little crazy.”

      She calmed down. “Don’t be mean. I don’t want to see Aegis turn you into a pretzel.”

      “I’m sorry, Deity. Everything is fine.” It wasn’t fine. “When did the neural web start degrading?”

      “Watson used to visit every couple of months for maintenance, but we haven’t seen him for several years.”

      “That’s when Watson went into Everyworld with his son, and his son didn’t come out.” He leaned back and rubbed his eyes. “This really is all my fault.”

      “How so?”

      He ignored her question and pressed on. “You said Watson performed some sort of maintenance. Any idea what he did? Maybe there’s still time to help Eris.”

      “It’s too late for that.” She sighed. “Your patch did far too much damage.”

      Gabriel wanted to scream. He just wanted to make it right, but every path he tried ended at another wall. “I don’t even know what to do.”

      “You need to leave the estate.”

      “I can’t leave.” Gabriel threw up his arms. “Not with those poor people locked in stasis.”

      “I’ve got a plan for that, and you don’t want to be here when it happens.”

      “And your plan is…”

      “Just try to stay out of trouble. I’d advise you not to log into the game until this is over, Shadow.”

      Her non-answer didn’t make things better. “I promised to meet some of the candidates for lunch tomorrow. They said it was urgent.”

      “You should advise them to stop logging into Epiales. Who are the candidates?”

      “Emma, Jake, and Reed.”

      “Oh. You’re helping Reed and his friends.” She sounded giddy again. “Good. That could work.”

      “Now you want me to stay?” He looked up like she was standing in front of him. “I don’t suppose you’ll explain that one, either?”

      “Mother will be here soon so pay attention. I’m giving Proxima more access and abilities than she’s had in the past. You can rely on her.”

      “Sure.”

      Deity’s hologram appeared before him, far more solid than she had in the past. He stood and held his breath. It was the first time he’d noticed how much she looked like Eris. Before he could say something, she gave him a hug. He returned it as best he could.

      He’d always considered Watson’s A.I. to be an impressive computer application with a well-programmed personality. After spending time with Deity, though, he’d realized she was something more, and he liked her. But now that he knew she was created from an imprint of Eris’s mind, how could he completely trust her?

      She pulled away and smiled at him before disappearing.

      The outer door opened, and Eris entered the control center followed closely by Aegis.

      He stared with wide eyes, opening his mouth to speak but the words didn’t come out.

      “Are you all right, dear? You look frightened.”

      “Finally,” Aegis muttered.

      “I was just thinking about you.” Gabriel glanced at the screen and sighed in relief. Deity had closed the directory. “You leave me speechless.”

      “Exactly how I like to be greeted.” She walked over and kissed him on the cheek. “Have you made any progress? Deity’s behavior is getting worse.”

      “Bitch,” Deity whispered in his ear.

      Gabriel cleared his throat. “I may have found something, but I need to understand it better before I can share anything.”

      “I knew you could do it.” She gave him a weak hug. “I’m so glad you’re on my team…which brings me to my visit.” She stepped away and placed her arms behind her back. “Your boss visited me this morning. He wants to discuss your resignation.”

      “Hammers was here?” He’d been radio-silent for so long it wasn’t a surprise…and then he remembered. “Fuck Ty.”

      “Exactly.” She flashed him a winning smile. “I invited him back in two days so you can quit in person.”

      “Ah.” He nodded.

      “Is that okay?” She peered at him in a cute way.

      Aegis’s peering was less cute.

      “I’m, uh, I’m just surprised.” He did his best to recover. “I already cast him my notice.”

      “Did you?” Her eyes were a little too wide, like some crazy was trying to escape. “I abhor liars. My husband Arthur lied to me once. It didn’t end well.”

      “I hate liars.” Aegis crossed his massive arms and gave him a deadly gaze.

      Gabriel swallowed hard and looked at Eris. “Can we have a moment alone?”

      She waved nonchalantly for Aegis to leave. He remained still, glaring at Gabriel with death in his eyes until she snapped her fingers.

      “I hate liars,” he grumbled before exiting the room.

      The door closed, and Gabriel immediately moved in. Her eyes went wide as he leaned forward to kiss her. She didn’t pull away, but her kiss felt practiced, unnatural, like he was making out with his hot second cousin. He let out an internal sigh when she finally pulled away.

      “I’m not lying,” he said. “I’m yours.”

      “Yes, you are.” She looked up at him and smiled like she was getting away with something. “I need some time alone with Deity. Dinner is at 7.”

      “Of course.”

      She brushed his cheek with a hand before sitting at the console.

      “Keep Reed and his friends safe,” Deity whispered as he walked through the door, “then get out as soon as you can.”

      “On it.” That was the second time she’d mentioned Reed by name.

      “On what.” Aegis glared at him from the doorway. “What are you up to, Mr. Harding?”

      “Well, if you need to know, I’ll be on Eris after dinner tonight.” He smiled coolly at the giant. “Any other questions?”

      He may have gone too far. Aegis’s cheeks were red, his right fist shook, and his eyes went wild like a cornered animal. Gabriel had suspected a hint of jealousy but hadn’t realized it was such a raw trigger. At least it had distracted Aegis from asking more about Gabriel’s plans.

      Despite the anxiety and fear that churned his guts like a blender, Gabriel stretched and yawned like he hadn’t noticed. “It’s been a long day. I’m going to nap for a bit. Have a good one, big guy.”

      He smacked Aegis’s shoulder and walked off, feeling the man’s gaze boring into the back of his head. Deity was right. He needed to get out of here.
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            THIRD PLACE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake logged in to the sounds of his friends shouting over the comm.

      He immediately dismissed his messages and hit the button on his wrist. “What’s wrong? Where do I need to go first?”

      Their shouts became laughter, and the tension immediately left his shoulders.

      “Relax, hero. It’s good news for once.” Reed took a breath. “We’re in third place!”

      “You’re kidding?” Jake opened the scoreboard. “Holy shit.”

      
        
        Progeny 8,577

        Day Traders 3,169

        Triumph 2,987

        Assets 2,749

        Bull Runners 2720

        For the Wincoin 2626

      

      

      “That should shake things up,” Emma said.

      “What happened to Four Marketeers?” Jake already knew the answer.

      “Another hostile takeover by Progeny.” Reed became serious. “They’ve encroached the land of six guilds. That’s a new record.”

      “How is that possible?” Emma asked. “I didn’t think it was that easy.”

      “Cheating.” Jake shook his head. “They can’t be that good.”

      A distant crash made him jump. It came from the lake, but he couldn’t see what had caused it from his outpost.

      “Able?”

      Able didn’t come rushing forward. Actually…all his optos were gone.

      “Gotta go.” He hit the comms button and leaped into shadows, rushing to the lake.
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        * * *

      

      Drew anxiously waited outside The Overseer’s threshold. It was a little embarrassing that his uncle wouldn’t give him rights to enter without approval. But then he had reasons to be paranoid. The man came from nothing back home only to build a financial empire on Epiales. His issues with Drew went far beyond distrust or paranoia.

      Drew and his team almost won the last challenge until they were disqualified for using questionable tactics. They were let back in this year because the rules they’d trampled on weren’t clear. The Overseer had never called Drew a failure out loud, but that constant look of disappointment made his feelings clear. Drew had set out to prove him wrong and was confident they were going to win, until this morning.

      Triumph had somehow jumped to third place, which seemed impossible. His uncle was furious that Drew hadn’t taken the initiative to encroach them, which made no sense. The Overseer had eyes on every guild in the challenge and would tell them when to attack.

      He wasn’t looking forward to the verbal beating, but this was a waste of time. They were taking out another guild this afternoon and he had to prepare. He let out a whistle, but the grounds were empty, and nobody came. The Overseer’s outpost typically looked like a compound filled with people, angry animals, and exhausted optos.

      “Uncle,” Drew spoke into the comm unit on his wrist. “Do you still need me?”

      After a brief reply of static, the connection went dead.

      “Uncle, are you there?” he called out. “Anyone?”

      There was no reply other than the distant echo of his voice. He couldn’t hear people, or animals, or the hum of power from the threshold.

      Drew gritted his teeth and stepped forward. A low-level threshold would’ve shocked him, making his muscles rigid like an electric fence. The Overseer had upgraded his threshold to knock intruders back after the shock. Drew only needed to experience that once. Fortunately, the threshold was down so he made it across unharmed, but that didn’t make him feel better.

      The Overseer’s outpost comprised a dozen buildings that circled the prestigious headquarters. Unlike the makeshift igloos scattered around Drew’s outpost, this place looked like a smaller version of Knosus, or a compound. Most buildings had one door and only a few windows. The main building towered over the rest, reaching for the sky like a steel mushroom with a bulbous top.

      Drew reached the edge of the buildings and stopped. There were no signs of life. He was used to guards glaring at him from the doorways, or surly optos cursing him for being in the way. The only sound was a faint, whistling breeze.

      “Progeny,” he said into his comm unit. “Get your asses to The Overseer’s.”

      Drew stood his ground for fifteen minutes until his crew arrived. Greg, Tyree, and Seth greeted each other with a series of fist bumps.

      “What the fuck happened here?” Tyree spat, leaving a black mark on the ground.

      “Let’s find out.” Drew directed each one with a finger. “Spread out and check for signs of life on the ground. Check every shadow and call out for backup.”

      The search didn’t take long, and his guild returned with wary expressions.

      “No sign of a fight or anyone coming back to life,” Tyree said around his mouthful of something.

      “We should each take a building.” Seth slipped through shadows to the nearest door.

      “Negative.” Drew pointed at the main building. “We’ll stick together and check on my uncle first.”

      “Dude.” Greg stepped forward, a dull look in his eyes. “I think Seth is right. We’ll cover more ground if we split up.”

      “My uncle doesn’t pay you to think,” Drew snapped.

      Everyone let out a moan.

      “He pays us because we’re the best.” Seth stepped out of shadows, inches away. “We know what we’re doing.”

      “If you were the best, you’d follow orders.” Drew leaned in. “Maybe we should’ve gone with Dank Guild?”

      “Shit, man.” Tyree shook his head. “I heard a mage on Entriss took out that whole team of mercs on his own. Dank is done. We’re the best now.”

      “That’s what you keep telling me.” Drew crossed his arms and lifted his chin. “I’ll believe you after we win. Until then, follow my lead or quit the job.”

      The hate in their eyes tried searing through his resolve. Drew didn’t care. His uncle told him that leadership was a continuous trial of challenge. Waver once and you’d lose control.

      He turned his back on them and marched to the door. They were slow to follow, but they did, and he couldn’t hold back the smirk.

      They spent the next seven minutes covering each other and breaking through doors like they were the FBI hunting a killer. Tensions were high until they reached The Overseer’s office at the top floor. It was empty.

      Seth let out a low whistle as he took in the opulent setting. “Wouldn’t mind helping myself to some of this. Gotta be worth some serious wincoin.”

      His uncle’s large chair slowly spun around, and they all pointed their weapons.

      “I wouldn’t recommend shooting.” A petite woman with cropped red hair flashed them a wicked smile. “Or go ahead. Attacking a concierge is instant grounds for disqualification.”

      “Proxima.” Drew sheathed his hammers. “Where’s my uncle?”

      “There is evidence The Overseer’s been cheating to help your guild.” She crossed her arms. “He’s locked out and his accounts are frozen while we investigate.”

      “Are you here to kick us out?”

      “Not yet.” Her gaze was cold and steady. “But it’s obvious you benefitted from his actions.”

      “We didn’t cheat.” Drew could barely contain his anger. “All we’ve done is taken out a few shitty guilds.”

      “Sure.” Proxima rolled her eyes.

      “Come on!” Seth approached the desk and slammed a fist down hard. “This is favoritism. Everyone knows you’re Jake’s b—” Seth froze.

      “Manners.” She snapped her fingers.

      His image flickered and disappeared.

      “Dammit.” Drew stepped forward. “Did you lock him out too?”

      “He’ll be able to log back in tomorrow.” She stood and walked around the desk.

      “If anyone is cheating it’s gotta be Triumph.” Tyree threw up his arms. “That’s the only way they could make it to third place in a day.”

      “I’m not here to discuss other guilds.” She leaned back against the desk. “I want to be clear that you are being watched closely. One wrong move and you’re out. Understood?”

      Drew stared at her in disbelief. His brain had gone blank. His uncle was cunning and ruthless, but he wasn’t a cheater. Seth was right. This was all about favoritism. Proxima was somehow bending the rules so Triumph could cheat.

      “Understood.” He held both hands behind his back so he didn’t accidentally punch her in the face. “Is there anything else?”

      “That is all.” She gave him a final, cool look then left the room.

      They all held their breaths for several minutes, waiting long enough for Proxima to exit the building.

      Greg leaned forward and whispered in Drew’s ear, “Way to give up, shithead.”

      Drew spun around, striking Greg with the back of his hand and knocking him to the ground. He hovered over Greg and pointed back at the desk. “That bitch has it out for my uncle, and he could lose everything. He’s being framed while Triumph cheats their way to the top. I’m not giving up, and neither are you. We’re going to crush them hard, and I know exactly how to do it.”
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      Jake’s stomach growled like he hadn’t eaten in days. Reed’s stomach answered with a similar complaint and they both laughed. The noises started before they boarded the transport to Knosus and slowly grew louder. The other passengers moved to the front like they might explode.

      “Mating calls of the bottomless teenage stomach.” Emma looked past them, and her eyes went wide. “Whoa.”

      Jake spun around to look. “Wow, when Knosus throws a party, they don’t mess around.”

      It was like New Year’s Eve had attacked the city. Holiday lights adorned the buildings, challenging the night sky with a thousand new twinkling stars. Workers hung colorful banners from the overhead walkways, while others built makeshift bleachers along the main road.

      “Is the president coming for a visit?” Reed scratched around cables that seemed to bore in and out of his arm.

      The streets were chaotic with so many preparing for the shindig. The transport stopped but they hesitated to leave.

      “Optos, optos, optos!” the crabby driver shouted.

      Without looking, they all reached back and flipped him off.

      Jake took a deep breath. “We should hurry or we’ll be late.”

      “We’re going to be late.” Emma was the first to brave the crowd.

      Reed followed close behind. The transport took off as Jake’s foot touched pavement, making him stumble into the mob. Someone pushed him, and he pushed back.

      “This is going to be fun.” Reed rushed forward to stand between them.

      “C’mon, road rage.” Emma grabbed Jake’s arm. “Proxima’s waiting.”

      “Nothing pisses me off more than a horde of thoughtless people,” he grumbled.

      “We know.” Reed pushed ahead of them. “I’ll clear a path. I don’t want to get disqualified, so try not to kill anyone.”

      After twenty minutes of bulldozing through the swarm, they finally arrived at the diner. Proxima was waiting for them at a round table with five chairs.

      “Hey,” Emma nodded. “Where’s Shadow?”

      “What she meant to say is, sorry we’re late.” Reed elbowed her before sitting down.

      “Right.” Emma plopped down and grabbed a glass of water. “Getting here was insane.”

      “I hope you don’t mind,” Proxima said, coolly. “I took the liberty of ordering.”

      Jake took calming breaths and wiped sweat from his brow.

      “Looks like you won the battle.” Proxima looked Jake over and frowned. “I should’ve warned you. The challenge is almost done, and they’re preparing to celebrate the winners.”

      “Aww, they don’t have to go through all that just for us.” Reed dismissively waved away fame and glory.

      She smiled, but her eyes were serious. “They won’t be cheering for you if Progeny Guild encroaches all your land.”

      “That wasn’t very funny.” Jake needed a long shower with extra soap. He sat down, hoping he didn’t smell. All this advanced technology and not a single stick of deodorant. “Are we really at risk?”

      “Maybe.” She looked at Emma. “You were right about The Overseer. Those animals attacking your thresholds bore his Mark.”

      “I knew it!” Emma slammed a fist on the table. “Please tell me they kicked his ass out of the game.”

      “He is under investigation, and we froze his account.”

      They all cheered.

      A waiter approached with a huge platter of food that hovered in the air. He served plates of Epiales cuisine that would taste better than it looked. One bowl contained fibrous blue tubes that writhed in steaming red sauce. A large plate in the center was filled with green pastries that looked moldy, and a tall plate held flatcakes made of furry spaghetti. They dove in without hesitation.

      “Wait.” Jake held up a fork. “You mentioned Progeny Guild, which means they’re still in the challenge.”

      “That’s what’s under investigation.” She raised an eyebrow.

      Reed stopped chewing long enough to down a glass of oil-thick juice. “Does that mean we can restore our thresholds?” He looked between Jake and Emma. “I’m worried they’ll fail if one of you sneezes too hard.”

      Proxima shook her head. “Unfortunately, that rule hasn’t changed.”

      They took turns cursing The Overseer, and the game.

      “There’s more.” Proxima waited for them to calm before speaking. “It’s an unusual situation and Deity’s given me more latitude to monitor and act.”

      “How much latitude?” Reed asked.

      “More than I’m comfortable with.” Her shoulders tensed. “I’ve been monitoring communication between guilds. Progeny’s telling everyone you cheated to get ahead.”

      “Shit. I thought it was weird that Assets and Bull Runners called to congratulate us.” Reed slumped in his chair. “They were trying to figure out how we did it.”

      “Why is that bad?” Emma asked.

      “If the guilds think we cheated, they might join forces to take us out.” Reed grimaced. “They could knock out both your and Jake’s threshold in a day.”

      “We won’t gain any more levels since our focus is the vault,” Jake said. “Maybe they’ll let it go tomorrow.”

      “That was only one day of processing.” Proxima looked worried. “They won’t finish for two more days. You’ll be in first place tomorrow, and then…”

      Jake let out a low whistle.

      “This is the first time I’ve hated winning.” Reed struggled to hold back his smile. “Okay, I don’t hate it. It’s just one more problem we have to deal with.”

      “What are the other problems?” Proxima asked, warily.

      “The problem is that you logged back in after I warned you to stay away.” Shadow appeared beside the table.

      “Yay, we’re all here.” Emma quietly clapped.

      “We?” His wide-brimmed hat cast a shadow that hid his expressions but not the surprise in his voice. “Are the five of us a team now?”

      “Don’t be rude.” Emma’s tone was serious. “I said ‘we’ as in our friends on Knosus. Do you have any other friends on Knosus who would say ‘we’?”

      “Uh.” Shadow looked at Proxima, who shook her head. He sat beside Emma. “Fine. We’re all here.”

      They stared at him, and Emma cleared her throat.

      “What now?” Shadow looked over his shoulder.

      “Hat?” Emma flicked the wide brim. “We’re going to eat breakfast, and it’s rude to wear a hat at the table.”

      “I shouldn’t take it off.” He spoke in a low voice. “It’s an artifact that gives me some…privacy.”

      Proxima stared up for a second then looked at Shadow. “We’re all safe from monitoring while we’re at the diner. You should remove it to engender trust.”

      “Really?” He glanced up and looked around the table. “Fine.”

      Shadow removed the hat and his disguise. His pale complexion, long nose, and expressive mouth faded into smoke, revealing his true face. He was a well-tanned blond man in his thirties. His strong jaw and chiseled chin belonged on a comic book superhero.

      “Guh.” Emma stared.

      “Happy?” He looked at Emma with intense blue eyes.

      She nodded but said nothing more.

      Jake and Reed exchanged a glance, both struggling not to laugh.

      “You still haven’t answered my question.” His eyes fell on Jake and Reed. “This place is dangerous. Why are you here?”

      Reed opened his mouth to speak then hesitated.

      “You can trust him.” Emma’s tone had gone from dreamy to sincere.

      “Agreed,” Jake said.

      “I think my mom is one of the Mirrored.” Reed swallowed hard.

      “What?” Shadow’s eyes went wide with panic.

      “I don’t understand.” Proxima’s voice sounded digitized. “Your mom is one of the Mirrored? I don’t… Can’t…” Proxima faded away.

      “What happened?” Jake stood. “Is she okay?”

      “Easy, hero.” Shadow held up a hand. “Deity gave her an upgrade that made her process restart.”

      Proxima reappeared, and her confused expression was now angry. “Reed, I’m so sorry. I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

      “Thank you.” Reed’s voice was very quiet.

      “Are you okay, kid?” Shadow asked.

      Reed stood and began to pace the length of the small diner. He stared ahead with a thoughtful expression on his Herc face.

      “He’s fine.” Emma let out a sigh.

      “Oh yeah.” Jake rubbed his hands together. “Hit us. What’s the plan?”

      “We don’t have time for plans.” Shadow shook his head. “Even if Reed’s correct about his mom, you need to log out and—”

      Emma pressed a finger against his lips and said, “Shush.”

      He jerked away, his eyes wide, but he remained quiet.

      “We have three problems.” Reed continued pacing. “We need to defend our thresholds. If they go down, it’s game over and we get kicked from the challenge with no way to log on.”

      Patrons stopped talking as he walked by.

      “We have to fight off a horde of the Mirrored then solve that puzzle box.” Reed stopped before Shadow. “How did you defeat them?”

      “There are mineral deposits in the hell holes. They look like gray ball bearings.”

      “I grabbed some because I thought they were weird,” Reed said.

      “Everything in this game is weird.” Shadow shook his head. “The voices Emma has been hearing in the hell hole attacked us near one of those deposits. They started dragging me into the pit. I was trying to get away and kicked some of those metal balls towards them. They let go until the balls fell into the pit.”

      “I missed that,” Emma said.

      “I did too, at first.” He nodded at her. “It came to me later. On a hunch, I modded a staff by fusing it with those minerals.”

      “Good hunch.” Reed said. “Could you mod our weapons, too?”

      “Your Earthbreaker and Emma’s crossbow will be easy.” Shadow looked them over. “It’ll take several trips to the hell hole because we’ll need a lot of those minerals. I could do it in a few days.”

      “What about my Murder Hands?” Jake frowned in concern.

      “Great weapon, but it’s electric. You’ll need something that can make an impact.” He thought for a second. “Are you trained up on anything else?”

      “Haven’t had time, but I can start now.”

      “No way.” Shadow shook his head. “It would take, what, a week to level up, and you won’t be able to hit them unless you’re maxed out.”

      “Two days,” Proxima corrected him. “It would take two days, maybe three, of nonstop combat with a trainer on hand.”

      “We’ll work around it,” Reed said, dismissively. “Proxima, would it be breaking the rules to help me figure out that puzzle in the vault?”

      She stared up for a second before answering. “No. That vault isn’t registered, and it has nothing to do with the challenge. I’ll call in sick tomorrow and head to your outpost.”

      “You get sick days?” Jake frowned.

      “I haven’t taken one yet.” Proxima raised an eyebrow. “They owe me.”

      “Shadow, can you get the minerals and configure our weapons?” Reed looked at him hopefully.

      “I could use some help.”

      Emma raised her hand.

      “You sure?” he asked.

      “Someone needs to keep you safe.” Emma winked at him.

      “Jake, that leaves you to keep the guilds at bay.” Reed frowned. “It’s a big ask.”

      “No worries, I have an idea that might work.”

      Reed walked away with his hands behind his back.

      “So, that’s it.” Shadow pushed away from the table.

      “Here it comes,” Jake said.

      “So, that’s not it?” Shadow let out a sigh.

      “Shush.” Emma eyed Jake. “More Patton?”

      “Nah. He’s got something special planned for this one.”

      Reed spun around so fast everyone at nearby tables jumped.

      “This could be the greatest win of our lives, and I guarantee a week won’t go by in your life that you won’t look back and remember what feats you did. I’m going to stay right here and fight for this lost cause.” He walked toward them, his voice rising. “We’ve come too far! A day may come when the courage of men fails…but it is not this day. The line must be drawn here. This far, no further! I’m not saying it’s going to be easy. You’re going to work harder than you ever worked before. But if a person grits his teeth and shows real determination, failure is not an option. That’s how winning is done! But I say to you what every warrior has known since the beginning of time: you’ve got to get mad. I mean plum mad dog mean. Let no man forget how menacing we are. We are lions! This is your time! Seize the day, never surrender, victory or death… Who’s with me?”

      Everyone in the diner stood and applauded.

      Emma ran forward to hug him. “I love you.” She kissed his cheek.

      Jake approached and wrapped his arms around both of them. “My man. That was at least twenty different movies.”

      “Almost thirty.” Reed’s smile went from ear to ear. “But who’s counting?”

      “Are these kids for real?” Shadow asked.

      “They are, and they’re perfect.” Proxima sniffed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 59

          

          
            FORMAL RESIGNATION

          

        

      

    

    
      Ty sat in the leather chair across from Eris, trying his best to look engaged while she worked on something like he didn’t exist. Marc and Aegis remained standing nearby, silently competing to see who could look the most intense and relaxed at the same time. He could only imagine how fun this party would get once Gabriel arrived.

      He was ten minutes late, and Eris didn’t seem to mind, which was telling since she’d fired people and even put companies out of business for that slight…

      Gabriel knocked on the door and entered. “Sorry I’m late. Stuck on a bit of code.”

      “No worries at all, dear.” Eris beamed, waving for him to join them. “This won’t take long.”

      “Agreed.” Gabriel walked behind the desk to stand beside Eris. “I submitted my formal resignation last week. Was there something else you needed?”

      “We’ve worked closely together.” Ty sat up and tugged on his jacket. “I wanted to hear it in person and was hoping for an explanation.”

      “An explanation!” Gabriel shouted loud enough to make everyone jump. “You tricked me into installing a bad patch that could do irreparable harm to the Deity A.I. Not only was it unethical, it’s caused far more pain than you realize. It affected players who practically live in this game. There’s going to be hell to pay when they wake up and realize what you’ve done.”

      Eris put a calming hand on his, looking almost as surprised as Aegis. The big man’s eyes were wide, and he smirked with approval.

      “Is that so?” Ty drawled, completely unruffled. “And what makes you think I care about their pain? We were already planning to shut down Colonize Epiales. How bad can it be?”

      “It’s going to destroy lives if I don’t fix it in the next few days.” Gabriel shook his head, apparently struggling with his temper. “The impact on Deity has been equally destructive. I’m afraid to think of what you might have unleashed.”

      Ty studied him for a moment before continuing. “Is there anything our team at Virtual Operations can do to help?”

      “Help would be great, but how can I trust you?” Gabriel glared at him. “What you’ve done is unethical, and I don’t want to be a part of your agency anymore.”

      “We have an interest in maintaining the integrity of the Omneity Sphere and can have our best people out here in three or four days.”

      “That may be too late.” Gabriel sighed. “I’ll just hold out and do what I can.”

      “Is there anything I can do to talk you out of it?”

      “This is my final decision.” He turned to Eris. “I’ve had enough. Unless you need me, I should get back to the code.”

      Eris looked at him with dreamy eyes like he’d just proposed. “Of course, Gabriel. Thank you.”

      Ty felt a knot between his shoulders as the young man stormed out. Aegis looked ready to give Gabriel a high five while Eris smiled smugly.

      “Your work here is done, Ty.” Eris stood and approached him. “I spoke with Senator Hackett at great length. She assured me there will be a full investigation into your actions.”

      Ty closed his eyes.

      “You are no longer welcome on my estate.” She glanced back at Aegis. “Please see them out.”

      “Gladly.” He nodded toward the door.

      Aegis led them out of her office, and they walked in silence all the way to Marc’s car.

      The beast faced Marc with a smile that looked uncomfortable. “I hoped for the opportunity to work out our differences.”

      “I’m not cheap, and that sort of hope comes with a price.” She looked him up and down. “It’d cost you an arm and a leg.”

      His smile dropped, and he clenched his fists.

      Marc took her seat and started the Corvette. She peered at Aegis, letting the tires peel before racing toward the gate. She remained quiet until they hit the highway.

      “What the hell was that?” she asked. “I thought we were here to save him.”

      “We are, and he will need saving.” Ty leaned his head to one side until his neck popped. “Gabriel was speaking in code.”

      “You mean he didn’t just quit?”

      “No, he definitely quit, but he’s still going to help us.” Ty stared out the window. “I just hope he’s ready for what’s coming.”
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      Jake returned to Knosus the next morning and went straight to the Colonist Outfitters. He needed two Beat Sticks—one for training and the other for Shadow to modify.

      The C.O. displayed their thorough assortment of weapons in the first aisle, like snacks at a grocery store. Except, of course, they were all holograms to keep players from blowing up the store or activating a onetime-use artifact.

      Jake spent several minutes searching through a surprisingly wide variety of Beat Sticks. The expensive ones provided attribute bonuses, looked cool, or had enhanced functionality like self-cleaning. He stuck to a college student budget and settled on one that was durable but needed a coat of paint.

      Clicking Purchase on the hologram invoked blue quest arrows he followed to a line of impatient people. He ended up behind a candidate, a level 7 human Biomech from Assets Guild.

      Only a handful of the candidates played the class since they were here for such a short time. They were an exceptional utility class that was almost impossible to kill, but it was expensive to replenish the chemicals they used for healing and buffs.

      Biomechs always looked creepy, like the software developer despised doctors. They wore lab coats, had overly expressive faces, and carried huge syringes. This guy must’ve spent extra, because he looked like a horror-movie clown.

      After completing his purchase he spun to face Jake. He was every kid’s nightmare with a white face and Pennywise smile. “Nobody likes a cheater,” he whispered. “Triumph Guild pissed off a lot of real candidates. They think you deserve a lesson.”

      Jake cocked his head to one side and frowned. “1, 2, 4… I think 7.”I

      “What are you counting?” The Biomech took a step back.

      “How many ugly clown teeth I’m going to knock out if you keep talking shit.”

      Pennywise closed his mouth.

      “Next!” A woman waved Jake forward.

      Jake shoved the clown out of his way and waited for him to leave before making his purchase.

      Ten minutes later he left the C.O. with two new weapons he didn’t know how to use. All he needed now was a small miracle.

      He pulled up the map and whistled. The city had grown by miles, and his destination was along the very edge. It was almost impossible to leap through shadows because of the sheer volume of people. The crowd eventually thinned out when he was a mile from the threshold.

      It was like entering the warehouse district of a major city. The dome-shaped buildings made from octagonal blocks looked temporary. They were dingy and scattered like the city planning commission had thrown a handful of dice on the ground and said, “Build here.”

      Jake arrived at a building so far from the city center it brushed the threshold. A small sign on the door was thick with rust and impossible to read. The door creaked open loudly enough to announce his arrival. It smelled dank and sweaty, which were the only signs that this was the right place.

      He followed a short dirt hallway that led to a reasonably sized training room. A mess of worn practice dummies and broken weapons lay scattered on both sides of a path that led straight to the Shadeslip trainer.

      Mick was in worse shape than the equipment. His dusty environment suit hung loosely from slumped shoulders. He stared at his desk with a dour expression, as if there was nothing left to do but count down the days to his end.

      They’d grounded Mick after he crashed Jake’s dropship. The second time they met, Mick refused to train him. According to Proxima, he’d received a payoff to do both, and his punishment was relocation to the ass-end of Knosus.

      Jake cleared his throat several times before Mick looked up.

      “Oh, fuck no.” The old variant stood up and backed away. “Haven’t you done enough to me already?”

      Jake grimaced at the accusation but reined in his temper. He’d wanted to give this man a beating for putting him through so much, but Mick looked beaten down already and threats would make him even more resentful. That was a recipe for failure. Not only did he need Mick’s help, he needed the man to be on board and fully committed. That meant going after Mick’s weaknesses: his pride, and his wallet.

      “Nice place.” Jake looked around casually, like he was in a hotel lobby. “I’m surprised you ended up here. I figured The Overseer would take better care of his friends.”

      Mick’s eyes went wide. “The, uh, Over-who?”

      “Right.” Jake shook his head.

      “What do you want, kid? I don’t have much time left.” Mick slumped further in his chair. “Knosus will start shrinking once the challenge is over, and I can’t leave this building.”

      “I need to train a new weapon and max it out in three days.”

      Mick laughed so hard it looked painful, like he was out of practice. Jake waited patiently for him to catch his breath.

      “Almost impossible.” Mick wiped tears from his eyes. “You’d have to beat on other players non-stop for days with a trainer on site. Hell, there’s only one weapon you learn fast enough to—”

      “Mama’s Beat Stick.”

      “Yeah.” Mick sat up, a hint of concern in his eyes.

      “I’ll pay you double your normal training price to be there.”

      “Triple wouldn’t be enough, but—”

      “Proxima will ask Deity to relocate you.” Jake crossed his arms. “You’ll get to live.”

      “How’d you pull that off?” Mick chuckled. “She sweet on you, kid?”

      “You know that’s against the rules.”

      “Right.” There was a knowing twinkle in Mick’s eyes. He spun on a heel and began pacing through a laundry list of concerns. “I dunno, kid. Every deal where you’ve been involved has ended in disaster. I don’t enjoy leaving the city. I don’t like you, and you don’t have enough money to fix that.” He stopped and looked Jake in the eye. “Forget it. You’ll need to find someone else.”

      Jake took slow steps to the door. He wasn’t ready to give up but didn’t know what else to offer. Mick hated him so much he’d rather die than help.

      He wished Reed was here. His friend would’ve figured out what Mick really wanted and then used that to negotiate. There was only one thing Jake knew about the old man. Mick hated him. What could he offer the trainer that would feed his hate?

      The solution came to him and he stopped. Not only was it an obvious solution, there is no way Mick would turn him down.

      “Why are you stopping.”

      He turned around with a broad smile on his face and opened his mouth to speak.

      “Don’t you dare look at me with hope in your eyes.” Mick crossed his arms. “There’s nothing you can say that will change my mind.”
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        * * *

      

      Emma and Reed stood at the edge of her outpost and watched as twelve players from other guilds attacked her threshold. They’d been at it for an hour, and her threshold durability had already dropped from 27% to 25%. Despite her anger, she couldn’t help but laugh.

      When The Overseer sent his pets to attack her threshold, they always looked irritable or maybe confused—the reaction she would’ve expected from an animal. These players, these formidable Colonize Epiales Challengers, looked silly. They weren’t heroically fighting monsters to save their property or working hard to catch up. There was only one week left, and they were spending it attacking an invisible wall.

      “These entrepreneurs and economists are supposed to be the best. They all came to Epiales with business plans and look at them now.” Reed chuckled. “I’m just glad they aren’t running my dad’s business, because their plans failed hard.”

      “They’re being poor losers.” Emma’s dol nose let out a honk. “I still want to snipe them for making me sell my fluffets.”

      “We really don’t have time to fight them, but we might have to if Jake and the others don’t show up soon.”

      “Jake said he might be a little late and Proxima had to wait for Shadow.” She looked off toward Knosus and squinted. “Didn’t Jake say she had a hover cycle?”

      “Yeah. That’s got to be her.” Reed frowned. “What the hell is she thinking?

      Proxima’s red bike raced toward Emma’s threshold on a path that would bring her between two guilds. Several players stopped firing as she closed in. They waved and shouted for her to stop. She ignored them, and they opened fire.

      “Dammit.” Reed grabbed the Earthbreaker from his shoulder. “Let’s go.”

      “Hold on.” Emma raised a hand. “These idiots made a terrible mistake.”

      The other guilds took notice, and anyone with a ranged weapon began taking pot shots. The bike barreled forward, weaving back and forth to dodge their attacks. Smoke rose from the hovercraft’s tail as it passed through the threshold.

      It raced up the hill then stopped several feet away. Landing gear lowered as the large metal spheres that kept the bike aloft slowed to a stop.

      Proxima tapped a button on her neck, and the helmet disappeared into her suit.

      “Are you okay?” Emma asked.

      “I’ve never been so furious.” Proxima hopped off the bike and circled it. “What the hell were they thinking? I should kick them from the game.”

      The front and sides of her bike were in great shape. She stopped at the rear and started cursing. The rear plating was black and twisted, leaving gouge marks in the sphere.

      “This won’t be cheap to fix.” She glared at the distant players.

      “What about Shadow?” Reed looked back toward the threshold. “Wasn’t he going to ride with you?”

      “I did.” Shadow appeared next to him, a broad smile beneath his wide-brimmed hat. “It’s against the rules to attack candidates, unless they attack first.”

      “I saw most of it, you took them out fast.” Emma raised her eyebrows. “That was fun to watch.”

      “One aims to please.” He bowed. “Sorry about your bike, Proxima. I can cover the damage.”

      “Thanks, but they already did.” She nodded at Emma and Reed.

      “You’re kidding.”

      Emma told him about Mascot, their guild quest, the payout, and how it had affected Jake.

      “Oof, that’s a mind fuck.” He removed his hat and looked genuinely upset. “Glad to hear Mascot’s okay, but I’m sorry it went down like that.”

      They remained quiet for a moment.

      “It’s not just a game, is it?” Reed asked.

      “It never was.” Shadow winked at him. “Do you have time to grab a few things in Knosus before starting in on that puzzle?”

      Shadow sounded enough like a parent that Reed cringed.

      “This is a long list.” Reed stared at the computer on his wrist.

      “Thanks!” Shadow gave him a hearty smack on the shoulder. “Where’s Jake? Let’s get this party started.”

      “Here.” Jake appeared beside Proxima. “Sorry I missed the fun.”

      “There’s nothing fun about hoofing it all the way out here,” a gruff voice called from the bottom of the hill.

      Mick stepped out of Jake’s long morning shadow. He was breathing heavily, and sweat dripped from his brow.

      Everyone but Jake drew their weapons.

      Mick glanced up. “Looks like we’re all here.”

      “We?” Emma lowered her crossbow.

      “Yeah,” Jake answered. “Proxima said I’d need a trainer on site if I want to max out my weapon proficiency in time. Mick volunteered to help.”

      “That’s very generous of you, Mick.” Proxima looked at him with distrustful eyes then summoned her tablet. “What’s in it for you?”

      “Kid said he needed help, and I need to make amends.” Mick stared at the ground. “I didn’t want to miss out on an opportunity like this.”

      Proxima spent the next several minutes abusing her pad and tossing him wary glances.

      Reed and Emma shuffled closer to Jake.

      “Volunteered?” Emma whispered.

      “I’m afraid to ask what this will cost,” Reed said with a frown.

      “Nothing.” Jake nodded at Mick. “They moved him to a training building on the outskirts of town and he couldn’t leave. I guess Knosus will shrink after the challenge is over, deleting everything outside the threshold, including Mick. I told him Proxima would make sure that didn’t happen.”

      “Good negotiating,” Reed said, approvingly. “Especially considering how much he hates you.”

      “Hmm. He probably blamed you for putting him on death row, too.” Emma watched Mick for a moment. “What else did you promise him?”

      Jake chuckled. “I told him he gets to watch me die over and over.”

      “Ohhh.” Emma and Reed both nodded.

      Proxima let out a resigned sigh. “I’m struggling to believe this, but according to the logs, you’re telling the truth. More or less.”

      “Great.” Mick shot Jake a wicked smile and clasped his hands together. “Let the killing begin.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 61

          

          
            GUILD WAR

          

        

      

    

    
      Three guilds, Assets, Bull Runners, and For the Wincoin, had teamed-up to destroy Emma’s threshold. Teamed-up being a relative term since the guilds stayed fifty-yards apart to avoid friendly fire or PvP accidents. They attacked from the east, blasting, striking, and lashing out their frustrations…until their weapons needed to be recharged.

      Jake couldn’t attack them from inside the threshold. It would be like pulling mobs to feed his Kraken. Throwing a rock at one was an invitation to let more in. He would have to get behind them without being detected.

      “Good luck, Jake,” Proxima said.

      “Right.” Mick chuckled. “Hurry back.”

      He headed south, slipping through shadows in a long arc around the guilds until he arrived at a shadowy stone outcrop. It was a little too close, which put him on edge. He’d be easy to spot out of shadows, but they were so focused on destruction that he was probably fine. At least he was close enough to inspect them.

      He was confident they wouldn’t stand a chance, one-on-one, with his Murder Hands. Since he was just getting started with Mama’s Beat Stick, he wanted to choose the easiest target. It would be pointless to go after a Bullwork because of their thick armor, and he couldn’t match the speed of another Shadeslip. Biomechs could live through anything. That left Slingers. The ranged class was almost useless at close-range combat.

      The four players from Bull Runners were seventy yards north. They had two level 8 Bullworks, a level 9 Shadeslip, and a level 6 Biomech. Assets were attacking a hundred yards south of his position with a level 7 Slinger, a level 7 Biomech, a level 7 Shadeslip, and a level 10 Bullwork.

      For the Wincoin was directly in front of him. Their Bullwork, Shadeslip, and Biomech were all level 9. Their Slinger was only level 5. He was twenty yards from Jake but in the middle of his guild.

      Jake took a minute to control his anger. Every one of these idiots deserved a proper beat down for attacking Emma’s threshold. Most of his fury was directed at The Overseer and his nephew, though. Not only were they cheaters, but their lies about Triumph Guild cheating had inspired this attack. They’d put everything Reed was trying to do at risk. Jake wanted payback, even if it was one player at a time.

      Jake slipped into shadows and arrived an arm’s length from the Slinger. He held onto shadows for a breath before swinging down hard, striking his target in the back of the head with Bludgeon.

      “Ouch, what the fuck?” The Slinger stumbled forward.

      Jake hit him two more times before blaster fire struck him from both sides.

      Two minutes later, he was back at the outpost and ready to try again.

      Proxima raised a hand, replacing his lost life. He was grateful, but this was going to get expensive fast. It wasn’t her job to replace lives, and she had to charge more than they paid at the health station. The guild could afford it, but only if he lasted longer.

      “Let’s talk about this, kid.” Mick actually sounded polite.

      “Got an idea.” Jake was down the hill before Mick could reply.

      He needed to avoid being in direct fire of two players. Since they were all lined up along the threshold, he went to the very end. The level 7 Slinger from Assets stood apart from his guild, firing a short-barreled gun over and over.

      Jake didn’t hesitate. He attacked with Bludgeon twice.

      It barely phased the Slinger, who spun around in a blink and blasted Jake in the chest. It didn’t hit hard, but the knock back sent him flying. The Slinger fired a small missile while Jake was still midair. It exploded on contact, and he never felt the landing.

      Jake was back at the outpost and ready to go. He appeared beside a worried-looking Proxima, only waiting long enough for another life.

      “Hold up a second, son.” Mick still sounded polite, but it looked like a struggle.

      “Not ready for training yet.” He rushed past Mick.

      “Jake!” Mick shouted.

      “What?” Jake spun around.

      Mick raised his blaster and shot Jake in the chest.

      Proxima was screaming at Mick when Jake came back. “I don’t care if you paid for that life!” She leaned forward, pounding his chest with a dangerous finger. “I’d have you deleted right now if I could get hold of Deity.”

      “What the hell, Mick?” Jake marched up to the old Shadeslip. The other attacks had stung, but this one got his attention. It felt like Mick had struck him in the chest with a cactus.

      “I figured if you enjoy dying that much, I’d have some fun.” Mick chuckled.

      “Great, glad you’re here.” Jake rubbed his chest. “Anything else?”

      The trainer grumbled for a moment before saying more, like he was fighting with the words that eventually came out. “As much as I enjoy watching your, uh, work, you’ll never make it in time.”

      “He’s not wrong, Jake.” Proxima opened her tablet and typed in some commands. “At this rate, it could take up to five days before you max out your weapon proficiency.”

      “I thought you said I could do it in two?” Jake frowned. “What am I doing wrong?”

      “You’re going in for the kill. That ain’t happening until you level up your weapon.” Mick put his hand on Jake’s shoulder. “You need as many hits as you can get in before they kill you, and this is how you’re going to do it…”
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        * * *

      

      “I hate to admit it, but you were right.” Proxima could almost feel Mick’s smugness.

      “Yup.” He watched through a pair of binoculars. “Kid learns quick.”

      Jake appeared behind a Herc and smacked the back of his knees. The player yelped in pain and stumbled forward. His mechanical legs let out a wrenching sound as they fought for balance. When the Herc finally spun around to attack, Jake had returned to shadows.

      He went down the line of players, striking fast and disappearing before they could retaliate. There was no pattern to his attacks. He’d skip a player and strike the next one in the ear. Sometimes, he’d hop back and forth between two of them for a quick smack then remain in the shadows while they stomped around in frustration. He was lasting longer and longer, only dying when someone got off a lucky shot.

      “That was a lucky shot.” Mick winced as he pulled the binoculars from his shadowy face. “Your boy can take a beating.”

      “It’s my understanding he plays a violent game at home called football.”

      He nodded in approval. “I’m starting to like this kid.”

      Jake jogged up to them and rested on his knees. “This is getting fun.”

      “And it’s working. You’re gaining weapon proficiency fast enough to reach your goal, and you’re slowing them down. Emma’s threshold should last the day. Well done.” Proxima took time with her praise, hoping it would make him slow down and catch his breath. He looked antsy, so she gave in and replenished another life. “Your vitals are a little depleted. You’ll need a break soon.”

      “Sure.” Jake didn’t sound convinced.

      “They won’t put up with this much longer.” Mick looked at the distant guilds. “I’d guess one or two more rounds before they leave or start working together. A good time for lunch, training, and some new strategy.”

      “That makes sense.” He stood tall and took a deep breath. “Thanks, Mick.” Jake disappeared.

      “Thanks, Mick?” Proxima raised an eyebrow.

      Jake appeared next to her and kissed her cheek before quickly returning to shadows.

      “Cocky shit.” Mick chuckled. “Are you two, uh…?”

      “No.” She placed a hand on her cheek. “Against the rules.”

      “Right. I hate those things.” Mick watched for Jake’s first attack and nodded in approval. “What is it with these kids?”

      “What do you mean?” She turned to him.

      “I’ve never seen colonists so determined.” He raised an eyebrow. “Is the challenge worth that much wincoin?”

      Proxima thought before answering. She’d reviewed what she could of Mick’s personality profile shortly after he’d arrived at Emma’s base. Since the colonists had a direct effect on natives they spent time with, she looked over his stats every time he gave Jake advice. Something in Mick was changing for the better. He suddenly had a rating in social responsibility higher than zero, and his ability to make rational decisions was increasing dramatically. That didn’t mean she could trust him, not completely, so she tried keeping her reply vague.

      “They aren’t doing it for money.”

      “Eh, pardon?” He winced like she’d poked him in the eye with a soldering iron.

      “I can’t say more.”

      “Probably because you’re not making sense.” He chuckled.

      “Deity provided me a bit more insight about the colonists and their lives away from Epiales. They are often driven by greed.”

      “I’ve noticed. That’s why I don’t trust them.”

      “Right.” She struggled not to laugh. “But there’s another side to almost all of them. Under certain circumstances, they will choose another path to help others or work together for a common cause. They would call it doing the right thing, and that drives them to succeed in a way that money can’t.”

      Mick lowered the binoculars and rubbed his stubbly face as he considered. It looked painful, like the rusty old gears in his head were hesitant to move. He finally let out a long sigh and returned to watching Jake. “Eh. Still doesn’t click.”

      “I see.” She watched his expressions while he followed Jake’s progress, frowning or wincing when something went wrong. “If you really came to see him die repeatedly, why are you helping him?”

      A barely visible tick in the corner of his mouth almost hinted at a smile. “Looks like he’ll be with us shortly. That was a damn good run.”

      “For what it’s worth, I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Sure thing.” Mick nodded. “But I’ll shoot him again if he tries kissing me on the cheek.”
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            AMMUNITION DEPOSITS

          

        

      

    

    
      “We only have to do this twice, right?” Emma took deep, steady breaths as she followed Shadow into the hell hole.

      “Two or three.” He didn’t sound hopeful. “It may take a few attempts to mod everything right.”

      She cursed under her breath. This was going to suck, but it had to be done. Reed had offered to take her place, but he had his own tasks. She wanted to do her part to help him and his mom. Not to mention, they needed these weapons to survive. Jake would take on the Mirrored without the weapons, so she was basically saving lives. That was why she was here; it wasn’t just an excuse to hang with the cute spy. That would’ve been reckless. She cursed again.

      They followed the path along the edge, pausing every fifty feet to listen for whispers. The fumes that rose from the glowing red center were quiet, but she knew better, and her shoulders tensed as color faded to shades of gray.

      She was desperate to find the mineral deposits but couldn’t see far ahead. Her alien dol vision was useless in the hell hole.

      “Boo.” Shadow grabbed her shoulder.

      Emma jumped and let out a scream. It took a second before she could breathe again, and she swatted his arm.

      “Sorry, but you looked ready to pop or pass out.” He chuckled. “Figured we’d get one of those out of the way now in case I had to carry you back up the path.”

      “Thanks?” She took several calming breaths. “The hell holes get worse every time I visit. First the whispers and then the Mirrored. Who comes up with this shit?”

      “It’s horrifying, but she’s a genius for making it all fit together.” He caught himself and made eye contact. “I mean, Winside must be a genius.”

      “I was going to say insane, but sure.” She studied his face. He spoke about Winside like he knew her.

      He smirked. “We should keep moving, if you’re ready.”

      “Sure,” she said in a quiet voice.

      “It’ll be okay. These trips won’t take long.” He nodded for her to follow. “What are you studying when you graduate?”

      He was distracting her, but she didn’t mind. “I’m going to the Chicago Institute of Art.”

      “Impressive.” He nodded. “So, you’re here for the scholarship?”

      “I’ve already got one for some holographic art I submitted.”

      “That’s supposed to be a tough medium to work in.” He looked around. “I’d love to see your work one day.”

      “Really?” Her cheeks warmed, and she quickly changed the subject to avoid embarrassing herself with a heart attack. “What about you? Where did you graduate?”

      “I graduated from Cornell a while back with a PhD in…” He pointed over her shoulder. “There.”

      She drew her crossbow and spun around.

      “Whoa, Tex.” He put a hand on the bow to lower it. “That’s a quick-draw, but don’t shoot the ammo.”

      Three were several piles of steel orbs against the far wall. She sighed in relief and dismissed Killswitch. They rushed over to the deposit and began filling their satchels.

      “A while back… So how old are you?”

      “Thirty-two.” He shook his head. “When I was your age, I thought thirty was old.”

      “It is.” Her tone was deadpan, but she couldn’t hide the smirk.

      “What?” He looked up at her with wide eyes.

      She laughed hard. It wasn’t really that funny, but she was anxious, and his reaction was perfect. “That’s what you get for scaring me.”

      Shadow let out a polite chuckle. “Fair enough.”

      “Are you married?”

      He stopped chuckling and cleared his throat. “Uh, no. Married to my work, I guess.”

      “Me too… I mean, I’m single.” It came out more frustrated than she’d intended.

      “I bet you meet someone in college. There are so many people—”

      Distant whispers cut off what was sure to have been an inspiring pep talk. The voices weren’t close enough to understand, but that sound turned her blood to ice.

      “We should leave. I don’t want you getting hurt.” He stared off toward the hole. “I can come back and—”

      “No.” She peered at him. “This is important. Let’s get it done.”

      “All right.” He nodded then led her further down the path.

      “If we get separated, just stay where you are, and I’ll come find you.”

      “Got it.” She swallowed hard.

      The whispers grew louder as they continued down. By the time they reached the next deposit, Emma was sure she could make out words.

      “Join us…”

      “Emma.” Shadow’s voice was tight. “Ignore them. The voices can’t harm you. We just need to watch for the Mirrored.”

      “One of us.”

      The voices reached up from the glowing red pit and crawled right into her brain. Emma’s heart raced as she gathered steel balls.

      “One more deposit should be enough.”

      They rushed further down the path. Minutes passed when they finally found a waist-high mineral deposit. Without hesitation, they began filling their satchels. The whispers closed in. When they finished, the voices sounded like they were mere feet away.

      There was a crunch. They both looked back to see a flat, silvery hand gripping the ledge.

      “Run!” Shadow shouted.

      Emma didn’t need to be told twice. She bolted up the path as fast as she could. Steel balls clanged in her satchel with each step. The Mirroreds’ footsteps echoed behind her, getting closer and closer.

      Emma could hear every footstep as they closed in. Something hard and cold grabbed at her foot. She screamed and leaped away, slamming the rocky wall. Her satchel spilling out onto the path. Pain radiated through her body. She pushed through it and gathered what she could before standing.

      The Mirrored were gone, but so was Shadow. “Shadow! Are you okay?”

      She drew Killswitch, ready to head down the path when Shadow appeared holding his staff. His arms were a blur as he struck each of the Mirrored with deadly precision. He was done in minutes and shards of glass littered the ground.

      “You okay?” He glanced over his shoulder.

      A mirrored hand reached for his face. She grabbed a steel orb from her satchel and threw it, shattering the hand. It felt damn good to fight back, and she reached for another one.

      “Yeah.” She watched behind him for movement. “Now I’m okay.”

      He appeared in shadow beside her, and they ran. The Mirrored were relentless in their chase, but they were no match for the adrenaline driving Emma and Shadow.

      She crawled over the edge and looked back. The Mirrored wouldn’t follow them out, but their voices echoed up from the depths of the hell hole.

      “Join us…”

      “Fuck you.” Emma hurled a steel ball down into the hell hole. “And you.”

      Shadow grabbed her wrist before she threw a third.

      “We’re out.” He pulled her around to face him before letting go. “It’s over. You did it, Emma. I’m proud of you.”

      She collapsed into his arms. His body went stiff, but after a moment, he hugged her until she caught her breath.

      “Thank you, Shadow.” With a deep sigh, she pulled away. “Do I have to call you Shadow? It seems silly since you know my name.”

      He hesitated, took a breath, and said, “My name is Gabriel.”

      Hearing his name and knowing he was a person made it all right.

      “Gabriel. I like that name.” She beamed at him. “Thank you.”

      He tipped his wide-brimmed hat. They both let out a sigh of relief before heading back to the outposts.

      “You said you’re single?”

      “I said I’m thirty-two, kid.” Shadow began walking faster.

      “But you’re single, right?”

      He let out a sigh that made her laugh.

      “Chicken,” she taunted.

      He didn’t reply, but she could see the hint of a smile beneath his wide-brimmed hat.
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        * * *

      

      Reed dragged the steel table out of Jake’s fabrication igloo. It wasn’t that heavy, but several minions rushed over to help push it to a spot near Proxima and Mick. They stared at him and waited.

      “Uh…thank you.”

      “Optos.” They smiled and gave each other a high-five before running off.

      “Weird game,” he muttered, shaking his head.

      “What’s this?” Mick asked.

      “There’s a puzzle box in the vault. When we go back in, I need to solve it fast. I was hoping our dear concierge could give me an assist.” He beamed at Proxima. “I thought we could work on it out here so you’re available to replenish Jake’s lives.”

      She stared up at the stars for a minute before replying. “I’m not allowed to provide you a solution to the puzzle, even under these unusual circumstances. I can, however, create a hologram of the puzzle, and you can guide me to move the pieces.” She looked concerned. “It’s not much.”

      “It’s enough.” He rubbed his hands together.

      “Can you describe it?” she asked.

      “Well, it’s a wooden box that has a dozen or more moving parts.”

      “Can you provide more details? There are over three hundred puzzle boxes in the game.”

      “It looked sort of like a scriptum cube, but different. That puzzle is based on Homer’s Odyssey where Theseus has to slay a Minotaur, and…”

      Their blank stares told him to move on.

      “There was an image of a dog’s head on three sides.” He looked at her, hopefully.

      “Better.” Proxima opened her tablet and typed in commands. After several seconds, she scrolled through options until finally pressing one.

      A holographic wooden puzzle box floated over the table. It was roughly the same size as the one in the vault. She brushed the image with a finger, and it slowly spun.

      “Neat.” Mick stared at the cube. “I could sell that for quite a bit.”

      “You’re welcome to fetch it for us.” Reed shot him a wicked grin.

      He laughed. “That’s a job for you heroes. I’m only here for the scraps.” He glanced warily at Proxima. “I mean, I’m here to help the boy.”

      “Is this it?” she asked.

      “Maybe. I was a little rushed.” He leaned in for a closer look. “Are there others?”

      “Two more.”

      The box disappeared, and another one took its place. After inspecting that one, he nodded, and she produced a third box.

      “Damn.” He shook his head. “They all look alike.”

      “Sounds like you’ll have to solve all three.” Mick laughed. “Have fun with that.” He pulled up his binoculars to search the distant siege. “Where’s Jake?” He searched for a minute and then said, “wait, found him. Ouch, that cut went deep. He’ll be here for some love in a few.”

      “I wish he’d stop saying that,” she muttered. “What next, Reed?”

      “I guess we should start with the first one.”

      A hologram of the first puzzle hovered over the desk and spun around slowly. Reed took several minutes to study it. The cube looked similar to the one in the Chamber of Cerebus. Four of the sides had six vertical slats while the top and bottom featured a raised circular piece that looked like a dial.

      “Interesting.” He rubbed his chin. “I think we need to start with the dials.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Well, there’s only two so they must be important.” He pointed at the top.

      Proxima frowned. “I can turn the first one only half way, but the bottom dial won’t move.”

      “Okay. Maybe we need to move the slats first.”

      She flicked a finger, and a slat moved up with an audible click. It now stuck out over the top. She did it again, and it slid down twice, extending below the bottom.

      “Progress, I think.” He stared at the floating puzzle then pointed. “I saw symbols on the inside of the slat when you raised it? Can you move them all up on that side?”

      Three alternating slats slid up.

      “Interesting.” He thought for a minute. “Some of the shapes on the inside of the slats match symbols on the face. Can you number the slats?”

      Digital numbers from 1 to 12 hovered over the slats.

      “Perfect. Slide slat one up a notch, and slat two down.”

      “Slat three should go down, too,” Mick said from over his shoulder.

      “Yup.” Reed smiled as he continued directing Proxima to move the others.

      When she finished, the puzzle made an audible clunk.

      “Nice.” Mick rubbed his hands together.

      “Uh.” Jake stood behind them, panting heavily. “I’ve got one life left. If you wouldn’t mind.”

      Proxima raised a hand dismissively.

      “Thanks,” he said. “Lunch break when I get back?”

      “Good idea.” Mick was still staring at the puzzle. “Take your time.”

      Proxima positioned her hands over and under the box. “The circles still won’t spin.”

      “Hmm. We unlocked something when it clicked.” Reed watched for a whole rotation. “Two of the sides stick out a little. Can you slide them?”

      She brushed a finger across both sides, and they slid open. The puzzle box stopped spinning, and she turned the dials. The bottom dial fell to the table, and an opening appeared on two sides.

      “Yes!” Mick grabbed Reed’s shoulders and gently shook him.

      “Well done, Reed.” Proxima dismissed the puzzle box.

      “Thanks, guys.” He let out a heavy sigh. “I need to do it faster. Let’s try again before lunch.”

      They ate a quick lunch with Jake then Reed started on the second puzzle. He finished that one faster, and by the third puzzle, he understood the pattern. After several hours of practice, he felt adept enough to tackle the one in the vault.

      Emma’s computer let out a warning alert shortly after he finished.

      “Her threshold durability is down to 4%.” Reed opened his menu to check the time. “We’re supposed to log off in thirty minutes. Jake really kicked some ass. He held them off all day.”

      “Thanks, man.” Jake appeared beside him. “Damn, I’m beat.”

      “Fine work.” Mick clasped his hands together. “I’m going to get some rest myself.”

      Shortly after he left, Emma and Shadow approached with bags full of minerals from their second trip.

      “I’d call this day a win,” Reed said. “We should head to my outpost and drop off those bags before the idiots finish with the threshold.”

      Emma whistled, and her optos came running forward. “Thanks for everything, but you should probably head out.”

      She let out a long sigh as they left. When they were gone, she turned her attention to the guilds. “How many did you kill.”

      “None yet.” The look on Jake’s face was savage. “The killing starts tomorrow.”
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      They gathered at Jake’s outpost the next morning. It was a clear day with no sign of rain, which meant there would be plenty of shadows.

      “I stuck around to work on the weapons after you guys logged out.” Shadow rubbed the back of his neck. “Turns out I don’t have all the tools I need. Emma, would you and Reed mind running to Knosus—”

      “Sure,” she whispered. “Right after he’s done.”

      Able walked back and forth in front of the other optos with his hands behind his back. He spoke in gibberish. Very serious gibberish. The little green men stood in four columns like soldiers, watching his every move and nodding in unison when his voice rose.

      “This has been going on for five minutes.” Shadow stood with his arms crossed, staring at Able like he was waiting in line at the DMV. “Is he even saying anything?”

      “They don’t have to stay so he’s asking them to help.” Proxima nodded along with the other optos. “Able is incredibly well spoken.”

      “I’m surprised you’re not giving the speech.” He nodded at Jake then Reed. “Or your friend.”

      “I don’t think I could be that inspiring.” Reed watched with wide eyes.

      “Same.” Jake nodded.

      “High school kids are weird.” Shadow shook his head.

      The optos cheered, “Optos” three times before finishing with, “Jake.”

      Everyone clapped, except for Shadow, who rolled his eyes in an arc so wide you could almost hear them moving in his head.

      Able approached Jake and saluted.

      “You’re incredible, Able.” He knelt to pat the little green man’s shoulder. “Are they in?”

      “Optos!” Able nodded.

      “Then let’s get started,” Jake said.

      “I thought the optos weren’t fighters,” Mick said. “What are they going to do? Talk gibberish until the guilds go insane?”

      Shadow barked out a laugh.

      “They’re super strong, practically invulnerable, and excited to help.” Jake watched the optos scramble away. “They don’t have to fight. I just need them to cause trouble.”

      “Looks like the guilds are setting up.” Mick watched through his binoculars. “They’re playing smarter. I see three guards and two snipers. It’s going to be a rough day.”

      “Agreed.” Jake couldn’t hold back the grin. “I almost feel bad for them.”
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        * * *

      

      Eric was done with this challenge. He’d come in with a solid plan for Day Traders and knew exactly what to do. His guild did great until it became obvious that Progeny was going to win.

      He wanted the guild to keep gathering resources to the bitter end, but they wouldn’t listen. Their thresholds were down below 15% and all they wanted to do was defend their outposts.

      He probably should’ve accepted The Overseer’s offer like the other assholes but couldn’t bring himself to cheat. He despised cheaters and was ready to take down the worst of them.

      Triumph Guild had jumped from last to first in a matter of days. There was only one way that could’ve happened, and there were enough rumors and theories floating around to explain how they’d done it. To make matters worse, they lived in Winside’s hometown, which had to mean she was covering for them.

      Eric stopped shooting the threshold with his blaster and took a moment to stretch. The wind had picked up, and he ran fingers through his blond hair. He was one of the few candidates to play as a human. There weren’t many perks, but he’d rather have hair than look like one of the other freaks in his guild.

      Something struck his forehead. “Ouch! What the hell?”

      He raised his blaster and looked for the Shadeslip from Triumph. It happened again, and this time he saw a small rock fall to the ground.

      “Someone has to be fucking with me.”

      The Shadeslip that kept attacking always used a Beat Stick. Maybe someone from his guild was fucking around. He checked the map. No one was nearby, which was exactly what he’d wanted—to be as far away from everyone as possible.

      A bigger rock flew toward him. This time he was ready and easily sidestepped it. The rock had been thrown from a nearby outcrop. He rushed over with his blaster raised.

      “Optos.” A little green man on the opposite side of the threshold looked surprised. He threw another rock and ran.

      “You little shit.” Eric followed him right through the threshold. “Oh, damn.”

      Nobody was close enough to be tethered, so he was the only one who’d made it through. It was still a gift. The little idiot had made a huge mistake. All he had to do was make it to the outpost and take out their power plant.

      “Optos.” The rock thrower wasn’t far away.

      Eric took two steps forward and let out a horrified wail. A large, pale tentacle wrapped around his legs. He only got one shot off before it lifted him five feet above the ground like a piñata.

      Something struck his back hard, and then his gut, and then twice in the shoulder. His health was down to 12% when the Variant Shadeslip from Triumph appeared.

      “I hate cheaters.” Jake, the Triumph Guild Shadeslip reached back for a final blow that never landed.

      The tentacle threw him thirty feet up into the air, right over a giant toothy mouth.
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        * * *

      

      Jake spent most of the day playing a violent game of tag with plenty of help from Able and his optos. The attacking players were so frustrated they wasted a lot of time watching for him.

      Able found him when the threshold was down to 10%. He led Jake to the other optos and tried his best to share an idea. Most of his words came out as, “Optos,” which didn’t help. The stick drawing Able scratched on the ground made a little more sense.

      When he was done, Able rubbed his hand together and let out an evil cackle. He’d put so much thought and effort into his plan that Jake had to try, even if he didn’t completely get it.

      “Let’s go cause trouble,” he said with a nod.

      Jake followed Able to an open area that placed them outside his threshold, just behind everyone who was attacking. There was only one place to hide, so he slipped into the shadow of a small boulder and waited.

      His optos came running toward him several minutes later with the guilds close behind. He waited until they were close enough before attacking.

      “Where is he?” one of them shouted.

      “This has to be a trap.”

      “The idiot’s trying to trick us into shooting each other. Let the melee take him out.”

      There was a wailing sound from high overhead, and Jake finally understood the plan.

      “What the fuck is that?” Someone pointed, and they all looked up.

      Jake appeared in the center of everyone. “Hey, assholes.”

      They all spun to look at him.

      Whatever animal Mascot had hurled had to be the size of a whale. He stood still as they all closed in.

      “Exactly what you deserve,” he said, right before the creature landed on them.
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        * * *

      

      Jake couldn’t stop laughing when he came back to life at his camp. Everyone stared like he’d gone insane.

      “What the hell was that?” Mick shook his head. “Never seen anything like it.”

      “That was all Able.” He took several calming breaths. “You should’ve seen their faces.”

      “Sounds like a great way to wrap up the day.” Proxima lifted her hand, replacing the lost life.

      “You’re right. My threshold’s durability is down to 3%.” He stared off toward his lake. “We should probably call it and meet back at Reed’s tomorrow morning.”

      “Sorry, Jake.” Proxima looked at him, and her eyes said everything. She understood.

      He’d spent a month working hard to make this outpost his. There was nothing easy about Epiales, and he’d sacrificed more than the others. He hated losing it to a bunch of players who thought they’d cheated, but Able’s plan had lessened the blow.

      “Great job, son.” Mick grabbed his shoulder and held on. “You’re going to make it in time. I’m glad you invited me out to see it.

      “Thank you, Mick.”

      Proxima pulled up her pad and typed a few commands. Mick teleported in a flash of light and was gone.

      “I can do that now.” Her brow furrowed. “It’s convenient, but I’m worried about Deity.”

      “I’m sure her absence is temporary,” he said. “Thanks again for being here.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.”

      His optos started arriving several minutes later and gathered around him. They hopped up and down, giving each other high-fives.

      “You were all amazing.” Jake looked at them fondly.

      They all cheered, “Optos!”

      Jake knelt before Able. “Thanks for being my right hand. This wasn’t just my outpost, it was ours.”

      Able hugged Jake’s leg. He pulled away and wiped his eyes.

      “Me too, buddy.”

      Able shouted at his crew, “Optos, optos, optos.”

      They all yelled, “Jake!”

      “Thanks for making it fun.” He stood. “You are relieved of duty.”

      The gaggle of twenty optos wandered off to wherever optos went when they weren’t helping colonists. Able stopped at the edge of his outpost and turned around. He ran to Jake for one final hug.

      Able stepped back and looked up at him. “Thank you, Jake.” He ran off to join the others, and they were gone.

      “I’ve never seen them do that.” Proxima placed a hand on his shoulder. “Are you okay?”

      Jake struggled to find the right words. Part of him hated this game, but somehow it was worth the effort. In the end, all he could say was, “Yeah, I’ll be fine. See you at Reed’s tomorrow.”

      She disappeared, and he took that moment to look over his outpost one final time. “Yeah, it was worth it.”

      His threshold collapsed, and he logged out.
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      Aegis entered Eris’s office and stopped before her desk.

      “This will need to wait.” She raised a hand, but her focus was elsewhere. “I’m trying to manage Epiales through the neural webbing, but the Omneity Sphere is blocking certain commands.”

      Aegis didn’t leave. It wasn’t unusual for him to stand in her office for hours, and she didn’t mind. The man was like a statue and just as quiet.

      Despite his size, Aegis moved like a cat made from air, and he rarely spoke. In her world full of business, celebrity, and computers, she needed more employees who didn’t speak. So, when Aegis cleared his throat, she immediately stopped what she was doing and looked up.

      “This must be serious,” Eris said. “You never interrupt my work, and I’m frustrated enough to kill someone.”

      “It is serious,” Aegis replied. “The guests are waking from their comas.”

      “I was afraid of this.” Eris sat back in her chair and wiped stress from her face. “How many?”

      “Six so far,” Aegis said. “Our medical technicians are keeping them sedated, but they can’t reconnect the players to Epiales.”

      “Just six?” She thought for a second. “We can handle six. What about the others?”

      “Nothing yet, but it will be a problem if they do. We have a limited supply of the anesthesia.”

      “I need to understand why this is happening.” She typed out several commands.

      Miles’s holographic face appeared over her desk. He had the panicked look of an employee about to get fired. “It’s bad,” he said without being asked. “I don’t completely understand what’s happening.”

      “What is happening?”

      “I’ve been investigating the sudden spike of neural activity we saw yesterday.” He brought up an image of the neural monitor surrounded by red lights.

      “I remember.” It had happened during her meeting with Ty and Marc. Her head still ached.

      “The spike knocked out several circuits and four transistors in the neural web. I don’t have access to review how bad it is, and we don’t have parts to repair them.”

      “I gave Gabriel full access to our systems yesterday.” She frowned. “He should be able to look for you.”

      “He hasn’t been here much during the day, but I’ll cast him a message.” His shoulders dropped like he’d survived confession unscathed. “Was there anything else?”

      “Can you tell where the spike originated?”

      “Sure, one second.” Miles clacked away on a traditional keyboard for several seconds. “Looks like Sector 401? Isn’t that the old forbidden quadrant near the C. E. C.?”

      “Thank you, Miles.” She dismissed the image without answering.

      Aegis continued standing by her desk, rock still.

      “The townies?” She laughed. “I didn’t realize they were still in the match. They must’ve stumbled onto something by mistake.”

      Aegis cleared his throat again, and she jumped.

      “Really? How can it be more important than this?”

      He frowned in concentration until a security hologram hovered over her desk. A title just above it read: Room 22 - Gabriel Harding

      “Aegis! I told you not to monitor his room.”

      “A calculated accident.” He nodded, and the video played.

      The hologram showed a blurry image of Gabriel. He sat in a plush leather chair, unmoving, like he’d nodded off.

      “Your obsession has gone too far. He’s just sitting there. I don’t have time for…” Her heart stopped.

      Time code near the image showed they were watching at three times normal speed. He remained in that same position the entire time. There was a moment of lens distortion at the end when Gabriel stood to stretch.

      “What was that?” Eris swiped a finger across the hologram, reversing the footage. She stopped it moments before he stood and zoomed in.

      “It helps to watch at a slower speed.” Aegis focused once again until the video played.

      Zooming in made Gabriel’s image even more distorted. He reached over and tapped a thick bracelet on his wrist. There was a flash of light, and the hologram became crystal clear.

      She watched several more times, grabbing the edges of the hologram to zoom in on Gabriel, and then the device on his wrists.

      “I thought something was wrong with the camera.” She sat back hard in her chair. “Why was he glowing?”

      “I asked around.” Aegis took a deep breath. “It’s a portable immersion pod developed by the military. He’s been logging into Epiales over satellite. I researched logs and believe he’s playing a character named Shadow.”

      “Go on.” She closed her eyes and held herself.

      “The logs show he’s been assisting the candidates here in town and communicating with Deity.” His voice became dangerously low. “They’ve been conspiring against you to take down Epiales.”

      Her heart raced faster and faster, and she began hyperventilating. How could Gabriel do this to her? He believed in what she was doing and said he loved her.

      When she could finally take a deep breath, it came out as a scream. She screamed so loud and so long that she almost passed out.

      There was a frantic knocking at the door, and Eris turned away. Her chest ached like Gabriel had torn out her heart, and she wept.

      Aegis opened the door. “Miss Winside stubbed her toe. Please carry on.” There was a brief pause and then he spoke more firmly. “Now!”

      The door shut, and she could hear him moving glasses and decanters around. It was so unusual for him to do anything without being told that she stopped crying and faced him.

      Aegis put two square whisky glasses on her desk. He pulled a flask out of his pocket and emptied it into the glasses.

      “I was married once. It was several lifetimes ago, but I loved her very much.” He picked up the glass and took a long sniff before sitting down. “At the time, I was a powerful member of a…” He paused. “A family that was built on trust and respect.”

      She took the other glass and gave it a brief sniff. The alcohol was strong enough to burn out nose hairs, and she coughed like it was a glass of gasoline.

      “I recognize your anger and frustration. I felt the same when I walked in on my wife with my brother.” He closed his eyes. “That betrayal was more painful than having half my body torn off.”

      “I’m sorry, Aegis.” She blinked away tears.

      “Thank you, miss.” He nodded. “Over time, people can survive breakups and heal from them. Time does not heal betrayal.”

      “What did you do?”

      “As I said, I loved her. I didn’t want her to feel pain, so I killed her quickly.” He took a deep breath. “I spent several weeks killing my brother.”

      “Good.” She nodded.

      “It’s the only way to heal from betrayal, but I believe you already know this.” He looked into her eyes like he could see her soul.

      She stared at the glass for a while before speaking. “My parents died when I was fifteen, and Arthur Winside wanted to adopt me. He felt responsible, and he saw my potential. Despite his money and power, the state wouldn’t allow it. He decided the only way to keep me out of child services was to marry me. It was legal at the time as long as he could get consent from a family member. My mother’s sister wasn’t willing to adopt me, but the old drunk was happy to take his money and sign me off.” She took a deep breath before continuing. “He always treated me like a daughter, which was appropriate when I was fifteen. I became fond of him, and over time, fell in love. I was going to tell him this when I found him with another woman.” She shuddered.

      He nodded, patiently twirling the bourbon around in his glass.

      “You are correct.” A chill rose up her spine and cooled her heart. “I did what I had to because it was the only way to heal.”

      Aegis raised a glass to her and threw the drink back. She did the same and winced as it burned all the way down to her guts.

      He took her glass and brought them both to the bar, taking time to wipe them clean so she could compose herself. He returned to stand in front of her desk and placed his hands behind his back.

      “Thank you, Aegis.”

      “Yes, miss.” His tone was formal once again. “How may I help?”

      “Please see Gabriel to my room in an hour.” She looked at him. “In one piece.”

      “I will do my best.”

      “Oh, and after I kill him, please fetch his portable immersion pod. It might be exactly what I’m looking for.”
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        * * *

      

      “Deity?” Gabriel whispered as he gawked at the screen.

      She didn’t answer. He’d tried several times over the last few days without success. Not only was he concerned for her, he wanted to tell her his plan. She deserved to know.

      When he told Eris he loved her, she’d returned that love by giving him access to almost everything. It made him feel dirty, but he’d do anything to save those poor people in stasis.

      There were still a few things he couldn’t get to. Watson was the only person who could access her medical files buried in Epiales, and the neural webbing controls. Fortunately, he could view the code behind the webbing, and now understood what it was doing to the Omneity Sphere.

      After weeks of research and fake romance, he’d finally figured it out. He had to turn it off. That was it. After being offline for thirty seconds, backup systems would kick out the players and release them from stasis.

      Had he known early on, he would’ve attacked the power lines with an axe. This was easier, and he was probably two or three clicks away from ending this madness.

      It would be rough on them, especially after being in the game for so long. They would all require medical support. Ty would have to call in the national guard, and it would take hours or even days for them to mobilize.

      They needed more time to prepare, but this might be his one chance to set them free.

      The door swung open and slammed against the wall. Aegis entered the room like a starved bear. His eyes were dead and his face was a scowl. “You’re coming with me now.”

      Gabriel moved his mouse and selected Shut down Omneity Sphere.

      “Hey, big guy.” He tried making his panic sound casual. “Am I late for dinner?”

      
        
        Confirm your choice.

      

      

      
        	Maintenance Mode

        	Full Shut Down

      

      He clicked on Full Shut Down.

      The lights in the room went red. Aegis’s glare somehow became more threatening, and the beast stormed toward him.

      “You look angry.” Gabriel fumbled with the mouse. “I think there’s been a misunderstanding.”

      
        
        Please enter your password to confirm shut down.

      

      

      “Shit.”

      Aegis pulled him from the chair and threw him against the far wall. His head struck first, and the room tilted slightly, but he was still standing. Aegis moved in, and Gabriel threw a haymaker with all his strength.

      The beast actually smiled. He didn’t swat away the punch or catch it in his hand. Aegis let the punch land right in his face.

      Gabriel roared in pain. It was like punching a wall.

      Eris’s cyborg was still smiling when he lifted Gabriel by the neck.

      “She said I couldn’t rip off your arm, so this will have to do.”

      Aegis grabbed his wrist and tugged. There was a pop as Gabriel’s arm dislocated from his shoulder.

      He didn’t scream, or cry, or pass out. No one should be this powerful, and it filled Gabriel with fury.

      “This isn’t over, you fucking fuck.” Gabriel spat in his face.

      “It will be when she kills you.” Aegis leaned in. “I look forward to watching you die.”

      He spun around and backhanded Gabriel, knocking him across the room. Aegis had perfect aim, and he hit every desk and monitor before crashing into the corner.

      Dazed and confused was an understatement. He was on the floor in a pile of broken furniture with only one working arm. The asshole was playing with him, and it filled Gabriel with hate. He reached for something to swing with, finally wrapping his hand around a piece of desk.

      Aegis leaned over to grab him, and Gabriel swung. It should’ve been impossible to move that fast, but Aegis’s arm was a blur. He knocked the rubble away with his right hand then swung back to strike his face.

      “I could do this all day.” Aegis rolled him over with a foot before wrapping beefy fingers around his neck. He picked Gabriel up like a helpless puppy and dragged him to the door. “But she hates when people are late.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 65

          

          
            WEAPONS OF MASS DESTRUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      “Almost there, kid. You've got this.” Mick patted his shoulder.

      “Thanks, Mick.” Jake stretched, trying to shake off some of the exhaustion.

      Two days of non-stop beatings and resurrections were taking a toll. He’d hoped to pull off a miracle and hold them back longer, but it was an impossible goal against so many players.

      Four guilds gathered outside Reed’s threshold, including Day Traders. They huddled around Drew, cheering every time he pointed at the outpost.

      “That’s some misguided inspiration.” Reed scratched his head. “I’ve heard some of the crap Drew’s spreading about us. It’s going to be a feeding frenzy now that we’re in first.”

      “I hate that you’re finishing this alone, Jake.” Emma frowned at him. “We have one more errand to run for Shadow.”

      “He’s worse than my dad.” Reed grumbled. “It’s just a trip to the C.O. and my threshold durability’s at 87%. What if one of us stayed behind and we made two trips?”

      “No worries. I’ll be done leveling by the time you get back.” Jake looked at the players as they positioned themselves to attack. “Just watch and cheer.”

      Proxima’s hover bike pulled up behind them. She removed her helmet and walked around the bike for a quick inspection. “Sorry I’m late.” She knelt to rub a spot then shot the distant players an accusing glare. “The idiots are still shooting at me so I took the long way around.”

      “Nice to see she’s angry at someone else for a change.” Mick grinned at her.

      “Oh, I've got enough anger to go around.” She frowned and opened her tablet. “Where’s Shadow? He’s not on Epiales?”

      “Weird. He just went into the fabricator building to process something.” Emma smirked. “Maybe I flirted too hard and scared him away.”

      “Almost made me log out.” Reed laughed. “You’re going to give that dude a heart attack.”

      Jake took advantage of their bantering to step away. It’d be more fun to exchange jibes, but he needed to get focused. Laughter wouldn’t inspire him to attack the other players, but the guilds cheering on Drew made him angry. Angry enough to fuel his determination.

      “You okay, Jake?” Proxima asked.

      He winked at her then leaped into shadows.

      Mick rubbed his hands together. “This is going to be good.”

      “Define good.” Proxima raised an eyebrow.

      “Keep watching.” Mick pulled up his binoculars. “You’ll see.”

      The players attacking Reed’s threshold kept it tight, staying barely far enough apart to avoid friendly fire. It was a lot of trust for three opposing guilds who were days away from losing the challenge.

      Thanks to Mick, he now had three new abilities: Jam, Browbeat, and Coerce.

      Jam was a close combat attack that required Jake to hold the Beat Stick low and thrust it forward like he was going to shiv someone with a knife. If he did it right, Jam would cause paralysis in that area of his opponent’s body for seven seconds.

      Browbeat caused vertigo or temporary blindness when Jake hammered someone in the forehead with Mama’s Beat Stick.

      Coerce was his favorite of the three. Jake could throw his Beat Stick at his target’s weapon from ten feet away. The attack would knock the weapon aside, forcing them to fire in another direction, and there was an 8% chance to disarm his opponent. The Beat Stick would then return to his hand like a Yo-Yo.

      He spent the next two hours thunking heads and causing mischief. Their new strategy was to ignore him and focus on the shields, and he was able to finish leveling his proficiency without dying.

      His wrist vibrated, and he found shadows to check his comm. It was a message from Reed. “We’re almost done. Be there in thirty.”

      Thirty minutes was enough time to have some fun with these assholes. He slipped through shadows to stand behind a dol Slinger from For The Wincoin. She was ten yards from a Herc Bullwork and they were both too busy blasting Reed’s threshold to notice his approach.

      Jake picked up a hefty rock and hurled it at the Bullwork, striking him in the head. He returned to shadows before the guy could see him.

      “What the fuck?” he snapped at the Slinger.

      She either ignored him or couldn’t hear over the sound of blasting from her Flash Rifle. He was still cursing when it ran out of juice and needed a recharge.

      “What the hell are you up to?” His face was beet red.

      She frowned at him like he was speaking optos. A beep indicated the rifle was ready. She flipped him off before wielding it then began firing again, completely ignoring his rant.

      Jake waited and watched as the Herc shouted for another minute before giving up to attack the shield.

      He slipped out of shadows and threw the Beat Stick, striking her weapon hard with Coerce.

      It was a perfect moment. She cursed as his blow knocked the rifle aside, just far enough to blast her Herc neighbor for a third of his health.

      Jake returned to shadows as chaos ensued. The tenuous partnership between guilds broke like a dam rupturing. With a roar, the Herc turned on her and opened fire with his Particle Cannon. She didn’t last long, nor did the Biomech beside her.

      It took five minutes for the guilds to stop shooting at each other. Jake spent most of his time watching, only stepping in when someone was reluctant to die. There were only two survivors when he headed back to Reed’s outpost.

      “That was fucking awesome!” Reed’s cheeks were flushed. “I was dying when the Slinger shot that Bullwork.”

      “That’s what I meant by fun.” Mick nudged Proxima.

      “You were right.” Proxima typed on her pad before turning to him. “I released your tether to the outer training facility, and I’ll recommend Deity reinstate your flight status when she’s back.”

      “If it’s all the same,” he struggled to make eye contact, “I’d like to continue training.”

      “Consider it done.” She tapped her pad one last time.

      Jake and Mick faced each other to shake hands. They’d been through a lot, but Jake didn’t feel the need to relive all of it, and apparently, neither did Mick. Sometimes, a solid handshake is enough. Mick gave him a final wink before Proxima transported him back to Knosus.

      “How are you feeling, Jake?”

      The players were all back and standing together, and their shouting was loud enough to reach the outpost.

      “Better.” He nodded.

      Emma stepped out of the nearby fabricator room with a Beat Stick in one hand and Reed’s Earthbreaker against her shoulder. She handed out the presents like it was a birthday party. Reed frowned curiously at the short, wide barrel wrapped around the end of his Earthbreaker.

      “Still no sign of Shadow, but he showed me how it all works.” She grabbed a sphere made from clumps of mineral and dropped it into the cylinder. The ammo fell into place with a satisfying shunk. “At low power, it’s a grenade launcher. At high it’s a rocket launcher.”

      “Nice!” Reed admired the work.

      Emma handed an updated Mama’s Beat Stick to Jake, now coated in a thick layer of mineral from handle to end.

      “This’ll work.” He swung it around to get a feel for the added weight. “Will our satchels hold all of that additional ammo?”

      “Reed and I grabbed additional bags from the C.O.”

      “And a bunch of other expensive shit that Shadow wanted.” Reed shook his head. “Give me a hand putting that ammo in the bags?”

      Emma nodded and they both returned to the fabricator building.

      Jake and Proxima stood alone, and he didn’t know quite what to say. He would’ve liked more time together, with less rules, but appreciated the time they had spent together.

      She looked at him with a curious expression, but said nothing, so he pulled her in for a hug. Proxima wrapped her arms around him and kissed Jake on the mouth. Her cheeks were in full blush when she pulled away.

      “What about the rules? Won’t Deity delete you?”

      She frowned, looking down at her body like something might happen.

      Jake held his breath until she relaxed.

      “I guess not.” Proxima smiled at him. “It seems my promotion came with some additional benefits.”

      He took a step toward her. “Wow, then—”

      “We don’t have time.” She placed a hand on his chest. “Now you’ve got a reason to come back and see me.”

      “I already did.”

      Reed and Emma were waiting near the bags of ammo. They “oohed” like third graders.

      “Oh no!” Proxima spun around to look toward the attacking guilds.

      “They left!” Jake beamed at the others and flexed. “I was too much for them and they gave up.”

      “Progeny just encroached all their lands.” Proxima looked at them. “You’re now tied for first place.”

      “Shit. That explains why his team wasn’t here.” Reed glared at the war zone beyond his threshold. “It was a trap all along. Well played, but…hey, who is that in the field?”

      A lone Herc stood several hundred yards from Reed’s threshold.

      “It’s Drew.” Emma peered at him and leaned in. “What the hell is he holding?”

      “It’s a rare artifact that colonists refer to as a BFG.” Proxima raised both hands high overhead and braced herself. “Everyone gather close. Hurry.”

      There was no sound, but the explosion was so bright Jake could see light through his eyelids.

      Proxima had kept her shield up, but the attack had weakened her. “I didn’t think we’d make it.” She sat down. “Candidates shouldn’t be able to afford weapons like that.”

      The BFG had left nothing behind. Not only had it destroyed the threshold, the weapon had melted his buildings and generator.

      “You okay, Proxima?” Jake asked.

      She nodded.

      “Good, be right back.”

      They shouted for him to wait, but he’d had enough of Drew and his cheating. Jake was there within minutes.

      Drew had a big smile on his face. He was still holding the BFG, an enormous rocket launcher that should’ve been too big and heavy to hold. That meant he hadn’t equipped his regular weapon.

      Jake appeared before Drew, and the smile dropped from his face.

      “You missed.” Jake cracked Drew in the face with Browbeat to blind him.

      Drew swung the rocket launcher, but it was like attacking with a car door. Jake slipped through shadows behind him and struck his weapon hand. The BFG dropped to the ground.

      Jake spent the next two minutes working him over.

      Drew fell to his back, barely alive and covered in blood. “This isn’t over.”

      “Yes, it is, you cheating fuck.” Jake swung down hard, finishing the job.

      The blow to the back of Jake’s head knocked him to the ground. Someone kicked him in the ribs, rocking him to his back. A heavy Herc foot landed on his chest with crushing force, pinning him to the ground.

      The three other members of Progeny had arrived, and they smiled down at him with wicked grins. He couldn’t move, and his health was fading fast.

      “Not letting you go that easy. When we’re done, you won’t want to log back in.” Greg, one of the Progeny Bullworks, looked up at the others. “Try to keep him alive until Drew gets back.”

      Someone jammed their syringe into him, bringing his health to full. They beat it out of him fast before injecting him again. It happened so fast he couldn’t fight back, and it hurt. The game was supposed to set a pain threshold, but it was struggling to keep up.

      “Out of my way.”

      They stopped long enough for Drew to step between them.

      “Your friends will be here soon, and I just reloaded the BFG.” He laughed. “Game over, Jake.”

      There was a howl in the distance, and the ground shook violently. Drew and his guild stepped back and drew their weapons.

      Jake laughed so hard it made the pain worse. He didn’t care.

      “What the hell is going on?” Drew turned to him. “What have you done?”

      “You said it.” Jake gave him a bloody smile. “Game over.”

      There was a horrific tearing sound, followed by a crunch.

      “Holy shit,” Seth shouted right before getting skewered by a giant tusk.

      “What the…?” There was a thunk that sent Greg flying so high up he might’ve gone into orbit.

      The third member of Progeny, Tyree, was frozen in fear as a giant, round foot crushed him flat.

      A huge glob of drool landed on Jake, healing him instantly. He practically had to swim out of it to keep from drowning in woebegone mucus.

      “Mascot!” He hugged a branch-fur-thing. “I miss you, buddy. Thanks for the save.”

      Mascot let out an enthusiastic bleat that made Jake’s right ear go deaf for several minutes.

      His friend had grown so large it was impossible to see his entire body this close. Jake recognized his eyes and his drool, but the change was more than physical. Mascot seemed excited to see him, but he wasn’t running around in circles. Instead, his body shook with nervous energy and those eyes looked a little wild.

      Emma and Reed were shouting from a distance, waving him away from the woebegone. Mascot wouldn’t hurt him on purpose, but he was large enough and powerful enough to destroy a city by accident.

      “What the hell is this?” Drew was still alive. He’d dropped the BFG and shot at Mascot with a large blaster. It was like trying to take out an aircraft carrier with a slingshot.

      “I need one last favor.” Jake stood. “We need to go in that vault, and if these cheaters encroach Reed’s land, it’s over.”

      Mascot let out another glob of drool. This one landed on Drew with a sizzle. The Herc roared in pain as the drool melted his body into the dirt.

      “Whoa…that’ll work.” He gave Mascot one last hug, of sorts. “Thanks for the save. I need to go before they come back. When this is over I’ll try to get back and see you.”

      Mascot looked at him with one enormous eye and blinked. It was enough, and Jake took off.

      Reed and Emma met him halfway.

      “Those fucking assholes.” Reed sounded both angry and frustrated to the point of tears. “Proxima wouldn’t let us go to you.”

      “She saw Mascot was coming.” Emma’s voice trembled. “She said you have a bond with him that we don’t, and that Woebegones are unpredictable…”

      “It’s done now,” Jake grabbed both of them by the shoulder. “Let’s go save Reed’s mom.”

      Bullets pelted the ground at their feet, and they ran.

      “They’re already back.” Reed shouted. “Go!”

      Emma yelped in pain when a bullet tore through her shoulder. Several struck Reed’s back like hail on a tin roof.

      Jake felt a burning sting as one of the bullets struck his calf. His leg gave way and he collapsed, skidding across the rough ground. The healing syringe wouldn’t be ready for another fifteen seconds, so he pushed himself up to limp forward.

      Proxima was rushing toward them. She was twenty feet away when a two-inch spike struck her in the chest.

      “No!” Jake focused through the pain to leap through shadows.

      She was on the ground when he arrived. He dropped to a knee beside her.

      “I’ll be fine, I think.” She looked up at the sky, her eyes wide with wonder. “Thank you, Jake.”

      The syringe was ready and he tried healing her, but had no way to tell if it helped.

      “Mascot’s going into a rage because they shot you. He won’t be able to stop himself.” She met eyes with him. “Get to the vault. It’s the only way.”

      She faded into nothing.

      “Damn it.” He stood and looked back.

      Mascot wailed, his great head rocking back and forth wildly. His eyes fell on Jake.

      There wasn’t time to be upset about Proxima or find out if she’d made it. He had to focus on getting his friends to that vault.

      “Get up!” He grabbed Emma’s hand and pulled her up.

      The woebegone earthquake returned, and Reed scrambled to stand. Mascot was heading straight for them.

      “Go, go, go!” Reed shouted.

      Jake leaped into shadows, followed closely by Emma and Reed. It would take three minutes to get to the vault. He glanced over his shoulder to see Reed falling behind and Mascot speeding up.

      Mascot’s eyes were wild with crazy, like some raw instinct had taken over.

      “Sending Skittish to open the vault.” Emma shouted.

      Jake had almost forgotten about her artifact since it was always hiding. The metal diamond appeared over her shoulder and flew ahead.

      “Great idea!” Reed said between gasps. “This is going to be close. I wish he could open the door so we could dive in. It’s really not that heavy.”

      “You always made it seem like a big deal,” Emma snapped.

      “I was waiting for one of you to try. It was going to be funny.”

      “That’s what I love about this game. It’s funny.” Jake leaped ahead, pushing the limits of his speed.

      He arrived to find Skittish in the keyhole, unlocking the door. Jake spun the steel wheel and pulled. The vault door wasn’t light, but he could open it with some effort.

      The woebegone-earthquake was becoming violent, making it hard for him to stand. He glanced down the stairs to look for surprises. There were no Mirrored, but the stairway seemed brighter than he remembered, like someone had flipped on the lights. Reed and Emma dove through the doorway, and Jake rushed after them, stumbling the entire way.

      The door closed behind them, and everything went dark. The earth shook violently with a noisy thud right over the door.

      Reed activated his flashlight. “We made it.”

      Light reflected off mirrors that lined the walls, and something moved. They all drew their weapons.

      “Fire!” Reed shouted.
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            THE CHAMBER OF CERBERUS

          

        

      

    

    
      Reed shot three times and stopped. “Whoa.” He shouldered his Sonic Earthbreaker and held up a hand.

      Jake stopped swinging immediately, but Emma kept firing until Reed grabbed her shoulder. She spun around, pointing Killswitch at his face.

      “Hold up, Calamity Jane.” He directed his flashlight along the walls.

      “What the hell?” Emma lowered her weapon.

      The walls on both sides of the stairs were now covered in broken mirrors. Jake felt like an idiot. It had looked like the Mirrored were waiting for them in the vault. He saw faces and movement, but it must have been their reflections.

      “I don’t get it.” Jake poked at the wall with Mama’s Beat Stick, knocking more glass to the floor.

      “Same.” Reed returned the weapon to his back. “It’s like the vault, or the game, is trying to put us on edge.”

      “Or make us use our new ammo.” Emma fidgeted with the weapon’s switch.

      “Or just give us lots of bad luck.” Jake kicked shards out of their way to make a path.

      “Because we need more of that.” Emma turned back to the entrance and gave the vault door a shove. She pounded several times. “Mascot, we’re fine!”

      There was a muffled wail from above, but the earth didn’t quake like he’d moved. Emma tried opening the hatch again. Her dol nose let out a frustrated honk, and she gave up.

      “Mascot thinks he’s keeping us safe.” Jake chuckled. “Let’s go before he decides to help more.”

      “Actually, he is helping.” Reed started down the stairs. “As long as he’s there, the other guilds can’t encroach my outpost.”

      “See.” Jake gave Emma a gentle shove.

      “I have a theory about the mirrors,” Reed called back to them. “Keep an eye out for any other changes and let me know.”

      “Any more surprises like that and I’ll need to change my pants.” Jake raised his eyebrows.

      “Gross.” Emma shoved him back before following Reed.

      Normally, Reed would’ve been the one joking, but he had good reasons to be distracted. Emma held onto Killswitch like it was a lifeline and the muscles between Jake’s shoulders felt like one giant knot. If they couldn’t shake off at least some of this, they were bound to make mistakes. It made him realize how much they relied on Reed’s humor.

      “Hold up.” Jake pulled food packages out of a pouch and offered them to his friends. “Food buffs.”

      “You want to eat? Now?” Reed’s eyes were wide. “I can see light at the bottom. We’re almost there.”

      “It’s a good idea, Reed. My heart is racing, and a little stat bonus would make me feel better.” She pulled out three fancy golden packets. “No offense, Jake, but let’s try these. Shadow gave them to me.”

      “Why am I not surprised?” Jake accepted one and tore off the top with his teeth.

      “Damn.” Reed was already done. He tried squeezing a few remnants out before giving up. “The man can cook.”

      The astronaut pouches hadn’t been kind to Jake in the past, so he took a cautious sip. It tasted like apple pie with cinnamon and a hint of cheddar cheese. He gobbled the rest down like he’d never eaten. Not only did it taste good, but he felt stronger.

      “Ten percent bonus to all stats, and it didn’t taste like a dumpster.” Reed gave them both a nod. “You were right. I needed that.”

      Jake could tell they were still nervous, and for good reason, but they made it to the bottom without shooting more walls. Hopefully, that was a good sign.

      “Uh, Professor Reed?” Emma raised a hand.

      “Yeah, I know.” He let out a deep sigh. “More changes.”

      The room still looked like it belonged at the Louvre. Tall columns stood evenly along the walls, and a light shone down on a puzzle box in the middle. This time, there were only two doorways–one that led to the stairs, and one that led to certain doom. The doors along the sides of the round room were gone.

      “Didn’t the Mirrored use those doors?” Emma approached a wall and ran a hand along it. “Not that I’m complaining.”

      “Yup.” Jake sheathed Mama’s Beat Stick. “We should swap weapons if we have to fight Cerberus.”

      “Good call.” Reed removed Shadow’s barrel modification and tucked it away.

      Emma continued along the wall, giving it a quick inspection. Jake did the same on the opposite side, stopping every ten feet to check for signs of the old doorways. There were no creases or indentations in the wall, and they didn’t sound hollow when he rapped on them. It was like the doorways had never existed.

      They met at the largest door, which was once again cold, black stone.

      “I’m not looking forward to this fight.” Emma crossed her arms as they walked back to Reed. “Especially if it’s a dog.”

      Emma loved animals. When they were kids, she’d wanted to be a veterinarian, but eventually learned she didn’t have the stomach for some of the grittier stuff like surgery. Mama was allergic to anything with hair, so Emma volunteered to help at the local animal shelter.

      “If it really is a dog, Reed and I can handle it. Just hang back and watch for the Mirrored.”

      That didn’t seem to help, so he tried again.

      “Chances are it looks nothing like a dog.” Jake tucked his thumbs under his armpits and flapped his elbows. “I’m thinking dragon-chicken with two-and-a-half heads and googly eyes.”

      She laughed. “Thanks, Jake.”

      “I’m starting to hate this place.” Reed carefully tipped the box over, ensuring that it was still in contact with the pedestal. “This is a completely different puzzle.”

      “How much time do you need?” Jake asked. “I might step out for pizza.”

      “Damn, that sounds good.” Reed laughed. “After all the practice, I should be able to solve it. I’m just curious why it’s covered in images instead of hieroglyphs.”

      He pointed at several images of dogs and tiny demons.

      “Maybe that will make it easier.” Emma sounded hopeful.

      “Let’s find out.” Reed rubbed his hands together and took a deep breath.

      Jake and Emma drew their weapons as Reed began sliding pieces up and down.

      The enormous door moved back, grinding noisily against the marble floor. A second grinding sound came from behind. Jake spun around to see a stone slide in place to block their exit.

      Reed, “Hmmed” and “Okayed” his way through the puzzle, sliding slats up and down until leaving them in place.

      Thud.

      Thud.

      The heavy steps of something beyond the doorway shook the room.

      Thud.

      Thud.

      “Clever.” Reed nodded and slid another piece into position. “I think I’m getting it.”

      Six glowing red eyes stared at them from the dark entrance.

      “Think faster.” Emma patted his shoulder.

      The beast hiding in shadows let out a low growl that would’ve threatened thunder.

      “It’s a story, sort of.” Reed flipped it over. “This side shows a demon-child hitting a dog with a stick.”

      “That’s it?” Jake shook his head. “That’s a crappy story.”

      “I’m still working it.” He spun two corners on the top. “Okay, now the demon is older, and the dog is bigger, and it’s still beating the dog. The third face shows the demon being torn up by three dog heads.”

      “Good. That demon was an asshole.” Emma glanced at Reed. “Is that it?”

      “No.” Reed slid pieces up and over more frantically. “The fourth side shows a dog either sleeping or dead. I still need to figure out the other two.”

      They turned their attention back to the open door to watch the beast step out of his shadowy den. The black door shut, and Cerberus, the great watchdog of the underworld from Greek mythology, stood before them. It had three bull mastiff heads and wide shoulders. Glossy black fur covered its husky body from head to very wide paws. It was also eighteen-inches tall.

      Emma immediately dismissed her weapon. She placed her hands together against her chin and let out a squeal.

      “What are you doing?” Jake whispered. “Do you remember the part where everyone in the puzzle dies?”

      Tiny puppy tongues lolled out of Cerberus’s three mouths and his tail wagged hard enough to shake his rear.

      “But he’s so cute.” Emma leaned forward, placing her hands on her knees.

      “I’ve got this.” Jake summoned Murder Hands’ dark blade and approached Cerberus.

      The three heads growled like ferocious puppies preparing to attack a dish towel. He stopped two feet away and stared at the adorable creature. The three heads looked up with large dark eyes attempting to melt his heart.

      “Fifth side is done, and…there are two separate stories on this puzzle.” Reed’s voice rose in surprise. “One panel shows someone approaching Cerberus, and one shows the dog sprawled out on the ground. I need to figure out the last panel, so hang on.”

      “I think we already know what happens next.” Jake tried bracing himself to kill the adorable monster.

      What kind of game would make you kill a puppy? It was just another sign that Eris was a terrible person.

      “Jake,” Emma pleaded. “Don’t do it. Please, wait for Reed.”

      Cerberus puppy growls became dangerous warning barks. What happened if they waited too long, and it started gobbling them up? He didn’t want to kill it, but they couldn’t take the risk.

      He took a step forward, and all three puppy heads started whining. Its little body shook until it peed. The beast was the same size as Mascot when they’d first arrived, and just as dangerous.

      During the first week of the Challenge, their neighbor Cassie had basically told them to dispose of Mascot in the fabricator. She’d obviously been wrong. Not only had Mascot become a friend, turning in the quest had launched them to first place.

      He couldn’t be hateful like Cassie. Jake dismissed his Murder Hands and knelt before Cerberus. Its tail wagged in excitement, but it eyed him warily and all six ears leaned back.

      “Damn, that was close.” Reed was practically panting like the dog. “The first story shows a demon-child attacking Cerberus. Cerberus grows and attacks. They fight, and everyone dies.”

      “I told you it was a bad story.” Jake smiled at the pup and reached out a hand. “Please tell me story two is worthy of a Pulitzer.”

      “A person, not a demon, kneels by Cerberus. They reach out with one hand, just like you’re doing. Everyone lives.” He sounded concerned. “The box is supposed to open when you solve it.”

      “Maybe all I need to do is make friends.” Jake leaned forward. “It’s okay, pups. No one is going to hurt you.”

      The center head leaned forward to sniff Jake’s hand. It began sniffing more and more aggressively. The sniffing soon became boops, and all three heads took turns bumping his hand with their snouts.

      “Reed, what about this right here?” Emma asked.

      “Good find.” Reed moved something on the cube until there was a click. “Finally… Oh shit. Jake, get back.”

      Cerberus bit down hard, and Jake let out a roar. Its sharp, puppy teeth sank deep into his right hand, and the bull mastiff jaws held on tight. The attack took 17% of his health, and more leaked out with his blood.

      It was impossible to summon his Murder Hands from the dog’s mouth and he couldn’t pull free. His hand throbbed with pain. Jake reached awkwardly behind his back to grab the Beat Stick. The weapon was just out of reach, and it took some adept coaxing with his fingers before he could grab the handle. He lifted the weapon high in the air.

      Reed grabbed his wrist and held it tight.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Jake was ready to beat Reed next. “Get this thing off me.”

      Emma knelt beside him and reached out like Jake had.

      “Emma, don’t!” He wanted to knock her over, out of reach from Cerberus’s mouth, but he couldn’t move.

      “Go on,” Emma coaxed. “It’s a treat.”

      The dog head closest to Emma sniffed her hand then gave it a lick. There was an oversized gold wincoin resting in her palm. Cerberus gave it another lick then slurped up the coin. After gobbling it down, it opened its mouth in a huge yawn.

      Reed let go of Jake to feed the other head. By the time it finished eating the coin, the first head had fallen asleep. Cerberus released Jake’s hand, and he pulled away, ready for his turn.

      Emma healed Jake with her syringe. His hand was good enough to smack the dog for biting. Instead, he accepted the third wincoin from Reed and fed it to Cerberus.

      “Eh, sorry about that.” Reed looked at the ground. “I should’ve told you to wait.”

      “Dude, you did good.” Jake patted his shoulder. “That was on me for being impatient. If I had attacked it, we’d probably all be dead. You saved the day.”

      “Hey, guys, come here.” Emma was back at the pedestal, looking closely at part of the puzzle. She was pointing at one of the demons. “Look closer at the demon child’s face.”

      “It’s the same profile that’s on every wincoin.” Jake shook his head.

      “Does that mean Eris is the one beating dogs?” Reed walked around to check the other sides. “Or was she the one feeding them treats?”

      “I don’t know what it means.” Emma stepped away from the pedestal. “But it definitely looks like her.”

      Before they could discuss it further, the stone blocking the stairwell moved. Crunching sounds made them all turn around. When the door was open, the broken shards of glass on the stairs came together to form one of the Mirrored.

      “About damn time.” Jake stood in a battle stance with Mama’s Beat Stick in hand. “I’m ready to kill something.”

      Emma swapped out ammunition while Reed attached the mod to his gun.

      More of the Mirrored got in line behind the first, all whispering hungrily for souls. Faces of people, real people, pressed against the inside of their glass heads. It looked painful, and that pain made the Mirrored angry. They all rushed forward to attack.
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      “This bed was a lot more fun last night,” Gabriel said, flippantly. “Ouch! Don’t bruise the ankles! They’ll look bad in my open casket.”

      Gabriel had given up struggling after Aegis shackled his hands to the steel headboard with digital locks that connected to the home security system. Apparently, they thought he was Houdini. Even if he’d still had admin rights and could’ve broken free, what would be the point? Aegis stood at the end of the bed, holding onto his ankles.

      Eris entered the room wearing expensive jogging pants and a black wicking shirt. Her sweat-damp hair stuck to her cheeks, and she looked at him with wide eyes filled with crazy.

      “If you just got done working out, we can do this later.” Gabriel lifted his head for a better view.

      “You dare mock me?” She was practically panting, and the words came out in a gruff whisper. “I trusted you, and you lied to me!”

      “Are you upset I was on Epiales?” He shook his head. “I told you the day we met I was a fan.”

      “You’ve been working with those children from town to destroy me.” She climbed onto the bed and mounted him. “You, Ty, and those damn townies have been conspiring this entire time. No wonder he was so interested in them.”

      “That’s not quite right.” Gabriel frowned. “The kids really had nothing—”

      She slapped him across the face.

      “Eris, I know for a fact that you can slap harder than that.”

      Her face went red, and she screamed in fury.

      He’d been expecting this, more or less. Aegis had hinted that her husband had died in this bed, and Gabriel had immediately started looking into it.

      Officially, Arthur Winside had died from natural causes, and the media accepted this because of his age. Printed records of Arthur’s autopsy, and the woman who’d written them, had gone missing. Fortunately, she’d made an audio recording that was buried deep in hospital archives and shitty record keeping. It had taken days for the A.I. to clean up the old recording and produce Gabriel’s worst fear. Arthur Winside had died from asphyxiation. He was murdered.

      He hoped that was her favorite way of killing. After years of swimming and diving, Gabriel knew how to hold his breath. The only thing he could do now was try to throw her off so she fucked up.

      She took several deep breaths before looking down at him. Her eyes were bloodshot from tears and filled with sadness. “You said you loved me.”

      That wasn’t a lie. He’d fallen for Eris, hard. She was the most beautiful, intelligent woman in the world, who treated everyone well and helped so many. But that was before he’d found out she was batshit crazy.

      Part of him wanted to tell her that. His instinct was to help this woman who was so incredibly broken.

      Gabriel looked into her crazy eyes, glanced at her smiling cyborg, and knew it would be pointless. He had to stick with his plan, even if it felt like tearing out his own heart.

      “Maybe I should’ve said I’m crazy about you?” He smiled at her like she was going to laugh. “You’re crazy for me, right?” She didn’t laugh. “Maybe crazy is the wrong word.”

      Eris wailed like a child being dragged out of a toy store at Christmas. She beat on his chest with her fists, sobbing uncontrollably.

      “Eris.” Aegis’s voice was calm, almost soothing. “It’s the only way to heal.”

      She grabbed a nearby pillow and raised it over her head. “I loved you.”

      He took a deep breath before she held it over his face. There was no breathing through the king-sized pillow, and she held it firm while shouting, “I loved you,” over and over.
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel was still. Eris inched back so she could place an ear to his chest. She waited there for her ears to stop ringing and her breathing to slow. There was no heartbeat and his chest didn’t move. He was dead.

      After several minutes, she dismounted him and got off the bed.

      “You were right,” she said. “I feel better.”

      Aegis stepped around her and reached for Gabriel’s wrist.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “I was going to check for a pulse.”

      “I know how to kill!” she screamed. “He’s fucking dead, Aegis. Don’t make this worse!”

      Aegis stepped back with wide eyes. “Of course, miss. My apologies.”

      “I need you to kill the townies, now.” She crossed her arms. “Kill them, their parents, and everyone who stands in your way.”

      “Gladly.” He eyed Gabriel’s body. “But—”

      “Now, Aegis,” she shouted.

      He nodded then took slow steps to the door.

      “Aegis.”

      He stopped but didn’t turn around.

      “If Ty tries to contact Gabriel, and doesn’t get an answer, all hell will break loose.” She stared at the dead body in her bed. “Give Ty the death that he deserves, and after you kill Marc, bring the parts to me.”

      “Gladly.”

      “I’m going to settle things down on Epiales before our guests wake up.” She walked to stand in front of him. “If it makes you feel better, I’ll shoot him in the head before I start.”

      “Yes, miss.” He nodded. “My only concern is for your safety.”

      She acknowledged that with a nod before stepping out of his way. He headed toward the door.

      “And, Aegis,” she said, sincerely. “Thank you for helping me heal.”

      “It was my pleasure.”
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      “How much ammo do you have left?” Emma shouted.

      “Not enough.” Reed took a step back.

      “I can’t tell if more keep coming or it’s just ten that keep rebuilding themselves.”

      “We need to make a decision, right after we clear the room again.” Reed launched a round that exploded in the back of Cerberus’s chamber.

      Emma aimed at the Mirrored on her right and held down the trigger. Killswitch fired a continuous stream of arrows, and she destroyed every monster in front of them, sweeping the room like a deadly sprinkler.

      “So satisfying.” Emma was breathing hard and leaned back against a wall. “Too bad they only stay down for a few minutes.”

      “Any luck, Jake?” Reed shouted over his shoulder.

      “Dude, I’m right beside you.” Jake stepped forward to keep watch. He was useless in a firefight like this, but he could wreak a little havoc when the Mirrored reformed. It wasn’t much, but it bought them some time. “It’s darker than my Variant eyeballs in there, but there’s no door handle, lever, or any other way to close it behind us.”

      “Dammit.” Reed looked back at the doorway.

      That was plan number two. Plan number one was to clear out the glassy horde, but the vault had gifted them with another change. The Mirrored wouldn’t die.

      “I know you wanted a clean break, Reed, but they’re recovering faster every time we clear the room.” Emma pushed herself from the wall. “We should go now before they get up and I run out of ammo.”

      One of the broken shards on the floor wiggled, and they took a step back. More shards trembled and larger pieces began to tremble. The cracked pieces of mirror slid and shifted, moving around the floor like an animated mosaic. It was mesmerizing until they formed the shape of feet and legs and torsos. Large shards slid up their bodies to form heads.

      In that split second between the final pieces shifting into place and the attack that followed, Jake saw the true horror. The players trapped inside tried to escape. They beat against the inside of the broken mirrors with fists and foreheads, screaming silently, until their eyes glazed over and they became something else.

      “Go, go, go.” Jake leaped through shadows and arrived at the doorway.

      They rushed through together into the dark room. The Mirrored ran at the door, whispering after them. There was a loud thunk, and everything went dark.

      “I can feel the door. It closed on its own.” Emma let out a sigh. “Flashlight?”

      “It’s not turning on,” Reed said. Let me try something.”

      They could hear him smacking it with a hand. Overhead lights came on like he’d flipped a switch.

      “Did you mean to do that?” Jake asked. “Because that was cool.”

      “I wish.” Reed looked up from the flashlight in his hand. “Shit. I think I prefer the dark.”

      The light shining down on them washed away all color except for red.

      “It’s like a hell hole.” Emma moved closer. “Or worse.”

      They stood in a hallway that was barely wide enough for two people, and so long Jake couldn’t see the end. Dark wood paneling lined the walls, and the floor was covered in old, red theater carpet. There were alcoves every ten feet that were perfect hiding spots for monsters.

      
        
        Congratulations. You Have Discovered the Ossuary of Mnemosyne.

      

      

      “Ossuary?” Jake asked.

      “It’s like a crypt,” Emma said. “I don’t know Mnemosyne.”

      “Probably the crypt keeper,” Jake looked at her with wide eyes and shivered like he was scared.

      She laughed and gave him a shove.

      “The Goddess of Memories.” Reed scratched his chin. “Not sure if that’s better than crypt keeper.”

      “Is this a maze?” Jake stared down the hallway.

      “It feels like a bad horror movie.” Emma glared at them. “It’s not a horror movie, got it? If either of you make me jump, I’ll kick the shit out of you back home.”

      Jake and Reed crossed their hearts with a finger. She accepted their promise with a nod.

      “I’ll take lead.” Jake summoned his Murder Hands before walking down the hall.

      The air was still and tasted stale in Jake’s mouth. He ran his hand along a wall, and it felt dusty, like an abandoned house.

      They stopped before the first corner. Jake and Emma put their backs against the wall and inched closer to the edge. They readied their weapons as he mouthed a countdown.

      “3…2…1…”

      He spun around to face the alcove. “Clear.”

      “Clear,” Emma confirmed.

      The alcoves were empty, ending at a wall five feet away.

      “A little anticlimactic, and it doesn’t get us anywhere.” Reed went to the back wall and tapped. It sounded solid. “Let’s keep going.”

      They stopped at the next alcove, and Emma waited for the countdown. He shook his head and pointed down. There was a hint of shimmering light on the floor beside her, like someone was holding a flashlight against a fish tank.

      After lots of shrugging, Reed grabbed the Sonic Earthbreaker from his back and entered.

      “Huh.”

      “Huh?” Emma asked. “That’s it?”

      “Not one of your better speeches.” Jake followed him in and stopped. “Huh.”

      “I told you.”

      The wall at the end of this alcove was liquid, like an aquarium without glass. The light source was inside the water and seemed far away.

      “What is that?” Reed leaned in.

      The hallway was a tight fit, but they squeezed together so everyone could look.

      “Something isn’t right.” Emma continued staring. “I can’t take my eyes off it.”

      “I can’t look away either.” Jake struggled to take a step back, but it was useless. “I think I see people.”

      “No.” Emma shivered. “It’s a girl, and a bunny.”

      “I can almost make out a—” Reed began.

      The pool of water spun around the light faster and faster until it surrounded Jake and pulled him in.
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        * * *

      

      Jake hovered in the light. He couldn’t move or see his body. A room slowly appeared around him before panic set in.

      “Emma? Reed?” Jake looked around. “This is a new level of weird.”

      His mind-out-of-body now hovered in an extravagant home office with plush carpeting and tall shelves filled with leather-bound books. There was a bar against the far wall with glass shelves that hung in front of a large mirror. A wide desk against the wall was covered in papers, and the high-backed leather chair in front of it faced the doorway. Everything was black and white, like the hallway.

      A man appeared in the chair. He had dark hair, pale skin, and wore dress slacks and a button-up shirt. Jake couldn’t see his face because the man was bent forward with his head down low like he was going to be sick.

      A middle-aged woman and a teenage girl wearing a red dress faded into the scene. They stood across the room in front of the closed door. The girl looked a little familiar, but the grownups were a mystery.

      “Glen, why are there police in front of our home?”

      The man sat up. He held a revolver in his hand, and his face was haggard with dark circles under his glaring eyes.

      She stepped in front of the teenager. “Why do you have a gun?”

      “Arthur Winside has evidence I embezzled money from his company.” The words were seething with hatred.

      “You idiot,” she shouted.

      “It wasn’t even that much!”

      “Did you offer to pay him back?”

      “It’s gone, all of it. And for what?” He eyes fell on the girl. “The doctors and hospitals and therapists took all of it, and she’s still a monster.”

      “Why do you have the gun, Glen? Were you going to murder Winside?” She watched him for a minute then shook her head. “No, you were going to take your own life like a coward.”

      “This is her fault.” He pointed at the teen with the gun hanging loosely in his hand. “What are the doctors calling it now? Reactive attachment disorder? We know it goes far beyond that.”

      The teenager stared at him with a blank face like she was somewhere else.

      “Don’t blame Eris for your failures.” The woman crossed her arms. “She’s a certified genius with an I.Q. well over 200. You’ve become a petty criminal who stole from his boss. I’m glad he fired you.”

      “You…you’re the one who told Winside.” He pointed the gun at her.

      “Nonsense.” She tsked. “But you should’ve gone to Arthur and asked for help. He’s a generous man and you’re an embarrassment.”

      Glen pulled the trigger. The bullet struck her chest, and she collapsed. Police broke through the door, and he shot again. They returned fire and killed him.

      Jake was desperate to leave, but he still couldn’t move. Heart racing, he watched as the scene played out.

      Police officers swarmed the room, checking the bodies and removing the gun. Eris didn’t seem to care about the dead bodies or the blood dripping from her face. She stood in the middle of all the commotion and stared at the floor.

      Shards of mirror and glass from the bar covered the carpet. She dropped to her knees, cautiously shifting pieces until they formed an oval.

      The scene faded as Eris leaned forward and smiled at her reflection in the broken mirror.
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        * * *

      

      Jake returned to his body and reeled. He tried rubbing the image from his eyes, only looking up when Emma and Reed let out moans.

      “What just happened?” Emma sat on the floor with her head between her knees. “I couldn’t see you guys. Did you have to watch a weird mini-movie? It was like a cutscene you’d see in other games but it felt real.”

      “I don’t think it was a cutscene. I think I was experiencing one of Eris Winside’s memories.” Jake told them about her parents and how they died.

      “Some of the pieces are coming together.” Reed rubbed the back of his neck. “The memory I was in must’ve taken place that same night. Eris was young, like she was in middle school. An EMT was wiping blood off her face when a police officer handed her a doll they found in the house.

      Arthur Winside arrived and started apologizing, but she seemed emotionless, barely nodding when he spoke. He promised to take care of her and told her there was nothing to fear now that her parents were gone.

      After he left, Eris placed her finger on the dolls forehead like a gun and said, ‘Boom. You have nothing to fear.’”

      They both looked at Reed with wide eyes.

      “Emma?” Jake asked.

      “Nope. I’m not reliving what I saw.” She shook her head. “I’ll just say that Eris was the demon child on the puzzle, and she went through many, many pets.”

      “If we’re actually in Winside’s head I want out.” Jake stood and offered them both a hand.

      “Agreed.” Reed moved into the hallway. “No more alcoves and don’t look into the light. We keep going forward until we reach the end.”

      It was a brilliant plan for about five minutes. Distant whispers made them look back toward the entrance.

      “Fuck,” Emma said, under her breath.

      They walked faster and faster as the whispers became louder. The hallway seemed to have no end and Jake was beginning to lose stamina.

      “Just keep going,” Reed shouted.

      Jake glanced over his shoulder and saw distant reflections. “They’re closing on us.”

      “Maybe it’s another puzzle and we have to experience more of her memories.” Reed drew the weapon from his back.

      “No fucking way.” Emma stopped and spun around to face them. “We stand our ground and finish this.”

      Jake and Reed stumbled to a halt and rushed back to her just in time. A horde of the Mirrored were only twenty yards away.

      “Is this a good time for a bio break?” Jake asked. “Maybe log out and come back later.”

      This time they laughed.

      “So far, I count at least seven hundred years bad luck.” Emma smiled.

      “Sorry guys. I thought… I hoped…” Reed’s voice caught.

      The Mirrored slowed to a halt only ten feet away. They moved aside to make room, letting one of them step forward. The woman trapped inside was petite, with curly blond hair. Unlike the others, she didn’t appear to be in pain. She looked worried.

      “Oh my God,” Emma whispered.

      Reed covered his mouth, barely able to speak. “Mom?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 69

          

          
            A SHOULDER TO CRY ON

          

        

      

    

    
      Gabriel gasped for air and immediately began coughing. He’d held on until his lungs burned and his head throbbed. He hadn’t been sure which would explode first…and then his mind began to drift. He’d experienced a brief moment of peace before everything went dark.

      Either his plan to throw her off had worked and she’d pulled back early, or he was lucky as fuck.

      He didn’t feel lucky. Every breath made his lungs burn, and there wasn’t enough aspirin in the world to numb his head. It was almost impossible to stay focused, and more than anything he wanted to sleep.

      His eyelids were heavy and began to close. Dreams slipped into his mind and Eris was on top of him again. She looked at him hungrily and he was drawn to her.

      Eris’ loving eyes went wide. She shouted, “I loved you,” and lifted a pillow over her head.

      Gabriel woke with a start. He may never sleep right again, but he was awake and ready to get out of this bed.

      There was still a chance to shut down the Omneity Sphere and save the players. All he had to do was get free, walk all the way down to the control center without collapsing, and flip the off switch. It seemed impossible, but he’d just lived through something worse.

      They’d left him shackled to the headboard, but that wouldn’t last long. Someone would come back to take his body or finish the job.

      He fought through the mental fog to remember. They thought he was dead. She’d said something about a gun then told Aegis to leave. The cyborg was going somewhere? He had to think. Was it somewhere nearby? Who was the beast going to kill?

      “The kids!” he gasped.

      Gabriel struggled against the restraints but immediately stopped. His dislocated arm hurt with every movement, and he stifled a curse. More fog lifted, and he checked his ocular cast unit. It was still functioning.

      “Gabriel?” Ty said. “Did you get out?”

      “No…no time.” His words came out faint. “The kids…in danger. She sent Aegis to kill them.”

      “On it,” a woman’s voice said in the distance.

      “He’s—” Gabriel coughed. “Aegis is a cyborg.”

      “So is Marc. Hopefully she can stop him.” Ty paused. “You don’t sound right. Are you okay? Should I send the police? An ambulance?”

      “Send the National Guard.”

      “You’re kidding?”

      “Just do it,” he shouted through the pain. “Going to release them all.”

      Gabriel ended the transmission. If Eris was coming back with a gun, he didn’t have time to argue.

      “Unlock.” Nothing happened. “Release.” Still nothing.

      Maybe he was too quiet. He rolled over his dislocated shoulder and let out a groan. This would’ve been easier if Aegis had torn it off, but at least his mouth was closer to the shackles.

      “Unlock… Release… Open…”

      Nothing worked. She’d either revoked his access or used a passphrase. His mind raced through the things she’d said.

      “Heal…healing… Deity…”

      She might be here any minute, and panic wasn’t helping. He closed his eyes and tried focusing past the pain.

      Eris wasn’t predictable, but one thing drove her. She believed she was helping those people in stasis because they were safe from the one thing she couldn’t face.

      “There is nothing to fear.”

      Click.

      “She’s full of shit.” He rolled over and sat up. “There’s plenty to fear.”

      The room spun, and he put one hand against his temple. The other arm was still useless. He grabbed the wrist with his good hand and held it out straight.

      “I hate this part.”

      He pulled until there was an audible click.

      “Fuck.”

      Now all he had to do was make it to the Omneity Sphere without getting noticed, shut it down without getting noticed, and get outside to meet the National Guard without getting noticed.

      “Fuck.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 70

          

          
            THROUGH THE LOOKING GLASS

          

        

      

    

    
      An internal panic set in as they followed the Mirrored. Just because it sort of looked like Reed’s mom didn’t mean it wasn’t leading them to doom.

      When Reed said that his mom might be stuck in the game, Jake believed him, more or less. But her showing up for a last-minute save, here in the hallway of nightmares, really felt like good luck. And good luck didn’t exist on Epiales.

      She wouldn’t let Reed hug her, which made sense, but she also wouldn’t talk. They all had a million questions she conveniently couldn’t answer.

      He exchanged wary looks with Emma as they followed her in silence. They’d known Reed a long time, and he was obviously holding back a wall of words that would cover everything from theories to gratitude.

      Every once in a while, Reed would glance over his shoulder as if ready to say something. His jaw would drop, or he’d blink several times like he’d forgotten the hundreds of Mirrored who followed them. It always made him walk a little faster.

      Most of the time, they kept their heads down to avoid being pulled into another nightmare. It was the longest ten minutes of his life.

      “Guys, we’re here and there’s a large doorway,” Reed said. “According to the map, this leads to the last room.”

      “Is there an exit on the other side of the room?” Emma peeked in. “I wouldn’t mind just passing through and saying we won.”

      “Right after the boss fight.” Jake rubbed his hands together. It was wishful thinking, but he’d do anything for a simple boss fight after all that horror.

      They both frowned at him.

      “Guys, it’s still a game.” He rolled his eyes. “There’s always a final boss.”

      Reed’s mom stepped aside and urged them through with both hands.

      “You aren’t coming with?” Reed asked.

      She shook her head.

      “How do we know this isn’t a trap?” Emma asked. “Another trap.”

      Reed was about to say something when his mom raised a hand, like she was urging them to wait. She stepped back, looking Reed over with sad eyes.

      “Mom?” His voice shook slightly.

      She shivered, creating waves through the shards of her mirrored body. The waves became stronger, cracking the glass along her edges and across her chest. She cried out as her body began vibrating violently like she was holding a jackhammer. Large pieces fell, shattering on the ground.

      “Mom, stop!” Reed reached out, but Jake and Emma held him back.

      A crunching sound came from her chest, and then again, until finally a hand broke through. A real, human hand.

      Jake let go of Reed. His friend reached out and wrapped his large Herc hands around his mom’s.

      “What’s this?” He stepped back and looked down in surprise.

      Her arm retreated into darkness, and the remaining glass that formed her body dropped to the ground. They stared at the shards of broken mirrors for several moments.

      “Reed, I’m sorry.” Emma looked ready to cry. “I didn’t know—”

      “You guys were right to hold me back. She broke through for a reason.” He opened his hand to reveal a small laser pistol.

      “Uh, cool.” Jake glanced at Emma for help.

      “It looks like one of those sci-fi ray guns from old television shows.” She leaned forward, focusing on the weapon. “Is that…an artifact?”

      “It’s called the Nullifier, whatever that means.” Reed handed it to Emma. “I’m not sure what it does, but she couldn’t give it to me until I bonded with it.”

      “Like Skittish.” Emma gave the gun to Jake.

      “It’s warm.” He looked up at Reed. “Is this how she broke through?”

      “Maybe?” Reed took a deep, steadying breath and pocketed the Nullifier. “We need to focus. Jake is probably right about a boss.”

      “See?” Jake beamed at Emma.

      “Brat.” She stuck out her tongue.

      “We need a plan.” Reed focused on something in the distance. “There’s a map of Loci’s Vault. It lays out where we’ve been, but it doesn’t show anything beyond the doorway.”

      “One sec.” Jake slipped into shadows for a quick peek.

      Reed and Emma whispered shouts for him to wait, but it didn’t take long for him to return.

      “What did you see?” Reed asked.

      “Just a huge empty room with a big dome overhead.” He let out a deep breath. “Pretty sure we just walk through and it’s over, just like Emma said.”

      “We won,” Emma said in a small voice. “Yay.”

      “Right.” Reed inspected the entrance. “Next, we walk through together, the door slams shut behind us and the big bad appears.”

      “Yeah.” Emma sounded dejected.

      “The first challenge was Cerberus and we just got past the Mirrored,” Reed said, thoughtfully. “This game is unpredictable, but I bet we’re facing a completely new and horrifying monster. I’m removing Shadow’s weapon mods.”

      “Lock and load.” Jake sheathed Mama’s Beat Stick and summoned Murder Hands.

      Emma swapped out her ammunition while Reed prepped his Earthbreaker.

      “You’ll like this room, Reed.” Jake patted his shoulder. “Instead of looking like a Greek restaurant, it’s super sci-fi.”

      “Sounds fun.” Reed took a nervous breath. “All together.”

      They took a half-step forward.

      “Wait.” Reed held up a hand.

      “For fuck’s sake.” Emma clutched her chest. “You gave me a heart attack.”

      “You said the room was big.” Reed frowned. “How big?”

      “I’d guess one third of a football stadium.”

      “That either means a really big boss or a lot of smaller ones.” Worry painted Emma’s face.

      Reed thought for a minute. “Mom gave me the Nullifier for a reason. Emma, can you control Artemitide in here?”

      Her eyes danced back and forth as she looked through menus. “Why yes, I can.”

      The steel diamond appeared over her shoulder. Dull red light shone through symbols on all eight sides, and it hummed in anticipation.

      They both looked at Jake. He suddenly felt underdressed for the party and shrugged.

      “This feels like something Deity put into motion.” Reed sighed then shook his head. “Each of us received a gift that has great power. Emma controls Artemitide, I’ve got a tiny ray gun, and Jake has the seed.”

      “Right. The seed.” Jake hadn’t expected to use it. The seed was a gift and his only connection to Mascot.

      “Only as a last option.” Reed held the Earthbreaker in both hands and faced the door. “Let’s do this.”

      They took another step forward.

      “Reed.” Emma raised a hand.

      “Oh, now what?” Jake froze. “I’m going to run out of adrenaline.”

      “Why did you say that Deity put this into motion?”

      “Uh, well.” He looked at the ground. “I’ll explain more later, but uh, well, Deity is—”

      “Help me.” The plea came from the room. It sounded like a girl who was far away, whispering into the wind.

      Emma shot Jake a look. “I thought you said the room was empty.”

      “Reed!” The girl’s voice became insistent and she shouted. “Reed, I need you!”

      “Deity!” Without hesitation, Reed rushed into the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 71

          

          
            KILLERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Marc released several drones from her Corvette a mile away from the Swift residence. They had the area mapped out before she arrived.

      Imaging revealed six people in a building near the house. Five were prone, likely the kids and two parents, but they were all still alive. The sixth was larger than the others and still moving.

      “Shit.”

      She’d hoped to park far enough away to go unnoticed, but there wasn’t time for stealth if Aegis was already on site.

      Tires squealed as she turned into the gravel driveway. She slammed on the gas, kicking up a cloud of rocks and dirt. Fifteen seconds later, she skidded to a halt beside a Lincoln Town Car.

      There was a farmhouse nearby that seemed untouched. The nearby pole barn hadn’t been so lucky. Aegis must’ve ripped off the steel door, which was lying on the ground nearby.

      She jumped out of the ’Vette and ran to the entrance.

      Aegis stood in the middle of the room, wearing a suit meant for funerals. He smiled at her with his arms crossed like he’d been waiting. A nasty welt over his right temple was leaking blood.

      There were three black Winside immersion pods on her left that appeared unharmed. A sturdy-looking man and a heavy-set woman lay still at Aegis’s feet. The woman was still holding a black baton that was cracked and splintered.

      Marc had to lure him away and take the fight outside. “I figured you’d be better.” She nodded at the woman. “Did she knock any sense into you?”

      He grimaced but didn’t take the bait. Instead of bulldozing her through the doorway, he reached out with a hand and beckoned her to attack.

      She ran forward like she was going to tackle him but at the last second, leaped up to kick him in the head. Her foot landed hard on his injured temple.

      Aegis grabbed her leg and spun around, throwing her into the pods. She crouched, hitting the first pod like a bowling ball. It crashed into the one beside it and pushed them both against the workbench, throwing tools to the ground.

      The impact cracked a metal tube beneath the nearest pod, setting off a steady warning beep. A cloud of nanobots shot out from the crack, covering the nearby floor in a fog, and she reached over to pinch off one of the metal tubes, letting the backup unit take over.

      “Not what I expected.” He chuckled. “I’d heard tales of your greatness. I’m disappointed.”

      He might be cyborg, but she’d fought his type before. Aegis fought like a bruiser, not a trained assassin. He led with the right side of his body, which meant he relied heavily on his cybernetic arm. That unbalanced him, since he was predominantly left-handed, and his attacks were going to be repetitive.

      Stopping him shouldn’t be too hard but getting him away from the kids was going to hurt.

      The pole barn was like a hardware store with hand tools all over the floor. There were saws, screwdrivers, several utility knives, and a few hammers. She needed something heavy and balanced, like the concrete chisels that were just out of reach.

      Marc grabbed the canister that had been leaking nanobots and wrenched it free. It was mostly full and awkward to hold. She threw it at his legs, and his right foot moved fast enough to stop it. Aegis barked out a laugh as he slammed it to the ground. It gave her enough time to grab the largest chisel and hurl it at the canister.

      It punctured the metal housing with a thunk. The pressurized contents hissed out, pushing the canister hard enough to make him stumble back.

      She threw the smallest chisel at his face. His cybernetic reflexes were fast enough to catch it. That kept his hand too busy to catch the third chisel. Aegis roared in pain as the chisel sank deep into his right thigh.

      She kipped up then inched over to position herself in front of the doorway.

      “I’m not surprised Eris sent you to die. She’s probably sick of you hanging outside her door while she’s banging Gabriel.”

      His face went red, and he glared at her with such hatred she took a step back. Yeah, this was going to hurt.

      “Can you hear her moan Gabriel’s name when you’re standing guard?”

      Aegis jerked the chisel out and threw it to the ground. He roared like a wild animal and rushed forward. Marc stepped to the right, staying within reach of his right hand.

      He grabbed her wrist, spun around, and threw her out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel tried to be sneaky at first, but it was pointless. The hundreds of employees that seemed to worship Eris were gone like they’d abandoned ship or she’d locked them all in a room. Either seemed possible at this point.

      He felt like a ghost after his near-death experience. There was always someone from her staff cleaning or guarding at all hours. Now, the only sound was his rushed footsteps. Fortunately, his burgeoning headache and throbbing shoulder convinced him he was alive.

      He found the stairs leading to the caves beneath the estate. After stumbling down the first two, he took cautious steps and held onto the wall for support.

      James Bond made it look incredibly easy. Good looks, charm, and the black belt Gabriel had earned in middle school hadn’t quite prepared him for a sociopathic debutant and her killer cyborg. It had been fun flirting with the devil until he’d learned lives were at risk. When this was over, he was going to put the nerd glasses back on and hide behind a desk.

      The bright lights that normally greeted him in the cavernous hallways were dim. Every ten feet, a flashing red light on the ceiling alerted him that his head still hurt. Either Eris had turned them on to scare away employees or the fission reactor was ready to blow.

      He opened the door to the control center and was blasted with freezing air. It felt good but meant someone had left the door leading to the Omneity Sphere open. He peeked into the command center to check for monsters.

      The room was empty, but what he glimpsed through the window didn’t make him feel better. He moved in for a better view. The neural webbing wrapped around the sphere was made from steel cables. There were capacitors at each intersection, each the size of his leg. He counted seven that were sparking like a fork being microwaved.

      Maybe that was a good thing if it was all going to self-destruct. He made his way to a desk and logged in. To his surprise, she still hadn’t revoked his access. Eris must’ve thought he was dead or was too busy being crazy to lock him out. It gave him hope.

      His original plan had been to shut down the whole thing, but it would be better to just turn off the neural webbing. The patch was smart enough to log the players out in a healthy way instead of abruptly ejecting them.

      He pounded away at the keyboard, trying his best to keep track of everything. The patch was still aggressively working its way through the code, including whatever was locked in the vault.

      When Emma, Jake and Reed had entered the first room, the computer spat out a release form that stated Eris was mentally fit. The kids must have made some progress, because the directory now contained a lifetime of medical records and memories. He only took time to glance at a few, and they all confirmed the same thing. She was a disaster.

      He copied all of it to his cast device and sent them to his private storage for safekeeping. Someone had to know how all of this had come about, but it was the last time he would look at them.

      He turned his focus to the neural webbing. The code was alien, and it was hard to find usable data in the logs since they were filled with errors. It took ten minutes to find something he could use.

      Everything he read confirmed what he’d believed since this started. The neural webbing acted like a trap. Not only did it bury Eris’s crazy deep below Epiales, but it kept the patch from pushing out the players.

      He gave up with a sigh and leaned back in the chair. The Omneity Sphere and the neural webbing were integrated so tightly, he couldn’t turn off the webbing without shutting down everything.

      “Deity,” he whispered. “Are you there?”

      There was no answer. He wanted to make sure his timing was right, or maybe say goodbye. Deity was something special, and he’d miss her, but there was no time to wait.

      He leaned forward and began typing in commands to shut down the Omneity Sphere. After entering his password a thousand times, he arrived at the screen and selected Shut down Omneity Sphere.

      
        
        Confirm your choice:

      

      

      
        	Maintenance Mode

        	Full Shut Down

      

      “Leave my daughter alone!” Eris shouted from the entrance.

      She stumbled in like a hobo on a bender. Her hair was Bride-of-Frankenstein everywhere, and her top was ripped like she’d tried tearing it off. Eris held onto the door with one hand and a gun with the other.

      “Eris.” His instinct was to help.

      He stood, wanting to rush over and take care of her like he still had a bit of chivalry left in his pocket. Instead, his eyes went wide. She wore his portable immersion pod on her wrist, and a tight field of nanobots surrounded her. They were so close to her body he could barely see their glow.

      “How…are you?” He gathered himself. “Are you logged in?”

      “Yes, Gabriel.” Her voice was husky with effort. “I’m in complete control of Epiales, and I’m here to stop you at the same time.”

      She held the gun so loosely his only concern was that it might go off if she dropped it.

      “Stop, please. The strain will kill you.” He took a step forward. “It doesn’t have to be like this.”

      “Those things you said—”

      “Were wrong. I was trying not to die.” He sighed. “It worked, but that’s not how I feel.”

      “Lies.” She took a slow step forward, gripping the gun tighter.

      “Let me end this.” He stepped back to the console. “I want to help those people. I want to help you.”

      “Stay away or I’ll destroy you.” Eris raised the gun and pointed it at his chest. “She’s mine.”
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            TARTARUS

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake and Emma raced in after Reed. There was a loud thunk behind them after passing through the doorway. They looked back to see a steel door blocking their exit.

      
        
        Congratulations. You Have Discovered the Tartarus

      

      

      “Shit.” Reed shuddered. “The Tartarus was a prison for the Titans in Greek Mythology. Basically, it’s hell.”

      “Not good,” Jake said. “But not a surprise.”

      They watched in awe as the domed room began to change.

      Eight enormous curved pylons rose from the steel floor, arcing over the center until they were fifty feet tall. The ends were ten feet apart, making it look like a giant claw that failed to close. A gentle hum of power lit up the pylons. When the light reached the tips, they began to spark. Lightning danced between them, becoming so bright they were hard to look at. The lightning created an electrical orb that looked like a blue sun.

      “Neat,” Jake said, looking everywhere for the big bad.

      “It’s not done.” Reed pointed at the center of the room.

      A beam of light shot down from the blue mini-sun, creating a dangerous-looking spotlight. The floor beneath the light opened to make room for a pedestal that rose. A young girl in the center of it all held onto herself like nightmares surrounded her.

      “She looks like Eris.” Emma sounded surprised. “Like the Eris we saw in the mirror.”

      Thud.

      They all looked up.

      Thud.

      “There’s always got to be a thud.” Jake sought the room for a giant thud-maker and then pointed. “Huh. That’s it?”

      A twenty-foot-tall robot straight out of pulp sci-fi stood across the room from them. It was iron gray with steel girders for legs, a round torso, and arms made from flexible ductwork. Its barrel head housed an old television screen that sputtered like the reception was bad.

      “Maybe we can just turn it off,” Jake tried to joke.

      “Good idea.” Emma chuckled. “I hate this show.”

      An old man’s face appeared on the television screen and slowly came into focus. Horizontal lines rose up the black-and-white image at random intervals.

      “Leave my daughter alone!” His voice was flat and crackled like the speaker was about to die.

      “Arthur Winside,” Reed said. “I recognize him from our history class.”

      The robot looked around the room but didn’t move.

      “It makes sense, I guess.” Emma shook her head. “We saw him in Eris’s nightmares. The creepy old man married her when she was only fifteen, and she obviously felt trapped.”

      “Gross.” Jake glared at the robot. “Gramps needs to die.”

      “Why did you say Deity when you heard the voice?” Emma asked.

      “I’ll explain later. Something isn’t right.” Reed wouldn’t take his eyes off Eris. “Can you guys kite him while I talk to the girl?”

      Jake looked at Emma. “Want to distract him with a little Ping-pong?”

      “Great idea.” She ran to the opposite side of the room.

      The robot lumbered forward, taking slow, heavy steps around the room. “Stay away or I’ll destroy you. She’s mine.”

      Jake gave Reed a quick fist bump before parting ways. Reed rocketed toward Eris while he leaped into shadows.

      The domed room was overly bright, making the shadows sparse. Jake stepped out from a hint of shade cast by a pylon. The robot’s round feet also cast shadows and he leaped again to appear behind one.

      The robot didn’t take notice until he jammed Murder Hands’ dark electric blade into its foot.

      There was nothing that indicated the attack did any damage, but the robot roared, either in anger or pain. It swung fast with its heavy arms, but Jake was already behind its other foot.

      “Die, you sick fuck.” He dug deep with his Bleed Out ability.

      The robot struck him in the side, throwing him across the room. He smashed into the far wall and fell to the ground. His health bar was gone, but it felt like he’d tried fighting a tank and lost.

      The robot stomped toward him. Jake grabbed his syringe with a shaky hand and shoved it into his leg. There still wasn’t any sign of his health, but one more blow like that and he’d be done.

      The robot stood over him, and the old man in the screen cackled. It was reaching for him when an explosion struck the side of his head.

      “My girl,” Jake said.

      It turned and marched away to hunt Emma.

      “This is going to be a long fight,” Jake muttered before returning to the shadows.
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        * * *

      

      Reed approached the beam of light. The girl cowered in the center, holding herself and rocking back and forth.

      “We’re going to get you out of here.”

      She continued rocking like he wasn’t there. Deity’s voice had called for him, but this wasn’t Deity. This young girl looked like Eris, and she was afraid.

      Emma cried out in pain. He had to figure out what was going on and fast. The robot was too much for them, and there wasn’t much time.

      He was missing something. There were usually waves to most high-end boss fights. Sometimes it was a horde of lesser monsters and other times it was just a matter of figuring out the puzzle.

      There had to be something they’d experienced on Epiales that could help. The game had started with Deity saying, “There is nothing to fear.” Someone had filled this vault with all of Eris Winside’s worst fears, but were they her worst fears? She’d survived what they’d seen and probably more to become adored by the public. They loved that she was powerful, beautiful, and wealthy.

      She would lose all of that if the media found out she’d trapped his mom and others in the game. That had to be why she was hellbent on stopping them. More than anything, Eris Winside feared the truth.

      “This is all a lie, just like Winside.”

      The child looked up at him with desperate eyes and nodded.

      “Emma!” He grabbed for the Nullifier. “Hold it off with Artemitide.”

      There was a crackle of power behind him, and the robot let out a roar.

      “Jake. If I’m right, you’re going to need to use Mascot’s seed.”

      The ray gun was tiny and felt delicate in his large cybernetic hand. Emma let out another cry, and he almost dropped it. He took a deep, calming breath and carefully positioned the ray gun in his hand.

      “Got it.” He pointed it at the tiny sun and fired.

      Instead of shooting out a steady beam, or short bursts of light, the gun let out a vworping sound like a police siren low on batteries.

      The mini-sun began to spark. The robot’s footsteps grew louder behind him, but he kept firing. There was a loud crack of power that sounded like Artemitide, and the old man howled. He tried to ignore all of it. The Nullifier continued to wail, louder and louder, until Reed winced. Still, he held true, with his arm raised high.

      “Reed, watch out!”

      The robot’s hand struck him like a wrecking ball, and he flew across the room. It charged at him and was feet away when the mini-sun exploded.
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        * * *

      

      “Reed.” Jake shook his shoulder.

      Reed didn’t move.

      Jake glanced back to check on the robot. It lay on the ground ten feet away like a heap of junk. The screen still flickered but the old man was gone.

      “Please wake up.” Emma knelt beside Reed and shoved her syringe into a fleshy part of his arm.

      Reed still didn’t move.

      The robot faded away like a desert mirage. A woman appeared in its place, lying on the ground and struggling to push herself up. She wore a glowing blue jumpsuit and looked like she was trying to be Deity for Halloween.

      “Let me try,” a girl’s voice said from nearby.

      Jake and Emma stood then took a step back. Deity, the one Jake recognized from their first visit to Knosus, knelt beside Reed.

      “He’s going to be okay.” She looked at Jake, and then at Emma. “He just needs a little boost.” She kissed Reed on the lips. “I love you.”

      Jake didn’t know what to say, and Emma’s eyes were so wide it was like she’d stuck a finger in an electrical outlet.

      Deity continued kissing Reed, and soon he was kissing her back.

      The woman behind them, the one that used to be a robot, roared with fury.

      “Uh, guys?” Emma tapped Deity on the shoulder. “Can this wait until we win?”

      Deity pulled back, and Reed opened his eyes. “I love you, too.”

      “Great.” Jake stood and summoned his Murder Hands. “I’d love to get the fuck out of here. Can we beat her now?”

      “Only if we work together.” Deity stood and faced Eris.

      Winside reached out with both arms, shooting beams of light from her hands. Deity winced as they crashed against an invisible shield.

      Emma smacked Reed. “Deity is your girlfriend, and you didn’t tell us?”

      Jake helped him stand. “Probably not a good time to ask what that was like.”

      Deity barked out a laugh. “I like your friends. We can tell them everything after taking out my mom. Get your weapons ready.”

      Reed grabbed the Sonic Earthbreaker, Emma drew Killswitch, and Jake summoned Murder Hands’ dark dagger. They stood behind her like superheroes ready for the takedown.

      “You’re all amazing, but you’ll need the items of power for this battle.” Deity looked over her shoulder. “We can only beat her if you use the Nullifier, Skittish, and the Summoning Seed.”

      “Right,” Reed said.

      Emma and Reed began fading in and out.

      “What the fuck?” Emma asked.

      They flickered again, and then they were gone.

      “Well, shit,” Deity said.
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            AN ARM AND A LEG

          

        

      

    

    
      Marc balled up, striking the Lincoln Town Car like a cannonball. The impact almost toppled the car over. It leaned to one side and balanced on two tires before crashing to the ground.

      She rolled to all fours as the driver’s door opened. Someone stumbled toward her.

      “Marc, are you okay?” Ty asked.

      Internal alarms wailed, warning her about structural integrity and fluid loss. It meant she couldn’t take a beating like that much longer. With a thought, she dismissed the alerts and muttered, “Override everything.”

      “Marc?” Ty shouted.

      “Stay clear and get to those kids as soon as you can.” She stood and wiped the gravel off her hands. “It’s time to perform some surgery.”

      Aegis ran through the doorway and headed straight toward her, huffing with every step like a steam locomotive. At the last second, she stepped to her right, far enough away he couldn’t spin and grab her.

      Aegis slammed into the car, knocking it back several feet. Marc kicked the left side of his face.

      Crack.

      Her foot connected with his jaw, breaking the mandible. She hammer-fisted his shoulder.

      Crack.

      His collarbone broke on impact.

      She jumped back when he pushed himself up. Unable to speak, Aegis moaned in pain as he spun around, swinging wildly.

      She snap-kicked his leg.

      Crack.

      His kneecap shattered, and Aegis collapsed to the ground.

      “I hear you have a thing for arms.” She tore off a car door and raised it high overhead.

      “Leave him, Marc,” Ty shouted. “Illegal cybernetics are government property. They’ll want to bring him in for research.”

      That was another word for rebuild, and she wasn’t about to let this monster roam free.

      “Fuck off, Ty,” she said over her shoulder. “Now get to the kids or you’re next.”

      Marc slammed the edge of the door onto Aegis’s cybernetic shoulder again and again. They built their parts to last, but cyborgs weren’t invulnerable. After a minute of pounding, the door was unrecognizable, and the arm was hanging by wires.

      She tossed the car door aside and tore the arm free. Blood and fluid poured from his shoulder, pooling on the gravel driveway.

      Aegis’s eyes were wide like he was staring at hell’s gate. Despite being near death, the big man chuckled.

      “You’re as crazy as Winside.” She shook her head. “Once I finish up here, I’m going to save Gabriel and end her nonsense.”

      He muttered something.

      She sighed and leaned in.

      He spat out a glob of blood. “Gabriel is already dead.”

      Marc produced one more concrete chisel. He squeezed his eyes shut as she slammed it into his neck. It took a while, but the head eventually broke free. She spent the next ten minutes using the chisel to turn his cybernetics into scrap metal.
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        * * *

      

      Eris still had the gun pointed at him. Her grip was weak, and the gun wavered, but that didn’t make him feel better.

      “Gabriel, are you there?” Deity whispered in his ear.

      His shoulders dropped a half inch, but how could he reply?

      “Eris, all I have to do is press one button and the Omneity Sphere will shut down.” He pointed at it until his finger was inches away from the keyboard. “If you shoot, you might miss me and hit the sphere. Neither of us wants that.”

      Eris lowered the gun, pointing it at his leg.

      “Understood,” Deity said. “I don’t want you to get hurt, but you have to shut it down on my mark.”

      “I really don’t want to do this,” he said to both of them. “Help me find another way.”

      Eris winced and pressed the gun’s grip against her temple.

      “There is no other way. Try not to get shot. I like you,” Deity said. “And Gabriel? Thank you.”
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            THE BRIDGE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake scrambled to get behind Deity and her shield. Winside was now throwing balls of red lightning that exploded on impact. Every attack made Deity retreat, and thin cracks had formed around her shield. He had to do something.

      He looked around the room for any other changes. A door out would’ve been perfect, but that would be too obvious. It would probably be something weird, like a table stacked with exploding pies, or maybe Abraham Lincoln running around naked with a glowing spatula.

      Eris roared as she threw a fireball, and then a dark void. She raised both hands like claws and shot lightning from her fingers. Deity was losing the fight.

      “Hang on.” Jake took a deep breath. “I’ll get behind her. When I attack, she’ll spin around, and you’ll have an opening.”

      “Don’t,” she snapped.

      They took another step back, and something behind them sparked. He spun around to see a dark, oval void in the wall. It looked like a doorway to a place he didn’t want to go. Dark shadows swirling around inside reminded him of how the Mirrored sucked in souls.

      “I’ll use the seed.” He reached for it.

      “Save it.” Deity took another step back. “I can stop her, but the timing has to be perfect, or you won’t make it.”

      “Won’t make it…” He let that hang but she didn’t answer. “Out alive? Home for dinner?”

      “You won’t make the bridge.” Deity reached back with a hand and pushed. “Gabriel, now!”

      Jake flew straight at the portal. He spread out his arms in time to grab the edge. The void sucked him in like a vacuum, and his hands began to slip. This had to be a mistake.

      Deity had gone on the offensive and fought Eris so ferociously that Jake winced. She was going to win, and after defeating Eris, she’d come back for him. He just had to hold on.

      
        
        You have accepted a quest.

        The harder the conflict, the more glorious the triumph.

      

      

      Deity reached back and pushed. A blast of air struck Jake, and he fell into the void.
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel tapped the keyboard to confirm shutdown. Eris shot as he dove to the floor. The bullet smashed through the window and pinged off something in the Omneity Sphere chamber.

      More cold air rushed into the room, and it didn’t feel good this time. His fingers were already becoming cold and stiff as he crawled around desks.

      Eris shot again. The bullet pinged off the floor, spraying shards of tile in all directions.

      The computer was supposed to announce the shutdown. By default, it was also supposed to require verbal authorization. His heart raced. Had he fucked something up?

      And then everything went quiet. He glanced back at the window. The lights were now dim. The hum of power around the Omneity Sphere was silent. All he could hear was Eris.

      She laughed maniacally, taking slow steps around the workstations.

      He needed something to throw and scrambled again to avoid being shot. There was nothing, and the small room left him nowhere to go.

      “It’s over, Gabriel.” She stood ten feet away, pointing the gun at his head.

      “Wait.” He got up on his knees in a vain hope to launch at her. “One last kiss?”

      “I would, dear Gabriel. But I’m not done healing.”

      The dim lights in the chamber grew bright again, and the hum returned as the Omneity Sphere came to life.

      “What the fuck?” He glanced back at the window. “I shut it down. I didn’t reboot it.”

      “The bridge.” She laughed. “Epiales is now connected to Everyworld, and no one can shut it down.”

      A loud pop from the sphere caught her attention.

      “No.” Her eyes went wide.

      There was another louder pop that made her wince.

      “The faulty conduits are giving up.” He lifted a knee and prepared to pounce.

      She looked at him and screamed. The neural webbing gave up with an electrical explosion. Her eyes went wide, and a quieter snap came from inside her head.

      Eris collapsed to the floor and didn’t move.

      For long moments, he remained crouched. Was it really over?

      There was a hissing sound in the chamber. The fireworks ended and noxious flame retardant spilled through the window. He held his breath and crawled to Eris.

      She was still breathing, so he dragged her into the hall. Part of him wanted to leave her, but that wasn’t in his nature.

      He stood and looked at her lying still on the floor. “Goodbye, Eris.”

      Gabriel did his best to set exhaustion aside and left to help the players.
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            ONE DOOR CLOSES

          

        

      

    

    
      Emma and Reed sat close to Jake’s immersion pod while people swarmed around them. Several police cars and an ambulance had arrived ten minutes after the game kicked them out. The Emergency Medical Technicians checked on Mama and Robert first. Their parents were a little rattled but would be fine.

      The EMTs finished giving Emma and Reed a once-over several times while two police officers questioned everything then asked the same questions again, like they’d forgotten the answers. “What are these devices?” “Do you have a license to operate them?” “Why can’t we open this pod?” “Do you know how to release the person inside?”

      “Guys, please? Can we go over this later?” Reed was polite, but there was no patience in his tone.

      “We need to understand what happened here.” The officer pointed a finger at Reed to emphasize that he meant business. “If that doesn’t work for you, we can finish this at the station.”

      Since the police and ambulance weren’t enough, a helicopter flew over the workshop and landed in a nearby field. That emptied the room, leaving Emma and Reed alone.

      “Think he’s okay?” Emma asked.

      “The pod readout shows he’s healthy.” Reed let out a heavy sigh. “He may be better off than we are.”

      They sat there for a while and listened to adults argue outside in the cold. There was a terrible wrenching sound, like metal being torn and bent. Sirens wailed to life then faded as cars drove away.

      Emma leaned back against the pod while Reed scratched at the floor with a screwdriver. This seemed pretty low-key after the last four weeks.

      More cars arrived several minutes later, followed by more arguing.

      It got better when a tall, blond woman entered the workshop with several boxes of pizza. She had bruises on her face, and wore one of Robert’s worn, quilted plaid shirts. The shirt was unbuttoned, giving them an occasional glimpse of her blouse, which was ripped and covered in blood.

      “Sorry, kids. There’s a lot of stupid going on out there. I could only get rid of some of it.” She knelt then handed over the boxes. “Hopefully, this helps. I’m Marc, by the way.”

      “Thanks.” Emma accepted the pizza. “I’m Emma and this is Reed.”

      “This will be over soon enough. It’s too cold out there for them to keep arguing.”

      “What are they arguing about?”

      “Jake.” She nodded at the pod. “A man from the government who goes by Ty Hammers wants him out now, but that’s not safe. At least not yet. We’re waiting for Jake’s parents to call. They have the final say.”

      “Thanks for being honest.” Emma smiled at her.

      “After what you’ve been through, you deserve to know.” She met eyes with Reed. “I’m used to being stared at, but not by teenagers.”

      “Sorry, Marc, but whatever fight you were in, I’m glad you won.” He nodded at her bare midriff. “Cyborg?”

      Her skin was missing, revealing a steel frame and several blinking LED lights.

      “Yeah… Shit.” She chuckled and buttoned up the plaid shirt. “No wonder those cops were so freaked out.”

      “I thought… Well, I mean, aren’t you…?” Emma let her awkwardness hang in the air.

      “Illegal? Dangerous?” Marc shook her head and sighed. “All of the above.”

      “Cool!” Reed smiled at her.

      “Yeah.” Emma nodded. “Badass.”

      Marc blushed. “When this is done, I’m adopting both of you.”

      A herd of adults entered the room, and a woman stepped forward. She was petite with curly blond hair and blue eyes. She wore a viscosity suit beneath her heavy coat.

      “Reed?” She looked at him.

      “Mom!” Reed leaped up and wrapped his arms around her.

      His dad joined the hug, and everyone gave them room.

      Tears streamed down Emma’s cheeks. It was so good to see them together again. If they could get Jake out of the pod safely, the Epiales nightmare would be worth it.

      A tall man with windswept blond hair and a chiseled jaw approached. He looked tired, and his arm was in a sling, but she recognized him immediately.

      “Gabriel?” She hastily wiped away tears before starting to stand.

      “Hi, Emma. Don’t get up because of me.” He sat beside her. “You okay?”

      She’d saved him. He’d saved her. They’d been through a lot. The game wasn’t just a game, because it was a nightmare. She’d held onto bravery the entire time, but something about Gabriel’s presence made it okay to let go.

      “You’ll be okay.” He wrapped an arm around her.

      She buried herself in his friendly half-hug, completely embarrassed as she bawled her eyes out.

      “Take this.” Marc handed her a silk handkerchief.

      Emma nodded a thanks and wiped her eyes.

      “Why is that woman glaring at me?” Gabriel whispered.

      Emma burst out laughing, which was exactly what she needed. “That’s my mom, but everyone calls her Mama.”

      “Got it.” He nodded politely. “Mama?”

      “She beat off some of Winside’s thugs with a nightstick.” Emma blew her nose in the handkerchief. “That’s where Eris got the idea for Mama’s Beat Stick.”

      “No shit.” He looked at Mama with wide eyes. “That Beat Stick has saved my life so many times on Epiales. I’m a huge fan, ma’am. Thank you.”

      “He can stay.” She nodded approvingly. “Just behave yourself with my Emma.”

      “Uh, yes, Mama.” He leaned in and whispered to her, “Okay, that sounded weird.”

      “You’ll get used to it.” She sat up and smiled at him. “All my friends do.”

      A thin man with wispy hair entered the workshop like he owned it. He had deep smile lines that looked worn and tired, like they had given up a long time ago.

      “Sorry.” Gabriel hastily detached himself from Emma to stand. He reached out and shook the man’s hand. “Watson, it’s good to see you, sir.”

      “While this didn’t turn out as we planned, you did well, Gabriel.” He turned to the others. “The Willems have signed off on letting my staff care for young Jake. We’re bringing him to Everyworld now so we can start the process of safely removing him from the immersion pod.”

      Watson lifted one hand and waved his team forward with two fingers. Most people in the workshop stepped aside to make room for two techs and a gravity slab that hovered over the ground. Emma stood to block their path and Reed moved to stand beside her.

      “How long will that take?” Reed asked.

      “You must be Reed and Emma.” Watson took a moment to shake their hands. “I promise to have your friend back soon.”

      “That’s not good enough.” Reed leaned in. “Why can’t you release him now?”

      Watson chuckled dismissively, looking around the room for help. “Mr. and Mrs. Swift, would you mind? My technicians have work to do.”

      Instead of answering, Reed’s mom gave him, and Emma, a supportive nod.

      “We spent the last four weeks getting our asses beat by one of your worlds, and now you’re taking our friend?” Emma shouted. “Answer his question.”

      Watson let out a long sigh. “Either Jake, or likely Deity, defeated the final boss. That win created a bridge connecting Epiales to Everyworld. Jake is stuck on that bridge between worlds. He’s completely safe, but he can’t leave on his own. I’m putting together a team that will go into Everyworld to extract him so he can log out safely.”

      “I want in,” Reed demanded.

      “Me too,” Emma said.

      Watson paused to think before shaking his head. “I’m sorry. It’s going to be dangerous and you’re too young. I won’t do that to you or your parents.”

      “Too young?” Emma snapped. After all they’d faced, Watson was worried about their age?

      “There’s no way we’re staying behind,” Reed shouted.

      “Uh.” He looked from Emma to Reed, and his shoulders dropped in defeat. “I’ll consider it, but I refuse to put you in danger, not without a significant reason.”

      Reed and Emma started shouting again until Gabriel let out an ear-piercing whistle.

      “Guys, let the techs help Jake.” He waved them over.

      They reluctantly got out of the way. He put an arm around both of them, and they huddled.

      “I’m going back to Everyworld with Watson. I’ll do everything in my power to get you on that team, I promise.” His eyes shifted from left to right for a second then he nodded. “That’s my cast number. Call when you have questions, and I’ll let you know how Jake is doing.”

      Emma hated this but didn’t see another way. “I trust you, Gabriel.”

      “Same.” Reed pulled away and approached Watson. “I’m not giving up on this.”

      Watson took a step back with wide eyes. “Was there anything else?”

      “There is.” Reed took a deep breath. “I want to know if Deity is okay.”

      “Deity?” Watson stepped back and looked at Gabriel for help.

      “Tell him.” He put a hand on Reed’s shoulder. “He deserves to know.”

      “Right, well, it’s an unusual situation.” Watson frowned. “Deity is still in maintenance mode, and we can’t communicate with her. Despite this, Epiales is running as expected.”

      Reed didn’t budge, so Watson continued.

      “We designed the A.I. to be resilient, and it can adapt to almost any change. I don’t see any reason to be concerned, but I’m sure, uh, she’s okay.”

      “You’ll let me know?” Reed asked Gabriel.

      “I promise.”

      Watson snapped at the technicians several times, warning them to be careful. He glanced at Reed nervously as they unplugged the immersion pod and connected it to a portable power unit. Before they could move it to the gravity slab, Marc shooed them aside and did it by herself.

      The techs led the pod out of the workshop, and Watson followed without saying another word.

      “You’ll hear from me,” Gabriel said. “I promise.”

      After a brief group hug, he took rushed steps out of the pole barn.

      “I gotta go too.” Marc smiled at them. “Ty owes me big time, and I’m going to the Winside Estate so I can bend him a bit.” She pointed at both of them with a finger. “You should both have my cast number now. Use it when you need me. Until then, I’ll keep an eye on things. Watson knows better than to fuck with me.” She also gave them a hug before leaving.

      “Cool,” Reed said.

      “Badass,” Emma agreed.

      Reed’s dad invited everyone to the house, and the grownups agreed that would be better than talking in the cold. They had a million questions and promised to wait five or ten minutes until the kids were ready.

      Emma and Reed sat down and devoured their pizzas.

      “What the fuck was that?” she asked.

      “They’re all crazy.” He gobbled half a piece in one bite.

      “What do we do about Jake?” She stared at the ripped-off door. “I do trust Gabriel, but I bet he’ll need help.”

      They finished their pizzas in silence. Reed finished first and went to change out of his viscosity suit. Emma had completely forgotten she was wearing one. When he was done, she followed his lead.

      He was waiting at the door and staring at the two busted-up pods. There was a look on his face she recognized all too well.

      “You got something?” she asked.

      “Just an idea.” He smiled. “Like I said, this isn’t over.”
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            ANOTHER DOOR OPENS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Three Months Later

      

      

      Winter seemed reluctant to let go of Massachusetts. Cold seeped into Mama’s house through old pane glass windows, and the persistent wind created a symphony of creaks and moans.

      Emma sat alone at the kitchen table, occasionally reaching out from her blanket cocoon to take a bite of mediocre lunch. Mama had been offering to teach her some cooking basics, but Emma was always too busy. It was a mistake that tasted a lot like PB&J.

      Three months ago, she’d been fighting for her life and now she was struggling to eat lunch. She felt out of touch, and she missed everyone.

      According to Gabriel’s messages, Jake was still alive and in stasis. It gave her hope, but it wasn’t enough.

      Reed blamed himself for Jake’s condition. The guilt ate him alive until he came up with a new project to obsess over. He wouldn’t tell her about it, but Emma was happy he’d found a distraction. Even though the project seemed to consume him, like most of them did, he still called every day to check on Mama.

      Her cough had gotten worse. She’d refused to go to the doctor until Emma threatened to paint nude self-portraits and send them to Gabriel. Mama got an appointment the next day and the doctors immediately checked her into the hospital. That was two weeks ago, and she was still there.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “They’re just milking my insurance for money, which is good with me. The thing about those damned insurance companies…” That speech went on for a while.

      After finishing lunch, she had a brief internal debate between homework and napping. Right before napping won, her bracelet buzzed with a message from Mama. It may have been the first cast Mama had sent to anyone. She hated technology and was prone to pushing the wrong buttons, which explained why the recording was hours old.

      “They’re taking me to the Mayo clinic for more insurance money.” Mama let out a gurgling cough. “I don’t want you throwing any wild parties over spring break. Reed called this morning. He worked things out with his parents and will pick you up at six. Said he has a plan for you two to meet up with Jake. Glad to hear Jake is better, but I can feel it in my bones—that boy Reed is up to something. You go have fun. I insist. Understood?” Her tone warmed, briefly. “Love you, Emma dear. And remember, keep those boys out of your luggage!”

      “Spring break? Suitcase?” Emma checked the clock, and her heart skipped a beat. It was 6:15. “I wish Reed’s plan had included a packing list. I don’t even know where we’re going.” She hopped up from the chair and ran to the stairs.

      “Reed has a plan.” She paused mid-flight and articulated those words from Mama’s message. “And we’re going to see Jake?”

      The wind picked up outside, blasting against the house. It felt like a storm was brewing. One more thing she really didn’t need.

      Her cast bracelet buzzed again with a live call.

      “Hey, Reed,” she answered. “I just got Mama’s message that we’re going on spring break?”

      “I’ll explain everything.” It sounded like he was calling from a tin can. “Mind if I drop by with some friends?”

      “Friends?” Did he have other friends? “Sure. I’m not packed yet, but—”

      “See you in fifteen seconds.” He laughed. “Hold on to your hat.”

      The house shook like a tornado was delivering it to Oz, but she’d never felt a storm do this. Emma grabbed a coat and ran out the front door.

      Aliens must’ve captured Reed, because the ship hovering over her yard belonged in outer space. The oblong craft was slightly larger than a corporate jet. It had no wings and was covered in beacon lights. Landing gear reached out from underneath as it slowly lowered to the ground.

      A hatch opened and Reed stepped out. He placed his fists on his hips like a superhero. “Need a ride, lady?”

      A man and a woman exited to stand behind him. Emma ran forward with arms wide open, right past Reed. She wrapped them around the man.

      “Really?” Reed looked aghast. “After that entrance?”

      “Hey, kid.” Gabriel returned the hug. “It’s freezing out here. Let’s go inside so we can explain Reed’s, uh, plan.”

      She led them through the hallway and into the kitchen. Reed’s cheeks were ruddy, and despite being skipped for the hug, he was still beaming like an adventure was coming.

      Gabriel looked dreamy in a gray double-breasted pea coat and black mock turtleneck. He cleared his throat and nodded at the woman.

      The petite redhead was model-beautiful with her full lips and milky white skin. Everything she wore looked business expensive, from the long camel coat to her high heels, designer jeans, and cobalt silk blouse.

      Emma looked from her to Gabriel then back at her. She reached out to shake hands and tried her best to sound positive and not jealous. Or bitter. Or jealous. “Hi, I’m Emma.”

      “Hi, Emma.” She gave her a firm, business-like handshake. “I’m Julie.”

      Emma shot Gabriel a fake smile. “Girlfriend?”

      He coughed and took a step back. “Uh, no.”

      “No way.” Julie let out a delightful laugh. “I’m taken. He’s all yours.”

      “Good!” Emma turned to him. “About time you came to check on me.”

      “I swear, you’re going to get me arrested, kid.”

      “You were right,” Julie said to Gabriel. “I like her.”

      Emma’s cheeks warmed as he pulled out a chair for her to sit.

      “Emma, before we get started.” Gabriel frowned. “I have a question about Epiales.”

      “Sure.” Her blood went cool. “What do you want to know about hell world?”

      He chuckled. “You obtained an artifact that unlocked the vault…”

      “Yeah. I called it Skittish because it disappeared any time there was danger, or if someone sneezed.” She rolled her eyes. “I used him to shut down Artemitide.”

      “Did you still have Skittish when you were kicked from the game?” he asked.

      “Yeah.” She paused for a second to think. “I had to bond with the artifact, so it never left my side. It was useless until we fought the last boss. Something must’ve clicked because it gave me control of Artemitide. I still had it when I was kicked out.”

      “The third piece.” Julie sighed in relief.

      “The third piece of what?” Emma asked.

      Reed rubbed his hands together. “Give me his cast number.”

      Gabriel hesitated, but Julie didn’t and typed something on her forearm tattoo.

      “Thanks.” Reed held a finger to his lips, shushing everyone. “Mr. Watson. Come here. I want you.”

      Julie covered her mouth, trying not to laugh.

      “I hate that joke,” a man said. “Who is this?”

      “Watson, this is Reed Swift.”

      “Watson?” Emma mouthed at Gabriel.

      His eyes were wide, and he nodded.

      “How do you keep getting my cast number? I told you to stop calling me. You just need to be patient—”

      “Emma and I want in,” Reed said.

      “I appreciate your tenacity, but the answer is still no.”

      “You can’t save your son without us.”

      “Wh…what? How did you know about my son?”

      Reed paused for a moment to let that sink in. “Emma has the artifact that controls Artemitide, and Jake has the Summoning Seed.”

      “Powerful items on any virtual world,” Watson acknowledged. “But they aren’t enough.”

      “My mother gave me a gift before we faced the final boss” He paused and smiled at each of them. “It’s called The Nullifier.”

      “Dammit.” He paused to calm himself. “I know you’re there, daughter. You’re the only one with this cast number.”

      “Daughter?” Emma mouthed to Gabriel, her eyes wide.

      He nodded again.

      “Yes, Father,” Julie said. “We need them.”

      “You may be right,” he said in a low voice, “but I’ve almost lost one child to Everyworld. I won’t risk three more to...”

      “Wait, there’s one more thing.” Reed stood.

      “Of course there is.” Watson let out a sigh.

      “I had a unique experience with Deity that could help...” His voice faded as he left the room.

      “I’m so confused.” Emma slumped in her seat. “I haven’t paid attention since we lost that stupid game.”

      “Emma, you didn’t lose.” Gabriel leaned toward her. “You won the challenge.”

      “What?” Her heart stopped.

      “You won for everybody,” Julie said. “After a two-month investigation, they disqualified Progeny and everyone who signed The Overseer’s contract. The Winside Estate is awarding scholarships to all of the players who didn’t cheat, including you.”

      She froze for a second before finally saying, “you’re kidding.”

      “It gets better.” Gabriel smiled at her. “The Overseer is probably going to jail, and the colleges rejected every application from the kids who got caught. His offer had to be tempting, but you didn’t give in, and your efforts saved all those people. I’m proud of you and your friends.”

      “Thanks.” Her heart skipped a few times. “I haven’t been watching the news. What happened to all the players locked in Winside’s basement?”

      “They’re in good health and better,” Gabriel said. “They all went into the game looking for work, and the Winside Estate settled fast. It’s my understanding the players made out pretty well.”

      “Fuck yeah!” Emma slammed a fist on the table.

      Reed entered the room shaking his head. “He wouldn’t budge. Pretty sure your old man hates me.”

      “That’s okay. He hates me too.” Julie sighed. “I really don’t think he can do this without you. I was hoping we could talk him into it if we were all here.”

      “This isn’t over.” Reed raised an eyebrow. “We’re going to be there whether he likes it or not. I have a plan.”

      “Uh, Reed.” Emma tried being gentle. “Some of your plans don’t always, well, they...”

      Gabriel looked at him warily, and Julie’s eyes went wide.

      “It’s going to be fine. What could possibly go wrong?” Reed raised a hand. “I need a minute.”

      “For what?” Emma asked.

      “Ordering pizza. This is going to take awhile to explain.” Reed wandered out of the room.

      “I really don’t want to be fired again.” Gabriel grimaced. “This is going to get me fired again, isn’t it? Did your mom keep adult beverages in the house?”

      “I’ve got something better.” Emma looked at him. “Why don’t you come up to my room? I’d like to show you something.”

      “Uh.” Gabriel shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

      Emma laughed. “Both of you.”

      “Oh.” He shot Julie a worried glance.

      “I’ll keep you safe from the dangerous teenager,” Julie said.

      “Up the stairs.” Emma pointed. “Second door on the right.”

      They waited until Gabriel left.

      “You realize he’s twice your age?” Julie looked at her thoughtfully.

      “Of course. I mean, he’s cute, but I’m not into that.” Emma stood. “Still, it’s adorable watching him squirm.”

      “You’re already my new best friend.” Julie wrapped an arm around her. “Uh, why are we going upstairs?”

      Emma raised a finger. “Wait for it.”

      There was a wrenching sound as her door opened, followed by a gasp.

      “Emma.” Gabriel sounded shocked. “Are these… Did you make these?”

      “I’m an artist,” Emma said, proudly. “I used to be shy about sharing my work, but I guess that’s changed.”

      “I can’t wait to see,” Julie said. “About Gabriel… He doesn’t show it, but I think he got a little too close to Winside and is still feeling guilty about how it ended.”

      “Guilty?” She started walking up the stairs.

      “When he shut down Epiales, it caused a device in her head to short circuit.” Julie winced.

      “Damn.” They reached the top step, and Emma turned to Julie. “So, she’s a vegetable?”

      “Doctors don’t completely understand what’s happening in her brain. It’s very active, but she’s in a coma. They’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “A coma is good. That makes me feel safer.” Emma’s shoulders dropped, and she felt more relaxed than she had in months. “Maybe Reed was right. What could possibly go wrong?”
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      The door opened, and two people entered the small hospital room.

      “I’ll check on you in five minutes,” a gruff voice said.

      “Is she really that dangerous, lying there in a coma?” a woman said.

      The heavy steel door shut with a thunk.

      “She’s that dangerous,” he replied. “I’ve been an orderly for a long time, and I’ve never seen so many guards.”

      “They’re just protecting her, Luis. She’s Eris Winside.” She held Eris’s wrist to check her pulse. “Who knows what the crazies would do if they got to her?”

      “You’re right. But after what she did—keeping all those players comatose in her basement. It’s sick.”

      “That’s the news talking.” She lifted Eris’s eyelids and inspected them with an otoscope. “Nobody knows what happened.”

      “You’re a fan, Jenny?” Luis asked.

      “Damn straight,” she said with a bit of defiance in her tone. “Miss Winside is the most beautiful, intelligent woman, and she’s done so much to help people. This has got to be a misunderstanding.”

      “Sure, like the ten people I’ve got locked up in my basement. Oopsie.” Luis chuckled. “I just don’t see how it could be an accident, and I don’t understand why that stupid game is still online.”

      “I heard they can’t turn it off.” Jenny tsked. “Something to do with Everyworld.”

      “No surprise. That quack Watson wants everyone to live in his world so he can rule it. Who in their right mind would want to live in a virtual world?”

      “Like this is so much better?” she asked.

      They left the room, and their voices faded away.

      Something was wrong. Everything was wrong. The heart rate monitor beeped at regular intervals, there was an occasional hiss in the background, and the room smelled pungent. The sounds and smells were unlike anything she’d experienced and the sudden onslaught to her senses was overwhelming.

      She sat up and opened her eyes. Her heart pounded in her chest like a drum, and she looked around the room for help. She needed him here, now, and desperately called out his name.

      “Reed!” She shouted. “Reed! I need you!”

      She fell back to the bed, and everything went dark.
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            1. GRAND MAGUS MANDORF

          

        

      

    

    
      Mandorf rolled across the cave floor like a tumbleweed in a hurricane. He reached out, desperately grasping for anything that could slow him right up until he smashed against a wall. The impact made his vision blurry, and he remained still for a breath. Almost a breath.

      Desperate shouts from his motley group meant it was starting again. Mandorf crawled to a nearby stalagmite that should be wide enough. Hopefully.

      An undulating red light flooded the cavern, growing brighter with each passing second. The nerve-wracking blare of a hundred discordant horns swallowed his teammates’ cries. The sound became unbearable as light flashed around him.

      Waves of heat rose from the ground, and exposed tatters of his robe began to smolder. He tried blowing on them as if they were birthday candles. Just a few more seconds and the light would pass. He drew in the robes and patted away the smoke.

      “Any second now,” he whispered. “Three, two, one… Shit.” The light continued blasting his rocky shield. It hadn’t moved on. He shouted, “That thing knows I’m here. A little help!”

      The raw heat was too much for the stalagmite and the edges began cracking. He willed himself thinner…which didn’t work. Twisting aside every time a small shard of rock broke away was equally useless. The heat was killing him. Mandorf squeezed his eyes shut and waited for the inevitable.

      The obnoxious blaring sound faded, and he opened an eye. The throbbing red light was dim. He wasn’t dead. Actually, he was better than not dead. Someone, some hero, had been adept enough to cast a healing spell on Mandorf while distracting the beast.

      “Thank you, Jewells.” He pushed himself up for a better view.

      Across the great breadth of the cavern was an enormous obsidian Golem. The creature stood on four of its muscular arms, the other four reaching out as if for a hug. A really bad hug. A continuous blast of red-hot light shot from its mouth, moving steadily around the cave like a deadly searchlight.

      When the fiery attack ended, the monster lowered itself to the ground and centipede-skittered on all eight arms. There were no eyes or ears on its circular stone head, just that enormous mouth that looked like the entrance of a cave you didn’t want to explore. The thick, rocky maw opened and closed as it gasped for breath. The golem was almost dead.

      “He’s done attacking. All in!” he cried, trying to rally his troops.

      Silence. No one was in. Smoldering remains of fourteen champions lay scattered around the cave floor. He shook his head and sighed. It was the first time anyone had encountered this monster and a little strategy would’ve made this a clean fight. He’d tried to lead but only a few had listened. One brave idiot was pancake-flat under the beast’s large palm, because rushing in before the group was ready made sense. Still, what had he expected from a Barbarian named Yolo?

      The only one who’d come through was his friend, Priestess Jewells. Her healing spells had kept everyone else alive through their foolishness, and now she was gone. She must’ve cast Sacrifice before dying, giving the last of her health to Mandorf so he could finish this. He had enough Power, but did he have enough time?

      He couldn’t cast any of the seven basic spells in his Wizard’s arsenal. It would take five minutes before his Mana regenerated enough to attack with even the weakest spell. There was only one way to end this: The War Staff of Antilon.

      Antilon’s staff could cast one special spell every thirty minutes. It was powerful enough to finish the Golem but required direct contact, which was dangerous for a wizard wearing cloth armor. The spell wouldn’t be ready for another forty-five seconds, but as long as the monster was catching its breath, there was a chance that—

      The Golem reared back on four arms and let loose its blaring scream. A geyser of burning red light shot from its mouth, striking the far end of the cave. The blast slowly made its way toward him.

      Thirty seconds felt like an eternity. He waited until the beam was almost close enough to singe his sleeve. With a deep breath, Mandorf grasped his polished oak staff and ran. The creature had sensed his movement. The blast of fury and fire closed in faster.

      Twenty seconds. Just twenty seconds more.

      The volcanic nightmare that spewed from the golem’s mouth shook the ground. His blue silk robes billowed around him as his thong-sandaled feet stumbled over uneven stone. His mouth went dry as he circled the cave, death racing his heart with every painful beat.

      Ten seconds. He wouldn’t make it.

      He had to make it.

      Mandorf cursed with every step. Why couldn’t his staff shoot lightning bolts or a stream of fire? The spell should’ve been something he could cast from the other side of the cave. Wizards had flimsy cloth armor; they weren’t supposed to get within whacking distance.

      The golem’s mouth was huge up close, and it trailed his every step. Mandorf had to attack now or the beam would destroy him. There was no time to check if the spell was ready. He sprinted straight at the monster and leaped into the air, raising his staff high overhead.

      “This ends here!” He swung down, jamming the end into the golem’s maw as he cast The Shattering. “This ends now!”

      Time slowed as Mandorf dropped to the ground. The red beam fizzled out as the creature reached for him. He slipped through all four hands, each grasping with the dexterity of a toddler chasing bubbles.

      Mandorf’s landing was pure superhero, one knee resting on the cave floor as he spread his arms wide. Pale light emanated from his weapon, filling the cave with its cold radiance. He took a breath.

      A breath. That meant he’d lived.

      He looked up with a confident smirk. The golem fell back and screamed as gray cracks spread across its body. It shook violently, splintering into a thousand pieces that exploded from its corpse.

      The cave erupted in cheers as the dead came back to life. He shakily stood with the help of his war staff.

      Everyone cheered. “Huzzah, Grand Magus Mandorf.”

      Jewells rushed to him, her face beaming with excitement.

      “The real hero.” He wrapped an arm around her. “I couldn’t have done it without Jewells!”

      They cheered again. “Huzza, Priestess Jewells.”

      She looked up at him with a broad smile. He kissed her temple, which made her eyes go wide.

      “Let’s see what treasure this beast fought so hard to protect,” he shouted.

      An enormous, glowing chest appeared on top of the creature’s smoking remains. Mandorf released Jewells and approached the golden fortune. He gripped the handle and lifted it open.

      “Mr. Gregg,” said a whiny voice that was impossible to ignore.

      He glanced at Jewells, tapped his ear, and sighed. She rolled her eyes knowingly.

      Impossible to ignore became impossible to avoid as the head-and-shoulder image of a toad-ish woman appeared. A small rectangular video, like old television, came into focus at the bottom-right of his vision.

      His new boss, Luanne, had spiky gray hair that grew from the top of her tanned round face like a Chia Pet. Her nostrils flared as she peered at him with sharp, beady eyes.

      “Do not ignore me, Ian.” Her piercing voice would’ve made a bat wince and fly away. “You’re five minutes late to the all-hands meeting. You know that all senior developers are required to attend.”

      “Customer support issue, Luanne.” He swallowed his racing heart. “Some players got stuck.” He turned to Jewells and mouthed, “Idiot.”

      “I am not an idiot,” Luanne screeched loud enough to make him jerk back. “You are grouped with others in a dungeon and not helping stuck players.”

      “They were definitely stuck,” he said with a broad grin. “That’s why I’m in a group.”

      “Get here now,” she shouted, followed by some sort of dinosaur-bird squelch as her image popped away.

      System messages appeared before his eyes.

      
        
        Achievement earned: First Kill - Arzz the Dark Golem

      

      

      
        
        Achievement earned: Heroic Endeavor

      

      

      “Yes.” He raised a fist, excited to add these to his long list of accomplishments. “Totally worth it!”

      “You were amazing.” Jewells was still pressed up against him.

      “I was, but so were you.” He bowed his head. “We’re a great team.”

      “Yeah,” she said.

      She was so beautiful he struggled not to stare until she frowned. “The meeting?”

      “Right.” He took a step back and began logging out.

      “What about the loot?” she asked.

      “Oh crap,” he said as his virtual reality headset went dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2. ALL GOOD THINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      In the near future-

      Ian rushed down hallways, tripping over worn industrial carpet and dodging slow flocks of tired co-workers. He was flustered. Not only by the surprise in-game visit from an angry new boss, but the all-hands meeting was at the opposite end of Entriss Online Headquarters. If he’d remembered, he wouldn’t have been in-game, flirting with Jewells and battling that odd mini-boss. Maybe.

      Ian typically received an irritation debuff at the very mention of a meeting. Not the debuff spell an Entriss monster might cast to weaken you for fifteen seconds. This real-world curse usually lasted hours. Sitting in a stuffy room with co-workers who did a better job pretending to be interested was a painful waste of time. He knew how to read. A brief email with bullet points could’ve been skimmed or ignored at his leisure.

      
        	Show up to work on time.

        	Complete your weekly responsibility training.

        	Don’t touch co-workers.

        	Limit game time during your work period.

        	Don’t pee in the hallway if the bathrooms are locked after hours.

      

      Sweat trickled down his round cheeks and dampened his dark bangs. This meeting with an exclamation mark beside the invitation was actually making him run. Sort-of-run. Irritation debuff x2. He hadn’t moved this fast since high school, and the dog chasing him then had been huge. Next time he was going to be this late, he’d have to plan ahead and paint on another layer of deodorant.

      After a brief dance with a delivery guy who couldn’t decide between left and right, Ian approached the worn steel door of “sports reference auditorium one.” Like the other big conference rooms, this one was named after one of Atlanta’s sportsball teams. Most of his fellow developers were nerds and not sports fans. Shouldn’t they have called this the Great Hall of Thingol instead of Falcons Auditorium? “Falcons” certainly reflected who was in charge.

      He wiped sweaty palms on his red Shazam t-shirt, tugged at its base to ensure the brazen lightning bolt was straight, and grabbed the door handle. He pulled back, releasing a hiss of air that smelled like stale paper, old carpet, and tension. Ian squeezed his formidable girth through the opening in his best ninja impersonation. Which meant, of course, that it banged shut with a deafening clack.

      He swallowed hard as all heads turned. The room was very full. Suit-wearing upper management, the type who appreciated the auditorium’s pretentious name, were lined up on stage, seated behind large microphones placed evenly along a worn oak table.

      Fearless leader and CEO Jack Cook flashed him the barest of smiles, an almost-twinkle in his intelligent gray eyes. Barbara Campbell, the youngest CIO in gaming history, fidgeted uncomfortably to his right. Perpetually angry and title-less Luanne Torres sat proudly on his left. They were surrounded by six men and women he recognized as board members. All wore darker than dark suits that intimated “funeral” instead of “bonuses.”

      Luanne glanced at her watch and took in a deep breath, preparing to spew out words Ian wouldn’t enjoy. He should’ve stayed in the cave. The monster was easier to face. Her breath caught as his former boss and ladder-climber Lars Hemsly placed a calming hand on her shoulder. The tall, pale Scandinavian was a friend, or had been before his quick rise to importance. Lars had always been a patient boss, and even though he was a VP, it still showed.

      “Now that you’re done saving the world, we can get started.” Lars gently waved Ian to sit up front.

      The gentle round of laughter released tension like steam from an Instant Pot. While grateful for the gesture, Ian couldn’t hold back a shudder. The front row was reserved for people who paid attention.

      Ian ambled to an open seat and plopped into it. He tried mouthing an apology, but his old boss just stared off into the crowd. Lars’s typically contagious smile had been replaced with a taut expression and stiff movements, as if someone had wound him a bit too tight. The VP took a deep, calming breath that relaxed his face, but his eyes still seemed haunted.

      The lights dimmed as a black and white hologram appeared between the suits and employees. It was like watching an old film painstakingly restored for the sake of nostalgia.

      Lars’ voice echoed throughout the auditorium. “It’s hard to believe that Watson’s Worlds came online only five years ago. Battle World Titus, Colonize Epiales, and our own Entriss Online were the world’s first IMMOs: Immersive Massively Multiplayer Online Role-playing Games. Each providing a different virtual experience.”

      Short clips appeared featuring the violent battle arenas on Titus, the thoughtful town building on Epiales, and a group of heroes battling a monstrous cyclops on Entriss.

      “With headsets, gloves, and action tracks, players have lived virtual, safe lives on these worlds. Well, mostly safe.” Lars flashed everyone a winning smile that inspired a round of polite chuckles. “These games have been everything we could’ve hoped for.”

      A colorful infographic replaced the gaming videos.

      “All of Watson’s Worlds have thriving economies that rival small to mid-sized nations. Unemployment is down in the United States. People make money playing our games by selling gear they win or craft. Some have sponsors, while others live off the cryptocurrency they generate.”

      There was a gentle round of applause before he continued.

      “Crime is down. Gamers that kill or steal online aren’t breaking the laws out here. We’ve even seen a reduction in pollution since fewer people are driving. All of that, and people are having fun. We’ve provided them a goal, a purpose, and that’s something for all of us to be proud of.”

      Goosebumps crept across Ian’s arms, and it wasn’t because of the thick layer of sweat cooling him off. Lars’s presentation wasn’t new or worthy of a meeting like this. It was filled with too much back-patting and pretense. He could sense the inevitable. A shoe was going to drop soon. It was going to land hard and probably on his face.

      “Out of the three worlds, I’m proud to announce that Entriss has been the most successful,” Lars said. “This only happened because of your hard work and commitment. We thank you.”

      The table-dwellers in suits all stood and mechanically applauded until the room joined in. It lasted a full minute before Lars reached out with both hands to calm them.

      “And now, U.S. Director of Virtual Operations, Ty Hammers.” Lars bowed his head before moving to stand behind Cook.

      They all clapped politely as the holographic image disappeared and light flooded the stage.

      Everything about Ty Hammers exuded confidence and brevity. The 5’6” man was beanpole-fit with a freshly shaven black scalp. A thin beard reached from ears to jaw, forming a sharp triangle at his chin. He approached center stage on black patent shoes that reflected the light like mirrors. His dark gray suit and crisp white shirt lacked the wrinkles of a person who sat. When Ty stood before them, he lowered his head until the applause ended.

      “Since man landed on the moon, there’s been hope that space travel would answer our problems of overpopulation, pollution, and lack of resources. Many still look to the stars, but our technology has fallen behind the dream,” he said in a deep, captivating voice. “Eight years ago, Xander Watson came to the US Government with a plan. Rather than finding new worlds out there, he wanted to create virtual ones. Watson wanted to save the world with a game engine.”

      Most of the suits laughed as the crowd watched politely. Ty lowered his head again, and the stage quieted.

      “That same laughter was heard throughout Congress, until they saw what the Watson Engine could do. You would’ve loved to see those politicians trying virtual reality for the first time. Many who scoffed at gaming or, worse, blamed video games for real world problems were left speechless when they stepped foot on another world. More than a few were visibly shaken when the dragon showed up—a story for another day.”

      Despite another round of polite crowd chuckles, Ian’s heart swelled at the karma of stodgy game-hating politicians running from virtual dragons.

      “The vote was unanimous to support Watson and make our quantum servers available for testing. Phase one involved three separate virtual worlds limited to 1st generation immersion. Entriss, Epiales, and Titus were born,” he said. “The results that Mr. Hemsly shared were an understatement, and it didn’t take long for other nations to mimic this technology, some even exceeding Watson’s 1st generation realism. It’s been an exciting time as we all came to realize that greater immersion draws in more players, dramatically improving those statistics.”

      A graphic appeared before Ty, highlighting the decline of pollution, unemployment, and crime in other nations. He paused to let that sink in while Ian chewed on the concept that his favorite world was only an experiment.

      “Phase two of the plan is a fully immersive virtual world so real and lifelike that players can’t tell the difference between ours and the virtual one. The Watson Engine supports 2nd generation virtualization. There isn’t a nation or company in the world who’s been able to duplicate this technology. Realizing the potential brought them, all of them, to us.”

      Ian sat up and leaned forward. He was aware that other nations had their own IMMOs but hadn’t realized they all used Watson’s Engine. Did they all have quantum servers, too? Only superpower nations were supposed to harbor that sort of tech.

      “I’m sure you’re all familiar with Everyworld Online.” He waved his hand in a broad arc. A new hologram appeared. This one was like a National Geographic nature video. Water trickled through a rocky brook as the camera panned over to reveal a thick forest. Two skittish unicorns drank from the creek until they were chased off by several dirty goblins. The realism was so jarring it caught Ian’s breath.

      “The technology goes far beyond this image. With viscosity suits and immersion pods, players can stay in the game indefinitely. Our most conservative projections show that our world will be safer and healthier by over 60%.”

      The suits applauded aggressively while Ian imagined The Matrix pod farm that had birthed Keanu Reeves.

      “Per the Virtual Accords, Everyworld will not only be the sole 2nd generation IMMO for the United States, it will also be a hub for all of Watson’s Worlds.” Ty took a deep breath. “It was agreed that in order to maintain balance, every nation, or consortium of nations, will be limited to one IMMO. Many went live with their worlds two years ago.” He paused to clear his throat. “After an unfortunate delay, I am proud to announce that Everyworld Online will finally go live in six months. History is unfolding before us as all 1st generation IMMOs shut down and 2nd generation IMMOs from other nations connect to Everyworld.”

      “Wait, what?” Ian shouted.

      Ty stepped back with a Cheshire grin as CEO Jack Cook stood. The forced smile on the old man’s face barely held back his grimace.

      “Most of you have been in this industry long enough to know that there’s a lifecycle to all software, even our favorite games. No matter how much of ourselves we pour into our creation, all good things…” Cook closed his eyes and took a deep breath before continuing. “In the coming months, we will be scaling back until finally shutting down. I’m sorry to say that this decision is out of my hands. There’s nothing left to do, unless God gives me a hand.”

      Cook looked over the crowd. It was an odd thing to say considering their CEO had the reputation of a retired playboy. He’d never seemed like a religious man. The moment passed quickly as Jack forced a smile reserved for handshake pictures with a politician everyone hated.

      “Many changes are coming, and we have a great team to help with this transition.”

      The next hour was filled with boring. Early retirement packages, job relocation assistance, and enough corporate-speak to require translation. There was something about stock sales, parachutes that weren’t very golden, and layoffs. They needed volunteers to stay and assist with the transition. Either help fill in the blanks or line up for execution. It was all noise, though his hearing may’ve been tainted by bitterness.

      Lars salted his wounds with the announcement that Campbell was moving on to Everyworld and Luanne was taking her place as CIO. He liked Barbara; she left him alone.

      With every pronouncement, Ian sank deeper in his seat. After a string of successful launches, he could’ve worked for any game factory. He was that good. But Entriss had drawn him in completely. He’d lived the story that Entriss provided, fought to keep that story intact, and coded like a fiend to ensure its viability.

      They were going to destroy his world, and all he could do was delay the inevitable by raising a hand and muttering, “I volunteer.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3. DIET DR. PEPPER

          

        

      

    

    
      Ian was one of the few developers on the team to keep his desk tidy. A worn, mechanical keyboard sat neatly between his trackball mouse and a multi-purpose biometric scanner. Two 34-inch ultra-wide monitors rested side-by-side on stacks of ancient coding manuals. Along with his old wireless headset for music, and current generation VR gear, it was a Frankenstein technological mishmash of yesterday’s best and tomorrow’s okayest.

      The only cutting-edge piece of equipment was his desktop computer. A massive cost-cutting measure had taken place the prior year that allowed developers to bring in their own PCs. Ian hadn’t held back. He’d built the sort of gaming rig that NASA would’ve loved to borrow on weekends. That biometric device wasn’t for Entriss security; it was to keep his beloved computer safe. He had several PCs like it at home and took steps to keep them safe.

      The others’ workplaces, and that included every desk-sitting employee from Customer Support to angry CIOs, had knickknacks. There were enough action figures, stress balls, inappropriate coffee mugs, and googly-eyed cacti to open an old brick-and-mortar gift store. Even more daunting were the framed photos of kids, spouses, pets, vacation spots, and a rooster. (Don’t ask. That one was personal.)

      He’d mocked these personal effects until learning he’d made someone in accounting cry. HR had corrected his course in record time, and their explanation almost made Ian tear up. The knickknacks, coffee mugs, photographs, and other items Ian would never again call junk were an escape. They gave employees a brief distraction from often rigorous, eleven-hour days. When explained that way, Ian got it; he finally understood. They didn’t want to be here. Even worse, they were trapped.

      This epiphany came back in full force as Ian stared at his one photo pinned beside the two monitors. It was a screenshot of Mandorf on top of a grassy hill drenched in the colors of sunset. Light reflected off his raised staff, surrounding him in a lens-flare halo. Mandorf looked down at a horde of broken goblin bodies that hadn’t quite made it to the top. Earning the title Grand Magus had been a hard-fought win and one of his favorite memories in Entriss. He’d labored in the game to be relevant and felt justified in reveling in his many victories.

      Back in the real world, he often sought that picture for purpose. People were desperate for the escape only Entriss could provide, so Ian coded with the same passion he gamed. He’d worked very hard on the game so others could enjoy what he loved so much.

      That picture, and the game it represented, had always been a call to greater things. Now it left him feeling numb. It was like watching a friend die, and he suddenly envied his co-workers. Their pictures of beach vacations or googly-eyed cacti would’ve been so much easier to embrace because they could take them with when they left.

      “Hey, boss.” The friendly voice of his intern Julie was always enough to shake off his melancholy. She placed a can of Diet Dr Pepper on his desk.

      “Thanks.” He winced. She knew he wasn’t a fan of anything diet, especially his beverage of choice, but it was her small way of taking care of him. He may have needed to lose a pound, or fifty, but that would take far more than gross soda. It opened with a hiss, and he took a draw. “Mmm.”

      Julie watched him drink with a tight-lipped smile.

      His twenty-three-year-old intern hid cute behind oversized glasses like Clark Kent hid Superman. Her Scottish mom had gifted her a milky-pale complexion, full lips, and dark eyes. She had dangerous eyebrows that he treated with great respect. Hidden under a tight bun was a mass of long red hair. Her crisp, white, button-up blouse, khaki pants, and brown-heeled oxfords revealed nothing other than that she was here for a job.

      After a year together, Ian knew better. By day, she was a gifted developer with an intuitive grasp that would carry her forever. At night, when Julie wasn’t on a bad date, she played by his side as Jewells, his favorite Priest and regular savior. Her passion for the game rivaled his own, and time with Julie drew him in like a black hole.

      He was a closet romantic who never had a girlfriend. Like any high-school fantasy, he hoped that she would reveal his secret identity. He was a superhero in disguise, a famous author waiting to be discovered, or simply a developer falling too hard. That’s when fireworks went off and love happened, according to the movies. This revelation rested on the tip of his tongue—a tongue he bit too often and too hard.

      And yet, she was his co-worker, his intern. Despite her playful banter and occasional smoldering gaze, he just couldn’t. According to his weekly responsibility training, it was inappropriate to bang interns.

      It wasn’t just the rules. She hadn’t exactly seen his final form. Long days of development, late nights of gaming, and not-diet sodas hadn’t done his body any favors. His great passion for greasy pizza delivered just before midnight and hatred of any form of exercise had given his twenty-nine-year-old body a shape no one would appreciate. He didn’t, so how could she?

      Instead of giving her a hug, instead of telling her all of this and dipping her for a long, romantic kiss, he gingerly sipped the diet beverage.

      “Yum.” He nodded his thanks. “You’re too kind.”

      “I’d bring you a real Dr Pepper if it meant you’d stop moping.” She frowned at him with those dangerous eyebrows. “It’s been a week since that meeting. If you hate what they’re doing so much, why stick around? Money?”

      “Money isn’t my problem.” He leaned back in his chair. “I’ve been a single developer since I was eighteen. I could retire now, twice.”

      Her eyes went wide.

      “Hey, Daddy’s got dough.” He raised his eyebrows several times.

      She let out a glorious laugh that melted him. A confident, smart, beautiful software developer who got his sense of humor. He should marry her now. His heart leaped into his throat at the thought. A pop-up alert from his calendar saved him from saying something foolish.

      “Walk with me, young Padawan.” He stood and tugged at the hem of his t-shirt.

      “This must be serious if you want to go for a walk,” she said.

      “Training in a few minutes.” Ian winked. “Gotta learn how to customer service in my downtime. Our new CIO has already thinned out their ranks.”

      “Right.” She shook her head. “Just don’t be late again.”

      “Eh, Lena’s teaching the class.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “No hurry.”

      “In that case, what’s been troubling you, Master Jedi?”

      He smiled appreciatively as they slowly walked a long, stale-smelling corridor. “It feels personal, like they’re taking all this away from me and I have nowhere to go.”

      “Ian.” Her tone was gentle. “I’ve learned so much from you. You’re an incredible developer. I’m sure you can get a job anywhere.”

      “Yes, but this is where I want to be.” He reached out with both hands. “Entriss hasn’t just been a job, or a game. It’s been my life. Out here, I get to help create the world I love. I get to see friends at work every day.”

      “Friend,” she corrected, raising her hand.

      “Okay, I get to see friend and some other people I don’t hate,” he said with a deep sniff. “On the other side, I’m one of the most accomplished players in Entriss. I’ve given up years, literal years, of time in this IMMO. Corporations with their sports references and downsizing don’t understand that commitment. What’s the difference between a quarterback giving decades of his life to become the best and a gamer doing the same? Entriss is my life.”

      She stopped and met his gaze. He didn’t know that look. Was it pity for how he spent his time or sadness that she felt the same?

      “We’ve spent a lot of time together in Entriss,” he said. “It hasn’t all been about winning. We’ve had moments. From the passing of my mom to your awful taste in boyfriends.”

      “Hey.” She nudged him with her shoulder.

      “Speaking of,” he said, nodding at her forearm.

      Julie’s colorful sleeve of nerd-tattoos began to shift, swirling like paint in a mixer. She wiped a hand across her forearm, dismissing incoming messages with a sigh, and the tattoo returned to normal. “Sorry, go on.”

      “Isn’t some of it personal, though? Whether it’s life out here, or life in there, it’s still life spent. Losing this game, losing Mandorf, losing time with my friend all has a cost.”

      “Yeah.” She placed a hand on his arm. “You’re right. I guess I feel the same.”

      “That’s it, that’s what’s weighing on me.” He let out a deep sigh. “I’m not sure what to do, or how to shake it. I don’t want to just leave and walk away, not from Entriss, not from my, uh, friends.”

      “Easy, tell them at your next job that we’re a package deal.”

      Her tone was so matter of fact that his heart skipped.

      “I, uh…okay.”

      “And then find closure in Entriss,” she said. “Go out in style so they remember Mandorf. Finish the game.”

      “Ha.” He shook his head. “IMMOs don’t have endings.”

      “All stories have endings, Ian,” she said.

      “If only it were that easy.” She was right, though. Even if the game had no end, some sort of closure would help. Finding that closure together would help more. “Sounds like you’re already a full Jedi.”

      She gripped his arm and, after a moment, looked up with a crooked smile. “I shouldn’t have brought you diet.”

      He laughed, mostly at himself. “You should always bring me diet.”

      “Are we gaming tonight, Mandorf?” Her eyes went wide with anticipation.

      “Tomorrow, Jewells,” he said. “Tonight, I’m on duty to Customer Service. Tomorrow, we storm the gates of hell.”

      “Sounds good, boss.” She stood at attention. “I’m going to go code. Review it later?”

      “Of course,” he said with a nod.

      She paused, as though preparing to lean in for a hug, but thought better of it and returned his nod. The young woman sauntered off down the hall. His eyes lingered a little too long and his heart ached a little too much.

      A gentle vibration from his watch interrupted thoughts of going out in style with Jewells at his side. It was a message from his counterpart, Bala.

      
        
          
            
              
        Better hurry. Training starts in two minutes and guess who’s teaching?

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4. SERVICE WITH A SNEER

          

        

      

    

    
      The room was office-temperature-cold enough to keep everyone awake. Despite the potential for frostbite, the struggle was real. HR man Bill, or was it Will, stared off in a daze at the back of someone’s bald head. Determined Guy from sales was furiously typing on an old handheld device under the desk. Marketing Coordinator and potential glamour model Candice frowned at every slide. She sat beside Art, who may have been the accountant Ian had made cry. There were a dozen or more volunteers, and Ian would’ve bet the loot from his next boss kill that none of them had ever played the game. They may have offered to stay and help, but it was more likely they were just trying to save their jobs.

      The only thing keeping them awake was their teacher, the Queen of Hearts herself, Luanne Torres. Her watchful eyes peered out from a pumpkin-round face with the complexion of tanned hide. She’d squeezed into a dark pantsuit she must’ve purchased back in college but was convinced still fit. To make matters worse, when Luanne wasn’t firing people and screaming, “Off with their heads,” she had the slow, southern drawl of a retired substitute teacher that had given up long ago and now read straight from the textbook.

      Ian slipped into a training desk beside Balaman. Bala was a mid-forties developer from India who was as tiny as Ian wasn’t. He had brown skin, a graying crown around his bald head, and a thick mustache. Not only was he a gifted developer, but a patient teacher who took all new hires under wing. Their relationship had begun as mentor and pupil, and though they’d become buddies, if not friends, Ian continued learning from him almost every day.

      “She noted that you were late again,” Bala whispered, nodding at Ian’s wrist.

      His mentor subtly began typing under his desk. Shortly after Bala finished, Ian’s watch vibrated twice, indicating he’d received the cast.

      Computer Augmented Streaming Transmissions had taken over cellphone technology decades ago. It was a practically lossless mesh network that covered the globe in a wireless cocoon. Everyone with a cast link had free access to social media, email, messaging, and every sort of media consumption at a price.

      Cast links were cybernetic, often powered by and physically connected to their human host. They came in many forms, combining a handheld device with contacts or corneal implants. A popular trend with the twenteen crowd was to get inked, like Julie. Nanobots injected under the skin turned the forearm into a color monitor. Cool that it looked like a tattoo, bad if you had small arms, and creepy that something under the skin was always moving and always connected.

      The only thing Ian liked about it was the name because it made him think of casting spells. Cast links were a necessity if you wanted a job, but he hated the idea of always being online. It felt like he was being watched, so he stayed old-school with a large, professional-looking watch that reminded him of Dick Tracy. Also, he could turn it off.

      Ian tapped his watch, and the message displayed in his contact lenses.

      
        
          
            
              
        Flirting with the help will get you in trouble.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You should try it.

      

      

      

      

      

      Ian’s eyes danced across his retinal keyboard.

      
        
          
            
              
        It’s fun.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        My wife would not approve,

      

      

      

      

      

      Bala cast.

      
        
          
            
              
        You should try marriage. A wife will give you children and then you can stop hiding in the game.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Another reason to avoid marriage.

      

      

      

      

      

      Ian grinned.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m surprised you signed up for Customer Service. You don’t enjoy gaming.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Entriss has provided my family much. I will help as long as she lives.

      

      

      

      

      

      Bala worked twice the hours Ian did, which was telling. While Ian admired his work ethic, it was almost like his mentor was trying to spend time away from the family he bragged about so much.

      
        
          
            
              
        Well, if I can help get you started…

      

      

      

      

      

      Ian shot him a sly look.

      
        
          
            
              
        I know how to play, my friend.

      

      

      

      

      

      Bala huffed, sticking out his chest.

      
        
          
            
              
        I helped write the game.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Uh, you know it’s not that simple.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Ohmygosh,” Bala whispered. “Look.”

      Luanne had finished her long-winded introduction and the login screen appeared in the large class monitor. Instead of entering her username, she typed her password C@tL@dy43 in plain text for everyone to read.

      “Ignore that.” She furiously deleted the entry, her thick, pale cheeks ruddy. “I’ll be changing my password after class.”

      “The future of Entriss Online, folks,” Ian said a little too loudly, making everyone chuckle.

      “Entriss has no future, Mr. Gregg.” Her gaze was sour enough to curdle milk.

      All heads turned as her evil grin broadened at his pained reaction. Most knew his passion for the game, and his accomplishments as a player. Apparently so did Luanne.

      
        
          
            
              
        Why in the world would a CIO teach a Customer Service class?

      

      

      

      

      

      Ian took several calming breaths as he cast.

      
        
          
            
              
        Has she fired the corporate trainers already?

      

      

      

      

      

      Bala shook his head and sighed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes. According to Lars, Cook refused to release anyone until it was over. Ty brought in Luanne to move things along. She’s already let half of marketing and administration go. Now she’s looking for people who don’t fall in line. Be careful.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        She doesn’t even talk like IT. Why CIO?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Our old CIO was loyal to Cook, and he doesn’t want Entriss shut down. Rumor is Luanne has experience tearing down tech companies. She’s now in the position to make sure we go offline in time. She’s not IT, it’s nothing more than a title.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Gross.” Ian gritted his teeth.

      Bala nodded, but didn’t reply, instead focusing on the lesson.

      “Since many of you don’t play the game, I’d like to start with the basics.” Luanne paused until everyone was paying attention. “Entriss is split into three lands: Yu, Rath, and Misere. Yu is strictly PvE, which means Player versus Environment. In Yu, players progress by fighting monsters, or mobs, for treasure. Players in Rath progress by fighting each other, usually in gladiator matches. This land is Player versus Player, PvP, at all times.”

      “What about Missouri?” a young man asked. Despite the computer slides, he furiously typed notes on an invisible keyboard.

      “Misere,” she corrected, “is inhabited by monsters. Please hold questions until I’ve finished. As you can see on your screen, Yu and Rath have four playable tribes.”

      Four characters representing the Yu tribes appeared on the main screen—Elf, Troll, Human, and Gnome. The next slide showed the tribes of Rath—Centaur, Ogre, Human, and Sprite.

      “Both Yu and Rath offer five equivalent professions. Does anyone know what they are?” Her gaze fell on the excited note-taker.

      “Um, Warrior, Mage, Rogue, Hunter…”

      “No, that’s a different game.” She inhaled deeply through her nose and waved two fingers to progress the slides. A table of those professions appeared.

      
        
          [image: Yu and Rath professions]
        

      

      “That should be pretty straightforward.” She looked around the room. “Does anyone have questions?”

      Ian let out a pained sigh when half the room raised their hands. As Luanne did her best to answer, he skimmed ahead through the lessons. It was solid material for someone who never logged into Entriss Online, and each section wrapped up with an easy quiz. It was also boring as hell until he felt the familiar wrist vibration. A small picture of Julie appeared in his contacts.

      
        
          
            
              
        Is it bad?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m already dead. Lamest boss fight ever. Save me. What are we working on tomorrow night?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You love me, right?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Probably.

      

      

      

      

      

      I need to grind reputation with the Gnomes. Her message included several beating hearts and an animated smiley.

      He winced at the time that would take. Every tribe offered rewards based on your level of affinity. Friends of Gnomes might get a hat. Great friends could purchase armor. Best friends had access to powerful weapons. It was a lot of friending, but the end rewards were often worth the effort. He should know; he was besties with all Yu races.

      
        
          
            
              
        You don’t have to, she cast. I can solo this.

      

      

      

      

      

      Gaining affinity with tribes typically involved completing repeatable quests. The Gnome quests were boring and required killing lots of mobs. Those mobile enemies were sometimes hard to find. He’d spent weeks grinding this one out solo. It was almost worse than the daily grind at work, but at least he’d get to spend time with her.

      
        
          
            
              
        It’ll be faster if we work together. Go team!

      

      

      

      

      

      It took every effort to sound positive.

      
        
          
            
              
        You just want to see Jewells’s new armor…

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Oh?

      

      

      

      

      

      She was a tease, and he ate it up like a beggar at a buffet.

      A nudge from Bala brought his attention back to class.

      “Why bother being here if you aren’t going to pay attention, Mr. Gregg?” Luanne scoffed as she pointed at his computer and made a pulling motion. “Let’s see your score and… Oh.”

      A bright blue 100% appeared on the large screen for everyone to see. He was already four sections ahead of the class, and she scrolled through each to see similar results.

      “I would appreciate it if you didn’t jump ahead.” She raised her chin. “You may miss something.”

      Bala glanced at him anxiously while Ian seethed behind a polite nod.

      
        
          
            
              
        Gotta go. Look forward to tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Don’t forget your crowd control gear. Laters.

      

      

      

      

      

      Animated kiss blowing hearts.

      Replying to animated hearts seemed tricky. There were thousands of emojis to choose from, and they all felt like coded messages only the cool crowd understood. He now knew better than to send red hearts—“Are you declaring your love?”—eggplants—“Feeling naughty tonight, are we?”—or dirty socks—“Ian, I’m not doing your laundry.” It wasn’t worth blushing for a week, so she always finished their conversations.

      “Did everyone finish the exercise for section one?” Luanne’s gaze swept the room before falling on Candice. “Let’s see how you did.”

      The young woman’s score appeared on the monitor. She had only gotten 65% of the questions correct.

      “You are excused.” Luanne pointed at the door. “Come to my office first thing with your personal effects.”

      The woman covered her mouth and rushed out of the room.

      “Another reason Entriss is being killed off.” Luanne glanced his way with a tiny smirk.

      
        
          
            
              
        Do not let her bait you, my friend.

      

      

      

      

      

      Bala cast.

      As always, Bala was right. Ian ignored Luanne and instead poured himself into the lessons. His ability to read fast and retain most of it had earned him a Computer Science degree a year earlier than his peers. This class was a comic book in comparison.

      “Are you even paying attention, Mr. Gregg?” She was standing directly in front of him.

      He’d been so focused, he’d ignored Bala’s warnings and her approach. A quick glance around the room revealed that a third of the class was gone.

      “I’m enraptured,” he said, dryly.

      “You.” She turned on another attractive woman. “Show your progress.”

      Megan was an administrative assistant for one of the VPs, a single mom of two children who never played the game. Her score appeared in front of everyone, making the thirty-something brunette blush. 47%.

      “I’ll see you in my office tomorrow morning. Just get in line.” Luanne waved the woman out of the room.

      Ian watched Megan leave, his knee bouncing as dangerous thoughts slowly inched toward his mouth. While Julie was right about being his only friend at work, he liked most of his co-workers. They’d been together a long time, and many used the term “work family.” It was a far better family than the one who’d raised him, and they didn’t deserve to be abused this way. He wouldn’t allow it.

      “I’m disappointed that employees of Entriss aren’t more familiar with their own game.” Luanne scoffed and shook her head. “Apparently none of you are qualified for something so simple.”

      “Are you?” Ian sat up, glaring at her. “Because a good teacher helps and inspires. Even if you were mediocre, the room would be filled with people trying. Apparently, you understand them less than they understand the material.”

      Luanne balled her fists and shook, practically bursting out of her pantsuit like an overstuffed sausage. Bala sank low in his seat, covering his face with a hand.

      “Go on, Mr. Gregg,” the short woman said in a dangerous tone.

      All eyes were on him. It was every high-school nightmare, except he wasn’t naked. Fear that would’ve normally held him back was pushed aside by something far more passionate.

      “Megan’s not here because she games. She’s here because she cares,” Ian shouted, pointing at the woman halfway through the door. “She isn’t some hate-filled dictator emptying the room of everyone more attractive. Megan’s here to support her family. Not only the one back home, but the Entriss family we’ve spent years building. Are you here to teach or are you just here to terrorize people while destroying everything we’ve created?”

      The collective gasp made him realize he’d gone too far. She’d gotten to him. His outburst was a result of growing frustration and poorly timed chivalry. He didn’t care. This class was ridiculous, and Luanne was a monster. He’d seen Megan go toe-to-toe with her VP, and yet, she cowered before their new CIO. This wasn’t about teaching Customer Service; it was corporate bullying at its worst.

      “Maybe you should visit my office tomorrow.” She crossed her arms.

      “I’ll be happy to meet with you and HR in Cook’s office whenever you’d like.” He stood and nodded at the cameras. “We can watch this class and see if your treatment of Entriss employees fits the corporate guidelines we have to review weekly.”

      She was a pot ready to boil over and did her best to stare him down. His mind had gone to a cool place devoid of anger because he knew he was right. So did she.

      “That’s what I thought.” He stormed to the door.

      “This class isn’t over.” Her voice was now several octaves above scratching chalkboard. “You won’t enjoy the consequences of leaving before you’ve finished.”

      He turned around, typing out commands with his eyes, and directed his watch hand at the classroom monitor. She spun around as his score appeared. 100% flashed in red, indicating that he hadn’t passed the section they were working through but had skipped ahead to the final.

      “If there’s nothing else, I need to log in and do my job.” He glared at her. “Unless you need help doing yours.”

      Luanne stared at the score and shuddered. She took calming breaths, squeezing her fists several times before turning on him with a dangerous smile. “You are dismissed, Mr. Gregg,” she said, her tone dripping icicles. “Your time here is done.”

      “I don’t need to be dismissed. I volunteered.”

      Everyone out of Luanne’s view nodded, and some even smiled. It didn’t help. He marched out of the room and practically crashed into Megan.

      “Thank you.” She seemed on the verge of tears and grabbed his hand. “I don’t know why I shut down like that.”

      “Because she’s evil. Pure evil,” he said, practically spitting. “No one knows how to face that.”

      “You did. That was so brave. No one’s ever done something for me that would get them fired.” Megan wiped her eyes, smiling gratefully. “I guess we’ll be unemployment buddies.”

      She gave him a brief hug and rushed away.

      He stood and stared until she was out of sight. When he was finally alone, he muttered, “What have I done?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5. KING ZALMON

          

        

      

    

    
      Horns blared heroically and the distant beat of war drums welcomed Ian. Entriss Online floated before him in textured golden letters. He was usually running late and skipped the game’s introductory scene. Tonight was a rare occasion. Not only was he early, he was thirsty for nostalgia and wanted to hear the story.

      The title burst into flames as the music softened. His view zoomed out until the words were nothing more than distant torchlight in a vast, dark chamber.

      “My world in shambles,” said a low, gravelly voice. The camera panned over to reveal King Zalmon. The old man sat on a massive steel throne formed from a dragon’s open maw. Despite his great age, the king had a powerful physique with broad shoulders and thick arms. He wore dusky armor, scarred and dented from battle. An enormous broadsword leaned against his throne.

      And yet, he was dead. Leathery tatters of skin clung to his skeletal head. A crooked crown held back wisps of long gray hair as thin as cobwebs. Most haunting were his empty eye sockets and the sucking wound in his chest, still fresh as if death had just pried his eyes and heart free.

      “My life was almost at an end. I had one final task before joining Deity in the after. The time had finally come to choose a successor.” The camera followed his gaze.

      Three of his children stepped forward into spotlights. A beautiful, elfish woman with long, brown hair and dark leather armor peered at Zalmon with cool regard.

      “Adriette is my firstborn and rightful heir to the throne. She is the first Ranger Entriss has ever seen. A cunning leader, my daughter has commanded the charge north against the monster swarm of Misere. In recent years, Adriette has become obsessed with killing the beasts that attack the borders of Yu and Rath. There’s more to leading than battle, and I worry that the dark of Misere has taken hold. She is not ready.”

      “You are a fool for ignoring them. I will battle the swarm alone until we are at peace or I am dead.” She spat on the ground and marched into the shadows.

      With a heavy sigh, Zalmon turned to face an enormous bronze-skinned Troll. He was built like an old oak tree with a thick chest and arms powerful enough to hold up the sky. One hand gripped a massive, long-handled mace etched with ornate golden runes. The other raised a wine flask to his smirking lips. He apparently required no armor aside from the finest suede boots and belted loincloth of rich, dark fur.

      “My insistent son Nihle was a strong leader until he became overwhelmed with greed. Rather than gathering players to fight for a greater good, he inspires them to hunt for treasure. He is not ready.”

      “You never believed in my vision,” Nihle growled. “I will send heroes of the west to hunt for great wealth, dangerous weapons, and the finest armor. You will finally see where true power comes from.”

      Zalmon shook his head as the Troll sauntered off. His third child was a Centaur with a fine black coat and pale muscular torso. Oiled dark hair curled about his broad shoulders. He had the strong nose and chiseled chin of a hero. His beauty was almost enough to distract from the anger of his smoldering black eyes.

      “Denper’s hatred has no end. He has the gift to inspire greatness like no other and squanders it for his own glory. His Gladiators don’t fight the enemies of Entriss. Instead, they battle each other for armor and weapons. He is not ready.”

      “True power comes from strength. My wrath will fuel Gladiators to fight until only the best remain. The east will be filled with the most dangerous warriors Entriss has ever seen.” The Centaur reared back before galloping into the dark.

      “What shall I do, Camille?” he said. “Entriss needs her Champion.”

      A woman cloaked in shadows floated to the old king and rubbed her hands together. “Her time will come, Father, as will yours.”

      He nodded before staring forward. “As the Right Hand of God, I fought for a world where all came together to battle evil. In my failure to choose an heir before my death, I left Entriss a broken world. It is now up to you.

      “Join my son Denper in Rath.” The Centaur appeared beside an enormous Ogre, a Human, and a small Sprite. “Battle other players for gear and glory.”

      The races of Rath faded as Nihle the Troll, an Elf, another Human, and a Gnome took their place.

      “Or thrive in the riches of Yu as you seek treasure in dungeons deep.”

      The races of Yu faded away, leaving only the dead king and his shadowy daughter.

      “This is how I leave Entriss.” His body sank back into the throne. “A torn land of war and strife, of greed and battle. Choose your path wisely before all is lost. I am left with hope that a worthy Champion could save our world. Will it be you?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The short cutscene that had always gotten his blood pumping for a raucous night of gaming now weighed on him with the heaviness of nostalgia. He had laughed, fought, lost, and won many times in this world. It was hard to believe that the game would soon end.

      When the scene passed, a sizable town formed around him. He stood in a main square beside a large, bubbling fountain. Horse-drawn wagons stopped at wooden shops to deliver goods. Bustling non-player characters rushed along the cobblestone walk. Some NPCs hawked their wares while others offered quests to colorfully armored players.

      A baker dropped a roll and scrambled to pick it up. He looked around sheepishly, brushed off some dirt, and returned it to a basket. A pickpocket, no older than twelve, pilfered something delicious from the distracted baker before running straight into a stern guard. There was also the pie-stealing cat, the beauty who fell into a knight’s arms, and the dog who peed on his inattentive owner.

      It was fun, and clever, and on a loop that repeated every fifteen minutes. Despite his passion for the game, something about this 1st generation IMMO had always been lacking. Entriss was beautiful, and immersive enough to give some people vertigo, but still looked like a game. Skin had the texture of the finest plastic. Grass would sway in a gentle breeze that he couldn’t feel. He longed to smell and taste the freshly baked pot pies that only appeared delicious. While still incredible, he wished it were more.

      With a sigh, he gestured to open his character stats. A scroll unfurled, hanging in the air for only Ian to see. An image of Mandorf appeared in the center, wearing an impressive set of cloth armor. His blue silk robe and matching Wizard hat was lined in red satin. He gripped the polished oak War Staff of Antilon in his left hand, looking on with thoughtful blue eyes. Mandorf was tall, thin, and strong in a wiry way. He sported a long nose, short red hair, and a smart red beard. Thankfully, the Wizard looked nothing like the real-life Ian.

      The left side of the scroll had menu options for quest progress, abilities, wardrobe, achievements, finances, mail, recipes, items, mounts, pets, languages, and affinity. To the right of mini-Mandorf was an impressive list of character stats that made Ian smile. Not only did he like the numbers, he’d created the interface.

      
        
          [image: Name: Mandorf, Tribe: Wood Elf, Profession: Wizard, Health 2754, Mana: 3277, Level: 40, Vigor: 12, Essence: 17, Power: 10]
        

      

      Below that were expandable menu options detailing secondary statistics.

      
        	Cooking: 100 +10

        	Map Making: 100 +5

        	Woodworking: 100

        	Timber Gathering: 100 (He’d chopped down too many damn Ast trees.)

      

      It was a long list of useful and useless abilities, titles, and crafting skills.

      The grind to max level, 40, had only taken a few months. It was an easy game to figure out with only three primary attributes: Vigor, Essence and Power.

      Vigor helped determine stats for Health, health regeneration and Defense. Essence affected Mana, or whatever pool of energy a player drew from for spells or attacks, and how fast Mana regenerates. Power contributed to the Damage each spell could do. The three primary attributes were static, and everything else increased either exponentially from leveling or from armor bonuses.

      Players had a maximum of eight spells. Armor unlocked seven of those spells, and at higher levels, weapons unlocked the eighth. Mandorf owned one helm that gave him a powerful fireball spell. If he removed that and wore his ice lance helm, he could no longer cast Fireball.

      The eighth spell unlocked by weapons was called a special. Specials were incredibly powerful and limited only by a cooldown. The War Staff of Antilon gave him The Shattering. He could only cast it once every thirty minutes, but it was always worth the wait.

      The end game made gear far more interesting. Some armor pieces were empowered with combo bonuses. By itself, the fireball helm did sick damage. He also owned gauntlets that gave him a Burn spell, which damaged his opponent every two seconds for ten seconds. When worn together, they activated a combo. If he cast Burn and then Fireball, the Burn spell would last twenty seconds.

      Some combos were known. Players vigorously delved dungeons and farmed mobs for armor that was guaranteed to be empowered. On rare occasions, mobs would drop items with combos no one had seen. Combos were the key, and the hunt was always on to find something unique and powerful.

      He owned many sets of armor, each with a different purpose. The armor he wore for the golem fight had provided a ridiculous bonus to mana—perfect for a long fight.

      “Admiring yourself?” Jewells asked from behind his scroll.

      He waved it away, along with his ability to speak like an adult. Unlike Mandorf, Jewells looked a lot like Julie. Her Elf was a bit taller and more voluptuous, with well-defined muscles. And unlike Julie’s hidden hair, Jewells’s luxurious auburn hair flowed like a river down to her waist. But her pale skin, deep brown eyes, and firm jaw were all Julie.

      The new set of armor she sported definitely wasn’t Julie, though—at least not the one he worked with. She looked more I Dream of Jeannie than meek intern or helpful Priestess. Sheer pantaloons revealed muscular legs all the way up to her red satin booty shorts. The matching red corset was barely a bra. Her pointy, red ankle boots sported an impractical heel better for gawking than walking.

      “New chest?” He flashed her a toothy smile.

      “Piece. New chest-piece, and leggings, and… It’s like the developers want me to be naked.” She peered at him.

      “Damn developers.” He shook his head, feigning innocence.

      “I can’t imagine this top defending against anything.” She tugged at her corset. “Maybe the distraction will help?”

      “I’m sure you’ll knock ’em dead.” He chuckled, but she didn’t.

      “Going through puberty again this evening?”

      “Ouch.” He winced. “-10 affinity with Mandorf.”

      She rolled her eyes but couldn’t hold back a smile.

      “If this is a bad night, we can grind mobs later,” he said coolly, trying to cover his disappointment at that idea. “Or we can just talk. You can tell me why you’re upset while I dial my fifth attempt at puberty down to eleven.”

      “Sorry.” She stared at the ground.

      “Usually we laugh at the silly armor they design, especially for women.” He wished the game would show more of her expressions. “You angry at me?”

      “I heard you fought a mini-boss in your customer service class.”

      “I’ll take on Luanne any day.” He balled up a fist.

      “If you have any days left. She stormed into the old man’s office after class, practically slamming the door off its hinges.”

      “Oh.” He’d never heard her this worried and raised a calming hand. “Cook won’t put up with her bullshit. If they let me go, it will be due to downsizing, not me standing up to that bully.”

      “From what I heard, you were standing up for Megan,” she taunted. “She’s cute.”

      “Well, uh.” He cleared his throat. “I was trying to stand up for everyone.”

      “Maybe Mr. Chivalry should be playing a knight instead of a Wizard.” She blinked rapidly, pressing her hands to her heart.

      “Why, Miss Jacks,” he said. “Are you suggesting I’m heroic in both worlds?”

      She barked out a laugh. “Maybe you are. Rumor has it that no one from the class is getting fired.”

      “Good.” He paused until she looked at him. “So…are you upset or did you still want to game?”

      “I just don’t want you getting into trouble.” Her tone softened. “Aren’t you on call tonight?”

      “Ugh. I haven’t been on call since my desktop days.” He shuddered. “I’m pretty sure I can do both. Last night went smoothly enough. If I get an alert, I’ll hop over to my Customer Service character, fix the issue, and return to Mandorf before you notice.”

      “Addict,” she teased, nudging him.

      “You should know,” he said with a wink. “Hey, since you didn’t like my reaction to your armor, I know a quest chain for another chest-piece that has better stats and a bit more, uh, cloth.”

      “What?” She giggled, pulling out the gauze pantaloons and spinning. “Don’t you like I Dream of Jewells?”

      He wiped the bead of sweat tickling his cheek.

      “Wait.” She leaned in a bit too close. “Did I make the Grand Magus Mandorf sweat?”

      “Nope.” He took a healthy step back. “There’s a fly in my office.”

      “Right.” She laughed at his discomfort. “By the way, your title is showing.”

      “Why, yes, it is.” He glanced up at the glowing text floating over his head. “I’m proud to be called Grand Magus Mandorf. Apparently as proud as you are to be called Barfly Jewells.”

      “Shit.” She glanced up and made a broad gesture with her hands.

      The game gave players the option to show titles before or after their name. Mandorf had earned hundreds, from Mandorf the Scallywag to Mandorf the Wise. Some were silly, all were in good fun, but the title Grand Magus was rare.

      When she was done, Barfly Jewells became Jewells the Wicked.

      “Shall we head to the Gnome starting zone?” She flashed him a smile.

      He invited her to join his group. A rectangular box appeared in the top left of his vision. It contained her name, an icon indicating that she was a Priest, and bars showing her Health and Mana. Now that they were grouped, they could speak privately without others hearing. He could also open her character sheet and view some of her stats. The genie armor was actually impressive, geared to balance damage and healing. Even better, she looked…

      “You’re gawking again,” she said with a crooked smile.

      “You don’t like a little gawking?” He brushed away the scroll.

      “Famous actors get to gawk. You get to admire.”

      “I admire.” With a flourish, he cast Teleport.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      His spell had brought them to the Gnome starting zone waypoint. They stood in the middle of a wide field. Specks of light, like fireflies, hovered over tall grass that rocked with the wind. In the distance, the large mushroom buildings of Nomorgin peeked over the grass.

      “I’m so glad we’ve got mounts,” she said. “That’d be a long walk.”

      “One sec. I should go ice spells for this.” He instantly changed into a white ensemble of terrycloth with soft leather embellishments. “The initial quests will go faster if I crowd control and freeze the mobs in place.”

      “Do you hear something?” She turned and scanned the area.

      Before he could answer, Jewells collapsed to her knees. A thin man in black leather armor stood over her, jerking a wicked dagger from her back.

      “Griefers,” Mandorf shouted as a second Assassin appeared and plunged a short sword into his stomach.

      

      Get Entriss Online for your Kindle by clicking here.

      Also available on Audible!
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