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    Chapter 1: The Board Convenes 
 
   
 
    

 The chairman’s assistant, a young man named Eric Stiles, stood nervously by the door to the conference room as he carried out his duties faithfully and handed the heavily sealed manilla envelopes to each member of the board as they passed by him. Even though Eric wasn’t privy to the information contained within the pages, he knew what those folders had within them wasn’t good. 
 
     He had seen some leaked footage from within the game world of Other Life Online within the digital platform of Augment. He had heard rumors of fatalities within the user base. 

 They’re all walking around like the world is ending. Is it really that bad? Eric thought, based on the severe and grim looks on each face that passed without a second look, as if they were heading to a funeral. 
 
     Because they are. Something worse than what I saw on the video must have happened, Eric realized, as he quietly and as discretely as he could manage sent a message to his wife to sell their employee stock match and get a leg up on looking for new work for both of them. Hopefully, they could get ahead of whatever was happening and find new positions to take them far away from the sinking company. 
 
     When the last member of the board had entered the conference room, it was time to begin. John Greyson, the Chairman of the Board, a powerfully built man who had only just started to stoop with age, turned towards his young assistant who was still at the door. With a tone of finality, he told him it was time to leave. 

 Eric did just that and left the room to the older men with a thankful nod and silent gratitude. He left them to discuss their business alone. Whatever dire calamity the company was facing. Eric wanted nothing to do with it. 
 
     John waited for the door to snap shut before speaking as he looked around the room at each of the darkened faces and tried to stifle his own sense of unease.  
 
     He was not alone in his discomfort. John noticed each of the other board members fidgeting in their seats, faces flushed and pale, adjusting themselves to try to manage the tension everyone was carrying. 
 
     It seems they all know, or at least heard, sometimes the best way to get through a crisis is to rip the band-aid off and go straight through it. John thought to himself bitterly regarding the recent string of issues in the Syndicated platform and the more public failure in Other Life. 
 
     “The situation is far worse than you might have suspected or heard,” John said plainly, putting it out there in a blunt manner. “I had hoped the issue would have been resolved by now, but the team wasn’t able to find any issue with the hardware itself. This is a growing problem that could easily mean the end of everything we’ve built here. 

 “I’m sure by now you’ve all had a chance to see that our numbers have taken a big hit, and the hits haven’t stopped. If you haven’t seen it yet, the numbers are down. Dramatically down, and it’s only getting worse. You all know we’ve too many big investors out there wanting to see this technology and their money succeed. People need it.” 
 
     A hush came over the room as one of the board’s older members, a man named Grisham Delaney, slammed an open palm on the table in anger, causing more than a few of them to flinch. 

 Grisham motioned towards the paperwork he had spread out in front of him, papers that showed different graphs and reports assembled to portray a more positive picture of the platform’s health and the company. 

 “Goddamn it, John. These numbers don’t tell me anything, and my kids are telling me rumors are all over the dark web,” he yelled, his tone tired and bitter. “Just give it to us straight, just how bad is it? I’m not wading through any more of your dog and pony horseshit to try to find the truth.” 

 John nodded his head, understanding the sentiment. “There have been deaths. More than a few. I understand the frustration. It’s true. What you have in front of you is mostly to calm the shareholders in the hopes that we can get this under control before anything verifiable leaks to the press or one of the sub-forums. 

 “We don’t want the truth to go viral. It’ll be every bit as bad as our worst projections. Like I said, the numbers are way down. This information is already starting to get out. We have been hemorrhaging subscribers. We can trace the original incident to a player’s market about 7 weeks ago when one of our top-ranked players, the griefer Vendormate was attacked in the game and was found dead a few days later in his apartment from a heart attack in his immersion unit. If this continues, the company will be looking at bankruptcy and forfeiture of all our assets by Christmas.” 
 
     “Those projections can’t be true. I refuse to believe it. We have a literal monopoly on virtual reality. Actual virtual reality, not that garbage they used to sell in arcades to kids,” argued the youngest member of the board, Hunter Gleeson, 

 “This is state-of-the-art technology. This is the stuff that dreams are made of. There is no way the Augment system could fail. Do you know how much money our families have put into this? How much money we stand to lose as a company? Do you know how much the investors stand to lose?” 

 The room got quiet for a minute as Hunter pressed forward, giving voice to the same thought they all had on their minds. 
 
      “You know what kind of people we took on as investors. Failure is not an option. You know exactly what they are capable of. Better to silence the lot of us and take the tech full Darkside rather than lose the technology in bankruptcy court to one of the other major players.” Silent mutters spread throughout the room as sharp and furtive glances were cast about as they all silently agreed with each other. 
 
    That silence was interrupted by a solemn voice. “It’s more of the latter, I can promise you that. We prefer things to remain discreet. Though please understand, we would prefer a far less complicated solution than liquidation. But it is an option on the table if need be.” The man at the end of the table announced an otherwise normal-looking man, whose averageness was an identifier all of its own. 

The only information any of them had on the man was that he went by the name Michael and personally represented a few of the investing parties. Unofficially, they all knew him to be the government spook assigned to watch after their activities. 
 
    Even though Michael had spoken up, the man was still buried in the report looking for answers as he tried to figure out the root cause of the decline and if there was a way to potentially fix it. Michael sat the report down and looked up at the head of the board, demanding answers. “What’s the word, John.? Tell me what really happened.” 
 
    “We think we’ve been able to link it back to some illicit activities on the servers. I wouldn’t even call it hacking. More like they’ve found a way to install trainers and mods into the program itself. They call themselves the Old Dominion, and wherever they go, chaos follows, and we lose money afterward.” John responded, hoping that the government representative would recognize that Augment was simply too big to fail and put the weight of his organization behind the company to fix the problem and maybe give them an easy out. 
 
    But Michael wasn’t having any of it. “So what? You’re telling me trolls are sabotaging a trillion-dollar enterprise by what? Griefing? And you mean to tell me you have no audio, picture, or sound recordings of these users? What about the logs? What about where are these people are now? Why haven’t they just been banned? What other information have you omitted from the reporting.” 
 
    A look of frustration crossed John’s face. “The feeds are heavily corrupted. Don’t you think I’ve tried? We believe these players have somehow managed to hack our System and move past most of the safety lock features we have in the game. The most recent attack was in the 3rd Ward of the Commerce district belonging to the AZM Conglomerate Region in the North American server.” 
 
    A tense hush came over the room; the AZM Conglomerate was their largest non-governmental investor. “All the digital storefronts in that sector have been completely deleted from the System. But that’s not the only issue. We’ve reported that users whose avatars were killed during the attack have also been killed. Whatever these people are using, it’s deleting anything that interfaces with the System.” 
 
    “We don’t want to cause a panic and have worked with local law enforcement to keep rumors about foul play at a minimum. As you all well know, we have been trying to streamline the e-Commerce platform within the game. People need these jobs, and panic won’t make things any easier on anyone.” John stopped talking and looked around the room, waiting for somehow to say something. 
 
    “People are dying. Actually dying. Why haven’t we told anyone? People have a right to be warned, and why haven’t these trolls been banned?” Grisham questioned in a voice full of irritation as thoughts of expensive litigations and painful public outcry crossed his mind. “What are we doing to stop it?” 
 
    “It’s not that easy. We’ve tried that numerous times.” John corrected with a voice of authority, not even bothering to hind the feelings of irritation. 

“Somehow, they’ve managed to avoid even being detected by the System. Technically the accounts are banned. They don’t even exist in the System anymore. We’re not even sure how many of them there are as there doesn’t seem to be any audio or video. The little bit we do know has been entirely gathered by the destruction they leave in their wake and interviews with survivors. Just so we’re all clear, I’m talking about heavy pixilation. Visual captures of their avatars corrode too fast to get any real kind of surveillance done. It’s like they’re invisible. 
 
    The conversation shifted back to Michael. “I don’t think they’re invisible, or at least not really in any traditional sense, probably just invisible to the outside world. Invisible to us, that is, unless you know what you’re looking for one. It’s one of the reasons we started manually auditing user complaints. The slew of reports that started coming in led us to conclude that users within the System were able to avoid detection from the outside but could still be seen within the System itself.” 
 
    “So, do you have any ideas then, Michael? John queried, hoping that the man from the government would just along with the topic and let them settle on a way and path forward without his intervention. 
 
      But Michael had already settled on an answer, and whatever his response was, it overruled the rest of them. ‘”It’s simple, we bring in the professionals, and I’ve already filed the request with my people. We have a candidate who would be perfect. I’m sure you’ve all seen the studies done on immersion with the eRehab unit out in Stockholm….” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2: An Invitation 
 
   
 
      
 
    Snow fell in short flurries across the top of the mountain as Brian kept up a nice even pace along the mountain trail. He took disciplined and even steps. Keeping his breathing steady as he sang a cadence to only himself to echoed across the mountain, as he worked to keep his speed at a constant. 

 A shadow image of himself ran beside him, helping to keep the pace. An afterimage burned into the rendered environment. Brian found it helped him feel less alone, and the mirror image helped to hold him accountable to his pace.  There were glowing letters burned on the image. 
  
 
    
     
      
      	  
Pace: 7.4 miles per hour Time Elapsed:00:24 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Around him, the pine trees bent under the weight of the accumulated snow and bowed against the steady flow of the wind as Brian’ breath showed white in the air, freezing on each exhale. It was comforting and peaceful, a serene scene. Brian had always loved being alone in nature. 

The only other sound was the constant plodding of Brian’ steps and that of his after image as the two of them continued the run, occasionally shifting his eyes to peer over the ledge at the iced-over lake at the bottom of the mountain trail. 
 
    Brian checked his wrist for the time and remaining distance before reaching the top. The response was immediate as numbers illuminate the small interface on the back of his hand from the Augment implant everyone received at a young age. The data showed that his run still had another 2 miles to go before completion, and at his current pace, it would be about 15 minutes. 
 
    Without complaint, Brian continued and began to hum a different cadence, a faster one whose pace count was only double what he was currently running. The after image was left behind. It wasn’t programmed to match his pace in real-time. 

 He wanted to pick up more speed to get more out of the training session and see just how hard he could push himself. 
 
    Beads of sweat ran down his face as the scenery blurred around him as he ran faster and faster, forcing his legs and muscles to their limit as he increased his speed and lengthened his stride. The serenity of the movement was everything to him, and it was ruined with a flash of light, forcing him to abruptly stop. 
 
    In front of him, a small blue window appeared, much like a television screen or monitor. Brian silently cursed his luck as he saw the man on the other side of the call, a man he could have gone the rest of his life without seeing. A man that was basically a flat-top behind a uniform. 
 
    Captain Grisham Fairway of the 33rd Sustainment Brigade, the man who’d once been his best friend. A man who’d betrayed him when he’d let the military medically retire him after getting injured when he’d served over a decade faithfully.
  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Brian, I see you’re doing the Tahoe run again. Shame, most of the Sierra Nevada range burned down in the Reno Fire of ‘41. You always were one for nostalgia.]  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Brian looked at the man in the window and lessened his pace as he responded less than pleased as he tried to catch his breath. 
 
    “Can I help you, Grisham?” Brian emphasized the name, reminding the Captain he was no longer in the military and beholden by commands and regulations. “This is a private sub server for a reason. I don’t work for you anymore Grisham, and you’re not exactly a friend who can call in favors these days.” 
 
    On the screen, Grisham remained stoic and unmoving. If the Officer was bothered by Brian’ surly attitude, it didn’t show. The only thing that changed was a thoughtful expression, an expression that Brian knew to mean the man was wrestling with what he wanted to say and was trying to buy himself some time in the meanwhile. 
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Brian, I know you’ve never forgiven me for med boarding you, but you know in our line of work, your health had made you a liability. But that’s not why I called you today. This isn’t a favor.] 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Brian felt his blood rise in anger. “This better be good then, Grisham, because you’ve already pissed me off. I got hurt, Grisham. It happens. People get hurt all the time. It’s not like I had the plague. You must want something to reach out. My rates aren’t cheap. But I know you’ve got the money to pay for it in some contingency slush fund.” 
 
     The Captain grimaced as Brian mentioned the slush fund. Brian knew that grimace. Yes, the money was there, but it was never easy to get it. It always required work and time to navigate the red tape. He stopped completely to wait for Grisham’s answer. 
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: You know this isn’t a secure line Brian, I can’t go into details. But I’m prepared to pay 3 times your usual rate for time exclusivity and until the assignment is finished. This includes hazard pay and hostile fire pay as an added bonus.] 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
    “And if I say no?” Brian asked curiously though the offer was lucrative, and he was already considering it. 
 
    The Captain’s face hardened, and Brian knew he had managed to get under his skin.
  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: I hope it doesn’t come to that, Brian. You used to be one of us, you know how things work around here, and we’re looking for a free agent to hire. I would hate to have to contact my guy at G1 to pull your records and reflag your RE code and pull you back involuntarily on a recall order.] 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Truthfully Brian was unsure if the Captain had that sort of pull, and if he did, the recall would be doing Brian a favor. He wanted to get back in. Even now, years later, it was all he ever dreamed of. 
 
     “I’ll do it. Send me the instructions. I’m disengaging now.” Brian called out as Captain Grisham nodded appreciatively. 
 
     With a flick of the wrist, the screen disappeared. Then another mental command was given out as Brian’s scenery completely faded away into a dark nothingness, as Brian gave the verbal command to the Augment system to start the logout process.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3: The Rig 
 
   
 
      
 
     
       The darkness disappeared, and an electric ping let him know he was back in the real world. Brian opened his eyes and saw only stars and blurry lights. It’s like this every time, the temporary blindness, he thought about how disorientating the logout process was. But overall, he tried to not complain. The System gave him a myriad of opportunities to experience life in a way nothing else did anymore. 
 
      Once his vision had fully returned, Brian initiated the verbal disengage command. He looked down to see the clear immersion gel had begun to separate from him as short bursts of electrical current forced the gel to let him go loose. 

 With a bit of effort, Brian put one hand and then his robotic prosthetic on the sides of the pod, feeling around until he could grab onto the steel safety handles. Once he got a decent grip, he began to  lift himself out of medical-grade immersion gel that was a staple of the eRehab System. 

  Even though this is a huge hassle and a massive effort to use, if it wasn’t for the gel, I wouldn’t be able to seamlessly interface with the Augment platform. I wouldn’t be able to feel myself run or snow drift onto my face. Brian knew what that meant, it was the difference between controlling a character on a computer or being the character. Traditional Rigs just couldn’t match what he had. 
 
      For Brian, the digital reality provided by Augment had become his second home. It afforded the man some of the only peace he could find. I was lucky Veteran Affairs approved me for the eRehab System, he thought with a half-smile, recalling how good it had felt to be running again and shuddered at the thought of having to commit to physical therapy at the local facility. Five times the work for a third of the quality. Brian shook his head at the thought before leaning his head back. 
 
      He clung to the edge for a minute after having pulled most of his body free. Completely unmoving, soaking in the moment before pulling himself the rest of the way out. 
 
     First one leg, then the other. Though it took longer to maneuver the damaged limb. Brian sat on the wide lip of the Rig and looked behind him as he waited for the gel to stabilize and reset itself back into place as the effects of the electrical pulse eased. Once done, he pressed the blue switch and watched as the machine covered itself and sealed itself closed with a mechanical hiss as Brian grabbed a microfiber towel to wipe off any of the excess gel that clung to his skin before hopping in the shower. Leaving behind only the steady hum of the machine undergoing the post-use sterilization cycle.

  On the way out of what Brian had dubbed his war room, where he housed the eRehab unit, he grabbed the oak cane he’d left leaning against the wall and smiled when he realized he didn’t have to put quite as much of his weight on it. It’s already paying off. Maybe by Christmas, I’ll be running again for real. He hadn’t taken to the synthetic leg graft like he had the complete replacement of his arm. 
 
      He pushed open the door into the rest of his apartment and shivered. Remembering for the first time, he was mostly nude except for a pair of shorts and a reminder that he kept forgetting to turn the heating unit on when he was logged in. A safety thing, just like how you don’t leave food cooking and walk away. It might have been inconvenient, but Brian wasn’t big on negligence. 
 
      Around his neck, he wore a plain beaded necklace with a key and took a moment to lock the door behind him. It might not have seemed like much, but the eRehab unit was worth more than the combined value of everything else he owned. 
 
      On his way to the shower, the noise made by the cane and the way he partially dragged his synthetic leg irritated him as Brian winced involuntarily at the sound. It took only a few seconds before Brian decided enough was enough and clapped twice. 

 Once to trigger the heating units within the walls, which caused the panels that encapsulated his apartment to move aside and turned on the infrared heating units that glowed with warmth as screens showed fake fire, and then clapped again to trigger his playlist to start as the opening riff of The Clash’s London Calling filled the apartment. 
 
      The apartment was a combination of modern industrial and a throw-back to the Mod subculture of the prior decade. The only exception to style was how meticulously clean he kept it. 

 Honestly, thought Brian, I don’t even know why I pay for the place when the only thing I do is sleep here or spend my time in the pod. On the way to the shower, Brian touched the implant in his hand to check his portable for messages but had nothing in his inbox except for a vague message about a job offer stacking boxes for a company he hadn’t heard of. 
  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Regarding the recent offer of employment. We are extremely pleased to offer you this opportunity and hope you will take it. Please be able to lift at least 25 pounds as you will be stacking boxes frequently. The address is embedded in the contact file. Please arrive at the earliest convenience for contract signing. Thank you.]

  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
  I’m guessing this message is from the Captain, Brian reasoned as he looked at the details. 10035 Industrial Boulevard, Arcadia International Inputs/Exports. Looks like the 33rd Sustainment Brigade has moved and changed covers. The news shocked him. Even though it wasn’t exactly a surprise, it just cemented the truth that Brian wasn’t part of the group anymore. 
 
      No thanks to you, he thought darkly, looking at his withered leg that had mostly failed to take to the synthetic graft and cursing Captain Grisham Fairway for retiring him. Still, if they were willing to still use him, it would be life-changing. Brian let out a tired sigh as he headed to the kitchen. He needed a drink. 
 
      Fifteen minutes later, he was ready to be out the door, freshly showered and with a full stomach from a nutritional smoothie whose packaging assured him was only organically and ethically sourced biofuel. The world’s on fire, and people still care about this nonsense. Brian shook his head. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 4: A Place Once Known 
 
   
 
      
  Brian grabbed his Private Investigator credentials and was ready to head to his vehicle to drive downtown for what some may consider a rendezvous with destiny.  But with his mind focused on whatever the next few hours had in store for him, Brian almost walked outside unprepared and barely caught himself before turning the door and stepping out of the apartment. 

  Keeping his weight on the cane, he turned towards the left of the sliding door and pressed the “Scan” button on the amber-colored computer pad embedded within the wall. Immediately the robotic voice of the computer controller announced it was compiling an air quality report. 
 
    
I really need to look at some of the voice packs I can pick up for the AI’s, maybe one of the celebrity packs. Brian promised himself uncomfortable with the cold and emotionless tone of the AI.
  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Current air quality is rated at *Green* you may safely leave the residence without the use of a filtration system. Please be advised there will be a dust storm advisory in effect tomorrow between 1300 and 1500 HLT.] 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    


Brian nodded, appreciating that he wouldn’t need to leave his apartment wearing a respirator, at least not today. Just a fact a life ever since the dust and pollution storms went global. With one last look around, he opened the door. He limped out of his apartment, his synthetic leg dragging slightly as he worked his way down the well-lit hallway of the interior courtyard of the apartment and out onto the street. 

I must have been at it for a while. It’s easy to get carried away when I’m diving in the machine, he thought to himself with some concern after realizing it was night time. The glow of halogen lights shone brightly on the road and walkways. 
 
      The temperature had started to drop. And why wouldn’t the temperature drop? It’s already November. He rationalized as he began to shiver. Even wearing a thick overcoat, Brian still felt the bite of the cold as his breath grew visible and his hands grew cold from exposure. 
 
      Not wanting to linger out in the elements, he headed straight towards the attached garage where all the tenants kept their vehicles. The short walk usually triggered pain from his old injury, but not today after the dive. Little by little, his time in the eRehab machine was helping him regain full use of the limb and help him repair the damage. He was able to limp today, but a year ago, he couldn’t even walk. 
 
      The parking garage was kept locked by a digital key, and as Brian approached, he held up his hand to the scanner on the wall. With a low hum, the scanner read the implant in his hand that contained so much of his personal information. Within seconds, he could hear the shifting of gears and whirling cogs as the door to the garage moved aside, allowing him to breech the doorway. 
 
      Inside the garage and out of the cold, Brian felt the pleasant sensation of warmth as he looked for his usual parking spot marked by the blue sign on the wall and tapped the implant in his hand once to unlock the vehicle as it started up remotely. Before he had even sat down into the stabilizer, the car’s localized artificial intelligence asked him what the destination was to begin route analysis and planning.
  
  Brian thought for a second, knowing he couldn’t just give the facility’s address, not even to his own AI, and instead opted for a nearby clinic that was a few blocks away from the Industrial Boulevard. He planned to walk the rest of the way once there. Even in the state he was in, a block or two was still doable. 

  “Take me to Grady Memorial. On the Southside near the Garden Lounge.” Brian answered as he sat his cane down on the passenger side and made sure to put up his handicapped placard for easier parking, and eased into his seat as the AI took over. Taking a second to flick on the warmer while the car began to adjust the inner temperature to match his historical preferences.
  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Trip confirmed. You will be arriving at your destination in approximately 34 minutes. This represents an additional travel time of 5 minutes to avoid an ongoing protest near Centennial Park. Please be aware of wet roads and understand that the best driver is a human controller.] 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
      “That’s fine,” Brian responded, his mind on other things as he uploaded his favorite playlist to stream through the vehicle’s speakers. Even in a world where I could just download music directly into my thoughts, nothing quite beats hearing it the old-fashioned way. Brian thought as he sank back into his stabilizer, listening to the soulful tunes of musicians long since passed on. 
 
      The sky was grey, and rain began to drop in torrents as the vehicle pulled out of the garage and headed down the road. Always the rain, Brian thought as he flipped the car into hazard mode and let it continue self-driving. Not bothering to turn on the windshield wipers. 

  It was raining back then too. Brian recalled with a hint of bitterness as he looked at the cane on the passenger side and sat back, closing his eyes as he let the chorus wash over him while the AI started to drive. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5: The Place Once Known 
 
      
 
    Tires screeched in the night as they pulled up in the getaway vehicle. The sniper rifle dissembled and tucked away neatly after taking the shot. They sped away with all the trained precision of somebody with multiple training sessions at the Farm and a lifetime of experience.  
 
    None of that mattered as a little girl ran out onto a road, she had no business being on. Why she was there, they had no idea,. Likely running from her own demons and issues.  
 
    As the car swerved to avoid hitting her, it flipped. A horrible pain erupted and spread throughout Brian’ leg as the vehicle crashed into a concrete wall, and pieces of rebar and metal were forced through the muscles and bones in his leg. Even through the pain, Brian saw the girl run away and he was grateful she was still alive as he struggled to escape the ruined vehicle with a shredded leg.

The vehicle’s interior lights started to gradually brighten as the guiding AI began the process of waking Brian up as gently as was feasible to ensure maximum comfort. 
 
    He opened his eyes and shrugged off the memory of one of the worst nights of his life and rubbed the little bit of sleep he had managed to get out of his eyes. The stabilizer disengaged. 

Brian reached over and grabbed his cane, pushing a button in the center that collapsed the assistive device in on itself. For the time being, it would double as a weapon if he needed it to be, something akin to a Black Jack that he slipped discreetly into his pocket. 
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: You are now arriving at Grady Memorial Hospital. The local time is 8:21. Please be advised the impending dust storm has become unstable and is no longer within set time parameters.] 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    

The parking lot was still mostly full, and people continued to move in and out of the Hospital. Not a perfect cover, but close enough, I’ll blend in a little bit. Brian thought as he got out of the vehicle and locked it with a mental command through the implant in his hand. He heard a click and started to walk down the path around the Hospital. 
 
    As a general matter of best practice, Brian tried to be as nondescript as possible and not draw too much attention to himself by those around him. However, even then, there was still a certain amount of formality expected whenever reporting into Command, even for him, somebody who wasn’t in anymore. The way he dressed reflected that expectation. Dark pants, practical and subdued with a white shirt tucked into his gig line and a military-style wool overcoat.

Mostly, Brian was thankful for the overcoat. That coat has kept me warm on more than one occasion, Brian mused with a smile, remembering reckless antics from his youth during his off time in Berlin. It helps now too. Though the rain had let up, the weather had managed to get even colder since he first left the apartment and would only get colder as the night went on. 

When he was younger, the cold didn’t bother him as much, but the damp and cold took its toll on him ever since the injury. Making the old injury ache as the chill set into the damaged bone and tissue. In this case, it helped him, giving him all the more reason to draw his Grishamet as close to him as he could and seek warmth in his outfit.

With his hands in his pockets, Brian walked down the concrete walkway that circled around the Hospital, keeping his head tilted down as he went, avoiding looking directly at any of the panhandlers and some of the more miserable-looking grifters.

Eventually, Brian found his way towards the unassuming side street that led him towards Industrial Boulevard and crossed the road. 

The entire time Brian tried to keep his eyes peeled on his surroundings, he knew at this point he was being watched, not that he had proof. Still, it was just best practice to make the assumption that both his new employer and competing organizations all had eyes on him. Brian didn’t need to bring on any additional stress that might complicate things further by being watched or by being followed by the wrong people.

The street was empty as far as he could tell, except for a black cat that watched him from atop the chain link fencing that was covered in burlap to keep it covered and obscured from the main road. A single streetlight cast an orange glow against the black asphalt. He couldn’t hear a single sound otherwise, not the drunken laughing he’d left behind at the Hospital, or even the sounds of moving bodies. “It wasn’t always like this,” Brian muttered regretfully as he surveyed the dead street, remembering when he had served. 
 
    He kept walking, eventually leaving the cast of the street light, and kept moving along the road in the dark. I recognize this place. Brian thought, knowing exactly where he was going. Looks like they closed down a few of the roads that used to get in here and opened up another. 

Brian had been there many times before throughout the years. Soon he found himself in front of a guard shack connected to the fencing that kept the ramshackle looking storage warehouse protected by a lone guard who kept watch on the easiest way to gain entry, the gate. 
 
    When Brian approached, he saw the guard tense up, though the man tried to play it cool. Even though the guard was protecting a high-end facility, appearances still had to be kept. By looks alone, it was just an old abandoned factory at surface level.

 The guard stood up and called out to Brian, demanding that he stop. “Hey man, did you come down the wrong way? This place is off-limits. You shouldn’t be here?” 
 
    I recognize those words. Still the same challenge question, even after all this time. Brian smiled and responded, “It’s only the wrong way if the way was closed.” 
 
    Instantly the guard’s demeanor change, adopting a more easy posture after he had responded with the correct answer to the challenge question. 
 
    “I’m still going to need to see some identification. Nobody can get in without it. I’m sure you understand.” The guard stated as Brian approached the control point. He took his time and made Taking his time so the guard could see, Brian reached into his pocket and pulled out a yellow ID card, complete with his name and retired ranking. 
 
    
“Oh, it’s you, Chief. I’ve seen your picture before on the wall of heroes,” The guard replied, visibly confused by Brian’ appearance. “I thought they retired you.” 
 
    Brian looked and nodded. Though the comment irritated him, it wasn’t the guard’s fault for not knowing any better what happened. “One in the same. It’s a special occasion, but I can’t go into details.” He replied as he read the name of Reddicker on the guard’s uniform. Nobody I remember, Brian thought darkly.

The guard seemed to bristle at the response, and it was clear to Brian that Reddicker didn’t want to say anything further. Instead, the guard handed over a polished badge and gave the instructions of “Your temp badge number is 6. Once I get the all-clear, I’ll let you through. I’m sure you remember where to go. The layout hasn’t changed much. As soon as you enter the holding area, take a seat until somebody comes for you.” The guard explained as the hydraulic System started to groan as the lock holding the gate shut disengaged. 
 
    Reddicker spoke into a hidden microphone in the collar of his uniform and waited a second for a reply before getting up from his post to escort Brian through the control point. It wasn’t lost on Brian that Reddicker still had a hand on his sidearm and a watchful eye on him as they approached the gate.               Reddicker grabbed on to it and began pulling it open. With an almost impatient look, Reddicker motioned for Brian to pass through it. 
 
    Brian put his ID back in his pocket and the badge on his chest as he thanked the man while stepping through the gate into the interior of the facility grounds. All he could see was a rundown factory, full of rust and weeds that nature had started to reclaim. A trick, something for the uninitiated to make them turn away from this place, Brian thought with a faint smile as he ignored the front door and walked along a gravel path that opened up into a heavily sanitized interior waiting room. 

The waiting room was tiny with 3 chairs, a rack full of magazines, and an old fashioned vending machine. 
 
    This is obviously the holding area, Brian thought. Not wanting to cause a scene, he sat down and looked at the camera above the door, and waited for whoever was coming to collect him.

  

 
   
    Chapter 6: Back in the Saddle 
 
   
 
      
 
    In true military fashion, Brian had hurried to arrived and then waited in the holding area for far longer than was realistically needed. Just part of the game, he reminded himself, noting the camera still blinked red. Somebody was watching him.

When the door swung open, Brian was surprised to see he was met by somebody in their full military dress uniform. That can only mean one thing, a dog and pony show. They must be expecting somebody high up in the government to stop by. Something big must have happened.

“Chief Hanson, it’s good to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you. I’m Sergeant First Class Zander. I’ll be your escort while you’re with us. Now, I understand you’re familiar with our organization. Still, before I can take you in, I need to do a search. Do I have your permission? You can say no, but if you do, I’ll be forced to escort you off the premises .” The request was polite but firm. Brian knew he didn’t really have a chance, not if he wanted the job. Not if he wanted back in. 

“Yeah, that’s fine, Sergeant, but please, it’s Brian now. I retired. You know that.” Brian responded as he held up his arms for the Sergeant to check him for weapons, contraband, and other items Brian knew wouldn’t be allowed, like cameras and recorders. 

The Sergeant motioned for Brian to raise his arms and Brian obliged as Sergeant Zander waved the electronic device over the implant in Brian’ hand, temporarily disabling it. “Alright Chief, that’ll be it, the Captain is waiting for you, just follow me, I know I don’t need to say it, but I still have to say it, don’t wander off. You’ve limited access here.” 
 
    
Sergeant Zander turned around and motioned for Brian to follow behind him.

Looks like things haven’t changed much. No, that’s not true. Brian thought It’s just changed enough to remind me that I’m no longer welcome. The interior was more run down than Brian remembered it, and in places, the ceiling had begun to sag. At the same time, parts of the dilapidated drywall looked like it was seconds away from crumbling altogether. But Brian knew it was all a lie, they passed through another doorway, and the facade gave way. 
 
    The abandoned factory was simply a mask. What laid beneath that mask was a different monster entirely. 
 
    Sure, maybe it was a bit brighter than the last time he had been here, but it was still the same cold, detached facility that had turned its back on him when he got hurt. The scent of cleaning alcohol and Pine-Sol assaulted his nose from the freshly mopped floor. 

The sterile atmosphere was as suffocating as it was refreshing. Clean cut corridors filled his vision as he was filed down the aisles like cattle to the slaughter. Brian didn’t know why he had accepted this offer. He already regretted it. What had once been like home was now as alien and unwelcoming as ever. 
 
    The man leading Brian around, Sergeant Zander, matched the surroundings perfectly. Clean cut, simple, polite detached. A perfect fit. Brian didn’t expect that they would have let him walk himself to meet with the Captain, but with the way his movements were being controlled, it was more like a dog being walked by his master. Brian resented it, and it put him on edge. 

I was one of them once. I’m not a prisoner or a criminal. I’m not a rookie either. Brian thought as he was led further into the building by a man, not even half his size. Even with my leg like it is, this is ridiculous.  
 
    The door to the Captain’s office loomed up in front of the two men. A solid sheet of metal shouldn’t seem so imposing, but Brian knew what was waiting on the other side. The unexpected interruption to his digital run and rehab hadn’t been enough. The Captain had to request his help and demand his physical appearance at the office.  
 
    Whatever it was that he had just gotten himself into, Brian knew it had to be significant. Big enough to seek him out. Big enough to bring him back to this place that had turned its back on him. 
 
    Sergeant Zander turned to him and prepared to leave. “I know it might not seem like we do, Chief, but a lot of us remember what you did and still tell stories about you. It’s an honor to have you back. Even if it’s not in uniform.” 
 
    Brian could only nod as a maelstrom of emotions welled up within him as Zander left in front of the door. He didn’t even have time to knock on the door. The Captain had been waiting on him. The man had opened the door with a push of a button as soon as Brian went to knock on it. 
 
    Once inside, the first thing Brian noticed was that the Captain’s hair had more gray in it than he remembered. Didn’t take him as the vain sort, coloring his hair when simulated. Brian laughed inwardly at the thought, and some of his emotions settled. Or maybe that had been a trick of the simulation. Though he didn’t assume the Captain was so vain as to recolor his hair for virtual purposes, Brian also knew he couldn’t assume anything at all anymore. Assuming information was the first step to getting yourself caught, killed, or worse. 
 
    The Captain didn’t speak up immediately. He simply jerked his head towards the chair for Brian to sit and Brian complied while the Officer remained standing. The words that followed were not what Brian expected when he ran through possible scenarios in his mind. 
 
    “We need your help.” The Captain said, his voice surprisingly calm though full of fatigue. 
 
    “Why?” Brian asked. He wasn’t sure why they had felt the need to call him in like this, and he expected a good explanation for it. 
 
    If the Captain was annoyed by Brian’ tone, he didn’t show it. Instead, he used his classic trick of answering a question with another question.               “Have you been into the City recently? Have you bought anything recently through Augment in any of the commerce sectors or hubs in Other Life?” 
 
    “No,” Brian responded bluntly. He had meant to, but never got around to it. Something about visiting a store in virtual reality hadn’t sat well with him. Brian had resisted kicking and screaming when they automated the checkout process as a matter of principle. 
 
    “I find that hard to believe.” The Captain’s eyes narrowed in disbelief. 
 
    “I’m serious,” Brian responded. “I try to support my local downtown as much as I can. Going to the store is one of the few reasons I can find any more to get out of the house. I’m not messing with a working routine.” 
 
    “So, you know what’s going on at least right? Even if you haven’t been.” The Captain’s mouth pursed, giving the only sign of his annoyance. 
 
    “I’ve heard a few rumors.” Brian tried to keep the smugness out of his voice. Something about getting under Grisham Fairway’s skin was extremely satisfying. Brian was fairly sure a degree of that satisfaction gleamed in his eyes. 
 
    The annoyance in the Captain’s face deepened. “We called you back here for a purpose, Brian, and if you don’t cooperate, I can just send you back to that shit hole apartment you’ve been holed up in, and you can go back to waiting for death to claim you.” There was a no-nonsense steeliness in the Captain’s eyes this time. 
 
     Brian simply nodded, though he wasn’t entirely sold. Not yet. 
 
     “There is a terrorist group calling themselves The Old Dominion. We’ve had some attacks on the servers. Direct attacks.  Somehow they managed to hack the Augment platform and delete source code. It’s complicated, but they’re using a combination of hacks to overload the system and kill people and perpetuate actual assassinations in real-time. We can’t let this continue. People need Augment, and they need it to be safe.” 
 
     Though the Captain’s voice remained neutral, Brian could tell that this was something huge. Funneling money from one account to another was a typical hacker business, nothing new and certainly nothing worth his time. He’d long since moved past that type of stuff. He hadn’t become a mercenary to track down unruly teens and grifters.  
 
     After a few moments of silence, Brian looked back up to the Captain. “Again, I ask why? Why is this something you need me for?” 
 
     The Captain looked Brian dead in the eyes. “Money obviously. Maybe more. But we need this problem handled. This is beyond the typical cyber-attacks we’ve had to deal with. Real live people are actually dying. Some of those people have been important. Some had had heart attacks, while others have been shot or stabbed in real life.” 
 
     That changed everything. It wasn’t just the money disappearing. The people themselves were systematically being eliminated, and their data was being sold off to the highest bidder. At least, that was the first logical conclusion Brian’ mind came to. 

 There was something else at play here. Something larger. A piece that was missing. Brian knew it in his gut. 
 
     The Captain could see the wheels turning in Brian’ eyes, and he smiled. It was a thin smile, not one of happiness, but one that screamed self-satisfaction. “You’ll work it then?” he asked. 
 
     Brian nodded his head. “I’ll take it. Why me though? Given our history” 
 
     Captain Grisham paused for a minute as if debating answering the question. “The pool of qualified applicants was small. Not many operators that use the eRehab system. You weren’t the first pick, I would have gone with somebody else. But somebody above me said you deserved a shot and my pick, well, let’s just say it didn’t pan out. I’ll leave it at that.. 

 The Captain looked away away and then back at Brian. “Good, now that that’s out of the way. You’ll need this.” The Captain held out his hand to Brian. There was a slim object in his palm. It was sleek, silver, nearly unnoticeable. 
 
     “What is that?” Brian asked as he reached out to put it into his pocket. 
 
     “The Talon.” The Captain explained matter of factly with an intense reverence for the object. 
 
     “The what?” Brian looked back at the Captain, sliding the device into his front pocket. 
 
     “The Talon. It’s a USB drive that will allow you to access the Augment servers discreetly and change your sourcing files to avoid detection while logged in. In our early testing only those who’ve been using the increased immersion of an eRehab machine can put it to good use. You’ll be able to make a new account from scratch with access to almost everything the platform offers.” He looked too intense for Brian’ comfort, and Brian could barely resist making an off-color comment. 
 
     “When do we get started then?” Brian asked, standing up and brushing his palms down the front of his jeans. A habit he never seemed to be able to break. 
 
     “Now.” Captain Grisham Fairway responded as Sergeant Zander opened the door. “Sergeant Zander is going to in-process you back into the organization as an independent contractor. You’ll work from here.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7: The World Once Known 
 
   
 
    

 You’ll be working from here. Grisham’s words echoed in his mind, the edge of implied authority over him ringing in Brian’ ears. 
 
     Brian had seen the amusement on Grisham’s face when he said that. It was just like him to throw his authority around as soon as he felt a reason for it. Brian thought, shaking his head. He wasn’t stupid. There were plenty of reasons he would need to work from the facility. Better security being one of those reasons, and a direct line to the analysts that worked within. That and Brian would need access to a lot of things that would never be able to leave the sterile walls of the hard site. 
 
     There wasn’t much he could do about it besides accept the fact that he had to answer to Captain Grisham Fairway once again. The man had a talent for knowing how to push and pull a person’s nerves until there were only two viable options. Submit, or lash out, and lashing out could get him killed. Besides, there was no need for trouble. 
 
    “Your right hand,” The Sergeant said to Brian without a hint of emotion as Brian extended his hand towards him. The other man took it and looked straight into Brian’ eyes as he drove a syringe into him. Brian tried not to wince. The pain was intense, more intense than it needed to be, but just as quick as it had come, it was gone, receding little by little. That was worse than the Smallpox series, but it looks like it won’t leave a scar, Brian thought. When it was over, he couldn’t even see a mark on his skin. Brian looked up, a bit surprised by that. Sergeant Zander smiled. 
 
     “It’s a GRID Chip. You might remember this from your own work down in Jordan with the 293rd. It’s been adapted a bit. We’ll be able to find you easily, even if you go outside the Grid. It’s also been programmed to give you additional access to places in the facility.” 

Brian frowned, not understanding as Sergeant Zander explained, “The Grid is our code word for Other Life Online within the Augment platform. You’ll see what I mean. The System is a lot different on this side of things.”

 He didn’t really get it, but it wasn’t on him to. If they wanted to explain further, they would. He had never really been a tech guy and wasn’t up with the current terminology. 
 
     “Anything else I need to know?” Brian asked, trying as he could to keep out the little bit of irritation that was creeping into his voice. They respected him for the past, but they were all soldiers. He knew them like he knew himself. If he acted out or made a scene, none of them would hesitate to remind him that he didn’t wear the uniform anymore and, more importantly, that he wasn’t one of them anymore. 
 
     It wasn’t that long ago that Sergeant Zander would have been some private sporting dog tags in a pool hall in his hometown. Meanwhile, Brian would have been deployed to an active combat zone, but things were different now, and time had passed. He had been replaced. Brian let the thoughts go, trying to not be bitter. 
 
     “Your Rig is in your room,” Sergeant Zander told him. “Feel free to check it out and make sure it meets your requirements.” 
 
     “My Rig?” Brian asked. How did they get past my security? His AI might not have been the highest grade, but it still shouldn’t have been so easy to bypass. He had even left a few old fashioned traps behind, always wary about people breaking in. It might not have been the most secured, but at the least, he should have been notified if there was a breach. But there hadn’t been an alarm. Brian hadn’t gotten a message at all. That meant only one thing. The Captain had pulled some strings. 
 
     “I see those wheels turning, no sir, that eRehab unit of yours is still registered to your apartment. This unit is one of our own, an upgrade.” Zander said, “Signed for by the Captain himself, upgraded and equipped with everything we could think of. It should work well for you,” Zander finished. 
 
     Brian rubbed his face, feeling tense. He was overthinking things. Together they walked into a room with more than six people clacking at virtual keyboards. Sergeant Zander nodded to another man who got up immediately and walked to a large screen and pulled a data deck from the side of the screen. 
 
     “This is Mathew Cavanaugh,” Zander said, pointing to the tech. Brian nodded to the taller man. Matthew was built like any regular guy, except for the computer factor. It looked like it had been years since he last slept. He had that pale sunken-in look that analysts who worked all hours without a set schedule tended to develop. 
 
     “You look as worn out as the air in this place,” Brian said, and the man smiled a thin smile that did nothing to relieve his tired eyes. Zander seemed not to have gotten the joke, but Brian didn’t care. Mathew moved some of his people around to make room at the console for Brian. Satisfied that everything was in working order, he went back to whatever it was he had been doing as the sounds of keystrokes sounded up again. 

 “They stay busy,” Brian said, not envying any of them. Life for a military analyst wasn’t as glamorous as one might believe. Sergeant Zander nodded. 
 
     “They have to be, and soon, you’ll be just as busy, sir,” Zander said, and Brian nodded.  The Sergeant was growing on Brian. The man was serious about his job, and that was what made every soldier a good one. That mission adherence reminded Brian of his own time as a soldier. 

 He had been just as serious. That was how he made his way up the NCO ranks, until moving on to become a Warrant Officer. That promotion took him out of the force and out of the fight. The promotion isn’t what did it. Getting close to the flagpole did, he reminded himself bitterly. Well, the flagpole and Grisham Fairway trying to save his own ass after I got hurt. He scoffed, feeling an old bitterness rising up in him. 
 
     “You following me, sir?” Zander asked. Brian blinked himself back into reality. The Sergeant smiled. “I was saying you’ll have the full cooperation of all the personnel in the building, civilMarcus and military. The Captain was very clear, once you’re in, you’re calling the shots on the ground.” 
 
     “That’s good to hear,” Brian said, nodding for the man to keep walking. That helps a little bit with knowing where my place is in the command structure. Brian thought, his mind considering ways to get started on the task he had been given. This would take a bit of investigating and a bit of imagination before he was fully in the swing of things. He had a lot he needed to think about. 
 
     “What do you think about the mission?” Brian asked. The Sergeant looked confused, and Brian pressed him. “What do you think is happening? You’ve read the reports, I presume? What do you think is happening? Resistance against the Augment? Or someone is intentionally trying sabotage the whole system?” 
 
     “I don’t know, sir,” Zander said with a stern look that Brian took to mean the man wasn’t allowed to answer. His movement was utterly military. No fluidity. He was rigid and focused. That unflinching fidelity towards standards was one of the few things Brian had been happy leaving behind after being discharged. 
 
    Following discharge, Brian had taken a little bit of time to explore the world and rediscover for himself some of his values, values that had previously been shaped entirely by the military sphere of influence. But Brian still knew when to be stiff and when to be the military man he once was, and when to push. This wasn’t one of those times. Brian nodded. 
 
     “This mission brings up an interesting problem, Zander,” Brian said, though the Sergeant didn’t say anything. The problem was simple, and he felt the answer, the solution might be just as easy. “These people, this Old Dominion, they have to have a reason for doing all of this. People just don’t kill. Even sociopaths have reasons for taking up the knife.”

 Brian was positive he could find their reasons once he had more in-depth information on the group’s actions. Every single living thing had a pattern. Sometimes it was in the deep of it, and sometimes, it was on the surface. He just had to trace this pattern all the way back to those within the organization. 
 
     “You ever heard of Kirkland’s Web?” Brian asked. Zander turned to him and shook his head as they walked for a while until they got to a clear glass door. Brian scoffed. He was surprised. The facility wasn’t as cheap in the remodeling as he thought they had been. His original assessment was wrong. The place was different in a better way. Sergeant Zander brought the palm of his hand up to the panel on the side door and then motioned for Brian to do the same. After the machine read them both, it clicked, sliding open, and disappeared into an alcove. Zander led Brian inside. 
 
    
 “This is your room, sir,” Zander said, still looking at ease, even though Brian was starting to feel the strain. The man looked fresh, even though he had been walking and standing for a few hours. Brian couldn’t but feel a little bit of envy. Those days were long past for him. Days when all he needed was three hours of sleep, a cup of coffee, and a cigarette in a pinch to wake up and meet the demands of the day. 
 
     Brian nodded at Zander and followed the man from his assigned quarters all the way to the attached Rig room. My own customized Rig, how much extra have they added on to it? Brian thought. They must have read his data and seen that, but then when Zander nodded for him to go ahead and look the machine over, Brian realized this, this was different. The best kind of different. 
 
     “This is one of the most advanced Rigs available, sir, even by military standards,” Zander said. “At least one of the most advanced. As far as we’ve been able to find, only a few people among the opposition have anything comparable.” Brian nodded. He could see why that could be true. The machine looked more complicated than a high-end luxury vehicle. 
 
     “You’ll find this custom has all the unique qualities provided by the eRehab machine, and the synchronization is instant. You just have to say the login, and you’ll log in as usual into the Augment system. The boys will come to integrate the Talon into the Rig pretty soon, and then you’ll be ready to get started.” Brian chuckled, smiling like a kid on Christmas. He wanted to jump in the pod and start right away. Brian’s cane shook in his hand. He stood up straight and nodded at the man. 
 
     They walked out of the Rig room, and Brian’ mind was full of tasks to accomplished. He had a lot of work to do. He had to check where the last victims were killed, what they were doing, who they were, what connections they had to each other, and what amount of money they had in the bank, and if any of that was traceable. I’ll need help with that; he thought the analysts will be great for that task, but which one? 
 
     Sometimes the best way to do something was the old fashioned way. The analysts could wait. Brian decided to try and do it the long, drawn-out way. He sighed. He walked behind Zander until the other man pointed to the table. It was a clear glass table. But Brian knew it was far more than a table. It was an access system. 
 
     “This has access to all the files on the Augment, sir,” Zander said. Showing him the data deck he had collected from Mathews. “It has all about the recent murders too. If you need more, just contact Mathews or one of the roaches next door, and they’ll try to get you everything you need.” 
 
     Brian nodded as Zander placed the deck on the table. A blue line ran across the table to the deck, and once it touched it, the whole table lit up with a cool green. The display showed only one folder. It was named Augment. Zander was about to touch it, but Brian interrupted, waving him off. 
 
     “Let me, Sergeant, this is my job. I know what to do. I’ve been doing this a long, long time,” Brian said, trying to point out that he’d done a lot of work like this while enlisted and had continued to do the job once out. The anger in Zander’s eyes faded at the reminder that Brian had been just like him once. He backed up a few steps and nodded. Brian smiled, trying to diffuse the situation. He hoped the man wouldn’t hold a grudge over it, but it was essential to set up these kind of boundaries. 
 
     Brian had more to worry about. The more he thought about the job he’d been brought in to do, the more it seemed weird that the problem existed at all. The Augment had always been a secure and safe platform. It was disturbing to think about, even if the issues were limited to Other Life. 
 
     “You know how to get to me when you want something, sir?” Zander asked, and Brian frowned before nodding in understanding. I understand. If I need to leave, I still need an escort. That’s what he’s implying. Brian thought, knowing there was a process in place for things, and despite what they had said, Brian didn’t really have freedom of movement in the facility. 
 
     “Yeah, I know how Zander. The GRID right?” Brian responded as he stood straight, punishing against his cane with most of his weight to support himself. Just that he had been on his feet this long already was an acknowledgment that he was getting better, the eRehab was working, and would hopefully continue to work with this new system. 
 
     “Good,” Zander said, turning around and walking to the door. It slid open for him, and then the man slipped out before the door could close behind him. Brian cursed, realizing at some point he would need to go home and get some things. Or, I can have Zander pick them up if I’m really not allowed to come and go as I please. Brian shrugged. 

 He was already feeling a need to log back into the Augment and explore. He needed to know what was happening in Other Life. I need to read up on the little bit that I heard. Commerce and socialization, I need the atmospherics. Brian turned to the table and touched the folder 
 
     The data inside spread all over the table. Dates, times, recordings, and reports. He smiled, feeling like this was the start of something he’d been missing out on, though a quick yawn let him know he would be needing a coffee real soon. He knew he was looking at a series of long hours and longer nights. He sat down and picked through the first of the files, leaning his cane on the table’s legs. 
 
     This first victim was found three months ago. The twenty year old Greg Damarcus, had twenty-three thousand dollars that had been stolen. No known affiliations. But is that really the first attack? Brian thought as he touched another portion of the table, working on constructing a timeline. Twenty-three thousand dollars too? With the economy in freefall and the nano storm, what’s a kid like this doing with so much cash? Brian drew a ? on the table and moved on. 
 
     Everything belonging to Greg had been taken, and two hours after his money had been transferred to an untraceable account, Greg had disappeared entirely. Brian slid that report to the side and kept digging. He touched another, the data exploded and filled the surface of the table. He pulled it up until it was looming on top of the table, a projection of someone’s death. 
 
     He kept reading, digesting the information. Searching for the patterns, finding what looked like a pattern, only to have to discard his findings when he’d discover conflicting data. The ages of the victims were random, and the level of wealth between them also varied. After Greg, a man named Stuart, was killed. He had a million units of the newest digital currency. 
 
     After him, a woman named Elizabeth was killed. Unlike Stuart, she only had six thousand of the same unit. But in the chaos of it all, a few key figures in society had been killed. Bruce Avery, the owner of GarrenCorp, one of the top six players in the pharma industry, and Welma Kelsh. An eccentric billionaire who donated heavily to the military and just as generously to education. 
 
     I’m missing something, something earlier. Until I find out otherwise, I’ll have to assume Bruce and Welma are linked. He sighed, rubbing his eyes and anchored their files to the table before leaning back on the firm wood chair and queried the table for all reports of attacks within the Other Life Online within the last 6 months and prepared to wait for the data to come back to him. 
 
     In the meantime, Brian was feeling a bit groggy and thirsty. Brian knew what he wanted most, but he had stopped drinking a few years passed. He’d have to settle for water or coffee. He groaned as he stood up, both the joints in his knees and shoulders popping. It seemed so easy and yet so complicated. 
 
     He placed his hand on the panel, and after it read his implant, the door slid open. Brian smiled. I’ve been given a little space and some clearance after all. He decided to head over to the lounge or day room, whichever was closer. He might not be wearing their uniform, but if he was going to be working with them, alongside them, he wanted to be around them. That little bit would have to be enough to motivate him. I missed this more than I thought I did, Brian admitted. 
 
     Folding his fingers into a fist and released them. His implant projected an interface over his palm. He hoped the upgrade they gave him had a map too. He was not sure everything was still where it used to be. It would be stupid to get lost here. It had once been his second home, even if things had changed. Besides, getting lost would make me feel like a real asshole, Brian thought with a half-smile. 
 
     He queried for a map, his implant displayed it. Brian quickly found the lounge. It had merged with the cafeteria. He shook his head. Sometimes things change for the better, but why fix it if it’s not broken?. Brian walked slowly. He was good at it now. Small, leisure paces. Enough to get his motor skills working smoothly, with no discomfort. His cane gave a soft sound but that was all about it. 
 
     Old Dominion. Brian thought, thinking about how he had liked the name immediately the first time he heard it. Maybe that’s the point, to get people like me to like it. Sometimes if you don’t like what something is doing, you don’t find out until you’re in too deep anyway. 

 Not much I can do until I get in there and get a direct feel of what’s happening. Brian thought, thinking about how he couldn’t wait to see how comfortable the Rig was. He calmed himself and tried to decide what he was going to eat. That was one of the things he didn’t miss about the place. They served terrible food. Brian smiled as he walked, thinking about old jokes and recipes from the Rangers’ cookbook. I’ll have to make do. If I’m going to be here for a while, I might as well start getting used to it. 
 
     ***** 
 
    “What do you think?” The Captain asked. Zander shrugged. He had read the file on the Chief Warrant Officer 3. Brian Rogers. He had been impressed by the man’s record and felt a significant bit of sympathy for what had happened to him. To Zander, Brian had looked confident and lost. There had been something primal within the man, lurking just behind his eyes when Zander looked at him. 
 
     “He is…a good fit. Whatever edge he’s lost, I’m sure he can find it again. He’s hungry for it.” Zander said. The Captain chuckled, grinning like a shark whose prey was oblivious of the fate swimming towards it. He nodded. 
 
     “The man needs this. He will deny it if you asked, but his life revolved around the military. And it has nothing to do with patriotism. It has to do with purpose. People find what they think they were made for, and they don’t let go until it kills them.” The Captain explained with a hint of sadness in his voice. 
 
     “That was why you…discharged him?” Zander asked hesitantly. 
 
     The Captain turned to Zander and stared at the Sergeant for a while with a indiscernible look before shrugging. 
 
     “I discharged him because that was my job. He was a liability to himself and the mission. What good is a shooter who can’t shoot? I couldn’t miraculously conjure up a new leg for him, nor an arm.” Zander nodded. He stood up and gave a salute before turning to leave. 
 
     “Hopefully, you’ll never know that feeling for yourself. To be put in that position with somebody who was your friend. But there was little I could do for him. The military has no use for cripples. Not you, not him, not even me, but if I can toss a little bit of dignity back his way, I will. He doesn’t need to know I singled him out for this job.” The Captain said. “Besides, this is a good chance to see for yourself how to turn a broken man into an asset and how to right a wrong.” 
 
     “I look forward to that, sir,” Zander said and walked out, leaving Grisham alone in the quiet office. He was hoping Brian would get them the results they wanted. Whatever was happening, Brian was the only one who could help. 
 
     Captain Fairway knew despite what he had told Brian, that the man was the only one who fit the job, a former shooter who could handle the Talon because of the eRehab therapy he’d been receiving. Besides, this is something he’d enjoy. He always was the kind of person who didn’t mind giving himself to the job completely. It’s just a shame he’s such a grudge-holding bastard. Grisham thought as he leaned back in his chair and sighed.

  

 
   
    Chapter 8: Integration 
 
   
 
    
 After getting something to eat and feeling refreshed from a hot coffee, Brian went back to his quarters and opened the room where the new Rig was kept. The room was much colder than the rest of the facility, and Brian felt the chill spread throughout his body. Though he was walking with his cane, the chill made his leg start to ache, but he ignored it. 
 
     Brian had a lot on his mind. Being back and seeing Captain Fairway had stirred up a lot of old memories about the way he used to be, the man he used to be. He braced himself against the wall and closed his eyes, waiting for the memories to fade. I don’t need to remember; I just need to be ready. 
 
     “Begin activation,” Brian said, waiting for the Rig to start up. He heard the excitement in his voice. The lights in the room began to dim as the machine glowed with blue light and opened, revealing the gel interior. I wonder if Grisham has one of these. He probably has the unit crest embedded on the lid of his. The thought amused Brian. 

 He slowly walked over to the pod, taking care to not lose his balance as he took his clothes off and climbed up into the Rig, lowering himself into the immersion gel. Unlike the eRehab machine, the gel in the Rig was warm and comforting. He had two questions on his mind, when would “The Old Dominion” hit again, and how he would trace them once he did.  
 
     “Begin integration sequence,” Brian said. A low hum of energy started up as the Augment platform began its boot process. His implant notified him when the Rig and the software were ready for the dive. He laid back in the gel. It was soft to the touch and smelled good to him. It helped to clear his mind. 

 Clearing his mind made the integration easier and helped to avoid side effects like vertigo from the transition. All he had to do was close his eyes to one world and open them in another.   
 That was part of the draw of going under. It was practically magic. Brian signed and pushed thoughts of Grisham and the Old Dominion out of his mind. It was difficult, but he had a working system to trigger that mindfulness. It was part of his training to use the eRehab system. He thought of mindless mornings on the mountain drinking coffee with nothing but the sound of nature around him. It was peaceful. 
 
     “Begin,” he said, and the pod hissed shut, sealing him in as the immersion gel began to rise and a low pulse of energy went through it, adapting to his brain waves. The gel rose quickly, and soon, Brian was under. His breathing was steady, though uncomfortable as the gel-filled his mouth. Within seconds, the pod was gone. It was if the entire world had gone to black only to be replaced by a version of himself looking up at the Augment interface, asking which part of the system he wanted access to. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Augment Platform 
  
     
 
      
      	  Which Program Would You Like To Run? 
  
     
 
      
      	  Other Life Online 
  
      	  Personal Trainer 
  
      	  eRehab - Mountain Side Retreat 
  
      	  Combat Simulator 
  
     
 
      
      	  LMS – Academy 
  
      	  Religious Services 
  
      	  Entertainment 
  
      	  Government Services 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
     Brian was unfamiliar with the Combat Simulator, Personal Trainer, and the LMS – Academy programs. Everything else he had experience with, though as a rule, he’d avoided using Other Life Online. Brian had never seen the appeal of going to a digital movie theater with other people when he could just watch it a lot more conveniently through the Entertainment subprogram or the comfort of his apartment. 

 The eRehab program was his personal favorite. It had been loaded with the memory of Lake Tahoe from when he was a kid. So long as he was using a medical grade unit and running the eRehab protocols, his leg would continue to recover as the nerves and muscles were rehabilitated.  
  
 
    
     
      
      	  Augment Platform 
  
     
 
      
      	  Selection Confirmed – eRehab Mountain Side Retreat 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
     The system had picked up on the wrong subroutine. No, not that one. Brian stopped his implant from sending him to the Mountain Side Retreat. Halting it sent a quick query to him, asking to confirm as the Rig reconfigured itself, and Brian selected what he needed. Other Life Online. 


  
 
    
     
      
      	  Augment Platform 
  
     
 
      
      	  Selection Confirmed – Other Life Online – Urban Grid Server
-Note- This selection will be saved. The system must be fully reset to return to parent menu.

*Current Global Users – 477,109,483

*Notice* As this is the first time this unit has accessed Other Life Online, you will be directed towards New Character Creation. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9: A New Path 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Augment Platform 
  
     
 
      
      	  Currently Transferring to Other Life Online

Location: Arcadia - New Player Orientation 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    

  With a flash of light, Brian opened his eyes and found himself in the middle of a busy cafe, and though he had never been one of the people who had adopted any of the Other Life as a second home, Brian knew enough about entertainment to recognize NPC’s when he saw them. 

 It had been years since the last time he had even tried to log into a Digital Life MMO, even the ones before Augment launched. He had opted instead for private servers and subroutines like his mountain retreat. He looked around, trying to catch his bearings, when a hand grabbed him by the shoulder. Brian spun around, ready to fight, and found himself face to face with a young woman. 
 
      “Hey, sorry about that Mister I was just wanting to know what your name is.” She said with a smile as a blue screen appeared in front of Brian’s face. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Other Life Online - Arcadia 
  
     
 
      
      	  Welcome to New Player Orientation!

Here in the Other Life, we encourage interaction and reward good socialization. The first step in that journey, be it as a Wandering Adventurer, Humble Inn Keeper, or even as an Influencer, starts with a name. A name that will become an extension of your reputation and brand. This does not have to be a real or formal name. 

What’s yours? 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
      Brian thought for a moment, it was a good question. His real name obviously wouldn’t work for multiple reasons, and though he had briefly visited Other Life before, none of his experience likely mattered anymore, the platform had long since evolved away from whatever limited knowledge he had gained in that time, and with it, a connection to his then avatar. No, I need a new name altogether, a fresh start. 

  He turned to look at the girl and answered, “Marx, my name will be Marx.” The girl wrinkled her nose unamused and responded. “Weird name, but if you decide you want to change it later you can, the first name change is free within the first 30 days of activity, but after that, or for an additional name change, it will be $9.99 USD per.” 
 
      I remember now why I’ve avoided this place for so long, Brian thought as he ignored the girl and noticed he felt cold. From outside there seemed to be a bit of a flurry of snow that made the coffee shop that much more enticing as the strong smell of fresh brews mixed with the scent of fresh bread and soups. I wonder if it tastes as good as it smells. In the real world, it’s so hard to get a decent meal in with all the shortages.  
 
      “So...” Interrupted the girl with a flirty smile, “Would you like anything to drink Marx?”

  “I’ll take a black,” He answered, and though he was craving a full meal, he didn’t want to get sucked into the trappings of this world, not yet at least and the last thing he wanted to do was sit down. He could feel his leg and wanted to move. No drag. No numbness. He felt healthy and whole and anxious to get going. The girl walked over to the counter and grabbed a few things. 
 
      “Here you go Mr. Marx, let me know if you would like to see the menu,” She said again appearing right beside him. She continued to smile, but Brian could an unfocused look in the NPC’s eyes that let him know she wasn’t human, just a program. The smile was suddenly not as cute to him, but creepy. Brian shook his head and said “No thank you,” as he took a sip of the coffee he watched her go. The coffee tasted better than anything he’d had in years. Brian got up to leave, carrying his cup as he walked out onto the street, leaving the fake people in the fake cafe behind to head out into the virtual world. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Other Life Online - Arcadia 
  
     
 
      
      	  
Wait a minute, not so fast! Before you head out, you need to choose what your avatar is going to look like. Currently, it is set to DEFAULT MALE 11. 

Would you like to go to character design? 
Yes/No 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
      Brian thought for a second about whether to change or not, and was reminded of all the bot accounts he’d seen in his younger days. Probably all go with the standard default models. I’ll need to take a second. 

 He selected “Yes” and began the avatar creation process.

 The feeling was a bit disorientating as Brian found himself, looking down at himself. His body having reverted to basically a blank canvas that rapidly started to change, showing him hundreds of different combinations in the spawn of seconds. None of which really appealed to him.  
 
 “Can I be myself?” Brian muttered and in response, the avatar he was looking at began to shift. Hair grayed and grew longer, unkempt and wild with a coarse beard and deep worry lines on the forward. Brian grimaced. “Yeah, not like that. My younger self. The me of my 20’s.” 

 The body shifted again. The avatar’s back straightened slightly as some of the weight and age was lifted away. The hair became short, darkening to a deep black. Time unwound from the tired-looking face, revealing the chiseled and bronzed features underneath. The beard disappeared and was replaced a clean shave. 

 “That’ll do,” Brian said with a smile, remembering when he had been young and still strong. 

  
 
    
     
      
      	  Other Life Online - Arcadia 
  
     
 
      
      	  
You have finished creating your avatar. Unlike you log into a gaming area or play zone you will not receive any updates or stat changes.
As you have created a “Male Human,” you will receive no bonuses.  

Note: Partaking in gaming areas and play zones is not required for continued access to Other Life.  
  
     
 
     
   
 
     With his approval secured, the character creation disappeared, and Brian once again found himself looking through the eyes of the avatar. The change complete, he left the café.

  
 
    
     
      
      	  Augment Platform 
  
     
 
      
      	  Currently Transferring to Other Life Online

Location: Arcadia - Mainstreet 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
     Instantly, once on the outside, the weather changed. Rather than the biting cold on his skin that he had been expecting, Brian felt the warm glow of sunshine on his face. A sunshine that warmed his bones as a gentle breeze blew on what would have been an otherwise perfect spring day. This is too real for me, far too real. Why would anyone ever leave it here? Why have I been so adamant on not checking it out for myself. 
 
      Brian walked down the street through a mass of people of every size and color. Some he’d never seen before. Many were wearing fantasy armor and plate mail, while others moved around on jetpacks with suspiciously specific copyrighted white armor. Not everyone wore armor, others had tattered outfits and long dredging coats to match the aesthetic they were trying for. 

 The ones that made him smile the most, though, were the mascots, an entire faction of users who stuck to a hard rule. Everyone that belonged to them had to wear a mascot styled helmet and a formal looking suit to go with it. This is the kind of stuff I would have enjoyed when I was younger if I hadn’t joined up.  
 
     Once he’d taken in the spectacle of the other users, Brian decided it was time to go shop to shop and store to store. Arcadia was bright and vibrant and full of people. It exposed reality for what it was. A place nobody wants to be. He laughed, seeing a small family of four eating ice-cream together. They can’t do that anymore in the real world. 

 He was fixated on a world that seemed to be taken straight out of time. The better years of yesterday and bright world of tomorrow he had been promised as a child. For a moment, Brian was overwhelmed until he was able to refocus. Every place he went to got his complete attention. This is what it was like to go to Magicland as a kid.  It was more than just amazement that drove him. He was also checking for clues, some sort of manifestation of an anomaly or suspicious activity. 

 Nobody looked as surprised or how awed as he was by how real everything was. The newness probably wore off a long time ago for them. Brian had heard how perfect Other Life had integrated with the Augment and had seen for himself how real things could be in his mountain retreat module, but this was different. He might as well have been walking around the block outside the house his parents had owned upstate.  
 
     Brian kept walking, narrowly avoiding a pair of space marines running to a nearby gaming zone. He shook his head and smiled as the two gave each other high fives before jumping into a blue portal that appeared out of nowhere.  That looks like fun…

 He ducked into a nearby shop called “Everything My Mother Warned Me About.” It was fairly plain but as soon as he stepped through the door, a menu opened up. 

  
 
    
     
      
      	  Other Life Online 
  
     
 
      
      	  “Everything My Mother Warned Me About”
-As this storefront deals in digital goods, you must have a parent or guardian assist with purchases if under the age of 17. 

Note: No digital goods purchased have a real-world match. 
  
     
 
      
      	  - Cosmetics -
Tuxedo Hat – $1.99
Penguin Suit - $1.99
Baseball Cap + Team of Choice - $1.99
Masked Vigilante – $6.99
Mascot Rat - $6.99

1/105 pages 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
 Maybe later, he told himself as he backed away, and the screen disappeared. I’ve been missing out on a lot, apparently. He continued walking, there was something he needed to do, and the environment was distracting him a bit before continuing onwards. There was something he needed to  do. He wanted to check out the 3rd Ward, where the analysts’ reports said the AZM Conglomerate had been wiped out, and that part of Other Life was currently unreachable to most people. 

 He was positive he wouldn’t find any answers there. Instead, he headed towards the first attack site, a Jewelry Store named “Rupees”. It was a dropship company directly connected to a mining operation in India. 
 
      The first victim had been a kid who’d been looking to get something to impress a girlfriend, a bracelet. The kid had been attacked head-on with a dagger through his heart. If I understood correctly, it’s supposed to be impossible to even perform an attack in commercial or residential areas of the platform. 

 The kid had been killed at roughly the same in real life on the outside. In the reports, there had been two main differences, at the shop, the kid had been killed from up close, and outside of the game in the real world, the kid had been killed by a sniper’s bullet. 
 
      Brian walked down the main street of Arcadia, ignoring the personal pings and solicitations for subscription services from attractive women and influences jockeying for attention.  Window shopping was never for me.  
 
     The block button had a function, and Brian used it freely to clear up his peripherals and weed out the noise. He directed his implant to show him directions, and as the blue screen showed up in front of him, he adjusted and changed paths according to the information provided by the implant. 

 A full twenty minutes later, and still nowhere near his destination, Brian changed his mind about walking and flagged down the first transportation cab that he saw. Though it wasn’t quite as nice as some of the other units he had seen moving around, there was still something to say about riding a chariot of flame across the sky to your next destination. As the chariot touched down in front of him, Brian waved his towards the card unit held by the driver and mentally was sent the receipt for the fare.  
 
     I can see how easy it is to get lost in here and why everyone else seems so content to lock themselves away in the digital world. The real world was dying and a pale imitation of life at that. The contamination levels were rising, with no near-term solution to the problem. The global embargo remained in place, and food scarcity had only gotten worse.  
 
      On fewer and fewer days, the air was breathable without having to wear a mask, and the constant pollution was pumping toxins into the air making some days more than other dangerous. 
 
     A place like Other Life within the Augment system was the only way for a lot of people to meet up and have any sort of social life, the only way for the economy to continue moving. If that system was sabotaged, the country would crash. 
 
     “Sorry Mr. Marx. It seems your card has been declined.” The driver of the Chariot said regretfully before turning to grab the reins and fly away. That’s going to be a problem.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10: Anomaly 
 
   
 
      Of course, that would be my luck, Brian thought as the Chariot started back up and flew through the sky without him in it. The driver had been unwilling to wait on Brian to figure out a solution and took off to join the other transportation units as they carried people back and forth across the server. Brian sent a thought to his implant to resume pathing and watched as the orangish, almost gold UI lit up with directions, and he started walking again. 
 
      Everywhere he looked, it was the complete opposite of what he was used to. People were happy and laughing. He saw advertisements for schools, and trades, and eSports for kids. This isn’t a game, not really. Not when the real world was dying. The real world was terrible and here was the most popular world within Augment offering a way for people to escape. It was no wonder Grisham had made it a priority to find those responsible for attacking the system. 
 
      As Brian walked, he kept going through the details of what had happened to the victims and the method of attack in the reports. It wasn’t clean and professional, which meant to him one of two possibilities, either those on the ground were amateurs and somebody else was in charge, or it was intentionally done sloppy to make a scene. Neither scenario sat well with him. 
 
      It didn’t take him too long before he got to the jewelry store. Unlike many of the nearby storefronts, this one was closed, and more than once Brian saw a few fearful looks tossed his way as he got closer. Paladins, Marines, Healers, and Medics all stayed far away. 

 The lights were dim and Brian could see entire sections of the building appeared damaged as if they had been roughly ripped out. Brian leaned close in examination and saw that in each of these spots, the image of the jewelry store had become distorted and pixilated. 
 
      Even with the stark reminder right in front of him that the world he was in wasn’t real, Brian still felt uneasy. Centered in the space where the pixilation had started was a dark center. The impact site from whatever weapon they used? Hesitantly, Brian scanned the anomaly with his implant. He wasn’t surprised when the system wasn’t able to register any information. 
 
      Brian reached with his hand out towards it, hesitant, needing to examine the anomaly closer, and the closer he got to the dark center, the more he began to feel a deep ache in his hand from an intense cold while a pulse of electrical energy began to spread in an arc of lightning from the anomaly into his hand and up to his arm. His arm shimmered, seeming to take on an almost after image. 
 
      Abruptly he pulled away and the energy disappointed as Brian looked down at his hand relieved to see it was undamaged, even though a residual pain remained. That was a mistake, I’ll have to be more careful in the future. I need to report this though.

  Brian brought his implant up to his mouth and began to send a message back to the analysts to pick up. “Whichever one of you is supposed to be monitoring me, back up all the data from the last 5 minutes and keep tracking. I’ve encountered an anomaly I believe is a residual left behind from the attack by a member of the Old Dominion. I have come in direct contact with it and it has caused a physical reaction. My implant was not able to collect any data on it.” 
 
      Ending the message, Brian rubbed his arm and looked through the window of the shop to see if there was anything more to be found. He saw multiple distortions inside, but otherwise, no direct contact with the anomaly would give him the information he needed. 

 Brian knew the investigation had just started and that he needed patience, but he also knew he needed results soon. Grisham would start breathing down his neck any minute. If Brian knew anything about his old Commanding Officer, it was that Grisham valued results above all else and that Grisham already knew more than he’d shared with Brian.  
 
      Maybe it’s time for me to get the Talon installed, this isn’t getting me anywhere. I might be able to find data inside, but I can’t even get into the shop to explore and probe. He stood there, wondering what to do. It was like chasing ghosts. It was one of the reasons he had avoided Other Life for so long and working in Cybercrime in general. It was easy to erase. Easy to make sure every almost ever trace got removed in a way that didn’t happen with real-world issues. All he had so far was the update he just filed. The analysts would be able to sift through it for useful data, but Brian felt he was missing the important details. 
 
      I’m not going to find anything else here. Brian decided he needed to see more of Arcadia. As far as he knew, the gaming areas and commerce areas had never had a problem before, and at least in the commerce area, it was physically impossible to attack another user. Not just in the same that no damage occurred, but that the system itself wouldn’t let you go through with attacking another user, there was an override command that prevented it, just in case. 

  That’s it though, isn’t it? Most of the people who’ve died had been attacked in areas where the system should have prevented it. Maybe corruption in the system code? A spasm spread through his body, interrupted his thoughts as his leg started to hurt. That shouldn’t be happening. Brian went ahead and logged the incident with the analysts “Approximately 3 minutes after touching the anomaly the sensation of pain has returned to my leg.” 
 
      The pain increased, and though Brian wasn’t ready to call it quits, he knew his time investigated was getting short. He summoned the map interface and plotted a path back to the Cafe he had spawned in. He grimaced, knowing he should start logging out, but caught a small icon on the bottom of the interface for equal access and selected it. Instantly a moving sidewalk appeared in front of him, instanced for him only and he stepped on it as he was carried back to the coffee shop. 
 
      Things were different, he realized. I’m out of my element, this all feels so different to me. There has to be something, a crack, one single loose thread that nobody else saw that I can uncover. That had been one of Brian’ defining traits, he had always been able to find a path forward. A blue screen appeared in front of him asking “Accept the Call? Yes/No”, Brian was pretty sure he knew exactly who was trying to get ahold of him, a moment later, he was staring at Captain Grisham Fairway in his office. 

 “What do you want?” Brian asked, letting the call sync noticing for not the first time that the Captain’s appearance had been edited a bit for these calls. 
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Brian, good to see that you’re getting right into the mix of things. That’s important we need to move fast while we still can. Besides, what’s the attitude for, Brian? You want me to apologize for something?]

  
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
 Like that would solve anything. Brian shook his head and Grisham shrugged on screen before leaning back in his chair, allowing Brian to see into the man’s office. The pile of paperwork on Grisham’s desk had increased ten-fold in the hours since Brian had been in there. 

   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: What do you think about the Grid? It seems more than real, doesn’t it? That’s one of the reasons we need to find who’s behind what’s going on and shut it down. It’s not just for the economy, the Grid is the only way out some of these people have, you and I included.]

  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
      Brian looked around away from the interface. There was light all over the place—streetlights, shop lights. They lit the night up. He shrugged. It was incredible, but he wouldn’t want to tell Grisham that. Brian’s grudge went too deep to allow the man a little bit of the satisfaction of being right. 
 
      “It’s alright, I prefer the mountain though,” Brian said and watched for the reaction. There was none. The Captain sighed and sat up on the screen. Brian waited for him to say something, to make a scene or pick a fight, just like he used to when they’d been younger. Grisham didn’t respond like that, he just shook his head sadly. 
 
    
   
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: I know you just started, but do you have any leads yet? I can’t tell you the shit storm that’s following this six ways from Sunday, and I know you don’t care, but I do, we need results yesterday.]

  
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
  There’s the Grisham I know, already breathing down my neck. Brian shook his head, putting his hands on his waist as a look of disappointment crossed his face. He was just as discouraged as Grisham was. He’d found the anomalies but had nothing solid yet to go off of. I also need to assume Grisham’s seen the same anomalies. Which would make this a test. Brian had been excited to be back in the field working, but this assignment already had him second-guessing that decision. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Don’t get too worked up. I know how you get in your head. It’s still early. We just don’t know when the opposition is going to hit again, and we need to work on getting a headwind to keep people safe when that happens. You understand, right?]

  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
      “Yeah, you got it Grisham,”” Brian said rubbing his leg as the pain started to intensify. “Can you tell your guys to come to integrate the Talon?” Brian asked and Grisham raised a brow. He shrugged. “The data I got on the past hits were interesting. I’m not seeing any patterns in the victimology. I don’t think they are after the money.” 
 
      On screen, Grisham raised an eyebrow and motioned for Brian to keep talking and explain what he was thinking. 
 
      “With the kind of money some of the victims had, it’s obvious those victims were connected, but the rest of them, I can’t see the connection. Average, normal, poor, middle class. They didn’t seem to be anybody special, and that’s what makes me think it’s not all about money. This is basically targeted terror to discourage the use of the Grid, right?” 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Yeah. That’s what the analysts were thinking too. A few of the attacks were definitely targeted, while the remainder seemed indiscriminate, and our own investigation hasn’t yielded any real leads yet.]
  
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
 “Grisham, this may seem obvious, but don’t you have a list somewhere of everyone who might want Augment to fail? I mean, that should be the obvious target to check, right? Also, can you have one of the guys unfreeze my account? I need to get a few things.” Brian asked. 

 Grisham smiled. His eyes looked a little bit distracted like he was thinking about something else. Then he shook his head. 
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: No, that’s not it. At least nothing so obvious. Your job is find the opposition, and our job is to take care of them. I don’t think it’s bigger than that, and you shouldn’t either. It’s probably just permabanned users that found a way around it. Just don’t rush it. I know you like getting results as much as I do. Don’t rush it this time. I’ll have the 33’s pinged for when you get back for Talon integration. The money has been taken care of. You should be able to use the Contingency Funds directly from your wallet.]

  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
      Brian nodded in understanding as the interface faded and. Grisham’s face along with it. Shortly after, he found himself back in front of the coffee shop. He sat there, trying to think through what he knew, not yet ready to log out of the system. Being here, inside the Grid, was better than being out there. He waved the girl over from before and ordered another cup of coffee. A coffee Grisham is basically paying for, it doesn’t matter that it’s late.
  
  It didn’t bother Brian that the coffee technically didn’t exist. The caffeine supplement his Rig would administer to him worked just as well. I’ll be working late anyway. Maybe I’ll go for another run. My mountain is waiting for me. It’s as simple as switching over from Other Life to my private server. 

 Brian waited to log off, instead he sat down in a chair stirring a hot cup of coffee, full of milk and cream, the first such cup he had experienced in years since the embargo. For a moment, he closed his eyes and enjoyed himself. He forgot that the music, the smell of coffee, even the air he was breathing in the room wasn’t real. In that moment, to him it didn’t matter. 

  ”Can I sit?” A smoky voice asked. Brian opened his eyes to find a beautiful woman standing there smiling at him. Her hair was ginger red, her eyes the color of the ocean. A shapely face and elegant hands that that were holding on to the strap of a small purse. 

 She was wearing a simple gown that seemed too easy of a choice to make. Like she had made no conscious thought about what to wear and came out stunning regardless. Brian soaked in everything he could before responding. “Sure, I’d love that, please have a seat.” Brian felt relaxed rather than nervous. Even though it had been so long since he sat with a woman he felt perfectly at ease. Like riding a bike, some things you never forgot.  
 
      “You really need to change up your cosmetics. You stand out too much by still looking normal. You’re looking for them, right?” she asked. Brian frowned. He was about to say something, but she shook her head and motioned for him to hold up “Are you?” she asked again. Brian cursed. He was in a tight spot. Who is she? He nodded. She sighed, then looked at him seriously, like she was scanning him. 
 
      “Have you ever been to Volkerball?” she asked him quietly, and to anyone else, the question might have not have made any sense, but to Brian who’d spent most of his adult life working behind the scenes, knew the response. It was a challenge question. “Only on the layover between Berlin and Bangor.” 
 
      She nodded, “It’s a lovely flight. Who are you?” 
 
      “Brian Rogers, 7863” Brian said. 

  Discreetly the woman looked around before leaning in with a sly smile as if to kiss him and leaned in to whisper in his ear. “I have something that can help you, but I can’t give it to you here. It’s outside, the real outside.” 
 
      She pulled away from him, still smiling. “I’ll see you soon. I’ll be calling.” As she stood up, the woman abruptly disappeared as she logged out of the system, and Brian knew his time enjoying coffee was up. 
 
    
  What just happened? Brian looked around to see if anyone else was paying attention, and the few other users mixed in with the NPC’s didn’t seem to have noticed or cared. Looking at these people, I really do need to swap out how I look, but Brian knew how he looked wasn’t the biggest issue, somebody with insider knowledge already knew he was on the case. He needed to get the Talon set up as soon as possible. Oh... he realized; she was warning me. 
 
      “Initiate logout,” he said, and the café disappeared as if it had never been there. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11: Limitless 
 
   
 
    
 Unlike when using his personal Rig, there was none of the temporary blindness on logout that Brian was used to. The logout was just as smooth as the login had been. Brian sighed when he opened his eyes, noticing his body was still almost fully submerged in the immersion gel and he had a thin film over his face. I guess that one can’t be helped. A single command sent forth a burst of electricity that caused the gel to immediately detach from him and soon he was pulling himself up and sitting on the rim of the Rig. 
 
     Who was that anyway? She knew the right challenge phrase. Brian pushed up from the edge of the pod and got out, picking his clothes up off of the ground and starting to put them on. He noticed his arm still ached where he had touched the anomaly within the Grid. 
 
     A wave of sudden fatigue spread over him. It wasn’t the first time it had come on. Brian often felt that when he got out of the Augment, but this time it had come on more intensely than it ever had in the past. Brian braced himself against the wall, waiting for the moment to pass. 
 
     Brian finished putting his shirt back on when he heard the notification. He checked himself out with his implant and frowned when no data was forthcoming. A few seconds later he heard a knock on the door to his quarters. 

 Ah, the help has arrived. Brian walked to the door, his leg dragging as he went, his time in the Rig didn’t seem to have helped. He opened the door and in walked two young men, a Sergeant, and a Staff Sergeant. The night crew assigned to work with him. 
 
     “You guys got a notification as soon as I logged out right?” Brian asked. One of them looked at the other and they both looked at him and shook their heads. Brian frowned. “You guys were watching me though, right? Providing a little bit of overwatch?” Both of the men were shaking their heads again as the Staff Sergeant responded, “No Sir, that’s not actually why we’re here. We’ve come to do the install.” 
 
     Brian closed his eyes, trying to not be annoyed. Why are they here then? He gave them a quick once over, noticing they both seemed to be in their late 20’s heading into the low end of thirty. He turned to both men shaking their head again. Brian sighed. These were not the guys to ask. “Alright, come on in.” Brian responded as the two soldiers entered the Rig room and shut the door behind them. The younger Sergeant pulled what appeared to be an old fashioned USB drive from a sleek plastic Hardcase he was carrying. 
 
     “This is the Talon sir, but for the installation, we would need you to still be inside the Rig sir.” The Staff Sergeant explained the one whose name-tag read Jacobs. Brian nodded, understanding what he needed to do. Brian opened the pod up and got in, closing the lid behind him, and waited for the coldness of the medical gel but it didn’t come. 
 
     The pod activated and started to warm up a little. Brian closed his eyes, but then the other Sergeant whose name was Johnson yelled out, telling him not to. A red line like a laser moved from one end of the pod to the other scanning him. The pod opened back up immediately after. As soon as the pod opened, Brian got out. 
 
     “That was to synch you with the Talon. Consider this your read on. The Talon will let you have a back door into the Augment and alter specific sections like that Grid. It should theoretically allow you access to other people’s Rigs too.” Staff Sergeant Jacobs explained. “You don’t need to do anything on this side so long as the Talon is plugged in and you’re synched to it.” 
 
     “Now listen up because this part is important. With the Talon you get direct access to everything the Augment has on file. Cars. Weapons. Places. People. You get the idea. How that works out though is on you, we haven’t done a lot of field testing yet.” The younger Sergeant Johnson explained. 
 
     “Even women,” Johnson finished explaining with a smug smile. Jacobs and Brian turned to look at him with their brows raised and shook their heads in mock disgust. up.  
 
     “There are limits though to what you can do, even with the Talon. Like in commercial zones, you can’t spend more than 10,000 units at a time and in play zones, you can’t use explosives, and you can’t abuse the system to kill anyone in non-play zones.” Johnson explained with grim seriousness before Brian asked “Why? What happens? Grisham fires me?” 
 
     Jacobs shook his head. “No, nothing like that. The Captain will only fire you if you’re reckless with the Talon. The system will kill you if you try those things. You have to understand, the Talon is a brute force instrument that opens up Augment, and Augment responds accordingly. It’s one of the reasons these attacks have been such a huge deal. Somebody has the same tech, or something similar, but better because they’ve found a way around the Augment failsafe.” 
 
     “So, the system gets hostile when things don’t work as they should?” Brian asked, clarifying. 
 
     Johnson answered, “Absolutely. Trade secret through. I believe you touched one of the left behind anomalies. How’s your hand feel?” 
 
     So they did know. It was a test. I already told them it hurt. “It aches, like being on Bivouac out of Frankfurt,” Brian answered, rubbing his arm in response. 
 
    Jacobs smiled. “It doesn’t exist. The anomaly, touching it does something to the brain. We think it relates a bit to how they cover their tracks after attacking. Get hit by a weapon that causes those, and it might induce a heart attack, but most of the people who died were killed after the fact on the outside. Somehow it’s all connected.” 
 
     “So, you’re pretty sure the opposition probably have something like this?” Brian asked. Johnson shook his head. The man was reluctant to speak and seemed to be holding in something he wanted to say before shrugging and passing the moment off. 
 
     “Similar, but different. The Talon doesn’t make you invisible to Augment. It’s a special key that opens all doors. Sort of like an old-fashioned Game Genie if you remember the classics. What those bastards have is more like a shroud, and believe me, we’ve been scanning our systems to specifically find them. It’s just not coming up with any hits.” Brian nodded with a grunt as the pain in his leg started to kick up. He wanted to sit down, but his pride wouldn’t let him. 
 
     “Is there any limit on me when I’m in?” Brian asked. The soldier nodded. 
 
     “Yeah, a few. You can take any weapon in from the Debug room we’ve set up, and if you want, we can install any number of skills on your virtual avatar but, you can only have three abilities and one passive—with one being your ultimate.” 
 
     “I can work with that,” Brian said. Johnson smiled and shook his head. Brian sighed and nodded. He turned around and walked to a chair. He ran his right hand over the table and the screen came on. The first thing he saw was the face of one of the victims. She’d been stabbed to death in her Rig. It was brutal. He sighed and pushed the image away as the two men went back to work doing some last-minute adjustments to the Rig to better accommodate Brian.  
 
     Brian was about to look at the reports again when his connector notified him of a synch request. He frowned but allowed it. There was no window, the only thing he heard in his ears was a sigh. 
 
     “Hello, Brian Rogers?” The voice said, a heavy masculine voice. It was not familiar. The only person who ever called Brian was Grisham, and the eRehab guys and they haven’t called in a while. There was heavy breathing again. Brian cleared his throat. 
 
     “Who is this?” Brian asked, standing up, picking up his cane. This could be a trap and he didn’t want to be in the base if it was. He looked at Johnson and Jacobs. They were not working, they were talking. He walked to them, putting his head through the threshold while his body stayed out. 
 
     “I said I’d be calling you, we need to talk” the voice said. Whoever was on the other side didn’t sound like a woman. Yeah, that’s about my luck. The voice started to breathe heavy, sounding like he had been running. The call abruptly ended. Brian felt a chill and waved it away. A lead.  
 
     “You guys done?” he asked the two NCOs. They nodded and started packing. Brian was grateful for their understanding. They all walked out. “Do I still need a chaperone to leave?” 
 
     The two men looked at each other before Johnson responded. “As far as I’m concerned Chief, you’re your own man. You’re not in the Army anymore, if you want to leave, I’m certainly not going to stop you.” Brian nodded in gratitude. 
 
     Brian turned and checked his implant for the toxicity level outside and cursed. 
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Current air quality is rated at *Yellow* you may safely leave the*address restricted* with the use of a Class III Respirator. Please be advised tomorrow’s dust storm advisory has shifted to 0700 and 1000 HLT.]  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
     “Where can I get a Class III Respirator?” he asked the two men. They told him where to go and left him alone after that. Brian was sure they weren’t supposed to let him take off, but out of respect for him and the situation, they looked the other way. Shortly after, Brian took off to Supply, which was thankfully, exactly where he remembered it being. 
 
     Brian bent down at the counter and made the request from the Supply Sergeant through the window and thanked her for the Respirator as she scanned his implant to assign the serial number of the mask to him. 
 
     Shortly after he was heading through the staff entrance. He pulled the mask over his face. It was cold against the skin and light. Created like a mask, but even better. He walked quickly to the elevator that would take him to the top and once inside the elevator, he activated the breather. 
 
     Once outside, he felt more at ease under the night sky, the ache in his leg had subsided and the feeling in his arm had returned to normal. Brian walked out and saw two soldiers joking, splitting a cigarette as they threw paperwork into the burning coals of a burn pit, seemingly oblivious of the coming dust storm. He nodded a greeting at them, getting only stares in return. 
 
     He walked out the gate past the guard shack, not once did anyone try to stop him. Maybe I was wrong about assuming I was not supposed to leave. Brian breathed easier, even in the mask. In and out. He wasn’t sure if he was supposed to check in with the Captain every time he wanted to leave, but until that problem presented itself, Brian wasn’t volunteering self-restrictions. He walked all the way back to his vehicle. 
 
     Hearing the soldiers talk and working with the others had stirred something in him. He didn’t care that Grisham had his rules. The organization has its rules. He liked it, even. It was comforting and familiar. He inhaled and exhaled. Brian was sure he didn’t have to check in with the Captain every time he wanted to leave. He walked to his car. 
 
     With the coming storm in the morning, most of the homeless that had been on the street vanished to whatever shelters and holes they could find. The walk back to his vehicle was relatively eventless. Once he saw it in the parking lot, he unlocked it with a flick of the wrist and it opened immediately as he touched it. 
 
     The security measures disengaged as the vehicle revved up and circulate heat. Almost as good as being home. 
Brian slid inside the car. He let it idle for a bit, enjoying the comfort of his seat before he checked the call log, and when he got the number that called him, he called it back, but no one picked up. Brian felt a flush of anger and cursed when he felt another synch request. He accepted it immediately as adrenaline made his ears go flush. 
 
     “Who are you?” Brian asked. This time his voice was strong and firm. He was not worried about being caught off guard. The vehicle asked for the address and since he had none, the vehicle was set to return home, automatically routing to his apartment. Brian let it be as he adjusted the restraints.

 “I told you I’d be reaching out to you, Brian,” The voice said cryptically, the voice was more even not wasn’t breathing hard like before. “We need to meet.” 
 
     “Why?” Brian asked. “You can tell me whatever you want to tell me.” 
 
     “Not really, I don’t want to tell you much. I have to give you something, something I can’t send over any channel, secured or otherwise. If you don’t trust me, you can send your Alte,” the voice said. Brian shook his head. He didn’t have an Alte. It was too expensive, and the robot would have ruined his routine.  
 
     People bought the real world avatars to help them navigate the toxic air outside. The Alte was all machine, so they were unaffected by the pollution. As a freelancer and partial pensioner, Brian didn’t have that kind of money. 
 
     “Fine, send me a location,” Brian said. He wondered if he was making some kind of mistake, but this could be the break he was looking for in the case. 
 
     “Yeah, I will.” The synch ended and Brian rubbed his eyes. Synch were unlike normal calls. They were too personal. It was an implant-to-implant communication and the man, whoever he was had used two implants. That interested Brian. His implant pinged. He made a fist and released his fingers. A small projected screen came up and he selected the short message. It was an address. He shared it to the car and changed the destination.

  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Trip confirmed. You will be arriving at your destination in approximately 25 minutes. Though the road conditions have cleared, please understand that the best driver is a human controller, and a human controller assumes all risk.]
  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
     The car kept moving along the route through the city for about ten minutes until it suddenly adjusted and started down a different road. Brian disengaged the restraints. I might need to get out in a hurry. The voice from the phone wasn’t far away. The AI drove for about fifteen more minutes.  
 
     Brian found himself in a neighborhood he had never seen all the time he had been in the city. His car stopped in front of a small flat. He pulled leaned forward and opened the glove box and pulled out the gun he kept in there. It was an old G-90 he had used when he was still in service. a pistol that had been reported missing in a tragic boating accident. It was once his pride and joy. 

 He tucked it into the waistband of his pants and then he got out with his cane. A flick of the wrist re-engaged the car’s security measures as he walked away. 
 
     His leg was a bit better, but he could feel the dull ache still. He walked up to the door of the room. He looked around the door’s frame, a ping from his implant let him know there was a camera somewhere, but he couldn’t tell where the camera was hidden. 

 Brian didn’t knock, he just waited. The door made a sucking sound and unlocked with a click and a masculine voice called out, “Come in, but slowly.” Brian pushed the door in and locked it behind him. The door opened to a small hallway, but his caller was standing there with a shotgun, beads of sweat running down his face. 
 
     “You walk with a cane?” The man asked. Brian put his two hands at the top of his cane and nodded. The man chuckled and shook his head. “These people really have no idea what’s going on.  It’s big” 
 
     “And what’s that?” Brian asked, walking closer slowly. The man shook his head and sighed. He put his shotgun down and leaned against the wall. The house was empty. Brian sighed. He had thought he was dealing with a novice, but it seemed the man knew what he was doing. Even if these spook types were always cryptic. 
 
     “You will see yourself, very soon. I’m sure you’ve seen how clean the System is after something happens, even when the anomalies remain? Unlike real life where you’d still see some traces of what happened in a crime scene, nothing remains in Augment. It just resets, usually, because that’s what it wants to do. You’ll find your answers on this side of reality. Where the victims were killed. Just look for the trace signal after you see Kubrick.” 
 
      Brian nodded. The man sat down on the stairs and looked at Brian in regret. 
 
     “Now that I know you’re legit. You will have to see Kubrick,” The man said. Brian frowned. 
 
     “Kubrick?” The man nodded and smiled. He was still looking at the cane with a look of disbelief. As he if couldn’t believe that Brian was crippled. 
 
     “You will have to meet him. He’s the one who wants to help. I’m just the person who establishes bonafides and checks the door. Most of us don’t like what those Dominion dickheads are doing, and we don’t trust your side much either, but we can’t do this alone.” 
 
     “Who are you, who do you work for?” Brian asked, but the man waved the question away with a smile. There was not enough light to tell but Brian thought he saw a tattoo on his face. He didn’t need to guess for long. The man got up and walked closer. He pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and gave it to Brian. He opened it and there was only one word in it. Underworld. It was written carefully in cursive. Only a handful of people can still even read cursive. Brian looked at it and then at him. 
 
     “That’s where you’ll find him.” 
 
     “Who are you?” Brian asked again. The man chuckled and shook his head. He walked past Brian, towards the door but Brian held him back. He could see his face clearer now. It was not a tattoo; it was a scar. Something that healed and had left the man permanently disfigured.  
 
     “What are you guys up to?” The man pushed his hand away and reached down for the shotgun but didn’t bring it up. 
 
     “I told you, I’m just the messenger tending the door,” he said. “Kubrick will tell you everything.” Brian didn’t understand. 
 
     “Why come at me pretending to be a woman? You had the challenge question and password.” Brian asked. He had been worried about that for a while now. People were not allowed to edit themselves. That was why Brian had been surprised about Grisham’s grey hair. Augment was supposed to be you in the truest and purest way. 
 
     “You don’t know anything about the system, and when you look like me, sometimes it’s nice to not be treated like a monster. Though I’ll give you a small piece of information. When an account gets banned, if you know-how, you can jump into a dead account.” The man said, shaking his head. “You’ll learn soon though,” the man said and then he turned around to leave, this time Brian let him go. It was obvious he was not going to get anything from him. 
 
     “Underworld is in the system. Find that place in the system, he will be waiting,” the man said and opened the door to leave. The quiet of the neighborhood was torn by the sound of gunshots. 

 Brian threw himself to the ground by reflex, when he looked up, the man had been torn apart by a blast from a high-powered weapon, killed on impact. All it took was one look to let Brian know the man was dead. He started to crawl, staying low as an old-fashioned car sped away, leading a plume of smoke from the exhaust as it took off. Brian didn’t delay, he didn’t stop to look at the man. He picked his cane, ignoring the pain in his leg, he ran to his vehicle. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 12: Chase 
 
   
 
     With a sense of urgency, Brian reached out to his vehicle with the implant, disengaging the automatic security system. The time it took to finish deactivating felt like years as Brian lay on the ground and tried to watch where the car was going. As soon as he could, he hopped into the vehicle and pressed the emergency override underneath the steering wheel. Immediately putting control of the vehicle in his hands.

  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Warning! You have engaged manual override. User forfeits any rights to compensation under personal harm protections.]
  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
     He pushed the vehicle forward and turned it around as fast as he could. With control firmly in his hands, Brian heard the tires tear into the road but didn’t care. He followed the car and the shooter. Even though he couldn’t see them, Brian had the vague beginnings of a plan formulating in his mind, there was after all only the end of the road at the block followed by a long straightaway. 
 
     The vehicle tore through the street and Brian winced. Even if he could drive it like a car, the transport vehicles weren’t built for this kind of abuse and not for pursuit. They were made for automated leisure. Regardless, Brian pushed the vehicle to its limit, and then straight passed that limit. 

 He didn’t need to use his imagination to hear the engine of the vehicle straining and groaning from the abuse. I’m so sorry, just a little longer. You can do this, don’t break down. 
 
     The street was empty except for the haze of brown and orange in the air from the dust storm. The emptiness was one of the few benefits of the impending storms. On a normal night, or at least a night when the air was more breathable, the street would have still been full of people and clogged with cars and vehicles. 

 Brian turned into the curve of the road, noticing there were more cars than he had anticipated, but overall didn’t feel anxious. He could handle it. He knew what the car looked like that he was chasing after. Old fashioned grey and beat up. It would stand out. Brian sped forward, looking on the side of the road to see if the car had pulled off anywhere. 
 
     “Please, please,” Brian muttered as he drove, gripping his sidearm close. He needed this. He needed a breakthrough, and this was as close to a lead as he had found since the assignment had started. If I can just get one of the shooters, I’ll be able to find some answers. Up ahead the road went dark as the road bent around a curve of trees and old buildings. 

  Brian cursed and pushed a button on the dashboard on the vehicle. A small platform screen lifted up out of the dash and a separate screen lifted up out of it. On the screen a map showed where his vehicle was, helping him to navigate through the haze based on his location on the screen. Brian cursed again. 
 
    He pushed the vehicle harder, going faster and faster than it could handle, until in the distance he saw the target. He passed another car on the road, apologizing to the terrified owner through the messaging system as he passed and there was the quarry. 

Brian used the implant to get a lock on the car and tagged along with its signal. He was still too far away to scan it, but at the least, the car couldn’t shake him. 
 
     “You’re not getting away,” Brian muttered. They passed a streetlight and three more cars got onto the road joining them, putting distance between Brian and the man. The grey car made an abrupt right at the first time, and Brian followed. The new road was easier to navigate on and Brian was able to make up time and distance between them, staying on the tail of the opposition and maintaining close enough distance that the link through the implant could be interrupted. 
 
    Suddenly the car stopped, and a masked person stuck their head out of the window. He couldn’t tell what gender; he didn’t have time to. He slammed on the brakes before the gun fired and the hood of his vehicle was peppered with a torrent of bullets. The opposition sped away, and Brian watched them go. 

An orange icon lit up on the dashboard of his vehicle saying the vehicle had suffered intensive damage and would need immediate repairs. Brian groaned, knowing he couldn’t follow the car anymore. He turned the car around and started heading back, hoping the vehicle would make it so he could send it for repairs later. 
 
    Brian tried to regulate his breathing. He put the car back on auto-drive, his leg suddenly killing him as the momentum and pace of the last few hours caught up with him. The night was almost finished. A few more hours and it would be daylight. Brian knew he needed to get back to the base and submit all the data he had on the car. 

 He and leaned back in the chair, not bothering to activate the restraints, and closed his eyes as the car started up to move again. It would need fixing. Whatever those guys used, it wasn’t conventional, I’ll need to tell the analysts it was a single shot that exploded on impact that killed my contact and tore him apart back at the house. . 

 Still, even though the night had been crazy, Brian had one thought as a grin spread across his face from being back in the action, God it’s good to be alive.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13: Mission Pending 
 
   
 
    Brian lurched in his seat and his head slammed into the window with a painful thud. His vision scrambled as a burst of electric energy painfully spread up his body as the implant in his hand beeped. His thoughts were a little muddled, but Brian still had a good guess as to what happened, when the vehicle had been hit something must have fallen loose. 
 
    He looked out the window and saw a piece of metal laying in the street behind him. Brian hadn’t paid much attention when he’d been driving, but now the damage to the body of the vehicle was fairly evident. Pieces of the vehicle were scattered about on the road. No going back now though.  
 
    Brian laughed, a loud wide laugh as the vehicle started back up and continued to drive. He grinned. I need to find this Kubrick and whoever was in that car. Brian knew which one he preferred, but he’d have to go after Kubrick first. He couldn’t remember the last time he had almost died. 

An idea struck him, he checked the information from his implant to see if he’d manage to pull an address from the car. It wasn’t the whole thing, 1023 Cantunberry Drive. Brian knew exactly where that was. That’ll have to wait though. 
 
    If the autopilot had still been on when the shots were fired, he would have died. That last braking had saved his life. If Brian had been even a little bit slower to slam on the brakes, it would have been the end of him. Brian coughed, his throat feeling a bit raw. He could feel his body calming down. The beep came up again. He groaned and hit accept. He opened his eyes to see who was calling. It was Grisham. Of course, it was Grisham.  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: You want to tell me what just happened Brian? We got a ping from your implant that you’ve been in a car accident. What happened? You weren’t supposed to leave unattended.] 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    The Captain’s anger seethed through the call and Brian had no intention of dealing with it. He commanded the implant to cease the projection of the Transmission. Brian might have been happy to be back in the swing of things, but he’d still had a wild night and had no intention of having Grisham look down at him. It was a small act of defiance, but Brian enjoyed watching Grisham’s face disappear. 
 
     “Will you piss off and leave it alone if I say no Grisham?” Brian asked. He heard the Captain grunt in anger in response. Implant to implant communication through synch could be pain. Brian was tired, irritated too, and need to get back before the vehicle finished breaking down.  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: That’s Captain Fairway to you. Don’t forget that Brian. We have rules for a reason. When you leave the base, you need to report it. It isn’t just for your security, but ours as well. You’re working for us now on a pro-se basis. This is nothing new. You know we’ve got rules. You used to be able to follow them. Understand? So, what exactly happened?] 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Brian sighed. His head was throbbing, and this conversation wasn’t making it any better. He hadn’t been sure when he had left the base that he was being watched, but he had his suspicions, why wouldn’t he?

 Now he just needed to figure out how the information got out, and then he could answer Grisham’s question. He cleared his throat as the autopilot drove on. The silence had stretched uncomfortably, but he knew the Captain was waiting for him. He could hear the man breathe. 
 
     “I think I just got visited by the opposition,” Brian said. He heard a sharp intake of breath from the Captain and he smiled. “I’m alright by the way, not that you asked. But I’ve got a a feeling you’re not going to like the repair bill for my vehicle, though you might want to send over a ballistics team. I was hit with something your guys might have used; I don’t think it was a bullet.” 
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Military Grade? Did you catch any specifics? Did you see a muzzle flash, or more like a flash of light?]  
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
 Brian thought for a moment before answering. “I know I saw a muzzle flash, and the bullet holes in the vehicle hood prove it, but there was something else. I think the vehicle was hit by something else. A few damaged pieces came off.” 
 
    
     
      
      	   
[Transmission: That vehicle isn’t meant for these kind of operations Brian, you know that. You know better. ] 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
     Brian nodded. Of course, Grisham knows what my vehicle is like. The man had been the one to first suggest he buy it all those years ago. Right before he went out and bought something newer.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Your vehicle isn’t really made for these kind of operations Brian, you know that. But you are alright though? With that leg of yours, if we need to send somebody to come to collect you, I’d rather that than the alternative.]
  
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
 “Yeah, I’m fine now.” Brian explained with a lie as his body ached. “I’ll be on my way back soon. It looks like the air is clearing a bit, so no worries there. I need to get this vehicle back to my place and send it for repairs. I still need to hit up the apartment to pack some things I left behind.” 
 
     Captain Grisham groaned; it was neither approval nor dissent. Brian cut the synch off after that and leaned back, massaging his temples. He really did need to drop the car off. It was basically useless now or at least would be soon. 
 
     The orange light on the dashboard began to blink, showing him that the battery was failing to charge, and that as soon as the vehicle turned off, it wouldn’t be turning back on for a while at least not until repaired. It was not irreparably damaged, but he couldn’t fix it immediately. He would need to take a cab back to base. Brian cursed as the vehicle limped along the road and dropped him off in the parking deck near his apartment. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14: Go Bag 
 
   
 
    


 Surprisingly, the vehicle made it the rest of the way back to his apartment, Soon as he turned the vehicle off, it made a low hum then silence, letting him know his earlier assessment was correct. It wasn’t turning back on without getting some attention at an engineering bay.

  Brian made sure his respirator was secured snug and stepped out of the vehicle, keeping his side arm close and grabbing his cane as an afterthought.               

 The streetlights were still on, though in the orange haze of the storm, it was still hard to see. Out in front of the building somebody was leaning against the steps. Brian couldn’t tell who it was, or whether they were a man or woman. Only that their profile seemed lean and their features obscured by the mask they were wearing and the overcoat. I’ll just go around instead.

 He had to lean on his cane a little heavier as he went around to the back of the building. His leg had started to drag a bit. The activities of the night so far hadn’t helped at all. Soon as he had the chance, he’d need to take another dive in the Rig to do a round of therapy.  
 
      
 
     The backstairs were empty, and the hallway outside his apartment was mostly the same.  
 
     The keypad on his door clicked as he entered the combination and stepped through brandishing his sidearm and shut the door behind him, twisting the deadbolt in place. Just in case, he carefully cleared the two rooms of his apartment to make sure he really was alone. 

 Brian went as far as checking the threads he had sealed some of his things with to see if any had broken. None were. “I’m safe enough currently.” He muttered as he clapped his hands together to turn on the heating unit in the walls. There was something comforting about being home, even though he’d been gone for less than a day.  
 
     As much as he’d like to enjoy the time and take a moment to drink a hot tea or coffee and fix himself some food then a shower, Brian knew he didn’t have the time. He was fairly sure the person out front had been waiting for him.  
 
     It’s interesting though, if they followed me back to the house, why didn’t they just wait for me up here to kill me? That would have been easier right? Brian went ahead and used his implant to look through the security out in the hallway, and out front, but the feed he received back showed nothing. Whoever had been waiting out from was gone. I don’t have much time at all. If the opposition didn’t know anything about me before, they do now. This place isn’t safe.

  
 
     “It was dumb of me to come back here.” Brian admitted as he headed to the bathroom and reached under the counter and grabbed a small black backpack he kept hidden. He opened it up and looked in, taking some comfort in the money, and extra identification cards he kept for emergencies.

 With a quick paranoid look to make sure nobody else was around. Brian reached up above the bathroom mirror and grabbed a small rectangular tin and put it on the counter. He opened it up. A series of clear amber vials could be seen. Brian grabbed one and the syringe from the kit and pulled up the pantleg on his bad leg and injected the needle. 

 Liquid relief flooded through Brian’ body as the amber liquid hit his bloodstream. All he felt was a brief burning sensation as the pain gave way to cold numbness. Soon as he was done, Brian closed the tin and put it in his bag with the rest of his stuff. Once this is over, I won’t need to use it a’ymore. 

 Brian used his implant to go ahead and ping a cab to his location and checked to make sure no one was waiting outside. It was clear, and with the way clear, Brian put his mask back on and made his way to the street. I need to get to Kubrick, that’ll tell me what I ’eed to know.

 The cab arrived quickly, Brian didn’t even have to wai’. With an egress secured, he went ahead and sent the emergency repair ping to the local engineering bay to come and pick up his vehicle. His request was met with a confirmation number and ticket. He would be contacted when it was finished. 

 “Where to, boss?” said “he cabby trying”to be friendly from the other side of the plexiglass that separated them as Brian ducked in and sat down. 

 “Grady. Over on the garden s“de.” Brian responded as he sent”another silent ping to the Captain, letting him now he was on his way, and in return Brian received a quick message.
  
 
    
     
      
      	  
Transmission: Current travel expenses are being paid for by Fulbright Industries.  
  
     
 
     
   
 
    

 “You got it. Looks like your bill is paid in full too.” The way the cabby responded let Brian know the man might be taking the longest route possible. I won’t ho’d that against him. Other men have done far worse for an extra dollar.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15: The Return 
 
   
 
      
 
     The cab stopped exactly where he parked his car before. Though he didn’t have to, he waved goodbye to the driver and then proceeded to walk the rest of the way. The sidewalk was clear of all the homeless who had congregated there before. Off to whatever shelter they can find, I’m sure.  
 
      He made sure to check if he was being followed, and when he got to the gate of the facility, he flashed his ID card to the guard and, after a quick check, was allowed to go through. “You’re clear, Chief,” the guard told him with a friendly wave. 
 
     Unlike before, he didn’t have to wait in the holding area and clear the front entrance. Instead, he used his new clearance to get in from the side door near the burning area. He passed by two soldiers dropping another load of paper into the fires. They were different than the ones he had seen only a few hours before. Brian nodded in acknowledgement of the pair, and they nodded back in affirmation. He smiled. It’s good to be home. 
 
     Brian headed straight to his quarters, thankful that at least the facility wasn’t quite as busy during the night and he was able to return to his room unmolested. When he got there, Brian noticed a new uniform, similar though different to what the others were wearing laid out on the bed. Ah, I’m one of the team after all. 

 He quickly hopped into the shower, washing himself off and getting clean before changing into the uniform.   I almost forgot. Brian ran over to the glass table, excited to probe a lead and ran his implant over the glass table that was connected to the analysts’ server. It read the data stored on his implant as he tried to cross reference it with the details of the car he saw. If he didn’t find anything, he’d have to go to Grisham empty handed without results. Can’t have that. 
 
    
     
      
      	  
Transmission: Data Match. Compiling report. The Report will be sent to your implant when finished.  
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
 “That’s actually really good” Brian admitted with a smile. “Change that though, I don’t need the report. Send the address to Grisham and the analyst team. I don’t want to have to plan this, I just want to enjoy it.” So long as the amber in his leg kept working, he was good to go, he just needed to be fast if they were going to act on it. 

 He sent out a synch request to talk with Grisham immediately and as soon as the Captain connected, Brian told him what he found out and stretched the truth a bit so he could try and go out into the field with the team. Surprisingly enough, Grisham complied. “That’s good,” he had said. “We’ll need on-site confirmation to do this thing.”

 Shortly after Brian heard a knock on the door. Captain Grisham had authorized two of his junior soldiers and Sergeant Zander to follow along and assist him. Well, they’re here to keep me out of trouble, but that’s alright. I’m not too proud to turn down help. Brian looked professional in his new uniform, but still not as professional as the three men who were to follow him. 

 They all carried military grade Carbines, even Brian was allowed to check one out, though he had to sign a waiver in cause of injury due to his non-active status. He checked the gun and chuckled. A lot had changed while he was away, but this was the only one he was not shocked by. The weapons had somehow managed to get bigger, but the ammunition stayed the same. 5.56 millimeter.   
 
     They took an unmarked black car, nothing like the adaptive assistance vehicle Brian had been riding in. Sergeant Zander sat in the front on the passenger side, navigating and calling shots, while one of the other soldiers drove. Brian and the last soldier said in the back.  
 
 There was silence between them the entire way. Brian knew why. I’m still an outsider, I’ve been gone too long. They probably think I’ve no business being in the field with them,  were silent all the way. You could cut the tension in the vehicle with a knife, but Brian was alright with it. Sometimes it’s better not to talk. At the least I’ve got help once I’m there. If shooting starts, I need to get the information. 

 Brian was strangely happy to be allowed to go with the team. If Grisham had forbidden him, he might have tried to go alone, but without knowing how many were there, he felt it was basically suicide. Besides, with the Captain looped in, Brian had support on standby, ready to send in help if needed.  
 
    They stopped a few blocks from the address the report had provided. He looked at Zander, waiting for the man to give the orders. The Sergeant seemed to be waiting for the same thing. ” Just waiting for the Captain to say go.”

  Zander turned around and gave him something, it was round like a pebble the size of his thumb. Brian recognized it, they called it “The Burrower”. He pressed its back and held his hands open. The device started to move and vibrate. It deconstructed itself in his hand until it was done and took on the form of a large winged insect.

 “You still know what to do with that, Chief?” One of the soldiers asked with a half-serious but mostly well-meaning laugh. 

 Brian nodded. “Been a while, and it’s an improvement on the Predator line, but I’ll manage.”  
 
     Brian reached out with his implant to the AI controller in the Burrower and began to pilot it. The metal wings beat fast and steady. Dependable. This won’t be blown away easy. He made sure to try and keep the connection synced as it flew away from them. 
 
     Zander turned around and gave him a flat device that had a screen and when Brian synched up to it, the screen showed everyone in the car the live footage from the Burrower.   
 
     The Burrower’s view was disorienting. The screen showed the joint vision of two separate cameras ran through an AI to try and streamline the widest view. So far no one could be seen on the camera as the drone approached the house, though Brian could see the car he had chased earlier.  

 “We’ve got confirmation. That’s the same car from earlier.” He nodded and they all got out of the car and cautiously approached the house. They kept a low profile in a stack and kept to the side of the house. Brian kept an active synch with the Burrower and pushed it closer to get a visual through a window. The window is open. Inside you go. 

  They walked towards the house and when they got on the inside they could see nothing moved, and the doorway was clear. They moved in ready to breach. Zander tapped him on the shoulder, motioning for Brian to head back to the vehicle as if to say, Not your lane anymore. Brian understood, though he didn’t like it, he moved away but rather than head straight back, he went to examine the car he’d chased earlier for signs of the owners. 

 His implant picked up a ping from the trunk and Brian went to check. He heard a faint tick. A tick that he recognized that made his blood run cold. A bomb. 

 He cursed. 
 
     “We have to leave!” Brian yelled, breaking noise discipline. Zander turned to him, furious, as did the team for making noise. 

 “The car! It’s a VBIED. Move!” Brian was already running and hoped the others heard the warning. He was still running when the explosion pushed him forward and slammed him to the ground. The whole world lit up in lights as Brian struggled to remain conscious. 

 He could hear a ringing in his head. His body felt heavy, he rolled over and stayed like that for a while. He had hit his leg on the ground too hard, and with it, the masking effects of the amber wore off. The pain was immediate and intense, like a stab wound on a raw nerve. He clenched his teeth to avoid screaming and drown out the pain.   
 
     “We have to go, Chief! Get off your ass!” Somebody yelled at him, but it was hard to focus on who it was. The voice sounded like it was coming from miles away. 

 Brian didn’t want to stand up, he knew it would be painful, and he didn’t think he was prepared for it. He didn’t even want to be ready for it. Two strong hands pulled him up, and Brian screamed when he bounced a leg on the ground. Instinctively, he gritted his teeth to stifle it as the scream became a groan.   
 
     “You alright, Chief?” Zander asked. His gun tacked to his back. Brian nodded, though he felt anything but good. Brian looked around. It seemed the explosion wasn’t all that bad. The houses around were all still standing. There was no real fire, except the burning car and a strange acidic smell coming from the house.

 Zander had a scrape on his forehead, and blood was oozing out of it. 
 
     “You?” Brian asked. The man nodded. They all walked to the car. 
 
     “They knew we were coming, Chief. This site was set to Sanitize,” one of the soldiers said. Brian nodded. They had known. He had been so excited, and they had counted on it. If Zander hadn’t removed him from the stack, that explosion would have killed them. 
 
     “What was that?” Brian asked. He had expected the bomb to blow out the surrounding building, but nothing happened. The car started and moved. 
 
     “I’m thinking Grade 1 Energy Bomb, Chief. They emit a toxin that kills on a cellular level, it’s used for Sanitation.” Zander said. “These two will need treatment or they’d have real problems.” Brian turned to look at the two soldiers

 Responsibility weighed on him. It was bad enough people had been hurt. He didn’t want them to die either. He had just started; it would say a lot about how rusty he was. He should have known; they knew more about him than they let on. He’d been let go by the opposition too easily, let go to walk right into a trap.

 Grisham had said it best. Don’t assume anything. If you make assumptions, you’ll only get yourself, and those around you killed.  

 “Alright, Chief.” A voice interrupted, sounding far away. “I know you’re hurting, but I need your help dragging this one back to the car. We need to get him back to base to medical.” Brian recognized the voice, it was Zander. In a fog between consciousness and unconsciousness, Brian responded and moved to help and as soon as they were back in the car, Brian passed out too.

  

 
   
    Chapter 16: On the Outside 
 
   
 
    
 He woke up from a nightmare. A vivid nightmare from a lifetime ago. A nightmare of his vehicle losing its grip on the road and sliding into a little girl who, despite his screaming, just didn’t seem to hear him yelling to get out of the way.  

 Brian’s thoughts were disoriented as he found himself in one of the beds in the facility’s medical ward. His clothing was soaked, covered in sweat. He rolled on his side and cursed when he recognized where he was. His breathing was labored, and his head throbbed badly, like he had a migraine but not quite. Withdrawals from the amber, it’ll get worse soon. It wasn’t supposed to wear off so quickly. 

 He tried to shake the stiffness and soreness in his body away. Who brought me here, anyway? Zander? Brian looked around and noticed he wasn’t hooked up to anything.  

              The ground shook underneath him as he was hit by a sense of vertigo and fell back on the bed. I need to get to the Rig. The eRehab module will help. He stayed still for a while as he tried to calm his breathing and gather his bearings. I’m useless right now. I need to fix this.

  He shook his head and slipped out of bed, ignoring the medic who tried to tell him he needed to lay back down. Brian saw a faint trace of light through a window. It was almost dawn. He would need to brief Grisham on finding Kubrick. 
 
     Brian got up and walked to the mirror and felt an intense nausea and vomited. Always happens with amber. He cleaned himself up and looked in the mirror. Even though he was in his forties and still fit all things considering, he didn’t like the brooding look on his face or the bruising under his eyes. What a night.  Water rushed out the faucet when he put his hand under. Brian washed his face and then poured some on his hair. He toweled his face and hair and walked out, and headed straight for his quarters and the Rig within. He needed to dive. 
 
     “Activate,” Brian called out, holding out his implant when he got to the room. Even though he was a little sluggish and tired, he knew that feeling would be gone soon.  There was one that always made him feel really good and free. The Rig fired up, and once the lid came down, he entered the pod, and the whole world went dark.
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      	  Which Program Would You Like To Run? 
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 Quickly he set the program for the Mountain Side Retreat and waited with his eyes closed until he felt cool air on his skin. There had never been a time when it wasn’t cold’ 

  
 
    
     
      
      	  Augment Platform 
  
     
 
      
      	  eRehab – Mountain Side Retreat 
  
     
 
      
      	  
Select an Option

- Casual Run

-Timed Attack

-Mirror Match 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
 He mentally selected the casual run option as a mountain path materialized underneath his feet, a familiar frozen lake greeting him from just over the path’s ledge.

 He started the run, his pace easy and short. Brian needed to forget, and he needed to purge the night from his body. 
 
     It didn’t take a long time for him to start feeling warm as he ran, waiting for that first breakthrough where his muscles stopped feeling heavy.  That was part of the therapy process. It meant in the real world, the Rig was administering him panic blockers and working to stimulate the leg for future growth and repair of the damaged sections of nerves and muscles in his leg.  
 
     It was peaceful. This was his sanctuary. It was where he let the world outside go and allowed himself to be free, and that’s what Brian did. He ran until he couldn’t think anymore, ran until he forgot about the night before and the people who had been hurt. 
 
     He continued his run for about thirty more minutes. When Grisham called him, there was a patch of sweat around his neck and his underarms. He was beginning to feel the ease flow through his body as he got into a rhythm. He cursed when he got the tugging notification from his implant. He let the synch happen and sighed as a blue screen opened up in front of him. Grisham was dressed in his uniform, and the man looked anything but happy. He’s pissed.  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: It seems they know about you now after that stunt you pulled.]
  
  
     
 
     
   
 
     Brian nodded but didn’t say anything. He knew when Grisham was like this, it didn’t matter what he said.  It wasn’t a terrible thing though, his movement would be radically limited, and the opposition would be waiting for him. He could use that. Why is Grisham wearing his uniform already?

  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: What do you think so far based off of what you saw?  What’s your impression?]
  
  
     
 
     
   
 
     Brian frowned and turned away for a moment as he considered the question. “These people are serious. They mean business, and they have access to high-end military-grade equipment. That’s a problem. That bomb almost took us out. Those two soldiers, are they alright?” Brian asked, remembering they had almost died. Grisham shook his head. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: We’ve got two causalities, with one being KIA. We had to medivac the other out. Thankfully, our guys have been able to stop the rapid cell corrosion, but the verdict is still out if he’ll accept the STEM graft.]
  
  
     
 
     
   
 
     Brian nodded gravely, seeing a familiar tiredness in Grisham. They were both men from an older time. They had seen men die from far less, and it had left each of them a little numb. 
 
     “I’m sorry,” Brian replied. “How about Sergeant Zander?” On the screen, Grisham shrugged and waved the question away, letting Brian know Sergeant Zander was fine.  

 Brian completed stopped jogging, his tone changing. “Grisham, I need to find someone called Kubrick,” Brian said. Grisham frowned, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  [Transmission: I know the name. One of my men just died, and another is in critical condition, and you’re telling me the only lead you have is a hacker’s handle? ] 
  
     
 
     
   
 
     Brian shook his head. “No, Grisham. It’s more than just a handle to go on. I have to find somewhere called Underworld in the system.” Grisham’s frown deepened. Brian nodded. “The guy I went to meet said someone there can help, somebody named Kubrick. I don’t know if it is a trap, but I should be ok with the Talon and the team behind me. This is our only real lead.” 
 
    
     
      
      	  Transmission: It might be our only but, but I don’t have any concrete information on this Scheme. I’ll tell the boys to check on it, though. I’ll get a few alternates spun up to join you.
  
  
     
 
     
   
 
     Brian nodded and was prepared to shut the synch down, but it seemed like Grisham still had more to say. The Captain was silent for a moment, a long awkward pause. 

  
 
    
     
      
      	  [Transmission: About your leg, are you going to be able to keep pushing? I saw the medical notes when you came in. I know you’ve been medicating with amber. It’s not a fix, but I’ll look the other way for now.] 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
 “I feel the ache a lot. It hurts most of the time, and it’s persistent, but I’m surviving. You know how it is.” Brian replied, and the Captain nodded. 
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: My guys will be waiting outside your door for when you finish that with your eRehab cycle.]
  
  
     
 
     
   
 
     The window disappeared as the synch ended. Brian sighed. He was beginning to hate the synch system, maybe because he had gotten too much of it in the past few days than he had gotten in the past year. Brian resumed what he was doing and ran on. He still had to finish up. 
 
     The running created a small modicum of peace for him. It took away the thoughts, and consequently, the fears drifted away too. There was a time he had been happier outside the machine than in it. That time had vanished long ago, along with the places immortalized for him personally.  
 
     He found some happiness in the trees around him, the frozen snow beneath his feet as he ran, and the wind that blew against his skin. The mountains were his solace. 
 
     A ping came from his implant to tell him he had finished the day’s target distance to run. His legs were feeling hot, and his muscles felt good and loose, very warmed up. The amount of sweat that ran down his face after a workout always amazed him.  As the breeze blew past him, he felt a sense of momentary peace.  He laughed and gave the command for the logout to begin. He was still not used to the seamlessness of this new Rig. When he opened his eyes, there was only a brief blur, and when he blinked, everything pulled into focus. I seem to forget the temporary blindness doesn’t seem to be a problem. 
 
     He gathered up the pieces of his uniform and put it back on before heading to the door to meet up with the tech team Captain Grisham had sent over. When the door opened up, he was met by faces he didn’t recognize. They had a hard and uninterested look about them. One was prematurely balding, and the other pressed against a uniform that didn’t quite fit as good as it used to. 
 
     They gave him a salute as they reported in. He was going to wave it away, technically they weren’t outside, and it wasn’t his facility, but he decided against it. He’d been placed in an uncommon status that was a bit outside of the normal protocol. 

 “Chief, the Captain sent us over to work with you.” The balding one said.

 Brian nodded, “Alright, you’ve got your orders then. I need a shower after purging my pores. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”  

 He went to take a quick shower, and when he came back out, the two men were talking and laughing while they worked. 
 
     “You guys found Underworld yet?” Brian asked. They shook their heads. 
 
     “It is not in the main system. But we’ve been able to find hints of it being off-index, somewhere in the dark sectors. We’re sending crawlers there now.” The other one said, looking at a screen connected to the Rig. He was frowning, looking surprised. “The opposition, they leave footprints, those anomalies everywhere. I just lost a crawler.” 
 
    “The dark side?” Brian asked. The other man, the one with glasses. His name was Theo. He nodded when Brian asked. 
 
     “Every System has dark sectors. Dark zones, places that are almost impossible to find without direct access or knowledge of them being there. It doesn’t always mean something bad or criminal. People have their reasons, some better than others. Sometimes it’s just a group of activists, a lot of times, its something worse. It’s to be expected, though. No System, not even Augment, is perfect. Most of these people pay well for those un-indexed retreats and rarely give a reason for anyone to check into what they’re up to.”  
 
     “So you guys know about the holes in this System them? Is this how the opposition is gathering? Through these dark zones?” Brian asked. 
 
     “Maybe Chief, but we think they’re meeting up more on the outside, probably wherever they’ve stored their dive Rigs.” The balding one said. . Brian nodded. He agreed. Why didn’t they point me in this direction from the get-go? What’s Grisham up to?

 Brian’ stomach started to growl. I’m getting hungry. I don’t need to eat, though. I can afford to miss a few meals. Like the other soldier, the uniform he was wearing didn’t fit quite as well as it would have only a few years ago. He didn’t want to think of the past, he reminded himself. 

 Brian felt useless, just standing there watching the two tech guys do their job. He wanted to do something, anything. May as well make myself useful. He walked over to the glass table and started reading up on the reports again,  trying to see if he could find some more information. But even with a second look-over, he wasn’t finding anything new. 
 
     His stomach growled again. Maybe I should just go get something to eat. But he wasn’t comfortable leaving the two techs alone in the room. 
 
     “Got it,” The bald one said, slamming a hand down on the table. Brian looked over and nodded, waiting for the man to tell him what he discovered.

 “Well, this is awkward,” he explained. “Flawless, though. I can see how it was missed.” 
 
     “What? Care to explain?” Brian asked. 
 
     “Underworld. Looks like it’s a place,” The other tech said. Brian nodded; he had figured it was something like that. 

 “It looks like Underworld is a City literally injected into the Augment in Other Life. From what I can gather, it’s in the under mesh. For most people to reach it, they’d have to clip through using an animation exploit. I wonder how Kubrick is managing the data hosting, though? It must be expensive.”

 The two techs started mumbling to each other about the raw data, and Brian chose to interrupt. “So, this is Kubrick’s city? An underworld underneath Other Life? Can you get me there to meet him?

 “We just need to check for security issues. It has its own risks. You’d be going in blind, and there’s no way of knowing how Augment works down there. There’s a real chance your Rig could go into a feedback loop and fail with you in it. But if you want, we can pull the data and find the best way to get you in.” The techs explained. 
 
     Brian nodded. Everything about the job was risky. But anything worth doing always had a risk to it. Just because it was dangerous didn’t mean he needed to stop. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17: Intermission 
 
   
 
    
 “Alright, let’s do this,” Brian said to the two techs as they started up the Rig, and two men attached a terminal hookup to a portable unit. 

 “Normally,” the balding tech explained, “We’d be doing this from the other room, but with you going into a dark zone, this is the only way to get a direct feed to you and from you.” 

 Brian nodded. Makes sense. He took off his uniform, not bothering to wait for the techs to avert their eyes and got into the pod. It was still warm from earlier. He lay down in the Rig and as soon as the lid overhead started to close, Brian shut his eyes, waited for the gel to cover him, and passed on into the system.  
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     Brian felt something pull him down and opened his eyes to find himself standing with his boots on solid ground. It was a circular room with no halls or light that he could see, but Brian had no issue seeing. It was as bright as day. He looked out and saw a wide spiraling staircase winding upwards as far as he could see. Somehow he knew it kept going. 

  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Hey, Chief, it’s Palmer. Can you tell us what you see on your end? The Talon works differently for every person.]
  
  
     
 
     
   
 
    Ah, Palmer, the balding one. Brian looked around. “I’m in a room. It almost looks like a silo but with a staircase around the whole exterior. There are a bunch of doors going up the stairs. I can’t see the end of it.”

  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Alright, those are the entry points the Talon gives you access to, hold up. We’re going to try and load an interface for you to find the right door easier.]
  
  
     
 
     
   
 
     On command, an old fashioned folding table with a computer appeared. The only thing that could be seen on the computer screen was a line of text that read “Enter Location,” followed by a blinking underscore sign.  
 
     “Alright, I see the computer,” Brian said, and now that he had a better idea for what the room was used for, he took a minute to look around better. 

  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: It worked. That’s good. Ok, Chief, we’re sending in a few other interfaces. This should help to even things out. Once you’re ready, you should be able to use the first computer to look for Underworld and autoport to the location.]
  
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
  In response, a glowing stage with a mannequin on it appeared near him, as did another table with a giant book that was also glowing. Brian approached the dummy first, and a menu appeared. 
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     Brian looked at the screen in front of him and thought for a minute. He didn’t see any way to interface with it or browse the selections. I’ll just ask then. “I need protection, something that’s going to stop bullets, but also energy guns, kill shots, poisons, and other debuffs. 

 In response, a cybernetic helmet appeared on the mannequin with a built-in respirator and a thermal vision visor. While on the mannequin’s body, blackish-grey armor appeared underneath a dark overcoat with inlaid ballistic weave. That was easier than I thought it would be. Brian went ahead and put the helmet, armor, and coat on

 “And a weapon. I need something dependable I can use from a range. Something, not all that different from what I’ve been using as a sidearm, and a back up a weapon if the first fails for whatever reason.” Brian put the words out there and waited for the reason.

 In one hand of the mannequin, a vibroblade appeared, long and sharp. However, Brian wondered if he had the skill to carry a sword, and in the other hand of the figure, an energy pistol appeared. Brian approached and grabbed both of them. 


  
 
    
     
      
      	  Notification: You have gained the loadout “War God.” 

Gained – 1 “The Dominator Fist
Gained – 1 “The Dominator Mantle”
Gained -1 “The Dominator Helm”
Gained – 1 “The Dominator Blade

Set Bonus: For having all four items equipped, you gain the following bonuses. 

-Base Speed Tripled
-100% Immunity to Poison, Shock, Frost, Flame, and Paralyze.
-70% Armor Penetration
-Enemy Tracking
-Headshot Immunity 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
 “I feel incredible. Thanks for the assist, guys.” Brian said as he walked over to the glowing book and tried to interact with it. No screens appeared, and nothing he said seemed to activate it. 

  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: You’re welcome, Chief, and sorry about that. Apparently, there’s a block on the raw logs. The Talon itself isn’t registering that you’ve appropriate access for that function. Sorry! Whenever you’re ready, though, Chief, you should be good to go. The Dominator Set was removed early on as content. You should make good use of it. Just a note, once you log off, you lose the abilities and equipment. You’ll have to come back here in the future if you need something else.] 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
 “It should. Thanks again.” Well that’s inconvenient. Brian replied as he walked over to the computer and entered the word “Underworld.” In response, the walls began to rotate. Way above him a doorway lit up and disengaged from the wall and levitated right in front of him. Guess I’ll be going now. 

  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18: Underworld

 
  
 
    
     
      
      	  Augment Platform 
  
     
 
      
      	  Currently Transferring to Other Life Online

Location: Arcadia – Easton Price Elementary Grounds 
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      	  ???ERROR/UNKNOWN PLAY DATA FOR USER MARX??

???ERROR???

*$*$@Hotfix Confirmed) Assigning(
  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Augment Platform 
  
     
 
      
      	  
Marx – Level 255

STR – 999 AGI – 999 VIT – 999

Ability Slot 1 – Auto Counter * Whenever attacked, the possessor of this ability automatically counter attacks. This attack cannot be interrupted.

Ability Slot 2 – Mirror Image * Whenever attacking, the possessor of this ability has a 30% chance to spawn a clone of themselves. The clone does no damage.

Ability Slot 3 – Flash Step – The user can instantly teleport a distance equal to their level every 12 seconds.

Ultimate Slot – God’s Eye
The user of this ability can call down fire from the heavens in the form of a concentrated beam, dealing massive damage to the target. Can be used once every 6 minutes. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    

 That’s interesting. It must be because of the Talon. I’ve skipped a few of the processes. The screen faded and a new area rapidly rendered around him. Brian found himself in the alley behind an old looking apartment. His new armor fit perfectly, and the pistol and sword in his hands had a feeling of rightness to them. Bright graffiti covered the side. Somebody had spray-painted “Goose” in large block lettering. This doesn’t seem like the place. 

  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Alright, Chief. Congrats on your ability pull. With the Talon, it’s hard to tell what the system is going to give you. 

So, that being said, it looks like you’re just about at Underworld. This next part is tricky, though. It requires a little bit of an exploit.  If I’m reading the data right, there should be a place to clip through the wall of the building into the mesh underneath. 

Listen closely. This part is just as important. T clip through the wall, you need to aim your pistol up at the sky and go backwards into the wall at a diagonal angle.  
  
     
 
     
   
 
     “Alright, Palmer, I think I see what you’re talking about,” Brian replied as he looked at the wall and saw a place where it seemed the render had haphazardly been put together. Nearby, Brian heard the voice of players running around to the sound of steel grinding against steel. I’m guessing this is a player versus player zone. 

 Before anyone could disturb him. Brian raised his pistol, the War God’s Fist, and looked up to the sky with it, aiming through a red dot sighting. It barely even registered when a player jumped out at him, thinking he was an easy target to up their kill count score, and found themselves quickly dispatched by a raw difference in stats and the Auto Counter ability. 

 Brian cringed. So my avatar is strong enough that it doesn’t register low-level attacks? That’s important to remember. I’ll have to try some workaround to that. He ran backward and suddenly found himself looking at an endless white expanse in front of him and the alleyway he had just been on. It didn’t feel like he had traveled somewhere, but he was definitely somewhere else from the look of it. 

 Brian turned away from looking at the alley. When he did, the building interior reappeared. That is weird.  He found himself in a sealed room with a staircase heading downwards, but one look behind him revealed the same endless white space and the alley. A glitch?

 Brian went down the stairs and heard a splashing noise as he fell into the water, and then nothing at all before slamming into the ground. The fall hardly bothered him, and when Brian looked up, he saw a similar array of white sky mixed with pieces of road, buildings, and paths that seemed suspended in the air. I must be under the mesh. 

  
 
    
     
      
      	  ???ERROR/UNKNOWN PLAY DATA ?? 
  
     
 
      
      	  ???ERROR/UNKNOWN PLAY DATA ??

???ERROR???

*$*$@???ERROR/UNKNOWN PLAY DATA ??
  
  
     
 
     
   
 
    

 He got up off the ground and found himself standing in front of a tilting house that looked like it was the image of a couple of different homes all forced together and synthesized with AI imaging.  The street itself started and ended abruptly with only the white noise and pixelation static to be seen where the road ended in any direction.   
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Fantastic Chief. It looks like you’re in. Things might be a little different down there, so be careful. We’re glad you’re still with us. There was a slight chance the system might have overloaded and killed you there. All that time in the eRehab sure helped you out.  ]
  
  
     
 
     
   
 
    

 Might have killed me? I noticed that. When this is over, Grisham and I need to talk about how much I don’t know about what’s going on. 

 But this isn’t the time to worry about that. Brian noticed a cliff on each side of the road and looked over the edge, and immediately backed away. He saw an image of himself peering over a precipice, an image repeated an infinite number of times. 

 Behind him, trees began to rise up, growing from nothing into tall trees. Brian couldn’t place all the different types. Whoever made this place looked like they had gone through a book on trees and just picked different ones and scattered them all over. The house, though, was beautiful. 

 Yeah, it’s flawless. That’s the kind of house I always wanted to have when I was a kid. I might have to assault this place, and the Dominator gear is good, but it might not be enough. In response to his thoughts, a blue window appeared.

  
 
    
     
      
      	  Augment Platform 
  
     
 
      
      	  Talon – Item Generation
MENU - Inventory
_ITEM ID 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
 At least that seems to work. He decided to look over the inventory and saw mostly guns. They were all amazing. Both the ones he had seen and used before and some he hadn’t. 
 
     He picked an Athenian Laser Rifle. A long gun that was supposed to serve as a companion to the Dominator Fist. It was precise, powerful, and had a rapid rate of fire, at least for a weapon that wasn’t fully automatic. For those stubborn hard to reach problems. 
 
     “I don’t think you’ll be needing that,” A synthesized voice said behind him. Brian’s turned fast to look at the source of the voice and found himself looking at a rusted looking robot that was towering over him. A single name tape on the robot read “Mr. Helper.”  
 
     “You let them kill Scar?” The robot asked. Brian frowned. What was this asshole talking about? He didn’t have the chance to ask, though, because the bot barreled into him, knocking him off his feet and slamming him into the hard ground. Shouldn’t I have countered that? Things work differently here, they said. 

 Brian rolled away, and when the bot came charging forward again, Brian dodged and rammed a knee into a glowing circuit on the robot’s back.  He heard a horrible grinding sound, but the robot remained standing. Brian cursed with frustration. Was this a trap? 
 
     “Pause.” someone said behind him. The robot froze. Brian frowned, not really understanding what was going on. He turned around to see the source of the voice was a man leaning on the glass railing. He grinned at Brian and waved. Brian spat, angry.  
 
     “You actually let Scar die. He tried to help you?” The man asked. Brian cursed when he realized who they were talking about. It’s not like I wanted that to happen, but I’d only just met him. 
 
     “I couldn’t have saved him if I tried,” Brian said, trying to calm his beating heart. With the change of pace, Brian found he was beginning to feel a little bit of his old self. Gearing up and a fight was all I really needed.  
 
     “Yeah, I saw the body,” the man said. “Over the surveillance drone feed of the neighborhood. We’ve got eyes out there.”  
 
     “Are you Kubrick?” Brian asked, and the man nodded. He had a smooth face. Kubrick flicked, and the clothing he had been wearing was replaced with a top hat and a suit. Brian disapproved. This really isn’t the time for vanity.  Kubrick was too clean to be a fighter or anything. Brian looked back over at the bigger man, who was still frozen. 
 
     “How did you do that?” Brian asked as Kubrick walked past him and crouched before in front of the robot. Brian’ gone. Kubrick shrugged and Brian shook his head feeling frustrated. Why not just answer the question. 

 “No, seriously, what’s the deal with the robot?” Brian asked.

 Kubrick answered with a laugh. There was a little bit of mockery in it.  
 
     “He’s a companion I created based on the old Mr. Helper model. I named him John Cavendish, and according to the tragic backstory I programmed him with, he was part of the country’s defense force about 20 years ago.” 
 
    “That’s… interesting,” Brian responded, confused. 
 
     “Yeah,” Kubrick said. He picked the gun up and tossed it to Brian. “Anyways, since you’re here, follow me. We have got a lot we need to talk about and not a lot of time,” he said and gestured for Brian to follow him inside. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19: Pull the Trigger 
 
   
 
     “How did you manage this?” Brian asked him, motioning all around. The building interior was many times larger than the actual building. Brian was distracted by what looked like a fully functioning bowling alley next to a boxing ring where two 2D characters he recognized from his youth were fighting.  Kubrick shrugged, not interested in answering the question. 

 “Don’t worry about those,” Kubrick said as he pointed at a white sofa for Brian to take a seat, and then he poured drinks in two glasses. “It’s not quite as good as the real thing, but the System gets it fairly close. With the formula patent, they’re not actually allowed to give you the same taste, even though the parent company went under years ago and nobody makes it anymore.”  
 
     Kubrick gave one of the drinks to Brian and then gulped the other in one go. Brian took a sip and nodded. Almost the same taste, but not quite. Still refreshing, though.  

 Kubrick sat down opposite him and leaned back. He looked confident, like he controlled everything. It was exactly how Brian assumed Grisham would feel in a similar situation.  
 
     “Scar saw the first hit, the kid,” Kubrick said. Brian perked up at the revelation and leaned in. Kubrick took off his shades, and his eyes were blue, the blue of the desert people. It must be a modification, I should check into that. Something though stood out to Brian, Kubrick seemed upset, sad even. He and this Scar must have been close.  
 
     “Scar was the one who told me about you too,” Kubrick said. That confused Brian, but he didn’t say anything. I thought it was Grisham’s decision to bring me in. What’s the connection to Scar?. Brian didn’t think anyone else knew he was coming in until he was finally in the facility. 
 
     “Scar saw the shot. He had everything recorded. I won’t tell you how, but we’d been watching the members of the Old Dominion for awhile. It seems like they knew it too. Trying to bring you in probably made them panic, but they were going to try and kill Scar anyway.” Kubrick explained. “You should protect yourself.”  
 
     “I am,” Brian said. Kubrick shook his head and scoffed. 
 
     “You think being in that underground bunker is what is keeping you safe?” Another surprise for Brian. This man seemed to know a lot more than Brian, and he knew where to find Brian too. This could be dangerous. Have I made another mistake? Just how much do they know about us. My first mistake cost one of the green suiters their life. 

 “Relax, Chief Rogers,” Kubrick said. He sighed and sat up, pulling his shirt up, and showed off a blue fiber mesh undershirt. “This isn’t just in Augment, I wear this in real life too. Just letting you know because you’re not quite as safe or protected as you may think.” 
 
     “I know what your wondering,” Kubrick said cryptically. 
 
     “Yeah? What’s that?” Brian responded. 
 
     “You want to ask me some version of how do you know this, and why am I helping you?” Kubrick said. 

 “And you’re wondering, because I didn’t come straight out with what I had” 
 “You’re wondering, and the answer is we had to wait for you guys to pay attention to what was happening before we showed any interest at all? Am I close?” he asked. Brian nodded. Kubrick smiled, nodding too. 
 
     “Most of those questions should be answered by now. You saw what happened to Scar. My group had wanted to avoid that. We just didn’t think they were that close. We thought we could slip through for a moment, you know? Get through easily.” 
 
     “Who are they?” Brian asked. “How’d you find out about them?” 
 
     “We haven’t been able to find out yet. They’re good, or at least have better firmware. It’s hard to tell, and we found out about them in whispers in deep web and started to look and pry.” Kubrick said. “Dominion at least has a team better than your folks back at the farm for the uniformed. I don’t know why they’ve chosen to attack and try to destroy Augment, but I’m on my way to figuring out how they are doing it. They keep slipping past, making sure they can’t be ejected from the system. They are not undetectable to me, though. You’ve got to trust the plan.” Kubrick explained. 
 
     “Would you mind if my superior joins us in this conversation?” Brian asked. He was not sure why he wanted Grisham there, but he felt strongly about it. Kubrick smiled and shrugged. The Talon device was supposed to mask their synch from in here and make it untraceable, so Kubrick wouldn’t be able to get into the Captain’s personal implant through the call. He was not sure, but he felt Kubrick was that kind of person. 
 
     The synch happened immediately. He wondered if Grisham had been waiting for him to call. Grisham frowned when he saw where Brian was, at least that’s what Brian assumed.. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Are you safe? Do you need help? Have you been taken captive? That part of the system is unstable. The team hasn’t been able to contact you since you made contact. Is that him?]
  
  
     
 
     
   
 
     “I’m Kubrick,” the man said before Brian could say anything. Cocky much? Brian wondered. “I was just telling the Chief that I can be an asset to your team. I can let you know when the Old Dominion guys are logged into the System. They have something that cloaks their presence. I can detect it immediately with my crawlers and trainers, but they get difficult to trace once they get moving in the System.   
 
    
     
      
      	   
[Transmission: So you’ll be able to tell us when they slip through the System? Why should we believe you?] 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Kubrick signed and shook his head. “You don’t need to,” he said. “You can stay there, waiting for the Chief to catch up with what’s going on. But I wonder what would have happened by then. More people dead? More money lost and oh! I’m sure you know what comes next when those guys you—”

  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Enough. What do you get out of this? What is it that you’re wanting in return?] 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
     Kubrick frowned and shook his head, raising his hands up in mock hurt. On the screen, Grisham scoffed. Brian sipped on the drink, wanting to stay out of it between his boss and the only lead he really had. 

  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: I have trouble believing your kind are just offering this kind of help for free. What do you get out of this? Don’t say nothing.] 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
     “No, not for nothing. Revenge and for a safe community. They killed my friend. Have you been outside your office, Captain? Augment is the only escape. Even on the good days when the air is breathable, people are scared to go out. Did you watch the news last week? Six people died from the sudden drop in air quality. 

 Other Life is kinda the only escape most of us have now. I’m just one man, but behind me, I’ve got a community of like-minded people. We want the System to survive.” Kubrick explained. 

 Brian frowned. Somewhere in there he heard a lie. What’s his true motivation? He had worked with secret informants and whistleblowers enough to know that they never worked for free, and there was always an angle, even when the stated motivations were technically true.. 
 
     “Grisham, Kubrick says he has the identity of the first shooter,” Brian said, and on the screen, Grisham’s brows dipped. He turned to Kubrick, and the man grinned. 
 
     “Look, gentlemen, I don’t want anything from you. I wouldn’t be closely involved either, so you don’t have to worry about me. My motives, at least, are pure. I want to stop this.” Kubrick explained. “Just let me give you a name.”

  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Who is it then? Give us the name.] 
  
     
 
     
   
 
     “His name is Thomas Simons. I’ll send over all the information I had on his last location. I don’t think you will find anything, but it’s more of a lead to pull on than you’ve got now. Besides, you guys have ways of moving about in the real world I don’t.” Brian nodded. That’s true enough. Being smart with the System was a lot different than kicking down doors in real life.

  Kubrick stood up and walked to where he had poured a drink. Kubrick picked up something that looked like the Talon and threw it towards Brian.  Brian caught it and nodded.   
  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: I accept this, but before we go any further with you, we’ll need to see if any of this information pans out. ] 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
     Brian felt irritated. Grisham was being unnecessarily difficult, but they were too desperate to wrap this up. Brian had no intention of declining Kubrick’s offer of help. Brian cut the synch leaving the two of them free to work something out. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 20: A Deal Between 
 
      
 
      
 
     “Chief?” Brian looked up to Kubrick. 

 “I’m about to hook you up with one of my mods. It’s something fresh. An AI augment. Sort of like the iron giant you fought before. It was controlled by me. You could say it was an extension of myself, I’d like to make one for you. Think of it as a minion.”

 “The profile of the woman Scar used to meet with you was modded to his real account using a dead profile. It was how he did most of his business, sort of like a way to have a VPN. The only problem though, is you’ll have a direct link, and if somebody is looking and knows what they’re doing, that connection can be exploited. Hope you understand.”

 “No, not really,” Brian admitted, “But I got the gist of it. It’s a system with advantages and disadvantages.” 

 They walked outside of the house, and when Kubrick shut the door, the entire house disappeared. “Pocket fortress. I’ve got the blueprint stored. I don’t like to stay in one place too long, not even in the Underworld.”                Kubrick walked over and touched the iron giant from before. Cogs began to whirl, and grinding sounds could be heard as it stood up. 
 
     “You can only control one at a time, and your minion has all the access you have,” Kubrick said. The iron giant pulled out a long rifle from within its own storage. The minion slapped an energy cartridge into the rifle and fired at a nearby tree with the laser until the gun was empty and the tree full of flaming holes.  
 
      
 
     “Just as you are limited in the system, your minion extension will be as well,” Kubrick said. Brian nodded. 

 “Don’t worry,” he said. “I will do everything; all you will have to do is synch with it, and you’ll be able to control it just as I control my giant. Everything is managed with a thought.” 

 Brian nodded.”Can we do this later, though? We can right? I need to check out this information you passed me.” 
 
     “Before you go, I have a suspicion,” Kubrick said, putting a hand on Brian’ shoulder. “You need to hear it. I’ve had it for a while now, but I’ve doubted, and you should too. I know most of you guys are deeply passionate about your service to your country and—” 
 
     “Spit it out, Kubrick,” Brian said. 
 
     “I think the people you’re working with might be part of this. Not all of them of course, but somebody has been compromised.” Brian shook his head. He had thought about it too. But shook the thought away. No, not somebody with the facility. 
 
     “Just thought you should know,” Kubrick explained. Brian nodded and then turned around to go, and he climbed down the stairs and initiated logout. 
 
    *******

 A little while later, Brian was looking at a printout of the information Kubrick had sent him in the analyst’s room. Information on the current target. A Thomas Simons, who per the report had worked as a masseuse before he was recruited by the Old Dominion. How does anyone go from being a masseuse to a gun for hire? 
 
     They all watched on a screen as their agent in the field, a Sergeant Flemming, knocked on the door. The place was quiet. “Don’t forget to do a scan,” one of the team leaders called into into his microphone. On-screen, the agent did as he was told and a quick wave of an electric wand showed the building was devoid of life. 

  Sergeant Flemming knocked again, this time stopping so the camera on the doorway could see his face. He cursed and used his implant to bypass the security system, it didn’t work. Brian watched Flemming switch over to his implant to begin the override process to get in the house. He must have been making good money working for Old Dominion to be able to afford a place like this. 
 
     “Thomas?” The agent called out again, “We need to talk.” Flemming walked to the back of the house, looking in through the windows as he moved. 
 
     Behind the house, there was a smaller place, a workshop, probably. He walked towards it. It was locked with a simple lock. He could shoot the lock apart, but that would cause a huge bang. He sighed and did it anyway. He pushed the door in and recoiled. “I’ve got a bad smell here, guys.” 
 
     Flemming jumped when he saw the body. It was hard to tell how long the body had been there, maybe a few days, maybe a week. 

 “Jesus, what happened to him?” Brian muttered, looking at the screen. 

 Most of the skin on the body was gone, and the teeth were missing.. Flemming turned on a light, and they could all see it wasn’t a workshop but rather a gaming room. It was impeccable, fully furnished. The body lay on its side as if it had been unceremoniously tossed away. There were signs that a Rig had been there recently but had been removed. 
 
     “Hold the camera and pan around,” Brian shouted through the mic and looked at the body for a moment. The agent walked around the body until he saw the small canary tattoo on one side of his cheek. “I’ve Thomas here. We’ve got a positive ID on the tattoo. He’s dead.” 

 Everyone in the room groaned. “Looks like he was killed holding something in his hands, but whatever it was, it’s gone too,” Flemming said.

  “Flemming,” called out the head analyst, “This is a dead-end, search the rest of the house and see if you find anything, but be careful in case of traps.” 
 
     “They emptied him,” the agent muttered. “Try the implant,” Brian said through the mic. The agent moved the dead man’s sideways. “There it is. Take it.” On the bottom of the man’s exposed skull was a tiny port, barely noticeable, but Brian knew to look. With his partially synthetic body he had one too. 

 “What is it?” The agent asked as he pulled out a blackish rectangle still sticky with brain matter.

 “A memory seed.” Grisham commented, giving Brian a nod of approval. “Good catch. This is the first real lead we’ve had. Get some rest, I’ll send over the data when it arrives so you can go over it. That goes for all of you. Get back here Flemming, ASAP.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21: A Dead End 
 
    

The knock on the door came too early, though Brian wasn’t surprised. He quickly got out of bed and put his boots back on. “The door’s open,” He called out as he walked over.

 “We’ve hit a snag,” called out the Captain as he walked in and looked around. “Flemming brought back the memory seed, but we can’t access the data within it through our usual systems and it’s too corrupted for you to attempt getting in with the Talon.”

 “Wait, what?” Brian asked. “I can get into a memory seed with the Talon?”

 Captain Grisham shifted his posture seeming annoyed. “Yes, but not this memory seed. It’s been fried, probably by whoever took out the hit. I’ve already reached out to your new friend. He’s waiting for you in the café. Put a little pressure on him. We need leads.”

 That’s not really how any of this works Grisham, but I’ll meet up with Kubrick and see what I can do. Brian nodded. “Alright, I’ll get to it.” 

 “Keep me updated,” Grisham called out as he turned and walked through the door. 

 Brian just shook his head. Not like I’ve got a choice. I’m sure you’re going to ping me every five minutes asking for a sitrep. 

 Once he was alone, Brian went ahead and stripped down and got into the immersion, and began the process of logging back in. He laid down and waited for the gel to cover him. He closed his eyes and counted backward from ten. When Brian opened his eyes again, he saw his preferences had been saved.  
 
    
     
      
      	  Augment Platform 
  
     
 
      
      	  Currently Transferring to Other Life Online

Location: Arcadia - New Player Spawning Zone – The Cafe 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    

 “Welcome back Marx, it’s been a while.” The NPC server from before was standing beside him with a big smile on her face.  The smell of coffee was heavy in the air. Hazelnut. They really went overboard with a lot of this. Still, though, it’s nice.  “
 
 He turned to her and saw the NPC was holding out a fresh cup of coffee. Brian nodded and accepted it. “Thanks, it’s good to be back. That’s it for now, though, thank you. I’m going to sit down and wait for a friend.”

 “Alright, no problem,” The NPC responded. “We’re always glad to have you here.” 
 
    Brian sat down towards the back of the room and looked out towards the door. He tried to keep a low profile and looked around to make sure nobody was paying more attention than they should. It wasn’t long until he saw Kubrick coming.  
 
    The man was wearing something a little more subdued this time. A grey jogger, sunglasses, and a ball cap. He probably saw somebody dress like that in a movie. This is exactly what somebody would wear if they were picking up tips from an old thriller.  
 
     “I was expecting you sooner,” Kubrick whispered as he sat down in a chair at the table and looked at Brian. “Did you get the memory seed? Our mutual friend said you needed to meet with me.”  
 
     “We didn’t get the memory seed. It was fried.” Brian whispered as the NPC Server came close and offered Kubrick a drink. Kubrick frowned when the girl came near him. He shook his head at her and waved away a coffee. “I owe a fee for a micro transaction I had reversed. The NPC’s like to remind me about it, even when offering a coffee.” 

 “Do you have any other leads, or was that the only one?” Brian asked. He couldn’t believe he had seen the man some hours ago. Kubrick looked different, out of place, and uncomfortable in the Cafe.  The Cafe was a very well-groomed place. The tables and chairs were soft and comfortable with homely colors that didn’t distract. There was something like holiday music playing somewhere. Brian couldn’t tell. The two girls at the counter were absolutely gorgeous, and there was an antique ping-pong table at the far left. But yet, Kubrick appeared like he was uncomfortable. He’s not used to this. Outside of Underworld, he has to play by the same rules as the rest of them.. 
 
     “One of the threads I had my crawlers put out has got a hit,” Kubrick said. Brian made a motion for him to continue. “I mean the Old Dominion, they just logged into the system, and they’re staying for longer than I thought. I’ve been able to actually get a trace on them.” 

 He pulled out a device and looked around before activating it. The device lit up, and he pushed it over to Brian.  Brian could see four dots and a basic GEOtag. In the topmost corner of the device, Brian could see a travel indicator for the estimated distance between them and the nearest red dot.  
 
     “Then why are we still here?” Brian asked. Then he knew the answer. “If they realized they had been detected, they would find a way to purge your crawlers, wouldn’t they? You’ve been sitting on this information so that when we act on it, it might not trace back to you.”  

 Kubrick nodded, seeming surprised that Brian had figured it out. “I don’t just want to chase them down, I want them caught in the act. I know what that thing you have can do. I want justice for my friend, and I want to not worry about being killed too.”  
 
     “We have to go,” Brian said. “Whatever they’re doing, I’m going to stop it.” 
 
     “No, you have to go,” Kubrick said, raising his hands. “I told you, I just provide the information. You should be happy with that alone. But you really do need to be careful. We might be using Augment, but if those bullets hit you, you’re as good as dead.”  
 
      “You sound like Grisham when he’s being agreeable,” Brian said with a wry chuckle. Kubrick shrugged. “Just don’t die.” He pointed outside. 
 
     “You should use my bike, it is faster than going on foot, and you don’t want to try to pull a traveler to take you. Besides, it will help me keep track of you better,” He explained. Brian nodded and started heading towards the door while Kubrick followed him outside.

 “Remember your limits.” Kubrick reminded him. “The Talon doesn’t make you a god.”

  
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Augment Platform 
  
      
 
       
       	  Currently Transferring to Other Life Online

Location: Arcadia - Mainstreet 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
     Other Life mirrored the day/night cycle of the real world, and this was no different. Brian was glad to see it was still early. The sun was just now coming up in the distance. 
 
 “I’ll be careful,” Brian commented as he heard Kubrick materialize next to him. Kubrick threw the device to him and Brian caught it. It was slim. The screen was as wide as his spread palm. The four red dots were moving. Brian got on the bike. It quickly synced with the interface on his wrist. Through a series of internal commands, Brian fixed the screen to an empty portable space in front of him.  
 
     “Your interface controls it, Chief. Just like cars and homes,” Kubrick explained as he watched Brian to make sure the man managed to figure it out. . He was watching the chief. Brian nodded and the bike started. He zoomed forward, blazing through the city. He followed the direction of the device. The bike was so fast. He realized he should have worn glasses at least. He would have to manage. 
 
     Arcadia is even bigger than I thought it was. Brian realized. He hadn’t thought it was but seeing it as he drove through it. Things used to look like this. He admitted as he followed the dots on the device. There were floating homes, business sectors that spanned almost into infinity, skyscrapers that pushed past and through the clouds, and oversized entertainment areas that would have been impossible to build in the real world.  
 
    He checked the tracker and cursed. Brian slowed down and reversed the bike, correcting the route. He had to swerve to dodge out of the way of a group of knights riding what looked like oversized chickens. His heart skipped for a moment. This feels good. I don’t care what limits Kubrick was talking about. I’m not giving this up.  
 
    What are they doing? Brian hadn’t gotten any notification of anyone dying in the system. He pushed the bike to go faster. The way it roared, he could tell he could get a little more push out of it. He was able to close some of the distance until soon he was practically on top of the red dots. 

 Brian slowed down as he got closer to the dots on the device. They weren’t moving, but where are they? He looked around, following the dots move on the device as he adjusted himself. He stopped when he realized they were in the hardware store. He cursed, who would they want to kill in a hardware shop? Then he saw the name of the shop. Luxury Dropshipping. Cruz’s, Platinums, and Jupiters. Get the car you deserve today. 
 
     Very few people could get that kind of car on the ground in real life. He cursed, running towards the store, pulling out his sidearm, the Dominator’s Fist. Then he heard it. The bang of a shot phased him. Brian froze for a moment and than ran in towards the side. Inside, Brian saw a male smiling at the counter, it took only one look to see the man was a robot NPC.   
 
     There was a dead body in front of the counter. Two shots to his chest and one to his head. They should still be here, whoever did this. Brian looked around cautiously ready to pursue. They probably don’t know I’m here.  There were lots of aisles in the store, he had thought it was a small place judging from the outside. Brian crouched, slowly moving from aisle to aisle, then he heard a vehicle start up outside. How did they get out?

 He ran to the body and scanned the dead man’s. His name popped up. He was not a very rich man, but he was well known or used to be, at least. This would hurt Grisham. Brian ran outside, but the car was already speeding off. The bike was fast enough to cover the distance. So long as I’ve the tracker, I can keep up at least, as he looked down and checked the tracker. Their car was fast, he thought. They were a good distance away already. He turned the bike around, gun in one hand. He called Grisham. The synch was faster every time. 
 
    “You know James Parker?” Brian asked, not bothering to look at the blue screen.

  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Of course I know James. We go way back. Why? Before even the military.] 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
     “It looks like he’s the most recent victim of the Old Dominion. They just gunned him down. I’m in pursuit, but you should send somebody over right away. They might be able to save him, or at least catch them in the real world.”  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Yeah. I’m on it. You be careful. Keep me updated. If the opposition is on the move, assume something is happening. Just remember, slow is smooth, and smooth is fast. Stay alert, stay alive. It might not work, but we’re preventing log out procedures around you for the time being. Do what you have to.] 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
    

 The call ended, and like always, the synch’s end gave him a headache. He pushed the pain away. He was too close to closing this case now to let a little headache stop him. He sped past angry users as he closed the distance between him and the shooters. But at least they won’t be able to log out. Hopefully.  
 
     Brian knew what they would do. At least, what I would do if I was in their shoes. I’d aim for my tires, try for an L-Shaped scatter and hone in to make sure I couldn’t dodge. Up ahead, he finally saw the car. They were riding in a Jupiter. He swerved to the right, flanking the car. There were two men in the back while another one was driving.

  One of them turned to see him and brought up his gun. Brian let the bike slow down, and then he fired it up and allowed a car to pass before he flanked the car from the right. He pointed the Disruptor at the man on the left. He unleashed a devastating attack as a ring of energy slammed into Jupiter, nearly pushing it off the ground. The opposition was quick in response. Brian sped the bike forward, but he was not fast enough; bullets caught his thigh and hip.  
 
    
     
      
      	  
System Alert: Auto-Counter Failed. Weapon – Disrupter is currently out of ammunition.  
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
 That’s annoying. The bullets had an effect on him that they shouldn’t have. His throat and back felt hot, sweaty almost. He wanted to pull off his armor. Brian felt like he was on fire. The effect was almost instantaneous. This isn’t good. “Flash Step,” he muttered, disappearing and reappearing much further away. His chest felt tight, and already he could see in the distance the men were following him. “God’s Eye,” a beacon of light appeared on the ground where he was looking, and a flash of electricity and hot fire rained down from the skies. Whether the opposition or not was sent to respawn, he didn’t know.  
 
     He wanted to pull off all the clothes he had on him but he couldn’t even move his hands. He could hear sounds. He could hear voices and horns off in the distance. In the darkness that was swallowing him, Brian tried to say something, but it was difficult. He was dying. They hit me. It wasn’t the outside shots that were killing people. It was this.  
 
     Brian coughed. His mouth was stained red. Where did I mess up? Leaving myself open like that, I guess. Rusty. The thought made every ache in his body magnify.  
 
     A far away voice spoke out. “Talon. Override command, log out initiation. Ping medical” And the darkness became absolute and thick. Brian knew the owner of the voice would be so pissed on the other end. I’m just too tired to care.


*******************

 A beep showed up on Kubrick’s interface. 
 
     He was watching two women enjoy a hot mocha. He couldn’t quite hear them, but he could imagine. They were standing at the counter, which meant they wouldn’t be staying. That’s a shame. He wouldn’t have minded being distracted for a while until the Chief came back. 
 
     The taller of the women turned and looked at him. It seemed like she had some kind of detector ability or software because the way she turned to look at him freaked him out. She saw me. But she smiled and winked before they both left. He cursed. Augment was both a community and a dating platform. Since everyone met in the virtual space, it was easy to meet and connect. 

 He sighed, contemplating if he should follow or not. But as he was getting up to follow them out, another ping came in. A red. Immediate danger. Kubrick felt a moment of panic, thinking at first, maybe they had caught up with him, but then realized it was his bike. 
 
     Something must have happened if the bike is showing damage. Kubrick rushed outside. The backdoor trainer he had installed on his Rig gave him a few extra abilities he could abuse when needed. Like now, when I need something. He retrieved a bike from his own inventory, a bit of force spawn code he had stolen when the system was newer.  
 
     The bike he’d force spawned was nowhere near the speed of the bike he’d given Brian, but it was manageable. He tracked the distress signal of his bike. I should have bugged the Chief. I didn’t think he’d get taken down already. It’s risky going in with this face on, but I need to get to Brian.  Did he die already? Kubrick went ahead and shot a quick message to the Captain and refused the transmission after. Military men and power. I’ll never understand it.  
 
     It wasn’t long before Kubrick found his bike, and Brian not too far from it. The man was a bloody mess when he got there. He had some deep scrapes on his face, his hands, and bad lacerations on his legs. But he knew the man was bleeding too much for it to be just a scrape. Did they get him with a glitch gun? Kubrick wasn’t sure. 

 Death in the system meant for most people only an uncomfortable amount of downtime while the avatar was reassembled at a starter location.  He should be gone already. Kubrick realized. He pulled out his interface. “Talon. Override command, log out initiation. Ping medical.”  
 
    One of the things that Kubrick was fairly convinced of was that the attacks outside of Other Life were to cover up the truth. The attacks within the game caused the body to fail. If that had happened to Brian, his best shot at survival was immediate medical care and an override to separate himself from the Rig. The world is moving on old man, you need to figure that out.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22: Contingency 
 
      
 
     Brian woke up in a cold sweat. He fell over to the ground. He didn’t scream, he didn’t yell. He was shaking, though. He was sweaty. His body felt like ice.. I thought I died.. He remembered being shot at and then the odd sensation that followed. One minute he was shooting the Disruptor, the next, he was scrambling to avoid dying. Yeah, that’s a good way to put it. It felt like I was dying.  
 
     When he realized he was back in his quarters, sprawled out on the floor, Brian laid back down. He was still in just his briefs, and he heard the beeping of the Rig. Is it still on? Yeah, it’s still on. Which meant he had dragged himself out of the Rig without being aware of it. What was that in there? He checked his interface to see if there were any messages waiting on him. There was only one. Grisham wanted to see him immediately. Was nobody monitoring me? 
 
     Brian laid back down and stared at the ceiling. The memory was clear now. He could remember the sound of people bustling around him while he was on the ground, him almost dying in the System. He would have died. He wondered what Grisham would want to with him. To gloat? To tell him this was why they didn’t want him in the military after his injury? I get it, Grisham, I’m not as good as I used to be. 
 
    \ He made himself get up and turn the Rig off. His synthetic leg was numb completely like it didn’t exist, and his arm wasn’t much better. Brian knew it would return to normal soon. At least I hope it does, I’m still not sure what they hit me with. He got in the shower and washed up and when he came back—more relaxed and clear-minded—the pain was back. He groaned as he dressed quickly. 
 
     He felt hungry, but he knew Grisham would be waiting, he needed to see the man before it seemed like he was being intentionally stubborn after ruining an opportunity that would have gotten them a good lead. 
 
     He met the Captain in his office. Grisham nodded at the chair for him to sit down. He was not smiling, not even the usual friendly smirk. He was all business. He leaned back, his greying hair looked good, and the air between them was tense. Brian wanted the Captain to say whatever it was he wanted to say and move on.  
 
     “Did he—” Brian asked, hoping that the man at the store had somehow survived.

“He was already dead by the time we got there,” Captain Grisham said. 

 Brian shook his head in frustration. I couldn’t stop them, I couldn’t fight them. I couldn’t even save their target.  He felt like his body was going to explode with the anger he was carrying.  He wanted to smack or smash something. He settled on scratching his face infrequently. 
 
     “You get anything?” Brian asked. 

 The Captain seemed to be watching him intently. Captain Grisham shook his head. “Nothing. Just another dead end.”  
 
     “Brian?” Grisham asked with his voice edged with authority. “You want to tell me what happened today?” 

 Brian frowned. He was sure Grisham already knew what happened, but he looked sincerely interested. 
 
     “It seems you had a massive heart rate spike today while you were in the System. You want to tell me what happened? It was almost like you…. died.” Grisham stopped there when he saw Brian flinch.  
 
     “I got shot by the opposition. It didn’t hurt at first, but it spread through my body like wildfire, and that part hurt. Real pain, Grisham. I wanted to rip my skin off. I was wondering how I got out of there. I thought I was going to die for a minute.” 

 “But then I woke up out here, and it was over, but Grisham, it felt so real,” Brian explained.

 Grisham nodded, looking grim. He stared at Brian like he was about to do something really bad, and then he smiled. It was a quick change that left Brian a little bit surprised. 
 
     “I just realized you haven’t been training,” Grisham said. “And why would you? That was wrong of me to assume.” 

 Brian frowned. He knew what Grisham was trying to say, and it was probably true. When he’d been a soldier, he’d been required to get himself in shape and to consider himself as a weapon system to be maintained.  He remembered where he had read that. In one of those books, Grisham suggested for him when he was discharged as if that kind of thing mattered to him at all. He could recall Grisham telling him that he would be having so much time on his hands now, it would be a shame not to use it properly. 
 
     “You should be hitting up the simulation rooms now and then. Maybe even using the entertainment and game zones of Augment. You’d be shocked to see what you’d gain by chasing monsters or being around other prior service folks. Trust me on that. I’ve always tried to do right by you, Brian. That is why I brought you back in. I know what you can do, or what you could do. Now it is up to you to show us,” Grisham said. Brian nodded. 
 
    “ Thanks,” Brian responded dismissively. This isn’t like him. 
 
     Grisham shook his head, and his entire demeanor changed. “I want results, boy, not you groveling and almost dying like some fucking dog in the street,” Grisham said in a low growl. “I want you to bring them down and out in bags. Them and whoever hired them. You need to step up and start bringing me results. No more excuses.”  
 
     “Understood,” Brian responded. Yeah, there’s the Grisham I know. 

 He still felt like a complete piece of useless tool, but at the moment, he knew what he had to do and how to do it. He was a sword that needed oiling and sharpening. His skills needed to be worked on, and he finally knew who helped him back in the system. I can make this work. Brian was too excited to remember that Grisham was the bastard that discharged him as Grisham waved him out of his office. 
 
     Outside the office, he used his implant to find the simulation room. There were other soldiers there training. He watched them for a while. He remembered when he used to lead his men into a place like this before. They walked seamlessly. Brian pushed the memories back. 
 
     He figured he had to do something about the dreams. They were back, it took nearly dying in the System to bring them racing back—fear, that was the trigger. All the security he had pulled up to push them back had been torn apart in a second. He needed something real. He needed to make them go, or he would keep waking up sweating like he just had a run through the rain. 
 
     He watched Zander and his men race through the simulations through the glass. Each harder than the last. . Brian watched them as they slid through simulated slopes, shooting enemies as hostages ducked behind cover, and a timer showed a countdown before a bomb went off. I should try that.  He walked to the System operator and asked what difficulty it was set to. The operator answered, “A nine. We don’t almost ever do 10.  
 
     Brian smiled. He decided that maybe he should try something himself. 
 
     After Zander and his men were done, Brian got in alone. Before the simulation started, someone came in and scanned him.. He didn’t ask what it was for, but he figured it was for them to monitor him while he was inside. He knew a lot of people would be watching too. 
 
     The difficulty was only a 7, but it was hard to clear. He was supposed to break into a drug den alone. He had always hated this simulation because it was the only one he hadn’t been able to clear. He nodded for the operator to begin. The simulation room shook a bit, the light focused, and the place changed into a factory. He sighed. He saw the gun he was supposed to use on the floor in front of him. His legs hurt a bit, but with his adrenaline up he easily shrugged it off. 
 
     He picked up one of the simulator interfaces and realized it resembled something older. An M4 Carbine.  He used to like the weapon, had loved it in fact. It was easy to move and was pretty light for when he was on the go. It wasn’t always the best for consistency in the field, Brian had always believed that it depended on whoever was using it. 
 
     Brian heard the footsteps and ran to hide before the bullets started flying towards him. It might have only been a simulation, but that didn’t mean he intended to be reckless. This round limited him a bit, he wouldn’t be granted extra ammunition.  Bullets cracked through the air, and shells hit the ground. He cursed, he had to surprise them. He climbed up the huge pipes he was hiding behind while they wasted bullets. 

 Kovacs, he thought as he positioned himself to get a clear shot. It was almost too easy. They had bunched up together and in a moment of pause that Brian took to mean they were reloading, he jumped out sideways firing the carbine. Every bullet hit true. He rolled away as he hit the ground and found cover before moving behind an old refrigerator and running up the stairs.  He tried to be as stealthy as possible, but it was close to impossible. 
 
     Bullets trailed up behind him. He didn’t bother to fire back and just kept running, and that’s when the simulation stopped and Brian found himself in the middle of an empty room alone. What happened? It was just getting good. . Brian frowned. One minute he was in a firefight, the next in an empty room with nothing more than an electronic paperweight in his hand. He walked out of the room and saw six soldiers had been watching him through the one-way glass. Grisham was among them.   
 
     Grisham gestured for him to walk with him. 
 
     “You have lost little of your edge, it looks like,” Grisham commented. “Still remember a few techniques too.” 

 Brian shrugged. “I remembered what saved my ass. You don’t unlearn years of training and experience.”

 Grisham stopped and changed the subject abruptly. “That man you found, James. He died in his Rig. No apparent injury. Just dead. From what I’ve been able to gather, the opposition mobilized to kill him almost immediately after you logged into the system. Does that seem odd to you?” “ 
 
     “That’s not just a coincidence?” Brian responded, but he had his own suspicions ever since Kubrick had mentioned something. 

 Grisham shook his head, his eyes shifting in avoidance. “I’m hoping it is but…” What’s he trying to avoid telling me? 
 
     “You know that old saying about assuming?” Grisham asked. 
 
 Brian nodded. “Add hoping to it, and hope isn’t something I peddle in. I’d  rather be cautious than wrong.” Grisham said, walking forward. “Look, I don’t like this, its not how I usually operate, but from what I can tell, you’re the only person I can trust, and that’s just because I’ve known you for so long.” 
 
     “Take this.” Grisham said, handing him a thin storage device.   
 
     “On that device you’ll find information on everyone within the facility. Your friend  Kubrick seems to know what he is doing. Tell him to check and see what he could find. He has access to information we don’t on the deep web. Once we know none of our people have ties to the opposition, we can rest easy knowing we don’t have a leak. At least an intentional one.” Grisham explained. 
 
     Brian struggled with the implications. He struggled to believe that anyone at the facility would sell information or attempt to undermine Grisham. They all probably hated him, but that was how it was most of the time, at least that was how it was when he was with Grisham back in the day. They hated him, but everyone wanted his approval. Grisham had that effect on the people who served under him.   

 I need to get some more training in and try to get used to the changes of having a digital or simulated body. Brian’ thoughts were heavy as he walked back to his quarters. He grabbed some food on the way. I’ll have to link back up with Kubrick soon. Then we can work out how to survive in the play areas of Other Life. 

 Once he got back to his quarters, Brian was reminded of the strange way he had almost died. I should be afraid of getting back in there, but I’m not.  He immediately got undressed and laid down in the Rig, waiting for the immersion gel to pass over his head. I’ll need to thank Kubrick for initiating the force log out. It probably saved my life. Soon the world of Augment sucked him in.  
 
    *******
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       	  You have died. Your Avatar is now being respawned.

Location: Arcadia – Starter Location - Pub 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
     “You don’t look like a dead man,” Kubrick told him as he waved Brian over.. It had been so long he had been in a pub. I’m used to the smokey haze of the VFW’s, this is something else altogether. The room was full of music, lights, and yes, smoke, but it didn’t have that same feeling he was used to. The place was alive. People there were dancing, each of them dressed in colorful and loud outfits, dancing away in a world better than the one they had come from.  
 
     “Did you hear me, Brian?” Kubrick said, and Brian turned to him and nodded. Kubrick smiled. He popped the fruit garnish from his drink into his mouth and chewed. Brian watched him. Kubrick picked up his glass and gulped everything. Brian flashed with annoyance when Kubrick reached for his own glass, but he didn’t stop him. 
 
     “You sure you don’t need to slow down? We’ve work to do?” Brian asked, but Kubrick waved the concern away with a grin.

  Brian shook his head and let the man be. I’m not here to babysit him, besides, not like he’s in real danger. “Been a while since I’ve been in a place like this. Not many still exist on the outside.” Brian commented, and Kubrick nodded uninterested. 
 
     “I can’t tell at all that you don’t get out of the house much.” Kubrick said and chuckled. It was a drunk laugh. “What did the old man have to say about you almost dying?” Not much really. Brian shrugged. He had expected Grisham to be pissed, but mostly the man seemed concerned about the facility and the people in it. He didn’t know what the man thought, but he was grateful he didn’t have to listen to Grisham get on a soapbox.. 
 
     “I don’t know yet. But he has a job for you. He can’t come to you himself, so he’s having me be the middleman” Brian explained, thinking he knew Grisham’s intentions. 
 
     “What does the Captain want?” Kubrick asked. 
 
     “”It can’t be here. Has to be in the real world. What I’ve got to show you is for your eyes only.” 
 
     Kubrick dropped the glass, looking all serious, like he was about to hear some kind of state secret. He nodded. 
 
     “I’ll let you know where then,” Kubrick said, then he scoffed. “You will be surprised, though.” 
 
     “Why?” Brian asked. Kubrick shook his head. His face was lit up by the light in the bar, giving him an odd smile. Brian noticed Kubrick’s teeth had been upgraded. Some had been colored red, while others were colored blue. Brian picked up the glass again and finished the drink. He seems immature. 
 
     “I think I have a clue about what you want to tell me. It is about what I said, isn’t it?” Brian nodded. Kubrick didn’t look or sound as drunk as he was a few moments ago. Brian was uncomfortable. This wasn’t a conversation to have in public where it was easy to be overheard. 
 
     “I’m headed to the game-play area,” Brian said, standing up. Kubrick nodded like he had expected as much. 
 
     “Yeah, I figured you will need that,” Kubrick said. “Stress relief and all. 
 
     “If you’re looking for something, I’ve an idea of what you need.” Kubrick said.

 “Like what?” Brian asked. 
 
     “Guts, man.. You gotta go plus ultra” Kubrick said. “Because, trust me, those guys there will eat you up.” 

 Kubrick snapped his fingers at the bartender and then pointed at the glass in front of him. The man nodded and poured. “Your minion is ready anyway. The Talon system should let you move from one area to another, but the minion will lag a bit. I don’t think there will be any problems if we find  some action here while you’re in the game area. Just watch yourself better. I might not be there next time to save you from a glitch bullet.”  
 
    “I appreciate it. It’s been a long time since I’ve done anything this dangerous.” Brian admitted. 
 
     “Yeah?” Kubrick responded. “Then work better on staying alive.  
 
     “ I’ll call you when I know more.” Kubrick said as Brian walked away. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    
  
 
   
 Chapter 23: We Are Who We Are 
 
   
 
     The toxicity level outside was seventy-five percent when Kubrick called ready to meet. Brian wasn’t surprised when Kubrick sent cryptic directions on how to meet him. Brian wore a Class III Respirator and a fortified body suit under his clothing. 

 The body suit was for some of the worse days when the toxicity of the air was enough to poison a person through the pores of their skin. The nanostorms could eat the body bit by bit until there was nothing left to eat. Brian used his implant to activate both. The purifier made breathing a little bit like hard work, but the body suit was easy on him. It felt like he wasn’t wearing anything extra. It stretched over his body like another skin. It was thin and easy to move in. It was his first time being in one of them. He heard they were pretty expensive and wore off in time. 
 
     Brian moved his hands this way and that. Then he wore a black t-shirt and black pants. His boots were military issued and then his gun. He walked out of the facility feeling a little bit proud of himself. He had been visiting the game-area, been fighting some very mean characters in there and Kubrick was right—the kid was almost always right. There, it was like battling real people, fighting real wars. There was a lot of planning, a massive  adrenaline rush and sometimes he forgot the pain in his leg. 
 
     He found a cab after walking a few minutes away from the factory. Grisham told him there was no need for that, but it was habit. It was difficult to break away from it. The cab he got was heavily secured, the purifier was a new model and the man’s platform had a screen that showed how high the fare to each part of the city was. He seemed to charge according to how high and how low. That surprised Brian, but he didn’t say anything about it, capitalism was always something to look out for. 
 
     When the cab stopped in front of a pub, Brian decided Kubrick was probably a drunk in real life. A super gifted drunk. He walked in, expecting the usual sightings in all pubs in the world, but the place was quiet. There was just Kubrick sitting in one of the tables. The place was brightly illuminated, chasing the usual dreamy darkness away. When Brian looked closer, he scoffed shaking his head. 
 
     “What the fuck?” Brian asked and Kubrick, or the kid that was supposed to be Kubrick, grinned and spread his hands. He stood up, his hair a lot of blond strands that sparkled in the white light. He was grinning with fine, white teenage teeth. Brian felt weird. He wanted to backtrack and walk back to the facility. He wanted to keep Kubrick, the tall, confident man in his head. 
 
     “I told you,” Kubrick said. “I told you, you would be surprised.” Brian nodded as the boy walked closer to him. There was one thing ringing in his head and he did it. He pulled his gun out and pointed it at the kid in front of him. The boy frowned, his face going from amused to fear. He was a kid after all. 
 
     “Who the fuck are you?” Brian asked. He was waiting for the gang to come out from some hidden door or something, because he had obviously fallen into some kind of trap. The boy’s face switched to annoyed and then his eyes and lips calmed. He was amused again. Brian easily picked up on all these emotions. 
 
     “Chief, you can just scan me with your implant if you are in doubt,” The kid said. His voice was so young, it made him look stupid. His hair looked ruffled, like a parent had done that just before he stepped out to come meet him. He was not wearing a breather, which meant he could be an Mechanic Avatar too. 
 
     “I don’t think so,” Brian said. “Kubrick wouldn’t be so stupid to come out like that, are you his Mechanic Avatar? I can’t speak with an Mechanic Avatar. I need flesh and blood, you idiot.” 
 
     “Just fucking scan me, Chief. Rogers,” Kubrick said. He was impatient. Brian scanned him and his implant gave him all the kid’s details. His name was Marcus Wright. His body consisted of human components—blood, bones and flesh. He was not an Mechanic Avatar then, Brian thought. 
 
     “Marcus Wright,” Brian said when he saw the alias at the bottom of the details. Kubrick. He frowned and shook his head. The kid smiled. “Why Kubrick though?” 
 
    “I’m hoping you don’t find out,” the kid said. Brian looked at his age and shook his head. He had been completely fooled with the kid’s online persona. It was blunt and mature. He looked at the boy. His blue eyes, his round face and his lips that looked innocent. Brian shook his head. 
 
    “I would like you to do something for me,” Brian said. The kid nodded. “Tell me why you are not wearing a breather?” Brian asked. The point gestured at the place. 
 
     “It’s being purified. I set this place up immediately when you said you would like to meet.” He walked back to sit down and gestured for Brian to do the same. The boy was nineteen. He looked younger and he talked older. 
 
     “I can’t be here for long,” he said and Brian realized he was trying to tell him to get on with what he wanted to do. Brian nodded, bringing out the data block Grisham had given to him. Giving it to the kid felt wrong, but then he knew that was because he was scared. 
 
     “The Captain thinks you should check this out. It is the access to the system and everyone in the base,” Brian said. The kid leaned back, trying to get away from Brian and what was in his hands. He cringed as if the block was a bright light, a star he couldn’t look at directly. Then he started shaking his head. 
 
     “What?” Brian asked. The boy stood up, still shaking his head. 
 
     “I am already on Old Dominion’s kill list, but with that? They will do anything to find me and then they will kill me. If I have anyone I love, they will kill them first,” Marcus said. Brian looked at the block. He nodded and then held it out to Marcus. The boy, his face folded in a painful frown, pulled away. Brian sighed. He was a kid after all. He felt he understood the kid a little bit better now. In Augment, he felt confident, strong. He was in his element. A place where he seemed to know almost everything. Out here, he was still nineteen years old, scared of guns, and didn’t want to hurt people he loved. 
 
     “Marcus, Kubrick or whatever you choose to call yourself, you can’t be half in and half out, that will surely get you killed. Believe me, I have been killed or nearly killed before.” Marcus rolled his eyes. Brian smiled and then stretched the block out to him once more. The boy looked at it for a moment and walked over to him and took it. 
 
     “This is worse than giving me a nuke to keep for you,” Marcus groused. 
 
     “Nuke? You been reading those old books, kid?” Marcus waved him away. He was looking at the block. It was wonderful how something so small could hold so much. With what he had been given, Marcus could monitor  almost everyone’s activity in the System. It was like being God. 
 
     “We should leave,” Marcus said, tucking the block into his pocket. Brian nodded. Both of them looked at the other, neither one wanting to be the first to go. Then Brian sighed and walked ahead, Marcus sniggered. Before he walked out, he activated his own breather and sighed. It was not a mask. It stretched over his whole face like a helmet. 
 
     Brian watched the boy activate his implant on the back of his palm. He clicked something Brian couldn’t understand and a bike revved somewhere. Then it glided slowly and came to a stop right in front of them. 
 
     “How come they haven’t come for you?” Brian asked. The boy chuckled and shook his head. He was almost the same height as Brian. He climbed his bike and revved again. It was in manual now. It probably shifted from automated to manual when he touched it because Brian didn’t see him do any of his computer magic. The boy nodded and zoomed off. 
 
     Brian sighed. He had to get a cab. He was tired. He would have to walk a bit. He could feel the gun on his hip as he walked. Then he heard the bike again and when he looked up, Marcus was there. He stopped in front of him. 
 
     “Get on the bike!” Marcus said. Brian didn’t ask why, he could hear the problem in his voice. Something was about to happen. 
 
     “What is it?” Brian asked when the bike moved. This was not as fast as the one he had almost died with, but it was not far behind. Marcus didn’t say anything, he just drove. He was driving really fast, but he was being careful. The bike shifted gears and accelerated smoothly. He slowed down when they had to turn, but the gear was pushed  and the bike sped almost immediately as soon as they were done. 
 
     “What the hell is happening?” Brian asked. Marcus used his thumb to point behind them. Brian looked and cursed. He hadn’t thought they would find them but two cars were behind them. They were the only people in the road. 
 
     “You should pick a part of the city with less toxicity, we could use a small crowd,” Brian shouted to Marcus, the kid shook his head as he slowed to take a curve. The cars behind them were fast. Brian turned around. They could just shoot them off the bike if they wanted. Why weren’t they? 
 
    “They are not going to kill us, they want you,” Marcus said. 
 
     “Me? Why?” Brian asked. 
 
     “I don’t know, but I think whoever it was that is working for them inside the base must have told them about you. This is the proof of it. I don’t think you’re compromised, but somebody there is. The rest of the Augment community are either getting out or trying as much as possible to stay out of their way. I think they want to know what you know,” Marcus said. 
 
     “That is crap,” Brian said. It didn’t make sense to him. He looked around and realized they were in a part of the city he hadn’t been to before. The bike was now far from the car but the road was still clear and it didn’t matter how far, they could still see them. 
 
     “I don’t think they want us, Marcus,” Brian said. “They are not chasing, they are just tailing us. You have to lose them,” Brian said. The boy nodded. He slowed down for while and sped up again, before slowing down. Then he took a quick left and immediately followed it with a right bend. He rode for another five minutes and took another left. They were not on a main road again. He took two more bends and parked the bike in front of a building. They looked behind them, there was nothing. Marcus gestured for him to follow. They ran the other way. Brian followed Marcus. They ran until they came out another neighborhood. The boy seemed to know what he was doing. Brian couldn’t see his face, he couldn’t tell if he was scared or not. 
 
      “You wearing a body suit?” Brian asked. Marcus nodded. 
 
     “Yours looks like it’ll get used up soon.  you need to call your guys for an extraction,” Marcus said as he led Brian into what used to be a school. It was now deserted. The purifiers were dead and the only thing that worked were the taps in the bathroom, but the water was bad so they just sat in one of the classrooms while Brian tried to synch with Sergeant Zander. The Sergeant told Brian they would dispatch something to him soon. Brian ended the synch and turned to the boy. 
 
     “You alright?” Brian asked. Marcus nodded. Brian smiled and through his mask. He was in trouble, but he couldn’t start thinking about that. His body suit had a couple hours before it would start to deteriorate and the poison in the air would get to him. From what he had read, his lungs and liver would burn like there were live flames in him and then he’d die a painfully slow and agonizing death. That was not the way he wanted to go out. 
 
     “Your body suit looks durable from what my interface says,” Brian said. The boy nodded. “You made it yourself?” Marcus shook his head. 
 
     “Scar did. He made most of the hardware. I have to do that now though. We hadn’t met so it was easier to talk to him. I think he suspected though.” Brian nodded. He could see how that was possible. If it hadn’t been for this mole thing, they wouldn’t have had any need to meet for real. It was still weird for Brian. He wouldn’t look at the kid the same way again. 
 
     “We have to get out of here,” Marcus said. “Scar was my grandfather.” 
 
     “We can’t, my guys will be here soon.” Brian responded. 
 
     “Yeah, but you will be dead before then. Your body suit is rapidly losing power, because the toxicity level in this school is off the planet. It will continue burning at that rate. We have to pick somewhere else to hunker down.” Brian nodded. They walked out again. Brian held his gun ready and peeped around the corner to see if there was anyone out there. It seemed clear, so they walked out. The road the school faced was empty so they stayed out there. 
 
     “You think they left?” Marcus asked, looking at the projection of his implant, Brian shook his head. He was looking around. He got a synch request. He took it and a voice he was not used to asked him where he was. 
 
     “Down the road from the school,” Brian said. He was still talking when he saw the cars speeding towards them. It had come out from the bend so fast, then the other came from the other side. They were going to be sandwiched. He pulled out his gun and very calmly aimed. He saw one of them pulling out a gun from the window, he shot at the head as it came out and the man slumped and fell out of the window. Brian shot carelessly at the car then again when it got close. He dragged Marcus out of the way. Both cars grazed each other and stopped. Brian cursed and pulled Marcus up and they ran back to the school. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24: Mistakes Made 
 
   
 
     “How many of them do you think they are?” Marcus asked. He sounded scared. You’re doing a good job of hiding it though, kid. Brian couldn’t see the kid’s voice, but he knew what the kid was thinking. Something along the lines of “This is why I didn’t want to get further involved. Just information.”  
 
     It couldn’t be helped, not really. Brian thought before answering. “I don’t know. But I would guess six at least. But I think I got one with that shot, so maybe only five now.”  Marcus nodded, though the boy seemed green and uncomfortable. He started staring at the projection of his implant.

 “We’ve been going about this all wrong,” Brian said, interrupting the boy and making Marcus look up at him. “We know where they are, we shouldn’t be running. I’ve a few tricks up my sleeve.” Brian pulled up an image of the school on his implant, it wasn’t as sophisticated as the kid’s projection, but it would do. He could see one man was already in the hallway, The others had spread out around the building. That one will be easy to take out. Brian told Marcus to wait while he went out. 
 
     The school looked like it had been abandoned for a while. Probably because of the storms. But it was still well lit from the bit of natural light the windows filtered in. The hallways, on the other hand, got darker the more they walked in. Even with his leg as it was, Brian was able to move quietly. The man never saw him coming. Brian locked his arm around the man’s throat in a chokehold. The man didn’t hardly struggle. Brian cut off his airway with the choke and then laid him down slowly. 
 
     He quickly searched the body but didn’t find anything.  
 
     “He’s dead isn’t he?” Marcus asked from behind him. You shouldn’t be here kid, but I’m not going to hide it from you. Brian nodded. 

 Marcus seemed shook but responded, “Thought you might want to know, another one showed up and went in through the back. That makes six of them. You think this will work? They are all spread around the building and we have to worry about your suit being compromised.”

 Brian nodded. He had been thinking about the suit too. Finding these bastards won’t be difficult. The problem is dying while fighting one of them. 
 
     “How long do you estimate it will last?” Brian asked. The kid probably knows down to the second. Marcus looked at him and looked away. 

 “Just say it,” Brian said, with a grunt. Nothing like how he acted as Kubrick.  Brian didn’t know if he liked that. 
 
     “You probably have an hour, and that’s a rough estimate. Though I’d say probably closer to 64 minutes.”

  Brian nodded. That’ll have to be enough. 

 “Stay here and guide me on a local net.” Brian said, checking if he was still loaded up. His gun was good, he could trust it. The only thing he couldn’t trust at the moment was his body. He wished he was back in the System. At least there I’ve a chance of not dying if I get shot. 
 
     “Stay frosty out there,” Marcus called out as Brian walked by. Brian smiled. He knew one more thing about the kid now—he can play the part at least.. That was soldier-speak. He walked out, checking to see if it was clear. As Brian jogged. He felt the buzz of their synch and then it faded. 
 
     “We good?” Marcus asked. Brian smiled. 
 
     “Yeah, I think so, kid. Where do I go?” 
 
     “Take the next right,” Marcus said. Brian took it. He jogged, but kept an easy pace like he was at the mountain side—not too much to strain him, and not so slow to keep him behind. It was the balance he had made himself turn into a routine. 
 
     “Take the stairs down and then you’ll see an immediate door by your left that will lead you to the parking lot.” Marcus said.

 Brian bit his lip and cursed. That’s all open space. He opened the door, checking to see if he was being marked, and moved as soon as he believed himself clear. He ran out and hid behind the pillars. The cars had all been moved out a long time ago to be recycled. Just an empty space where teachers and students used to park. 
 
     He heard the man he was tailing say something. He’s on coms with somebody else. Brian peered around the corner of the pillar and cursed. 

“You’ve got two of them now, Chief,” Marcus said over the chat.  
 
     “That was a little slow, Marcus,” Brian said as he looked directly at his target. He moved, quietly, to another pillar. They were not so far apart so it was easier. In the dark, Brian could see the two men by the lights they were carrying. It helped him know where he needed to avoid, and where he needed to go. He moved ever closer to one of the lights and when he was close enough, he put the gun to the back of the man holding the light. The man didn’t so much as flinch. Instead he swung his arm and Brian dodged. He was too slow, the blow caught his face and pushed him away. But as he fell, he squeezed the trigger and just like that, a tight shot group called the day. 
 
     The other man screamed in rage. He sounded foreign, European probably. Brian took cover behind a pillar.. He didn’t have to move. The other man would walk over to check on his friend. He waited as the light got closer. I can shoot at the light, and hope it’s right in front of the man, or I can wait for a clear shot. Brian reminded the saying about assumptions. He waited for the man to approach the dead man’s body, and as soon as the light was shone on the body, Brian fired. Another body slumped to the ground after.  
 
     “The others, Marcus, where are the others?” Brian hustled  back to the door that had led to the parking lot. 
 
     “Wait,” Marcus said. “Turn around, there is door near the end. One of them is there, he has been walking around the back,” Marcus said, sounding confused. 
 
     “That would mean he’s guarding the rear, thanks.” Brian said and ran back to pick up the light. 
 
     “I think he heard the shots, looks like he’s starting to move.” Marcus said. Brian cursed. Sometimes the only option is the nuclear option. 
 
    “What are you doing? Get out of there?” Brian smiled and waited. As soon as the door opened, he raised the light up into the man’s face, temporarily blinding him as he fired three shots into him. The man hit the ground with a heavy thud and Brian turned around and started to move. Only three more left. Brian thought, everything else aside, he was actually feeling pretty good. That’s because you’re a War Junkie, admit it. Brian had a smile on his face.  
 
     “Can you check to see how far out my guys are?” Brian asked. 

 Marcus was silent for a moment  over the coms and then replied. “I totally forgot, they are here,” Marcus said. Before Brian could say anything, the connection between them changed. 
 
     Brian spoke “I need back up. There are at least two armed men in the building, I’ve managed to take out the rest so far. My body suit is failing, and there is a kid in here with me too. We need extraction. You need to get in, I hope you are armed,” Brian said. 
 
     “We got you Chief, don’t worry “The soldier responded before the line switched back to the communication between him and Marcus. 

 Brian was moving up the stairs, light out in front of him. He was listening to Marcus over the chat, and Marcus was screaming for him to watch out. Brian crashed into somebody. They both fell down, but Brian recovered quicker, scrambling to get back up as the other man’s gun fell uselessly far from either of them.  
 
     The man rushed at Brian and when he slammed into him, Brian grunted in pain. He’s built like a bear. Definitely a Kovac. A flash of pain exploded across Brian’ rib as he took a punch. Brian shoved the pain down into himself and shoved the man away. He followed with a brutal knee into the man’s groin. The man collapsed, but Brian wasn’t finished. He repeated the attack, twice, three times, just for good measure. 
 
      Brian couldn’t really see his face but he knew the man was bleeding. He started coughing. The damage to my suit sped up. He had to leave or he’d die. Brian turned around and took off. The man on the ground growled, but Brian wasn’t interested. He shot the man once in the leg. That should be enough for the extraction team. He had to get into the car, the car would have a purifier. He kept running. 
 
     “He is behind you,” Marcus said. “The last one is trying to cut you off.” 
 
     “Where are you?” Brian screamed, hoping the kid was safe. 
 
     “With your friends. Duck, now!” Brian slid down, just barely avoiding a hailstorm of fire erupting above his head. Brian kept going and tackled the other man. Fully intending on submitting him, but the man had some skill. Soldier? Or hobbyist? The thought was fleeting, and shortly after, Brian was able to push the man up into the wall, forcing the man to drop his gun. The man though was not without weapons. He head butted Brian in an explosion of pain that he used to run away.  I have to go after him.  
 
     Brian knew most of his body suit was gone. He saw the man was still fleeing on foot, but he couldn’t give immediate chase. A soldier came out with a mask and and shoved it in Brian’ face. He inhaled hungrily as the man was getting away. 
 
     “We have to take him back fast, he looks like he is past critical,” the soldier in front said. Marcus shook his head. 
 
    “He isn’t, the suit just started fading, but we need to do something fast.” The soldier looked from Brian to Marcus. Brian could tell what the man was thinking, so he shook his head. He is not my kid. Pretty sure the kid doesn’t have any family.  
 
     “Marcus, they were…” Marcus placed his small hand on Brian and tapped him lightly. Brian understood. They were not alone. The soldiers that had been sent might be help, but they couldn’t be trusted completed.. He closed his eyes. He was tired, his legs ached and he knew he was going to have to talk to Grisham soon. But he had confirmed something. The opposition was made up of either retired servicemen or men from the existing military force. And they knew what he was doing which meant that he was being watched. 
 
     His movements were being watched and there was only one way they could have done it. Whatever Grisham put in me to track my location has been overtaken by somebody else. The thought made him angry, he groaned. Shit! 
 
     He was still fuming when he passed out. When he woke up, he was back in his quarters and Grisham was looking down at him. Brian almost jumped out the bed. Grisham chuckled. 
 
     “People say the sight of me is a nightmare,” he said, chuckling. Brian blinked, trying to understand what  was going on and why it seemed like he had died and woken up again for a third time. He leaned back on the bed. 
 
     “Here I thought I was the only one you tortured with your face, Grisham.,” Grisham grunted and pulled a chair close to the bed and sat down. He was staring at Brian. Then he smiled. 
 
     “You saved a kid, huh?” Grisham asked. Brian gasped, he had forgotten about Marcus. The boy was not in the room. Grisham chuckled and shook his head. 
 
     “The kid has been returned to his home; his parents were worried. So he does have parents. You know, I still can’t figure how you ended up in a school and now we have a lot of dead bodies, and still know hardly anything about them. I wonder if you could have kept one of them alive, or was that not possible?” 
 
     “Negative,” Brian groaned. He wondered what happened to Marcus. The boy’s identity was not blown, at least not to Grisham. But his parents? That was weird. Grisham nodded. 
 
     “I thought so,” he said. “Glad you’re still alive, Brian. I thought we had lost you for real this time. You want to be careful sometimes. The toxicity has been increasing in the negative recently. I thought you knew that.” 
 
     “I did, that was why I had the body suit,” Brian said. Then he thought about adding what he had found out. He wondered what Grisham would say, what he would think. “Look, Grisham, there is something you need to know.” Grisham sat back down. He looked around to see if they were being watched, it didn’t seem so. 
 
     “What’s up?” The Captain asked. He wasn’t Grisham anymore, he wasn’t playful or friendly. He was the Captain, receiving the after-action report of a mission that had nearly claimed one of his men. 
 
     “The opposition, Old Dominion? The guy I fought today had actual training. Real training.. They knew how I moved. They couldn’t anticipate because I had help, but if they could, they would have been able to defend against me. I recognized some of the techniques. I thought they might be Kovacs, but now I’m not sure. 
 
     Grisham was stiff for a moment. He did nothing except blink. His mouth was open like he wanted to say something. Then he sighed. Then it hit Brian. The bastard knew, or at least he suspected. 
 
     “You fucking knew?” Brian shouted.

 Grisham shook his head. 
 
     “I suspected.” He scratched his face as if there was a stubborn itch and stood up. “I thought when I saw how one of the first three victims were killed, it had been too professional. The kill shot was from over five hundred meters. The bullet that killed her had been a 12 mm.” Brian had read it too, and it stuck out a bit.. He didn’t think about it still. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” Brian asked. 
 
     “I guess I didn’t believe it, I didn’t want to. I always thought those who have gone through what we have will have some sense of integrity. You know, honor.” Brian chuckled. Then he laughed because what he just heard was the most insane thing out there. 
 
     “You haven’t been outside the safety of this shithole job in a long time Grisham. With due respect, you are fucking blind to what is going on out there. There is nothing for them out there, nothing. Before the world went to shit, there was nothing and now, it is even worse. They will take whatever comes their way.” He sighed and shook his head. Dignity isn’t a job. Dignity is not going hungry or having to beg to be treated like a human being. 
 
     The Captain stood up and walked out of the room. Brian didn’t say another word. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25: Breakthrough 
 
   
 
     The skin on his arm had a small scar from where his skin had been exposed briefly, but overall Brian felt better. He swore he would have to ask Grisham to help him come up with a better body suit, even if they had to hire Marcus or Kubrick, as I knew him to design it. That kid’s a genius. I’m sure he could do it.  
 
     Brian walked back into his room as the door slid shut behind him. He felt refreshed. He could still taste his lunch. Once he was back in his quarters, he took off his shirt and tossed it on the bed. Since being released from the med side of the facility three days ago, he had been wanting to get back into the system. He felt better overall, but had been ordered to stay away in the meantime so his body could heal.  
 
     He started the Rig up. The machine hummed and Brian got inside. He closed his eyes and waited for the immersion gel to envelope him, though this time he sent a mental command to change the spawning location to one of the game zones called “Battle Instinct”. A game zone where those within had but one goal, kill each other as many times as possible, all while trying to stay alive. 

  
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Augment Platform 
  
      
 
       
       	  You will soon spawn in play area “Battle Instinct”. Please note that this area is not suitable for young children. If you suffer from any serious heart conditions or anxiety disorders please disengage now. This area is rated M for Mature because of graphic violence.  
  
Location: Arcadia – Battle Instinct – Apocalypse City 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
    
 Brian opened his eyes and saw what looked like a war torn city. Everywhere he looked there were partially collapsed buildings, burned out cars, and debris. It’s silent here. Eerily quiet almost. The only thing Brian could hear were his own heavy footsteps as he walked down the broken road and made his way over a bridge that had snapped with part of the bridge laying in the water. 

 In front of him, far ahead, the city loomed menacingly all around him. He passed by the bombed out shells of long burned cars. I’ve seen worse. Brian scoffed. This is like something out of a book. I should talk to the designers behind this one and see if they’ll take me on as a creative consultant. This needs work.   
 
     Instantly, his enemy tracking ability kicked in and Brian turned around faster than the eye could see. “Hey?” Brian asked as he pulled out the Disrupter from his inventory. The man raised his hands in surrender. The man’s username was displayed above his head, “TheRealistKiller”.One of those, he’s either a 14 year old kid, or a 40-year old mane how lives in his parents’ basement. 
 
     “What the game mode today?” TheRealistKiller asked, Brian looked around. I don’t actually know.. From what he had heard in the cafeteria, the game modes rotated, sometimes capture the flag, sometimes death match. The best mode apparently was war, in which case there wasn’t a winner until one side was completely eradicated. Yeah, I don’t think that’s what they’re playing today.  
 
     “That’s a sweet looking side piece ,” TheRealistKiller said. Brian looked at the Disrupter and agreed. The actual look of the gun had changed and now resembled a 6-Shooter Pistol. Automatic cosmetic change ability. Interesting. 
 
     “Hey, do you think its zombie? That would be a blast if it was zombies.” TheRealistKiller said.
 Brian shook his head. Probably not. It doesn’t fit in completely with the theme of the place, besides, I’m sure there are other servers that do the same. The NPC’s in Battle Instinct had been created using actual military data. It was as much a training tool as it was a good entertainment.  
 
     Shortly after, they saw another man as they walked through the city. He was dressed like a Marine but his rifle and vest was what caught Brian’ gaze. He was wearing a vintage Vietnam era helmet and a jungle stab. He carried an older carbine, the M16. Brian didn’t stop walking. He just nodded at the man in passing.  
 
     “You boys seen anything?” Brian shook his head. TheRealistKiller was too busy looking at the gun. The man sighed. “I guess we have to reach the city. What do you think it is then?” Brian asked. The man shook his head. He turned to Brian, gave him a hand to shake. 
 
     “George,” he offered up. Brian nodded. I guess not everyone has the ability to see names. That’s good to remember. Brian  didn’t tell him his, Brian had assumed up to that point that they could all see his name over his head. They walked silently for a while. Each man scanning the game play area for possible threats. Brian kept feeling like something was off. They had been walking through nothing for a while now. Battle Instinct was an immediate action game. Something was off. 
 
     They all felt it at the same time. Then they saw it. Greg had been close to being right. It was something weird. The three of them got the notification at once. 


  
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Augment Platform 
  
      
 
       
       	  
Location: Arcadia – Battle Instinct – Apocalypse City

Terrorists have poisoned the water supply causing the locals to turn uncontrollably violent and attack those who are unaffected by the poison. To complete this round. you must reach the other side of the city.  
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
    
 Brian moved a step back. There was no time to think. No time to check if there were any weak points. 
 
     “Run,” TheRealistKiller said, but Greg didn’t. Brian didn’t either. It was easy. They just needed to get through them. He looked around for something to use and busted out the window of an older car. It looked more expensive than the rest. He hoped he’d be able to start up the vehicle, but it didn’t work.  
 
     “Hey, can any of you guys can hack a car?” Brian asked. The wolves were running to them. They were not faster than normal but Brian had a feeling they knew how to kill when they got closer. 
 
     “Are they zombies? TheRealistKiller asked. Greg was kneeling beside the car. He was using his implant to get a reading on the car’s security system and changing the code. It looked like a complex process as Brian watched it. The car opened and they all got in, Greg started the car, it was linked to his implant now. 
 
     “Are they zombies, Brian?” TheRealistKiller asked. Brian shook his head. They were not. They were just people who had been programed. Their selves had been ripped away and what was left of them was the emptiness of their mind. 
 
     “No, reprogrammed. May as well be zombies though. They can’t feel and all that. They can kill though. Back in the day movies used to play with the idea of erasing people’s humanity.  
 
     “This is a sweet, sweet ride,” Greg said. Brian nodded. “Brace for impact!” he said and Brian smiled, it was such a cliché thing to say but it fit the setting. TheRealistKiller held the front seat and Brian engaged the seat security function. The belt wrapped around his stomach and legs. He wouldn’t move if the car smashed into a building. The impact though, was shockingly strong, but Greg ploughed through them. 
 
     “It will get slower, you need to clear a path,” Greg said, looking at Brian. He picked up his gun and handed it to Brian. He held it, assessing the pros and cons of the weapon. “You just have to switch engage and blow those motherfuckers away,” he said. Brian nodded, already content in the knowledge that he already knew how to shoot a M77. 

He put the door down and Brian slid out a bit, worrying about those shots they got. He put the gun out and switched the engage from M16 to bomber. He squeezed the trigger and a bomb launched out. It exploded, tossing torn flesh aside. He squeezed the trigger two more times and then there was a path. Then the bullets started again and TheRealistKiller pulled him in. 
 
     “That was nice!” TheRealistKiller said as Brian groaned. He gave Greg his gun back and nodded his approval. They were in the city now. The bridge had been less of a mess, the city Looked destroyed. There were buildings that seemed to have been pushed over, like a child playing in a sandbox. They had to stop because the road was blocked. They left the main road and walked on the sidewalk. Brian scanned the area for any signs of life. Brian was about to say something but then, the city warped. It seemed to bend and fold into itself and when it righted itself, it wasn’t the city anymore. 
 
     “What just happened?” TheRealistKiller asked. 
 
     “Game change, we beat the last objective, we get another,” Greg said. They were in another city, but this was a neighborhood. There were low-income houses dotting the landscape. And the streets were long. 
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       	  The local cartel leader Martinez Ramon is supplying a new version of the psycho-active drugs. To get to him you must first get through the army he employs for his safety.  
  
Location: Arcadia – Battle Instinct – Apocalypse City 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
    

 The objective firmly in place, their marching orders. They were to recover a drug lord who was selling a new brand of psycho-active drugs. They had to go through his army of street thugs to make the mission a success. Brian groaned. 
 
     TheRealistKiller looked at him and gave a thumbs up. The direction was sent to the implants. 
 
     “I think we should split up,” Brian said. The others seemed to agree shrugged. Greg didn’t seem to care. Immediately they took the next left, ready for a hail of gunfire. “This will help us get the bastard faster. We don’t need to kill them all. Just the leader. Brian explained to the others. 

 They all looked at their implants and synched up directions, then they moved. The street cut into a Alley Greg cleared the way. It blew away the men waiting for them there and then they spread out. Brian could hear the sound of gunshots as he ran. It surprised him when an NPC swung a knife at him from out of nowhere. He caught the goon’s hand in hand and twisted it behind him. 

 The knife clattered to the ground and Brian quickly picked it up and stabbed the hostile in the side with it before running forward. The position of the drug lord was not specified. So he kept checking buildings as he walked. He shot an NPC standing sentry outside one of the buildings and lay in wait and when the others came, he sprayed them with bullets. 
 
     He checked inside, hoping to see the man, but he wasn’t there. He cursed and came out to meet a swinging machete. He blocked with his gun and pushed the man back and shot his head and moved before the body hit the ground. 
 
     He was sweating already. He gazed upon the street, it was clear. But then he saw three men come out the next house. They all had badass looking M-16s. He moved back but they had seen him, heard him actually. He turned and ran back in the house. He waited in the kitchen, when they rushed in, he dispatched them so quickly. He checked his ‘zine. He was getting low on ammo. That was dangerous. He took one of the dead NPC’s gun and left. The street was filled with armed men now. He cursed. Greg’s gun would have been a huge help. Damn limits. 
 
     He was thinking about what to do next when his implant beeped. A synch. He cursed when he saw who it  was. 
 
     “This better be good, kid,” Brian said. “I’m having fun.” Kubrick apologized with a snigger..

  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Outside in the real world I might just be a kid. But in here, I’m the ruler of the Underworld. Don’t forget that. But I’ve brought you information. They’re here.]
  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Brian didn’t know what he meant at first. Then he cursed. He looked at the men who were now walking towards him. 
 
    “Can you pull me out of here?” he asked. Kubrick chuckled. Brian could picture the kid’s amused face. Teenagers.

  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Go, get in the house behind you and find immediate cover. You need to be fast. You don’t even understand how much firepower is about to rain down on you.”]
  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Brian followed the commands. He might not like Kubrick’s attitude, but the kid had good advice.

  
 
    
     
      
      	  
[Transmission: Now, take the back door. I just spawned one in. Go into the kitchen and you’ll see it.]
  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
     Brian ran to it. He saw the door!, but it didn’t fit the surroundings. It was a shiny gold door in a piss poor house. Brian opened it and walked through. He heard the gunshots erupt but the door was locked and gone already Where it had been there was only Kubrick with a big grin on his face. 
 
     “Where are they?” Brian asked, irritated that the kid was playing games with him. 
 
     “Yale Street in the C-level,” Kubrick said. 
 
     “What?” Brian asked. He didn’t know the city was leveled. Kubrick waved him away and tossed a tracker to him and then he gave him something that looked like a panic button. 
 
     “Don’t try to kill them, try to tag them,” Kubrick said. Brian understood, but he didn’t want that. 
 
     “I think you should use your extension, but I have a feeling you don’t want to,” Kubrick said. Brian considered it. He would need to ask Kubrick how he had created that portal just now. 
 
     “The bike is outside,” Kubrick said. Brian rushed out and a couple seconds later, he was racing towards them. If he had a wife, she would hate him. He realized that when he was still in the sick bed. He was like a moth. He sped it up, pushing the bike to its limits. He was probably not going to be able to save whoever they wanted to kill now, but it was going to be the last time they were going to do it. 
 
     The tracker stopped him in front of a tall skyscraper. Another wealthy person? He dismounted and walked in. There was no one in the reception. He checked the tracker and sighed. They were on the fifth floor. He walked to the elevator and when it opened, he decided not to go up. He waited for them, there was only one way out. Except if they were going to jump out the building. 
 
     He called Grisham. The synch was better and Grisham was in his office. 
 
     “I need an assist squad,” Brian said. Grisham waved them away and the synch cut. They were coming back down and judging from the speed, it was the elevator. He stood behind the reception block, poised to shoot. The elevator door opened and Brian ducked when he saw the gun facing him and then the whole place blew apart. 

 The gun was nothing like Brian had seen before. They had known he would come. They were waiting. They probably didn’t have any target, Brian thought. The gun was still rolling out bullets when Brian heard the explosion. The force and the shots from the gun cracked the block. Brian rolled away as it fell. Then he heard them running. That confirmed it. 
 
     He wasn’t the target, but they were prepared for him—they knew he would be coming. He cursed, they had to find that mole. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26: Solo-Tier 
 
   
 
     “Grisham, where is that support? These guys, they are carrying a really mean piece of artillery,” Brian said as he ran out. The bike activated and accelerated; Brian almost fell off the seat. He righted himself and attached the tracker to the front platform of the bike. 

 He wondered if Grisham had gotten his message yet. If he had, he was not responding. How did they get a car, anyway? Whoever was assisting these guys had a crazy access in the system. He was sure he didn’t see a car in front of the building when he stopped his bike. He got a synch request and without looking, he let the call connect. 
 
     “I know how they are getting in and out now!” Kubrick screamed, Brian cringed as the kid’s voice reverberated his eardrums. “Sorry, they are using bugs. In this case, they use the bugs as shrouds. It is like being able to use a disappearing cloak, but they don’t disappear, they cover the system’s eyes and creep in like maggots.” 
 
     “Kubrick, I can’t listen to you right now, I need help, can you get that extension to me and can I work with it simultaneously?” Brian asked. 
 
     “Of course, but not for long. You know the synch is not the same as talking with your implant. It is like sharing your mind. You’d pass out if you are connected for a long time. Scar was able to stay for—” 
 
     “It doesn’t matter, send him,” Brian said. Kubrick made an irritated sound. Brian frowned. He zipped past people in the street. He could see them, he could see their car. They were about four of them in the car, the driver included. He was going to take them out and maybe take one alive. Then he would know who the fuck doing this. 
 
     “Look, man, I know you are desperate, but you have to think carefully before you do something you won’t get the hell up from. When I said you will pass out, I wasn’t talking about you in Augment, do you understand me? I am talking about you in your pod. You will be half dead and entombed in medical gel and maybe you will actually die. You sure? I know we haven’t—” 
 
      “Marcus?” 
 
    “Fuck you!” Kubrick said. “Fine, I will give him to you. You will be sharing your access with him, which means you will be sharing the three skills you are allowed. What is your ultimate load?” Kubrick asked. Brian hadn’t specified something for that. He had not been in any situation to use his special skill and he didn’t want to use it yet. It seemed like something he would need when his hands were tied and his back to the wall. 
 
     They took a left, he followed. He was not trying to catch up yet. He could remember the feeling of being shot at, the pain and the feeling of despair. He wouldn’t go through that again. 
 
     “Thanks, Kubrick,” Brian said, but the synch was already cut. He sighed and fired the bike up, getting closer. He had his eyes on them, that was all that mattered. When he felt the pricking sensation, he almost pushed it away as fear, but then he saw the reflection in the side mirror and made a deep swerve and stepped on his brakes. 

 The explosion shook the ground but there was no real force. It was only a minor push, the car behind him moved past. Shit! There is more? He rode past the fire and continued the pursuit. He had seen that gun before and that damn face. Greg. It made sense now. Greg was sent to keep an eye on him. He shook his head and sped further, resting his gun at the front of the bike, he pulled the trigger, shooting the car until a tire gave out and the car swerved.

  It turned sideways and Greg was waiting with his launcher. No, it had been switched. Brian cursed. Then Greg’s head lulled back with a force. The car swerved some more and rolled out of the road. Brian turned back and a man gave him a salute. 
 
     “Finally,” Brian said. He slowed down so they could keep up. He probably wouldn’t need the extension he said. They caught up to him and a man stuck his head out of the car and acknowledged him. 
 
     “I’m sorry about the delay, sir,” Brian shook his head. He would have been dead if they hadn’t come. “What’s the situation?” 
 
     “Four men, in that grey car up ahead. The have some kind of launcher. Something worse than what the man you killed had. You should be careful. There could be more of them in the City. I have eyes, but I don’t think he is very reliable at the moment, so keep an eye out.” The men agreed. He needed to do something. Stop the car. Do something. Its only four of them.   
 
     Brian pushed the bike, it screamed and accelerated. He reminded himself to thank Kubrick for the bike, it felt like flying. He would have to ask the kid how come he could afford them too. He pushed the bike and behind him his friend tried to keep up. When he could see the car again, he pointed at it. They car took the next left and Brian followed it. He couldn’t check his gun but if he was to guess, he knew he was half gone. That worried him, but he had something else up his sleeve, something he was saving that for the extension. A synch happened. 
 
     “Who is this?” 
 
     “Who else?” Kubrick asked. “He is close to you. He is exactly like you, without the leg troubles.” Brian groaned. “He is on something like your bike too, and trust me, he is bad ass.” 
 
    “I bet,” Brian said, and the synch was severed. The other vehicles and transports on the road were making it difficult to navigate. They were still in front of him. He needed a way to stop the car, that way they would be forced to come out. The car was fast, Brian had to admit. The traffic and their car’s speed were helping them, but Brian was using a bike. He raced past vehicles. 

 He knew he was taking a risk, he was leaving his support behind but he needed to stop them before they disappeared. He sped forward and past the car. Then he turned, slowing down the bike, with his gun stretched, he emptied what remained of the magazine on the car. The sound of the gun firing and people seeing him made things worse. Cars were stopping and people were running around. Brian cursed. 
 
     He stopped shooting to see that nothing had happened. The car was built to withstand military grade firearms. Just who the fuck was sponsoring these guys? People were running around and behind the grey car, cars were ramming into each other far back. 
 
     Brian jumped off of his bike when he saw one of the men pull out the launcher the had used in the lobby. He was still running when the heat of the explosion hit him and sent him flying. He slammed into the hood of a round car and his leg hit the asphalt. He groaned, biting back a groan of pain. He heard shots being fired and then he heard the explosion. He hid behind a car. 
 
     He crawled for a while and used a car as support and stood up. He tried putting weight on the leg on the ground and winced. He heard shots and ducked. Then he heard the bike behind him. This was worse than he had thought. The extension stopped the bike behind him. Kubrick was right, the extension looked just like him. But with a little more build—it was subtle, but Brian saw it. 
 
     He heard another explosion and when he turned around, the car the soldiers were in had exploded. The air was hot and smelt of burning flesh. It was temporary, but he picked up on it. A lot of people had been murdered already. Just their online presence, but it was enough to leave a scar—trauma. Brian cursed. He synched with the extension. He thought about raising his hand and the extension raised his hand. He nodded and then he brought out the third weapon he picked. 
 
     They were running. He couldn’t find them. Brian ran to his bike, leaving the extension standing there. The bike was blown, the tracker too. He called Kubrick. 
 
     “I lost them,” he said when Kubrick accepted. 
 
     “They split,” Kubrick said. “But they are on foot. Stay synched, I’ll keep an eye on you,” Kubrick said. Brian ran when Kubrick told him where to go. The extension followed him. It was faster but it stayed behind. 
 
     “Your mole has an exit strategy for them. It seems they can’t remove themselves…” Kubrick said. “I will block it to give you more time. Remember, just tag them,” Kubrick said. Brian didn’t reply. He kept running. He took the left turn when Kubrick told him to. 

 The street they were running in had several small businesses and people. Brian saw them before Kubrick pointed them out. They were not running, but they were walking fast. They had ditched the gun or maybe they hid them. Brian instructed his extension to run faster. 
 
     He watched it run past him. Brian stopped running, his leg ached. He watched the extension run. It was almost close when one of the men tuned around and caught him coming. Brian saw him bring out the gun but the extension was faster. He knocked the gun away and punched the man in the face. The other man turned around. Brian cursed. 
 
     He saw the other man bring out a knife. The extension was holding his ground but he wasn’t going to last long if Brian left him to fight them alone. He was faster and stronger than Brian was ever going to be, but he was still just one man against two well trained men. 


 Brian pulled out his side arm and aimed. People had run away from them, so there was no fear of hitting any other person but they were moving too, he could miss. 
 
     Then he shot without thinking. He saw one of them hit the ground and when the extension turned to look at him, the other man fled. The extension didn’t give chase. He stared at the man on the ground until the man disappeared, his online presence deleting from the system, then the extension walked over to him. Brian sat on the floor. He looked up at the extension.. 

 He was tired. He needed a minute to gather himself. Looking at the extension, a completely virtual version of himself, his clone, Brian felt like an old man. The clone stone straight and his muscles were still there, not atrophied yet. 
 
     “What did he name you?” Brian asked. 
 
     Brian raised his brows in annoyance. Of course, it couldn’t talk. 
 
     “What would you like to be called then?” There was no response Brian sighed and pulled himself up. He instructed it to walk with him. he knew what he needed and where he could get it. He was still thinking of a warm bath when Kubrick called. 
 
     “What do you think?” Kubrick asked, talking about the extension. The window showed some computers in front of him. Brian shook his head And held in a laugh. The kid was a complete geek, every bone in his body. He was cool in this space because he could control it.  
 
     “It was useful,” 
 
     “That is all you have to say?” Kubrick asked. Brian shrugged. Kubrick shook his head. 
 
     “They are all gone. They had to kill themselves when they couldn’t find any of the prepared exits . That is weird, isn’t it?” Brian shook his head. His leg was killing him. He needed to lie down and soak in hot water. Then he had to take a brief run. It had been a while since he did the eRehab routine. He was not going to lose all of the progress he had made. The ache was killing him. 
 
      “Switching the tracker with your extension was smart,” Kubrick said. Brian didn’t think so. It was a matter of necessity. He knew he couldn’t get close to them. They were stronger and faster and he could die. It was just the decision that got the result they wanted. He sighed. 
 
    “Will you take him?” Brian asked. Kubrick nodded. He looked at the extension and for one moment, he saw the man he used to be. Not exactly like the extension but somewhat the same. He sighed and looked away. He severed his connection with the extension and limped away. 
 
     “We will get them now. The tracker will take us where we have to go and I think I can get the mole now. Most of what he did in the system left a trail. He is good, but like most of the guys there, he is not all that good. he makes the bug in real time, cloaking them as they come and get out. He disrupts the existing structure to create a portal for them and then he fixes it right back when they leave. I’ll get a name for you soon,” Kubrick said. Brian gave him the thumbs up.. 
 
     “Thanks, kid,” Brian said. 
 
     “Whatever, old man.” Their synch ended. Brian looked around and sighed. This might have been a small victory but it didn’t feel like it was. The mass death of ordinary users had been a problem. They were not dead for real but they had experienced something close to it. Grisham would have to make some kind of repair and that meant he was going to be in the line of fire too. Brian sighed. 
 
     He began the logout process and when he opened his eyes and got out of the pod, he was feeling too sad. He limped to bed and fell on it. He was lazy, aching and angry. But he was a bit relieved. Now he was going to find out who it was that was creating those tunnels in the system. He didn’t know what Grisham was going to do to the person once they caught them but he knew it wasn’t going to be good. 
 
     He closed his eyes and tried to sleep. There was no way he could. He needed a bath, he felt filthy even though he brought none of the soot and grime from Augment. He needed to get his ass up. He grunted, dragging himself slowly. When he got in the shower, he stood under the water. It was cold, but he didn’t mind. He didn’t have the strength or will to care. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27: Reassessment 
 
   
 
     Grisham woke him up quite early in the morning. Brian walked to Grisham’s office. His head was pounding and he was hungry. He woke up to see that he slept on the floor. His body ached and his mind was scattered. He scratched his head and was about to knock but the door opened before his fist even touched the door. 

 He sighed, knowing Grisham had done that intentionally. He walked in to meet Grisham dressed in his Captain uniform. Grisham motioned for him to walk with him. 
 
     “What is it?” Brian asked. He still didn’t like the man and he didn’t he didn’t want to spend any more time with him. They walked slowly. Grisham looked at Brian, he didn’t look annoyed but Brian knew the man could change at the slightest. Grisham clasped his hands behind him. 
 
     “How’s the leg, Brian?” Grisham asked, Brian shrugged noncommittally. He was feeling better now, his leg was healing but it was getting close for him to take his rehab support serum. The amber that let him heal, albeit slowly. 

 They walked towards the beta-wing, where they kept the hardware. Brian didn’t know why but he was not very enthusiastic to find out. He stopped walking and Grisham stopped too. The Captain looked like a god in his uniform. If they had custom tailored it to give him some kind of superior look, it worked. His greying hair peeked from under his military hat. 
 
     “You sure you’re still good with leading this investigation?” Grisham asked. Brian gave him an up down in affirmation.. He couldn’t understand why Grisham would be asking him that. He keeps asking that. It’s like he wants me to fail. 
 
     “Good, because, your boy sent me a message. He was trying to reach you and apparently, you were too tired to check the message. So I am asking you again, Brian, you sure you up for this? I don’t want you falling over in the field. That would be a sure death for you.” 
 
     “Sir, I have been doing my job, haven’t I?” Grisham nodded, looking away. 

 Brian felt a brief surge of anger and responded, “Then trust me that I will be doing my job until the end. I don’t care what happens to me, I am getting those bastards.” 
 
     “You don’t care, but—” the Captain sighed, “The truth is we do, I do. I wouldn’t want you dying there. I have lost all of the men I worked with in my prime. Most of them are dead and the ones who are not, are soon to be. Most of them couldn’t take the life we lived, the wars we fought before the destruction of the atmosphere. They are already one foot in the grave and I wouldn’t want to put another one so near,” Grisham said. Brian frowned. 
 
     He didn’t think the Captain was an emotional man. He never showed this side of himself. He never showed any side of him, if Brian thought about it. The man had always seemed like a golem made of cold, lifeless steel. He was always about the orders and never about the lives he was sending out. Was this old age? Was something happening to him? 
 
     “Grisham, I’m alright,” Brian told him. 
 
     “That is good, you won’t mind showing the board then?” Grisham asked. Causing a frown to creep onto Brian’ face. “We have all watched your progress in this mission. We have all seen how very effective you are, Brian. But we have also seen that they are, in a lot of ways better,” Grisham said. 

 That stung. This was the Grisham Brian knew. He had thought the man cared about him for a minute there. Brian looked at what he was wearing, a PT shorts and a t-shirt he had when he was still the force. Grisham waved his worries aside with a nonchalant hand. 
 
     “You are going to show them you are still fit, not your fashion sense,” Grisham said. Brian nodded. “You ready? These guys are the worst of the worst, Brian. They have a lot riding on you. They reported the death that happened yesterday up the chain and that is why they have come. Their records are clean but these are one of the worst people on the face of the planet,” Grisham said. 

  Brian frowned. They started walking again. They got to an elevator Brian didn’t know was there before. Grisham brought out a black card and swiped it on the face of the screen beside the elevator door. 
 
     “How did you get in with them, sir? Last I checked, you had the sense to stay out of this kind of thing. Is this even a government sponsored mission anymore? Who owns Augment?” The questions were pooling out of Brian now. He had not suspected, even for a second that the board members would be criminals. He had known Grisham would be in trouble if anything happened, but now he was sounding like trouble was putting it mildly. 
 
     “Brian, don’t be naïve. This is the government. This is the part of the government everyone else does not see. We are the ones they place in this difficult position and when things go down the wrong way, we are made to pay for the government’s decisions.” he sighed 
 
     “We are almost done, sir,” Brian said and Grisham shrugged. “I tagged one of them with a tracker yesterday, Kubrick is going to find out where they are, we can get them and maybe our—” Brian stopped and looked around the elevator. It could be bugged. He should have thought about that earlier. 
 
     “Don’t worry,” Grisham said. “I know. Kubrick told me, the briefing was done last night, while you were dozing, I think. Yesterday must have been hard on you,” Grisham said. Brian shrugged. It was not exactly the fighting and adrenaline, it was connecting with the extension. After the synch was severed, it felt like he was less than normal, lighter. He almost passed out---he eventually did. Kubrick was right. 
 
     They came out in a huge space. It seemed like the Army’s store for huge machinery. It was lit up with white light. Grisham let Brian to a box in the middle. In it was a M16, something Brian had never seen before. It looked shiny and when he picked it up, it was not heavy. He checked the components and whistled. Grisham chuckled. 
 
     “You haven’t changed, Brian. Guns still excite you.” Brian shrugged. 
 
     “The test is simple. Eliminate your attackers and survive, these guys are real people, Brian. The bullets are real too, so a single mistake can cost your life. You survive and they won’t kill you right here. I’m sorry, but it is a test they came up with—maybe a punishment for yesterday.” Brian frowned, he should have known they’d do something like this. He sighed. The only way to survive a shootout is to be smart. He had thought he was getting things done. This was not a test, it was a sanctioned murder. He was going to try to disappoint them though. 
 
     “Are they watching?” Brian asked. Grisham pointed up and a light came up and shone on a platform at the top where some men and women stood behind a safety glass. Brian grinned 
 
      “What are the parameters?” Brian asked. 
 
     “It’s a four on one test. The problem is, they are all well trained and young… enthusiastic.” Came the answer. 
 
    “Great, Grisham. Just great.” Brian responded sarcastically. 
 
     “Go!” Grisham said and Brian ran forward and then zig zagged to the left and hid behind a pillar. He requested for a synch with Kubrick. There was no answer. Of course, he thought, it was too early. He used his implant to scan the area, but he didn’t need to, Bullets tore into the pillar he was hiding behind. There was a quick ping and he turned the other way and shot the man coming. His face was covered, so he saw only the eyes before he ran forward. He had to find three more. 
 
      His implant pinged again, it was a soft direction, like an instinct. Brian ran away from the pillar just as an explosion hit it. He didn’t turn to see if the pillar still stood. He was fucked if one of them had a gun like that. He kept running until he stopped by another pillar. The coverage was limited, but there was one advantage he had, now he knew where they all were. 
 
     Brian waited and tried to lure them out, he coughed and then waited for who was going to come first, His shoes were peeking out from the side of the pillar. He waited some more, then he saw the one person he had hoped would come first. The man with the huge gun. He was built like a rock, but that didn’t matter. Before the man found out he wasn’t really there, Brian shot him way more times than were needed.

 That was the biggest threat. He waited a few seconds longer to see if another would come and one of them did. He checked the body of the bigger guy and cursed. Brian waited until the man realized it was trap and then he killed him. He took no pleasure in their deaths, but it was either them or himself. He chose himself. 
 
     He was left with the last man. He realized this was going to be a difficult task and then he decided not to think so much about it. He knew the pillar the man was in. It was directly in front of him. The pillars were spaced evenly enough to hold the place up and give room for whatever used to be in here. 

 Brian fired at the pillar. He knew he was almost out of ammo, so he kept firing and running towards the pillar and when he got there, he didn’t give the man time to aim. He pushed the gun to the other side, the bullet hit the floor. Brian elbowed him in the face and then headbutted him while dragging the gun with him. 
 
     He heard the groan and rammed his knee into the man’s stomach. The soldier shoved him away, but Brian held on to the gun and gave a weak punch. The man squeezed the trigger and the shots rang out near them. Brian cursed, whoever this soldier was, he was stupid. Either one of them could die from a ricochet. It would be stupid to get taken out of the game like that. He head butted the soldier, his head rang with pain, but he ignored it. 
 
     They were both fighting with their non dominant hands. Brian groaned and attempted to pull the gun away, but the other soldier was strong. He stopped fighting and with his other hand, he held the soldier’s gun-hand and yanked. He tried a wrist lock but the man punched out with his left hand, Brian groaned. 

 He tasted blood. He wouldn’t be able to take the gun, he realized. So gambled on the last move he had left. He held the man’s throat with his left, but the man knocked it away and very quickly he left the gun and punched the man’s throat with the right. The gun fell down as the man held his throat. He couldn’t cough, nor breathe. 
 
     Brian watched him for a moment, then the soldier fell back still choking. Brian staggered to pick up the gun. The man’s struggle to swallow or drag a breath into his lungs was killing him, but Brian didn’t want to watch anymore. He picked the gun and put it to the soldier’s head and pulled the trigger. The struggling stopped and Brian sighed. He crouched beside the man and pulled the mask off. There was blood on his face and his eyes were stern. Brian wondered who he was, what he had done. 
 
     He stood up and walked towards the door. It opened and on the other side was Grisham and two other men. The men’s suits said they were rich, more than rich. They were smiling as Brian walked up to them. He nodded at them, not knowing what to do. He had just killed a couple of green soldiers who probably thought killing would give them a promotion or some kind of reward. Now he was standing in front of two wealthy assholes with no clue how waging war changed a man. Great! They shook his hand while Grisham stood beside like an uncomfortable child. 
 
     “Brian, this is John Greyson,” Grisham said, pointing at the huge man in the two, “He is the chairman of the board.” 
 
     “I’m Michael,” the other one said before Grisham could introduce him. “What you showed in there was interesting. What we have seen you do on our platform is even better, except yesterday when you killed about—” he activated his implant’s display and read from it. “—thirty-six users in the space of ten minutes,” he said looking up. Brian looked from Grisham to John, and then to Michael. He was pissed but he sighed, pushing the emotions away. He was standing in front of men who could order Grisham to shoot him on sight and Grisham would pull out his lightweight, 22mm pistol and put a steaming hole in his head. Simple as that. 
 
     “I’m very sure they are all safe and alive in their homes right now. Of course, except they go out without a breather today,” Brian said. Michael smiled but his eyes were darker. Brian knew it the moment he saw both men. John was dangerous, but Michael was the one to watch out for. The threat was always present in the eyes. 
 
     “Of course, they are, Chief, we’ve checked. It’s why you had the opportunity to prove yourself to us again. We won’t accept that kind of error again, though,” Michael said. 
 
     “You call that an error?” Brian asked. His voice was still level. He was hoping Grisham would intervene but it seemed like the other two men were enjoying themselves. “I pull up a gun and while shooting at one of your OD problems, I kill a user. That is a problem, sir. But an explosion caused by someone I’m trying to eliminate for you, that is not. Try to know the difference.” 
 
     Michael was silent for a while, then he grinned. “I like him,” he said, turning to Grisham. Brian frowned. Michael shook his hand again and walked away to join the other board members. 
 
     “We need to talk to Kubrick,” Brian said to Grisham. John was still there but Brian didn’t care, he needed to do something. He was pissed and he wanted to put the anger to use. 
 
     “I think he is about to find the—” he looked at John, Grisham prodded for him to keep going. for him to go on. 
 
     “He’s about to find the mole.” 
 
     “A mole? Here?” 
 
     “Yeah,” Brian said. 
 
     “Or not,” Grisham said. “This is not the only facility that has access to the complete Augment structure.” John nodded his head. Brian couldn’t understand at first, then he got it. The base was just one of the arms of the system. He was looking at the main hub for the Augment operation. 
 
     “Where is it?” Brian asked 
 
     “Mansville,” John said. “It is a cold location. People only know about some of the branch locations. It takes eyes away from the main thing. If what you guys are saying is true, we are probably fucked.” 
 
     “No, my guy is going to trace it there if the person is there,” Brian said. 
 
     “I hope so. Let me know what you need, Captain.” Grisham said. 

 John turned to Brian and shook his hand again. I appreciate what you are doing, and that, just now, that was good to see..” Grisham chuckled as the man walked away 
 
     “We have work to do,” Brian said. Grisham nodded and gestured for Brian to follow him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28: Countermeasures  
 
   
 
     Marcus called while Brian was doing his run. He stopped and took the call. The window pulled up with Marcus looking like he not slept for days. Brian frowned, when he saw how worried he looked. 
 
    “ They knew,” Marcus said. Brian was confused. He didn’t understand what Marcus was saying and his face showed that confusion. “They knew about the tracker bug. Whoever we tagged is either dead or his seed has been removed. And that’s not all. I just found out someone is trying to find out where you are. Makes me wonder why,” Brian mused. 
 
     “That could be a good thing still. Can they tell I am here?” Brian asked. Marcus shook his head. “You have been blocking them?” Marcus nodded. “Thanks, but since we can’t get them we have to let them come to us. To me.” Marcus frowned, his hair was tousled like he had been pulling at the strands for hours. His teenage face seemed overworked. He had been frowning for a while. 
 
     “What do you want to do?” Marcus asked, scratching his eyes. “The moment they know where you are, you are dead, Chief. You have to know that by now. We can wait, I will get the person soon. Whoever they are, I think they are too busy trailing you, their defense has been down a notch and I am digging through it.” 
 
     “That is why we need to give them something. Trust me, kid,” Brian said. He was sweaty. His body felt good and his legs felt worn out in a good way. He wiped his face with his arm and stretched for a bit. “I will let you know when to let them see me. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
     “Just don’t die,” Marcus said. Brian frowned. He had been talking to the kid for a while and he had this idea of him as someone who was trying so hard to not be emotional. That was why it surprised him when he said that. The synch snapped shut before Brian could assure him. But then, he didn’t need to. He would have to get off the system though. 
 
     He rushed out of the pod and then quickly showered and as he walked out of the facility, he called Grisham. Grisham didn’t grant the synch request. Brian guessed the man was busy. If the person tracking them was not here, that would explain why they hadn’t gotten to him. He took a cab. 
 
     The air was good, the toxicity level was low. Low enough to not need a breather, but he took one anyway. He made the cab stop at a hardware store close in his neighborhood. The owner knew him in a way Brian had never really understood. The owner was a small man who wore glasses and liked whistling. He smiled a lot too. 
 
     “Thought you died,” the man said. Brian frowned. The man chuckled. He was old, older than Grisham, but Brian liked the man. “The story is in the neighborhood. People believe you were killed or the poison got to you. I didn’t though, you didn’t look like the kind to be that stupid.” Brian smiled. He didn’t know what to say. He looked around, looking for a tool, an extractor. 
 
     “What do you want?” The man asked. Brian looked around some more until the man touched him slightly. Brian turned to him. “What do you want?” 
 
     “An extractor,” Brian said. The man seemed to think, then he gestured for Brian to follow him. The man told him of some kid dying from the poison some weeks ago. Brian feigned shock. The man smiled, shaking his head. They got into the back room. There were lots of packages of stuff Brian hadn’t seen in a long time. There was a fax machine, it was clean but there were marks on it. A phone, handheld, was kept somewhere on a wall—a microwave too. But among the heap of antique trash was other stuff too. Parts of machines, hover-blades. Parts of super bikes. 
 
     “Where do you get this stuff?” Brian asked. The man shrugged. 
 
     “From all around,” he said, his face spreading into a smile. He walked to a heap and pushed some things out of the way and he pulled out a cylindrical extractor. The tool looked old, and filthy. Brian made a face. The man smiled and waved at him. He told him to come with him and Brian followed. They walked to the front of the store again. He put the extractor in a machine that looked like an oven. He pushed a button and came to meet Brian.  
 
    “The world is going to shit, son,” he said. “I…I don’t think I have ever wanted to die as much as I do these days,” he said. Then he saw the alarm on Brian’ face and shook his head smiling. “Trust me, I am not planning on killing myself. I am just saying, there is not much enthusiasm to be here these days. On the days the air is breathable, there are fears of a spike happening suddenly,” The man said. Brian nodded understandably, he experienced days like that too. 
 
     “We are always stuck indoors otherwise. I am tired of my four walls, I am tired of looking at photos of years I have lived and left behind. Before this chaos, before the world broke down, it was not the best time but we had the choice and ability to make it better. Now? We don’t get a choice in much of anything.” The machine rang and he turned back at once. 
 
     He scuttled over to the machine and looked inside. He looked at it and then used a piece of rag hanging on the machine to bring it out. Brian frowned when the man showed it to him. The filth was gone and what was left was a shiny extractor. It looked new, spotless. Brian looked at it closely. 
 
     “What did you do?” Brian asked, examining the tool closely. The man shrugged. He pointed at the machine behind him. 
 
     “I cleaned it. It is what I use to make the junk I get look better. It was either that or I wouldn’t be getting any more customer. It cleans and treats whatever I put in there. It can’t wash some minerals and metals, but it works on most of them.” Brian explained. He took the extractor from the man. The man scanned his implant and got paid. 
 
     “You should stick around more,” he said, stopping Brian in his track. The man smiled. “I didn’t believe that you were dead, but there was the possibility that you could have been. It would have been sad.” Then he looked at Brian and grinned. 
 
     “Thanks,” Brian said.  
 
     “I see you the cane isn’t getting as much use. Getting better?” The man asked.

Brian nodded. He was. He was already feeling better than he had been months ago. In his book, that was good enough. 
 
     “That is good, I hope to see you soon,” The man said as he walked out. Brian nodded without looking back. He walked the rest of the way. He sent a message to Marcus. 
 
     “Done. Be careful,” Marcus sent back. Brian chuckled. His security was pulled down when the house identified it was him. The car was still parked in front, by the road, busted. He would tell Grisham about it after this. He got in and sat down in the sitting room. 

 The cylindrical tube of the extractor was shiny. Brian put the round opening on his wrist and then pushed it down on the skin and turned it on. He felt the pain immediately. He didn’t know what Grisham put in him, but the extractor attracted it. It tore it out, sucking it into the glass. There was a bit of blood in it too. Brian tossed it on the floor and ran to the rig room. He found the first aid kit. It was a small cut, small enough to get it out. He hoped that was what they were tracking. 
 
     He took care of the cut and wrapped up the hand. Then he sat down and waited. He leaned back on the chair. He wondered what they were going to do. Come in and get him? Or what? He stood up and walked to the kitchen. It was taking them longer than he thought it would take. He was whipping up something to eat for lunch, there was a song playing through the house. Then everything stopped and there was an alarm blaring. He ran out of the kitchen and ran out the back of the house and hid. He was still waiting for something to happen, maybe to see someone come out to find him. But he was surprised when the house exploded. 
 
     Brian was pushed back by the percussive blast. When he came around, his home was gone and in its stead was a heap of rubble of what it used to be. His ears were ringing and his eyes stung. There was fire, but like the first bomb, there was not much of it. He staggered out just in time to see the car speed away. Brian called Grisham as he ran to his car. It wouldn’t do much but he could stay on the trail. Grisham picked up this time and when he saw Brian’ face and hair, he asked what was going on. 
 
     “I am on their tail, we can finish this today, I need a unit though,” he said. 
 
     “Who?” 
 
     “Dominion, Grisham, they thought I was in the house so they blew my home up, I can see them. Tell your guys to meet me. My car can’t go on for long, so they should be fast.” 
 
     “Keep on them, we’ll find you,” Grisham said and the synch ended. He followed them at a reasonable distance. He cleaned his face; the puff of dust had spread to him. he could feel a bit of it coating his mouth. They were driving out of the city. Brian wondered if they could tell that he was following them. There were cars in front of them. Brian wished he was still in the system; he would use the bike. His car was dead, or close to its end. He was ignoring the notification on the dashboard. 
 
     A synch message came up and he took it 
 
     “We are behind you sir, just a few cars between us.” It was Zander’s voice. Brian sighed. He stopped and told them to come pick him up. He got in the car, put it in manual and drove. 
 
    There were three soldiers in the car, they weren’t wearing uniforms but they stood out like a sore thumb. Two sergeants and one private. They wouldn’t be enough. 
 
     “Just you guys?” Brian asked. Zander shook his head. 
 
     “The others are coming, they are locked in onus so they don’t get lost.” Brian explained. 

 That was better. If he was going to storm a den of enemies Blindly. He wanted to be ready. He raced past some cars, almost grazing some. He didn’t bother apologizing, he was too busy for that. The other soldiers held on as he followed the car until he was a few cars behind them. 
 
     They took a few bends and then curved into a neighborhood. Brian was careful not to be seen. He was grateful that the others had the same sense too. The car drove until they got to the end of the street and then they stopped and reversed into the building. 
 
     “Can you check that out?” Brian asked Zander. The sergeant nodded and got out of the car. Brian watched him go, moving slowly until he was out of sight. Brian got a synch request and when he took it, Zander whispered. 
 
     “Some kind of abandoned structure, much like the homes here, sir. Brian looked around and realized he hadn’t really looked at it. the place was quiet. “According to my scan, there are about sixteen of them. I can’t figure out what kind of guns they have—” 
 
     “Not toys, Sergeant,” Brian said. He had seen what they could do, it was not going to be easy. But they were going to surprise them, in their own turf. They wouldn’t be expecting that. Brian didn’t like it but it was all they had. He would rather end this right now than not. 
 
     “Wait,” Brian said and took the other call. It was Marcus. His voice was better and it seemed like he was high on something. But that was not possible. 
 
     “Marcus, calm down, what the hell are you talking about?” 
 
     “Chief? I figured the shit out of it! I know who it is.” 
 
     “Calm down, we are about to move in, I will need this info in a moment.” Marcus groaned and Brian ended the synch. He turned to the other guys, and waited for the acknowledgement. They all got out of the car. In the trunk, they gave Brian his gun. He smiled, this was going to be the best time he had ever had since he got back into the force. They moved slowly. There were probably security measures up somewhere. They got to Zander. He was crouched behind a building. He got as close as he could so he could get a proper look on the area. 
 
     “Any security counter measures necessary?” Brian asked looking around assessing the situation. Zander shook his head. 
 
     “Not any we can do right now, sir. The best bet is to go in like a bull.” Zander replied. 

 The building was on the other side. He turned to look at the other men.  
 
     “Gentlemen,” Brian called out. “Let’s get these bastards.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 29: Deadshot 
 
   
 
     Brian’s first shot hit one of the men before he could turn around. He was with two men—one of them was the Sergeant that came with Zander. His face was smooth like he had never had a frown in his life. He looked thirty-ish, but Brian could have sworn that he was younger. The fights could do that, make you age so fast, it felt like you were traveling through time. He turned to them and motioned for them to cover him. He ran in while they kept themselves in a reserve position to offer up suppressing fire if needed. 
 
     The others had spread around the building. It was not a factory, it was a house. The outside seemed alright but the inside was falling apart. They had made attempts to take care of it. The sitting room floor was bad and the roof was soaked with something Brian had no idea about. He cursed, how were they surviving in a place this? He couldn’t understand why someone would go through the stress. Just to put down a system that benefitted everyone? 
 
     “Hey,” he said to one of the soldiers, the man turned and Brian pointed up the stairs. The man understood. They would be meeting the two other groups soon. Brian watched the soldier go up. His feet were cautiously moving up the stairs. They were made from some kind of metal, something shiny and durable, like steel. Brian was about to say something but then two men came out of the kitchen. Relaxed, unarmed, and unwary. It lasted only a second. One of them cursed and was about to turn around when the other soldier shot them both. Brian saw as the bodies fell. 
 
     He gave a signal to wait as he walked to the kitchen and looked in. It was empty, just the usual stuff. They got out and walked up the stairs. Brian was midway up the stairs when he heard guns firing. The sound was definitely not theirs. The gun was different. 
 
     “Fuck, they are bringing the main guns now,” Brian said and ran upstairs. The other man followed. They ran until they got to the end of the walkway and when Brian peeped around the bend, there was a body on the floor. The Sergeant’s. He cursed. If he continued like this, they were all going to die. 
 
     “Be careful, they have some kind of monster guns,” Brian said to the man accompanying him. Brian hoped he really understood and wasn’t just feigning intelligence. They walked down the hallway. He could hear shots around him but he couldn’t see where they were coming from or going to. Maybe they were outside. He had thought most of the men would be outside. He was still looking and running when a man ran at him. Brian hit his face and when he staggered back, he shot him in the head. They moved forward, hearing the body hit the floor behind them. 
 
     “I don’t think they are here,” The other man said. “The place seems really quiet, there is almost no one around.” Brian looked around. The man was right, there was almost no one in the whole place. They were at the end of the hallway. They entered the room of the man they just killed. Brian found a sound grenade on the bed and no gun. No wonder he didn’t shoot. The bomb would have been better though. They walked over the body and walked back. 
 
     “But if they are not in here, where are they? Where did those guys enter?” Brian asked. The other soldier, his gun poised, shrugged his shoulder. Think. Think. Think, Brian. The house was a simple one floor above the ground floor. There wasn’t much room to hide anywhere in there.  
 
     Zander and three other men walked in to meet them. The men they met outside had been eliminated, some of Zander’s men too. Brian nodded. Zander walked to the kitchen and came back with water on his face. Brian wondered if he was alright, but decided not to ask. This was not the time to wonder too much about it. 
 
     “Something isn’t right.” They both realized 
 
     “The guys we met outside… patsies. Just homeless people given guns.” Brian nodded. That was the same conclusion he had came to. He frowned. 
 
     “If they are not in here, then where the hell are they?” Brian asked. “We looked in every room in the place, they are not here. The guys we chased, they are not in here either, so either there is a door that leads out somewhere, or they are ghosts. And I really don’t believe in ghosts.” Zander sighed. He scratched his face and was about to give a suggestion when someone, one of the soldiers that came in with him, pointed in the kitchen. 
 
     “There is something here, sir,” he said. Brian turned to him and then went to check on it. He chuckled and shook his head. The fridge was not a fridge at all. It was a freaking door. There were stairs leading down to the basement. He shook his head. 
 
     It was dark down there, but when he put his leg past the threshold, a light appeared. He walked forward and the light kept coming up. Then Brian broke into a run, they were too open. They could all be killed with just a thought if they were not careful. At the end of the staircase, was another door. This one had a security lock and the place was locked up tight. 
 
     They made way for Zander and he knelt by the door and went to work. Brian was thinking about what was on the other side and what Marcus had to tell him at the same time. If he survived this, he could end this once and for all. He checked his time and sighed; Zander had been at it for about fifteen minutes. Enough time for them to be ready, they must have known about them already. Zander got up when the door clicked and sucked open. 
 
     “Cover your ears,” Brian whispered. Then he threw the sound grenade. When it exploded, a shrill sound exploded through. Brian was clasped his hand over his ears. When it went down, he was the first to go in. He didn’t wait to see them clearly. He started firing immediately, so did the other soldiers. 
 
     The inside was a small underground facility. They spread out again after shooting through the first wave of their security. Brian dodged a close swing of a dagger and turned and shot the man’s chest. He entered the first square room and there he saw it, there were about fifteen square rooms in the place, they all had pods. 
 
     This was a small online army. He opened the pod and before the person inside could open his eyes, Brian put a bullet in his head. He covered the pod and walked out of the place. He realized the inside was cold. He saw a man running, aimed and shot him down. None of them were going to survive this. He saw Zander fighting someone. He thought of shooting the man he was fighting with but someone rammed into him and his gun fell when he hit the ground. The pain in his leg echoed throughout his body. He turned to see a fist coming straight at him and dodged. The blow hit the ground next to his head. The man on top of him flinched. Brian shoved him away. He was huge, bigger than Brian.  
 
     “ Urgh. Fuck me!” The man exclaimed flailing his hand. There was blood on his face. He looked at Brian’ gun at the same time Brian did. Brian groaned; his leg was aching. He tried to ignore the pain. The man moved to get to the gun, Brian kicked his rib with his good leg. The man groaned. Brian followed up with a punch but the man pushed his hand away and headbutted him. The whole place swam around for a moment. 
 
     The man looked at the gun and ignored it. “I will kill you with my own two hands, insect.” Brian stepped back a bit. There was nothing he could do, he was no match for the man. he was bigger and from the way he swatted Brian’s punch away, it seemed like he was as strong as his body suggested. 
 
     Brian pushed the insidious thoughts away. He rushed at the man, the bigger man caught him and slammed him to the ground. Brian coughed, the air in him fled. His eyes stung and his back too. But none of this compared to the pain that drilled through his leg. It was the very first time he got the injury. He held the leg, moaning and trying to crawl away from the man. All around him, shots were being fired, people were dying and there he was, about to be murdered like he was a child circled by wolves. 
 
     He tried to stand and when he could, he felt like he was dragging a boulder instead of his leg. The right leg was goo but the left felt like it was going to fall off. The man grinned as he moved in for the kill. He tried to punch Brian, but he dodged. The pain increased when he put some weight on the leg. His movement was restricted, but then the man made an error. He held Brian’ throat. He squeezed tight and then tried to pick him up. Brian, trying to breathe, slapped his eyes. 

 The man yelled and let him fall. Brian coughed; his throat was almost crushed. He crawled until he got to his gun and then he turned to the man. He waited for him to recuperate and when he saw Brian, he made to rush at him. Brian rained a barrage of bullets on him. When he stopped, the man fell forward with a thud. Brian fell back. He was exhausted. He body felt like they were at their limit. He stood up, limping. He walked into the next room and then opened the pod and shot the man in it. His gun was empty. 
 
     Brian tossed the gun away, sat on the rim of the pod and let his hand trail through the gel. If it was his own Rig, he would have shot up but these guys, their pods had no complete Rig. They were not getting in the normal way; the system was not giving them any security. That was probably why they had skilled security guys. Someone entered the Rig room. Brian turned to see one of the soldiers that came with him. 
 
     “Tell the others to check the other rooms. They have these guys all over the place. We have to be sure we are getting rid of them before we leave. Is Zander still alive?” The man gave him an affirmative nod. 
 
     Brian sighed and very slowly wrapped his finger around the man’s neck and squeezed until he was sure he was dead. He detached his hand from the gel and then stood up. 
 
     “Wouldn’t they have been helpful information?” the soldier asked as he turned to go. Brian shook his head. His face was bloody. He hadn’t felt the blood before that moment, even while he fought the other man, he didn’t know. His mind was blank and focused. 
 
     “Nope, these were just thugs. The man in charge will be here soon.” The man nodded and walked out. Brian sighed. He was tired, and could use a bath and a good massage. His bones ached and he felt like that small fight had set him back months in recovery. It was worth it though. They would need to blow everything up, raze everything to hell. He sighed again. 
 
     There were bodies everywhere as he limped. They had been good. He had feared they were going to be killed, every single one of them. In the end, it wasn’t all that bad. The place stank now. He saw one of the soldiers fire into a pod and when he looked at Brian, Brian called them over 
 
    “ What about Zander?” Brian asked. 
 
     “Thing’s aren’t looking good, Chief.” Brian frowned. He followed the soldier to where Zander was laid. He was alive, but he was bleeding out. Brian wondered why the other Private he spoke to didn’t tell him anything about that. Zander looked at him when he got close. He right hand was gone, shot off. His entire right side was bloody. 
 
     ”Don’t you worry, We’ll get you out of here,” Brian promised. 
 
     “No, I think I’m done.” Zander muttered.

 Brian looked at him and shook his head. If he could still walk with his leg that had once looked worse than what he was seeing, Zander still had a choice. “You’ll be fine. You’ll just have to learn a few things.” 
 
     “But we are getting you out of here. You will be alright.” Zander shook his head. We really don’t have time for this.” 
 
     “What do you mean?” Zander asked before being interrupted by a loud commotion. 

 Brian looked away and heard a gunshot followed by another. One of the guys in the pod had been scrambled out of the pod and got off a shot with a pistol before another soldier shot him. Brian turned to Zander, his chest blossoming with red. A look of shock transfixed on his face. Ah Jesus. and the soldier shot him. He died instantly. Brian turned to Zander. The soldier was staring at his wound. He’s scared of not being able to do this anymore. I’ve been there.  
 
     Soldiers were the bravest people he had ever know. He had seen so many of them die, he seen the ones who bawl and cry at the certainty of their death. He had seen those who boast and curse at a God they never believed exist while they were alive. Brian had seen those who begged for death because they were severely injured. But looking at Zander’s wet, still eyes. He felt a little bit sad. He didn’t know the man, not very much. But he had liked him. 
 
     “Take his body out, we are taking it with us,” Brian said. Grisham would understand. It wasn’t like there was any reason to leave it in the first place. There were three of them with him now. He had lost about four men, and in a way, it was victory. He couldn’t wait to get his hands on whoever Marcus had managed to scrounge up. 
 
     “We’ll take all of them and burn this place place down and their secrets with it.” The other men nodded. He joined them to carry the bodies out and when the men went to set the explosives, he sat in the car and waited. 
 
     He was hungry and he wouldn’t mind a vacation at the moment. The purifier was on even though the air quality was good. Grisham had liked Zander, that was the idea Brian had, but he knew how the man would react to the death. Like he reacted to other deaths. Like they meant almost nothing to him. Brian hated the man for that. His perfect facade. He couldn’t do that—sometimes, his mask cracked or fell off completely. That was the kind of man he was. Grisham would have made a perfect president. 
 
     They were down the street when the place exploded. He could picture it. The underground facility exploding and the house caving in and everything beneath being buried. He sighed. He was not done, but he knew he was close to the end. He called Kubrick, it connected almost immediately. He looked at the bandages he wrapped his hand with, it was bloody. He would have to take care of it. 
 
     “You good?” Kubrick asked. Brian chuckled. 
 
     “Yeah, kid, I lost some of my friends but I am alright. It was…difficult,” Brian replied. 
 
     “I bet. You ready for the next?” Kubrick asked. Brian nodded. 
 
     “Just point me in the right direction.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30: Welcome Home/Fin 
 
   
 
     Rats and moles deserve what they get. That was what Brian believed. That was what he was thinking after the call with Marcus. The kid told him the name and Brian froze. He had been hoping that the mole would not be in the base. He was almost certain that whoever was doing this, helping these people, was not one of them. It made sense that way. 

 It made complete sense not to look closer to home. It wasn’t often that any of the soldiers or military tech guys would be so stupid or greedy enough to betray them. Not that it didn’t happen. He had seen corrupt soldiers before, corrupt officials and killed a few but he felt Grisham would have been careful, or maybe he just plainly didn’t want to think that someone here, from his ilk, would be that bad. 
 
     He could tell the energy around him had changed. The other soldiers had probably noticed the shift in his mood. They were not talking, not celebrating. Back when Brian was still a uniformed soldier, he remembered how they would laugh and joke around after every small victory like this. 

 It didn’t matter how many of their own men ended up in the ground. Victory was victory, and a soldier’s life was all about waiting for his turn to meet death. The thought was both depressing and helpful. It prepared most of them. It prepared Brian.  
 
     Every time he picked up his gun, he had just two prayers. That he didn’t meet his death and if he did, it should be quick. There should be no space and time for him to cry, or beg. That during his last moments where he knew his death was certain but not yet there, scared him. 
 
     “Sir?” One of the soldiers called. Brian blinked. “Something wrong?” The man asked. He was short, but Brian had seen how fast he was back there. He had survived by being smart and fast. That was enough to respect him. Brian nodded. They didn’t need to know. 

 He knew who was helping the Old Dominion group enter and exit the System but he was not sure that was all. One thing he had learnt from years of service was that if there was a hole in the System, all kind things can crawl in. 
 
     Brian leaned back. There was the possibility that one of the guys in the car with him were part of the deal, or maybe all of them. He was sounding paranoid, Brian knew that. But it was better than being relaxed. In a place where he didn’t know who was friend or foe, he saw everyone as foe. That proved his defense is up and he would not be taken by surprise. 
 
     The car behind them was carrying their dead. Brian felt bad for those who had died—Zander still surprised him. He shook his head. The job was not done. He would have more time to mourn the man later. But he had to get to the base soon. He didn’t want the man to run, but he couldn’t send a message to Grisham. They could be monitoring them. 
 
     The cars drove straight into the factory’s premises. Brian got out, leaving the others to take care of the bodies. He nodded at the soldier stationed outside. Inside the elevator, he called Grisham. The Captain connected almost immediately. 
 
    “ Brian, how did it go?” Grisham asked. He voice was tight, but Brian didn’t care about that at the moment. 
 
     “Captain, you need to order a shut down of the facility. He is in here. I have seen him before, the first time I came here. His name is The—” 
 
     “Brian, stop,” The Captain said, and Brian froze. The elevator opened for him to leave, but he couldn’t leave. Then Brian understood. Whoever it was, he didn’t run. Fuck! He ran out of the elevator and started towards Grisham’s office. The synch was still on, but Grisham was not talking anymore. 
 
     “Grisham!” Brian screamed. Then the synch disconnected. Brian cursed again. This was worse case scenario. This was stupid. There were two reasons a person would do something like this, he was either pushed into the corner or this was actually what he had wanted all along. Grisham took a left, and then another left. The hallway echoed with the sound of his footsteps as he ran. His already busted leg throbbed. He called Marcus. 
 
     “I need your help,” Brian said. Marcus groaned. “Wake up Kid, once more into the breach and all that.” .  
 
     “What do you want?” Marcus asked.  
 
     “I need you to hack into the base,” Brian said, slowing down when his leg couldn’t take it anymore, but still trying to hurry. How long did Grisham have, and why had Marcus not said anything. 
 
     “You there kid?” Brian asked. 
 
     “Yeah,” Marcus said. “I had to sit down because I’m pretty sure you’re about to drop some bad news on me. He escaped didn’t he? I should have called the Captain too, right? I am so sorry, I should have. I was so tired…” Marcus rambled. Brian started walking. 
 
     “He didn’t escape, kid,” Brian said. “That’s the problem. He didn’t even try. He probably figured you were tracking him. He didn’t leave, he went straight to the Captain. I don’t know why, but I think the Captain has a gun to his head right now.” 

 The hallway made a sharp curve. The architectural brilliance of the facility made it ugly but there was nothing Brian hated more than the long, curving hallways. What happened to simple floor and simple structures? 
 
     “That doesn’t make sense,” Marcus said and Brian nodded. He agreed. It would have been safer to run. If he had caught up with Marcus earlier, then he could have escaped already. “What do you want me to do, Chief?”  
 
     “Get the Captain’s door open. It’s grade A tech, but you should be able to get into it. Heavy steel and heavy security. He won’t let me in, I know that because he wouldn’t even talk to me. I don’t know why he is still alive, but his implant is still on.” 
 
     “Chief? You know your seed works for about three hours after you die, right? His implant can still be activated even if he is dead.” 
 
     “He is not,” Brian said. “I am almost there, can you get it open or not, son?” Brian asked. There was silence as Marcus got ready. 
 
     “Yeah, sure, just give me a minute or two,” Marcus said. “Look, you have to be ready for whatever you meet in there. I wouldn’t be surprised that he—” 
 
     “He’s still alive., trust me. Just get the door open.” Brian said. He limped all the way to the office and when he got there, he waited for the door to open 
 
     “Anytime now?” Brian asked. He didn’t hear anything, the silence stretched for a while and then the door clicked and Brian hurriedly pushed it in. Theo was saying something but then he stopped, surprised by Brian entering with his side arm aimed at him. Theo’s gun moved from Brian to the Captain, it ended back in the Captain’s face. Grisham’s face was bloody, his lip had split somewhere and his shirt was stained with blood. 
 
    “You don’t want to do this, Theo,” Brian said. But Theo just glared. He pushed his glasses up, adjusting them on the bridge of his nose. The Captain looked like he was going to pass out soon. 
 
     “You good?” Brian asked and Grisham gave him a bloody smile “Theo, I don’t know why you did all this, but I know it isn’t because you want to kill him. You’ve lost, can’t you see? You’re entire organization has been destroyed. This won’t save you, but stepping away and cooperating with us can.”  
 
     “Who the fuck cares about any of that?” Theo asked. Brian looked at the gun in his hand. His finger was curled over the trigger and all he had to do was squeeze. It was weird. Grisham’s life was hanging on the thread of one simple action. Just one movement of his finger and Grisham would die—something so simple, could create a great shift in life. 
 
     “Why the fuck did you do all this? Why did you go through all this turmoil just to kill him then? You could have just walked in here and gunned him down any of the days you have been here. So why kill so many innocent people? What’s the point?” Brian asked? 
 
     “The point? Can you honestly say you don’t have a reason to hate him? Can you tell me you don’t hate this old bastard sitting right there? He has ruined your life as much as he has ruined mine, so keep your good-guy speech to yourself, Chief. Rogers.” Theo screamed. 
 
     Brian frowned. He could see the man was hurt. He didn’t know what happened, but whatever it was must have been bad. There was no talking him out of it. He could just shoot him. There was a lot of probabilities in that. But he could just kill Theo now and their problems would be over. But he didn’t feel good with that decision. Somehow, the anger fueling him since he knew who had been the mole in the base had dissipated. 
 
     “Look, this has to end, Theo. It can end now and everything will go back to how it was before. You can’t win this; I am sure you know. You kill him and what? You will end up somewhere beside him. But if you stop this, there is a chance of thing being a little bit better, a lot more possibilit—” Theo started to laugh. He shook his head and when Grisham tried to move, he pushed the gun to his face. Brian shook his head. 
 
     “Give me one reason you old fuck” Theo yelled. Brian had to make a decision. He had to shoot the man or wait for him to shoot Grisham and it seemed like Grisham knew those were the only outcomes because Grisham was staring at him. He turned to Theo. 
 
    “You still haven’t answered me, Theo.” Brian felt like the inevitable was coming. It reminded him of an old saying from when he first joined the team years ago. Sometimes the real journey is the people we killed along the way. 
 
     “Because he deserves it,” Theo said. Brian agreed. 
 
     “Surer he does. Grisham is a monster. He’s caused real pain in numerous lives, mine included. But you have too. Old Dominion killed about fifteen people already and those are the ones we’ve managed to verify. You hurt so many people and caused harm in the same country you swore to protect,” Brian said. “

 Brian continued, “You have caused pain too, do you think you deserve death?” He knew Theo would never admit it. 
 
     Theo stared at him for a moment. He seemed to be confused. Brian waited. His side arm aimed and his finger hovering close to the trigger. The blast of the bullets would push him back like he was hit by something heavy and fast. That should save Grisham. If that didn’t, Brian looked at the man. he would pay his respects. 
 
     “You think this is all me?” Theo asked. “You think Old Dominion is mine? I’m just one of many.” he started shaking his head. Then he turned to Grisham and Brian caught the decision happen. He saw it flicker in the other man’s eyes right before he squeezed the trigger. The shots were faster than Brian thought, but still not fast enough. When he put his gun down, Theo was dead and Grisham was on the floor and there was blood everywhere—the chair, the floor and on his clothes. 
 
     Brian called the med guys and before they came, he checked Theo. There was a piece of paper in his pocket and on his uniform’s breast pocket, there was something. A data-block. Brian kept them. The med guys pronounced Theo dead and Grisham was taken in for the treatment. The bullet had hit his shoulder. Brian went to his room to clean up before going to check in on him. He watched the old man sleep. He sighed, wondering if he really wanted to be back in the life. 
 
     Late in the night, while he walked back to his room, he realized he hadn’t called Marcus and the kid had not called him. He sent a call request, thinking the kid deserved a real voice 
 
     “Are you alright?” Marcus asked as soon as he answered. Brian could hear the fear in his voice. “I thought you died, old man. I didn’t want to call you and realize your implant couldn’t connect us because you were dead. I’m glad you are alive. Did the Captain die though?” 
 
     “No, but he is on the ropes.” Brian answered. 
 
     “Not a bad deal,” Marcus said. Brian grinned. “You guys find out why he didn’t run?” 
 
     “No, but I will.” He wasn’t alone. 
 
     “What are you going to do now?” Marcus asked.  
 
     “I’m going home soon, and drink myself stupid and then wake up tomorrow and move on with my life.” Brian said. “The job is done.” Brian said.. 

 Maybe not done. Brian thought about what Theo had said. He had thought about it hard. It didn’t seemly likely. 
 
     “Marcus?” Brian asked. “I think there was someone else behind this. We have our mole, but a large part of the chain is there. I’m not sure, but all the evidence looks like it.” 
 
     “You told the old man?” Marcus responded. 
 
     “No, he is dealing with enough. Maybe when he gets out of Medical There was a brief silence and Brian told him he had to do something. He would have to get another place and he was sure Grisham was going to pay for his bombed house. He laid down, trying to sleep. He was still trying to when his implant beeped. Brian released the display and saw the message. 
 
     He opened it and sat up. At the bottom of the message were a bunch of signatures and names. Grisham’s too. Do I really want this? I did just tell the kid I was moving on with my life.  
 
     Theo’s words echoed in his mind. You think this is all me? 
 
     The words filled him up and made him shudder. If this was not finished, then his job was not done. He would have to stay. It was obvious he wanted to stay too. He was just wondering if he should. What he realized since he came back was that the world was not the same as he left it before. He thought of Grisham and then Marcus, then he sent a reply back. 
 
     I’m taking some time off, but I think I’m ok with it. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Bonus Short Story – The Griefer 

Chapter 1: Six Hours Since the Last Log On 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kurt woke up 10 minutes before the alarm went off, an old habit he had picked up from when he was still in the Army. One of the only things Kurt had remained disciplined about after his contract had ended. Staring up at the ceiling in the dark before dawn, Kurt counted down seconds until the alarm went off, turning it off just as soon as the bell started ringing.
  
 
    Having procrastinated enough, Kurt hopped out of bed. He abruptly gasped as the morning cold bit against his bare skin, a harsh reminder that the heat had been turned off from not paying the gas bill three months in a row. Shit happens.
  
 
    What could he say? His streaming numbers had been down. Gaming didn’t pay like it used to. Actually, it hardly paid at all, but it wasn’t he could complain. The times were tough on everyone. Even worse with all the de-platforming and demonetizing on the Augment platform. Kurt had only just started making money selling items to make up for it.
  
 
    It hadn’t come as a surprise when the certified letters had started trickle in. Not that Kurt ever actually answered any of them. Kurt completely refused to sign for them whenever somebody was sent over to try to certify the delivery. The letters were followed by phone calls from agencies and angry creditors, which evolved into visits from collectors. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, Kurt had to start making cuts. The heat was one of those.  The unpaid bills were a mountain of debt he would have to pay off eventually, but for now, Kurt had to make do with what he could. Times being what they were, he wasn’t really sure when that would be unless something radical changed in the immediate future.
  
 
    In the meantime, Kurt had a decent fix to guard against the cold. He felt around in the dark of the morning for a shirt. Instead, he found something even better. An old hoodie and pressed it against his face to see if it passed the smell test. It didn’t, but it was close enough to what Kurt needed that he put it on anyway. It’s not like he was going to see anyone that cared, and at least it would help keep him warm. Kurt put it on before sauntering off to the bathroom to see a man about a horse.
  
 
    After stumbling into the bathroom, Kurt flicked on the halogen lights that barely illuminated the room. Flickering, pale, struggling just like he was from the cold. Unable to see well, Kurt braced himself with one outstretched hand against the pale green wallpaper that decorated the bathroom and did what he could do to aim. Soon as he was finished, Kurt kicked the lever to flush the toilet. He knew just how dirty it was and had no intention of touching it, much less getting around to cleaning it.
  
 
    Afterward, Kurt walked straight into the kitchen. He checked the clock on the wall and saw he still had a few minutes before he needed to log in to start his routine. His stomach rumbled with a few pangs and growls. With time still on his side, Kurt decided to check the fridge. But all he could find was a plate full of disappointment.  
 
      
 
    Kurt wasn’t really sure why he had even bothered to check.  
 
    It was close to the end of the month. There wasn’t any money left over for food. Not that it mattered. Even when Kurt did have the money, the stores rarely had anything worth buying anyways. With the embargo, things were scarce out there. The only thing still reliably on the market was the protein capsules that could be loaded into the virtual rigs. They always left a bitter aftertaste. 

The inside of the fridge was completely bare. Well, bare except for the pile of pasta on an old crusty plate. A pasta that Kurt had no recollection of making and knew he couldn’t afford to have ordered. He grimaced; it was a little much even for him, but he was hungry, and all he could hear in his mind was the mantra ADAPT, IMPROVISE, OVERCOME. That and he had no alternatives.   
 
    As he pulled the plate out of the fridge, a foul smell instantly filled the entire room. On closer examination, Kurt could see the pasta was dried and cracked, with signs of mold green and black molds growing over most of it. Irritated and disgusted, he threw it down the drain and turned on the garbage disposal. 
 
      
 
    “Guess I’m not eating till payday,” Kurt muttered with a mix of disgust and self-pity.
  
 
    There was only one thing Kurt could do about his hunger cravings. He headed out towards the balcony of this apartment, not bothering to put on any pants, taking just enough time to pat down the pockets on the pair he had left on the floor. He was trying to find his smokes and hoped they hadn’t fallen out anywhere else. A smile lit up on Kurt’s face as soon as Kurt found them. He opened the glass door and let himself outside into the cold of the morning. 
 
      
 
    Shivering and covered in goose flesh, Kurt pulled out a smoke and grabbed his lucky lighter off the railing and lit up. Just like the first piss of the day, the first smoke was always ecstasy.
  
 
    Gray clouds rose from the burning embers at the end of my lips as Kurt looked down in resentment at the city below. Watching as the first signs of traffic and activity as people began to wake in start their day. I’d been one of them once. The reminder pissed him off, ruining the mood. With one last puff, Kurt flung the cigarette off the balcony, hoping it landed on somebody floors below. He didn’t bother to look to see if it hit anyone. Kurt turned and walked back inside, heading straight to his office. He needed to get logged in and get working.
  
 
    Once Kurt was in his office, he sat down at his computer and powered it up. Waiting ages for the ancient machine to start. Kurt already knew where he was going once the home screen finally loaded in. With one-click on a browser and then another, Kurt found himself rapidly searching through indexed group pages and the dedicated forums belonging to each group.
  
 
    Kurt read through most of the posts, at least the headlines, making sure as he did to change his notification settings to prioritize the algorithm to show the posts he was looking for. Requests for teams, request for supports, requests for healers, requests for tanks, requests for trades with times, and servers. On a yellow scratchpad, Kurt wrote out all of the findings, prioritizing by strength, location, and the number of people who’d be there as he built-up his hit list. Within 30 minutes, the list was already full. Kurt couldn’t help but smile as a toothy grin reflected off the screen. It was going to be a busy day.
  
 
    After finding enough leads on the forums, Kurt enabled the automated macros he depended on once he was in the game. Setting it up so that the computer would forward any additional posts that fit his criteria. With one additional vanity macro to forward him all posts related to his character. 

Not once in his entire time playing had Kurt ever wrote anything on the forums, but he loved to lurk and read about how hated his character was. There was something deeply satisfying about watching others complain about his handiwork.
  
 
    Kurt inserted the notes into the scanner and forwarded the data to his in-game character before walking into the guest room, where he kept the virtual reality dive machine. The guest room had at one time been his actual office when he still held a real job, back before the embargo. Kurt saw the downturned frame of the picture of him with his family and frowned. Kurt didn’t want to see them or be reminded of them and moved the picture frame into a drawer; Kurt just didn’t want them to see him like this, even if it was just a picture. 
 
    
Ignoring the rest of the memorabilia in the room, Kurt walked straight to the immersion pod and prepared to get in, pressing the oversized red button that started up the massive machine. He was thankful that if anything good at least had come out of the divorce, it was selling the house and getting enough money out of the deal to pay for the pod before the crash.
  
 
    Once in the pod, he checked out the control console and enabled the maximum amount of time for the delve at 4 hours. After which, Kurt would be ejected from the player server and forcibly logged out. During that downtime, he usually tried to peddle his wares in chat rooms during the state-mandated cool off break period. 

Kurt waited for the machine to finish its startup cycle before entering the pod and sat down in the pod’s chair. Once Kurt was secured, he put on the immersion headset that would ground him in a digital world as real to him as anything else. 
 
    As his vision of the real worded faded, an announcement appeared in front of him as the sensation of the real world faded away.

  
 
    
     
      
      	 
        
         
          
          	  Now Entering – Other Life Online – Urban Grid Server

* Current players - 599,354,067
* Welcome Back Vendormate. It has been 6 hours since you last logged on. 
  
         
 
         
       
    
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2: Rat’s Nest


  
 
    
     
      
      	  **Welcome Player: Vendormate** 
  ***Now Entering*** 
  ****Chesterfield Highlands – Location – Homebase of the Player Vendormate ****
*****Custom Location Name - Rat’s Nest***** 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  
  
  
     
 
     
   
 
    Kurt opened his eyes. The transition from the real world to the virtual one of “Other Life” was complete. Most players would have spawned in the central plaza of their respective cities, ready to engage in digital commerce or telework, but not Kurt. He had a separate spawn point he’d affectionately dubbed “The Red Room”. A secure port in the center of the Rat’s Nest. His player home. 
 
      
 
    While the Rat’s Nest may have been his secret lair, it wasn’t a bat cave, and Kurt wasn’t some basement dweller who resented the sun. He actually liked a little bit of shine on his face. 
 
    One of his favorite things about the place, but not why the reason behind its name, was the artificial sun that he had programmed to shine through every window of his player home, even the interior windows, and the red room was always sunny. He liked to think it helped to liven him up a little instead of the perpetual gray of reality. It took a special kind of person to play a game if it wasn’t fun. 
 
      
 
    Less of a player home and more of a player mansion, Kurt thought with a smile, correcting himself. He had bought and paid for the construction with some of the spoils and rarer drops from his more lucrative ganks. It was one of the biggest draws of “Other Life: Online” and the one feature that received the most complaints. Any player trading had to be physically exchanged. The trades weren’t inventory to inventory but hand to hand. People could still sell their wares to some of the NPCs, but the prices were beyond horrible. This was intentionally done to encourage player to player behavior and foster roleplaying, something that all gaming communities thrived on.  
 
      
 
    It was a controversial design decision by the company behind the game, Smoogle. The forced human interaction was part of their plan to make the game a virtual platform for everyone seeking an escape from the real world. Most of the complaints about the system were made by the lone wanderers and min-maxers that hated the setup, and more than a few on the receiving end of a bad gank. Even with the currency conversion being garbage, it was still how Kurt supported himself. 
 
      
 
    The player markets played a big part in how the company supported itself. A little off the top of the security contract between players to provide protection, a small fee for facilitating sales of non-generic items, and a minor fee attached to every quick revive.  The markets were a sort of whale trap for casuals. On a personal level, Kurt loved the market. He knew the secret to success. With a natural smile, a few prepared good jokes, and easy conversation, most people would really open up and give him a good deal on anything. 
 
    
Shrugging off the feeling of the sun on his face, Kurt walked out into his grand living room. Smiling to himself as he admired the many trophies that decorated every single space on the walls. The room was completely full of the spoils of past fights. When it came to trophies, Kurt had but a few simple rules. It had to be significant enough to somebody that if they lost it, it hurt. The sort of thing that would have them sliding into his direct messages, threatening his life, lewd threats towards his mother, cursing him, just begging for it back. 

Anything less, and Kurt knew it hadn’t been a real loss. In this world where he was one of the top players on every server, there wasn’t much any of the other players could do but complain about it on social media if he came to steal their stuff. At last count, the petition to ban him from the severs stood at 23,384 signatures and counting. 
  
 
    In the world of “Other Life: Online”, Kurt Lane, or Vendormate as his avatar was known in extremely closed circles, was basically a god. A level 621 god, and an old god at that. Initially, he had been part of a 4-man grief squad called “The Harry Richardsons”. They worked hard to troll and grief as much as possible. Eventually, his teammates, Charlie Mason, Jefferson Dhomer, and Johnathon Gacy, had retired or abruptly quit. Outgrowing the gimmick as they got married and had kids. But Kurt never stopped. Rather than get married, he got divorced.
  
 
    With an abundance of time on his hands, Kurt chose to spend it freely in the game, as did his wallet. When each of his teammates quit, they had given him all their equipment. Even though some of it was already outdated and outside the meta, it was still useful. 
 
      
 
    Kurt’s stats were maxed out, every stat point set at 999, and every ability he had was at S-Rank. It didn’t mean he was fantastic. It just meant he’d had a lot more time on his hands than the average player and had a few advantages from being one of the first in the chute. 

Through the player’s market and the pay to win the market, Kurt had been able to feed his character almost every skill in the game that mattered, even if the character could only have 4 slots filled at a time. Whenever he needed to switch it up, all he had to do was go back to his spawn point and change into one of his stored load-outs from the red room armory or manually swap out the abilities. 
 
    
A bright clear orb floated towards him, hovering in the air. An A.I. named PAL. A sort of companion Kurt had earned from placing top 25 in one of the first player verse player tournaments in the game. It was more of a promotional piece than anything. Still, it served a purpose, and Kurt had appreciated those uses over the years.

  
 
    
     
      
      	  [PAL] **Greetings Vendormate**

[Ping] The macro you have set up has forwarded data on a social media post about a player bazaar. The post is currently after with 941 likes and 131 comments. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Looking at the A.I., Kurt smiled. That was exactly what he had been hoping to hear and followed up with a command to the A.I. “PAL, open up the macro, give me the summarized details of the Player Bazaar.”

  
 
    
     
      
      	  [PAL] **Processing Query**

**The Player Market is located at the Riverside Basin. Of the participants who have stated they will be there or plan on visiting, it is estimated only a 71% follow through with an estimate of 93 participants representing three-player vending factions, the Blue Dutchman Group, the Old Anchor, and Marla’s Closet. 

The Player Bazaar is set to begin in 30 minutes. It is believed they have hired at least 3 Security Experts of unknown types and will have Player-Verse-Player Specialists with the White Shield Guild on call within 5 minutes should a need arise. 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, PAL, that’ll be a decent challenge,” Kurt responded as he considered it. Almost 100 players at a time were more than he had ever taken on before. With numbers like that, there was always a risk he would get himself killed. Even at his level, getting swarmed and mobbed was a death sentence. Worse still, if he did somehow manage to die, Kurt knew he’d lose most of his current generation gear. 

“Ok, I think I’ve got it figured out,” Kurt told PAL, with a fragment of an idea forming in his head. “I think I’ve still got a fast travel point near the Riverside Basin unless that’s been patched.”

  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  [PAL] **Affirmation**

**Correct Vendormate. You have a fast travel point at the Riverside Campground. It has not been patched and is not on any of the upcoming patch notes to be removed** 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “Good. Alright, this will be fun. PAL, put on my playlist “Headbangers Revenge” and turn off all other sounds besides footsteps and partially mute chatter while in combat. Mute my playlist whenever another player comes within 36 inches of me. Exceptions to mute are localized uses of the words, Fuck, faggot, bitch, kill, sights, boy, and knives out. I’m going to go change my layout really quick.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3: Purely Cosmetic Reasons 
 
      
 
    As the music blared directly into his ears, Kurt walked back towards his spawn point in the Red Room. Listening in an almost zoned out haze to the sounds of the guitar riffs layered on drums with screaming lyrics. Battlecore may have died out as a genre, giving way to something more corporate-friendly, back when that still meant something. There were still plenty of choices for him to choose from whenever he streamed. His favorites making up the playlists he called “Dead Headbangers” and “Headbangers Revenge.” For those special times when he’d go out and show people why exactly they needed to get good 
 
      The Red Room was Kurt’s special place, and as the saying goes, that’s where the magic happens. It was far more than just his spawn and entry point into the world of “Other Life Online.” It was also his armory where he stored all of his loadouts. The personal arsenal of a god.  
 
      Over his long and somewhat sordid career in the game, Kurt had managed to get ahold of almost every single weapon and every piece of armor in the game. Even the shitty ones that were gimmicks and most cosmetics.  Kurt looked over the first weapon rack trying to see if anything caught his eye. He ignored the Rocket Launchers, Shotguns, Pistols, Rifles, Carbines, Miniguns, Gun Blades, etc. The list went on.  Today was not a day he wanted to use a gun, especially not one as devasting as his heavily modded RPG Launcher dubbed “Bad Neighbor.” It would be in poor taste and anticlimactic.  What he desired was much flashier.   
 
      For the size of the crowd he was preparing to gank, Kurt wanted, no needed something special, something up close and personal. Something fit for wet work, a melee weapon. But not just any melee weapon. He needed something that was all razzle-dazzle.    
 
      “I need something that’s going to trigger these kids to rage quit the game when they die from it,” Kurt muttered to himself as he kept scanning the weapon racks and mounts. “Something completely humiliating.” Taking stock of everything he owned, Kurt’s eyes lingered on a pair of ultra-rare and powerful swords he had on display. Each was perfectly sealed in their protective cases, each sword a testament to his prowess, taken after killing another god-tier player. A trophy from better times.  
 
    Not those. Most people don’t even remember who those guys were. Kurt thought to himself, deciding that swords wouldn’t do the trick.  The blades were great, but they don’t have that shock factor he was looking for. Having decided against using swords, Kurt had eliminated more than half of his melee stock of weapons.  What will look good on my stream? Kurt wondered. Beam blades fit some of the criteria of what he was looking for with how bright they burned and had a certain elegant draw to them. Still, they cauterized what they cut, and Kurt was leaning towards a hot grisly mess.  
 
    It was a problem he didn’t have a lot of time debate on and be indecisive about, eventually decided to break it down based on his armor layout. If this was going to work, he would need two layouts. Twice the choices made choosing for him that much easier. The first layout would be a simple one. A cosmetic one. Brown slacks, red sweater vest, striped shirt underneath with a Kevlar weave undershirt with built-in concealment functionality.  
 
    The gear would allow Kurt to quickly render himself invisible so long as he put his weapons away and stopped moving. Eventually, he decided on how this was all going to go down, and for that, he would need two layouts, which made choosing much easier. The first layout would be a simple outfit, brown slacks, red sweater vest, striped shirt with a Kevlar weave undershirt with built-in concealment functionality. Additionally, he packed a score of grenades, a few claymore mines, a cricket bat, and a little exploit he had learned about over the years, involving pepper spray, acid, and the tag function.   
 
    The second layout was the creme de la creme and more what he was known for. While Kurt took steps to make sure his game handle of Vendormate remained anonymous, it was the outfit he wore that struck fear into everyone.  
 
    A military styled helmet made from polished bone that prevented all headshots. A leather biker jacket, complete with Kevlar weave and integrated ballistic fiber for maximum protection.  With a long metal chain running in a loop down from the shoulder epaulets, that wasn’t entirely cosmetic, the chain serving as a weapon of last resort, or just because. Sometimes it felt good to beat somebody to death with it.  For pants, he kept it simple. Black cargo-style complete with steel-toed combat boots, and lastly, for pure shits and giggles, he wore an oversized mascot head over the bone helmet. The mascot head was the grinning happy face of a rat beloved by children everywhere, equipped with a carnival styled sledgehammer. 
 
    Finally, complete, having made his decisions, Kurt was ready to go. But before he did, he grabbed a portal inhibitor before taking off, a hard to find item that would serve him well in the battle to come. 
 
    “Hey, PAL” Kurt called out towards the A.I. as an afterthought. 
 
    “Yes, master, how may I be of service to you?” Came the robotic reply from his side.  
 
    “Put a 20-minute delay on my live stream and set it to begin as soon as I say, “Hey Guys.” I don’t need anyone stream sniping me or getting a heads up too far in advance. Also, go ahead and close the portal behind me. I don’t need anyone getting an idea of where this base might be located by backtracking the signal. I probably won’t be back before being forced off by the mandatory log-off, so keep everything safe for me here.” 
 
    “Yes, master, that I can do.  Is there anything else?” Asked P.A.L in its monotone robotic voice. 
 
    “Yeah, actually there is,” Answered Kurt. “When I’m gone, go ahead and go through all the crap I’ve got lying around, anything that’s less than Tier C, round it up and put it in a pile in my crafting room, no need to hang on to it anymore.  Oh, and since the volume is going to be low with most things muted, I want live closed captioning. I want any messages I receive from people that could be categorized as vulgar to be live-streamed in banner form across the bottom of the screen so I can read it easily, and so can the fans.” Kurt responded, a wide smile on his face, pumping himself up. It had been a while since he’d taken out a big group of players. The forums were going to be lit up later, talking about it as would be the handful of fans that watched him. On the bright side, all of them tipped, so that was something.  
 
    “Alright, PAL, I’m out.” Said Kurt as he stepped into the portal in the middle of the Red Room, and switched out to Layout One, and began transportation direct to the Riverside Campground to gank the player bazaar 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4: The Player Market 
 
      
 
    After selecting Layout One, Kurt felt instant movement across his body. The lightweight outfit was reconstructed by the game’s engine and placed over his virtual body. Kurt gave it a quick glance over to make sure everything was in place. Though it was highly unlikely that a transmission error could occur, Kurt took no chances. Pre-mission checks was another of the habits he had kept from his Army days, and not once had the habit of taking a moment to review his gear failed him. 
 
    To the unknowing eye, Kurt’s gear was a rather unassuming bland outfit. The dull clothing of the working professional. The blue-collar, not the white. The only part of his outfit that didn’t quite fit was the cricket bat he carried. Still, even that was hardly unusual in the virtual world of “Other Life Online.”  
 
    With his checks complete, Kurt took a moment to stretch out his neck and went through the series of warmup exercises he always did before heading out. In the virtual world, it hardly mattered, but old habits die hard, and Kurt had a suspicion it still helped to sped up his reflexes. Every time he went through the motions, Kurt always heard bones crack, and he was never sure if it was his mind pulling from a memory or a special effect the virtual world played for him. He never bothered to find an answer. 
 
    The transportation platform in the Red Room beckoned. Kurt took a second to look at it, feeling a bit lazy, nostalgic for the good old days when he rolled out with a team on a mission instead of rolling solo. It was times like this that Kurt was thankful for Pal as the little A.I. helped coax Kurt to begin the mission. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  [Ping] Reminder. You have approximately 5 minutes before the player bazaar begins. 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “Ah, Pal, you always know just the right thing to say.” Kurt laughed to himself, wishing he still had a team to work with. “Alright, then. Nothing to it, but to do it. So, let’s get after it.” With no further stalling, Kurt stepped onto the transporter, giving the little A.I. a mock salute before he started to beat his chest with his fist. Screaming like he used to before a mission as Kurt worked to amp himself up for the upcoming fight. 
 
    With his blood boiling, Kurt was ready. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Ping] Would you like to transport to the Riverside Campground now? 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Kurt grunted as adrenaline surged through his body. He was ready to go. In a flash of light, Kurt disappeared from the Red Room, dissembled into raw data, and was transmitted across the server before arriving whole and unharmed at the Riverside Campground location. His personal teleportation market in the same spot he had left it from years prior when he had initially cleared the content during a noob collection quest that fed directly into one of the most boring escort missions in the game. 
 
    “Heh, not such a bad idea after all,” Kurt muttered to himself, thinking about friends long gone from the game who had thought it was ridiculous for him to put his teleportation point inside the firepit. Placed between Cabins 7 and 9, Kurt was able to see from a covered position the actual teleportation point other players would use over at the admin building. If somehow, he was killed, it would be an excellent place to respawn without worrying about being elbow deep in a group of hostiles. Not that he minded, but Kurt did like to avoid unnecessary risks, especially since so much of what he was already doing was filled with unnecessary purely for entertainment reason type risks, but as an old sergeant of his used to say, ‘If you’re going to break the law, only break one at a time.” 
 
    In the distance, Kurt could hear players talking, laughing amongst one another as they made their way down to the bazaar. Apparently, it was quite the happening. They were going to be pissed. He leaned in, making sure to read the captions when his hearing didn’t quite pick up details. 

  
 
    
     
      
      	  
Closed Captioning provided by “Purple Tube Premium" 

           “Hey man, what are you trying to get? I heard Sonny’s got a Gatling Laser.” 
  “Yeah, that would be pretty sweet but I’m actually trying to go for a few pieces of a Blade Masters set. What about you?” 
  “Ha, nobody ever has those. I’m pretty simple. I just want some clothes for my pet dragon.” 
  “Urgh, don’t even remind me. I still can’t believe they put Dragon pets in the game in some of the loot boxes.” 
  “Don't hate on me just because your parents don't give you an allowance or a credit card." 
  "Whatever man, let's get going." 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
 "Perfect," Kurt muttered to himself with a smile. If the kid had a Dragon, there was a good chance Kurt might be able to gank that too. It was one of the only items in the game he didn't currently have. But damn did I try for it, Kurt thought in remembrance of the bill he got from all the charges when he was chasing that particular pull from the Gacha shop. 
 
    "Enough of that," Kurt scolded himself as he shook his head to clear his mind. "You've got stuff to do," Being absent-minded was a habit he'd picked up as he got stronger, a piss poor habit that was harder to quit than smoking. Regardless, Kurt may have been a player killer, but he wasn't impulsively stupid. He couldn't be. You didn't get to be one of the best if you didn't take specific precautionary measures. 
 
    Reaching into his inventory, Kurt pulled out some of the proximity and claymore mines he had brought with him and set them down in a ring around the campfire spawn point. He made sure they were far enough apart that none of them would set off a daisy chain if tripped. Once things got going, Kurt knew he would have a short window before the player verse player specialists arrived. While he was confident, he would come out OK, preparation in advance was half the battle. 
  
 
    Kurt might have been stronger than almost every other player, but that didn't make him unkillable. A careless moment, and a knife to the back could finish him off just as quickly as a mob of enemies. The bombs would act as a nasty surprise for any of the boys that came after him and would give Kurt a few extra minutes of play before sending him to retreat.  
 
    The next precaution Kurt took was changing his respawn point. He manually selected a new portal location, choosing the firepit between the two campsites. It would help keep him out of the line of sight of hostiles if he was sent to respawn, while remaining close enough to the fight that he could easily rejoin without getting spawn camped.  
 
    Placing the respawn and teleportation in the firepit was an old exploit he had learned a long time ago that never got patched. The animation for the fire was a high priority animation, rendering spawning points and teleportation nodes virtually invisible unless somebody literally walked up and looked into the firepit. 
 
    Satisfied with the traps he had laid and confident in his quick preparations, Kurt began walking down the hill towards the player bazaar. A familiar sensation of excitement flooding his body as he looked at the modern-looking iron palisade that Kurt assumed was the player market. Somebody took a lot of time and effort to make and design this. Kurt thought with begrudging respect, he'd always appreciated that sort of thing. People who could create always inspired him. He willed his UI up and quickly took a picture of it, though not a selfie. Even on his own stream, Kurt never showed his face or that of his character. 
 
    With a smile plastered ear to ear, Kurt walked down the hill towards the bazaar, hands raised in a friendly greeting as he called out to some of the other players heading to the players market and ran over to join them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5: The Sniper 
 
      
 
    The group that Kurt linked up with paid him no mind. He didn't even get a hello. They took one look at his every day, seemingly normal looking getup and dismissed him as a start noob, not worth their attention. His name currently read "TedfromOhioi," it was one of the unique abilities of the load-out he was using. It always showed a fake AI-generated random name and helped to obscure any of his personal identifying information. The passive ability was called "Among You."  
 
    
     
      
      	  [Ping] You have been ignored by Darkstar420 
    
  [Ping] You have been ignored by GothGoddess 
    
  [Ping] You have been ignored by MetalFreak 
    
  [Ping] You have been ignored by Inf3ctedHeart 
    
  [Notification] You have received a message. 
    
  [SwimFan96: Who the shit are you? Get lost noob, we don't know you creep. I'm reporting you to the mods.]  
    
  [Ping] You have been ignored by SwimFan96. 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Rude. Kurt thought to himself, sarcastically lamenting how easy these people made it to justify killing them and the subsequent looting of all their gear. On another day, he would have acted on the impulse, but not today. Without saying anything, he just kept walking. Pretending to not be bothered, even as he was internally logging each of their names and sending it to P.A.L. to pull more data on the group for future trolling. Basic internet safety, 101. Don't be a dick to people you don't know.  
 
    As he approached the iron palisade, Kurt discretely took notice of the security measures and precautions. He pulled up his minimap before using his second ability called "We See All". The ability summoned a few small birds to fly around the area, helping to fill out changes to the land and in real-time, provided updates on player movements on his minimap.  Within seconds the tiny picture in picture appeared. Kurt didn't bother to count, but judging by the density of the red dots, the player bazaar was as full as he'd hoped. Up ahead a burly-looking guard stood watch at the entrance. The man was meat-mugging everyone who entered through the wide gated though did nothing to stop or hinder the large groups of players coming in and out as they pleased.  
 
    Kurt knew size hardly mattered in the digital world of "Other Life Online." It was a cosmetic selection, just like any other. It wasn't an indicator of strength, endurance, or health. Probably some punk kid playing at being a tough guy. Well, he'll get his chance today. Kurt couldn't help but smirk at the thought.   It looks like he's got a full Tier 7 Vanguard set though, not terrible by any means. Judging by the quality of his gear, Kurt guessed the guard's level to be in the low 100's.  For many, that alone would be a deterrent against starting anything, but Kurt wasn't most people.   
 
    In "Other Life Online," your level wasn't displayed for everyone to see. Actually, almost nothing was available to pick up about other players unless you had an active scan ability or you were at an interface to check stats, gear, loadouts, etc. It was a level of privacy that Kurt preferred, and to be honest, there was something distracting and annoying about too many pop-up notifications in a full immersion video game.  
 
    As he walked through the gate, Kurt gave the guard a respectful head nod. While Kurt still had every intention of killing the man and taking his gear, he didn't need to be completely rude about it, not until it was time to start.  It also helped to get a closer look, and Kurt saw the man had a patch on his shoulder of three black slashes through a skull. Interesting, Kurt thought. I'm unfamiliar with this one. 
 
    As he passed under the gate and into the main courtyard, Kurt was surprised by how packed the place was even after seeing the density on his minimap. Almost covering an entire wall was a large sign that read in white and blue lettering on the side of the wall reading "Blue Dutchman Trading Group."  He actually had to squeeze by and through the other players because of how crowded it was as he worked on casing the player market and pretended to check out the various shop wares.   
 
    "Ah fuck it." Kurt thought as he got into a routine of enjoying the player market. He freely admitted it was a pretty cool setup. While he still owned pretty much everything there was for sale, it was still a refreshing environment. More than once, some of the players came up to him, thinking his casual attire marked him as a gear mule. As politely as he could, Kurt refuted the point and made a habit of moving about as he gave warm, casual greetings to random players. 
 
    Kurt ended up adopting an eccentric flair about him. He started buying bits and pieces of items and cosmetics as he went.  It helped that at least in the game, Kurt was rich and could do and buy whatever he wanted. As soon as the cash started to flow, other players gave him a bit more leeway and let him browse relatively unmolested, almost as if awed by him flaunting his wealth. All in all, as Kurt worked, he confirmed 3 guards and a system in place for an emergency lockdown. Though Kurt didn't dismiss the possibility of plain-clothed hidden security.  
 
    It was a possibility, but overall, Kurt doubted it was to be the case. He just made a point to consider it as an option. By trying to keep options on the table, Kurt was able to control for threats and was less likely to be taken unawares. He really didn't think it was needed here, though. The bazaar was made up of mostly lower level players. The 2nd guard Kurt spotted was likely in the upper double digits level-wise, and the 3rd guard Kurt was able to spot he shine on the man's rifle was posted atop the building's rooftop, scanning the surrounding valley for threats through the lens of the rifle. Amateur. Even has a cloak ability to keep him off my radar but didn't bother to use any camouflage.  
 
    He'll go first, thought Kurt as he qualified the threat. Not wanting to draw more attention to himself, Kurt headed to the shop nearest the ladder that led up to the rooftop and adopted a different tactic. When under surveillance, when being watched, be boring. Be casual, bore people to look away. A little bit of knowledge he picked up from a counter-surveillance course he attended while still doing wet work for the military.  
 
    As Kurt looked through the shop's wares, he took his time to make his next round of purchase by being the perfectly engaged and boring shopper. He saw a number of caltrops, barbed wire, Concertina wire, and other items meant for defending a player home or a position. Kurt had the perfect spot for them in mind for what was to come. He bought them all, sending the newly acquired items to his inventory. The thankful vendor turned his attention to the rest of the players who had been waiting for their turn. Kurt made a show of further examining the items until he absolutely sure he was no longer being watched before deciding to walk away. 
 
    Go time, Kurt thought as he tucked his Cricket Bat away, triggering a secondary effect of the outfit he was using. No longer considered armed by the game's system, the built-in invisibility function of the outfit kicked in, allowing him to easily hide in plain sight. Without a word, he crouched over and carefully snuck past the players and the vendors, heading straight towards the ladder and the sniper above.  He would use the invisibility function of his outfit to remain hidden in place sight and look for the perfect opportunity to climb up the ladder, gaining roof access, and getting rid of the sniper. Three to one odds were always best when one of the three died early. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6: First Blood 
 
      
 
    Kurt carefully climbed up the ladder, making sure to thoroughly abuse the invisibility capabilities of his outfit. This part was a helpful bug, not a feature. A bug that Kurt had discovered years ago and never reported. The items itself that allowed for the bug were in limited rotation so Kurt had always figured that if anyone else had found out about it, they hadn't reported it either as it had never been patched.  
 
    The bug was simple, the invisibility Kurt gained from putting away his weapon was a quick concealment ability, never meant to be more. An invisibility broken by movement. But if he crouched and walked slowly, the invisibility would remain, even as he climbed. 
 
    Kurt was being careful to avoid any unwanted attention being directed his way. Not out of fear or anything. But because he loved theatrics, and this was a show he didn't want to start until the stage was properly set.  The climb up the ladder was slower than Kurt wanted it to be but due to the constraints of the item set he affectionately had dubbed [The Everymanner] he had to move at a slow pace to avoid the disruption of his personal invisibility. Depending on how well the rest of the attack went, it might be the last time he was ab 
 
    Kurt was being careful to avoid any unwanted attention being directed his way. Not out of fear or anything. But because he loved theatrics, and this was a show he didn't want to start until the stage was properly set.  The climb up the ladder was slower than Kurt wanted it to be but due to the constraints of the item set he affectionately had dubbed [The Everymanner] he had to move at a slow pace to avoid the disruption of his personal invisibility. Depending on how well the rest of the attack went, it might be the last time he was able to enjoy this particular exploit. 
 
    Once Kurt reached the top and pulled himself up onto the roof, he took a second to survey the entirety of the players market and double check the feed put out by his little birds.  Afterwards he looked out over the edge, making sure the sheer size and scope of the player market could be seen on his stream. He was awed by it and actually a little surprised by how successful the place seemed to be. It had far more people than he had originally planned for. Call me soft, but this is actually kind of cool, Kurt thought to himself as he considered for the briefest of seconds reconsidering his actions and calling the whole thing off. 
 
    He dismissed the dismissal out of hand. One thing Kurt had never been was one to second guess his decisions, and a player market, full of gear to take was not the place to turn over a new leaf. Especially not when this was sure to full the feeds of "Other Life Online" and hopefully result in some good tips when the video uploads.  
 
    At the end of the rooftop, Kurt spotted the sniper laid out in the prone. The sniper's body was partially obscured from sight on the ground by the slant of the roof but otherwise had no protection.  How disappointing, this kids a rank amateur, I was really hoping my assessment was wrong, Kurt shook his head in disapproval. Even though Kurt had estimated the sniper's level to be high or at least marginally higher than most people who played the game he could tell the sniper was no warrior. However, even with the level boost, it was clear to Kurt the sniper was just another fraud, a tool playing at hired gun.  
 
    Kurt, however, was not an amateur and he knew that his invisibility could easily break while walking across the roof, all it would take was a moment of losing his footing. Kurt sank low onto his belly. Moving along on his forearms and his upper things, Kurt snuck across the rooftop by using a commando crawl, making sure to keep his body low pressed to the ground and not make a noise. In the real world it was a physically exhausting, though simple, maneuver that most people would have never considered doing unless they had the training and exposure to the technique. 
 
    The process may have seemed to take forever and Kurt was positive those watching his stream would get bored with it, but it didn't actually last more than a minute or two before Kurt managed to reach the sniper. The closer he got, the worse his impression of the sniper became as he noted with a keen judgment that the pretender hadn't even bothered to set up traps, or mines or even the use of a spotter to call out targets or watch his back. 
 
    So basically, Kurt thought as he reached into his inventory and felt the grip of his cricket bat in his hand and readied himself.  I'm pretty much doing him a favor. This is practically a public service. 
 
    With a sudden fierceness of action, Kurt sprang up and in one fluid movement, pulled the cricket bat out of his inventory. He slammed it down in an overhead swing, aiming for the exposed nape of the sniper's neck were the helmet and body armor didn't quite meet. The force of the blow popped the sniper's helmet off and it went flying far into the distance landing far enough away in the tree line that nobody noticed. Obviously, it broke the sniper's neck, killing him instantly.  
 
    In "Other Life Online" Kurt never took a death for granted, knowing there were plenty of abilities that offered second chances and fake outs. This time he wasn't concerned though, Kurt knew the man was dead by the instant appearance of a satchel full of items next to the body. The bag was full of all the gear the sniper had been using. Not one to waste an opportunity to loot, Kurt went ahead and pocketed most of it while making sure the sniper rifle the dead man had been using remained out. 
 
    
     
      
      	  [Ping] You have gained Tier 7 Tactical Ashen Armor. 
    
  [Ping] You have gained a level 140 Sniper Rifle. 
    
  [Notification] You have received a message. 
    
  [TheClapperx69: Do you know who the fuck you're messing with? You're fucking done bro. Dead. I'm coming for you. 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Kurt laughed, muttering "Thanks for reminding me," as he flashed a thumbs up for his streamers and reached into his inventory and pulled out a very special device. [Teleportation Blocker] and threw it down next to the sniper's body. It wouldn't last forever; it didn't need to. Kurt just wanted to make sure that nobody tried to port out of the market. 
 
    Knowing that time was not on his side, Kurt went ahead and got down in the prone behind the sniper rifle, grasping it in hands as he scanned for the roaming guard within the bazaar and took him out with a single shot. This was one of the few areas of realism Kurt had always been disappointed with within the game. 
 
     It was a perfect shot, perfectly lined up and with precise trigger squeeze and breath control. With a shot like that, it should have traveled through the man's septum and out of the back of his head, blowing most of his brains and skull with it. But instead, due to graphic restrictions and maturity filters, a single bullet hole appeared in the man's forehead as he slumped over dead. 
 
    The sudden sound of gunshots spooked many of the players in the market. This wasn't Kurt's first rodeo as the saying goes and he leaned out and yelled "Don't worry guys, I got him. It's safe to keep shopping." His reassurances seemed to do the trick. The people were still nervous and didn't quite understand what was going on, but as far they were concerned, the man on the roof was doing his job making sure they were protected, things were just easier this way. 
 
    
     
      
      	  [Notification] You have received a message. 
    
  [Moarbloodpours: "You stupid son of bitch. You fucked up faggot.  That ass is mine bitch.  My boys are all online. You better prep that asshole boy." 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
     Kurt discarded the message and blocked the sender. Literally there was only one thing he couldn't stand with these kids and that was being rude. Well, two things if you counted that most of them were illiterate, and three things if you considered most of these internet tough guys had even been in a fist fight.  
 
    Maybe I was a bit premature in the blocking, Kurt thought as he quickly willed all of the newly looted gear except the sniper rifle onto the global player auction, making each item as close to free as he could get and then responded back with a message.  
 
    
     
      
      	  [Notification] You have sent a message. 
    
  [TedFromOhio: <3<3<3 Thanks for the gear. Just gave it all away in the auction house.  
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Kurt wasn't really satisfied with the message; shit talking had never been his strong suit. Killing people had been. But for good measure he went ahead and added a couple of Eggplant emojis for effect.   
 
    In the distance, Kurt could hear some of his mines going off as he sent some of those "boys" back to respawn. Below him people shifting nervously, looking up at him for guidance. Once again, Kurt assured them that everything would be ok, even as he located the last guard, hunched over in a corner at the base of the wall on the outskirts of the iron palisade. Effortlessly, Kurt popped off a shot from the Sniper Rifle, killing the man. 
 
    "He was a spy," Kurt called out pointing down the field as an idea formed in his mind. "Don't worry guys, just follow my lead and I'll keep you safe, but if you can fight, you might want to get ready. Looks like we've got raiders incoming." 
 
    
     
      
      	  [Notification] You have received a message. 
    
  [MeMe2003: Hey, please don't take my stuff. That took a long time to farm. 
    
  [Notification] You have sent a message. 
    
  [TedFromOhio: Call me a softie, but manners go a long way. When this is over, feel free to come and collect your bags. Good luck to you, and good game. 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    In the distance, Kurt could hear more of his mines and traps going off, sending more and more of the incoming players to respawn. The people below him shifted about nervously as they looked up at him and then out into the field, a few complaining about how the quick travel option wasn't working anymore.  
 
    Once again, he assured them, even as he worked to push the body of the dead sniper over the rooftop, landing with a cracking thud on a sole red dot that had managed to reach the market. "I've got this guys don't worry you're in good hands, I will keep you safe." 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 7: Reality Check 
 
    

 Kurt voiced the secret command he had macroe'd to swap out to his other set of gear. "Beast Mode, Activate!"  
 
    It was one of his favorite commands, and his body was briefly outlined in what appeared to be wire mesh as the game's engine swapped out and rebuilt the layout he had chosen. As soon as he felt the weight of the Rat Helmet in his hand, he knew it was go time and put it on, adjusting it slightly to fit better, thankful that it didn't actually interfere with his field of vision like it should have in the real world. 
 
    He had four abilities at his disposal, and though his little birds would have benefited him in the coming battle, when it came to ultimate destruction, finesse wasn't required. The explosions had completely stopped and in the distance, he could see shimmers in the air, like hot air over the road, a mirage showing the distortion where somebody was under the effect of invisibility. They've come prepared, he thought guessing they were using single use packs. 
 
    Which means they've come for me, he thought with a smile as he prepared to go out and greet them. Kurt flexed his legs and kicked in a heel, for the first time showing off more of his game augmented strength as he tore rivets into the roof and jumped hundreds of feet in a single leap.  
 
    As he flew through the air, his great coat trailing a bit in the wind, Kurt counted over 50 player shadows and glimmers in the air, but no players. That's a new one, I've never seen the single uses still leave a shadow, he thought as he pulled back the oversized mallet that complemented his gear and began to charge up his first ability, "Gaia's Fist" as the mallet slammed into the ground as he landed in the middle of the group. 
 
    Earth and rocks shifted and sprang up in sheer cliffs as a result of the sheer force and devastation Kurt had unleashed. Where he had landed, a crater formed, and all around him black-armored figures came into view as the cause of their invisibility was interrupted.  
 
    Much to Kurt's surprise, they all seemed posed to attack, none appeared to have been staggered or stunned like "Gaia's Fist" should have inflicted on them. Whatever, there's other ways to skin a cat, Kurt told himself as he sprinted with an unmatched speed towards the nearest of the armored figures and brought his hammer down to crush the armored figure in one blow. 
 
    Instead, the hammer bounced uselessly off a prismatic shield that appeared just over the figures body, and though sparks flashed, the figure remained unharmed, much to Kurt's frustration and annoyance. "Impossible," He muttered as he readied his second ability, feeling the heat of bullets and lasers bounce uselessly off of him as they began their counter attack.

 Not to be outdone, Kurt reached into his inventory, throwing out a smoke grenade to conceal his movement and lobbied explosive grenades towards his enemies, hoping to disperse part of the group before they managed to land any successful hits on him.  
 
    Kurt began reached out in his mind and accessed his 2nd ability, "Light Rain" and selected the interior of the crater in the red circle that appeared, marking the entire area of effect for the massive ability. A pulse of power released from his body as the system acknowledged his command.  
 
    Above head, beams of light shot down from the heavens, searing into the ground where they landed and filled the crater with smoke as everything began to burn. Kurt was confident he had done enough to destroy the specialists, but before he could even react, some of the armored figures began fanning away the thick smoke.  
 
    These guys are good, Kurt thought to himself, seeing that he'd only managed to take out about a third of the group. Something Kurt hadn't expected. With the difference in strength, his attack should have been absolutely devasting. One of the armored figures jumped out at him with raised glowing dagger that Kurt couldn't recognize. Before the blade could ever reach him, Kurt was back on the offensive, ducking underneath the attack, and brought a fist up in a brutal upper cut. As soon as it connected, Kurt felt an uncommon impossible searing pain throughout his body. Pain? No way.... Kurt thought, realizing his attack had been stopped by a shield and he was suffering the aftermath of a feedback ability.  
 
      
 
    A feeling of dread and panic started to set in as the vague notion hit him that he might actually be in danger. This is supposed to just be a video game, he thought as another bullet slammed into his back, but unlike the previous shots this one landed, piercing through his armor as a searing pain erupted in his shoulder at the entry point. A trickle of something warm moved down his back, and Kurt looked and saw a bloody spot, and something else that made his blood run cold.  
 
    Where the bullet had struck him, his avatar had started to break down into clear pixels. I need to get out of here now, he thought with a grunt as he tried to use his third ability, [Gigmanity] and grew instantly to the size of a small building and tried to turn to run away. As soon as he tried to swat away a few of the armored figures, a painful shock spread through his body as the gunshots continued.  
 
    A single shot from a sniper rifle boomed as Kurt's gut erupted in a mass of gore, as a prismatic bullet passed through him, and with it, the effects of [Gigantify] were dismissed, causing his body to return to its normal size. 
 
    Kurt collapsed on the ground bleeding from multiple wounds as he heard only footsteps around him, his playlist long since having been turned off. One of the armored men can closer. 
 
    "What a dick head. He's still streaming though, make sure to erase his feed. This has been a fairly successful test run of the Talon. We'll need to try it on the player bazaar to make sure it's working right. It might have been the gear or level difference, but the system was resistant at first to the Talon. It took more than a few shots before hits started to register. Make sure to send a team to his home address. I'll have his information downloaded in just a minute if this works." The figure said through an intercom linked to his arm. 
 
     With his vision turning dark, Kurt tried to force a log out, calling out to PAL to save him, calling out to his old friends to come help him, but none come, and no one but the armored figured heard him. The figure looked down at Kurt, removing the Rat Helmet and looked at Kurt's true face as the Talon worked to break safety controls in the system.  
 
    "Still alive huh?" The figure asked good naturedly as he looked down at Kurt, watching blood drip out of Kurt's nose and his eyes dark with bloody cataracts. "That looks really unpleasant. I'm sure it won't matter to you, but your sacrifice will be remembered in the world to come."  
 
    In the feverish parts of Kurt's brain, the words barely registered, instead replaced by the last good memory of his family he had. A bear he had bought for his daughter and an afternoon downtown eating ice cream and laughing. A time before the divorce, before the embargo, back when the world had been a different place.  
 
    Kurt was already gone by the time the figure was able to pull out a clear knife and thrust through Kurt's heart as all of his personal information was downloaded and sent onwards to whomever the armored figures answered to. As the light went out in Kurt's eyes the very last words to register were, "Let’s keep going with the test, this whole area is locked down. None of them can escape. We’ve got deniability if this goes sideways and we won’t get a shot like this again.”  
 
    As they continued on their way, the silence was broken for just a moment. “He had a lot of gear on him, arrogant though. He still had an ultimate he didn’t use [Arms of the Kraken]. Wouldn’t have helped him, but I’ll be taking that for me. We can divide up the rest once were done here.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
FOREVER
- SOLDiER~

ORNTTHSN_E






