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      The music stopped as Brandon reached the ruined castle at the top of the mountain. Wind whistled in his ears. There was a sense of sulphur in the air. His heart pounded in his chest. With one hand he pulled his sword from its sheath, revealing the intricate pattern of thorns that twisted around the deadly blade. With the other hand he removed a golden key from the pouch at his belt and unlocked the dark castle’s massive door.

      The dragon met him on the other side.

      He brandished his sword and raised his shield. The crimson rose on the face of it glowed with protective magic. He quickly spotted his destination: the treasure room door. On the opposite side of the beast.

      Brandon stared up at the dragon and quietly took a deep breath. Its black scales had an iridescent indigo sheen. Its wings were scored and tattered, but still strong. If that mythological vulnerable patch at the base of its neck existed, Brandon couldn’t see it.

      The surest way to lose a fight against a dragon was to make the first move…but nothing fought for was nothing won. Brandon felt like a toy soldier in comparison to the beast, but his lack of size also meant that agility was on his side. His mind raced, focusing on his destination, trying to calculate a path across the room that would minimize his interaction with the dragon.

      The dragon snorted, distracting Brandon for a moment. It lowered its serpentine head to the ground and stared at Brandon with eyes of blood and flame. It did not open those massive jaws and gobble him whole. Instead, the dragon raised a sinewy forearm, lifted a deadly claw, and brushed Brandon’s nose with the tip.

      “Boop,” said the dragon.

      “Mal?”

      The dragon grinned a toothy nightmare. “Hiya, kid. How are you?”

      “Great.” Brandon’s shoulders dropped in defeat. He sheathed his sword and returned his shield to inventory. “I don’t suppose you have a spare key? I burned my last one trying to acquire the grail behind that door, which I assume is now gone.”

      Mal absolutely had the ability to hack herself into a game and leave without a trace, but she wouldn’t have bothered wasting precious code on her little brother.

      “Seriously?” The dragon’s aspect shimmered, shifting into humanoid form. The woman that stood before Brandon now was only eight feet tall instead of eighty. Her hair was still black, as were her eyes and large wings. The black design that covered her body seemed to be half lace and half tattoos. “You never play the games you create. What is it about this old chestnut, anyway? How many times have you become King of Dyrlland? How many princesses have you saved? You must have quite the electronic harem by now.”

      “Come on, Mal,” he said. His sister was such a purist. She was always pestering him about not trying harder to have a real life in the Real World. Brandon hadn’t been interested in the Real World since their parents had died in a train crash fifteen years ago.

      Mal said nothing.

      Her name was really Elinor, but she’d been Malwere—Mal for short—the second she was old enough to claim a gamer tag. “Mal” for a million obvious reasons; “were” because her avatars always involved some animal aspect or another. In contrast, Brandon never had a desire to be anything other than “Brandon.” His login was Brandon24276464.

      The dark angel raised her hand. Golden keys rained from her palm into a pile at his feet. Brandon narrowed his eyes at her as he saved them to inventory. For all that she was a bleeding heart Gardener hacktivist, Mal rarely gave him anything unconditionally.

      “What do you want, Mal?”

      “A favor.”

      Well, at least she didn’t waste time quibbling. “For a bunch of keys?”

      “For the armor.”

      Mort.

      “The time has come, Brandon. It needs to end, so a new era can begin.”

      Brandon hadn’t asked for much in his life. When their parents died, Mal had been old enough—and smart enough—to take care of them both. She’d sought assistance from the Gardeners, as their parents would have wished. The community had embraced the two orphans without hesitation.

      Gardeners were a sect who eschewed the electronic way of life, focusing instead on actual human interaction. That’s not to say they didn’t dabble at all. A faction called The Cut ventured into the online world and constantly fought against the electronic establishment. Their greatest feat to date was Look Up, a virus that found its way onto screens around the world and prompted the user to “look up” at the Real World around them. The elegant simplicity of the bug raised considerable awareness of the Gardeners, and added thousands to the movement.

      Mal had been instrumental in the launch of Look Up. She was so passionate about the cause. Brandon wished he felt passion like that about anything.

      Unlike his sister, Brandon sought solace in the virtual world. He shied away from other people. He completed his online classwork, watched his vids, and played his games without bothering anyone else. As long as he participated in a few community events and wrote the odd code, Mal had left her kid brother alone to grieve in his own way.

      Until the armor.

      Over the years, Brandon had become obsessed with Dyrlland, an old adventure game containing a myriad of twisted supplementary side quests. Even though it was decades old, it became fashionable for websites to offer promotional avatar skins of the cult classic to new registrants. After much research, the skin Brandon decided he wanted the most was from True.love. Unfortunately, Brandon was only thirteen, well under the matchmaking site’s legal age limit, and the offer was for a limited time only.

      True.love was the relationship website to beat all others. Every person who signed up at True.love found what they were looking for, no matter what their proclivity. Every single one. Mal and Brandon’s parents—a hapless astrotech and a romantic English Classics instructor—had found each other through that site. Everyone’s parents’ had. Due to the wide range of offerings and one hundred percent satisfaction rating, registration required a million personal details. More than a few were traps meant to stop unsuitable candidates.

      Mal rose to the challenge and dove into True.love’s massively complex server. She ultimately found it was easier to hack Brandon’s birth records and change his age than it was to breach True.love’s protocols. He still remembered their conversation the day he’d opened the v-mail containing the skin’s confirmation code.

      “You’ll owe me for this one day, gamer boy,” Mal told him.

      “You’re the best sister ever,” he said with stars in his eyes.

      “I’d have to be, to wade into that hellhole,” she replied. “All that data…True.love eats it, sells it, and who knows what else. Every tiny little preferential detail right down to DNA—who wouldn’t want to get their hands on that? You want to know what’s really running things? Sites like this.”

      “It’s just a convenience,” Brandon reminded her.

      “Love should not be convenient,” she said adamantly. “Love takes faith. True.love may be bringing people together, but I argue that it’s not love. Taking down that site might just save the Real World someday.” She made him look at her then, pushing the screen of his tablet down far enough to reflect in her green-gray eyes. “And someday, my genius little brother will help me with that.”

      “Sure, whatever,” he’d said, as any teenager would.

      The suit of armor he’d received that day—despite being flamboyantly branded with the roses and thorns of the True.love masthead—ended up being the most valuable item in his arsenal. The code written for that skin was so powerful and so foolproof that the Dyrlland Game Runners were forced to run a background executable to pull it from play without notice. Only, they missed the handful of gamers whose characters happened to be actively wearing the skin at the time. The software company considered the man-hours required to deal with the loophole and ultimately allowed those lucky few gamers to keep the skin. They became a guild of sorts, calling themselves the Rosenthorn Guard.

      The Guard gave Brandon a sense of identity that he’d never found among the Gardeners. Just wearing the armor in the game made him feel special. He didn’t need a community that highlighted his awkwardness; he needed to be part of a goal-oriented strike force. Mal’s little hacktivist collective did seem a lot more like that.

      And now, apparently, The Cut was ready to take out True.love.

      There was no way Brandon could ask Mal about her plans here. Virtual worlds were full of embedded spyware. Even if it was just a bunch of benign adbots, they needed to speak around what they were really trying to say.

      “You think I’m an idiot,” he said. “I’d just screw up your stupid favor.”

      She wasn’t letting him off the hook so easily. “If it’s a stupid favor, then an idiot’s exactly who I need.”

      He had to counter with something else. “An idiot who’s going to be alone forever?”

      It was true enough. In all the time that he’d been a full-fledged member of True.love, the site’s supposedly infallible algorithm had matched him with exactly no one. Deep down, he suspected it had something to do with Mal’s tampering.

      Regardless, it was yet another reason Brandon had thrown himself so deeply into his game development work. He enjoyed making worlds full of quests, puzzles and Easter eggs for the masses to enjoy. His personal challenge was to create a platform that fascinated him more than Dyrlland. So far, that hadn’t happened.

      Mal’s dark angel gave Brandon’s knight a black-lipped grin. “Little brother, a girl could walk right up to you and say that you were literally her reason for living, and you wouldn’t know what to do with her.” She stretched out her wings and ran her fingers through her feathers. Brandon could see the green code sparkle along the edges of her fingers.

      Mal wouldn’t care about an algorithm. She believed in “destiny” and “fate” and “getting to know each other” and all that other socially religious faff the Gardeners spouted about the Real World. Of course Brandon wouldn’t know what to do in a situation like the one she’d hypothesized. No one did. Not that it mattered; Brandon knew his destiny. He would live and die a mediocre soul in a virtual world, just like almost every other human his age.

      Assuming he didn’t die pulling whatever stunt Mal was about to ask him to do.

      “I gotta go meet the gang. You know how impatient they get.” The angel leaned down and air-kissed his cheek. “I just wanted to make sure I wished you a happy birthday. Your present’s in the mail. And Happy New Year!” She waggled her fingers at him and vanished a flash of verdant code glitter.

      Brandon removed his glasses and ended game play. He leaned back against the wall of his VR booth and mentally translated his sister’s thinly-veiled message.

      The Cut was ready and waiting for this to go down. The details of the mission would be physically sent to him by messenger, and soon. January first was in three days. The “present” Mal mentioned was a red herring. Brandon’s birthday was really in July. If he got caught pulling this stunt for Mal, he might end up spending his next birthday in a jail cell somewhere. He was going to have to trust Mal and her hacktivist buddies to hold up their end.

      Yeah.

      Well…at least he knew he had a sister who needed him.
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      The package was delivered by drone on New Year’s Eve. A calculated move—between the fireworks bursting throughout the city and the countless VR drones transmitting the spectacle to units around the globe, one tiny unauthorized package flown under the radar was never going to be noticed.

      The seamless box bore only his user name and unit number. There didn’t seem to be any way to open it, until he picked it up. The box warmed for a moment as it read his biosignature, and then the top slid open. Inside he found an ID badge, an earbud, something that looked like a large steam bun in a bag, and a letter from his sister.

      Curious about the steam bun, Brandon cracked open the bag…and then immediately sealed it again. Whatever it was, it was heavier than it looked and stank like a mothball. Brandon put the bag back in the box and pulled out the handwritten piece of paper. He rolled his eyes and grimaced. Mal knew what a hard time he had reading written text. Another little Real World dig from his bully of a big sister.

      He couldn’t make out every word, but he got the gist. He was to go to the True.love building the next day, find the server room, and leave the stinky device there. There were also instructions on how to setup the earbud, but that quickly lost his attention. Instinctively, he placed the earbud on top of his phone. Within seconds, an app appeared on the main screen called “Tunes.”

      It all sounded too easy. Brandon was tempted to put in the earbud and give his sister—and The Cut—a piece of his mind. But tomorrow would arrive soon enough. Sparkledust filled the air outside his small window, turning the inside of his cinderblock unit a nonstop rainbow of colors.

      He drifted off to sleep well before midnight and woke to the obscene buzzing of an alarm he didn’t have. Brandon rolled over and squinted at his phone. On the lock screen was a familiar graphic, but instead of saying “Look Up,” it read “Wake Up.” He snorted, twisted in the earbud, and opened the Tunes app.

      “Don’t you people ever sleep?”

      His ear filled with cheering and a chorus of “Happy New Year!”

      “Happy New Year to you guys, too.” He sat on the edge of his bed, wishing he’d taken a shower last night. If The Cut were already this alive and kicking, there was no way they’d let him waste any more time on something as silly as hygiene.

      “Rise and shine, little brother.”

      “Hey, Mal.”

      “So here’s what we worked out.” Brandon brushed his teeth while Mal briefed him. “Each of us worked on a separate piece of this operation. As you move from step to step, the person in charge of each will walk you through it. Okay?”

      Brandon rinsed out his mouth in the sink. “What step did you do, Mal?”

      “I got you on board,” she said. “Don’t worry, you’ll love the team. And I’m staying on as admin, so I can mute any of these rascals if they get out of control.” There was a combined grumbling in response to her teasing remark. “Holler if you need anything.”

      He almost wished she weren’t going to stay on the call. If he didn’t know the voices in his ear, he could pretend this was just another game. If—when—he screwed up, he didn’t want his sister there to witness it first hand.

      “Let’s get this over with,” he said.

      “Hey, Bran?” Mal added quickly. “Before I forget, thank you for doing this.”

      “I owed you.”

      “Still. Thank you. I love you, kid.”

      Brandon shook his head. The last thing he needed was to get emotional right now. “Love you too, Mal,” he muttered.

      The exchange was met with a combination of sappy exclamations and taunting. He’d already forgotten she wasn’t the only one listening. He heard Mal’s laugh above them all. “Candy, you’re up,” she said, before muting herself.

      “Yes, ma’am, captain.” The words that filled his ear now were thickly accented and dripping with sugar. “Hey there, sweetness.”

      “Sweetness?” Brandon asked. “Not likely.”

      “Mal showed us a pic. I know how adorable you are. Right now I need you to get that adorable butt into the closest thing you have to an office work uniform.”

      “I have a light blue shirt and khakis, will that do?”

      “Perfect. Okay, how do you take your coffee?”

      Candy’s no-nonsense tone was a lot like his sister’s, but she wouldn’t be as dark an angel as Mal in Dyrlland. Brandon imagined a pixie-sprite avatar for her—part girl with wings, part butterfly with teeth. “Sugar,” he said. “No cream.”

      “What do you usually eat for breakfast?”

      “Nothing.”

      He could hear her sucking her teeth in disappointment. “Do you normally carry a wallet? Watch? Any jewelry? Piercings? Implants?”

      “I normally don’t leave my unit,” he said as he put on his trousers. “A wallet, I guess. No jewelry.”

      “Fantastic. Leave it. Leave everything. I want nothing on you but this earpiece, that ID, and the bao.”

      “I thought it looked like a steam bun, too,” said Brandon. “What is it really?”

      “A quantum DFG…like a crazy powerful EMP, but far more effective and far less detectable. Plus a few wireless bugs that will seal themselves in when the system reboots.”

      Brandon froze in the middle of putting on his shirt. “I’ll get caught carrying around an electrobomb.”

      “Thus the stinky bun shell,” she said. “It’s thick enough to get through security scans and volatile enough to evaporate in the server room. It’ll also give you time to get out of the building before everything goes down.”

      “Brilliant.”

      “Yes, sir. Our Carmen’s a chemistry genius.”

      Brandon detected a note of reverence in Candy’s voice. “Chemistry genius” obviously meant “bomb expert” in The Cut’s language. “I’m ready.”

      “All righty. Exit the building and take a right on Market.”

      Brandon followed her directions to a dispenser where his coffee was waiting, along with a bar of nutmeat and honey substitute. He scanned the ID to access the door and chuckled at his order. “Thanks, Candy.”

      “Breakfast is important,” she said. “Good luck, sweetness.”

      He took a bite of the bar. “Where do I go from here?”

      “The train,” said a voice that was not Candy’s.

      Brandon choked. When he regained his breath and composure, he took a sip of coffee. “Bullshit,” he said. “I don’t do trains.”

      “I could hack you a share scooter, but that would waste all our time. Just get your ass on the train.”

      Brandon tried to imagine this guy’s avatar. One of the Rosenthorn Guard was a big renegade that called himself Berserker. He walked into crazy situations with the ease of someone with a death wish. Berserker didn’t often give orders, but when he did, everyone followed them. They knew he’d already considered the 600 other ways in which they’d fail.

      This guy didn’t sound exactly like Berserker, but that was definitely who popped into Brandon’s mind.

      Brandon made it to the station, through the turnstile, and onto the platform. There wasn’t much of a crowd, what with the New Year’s holiday. A train came…and then the train left, with Brandon still on the platform.

      He expected Mal to tap in and scold him for that, but it was not Mal in his ear.

      “You seen some shit, huh?” Berserker asked.

      “Have you?” If Brandon kept the conversation going, he might stall enough to skip the next train as well.

      “Lost my leg in a hovercraft accident,” he said. “Can’t even look at the damn things now.”

      “My parents died in a train crash.” Brandon couldn’t remember the last time he’d said those words, if ever.

      “Shit, sorry man. Bad luck.”

      Brandon tried to shrug it off. “Bad luck was getting Mal for a sister. The rest is just fallout.”

      Berserker chuckled. “Heard.”

      The next train came into the station all too quickly. Brandon tried not to freeze completely.

      “You miss this one, yo, you might trigger security for aberrant behavior.”

      “Shit.” He was right.

      “You got this?”

      “Yeah.” If Brandon could fight a giant game monster every day of the week, he could walk onto a train. People didn’t die on trains every day of the week. That he knew of. Step by step he made it, cold sweat and all.

      “You good?”

      Brandon couldn’t find the breath to answer. He’d apparently forgotten how to breathe. The train’s doors slid closed behind him. He lowered himself into a seat. He tried not to look out the window at the greatness and the smallness of the world speeding by.

      “It’s only a couple of stops,” said Berserker. “You want me to talk, or you want me to shut up?”

      “Talk,” Brandon managed to say without throwing up. He could feel the hum of the train through his seat.

      “Aa-ight.” There was a pause. “Do you believe in the ghost?”

      “What?”

      “Talia Karian. You gonna run into her in the server room? Or one of the dark hallways?”

      Of all the conversation topics Berserker could have picked, Brandon never would have guessed this one. “Talia Karian’s an urban legend.”

      “There’s some truth in every legend,” Berserker replied.

      The train dipped into a tunnel, and the once bright window became a dark mirror. Brandon's reflection warped slightly in the tempered glass. He closed his eyes and concentrated on breathing normally.

      “So what do you believe?” The voice in his ear asked. “Did Talia design the most successful hookup software in the world and then miraculously die of natural causes? Or do you think the sister offed her and stole the company?”

      That was the most popular version of the story: that Talia’s ghost had roamed the halls of True.love enterprises for the last hundred years, seeking retribution for her murder but never finding it. Brandon didn’t believe in ghosts, but the tale had fascinated him for some time after he’d received his Rosenthorn skin. He’d gone over that armor a million times, examining the placement of every rose, the turn of every briar, looking for some sort of Easter egg that might solve the riddle of Talia’s death. He eventually forced himself to accept that there was no mystery to solve.

      “I don’t believe in ghosts,” said Brandon. “You?”

      “I did the research.” With The Cut’s resources at his disposal, Berserker would definitely have gotten farther with an investigation than Brandon ever could. “No death certificate. Nothing. Talia Karian just fell off the face of the earth.”

      “What do you think happened?” Brandon asked.

      “I say she found her soulmate, but they were in witness protection or something,” Berserker replied. “I mean, she created the algorithm for a reason, right?”

      “Yeah,” said Brandon. “I hope your version’s the truth.”

      “Nah, man,” Berserker added. “Sister gutted her, took everything, and used the money to bury her body so deep no one’ll ever find it. I only say Talia found her soulmate ‘cause the Real World’s got enough ghosts.”

      Brandon found it nice to have believed in something good, even complete fiction, for just a moment. Especially when the doors of the train slid open at his stop. He’d barely even noticed his arrival.

      Brandon quickly disembarked and waited for his heart to stop racing. “Thanks.”

      “You did it, not me,” said Berserker. “I’ll make sure that ID gets you in the building. Once you get to the elevator, you’re somebody else’s problem.”

      “Yeah, well…thanks anyway.”

      Brandon turned his face into the wind that snapped down the alleyways between skyscrapers. Wind, especially the cold, bitter stuff like today, was one of the only things he missed about the Real World. The sting of it brought tears to his eyes. The wind, and his parents.

      Berserker must have been tracking Brandon’s location, because as soon as he was in front of the True.love building he heard, “Don’t hesitate.”

      Brandon glanced up at the edifice. The bartender probably should have cut the architect off a few pints before he got to the fourth floor, where the straight lines suddenly broke into a myriad of jutting turrets. They clung here and there all the way up the outside walls like so many Victorian barnacles, with ornamental crenellations incorporated into their glass rooftops. The central lobby area was topped with a faceted glass pyramid.

      Brandon walked up to the door like it was his thousandth day at a dreary job in this fascinating building. He placed his card on the holder, waited a moment for the reader to acknowledge his presence, and walked right in. Stepping onto the train had been harder.

      No sirens shrieked as he crossed the sparse lobby, so Carmen’s electrobomb shield was delivering. Not that Brandon had the luxury of celebrating his triumph. He timed his walk so that he missed the few people in the first elevator car. The second was blissfully empty. No one stepped in behind him.

      “Well done, B.”

      “What the…?” Brandon’s jaw dropped. He knew that voice as well as he knew his sister’s. Maybe better. “Jack?”

      “Zzzzing! You all owe me ten hours’ work, my hack of choice.” After a moment, he added, “B, you can’t hear them, but I assure you the groans are massive.”

      “Jack, you son of a witch. You work with—”

      “Ah, ah, ah! Watch your language, young sir.”

      Brandon clamped his lips shut and balled his hand into a fist. He’d almost said “The Cut” out loud like an idiot and ruined the entire mission. The world was always listening.

      He didn’t open his mouth again until he trusted himself to use it properly. “You work with my sister and didn’t tell me?”

      “You might have thought I was trying to recruit you.”

      “Were you?”

      “Maybe. Never did, though, did I?”

      Brandon leaned back against the wall of the elevator. Mal would never have been able to get Brandon into The Cut willingly, but Jack was Rosenthorn Guild. He’d have been able to convince Brandon in a heartbeat.

      “Push a button before your behavior gets flagged, ya’ plank,” said Jack. “Server’s on Sublevel 4.”

      The button warmed beneath Brandon’s finger as it lit up. “Did she send you?” Brandon asked him.

      “You mean, did your doting miss commandeer a couple of friends to look after her little brother after she hacked him into a new skin?” Jack blew out a breath. “Perish the thought.”

      “A couple of friends?”

      “Me and Hammer, yeah,” said Jack.

      “Hammer?”

      “You were just talking to him.”

      “Ah,” said Brandon. “He didn’t say. I was calling him Berserker in my head.”

      Jack gave a quick laugh. “I can see that.”

      “Why isn’t he part of the Guard?”

      “He lost his armor in the Rapture,” said Jack. It was dumb luck that most of the Guard had been able to keep their Rosenthorn skins. They hadn’t been as obsessed with the armor as Brandon.

      The elevator doors slid open to reveal a cold, dark room with three doors. “The door on the left,” said Jack. “When you’re inside, find the warmest part of the room as quickly as you can and leave the bun there.”

      “Carmen the bun maker’s not going to walk me through it?”

      “She would, mate, but she’s deaf. The room’s most likely shielded, so you won’t be able to hear us anyway.”

      “What if I have any questions?”

      There was a pause, and the sound of typing. “Carmen says you won’t. But if in the event there’s some giant squid monster or something you can’t defeat, come back out into the hallway and let us know.”

      “Got it.” Brandon lifted his ID to the pad on the wall. “Catch you later.”

      “Not if the ghost catches you first,” Hammer chimed in. Jack punctuated the comment with an eerie ghost moan.

      Just at that moment, a door opened and a woman stepped through. Brandon almost jumped out of his skin…and then laughed to cover himself.

      “Sorry,” he told the woman. “I thought you were someone else for a second.”

      She raised a thin eyebrow, but then nodded and made her way past him to the elevator. Brandon ignored the sounds of Jack and Hammer laughing in his ear.

      The moment Brandon stepped over the threshold of the server room, he heard nothing at all. He quickly made a loop around the room—no one place seemed warmer than any other, so Brandon chose a spot where the bun wouldn’t be seen should someone happen to walk in before the shield evaporated. They’d smell it before they saw it first anyway.

      He stared at the server for a moment, not wanting to exit the room too quickly. Amazing how something so small could control a database so large. That it could connect people in so many ways. There would definitely be a backlash when this went down. Mal wanted everyone to revert back to relying on destiny, but Brandon knew better. A million lesser sites would pour in, trying to fill the gap. Chaos would reign for a while, but billions of people would sort themselves onto those sites. Soulmates would still find each other…if they’d signed onto the same site. So perhaps there would be some fate involved after all.

      Not that Brandon cared. Dyrlland had found him more friends than True.love ever had. He couldn’t care less if this one imploded.

      “And that’s that,” he said as he walked back to the elevator.

      “Cheers, B!” Jack exclaimed. “Get topside and you’re all clear.”

      Brandon smiled at himself as the reflective doors slid closed. As favors went, that wasn’t too bad. He’d be able to hold this over Mal’s head for the rest of time. He pushed the button for the Lobby.

      It didn’t light up.

      “Jack?”

      “We read you, B.”

      He’d take the stairs if he had to. Brandon pushed the button to open the doors. Nothing. “The elevator’s not responding.”

      Jack didn’t respond either. No one in his ear said anything. And then finally…

      “Hang tight, Bran. We’re working on it.”

      Mal.

      He was screwed.

      “What if I—?” He stumbled as the elevator started rising.

      “I said ‘hang tight!’” screeched Mal. “That means don’t touch anything!”

      “I didn’t,” Brandon responded. “None of the buttons are lit. I’m just rising. Fast.” So fast that the number readout had gone blank. His ears popped. “What’s at the top?”

      “We don’t know,” said Mal. “Not security—they’re on three. For some reason, the top floor’s shielded.”

      “What do I do if—?” The elevator came to a stop before he could finish asking. “Mal?”

      There was no answer. The earpiece had gone dead.

      All his instincts told him to stay in the elevator. He tried to stay calm. The Cut would get control again. They’d get him out.

      The doors slid open.

      Brandon cursed and gasped at the same time. In a glass case before him, larger than life, was a full suit of Rosenthorn armor.

      “Forgive me, Mal,” Brandon said, in case his sister could still hear him.

      He stepped off the elevator.

      The room was small, containing only the suit of armor and a tapestry with some animals in a wooded scene that hung against the far wall. The armor was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. The metal shone so brightly that he could see his face reflected in it. Each bud and thorn stood out in crisp detail. The roses on the shield and breastplate were such a deep crimson that they looked as if they’d been colored with blood. He could make out some sort of scrollwork inside the winding briars themselves, but if it was script, Brandon was unable to read it. He cursed again for not being better at handwriting.

      And then something moved.

      He would have called it a trick of the light, but there were no windows in this room. And yet, out of the corner of his eye, he would have sworn that the unicorn on the tapestry had shifted.

      Brandon didn’t know anything about furniture, much less antique room dressings. Nor had unicorns ever been his thing. But for a piece that should have been centuries old, the tapestry looked as fresh as the armor.

      It moved again. As if the unicorn’s mane had been caught up in an invisible breeze.

      Brandon tore his attention from the armor and walked around the glass case to get a closer look. He waved his hand in front of the tapestry, but nothing happened. Not a projection, then. The light in this room was so diffuse, it didn’t even cast his shadow. He touched the edge of the fabric. He had no idea how thick tapestries were supposed to be, but he couldn’t feel any fiber optics in the weave. Of course, if the piece was expensive enough, he wouldn’t have.

      There it was again. That flutter. Only the unicorn. No other beast pictured in that forest moved. Every leaf on every tree was frozen in place. It was just the unicorn.

      Brandon wondered what level of nanotech could achieve such a feat. Bots might have been spot injected into the fabric, controlled by a tiny circuit board on the other side. Curious, Brandon pressed his hand against the unicorn, trying to see if he could discern the presence of a board without having to flip the tapestry over completely.

      His hand pushed much farther than he’d expected.

      There was no wall behind this tapestry.

      Quickly, Brandon lifted the fabric.

      There was a door.

      “Hello there,” he said to no one.

      Brandon didn’t need The Cut for this—hidden doors were his territory. Such secrets had always fascinated Brandon, be they fictional or cybernetic, discovered in a dusty old castle or the dark web…or a shiny office building. Gooseflesh raised on his forearms from the excitement.

      It might also have been a response to the cold draft coming from the other side of the door.

      The door was older than the tapestry. Brandon placed a hand on the thick, dark wood without even thinking. It was cool to the touch, but not in the same way as polymer or bioplastic. His eyes fell to the lock, anticipating disappointment, and he found it. No number pad. No wireless entry plate. Just a handle, bolt lock, and a keyhole.

      Brandon sighed. All he had in his pockets was an empty bag and a useless ID card. He bent down to examine the lock’s mechanism better, using the handle to steady himself. The doorknob warmed to the touch beneath his fingers…and he heard the bolt click open.

      “Shit,” he said to the door.

      The lock had a biometric backup. It made sense. What didn’t make sense was how his biometric signature could authorize anything in this place, least of all a hidden door on a floor that didn’t exist.

      Brandon pulled his hand off the doorknob as if he’d been burned.

      The elevator. The buttons in the elevator had warmed to his touch as well. He hadn’t thought anything of it at the time. There might have been a thousand other hidden sensors in this building, but the elevator was the perfect place to acquire the most pertinent data. It was possible that this building had everything from his height and weight to his fingerprints and DNA. Brandon’s eyes slid closed and he bowed his head in defeat.

      It was a trap.

      He could turn and run, but that elevator wasn’t about to take him anywhere. He wanted to rip down the tapestry and give that ridiculous unicorn a piece of his mind, but if security had been notified, he probably didn’t have much time. Not that it mattered. His clock started ticking the moment he’d left the electrobomb.

      Brandon raced through possible exit strategies. Every single one came back to the same thing: he wasn’t going to die in prison without knowing what was on the other side of this door.

      He put his hand back on the handle, turned the knob, and pushed the door open.

      The small room was cold, the air stale and climate controlled like the server room. Colored light streamed through an elaborate stained glass tree set in the far wall. That wasn’t an outside wall, so it couldn’t have been real light, but the effect was subtly impressive. The ersatz window illuminated the small room enough for Brandon to see bookshelves lining the walls, more tapestries, some furniture. In the center of the room sat a glass coffin.

      It was empty.

      There were two steps down into the room—one, two—the floor was stone, not concrete. Actual stone. He moved closer to the coffin, drawn to it. His first thought was that it was for him. The gaping, translucent glass mouth mocked his impending doom.

      As he got closer he could make out impressions in the side of the coffin. The telltale glint of a needle’s tip. A few drops of…blood?

      A slight movement in the corner of his eye made him jump and spin. He expected to see a unicorn, mane waving in an absent breeze. Instead, he realized, a woman had stood to greet him. She was rail thin, with a long dark mass of hair. Her white gown hung on her frame. Her skin was so pale it looked as if she were on the verge of death.

      He caught her before she collapsed, easing her back into the chair in front of some kind of antique desk with a mirror. She had been as quiet as a ghost in the mottled shadows created by the stained glass tree.

      Ghost.

      The coffin was hers.

      Brandon glanced in the mirror, reassured to see her reflection there. He silently cursed Hammer for putting ridiculous thoughts in his head.

      “How can I help?” he asked as he knelt beside her. “Can I call a doctor? Anyone?” Someone was probably coming anyway, wearing uniforms and carrying restraints.

      “I’ll be fine,” she said weakly, placing her hand on top of his. It was little more than skin and bones. “I’m just not very good at standing yet.”

      It was a strange thing to say, and a strange place in which to say it. Brandon felt like he had walked into the middle of a game without knowing the rules. “I’m Brandon,” he said.

      She stared at him for a moment. Her eyes were large and brown and…compelling. He knew nothing about her, except that she was a puzzle he wanted to solve.

      “I’m Talia,” she replied. “Talia Karian.”

      Brandon stood so quickly his head swam. He took a step back. He wanted to run back to the elevator. Or to the other side of the world.

      “Talia Karian is a myth,” he whispered.

      The woman lifted her thin arm and waved a hand at the room. “Welcome to my fairy tale.”

      “But this can’t…I mean, you can’t…I mean, you’re…” Brandon felt himself starting to hyperventilate. This was so much worse than the train. He put his hands on his knees and lowered his head, trying to catch his breath before the anxiety attack took hold. He wished Hammer was in his ear again to talk him through it.

      As if she’d read his mind, the woman started to speak. “Once upon a time there was a girl who loved her sister very much. So much that when her sister got married, the girl found herself desperately alone. Try as she might, she couldn’t find anyone else who matched her in mind and spirit. She came up with what she thought was the greatest plan ever: to give a computer the task of finding such a person for her. Someone with an enthusiasm as great as her own. Someone who would go to extremes to find her.”

      “Did she find that person?” Brandon managed to ask, even though he already knew the answer.

      “No. The universe cursed her bravado. Her program found a match for everyone in the world except her. So, while in the depths of despair one night, the girl chose to end her life.”

      “Or so she thought.” Brandon started putting the pieces together. There was one way this could really be Talia Karian. But that would mean…

      “In her severely compromised emotional state, the girl had forgotten how much her sister still loved her. Death was not the only alternative to a lifetime of loneliness.”

      Brandon’s gaze returned to the coffin in the middle of the room. It was unfathomable. Improbable. But with a genius mind, advanced technology, and tons of money, it wasn’t entirely impossible. After all, he had a sister like that.

      “Her sister put the girl to sleep instead,” he guessed.

      “Until the computer found a match for her,” she continued. “Or created one.”

      Brandon’s head reeled again.

      Almost every match on the planet for the last century had been orchestrated by this woman’s creation. She had been the application’s first user. Presumably, the computer would not have stopped trying to find her a partner. Or…given enough time and information…created one.

      His parents had been matched by True.love. And their parents before them. Everyone’s parents had. It’s where most people went when they wanted to have a child. The True.love website knew everything about him down to his DNA. So did this building.

      Brandon pinched himself. This was too unreal, even for him. He had to be in some sort of drugged hallucination—maybe the elevator had poisoned him. Or maybe he was still in the elevator, experiencing some crazily advanced VR game. Perhaps the building was sentient and this was the true security measure, a subversive trap made to hold radicals and revolutionaries until they could be brought to justice.

      As his mind began to spin out of control, Brandon heard a voice. Not in his ear, but in his head. Little brother, a girl could walk right up to you and say that you were literally her reason for living and you wouldn’t know what to do with her.

      If this was the Real World, and the woman sitting before him really was Talia Karian, then he was the reason she was currently alive. And she was his.

      Mal would have called it destiny.

      A tear rolled down his cheek unbidden. “Sorry,” he said as he wiped it away. “This is kind of a lot to process.”

      “Oh, I get it,” she said. “Try waking up in a strange room and realizing everyone you ever loved—and everyone you didn’t even care about—is dead.”

      “But you did wake up.”

      She gave him a wan yet mischievous smile. “I did.”

      “You might not even like me, you know,” he told her.

      “I have the rest of my life ahead of me, in a future no one of my era could have guessed at,” she said. “I’m willing to take the chance if you are.”

      Love takes faith, said the Mal voice in his head. Brandon smiled, too, despite himself. “And there’s something else I should probably tell you.”

      “Go on,” she said. “Surprise me.”

      “Any minute now, an electronic pulse is going to wipe out that system you worked so hard to create.”

      He waited for her to scream. To cry. Instead she…laughed. By all the gaming gods, she laughed. Her body shook with it.

      “I get to live but my creation dies. The universe does love messing with me.”

      As soon as she spoke the words, the room plunged into darkness. Carmen’s bun-bomb had done its job. They both lingered in the silent blackness.

      “Brandon?” Talia asked calmly. “Do you have a sister?”

      “Oh, yes.” He smiled again, even though she couldn’t see it. “You’re going to love her.”
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        AUTHOR’S NOTE

      

      

      This story took me sixteen years to tell. The concept was always the same: a futuristic retelling of Sleeping Beauty where a woman creates a matchmaking software, and then puts herself into cryogenic sleep until the computer finds her soulmate. 

      The problem was, I didn’t have the skill in 2003 to tell it properly. Or again in 2007. At which point “True.love” seemed destined to die a dusty death on my hard drive. 

      But perhaps it was just sleeping.

      When Anthea first proposed a futuristic fairy tale anthology, I knew I needed to tackle the story one last time. With over a decade of writing experience under my belt, I felt equal to the task. I challenged myself further by not reading my old drafts before I started this new version. But I did reread the Grimms’ “Briar Rose”—known in the original Italian as “Sun, Moon, and Talia.”

      Almost immediately, I realized that there was a fundamental flaw in my original concept. It was not Briar Rose who cursed herself to sleep. The princess was destined to die, until the twelfth Wise Woman changed the death curse into a sleeping spell. It made far more sense for Talia’s sister to have placed her in a cryogenic chamber, after Talia, in despair, attempted suicide. 

      This version of “True.love” exploded in my head as I wrote it. It wanted to be a novel so badly…I recognized the feeling from when I wrote “Sunday,” the short story that inevitably became the novel Enchanted. Unfortunately, I have too many projects on my plate at the moment to follow that dream. For now, I am content knowing that Brandon and Talia’s story is—finally—out in the world, where it should be. 

      And if this story is destined to become a novel one day…well…I will keep the faith. 

      (BONUS SIDE QUEST: I have hidden a special Easter egg inside this story. The first person to find it and email me with the correct answer will win a signed paperback copy of this anthology!)

      
        
        ABOUT THE AUTHOR

      

      

      Alethea Kontis is a princess, NYT bestselling author, stormchaser, and geek. She is the host of “Princess Alethea’s Fairy Tale Rants” and Princess Alethea’s Traveling Sideshow every year at Dragon Con. Alethea narrates stories for multiple award-winning online magazines, and she contributes regular YA book  reviews to NPR. Alethea currently resides on the Space Coast of Florida with her teddy bear, Charlie. Find out more about Princess Alethea and the magic, wonderful world in which she lives at patreon.com/princessalethea
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        Location: Terminus

        Environment: Hospitable desert world with abandoned city sprawl

        Resources: Plentiful

      

      

      
        
        Quick Lore: Terminus was once the hub of an interstellar trade organization until it was overrun by the wraith—uman and alien hybrids that looked like they were part man and part lizard. The wraith betrayed their masters, going feral and decimating the entire sprawl from which they were born.

        Quest: Fool's Errand

        Expected Difficulty: Veteran

        Rewards: Diuranium Crystals, Genetic Materials, Artifact, +1000 EXP

        Current Loadout: Modified M44 Rifle, Med Pack, Energy Pistol

        Current Level: 5

      

      

      Some said it would feel like a dream, while others said that it was like being reborn. They said it was like waking up and opening your eyes for the first time. They said colors would be more vibrant, food taste sweeter, sex feel better. I felt like I was having my entire body pierced with nails. I felt a dozen hands twisting and hammering at my body with no remorse. Electricity and wires ran into my chest straight into my heart and another set ran into the back of my head into my brain, they ignited the spark of life into my new body. I could feel the nanites pushing the blood through my veins. My new pulse. My new heart. My new lungs pushing me to breathe. At times I felt like a fish out of water suffocating.

      Behold the power of modern technology. In this world where no one dies, my burning escape pod moves violently through the atmosphere of the planet Terminus. Orange and blue flames trail behind me. I have never felt so alone. Lost from the rest of my crew, my pod rocking back and forth as I hold myself back against the handlebars that line the upper half near the 3-inch window. The behemoth that was once my ship is now wrecked, breaking apart as pieces of debris fall after me like rain. I just barely escaped death from above and now the idea of death down below seems much more likely. I should have just stayed and died with my crew.

      Despite the debris field that now hails down on my pod, my rear thrusters manage to deploy and my bruised, slightly broken, slightly battered metal tomb slows just enough that I’ll survive before I hit the ground.

      I let go of the handles that I have been holding on to for dear life and with a thud I pass out for a moment just after hitting the ground.

      
        
        Health: 40

      

      

      I quickly grab a nearby medical pack, rifle, electronic toolkit, and a piece of tarnished psychic paper. Chances of using it are slim to none, but should I encounter any possible natives or hostile alien life that could read or write its use will be invaluable. I open the hatch to my pod and stumble out into the dirt. Surrounded by the buildings of the Sprawl. The city is covered in dust and decay. I smell the rot in the air as I wonder how it is possible anything could survive here at all. I pull myself up and begin moving away from the pod.

      Away from the technology that had saved my life. I feel like I am going to be swallowed whole by the planet itself as the Sprawl calls out to me. I set up camp in the ruins of what might have been a library. I pull a small capsule from my pack and open it up into a makeshift tent small enough for one person to fit inside. Everything I need to survive is in my pack. Food, water, vitamin pills, painkillers, antibiotics, and more. I use every part of it to increase my health back to 100.

      A bit calmer now, I pull out my psychic paper and find myself drawing images on it. Images lifted from my memories, portraits of family and famous figures I admire. Words flash across the rugged center of the paper from my favorite novels. Everything I have ever seen or read could be viewed on the paper like a screen. Of course, trying to show anyone else would be pointless, as only their thoughts would be shown, but for me this is a great way to pass the time. Not that it matters. I am alone with all the time in the world to myself and to be honest a part of me likes it this way.

      Quietly I stare at the paper. Most of the time my thoughts are random and chaotic. As a child, I had been taught to try and turn them into symbols. Special sigils that I could focus on to make the reality that I desired more real. I stare at a symbol on the paper now. Something I couldn’t remember seeing. There is a large black circle with two smaller ones above and below, surrounded by a larger circle. The image seems ancient. I feel it calling out to me. There is something sad about it. Perhaps, I had seen it as a child and now, because of my present situation, my mind was calling back to it. While staring at it I feel both despair and hope.

      I rummage through my pack, eat a ration bar, and put my tent away. I’m not ready to sleep. It is still too early. I’m not even sure why I decided to make camp in the first place. At the very bottom of the pack I find a small communication device no bigger than the palm of my hand. I stare at the device and slowly start to remember my mission.

      To my surprise a figure appears from behind me. I turn around, grabbing my rifle from my side, and watch as the shadowy figure begins to speak.

      "You have the schematics, right? Seals are already broken, so just suit up and follow my lead, I'll take point down the main hallway to reach the bridge, the rest of you will branch out from there. I'll let you lead a team of three. We are looking for an artifact."

      
        
        Keyes

        Level 10

        Friendly

      

      

      My mind flashes back. A war somewhere in Alpha Euthymia. A planet light years away from the hub, light years from Alpha and from what remains of Earth. I'm running down an alley. I'm holding some kind of modified M44. It's an energy rifle. It is hard to believe only an hour earlier I was falling out of the sky. We are in a city Sprawl, an oasis inside a desert. I can feel the heat from my rifle. Burning hot. I feel the dust blowing over the horizon as it hits my cheeks like razors carried by the wind. I catch my reflection in a broken window. I am wearing the best in military armor. I feel like a tank. Everything except my head is covered in the Crimson King tech. I have a bandanna covering my forehead. I can't even see my eyes. Altered just enough I can see in the darkness. My unit is following behind me. We approach a metal door. The soldier on my six bursts through and I watch as he falls to the ground while at the same time my body twists in ways I never knew it could. Not in the real anyway. I watch myself gun down a hole full of 'bad' guys. NPC's set to hostile. Aliens known as the wraiths.

      
        
        Wraith x 10

        Level 5

        Hostile

        +1000 EXP

      

      

      I toss a grenade behind the door just to make sure there is no more resistance. Watch my experience grow in the bottom left hand side of my vision. I smile for a moment but there is something else going on around me. Behind the smoke rising towards me something is moving. I can hear it as it knocks me backwards and I start to black out again only to catch myself grabbing hold of the wall. My fingernails tear the paint away. Nausea, ready to vomit. I try to regain my composure and do so, with just enough time to get a fix on it.

      
        
        King Wraith

        Level 10

        Hostile

      

      

      I turn back around to run. Everyone is dead. Blood is flooding the floor.

      "Guys?" I shout.

      I remind myself that death isn't real. They may lose their stats and experience but they are still just as alive as I am outside in the real. Meanwhile, the King Wraith is nowhere to be seen. I take a moment to breathe and recheck my stats.

      
        
        Attack: 6

        Affinity: 5

        Sharpness: 9

        Agility: 6

        Strength: 8

        Intelligence: 8

        Luck: 10

      

      

      I hear a voice in the next room and move slowly, holding my rifle at the ready. I unlock the door once I have made certain the room is clear.

      
        
        Stealth +5

      

      

      A slim red haired woman is being held in the closet. She is an American. Green eyes. The same green eyes that remind me of Azra. The woman I loved. The one that I had to leave behind. If not for the red hair I would swear it was her. I recognize her face. She is a journalist. That much I can tell.

      A small broken sphere lies beside her. The sphere is a camera, typically used to capture in-game moments and events for the masses. Her screaming and crying is making my ears want to bleed. I scan her trying to figure out whether she is a player that got themselves trapped or some kind of NPC. When nothing appears, I assume she's a part of the game. I let go of my fear, and focus.

      "Where is the artifact?" I sound more like I'm growling than talking.

      I don't know why I'm saying or doing these things. That wasn’t what I thought I was going to say. A part of me feels like I have no control. On my hand I see a number written - 1327. I have no idea what it means. I continue to scream at the journalist.

      "WHERE IS THE ARTIFACT?"

      "I don't know what you're talking about," she cries.

      I lower my rifle and tell her it is going to be ok. I watch as I reach my hand out. She takes it.

      "You are going to be alright. Just stay behind me," I reassure her.

      Behind her I see a small passageway. Pulling back the drywall reveals a staircase leading underground.

      "Command this is Alpha-1 we are going below, repeat, I might have found something... heading below," I say, thinking how this would be a great time to call for reinforcements. I don’t even know if anyone is listening but it feels better to play it safe. I lead the way as the journalist follows behind me. I think about asking her name but it’s not like it really matters. Everything moves so fast in-game. I remind myself that none of this is real. I'm inside my pod with a headset on, lying in my room.

      Together we enter a dimly lit cave. The walls that are made from rock begin to transition into panels of flat black metal.

      “Some kind of underground laboratory. It reeks of piss and puke,” she says before I look over to see her throw up. I almost do the same. We stop for a minute to get our bearings. I scan for enemies.

      “At least we are alone.” I smile.

      “How do you know that?” she asks, bewildered.

      “Trust me.”

      Three minutes later we finally enter an open room. The room couldn't be more than twenty by twenty feet and in the center is a red box. The box is no more than a few feet tall and maybe six inches wide. I recognize it as a black box from an airship, at least that’s what my mind is telling me. Why we are here to get this and what was so important about it I couldn't tell you. I could just feel this is my mission. The artifact I had come looking for. This is what I was supposed to be doing. I pull out a strap and some thin rope from my bag of supplies and wrap it around the box. After that I throw it over my back.

      Of course, the whole thing is a trap.

      
        
        Quest: Survive

        Expected Difficulty: Veteran

        Rewards: Artifact, +100 EXP

      

      

      Wraiths pour out from behind cracks in the wall towards the two of us. I hand the girl my pistol and she knows exactly what to do. It’d like she becomes an entirely different person. We start to run backwards, continuing to run into resistance as we fight our way through the tunnels lost in a maze.

      “Somewhere we took a wrong turn,” I say.

      “They won’t let us leave.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “This place, it won’t let us leave!”

      We continue to run. Down the dark hallway until we see a ladder.

      “Climb!” I shout, firing back at the wraiths chasing us. My rifle is low on energy as I switch the battery out, almost losing my arm in the process. I don't know why but I let her climb first.

      We open the hatch and find ourselves inside a storage facility.

      “Another part of the maze?” I wonder aloud.

      “Hidden, secret place.”

      Dozens of bodies surround us in cryo-pods 12 feet high filled with a gel-like substance keeping them fresh. All of their eyes beat down on us.

      “It feels like we just walked onto the set of a horror movie,” she says.

      “At least the wraith aren’t after us anymore.”

      Walking through the facility I begin to feel like we are surrounded. Every time I try to scan the area around me it just comes up unknown.

      “Any idea what this place is?” I ask.

      “I’ve had dreams of this, nightmares.”

      The journalist moves ahead of me as I seal the hatchway behind us, just in case the wraith figure out a way to climb ladders. She is staring at one of the pods like a zombie. She turns around and fires at me, misses and hits the cryo-pod behind me. The liquid gel mixed with blood creates a purple substance that stains the floor. The body inside falls to the ground, wires, tubes sticking out in the open air. I can hear screaming. She continues to fire and soon I fire back.

      She runs. I think about going after her but it seems pointless. I have the artifact. I have to press forward and pace myself as I come to the exit of the facility. Every maze has an end.

      It takes me half an hour to find it, but I am back in the Sprawl, surrounded by the city and the dust. I can see the red sun setting in the sky above. Now all I have to do is call for an extraction. Another artifact means another payday.

      I pick up my comm. Before I can call for a pickup I hear a voice…

      "Nekros, this is Recon team, do you hear us?"

      "Nekros responding, go ahead Recon," a second voice breaks the static.

      "We found something, Sector 7-B-13. Looks like an old transport ship from before the war. Scans indicate a small power source inside but the reactors look dead. Fungal growth on the hull I'm guessing she made it through the nebula alright, possible she might have come from the gamma forests and why we couldn't see her from the ground."

      "Is she a seeder? Please advise as to the condition of the craft?"

      "Scans show temperatures that line up with that, aside from the power source the ship is ice cold. Thermal suits should keep us safe should we scavenge. Whole thing looks to be in one piece, unlike the priests or the council, they built these things to last. Jenson and Triz are about to sweep the interior, shouldn't be long before we know what's inside."

      "Copy Recon, be careful and watch yourselves, could be ghosts."

      A VTOL hovers just above the ground thirty yards away. Like it had been waiting there forever. I watch it land like a scripted event. The straight and narrow blades on the sides give it a very gritty look. The wings are beautiful and make it look like a raven. I feel myself drawn to it. I don’t know why.

      I move across the streets watching several figures step outside. They are dressed in power armor much like my own. I don’t recognize their guild nor what kind of party they might belong to. I try to scan them. Nothing. Maybe something is wrong with my UI. The game is known for having a few glitches here and there... every MMORPG has those problems. I am about to approach them and call for help when I see the journalist walk out towards them.

      I stand with my back against the wall and hold my rifle at the ready. If they are friends of hers, I am screwed. I can hold my own against wraith no problem but other players are be a different story altogether. PvP is not my strong suit. I turn my comm to silent, muting myself but continuing to listen to their conversations.

      “I have to double back,” I whisper to myself. “Back down into the facility. No matter what I can’t let them get their hands on the artifact. It is mine.”

      "They can be anywhere, you know how they are, Recon. Make sure you guys take precautions. We don't want to look lazy. The core may be active and could be corrupted, or worse. Who knows how long that thing has been floating around out there. Could be a hive. All sorts of no good things, or have you forgotten how dangerous the game is?"

      "No sir, we're taking precautions. There should be an interface near every department, and we're monitoring Jen and Triz from here... they should be breaking through the first seals now. Already heard reports of about a dozen wraith in the area." The voice stopped short.

      The journalist must be speaking to them again.

      "Alright, I'll take point, you just give me an idea of where we should go," the soldier said, stepping further away from me as the power turned on and the lights began to flicker.

      "I think I preferred the dark." It was her... her voice.

      "Was that a joke? This Sprawl is probably near a thousand years old, wouldn't you say?" said another voice. "There shouldn't be anything here to sneak up on us. Only a few feral wraith.”

      My heart is racing. I feel like they are hunting me.

      I think about setting some traps. Maybe unleash the horde of wraith from the sealed tunnel underground. That would show them.

      I make my way back inside of the facility where I see three of my fellow crew pinned down, surrounded by wraith.

      "We're trapped," I hear one of them yell.

      Another from the group, a pilot named Farsi, calls out to me, "You wouldn't happen to be able to lend a hand down here would you!" Before he finishes I am already fighting my way towards them, pushing my way through the horde. Another five wraith.

      
        
        +500 EXP

      

      

      "Do you have any grenades?" Farsi yells.

      I have three still on me and another two I taken from the pack in my pod.

      “Sure enough.” I hand them over.

      "Great! This will do. This should be all we need to get out of here. There’s an interface near the side of the lab. We came out here to scout the damage," Farsi says, firing at the wraith and launching a grenade towards them.

      "What happened to Keyes?" I ask.

      "Killed by a player," Farsi says.

      "A player killer! I saw several outside.”

      "Just great, not what we need right now," says Farsi.

      "If we can reach Sector 7-B-13 we can get out of here. There is an old transport ship I heard them talking about," I say, thankful I have finally found some help and have a plan.

      “That’s the best news I’ve heard all day!”

      “How did you guys survive?” I ask trying to remember if I what I saw before was a dream or some kind of hallucination.

      “What are you talking about? We dropped in, same as you.”

      “Same as me?” I ask.

      Farsi ignores my question. He pulls up a holographic map and leads the way. Sector 7-B-13 isn’t too far away from our current position, and after establishing a link between us all we have to do is follow the path before us. A few wraith here and there, but for the most part we are walking in a straight line down hallways as the lights flicker on and off.

      After fifteen minutes we reach the craft. Farsi studies it for a moment.

      "I need to re-energize the quantum vacuum chamber. If I can do that then we might be able to take off again." He grins. "If I can get it set up fast enough, we might actually survive this."

      A few stragglers from outside make their way in. Smaller wraith that look more like mutant komodo dragons than the monsters of men. They are breaking into the hallway through maintenance tunnels and the ventilation shafts. Each time one comes in range I open fire.

      "We've got incoming, looks like they might be human.” Farsi looks towards me and the other soldier who is helping hold the line.

      “I just leveled up!” he shouts, laughing.

      Farsi takes out a small device the size of his palm and connects it to the panel. He taps it once to make sure it is fastened tight before grabbing his rifle and spinning around, firing at the wraith alongside us.

      “An auto-hack.” He smiles. He is wearing a goggle over his left eye, using a direct neural interface to communicate with the transport's computer.

      "Nice multitasking." I smile back.

      "Interface connection established, sealing manifolds now. Should take about five minutes for the quantum vacuum to reenergize. Activating ship’s defense systems, turrets are a go!"

      I give Farsi a quick nod of congratulations.

      “Your quick thinking is going to save us,” says the other soldier.

      Suddenly, the wraith stop coming.

      “What happened?” Farsi asks, looking around.

      “I’m not sure, they stopped attacking,” says the other soldier.

      “Maybe they found another target,” I answer.

      Another minute goes by before we climb aboard the transport. I hold the artifact close to my side. Before we are off the ground, one of theirs, a player killer, comes leaping out of the dust. He or she, I can’t get a close enough look, is wearing black body armor. They are covered in blood and dust, and holding some kind of curved sword.

      I feel it stab me in the back. I feel the blade tear through my armor and into my skin all the way through to the bone. I feel it stop.

      “Nice job, Red, is that the one you said found you?” I hear.

      I start firing while trying to pull away at the same time. As quickly as they appeared they are gone. Their body turns to digital ash in the air.

      
        
        +300 EXP

      

      

      I fall back into the VTOL. I feel like I have a million needles running down my spine. Farsi stands over my body, taking the artifact from my dying hands before pushing me out. The top of the hangar opens and I see the Jellyfish Nebula fill in the night sky.

      
        
        Bleeding -1 / second

      

      

      I land in the dust and crawl away, back towards the cryo-pods, hoping that maybe I can scavenge something to stop my bleeding. No other players appear. No wraith either. I am alone again. My team has left me for dead.

      I have about thirty seconds left when I learn why she had shot at me. Red. She was a player and I… I was something else.

      A dead husk stares at me from the ground.

      A mirror, a perfect reflection of myself and everything I am.

      ... everything fades to black.

      
        
        Quest Failed
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        * * *

      

      
        
        3:27 am.

      

      

      I wake up screaming again.

      They said it would feel like a dream. Others said that it was like being reborn. A war somewhere in Alpha Euthymia. A planet light years away from the hub, an echo.

      A number written on the back of my hand, 1328.
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        * * *
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      I wondered, not for the first time, why the game creators felt the need to include smells in Battle Mage. At least the smell of sewage remained faint, and I could keep my gag reflex under control. Barely.

      Not everyone knew this stench. Most of the newbies stayed on the main level of the game. Where roses and pine smells ruled. Only those who knew the right movements, knew the right codes... made a deal with the devil... could get to the sub-level.

      A rat ran across my path.

      My hands tightened into fists in response. The only time I could feel the gloves on my hands was when I clenched them tightly. I swallowed down the bile that threatened to rise up. Even in the game, I didn't like creepy-crawly things. Didn't particularly care for keeping my balance on the foot-wide ledge next to the rounded tunnel side either, but I preferred it over walking in the knee-deep sludge to my left.

      I fixed my eyes on the end of the tunnel and continued forward. The crowd ahead roared with applause and laughter. When I broke out into the open area, they roared again.

      The applause wasn't for me.

      In the middle of the crowd, two players stood a few feet apart in a ring with no ropes. A faint circle decorated the floor. It didn't matter much. No one cared if they were in or out of bounds. The rules of honor and integrity found on the main levels of the game weren't part of the culture in the sub-levels.

      But here, players could rise in the ranks quickly. Grinding for XP became child's play. Experience points, game coins, everything was gained easier in the sub-levels, where PvP gave you twice the points and money than battling NPCs.

      I found a spot at the back of the crowd and kept my back to the wall. Those in front of me turned and eyed me a moment before continuing to watch the fight. I nodded to them. Sucker-punches were commonplace in the sub. I had to watch my own back and couldn't blame others for watching theirs.

      A wolfish howl rose from the ring, pulling me to my tip-toes so I could peer over the heads of the spectators in front of me. In the ring, one of the fighters proved himself a shifter. His top half sprang muscles and brown hair and teeth and claws. He moved with a speed that made it hard for his opponent to keep up. Even harder for spectators to follow.

      The mage opponent stood his ground. Claws raked against the force field he'd created. In his other hand, he generated fire and waited for an opening. But the shield began to get the tiniest of cracks.

      Fire flared in the mage's hand when he found an opening. But the shifter had moved back on purpose, once the shield moved to the side, he lunged forward. With heavy swipes, he shredded the mage's flesh. The bar over the mage's head dipped into the yellow. The crowd cheered wildly. Excitement grew for those who cheered on the shifter, while those who backed the mage with their bets groaned in terror at their potential lost coinage.

      But when the beast pulled back again, its fur was aflame.

      Tongues of fire licked up, and the smell of burning hair filled the small, stone space. The bar over the shifter's head sank at a steady rate. The flames grew brighter as the shifter slammed himself to the floor hard enough that the earth shook beneath our feet. He rolled on the ground trying to suffocate the flames, but magic flame didn't need oxygen to burn.

      Its life bar dipped into the yellow and continued to fall. The mage breathed heavily and let his shield drop a bit.

      "Bad move," one of the spectators in front of me growled just as the shifter stopped trying to put out his fire and glared at his opponent.

      He jumped up and rammed the shield with a thundering crack that sounded like a boulder breaking. With a swipe of his claw over the shield, the shifter landed a blow directly on the mage's face, ripping the skin off his cheek. The power bar above the mage's head dropped to red momentarily before it winked to zero.

      Slowly, the flames that had covered the shifter’s fur snuffed out, as all magic did once the user of the magic was removed. The shifter took two deep breaths then raised his snout and howled, filling the air of the stadium. And the cheers began.

      A smile tugged at my lips. The wolf had shown the world the meaning of not giving up, even if the bar above his head blinked red.

      Through the crowd, a familiar face drew the world around me out of focus.

      I blinked, my heart jumped into high gear.

      "No way." The whisper slipped through my lips.

      

      That pink hair drawn back with a black ribbon revealed the gentle, familiar slope of her neck. And her stormy blue eyes smiled, leaving me without a doubt. That avatar could only belong to one person. It was my best friend and next-door neighbor, Skye. We used to play Battle Mage together every afternoon... until she was kidnapped.
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      It had been nearly three years since I'd last seen Skye. We were both fourteen, but it was the day before Skye’s fifteenth birthday. That day still dredged up so much guilt for me. I was supposed to walk home from the bus stop with her, like I did every day. But on that day, I had to stay after class for a make-up quiz that I'd missed while I was sick. And that was the day she never made it home. She wasn't the kind to run away. And someone had said that they had seen her get into a black SUV but didn't have any other info.

      I had helped her parents put up posters all over town. I'd cried with her mother. Her father had hugged me and cried like a baby for no reason, just because Skye and I had been so close, and it felt like hugging me brought him closer to her.

      The police were all over the case for months. But no ransom note ever came. No phone call. No sign of Skye.

      I hadn't seen her avatar once in Battle Mage, until today.

      Was someone else playing her character?

      Her avatar’s pink hair had vanished among the sea of heads, and I could hardly move. Electricity shot through my body, and I leapt forward in the direction she'd been going.

      "Skye?" I called out. I pushed through the press of bodies and called her name again and again, but the crowd around me cheered, paid their bets, placed bets on the next match and drowned every syllable with their constant murmur.

      I pushed my way through the crowd, until I caught sight of the last person I needed to see me in this place right now, Elias. I ducked my head and put more of the crowd between us. Elias peered my direction, and I ducked further. The tall man was leader of my clan, and he made me wonder what he was like IRL. In the game, he stood a few inches taller than most, with a big, buff, burly build and a bald head. Someone had nicknamed him "Mr. Clean." But he almost looked more like a pirate. Either way, he was more of a pushover than he looked.

      Still, I didn't want to cross him.

      Since he arranged the battles I fought in the sub-levels, I didn't need him setting me up with someone who would easily cream me... or make my life miserable in other ways. I didn't need Elias to take me off the roster of battles so that I lost coins and status. I needed to remain active and grow. As clan leader, he got a small percentage of my battle points, and the battle points of everyone in our clan, but he didn't need me to get things done, even if I was his best fighter.

      The last thing I needed right now, though, was to be pulled into the battle ring. I knew I had a fight coming up in a few bouts, but if Elias saw me now, he might try to get me in the ring early. But if Skye was really here, or if it was someone playing an avatar that looked just like her... I needed to know. I couldn't possibly focus on a fight under these conditions. If I tried to, I'd end up worse than the mage who had just been cleaned up on by the shifter in the last bout.

      I peered around the guy I hid behind and found that Elias had turned the other direction. If he had searched his menu, he knew I was on this level, but luckily the locators didn't give more info than that.

      I continued in the direction I'd seen Skye go.

      "Hey there, fella, do you need any items? I've got all sorts of rare items for purchase if you'd like to take a look?" A hawker grabbed me by the arm and tried to pull me toward his wares.

      I frowned. Why were NPC hawkers so aggressive in the sub-levels?

      I smacked his arm away. "I'm not interested."

      "But these items are sponsored by..."

      That was exactly it. Sponsored items ruled down in this section. I shook my head. "Not interested."

      The NPC's gaze grew glassy and then it fixed its eyes on another player in the crowd. Seizing my chance, I rushed forward through an opening between two rows of spectators. The crowd swelled with a cheer again, letting me know that another battle had begun in the ring and all bets had been placed.

      After I passed the hawker section, I pushed through the crowd and stumbled into a section that I hadn't been familiar with previously. But then I found the shock of pink hair and the black ribbon just past a few rows of crowd. She bounced just a little ahead of me. I could catch her and take a really close look. It could have been someone who'd just chosen the exact same hairstyle and model for their avatar as Skye. It probably wasn't her.

      I didn't want to get my hopes up too high.

      But when I pushed past the crowd, and saw her, my heart skipped a beat. The avatar was dressed in the same green and blue plaid that Skye had chosen. But when I focused on where she stood, my heart sank into my stomach. My best friend and next-door neighbor stood before the seat of the most notorious and dangerous clan leader in the game, and his clan symbol sat above her head.
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      Carpathian sat in a chair like a king on his throne. His trench coat draped the seat on both sides. Carpathian's clan was made up mostly of warlocks and magic users like himself. Dark magic relied on sacrifice rather than the elements to gain power. I would rather have played the game solo than get mixed up in his ilk. And I'd have thought that Skye felt the same, but as I drew closer, I saw her smiling at the clan master.

      The warlock reached forward and took a cup from her hands. What? Was Skye the guy's slave now? I thought she was more of a feminist than that. I remembered how she would smack me in the side and tell me to get in the kitchen and make her a sandwich. Laughingly, I'd go make one.

      Now she was fetching a cup for the clan leader. I shook my head. This didn't jive with anything I knew about Skye. It had to be someone else with a similar avatar.

      She moved to the side of the throne. I stepped in front of her, searching her face for some clue. She didn't meet my eyes. But her eyes were the same stormy-seas blue that they'd always been—in the game or out of it. "Skye?" I asked her.

      Still her gaze remained fixed on the clan leader, looking past me like any other non-playable character. But she had all the marks of a player; the clan symbol, the energy bar. I touched her, and her player name popped up. StealTheSkye.

      It was her.

      "Skye!" I yelled, grabbing her by her arms.

      "JordyTime," Elias called from the crowd.

      I hissed. No. I didn't need him to take me away right now. I needed more time.

      This was Skye's avatar. Either someone had hacked into the system and started playing it with her password, or it was Skye. But why wasn't she acknowledging me? She had to know who I was; I'd been playing the same avatar for over five years.

      "Have you come to assault my clan member, Jordy, or are you here to join my clan?" Carpathian's voice was smooth and older. He was definitely a man and not a teenager. When I turned my head, I found him standing a few feet away with a hand on his chin. His yellow-green eyes measured me from head to toe.

      I swallowed but returned my gaze to Skye. I wanted to squeeze her arms harder, to shake her... heck, maybe even slap her. My cheeks grew warm at the thought. She'd have decked me good if she'd known I'd even thought about it. I let her go and my hands clenched to my sides. "I'm perfectly happy with Elias as my clan master. Who is this player?"

      Carpathian released a dry laugh that sounded almost like smoker's cough. "I think you know her already. She used to be a part of your clan before she came to mine... what was it... almost three years ago?"

      My stomach flipped.

      I turned back toward Carpathian. Electricity sizzled in my hands and my hairs stood on end in response. I took deep breaths, trying to calm the elemental magic. "How? Why? What kind of trick is this? What have you done to her?"

      He laughed again. "Done to her? No one can change clans without free will. And you wanted to be a part of my clan, didn't you, dearest Skye?"

      "Yes, Clan Master," she answered in monotone, but the sound of her voice chilled me to the core. It was, without a doubt, Skye's voice.

      "So, she what? Did she leave her family, her school, everything behind to join your clan? She's a minor. You'd be charged with kidnapping."

      "Semantics. She made her own choices."

      I ground my teeth. "Break the spell you have over her, and let's see what kind of choices she'd make then."

      Another laugh. "Battle Mage is a game, dear Jordan. Do you think I'm a real warlock and practice dark magic in real life?"

      My hands fisted again. I felt like I was going insane. It was crazy to think that this guy put a spell on my best friend, wasn't it? How could I even feel that way? No one could control someone outside of the game like that, could they?

      Carpathian looked me up and down, scratching his chin. “I’ll tell you what, Jordan. Call me the devil. After all, your friend here sold her soul to me by becoming part of my clan. But if you’d like to take her place, I’ll exchange it. She’s not much use to me here in the ring, but you could be. You can take her place if you’re willing.”

      My blood boiled, and I ground my teeth to keep from jumping forward and agreeing to this crazy deal. Isn't this exactly the sort of thing that the devil did? Didn't he take something you love and could die for and dangle the carrot in front of you, so you'd sell your soul. I was sorely tempted, just because I wanted to set Skye free. But then I thought of a better plan. "How about we play for it? You let me fight for her."

      He lifted a brow and cracked each of his fingers as he thought about it for a moment. Then he nodded his head and leaned forward and offered a devilish grin. "Winner take all? You win, she's free. You lose, you join my clan."
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      "Fine then," I answered, my heart beating wildly in my chest. "I’ll fight for Skye’s freedom. It's a deal."

      "In twenty-four hours, then? I'll need time to reserve the ring and select a volunteer from my clan." Carpathian's lips spread even further as he offered his hand for me to shake.

      If I took his hand, we'd seal the deal. It wasn't quite like signing my name in blood at the bottom of a demon contract, but I still hesitated a moment before accepting his grip. A jolt of electricity shot up my arm when I put my hand in his. I blinked a moment in awe. How had he done that? And for some reason, I couldn't let his hand go.

      And my eyes couldn't pull away from Carpathian’s gaze.

      Energy felt as if it was seeping out of me, first a little at a time, like a faucet dripping, but the longer he held on, the faucet allowed more water through. But it didn't just feel like my energy bar was waning, it felt as though my very life force was being sucked away.

      Someone grabbed my arm and ripped it away.

      "What are you doing, Jordy?" Elias's worried face broke the staring contest as well as the hold Carpathian had on my arm.

      I swallowed, suddenly my mouth felt incredibly dry.

      Elias shook his head, continued to hold my arm, and pulled me through the crowd, away from Carpathian, away from Skye.

      Part of me wanted to go back, to get this fight over with, but another part of me felt weaker from the loss of whatever that was...

      "You can't trust warlocks like him, Jordy. He's bad magic. Your kind and his kind don't mix." Elias eyed me. "I hope you didn't just make a deal with the devil."

      I frowned. "Too late."

      He blinked at me and shook his head. "After your match, you'll have to tell me what you've gotten yourself into."

      I nodded and then stepped up to the ring. Across the way, I found my opponent. My frown deepened. "Is that Sasquach?"

      Across from me stood a mountain of a man, hairy, but the slightest green tinge to his tan fur. Elias shook his head. "I think his avatar is something of a gorilla and ogre cross. But don't sweat it. This guy should be a cakewalk for you."

      "Yeah."

      Somehow, I doubted it.

      Once the countdown ended, the announcer’s voice called out, “Let the battle begin.”

      And the green gorilla bound its way to me, its knuckles dragging the ground and its fangs bared at me. I struck out my right arm and formed my electric shield just before the gorilla's claws scraped my arm. Electricity sizzled, and his green hair stood on end from the static of our touches. It jumped back, likely feeling the slightest jolt from the shield's defense as well. It shook it off and then began to circle me. I followed, spinning on my heel slowly with the animal, keeping the shield between us.

      The lights overhead dimmed as I drew more energy from the electricity surrounding me. I bided my time while I charged both my shield and my energy. I still felt a little bit weak from the lifeforce that Carpathian had drained from me, but now as I sucked the electricity from the air, I began to feel stronger and better.

      "Attack now, you ape! Don't let him draw more power or you’re dead!" someone yelled from the sidelines behind the monkey.

      The gorilla rushed forward and crashed into me. My shield sent volts of electricity through the opponent's body, but it did nothing to stop the momentum and weight that he hammered me with. My shield arm slammed into my own body and I flew backward several feet, skidding along the concrete floor. Cheers went up from the crowd around me. Stars danced in my vision and blacked around the edges. But the worst part? The dazed monkey still sat on top of me, keeping me pinned to the floor under my shield arm.

      Electricity still ran through the shield pinned between us, but every jolt now went through my body as well as his. My muscles spasmed, jerking of their own accord. My heart skipped beats. The pain was like a Charlie-horse cramp that seized up my whole body rather than just my leg in the middle of the night. And I knew my opponent's cramping was just as bad, if not worse, because he stiffened, and couldn't get off me if he wanted to. It was becoming harder to breathe under his weight.

      The energy bar over his head was diminishing slowly, as was my own. The damage from my shield was slow and minimal, but overall, my energy was lower due to the ramming attack I'd just sustained. I needed to get him off me, but he weighed too much for me to use just brute strength.

      If I wanted out of this situation, I needed to do something else, fast.

      Mages used the power of nature in their magic, and I was an electricity master. I had mastered the combination of air and heat to create jolts of static and conquer lightning. I could use the other elements, but not as well as I could electricity. But this was a time when I needed to use my other talents.

      I made a quick hand sign and sunk my fingers into the concrete beneath us and concentrated on the dirt underneath. From my thoughts and hand signs, the ground shook. It rumbled and then finally it undulated. The sudden tilting of our bodies allowed me to push the gorilla off me and scramble back to my feet.

      Once the monkey was free of the constant shocks from my shield, it too began the work of standing. This was it. I had no more time to charge. I pulled my shield away, snagging what I could of the energy from that as well. I called the lightning into my hand, rushed forward, and shoved the biggest ball of energy I could muster into the monster's back.

      The bar above the gorilla's head slipped down into the yellow zone... and then the red. But it wasn't finished yet.

      I jumped back, readying myself for the attack that was sure to come. I pulled up my shield arm, but my forcefield came up the thinnest I'd ever seen. It wavered and then popped like a soap bubble.

      I frowned. I needed a charge if I was going to even make an energy shield. The gorilla stood on wobbly legs, then let out a horrific roar.  The scream recharged the monster and its HP rose back into the yellow zone.

      I blinked. Unfair.

      Then I began the hand signs and shoved my hands back down to the ground. All the stones and pebbles that were sitting on the concrete rose up and rushed toward the beast like a rain of bullets. Each hit sucked down the monster's energy. I hoped I had enough as it winced and then made a rush for me. That was the problem of pitting magic against brute strength. Brute strength always had a chance of getting in big hits while magic needed recharging if it was going to do more than suck down the energy of the opponent a little at a time.

      I ran out of rocks.

      And the monster was still coming.

      I hammered my fist into the ground and asked for the bits of concrete that had cracked up with the undulating earthquake I'd created moments before to rise up, and I threw them at my opponent, too. The first bit of concrete crashed into the gorilla's fangs. The HP bar above its head began to flash red.

      My opponent charged harder, faster.

      But I clobbered him with another fist-sized piece of concrete. Right between the eyes. And it fell to its knees, before falling the rest of the way on its face. The bar over its head hit zero.

      I breathed a sigh of relief and drew to my feet.

      Around me were the cheers and moans of those who either bet against me or didn't. Elias stood in my corner, smiling and nodding his head. Then just past him, I caught a shock of pink hair and my heart leapt. Had Skye watched my battle? But when the crowd parted enough for me to see, her back was turned toward me. It was as if nothing pulled her gaze from the singular focus of her clan master.

      Carpathian smiled, nodded my direction, and mouthed one word. "Tomorrow."
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      Though I stood amidst a cheering crowd with Elias patting me on the back, I watched Skye's pink hair, willing her to turn my direction. But Carpathian leaned forward, whispering in her ear, never breaking eye contact with me. I'd had enough. I pulled down my menu screen and hit log out. My breath came in pants and my heart continued to beat a mile a minute while I pulled my VR visor from my face. I ripped my gloves off and set them on the bedside table as well. The clock on the microwave in the dorm room said it was a little after 1 a.m.

      My roommate lay in his bed across the room from me, the covers over his head. Whether he was in VR or just asleep, I couldn't tell for sure. I scrubbed my face with my bare hands and sat up. The smell of leather and sweat overpowered me. Ugh. Now I needed to go wash my face. I slipped into my flip-flops, grabbed a towel, and headed out of the room for the community bathroom.

      I eyed myself in the mirror over the sink after washing my face. I looked haggard, drained, there were dark circles under my eyes, which I don't remember ever seeing on my face before. After drying with the towel, I headed back out toward my room. The hallway was dark and quiet, but like all boys’ dorms, it smelled of sweat, stale beer, and the slightest sour twang of vomit. Even on a Thursday, like today, guys had probably stayed up to drink. It was typical behavior for a college freshman—stupid college freshmen, anyway.

      Others spent their time actually studying, and others would sink into the worlds of VR. Like me, and even my roommate, Ken.

      I snuck back into my room, trying to stay as quiet as possible. When I spent too much time in the half-asleep state of VR, I got restless when I logged out. I needed to take a walk. I slipped out of my flip-flops and into my runners. I needed to blow off some steam. I grabbed my hoody and pulled it over my head as I ducked out the door again.

      Outside, the crisp autumn air rustled through the browns, oranges, and reds that were left of the leaves on the trees down in the quad between the dorms and the main campus. The pathways were well lit, and there were other students milling around this time of night.

      I pulled my phone from my pocket and picked a playlist. I left the speaker on so that it played quietly in the night air rather than directly into earbuds and started to run. My feet beat the pavement in time with the fast-paced retro music I'd chosen. I ran past the quad to the duck pond area on campus. It wasn't as well-lit here as it was at other places, but the trail around the pond looped back to campus after meandering for about a mile and a half. Running through the shadows and watching the moonlight play on the water comforted me and reminded me of home.

      Skye's parents had gotten a divorce after she left, but neither of them wanted to give up the house they’d lived in, in case Skye came home. She had no brothers or sisters. After the ugly battle that had ensued, Skye's mom had kept the house. She left the front porch light on and the living room light on every night. Half the time she sat by the window reading a book and often, she fell asleep there. I'd see her at night when I was running, just like I was now.

      If Skye came home, would she be shocked to find out about her parents?

      It wouldn't be quite the same home as the one she'd left. My heart wrung in my chest over that. I wanted things to be the same for her.

      After two miles, my breathing became too labored and my chest ached. I'd run too hard for too long, I supposed. I slowed down, sucking in the cool air between my teeth, and started heading back for my dorm.

      The breeze pulled at the sweat on the back of my neck and I pulled my hoodie up to keep from catching a chill. In the shadows between the last lamp that lit the path and the front of my dorm, a lone figure stood with a hoody pulled up over their head, hands in their pockets and pacing nearly frantic. I frowned and shut off my music.

      As I drew closer, the person spotted me, stepped into the light of the walkway light and pulled their hood off. In a voice I would have recognized anywhere, she said, "Jordy."

      I blinked. Froze mid-step. Nearly fell to my face on the walkway's blacktop. "Oh, my God. Skye."

      Her eyes darted as she looked both ways and shushed me.  Her gaze barely touched on mine as I searched her face. She shook her head. "Don't show up tomorrow."

      I furrowed my brow, my heart still hammering in my chest. I wanted to pull her to me, to hug her, to know she was still the same person who disappeared three years ago. My throat felt tight. But she didn't look quite the same. She was thinner, her hair lighter colored than it used to be. There were bags under her eyes and dark circles... like I'd seen under my own eyes earlier. My hands fisted inside my hoody pocket. "I have to."

      Her stormy blue eyes fixed on mine. "No, you don't. You don't ever have to log into Battle Mage again. You don't have to fight the opponent Carpathian is setting you up with."

      "I have to help you."

      She rolled those eyes. "I don't need your help. I made my own decisions. It’d be nice if you'd just respect them.”

      I shook my head. "You know that's not right. What kind of relationship do you have with these people? You left your family. You dropped out of high school. You're saying these are your choices."

      "Yes, I am." Her icy glare met mine and her jaw tensed.

      I pulled my hands from my pockets and pulled back my hood. "You're not even eighteen yet."

      She laughed and half-shrugged. "I will be in a week."

      "Ten days."

      "Are you saying you remember my birthday? What? Do you celebrate it every year?" The bitterness in her voice was palatable.

      It stung. "I remember everything about you. And yes, I remember your birthday and think about you. Every year."

      Her eyes grew wide for a moment in surprise. Her resolve wavered. Then the ice returned as she shook her head. "No matter. I warned you. I can't help you if you want to remain stupid. I don't want your help. I don't need your help. If you cared for me at all, you'd stay away."

      My heart ached in my chest with every word she spoke in bitterness. She spun on her heel away from me. I reached out to grab her arm, but she yanked it away and glared at me even harder. Then she left, slipping into the shadows. I watched her go and it was hard. Icicles stabbed me in the heart because this time, I knew she was leaving of her own free will... wasn't she?

      What if Carpathian really could control her outside of the game? What if he had some kind of real voodoo? I shook my head. I didn't believe in that kind of stuff. Maybe he was a drug dealer and had her drugged. That made more sense. Regardless, I refused to just let this go.

      I called after her, though I couldn't see her anymore. "I'm going to be there, Skye. I don't know if it's really you talking or if someone put you up to this, but I'm not giving up on you."
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      Elias slapped me lightly on the cheeks. "Jordy, you need to focus."

      I brought my gaze back to him as I stood in the corner of the fighting ring. He was right. I needed to stop looking for her in the crowd, it wasn't going to help me to be distracted by her... or whether she was there or not. I’d been distracted enough all day through my Friday classes. What I needed to focus on right now were the two men standing across the ring from me.

      Carpathian whispered in the ear of a skinny kid in glasses, who didn't look like much. A wicked smile spread across the clan master's face. Looks could be deceiving. I knew that much for sure.

      "He's a shifter. Super fast, really strong. Don't let his appearance fool you. He's a tiger." Elias slapped me on the shoulder. "You really shouldn't have gotten involved with his ilk. This is going to be your toughest match so far."

      I swallowed. "Thanks for the encouragement."

      He sighed. "Don't get down on yourself, kid. Believe you can do it. I need you to stay in my clan, as you up our rank."

      I shook my head, knowing that Elias didn't mean it the way it sounded. "I feel so loved."

      The countdown overhead began. 5... 4... 3...

      "You've got this," Elias said as he backed away.

      Somehow, I wasn't so sure.

      The number hit one and a loud voice over the intercom commanded, "Let the battle begin."

      The shifter across from me vibrated in my vision, shaking through its whole body the way a dog does when wet. And from head to tail it shifted into the tiger that Elias said he would. When it landed on all fours, it smiled at me, then rushed forward at a speed I couldn't follow and attacked my right arm with a quick swipe of its claw, and then jumped back.

      It hit me before I could get my shield up. This demon-tiger had battled mages before. It knew that it needed to knock out the shield arm before I could get it started. No, it was worse than that. The tiger knew I was left-handed. Knew that my shield wouldn't be on my dominant arm. To make matters worse, its hit had knocked out a quarter of my damage points. I ignored the stinging pain in my arm, backed away, and immediately began to draw in current from my surroundings.

      Without a shield to protect me, this fight just got much harder. The tiger coiled on its legs.

      I needed to do something.

      I bashed my hand into the ground and made the signs I needed. Just as the tiger leapt toward me, a wall of concrete and dirt formed between us, ten feet high. The tiger hurled into the wall with a distinctive thud. I could only hope that it took some damage in the hit.

      But the next moment, the tiger stood at the top of the wall, eyeing me. Freaking cats and their jumping abilities.

      I wasn't drawing in current fast enough. I continued to make my hand signs. Yes, I'd need the other elements as much as possible if I was going to win this. Electricity was my talent and my most powerful weapon. But it was only as powerful as the power I could collect before discharge.

      The tiger jumped down, landing on its feet and charging me. It swiped at my stomach, and I took the hit solidly on my side, even though I'd tried to jump away. The VR dulled the pain but didn't mute it completely. My side burned. My HP went into the yellow. Not good.

      I made the last hand sign just as the tiger leapt toward me again. This time, I smacked it right in the face with a blast of fire. Its fur went up in flames, just like the wolf in the match I'd seen the day before. I started dancing backwards. I wasn't going to let my defenses down the way that other mage had. The fire began eating away at my opponent's HP. If I could just stay out of his reach while the fire ate at him, and while I continued to draw a charge, I might win this.

      Then the shifter vibrated again, shaking off the fur and with it, the fire. He became a skinny looking kid once more, but the flames were gone. His HP was still in the green.

      I cussed.

      He laughed.

      At least, I hoped he'd be as weak as he looked and this fight would become easier now that he was in human form.

      He charged forward and punched me in the jaw.

      I flew backward from the force of his strike. No luck. He was much stronger than he looked.

      I reeled backward into the crowd. When I stepped outside of the circle, hands caught me and shoved me back into the ring. No out of bounds here, just the help of the crowd that wanted me to continue the fight.

      I breathed. My HP sat in the red. I needed more charge.

      He rushed toward me, and I danced away, stalling. I needed to buy time.

      But my opponent knew that as well and had no intention of giving me the time I needed. He jerked forward with another blow toward my face, and I blocked him with my shield arm. He smashed into it with his fist, sending new pain to replace the old one. My red HP bar began to blink, and the warning beeps began. I didn't have time. My only hope was that I'd had enough charge. Before he could pull back again, I slapped my hand into his chest, and released all the electricity I'd gathered into the force of my palm. It hit him like a lightning bolt. His eyes went wide, and his hair stood on end. His body stiffened, and he hit the ground at the foot of the concrete wall I'd made earlier as a shield. It was a jolt and enough to incapacitate him, but only for a moment. His HP only went into the yellow.

      Exhausted, I fell to my knees. My opponent began to draw to his feet. But before he could make it past his hands and knees, I did the only thing I could think of and created a hand sign, thrusting it into the ground. And the wall that my opponent knelt under fell on top of him, crushing him into a concrete sandwich. His HP went to zero.

      Cheers erupted in the crowd around me. Elias had his hands on my arms and was helping me to my feet. And I saw her. Pink hair, black ribbon, stormy blue eyes. Skye stood beside Carpathian with a frown on her face as she looked toward me. True to his word, Carpathian rested a hand on her shoulder, and the clan sign over her head disappeared. She'd become a solo player again. But instead of coming toward me, instead of looking grateful in any way, she looked down at her arm and logged off. Her avatar blinked out of existence.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "Jordy, you need to come home. I can't believe my own eyes... but... something incredible has happened," my mom said when I answered my cell phone.

      I nodded, my heart leaping in my chest. As soon as I'd logged off the game, I started walking toward the parking area where freshman cars were parked. I was already in my car and making the hour drive home. "I'm on my way."

      She was silent for a moment. "You are? Did you know?"

      I shook my head. How much should I really tell everyone? I decided I was better off leaving it alone. "Know what, Mom? I was just coming home for the weekend. What's going on?"

      My mom sniffed, and I knew she was crying. "It's not a bad thing. It's a good thing, but if I tell you while you're driving, you might get too emotional. So just get home quickly and safely. You'll find out when you get here."

      "Okay, Mom. I'll be home in about twenty."

      I pressed my luck with the speed limit on the way home. I didn't know what to expect with my deal for Skye with Carpathian. I didn't even know for sure if she'd go home... much less within an hour of the match I'd won. When I pulled into my neighborhood, the picture window of Skye's house was the same as it always was, only instead of Skye's mom sitting there, alone, waiting for her daughter to come home, Skye sat with her on the couch, holding her mom, who continued to embrace her and cry.

      I parked on the street just outside of my house and was about to open the driver's door when a little truck sped by, making me wait. The blue truck slammed on its breaks in front of Skye's house and her dad jumped out of the vehicle and ran up the steps, yanking the door open of the house he no longer lived in. And I could hear his wailing as he grabbed hold of his daughter in a bear hug.

      My throat tightened at the sight of it.

      No matter if she hated me or hated the fact that I didn't "respect her choices," I knew I'd made the right decision. I started toward my house, and my mother met me in the doorway. She hugged me hard as if I was the one who'd just returned home after almost three years missing.

      "Did you see her? Did you see Skye?" She swiped at the tears streaming her face. Her eyes were red and puffy as though she'd been crying for a long while.

      I nodded.

      She grabbed me by the hand. "You'll have to go see her, but wait. Let her parents have tonight. You can see her in the morning."

      I nodded again. "You're right. I'll do that."

      She wiped at her face again. "Have you eaten? Do you have laundry?"

      I winced. "Totally forgot to bring it."

      She tilted her head and furrowed her brows at me. "Really?"

      I shrugged. "I did. I forgot all about it when I was thinking about your home cooking."

      After she slapped me on the shoulder, she took me inside and made me a plate of the pot roast she'd cooked for her and my dad. I'd been away at college for almost two months, but she still made dinners for three as if that was all she was programmed to do. My father said he didn't mind because he'd take the leftovers for lunch at work. I came home just about every other weekend to do laundry and spend time with them.

      When I'd finished dinner, I headed back up to my room. I eyed Skye's house next door, but her bedroom light wasn't on just yet. I was sure it would be a while before her parents would let her go... physically even.

      I sat down at my desk and fired up my old laptop. I began to check my emails and social media when a window from an old messenger app popped up. It was Skye. I glanced out my window and saw that her bedroom light was now on.

      I opened the app and found the words: "Until my birthday. I'll stay till then, but then I'm gone. Don't come near me again."

      My heart sank. I blinked at the words on the screen. I went to start typing a response, but she logged out.

      For a moment, I was breathless, then I stood and turned toward her bedroom window. Although I could tell her light was still on, the window curtain was drawn, and she seemed to have no intention of opening it. What on Earth was that about? Did she really run away from home to join Carpathian's clan three years ago? Had he ordered her to return home because I'd won the match?

      After watching her window for another several minutes, the light eventually went out and I collapsed onto my bed.

      How much had she really changed? Was it possible that she could still be under his control somehow? I felt dizzy with questions but wondered how many of them I'd get answers to out of Skye. I swallowed, but my throat still felt dry.

      I felt the sting of my bittersweet gain. I'd won the battle, but it seemed that the war to keep Skye had only just begun...
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        The End

        Thanks for reading!
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      Tatiana Miramar tapped her visor, sweat slipping down her temple as she bit her lip.

      “No! You’re not blasting it enough! Geez! I said left flank not right. I’m hit! Cover me, I need to recharge!” Tat groaned as the “You’re Dead!” sign flashed on the screen, and she swiped her visor from her face. She threw her hands up in the air. Those damn rookies were getting on her nerves.

      “Over it!” She dropped the plastic eyewear onto the desk and huffed, rolling her wheelchair along one side to turn around.

      “You could go easy on the games, you know. You’re going to have a coronary before your next birthday,” Yuri scoffed as she leaned against Tatiana’s bedroom door. Her spiky red faux-hawk snagged on the splintered wood of the frame. “Seriously, your poor, tiny heart can’t take the stress. You need to chill.”

      Tat rolled her eyes and frowned, her thin, bow-shaped lips straining to form the upside-down “U” as she waved her fellow group-home sister away.

      “Go away. This is way more important to me than it is to you. It’s life and death in there, but the hordes of newbies make me want to tear my hair out.”

      Yuri smoothed down her hair, shaved on the sides but gathered in the middle and teased six inches high to perfection. Tat loved Yuri’s hair. Her own hair was frail, a yellow straw color. The lack of nutrients she’d received as a baby had left her head practically bald.

      “All right! I’m going. Just came up here to say Naomi wants you downstairs ASAP. Something about dinner being ready? I’m sure you’re starving after that display.” Yuri chuckled, knowing she was pushing Tat’s buttons. It was a favorite pastime of hers.

      “Oh! Food. Yes. It’s been ages since lunch.”

      Yuri wrinkled her nose at her. “I swear. Where you stuff all that food in that rail-thin body of yours is a mystery. I eat one ounce over rations and I puff up like a hippo.”

      “I think you look fine.” Tat threw her a weak smile and looked away as she rolled her chair out into the hall, keeping her head down as she attached the chair to the banister mechanism which was her ride down to the lower floors. Yuri had a perfect body, well-proportioned and nearly flawless. Tatiana was confined to a wheelchair from an unknown degenerative muscular disease and barely remembered a time when she could walk unassisted. Now, her legs were thin and frail like a bird’s skeleton, unable to hold her minuscule weight even for a moment. She’d give anything to have Yuri’s unaffected body, but the universe had never been kind to her.

      “Are you coming, Yuri, or did you sneak too many samples at the grocery store today?”

      Yuri huffed behind her, following her slow descent. “On your heels. I’m hungry too, you know. Shopping takes a lot of work. Not that you’d know what that’d be like. You’re lucky you never get grocery rotation. Can you hurry it up? Hungry, hungry hippo, right?’

      “Shut up. You’re not even close to being chunky. I hate you.”

      Yuri stuck out her tongue and mussed Tat’s hair. “I hate you too, Tat. Last one to the table gets dish duty.”

      “No! I always have dish duty!”

      And now she really did hate Yuri. Tat groaned as her chair arrived on the first-floor landing and detached from the wall unit. Rolling into the dining room, she grabbed the hand sanitizer and squirted some onto her dirty hands.

      Dish duty be damned. Today she wouldn’t mope any more. Tonight was the lottery, and she was feeling extra salty. She somehow knew she was about to get lucky. The lottery was the only way she would ever get a working body, and she entered the drawing every month in hopes of winning, regardless of the expense. She never won anything, but her gut had twisted into a knot the moment she’d awoken in the morning, filled with the feeling something would be different about today. It had to be the lottery. Her intuition usually pinpointed something special when she felt this way, but she wouldn’t know what would happen until it did. Damn gifts never worked clearly, but she knew it was better than having no gifts at all.

      Yuri nudged her, holding out the basket of bread rolls. Yuri had no gifts unless having a functional body counted as one. Tat would give up any of her gifts plus several points off her IQ for a chance at a working body. Anything but this wheelchair. She slumped in her chair, sighing. Life was the definition of unfair.

      “What’s gotten into you today?” Yuri asked, chomping on her gum as Tat took the basket she’d offered and plopped one pale bread roll onto her plate. Bread used to taste better when she was a child. But they kept adding more and more crap to it. Vitamins, they said. Enrichments. And the wheat itself had been genetically modified for larger crops and better nutrition. The stuff was practically plastic. Bread used to be soft and warm and shades healthier than white. Now it was hard and chewy.

      “Nothing,” she answered.

      She didn’t want the others to know how anxious she was feeling for the lottery tonight. If they knew, they wouldn’t let her alone until the lottery happened, teasing her about her hoping and wishing. Screw them. They all had functioning bodies. Even Avantide and Gertrude, with their disfigured hands, could do a lot more than she could, stuck in her chair. They had one good hand each. Way more fortunate than others.

      Nowadays, most people were born with deformities of some sort. The earth had changed so much since the plagues had ravished the population and farming had turned difficult after the collapse of the ozone layer. Now, with the artificial air domes over the cities and the unregulated lands surviving on what little ozone was left, the farmlands suffered the most.

      Food quality had diminished, with sub-par nutrients in all the things that would still grow. Wheat was so modified it didn’t resemble the stuff the older people talked about. Most people didn’t live that long due to the lack of nutrients, and the number of contaminants in the food and water could ignite rebellions. At least, that’s what would have happened a generation ago. But no one fought it anymore. What was the use? It had caused an epidemic of anomalies in newborns, and most people were too weak to fight.

      Now, having a quality body was something of a dream, and if you had it, you were susceptible to kidnapping, never to be seen again. Body theft was a problem. Too bad no one would ever steal Tat’s body.

      The thoughts drew away the energy she had invested into remaining positive about tonight’s lottery. She gasped as she almost choked on her lasagna. The sauce was yellow, no longer the rich red-orange color of tomatoes of the past which their caretaker, Naomi, spoke about. Only yellow tomatoes—which were too bitter and lacked any kind of richness to make a good sauce—were used on the thick, tough pasta noodles. The lack of real cheese was something Tat didn’t miss, but Naomi never served lasagna without complaining about its absence.

      “You all right?” Yuri slapped her back as Tat wiped her mouth.

      “Yeah. I’m fine. Went down the wrong pipe.”

      “No dying on us today. Dying at dinner is a very bad omen,” Janice announced. The lanky, brunette girl with one missing eye and ear was unbearable; full of factual statements and a holier-than-thou attitude. Tat disliked her company the most.

      “I’ll try not to disappoint,” Tat snapped. “Naomi, can we turn on the tele while we eat? I swear I’ll clean up afterward. Please?” Begging their caretaker often worked for Tat since she had the biggest bank account out of all the residents in the group home. It was full of orphans with little to no inheritances, and Tat believed her monthly income paid most of the expenses at the tenement. Naomi kept that fact from the other residents, but she gave Tat a long leash.

      “Okay. But don’t wait on rinsing the dishes. Yellow tomatoes are sticky and cling to the ceramics. I don’t want it scratched. It was my mama’s.”

      “I won’t. Thank you, Naomi!” Tat almost squealed but didn’t as both Yuri and Janice glared her way.

      Sometimes she wondered if those two knew about her contributions, but she really didn’t care if they did. She sighed happily, stuffing more lasagna into her mouth and chewing quietly as their caretaker flipped on the television. She wouldn’t let anyone else sour her mood tonight. Nope. Tonight was going to be special. Tonight, everything was going to change.

      The tele blared to life, small squiggly lines adjusting as the signal cleared. Tat’s heart fluttered with excitement, and she had to concentrate on eating slowly so she wouldn’t choke again. The food tasted like nothing. Sustenance. That’s all it was. Sustenance until she could get a functional body and make a difference that way. One day, she would. One day, lasagna would taste right.

      “And in just a few minutes, we’ll be announcing the monthly winner of the Society of Dejected Humanity’s lottery! Enter to win a fully functional body! It could be you! Stay tuned!”
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      Tatiana dug at the burnt-on lasagna crusting the casserole dish. It was old, milky glass, and Naomi was a terrible cook and often burned the edges of the dishes. This had created a kind of sticky siding which always caught food particles and was nearly impossible to eradicate. Grunting and with sweat beading on her brow, Tat gave up. Letting it sit in the hot, soapy water while she finished the rest of the dishes was going to have to do. Tossing a spoon into the basin, she tried her best to curse softly under her breath. Naomi had no tolerance for swearing, and Tat wasn’t about to earn another week of dish duty just for losing her temper. Not winning the lottery had been bad enough. So much for her premonitions.

      “Whoa! What did that spoon ever do to you?” Jed was suddenly next to her, rolling up his sleeves and grabbing a towel to dry some of the dishes already sitting in the dishrack. Too bad they didn’t have a dishwashing machine; Tat heard they were popular decades before and would automatically scrub away burnt-on crap without any elbow grease.

      “I’m just… I’m not in the mood to talk. Okay?”

      “No problem. More air for me to breathe, then.” He chuckled, swiping a cloth across the shiny plates and humming as he worked.

      How he stayed so happy all the time was a wonder. Nothing ever got him down. She sighed, leaning back in her elevated wheelchair for a moment. Reaching over the sink strained her back, even with the hydraulics on her chair, which helped her adjust to counter-height work. Homes weren’t made for wheelchair-bound people. Even though her chair’s lift helped her reach higher counters, her petite stature kept it from benefiting her much, leaving her with strained muscles.

      Jed also suffered from malformed limbs, a common ailment which affected most of the people born in this century. The nutrient-poor food, lack of clean air and water, and atmospheric contaminants were huge contributors to the anomalies. Some, like Jed, were lucky to have just one limb affected.

      She peered down at Jed’s cybernetic limb. It was one of the older prototypes and had been donated to the group home for him to use. It fit well considering it wasn’t custom made. Sometimes artificial limbs were too big or small and caused ulcers and extreme pain to their users. The stumps had to be carefully treated and wrapped to avoid injuries. Jed was one of the lucky ones; he was missing his leg from just below the knee. Others were missing far more than that or twisted in ways that left the limb useless.

      “You know, you should really check out the sky tonight. I heard there’s lots of solar activity lighting it up at midnight. We should totally go out and see what it looks like.”

      “Like the aurora borealis lights?” Tat asked. She peered over and threw him a small smile. He had a way of redirecting her thoughts with a sentence. How did he do that?

      “Yes! Just like those. You read about them, right? I wish we could travel to the poles and check them out.”

      “You go there, and you’d die from radiation poisoning in two seconds.”

      He winked. “It might be worth it.”

      She flicked soapy water his way, and he dodged it, an arm flying up in defense.

      “Hey! I just took a shower. No lasagna water baths tonight, eh?”

      “It might make you smell better.”

      “Oh, that’s savage.”

      She laughed, shaking her head and feeling loads better. Jed was magical indeed, and once they’d finished up the evening’s chores, they headed back upstairs and made plans to meet on the balcony of her room later. She had the good room. She paid the bills more than anyone, so she got the one with a view and a balcony to the outside.

      Unfortunately, that meant everyone came through her room at one point or another to lounge in the outdoor space twenty-eight floors above the city streets. It was the only paradise they got, and she didn’t mind the constant stream of the others coming through. It was probably the only reason everyone pretty much liked her. All except Janice.

      “Did you see any of those lights yet?” she whispered as she rolled out onto the patio a few hours later. She had work to do but had logged off her computer to head onto the balcony. If Jed said there was a celestial event she shouldn’t miss, she wouldn’t miss it.

      “Not yet, but I do see some odd glowing up above.”

      “Do you think people in the past made lots of pilgrimages just to see the lights?” she asked.

      “Oh, they did! I heard they would make special trips up to the poles and take brilliant pictures of it. It’s all online. At least, what was salvaged after the mass plague took out the net’s infrastructure. They managed to save a lot.”

      Of course it was online, but she hadn’t thought to look up the Aurora Borealis lights on her own. Sometimes she became obsessed with her work online and forgot it could be used to view the world as it once was. But why live in the past? Most of the footage was of places long gone or destroyed, irradiated beyond use. People were stuck in the cities, bunched up like sardines to live and work out their pathetically simple lives. She preferred to live in virtual reality, or VR, where she could make money to support the group home. She sighed, shivering as the midnight air swept over them, rustling her thin blonde wisps.

      “Are you cold?” Jed asked.

      “I’m fine.” She turned to find he had left. He never listened to her, which was probably a good thing. He returned with one of her throw blankets, threadbare but still mighty warm. He draped it over her lap and arranged it around her frail legs, tucking it in around them. She looked like a mermaid, and she smiled at her friend. Jed was devastatingly handsome, with his gleaming blue eyes and obsidian hair. His deeply tanned skin made hers look pasty against the moonlight.

      “There. See? Much better.” He wore his jacket and had been smart to think of bringing it from his room. He could always predict things like weather.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, feeling shy as her cheeks blushed a cool pink color. She never flushed red or felt overheated; her frail body would never be that sturdy. She was often anemic and tired, but she spent hours on her computer checking accounts and fixing things in her bubble, an island of her own making in the game called Red Herring. It was an artificial world where roleplaying was encouraged, but everyone could only have one avatar. That avatar represented a person in this pseudo-world which mirrored real life in so many ways. Everyone played Red Herring. Everyone had an avatar.

      “When you’re done watching the aurora, come back and chat. I need to ask you something.”

      Tat rolled the phrase through her mind. A user on Red Herring named Rose had written back to her on the game. She’d met Rose’s avatar a couple weeks earlier and had spent almost every day chatting online and playing games. The girl seemed as lonely and broken inside as Tatiana was, but from what Tat could gather, Rose had a perfectly unaffected body in real life. It was curious she wanted to talk to Tat at all.

      An aurora appeared across the sky in brilliant colors of purple and green.

      “Oh! Look!” She pointed up toward the lights, gasping at the sight. She’d never seen them before; they never came this far south. But the sun had been acting odd for several years, sending bursts of solar wind in Earth’s direction.

      “It’s brilliant,” Jed answered. He sipped on a pouch of water filtered from the city’s supply. Each tenement was allotted so much per resident, and it was sent through filters to be purified. It still tasted faintly of chemicals, but it was as clean as it would ever get in a city like this.

      “What do you think the lights look like in the unregulated lands?” Tat asked, sighing, her hooded eyes staring intently at the light show. She was unaware that Jed’s eyes were focused on her, not the lights.

      “I’m sure they’re the same as here but brighter, and maybe even shifting in the atmosphere more.”

      “Do you think it scorches the earth any?”

      “Nah. The ozone is threadbare, but I think there’s enough of it to hold off the most dangerous rays of the sun.”

      “I don’t think I could live out there in the unregulated lands. Too many savages.”

      Jed continued to watch her, and she finally felt his eyes on her. She turned his way. His glistening eyes reflected the aurora, and Tat felt her face heat slightly, thankful the dim illumination was hiding her embarrassment.

      “You could live anywhere you want,” Jed answered, his voice low and husky.

      “Where are you going to live when you age out?” Tat cleared her throat and looked back at the sky. Flushed, she could still feel his eyes on her.

      Lately, his gaze had lingered far longer than ever. He’d changed in the last year, but it was near impossible for her to point out what exactly had shifted. Physically, he wasn’t so lanky but had filled out, his shoulders wide, his arms stronger. The hair on his face grew thicker every day. The looks were one thing, but she had no idea how to answer any of his covert advances and would often change the subject when that happened. It wasn’t that she didn’t like Jed, but she knew she wasn’t what he needed. Stuck in a wheelchair with a death sentence was far from what she wanted for him. If only he would realize that.

      Jed finally looked away, staring hard at the city below. They were far up enough that the city sounds faded to distant calls of ambulances, honking car horns, and unintelligible murmurs.

      “I don’t know. Ian has a lead on a shared flat in the Hilo District. He’s waiting to see if he gets approved and will sublet half of it to me in a month when I come of age.”

      “I see.” Tat felt her chest squeeze. The Hilo District was across Jonah, the main city of the Sion Government of the West. Hilo District was at least ten miles away from Helix District where they lived, and it’d be impossible to visit him even on a good day for her. She’d have to board three airbuses just to get there. She knew Jed would do just that to come see her, but transportation could get expensive if you had to cross the city multiple times a month. Most people worked where they lived or worked online. That’s what she did, and Jed as well, but he was aging out of the group home system and would have to leave within a week of turning eighteen, a fact threatening to break a dam of tears holed up inside her.

      “I’ll come visit you often, Tat. I promise.”

      “It’s too far.”

      “I don’t care.”

      She peered back at him, unshed tears filling her eyes. “No. I don’t want you to come see me. It’ll be easier that way.”

      “You’re full of it, you know that? You’ll find a cure or win the body lottery any day now. You’ll see.”

      “It’s never gonna happen. I was supposed to win today. I could feel something in the air. My intuition is rarely wrong, but I lost. It’s hopeless.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Tat.”

      She shook her head and threw her hands up. She was done with the conversation, and this signaled Jed to not press the issue. He groaned but kept silent as they continued to watch the lights. After ten minutes, he quietly excused himself and disappeared back to his room on the other side of the tenement. His absence left the balcony feeling colder and emptier than ever before as Tat wept silently, her tears glistening beneath the glimmering lights hovering high above the city. She didn’t want to die, but there was no hope for her. She wasn’t dumb. Jed wanted more from her, but it was something she couldn’t give no matter how much she wanted the same thing.

      Behind her, the computer beeped, calling out in the quiet night. A new message from the VR bubbles.

      Rose.
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      Tatiana cleared the building, running around the corner to avoid the circumference of the demolition. The building came crashing down, sending a billowing cloud of dust and debris across the cramped city streets. She’d meant to clear out this section for ages. It was from her earlier years of building and customizing her bubble island. Time had done nothing but favor decay and corruption in the streets of her bubble island on the VR game she played every day. She really needed to check the neighborhoods more often. Without supervision, the programs ran amok.

      Here in the virtual, she reigned as queen. Here, she could walk, run, and fight without problems. This was the only place she felt free. In her wheelchair back in the real world, or RW, that was the nightmare, the never-ending dream. If she could insert herself into the VR world forever, she thought she probably would.

      She sighed, pressing a finger to her temple as a message came through. Her visor was notifying her of the location where her island would overlap with Rose’s in about five minutes, for their appointment. Island bubbles were individual worlds, or cities, or even planets that a RW user controlled and could either keep private or integrate into larger bubble cities, intertwined and connected while collaborating with others. She’d intermixed her world with others at times, but it always unraveled, and she’d had to eventually untangle herself from the other person’s world. Always the loner, Tat hadn’t found another person to mesh her virtual world with besides Jed, but he wasn’t on right now. His bubble was permanently fused to hers, but his VR self was nowhere to be found. More likely than not, he was working.

      “Rose.” Her visor flashed, vibrating to remind her of the appointment they’d preset before coming online today. In VR, one could hallucinate the day away. Visor alerts helped keep the real world present. It was the only tether back to the RW. Turning it off was dangerous and could cause a user to wither in their chair in the real world.

      Tat found the small park bench at the edge of her virtual city where it mixed into a common area simply known as Old Central Park. Like the real one that used to be in New York City before its destruction, it now only existed amid the VR realms. All avatars could anchor their bubbles to it to mingle.

      The bench she sat on to wait would remain semi-private, accessible only by invitation, and Rose was the only one invited to Tat’s bubble realm today.

      “Tatiana?”

      Tat peered up and focused on a young, svelte brunette with long, straight hair tied half up. Sweat glistened on her forehead as though she had run here. Why would she do that? Maybe she’d been remodeling her bubble, just like Tat had been doing.

      “Rose Haller?” It had to be Rose, but Tat wanted to be sure. This was the first time they were meeting as “normal” people as opposed to characters in a game.

      The girl nodded.

      Tat jumped to her feet and held out her hand. “Hi! It’s so good to meet you.”

      Rose nodded, staring down at Tat’s hand with a barely hidden aversion. “It’s nice to meet you too. Sorry, but I don’t shake hands.”

      “Oh, that’s all right. Sorry.”

      “It’s nothing personal.”

      “No problem.” Tat curled her fingers into her palm and dropped her arm. She waved the girl toward the bench. Peering out over the nearby pond, Tat fidgeted, wondering if she should speak first.

      “I-I….” she stuttered.

      “So….”

      They both stopped before bursting out laughing.

      “Sorry, go ahead,” Tat offered.

      “Thanks for coming,” Rose began. “I wasn’t sure if you’d wanted to meet up again. People are so artificial sometimes. I was beginning to think you might be a bot and not a real person.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m not big on getting around in the RW. I’m real. Trust me.” Tat motioned at her legs. “These don’t work in the RW, and I’m a bit skinnier and paler in person, but other than that, I’m pretty much me.”

      Rose nodded as she picked at her nails. She had a healthy glow Tat envied, but the haunted look in her eyes couldn’t be hidden behind an avatar. With the facial motion capture devices on the visors, everything in VR revealed all the nervous twitches, subtle eye flickers, and any subconscious ticks people had in the RW. It was just as hard to lie in VR. Almost harder than in person.

      “You told me that beforehand. I appreciate your honesty.”

      “Thanks. You said you needed to ask me something?”

      “Yes. You need a new body, don’t you?”

      Tat straightened. “Yeah. I enter the lottery every month, but I never win.”

      “I’m not talking about the lottery.”

      “What are you talking about?” Tat felt her mouth turn dry. Was Rose suggesting something illegal? Body theft was a worldwide problem. Perfect people rarely ventured out alone due to the fact that body snatchers waited around every corner.

      “I’m talking about you anchoring to my body. I told you before that my life isn’t exactly how I want it to be. I want to be free of this physical world. I want to roam in the VR forever.”

      Tat’s eyes widened. “That’s not possible. Not yet.”

      The corners of Rose’s lips lifted, a spark of life igniting in her darkened eyes. For a moment, Tat could see the girl Rose had once been, vivacious, vibrant, alive. What had happened to make her retreat into this artificial world so much? Had she lost touch with reality so much she didn’t want to live anymore?

      “It’s possible. I made sure of it.”

      Tat shook her head as they both turned back toward the pond, part of the common area anyone could walk around. A goose was honking at young girl and her mother, demanding the precious bread they were trying to toss out to the birds. The one goose was bullying the others out of the way, snapping at them. A moment later, the commotion ended as the mother swung her umbrella at the large, rogue goose. It had bitten her daughter. The girl was crying and bleeding from a finger. The mother chased the goose down the bank until it swam away, reluctant and grumpy but unaccustomed to fighting with an umbrella.

      “How do you do it?” Tat turned back to Rose. “How do you remain in the VR forever?”

      “It’s not the how that’s hard, getting away with it is. But I think I can pull it off. I’ve developed a way to upload my consciousness to a server which will be maintained forever since it piggybacks on the corporation running all the islands’ programs. I will be me in there, essentially, but unconnected to a body and without the nuisances of being alive. I will be alive in every other sense of the word.”

      “You would really do that? Give up living for real?”

      “If you knew what my life was like, you’d do it too.”

      “My life isn’t worth much either.”

      “It’s worth far more than mine.” Rose stood up and held out her arm. “Walk with me. I have a proposal for you.”

      “Okay,” Tat answered, jumping to her feet. They hooked arms and moved slowly down the path surrounding the pond. Every detail in this VR bubble was intimately scripted after the RW. It even smelled of murky pond water, damp grass, and duck feces. The worn path crunched beneath their feet.

      “I propose you take my body when I go virtual. I will no longer need it, and I’ve been searching for a person worthy of taking it over. It was hard to find someone like you, Tat. I want you to take it. I was going to give it to the Society of Dejected Humanity, but I don’t think they’ll match it with a deserving soul. You know the lottery is rigged, right? You’d never win a body with the way it’s run.”

      Tat halted in her steps. “What? How do you know it’s rigged?”

      “Because I know. My father built the system, and it’s made to benefit the very rich and powerful. Haven’t you noticed the winners are always people who have better situations? If I sign it over to you, they will have no choice but to anchor you to my body.”

      “You’d do that for me?”

      Rose nodded. “Of course. You deserve this chance.”

      “I don’t feel very deserving. I make money illegally. I’m lucky my group home director looks the other way, or I’d barely be getting any kind of medical treatments and enough food to eat. She lets me hack into systems if I’m careful. I steal from the rich.”

      “And give it to the poor. Your group home benefits from your intelligence. You can still take care of them. In fact, with a functional body, you can make life for them far more bearable. What do you say?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Please don’t make me give the Society my body. They’ll just give it to some spoiled user who’ll abuse it until they can pay for another.” Rose pressed her fingers into Tat’s, a look of desperation filling her eyes. “Please. I can’t let them take it.”

      “Okay. I’ll do it.”

      Rose’s eyes lit up. “You’ll do the anchoring?”

      “Yes, but what if you change your mind?”

      “I won’t change my mind.”
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      The cold metal of the stretcher beneath her back made Tat shiver. The room was too bright and smelled of bleach and some other cleaner the hospital used. They’d given her a thin gown to wear and only that. She’d almost asked to be taken home until Rose showed up and lay on the metal stretcher next to her.

      Rose winked and reached out to touch Tat’s tiny fingers. “It’s going to be okay.” She glanced at one of the technicians. “Everything’s arranged.”

      Rose appeared rosy cheeked even though goosebumps peppered her flesh. Squeezing her hand back, Tat sucked in a centering breath, closing her eyes as the technicians moved to separate the stretchers and slide them into two different pods. They had to help her onto her stretcher, and the moment she’d peered down at her withered legs, a sudden wave of relief swept through her along with a jolt of panic.

      “What happens to my old body?” she asked one of the technicians.

      “We hold it for a week in case you change your mind. If you do not claim it again, it’s incinerated.”

      Tat nodded, swallowing down the hard lump in her throat. She wouldn’t change her mind. This body carried a myriad of memories from her short life, but she would not miss its crippling prison.

      “Are you ready?” the tech asked.

      She nodded. “I’m ready.”

      The machine whirred as it turned the pod she was in upright. Across from her, Rose’s eyes watched her keenly, not one spark of fear or regret in them. She hadn’t gone into details about how she’d transfer her consciousness to the VR, but the techs had to be helping her somehow. They were acting strange. Had they been bribed? Were they afraid of getting caught? It was too late to worry about any of that now.

      There was a flash of a bright light, and the world disappeared.
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      “Breathe. You need to breathe gently. Your new lungs are pliable. Not like your old ones.”

      The voice echoed in her head, but she couldn’t understand what it meant. Breathe? How? I’m in a black pit of death.

      Tat tried to do as she was told, but her body didn’t respond.

      “Come on, you can do it. It isn’t as hard as it used to be. You’ll get lightheaded working too hard.”

      She breathed. A gasp. A flutter of light. Noise filling her ears. Voices. Lights flashing.

      “I—I’m dead,” she whispered. Had she said those words? Were those her ears listening to the sounds? She couldn’t be sure. It felt surreal. Her body was heavy, like someone was sitting on it. Someone large and dense. She coughed. Or tried to. It came out as a small grunt instead. Why was it so hard to move?

      Her legs… tingling all throughout. Her body was waking up.

      If I don’t breathe, I’ll die.

      Tat blinked. White blazing light filled her vision, too bright. “I can’t see.”

      I have to move, or I’ll die.

      Tat kept blinking, forcing air to rush past her nose and down her trachea. Her chest lifted. Her ribs creaked as they moved for the first time in hours.

      “That’s it. Keep breathing. In and out. Transfer is complete. Neurons are connecting fine. Oxygenation level is now at ninety-eight percent. Lungs are fully functional. Toes are wiggling. Eyes are last. Keep blinking.”

      Where the hell was she? The tech’s voice cleared as her eyes focused, and she found herself staring into kind brown eyes. The woman smiled as she took a small flashlight and checked her pupils.

      “Pupils equal and reactive.”

      “Where am I?”

      “Voice is synced.” The woman leaned forward again, still smiling. “You’re in the Society of Dejected Humanity’s anchoring facility. You have just anchored to your new body. Congratulations.”

      “What?” Tat couldn’t quite understand. Unless… of course. Her mind cleared, bringing the past few days into focus.

      I’m Rose now. Not just Tat.

      “Get her up and moving,” said another tech. “I’m late for dinner.”

      The woman muttered a complaint before helping Tat sit up. She still wore a thin hospital gown, but when she peered down, her body looked odd. She had breasts where previously she’d been bone-thin and flat-chested. Her thighs were shapely, more than just a skeleton beneath the gown. She wiggled her toes and swung her legs back and forth as they dangled off the stretcher.

      “I’m her, aren’t I?”

      The woman shook her head. “No. You’re you in a new body. Don’t forget that. You are still you.”

      “And Rose?”

      The tech winked.

      Tat nodded, her feet slipping to the cold metal floor as the woman beckoned her forward. Her legs were strong, obeying her mental commands and holding her weight. She could stand! She could walk! Slowly she took steps forward, feeling the cool tile beneath her feet as though it was for the first time. It’d been far too long since she’d curled her toes and walked about. Now her legs, thighs, hips, and toes moved with each tiny impulse from her brain. Her new body worked. It worked well.

      “Wow, that’s amazing!”

      “Here.” The woman handed her a bra, panties, a shirt, a sweater, and a pair of loose-fitting pants. Clumsily, and with the help of the tech, she got the clothes on and then a pair of shoes. All of it had belonged to Rose beforehand. Now it was hers.

      “Here, this is your body’s new ID with your name on it. These are Rose’s apartment keys so you can take the clothes you want. Everything will be emptied in a week, so take what you need for clothes or leave them and buy your own. Anchoring includes taking over a body’s inheritance, which means her money, if anything’s left. It’s now yours. If you choose to stay in the apartment, you can also resign the lease, but it’s not recommended.”

      “Why?” Tat asked.

      The woman studied her even though she spoke as though she’d memorized a spiel and had said it often. “Because Rose’s life was there, and those who didn’t agree with the anchoring will want to come around. I suggest you leave it behind and move on. No sense in stirring up a past that isn’t yours.”

      “Why give me the keys then?”

      “It’s just easier that way.”

      Tat nodded, afraid the woman was wrong. It would be easier if Rose had just brought a wardrobe here. Something about the tech’s memorized speech was off. It told Tat this wasn’t the usual procedure. More than likely, an anchoring didn’t transfer any other assets besides the body, but she didn’t know. She should’ve researched things like that beforehand but hadn’t thought of it.

      “I’ll take the keys for now. Thank you.”

      “You’re all set.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it.”

      “Where do I go from here?”

      The woman smiled, already wiping down the table where Tat had sat. “Wherever you want to. Just be careful. Body thievery runs rampant in the bad areas. I’d stick to the main pathways and go straight home.”

      Tat nodded, peering down at the small bag with her belongings and Rose’s keys.

      “I’ll head straight home. Thank you again.”

      The woman nodded as Tat left the recovery room, headed out through the waiting room, and out into the hallway of the facility.

      New body. New life. The world was wide open now. But first, she wanted to see Rose’s apartment.
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      Tat walked briskly through the busy dinner traffic. Everyone was rushing home through the drizzle dousing the streets with dirty, contaminated water. Clouds formed inside the domes, but they were never thick enough to release a good, cleansing rain. The edges of her pants were already drenched in dirt flinging off the road and other pedestrian’s shoes. This was the main path to Rose’s apartment. It was considered safe enough, but wander off the main street, and the vultures lay in wait.

      Shivering, Tat pulled the hoodie around her svelte body. She was no longer frail, but the cold still penetrated through the damp fabric. Hurrying to the apartment building where Rose had lived, she entered the lobby with a sigh. No one threw her a second glance. The only acknowledgement she got was from the doorman, who just gave her a short nod when he held the door for her.

      The place was swanky, nicer than any place Tat had ever visited. The lobby had shiny marble floors, and a miserable janitor was mopping up the muddy mess the tenants had dragged in. He kept his eyes lowered, but the deep frown indicated he didn’t appreciate her existence at this very moment, leaving impressions of her sneakers on the shiny floor.

      She apologized profusely as she rushed toward the chip-operated elevator. She held her wrist to it, and the red light turned green. A bell chimed as the doors slid open, acknowledging the chip implanted beneath her skin. The doors slid open, and she slipped inside, hoping to avoid any further attention from the lobby staff. She didn’t need any eyes on her. Not when she wasn’t who they thought she was.

      Arriving at Rose’s floor, she tip-toed out of the elevator and to the door with the number indicated on the key. She slid the old-fashioned metal key into the lock, turning it until it clicked. Spinning gears whirred to life and unhooked the metal latches inside the door. When the sound stopped, she pushed the door open and stepped inside.

      Darkness met her, and the flash of lightning outside lit up the vast apartment.

      I could keep this place, she thought. I could live and work here if I wanted to.

      But that wasn’t a good idea. The tech had said so. How bad could it be? This place was huge and could accommodate her and Jed easily.

      “Rose? Is that you?”

      Tat froze, holding her breath as another flash of lightning silhouetted a figure sitting on the couch. What was a stranger doing in Rose’s living room, drinking a martini in the dark?

      “Rose, baby… where have you been?”

      She couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. This man knew Rose. Probably intimately. Suddenly, the figure stood up, and the lights flashed on, flooding her vision with the stark décor of Rose’s apartment. The lamps, furniture, even the rug, were all a glaring white, unmarred by the dirty world outside.

      “Who’s there?” she asked quickly, hoping he would state his name before he got any closer. She couldn’t appear clueless. She had to play along, at least for now.

      “Rose? It’s Pender, baby. I’ve been so worried. I called and called. Did you not get my messages?” He stood and took a few steps toward her.

      She grabbed the bag with Rose’s belongings. Why hadn’t she checked Rose’s tablet? She might’ve gotten a lot from it before venturing into this foreign place.

      “I—I don’t know.”

      “You’ve been gone six days. Where did you go?”

      “I was visiting a friend. A sick friend. You know, in the Helix District.”

      Pender wrinkled his nose at the mention of her group home’s district. It was a poorer area she was sure he’d never had the pleasure of walking through.

      “I’m relieved you made it out of there without getting assaulted.”

      She scoffed. “It’s not a slum.” She dropped the bag and peered around the apartment. This guy was a nuisance. How to get rid of him?

      “What are you doing sitting in the dark?” she asked.

      “I had a long day at work. It doesn’t help when my girlfriend is missing and never called me.”

      She crossed her arms. She’d had enough. “I’m not your girlfriend. This is my apartment, right?”

      “Come on, Rose. We’ve been through this before.” He took a step back. “I was going to move in. Did you change your mind about that?”

      “No!” she said far too quickly. “I haven’t changed my mind. Look, I’m tired. My friend died, so I just want to rest. Can you give me some space?”

      Please leave, she begged him silently. Please.

      “Fine. But if you need anything, call me. And turn on your tablet, for God’s sake.” Pender moved to give her a hug, but she held her ground, avoiding his gaze and feigning anger and weariness. “I’ll see you in a few days. I’m going to the Ono District tomorrow for business, and we’re staying for a week and a half.”

      “Okay.”

      “You really should shower. You reek of the subpar peasants.”

      Tat bit her lip before she blurted out an acidic comeback. A moment passed while Pender decided she was in no mood to chat. He grabbed his jacket, slipped on his fancy shoes, and made his way to the door. He paused before he let himself out into the hallway. She was sure he suspected something, but he closed the door without another word.

      Tat slumped her shoulders, her heart racing. If he hadn’t left, she wouldn’t have known what else to do. Unzipping the wet hoodie, she tossed it onto a nearby chair and peered around. “Wow. I could get used to this.”

      She quickly toured the place then began stuffing some of Rose’s jewelry into her bag. She’d take valuables first and trade them for cash. She’d use most of the money to find a new townhouse for the group home. Then she could decide if she wanted to live in this swanky place or at the group home. There was no way Naomi would toss her out after her large contribution to their comfort. No way in hell.

      Taking another toss through the place, which was far too clean and bare to be anyone’s sanctuary, she realized just how barren, lonely, and cold it felt. She couldn’t stay here. The proceeds of the jewels would go to her group home by anonymous donation.

      Satisfied, she was about to leave Rose’s bedroom when she spotted the computer station sitting on the desk. It was decked out with three top-of-the-line monitors, three keyboards, and a dual tower system with an expensive VR visor, microphone, and interactive bodysuit to wear while in VR. It made the whole experience more real for the user. No wonder Rose didn’t want to leave the VR. Who would, with all this tech? It would make it feel like it was more real than the real world.

      Tat swallowed, acutely aware of how much her fingers itched to don the equipment and dive in. How hard it must have been for Rose to rip herself out of it. But she was in there now, forever.

      Tat nodded, knowing that with her new body, she had to do some good. Something her frail one never could. She could join the groups rallying for better food, cleaner air and water. She could even finance them now; Rose was far richer than Tat had imagined. Why would she not want to do something noble with her life?

      And she would. She turned away from the station, resisting the pull of fantasy. It was so easy to get lost in the fake world. No wonder the real one was crumbling around them.

      The other orphans at the group home depended on her. She could now give them opportunities they never would’ve had without Rose’s sacrifice. Tat had to use it for them. That was her top priority. She could never again let herself get lost in the façade of the VR.

      She bit her lip, willing herself to don a rain jacket from Rose’s closet and pick up the bag full of valuables. After one last glance around, she nodded. This was what she was meant to do. She could feel it in her marrow. And when the group home was set, she’d try to help even more people. With this able body, she could do more for humanity than the VR ever could.

      She moved toward the front door. As it slammed shut behind her, she never once looked back.
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      Griffin blood was a killer to get out of clothes. Good thing the Griffin blood in question wasn’t real. At least, not in the sense of reality.

      But knowing it wasn’t real didn’t make the noxious odor or the sickly feel against the side of my face any better.

      I cleaned my cheek with the back of my hand and wiped my blade on my loose fitting cargo pants before holstering my .45 ramhawk handgun.

      It would have to do.

      “That’s never coming out,” Jax, my partner in crime, said.

      I rolled my eyes and flipped him off. “Smart ass.” I shoved to my feet from the boulder I’d been resting on. “It’ll come out as soon as we get out of this godforsaken hell hole.”

      “Congratulations. Level nine complete.”

      I ignored the automated voice that echoed from nowhere and everywhere all at once. I used to welcome the sound. Now I just wanted to punch the speaker in the face.

      That voice was embedded in both my dreams and my nightmares.

      “Come on. We just passed level nine so we need to get moving before the cleaners come through.”

      The cleaners were the Helix underlings who cleared out the dead bodies in between levels.

      There was a small window—maybe five minutes between levels—when a gamer could be swept up with the bodies left behind as the Helix transitioned a gamer to the next level.

      They claimed when it happened that it was unintentional. An accident.

      I called bullshit.

      No one gave a damn about any of the players inside the Helix. Least of all players like me and Jax who’d opted to play the game instead of serving our sentences for crimes committed against the Republic.

      I was sentenced to thirteen rounds. Jax was too. Thirteen seemed to be our lucky number.

      My crime wasn’t a crime at all if you asked me.

      The Republic was killing its people. They rationed our resources and taxed what little income we had, leaving us with next to nothing to survive on.

      It was a criminal offense to steal. It made no difference if you were starving. If you had a family to provide for, like I did.

      Any offense, no matter how small, was looked at as treason against the Republic. And any disobedience was dealt with swiftly and with no regard to the situation.

      I had two younger brothers who relied on me. But the Republic didn’t give two shits about that.

      So I did what had to be done. Consequences be damned.

      It’d been two weeks since I entered the games.

      I needed to get out.

      Who knew what trouble those two were getting into without me there to watch over them?

      I didn’t know what Jax’s crime was.

      I also didn’t care.

      Only one thing mattered inside the Helix.

      Getting to the next level.

      Jax and I partnered up on level six. We each lost a life that time and it didn’t take us long to realize that level six was a two-man job. Between the eight legged freak of a spider and razor winged raven the size of a plane, you needed as many eyes, ears, and guns as possible.

      We’d been together ever since.

      Inside the Helix, each player was given three lives.

      I was on my second. Jax was on his third.

      If either of us used up all of our lives before reaching the end, we would cease to exist. Our lives would be forfeit and we’d become a permanent part of the game, our minds hardwired into the code of the game and our bodies discarded in the reality we’d once called home.

      You might think we should have taken our sentences in the pits over these odds but no one ever left the pits.

      You worked your life away until you died in there. And everyone knew it.

      The only way to gain your freedom once you were convicted of a crime was through the Helix.

      There was no alternative.

      So here we were.

      I kicked Jax’s worn leather boots, jerking his attention from one of the Griffin corpses. Its feathers were caked in sand and blood. “Come on.” I turned away.

      Griffins once roamed our reality. Stories said they would soar the skies, protecting the people from ancient beings. That was before the Republic was established.

      Now, they were monsters of the game here to haunt our nightmares.

      How the hell had the Republic trapped them here?

      I spat on the ground. What a waste.

      “Alright, I’m coming.” Jax slung his .223 armor piercing assault rifle over his shoulder and climbed up from his position on the ground. “I’m going to need a new weapon or I won’t be much help in level ten.”

      I eyed his gun and chewed on the pad of my thumb.

      The Griffins had been brutal.

      The first two we’d taken care of easy enough but just when we thought we were in the clear, three more attacked.

      One had clamped its beak over Jax’s gun, cracking the outer casing.

      “Will it shoot?”

      He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. I’m too light on ammo to risk trying it.”

      “How many rounds?”

      “Three.”

      “Shit.”

      “You’re telling me.” He checked the weapons cartridge and shook his head.

      I had six rounds left in my ramhawk. Level ten would be impossible if we couldn’t defend ourselves.

      I chewed my lower lip. “Do you have a blade?”

      Jax shook his head. “Never bothered picking one up. I prefer to kill the bastards from a distance.”

      Didn’t we all?

      I reached into my boot and pulled out a four inch serrated blade. “Here. It’s better than nothing.”

      He took it with a nod of thanks. “Maybe we should scavenge?”

      I shook my head. “We don’t have time. We need to move. We’ve stayed too long as it is and there’s no guarantee we’d find anything. We’ll have to take our chances.”

      “This bloody sucks.”

      You could say that again.

      Once inside the Helix, it hadn’t taken long to realize that as each level progressed, the pickings for weapons, potions, and health aid grew slimmer and slimmer. Between seven and eight I’d only found a food pack and a med patch. Neither of which did me any good when what I’d needed since level five was ammunition and weapons.

      The Republic didn’t want you to win. They didn’t want anyone getting out. So they lured you into a false sense of assurance that with each passing level, you’d have a chance to restock.

      Restocking became useless after level four.

      I still kicked myself for not picking up more. “Come on.”

      Electric bulbs blinked and faded as the scene before us morphed from desert sands to clinical hallways.

      “We need to move. Now.” The portal wouldn’t stay open long.

      We ran and heard the tell-tale sounds of Republic hovercrafts as they teleported Griffin bodies from the ground.

      White walls and tiled floors stretched out in front of us.

      Twenty feet to go.

      “Almost there. Kick it into gear Serina.”

      “If we’d left when I suggested—"

      The portal blinked. We both jerked to a stop inches in front of it. The scene rippled like the waves of a disturbed pond.

      “What the—" I reached my hand out and poked at the wavering surface.

      Air billowed all around us. Sand swirled in the air making me cough.

      “Serina!”

      “I know! I know!” Did we jump through, or stay back? I’d never seen a portal like this. Between levels we would just walk the path. Sometimes it was paved. Sometimes gravel or smashed grass, but a pathway was always clear.

      The portal made the hair on my arms stand on end and my insides do somersaults.

      The sound of a hovercraft drew closer.

      I chanced a look over my shoulder. The last Griffin body was only a stone’s throw away.

      Time was running out.

      Jax shifted from foot to foot beside me. His synth suit glinted in the light like oil on asphalt.

      “Damn it all to hell.” Jax grabbed my hand and made the jump.

      I screamed as my body crashed through what looked like a watery surface but instead was like glass. Tiny filaments pierced my skin like razor sharp needles turning my blood to molten lava beneath my skin.

      “FUUUUUUUCK!” Jax yelled beside me.

      His hand still held mine in an irontight grip.

      The pain lasted only a second and then we both slammed into cold hard tile and the portal blinked out of existence behind us.

      My breath shuddered. “What—” I retched. Echoes of pain racked my body.

      “I don’t bloody know but I have a feeling we need to get moving. Now.”

      The lights flickered all around us. Nineties horror films flashed across my mind.

      I stumbled to my feet and tried to keep pace with Jax.

      He held the blade I’d given him in his right hand and slowed his steps as the first door neared.

      I followed suit, pulling out my sword and holding it in a two-handed grip.

      We walked silently across the hallway leading toward a set of double doors fifty yards ahead of us.

      Either side of the hallway was lined with doors. Something could jump out at us at anytime. And likely would.

      “I don’t like this,” I whispered under my breath.

      “You think I do?” he ground out.

      “This isn’t like the earlier levels.”

      “None of the levels are like earlier levels, but this is the farthest either of us has ever gotten. Stop whining and let’s do this.”

      I bit my cheek to keep from cursing at him. He was just on edge. I’d give him a pass this once.

      We passed another door.

      Then another.

      No monsters jumped out at us.

      My boots slid silently across the tile. The flicker and hiss of the lights the only sound in the still hallway.

      Jax’s breaths were heavy, and sweat glistened on the hard angles of his face.

      A snick froze both of us in place. The sound was small, but it boomed in the quiet space.

      I held my breath.

      We were almost within arms’ reach of the double doors.

      The doorknob turned of its own volition. The movement painfully slow.

      Jax and I each took a step back and raised our weapons.

      The doors parted and light flooded in, blinding us.

      I blinked hard and when my vision cleared a small girl stood before us. She wore a pink dress with a white collar and dark black ballet flats.

      Her pale blonde hair hung in two braids on either side of her face and a smattering of freckles dusted her cheeks.

      I lowered my sword and stared dumbfounded at her.

      When Jax didn’t follow suit I smacked him in the arm.

      “It’s just a girl.” I told him.

      Jax shook his head, but fear shone bright in his wide eyes. “Nothing is ever just in the Helix.” His words were grave and pained.

      “Jax?”

      “You’re not real. You’re not her.” His eyes hadn’t left the little girl.

      I scowled in her direction. She couldn’t be over eight or nine years old. But there was something familiar about her.

      She had an arrogant tilt to her smile. And the same emerald green eyes as —

      “Jax?” My voice rose an octave. “She looks like you.”

      “She’s not real.” He backed up another step. “You’re not real. You can’t be real.” Panic coated Jax’s words. Whoever this little girl was, she had him seriously freaked out.

      The girl had yet to speak or move.

      I stepped closer. Whatever was going on here, it was part of level ten and this little girl was our obstacle. Real or not.

      “What is your purpose in the Helix?” I asked.

      She shifted her attention from Jax to me.

      “To stop those who reach my doors at all costs.” Her voice was robotic. There was no inflection. No emotions.

      “We only have to pass you?” I asked. Seemed simple enough.

      A single blood red tear leaked from the corner of her eye, leaving a scarlet trail down her cheek.

      She didn’t bother wiping it away.

      Her eyes turned back to Jax. “Would you do it? Would you leave me here to die? Again.”

      Still there was no emotion, but something in her words brought Jax to his knees.

      Anguish washed over his face. “Never.” Jax shook his head vigorously. “I would never leave you Hannah Bear. I swear it.”

      She smiled and razor-sharp teeth filled her mouth. Her eyes took on a metallic glow. I lost myself in her gaze, but only for a second before snapping myself out of her hypnotic glare.

      I grabbed Jax by the color of his synth suit. “Get up. Whoever you think that is, it isn’t human.”

      He didn’t budge.

      “Get up!”

      “She wants to hurt me.” The little girl said. She cocked her head to the side studying me. “She’ll walk through the doors and I will die. Don’t let her kill me, Jaxy. Please don’t let her kill me.”

      He was shaking his head. Tears fell in twin rivulets down his cheeks. “I’m so sorry, Serina. Please forgive me.” The words were forced through his throat before he launched to his feet and the blade still held in his grip slammed into my chest, knocking the air from my lungs.

      I rocked back on my heels and stared down at the blade still sticking out of my chest as Jax took several shaky steps back.

      The world careened around me and the ground rushed up to meet my face.

      Whack!

      I sucked in a pain-filled breath and turned my head against the floor to meet Jax’s stricken face.

      “Why?” I wasn’t sure if he could hear me.

      My fingers trembled, and I tried to get them to obey my commands. I wasn’t dead. Not yet. I still had time to salvage this.

      I couldn’t go back to level one.

      I’d come too damn far.

      “She’s my baby sister.” Regret was stamped across his face.

      I pushed myself into a seated position and dragged my body until I could slump against the wall.

      “So what’s the plan. You wait for me to die and then you run off into the sunset with that?” I coughed and blood came away on my palm. I spat and shook my head. “It’s not your sister, Jax. It’s part of the Helix. It isn’t real. Don’t look into its eyes. I think that’s how—”

      “Finish her!” Fake Hannah said.

      My sword had fallen from my grasp when Jax stabbed me, but now my fingers closed around the hilt.

      “I’ve still got one life left Jax. This won’t kill me. I’ll just be back.”

      Jax was nodding as he stepped closer and crouched down in front of me. He ripped the blade from my chest and I screamed a battle cry or rage and pain right before I lifted my right arm and plunged my sword into his stomach.

      Shock widened his eyes, and he fell back.

      I drew my ramhawk and fired two rounds at the little girl in the doorway.

      Her image flickered and then disappeared.

      I swore.

      Jax fell back against the opposite wall and slid to the ground.

      “Fuck you, Jax. Fuck you and your fucking emotions. I told you she wasn’t real.”

      My fingers were numb and cold was working its way through my body.

      Jax sobbed across from me. “She was my sister. My baby sister.”

      I ripped open my back and pulled out the health aid I’d snagged two levels ago. Tearing it open I slapped the patch over my chest and sighed in relief when the warming sensation of morphine mixed with helix rex flooded my bloodstream.

      Any longer and it would have been too late.

      As feeling worked its way back into my fingers and toes I stared over at Jax. The idiot deserved to die on this level. He stabbed me in the back.

      But he’s saved me too.

      Indecision warred through me.

      “You fucked up.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. SHIT! I’m so sorry.” He pulled my sword out of his chest and blood ran like a waterfall out of the wound.

      “Do you have any health aid?” I asked him as I staggered back to my feet.

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. It’s too late.”

      “You’re a real sonovabitch you know that? You’re leaving me high and dry three levels away from the end. We were almost free.”

      “You’ll make it out. I know you will, Serina.” He smiled up at me. “When you do, find my sister for me, will you? Tell her I’m sorry.” He coughed and more blood leeched from his stomach.

      “Tell her yourself you asshole.” I gripped the data guard on his wrist and with two buttons, transferred one of my two remaining lives to his sentence.

      “You better get your ass out of here and find me on the outside. Got it? You owe me, so get your shit together and get out. When you hit level ten again, shoot that fucking little girl right between the eyes before she has the chance to fuck with your head. Okay?”

      He stared stunned up at me.

      “Okay?” I asked again.

      He nodded and the Helix flickered around me.

      “Why.” His voice was hollow and shock was still stamped across his face.

      “I don’t know.” And I didn’t. I had no fucking clue why I’d given away one of my lives for a man I’d known less than two weeks who’d stabbed me in the back.

      I stood up and moved toward the doors. It was never a good idea to linger. “I have to go.”

      I turned but Jax’s voice had me stopping just outside the doorway. “I’ll get out and find you. I promise.”

      I didn’t turn around. I took another step and the double doors slammed closed behind me.

      “Congratulations. Level ten complete.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      From the Author: I hope you’ll stay tuned for more of Serina’s adventures to come. Right now I’m actively working on the full-length story and I can’t wait for you to read it. Be sure to visit my website and sign up for my newsletter if you want to be notified as soon as Serina’s story is released. www.Danielle-Annett.com You can keep an eye out for it in Fall 2019.
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      Carissa paced back and forth in the lounge room, occasionally peering through the security screen of the front door. What was taking her father so long? He should have been back by now. Returning to pacing, she glanced down at the medieval style clothes she wore. A basic tunic with a belt and pouch around the waist, plain trousers tied with a drawstring and soft leather boots. It was the first time she'd worn them. They felt strange. Comfortable, but strange.

      She returned to the screen door. Her father's car was nowhere in sight. Had something happened? Taking a deep breath, she pushed away the fear that always rose when he was late. It brought back memories of the senseless shooting that had taken her mother's life nearly two years ago. Her father, Ross, had never been the same after Laura's death. Not even the move to Brisbane, late last year, had helped with its change of scenery.

      The only thing the move had meant was that they didn't have to listen to people point out that the shooter had been caught. As if that made a difference. It couldn't bring her mother back. Or that her mother hadn't been the only one to lose her life. That didn't make it any better either. Here no one knew their past and no one made comments that had her hands curling into fists and her teeth clenching together at the angry words she wanted to speak. Words that had the person telling her they'd only been trying to help and she didn't have to carry on. Taking deep breaths, she tried not to think about it, but that only had her thinking of how late her father was.

      She played with the end of the plait her mid-length, brown hair was pulled back in to keep it out of the way. Should she ring him? About to turn away and collect her mobile phone, she spotted his car coming along the road. Equal amounts of anticipation and fear raced through her. She still wasn't certain all this was real.

      When her father had first told her about dark forces creating a distorted world based on Earth, linked to Earth so they could use it to cause havoc here without interference, she'd thought he'd lost it. He'd convinced her to meet Dorset and his wife Richelle, local Guardians Of The Round Table, and somehow they had her mostly believing the role-playing game style world of Inadon not only existed, but it was accessible to those found worthy to fight against the dark forces. Or at least those who were eighteen. Which had annoyed her since she'd needed to wait until her recent birthday. Their policy that no guardian or potential guardian could journey alone to Inadon had meant her father had told her about its existence when they'd approached him. She wasn't sure if he would have told her otherwise.

      Her father parked in front of the house, grabbing grocery bags off the back seat before he came inside. "Sorry. I didn't mean to take so long. Some stupid kid ran into me in the shopping centre and knocked my things everywhere." He kept walking, glancing over his shoulder as he headed towards the kitchen.

      She strode after him. His brown hair was several shades darker than hers and his eyes were a similar brown to her own. He had a neatly trimmed moustache and beard and broad shoulders, having taken up weightlifting when Laura had died. It hadn't helped. Nothing had. She only hoped this did.

      They put away the handful of groceries, but left a small package wrapped in brown paper on the kitchen table. Her gaze was continually drawn to it. That something so ordinary had the power to change her life, didn't seem possible. She supposed when you thought about it, a bullet wasn't that large either and look how much a handful of them had changed her life.

      Once the groceries were away, they stood by the table, staring at the package. Her father gestured towards it. "Did you want to open it?"

      Her hands trembled. She clasped them behind her back. "You do it. You were the one who learned about the Guardians Of The Round Table first."

      He unwrapped the package and stared at the colourful game case he held. "A car game?"

      "Do you think they used that case to disguise it?"

      He opened the case and stared at the label on the disc. His confused expression cleared, replaced by an angry one. "It'll be that kid. He had a package wrapped in brown paper too. The same size. I was sure I kept track of where his landed so I wouldn't get them mixed up."

      "Someone else has the disc?" She couldn't drag her gaze from the game Ross continued to hold. What would the guardians say? Would this cause an instant fail in their application to join the organization? It was the first thing he'd shown any real interest in since Laura had passed away. She couldn't imagine what it would do to him if they failed before they had the chance to prove themselves.

      "I guess-" Ross broke off, swallowing visibly. "I better ring Dorset." He placed the case on the table, leaving it open.

      She was tempted to return to pacing as her father took out his mobile phone and made the call. It seemed like an impossibly long amount of time before he spoke.

      "It's Ross Felder. Could you transfer me through to Dorset Banks please?" Again time stretched out before Ross spoke. "Dorset, I'm afraid I have a problem."

      Carissa moved closer, but was unable to hear Dorset's side of the conversation.

      "Someone else has the disc." There was a pause before Ross spoke again. "I don't know. A kid ran into me and knocked everything across the floor." The next pause was lengthier. "Okay. I'll wait for your call."

      The moment he put his phone away, Carissa asked, "What did he say? Can we get another one?" For a second she thought it was a set-up. The stories, their proof and now the kid.

      "He needs to talk to some of the other guardians." Ross shrugged. "I have no idea what he'll do. They need to get the disc back before the kid can use it." He glanced at the game on the table. "I can't believe…" His voice trailed off and he slowly shook his head before he wandered from the kitchen, his shoulders slumping.

      She stared after him, wanting to reassure him that everything would be okay. But if life had taught her anything, it was that things rarely were okay. She returned to pacing, unable to settle, going from room to room as she looked for something to do to take her mind off the wait.

      It wasn't until they'd had dinner that Dorset rang and asked if he could visit. Carissa stared at her father, numerous scenarios racing through her mind. Was he going to tell them the deal was off? That they could no longer go to Inadon? Meeting her father's gaze she saw the fear in his brown eyes. The same fear she felt. The guardians had to let them go. She turned away, unable to meet his gaze a moment longer. Returning to the pacing she'd managed to stop long enough to make dinner, she tried not to think about the upcoming meeting. She still wore the same clothes she'd had on that afternoon, not having had the heart to change into modern ones. Ross had looked dejected enough without her making him feel worse.

      A knock on the door had Ross jumping out of the armchair he sat in, nearly colliding with Carissa who was currently pacing the lounge room. He opened the door, standing back to let three people inside.

      Carissa recognised the first two. It was Dorset and his wife Richelle. She'd never met the young man with them. He looked to be around her age with short, sandy brown hair, the tips lighter than the rest. He was slightly taller than her father's height of six foot and his outfit was fancier than hers. He wore dark brown leather trousers with knee-high boots and a shirt that laced up at the front opening. There were leather studded vambraces at his wrists, and two leather pouches on his belt. She felt like a peasant next to him.

      Dorset waited until the front door was shut before he spoke. "This is our son, Jed."

      Jed held up a black game case, a grin forming. "I'm in need of a party and I hear you're in need of a disc."

      Ross looked from Jed to Dorset and back again. "What does this mean?"

      Richelle stepped forward. "Having a family member who is a guardian doesn't automatically mean you're allowed into the organization. Nor are we allowed to give him much more than basic help in passing his test."

      Carissa looked Jed up and down, wanting to point out that his clothes were a little more than the basics. "Does that mean if we don't join his party we won't be able to become Guardians Of The Round Table?"

      Dorset shook his head. "It means there'll be a wait before we can provide you with another disc. They aren't exactly mass-produced."

      "How long a wait?" Ross asked.

      Dorset shrugged. "Could be weeks."

      Carissa could see the disappointment in the way her father's shoulders lowered. She faced Jed. "Why don't you have a party?"

      "I turned eighteen on the sixth of January. It'll be nine months before another guardian's kid turns eighteen. I'd rather not wait that long." He grinned, looking between Carissa and Ross. "So what do you say?"

      "I don't-" Ross started to say.

      Hearing the disappointment in her father's voice, and fearing he was about to decline, she interrupted him. "There are no catches?"

      "No. I'll also share whatever coins Mum and Dad will stash on Inadon for me." He grinned again. "Before you go wondering if there's a catch to that, there isn't. If we agree to set up a party together, we're stuck with each other for at least six months on Inadon throughout the testing period. It benefits me if you're outfitted as well as possible."

      She slowly nodded, his words making sense. "Who's party leader?"

      Jed's grin faltered. "Is that the deal breaker?"

      She shrugged.

      "I really don't-" Ross began.

      Jed interrupted. "Deal. You can be the leader." He stepped closer to Carissa, holding the game case out to her.

      "Jed-" Richelle's voice was filled with concern.

      Jed interrupted Richelle, meeting Carissa's gaze. "Deal." He continued to hold out the case.

      She met his dark brown eyes. They contained none of the sorrow she frequently saw in hers and her father's eyes. If anything, she caught a glimpse of mischief. "Dad was meant to be party leader."

      "Plans change. You can be the leader. Do we have a deal?" Jed asked.

      She remained where she was in front of Jed, looking to her father, a question in her gaze. Neither of them could sit around waiting yet more weeks. Her lips slowly curved into a smile as she saw her father reach a decision. When he gave a single nod, she faced Jed, taking the case. "We have a deal."

      "I would like you to wait an hour before you enter Inadon," Dorset said.

      "What for?" Carissa looked past Jed to his father.

      "There might not be a noticeable change in time between leaving this world and returning to it, but we still need to reach home and change into our gear before we make the journey to Inadon," Richelle said.

      Carissa's mind shied away from thoughts of how time worked between her world and Inadon. It was the one thing she couldn't get her head around. However long you were on Inadon, when you returned you were inserted back into this world around the time you had left so it seemed like only seconds had passed in between leaving and returning. Yet for every hour you spent in this world it meant ten minutes had passed on Inadon. And no one had been able to explain to her how the magic of it worked. They shrugged and said anything was possible when demons were involved. Although sometimes reinsertion could be glitchy and you might end up with a couple of minutes having passed while you were gone. The thought of how powerful demons were had given her more than a few sleepless nights. She was just glad some of them were on their side.

      "It's okay, it'll give us time to choose classes and stuff," Jed said.

      "You know what class you want," Richelle said. "You've known since you were in early primary school."

      "We'll wait." Carissa also knew what class she wanted to choose, but as Jed had said, it was beneficial to be outfitted as well as possible. They had no close relatives amongst the guardians so they'd be sent to a point in time after Jed's parents' last visit to Inadon.

      "I'll be back in a minute." Jed walked outside with his parents.

      Carissa met her father's gaze, wondering if she'd done the right thing in accepting. She could see he was worried too.

      Before they could speak, Jed came inside. "Should we start choosing classes and stuff?"

      "I better get changed." Ross strode from the room, leaving a moment of silence in his wake.

      Carissa eyed the vambraces Jed wore. "How much gold will your parents leave for you? Enough I can buy a pair of them?"

      "What class are you choosing?"

      "Archer."

      "Me too." Jed began to unlace his right vambrace. "I can share until you can afford a pair."

      "Won't they be too big on me?" He might not be overly broad, but he was more muscular than her.

      "Cut up an old sheet and wrap it around your wrist to take up the slack." He held out the vambrace. "Go on, you're going to notice that string after using the bow a few times."

      She took the vambrace, still holding onto the game case. "I'll grab an old sheet." When he nodded, she hurried from the room. By the time she returned, pieces of a sheet wrapped around her left forearm and the vambrace in place, her father was in the lounge room. He wore an outfit similar to hers. Peasant quality. They hadn't been able to afford anything better. Not after the cost of moving. "Ready to start?" She held up the game case she carried, not daring to let it out of her sight. She dreaded to think what the guardians would say if they lost a second disc.

      "As long as we don't make the final decision before my parents can leave some loot for us." Jed dropped onto the double seater that faced the television, the game console sitting on the cabinet beside it.

      Carissa opened the case and took out the plain, black disc. Turning on the console, she slipped in the disc, gathering controllers for each of them. Keeping player one's controller for herself, she gave one to her father and the other to Jed before sitting down.

      Once she entered the number of people in their party, the screen went black, a pale gold circle slowly brightening, a bow, dagger, staff and sword inside it. Words replaced the image. She loosened her grip on the controller, trying to breathe out slowly. It didn't help. Excitement raced through her and she had more energy than she knew what to do with. She doubted even pacing the floor would help.

      It didn't take long to go through the starting details. They hadn't needed to read most of it. Not after the amount of times her and her father had read over the welcome pack they'd been emailed. They didn't know everything about Inadon, but the disc wasn't telling them anything new.

      When Carissa and Jed chose Archer, Ross chose Warrior. Jed nodded to the screen. "No one interested in becoming a Rogue or Mage?"

      "Is it a problem if we're the same class?" Carissa asked.

      "Nah. Just making sure. You can change classes along the way. Or be a mix. The only difference is your initial starting stats."

      They reached the final screen. The one that would transport them to Inadon. Before Carissa could read out the details of their first quest, Jed's phone beeped. "You won't be able to take that with you." She nodded towards the phone.

      Jed checked the message before placing the phone on the floor. "I know. It'd stay behind even if I hadn't put it down." He looked at each of them. "The loot has been stashed. Are we ready to start our quest?" He nodded towards the screen.

      Carissa's gaze was drawn to the gold coloured words on the black background, another shiver of anticipation racing through her. This was it. This was the moment when she'd find out if it was real. Taking a deep breath, she read out the quest details. "If you choose to travel to the world of Inadon and continue the fight against the dark forces that would overrun our world, you will be transported to Broken Hills Mine on Emerald Isle. A tunnel has collapsed in the mine due to sabotage, causing many casualties and major injuries. Without the help of an apothecary, there will be a great loss of life." Carissa let the words sink in before she read the rest of the lines. "Do you choose to take up arms against the dark forces? Do you wish to become a member of the Guardians of the Round Table? Will you travel to Broken Hills Mine and save the lives of the miners?"

      "Absolutely," Jed said. "Now choose yes so I can find out what my parents hid. They wouldn't tell me what item they were going to put with the coins and I really want to know."

      Laughing, Carissa chose yes and the screen went black, followed by the world around them. Having been warned what to expect, she left the controller on the cushion of the armchair and stood up before the world had a chance to shift. The last of her doubts vanished. It was happening. Inadon was real. A rush of excitement made her feel light headed, energetic and overwhelmed all at once. She was going to become a guardian. They all were. She refused to believe they wouldn't pass the testing.

      It was the scents she noticed first, the darkness slowly lightening to show they were on a well-travelled dirt road, a few trees scattered around them on the rocky incline, the day a few hours past dawn. Nearby was a backpack, a coil of rope, a lantern and some weapons. Jed held out one of the bows to Carissa, along with a quiver and hunting knife in a sheath, taking the second lot for himself. Ross picked up the short sword, which had no scabbard, and a timber shield.

      Carissa thought the word 'journal'. She grinned when it appeared in front of her, showing the stats she'd seen on the screen earlier. It was an aged, leather-bound book, translucent enough to see the surroundings behind it while able to read the information. Across the top of the journal were bookmarks labelled Stats, Quests, Map and Notes.

      She looked at her stats for a moment, mentally calculating her bonuses. They wouldn't make a difference yet, but that would change. They'd improve as she completed quests, fought creatures, gathered resources and discovered new places.

      
        
        Character Level: 0

        Health: 15

        Stamina: 25

        Mana: 25

        Weight: 5kg 110g/50kg

        CAS XP: 0/100

        Available CAS Points: 0

        Available Class Points: 0

        Level Progress: 2/10

        Attributes

        Strength: 5

        Constitution: 5

        Intelligence: 5

        Wisdom: 5

        Dexterity: 7

        Charisma: 4

        Luck: 7

        Class

        Archer: 0

        Class Skills

        None

        Weapon and Armour Affinity

        Short Bow: 1 (+1% damage)

        Hunting Knife: 1 (+1% damage)

        Studded Leather Armour: 0

        Spells

        None

        Crafting

        None

        Reputation

        Global: 0

        Local areas: 0

        Buffs and Negative Stats

        None

        Available Revives

        1

      

      

      Everything was as expected so she thought the word 'map' and the pages turned, showing her the map. Only a small spot was visible, the rest dark and unexplored, a highlighted spot in the darkness showing their quest location. She thought that word next and read the quest aloud. "Sabotage At Broken Hills Mine: Save the lives of the miners. The overseer has done what he can to stabilise them, but they need an apothecary. Speak to the overseer to offer your help." She paused. "Sounds easy enough." But she supposed they were only noobs so the guardians shouldn't expect too much of them at this stage.

      "We aren't apothecaries. How will speaking to the overseer help?" Ross asked.

      Carissa really wished she could have persuaded him that playing a few RPGs would have helped prepare him for Inadon. He hadn't been convinced, asking how could you compare a world you entered to a world you played on a screen? If he'd played even a few hours he wouldn't have needed to ask that question.

      "Well?" Ross asked.

      "Probably a locate mission," Jed said. "We find the apothecary and tell him he's needed at the mine."

      "That does sound simple enough." Ross glanced at Carissa before checking out the area. "We should see what's in the backpack and get started."

      Carissa knelt in front of the leather backpack, taking stock. They had a cooking pot and cloth bags with dried rations in them, but no bowls. "How are we meant to eat our food? And what will we use to eat it with? Our fingers?"

      "Might be able to whittle some basic spoons from some of the wood lying around." Ross gestured to a nearby tree.

      Jed joined Carissa at the backpack. "We've got twenty copper pieces. We can grab that type of gear when we're in a town. They've provided us with some of the more expensive things like the backpack itself as well as a flint and steel, compass, lantern and some extra lantern oil."

      "That ten-metre rope and two-metre square canvas will make a good shelter if it rains." Ross took out two health potions from the backpack, both able to heal ten health points each. "You pair take them."

      Carissa dropped the potion into her belt pouch, along with the twenty copper pieces Jed gave her.

      "Shouldn't we share out the coins?" Ross asked.

      Jed shrugged. "Carissa is party leader. She can take care of the money until we've earned enough to have our own." He hung the lantern and a waterskin on the outside of the backpack, helping put all the contents back inside. He looked up at Ross. "Want to carry it since you've got more strength being a warrior?"

      Ross shouldered the backpack. "Is it always this quiet? I thought the place would be filled with creatures of the dark forces. The forest seems pretty ordinary. Just like one we could find somewhere back home."

      "The Green Isles are low level areas. Some parts are higher levels than others, but on a whole, they're a good place for noobs to gain skills and experience." Jed took an arrow from his quiver, keeping it in his hand as they headed in the direction of the mine.

      Carissa caught a glimmer off to one side. "I think I spotted a herb. Or cooking ingredient. It's a little hard to tell from here."

      Jed didn't slow his pace. "We'll grind later. After we get through the first quest and find the loot my parents stashed."

      "Thought you said Carissa is the leader," Ross pointed out.

      Jed grinned. "She is. But this makes sense. I'm sure she'll agree."

      Carissa started to argue against leaving the plants behind, as who knew how helpful they might be, when Jed's earlier words sank in. "Find? Don't you know where the loot is?"

      "I have directions, but I've never been here so I couldn't tell you the exact location. Mum and Dad gave me landmarks and compass points."

      A grin slowly formed as anticipation curled through Carissa. "A treasure hunt."

      Jed chuckled. "You could say that."

      Carissa couldn't stop looking around the area. She was actually in an RPG type world. Inadon was real. There'd been a part of her that had doubted its existence. After all, demons, magic and dark forces seemed utterly fantastical. A noise caught her attention and she reached for an arrow, stopping when she saw a deer. "How beautiful."

      "That deer, or one like it, might end up becoming dinner at some stage," Ross warned. "I doubt those copper pieces are going to last long."

      Carissa shrugged. "It's still beautiful." She'd worry about her ability, or lack of, to shoot a deer for food when she was faced with that situation.

      It took twenty minutes to reach the mine and they passed seven plants that could have been harvested. It had taken Carissa a great deal of effort to keep walking. That wasn't her play style. She loved to explore everything and gather anything that looked useful. Who knew when it might come in handy?

      The mine was quiet and they stopped near a timber building that looked deserted. Carissa noticed a small book icon pop up in the top left hand corner of her vision and she pulled up her journal, grinning when she saw the discovery of Broken Hills Mine had earned her fifteen experience points. Only another eighty-five until she earned a CAS point. She couldn't decide if she'd put her first point in crafting, an affinity for weapons or armour, or a skill. Checking the map, she noticed the quest marker had vanished. She did a slow turn as she scanned the area. The place was creepily quiet. Were they too late? Had they failed their first quest? "Where is everyone?"

      A large man came out of the building, his arms stretching the seams of his tunic. "Are you here to help?"

      "Are you the overseer?" Jed asked.

      The man nodded.

      Jed grinned. "Then we're here to help."

      "It's been one disaster after another." The overseer came closer, slowly shaking his head. "It's those bandits. I'm sure they're the ones who sabotaged the tunnel."

      "Are you asking us to go after them?" Jed asked.

      "No. I sent a miner to Blackshore to fetch the apothecary. They were halfway here when they were attacked. The bandits left him for dead, taking the apothecary with them. He could barely talk by the time he staggered in here."

      Carissa had a bad feeling about the quest. "If you don't want us to go after the bandits, what do you want us to do?"

      "Let me guess, it's an escort mission," Jed said.

      The overseer turned to Jed. "How did you know? Have you already been told what needs to be done?"

      Ross shook his head. "We've only just arrived on Emerald Isle. We don't even know where the bandits have their base."

      "Their hideout is north east of here." The overseer gestured in the direction, not taking his gaze from them. "Are you sure you're up to this? I didn't realise how new you are to the region."

      Carissa interrupted Ross when it sounded like he was about to explain they were new to Inadon. "Is there anything you can tell us, or help you can offer, to ensure the escort mission is successful?"

      "Keep an eye out for bears. There've been a few seen in the region." The overseer nodded towards the timber building. "I better get back to my injured miners. Be as quick as possible. Some of them don't have long."

      Carissa watched the overseer stride inside. "Great," she muttered.

      "I'm not about to argue that comment," Jed said.

      Ross looked from one to the other. "What's wrong with an escort mission?"

      "You've got to save a dumb NPC from being killed and protect them all the way to safety while trying to keep them alive," Carissa said.

      "As well as not letting them get you killed," Jed added.

      "This is a low level quest?" Ross asked.

      "Apparently," Jed said.

      "Maybe the journal has more information." Carissa went to the quest tab, reading it out. "Sabotage At Broken Hills Mine: After speaking to the overseer you've learned local bandits have captured and taken the apothecary into the hills to the north east. The overseer warned you to be vigilant. There are bears in the area. Locate and rescue the apothecary and quickly escort him to the mine so he can save the miners."

      "Yep, definitely an escort mission." Jed turned in the direction the overseer had indicated. "Let's get this over and done with so we can get on with something more exciting."

      "Like a treasure hunt?" Carissa teased.

      Jed chuckled. "Yeah. Like a treasure hunt."

      Ross led the way, his sword held ready. "Bandits and bears don't sound like an easy quest to me."

      Jed shrugged. "I wouldn't have thought they were easy either." He paused a moment. "Dad said your original starter quest was going to be on Ruby Isle. I thought Emerald Isle was the better choice. More mines, bigger towns and greater wealth. Now I'm not so sure."

      "How did your parents know where to leave the loot so we can get it?" Carissa strode alongside Jed, Ross a couple of metres ahead of them.

      "Mum said Emerald Isle would be the next starter quest offered. The magic in the program alternates between the islands when choosing a starter quest. At least for those in our region."

      "So the loot could be anywhere on this island?" It was going to take them ages to find it. She should have been gathering resources instead of letting Jed convince her to grind later.

      "The starter quests for Emerald Isle are always in the south eastern part of the island. It's the lowest level of the island. Ostville, Blackshore and Broken Hills Mine were our options. They put the loot in this region."

      "So we will be able to find it?"

      Jed grinned. "Yeah, we'll be able to find it and I'll find out what item they left."

      She chuckled, wanting to learn what it was too. Although obviously not as badly as Jed. She nearly ran into her father's back when he stopped abruptly.

      "What's wrong?" Jed kept his voice low, stepping to the side of Ross.

      Carissa moved around to her father's other side, reaching for an arrow. Her mouth dropped open when she saw what had brought him to a stop. Three bandits fought a bear, which was streaked with blood, the bandits not looking much better. Sprawled on the ground were two dead bandits and a second bear. The apothecary was backing away from the fight, hands tied together and ankles hobbled so he couldn't move fast.

      "Do we wait till they take out the bear or attack while they're distracted?" Ross whispered.

      Carissa put an arrow to the string, drawing it back. "I say we focus on the bandit to the left. Leave his mates to take care of the bear and we take him out before we have to face all three at once. That bear looks nearly dead."

      Jed readied his bow. "On the count of three?"

      "Shoot on three or after three is said?" Carissa asked.

      "On three." Jed kept his gaze on the bandit. "Ready?"

      She tried to remind herself that Inadon was a created world, but it was a world, even if it wasn't hers. And it had a direct impact on her world. If they let the bandits live there was the chance someone in her world might die instead. A good person. Someone like her mother. She took a deep breath. She hadn't expected everything to feel this real. She straightened her shoulders. It might be too late to save her mother, but there were other people who needed protecting. Ones they could save from the dark forces. Drawing in another deep breath, she slowly let it out. "I'm ready." Or about as ready as she was likely to get.

      "One, two, three."

      She fired at the word 'three', readying another arrow and firing once Jed finished counting again. They managed to shoot the bandit twice each before he faced them, shooting him again before he took too many steps towards them. He collapsed on the ground, unmoving.

      The bear dropped down metres from the fallen bandit, the other two bandits turning towards them. When they began to run, Carissa fired, completely missing. She took a step backwards, heart racing at the sight of the oncoming bandits.

      Ross ran towards the bandit on the right, brandishing his sword, taunting him.

      "Count of three," Jed said softly.

      She took another steadying breath, trying not to focus on how close the bandit was or how the sunlight struck the sharp blade he wielded.

      "One, two, three."

      They had time to shoot him once before he was on them.

      Jed dropped his bow, attacking with his hunting knife he drew from its sheath, blocking the bandit's sword.

      Carissa stumbled backwards. The sword had come close enough she'd felt the breeze from it. Her heart raced faster and she backed away further.

      "Shoot him," Jed called out.

      She fumbled, dropping an arrow before managing to put a second one to the string. She fired. The bandit staggered backwards. She shot him with another arrow as Jed sank his hunting knife into him. The bandit remained frozen before falling, blood pooling out from his body to stain the rocky ground.

      Jed grabbed Carissa by the shoulder, turning her to face him. "You okay? He didn't get you?"

      She shook her head, her gaze fixed on the bandit. "We killed them." Her words were soft and she struggled to make sense of everything. She hadn't expected it to be like this. The scent of blood mixed with the fresh smell of disturbed dirt and damaged plants, letting her know exactly how real everything was.

      "They're bandits. You've played RPGs before. You know what they're like. And worse than that, they're part of the dark forces in this world."

      "Carissa! What's wrong?" Ross joined them, blood staining his blade.

      Her gaze was drawn to her father and it struck her that she'd been so worried about the death of the bandits she hadn't checked to see if he'd needed help. They were meant to be a team. Meant to rely on each other. She had to do better than this. She couldn't lose him too.

      The apothecary stumbled over to them. "How can I thank you? They planned to keep me at their camp for the rest of my days. Tending their injuries."

      Jed cut through the apothecary's bindings with his hunting knife. "The overseer sent us."

      "Can I ask for your protection while I travel to Broken Hills Mine? I can offer you a reward for your trouble," the apothecary said.

      "We'd planned to take you there anyway," Ross said.

      "We should check for loot before we leave." Jed picked up the bow he'd dropped earlier.

      They checked the bodies, including those of the bears. The bandits had damaged the bears too badly to make it worth trying to skin them so they focused their search on the bandits. Between all of them they found eight copper pieces, a scabbard that Ross took for his short sword and a dagger none of them could use. It went in the backpack to be sold when they reached a town. The entire time the apothecary kept telling them it wasn't safe to remain where they were, nervously looking around at each sound.

      His actions started to make Carissa regularly check over her shoulder. She was relieved when they finished their search, not only because she didn't want to search the bodies.

      They headed back the way they'd come, the day becoming silent. Even the song of birds had ended. Carissa hadn't realised there'd been birds singing until they'd stopped. Before she could ask what it meant, a bear lumbered out from behind a clump of trees, roaring as it rose on its hind legs. For a second she froze at the sight of the creature, her grip on her bow tightening. It was taller and broader than her father.

      Jed, who'd been within arm's distance of the bear, stumbled backwards, tripping on a rock, landing hard on the ground. The bear turned towards him.

      Carissa automatically grabbed an arrow, firing it at the bear, striking its neck. The creature roared, looking at her. Before it made a move in her direction, she fired again. The arrowed missed, but was close enough to catch the bear's attention. It roared again.

      Ross ran towards the creature, drawing his sword from his scabbard, matching its roar with one of his own.

      The bear looked from one to the other, hesitating.

      The hesitation gave Carissa the chance to fire another arrow and for Jed to gain his feet, firing as well. Once more they fired, Ross driving his sword into the bear. He was dragged forward when the creature crashed to the ground. Ross rose to his feet, tugging the sword free.

      Carissa took a step towards her father, freezing when she noticed the sleeve of his tunic was torn. Fear shuddered through her and she hurried to his side. "Check your health." She tried to keep the fear from her voice. They had one revive each. None of them would gain another until levelling up. Using one so soon would be terrible.

      "I've only lost three health points. I've got eighteen left." Ross cleaned the blood from his blade before sheathing it. "No need to worry about me."

      She nodded, unable to speak from the relief that swamped her. He was okay. Logically she knew it wasn't a permanent death. As long as they managed to return home quickly enough for him to be revived. But the thought of him dying, even a temporary death, made her heart race and her stomach knot.

      Jed clapped Carissa on the shoulder. "Thanks for saving my life."

      The meaning of his words didn't instantly sink in. It took a moment for the world to right itself after her fear for her father. When they did sink in, she grinned. She'd saved his life. Someone had lived because of her actions. Her smile dimmed as she thought of her mother. Refusing to dwell on past sorrows, she straightened her shoulders, meeting Jed's gaze. "That's okay. You saved me in our first battle. It's what teammates do."

      Jed nodded, a slight smile in place. Without speaking he gathered arrows, returning hers. They took stock once they were done. Jed had lost two arrows, Carissa one. The apothecary, who'd taken cover behind a tree, rejoined them, once more telling them they needed to get to safety. It was far from safe around here.

      "I'll take the lead," Ross said.

      As they continued to the mine, Carissa checked her stats. She'd gained another ten CAS points. Levelling up was going to take a while.

      They arrived at the mine without further incidents and the apothecary thanked them, giving them two health potions each able to restore ten health points. The overseer also thanked them, paying them three silver pieces for their efforts.

      The apothecary, who had started to walk away, turned back to them. "If you're looking for something to do in the region, everyone would appreciate the bandit camp being cleared out. The captain of the guards at Blackshore has offered a reward." With one last nod in farewell, he followed the overseer into the timber building.

      "Sounds like we were offered another quest," Jed said.

      Seeing the image of the journal in the corner of her vision, Carissa brought it up, reading aloud the final comments for the quest they'd completed. "Sabotage At Broken Hills Mine: The apothecary has arrived safely and the miners now have the chance to survive. You were rewarded two health potions (ten health points) and three silver pieces for your party. You also earned twenty experience points each." She grinned. The experience points were certainly nice. "How about we try and avoid escort missions. We got lucky this time. Usually, they're a lot worse." She tried not to think about the moment when she'd realised her father had been injured. In an effort to take her mind off it, she read out the new quest. "Bandit Trouble Near Blackshore: The captain of the guards has offered a reward for the end of the constant attacks on travellers to and from Blackshore. Clear out the bandit camp and notify him of your efforts."

      "That quest sounds like it might be a little too high a level for us," Jed said. "We should find the loot my parents stashed anyway."

      "What about taking a break and having something to eat?" Ross suggested. "It might only be mid-morning, but I'm hungry even if you pair aren't."

      After some discussion, they helped themselves to a berry bush Jed had spotted in the forest, gaining two experience points for their efforts. They didn't want to use any of their rations yet since they didn't know how long they'd need to make them last.

      It took over an hour to reach the area where the loot had been hidden east of Blackshore. During the journey, Jed and Carissa argued about gathering resources. The many plants they'd passed had begun to annoy her. She wanted to level up and gathering resources seemed like an easy way to keep the experience points generating. Particularly since with forty-seven experience points she was nearly halfway to earning a CAS point. Jed argued that they had limited carrying space and should organise a temporary base before they worked on gathering resources. There were sure to be some they'd want to keep.

      Carissa watched Jed stop by yet another tree, looking at the ground before striding to the next one. "What are you doing?"

      "Looking for some rocks grouped together to form an arrow." Jed stared at the ground at the base of the next tree. "Dad said it'd be about twenty metres from that large boulder that was at the edge of the road."

      Ross looked back the way they'd come. "You sure you haven't passed it? Those boulders are about twenty-five metres back."

      Jed looked up from examining the ground, grinning. "Dad's never been the best judge of measurements."

      Carissa joined him by the tree, scanning the ground at the base of it. "Which side of the tree?"

      "The side closest to the road." Jed looked in both directions. "Maybe we should return to the boulders and search from there. I didn't start looking until we were about ten metres from them."

      "Surely it wouldn't be closer to the boulders than that if he said twenty metres," Carissa said.

      "We'll keep looking." Ross strode to the next tree.

      "Okay." Carissa hurried ahead of him, searching the long grass at the base of the next one. There were a couple of rocks, but none of them formed an arrow. She strode towards the next tree.

      "I found it," Ross called out.

      Carissa hurried to her father's side, grinning when she spotted the group of rocks partially hidden by the long grass around the base of the tree. "Now where?"

      "We follow the arrow until we run into another tree." Jed stood directly in front of the arrow point, his back to it.

      Carissa looked ahead. There was nothing in his way. "Are you sure?"

      Jed nodded, walking in a straight line.

      Carissa walked at his side, her bow ready in case they were attacked. The region had been surprisingly quiet and she doubted it'd stay that way. When she was about to suggest they return to the arrow and try again, she saw a tree directly ahead of Jed. "Where do we go once we reach the tree?"

      "The tree's our destination." Reaching the tree, Jed knelt on the ground and dug in the soft soil at the base of it.

      Carissa tried to keep watch on their surroundings, but her gaze was continually drawn back to the hole, dark soil piled up at the side of it.

      Jed unearthed a leather bag, tipping out thirty gold pieces, some of them falling onto the ground. A necklace landed on the pile of coins in his hand. "Great. Could they say any louder that they think I'm not going to survive?"

      "What is it?" Ross asked.

      "A revive necklace."

      Jed's expression of disgust caused laughter to bubble up and Carissa clapped him on the shoulder. "Don't worry. Let me spend some of that gold on better gear and I'll protect you."

      Jed slipped the coins into one of his belt pouches, gathering up the ones that had fallen. "I've got a better idea." He rose to his feet, his expression clearing to be replaced by a smile.

      "Which is?" Ross demanded.

      "We all protect each other. I reckon we work well as a team."

      Carissa looked at her father, watching as he came to the same conclusion as her, slowly nodding his head. She smiled. "Yeah, we do." She glanced around the area, surprised at how she felt. Even her father didn't have the usual sadness in his eyes. They could make a difference here. Unlike at home where they felt powerless against so many things. And in turn, when they made a difference here, it would make a difference in their world. Like countless guardians before them, they'd continue to stop the dark forces from using the world they'd created to cause havoc. She looked down the nearby road. "Ready for our next adventure?"

      Jed slipped the necklace over his head, tucking it beneath his tunic. "Sounds good to me. How about we find a quest that needs completing. One we can actually do."

      Ross rested a hand on the hilt of his short sword. "And some creatures that need to be dealt with."

      Carissa looked between them. A hint of mischief in Jed's eyes and a sense of purpose in her father's. She could relate to that. It had been a long time since either of them had felt a sense of purpose. For a while, they'd barely managed to go through the motion of living. Glancing at the sky, she nodded. It was only a little past the middle of the day. "I reckon we've got more than enough time to stir up some trouble before dark."

      Jed chuckled. "I like the sound of that." This time, he took the lead as they headed down the dirt road, going in the direction of Blackshore.

      Carissa followed, walking at her father's side, scanning the area for resources. Jed could argue all he wanted. She would be gathering resources as they searched for a new quest. Today she'd level up. She wasn't about to remain a noob any longer than necessary.
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        Want to learn about who ended up with the first disc?

        Visit www.avrilsabine.com/series/gotrt for more details.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Guardians Of The Round Table 1: Dexterity Fail

      

      

      Mallory's brother brings home the wrong game disc. His latest disaster doesn't surprise her one little bit. What does surprise her is being transported to a role-playing style world when they check out the plain black disc. When you're a noob in a world you don't understand, death is always imminent. They aren't sure if they want to leave Inadon, even if they can figure out a way to return home. But they do know they need to either get good or they're likely to learn what happens when a player runs out of revives.
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      Maddy shrugged off her backpack as she flew through the front door. She raced to her digiTAB, which was sitting on the coffee table in the living room—one of mom’s rules, but a digiTAB in the living room was better than none at all. Most days Maddy would wait until after homework to grab the device, but this announcement was big.

      Besides, Mom wasn't home yet.

      With a few light taps, the crystal gaming tablet came to life, the blue glow flowing around the control commands and a light shooting out the front. It only took a couple seconds for the light to solidify and the Power logo to crash into the projected micro-hologram field like a UFO going down. Which is exactly what it was.

      She’d been waiting all day for this. The announcement had been made last night before she logged out, but the message was cryptic, like everything else about the game.

      The logo swept away, and her avatar sprang up, straightening and flexing her hands. Maddy mirrored the movements, rolling her neck and shoulders to try to ease some of her excitement. It wasn’t working.

      The envelope hovered in the air in front of her avatar, and she swiped at the digiTAB to open the message.

      The envelope unfolded, and the view zoomed into first person. Someone crawled out of the UFO wreckage, a black hood hanging low, cloaking facial features in shadows.

      “To continue in world, you must build a team,” a dark voice said, giving Maddy goosebumps. "You have two hours to do so. Each team must consist of at least three people. Choose wisely, or it’s game over.” A beam of light flashed, and the figure disappeared.

      Maddy sighed. Three was going to be a problem. She already knew who her number two was going to be, though.

      Amber had befriended Maddy the first day she’d attended Ballyhack High, nearly five months ago. Dropping into a school mid-semester wasn’t ideal, but Mom’s new position made the move necessary. And then Maddy had run into Amber, wearing one of the unofficial Power shirts with “Whose shoes do you choose?” scrawled under the logo. Maddy sat next to Amber, and that was all the invitation Amber needed. After confirming they both loved Power, they began gaming together after school.

      But shooting up alien bugs wasn’t the only thing they had in common. Reading, running (not competitively), and a love for all sorts of sugary cereals cemented their budding friendship.

      “Did you see the new announcement?” Amber’s voice came through the digiTAB seconds before her avatar, SweetSurrender, walked into view.

      “Yep. Teams, eh? Where're we gonna get a third member?”

      “There’s some loners in the forums looking for teams to join.”

      Maddy’s nose scrunched. “I suppose that’s our only option?”

      “Yeppers.”

      “Fine, but gimme a sec. I’m going incognito.”

      “Seriously?"

      “It’s just easier this way.” Maddy pulled up the equipment menu, scrolling through the options. She switched her ponytail to a short, spiky hairstyle that draped over her face, and added a large hood, which hid the rest of her avatar’s face in shadows. Finally, she equipped a long black trench coat to cover her gray tank and traded the skinny jeans for black cargo pants that tucked into boots.

      “Going full trans on me, eh?” Amber asked.

      “Why? You got a problem with that?”

      “Me? Nah. I’m just wondering why you’re trying so hard not to be you . . . Or is that the real you?”

      “Hah! You wish. Really, though—”

      “Yeah, yeah. Spare me.”

      Maddy and Amber had discussed the natural tendency for guys to think less of girls as players. It irked Maddy to no end, but Amber never seemed to mind. “Don’t you ever get tired of all . . . that?”

      “Sure, but it’s so much more satisfying when they know they're getting their butt kicked by a girl.”

      Maddy chuckled as she closed the equipment menu. “Let me get one more thing.”

      WickedPixie didn’t exactly scream masculine. Maddy went to the avatar profile menu and selected her screen name. She wiped out the old one and then sat staring at the blinking cursor.

      What to name her avatar? She was only allowed three changes, so she had to make this one good. A thousand ideas flooded her, but one name flicked to the surface: Dylan Link, the cute guy in all her AP classes. Maddy had a crush on Dylan from day one, admiring his Clark Kent-ish vibe—all dark and glasses and fumbling—and his beautifully brilliant mind. The way he handled himself in AP Calculus was enough to turn her head. She’d named characters after her crushes before, but this was an online world. Though, the chances of running into him online were slim.

      Maddy quickly filled in Dylan’s name, playing off his last name with HTML coding—Dylan<h_ref>—and hit enter. The username glowed orange for a few moments before turning green.

      “M’kay. I’m done," Maddy said, switching her mic to a teenage boy voice mod. "Ready to go find some more recruits?” Her new voice sounded so different. That might take a little getting used to.

      “Did you really just—?”

      “Yes! Okay? Can we just find someone already?”

      Amber laughed. “Sure, h-ref.”

      “Ugh. Do you have to say it like that?” Maddy was already regretting her decision. But with a couple of taps on the digiTAB, they were in the forums. Too late to switch now.

      Maddy started scanning the room, which was set up like a bar. A group of Daghs sat in one corner, their character affiliation recognizable by the red veins that ran through their skin. Maddy wanted nothing to do with the Dagh, so branded because of their insistence on defying the unwritten rules and playing dirty.

      A few Maq, sporting blue hair and nails, like herself, milled about, casting wary glances at the Dagh. Maddy wouldn’t mind having another do-gooder on the team, but she wasn’t sure what Amber would think. Plus, you had to be careful. Some of the Maq were a tad self-righteous. Not Maddy, though. She just liked to stick to the rules.

      Maddy was scanning the crowd for prospects when a Rōg walked in. The purple tattoos of his class wound around modestly muscled arms—a quick glance at the other muscle-bound male avatars telling her this was atypical. But appearance didn’t impact stats, and a quick glance at his said he was a level 54 player, not far behind Maddy's level 62 and Amber's level 58. While the purple dancing across his skin was a little too red for Maddy's tastes, indicating a more Dagh-ish alliance, the username made her smile: missingLink.

      “What do you think about that one?” Maddy asked. Amber would probably appreciate his class, being a Rōg, herself, but what would she think of the rest of the package?

      “You read my mind. Let’s go snag ape-man before someone else does.”

      Amber tagged missingLink for a group chat, Maddy joining in. The scene zoomed to the three of them, sitting around a table.

      He’d accepted.

      “I take it you need a member.” He sure sounded cute. And kind of familiar, though Maddy couldn't place his voice.

      “First things first,” Maddy said. “Can we trust you?”

      missingLink laughed. “Ah, you noticed the purple. I'm not a bad guy, just a little trigger happy sometimes. Plus, I'm a Dylan, too.”

      Maddy froze. That voice. The username. But it couldn't be. There was no way.

      Amber laughed. “What d’ya know? Another Dylan. Love your username, btw."

      Maddy stared daggers at Amber's avatar. Not that it helped.

      “Thanks. It’s a play on my last name, Link.” Dylan's voice had the ring of a smile to it.

      Maddy gasped, then dropped the digiTAB in her lap as she slapped both hands over her mouth. Oh crap. Oh crap. Oh crap! She removed her hands and then cautiously asked, “So, your name's Dylan Link?”

      “Yep.”

      Dylan Link? The Dylan Link? The one she’d just named her avatar after, under the assumption they’d never cross paths in the virtual world? Maddy couldn't decide how she felt about that, but it definitely made her want to puke.

      “Oh really? Where you from?” Amber asked, practically purring. “You don’t happen to go to Ballyhack High, do you?”

      “Sweetie!” Maddy hissed, using her nickname for Amber's username. She made a mad dash for her backpack and dumped it on the floor, searching for her phone. She knew where Amber was taking this.

      Dylan paused—along with Maddy's heart—then answered, “Actually, I do. Why? You two go there?”

      Maddy's fingers flew over the keys as she sent a quick text to Amber, praying it would reach her in time.

      DT. Call me.

      “I— Hold on a sec,” Amber said a moment later. “Sorry, missingLink. I need to have a word with h-ref. Privately.” Her avatar leaned back as Maddy’s phone started ringing.

      Maddy hit the mute button on her digiTAB and accepted Amber’s call. “Hey.”

      “What’s up?”

      “You can’t tell him.”

      “Tell him what?”

      “Who we are.”

      “Are you insane?” Amber asked.

      “I don’t want him to know it’s me!” Maddy squealed, her heart skittering like a loose pebble on a runner's path.

      “Okay. First, chill. Second, if he's on our team, you should tell him at some point.”

      Maddy took a deep breath. “Let’s just play it cool for now.”

      “You may not want to be truthful about who you are, but that doesn’t mean I need to lie about who I am.”

      “I get that. It’s just . . .” Just what? Maddy took a moment to organize her thoughts, an idea blooming. “No, this is perfect. But you can’t tell him anything or it would just get all twisted.”

      “I think you’ve already got it all twisted.”

      “But this way I can actually talk to him. Get to know him.” Maddy had managed to make an idiot of herself plenty of times in the last couple of months, instantly becoming an air-headed klutz whenever he was around. Good thing he was only in her AP classes. Well, both good and bad.

      “I wouldn't call pretending to be him a great way to start communicating,” Amber said.

      “Better than him thinking I'm some stalker."

      “Hey, it’s your life. I just think you should tell him. Impress him with your mad game skills. You never know what can happen.”

      “Oh, I know exactly what can happen.” Maddy had images of her tripping, stuttering, and generally embarrassing herself out of the room. “Look, it doesn’t have to be forever. Let’s just wait until we get to know him a little better, and then I’ll figure something out. Pleeeease?” Maddy paused, waiting for Amber's reply.

      Amber sighed. “Whatever. But consider me a less than willing participant.”

      “Don't worry. It’ll be fine.”

      Amber made a noncommittal grunt. “So, can we get back to the chat before he decides to hit up another group?”

      “Crap. Yeah.” Maddy turned her attention back to the game, only to find Dylan's chair empty. The air drained out of her. She selected his username from their chat, added Amber to the copy field, and typed up a message.

      UR in.

      Seconds later Amber added,

      h-ref takes lead. Priority: Strategy over shooting. All spoils split in thirds.

      Maddy watched the corner of the field for the new message notification to pop up.

      “Sorry about that,” Amber said, her avatar sitting up. "Mom needs me to help with dinner."

      “He's gone."

      "Aw, hon—"

      A chime sounded and Maddy jumped, her fingers opening the message before her brain could send the command.

      Sounds good. Sorry. Got 2 do HW. C U tomorrow?

      "Yes," Maddy breathed, a new thrill beating through her chest. She sent off a reply, said goodbye to Amber, and shut down the digiTAB. A rush of electricity flowed through her, and she let out a squeal, doing a little dance in her seat. She was gaming with Dylan freaking Link. Life could not get any better.

      “Hey, Maddy,” came Mom’s voice from the front door. “Have you finished your homework?”

      Okay, so there was some room for improvement.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day raced by in a blur of facts and figures, none of which Maddy could begin to concentrate on. All she could think about was getting back to the game—and to Dylan. She even stole a few glances at him during AP Math, and she could have sworn he did the same. Of course, that had to be her imagination. Dylan didn’t even know she existed, let alone that she was behind the h-ref username. Still, it was hard not to hope.

      But when she burst through her front door and readied to jump into the game, Mom was waiting.

      “And what do you think you’re doing?” she asked, tapping her foot.

      “Playing," Maddy said, rushing to add, "But just for a bit. I've got a new teammate and—”

      Mom held up her palm. “No. Homework first, then games. That’s the rule. I let it slide yesterday because you were already getting off when I found you, but I don’t want this to become a habit.”

      “Mooooo-om, this is the last time. I swear!”

      “Go. Do your homework.”

      “Fine,” Maddy grumbled, shouldering her backpack. She trudged to her room, shooting Amber a text.

      Got 2 do HW. Be on ASAP.

      Amber’s reply came back almost immediately.

      Cool. SYS.

      Amber always did most of her homework on her bus ride home. Maddy tried once, but motion sickness made it impossible.

      Amber was sure to hop online as soon as she could, leaving her alone with Dylan until Maddy could get done. Well, alone as two people could be in an online gaming world. Still, the thought drove Maddy to distraction, as she tried to dissect what a guy like Dylan would do behind the façade of an avatar. Maddy shook her head. The faster she finished, the faster she could get online.

      Three hours later—an hour longer than usual—Maddy shoved her books and papers into her backpack and raced to the living room, grabbing her digiTAB and setting the board alight. Her phone was out a second later, tapping out a quick message.

      Coming ONL. Did I miss NE thing?

      Maddy’s leg thumped to a jittery beat as she waited. Amber always replied, like right away. So why hadn't she yet?

      The game loaded and Maddy logged on, heading straight for the chat room. Amber and Dylan were laughing at something, making Maddy's insides gnarl and knot until they felt like a little green monster. She double-checked her mic to make sure the voice mod was on and took a deep breath. “Hey! What’d I miss?”

      Amber answered first. “Oh, hey h-ref. We’re just chilling. You shoulda seen it. This one dude got his avatar sooo drunk—”

      “So funny,” Dylan interjected.

      “—he couldn't even walk straight! He was all cussing and mad and crap.”

      Amber broke down laughing, Dylan doing the same.

      Maddy half-heartedly joined them, wishing her mom and that mountain of homework hadn't kept her out of the game so long. "Any idea what we're supposed to do next?"

      “Not yet. But we can go slaughter some alien bugs while we wait,” Dylan said.

      Aliens had become rare as the game progressed, but there was no shortage of alien bugs to kill. Pretty much if it was creepy, there was an alien version of it in the game. It was a good thing, too. Maddy needed something to destroy if she was going to keep herself from saying something stupid.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      It didn't take long to find some bugs, and Maddy let them have it, grabbing the knives from her inventory to take down smaller creatures and only using her guns when they were too big for close-range combat. Dylan made a comment or two about her fighting style. Maddy couldn't tell if he was in awe or disturbed.

      I have to get it together, she told herself. She'd have to ask questions if she really wanted to get to know Dylan. Maddy rolled her shoulders and her neck as the team prepared to engage with the next group of alien bugs. What to ask him, though? She didn't want to come off as a weirdo, or too flirty. "So, any theories on who created Power?" Good one. That always got players talking. Maddy targeted one of the two Clikkas, an alien roach creature, and took the first shot.

      "Aliens," Dylan said, then laughed, Maddy and Amber joining him. "Kidding. No clue, really. The theories are interesting, but nothing really explains why the game would come out of nowhere and no one would claim it. Plus, no ads. No one's paying for anything." His turn came after Maddy, and he dealt a final blow to the Clikka she’d targeted.

      "So you don't think it's the digiTAB developers?" Maddy asked. It was one of the stronger theories that had surfaced.

      "Nah. They make all their money off the games. Plus, look at all the merch that's come out. They wouldn't pass up on that kind of money."

      "Unless they had something bigger on the other end,” Maddy suggested. “Hook you in, then milk you for all you're worth?"

      "Nah. Too much risk."

      "True." Maddy smiled, enjoying the banter. It was her turn again, and she selected the second Clikka, following up Amber’s damage with a kill hit, but just seconds too late to prevent a spawn Clikka from popping up in its place.

      "What about hackers?" Amber asked.

      "No way," Dylan said, his avatar making quick work of one of the three rat-like Makkas. "This type of game takes a team ages to develop. And what do the hackers have to gain from this? It just doesn't make sense."

      "Maybe it’s the government looking to recruit gamers?" Maddy suggested, knowing it was the least plausible of the theories circulating the web.

      Dylan laughed. "There are so many other ways to do that, and it's not like we're solving a puzzle. Seems like a dumb way to find recruits."

      "Well, whatever the reason, I'm glad they did it because it brought us all together." Maddy cringed as the words left her mouth. Hopefully it didn't sound too sappy. She wasn't ready to blow her cover just yet.

      "Yeah. It's been a lot of fun. Right, Amber?"

      "Yep," Amber clipped, taking out the third Makka.

      Maddy selected the remaining Clikka, jabbing the TAB button with more force than necessary. Her avatar sprang into action, taking out the ugly alien roach, but not before it had a chance to spawn. Ugh.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddy had a lot on her mind the next day at school. It was a Thursday, which meant no AP classes, and no Dylan.

      How was she was going to turn things around? She'd welcomed the idea of gaming with Dylan, under the ruse of being a guy, because she could be herself without being weird. Well, mostly. But she hadn't realized how vulnerable it would make her feel, knowing that Amber was being herself around Dylan while she was hiding in the digital shadows. She even considered switching her identity back, but after her behavior last night, it didn't seem like good timing.

      She was so consumed with these thoughts that it wasn't until lunch that she realized how distracted Amber was. She kept checking her phone, texting and giggling—oh, so much giggling.

      "Who you talking to?" Maddy asked, leaning against her friend.

      Amber hit the lock button, sending her screen to black, and slid the device into her pocket. "No one."

      "Is this 'no one' cute?"

      Amber blushed, lowering her head to shovel a forkful of corn into her mouth.

      "Who is he?" Maddy practically squealed.

      Amber gulped her mouthful of half-chewed corn down. "Shhh. Chill. I don't want to talk about it. Not yet, anyway. I don't wanna jinx it."

      "Aww, you're gonna hide it from your bestie?" Maddy bat her eyelashes.

      "Especially from you."

      Maddy let her mouth fall open, her hand fluttering to her chest in mock indignation. "Me? Why, whatever do you mean?"

      Amber laughed. "Just kidding. You're cool." As Maddy raised a brow, Amber added, "But I'm still not telling you."

      "Okay, fine. When will I find out?"

      Amber smirked and shook her head.

      Maddy shrugged and grabbed a sweet potato fry as Amber pulled out her phone again. Maddy would find out who this mystery person was soon enough. In the meantime, she had her own love connection to establish.
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      Maddy tackled her homework as soon as she got home, encouraged by Amber's assurances that she wouldn't log in until she got word from Maddy. She set her pencil down in a record one hour and forty-five minutes and sent a text to Amber as she logged in. Her leg jiggled involuntarily as she waited. This time would be different—Maddy had a list of questions for Dylan, and she was determined to stay on point with the gaming.

      When the Power logo flared to life, a ship dropped down. Maddy was surprised to see another messenger crawling out of the UFO wreckage. It'd only been three days since the last message. Most came at least two weeks apart.

      "The time has come to choose your side. Will you choose to aid the Dazai, will you team with the Uruk, or will you band together to eradicate them all? By now you must know that the goals of these alien races differ greatly from one another. Your choice will determine who wins, who loses, and who will get the Power. Choose wisely."

      The cloaked messenger disappeared in a flash of light, leaving a text message on the screen.

      Gameplay has been opened up. You may recruit aliens, attack fellow players, form alliances, and exploit weaknesses. You have one week. Good luck.

      Maddy scanned the message two more times before dismissing it. One week? What did that mean? If it came to some sort of a showdown, she didn't have much hope that her group would win. Still, they had to try.

      Maddy found Amber at the bar, Dylan arriving moments later.

      "Did you see the new message?" Maddy asked, excitement seeping through her modified voice.

      Dylan was the first to respond. "Um, yeah. What the crap?"

      "You don't think they're going to end the game, do you?" Amber asked.

      Maddy heard the tinge of worry lacing Amber's words. If the game ended, it would hit Amber pretty hard. Power became her go-to game right after her dad moved out of the house. Maddy shot Amber a hug emoticon text.

      "Doesn't make sense," Dylan said. "Why would they put all this out there just to run it for a couple of months?"

      "Maybe it won’t end," Maddy offered, hoping to calm Amber's fears. “Maybe they’re just getting ready for a change or update or something.”

      "Who knows,” Dylan said. “But we'd better get going. I had a peek before I came here, and some teams are already destroying everyone else in the hopes of winning Power. It's a mad world out there."

      "So what do we do? Find some smaller teams and start picking them off?" Amber asked.

      Maddy shook her head. "No. Let's go for the aliens. If we can recruit enough of them, we'll probably have a pretty good chance. Players are plentiful. Nobody's going to think of hunting out the aliens."

      "Uruk or Dazai?" Dylan asked.

      "Uruk." Maddy cracked her neck, gearing up her avatar for the coming fights. "We can't trust the Dazai not to turn on us. Not unless something's changed."

      "We may not be able to trust the Dazai, but can we trust the Uruk?" Dylan asked.

      A tinge of doubt dashed through her mind, but Maddy put on a confident front. "They've always been the good guys."

      "What's to say the programmers aren't putting the aliens out there as a trap?" Amber asked, voicing Maddy's own concerns.

      Maddy bit on the inside of her cheek, mulling the question over a moment longer. "Sure. It could bite us in the butt, but no risk, no glory. You in?"

      Dylan said, "Sure," and Amber added, "I'm in."

      Maddy smiled. "Good."
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      The trio made their way through the cities, poking and prodding every hole and alley to find the elusive aliens. They found and recruited a few, but it was the other players that gave them the most problems. It seemed that every team was bent on eliminating or assimilating the rest of the players. And once eliminated, you were locked out of the account—maybe for good. Maddy was on edge. They had to get out of the fray.

      "Let's head to the outskirts," Maddy suggested, dealing damage to some Makka—the first alien critters they'd come across in a while. If the aliens weren't in the center of the city, maybe they were on the outskirts, avoiding the chaos.

      "I don't like the idea of hiding," Dylan said, killing the Makka Maddy had just attacked.

      "Either of you got a better idea?" Maddy kept an eye on their perimeter, hoping they wouldn't get tagged for a match before they made it out of this one.

      "No," Dylan said. “I got nothing.”

      Amber finished off the last creature. "Me either."

      Maddy released her pent-up breath. "Then let's go."

      They wove their way around pockets of fighting until they reached the outer edges of the city. Fanning out, they poked around for aliens.

      But the Dazai found them first.

      The alien leader was a level 70, and he packed eight minions, each between levels 25 and 30. Maddy set Dylan and Amber on fighting while she ran support, healing and casting defenses. There wasn't much magical ability in Power, but whatever was there, Maddy made sure she had it. Mage characters and abilities were practically an obsession.

      They took turns trying to take down the leader while dealing as much damage to the weaker Dazai as possible. There were a few close calls as Maddy tried to keep her friends alive—h-ref was going to need some time to recharge pretty soon. With her friends comfortably healthy, Maddy poised herself to finish off the Dazai leader when something unexpected happened.

      The Dazai declared a truce.

      Maddy blinked at the game, trying to process this new info.

      "What are you doing, h-ref? Take him out!" Amber yelled.

      "He's calling a truce."

      "You're the one who said they couldn't be trusted," Dylan reminded her. Not that she needed it.

      Think, Maddy. Think! The Dazai were known for their less than savory tactics, but if things in the game were changing, maybe the characters were, too. Besides, if she wanted her team to stay in the game, they needed reinforcements. "Let's at least hear them out." Maddy hit a button on her digiTAB and accepted the truce.

      Do you want to free, force recruit, or invite to join?

      This was new. Maddy contemplated her options. Freeing them was out of the question. That just left force recruit or invite to join. "What do we do now?" Maddy asked, though she knew in her gut what she was going to pick.

      "We could blast them and be done with it," Amber said, though her suggestion was half-hearted.

      "We need them. Maybe we can unite the Dazai and Uruk . . ."

      Dylan laughed. "You're crazy, you know that?"

      "Yep." Maddy took a deep breath and selected invite to join.

      The Dazai leader looked at her, cocking its head as it bared its teeth. Maddy raised her sword, ready for the alien leader to strike, but instead, it bowed to her. The surviving aliens followed suit, adding their numbers to the group.

      "Seriously? Just like that?" Dylan sounded as stunned as Maddy felt.

      "I guess sometimes you gotta give something different a try," Maddy said. "Like in math class." Like me. She clamped her hand over her mouth, worried she'd said too much.

      "What?"

      "Huh?" Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. Maddy chastised herself for being so obvious. She only hoped Dylan would let it go.

      "Speaking of school, maybe we should all hang out sometime," Amber suggested. It deflected the conversation, but not nearly close enough to safety.

      "Yeah, I'd like that," Dylan said.

      Maddy could’ve sworn her heart stopped. He wants to meet me? She started sifting through outfits in her mind, but then she looked at Amber's avatar, doubt eating her. He wanted to meet Amber, a cool, confident gamer girl, not Maddy, the pathetic creeper. "Can't. Been slammed at school. Maybe after the game is over, Sweetie?"

      "Whatev's," Amber said, sighing. "Catch ya tomorrow? Mom's signaling it’s bedtime."

      "Yeah, time for me, too." Maddy’s shoulders sagged.

      "Cool. Until tomorrow," Dylan said. "And h-ref, nice moves today."

      "Thanks." Maddy blushed, logging out before she could say or do anything else stupid. If only real life had a pause button. Maybe then she wouldn't have to hide behind her avatar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      “So? When're you gonna tell him?” Amber asked, typing a text into her phone as they walked to class a few minutes before the bell. It seemed she was always glued to some device or another, but she'd been even more diligent than usual with Mystery Guy on the other end.

      “Ugh, it’d just be weird if I did it now. What if he freaked out and quit on us? Or worse, he keeps playing and we're all awkward." Maddy stared at her sneakers, eying the dangling shoelace, not yet convinced it needed retying. "Anyway, what’s with you and missingLink?”

      “What do you mean?” Amber pocketed her phone, giving Maddy a raised-eyebrow stare.

      “You two just seem awful . . . chummy.”

      Amber rolled her eyes. “We're just being friendly. Don’t tell me you’re jealous.”

      “No, I wouldn’t say that.”

      “Good. Because he thinks you’re a dude.”

      “I know that.” Maddy crossed her arms. Of course he wouldn’t want to flirt with me. Duh! Though she still couldn’t quite shake her melancholic mood. Once more she wondered if it would’ve been better to game as herself. But there's no way she'd have been able to act so normal. Well, almost normal. “Why you want me to tell him so bad, anyway?”

      “I told you already. He deserves to know.”

      “Hmmm. Hey, you wanna do something different tonight, just the two of us?”

      Amber's phone pinged, and she pulled it out of her pocket, tapping out another text. “Are you kidding? There's no time for that. I don't want to lose Power because we didn't bother to play.” Amber paused, giving Maddy a hard look. “Do you?”

      Maddy sighed. “No. Not really.” She watched her friend’s fingers fly, not missing a step. It never ceased to amaze Maddy just how much Amber could do at once.

      “You’re not just trying to put it off so you can skate out on telling Dylan the truth, are you?”

      “Shhh.” Maddy looked around the hallway, but no one was nearby. Most everyone was still finishing lunch. “Don’t say his name so loud.”

      “Whatev.”

      They were nearly to Amber's next class when Dylan walked out of the boy's bathroom. Puppy-dog-brown eyes rested on Maddy, stealing her breath. He pushed his black-rimmed glasses further up his nose as his gaze turned to Amber. He smiled, and Amber smiled back, her hand half raised, her fingers curling into the faintest resemblance of a wave. Dylan nodded and continued on to class.

      Maddy stumbled, earning another glance from Dylan. Maddy felt her face warm. Great. Just great. She growled at the laces on her sneakers as she squatted to tie them up.

      Amber looked at Maddy. “What’s with the sour face?” But another ping sounded, sending Amber’s attention back to her phone.

      Maddy watched Dylan’s back as he receded down the hall, phone in hand. “Just savoring the irony.”

      Amber barely looked up, grinning at her phone. “Cool. Hey, I’m gonna go get to class. See you later?”

      “Sure.” Maddy bit her lip. Did she even want to know who Amber's mystery guy was?
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      The thought rose unbidden, again and again. Maddy kept trying to shake it off, trying to push away those ugly feelings. Amber wouldn't do that. Would she? The two had only been friends for a couple of months, but Maddy felt like she knew everything about her friend. At least, up until the last twenty minutes.

      But Amber and Dylan, on the phone, at the same time. And that exchange in the hallway. Maddy kept replaying it, analyzing every moment, every smile, every tweak of a finger or brow. Had Amber blushed? Was Dylan nervous? Maddy stared at the back of Dylan all through AP Calc, torn between a desire to run her hands through his hair—it looked so soft, like a fur rug you might find in one of those cozy mountain resort cabins—or smack his head. Of course, neither of those things were going to happen.

      When the bell rang, Maddy sprang from her seat, her mouth open and arm outstretched, ready to stop Dylan in his tracks. She needed to know. But then she stopped. He'd have no idea why she'd want to talk to him. What if she was wrong? What if he thought she was crazy? Or worse, what if he figured out who she was, and that she liked him?

      Maddy straightened up. No. That was why she was gaming as a dude. She could pry the info out of him tonight. She just had to be smart about it.
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      Maddy didn't get her answers that night. Nor any time during the next week. She always chickened out or got flustered and gave up. It was easier to focus on killing and recruiting—it was even soothing, in some ways, allowing her to relax into her own skin. In those moments she was happy.

      But every time Amber got a text she wouldn't share, or Dylan would send one of those dang emoticons Amber's way, Maddy would feel that spark of suspicion. It didn't help that Amber had let go of the whole you-need-to-tell-Dylan thing, spending most of her time buried in her phone. Maddy kept stomping that ugly green-eyed monster down, but it wouldn't relent.

      And then there was Power.

      The action was heating up, and the number of gamers slimming down. No, that wasn't quite it. Sure, there were plenty of gamers getting eliminated, but most were gathering into armies, some by choice, others by force. Though, if a player really wanted out, they didn't have to log in. There were a few of those, too, many sending out angry tweets to anyone who would listen.

      Maddy and her team had gathered a few wayward players, but most of their army came from the aliens, both Uruk and Dazai. How it worked, Maddy hadn't quite figured out, but so far it had. She'd lost a player or two to forfeit because of the creep factor of working with the alien NPCs. Not that her teams—assembled from new recruits and dispatched to add more to their ranks—ever engaged the real players. Her strategy allowed them to glide under the radar. For now.

      But for now, Maddy was more worried about how to bring up the whole Amber-might-be-dating-Dylan thing. Not directly, of course, and she struggled with being indirect.

      Maddy dealt a finishing blow to one of the two remaining Arakkas—it seemed the alien spiders were everywhere these days—and her avatar sheathed his blade. "So, when do you think the developers are going to stop hiding their identity?" Maddy cringed at her latest attempt to bring up Amber's secret boyfriend. Okay, so that was so subtle even I didn't get it.

      Dylan grunted. "I wouldn't expect anything if they're closing things down. Players would hound them to the ends of the earth. They'll probably try to do that anyway."

      Amber dealt the other Arakka a final, sweeping blow, effectively ending the battle. "That would kill me, though, keeping that kind of a secret."

      "Really," Maddy scoffed. Because you don't seem to have any problem keeping Text Guy a secret.

      "Yes, really. Are you okay?" Amber fired back.

      "Fine. I just— Wait. What's that?"

      Power froze, a ship crashing just as if it was booting up. Maddy peered at the figure that materialized, wondering once more what hid beneath that hood.

      "The time has come. Prepare yourselves and meet in the center of the city within five minutes or forfeit the game." The figure disappeared in a flash of light that seemed to set Maddy's mind abuzz.

      "Holy crap. This is it." Maddy took a deep breath to try to calm her racing heart.

      "And suddenly I feel so underdressed," Amber said. She and Dylan laughed.

      Maddy ignored them. "We're going in. Meet at rendezvous. Hope you're ready. If not, fix that now." She fielded the information to her army at large. The team names began to light up green as leaders sent back the affirmative. Some text scrawled across the screen as a few messages came in, and Maddy fired answers back as they hustled to make ground zero in time.

      Aliens trailed the trio, more falling into step—along with a few human players—until a mass of characters streamed in their wake. Maddy could hardly believe it. Red and blue eyes glowed in the gloomy setting, violet tattoos peppered throughout. New aliens had readily joined her ranks once she'd established she was recruiting both sides. Combat had turned into more of a game of gotta-catch-‘em-all. But they'd made it so far, surviving, building, slowly creating an empire.

      As they rounded a corner, the beginnings of two other armies came into view, their troops amassing in the center of the city.

      "We'll never win," Maddy breathed as she stared at the armies before her. And it hit her—all were human, and all were marked with red or purple. The Maq class had been wiped out. All except her, it seemed.

      "It's okay. We've got this," came Amber's reassuring voice.

      They waited in silence. Maddy watched the timer that had appeared on the screen, ticking down the last few moments. She glanced around the city center again, weighing the possibilities. Chances were the other two groups would be competing against each other, not viewing her team as a threat. Not that she blamed them. How the other two teams had gained so many players, she could only imagine, but the sizes were impressive. Maddy hoped flying under the radar would pay out in the end. But it had gotten them this far. Too late to change tactics now.

      The timer hit zero, and the mysterious voice rang out. "Last human—or team—standing wins. Good luck. May the Power be yours."

      Maddy squeezed her digiTAB a little tighter, watching as the two human teams, as predicted, turned on each other. Good. Maddy began dispatching her troops, ordering them to skim around the edges and knock out players. No need to get in the middle of the action, but if she could thin the ranks, that might make things a little easier.

      The trio set off for the edges of the skirmish, looking for players that needed backup. As they mowed down their first opponent, the red "Game Over" icon flashing above the player’s head, Maddy wished there was some way to recruit him. That option had disappeared.

      They made their way to the next mark, and a chime went off somewhere in the real world. Maddy was too engrossed in the game to pay it any attention. It sounded again, and this time Maddy recognized the notification tone as being her phone. She picked it up and read the message.

      You should tell him now.

      Maddy stared at Amber's text, then shook her head.

      No. Bad timing. Don't want to lose.

      And what if he's wiped out of the game?

      Right. When you gonna tell me about mystery guy?

      Who?

      Maddy turned her phone off and tossed it on the couch. This was the last conversation she wanted to have right now.

      "H-ref, did you turn your phone off?" Amber asked moments later.

      Maddy gritted her teeth. "Kinda busy here."

      "What's going on?" Dylan asked, his character taking out another player.

      "Let's just focus on winning." The all-out brawl had turned into a chaos of players. Maddy stepped out of the fighting and watched the data screen as her team started losing numbers. She bit her lip, trying to think of something—anything—to keep them all in the game.

      "Mads, we're getting slaughtered here," Amber said.

      One of the teams was pulling out in the lead, and they had refocused their resources to begin combatting Maddy's team. She felt the sweat start to prickle her skin as she maneuvered around the fighting, trying to strategize with the troops for maximum impact.

      "'Mads.' Why does that sound familiar?" Dylan said, breaking Maddy's concentration.

      It took an extra moment, though, to realize what Dylan had said. "Amber!" she screeched, making the voice mod work extra hard.

      "Sorry, it just slipped out," Amber said.

      "Oh, like you didn't do that on purpose." Maddy's attention was drawn back to the screen. Her army was dwindling fast. Too fast. They'd be out of the game in no time if she didn’t stop the bleed. Problem was, she had no idea how.

      "Hey, guys?" Dylan's usually calm voice sounded panicked and unsure.

      Maddy ignored him, aiming all her anger at Amber as she re-engaged in the action. "You don't think I know how this is going to end?"

      "Game Over" flashed above the heads of numerous avatars, each one flickering before they vanished—presumably for good.

      "What are you talking about?" Amber asked, starting to sound annoyed.

      "I know who you like! Okay? I get it. You two deserve each other. Really."

      "You figured it out?"

      "How could I not? I saw the way you looked at each other, I saw you texting in the halls."

      "How was I supposed to know?"

      The distress in Amber's voice nearly tore Maddy apart, but she couldn't let go. Not yet.

      "Dude, chill," Dylan said. "She's not your property."

      Maddy let out a cold chuckle. "You have no idea." Amber was taking a hit from another team, her stats falling dangerously low. Maddy glanced at them, weighing her options. Ah, screw it. If her team was going down, then she was going with them. She had her avatar discard the shield and equipped him with a sword, his other hand already holding a gun, and ran into the fight.

      "No idea about what?" Dylan asked, bringing alien reinforcements with him.

      Too bad they were still outmatched.

      Maddy began healing and protecting, but just as she was starting to get comfortable, one of their opponents hit a frenzy. He was big, too, and leveled and armed to the hilt. The whole team took a blow, health levels dropping down to critical. One more good hit, maybe two, and it'd be game over.

      "He doesn't know because you didn't tell him," Amber said, her voice pleading. “You can’t have it all.”

      Maddy readied for another desperate round of healing when a new option popped up in her attack commands: Sacrifice. The word blinked blue, and when she hovered over it, the short explanation read: "Forfeit your game to win an advantage for your team." Maddy stared at the words, feeling numb. Could she really give up her only chance to win for her friends? And then it struck her: she was being selfish. If Dylan and Amber liked each other . . .

      "You're right. It's time," Maddy said, then switched the voice mod off. "My name isn't Dylan. It's Maddy." Maddy selected Sacrifice, her finger hovering over the command, the timer over the option counting down. At least this way, maybe Amber and Dylan would have a chance—with the game and with each other.

      "Wait. You're a girl?" Dylan sounded concerned, maybe appalled. Any sliver of hope Maddy still carried disappeared.

      "I hope you two are happy." Maddy hit the button, locking in sacrifice.

      Are you sure?

      "What? Maddy!" Amber yelled.

      "What's going on?" Dylan asked.

      Maddy selected Yes. The hologram whited out, and when the scene returned, her avatar began to slump. "Game Over" flashed above h-ref's head. Would her sacrifice make any difference? Their opponent was incredibly powerful. She wasn't sure even a magical sacrifice could bring her comparably modest team a win.

      The Power logo filled the hologram field, and then Maddy was logged out. It was over. She wanted to crawl under a rock and stay there forever.

      Too bad there was school tomorrow.
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      Maddy woke the next morning, hating herself. She was sure she could've handled things differently. Hopefully Amber and Dylan had won, and it would smooth things over. Maddy wondered how the game was doing, or if it was even operable today. There was one sure way to find out, but Maddy wasn't ready to talk to Amber yet.

      As she shuffled out of her bedroom, she thought about her cell phone, still sitting on the couch, turned off. She hadn't been brave enough to look at it last night and still didn’t want to see it this morning. Oh well. It was too early for a verbal thrashing, or whatever, so she went about her morning routine, wishing there was a real-life way to become invisible.

      But as she pulled herself together, grabbing some eggs and toast from her mom before heading out the door, it occurred to Maddy that she had nothing to lose. Either Amber was a friend and they'd get through this, or she wasn't, and they'd fall apart. Sure, it'd hurt, but she'd kept company with her games and books before. And Dylan hadn't been hers to begin with. That stung worse in some ways, but at least she hadn't really lost him. She'd find Amber when she got to school, and she'd figure out a way to patch things up, if that was possible. Maddy threw back her shoulders and straightened her spine as she waited for the school bus, trying to encourage what little confidence she felt.

      When she got to school the halls were abuzz. Everyone—gamer or not—was talking about Power. From what little she could pick up, the game had been shut down completely, but not before a recording of the final battle could be uploaded to the internet. Maddy grimaced. It killed her not finding out what happened, but all she could think about was her fight with Amber. Besides, that sacrifice thing probably looked like a quit. She wasn’t brave enough to see the comments that would follow.

      Amber caught her in the cafeteria, practically pouncing on her. "Where have you been? What happened? I texted you all night, but you never responded."

      Maddy smiled, relieved to see Amber hadn't stopped talking to her. "Sorry, I silenced my phone. Oh crap, and I left it at home." She took a deep breath. "Hey, Amber, I'm sorry about bailing on you guys last night."

      "Bailing? You freaking won the game!" Amber squealed, jumping up and down.

      "What? How?"

      "Well, whatever you did revived all our troops—mostly the aliens, but a few players who were waiting by their digiTABs when you sent out the beacon hopped back in, too. We slammed them."

      "Holy crap! So Sacrifice worked. What was the prize?"

      Amber shrugged. "Don't know. The alien guy said something about 'Power given to who Power's due,' or something like that, but we haven't seen anything. No one's been able to get into the game since. Even the hackers. It's like it never existed, aside from the videos."

      Maddy grimaced. "How did it look? My end, I mean."

      "You’ll have to watch it. It's epic. But Mads, you have to talk to Dylan."

      "He probably hates my guts right now. Besides, I thought you two would make things official by now."

      Amber’s head bobbed back. "What? Dylan and I are sooo just friends."

      "Really?" Maddy said, hope bubbling. "Then who's on the other end of those texts?"

      Amber pulled Maddy to her side, then pointed. Kelvin. Freaking. Wilson. Only one of the hottest guys in school, a senior, and star football player.

      Maddy's mouth hung open. "No."

      Amber nodded, the smuggest of smiles on her face, then she held a finger to her lips. "It's not quite official yet. We're still talking."

      Maddy waited for the information to catch up with her brain. How could she have missed it? She was so sure that was Dylan texting Amber. And now . . .

      "So. Dylan's free," Amber prompted.

      Maddy couldn't help but laugh. "Too bad it's Thursday. No AP classes."

      "He'll be here. Before we logged off, I told him to meet us at lunch."

      "Seriously?" Maddy squeaked.

      "Seriously." Amber's grin was so wide, you could've fit a whole box of Lucky Charms in there.
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      The rest of the morning was torture. Gossip about Power and the anticipation of talking to Dylan worked against each other in a stomach churning flip-flop. When lunch came, Maddy didn't think she'd be able to eat. But she grabbed a tray anyway, hoping maybe Dylan wouldn't come—and hoping against hope that he would.

      She was just coming out of the lunch line when she spotted the glint of his glasses across the cafeteria. Her mouth ran dry, and her feet felt rooted to the spot. Amber came up behind her, nudging her in the back. "Go! Get your nerd."

      With a half-smile and a deep breath, Maddy walked over. Dylan caught her eye, then refocused on the floor. Maddy had to push herself to keep going. You've got nothing to lose, she reminded herself over and over. "Hi," she breathed when she was close enough.

      "Hey." Dylan kept his gaze on the floor, digging his toe into the concrete.

      Awkwaaard. "So." Maddy pressed her lips together. Why can't I just talk? She tried again. "I guess we won."

      Dylan looked up at her, his brow creasing.

      "Power?" Maddy prompted.

      "Yeah, I know, it's just . . . Mads. You're math class Maddy."

      Maddy’s brows snapped up. "Wait a minute. You know my name?"

      It was Dylan's turn to blush. "I mean, yeah. You're in all my classes here." He gave a half smile, his hands buried in his pants pockets.

      "Right." They stood there silent for a few beats, the buzz of chatter filtering through the cafeteria. "I hope you don't mind I used your name," Maddy said, rushing through the words before she had a chance to chicken out. "I'm sorry I didn't tell you who I was sooner. I just . . . well, some guys—"

      "No. I get it. Some of them can be real jerks, especially to girls." Dylan pushed his glasses back up his nose. "That ending was kinda boss, by the way."

      "Thanks. Some last-minute Sacrifice option. I heard it worked."

      Dylan smirked. "You shoulda seen it."

      "I hear I still can. Hey, you wanna sit down? Amber's saved us some spots, and you can share my food. I don't think I can eat it, anyway."

      "You can’t eat, either?" Dylan asked, then broke into a grin. "Too bad the cafeteria doesn’t serve health potion."

      Maddy could swear the room had warmed and brightened. "Nah. I'm fine." At Dylan's cocked brow, she added, "Maybe even better than fine."
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      That night, Maddy lay awake, still floating. She'd talked to Dylan. And she'd said words. Coherent words. And things were cool with her and Amber, too. Maddy couldn't believe she'd ever doubted her best friend.

      She was just drifting off to sleep when her digiTAB beeped, powering up on its own. Maddy propped herself on her elbows, squinting at the blue glow. How had that gotten into her room? She didn’t remember taking it out of the living room, though maybe after that sacrifice bit . . .

      The Power logo appeared in the hologram field, the familiar spaceship crashing into it. Then the hooded figure came out.

      "Congratulations, Maddy, usernames Dylan<h_ref>, and WickedPixie. You and your team have won, but you have done so much more." The figure removed the hood, revealing saucer eyes and blue skin. "I'm Trak, and I have chosen you to carry on the abilities and memories of my race. We've been killed off, one by one, hunted through the galaxies to extinction. And those that destroyed us may one day come after you and your kind. Our hope is that you use the Power to protect humanity. Thank you for demonstrating that humans are capable of so much good. If not for your sacrifice, the memory of our existence would fade forever."

      Maddy stared at the hologram. This had to be a dream. But it was far too vivid, every detail of her room crisp, every sensation alive. "For real?"

      "Absolutely real," Trak replied.

      Holy crap! This was no NPC character. "Wait, so you're telling me Power was invented by aliens as a test?"

      Trak nodded once. "We had to be certain. Do you accept our Power and all that comes with it?"

      Maddy sat there, dumbfounded, wondering if she was just dreaming. "For real?"

      "More real than you can imagine. Do you accept?"

      Did she? "It doesn't come with anything weird, does it? Like turning my skin blue or making my hair fall out? No offense."

      "It will not affect your physical appearance. You will experience Powers similar to those you wielded in the game."

      A smile tugged at the corners of Maddy's mouth. "Then yes."

      "The Zergon race thanks you." The light from the digiTAB brightened until the whole room glowed blue. Images and feelings began to batter her senses.

      Growth.

      Building.

      Learning.

      Her heart swelled as she witnessed the Zergons flourish.

      Love.

      Family.

      Destruction.

      Maddy took a deep breath as a tear rolled down her cheek, the first of many more to come. She gritted her teeth, the glimpses and impressions continuing to flood her. A tingling sensation started in the tips of her fingers, slowly sliding upwards.

      And then everything stopped.

      Maddy cracked open an eye, not knowing when she had closed them. Her room was dark again, the digiTAB off, as it should be. Maddy sat up in bed and turned on the lamp on her nightstand. Nothing was out of place, no aliens—hologram or otherwise—to be seen. She stared at her hands, at once feeling both different and the same. But she was tired, too tired to figure it out tonight.

      Maddy yawned as she turned the lamp back off and sunk into her bed. Maybe if she slept hard enough she'd dream it all again.
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        * * *

      

      The alarm shrieked, startling Maddy. She flung her hand at the wretched instrument of torture, trying to get to the snooze button. But as her fingers hit the spot where the alarm should've been, a loud thump sounded from across the room, the alarm bell taking on a strangled sound. Maddy sat up, peering across the room, only to find the clock embedded in the wall.

      She flexed her hand, remembering, feeling, knowing. She could recreate the game if she wanted. She could travel the universe. She could rule the world.

      “Maddy! Time to get up!” Mom yelled from downstairs.

      Maddy sighed and flopped back onto her bed.

      She just needed to get through high school first.
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      A green light blinked on the cheap handheld lying on my desk. I bit at the skin on the edge of my thumb and shook my head, cursing under my breath. Someone had left a new message.

      Not again.

      Blast only messaged me outside of the game when there was news, and I knew this was not the kind of news I wanted to hear.

      Not that it would do me any good to ignore it. Whatever it was, I needed to know before I logged in tonight. I couldn’t risk being caught. Not after what happened two weeks ago with the Iron Guard.

      In all my years of hacking into The Realm, I’d never come so close to actually being caught.

      And it made sense, really. Blast had tried to warn me. If I kept aiming for greater takes, it was only going to put a bigger target on my back. But I was tired of messing around with small time. The goods I pulled from the courtyard and the smaller markets was barely enough to keep food on my own table, much less help those who were out there starving or dealing with the threat of being thrown out of the game entirely.

      If I was going to make a difference in this god-forsaken world, I was going to have to take bigger risks.

      Besides, a close call was just that. Close. And close was not caught.

      As long as I kept my wits about me, I could always find a way out.

      And thanks to my special abilities and my homemade, black-market gear, I was completely untraceable. The Iron Guard would have to actually put their hands on me here in the real world to take me down, and I wasn't about to let that happen.

      Blast—the only one of my online friends who actually knew my real identity—warned me to take a break from The Realm for a while. Rumors of a new band of thieves tearing their way across The Realm had been flying through the forums and chat channels for the past few weeks, if you knew how to listen.

      Blast swore that after a few more days, everyone would be talking about the leader of this new crew—Ghost—and the heat on Loxley would die down. Then I could waltz back in and take whatever I wanted without fear of the Iron Guard looking for me.

      But Blast didn’t understand. He was a Lifer—one of the lucky rich kids who was always logged in. Someone who didn’t ever have to log out and see life for what it really was. For the Lifers, The Realm was the only real world they’d ever known.

      Which was maybe part of why I trusted him with my real name and a way to reach me outside the game. I knew he would never actually come looking for me, because to do that, he’d have to log out.

      And Lifers never logged out.

      Everyone else online simply knew me as Loxley, an unregistered and untraceable character who appeared from time-to-time, stealing from the wealthiest of players and distributing the money to those who needed it most.

      The Iron Guard—the force that policed all activity inside The Realm—had been looking for me for three years. They’d even put a sizeable bounty on my head, which had caused quite a few problems for me at the time.

      Let’s just say that bounty had taught me who my real friends were.

      I was more careful these days, keeping to the shadows and only showing up on private chat channels with people I knew I could trust.

      And no one in my real life knew who I was online.

      I kept the two identities completely separate, and for good reason.

      My real name—Shara Verein—had been banned from online access at the age of five. No one had ever told me why, and none of us who were banned had ever received any kind of explanation as to why we were kept out of The Realm.

      Rules were rules, and here in the city of Shangyo, no one questioned the rules.

      Not and lived to see another day, anyway.

      At five, every child was tested and taken through a series of physical and psychological evaluations by a team of stern-faced doctors in white lab coats. The results of those tests were never given to us, but for some reason, the doctors used those results to determine which children were allowed to log into The Realm and which children were not.

      And every decision was final.

      I’d heard of parents arguing with the results before, but from the rumors, that never turned out well for anyone. As for me, I hadn’t had any parents around who felt I was worth arguing for. I’d been on my own for as long as I could remember, and that was fine by me.

      As Shara, I went to work daily in the sewers beneath the city, cleaning and maintaining the feeding systems that allowed Lifers to stay inside their pods full time. Fluids and nutrients were delivered to them through one set of tubes, while waste was taken away through another.

      I kept my head down, my mouth shut, and I did my job. I didn’t smile. I didn’t complain. I made sure no one noticed me, which meant I did just enough to not get in trouble but never enough to get praised.

      And after work, I came home to my tiny cubicle of an apartment and hacked into The Realm through the use of a rig I’d built myself from spare parts. Most of those parts were obtained illegally through various trades on the city’s black market over the course of several years in my early teens.

      Sixteen now, I’d been logging into The Realm daily for two years, evading the Iron Guard at every turn, and hopefully making a real difference to the people who needed me most.

      In some ways, it was a lonely life, and there were days when I wondered what it would be like to feel a real connection to someone. To let someone really know me and to feel like we shared something true and real.

      But I tried not to let those types of thoughts creep in too much.

      To make true connections meant putting everything I’d been working for on the line. Not to mention my own life.

      I wasn't sure what the Iron Guard would do to me if they ever caught me, but if they found out who I was and that I’d been banned from The Realm, I had a feeling they wouldn’t exactly go easy on me.

      Deep down, I knew that being caught meant being killed.

      No connection was worth that risk.

      Keeping to myself was the only way to survive, so other than Blast, no one knew who I was.

      I picked up my headgear and positioned it around my neck, slowly attaching the footpads, chest-piece, and arm-guards to my body before sitting down on my bed.

      I glanced at the handheld and shook my head. I wasn't sure I wanted to know what Blast had to say, but if I was in any kind of danger, I needed to know. Now was not the time to be stupid and take more risk than I needed to.

      I snatched the silver disc from the table and clicked on the message.

      Gotta be tonight. Rumors are Ghost is targeting your treasure. Move it or lose it.

      My eyes widened, and I cursed.

      My treasure? It had taken me months just to locate the Orb of Altress, much less to come up with a plan for how I would steal it. As far as I knew, Ghost and his crew had only entered the game a few weeks ago.

      There was no way they were already heading for one of the most valuable privately-owned magical items in the game.

      Shiz. What was I going to do now? If he got to it before I did, that would mean months worth of work and planning down the drain.

      Not to mention more than fifty families who would have trouble paying their subscription fees for next month.

      I needed that orb. I already had a buyer lined up and everything.

      What would a thief like Ghost want with the Orb of Altress, anyway?

      From what I knew of him, he never fenced the items he stole. He seemed to hold onto them, but for what purpose?

      He had his game class hidden, and no matter how hard I’d tried to hack into his file, I hadn’t been able to get in. Which was saying something, because there were very few privacy filters I couldn’t get past.

      Maybe he was a wizard.

      There was no doubt the Orb of Altress was a powerful artifact that any wizard would kill to get his hands on, but I’d assumed Ghost was more of a Brigand or Ranger from the things I’d heard about him so far.

      The orb would be totally useless to any scout class.

      Honestly, I didn’t care what he wanted to do with the orb. He could want to eat it for dinner for all I cared. All I knew was that I couldn’t let him have it.

      I quickly replied to Blast’s message and pulled my gloves over trembling hands.

      Coming in. Tonight it is. That treasure is mine.

      Was I really ready for this? I had expected to have at least another week to plan and get everything in place. Being underprepared meant risking mistakes.

      And I couldn’t afford to make any mistakes right now.

      I lay back on my bed and pulled the headgear over my face.

      I took two deep breaths, cleared my mind of everything else but that orb, and closed my eyes.

      “Connect,” I said, and in an instant, I had left the dark and dirty world of Shangyo and entered the magical land of The Realm.
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      My eyes opened to a totally different world. No more grimy metallic structures reaching high into the constant grey and polluted skies above the city. Gone was the smell of burning and decay.

      Instead, everything inside The Realm was shiny and new. Colorful and perfect. No trash littered the streets and no grime lingered on the windows. The sun above shone with such brilliance, I had to squint my eyes just to see the blue of the sky above me—something I’d never once had to do in real life.

      But here in The Realm, with the proper gear, real life was indistinguishable from the virtual. In fact, this imagined world was so much more pleasant, it was easier to believe it was real. Stay here long enough, and you never wanted to imagine anything else could be possible.

      That was why people preferred to stay inside the game.

      If you were wealthy enough to afford the full pod experience, every single one of your senses was heightened here. You could hear, smell, touch, taste, and even feel everything here in The Realm as if it were completely real.

      With that kind of existence, why would you ever want to leave?

      Unfortunately, though, not everyone could afford the pods of the elite Lifers. Many of the citizens here in The Realm spent half their time working as little more than slaves to the wealthiest Lifers just to pay their monthly subscriptions.

      The poorest were often making do with gear that was nearly a decade old and didn’t have nearly the same capabilities as the pods.

      What was worse, it was dangerous for people to be logged in with that old gear full time. Anything more than eight hours or so at a time could leave someone physically or mentally disabled, and if something in the old and overused headgear shorted out, it could mean instant death.

      Not that most people listened to the warnings.

      The Realm was an addiction, and for most people, the risks were worth it. Better to die in the game than to live in the real.

      My own parents had died a similar death. Or at least that’s what I’d been told. My father died before I was born, pushing his old gear to the limit, trying to work extra hours to support his growing family. A small, worn piece on his headgear had shorted out, and he was gone just like that.

      My mother was so depressed to lose him that she couldn’t bear to spend her time in the real world. Her best friend apparently forced her out of the game every few hours while she was pregnant with me, making her rest or take breaks, but after I was born, my mom lost herself inside the game.

      It wasn't even faulty gear that eventually did her in. She simply never logged out to eat, and without the pods like the Lifers had feeding you through tubes, a person could starve to death if they forgot to come out of The Realm and eat real food.

      So, at the age of two, I’d been sent to live in a city-run orphanage, care of D.O.V.E. Industries, the inventor of The Realm and the savior of all of human civilization. At least that was how they told the story.

      But the truth about D.O.V.E. Industries was a worry for another day.

      Right now, I needed to be thinking about getting from here to the mansion on the edge of town where the Orb of Altress was being kept.

      Nothing mattered so much to me as finding rare and valuable artifacts, selling them on the black market, and distributing whatever I could earn to those who needed better gear and a better life.

      I couldn’t do anything to stop the horror of real life, but if I could do even a little to make life inside The Realm safer or more bearable for people like my parents, that was all that mattered to me.

      If D.O.V.E. managed their gear better or cared about their subscribers and citizens even a little bit, stories like mine wouldn’t exist.

      They hated me, and they wanted to capture and kill me, but they were the ones who had created me in the first place.

      And I would fight back for as long as I could.

      I materialized in game as a dark figure in an alley, wearing a burgundy gown that flowed all the way down to the cobblestone streets, with a black, flowing cape around my body and drawn up over my head to cover my face.

      In the game, my avatar was constantly shifting her appearance. While my real-life hair color was a dirty dishwater blonde that was cut sharp around my chin, I could play around with any style I wanted here in The Realm.

      Normal subscribers had to pay for appearance changes, of course, but I’d cracked that code early on in my game explorations. I could change my appearance almost at-will now, with just a few adjustments to the code running through my mind at all times.

      Today, I had long crimson hair pulled into matching braids that flowed down either side of my body. I’d given myself tanned skin and bright green eyes—an expensive and rare combination that would cause most people to turn their heads down rather than look at me too closely. Staring too hard at a Lifer—especially one of the wealthiest—could get you thrown into a dungeon. Or worse.

      The rules and laws here inside The Realm were not always logical or fair. The richer you were, the more power you had, and the more eager D.O.V.E. officials were to make sure you were enjoying your experience inside the game.

      Anyone on the fringes was careful to toe the line, because getting into trouble too many times might mean being banned from The Realm entirely—a punishment very few were willing to risk.

      I made my way into the main part of the streets. Despite the fact that it was nine in the evening in the real world and dark out, inside The Realm it was just after noon. Time worked differently here in the game, giving people more hours of daylight and a faster rotation through the days.

      Today, I was in a small coastal city called Everbrooke, on the outskirts of a large region called Miraglass. Everbrooke was close to one of the rare zone lines where the world simply stopped if you went far enough out into the ocean.

      I’d actually swam out there a few days ago when I first got here, just to see if those rumors were true.

      And they were.

      Once I’d gotten about half a mile away from the coast out into the ocean, I seemed to hit an invisible wall. I could see more of the ocean in the distance, but my character was not allowed to go beyond that zone line.

      In all my years exploring The Realm, it was the first time I had actually ever hit an impassable zone line. The end of the world.

      Curious that the Orb of Altress had ended up out here, where nothing too exciting ever really seemed to happen. A magical artifact of that power would usually be wanted in one of the major questing zones, where high-level characters could battle virtual monsters for extremely valuable loot and coin.

      There were no real monsters or high-level dungeons out here on the outskirts of Miraglass, though.

      In fact, the nearest major dungeon was a good day’s ride out from this part of the coast.

      So, what did its new owner want with it, anyway?

      As I walked through the streets of the city, I glanced at the names of the shops and the owners of the carts. Simple folk. Mostly craftsmen and fishermen. A few jewelers here and there, but no one selling anything particularly powerful or magical. Most of the jewelry in these shops was merely decorative.

      Bakers selling mostly low-level food. A few blacksmiths working on plain swords and wooden shields.

      This was not a town that catered to high-level Lifers.

      And it was not the kind of place anyone would expect to find the Orb of Altress.

      Which was maybe why its new owner had decided to bring it here. As a mythical item, there was only one of it in the entire game.

      The Orb itself had changed hands more than a dozen times since it had first been discovered a year ago. It had been sold a few times for a very high price, but most of the time, it had been stolen.

      So far, it had proven to be a difficult item to hold onto, so maybe its newest owner intended to keep it hidden away for a while, rather than flaunting it in groups and raids the way most of its owners had in the past.

      It had honestly been a miracle that I’d tracked it down at all.

      So, how had Ghost heard about it?

      A new message blinked on my chat room mailbox. Blast had been trying to ping me ever since I logged into the game, but I swiped him away and kept moving. I didn’t have time for distractions. I’d have to contact him once it was done.

      I tightened my jaw and kept walking, careful to keep my pace normal and my eyes down inside the dark hood.

      Ghost was a complete mystery to me. Where had he come from?

      I’d gotten to know pretty much all of the renegades and thieves on the fringes over the past few years, and even though we didn’t exactly work together, we traded information and tips when it suited us. We were loyal to each other in a way, following the same code for the most part.

      But Ghost was a wildcard.

      I’d searched through his records—what little of them I could access, anyway—and he seemed to just appear out of nowhere three months ago. No history. No real name. Nothing.

      The same went for the twenty or so crew members he seemed to have following him.

      No one could figure it out.

      And I’d never seen such a clean file in my life. Whoever this guy was, he was either extremely connected and had managed to pull some strings inside D.O.V.E. itself, or he was the single most talented hacker I’d ever encountered.

      Until he showed up, that was a title I had gladly claimed for myself around here.

      I knew I shouldn’t let my ego be a part of this. Who cared if he was better than I was? Blast was right. This guy was taking some of the heat off of me, drawing the attention of the Iron Guard every time they hit a new, high-level target.

      But still, something about him unsettled me to my core.

      I bit my lip and glanced behind me, suddenly feeling that I was being watched.

      Not a good sign.

      Normally, even the smallest gut feeling like that would make me log out and try again another day. That was part of why I’d never been caught after all this time. I trusted my instincts.

      But today, I didn’t have the luxury of walking away. If Ghost was aware of where the orb was located, and he had any intention of going after it, I would lose it forever.

      I had too many families depending on me right now to let this go.

      I cursed and ducked into a side alley, touching my hand to my temple the moment I was out of view.

      My appearance changed instantly. Instead of the burgundy gown and cape, I was now wearing a rough, green wool dress and boots. My blonde hair was pulled into tight curls against my head.

      I picked up the pace but turned to spare a glance at the entrance to the alley. A few people passed by, but no one looked my way.

      I sighed as I hurried through the damp alley.

      Paranoid.

      When I emerged on the other side of the alley, I’d changed again. This time, I wore a pair of brown trousers, plain brown boots, and a cream-colored button-up shirt. With my short black hair and boyish features, I looked nothing like the crimson-haired woman who had first stepped into the alley on the other side.

      It cost more energy than I wanted to spend this early to shift my appearance so often, but I wanted to make sure I wasn't being followed. As much as I didn’t want to lose the Orb of Altress, I’d never be able to help anyone again if I lost my life because of it.

      I hurried down the side streets until the mansion on the hill finally came into view. It was a modest mansion compared to the castles and opulent homes of the northern cities, but for this small fishing village, it was probably top-dollar.

      Not the most inconspicuous place to hide the orb if anyone knew it was here in town, but anyone looking inside the mansion itself was walking into a trap.

      The actual orb was being hidden away inside the caretaker’s small shack at the edge of the property near the stables.

      And, if I had to guess, there would be traps hidden inside the grounds from the mansion all the way to the shack’s entrance.

      I didn’t want to take the time to slowly search for and disable each and every trap, so instead, I climbed on top of the fence running around the edge of the property and walked it like a tight-rope all the way around to the stables.

      I jumped down on the horse’s side of the fence and ran my hand across the coarse mane of a beautiful black stallion.

      “Seen anyone around here, boy?” I asked softly.

      The horse sniffed my hand a few times and then trotted away, probably disappointed I hadn’t brought him a treat.

      There were ten other horses between the stables and fenced-in pasture, but I didn’t see anyone out here taking care of them. Odd for no stable-hands to be employed and working out here during the day.

      Of course, the new owner of the Orb of Altress was also newly the owner of this estate. He’d purchased it from a couple who’d apparently lived here for more than a decade. He’d made them an offer they couldn’t refuse, and they’d left their home and their beloved horses behind practically overnight in exchange for a new home closer to the big city and a pile of platinum deposited into their account.

      Not that I could blame them.

      Only fools would have turned down a deal like that.

      And only a truly wealthy Lifer would have the coin to make an offer like that for a small piece of property on the coast of nowhere. I hadn’t been able to make out the identity of the orb’s new owner, but I honestly didn’t care who it belonged to. I just wanted to grab the orb and be on my way.

      I stood just inside the entrance to the stable and stared at the small shack about twenty paces away. How many traps lay between me and that shack’s doorway? And how much time did I have before someone came to check on them?

      Or before Ghost made his way over here?

      Normally, I might have found a good place to hide in the stables until nightfall, but I was too anxious to sit and wait.

      Besides, it had been a long twelve-hour shift at work today, and I had to be up in less than five hours to start it all over again. I couldn’t afford to sit here for three hours and wait for darkness to fall. I wasn't prepared to lose an entire night of sleep tonight, and being too tired at my job could mean losing an arm inside the equipment.

      I shook my head. No, I couldn’t afford to wait today.

      But walking across the grass to that shack felt too risky. And even that small distance could mean five or six traps I’d have to disarm along the way.

      Impatience made my stomach flip, and I glanced around, looking for a better way.

      I smiled when I spotted a ladder leading up to a loft space. I climbed quickly and lifted myself through a small opening that took me onto the roof of the stables. I walked to the far end of the roof and then measured out my footsteps from one end to the other.

      Eight long strides.

      I eyed the distance between the two buildings, trying to calculate the chances of making it across in my head.

      I sucked in a deep breath. I’d made jumps like this before. Never between two slanted roofs like this, but the distance was manageable.

      Glad I had switched into pants instead of that ridiculously long, flowing skirt I’d had on earlier, I walked back to the far end of the roof and laughed. This was stupid, but what the hell? No risk, no reward.

      I let out a breath and engaged the code in my mind, enhancing my movement speed and agility as I took off. Eight long strides and I leaped into the air. To anyone watching, it would have looked like a blur flying through the space between the two structures, and for a second, I wondered if I’d gone too far—boosted my speed too much—but then I came down right in the center of the shack’s roof, my heart racing.

      I slowed my speed and shifted my stats again to boost my stealth, making myself nearly invisible to anyone who didn’t have enhanced detection abilities.

      I crouched there for a long moment, waiting to make sure there were no footsteps or other signs that someone inside had heard me land on their roof. When no one came and nothing around me stirred besides the horses, I crawled over the roof toward the open window.

      I placed my hand on the area just above the window and ran through a special set of code Blast created for me, checking for any sign of traps or alarms. When nothing triggered, I smiled and lowered myself down and through the window, one step closer to the Orb of Altress.
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      The room I dropped into looked completely bare, but I could immediately feel the power of the orb here. Someone had placed a cloaking spell on this room.

      I closed my eyes and ran through various pieces of my code, looking for something strong enough to unlock the illusion that had been placed here. As I got to the end of my list with no results, I started to panic.

      I couldn’t be this close to the orb now and not be able to see it or touch it. I had to find a way.

      But nothing in my little bag of hacker tricks seemed to be working.

      I opened my eyes and paced the room, feeling around for any type of switch or trigger that might release the illusion spell. There was a seriously nasty trap on the door to this room, but other than that, I could sense nothing but the cloaking spell.

      All I needed to do was drop that illusion, grab the orb, and get the hell out of here. It was mine for the taking, and I wasn't going to leave this room until I had it safely in my inventory.

      I just needed to think.

      I sat down in the center of the room and reached out with all my senses, including what Blast called my “hacker sense.” I wasn't sure exactly how I did it, but here inside The Realm, I seemed to have a strange sixth sense. It was as if I could feel and see the code around me in a way that most people couldn’t.

      I had to really focus to tap into that feeling, and to be honest, plugging into it for too long scared the crap out of me. I would sometimes tap into that sense long enough to get an idea of the type of code I needed in order to break a spell or cast a certain kind of magic, but if I stayed too long, the code seemed to get inside of me in a way that felt wrong. Dangerous.

      I avoided making the connection as much as possible, but right now, I didn’t seem to have a choice.

      I needed to break this illusion, fast.

      I put everything else out of my mind and took deep breaths. I placed my hands lightly on my knees and with each breath, I imagined myself sinking a little deeper into the floor. It was a difficult sensation to describe, but in some ways, it felt as if I was melting into the floor itself. Becoming a part of the game.

      At first, I resisted the connection. It didn’t matter that I was trying to get to it. I was often so afraid of it that I couldn’t help but feel that slight resistance and the urge to totally disconnect and get out of there.

      But once I pushed through and made myself move forward, the connection came easily.

      The world around me started to buzz, the code seeping into my skin like tiny rows of ants crawling through me.

      I focused my thoughts on that cloaking spell, and deep inside the darkness of my mind, a row of code suddenly appeared. 1’s and 0’s in sequence flying by. No one had ever taught me how to interpret it, but I had always known how to read it.

      I searched the code for some sign of how to break it, and when the solution appeared, I smiled. It was deceptively simple, and I couldn’t believe I hadn’t seen it before now.

      I opened my eyes and stood up, backing away from the center of the room where I now could almost see the orb’s silhouette. I worked to create a new string of code in my mind—the key to unlocking the illusion—and when I sent that new code out into the room, the appearance of an empty room was replaced by an ornately decorated library full of books and trinkets.

      And there, in the center of the room, was a carved pedestal with a rich, blue velvet pillow lying on top. Cradled in the velvet was a clear orb that sparkled with the light of a hundred tiny stars locked inside. It was the perfect size for a human hand, and its power was so great, it warmed my skin like the sun.

      “The Orb of Altress,” I whispered almost reverently as I stepped toward it.

      Only, just as I reached out to take it into my hand, my entire body stiffened. I could breathe, but I could not move my arms and legs.

      I reached out, looking for whatever trap seemed to hold me, but it was no trap.

      It was another player.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” a guy’s voice said.

      His boots fell softly on the wood floor behind me, but I could not turn my head to see his face.

      “Ghost, I presume?” I asked, surprised to find that I could speak despite my current paralysis.

      “It didn’t take long for word of my arrival in this world to spread,” he said. “I’ve heard a lot about you, too, Robin of Loxley.”

      I raised an eyebrow at his mention of my full namesake. Robin Hood was not a legend most people knew anymore, much less the name Robin of Loxley. So far, in all my time, no one had ever matched my avatar’s name to Robin Hood.

      Until now.

      My eyes widened in surprise when Ghost stepped forward, finally coming into view just in front of the orb. He was my age. Or at least he looked to be my age. It was amazing what you could do with an avatar, especially when you were a talented hacker, but he looked right, somehow. Real.

      And so handsome, he nearly took my breath away.

      “What? You thought I was going to be some old man covered in warts or carrying a staff?” he asked, laughing with his eyes in a way that made them almost sparkle a deep teal color.

      “I’ve hardly thought of you at all,” I said, wanting very badly to lift my chin in defiance but still not able to move my head.

      A slow smile crept across his face, and the way he stared at me brought a blush to my cheeks. He knew I was lying. It was like he could literally see directly into my brain.

      Could he? No one was that good at hacking. Right?

      Finally, he looked away from me and stared at the orb, instead. When he turned, I caught sight of a tattoo on his neck, just under his shirt. A skull and crossbones. It really was him.

      “You know, I’ve been trying to release that illusion spell for the past half hour,” he said. “I couldn’t get it to budge. But you?”

      His eyes were on me again, making my skin flush. What the heck was he doing to me? I needed to figure out what he was doing to hold me and break the code, or he was going to take that orb away from me and disappear.

      I couldn’t let that happen.

      “You broke through that spell in a matter of seconds, really,” he continued, making his way around the orb. Studying it and me at the same time. “I had heard you were talented, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone who can do exactly what you just did.”

      My eyes snapped to his, and this time, instead of the flush of some kind of strange attraction I didn’t want to acknowledge, my body flushed with fear.

      Had he somehow been able to sense what I had done? The way I had connected to the source code?

      I wasn't sure what a guy like Ghost could do with that kind of information, but it was something I kept very close to the vest. Not even Blast understood exactly what I could do, and I had fought long and hard to make sure that secret was safe.

      Usually, someone just watching me work couldn’t tell or sense what I was doing, but this guy was different somehow.

      He knew.

      Still, I tried to bluff him. Just in case.

      “It was nothing,” I said. “I just needed to take a second and run through some old code in one of my backup drives, that’s all.”

      He responded with that smile again. The one that was more inside his eyes than on his face.

      The one that made my stomach flip over.

      I was kind of starting to hate him for the way he made me feel. I had never felt quite so out of control before.

      “Sure,” he said. “If that’s what you want me to think, I’ll go along with it for the sake of our new friendship.”

      “We aren’t friends,” I said. “At least no friend of mine ever held me against my will like this.”

      “We may not be friends, yet, but I’m hoping to change that in time, Loxley,” he said, his eyes turning to the orb. “But for now, I do hope you’ll forgive me for taking the Orb of Altress. I know how badly you wanted it.”

      I closed my eyes, trying to block out his voice and the unsettled feeling in the pit of my stomach. I focused on connecting to the source code all around me. Tapping into that steady flow of energy that created everything here in this world.

      A trickle of connection moved through me, but I was too distracted. Too upset at the fact that this stranger was about to steal the treasure I’d been seeking for months right out from under me.

      Who the hell was this guy, anyway?

      “If this piece wasn't an absolute necessity for me and my crew, I would leave it for you. I really would,” he said. “But I have to have it. Someday, I hope you’ll understand.”

      I plugged in deeper to the connection and the flow of data, finally feeling the familiar, yet terrifying buzz of its power running through me. I searched for the code that surrounded most of my body, locking me in place, but it was hidden underneath lines of useless code.

      Like a smokescreen.

      I sorted through it as quickly as I could, but he’d somehow managed to place a ridiculous amount of junk in this code. I couldn’t tell what was real and what was just put there to fool me.

      Frustration rose inside me, causing a strange static in my connection.

      “You won’t be able to break free before I’m gone,” Ghost said. This time, he was standing so close to me, I could practically feel his breath against my cheek as he spoke. “Loxley, open your eyes.”

      I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t seem to help myself. Besides, he was right.

      This code was too good. Too convincing. It was going to take me several minutes just to sort it out, and he’d likely be long gone by then.

      I opened my eyes to find him standing right in front of me, his arm brushing mine.

      “There’s a group of us fighting to make changes around here,” he said. “Here and...other places. We could use someone like you on our team.”

      “I work alone,” I said.

      “I’ve heard. And you make a real difference,” he said. “But just think what you could do if you had a group around you that you could trust. A family.”

      His words made tears spring to my eyes, and I quickly coded them away, embarrassed that I’d let so much of my real emotions show.

      “Trust is a hard thing to come by among thieves these days,” I said. “And I’ve never been much of a family person, to be honest.”

      I expected him to laugh at me, but he didn’t. Instead, his teal eyes searched mine. Again, I wondered if he could hear my thoughts. If he knew I was lying, and that family was the one thing I wanted more than anything else.

      “You don’t have to do this alone,” he said, his voice softer this time. “And there is so much more to this world than even you have come to know. I could show you, Loxley. I could show you everything.”

      I swallowed back any sign of emotion that might come through my voice before I spoke.

      “And if I did want to take you up on it, how would I go about finding you again?” I asked.

      If he did plan on walking out of here with that orb and keeping it all to himself, maybe I could find a way to steal it back. Maybe he’d be dumb enough to tell me where he lived or how to reach him.

      He smiled and stepped back a few steps, one eyebrow raised as he shook his head. “You don’t really think I’d make it that easy on you, do you?” he asked. “Besides, you found me once. I have no doubt you can find me again, if you really want to. I have a feeling we’ll be running into each other a lot from now on.”

      “Fine, if you won’t tell me where you’re going with that orb, then at least tell me where you came from,” I said. “Three months ago, no one had ever heard of you. Did you switch avatars? Or are you new to the game, entirely?”

      I was so close to cracking through his jumbled mess of code that I was determined to keep him talking. I knew he wasn't going to give me any real answers, but if he’d just give me a few more seconds, maybe I could break free and grab the orb from his inventory.

      “So many questions,” he said. “And so little time. I imagine you’ve almost figured out how to free yourself from my little web there, so I’m afraid I have to get going. I am glad you came tonight, though. The guy who bought this orb was going to sell it tomorrow to one of the Dark Wizards.”

      I gasped. The Orb of Altress in the hands of a Dark Wizard would have been very dangerous. Lethal to many of the citizens of The Realm, no doubt.

      “That’s why I had to come for it today, and I was so hoping you’d meet me here,” Ghost said. “It was truly a pleasure to meet you, Loxley. I’ve been looking forward to it more than you know.”

      Dangit.

      He was already heading for the exit, and I was running out of time.

      “I am terribly sorry again about the orb,” he said as he crawled through the window. From where I stood, frozen, I could just barely see him out of the corner of my eye. “When you get home later, though, you’ll see I left you a little something to make up for it. I hope to see you again soon. Oh, and if you change your mind about us, come find me, okay?”

      With that, he took a great leap from the window and disappeared from sight.

      I closed my eyes, focused harder on the code holding me, and managed to untangle it in ten seconds. The moment I broke free, I dashed toward the window, working furiously to enhance my speed and agility as I jumped straight from the window to the ledge of the stables several feet away.

      I pulled myself up onto the roof, leaped across the length of the stables, and then jumped down onto the fence.

      Ahead of me, Ghost jumped from fencepost to fencepost, his body moving gracefully and so fast, I could hardly even dream of catching up. I pushed myself harder, even though I knew I was going to pay for it in the morning.

      I’d already gone beyond my normal limit. With top-of-the-line gear, I might have been able to push harder for longer periods of time without completely exhausting my body, but with this crappy, pulled together gear made of spare black-market parts, I was playing with fire.

      But I couldn’t let him go.

      I followed Ghost across the fields, into the town, through several cobblestone alleys, and finally out to the docks where several fishing ships had just come in with their catch of the day. I nearly lost him in the crowds there, but a small splash caught the edge of my attention, and I leaped into the water after him.

      I was fast in the water, too, and I could see him just ahead of me. Where he was going, though, I had no idea. There was only so far out you could go into the water before you hit the end of the world. Everyone knew that. But he kept speeding toward that invisible zone line, and I followed him, so close now I could almost reach out and grab him.

      Only, just as I nearly came up beside him, my body slammed into the barrier at the edge of the zone. I swam to the surface and gasped for air, every part of me hurting and sore from pushing too hard in this gear. I rubbed the water from my eyes and pressed my hands against the invisible wall that ended this part of the game world.

      I must have gotten turned around or missed something, because there was no way Ghost had kept going. It was literally the end of the world.

      I turned around in the water, searching to see if I could find any sign of him. At first, I thought he’d completely lived up to his name and totally ghosted me, but then, way past the zone line, something moved in the distance.

      What is that?

      I squinted and then gasped as a large ship came into view. It was nothing like any ship I’d ever seen before with its billowing sails and intricately carved details. And there were people on board. An entire crew from the looks of it, each of them wearing black pants and red shirts with a skull and crossbones on the back.

      The same symbol Ghost had tattooed on his neck.

      The ship had been moving quickly across the water, but it suddenly seemed to stop completely. Someone shouted and one of the crew members threw a rope ladder over the edge into the water.

      To my surprise and confusion, Ghost grabbed hold of the rope ladder and climbed up until he stood on the deck with the others.

      But how was that possible?

      I beat my fist against the invisible barrier, feeling no way around it, even when I searched the code with my mind. How had they gotten past it? It didn’t make sense.

      As Ghost turned toward me, he raised a hand, lifting the shimmering Orb of Altress into the air. Then, he nodded to me and raised his other hand in a salute.

      The ship began to move again, and in seconds, the entire Ghost ship was gone.
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      “Exit,” I said, gasping as I disconnected from The Realm and returned to my tiny one-room flat.

      My entire body ached from what I’d put it through tonight, and I glanced at my watch. I only had two hours before a full day of work began all over again, and I already knew there would be no chance for sleep tonight.

      I removed each piece of gear from my body and made my way up out into the hallway, up the narrow stairs, and finally out onto the roof of my building in the Banned District. I needed some fresh air.

      Or at least what would have to pass for fresh in this world.

      I sat on the edge of the roof, staring out at the city full of millions, most of them tucked away in their pods or their beds, happily existing inside an imagined world that felt more real to them than real life ever would.

      He was out there somewhere. Ghost.

      But who was he? And what did he really want?

      I had more questions than I had answers, but there was one thing he’d said that kept running through my mind over and over.

      There is so much more to this world than even you have come to know. I could show you, Loxley. I could show you everything.

      I had spent my whole life feeling that surely there had to be more than this life. Tonight, I had met someone who said he could show me more.

      But could I trust him?

      I thought through it for more than an hour before the first hints of sunrise started to show on the horizon, and I was forced to drag myself back down the stairs to get ready for work.

      Just as I was about to head out, the handheld disc beside my bed pulsed with a green light. Blast. I picked it up to read the message.

      What happened? Did you get it?

      I shook my head. I didn’t want to admit to him that Ghost had beat me to it, but his question reminded me that Ghost said he’d send me something else as a sort of consolation prize.

      I didn’t have much time before I had to get going, but I couldn’t leave it for tonight. I had to know if he’d been telling the truth.

      I quickly lay down in the bed and pulled on just the headgear this time. I would only be logged on for a moment.

      “Connect,” I said, and the world of The Realm sprang to life. It was dark there now, and my avatar was still at the edge of the zone line, floating in the water.

      I quickly opened my inventory, scanning for any new or unusual items.

      When my eyes landed on the pair of iridium bars, I nearly gulped in a lung-full of seawater.

      Two pure bars of iridium? Where in the world had Ghost gotten hold of something so valuable?

      Selling these would more than cover what I could have gotten from the Orb of Altress. Everyone in The Realm needed iridium, and it was one of the rarest and most precious metals available. It would be easy to fence, impossible to trace, and the take from this would pay the subs for more than a hundred families.

      I quickly hid them with a special set of code I’d created, making sure no one else would be able to see them in my inventory, and I logged out. There was no time to fence them this morning, but later tonight, I’d get rid of them and deliver the coin to some of the families I knew who needed it most.

      It would be a good night. The best kind, really.

      I dashed a quick message out to Blast on the disc.

      Not the orb. Better.

      I didn’t wait for the shocked reply I knew would be coming. I’d explain it all to him later.

      Maybe there really was more out there than I realized. Maybe there really was hope that I could make a difference.

      I threw on my hat and left my apartment to join the throng of the Banned who made the walk together toward the sewers and the factories.

      And for the first time in as long as I could remember, I smiled all the way there.
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        AUTHOR’S NOTE
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      I’ve been a ghost whisperer at least as far back as my thirteenth year. I have fragments of memories that suggest I saw ghosts before then, but those memories are repressed and I’m trying to keep them that way while I deal with other stuff like getting ready to go to college. You know, sleeping dogs and all that.

      The problem with ghosts, however, is that they never sleep. They keep their own schedules and pop in and out of my life whenever they please. Their world has rules that I don’t understand and probably never will.

      The summer after high school graduation, all that my best friend Kai and I could think about was our upcoming freshman year at Ocean View College—or Magic School as we’d started calling it. It certainly looked like Magic School. We’d seen pictures of the campus and it seemed amazing. Every building looked like a castle. The first building ever constructed there stood on a cliff overlooking the ocean—obviously, the source of the college’s name. We got accepted only one week after applying and we ended up with full scholarships. Most days, I felt like I was dreaming. Kai felt the same.

      When our New Student Orientation packets came in the mail, we opened them together. We tore into them so fast, you’d think we were opening envelopes with winning lottery tickets. We’d both gotten accepted into the majors we’d applied for. Kai got accepted into Shamanism for Empaths, and I got accepted into Journalism in a Broken World. Good thing my mom wasn’t home. We’d been sitting on my bed. Suddenly, we were jumping up and down and screaming and throwing our arms around each other.

      When we finally calmed down, we started looking through all the material.

      Things kept getting better and better. Not only had we been admitted into an awesome college on full-ride scholarships and been assigned some pretty darn amazing majors, they had a summer school with the most incredible courses.

      Kai found them first. I was reading up on what Journalism in a Broken World entailed and looking over all the courses when Kai, so excited she was practically out of breath, said, “Oh, wow, Shade, look at the brochure titled Summer School Classes!” Waving it in front of my face, she said, “Look! Look! Look!”

      Summer school? I wasn’t sure I wanted to go to school in the summer. I kinda wanted to relax.

      Until I saw the courses.

      There was an entire section on Virtual Reality courses.

      Ghost Whispering within a Virtual Reality Context. Description: Students will practice communicating with spirits in a variety of virtual reality computer games. Holy camole! There was a photograph of students using the equipment. They were all wearing shiny black helmets with visors. Some were battling with weapons. Others were sitting at tables, moving their hands in various gestures.

      Developing Empathy through Virtual Reality. Again, students wearing those cool helmets with black visors.

      Traveling the World, Experiencing Different Cultures through Virtual Reality.

      I thought about Brandon, the friendly ghost who lived in the attic of our old house, and how much he loved playing Angry Birds on cell phones. He’d go nuts over these courses. I felt an incredible pang of sadness. I wished I knew how to contact him. He’d left to move on into the afterlife and that was that unless he contacted me.

      Kai leaned over my shoulder and looked at my brochure. “Isn’t that amazing? Virtual reality! We have to sign up for a bunch of those classes! Did you get the same letter I did? Our scholarships cover all the costs of summer school!”

      The monster of self-doubt reared its ugly head. I said, “Yeah, I saw it. I hope we don’t stand out as charity cases. Look at that equipment. The school’s got to be filled with rich kids.”

      Kai dismissed my concerns with a wave of her hand. “Who cares? Virtual reality, Shade! Where else are we ever going to have an opportunity like this?”

      She was right. I couldn’t even afford regular game systems and my laptop didn’t have a lot of games on it.

      As we read through the brochure, we discovered that Ocean View’s Summer School was actually a kind of Summer Camp for Gifted Nerds. By gifted, I don’t mean super-smart. I mean gifted…or cursed, as it often feels…with magical abilities. I’m a Ghost Whisperer, meaning ghosts communicate with me when they need help. And Kai’s an Empath, which means she not only has an extraordinary ability to feel empathy toward others, she’s also a Navajo healer with dreams of becoming a shaman.

      But, anyway, back to summer camp. We’d get to leave our lives in the dreary trailer park on the outskirts of Roswell, New Mexico and stay overnight at Magic School’s version of summer camp for seven entire weeks. Despite my insecurities, I don’t think I’ve ever been so excited in my entire life.

      For the next hour, we signed up for a bunch of classes. I signed up for Intro to Journalism and two Virtual Reality classes: the Ghost Whispering one and the Traveling the World one.

      Two weeks later, Kai and I hopped on a bus that took us to a branch campus of Ocean View College for summer school.

      Of course, before that, I had to deal with my mother. She’d neglected me most of my life. She’d been into drugs and alcohol and a series of failed relationships with men, all of which she’d put way before me. Now that she was sober, she wanted to make up for lost time. She’d been crying about me going away to college and made a scene about me going away to summer school. I explained, as patiently as I could, that it would be good for me to get to know some of the other students and it would be bad for me to not prepare for my freshman year by taking classes that were being offered to me for free. She didn’t care. She only ever thought about herself. Two days before I left, she purchased a bottle of wine and a bottle of rum and placed them prominently on the kitchen counter. She said they were for cooking. I knew better. They were a threat: Leave me and I’ll go back to drinking. I felt incredibly guilty, but I knew I needed to move forward and get ready for college. I needed to grow up, and so did my mom.

      The Summer School bus drove right into our trailer park for Kai and me. I kissed my mom and gave her a big hug and said, “I’ll be back in just seven weeks. We’ll do something special when I get back.” That was the best I could do.

      The location of Magic School’s summer camp was kind of funny. Ocean View had summer schools in various locations around the world. Ours was not far from where we lived in the outskirts of Roswell, New Mexico, smack dab in the middle of the desert. The closest “beach” was the red and sandy colored soil surrounding the Bottomless Lakes, deep bodies of water that had formed when caves filled with water and the roofs collapsed.

      The camp was a collection of white stucco buildings with Spanish-tiled roofs spread out on a parched piece of land dotted with scrubby brush. Man, I couldn’t wait to get to their main campus with the castle buildings. I was so tired of endless desert.

      We signed in at the front desk of the Admissions building. The woman at the front desk was Navajo, like Kai. She had on a white cotton dress, turquoise earrings, and a silver necklace with turquoise stones. She smiled at us with perfect white teeth.

      “Welcome! We’re so happy to have you here!” Then she told us to be seated while she called an upperclassman to show us to our dorms.

      We sat on a leather couch and looked around. The place looked like a hotel. High ceiling with fans, a huge fireplace, lots of leather furniture and wooden coffee tables. A far cry from our lives in the trailer park. I felt like an impostor.

      Five minutes later, an Asian girl with glossy black hair that fell perfectly in an even line on her shoulders walked up to us. She introduced herself as Lin. Then she walked us to the dormitory where we’d be staying. There was an aura of seriousness about her. We walked mostly in silence.

      The dorm was amazing. Two people to a room and Kai and I were roommates! The beds were comfortable and already made up: pale blue sheets, purple blankets and a comforter with purple-and-blue geometric patterns. We each had a huge desk. The room had a bathroom. Our own bathroom! And we had a mini-fridge. Life was going to be good for nearly two months.

      I slept well that night, better than I remembered sleeping in a long time. We left our window open to let in the cool breeze. Snuggled under our blankets and comforters, the desert night felt wonderful. I woke once to the howl of coyotes, then fell right back to sleep.

      The next day, my first class was Ghost Whispering within a Virtual Reality Context. Kai’s was Developing Empathy through Virtual Reality. Awesome!

      The building where the Virtual Reality courses were held stood out from the others. It was made of stucco with a red-tiled roof just like the other buildings, but it had stained glass windows featuring a variety of science fiction and fantasy type characters. Ghosts. Faeries. Dragons. Outer space aliens. I wondered exactly how many of those were real. I certainly knew ghosts were.

      The lobby had white walls, wooden beams overhead, and mesmerizing black tiles with shimmering stars on the floor. Digital screens on both sides of the lobby listed the courses and classrooms where they were being held. Turned out Kai and I would be next door to each other!

      After walking through a labyrinth of hallways, our shoes echoing against the twinkling black tiles, we found our classrooms. At the door to her assigned room, Kai gave me a tentative wave and a smile. She looked both elated and nervous. She said, “Good luck with your ghosts.”

      A bolt of panic went right through me. I’d had a fair amount of experience with ghosts. Some good, some rather upsetting. I tried to stay calm. “Have fun, Kai! Show them what you got.” Leaning over, I added in a quieter voice, “Think of this as shaman training.”

      Kai gave me a nervous smile. “Thanks. See you after class. You want to meet out here?”

      I said, “Sure,” and walked next door to the classroom for Ghost Whispering.

      Entering the room, my mind was blown. I wondered if Kai had the same setup. I’d stepped into a room that looked like all the pictures I’d ever seen of soundstages for making movies except there was no great effort to soundproof it. The walls were concrete and painted white, which made the room feel bright and cheery. The floor was made of the same kind of material in the lobby and hallways: a solid black surface with the appearance of twinkling stars embedded inside. There were also very thin rectangular lines, each one about twelve inches long and only quarter-inch wide, cut into the floor. They were scattered everywhere.

      When the students had finished filing into the room, it looked like there were about thirty of us. I wondered if everyone was a ghost whisperer. Not ever having known anyone else like me and feeling like a freak because of my strange abilities, it was a bit frightening to suddenly realize that I might be expected to talk about my experiences with strangers.

      We all just kind of milled around, surveying our surroundings. Conversation filled the space, mostly along the lines of, “Hi! What’s your name?” and “What classes are you taking?” I figured those were the extroverts. Being an introvert myself, I avoided them. I spent my time looking around, checking out the high ceiling. There were all kinds of things up there: ropes and pulleys and stuff like that. Reminded me of a theater.

      A few minutes later, a middle-aged guy with silver hair, a potbelly and a scar that ran down the entire length of his right cheek entered the room and closed the door. Speaking loudly and with enthusiasm, like an actor on a stage, he raised his arms above his head and clapped his hands. “OK, class! Quiet now! We don’t want to waste another minute in the real world.” The class laughed. Seriously? Was that really so funny?

      Walking over to the far wall, he pressed a button. A large screen, the size of those in movie theaters, dropped down slowly from the ceiling, suspended by metal rods. Grabbing a remote from his pocket, he pressed a button. A name appeared on the screen, black letters against a pale blue background: Dr. Aiden Webb.

      He pointed to the screen. “That’s my name. Easy to pronounce. Easy to remember.”

      I thought the whole screen business was a bit overly dramatic. Seriously, he could have just told us his name. But then the lights in the room dimmed and a short film started on how the virtual reality equipment worked. That was really cool. I felt excited that I’d actually get to use it.

      When the film ended, the lights returned to normal and the screen rose back up into the ceiling.

      Pacing back and forth and repeatedly clapping his hands together, Dr. Webb explained how our first class would work. His skin was rough and had lines through it that reminded me of windswept rocks. The blistering heat, dry air and desert winds did that—to both people and landscapes. His dark blue eyes looked tired, although his body language suggested a lot of nervous energy.

      Finally, after describing what we’d get to do, he said, “Now, everyone, I want you to stand on one of the areas that will light up on the floor—the one with your name on it. Find the one with your name.”

      Glowing blue lines outlined individual rectangular-shaped areas, each with a name etched on one side in glowing blue script. Thankfully, my spot was at the back of the class.

      Dr. Webb pointed toward the ceiling. “Look up, so that you don’t get hit on the head. Your VR equipment is descending. After you put it on, place any of your regular clothes that you don’t plan to wear during the game—your shoes or boots, any sweaters or jackets, things like that—inside the bag.”

      That was an awesome moment. Four wires dropped down from the ceiling—eight different colors: red, yellow, orange, blue, green, turquoise, purple and pink. They dangled around me as an iridescent bag was lowered into my area.

      Dr. Webb said, “Put on your VR equipment. It should all fit. It’s been made according to the sizes you filled in on your registration forms.” He laughed. “If you filled in a smaller size than you actually are, I guess you’ll have to suck in your gut and deal with it. In the virtual world, you can alter your appearance however you like. In the real world, things aren’t so easy.”

      I wondered if his VR character had a scar or not. Scars were popular in games and movies. In the real world, not so much.

      I put on my vest, gloves, kneepads and boots, all made of black leather. They were awesome and fit amazingly well. I took off the sneakers I’d been wearing—my favorites: pink with blue and lilac flowers all over them—and placed them in the bag.

      Dr. Webb said, “After you’ve put on your equipment, take the wires hanging down around you and attach them to the tab on your suit with the matching color. There are two tabs on each of your vests and on your sets of kneepads, gloves and boots. There’s a different color for the right and left sides of each. Don’t mix them up, or you’ll have quite the nauseating experience inside the game.”

      After everyone was dressed, Dr. Webb said, “OK, look up once again. Your VR helmets are coming down now. Make sure that everything you don’t want is in the bag because those will be pulled up in a moment to get them out of your way.”

      The helmets were awesome: slick, shiny black pieces of equipment with glowing blue designs on the back and a black faceplate that could be pushed up in order to take a break from the virtual world and return to the real world. As soon as we were told to put them on, I did. I couldn’t wait to escape the real world.

      Dr. Webb’s voice sounded inside my helmet: “As soon as you’re ready, push the button on your left shoulder. That starts the game. If you need to exit immediately at any time, just push that button again or lift up your faceplate. Game directions will appear directly in front of you as soon as you push the button to start.”

      That’s all I needed to hear. I pushed the button.

      I felt a little bit freaked out at the first words to appear: Welcome, Shade. How did it know my name? I had to laugh at myself. Duh. The same reason my equipment fit so well: the computer program had grabbed the information from my registration form. Still, it gave me a creepy feeling. It reminded me of HAL in 2001: A Space Odyssey. HAL went from Good Morning, Dave to…well, things didn’t exactly end up so well.

      I feared, once again, that I didn’t belong in this summer camp or anywhere else at Ocean View College. I was only there on scholarship money. The regular students had to be mostly rich kids who could pay the tuition. Rich kids who understood how computer and video games worked and already had a lot of experience with them. I had very limited experience, mostly with free and cheap games on my laptop and cell phone. The graphics inside this virtual world suddenly became intimidating. If Welcome, Shade made my heart skip a few beats, what would being inside a world of ghosts do to me?

      My hands started to shake. Sweat formed on my forehead and inside my gloves. No! No! No! My PTSD was returning from all the horrible things that had happened to me in the past.

      A soothing female voice asked, Are you OK, Shade?

      Feeling annoyed that another student was somehow able to talk to me without my permission, I whipped up my faceplate to see who it was. Being thrown out of the insulating environment of the enclosed helmet to the wide-open space and glaring light of the VR room was jarring.

      No one was talking to me. Everyone seemed to be waving their arms or running in place. I noticed that they were running on strips of rubber. My rectangular piece of flooring didn’t have that!

      Dr. Webb looked right at me and started making his way through the group to reach me. So much for trying to keep a low profile in the back of the class.

      When he reached me, he had a look of concern on his face. “Is anything wrong, Shade?”

      I felt so incredibly out of place, I wished my rectangular piece of flooring could just open up and swallow me whole. “I thought someone was talking to me. A voice in my helmet asked if I was OK.”

      Dr. Webb cleared his throat and gave a slight smile. “That’s the game’s AI. In addition to letting you play games, your equipment monitors your biological responses—heart and breathing rates, eye dilation, sweat, stuff like that—and interprets them the best it can to determine if you’re scared or ill or OK. Sometimes the AI talks to you about it. For example, during a scary part of the game, your AI might remind you to breathe or stay calm. Did you hit a scary part already?”

      I felt like a jerk. “Um, no. I just wondered where the voice was coming from.”

      Dr. Webb placed his hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “Sure. No problem. Go ahead and put your helmet back on.”

      Placing my head back inside, I saw the words still hanging there in mid-air: Welcome, Shade.

      I tried to figure out what to do next. I tried talking out loud. “Hello…” I didn’t want to bother the other students or call attention to myself.

      Immediately, the AI answered: My name is Elizabeth. I’ll be your guide inside this game. It’s called Ghost Encounters. You may speak to me whenever you like. No one outside the game will hear you. When you’re playing solo, your microphone only connects with me and in-game characters. When you play with other people, you can also talk to them, but not to anyone else. If you prefer to type, just say the word Keyboard and tap on the virtual keyboard that appears in front of you. Is that clear, Shade?

      I answered, “Yes.”

      Elizabeth said: Great. You’re doing well, Shade. Your tutorial will begin now.

      Information about the equipment appeared in text format. When it got to the part about walking and running, the tutorial explained that although it would seem like I was moving greater distances in-game, I’d actually be moving on a kind of treadmill given the patented name Treadtiles. It involved the strips of rubber I’d seen the other students running on. The instructions said: Right before the game begins, the treadtiles will appear under your feet.

      Next, a screen came up that said Character Design. It meant I could choose the clothing design, pick some accessories and other stuff. Everything else looked exactly like me, right down to my current hairstyle. I made a note to cut or dye my hair to see if my avatar’s appearance changed. That would be creepy. I guessed there was a camera somewhere that captured my image and saved it.

      There were no weapons to select, which seemed odd for a game.

      I chose comfortable, rather than elaborate, clothing: black leggings, a blue T-shirt, brown leather boots. From the accessories, I chose a silver necklace with a Tree of Life charm on it, also silver with a sparkly blue stone. I grabbed a backpack and loaded it up with food and drinks that had a high number of health points.

      When I lifted my finger and touched the Finish button, Elizabeth asked: Are you ready to begin the first game now, Shade? This will be a mini-game, just to get you used to the basics.

      I answered, “Yes.”

      Poor Elizabeth if she’d been designed to be an extrovert. I wasn’t exactly chatty in new or challenging situations.

      Suddenly, everything changed. It no longer felt like I was inside a helmet or attached to rigging. Something that felt like hard rubber touched the bottom of my boots and lifted me a tiny bit off the floor. The Treadtiles…

      I stood at the bottom of a hill. It was covered in deep green grass that rippled in the wind, along with dandelions and weeds that threatened to choke it out. The sky was overcast, suggesting a storm was on the way. At the top of the hill stood an old Victorian-style house. It had two turrets in front, exactly like the Victorian house where I had first met Brandon the ghost. Shuddering, I felt the hair stand up on my arms and the back of my neck. I had goose bumps. I started to cry. This was too much. I missed Brandon and didn’t want to be reminded of those feelings.

      Elizabeth spoke: You’ve been chosen for this mission because you’re a ghost whisperer. Go on now. You have a troubled spirit to save.

      Raising my hand to wipe away the tears, I smacked my wrist against the helmet. “Ouch!”

      Elizabeth said: Here, let me help. Warm air blew gently against my cheeks until my tears dried.

      Maybe I should have said thank you, but I wasn’t yet sure how I felt about the intrusiveness of the AI.

      I decided to test out the parameters of the game. I tried turning my back on the house and started walking in the opposite direction. I went nowhere, just walked in place. I tried moving to the left and right. Same result. It was like an invisible force was holding me in place until I chose the required direction.

      OK, then. Up the hill I go.

      I was about halfway to the top when I heard the crying. It went right through me. It grabbed at my heart. This was how ghosts always contacted me. They cry with anguish and I hear them. I follow the sound and help them solve some serious issue keeping them from moving on into the afterlife. In some cases, it involves finding the person who murdered them.

      I could no longer turn back. My nature pushed me forward.

      When I reached the old, dilapidated front porch with missing floorboards and peeling paint, the front door swung open, whining on its hinges.

      My heart beating with the flutter of a hummingbird’s wings, I stepped inside. This house was in much worse shape than the one my mother had rented. This one had clearly been abandoned for a long time. Strips of wallpaper had peeled away from the walls, hanging there like paper pelts from a dead animal. A thick layer of dust covered the floor and decaying furniture.

      The sad crying turned into an eerie wail. It was coming from upstairs.

      Making my way up a long, winding staircase with a rickety banister, I discovered that the second floor wasn’t the goal. I had to keep going higher.

      Finally, four floors up, I reached a closed attic door. The wailing came from behind it.

      Testing the doorknob, I discovered it was locked.

      In an eerie, moaning voice, whoever was behind the door said, “Are you trying the door before solving the puzzle to find the key?” After breaking into intense sobbing for a few seconds, she (it was a female voice) said, “You always need a key to open a locked door. Find the key.”

      OK. So despite the elaborate design of the VR equipment, it looked like this was going to be a puzzle game. I’d played lots of non-VR puzzle games. I just had to keep my wits about me, not be intimidated by the obvious cost of the equipment and all the students who could afford to pay full tuition, and solve the puzzles. One thing I had going for me was that, inside the helmet, I couldn’t see the other students. I just had to keep my mind on the game and make direct contact with the ghost. Heaven knows, I certainly knew how to communicate with ghosts.

      I searched all around the door and felt the steps for loose boards. Nothing there. Of course. That would be too easy.

      Realizing that if this was anything like all good puzzle games, I’d need to search a lot of different things in a lot of different rooms. I headed downstairs, unnerved by the relentless crying of the ghost.

      I decided to start in the living room. I flipped over couch cushions. Nothing there except food crumbs and stuffing that had leaked through rips in the fabric. I opened the glass door to a bookshelf. Inside, I found two ornate vases and a wooden box engraved with flowery designs. The vases were empty except for dust and a couple of shriveled-up bugs. Inside the box, I found a wedding ring. As I picked it up, a notice flashed in front of me that it was being added to my inventory. Was I supposed to show the ring to the ghost? Was it a clue? Or was I now a thief? Probably not a thief, as I didn’t voluntarily decide to keep it. It was simply added to my inventory.

      Next, I searched the kitchen and found what seemed to be my first real clue. Inside a cookbook, there was a letter from someone named Alice to someone named Evelyn. Alice was confiding in Evelyn that her husband had learned her secret and was sure to take revenge.

      My theory at that point was that perhaps Alice was the ghost, she’d been murdered by her husband and he’d kept the wedding ring, sticking it in the box where I’d discovered it.

      I decided to search the master bedroom next. I spent a long time in there, looking for a weapon, but never found one. Instead, I found a note in the pocket of a single dress hanging in the closet. It was a riddle: I keep the key to my heart close to the chest. Hmmm…The expression close to the chest or close to the vest usually means keeping something secret. In this case, I figured it probably had a literal meaning. Although I didn’t find a vest in the room, there was a large chest at the foot of the bed. I found all kinds of letters, books and mementos in there. Finally, at the very bottom of the chest, I found an ornate puzzle box. It took me a while to open it; but, when I did, I found a key: an old metal key with an intricate pattern on top.

      I grabbed it, ran up the stairs and pushed it into the lock on the attic door. My boots clattered noisily on the way up the stairs. Everything seemed incredibly real.

      Click. The door unlocked.

      A ghostlike woman stood up from the floor where she’d been seated. She wiped the tears from her face with the long, flowing sleeve of her robe. She was beautiful. Her voice was eerie and haunting. Thank you, Shade. I’ve waited a long time to be rescued.

      Music started playing—loud, triumphant music. Then a golden banner unfurled in front of me with the words: Congratulations, Shade! You rescued Alice!

      Lame. That was so freaking easy, it wasn’t even funny.

      Elizabeth said: You may remove your helmet now. Congratulations, Shade! You completed the first level in Ghost Encounters.

      For a brief moment, I felt as though I totally belonged at Ocean View College. No wonder they gave me full tuition. I had skills.

      As soon as I removed my helmet, however, I heard everyone else talking about how easy that level was. I wasn’t special after all.

      Dr. Webb clapped his hands. “OK! Quiet now, class!” As soon as conversation died down, he said, “You all did very well. That was the tutorial level, basically an easy one to introduce you to the equipment. You all did exceedingly well today. Next class, things will get progressively more challenging and each of you will begin moving onto higher levels at your own pace.”

      There was a mixed reaction. Most students looked excited, but a few looked worried. I figured I’d wait and see what happened.

      The iridescent bags dropped down from the ceiling. Following Dr. Webb’s instructions, we detached the multi-colored wires from our suits. Taking off the gaming clothes and boots, we returned them to the bag and grabbed our own stuff. I put on my sneakers.

      A bell rang and we were dismissed.

      I was dying to know what Kai thought of her class.

      Apparently, things were harder for the empaths. When I found Kai in the crowded hallway, she looked distressed. The black mascara she’d put on that morning had left a charcoal-colored trail down her cheeks.

      When I asked if she’d been crying, she said, “Yeah. That was one upsetting class. I think we have people who aren’t empaths in our class. We had to follow a little girl into an abusive home and rescue her. I felt everything that she experienced. It was horrible.” Her face brightened. “Apparently, I did really well, though. I get to move up several levels in the next class. Hopefully, the game will become more meaningful as it goes on and I’ll get to develop my skills. You want to get lunch?”

      The cafeteria was amazing. There was a huge assortment of food. I got a meatball sub and potato chips. Kai decided on steak fajitas with rice and beans. We both got ice tea. For dessert, I had an ice cream sundae and Kai had a brownie with chocolate icing.

      By the end of the third week, things fell into a routine for both of us. We got used to our classes. Kai got to experience the emotional reward of helping people inside her VR game, rather than only feeling their pain. In the real world, she was already amazing at feeling pretty much everything other people felt. We made new friends. The food was always incredible. There were lots of recreational activities and even field trips. We started to get excited about going to college.

      In the fourth week, something weird happened inside my VR game.

      It’s funny how quickly we start taking things, even extraordinary things, for granted. When I first walked into the VR room where my assigned class was to play Ghost Encounters, I might as well have been the first person to walk on the moon. I felt blown away. Everything seemed surreal and otherworldly. By the third week, it all felt pretty normal. I wonder if astronauts eventually feel that way on the International Space Station. Does daily life up there eventually become routine and ordinary?

      By the third week, Kai and I had settled into happiness. It was the first time in our entire lives. We laughed a lot. Instead of struggling with our difficult families, we hung out with each other and our friends—watching movies, playing games, going on hikes, talking about boys and clothes. Just being teenagers for a change. Classes became more challenging, but enjoyable. We felt that we were learning a lot and growing into ourselves, if that makes sense.

      At the start of the third week, I got into my gaming suit, popped on my helmet in VR class, and got into the fourth level of the latest game I was working on. It was called Crystal. I still had no idea what that meant. Was Crystal someone I was supposed to save? Or was it someone else, possibly a killer? Or was it simply a crystal stone? In this game, I had weapons and spells. I had to fight my way through difficult terrain, killing enemies and healing good people who were in trouble. If you ask me, it just seemed like a regular game. I kept waiting for a twist that would reveal the real purpose of the game.

      A few minutes into that level, I found myself in an especially scary place: an abandoned subway that had been flooded at some point. There were deep puddles between the tracks and the concrete walls of the tunnel. Icy cold water dripped from overhead. Lights flickered with the Bzzzzz sound of faulty electricity. Rats scuttled all over the place. Glowing eyes watched me from the darkness. I tried to figure out what kinds of creatures they belonged to. Some could have been dogs; others seemed more human.

      I was already jumpy and on edge when something flew past me, screeching at the top of its lungs. I jumped and screamed.

      Elizabeth said: You’re OK, Shade. Just breathe. I have to step out for a bit. Breathe. Control your breathing. I’ll be back.

      Wait? What? The AI could step out of the game? What if I needed help? And, also, why? Why would artificial intelligence ever need to step out of the game? It’s not like Elizabeth needed to pee or eat or grab a cup of coffee or anything. And that message about breathing did not help. I told myself: Breathe in, breathe out. I slowed my breathing. Nevertheless, my heart raced out of control and my hands trembled.

      I stared into the dark tunnel. The glowing eyes stared back.

      Again, something flew past me, screeching its head off.

      I screamed again, then shouted a number of swear words. I was glad my helmet kept my voice inside. I’m sure Dr. Webb wouldn’t have appreciated my outburst.

      All of a sudden, the tunnel disappeared. There was nothing but static, both visual and auditory.

      And, then…A red bird flew across the screen, the same size and making the same screech as the thing that flew past me earlier.

      And then a tutorial for Angry Birds started playing.

      What the…? That was the favorite game of Brandon, the ghost in the attic of the old Victorian house I used to live in and he used to haunt, after I introduced him to cell phones. He loved that game. The squawking birds and snorting piggies got on my nerves no end. Why was this playing in my VR helmet? It seemed like a cruel joke. Did Ocean View know about Brandon? I never said anything about that on my forms. Could Elizabeth read my mind?

      While I tried to decide what to do, the screen changed. The squawking bird grew plumper and rounder. It flew onto the huge slingshot I knew so well from Brandon’s repeated gameplay. Three identical red birds sat on the ground nearby, jumping and flipping around, squawking with that annoying sound I remembered. The bird was shot out of the sling, went sailing through the air and crashed into a green pig sitting on a wobbly wooden structure. Squawking. Snorting.

      As I touched my hand to my helmet to remove it, to ask Dr. Webb if someone had loaded the wrong game into my VR system, a voice spoke to me. Hey, Shade, it’s Brandon. I need your help.

      Then Brandon appeared before me.

      Tears streamed down my face as I gazed into his emerald green eyes. He hadn’t changed a bit. Ghosts stay the age they were when they died. “Brandon! What are you doing here? I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again. I thought you’d moved on into the afterlife after you did enough good here on Earth.”

      He smiled. “I did. This is something new. A group of us are allowed to speak to the living through interfaces like these. You could say we’re ghosts in the machine.”

      I laughed. Brandon’s jokes were always corny; but I was so happy to see him, I actually found it funny. I might even learn to enjoy Angry Birds if it kept him around.

      Brandon continued, “We don’t have much time. I’m going to show you something here. Tonight at midnight, I need you to meet me by the pond on your school grounds. Do you know where that is?”

      I told him I did. I’d been meaning to go there, although not for whatever he had in mind. I had planned to study on one of the park benches there.
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        * * *

      

      In case I was losing my mind or treating something that was inside the game—a test to rattle me or something—like it was real, I told no one. At 11:45 pm, I stood up from my desk where I’d been trying to study all night. I must have read the same pages in my Journalism book at least half a dozen times, trying to concentrate enough to get the words into my head. I felt completely scattered.

      Across the room from me, Kai was studying at her desk. I grabbed my jacket and flashlight and told her I needed to get some fresh air.

      She was totally absorbed; just said, “’K,” and continued to read.

      I slipped out the back door of our dorm. The wind had whipped itself up, blowing trash and tumbleweeds around. The sky was dark and cloudless, the moon reduced to a glowing sickle, silvery but not bright enough to light my way. I shuddered, zipped up my jacket and flipped on the flashlight.

      At the pond, the trees surrounding it blocked much of the wind. I waited fifteen minutes, jumping at the slightest sound.

      I felt like such a fool. I’d obviously failed a test inside the game. I’d assumed it was real.

      As I turned to leave, I heard Brandon’s voice. “You came. This will be like old times.”

      Brandon floated across the water and landed in front of me. I went to hug him, but passed right through him. As I stumbled down the bank, I broke into laughter. “I forgot how this works. How are you?”

      Brandon smiled, his green eyes glittering in the light from a lamppost. “I’m good. You would not believe the afterlife. It has layers. When I met you, I was in pretty bad shape, needing to atone for past sins and all. Now, I’m at a much higher level. I’m in an experimental group where we get to try to reach humans through their technology. You know how much I loved Angry Birds. I cannot even believe the games you have right now. For a guy who lived from 1959 to 1975, VR took some getting used to. It totally blows my mind.” He grinned from ear to ear. “You want to work with me again?”

      I nodded in agreement, although I feared what he had in mind.

      A somber look came over Brandon’s face. He turned and looked at the pond. I walked over, stood beside him and followed his gaze.

      Brandon swept his arm in the direction of the water. “Someone’s buried under there, Shade. Do you hear her crying?”

      I listened. “No. I don’t hear anything.”

      Brandon looked disappointed. “Nothing at all?”

      I listened as intently as I possibly could. “No. Nothing.” Some night bird was singing, but that was all.

      We sat on the ground, Brandon in his ethereal form and me in my more substantial form. After about fifteen minutes of gazing out over the lake, studying every ripple and small disturbance to see if our ghost would make an appearance, I lay down and Brandon did the same. We looked up at the blank slate of the black sky.

      I asked Brandon how his program for contacting humans through technology worked.

      He said, “It’s just another kind of haunting. I mean, why not? It seems efficient. Living people love spending time in their technology…”

      I thought about Brandon and Angry Birds. I nudged him with my elbow, sensing nothing there. I wondered if he felt it. “Not just living people…”

      He laughed. “Well, yeah…But, anyway, now that living people spend so much time in technological reality, it’s a good place to contact them. It turns out that tech reality is an especially great place to communicate with the living. It works like a bridge from concrete reality to spirit reality. It’s kind of an in-between place.”

      After an entire hour waiting for the ghost to reach out to me, we gave up. Brandon said, “I’m new at this. I think maybe I have to guide you to this particular ghost inside the VR equipment. Can you get onto the equipment after class or something?”
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        * * *

      

      It took an entire week for me to find a good time to ask him, but I finally managed to get permission from Dr. Webb to use the VR equipment after class. He was quite pleased that I wanted to spend extra time practicing. “That shows initiative, Shade. Good for you.”

      Then he said something that made me nervous. He asked if I’d experienced technical difficulties with my equipment during the exact same class in which Brandon had contacted me. Dr. Webb suggested moving me to a different set of equipment. I panicked. I wasn’t sure that Brandon would find me there. I finally convinced Dr. Webb that there was only a minor glitch and everything had been fine since then. “I noticed afterwards that I hadn’t attached the wires well enough. Some were loose.”

      He said, “Ahhh, of course. They all have to be attached correctly.” Running his hand through his hair, he added, “When you enter the room, you’ll find a large button right next to the door, inside a clear plastic box on the wall. That works like the remote I use. Press it to turn on the equipment.”

      The night I showed up to practice on my own, I was relieved to find two other students there. I wasn’t sure how creepy the situation would be for this particular ghost. Although I couldn’t tell anyone else what I was doing, I didn’t want to be alone.

      The rectangles were already glowing blue. I stepped into mine. The iridescent bag dangled off to the side. I put on my equipment and threw my sneakers into the bag. Wearing the black leather vest, gloves, kneepads and boots always made me feel stronger and cooler than I ever felt without them. I felt ready to conquer the world.

      I attached the wires, placed my helmet over my head and pressed the button on my left shoulder.

      Elizabeth greeted me. Welcome, Shade. Do you wish to continue the game you were playing?

      That was a great question. I guessed the default of the VR setup returned you to your previous game. I decided that was probably best, since Brandon had already found me there. “Yes.”

      The screen in front of me glittered and sparkled. In dark blue script, the word Crystal appeared one letter at a time. As soon as the screen came up that allowed me to select levels, I raised my finger to touch the Level 4 button.

      I entered the tunnel. Immediately, I heard the most heart-wrenching sobs. Rats scuttled over the subway tracks. Glowing eyes peered at me from the darkness. The crying sounded like it was coming from somewhere deep inside the tunnel. I dreaded going further.

      All of a sudden, that scene was replaced by a trailer in the middle of an empty desert field. The yard was nothing but dirt—no plants or trees—and littered with rocks. A window on the side of the trailer facing us was covered with torn plastic that flapped in the desert breeze. Out in the front yard, a mangy dog pulled at the chain that tied him to a metal pole and growled.

      A man came out of the building. Marching over to the dog, he kicked it with his beat-up cowboy boots. “Shut up, Ace!” Growling himself with a terrible grimace, the guy revealed missing teeth. His skin was incredibly weathered, wrinkles making lines down his cheeks.

      The dog whimpered and settled down.

      What was I supposed to do? Go into the trailer? Snoop around outside or inside?

      Brandon suddenly appeared right next to my avatar. “Hey, Shade. You made it. I think the ghost’s supposed to reveal things to you about how she died, inside this virtual space. I’m not sure, but I don’t think anyone here can see us.”

      “Can the dog see us?”

      “Good question. I have no idea. He may sense our presence. Don’t know if he can see us.”

      Sure enough, as soon as we walked by the dog, it started growling and pulling on its chains. It strained against its collar, pointing its head in our general direction.

      The man came charging back out of the trailer. My heart jumped. It felt like it was going to burst right through my chest. Thump-thump. Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

      The guy pulled on the chain, choking the dog until it wheezed. Shading his eyes with his hand, he scanned the environment. “What in the world are you barkin’ at? Shut yer yap or I’ll shut it fer ya!” In the blink of an eye, he pulled a gun out of somewhere.

      Bang!

      I nearly jumped out of my skin.

      Brandon said, “OK. He can’t see us and he didn’t shoot the dog. That was just a warning shot. Let’s go.”

      We ran over to the trailer. As fast as we could, we climbed a couple of wobbly steps to get inside.

      The place was disgusting. The smell of dirty dishes piled up in the sink stank something horrible. I fought the urge to throw up.

      In a back bedroom, we found a little girl about three years old. She was wearing a dirty pink dress and one yellow sock. Lace on her skirt was ripped and stained. Her hair was wild; her mouth covered in old, crusty food.

      She looked directly at us with the most incredibly sad eyes I’d ever seen. They were blue and dulled by misery and neglect.

      Pointing at us with a tiny finger, she said, “Ghostses! Ghostses!”

      The door to the trailer slammed shut. A curtain was pulled to the side.

      I went weak with fear, but the guy still couldn’t see us.

      He scooped the girl up in his arms. “What are you jabbering about, Angela?”

      I felt tears streaming down my face. She was Angela. Is she now Angel, a tiny angel in the afterlife?

      As she was carried out of the room over the guy’s shoulder, the baby girl pointed at us once again. “Ghostses…”

      The guy sighed. “Shut up right now. What does it take ta get some peace and quiet around here?”

      Brandon and I followed them outside. Opening the passenger door of a battered pickup truck, the guy plopped Angela onto the front seat and restrained her with a seat belt. No car seat or anything, despite her age and tiny size, just a seatbelt.

      We hopped into the back.

      Let me tell you, the next two hours were harrowing. I no longer thought about it as being inside a game. This was no game. This was exactly like all my other encounters with ghosts whose untimely deaths needed to come to light before they could move on into the afterlife.

      We watched Angela being left off at her uncle’s house to be babysat. Her uncle was fifteen years old and drunk. From there, Angela wandered outside.

      I recognized the place. Kind of. Something looked familiar.

      Brandon said, “This is your summer school’s grounds, before Ocean View purchased the property.”

      We watched Angela toddle off. Eventually, she discovered the pond. Fascinated by tiny fish flitting about, she reached inside their world. And slipped and fell until she joined them.
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        * * *

      

      I argued with Brandon for quite some time about how exactly I would report this. If Angela was like all the other ghosts I’d ever been called upon to help, the people responsible for her death would need to be brought to justice. That had to happen before her troubles on Earth could be resolved enough for her to move on into the afterlife.

      Brandon finally convinced me. “You’re a ghost whisperer. Ghost whisperer. You’re at a special school for your ghost whispering abilities. They already know about your work in the past. C’mon, just go and be their star student.”

      I hated being a star. Completely hated the notoriety and attention. But this wasn’t about me. It was about Angela and her need for justice.
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        * * *

      

      Part of me resented when Brandon was right, although I was certainly glad that things worked out. Dr. Webb believed me immediately, which shocked me no end. I wasn’t used to that. He had contacts at the police station and just picked up the phone and called them. Dr. Webb told me that the local police considered the summer camp a resource for future psychics who could help them solve crimes. They’d had help from a couple of students before. One had solved a major crime that had baffled them for years.

      Early the next morning, the police came out to our school. They hammered stakes into the ground, completely encircling the pond, and stretched yellow crime scene tape around them. Then the pond was dredged. Several feet under the soft brown muck at the bottom, they found Angela’s bones.

      Her discovery made local news, both TV and newspapers. I had begged Dr. Webb to withhold my name. Although he was surprised I didn’t want the credit, he agreed.

      A few nights after Angela’s bones were taken away, I worked up the courage to go back to the pond.

      The moon was full. Stars glittered against a black sky.

      As I sat on the ground next to the mucky hole where the pond and Angela’s body had been, Brandon appeared on the opposite side holding the little girl.

      Floating over to me, he handed the tiny ghost to me. She was much like Brandon now, a baby girl made of fog. Her blue eyes were bright and twinkly and she had the sweetest smile.

      Wrapping her arms around my neck, she said, “Ghostie! I get to see angels soon…”

      Reaching over to take her back, Brandon said, “Thank you. We’ll work together again, I promise.”

      And, with that, they were gone.

      With a mixture of the deepest sadness along with hope for the future, I walked slowly back to my dorm. Although I’d had a few weeks of carefree fun at summer camp, I knew deep in my heart what the future really held for me. It held responsibility. My gifts would always require sacrificing fun for my duty to others. In many ways, I had become an adult before my freshman year of college had even started.
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        * * *

      

      Although Shade and the Secrets of Summer Camp takes place between the second and third books in Marilyn Peake’s YA Paranormal Mystery series, it can be read as a standalone story and an introduction to the series. Join the Ghost Whisperer Shade in all her escapades, starting with Shade, Book #1 in Marilyn Peake’s YA Paranormal Mystery series. It’s free on Prolific Works and only $0.99 everywhere else:

      Prolific Works - https://claims.prolificworks.com/free/CH0Sm

      Other links: https://www.marilynpeake.com/shade

      

      About the Author: USA TODAY and WALL STREET JOURNAL bestselling author Marilyn Peake writes in a variety of Science Fiction and Fantasy sub-genres. She’s one of the contributing authors in Book: The Sequel, published by The Perseus Books Group, with one of her entries included in serialization at The Daily Beast. In addition, Marilyn has served as Editor for a number of anthologies. Her short stories have been published in numerous anthologies and on the literary blog, Glass Cases.

      Website: http://www.marilynpeake.com

      Newsletter Sign-Up: http://www.marilynpeake.com/newsletter
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        * * *

      

      The giant would have been silly, if he wasn’t so terrifying.

      A tiny green hat perched jauntily on his sparsely-haired head, his pasty skin glowing pale beneath. His red eyes bulged over a crooked nose and cracked-tooth grimace. And his wickedly sharp axe was stained with blood. Some developer had made sure to take every kid’s nursery rhyme and turn it into nightmare.

      When she’d started playing Giant Killer, Spark Jaxley had expected something fluffier. Now she was stuck in solo mode and facing up against the final boss—this giant who’d already smashed her character into a pulp two times now.

      She should have read the ‘dits on the brand new game before diving in—but it was too late now. Who knew the developers would make a solo win basically impossible? Not every gamer could party up with friends, after all.

      “Grind your bones,” the giant said, the rumble of his voice shaking the tabletop. “I smell you, little human.”

      Spark adjusted her grip on her glowing blue sword and peered around the salt shaker she was using for cover. The grains were the size of rocks, the transparent shaker twice as high as her head. Being teeny-tiny was a serious disadvantage, but one that every player in this fight had to deal with, solo or not.

      She’d specced her character all wrong for this encounter, though. Sword Mage was a great damage-doing class, but she should have built a tank. DPS and speed had, so far, not been a match for the giant’s fists and axe.

      Time to smarten up. She’d been arrogant, and it had made her dumb. Sure, she was the best rated single-play gamer in the country, but she hadn’t won the national title by making stupid mistakes over and over.

      “Fee Fie,” the giant said, which was the signal for his first enrage.

      The first time Spark had died, it’d been to an enormous fist crushing down on her. At least she’d figured out how to avoid that attack.

      “Yoo-hoo,” she said, stepping out from behind the salt and waggling her sword at the giant. “Over here.”

      Her monstrous opponent growled and lifted his fists. There was almost time for Spark to get a magebolt off at the giant’s face. Almost, but not quite…

      “Argh!” the giant yelled, his hands crashing down like twin meat hammers.

      At the last second, Spark darted away. Her heart hammering in her throat, she fetched up against the pepper. One mega-attack survived. Two to go.

      The giant lifted his fists and inspected them for the smear of dead human, giving Spark a few moments to set her hotkeys and plan her next move. In order to activate her biggest spell, she’d need to trigger an area-of-effect first. Ideally, where it would do the most damage.

      She glanced up at her foe, judging the distance to his face. Surely his eyes were vulnerable. Unfortunately, they were also out of range.

      Okay then, something closer. Last time she’d targeted his hands, but he’d just pulled out his axe and cleaved her in half. Not pretty.

      However, there was one area that was in reach. And hopefully a good target for her Arcane Burn spell.

      She sidled around the glass-sided pepper shaker and eyed the distance to the edge of the table. The giant’s metal belt buckle scraped up against the wood, so she’d have to veer off slightly to cast her spell.

      Groin shot—that was the plan. Spark dashed into the open, sword raised.

      The giant let out a cackle. “Bake my bread.”

      “I’ll bake your bread,” Spark said under her breath, dodging back and forth to avoid the giant’s blows.

      She scooted to the edge of the vast table. Pointing the tip of her blade at the area below the giant’s belt, she ignited her Arcane Burn.

      Please, do some damage.

      “Foe,” the giant growled.

      The word vibrated through Spark’s chest. In the corner of her vision, the sim interface flickered, showing her biggest spell was charging up. Quarter power. Then halfway there. Why wasn’t that Arcane Burn doing damage?

      Crack!

      Splinters of wood flew from the axe blow that had narrowly missed her head. She rolled to her feet and glanced up at her red-faced foe. No more distractions.

      With a deep breath, she charged forward, straight at the giant’s belly. The axe swished through the air behind her, the blade embedding into the table.

      Good.

      While the giant wrenched it out, she leaped. For one heart-stopping second she was airborne over a huge drop. The giant’s leather shoes seemed a thousand feet below, and she knew the fall would kill her.

      Then she managed to catch herself one-handed on the edge of the leather belt. Gasping, she drove her blade into the giant’s hip.

      With a howl of pain, her opponent doubled over—bringing his face into range.

      Her Kill Bolt reached maximum, and without a second’s hesitation, she triggered the spell, aiming at the giant’s near eye.

      Direct hit.

      Finally, her luck was holding.

      “Fum!” the giant cried, staggering upright.

      Gritting her teeth, Spark held on to his belt as he lurched back and forth. She slammed against the buckle and grimaced. But she had to stay alive until the giant went down for good.

      Otherwise, she’d respawn at the bottom of a giant vine reaching up into the clouds, and she didn’t have time to play this whole encounter again.

      Especially as her parents refused to let her miss dinner when she was gaming. One time, they’d even sent her older brother into her room to physically pull the plug on her sim-chair. Not only had she been nauseous the rest of the night, she’d never forgiven him.

      But she’d never missed dinner again.

      Dammit, though, was this giant ever going to die?

      He stumbled toward the table again, and Spark judged the distance. Too far to jump.

      “Sparkie!” It was her younger sister’s voice, filtering through the helmet. “Mom says come eat.”

      “Sec,” she ground out, not sure if Rosie could hear her.

      Die, already.

      Finally, the giant stiffened and started toppling over. Spark rode him to the ground, jumping clear at the last second onto the ragged mat covering the wide plank floor of the giant’s kitchen.

      Her opponent let out a last moan, and the interface showing his vitality winked to black.

      Victory! The word blinked across her visor. Play Again?

      Spark lifted her finger, toggling the No.

      “Mom says now, or else,” Rosie said, tapping Spark’s shoulder.

      “Yeah. I know.” Spark scrolled through the standings. There—top of the solo plays. Spark Jaxley.

      Grinning, she lifted her helmet. Untangling a lock of her magenta hair from the visor, she set it aside, then stripped off her gaming gloves.

      “Did you win?” Rosie asked, squinting at the sim equip.

      “Yes. Barely.” Spark slid out of the chair. “Smells like potatoes.”

      Her little sister nodded. “I’m tired of them.”

      Spark was, too, but she gave her sister an encouraging smile. “You know Mom and Dad are saving to send Jake to university this fall.”

      “But we’ll have to eat potatoes for years,” Rosie said. “You want to go to college too, and then me.”

      “Don’t worry.” Spark squeezed her little sister’s shoulders. “I’ve got a plan.”

      Whether or not she could talk her parents into it, though…

      They didn’t understand about her gaming. Didn’t realize that the money could be more than the handful of small sponsorships she’d picked up in the last year.

      Winning the national title was big. But the World Gaming Championships were coming up in two months. The prize money alone was significant, but Spark had her sights set on something bigger.

      VirtuMax, the top sim-gaming company in the world, had announced it was going to select a winner from the international competition to become their representative gaming star. Rumors were that they were developing a top-secret gaming system, better than any sim equipment built to-date, with an amazing interface and fantastic new immersive content to go with it.

      Spark was determined to win the tournament’s solo category. And even more set on scooping up the VirtuMax sponsorship.

      She just had to talk her parents into letting her compete, which was going to be the toughest part of all.
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        * * *

      

      “No,” her dad said, passing the potatoes to Mom. “We can’t afford to send you to Japan for some gaming thing.”

      “But Dad—”

      “Shut it,” Jake said, frowning at Spark. “I can’t believe you’re even asking them to do this. You know it’s hard enough saving up for uni for me.”

      Inwardly, Spark seethed at her brother. If only her family could see what a great chance this was.

      “It’s during break, so I won’t miss any school. And the gaming club said they’d help with finances.”

      “We don’t need handouts,” her mom said, spooning some mashed potatoes onto Nana’s plate. “We’re managing now, as long as we don’t try to plan extravagant trips around the world.”

      Managing—barely. Spark glanced around the table. Three kids, her parents, plus Nana and Papa, all surviving on Dad’s paycheck. Things had been easier when Mom still worked, but then Spark’s elderly grandparents had needed to move in with them, and Mom became their full-time caregiver.

      Not that Spark resented Nana and Papa. Family was important… which was why she had to get to Tokyo for the international competition. It was the best thing she could do to take care of her family.

      “Let’s say you win this thing,” Dad said, glancing at her. “Then what?”

      “If I can get the VirtuMax sponsorship, it’s worth a lot of money,” she said. “Enough to get Jake through university, plus save some for when it’s my turn, and Rosie’s. Then you guys could hire someone to help, and Mom could have more time.”

      “You’re not dropping out of high school to play sim games,” her mom said, her tone stern. “That’s not a viable career path. You know we want better for you kids than what we had.”

      “But Mom, gaming is a real thing,” Rosie piped up.

      Spark glanced gratefully at her sister. At least somebody understood.

      “Eat your potatoes,” their mother said. “We’re done talking about this.”

      “Well, now,” Papa said in his slow, calm voice. “Maybe Sparkie has a point. Maybe she can do this.”

      “I can,” Spark said. “I promise. And VirtuMax provides tutors and stuff. It wouldn’t be like dropping out. I’d still get an education.”

      “Enough.” Her dad set down his fork and gave her a pointed look. “Right now, our focus is on Jake. Maybe next year you can do the world tournament.”

      Next year would be too late. VirtuMax would have picked their sim star.

      But Spark kept her mouth shut. Arguing any more would just make her parents more set against her going.

      She let the dinner conversation wash around her: Jake’s plans for on-campus housing, Rosie’s current vid obsession, Papa’s slow commentary on the weather. Nana didn’t talk, but then, she was generally in some other world. Usually the past.

      Dad didn’t say much, either. He’d been working long hours and, glancing at the tired lines around his eyes, Spark wanted to apologize for asking for them to send her to the tournament. If only they understood how much her winning would mean—for all of them.

      “Help me back to my chair, Sparkie,” Papa said when they’d finished eating. “The dishes can wait.”

      Mom was already off with Nana, tucking her into bed, and Dad didn’t seem to care if the table got cleared right away.

      “Of course.” Spark helped her grandfather stand, then carefully guided him to the overstuffed recliner where he spent much of his time.

      He sat, somewhat shakily, and kept hold of her hand.

      “Listen,” he said in a low voice. “I want you to take my silver dollar collection. Use it to get to that game competition you want to attend.”

      A lump rose in Spark’s throat. “I can’t do that.”

      He patted her hand. “I insist. There’s a rare Morgan in there that should sell for plenty.”

      “But you need that money.”

      He smiled at her. “You can pay me back. I believe in you, honey. Now, I keep that collection under the mattress. Soon as your mom leaves the bedroom, I want you to go in and get it.”

      “I…” Spark blinked back tears. She shouldn’t do it. Her family was barely making ends meet. If Papa sold that coin for the family, instead, it was guaranteed money.

      “Promise me,” Papa said. “Go and win that competition. Tell your parents your school had a donor who gave you the funds. All right?”

      She swallowed and concentrated on staying calm. Bursting into tears would be a dead giveaway to the rest of the family.

      She drew in a shaky breath. “Okay. I love you, Papa.”

      “I love you, too.” He squeezed her hand, then closed his eyes. “I’ll be cheering for you.”
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        * * *

      

      This one’s for you, Papa.

      Spark flicked her fingers, the gaming gloves turning the movement into a half dozen torpedoes zinging out from her spacecraft. They locked onto her target, the enemy ship Assassin, and began exploding against the shields.

      The watching crowd of several thousand people let out a cheer, the sound like the roar of waves, and she knew that millions more were viewing the gaming championships livestream.

      Her grandpa was cheering her on, too—but not from this world. Not any more.

      Two weeks before she was due to leave for Tokyo, he’d fallen in the kitchen. She and her siblings had been at school, and Mom was bathing Nana. By the time her mom found Papa, he’d slipped into unconsciousness.

      Three days later, he was gone.

      In the stunned aftermath, nobody challenged Spark’s announcement that she was going to the tournament. Although she’d winced at the lie, it was true that there had been a donor. Just not an anonymous one through the school. Dad had agreed to let her go, since the money was there, and Mom had signed the paperwork in a fog. Maybe trying to make amends to Papa.

      “It’s not your fault,” Spark had said, giving her mom a hug. “You and Dad both know that having Nana and Papa here was the best thing for them. For all of us.” No matter how financially difficult, it was still a lot cheaper than a nursing home, and they’d gotten way better care.

      “He would have wanted to go like that,” Jake said. “You know he didn’t want to fade away.”

      Mom had scrubbed the tears from her face and nodded, but Spark suspected it would take a long time for the shadow of guilt in her eyes to fade.

      Spark’s grief over Papa tangled up with insane excitement that she was actually signed up for the World Championships—ticket bought, hotel booked. When she’d stepped out of the plane in Narita Airport, she’d been thrilled to see fans waiting, wearing magenta wigs to show their allegiance.

      “Spark!” they’d screamed. “Spark Jaxley!”

      Despite the mix of emotions spiraling through her, she’d blasted through the prelims. Now it was down to her, the Korean world champion Jae-jin, a girl from Norway named Asa, and a surprisingly skilled contender from South Africa, Enzokuhle.

      But Enzo wouldn’t be in the competition much longer, if Spark had any say in the matter. His ship, the Assassin, was going down.

      Enzo’s ship returned fire, but she was already twisting away, using the gravity well of a nearby collapsing star to pull her own craft out of range. She planned to slingshot around and come at him point blank, lasers firing.

      It was a move that would either wipe her out of the competition entirely, or advance her to the final round. But then, taking calculated risks was the essence of gaming. Balancing on the edge of challenge and skill, pushing your limits, and then, having stacked the odds in your favor as much as possible, rolling the dice.

      “Come on,” she murmured under her breath as the control panel of her ship started to flash red.

      Too much stress, too much torque.

      The stars blurred in her vision as the insane pull of the gravity well warped space around her ship. It was all she could do to keep the controller pointed forward. Sweat prickled the back of her neck, stung her eyes.

      The interface began to shake. Sirens sounded, echoing through her head. From someplace far away, she heard the crowd yelling. For her, against her, it didn’t matter.

      Warning. Implosion in three seconds. The alert flashed across her visor.

      Almost. There.

      Two seconds.

      The claxons drowned out everything except her heartbeat. She kept her eyes, and ship, pointed ahead, to a single bright point of light floating beyond the well.

      One.

      Her ship burst free, almost on top of the Assassin, and Spark clenched her hands, activating her laser array. A brilliant, deadly rain shot out, covering her enemy.

      “No way!” Enzo shouted. “Dammit, Jaxley.”

      He twisted, trying to maneuver his ship out of the way, but it was too late.

      Laughing, Spark flipped her craft over as she shot past, keeping the Assassin under heavy fire. She was upside down, her own ship shaking to bits, but Enzo went down first.

      A beautiful blossom of light exploded across her visor. The Assassin was gone.

      WINNER flashed in green letters across her vision. Round complete.

      Somewhere, she hoped Papa was smiling.

      She lifted her helmet to the deafening cheers of the crowd. More and more people sported pink hair now, even the guys. She dabbed the sweat out of her eyes, then got out of her sim chair and waved. The noise got even louder.

      Across from her, Enzo stepped out of his rig.

      “Good game,” he said, extending his hand.

      “You too.” She gave him a firm handshake. “I mean it—you’re a prime gamer.”

      “You’re better.” He grinned. “Now go wipe that smug look off Jae-jin’s face.”

      They both turned, to see the Korean bowing and waving from his side of the stage. Asa, his opponent, was scowling, her arms folded across her white uniform. Clearly, the Norwegian had lost the match.

      Which left Spark up against Jae-jin in the final round of solo competition. Winner take all.
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        * * *

      

      Nobody knew which games were going to be selected for the competitions. The early rounds had included puzzles, turn-based battles, and farming sims, as well as a PVP jousting tournament and a crazy spin-race. The space battle had been fun, but Spark wondered what was next.

      They wouldn’t know until that evening, when the final match began. Rumors flew all over the place, but she tried not to speculate. Not to worry.

      All anyone knew for certain was that VirtuMax had created content specifically for the solo category of the World Gaming Championships. Whoever beat it would scoop up their sponsorship—not to mention a fat winner’s purse.

      Two security guards had been detailed to escort each of the finalists from their rooms to the various tournament events. At first, Spark had thought it was silly—until she saw how the fans pushed forward, begging for autographs, a selfie with her, a lock of her magenta hair.

      Without her two guards, she would have been overwhelmed, drowned in a sea of adoration.

      Well, mostly adoration.

      There were a few griefers with holo-signs saying Girls Go Home and Sidekick Jaxley. She did her best to ignore them, and to interact with her fans as much as possible without being crushed.

      It was exhausting, though, especially as she made her way back to her room to rest up for the final round. She’d never considered this aspect of being a sim-star. Even the national competition hadn’t given her this kind of notoriety. If she won, would she be able to handle it?

      Jae-jin would, for sure. All the streams and vids showed him acting like the king of the world. Of course, he was mega-famous already, having won the last two years’ solo competitions. She’d heard that on the darkweb, he was strongly favored to win. Millions of credits were riding on the outcome of the championship.

      And her entire future.

      Don’t think about that.

      Spark stepped through the door of her hotel suite. One of the guards stayed outside, while the other, a woman named Pril, came in with her. The noise lessened as the door slid closed, and Spark let out a sigh of relief.

      “You’re doing good,” Pril said. “Hang in there.”

      “I thought you didn’t game,” Spark said with a tired smile.

      “Yah, I don’t. But my kids do.” The guard gave her a serious look. She pretty much always looked serious. “Get some rest, then eat something.”

      It was good advice. Spark nodded and went to the inner bedroom, leaving the guard behind. A nap was a good idea. She’d pretty much adjusted to the time change, but adrenaline had kept her up the night before, tossing and turning in the unfamiliar bed.

      Now though, the cushioned platform looked way inviting. Shower first, though. Her dark green gaming uniform was sticky and probably a little smelly. For the final round, she’d be changing into the fancy turquoise costume sponsored by Zing. They’d coughed up some money, too, though most of her expenses had been covered by that one coin of Papa’s she’d sold.

      She’d felt so guilty, going through the stack of silver dollars, pricing them on the ‘net. But he’d been right. One of them, with a beautiful woman’s head on one side, had been worth a lot.

      The rest weren’t nearly as valuable, and she’d put them back in the beat-up plastic box and tucked it under the mattress. Did her parents even know the collection was there?

      Once she got home, she’d “find” them while making the bed or something. But first, she had a championship to win.
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        * * *

      

      Spark waited in the wings, trying to calm her jitters. She tucked her hands under her arms to warm up her fingers and concentrated on breathing. Her heartbeat pulsed in her throat, but she knew that once she got in the sim chair, she’d be okay. On the brightly-lit stage, the announcer was thanking the sponsors, especially VirtuMax.

      Jae-jin arrived, surrounded by a retinue of women in gauzy dresses and men in suits. He glanced at Spark, lip curling.

      “You’re going to lose,” he said, his tone flat. “Time to go home, gamer-girl.”

      One of the women giggled, though it wasn’t funny.

      Spark arched an eyebrow at him—a move that always worked on her brother. “We’ll see.”

      Before he could throw any more insults her way, a loud trumpet blast sounded over the speakers. Their cue to enter.

      “And now, our final two competitors in the ultimate match of the night,” the announcer said in his overly-cheery voice. “Please welcome Spark Jaxley. And our reigning World Champion in the solo-gamer category, Jae-jin Kim!”

      The crowd responded with a cheer loud enough it was like a wind, whipping Spark’s hair back. She stepped forward, trying not to squint under the glare of the floodlights, and waved as though she could actually see the faces in the audience.

      She went to stand beside her sim rig. Jae-jin took his place opposite, and she was glad she couldn’t see him scowling at her.

      “The competition tonight, as you’ll see, will be a dangerous race through a treacherous dungeon.” The announcer swept his arm at the huge screens overhead. “You’ll be able to watch as our heroes challenge themselves against this all-new content, specially created by VirtuMax to push them to their limits. Are you ready?”

      The audience screamed yes in a dozen different languages.

      “Gamers?” The announcer turned his slightly ironic smile toward Spark and Jae-jin.

      “Always,” the champion said, his voice smug. “I am ready to win.”

      “You’ll have to beat me first.” Spark shot him a tight grin.

      Ignoring the reactions of the crowd, the announcer gestured at them to gear up. “Talk all you like, but the game will make the final decision. Make ready, competitors. Your challenge awaits.”

      Spark’s focus narrowed to the gleaming sim chairs embossed with the VirtuMax logo, the sheen of light across her gaming helmet, the winking, gemlike LEDs on her gloves. The equip was brand new, though it had been tested thoroughly by an impartial tech team to make sure everything was legit.

      Three years ago, one of the sim systems had been tampered with, handicapping the favored player. They’d caught it right before the final competition, and since then, the World Gaming Society had been extra careful.

      She slid into the chair, pulled on the gloves, and then settled the helmet on her head.

      “Our competitors are ready.” The announcer’s voice sounded slightly muffled from inside Spark’s system.

      He’d be muted in-game once play began, though he’d be talking pretty much the whole time to the watching crowd, giving a play-by-play along with his sarcastic opinions. He’d been one of the early streamie stars and had used his fame to form an entertainment empire. Whether he’d rather still be a gamer was a moot point. Everybody aged out, eventually.

      “And the countdown begins… NOW,” he said.

      Spark breathed through the spike of adrenaline pulsing through her. Game time.

      The visor projected a mysterious forest across her vision: tall trees dusted with silver and starry white blossoms glowing from the shadowy underbrush. Lush fantasy-landscape music surrounded her. It was peaceful—but she knew that wasn’t going to last.

      “Welcome, adventurer,” the voice-over narration began. “Today you will enter the Forest of Fey to test yourself against the fearsome creatures who dwell therein. Do you have what it takes to become the Champion of the Realm? Choose your character carefully, for there can be only one winner!”

      The forest faded, replaced by a character creation interface.

      Spark scanned the options, aware she couldn’t linger too long. Whoever beat the forest first, won—but the game had already warned it was crucial to make the right decision.

      Her first instinct was to grab an avatar with max damage-doing capabilities. But DPS wasn’t everything—those characters were usually pretty vulnerable. She had to balance armor/health points, and the possibility of an off-heal, against lethal output.

      Three choices scrolled across her vision. Biting the inside of her cheek, she read the short descriptions under each one.

      Spellweaver. Too squishy, from the look of the armor stats. Cloth wasn’t good at stopping a deadly blade. And no healing capabilities. Though maybe the game would provide a potion or two, once she started play.

      Hunter. Maybe. She hesitated. Better armor, but the melee option was limited to a single small dagger. No good, once her foes got inside her arrow-shooting range.

      Mercenary. Okay, that was more like it. A character built to take some smashing, mostly with close fighting capabilities, but the throwing knives were a nice touch. No healing or magical abilities—but the best of the options in her option.

      Dimly, like the sound of distant waves, she heard the audience cheering. Had Jae-jin gotten in-game ahead of her?

      Pulse racing, she selected the Mercenary. She’d have to learn on the fly.

      Her golden-armored character appeared, standing in a small clearing surrounded by dark trees. A fern-edged path led into the shadows.

      Quickly, she checked the commands, running through the small hand gestures that controlled her character. Thumb to index finger unsheathed the massive two-handed broadsword strapped on her back and snapped the Mercenary into battle stance. Holding down her middle finger brought up a small target, vision-directed. She looked at the trunk of the nearest tree and flicked her finger up. Thunk. One of her throwing knives vibrated from the bark, dead center.

      “You have entered the Forest of Fey,” the deep-voiced narration said. “Your quest is to reach the center clearing and recover the Queen’s Chalice.”

      A quick cutscene showed a bejeweled silver cup placed on a marble altar. Two monsters guarded it—one a wyvern-like creature with scaly wings and two heads, the other a red-eyed wolf with glowing teeth.

      Great. She’d have to defend from simultaneous air and ground attacks. And of course there would be other battles along the way—plus a variety of traps to look out for.

      Still, the whole encounter was designed to be over in about thirty minutes. Long enough to run plenty of advertising, without the audience getting too bored and downvoting the contest.

      “You have been given a Vial of Restoration and a Vial of Flame to aid you,” the voice continued. “Use them well, for once consumed, they are gone forever. And now, adventurer, best be on your way. May the Queen’s blessing travel with you.”

      Her character was momentarily surrounded by a silver glow. A quick stat check showed that she’d been given a stamina buff, upping her health points for thirty minutes. So, her guess about the length of play time was right. She’d better get to the final fight before the buff wore off.

      She checked the interface, finding two small icons representing her vials and a small map in the corner of her view. Her character was represented by a glowing orange dot at the southern edge of the forest, and at the center was a cup icon.

      A few trails snaked through the woods. The one leading from her clearing went off to the northwest for some distance before intersecting with one headed east. From that path, a spur went straight up to the clearing, while the main trail wound around and entered it from the opposite direction.

      Staying on the roads was always the safest choice. But this was also a timed challenge.

      The route would be a lot shorter if she cut directly through the forest, but she’d lose time in fighting the creatures that would doubtless be roaming the woods. Or she could do the expected and stick to the path, trying to make quick work of the traps and mobs lying in wait.

      Which way to go?

      Another cheer washed against the edges of her concentration. Clearly Jae-jin was already engaging in battle. Surely he couldn’t be that far ahead of her—which meant the first encounter wasn’t too far up the trail.

      Spark strode to the edge of the clearing and glanced down the path. For a moment she wavered—but she hadn’t made it this far by playing it safe.

      She pointed her character due north, right for the middle of the forest. With a quick prayer for luck, and a tip of her thumb, she strode into the underbrush.

      For the first few paces, everything was calm and quiet. Too quiet.

      Sunlight flickered through the tall trees, dappling the thick-leaved shrubs with light. The graphics were prime. She hoped the viewers were enjoying the top-quality visuals, because she couldn’t afford to get distracted by admiring the immersive detailing on the purple-veined flower petals.

      Something rustled overhead.

      She dodged to the side, sword raised. An evil-looking troll dropped from above, daggers slicing the air where she’d just been. It landed, red eyes glowing from its dark green face, sharp tusks bared.

      “Intruder,” it growled. “Die now.”

      “Not in my plans,” she said, going on the offensive.

      Her broadsword attack swiped across the troll’s chest. It let out a cry and fell back, but unfortunately the blow wasn’t fatal. Black blood trickled sluggishly from the wound.

      Without warning, it charged forward. She barely got her sword up in time to block the double-bladed attack. The troll whirled, too fast, and managed to land a stab to her shoulder.

      Pain spiked through the sim system, along with a flash of warning yellow around her character, and she winced. Time to end this fight.

      She pulled her blade back, then ran it point-first through the troll’s midsection. It let out a gargle and slumped over. The enemy health meter in the corner of her vision plummeted into the yellow, then red, then went black.

      Dimly, she heard the crowd cheering. She lifted one golden-gauntleted fist in acknowledgement, then sent her character into a run. Every second counted.

      Instead of heading in a straight line, she zigzagged through the trees. Her peripheral vision caught a faint greenish glow off to her left, smack in the middle of the direct route up to the Queen’s Chalice.

      One trap avoided. She hoped.

      Before she could get complacent, though, a vine snaked out from the underbrush and twisted around her ankle. She caught her balance and slashed at it, but even as it parted, a second vine fastened around her leg.

      “I don’t think so,” she muttered.

      Holding her sword blade parallel to her body, she spun in a circle. Bits of vegetation went flying as more sucker-like vines tried—and failed—to grab her.

      She wasn’t in-game to prune plants, though, and clearly the point was to immobilize her in place. Which meant she needed to move. Immediately.

      Hacking at the last few tendrils, she quickly backed out of range. Only to step on a large white mushroom that had popped up underfoot.

      Crap!

      Holding her breath, she danced and dodged, trying to get away from the still-seeking vines without stepping on another fungus. The one she’d trodden on was turning bright red and swelling up. An explosion of some kind was coming: sleeping spores, or thorn damage, or a nasty mob spawn.

      She had to be gone by the time it exploded, and the only clear path led back the way she’d come. Retreat wasn’t an option, though. She had an uneasy feeling that Jae-jin was getting close to the chalice, and she’d learned to trust her gut about gaming. Not to mention that the increased volume outside her sim helmet was a serious sign that things were heating up.

      Okay then. Forward, as fast as she could go, and hope this wasn’t a Leeroy Jenkins situation.

      Making sure her Vial of Restoration was at the ready, she sent her character hurtling forward.

      Pop! Pop!

      Mushrooms sprouted underfoot. She dashed over them recklessly. Behind her, the first fungus exploded in a shrieking, fleshy shower of red. Oh, not good.

      She swung the viewpoint angle around in a one-eighty to see a scarlet demon clamber out of the mushroom carcass. It lifted its scaly hands and out shot a torrent of fire, like a flamethrower targeted on her character.

      Ducking, she sent her Mercenary into a forward roll, crushing more fungi along the way.

      Good thing she hadn’t cued up the Vial of Flame—chances were these monsters were immune to fire damage. But she had to get out of there, stat.

      Despite her dodge, a bit of flame had tagged her and was slowly eating a hole in her armor. Already, her health points were dipping. Damage-over-time spells were the worst, especially if they stacked up. Which she was betting these would.

      Another mushroom exploded, and she dashed behind a nearby tree. This time, she avoided the fire blast entirely. If she could keep line-of-sighting the explosions, she just might make it out alive.

      A third demon popped up, and this time she wasn’t so lucky, catching the edge of the area-of-effect spell. As she’d feared, the slow-burn damage multiplied. Not enough to take her down. Not yet, anyway. Two or three more hits, though…

      At least the mushrooms had stopped spawning underfoot.

      Boom! Fire engulfed her character. Her armor turned golden-red, and she watched in dismay as her health plummeted to the halfway point. Keeping her fingers mashed together, she sent her character staggering forward.

      Tick. Her Mercenary fell to one-quarter health.

      Keeping the camera pointed behind her, she managed to yank her character behind a thick shrub as two more flame demons emerged, deadly fire spraying from their fingertips.

      Almost out of range.

      Almost dead, too.

      Just a little farther.

      Her finger hovered, ready to pop the Vial of Restoration. Adrenaline shimmered through her, every sense poised.

      Not yet.

      Not yet.

      Red light flashed alarmingly around her character, signaling imminent death.

      Now.

      She consumed the vial, turning her corpse lurch into a sudden sprint forward as the Mercenary’s health regenerated to full.

      Spark let out her breath, practically oblivious to the deafening cheers. That had been close. A quick camera pivot showed she was out of range of the deadly demon-spawning mushrooms.

      Ahead, the trees thinned, a soft silvery glow filling the air. She slowed her headlong rush, senses on alert. Either another trap awaited or she’d made it to the clearing holding the Queen’s Chalice. Or both.

      Probably both.

      Two-handed sword at the ready, she stepped forward. Silvery mist softened the trees, and a faint chiming music filtered through the air.

      She darted a glance at the map readout to make sure she hadn’t wandered too far east or west. Nope. According to the mini-map, she’d reached the edge of the clearing where she’d find the Queen’s Chalice.

      It was hard to see much of anything, though. Was that shape the altar, or one of the creatures guarding it?

      A red-eyed wolf leaped at her, answering that question. At least she was in the right place. She swung at the wolf, but it twisted out of range.

      Another shape coalesced out of the mist overhead, two-headed and borne on scaly wings, but Spark had been waiting. Narrowing her eyes, she managed to get two daggers off before the wyvern closed with a screech.

      Of course the wolf attacked at the same time, but she was ready. Dodging the wyvern’s raking claws, she switched targeting to the wolf and triggered her Vial of Flame.

      The creature howled as it fur caught fire, but it still leaped for her throat. She swiped at it and it fell back, flames flickering over its body.

      The wyvern screeched and plummeted toward her, deadly claws outstretched. Spark pulled back her blade, judging the creature’s trajectory. With all her strength, she sliced across its neck. With a satisfying squishy plop, one of the heads landed on the moss-covered ground.

      Cheers washed over her, but the fight wasn’t done—not by a long shot. The wolf attacked, only slightly slowed by fire damage, and managed to land a bite to her leg. Her Mercenary stumbled, health points dipping.

      She danced away, slinging another throwing dagger at the wyvern as it lurched overhead. Both creatures were dying—but too slowly. Time to take one of them out, and hope the other one didn’t kill her in the meantime.

      Targeting the wolf again, she charged forward. It slid away from her first strike, but she let the momentum of her swing pull her around and managed to injure it on the backstroke.

      Yellow light flashed around the Mercenary. The wyvern had struck her head, tearing off her helmet. Oh, that wasn’t good.

      The wolf growled and leaped. At the last moment, Spark dodged aside and stabbed it through the neck. Weakened by the Vial of Flame, the creature collapsed, its health snuffing out.

      One down. One to go.

      Spark dropped to her knees, which put her in dagger-throw distance from the wyvern. She only had one blade left. Had to make this one count.

      With a steadying breath, she targeted the creature’s remaining head, focusing on the eye. It didn’t cooperate, thrashing around like, well, like a monster with one head cut off.

      Then that moment of perfect clarity, the millisecond pause. She released her last blade.

      It struck the wyvern in its shiny yellow eye—a critical blow. Screeching, the creature plummeted to the ground, its health bar black.

      She’d done it. But had she beat Jae-jin?

      Spark strode up to the white marble altar. The Queen’s Chalice stood in the center of the polished surface, gleaming a brilliant silver. She reached to take it—

      “Not so fast, would-be Champion,” a clear voice rang out. “No one takes my chalice without a fight.”

      Ah, dammit. She should have known there’d be one final boss.

      Spark pivoted, to see an elf woman clad in silver armor that shone as brightly as the chalice. On the queen’s head was a tiara of white gems, and she carried two blades—one a wickedly thin rapier, the other a sharp-edged sword.

      “You have come this far,” the queen said. “A pity you must meet your doom.”

      She waved one delicate hand, and the health buff Spark had carried since the beginning of the game disappeared. Her health dipped, and she swallowed. All her advantages gone—her throwing daggers, her vials, her extra stamina.

      “I don’t suppose we can talk this out?” she asked, bringing her sword up.

      The elf queen let out a lilting laugh. “I do not bargain with mortals. Besides, you killed my beloved pets.”

      “You can get new ones.” Spark rolled onto the balls of her feet. The queen’s attack was imminent—she could feel it.

      Before her enemy could spring at her, Spark dove forward. She braced the broadsword’s pommel against her chest and threw all her weight behind it, driving it into the queen’s chest.

      Yellow flashed as the queen’s blades struck at the Mercenary’s sides, but it was too late for the elf queen. Even as Spark’s health dipped, the queen’s went faster.

      Even dying, she was gracefully beautiful. Her body slumped, silvery-white hair fanning out over the flower-starred moss. A single drop of ruby red blood formed where Spark had struck her.

      Not sure why, Spark whirled, grabbed the chalice off the altar, and caught the drop of blood as it fell.

      A fanfare of trumpets blasted as the inside of the cup glowed, like she’d caught a supernova in its depths. She blinked, and when her vision cleared she saw the elf queen, now dressed in a gauzy green gown, standing before her.

      Two hunky elf dudes flanked the queen, one with yellow eyes, the other with hair the color of a wolf’s pelt.

      “Oh, well done my brave warrior,” the queen said. “Not only have you gained the chalice, you have broken the spell laid upon my consorts. I now declare you the Champion of the Forest of Fey!”

      More light and music, and then the scene faded. The game was done.

      Spark sat for a moment, heartbeat racing. Sweat itched the back of her neck.

      Had she won?

      She squashed the impulse to remain inside her helmet. Win or lose, it was over, and she couldn’t delay the comfort of not knowing any longer. And no matter what, she’d remember to smile. To be gracious, and not arrogant. Or desolated.

      With a deep breath, she pulled off her sim helmet.

      Deafening cheers greeted her. Fire kindling in her chest, she glanced up at the huge screens overhead.

      WINNER flashed in glowing letters.

      Beside Jae-jin’s name.

      She squeezed her eyes shut for a bare second, just long enough to push back the threat of tears. Long enough to send an apology out into the void.

      I’m sorry, Papa.

      She’d done her best. But it hadn’t been enough.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The rest of the World Gaming Championships were pretty much torture. Her ticket home wasn’t for two days, and in the meantime she had to smile and shake hands, congratulate an oh-so-smug Jae-jin, deal with the inevitable griefers gloating over the fact that “girls can’t compete at this level.”

      Most her fans were great, though, and super supportive. They even started a petition to name Spark the winner, since she’d found some bonus end-content—namely, saving the elf queen—that Jae-jin had missed.

      The commission was firm, though. Even if they gave Spark those extra few seconds, the Korean still came out ahead by a slim margin. He’d won the solo championship.

      The worst was the VirtuMax ceremony, and seeing her dreams for the future slip away. It was more than winning the money and sponsorship, Spark realized. She’d wanted to be the one representing the company, to prove to kids all over the world that being a kickass gamer wasn’t just for boys.

      Sure, there were female sim-stars, but the visibility of the VirtuMax spotlight was huge. Especially in places where gamer girls were still fighting to be taken seriously.

      At least she wasn’t going home empty-handed. The second-place purse was decent. Not mind-bogglingly huge, but enough to help with tuition costs for all three kids in her family. So that was one goal achieved. More or less.

      “Good luck next year,” her supporters called as she made her farewells. “We know you can do it. Go, Spark!”

      Possibly. But without dropping out of school to play all the time, it wasn’t going to be easy. And her parents had already made it clear that wasn’t an option.

      She’d had her shot. And missed.

      Her mom picked her up at the airport, and kindly didn’t say much. Even Rosie was nice—at least for a few days.

      “You could spend the credits yourself,” her little sister said as Spark unpacked. “Ooh, I know! Buy a grav-car.”

      “It’s for the family.”

      “But the family totally could use a new car! Think how prime that’d be.” Rosie used her hand to mimic a gliding motion.

      Spark shook her head. “Mom and Dad are putting it in a fund for all of us kids to use for university. End of conversation.”

      Guilt over using Papa’s silver dollar to go to Worlds kept her quiet. If only she’d won! Then she’d be able to confess to her family what she’d done. Instead, she was only second-best, and filled with twisty guilt.

      With a twinge, she folded away her bright gaming uniforms, sponsors’ names emblazoned on the sides. Maybe there’d be another tournament. But probably not.
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        * * *

      

      Three days after she’d gotten home and was resigning herself to her homework, a priority vidcall came through on her tablet.

      Spark glanced at the ID and drew in a breath of surprise.

      “Who’s it from?” Rosie asked, glancing up wide-eyed from her spot on the couch.

      “Um.” Spark cleared her throat. “VirtuMax.”

      “Are you sure? It’s not a spoof?” Her little sister bounced up and came to hover over Spark’s shoulder.

      “Looks legit,” Spark said. Maybe? Her heart squeezed tight in her chest.

      “Then answer it!”

      Fingers trembling, Spark slid her vidscreen on. An unsmiling woman stared back at her, the VirtuMax logo prominently displayed on the wall behind her. Spark’s heart squeezed tight as she recognized Mrs. Lassiter—CEO of the company.

      “Spark Jaxley?” The woman’s voice was no-nonsense.

      “Yes, that’s me.”

      “Are either of your parents available at this time to take this call with you?”

      “My mom is, I think.”

      Spark shot a look at Rosie, who immediately scooted out of the room to find Mom.

      “What’s this about?” Spark asked, trying not to hope. “Has something happened to Jae-jin?”

      The CEO’s expression pinched tight, but she simply shook her head. “As soon as your mother is present, I’ll explain.”

      The next few seconds felt like the longest hours of Spark’s life. Finally, her mom came into the living room, drying her hands on a towel. Spark scooted over, making room at the table, and her mother sat.

      “I’m Mrs. Jaxley,” she said. “Is there a problem?”

      The CEO gave them a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Not necessarily. There is a problem for the champion, however. It’s been discovered that Jae-jin accepted cheats and advance information about the challenge from a VirtuMax employee. Former employee,” she corrected herself.

      “Why would Jae-jin do something like that?” Spark blinked. It was crazy to risk his title by cheating—not to mention compromising the whole spirit of the competition. “He could have won on his own.”

      “It seems he chose to cheat for a very, very large number of credits.” The CEO’s voice was dry. “I’m sure you’re aware there were high stakes bets on the outcome of the World Championships. Some parties wanted to absolutely ensure his victory.”

      “What does this mean?” Spark’s mom leaned forward. “I assume you’re calling to do more than just tell us the champion cheated.”

      “He’s not the champion any longer,” the CEO said. “Your daughter is.”

      Spark felt like she was on a simulation flight and the bottom had just dropped out—terrifying and exhilarating all at once. Adrenaline flooded her body as the words penetrated. In the background, she could hear Rosie squealing with delight.

      “We’d like to offer her the VirtuMax sponsorship,” the CEO continued. “However, since she’s a minor, we require parental permission.”

      “Please, Mom,” Spark said, barely breathing.

      Her mother firmed her lips and didn’t say anything.

      “It’s a wonderful opportunity,” the CEO said. “And of course, we have the best tutors available to make sure Spark’s education remains top notch.”

      “And it pays well,” Spark reminded her mom.

      “No more potatoes for dinner,” Rosie chanted, dancing around the room.

      “Sh.” Spark sent her sister a narrow-eyed glance. Mom hadn’t said yes yet.

      “I need to discuss this with my husband.” Her mom folded her hands in her lap. “He’ll be home later this evening.”

      “I’ll give you my private number,” the CEO said. “Let me know as soon as you make up your minds. And I urge you not to deprive your daughter of this chance.”

      Mom only nodded, her expression thoughtful.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Lassiter,” Spark said. “We’ll contact you soon.”

      “Good.” The CEO ended the call and the screen went dark.

      Spark stared at her reflection in the black glass. She wanted to beg Mom to say yes, but she knew better. Her parents would discuss it at length, and whatever they chose would be final. It was crucial she show she was mature enough to abide by their decision—and that meant no hysterical pleading.

      Even though this was the one thing she wanted most in the world.

      “Well?” Rosie demanded, fetching up against the edge of the table and staring at their mom. “You’re gonna say yes, right?”

      “She has to talk it over with Dad.” Spark pulled in a deep breath and turned toward her mother. “Also, Mom, there’s something I need to tell you.”

      Her mother’s eyebrows rose, but she didn’t say anything. Just waited.

      “Before Papa…” Spark cleared her throat. “Before he died, he told me to take his silver dollar collection and sell it in order to get to Worlds. I lied to you when I told you the school had a donor who gave the money for me to go.”

      Mom nodded slowly, her expression patient. And maybe a little approving?

      “Wait.” Spark stared at her mom. “You knew?”

      “Don’t forget.” Mom gave her a tiny, sad smile. “Your credit account is linked to ours. We saw the deposit from the auction site, and figured it out.”

      “And you didn’t say anything?” Shame washed hotly across Spark’s cheeks.

      “Your dad wanted to. But I said wait and see. I argued you were responsible enough to tell us on your own.” Mom smiled, and it was beautiful. “Thanks for proving me right.”

      “Wow.” Spark let out a shaky breath. “If I hadn’t confessed, would you have let me take the VirtuMax sponsorship?”

      Mom shook her head. “But you did. And I think that’s proof enough that you’re ready—that you can handle the consequences of your actions responsibly and maturely. Even if you’re just sixteen.”

      Spark slumped back in the chair, tears of relief tightening her throat. She’d almost messed up severely. “This was an even harder challenge than winning the World Championship.”

      “Trust your gut, honey. It always knows what’s right.” Mom stood up. “Now give me a hug, and go pack.”
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        * * *

      

      The press conference lights were blinding, but Spark smiled at where she knew the vidcams were. She couldn’t stop smiling, in fact.

      Ever since the VirtuMax grav-car had picked her up, she’d been in a whirlwind dream: getting fitted for her new gaming suits, getting set up in a condo of her own, getting her magenta hair brightened…

      “It’s your signature look, darling,” the hair and makeup specialist had said. “We have to emphasize it. And, oh, what it does for your eyes!”

      “Miss Jaxley,” one of the interviewers said. “We hear that VirtuMax has big plans. Care to elaborate?”

      “I can’t say much.” Spark grinned at the man. “But I can tell you that VirtuMax is working on pushing the limits of sim gaming with their new FullD prototype. From what I’ve seen so far, it’ll be like nothing you’ve ever experienced.”

      At least, according to the advance prep she’d had. The system was still a year out from prototype, but viewing the mockups and hearing what the developers had planned, the FullD was going to transform simulation games. If they could pull it off.

      Which, judging by the resources VirtuMax was throwing into the project, they would.

      And Spark would be there on the forefront, playing the prototype, going all over the world to demonstrate the new system.

      Keeping up with her schoolwork, a little voice reminded her.

      Okay, yes. But that was only a part of the adventure. The rest was going to be amazing.

      She could hardly wait.
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        * * *
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