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The Present

 

 

 

Chapter 1

Project Phoenix Day 2038-10-09-19

 

Jack’s ship appeared little more than a shuttle pod comapred to the more advanced ships next to his. Instead of the station giving him a loading zone of his own, he’d been ordered to land on the highlighter-yellow line between zones 108 and 109. He’d nesseled his ship between what looked like two skyscrapers laid on their sides. Typically, micro class ships were found in the asteroid belt, and traveled between the [Mars Colony] and [Space Station: Jupiter]. There was good money to be made in mining ore in the belt, and shipping cargo between to the two bases. 

Far out in the solar system in the Kuiper Belt, where Jack found himself, the distance between objects was astronomical. A journey between [Space Station: Kuiper Alpha] and [Space Station: Jupiter], the closest other base, would take Jack months unless he refueled and fixed his engines. 

“Fuck! Two hits on my head, and a busted ship I owe a small fortune on.” Jack thought.

“Alfred, what’s the current price on my head?”

“Checking, sir.” A second later, “¥5,820, sir.”

Lucy was more than pissed, she was down right homocidal. Jack had never seen a bounty above 6,000 yuan. Hell, the team had pulled one off before he and Lucy had their falling out.

“Aflred, what’s the bounty on the person who kills me?”

“Checking sir. ¥36,000, sir.”

“Holly fuck!”

That was more than his apartment cost, or at least use to cost. Jack began to wonder about his life before Project Phoenix, it seemed so long ago. He’d only been playing for 4 days, but in game time that meant over three months. Even though he only played 10 hours a day, it felt like over a month to him.

There were no other optiosn. He’d have to fix his ship and double down on finding excellent loot the next time to went out.

“Alfred, what’s my account balance?”

Personal Account - ¥1,518

“Estemated cost to repair my ship?”

“¥1,027, sir.”

“Alfred, what’s the current price of hydrogen?”

“¥6, sir.”

Jack did the math in his head to figure out how much he could afford versus how much he needed to for another roundtrip through a rift.

“Alfred, buy 60 kilograms of hydrogen and order a crew to repair my ship.”

“Yes, sir.”

“What’s that old saying?” Jacked thought, “Sometime you’ve got to roll a hard six.”

 

 

The Past

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

October 5th, 2038

 

Jack reached for the helmet on his head, or he tried. The signal left his brain, ‘lift arms’, but body wouldn’t respond. 

“Apirl?” His voice came out rough and slured. It sounded almost like he’d been drinking.

“Relax.” April’s voice comforted him, and she undid the back of his helmet.

The helmet slipped off and the lights of the room were blinding.

“It’s okay,” she siad. “You were in for a little over three hours. If you hadn’t come out I was going to bring you out. It’s recomended that you only play for two hours a day, but you can work your way up to eight or ten no problem.”

Jack heard her speak, but it was slowed down and echoed. “I want to sleep.”

He may have only been in the game for a few hours, but to Jack it felt like he’d just pulled a 48 hour shift like he use to in college. Back then he could stay up two or even three days straight during finals to cram it all in and pass his exams. He was only 26, but the past 5 years had taken their toll on him. He might not be old, but he wasn’t young either. Coffee had become a requirement to function, rather than a pick me up. 

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll take you to your room.”

She took his hands and pulled him out of the chair. He stumbeled the frist few steps, but his legs caught up to his brain by time they reached the stairs. Jack didn’t look around the house as he walked; his eyes were still sensative to the light. He kept a frim grip on the banister as they assended the stiarcase. 

April closed the currents for him in his room, and the lights were on a dimmer that she set to its lowest setting. Jack collapsed onto the bed, not bothering to take off his clothes, but he did kick of his shoes. 

“The door’s locked from the outside. Your bathroom is through that door.” She pointed to a door on the other side of the room, next to the grassy medow on the VR display. 

“Goodnight.”

There was no respons from Jack. While he’d heard her, he was already half way asleep. 

That night he dreamed he was floating in a sea of stars, surrounded by spacedust that simmered in the cololrs of the rainbow. It was almost like there was an oilspill in space, but beautiful. k'12

Chapter 3

October 6th, 2038

 

Crack! Jack’s head hit the floor, missing the corner of the nightstand by an inch. It had been years since he fell out of a bed, but there he was laying on the group wtih his cheek pressed against the charcol colored carpet. He saw there was nothing under the bed through the inch gap between the dustruffel and the floor. Shifting his weight to one side, he pushed himself up into a sitting postion, and streched his neck and shoulder. The stiffness of the fall would stay with him all day.

Hunger ravaged Jack’s stomach, and the pain in his neck was quickly forgotten as the pain in his gut took over. He’d never expereinced such hunger in his life. With another roll of his neck to get the last crinks out, he pulled himself up with the help of the bed. He tried to leave the room but his door was locked, so he deicded to take his morning piss first.

The bathroom was baren. There was single sink, toilet, and walk in shower, but no towel, toilet paper, or soap. It looked as if no one had ever used the bathroom before. After Jack shook off, he used the sink to wash his hands and face the best he could without soap. 

“How long am I going to be their prisoner?” He thought.

A knock came from the room, and then the sound of the door opening.

“Hello?” April’s voice eccoed through the room and into the bathroom. “Jack?”

He shook his hands off as he walked back to the room. “Hi.”

She had all the toiletries in her hands, that had been missing.

“I realized last night after you went to bed, that you might need these.”

Jack took them from her with a smile. “Thank you.”

“Are you hungry?”

“Yes!” He through the toiletires on the bed and jestrued for her to lead the way.

“We’ll have a quick breakfast and then you need to get back in.”

“Okay.” 

“What time is it?”

She pulled out her phone and showed him the screen: 08:17.

Jack didn’t care about Project Phoenix at the moment. All he wanted was bacon and french toast, and maybe a tall glass of orange juice. The game had been a blast, but it had been over 16 hours since he last ate, and he was in no condition to continue until he had food.

They took the stiars together and went back into the basement, where the kitchenet had been prepared with eggs, toast, sausages, milk, coffee, and even orange juice. Jack wouldn’t spend the time and effort to make french toast, but he’d fry himself up some sausage and eggs. 

The orange juice was exactly what he needed. He hadn’t realized it until he was half way through his galss of OJ, but he had a hang over. It wasn’t that bad becuase he’d slept for so long, but there was no doubt that the game had left him with a hang over. Jack hadn’t had one since he was in college, so it took him a little while to reconize what was wrong, but a hang over explained it.

“I feel like I have a hang over. Is that normal?”

“Yes.” April took another sip of her coffee. She sat behind the control pannel for the chair and VR interface, while Jack stood over the kitchenet preparing his eggs and sausage.

“That’s one reason it’s recomended to limit your game play to only a few hours a day. However, you’ll be able to build up your endurance and play for longer and longer periods.”

“Why? I mean what causes a hang over?”

“Lack of dopamine and stimulation. When you’re in the game your brain lights up like a christmas tree. The only thing that comes clsoe to that level of stimulation outside of the game is heroine.”

Jack slid his fried eggs, and sausage out of their pans and onto the plate. “Isn’t it dangerous then.”

“No. It’s completely safe. That’s why I have this setup. To monitor your vitals and if need be, pull you out.”

Jack nodded along becuase his mouth was full. He used the last of the glass of OJ to wash it down. “How long do I have to do this?”

“Until I get what I need.”

“And what is that?”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll let you know what you need to know. Until then, you just focus on the game and building up your holdings.”

“See I don’t really get the point of the game. I was with a group and we stole some ore, which earned us a lot of yuan, but after they logged off I didn’t know what to do so I spent my yuan on a room. Also, the game requires me to eat and drink. It’s weird.” 

“That’s all part of simulating reality.”

“Eventually I found some other jobs, but most groups wanted nothing to do with me, becuase I’m a noob.”

She leaned back in her chair lifting her arms behind her head, and returned to her sitting postion. “Okay, here’s a simple guide. Find great gear, earn as much yuan as you can, and then buy a ship.”

“What kind of ship?”

“Any kind you want. It’s your game. The point is for you to build your own enterprise inside the game. Do anything you like, just focus on making yuan. It’s the key to your future. I’ll tell you more once you’ve got a ship.”

“Okay.”

“Ready?”

Jack took his last bite. “I just need a cup of coffee first.”

“Drink it fast. I’m going to use the ladies room and I’ll be back.”

She walked into the bathroom while Jack poured a cup of coffee. The first sip was devine. The food had been good, but the coffee was exceptional. 

All things considred, Jack wasn’t that bad off. Yes he was a prisioner. But he was a prisioner that got to play video games all day. He knew there were thousands of people who’d kill to be where he was. 

April retutned and asked, “Are you ready now?”

Jack took two more quick sips of his coffee. “Okay.”

She helped him get into the chair and used a button to return him to the exact postion he’d been in yesterday. 

“Is that still comfortable?” she asked, and handed him the remote to adjust the seat if he needed, but he didn’t.

“Yes.”

She slid the helment on his head, and he was plunged into darkness.

Her vocie was a tab muffeled, “Go ahead and activate Project Phoenix.”

“Activate Project Phoenix.”

Chapter 4

Project Phoenix Day 2038-10-06-15

 

Alfred’s voice came through Jack’s headset. “Welcome back, sir.”

“Thank you, Aflred.”

Jack was laying in a tiny pod about twice the size of cofin. On the 5th level of the station a few entreprenueal players had created micro apartments for players who needed a place to store their bodies while they logged off. One of the unique charactrisitcs of Project Phoenix, was that even though players left the game, their avatars didn’t. This had created whole industries around security and protection. No other game Jack knew of, required players to think of their safety while they were offline. 

The pod was bearly enough room to roll over, Jack couldn’t even sit up. He’d crawled in feet first after using a ladder to get in. His pod was the sixth from the floor and last in the stack. He pressed a button insdie his pod, the hatch slid over, and a ladder rolled to his pod.

The problem was, since Jack had crawled in feet first, he had no way of crawling out aside from rolling onto his stomach and taking the ladder arms frist. He nearly fell off when his feet were fully out of the pod, but he managed to make it down without breaking his neck.

“Next time I need to go in head frist.” Jack thought 

“I’ll set a reminder, sir.”

Jack couldn’t help himself and laughed. There was no way he’d forget, but it was nice to know that Alfred had his back. 

The room jack stood in looked like a morge with rows of pods on both sides. Each identical aside from the labels. Jack’s pod was C1, and sat int he middle of a section that was six pods high and six pods wide. The section on the other side of the room was setup the exact same, but started with G1 in the top right and went to L6 in the bottom left.

A private room would have allowed for personal storage and better security, but Jack didn’t think it predent to spend all his yuan on a room. Private rooms started at ¥1,273 per Project Phoenix day, or ¥30,552 per real world day. His pod was only ¥68, and he didn’t have to rent it while he played, only when he crawled in to log off. 

“Alfred, what’s my account balance?”

Personal Account - ¥4,575

He’d picked up two jobs after Lucy and her team left, but they’d paid nothing by comparison, and the groups hadn’t allowed Jack to take any of the gear that dropped. He was a noob in all the players eyes. Apparently he was suppose to start off on the [Earth Replica] or [Mars Colony], maybe even as far out as the [Space Station: Jupiter], but by starting on [Space Station: Kuiper Alpha] he;d screwed himself. More spicifically, the game had screwed him by even offering to start him there.

When players died they lost everything, aside from their bank accounts. Which meant if a player died, but had an account on [Space Station: Kuiper Alpha], they would at least start over with their yuan intact. In the original design players would have to start over on [Space Station: Jupiter] and work their way out to [Space Station: Kuiper Alpha]. Many players would keep a spare account on [Space Station: Jupiter] with enough yuan to buy basic gear and a transportation ticket to [Space Station: Kuiper Alpha]. A sort of insurance policy. However, after months of complaints the game designers add [Space Station: Kuiper Alpha] as a starting point. 

“Alfred switch to channel [Lucy Fucks Hard].”

“Link channel.”

On the left-hand side of his visor a translucent chat channel popped up.

Jack is now linked.

Jack: Is anyone online?

There was no response. 

“Well, damn!” Jack thought.

He’d really hoped they would be back on. He knew they’d be on today, but they’d not given an exact time. With no better options, Jack left the pod room and walked down the corrador to the lift. Which he took to Level 3. The room was even more packed than the last time Jack had been on. 

He could feel the heat of the people around him. Instead of the typical feeling of cool morning in Texas, it felt like an afternoon in March - not hot, but by no means cool.

He pushed his way throug the sea of people, stopping at each podeum he passed looking for a job he could pull off. Most of them were looking for members who were geared in at least Reds. Jack had one Blue, which was ranked right bellow Red. 

Chris is now online.

Chis is now linked.

Chris: Who’s on?

Jack: Just me I think.

Chris: Oh, hey man. How’s it going?

Jack: Not good. I’m in the departure zone, but none of these jobs are a low enough level for me.

Chris: I’m only on for a little bit to make some trades. The other guys should be on soon though. You might want to log off and come back in an hour?

Jack: Is that what time Lucy and the others usually get on?

Chris: Yeah, and then we run for two to three in game days.

Jack: Okay, I’ll be back in an hour then. Thank you!

Chris: No worries. Where are you staying?

Jack: I’ve got a sleeping pod.

Chris: Yeah I remember those. Well, I’ll see you later then.

Jack: Okay, laters.

Jack moved as fast as he could, thorugh the sea of people and back to the lift. Where he made a beeline for the pod to log off.

Chapter 5

October 6th, 2038

 

April pulled his helment off. “Why are you out so soon?”

“The group I hooked up with last time is getting on in hour or so. I figured I could eat some more and drink a little coffee while I waited.”

“You should be in the game earn more yuan like we discussed.”

Jack pressed a button and the chair returend to a sitting positon. “I can’t none of the jobs are a low enough level for me. I started in the Kuiper Belt Station. All the players there are far more advanced than I am.”

“I didn’t know they’d opened up that section to new players. How many yuan do you have?”

“I don’t remeber exactly, but about 4,500.”

“I can give you 12,000 more. It will take an hour or two to be sent to your account. What’s you account number on the station?”

“Umm, I don’t know.”

“Okay, well hop back in real fast and get that for me.”

April watched as Jack lowered the chair back to a resting postion and logged back into the game.

Less than two minutes later she leaned over him and took the helmet off. 

“Have you been standing there the whole time?”

“Yes,” she said. “You weren’t gone that long.”

He pressed the button again to lean up. “How long?”

“Maybe two minutes.”

“Whoa!”

“It’s kind of cool right?”

“Yeah, I knew the gmae played at 24 times our normal rate, but it hadn’t been so apparent before now.”

“What’s your account code?”

Jack closed his eyes and visualized what he’d seen. “KA.1832.818.252.1212P”

She walked around the glass wall which devided her observation center from his VR room.

A few moments later she said, “All done. The funds should be in your account in a couple hours. I was able to bump it up to 13,500. You’ll need to buy good gear. Also, check the prices on ships the next time you’re in there. Who knows, my superiors might splurge and buy you one.”

Jack’s eyes widened. The prospect of having a ship of his own was amazing. Steve had always talked about how fun it was to fly one. After being in the game and seeing just how realisitc it was, Jack knew that flying would be the best part.

“Okay,” she said. “I’m going upstairs. You can eat and drink.” 

She closed the door to her observation room and locked it with a punch pad next it.

April showed Jack a dial pad on the wall. “This is an intercom that will broadcast throughout the house. Call me when you’re ready, otherwise I’ll be back in about 90 miuntes.”

With that she left Jack alone in the basement. 

♦ ♦ ♦

Jack finshed off the last of the pot of coffee, and ate an egg sandwhich. It had been an hour and he was chomping at the bit to get back into the game and meet up with Lucy. 

He pressed the button on the intercom, and a red light glowed. “Umm, April. I’m ready to start.”

He let go of the button not knowing if she heard him or not. Then her voice came through the intercome. “I’ll be right there.”

A few minutes later she reutrned and helped Jack into the chair.

He gave her the thumbs up and said, “Activate Project Phoenix.”

 

Chapter 6

Project Phoenix Day 2038-10-06-17

 

“Welcome back, sir.”

“Alfred switch to channel [Lucy Fucks Hard], and link channel.”

Chris: I told you I saw him earlier.

Lucy: You coming along noob or what? 

Jack: Sorry, Yeah I’ll be right there. Departure Room?

Lucy: No, Docking Bay. Hurry your ass up.

Contract from Lucy - Space Exploration and Salvage

Pay - 10% of profits

[Confirm] [Decline]

Jack blinked on [Confirm], pushed the button inside his pod to open the hatch. Luckily, this time he’d been able to snag F6, which put him right on ground level. No awkward crawling onto a ladder.

He practically sprinted down the corador to the lift. There were three other guys on the lift with him, two got off on teh frist stop at level 6 which was more living space. The other guy left on level 8, repairs and vendors. 

When the doors opened on Level D, Lucy was standing in front of him with a smile on her face, that he could see through her visor.

Lucy: You’re in for a treat. We managed to snag a ship for three game days!

Mike: I’ve already called gunner seat.

She gestured for him to follow and he walked behind her. The hanger was massive. He couldn’t see the tops of most of the ship parked in there.

Lucy: And I’ve already told you that the guns are run by the onboard AI. They’re meant for astroids not pirates. If we see another ship, we fucking run!

Chris: Yeah. I don’t have the yuan to cover major damages to this ship. The lease only covers acidental damage. Like astroids.

Jack: What kind of ship is it?

They’d gone straight down the center from the lift and now they took a right.

Chris: Mid size cargo ship. Houses six. But since Lucy’s the captin she gets a cabin to herself.

Jack: Wow. What’s something like that rent for?

Chris: Normally ¥12,000, but they gave me a deal of ¥10,800 per day.

Jack was speechless. That was more yuan than he’d spent all game. They stopped in front of the ship. It was beautiful to Jack. The dark smokey gray exterior, which didn’t so much reflect the overhead lights as obsorb it. The nose of the ship sat at the highest point, and the access ramp was at the rear of the ship. 

Chris: We all pitched in what we earned from the Ore run and used it to rent the the ship. We’re hoping to see double that back, or more!

Jack: I can pitch in some. I’ve got like 4K in the bank.

Lucy: Keep it. You need it more than we do. You still don’t have gear that’s worth a shit.

As they walked passed the side engines, the neon blue glow distracted Jack and he tripped. Lucy helped him up without saying anything to the others.

Lucy: Mike hit the switch. We’re here.

The hatch lowered and they walked up the ramp together. Jack saw for the frist time what it was like to be in a spaceship!

Jack: Wow!

Talon: Just over 17,000 cubic meters of storage and a carrying capasity of about 74 metric tons.

Talon was standing at the top of the ramp as they walked up. Jack looked at him not knowing what to say to the stats.

Talon: It’s enough space, that if we fill it, we could buy a small ship.

Lucy: It’s what we’ve been working towards.

She gave him a pat on the back, and Mike pushed the switch. The ramp began to close, and the arilock doors slid shut. 

Lucy: Talon’s our tech expert, and pilot. None of us have much experience in ships. We’ve all focused on other areas. Talon is the only one who’s flown something large enough to qualify as ship and not an escape pod. 

Talon: Yeah but the massive mining barges have escape pods larger than this ship. I spent days of game time learning to fly those. This should be piece of cake.

Lucy: They also run crews of 100s of people.

Jack: 100s of people? Are some of those NPCs?

Chris: No, it’s usually groups of people who know each other in real life, and have decided to run real companies inside the game. They can earn millions of yuan a week. 

Talon and Mike lead the way to the stiars in the middle of the cargo bay. They climbed so high that Jack worried about falling over the rail. He wondered what dieing in the game would feel like.

At the top of the stairs they were on a walkway which lead to doors on the right and left, and also to another walkway which lead to a door leading towards the nose of the ship. They all walked towards the nose.

Jack: What’s on the other side of the side doors?

Talon: Escape pods. Satrboard one is out, so we’ll have to cram into the port side esxape pod if shit hits the fan.

Chris: Shit will not hit the fan! I can’t afford to cover the loss of this ship. Lucy, you promised you’d be cautious.

Lucy: Don’t worry. We’re not going to do anything risky.

Mike opened the hatch and waited for them all to pass through, before closing it behind them and resealing it. They walked into what was esentially a messhall. 

Talon: Bellow us is the engine room. You probably saw our thrusters outside. They kind of sitck out. 

Through the otherside of the messhall, lead to another walkway. At the end of which was a small set of stiars. Jack could see the pilot’s seat, through the hatch at the top of strairs. Talon took lead and headed for the hatch which lead into the nose of the ship.

Talon: Those ladders the starboard side lead into the cabins. You’ll bunk with me. We’re the middle cabin.

Talon pointed to their ladder as he made his way to the controls. Jack followed him into the comand center of the ship, while the others climbed into their cabins.

Talon: You can take a seat over there. Don’t distract me. This ship isn’t going to be the smoothest of rides. Lucy, are you ready for take off?

Lucy: Ready.

Talon: Aye, aye captain.

Lucy: Call me captain one more time, and I’ll kick you in the balls.

Talon: Aye, aye boss.

Lucy: Better.

Jack gace Talon a look, to which Talon shruged and threw up his hands. Jack sat down in the chair Talon had pointed to, and fastened the five point harnes. 

Talon leaned forward and clicked on the intercom. “Attention crew. Prepare for take off in, 10, 9, 8… 3, 2, 1.”

The ship josteled and Jack watched through the display as the ship lifted off the docking bay floor. Talon manuvered the ship to the exit shaft, with the persision of a pro avoiding the other docked ships. 

Jack marveled at Talon’s flying skills, because he couldn’t even paralel park, and yet Talon could fly a ship the size of a football field. 

Talon landed the ship on the magnetic launching platform, and the massive hangerbay doors closed behind the ship. 

Talon: Everyone brase yourself!

A booming anouncment echoed throughout the exit shaft. “Launch in 30… 3, 2, 1.” 

The acceleration of the launch pad, pushed Jack back into his seat. His helmet wasn’t aligned properly and a dull pain began to build up at the base of his skull. Jack couldn’t move his head, but his eyes moved fine, and he could see the hangerbay doors opening at the far end of the exit shaft as they rappidly approached .

In 5 seconds they accelerated to over 350,000 KPH, and were launched into the vacuum of space. 

Talon: Engine one go. 

The ship kicked like a mule.

Talon: Engine two go. We have full burn.

Lucy: Talon I know you love this fly boy shit, but this isn’t the CNSA. You don’t have to be all formal about it.

Talon: Aye, aye… ball buster.

The pressure lifted and Jack was able to lean forward from his chair again.

Talon: I’ve set in a course. We’ll be outside the NRZ within 3 hours of game time. Anyone want to log off during the wait?

Jack did the math in his head. He could log out for seven minutes, or experience the equivelent of 3 hours in game.

Jack: Where are we going?

Lucy: That’s need to know. 

Jcak looked to Talon, but he only shurged. Apparently Jack wasn’t trustable, at least not when it came to their location.

Jack: Okay. What’s the NRZ then? Why such a long trip?

Talon: The NRZ is short for No Rift Zone. It’s illegal to activate your FTL drive within 5 light seconds of a space station. If a new rift forms to close to the stable rifts on the station it could destroy them. 

Mike: Yeah, anyone who activates their FLT in the NRZ is fair game. The station put a bounty on their head, which double daily until the person and ship are destoried. Fuck, I want to get my hands on one of those bounties!

Lucy: I’m going to log and be back. 

Mike: Same.

Chris: I’m still trading, but the lag has already kicked in.

Talon: Somone has to fly this ship and keep you fuckers alive.

Jack: Can I explore the ship?

Mike has left the channel.

Lucy: Sure, just don’t break anything or I’ll kill you!

Jack: Promise.

Lucy has left the channel.

Jack unfastened the five point harness and stood up to strech. His [Silver: Gravity Boots] worked like a charm, but his head felt like it was floating away from his body. However, by time he’d reached the mess hall he’d gotten use to it, and could barely notice a differance.

Chapter 7

Project Phoenix Day 2038-10-06-17

 

Lucy is now online.

Lucy is now linked.

Lucy: You fuckers still in one piece?

Talon: You’re just in time. We just crossed the NRZ line. 

Lucy: Perfect. Activate FTL.

Jack threw himself into the closest chair. The chair was welded to the floor, and Jack prayed it would save him. He felt his body compress and then expand, but other than the sensation nothing happened. He’d taken out pots and pans to cook for everyone, and they hand’t so much as slid a centemeter. The sensation of being compressed was clearly in Jack’s head. 

Talon: I’ve set the computer to calculate our position so we can go back when we’re ready.

Lucy: What do you see?

Talon: We’re in a system with six planets. Two of them we could land on.

Lucy: Aim for the closest and take us down!

The engines kicked in, Jack fell over, and the pots slid across the stove top, but didn’t fall off. The acceleration normalized and Jack was able to stand back up.

Jack: Next time give a warning.

Chris: Yeah, I nearly fell over the guard rails for the engines.

Lucy: You two are being pussies. It’s not that bad. 

Talon: Next time I’ll give a warning. We’ll be able to activate the FLT drive in aproxamently 30 minutes.

Lucy: Where the fuck is Mike?

Chris: I don’t know. He logged off and hasn’t gotten back on. Probably off watching porn agian.

Lucy: Eww!

Jack launghed to himself, and wondered how old Mike was in real life. One thing he’d noticed on the station, was everyone’s avatar was in their mid twenties. The likelyhood that all the players were actually in their twenties was low. Jack wondered how much control players had over their avatar’s appearance.

“Alfred, what can I change about my appearance?”

“Eye color, and hair style, sir. Everything else is predesigned based upon your publically archived images.”

“Aflred, change my hair color to red.”

“Yes, sir.”

Jack walked to the sink, where there was a metal splashguard behind it, that was so well polished Jack could see his reflection. He unfasened to two latches on either side of his helmet, and turned it coutner clockwise about 90 degrees. There was a clicking sound and his helmet detached from his [Gold: Space Suit].

His reflection shocked him. If his mother could see him, she’d have his father beat him. His hair was the color of a fire truck, and lay combed back like he usually wore it. Even his eyebrows, which were usually black as coal, were bright red. Which made the lighter fleks stand out in his walut colored eyes. 

“Alfred, make the red darker.”

“Yes, sir.”

Jack watched, as right before his eyes his hair darkened into crimson. Starting at the roots and spreading to the tips of his hair, as if newly growing.

“What are you doing?” Chris asked.

Jack turned on a dime; his heart racing. “What?”

“I asked what are you doing?” Chris repeated. “Your suit is designed to filter the air around you, and use the oxygen available. If you take your helmet off, you’re just risking death if the cabin decompressed.”

“Oh!” Jack put his helmet back on and spun it around. It took nearly a full 360 degree spin, for the helmet to lock into place.

“Latches.” Chris said.

Jack had neary forgot about them.

“Sorry.” Jack said. “I didn’t know about the suit. I was just changing my hair color.”

“Oh, yeah. I keep forgetting just how new you are to the game.” Chris took a seat on one of the welded down chairs. “Is red your favorite color?”

“Yes.” Jack was glad his helmet was back on, because he had the strong impression that his cheeks had just flushed, and he hoped the visor’s glear would hide it.

“Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone.” Chris said. “Besides, we all started off the game vain. Just look at Lucy. She went so far as to have her eyes change colors, which costs more than a few yuan.”

“Damn straight!” Lucy stood in the hatchway for the front half of the ship. “I want people to see me and know I can back up what I say with cold hard yuan!”

Jack laughed, but quickly turned it into a caugh when Chris didn’t join in. 

“Sorry,” Chris said. “I was just trying to give the noob a few pointers and make him feel at ease.”

She walked over and gave Jack and pat on the back. “Don’t listen to a word he says. He’s jelous that I make more yuan than him, while he spends hours and hours trading.”

Talon: Umm, Lucy! I think we have a problem.

Lucy: What?

Talon: You might want to come see for yourself.

Lucy: Spit it out!

Talon: Pirates. Of all the fucking places we could end up, we landed in a pirated system!

Lucy: Fuck! Where’s Mike, he’s are only trained gunner.

Jack: I thought the guns were controled by AI?

Lucy: Exactly! They’re great at rocks floating in space. Predeciting human behavior and firing where they’ll be, not so much. Talon, how long until we can jump?

Talon: At least another 15 minutes. Any sooner and I risk ripping apart the FTL drive, and the computer hasn’t positioned [Space Station: Kuiper Alpha] in relation to us yet. 

Lucy turned around and stomped towards the comand deck. Jack and Chris followed, but they made sure to keep their distance. She pissed, and they didn’t want to be caught in her line of fire.

Lucy: How long until the intersept.

Talon: 5 minutes or less. I’ve already changed our trajectory, and I’m zigzagging like a jackrabbit, but no luck. 

Lucy: Where the fuck is Mike!

Mike is now online.

Mike is now linked.

Mike: Hey guys. Sorry I’m a bit late. What’d I miss?

Jack watched from the walkway. Mike’s head popped up from his cabin, and Lucy’s bootheel caught him square on top. There was a clank as Mike’s body fell down the stiars and struck the cabin floor.

Mike: Fuck, that hurt. What did you do that for? I might have broken my ankle. 

Lucy: Are your arms okay?

Mike: Yeah…

Lucy: Good! Get your ass to the gunner seat and do your fucking job!

Mike: What?

Talon: We have three pirate ships baring down on us!

Mike: You said we’d run if there were pirates.

Lucy: We can’t. The FTL drive is stil hot, and the computer doesn’t know how to get us home yet.

Mike crawled off the ladder onto the walk way, and pushed himself up. He had a limp, but he walked past Lucy towards the comand deck. She clinched a first as he passed, but didn’t hit him again.

Mike: Don’t worry. I’ll keep them occupied long enough for us to jump. 

Talon: That means at least 15 minutes.

Mike stumbled on the second stair. Either his limp was worse than it looked, or the news of a 15 miuntes space battle had caught him off guard. Either way, he finished climbing the last two steps and sat himself in the chair Jack had been in when they first took off.

All five of them were in the comand center, but there were only four seats, so Jack stood in the back to watch. The screens in front of Talon flashed blue and red, and to his left was a flat table with a radar display on it. Jack could make out the three pirate ships. Their red dots were smaller than the blue dot Jack assumed was their ship. However, Jack knew that given enough of them, ants could eat an elephant. k`1`2

 

Chapter 8

October 6th, 2038

 

April watched as Jack’s adrinelin levels rose and thoguht, “It’s about time he started doing something.”

She logged the readings into her report that she’d send to D.C. after Jack’s day in Project Phoenix was over. She was depending on him to come through and earn some major yuan. With the investment she’d sent him, he better procure great gear and skill boosts, or she would flay him alive. If her boss didn’t do the same to her first. Her experiement was already above budget and behind schedule. 

April launched her secured email client and wrote a quick email to a colleague who ran the same experiement in a different state.

 

To: a8.1182@fsb.gov

From: a6.1432@fsb.gov

 

Hey Joey,

 

It’s been a while. How are you? 

Are the mountains everything you hoped they would be? 

I like the weather here, and the house they’ve got me in is the size of our entire dorm complex. My subject is off to a good start, but I’m worried that he’ll be my last chance. Orders have come in from the top. They’re expecting results, and I’m now sending in daily reports. 

Have you had any success? 

Any advice on where I should send my subject?

He chose to start on the Kuiper Sataion. I didn’t know the developers had opened that scetion up to new players. He found a few odd jobs, but I’m worried it won’t be enough. I’ve wired him as much yuan as I could, but if he doens’t use it wisely, it will be the end for him.

Any help you can offer would be great. Obviously I can’t tell you who he is, and I know you can’t tell me about your subject, but any advise on where would be a hot spot for him right now would be great.

 

Go Panthers,

April Hall

 

She leaned back in her chair and staired at Jack’s vitals. If there was any hope for Jack getting ahead in the game, and putting her scheudle back on track, it was with Joey. 

Chapter 9

Project Phoenix Day 2038-10-06-17

 

The pirates had closed the gap, and were seconds outside of firing rang. All credit belonged to Talon and his flying skills. He’d figured out a way to use an probe designed to evaluate the mineral compension of astroids, to send out an electormagnetic puls which interfierd with radar and targeting systems. They were mostly flying in the dark, but for a fraction of seconds every 5 seconds, there was a clear reading on the pirate ships positions. 

Talon made sure to change his trajectory every couple of seconds. It felt like they were on a sailboat deep at sea riding out a storm, but at least they were in once piece still.

Talon: I can’t hold out much longer. They’re closing in on my circling, to form a net. Eventually they’ll get close enough to tiangulate us and fire. 

Chris: Fuck! I’m going to lose everything. My life is over. I can’t pay for this ship. Can any of you?

Lucy: Calm down. We need to think this through.

Jack had been doing that for nearly 15 minutes. He hadn’t said a single word, only stood in the back and worked through some options, but none of them had seemed likely to work. None of the others had asked for input so he wasn’t goingt o speka up until he was sure that he had a solution that would work for sure.

A loud clink reverbeated throughout the ship, and sudenly they were spinning. 

Talon: That shot grazed our hull. They’re inside firing rang. I’m transfering power from purpolsion to our shields. That will buy us a few minutes, but they’ll eventually wear them down. 

Jack: I’ve got an idea.

Lucy: Lets hear it!

The ship stopped spinning, Talon compensated with the manuvering thursters.

Jack: What if we use the escape pod as a bomb and blow up the pirate ships.

Talon: It won’t work, they don’t have a self destruct. You’d have to manually override the safety procedures and cause the engine to explode. It would be a suicide mission.

Jack: I’ll do it.

Lucy: What?

Jack: Yeah, I’ve got nothing to lose. I’m new and my gear isn’t that great. Besides I can just start over.

Lucy: It costs ¥2,000 to start over, and you start with nothing but a [Copper: Space Suit]. The developers make starting over hard as fuck.

Mike: Don’t forget the 12 hour ban time.

Chris: Yeah, that’s why it’s so important to protect yourself. It’s what fuels the game economey. Fear of death.

Jack: I have yuan in my account on the station.

Lucy: If you’re sure about this, I won’t argue.

Another rocket made contact, and caused them to spin agian, but Talon reacted almost instantly to compensate.

Talon: If we’re going to do this, sooner than later is better. I’ll have to show him how to override the engines.

Talon undid his five point harness and stood up.

Talon: Chris, you’re pilot until I get back! Don’t get us blown up before we pull this off!

Chris: I don’t know man! I’ve never flown a ship this big.

Talon: Interface withe AI and change our trajectroy every second to avoid their weapons.

Talon grabbed Jack by the shoulder and lead him down the stairs. They held on tight to the side rail, just in case the ship got hit. The hatach to the mess hall was still open from when they’d all run to meet Talon in the comand center. 

“Do you think this will work?” Jack asked.

“Yeah, it’s a great idea. The only problem is you’re going to die, but don’t worry about that. We’ll repay you, and we’ll never forget this.”

Talon pushed open the hatch for the back half of the ship. “Watch your step.”

The ship rocked, and Jack gabbed onto the railing. It was about a 20 meter drop if Jack fell, and he didn’t think his suit would save him. Chris must have doged a missle, or still didn’t have the hang of flying.

“You okay?” Talon asked.

“Yeah.” Jack stood back up, but kept his hands firmly gripped on the port side railing. 

Talon walked past him and lead Jack towards the shuttle pod he’d be using.

The hatch opened into a cargo bay about the size of a bedroom. The pilot’s seat was at the nose of the shuttle pod. Talon wasted no time and practically sprinted to the chair. He brought up an interface on the starboard display screen. 

Jack watched as a scymeatic of the engines zoomed in and out, and Talon entered comand after comand into the system. Nearly every time, a pop-up would ask for an override confirmation. Jack hunched down behind Talon and watched quietly as he work.

Lucy: How’s it going? We’re getting fucked up here, and not in the good way!

Talon: I need more time.

Chris: How much? I think their about to corner me!

Talon: Done!

“Sit down!” Talon popped up from the chair and ran to the hatch.

Jack took his seat and fastened his harnes. He found it humorus that he was wearing a safety belt when he was planing to kill himself.

Talon: Listen up. You fly to the closest ship, and then tell the computer Activate Comand Aplha One. You got that?

Jack: Yeah Comand Alpha One.

Talon: Perfect. Now go!

Jack: How do I fly?

Talon: Fuck! Okay. Tell your AI to interface you with the ships AI.

“Alfred, interface me with the ship’s AI.”

“Yes, sir.”

A new voice of a german woman filled Jack’s head. “Hello, my name is Rettungsboot.”

Jack: Okay, I can hear her.

Talon: Okay, tell her to undock.

“Undock.”

There was a load click, like the bolt of a door turning. 

Talon: Okay, I’ve got you on sensors. You’re far enough away. Tell her to fly towards the ship I’ve marked on my screen. The shuttle should still be linked to our systems.

“Fly towards the marked ship.”

Jack was psuhed back into his chair, but the sensation of beind stuck qickly subsided.

Talon: Okay, you’re about 10 seonds away. Get ready!

Lucy: Thank you! We’ll pay you back.

Mike: Yeah man. This is really cool.

Chris: You’re saving my ass!

Talon: Shut up. 6 seconds. 5, 4, 3, 2, Now!

“Activate Comand Aplha One!”

There was a bright light and then black!

The Present

 

 

 

Chapter 10

Project Phoenix Day 2038-10-09-19

 

Jack’s ship repairs were complete, they’d even thrown in a free paint job. His little ship looked brand new, and the blue paint made it look like a shaphie parked in the docking bay. When it was all done, Jack  spent ¥1,387 on his ship, leaving him with only ¥131. That wasn’t enough to buy food and water, and his reserves were down to one day supply. He was truly desperate. His next jump through a rift had to take him to loot winfall, or he was done for. 

He’d die, and worst of all his debt would remain if his ship was lost or destoried. If his ship was reposesed, Gilbert would have the pleasure of killing Jack, and Jack would be forced to start over from scratch with nothing but bittery memorries of wasted time.

Part of the thrill for Project Phoenix players, was knowing that at every moment it could all disapear, and they could lose everything. It also meant that at any moment you could find a soft target and take everything they had! Jack was going to be the taker. He refused to allow his ship to be taken from him. He would rather die for real, than face defeat. 

“Alfred, start prelaunch procedures.”

“Yes, sir.”

Jack ran from the lift to his ship. He was ready to get out of the station and prayed for better luck in space.

Chapter 11

October 9th, 2038

 

April watched the screens. Jack’s vitals were in the red, his blood toxicity levels were high. Soon he’d go into shock. The only solution was to pull Jack out, but she didn’t move. He’d been in for 9 hours and 46 minutes. She hoped he’d come out on his own. 

Jack’s heart rate spiked to 194 BPM, and a beeping noze emanated from inside the VR room. 

“Fuck!” April thought. 

Her biggest fear was upon her. Jack’s heart was maxed out. If it continued to pump so fast it would give out. Jack’s life was literally in danger, and April had to choose. Let him stay in, and possible die; or pull him out, and risk him going into shock and dieing anyways!

“Fuck!” she thought again. 

There was no simple solution. No training manual to fall back on. No superior to contact for advice. If she called her boss, he’d sign the papers right then and she’d be shipped off to Alaska.

“I hate the cold.” she thoguht. “I wouldn’t last five minutes in Alaska.”

The fear of Alaska and freezing to death, chilled her nervs, and she found her inner calm. She took two quick deep breaths and pressed the buttom for the alarm, which imediatly stopped beeping in the VR room. 

April then did something that she hadn’t done in years. She put her hands together and prayed that Jack would live. k12

Learn More

 

Less than 1% of all readers will leave a review. Please take the time to leave a review, I can’t thank you enough for sharing your thoughts. Reviews help fellow readers like yourself decide if they should give the book a chance, and I rely on the feedback to grow as an author. 

 

To learn more about Project Phoenix and Jack’s adventures singup to N.A.K. Baldron’s newsletter here, or visit his webstie to signup www.nakbaldron.com.
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