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CHAPTER 1

Nineteen

LATE AFTERNOON—THE TIME WHEN KIDS GO HOME FROM SCHOOL. But the street outside Parkville High is empty. No one walks home in this neighborhood. No one except Hank. Today is Hank’s final day of school, and while the other kids cheerfully climb onto the bus, jump into their cars or get picked up by their proud parents, Hank slips out the school gates with his head held low and sets off for home without a backward glance. The motley motorcade of yellow buses, minivans and secondhand SUVs swings out from the school yard and sails along the street, heading for the leafy suburbs: the passengers chatting happily, swapping jokes, or concentrating on their phones. Some are listening to music, their eyes closed, earbuds jammed in place. But no one looks out the window. No one spares a glance for the boarded-up shops or the tumbledown houses with their crooked roofs and cracked windows. No one wonders what’s beyond the sagging chain-link fences barely held in place by drunken steel posts. This street is a wasteland: barren, desolate, empty.

But Hank walks on, his shoulders squared, his hands thrust deep into the pockets of his jeans. He tunes out the rumble of traffic, ignores the diesel fumes. Soon, they’ll be gone and he’ll have the place to himself. He turns a corner, and though he doesn’t raise his head, his eyes flick from side to side, scanning both sides of the street, watching. This is his street, and if there’s anything new, anything missing, he’ll know it in an instant. But there’s nothing to cause concern. Not today. Today, the street is quiet as the grave. The red brick houses don’t just look empty, they seem abandoned: paint peeling from the doors, windows dull with grime, concrete yards cracked and sprouting tufts of grass.

Hank allows himself a grim smile. He’s almost home. He takes a breath, flaring his nostrils. It’s a hot summer day, and the humid air is tinged with a trace of decay. Every summer it’s the same. Hank’s dad, Mervin, says it’s the drains, but how the hell would he know? How the hell would he know about anything? His dad hasn’t set foot outside the house for years. For a heartbeat, Hank pictures his dad, imagines him shuffling from the sofa to the refrigerator, from the bathroom to the bedroom, back and forth, back and forth like a goddamned zombie. He pushes the thought away, pushes it as far as he can. But it isn’t easy. It’s hard to ignore someone when he relies on you for everything. Even harder when you see his face every time you look in the mirror.

Hank takes after his dad. Always has, always will. Everyone says it. And it’s not all bad. Back when he was in his prime, Mervin was a big man: taller than most and built like an athlete. A good man on the basketball court, Mervin played power forward for the college. He could’ve turned pro, so they say. But not Mervin. Ten years pushing paper for the army then kicked out on a disability pension. Hank could never figure it out, and truth be told, he didn’t often try.

Still, the genes came through. Hank has that stature, that poise. He walks like a military man: his shoulders square, his back straight, his arms hanging halfway loose by his side. It’s not much but it’s what he’s got, and it’s enough. Most of the time. The drunks and the vagrants leave him alone. And Hank has the knack of seeing trouble five minutes before it hits the fan. He does OK. He makes his own luck. Most of the time. And when things turn ugly, he’s fast enough on his feet to get the hell out of the way.

But today, the street is quiet, and Hank walks on, unimpeded. The concrete beneath his canvas shoes is cracked and worn. And with every step he takes, a swirl of dust kicks up into the air, where it hangs for only a moment before it whirls and is whisked away by the gentlest summer breeze.

“Too goddamn hot,” Hank mutters. A trickle of sweat runs down the back of his neck, but he pays it no heed. He doesn’t slow his pace, nor does he remove his heavy leather jacket. He wears that jacket every day, rain or shine. And anyway, it’s too late to take it off; his house is just up ahead: stained brick, dented door, just like every house on the goddamned street.

Hank takes out his key as he walks up to his front door. His dad keeps it locked no matter what. “It’s OK, Dad,” he says as he lets himself in. He keeps his voice low, steady. “It’s me. It’s Hank.”

He doesn’t get a reply—doesn’t expect one. His dad isn’t on the sofa, so Hank walks through to the kitchen. Mervin is standing at the sink, staring down into the clutter of dirty dishes. He doesn’t look up.

“You doing the dishes?” Hank says, and he can’t quite keep the surprise out of his voice.

Mervin pushes out his bottom lip. “I was going to,” he says. “I was thinking about it.” He turns around and looks up at his son. “But never mind that. Did you get your test score today? Did you do OK?”

Hank shifts his weight from one foot to the other. “I got 19.”

“Nineteen?” Mervin asks hopefully. “Out of twenty?”

“Percent, Dad,” Hank says. “I got 19 percent.”

Mervin looks at the floor. “That’s it for college then,” he says. “In the morning... in the morning, you’ll get a job.”

Hank stares at his dad. Goddamned hypocrite, he thinks. He’s telling me what to do? He can’t even look me in the eye. But he shrugs his shoulders. “Sure, Dad,” he says. “First thing.”

Mervin doesn’t reply. He turns back around, stares at the dirty dishes.

Hank shakes his head slowly. Thanks for your support, Dad. But there’s no point expecting more. His dad’s been distant for years: a shadow in the shape of a man. He’s not going to suddenly change. Not any time soon anyway. Hank walks away and stomps up the stairs to his room, slamming his feet down as hard as he can on the loose boards, making every footstep count. The house needs noise, needs shaking out of its goddamned waking dream. If he could, he’d take a hammer and pound holes in the flaking plaster, rip up the goddamned floorboards, knock the whole place to the ground. Yeah. That would be pretty damn good. The only drawback—his dad probably wouldn’t even notice.

Hank slams his bedroom door shut behind him and kicks a pile of dirty laundry to one side. The whole place is a goddamned mess. It’s no wonder Mom left. It’s a miracle she held on for as long as she did. Maybe he’ll call her up later. Maybe.

He looks down at his game chair. “Why not?” he asks the empty room. He’s in a mood to kick some ass. He scoops up the mess of crumpled papers strewn across his chair: school work, unfinished assignments. Later, he’ll take them out to the trash. Or maybe he’ll burn them. For now, he tosses the whole pile onto the floor and sits down.

He powers up the chair then lays his arms on the armrests, making sure he places his hands correctly on the gel pads. As he presses his head back against the headrest, the gel-filled pad molds itself to the shape of his skull. And he waits.

There it is. The tiny thrill of an electric current tingling across his scalp as the chair gets ready to sync up. Hank takes a deep breath, shoves his thoughts out of the way and lets his mind relax. He stares up at the ceiling, focusing on a dusty cobweb, watches it sway back and forth. You’ve got to let the sync happen. It’s the best way to get a good connection, and he doesn’t want any glitches. Not today.

Some gamers shave their heads. They say it makes the contact even better, but that’s bullshit. Some close their eyes, but Hank’s a hardcore, dyed-in-the-wool, blood-and-guts game-head. He keeps his eyes wide open. If you can’t face the sync, you shouldn’t play. Simple as that.

A shadow creeps across the ceiling, hiding the cracks in the plaster, the cobwebs. Hold on, Hank tells himself. Here it comes. And it begins. The darkness rushes in on Hank, and for a second, it’s dizzying, even for him. The chair falls away beneath him, and his mind spins. His stomach is suddenly hollow, and a bitter taste rises to the back of his throat. But Hank grits his teeth, swallows spit. Let it happen. It won’t be long now.

Yes. He can see his head-up display; the HUD is always the first thing to appear. He runs his eye over his stats: all green, all good. Any moment now, he’ll be in the game. A message flashes across his HUD, its bold red letters incredibly bright in the darkness:

AGRIPPINE EXPERIENCE: SYNCHRONIZATION COMPLETE

Hank lets out his breath in a sigh. He’s hooked up. From now on, all he needs are his thoughts.

Select game, he thinks. Unlimited Combat 9.

UNLIMITED COMBAT 9 SELECTED

Set profile: Sergeant Kilgore. Set mode: solo. Set difficulty: maximum.

Hank hesitates. Should he start a new mission? He’s kind of stuck on the last one. Maybe he’s gone as far as he can. No. To hell with that. Today will be different. Today, he’s going to crack this sucker wide open.

Resume mission.

MISSION RESUMES IN 3, 2, 1

The darkness lifts, replaced by a cloudless blue sky. There’s a hint of smoke in the air and nearby, the rattle of automatic gunfire.

Hank smiles. I’m in.

SERGEANT KILGORE RUNS LIKE HELL. He keeps his head low and powers forward, following the path he’s picked out between piles of smoldering rubble. A burst of automatic fire crackles from behind him, and the rounds fizz through the air, thumping into the ground around his feet. He needs cover—and fast. Up ahead, on the right side of the street, there’s a low brick wall, maybe four feet high. It’s at least fifty yards away, but he can make it. He’s got to. There’s a guy hot on his heels, taking pot shots at everything that moves, and no matter what he’s tried, Kilgore just can’t shake him off. He needs an advantage, needs an edge, and that wall is the best he’s going to get.

Kilgore pumps his arms and powers forward, his boots clobbering the concrete. Thirty yards. Twenty. He’s almost there. He’s going to make it. A bullet slams into the body armor on his back, and he almost pitches headfirst to the ground, but his momentum carries him forward. He staggers for a moment then runs on. The wall is only ten yards away.

His HUD flashes up a message:

WARNING: ENTERING SILVER ZONE: MULTIPLE THREATS DETECTED

“Shit!” Kilgore hisses between clenched teeth. “Not yet!” He was always headed for the Silver Zone, but this isn’t the way he wanted to play it. He planned for a covert mission, a quiet incursion into hostile territory. Instead, he’s charging down the middle of the road, and the moron on his tail is making enough noise to wake the dead.

Kilgore eyes up the brick wall and alters his approach, placing his feet precisely. A few short strides, then he makes his move, launching himself into the air. He reaches out with his left hand and grabs the top of the wall, swinging his body over the top and landing perfectly on his feet. In one motion, he springs up and turns around, facing the street. He rests his elbow on the wall and lowers his head to the scope on his assault rifle. Yes! His opponent stumbles, realizing his mistake: He’s left himself in the open, with nowhere to go. The guy panics and races toward Kilgore, firing his rifle from the hip, spraying bullets far and wide. This moron’s shooting like there’s no tomorrow, Kilgore thinks, and a smile twitches at the corners of his mouth. But not for long. There are no bonus points for grim irony in this game, no rewards for schadenfreude.

Kilgore exhales and presses the trigger, unleashing a three-shot burst. His opponent’s body armor is good, but so is Kilgore’s aim, and as he watches through his scope, the guy’s skull explodes in a spattering spray of blood. But Kilgore doesn’t gloat. He’s on the move before the other guy’s corpse hits the ground.

Kilgore stays behind the brick wall, running in a half crouch. When you’re in the Silver Zone, you stay out of sight whenever you can. But he can’t hide forever. He’s set himself a goal: a set of coordinates he must reach. It’s a tough assignment; his objective is deep inside enemy territory. But if the rumors on the forums are right, there’s a secret base: a military stronghold no player has ever seen. They say the location was leaked by an ex-employee at Agrippine Experience: someone sacked for hiding cheat codes in the game.

At first, Kilgore wasn’t so sure. The whole thing smelled suspiciously like an urban myth. But a few days ago, he caught a break and found the coordinates online. Since then, he’s been on a mission. And he can do it. He’s got the gameplay skills to make it this far and one or two tricks up his sleeve to tip the scales in his favor. If the secret base is real, he could be the first player to see it. Now that really would be something to shout about. Notoriety, celebrity, fame—call it what you want—it could all be his for the taking.  A time-stamped snapshot of the base is all he needs. And he’s almost there.

Kilgore stops to catch his breath, and he checks the mission map in his HUD. He’s close, so close he can almost taste it, but it won’t be easy. He’ll have to cross the road, leaving himself in the open, then run like hell until he reaches a turn on his left. He must take that side street. It’s the only route. There is no alternative.

He runs on until he reaches the end of the wall, then he hesitates, checks the map for the seventh time. This is it. Time to cross the street. He takes a knee and peeks around the edge of the wall. Or tries to. A hail of automatic fire rains down on his position, the rounds taking chunks out the wall and ricocheting off every surface. Jesus! He throws himself back against the wall, leans against it. He can feel the bullets shuddering into the brickwork as the enemy rocks the wall with a stream of automatic fire. Chunks of cement spill down in a shower of brick dust and rattle on the top of Kilgore’s helmet. Someone’s having fun, he thinks bitterly. But they’re doing their job well, laying down enough suppressive fire to keep him pinned down. He’s trapped, and in a few minutes, the wall will break down and he’ll be forced to retreat. To add insult to injury, his HUD flashes up a new warning:

HOSTILE INFANTRY: GDL PATROL DETECTED

“No shit,” Kilgore mutters darkly. “I knew those bastards would show up.”

This changes everything. The General Defense League are just grunts—part of the game—but each GDL soldier is equipped with AI. They can act independently, and they never tire, never give in. But what’s worse for Kilgore is the way the GDL units work together. Each soldier can call up other units in a coordinated response. If Kilgore retreats now, they’ll hound him down and wipe him out.

Kilgore spits the dust from his lips. He has two choices. He can sit behind the wall and wait for it to collapse, or he can try and fight his way out. He shakes his head. Maybe there’s another way. He’s got this far by outsmarting the opposition. If he can assess the situation, perhaps he can find an opportunity, a way to take the initiative.

He drops down onto his belly and slides across the ground, pushing himself away from the wall. It gives him a better angle, and he can see a little way across the street. Up ahead, he has a tantalizing glimpse of the side street he’s got to take. It’s too far—I’ll never make it. From the intensity of the suppressive fire, the buildings across the street must be swarming with GDL. And there are probably more units on the way. It’s hopeless.

But Kilgore rolls his shoulders, flexes his fingers against his rifle. He’s a smoldering fuse, a grenade without the pin. Every muscle in his body is taut; every heartbeat sends a jolt of adrenaline surging through his veins. He’s got to do something. Anything’s better than sitting in the dirt waiting for the wall to give way. He shuffles back a little and pushes himself up into a crouch. He’s not keeping himself low enough to be protected by the wall, but so what? A guttural yell builds in his chest, a savage roar of anger and frustration seethes in the pit of his stomach. To hell with this! He won’t wait to be picked off by those goddamned vultures. Better to go out in a spray of bullets and a hail of glory.

But somewhere deep within the game’s servers, a zero flicks up to a one, and a sniper’s bullet spins just a little faster as it leaves the rifle’s muzzle. It’s enough, just enough to make it fly true against the crosswind, and it finds its target. The bullet screams through a gap in Kilgore’s body armor and rips into his shoulder. The pain sears through him, and a burst of red-hot light explodes in his mind. He slumps to the ground, landing hard on his backside. He’s safe for the moment, but the agony in his shoulder races through his upper body like a flame through gasoline. He breathes hard, fighting against the pain. He’s got to blank it out. He’s got to focus. He forces his mind to form the right words, and his HUD responds to his unspoken commands.

Status report.

HEALTH: CRITICAL—TRAUMA, BLOOD LOSS, SHOCK

ENERGY: DEPLETED (25% REMAINING)

BODY ARMOR: DEPLETED (10% REMAINING)

Apply medikit.

MEDIKIT UNAVAILABLE

Inventory.

The list scrolls upward in front of his eyes. It doesn’t take long. His body armor isn’t worth shit; there’s no medikit, no field dressings, no painkillers. One more hit, and he’ll be pulped. Kilgore lets fly a few harsh words. A moment ago, he was ready to go out fighting, but this! This is bullshit. Cowering behind a wall, bleeding out into the dirt—that’s no way to die. He raises his rifle, but his shoulder screams in agony with every movement. “Goddammit!” He grits his teeth and starts pushing himself up to his feet, but a wave of nausea floods through his body, and the ground tilts up toward him. Suddenly, there’s something hard and gritty pressing against his face, and he realizes he’s fallen over, his head on the ground. “This is it,” he whispers. He’s lost his life. And since he’s not on a sanctioned mission, he’ll be blasted back to basic training. All those hours I put in, all the money I’ve spent. He grimaces. It’s just not fair. But there’s nothing he can do about it. Not one damned thing.


CHAPTER 2

Are You All Right?

MERVIN STANDS AT THE KITCHEN SINK and listens to his son thudding up the stairs. Funny, he thinks. He makes a lot of noise moving around for a kid who barely says a word. His lips twitch a little, but they don’t make it all the way to a smile. He rubs the back of his hand over his forehead. There’s a film of cold sweat on his brow, and it smears against the dry skin of his hand. He frowns and glances up at the kitchen clock. “Almost time for my meds,” he says. First though, he was just about to do something. But what was it? He looks down. “Oh yeah, the dishes. Jesus, I’ll forget my own head.”

He squirts a good glug of detergent onto the stack of greasy plates in the sink then puts the bottle down and eyes the faucet warily. The old pipes trap air, and these days you almost take your life in your hands every time you want hot water. It works OK for a second, but then it lets fly with a great belch of hot air, spattering scalding water all over the place. There’s probably a knack to it, a certain way to use the damned thing without getting burned, but he’s never found it.

He turns the faucet then steps back as smartly as he can. He narrows his eyes, studying the spiraling stream of steaming water. One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi. The sink is filling nicely now, the suds swirling and rising up, squeezing their way around the dirty crockery. “Looks like the pipes fixed themselves after all.” The sink is almost full now, and he steps closer to turn the water off.

His fingers are only a half inch from the faucet when it picks its moment to fight back. A burst of hissing, gurgling hot air erupts from the spout, sending a spray of steaming water up Mervin’s arm, stinging his bare skin. “Shit, shit, shit!” He turns the water off so hard the whole faucet twists and turns against the stainless steel of the sink, the spout now pointing in the wrong direction. “Goddammit! Why does every single, goddamned thing have to go to shit? What the hell did I do to deserve...” But he can’t finish the sentence: dares not ask that question. No. Anything but that.

He stares down at the pile of dirty dishes. He doesn’t want to hear the words. Not today. But they come anyway. The voice he knows only too well hisses its filthy lies in the dark places at the back of his mind: You know why, you asshole. You were born a goddamned loser, and you’ll die the same way.

“Shut up, Clyde,” Mervin growls. “You’ve been dead for goddamned years.” And it’s true—Captain Clyde has no business whispering anything to anybody. Not anymore. Whispering! Mervin thinks. And the corners of his mouth droop even lower than usual. Whispering was never Clyde’s style.

Mervin takes a deep breath, exhales noisily, blowing out his cheeks. He puts a hand on his stomach. A thin thread of anxiety is already pulling itself tighter in his guts: wriggling, seething in his stomach like a parasitic worm. He’s got to stop it. He has to squash the memories from those days, has to keep them away. He takes another deep breath. And another. But it doesn’t work. He plunges his hands into the bowl of hot, soapy water. The heat tingles, like a million tiny pinpricks piercing his fingertips, and the skin on his forearms blooms bright red. “Focus, you idiot,” he mutters. “Focus on the task at hand.”  But as the words leave his lips, the voice he hears is not his own; it’s Clyde’s, in all its full-throated, rasping belligerence.

“Focus on the task at hand!” Clyde bellows. “My god, if you worthless sons of bitches lose focus for even one goddamned second, I’ll tear out your eyeballs and ram them down your goddamned throats.”

Mervin shuts his eyes, and he’s there—the place he hoped never to see again—the War Room.

The War Room is almost dark. The only source of light is the blue glow from the rectangular screens attached to each virtual reality chair. The VR chairs are arranged in four parallel rows of ten, all facing the same way, and Mervin is in the front row. He’ll be on display the whole time. If he lets his nerves show, Clyde is sure to see.

Captain Clyde is up there now, strutting back and forth across the raised platform at the front of the room, spouting his usual stream of dark threats and vulgar insults.

What an asshole, Mervin thinks. Clyde turns his stare on some poor devil at the back of the room, and Mervin seizes the chance to make himself more comfortable, shifting slightly in his chair. His helmet is heavy, and the room is warm, the air stale. Mervin tilts his head a little to stretch his neck, and a trickle of sweat creeps across his scalp and dribbles down toward his ear. Maybe that’s just the conductive gel, he thinks. It makes no difference either way; a little sweat makes for a better connection. But maybe that’s just another piece of barracks folklore: a snippet of spurious information doled out by old hands to confuse new recruits. It’s too late to worry about that now.

Mervin swallows hard. This will be his first major mission, and he mustn’t make a single mistake. It’s all got to go like clockwork. He takes a slow breath to steady his nerves, tries to tune out the captain’s barrage of meaningless invective. How the hell can I concentrate on anything with you bawling at us all the time? he thinks, but he doesn’t say a word.

Someone tugs at his shirtsleeve, and Mervin risks a quick sideways glance. Jerry is looking up at him from the neighboring chair, his pale-blue eyes eerie in the dim light. “Are you all right, Merv?” Jerry mouths.

Mervin nods once then looks away. If Clyde catches them chatting, he’ll send them both on a ten mile run with full packs. And worse, he’ll pull the pair of them off the Ops Team and put them back on the training roster. To hell with that! He can’t go back to training: all those hours in the VR chair, the threat detection simulation, the endless malware pattern analysis. It was enough to drive a man insane.

Mervin blinks slowly, lets out a long breath. Like clockwork.

“Are you ready?” Clyde bawls, and forty voices are raised in response: “Yes, Sir.”

Clyde’s face, pale at the best of times, is ghostlike in the near darkness, and the cold blue light from the screens throws the pockmarks on his cheeks into sharp relief. Clyde tells everyone he wears his scars with pride: souvenirs from the Syrian War, the last great campaign to be fought on land. But Mervin’s always suspected the scars are the result of untreated acne in Clyde’s youth. Whatever the truth, right now, Clyde’s face is a mask of shocked outrage.

“Oh, my sweet lord,” he hisses. “Did that just happen? Did I just ask a goddamned question and get an answer from a bunch of little girls?” He looks from side to side, his eyes wide in theatrical surprise. “Did I just walk into the goddamned powder room by mistake?”

The troops know better than to answer. The men know better than to grin, and the women know better than to roll their eyes.

“Children,” Clyde says, his voice dangerously low. “I apologize. I was expecting to set some highly trained operatives loose in a monumental act of cyber warfare. The details are too brutal for your sweet natures, but I regret to say that this stringent action is deemed necessary for the defense of the free world. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I may need to raise my voice a little to see if I can encourage an appropriate response from the bunch of gutless new recruits the high command has saddled me with.” Clyde pauses and takes a deep breath. “I said,” he roars. “Are you ready?”

“Yes, Sir!” the troops respond as loud as they can. The yell rasps in the back of Mervin’s throat as though the words are being ripped from his larynx.

“That’s more like it,” Clyde says. “Now I can hear a little steel, a little determination, and by god, you’re going to need it.” He steps down from the raised platform and stands tall, his hands behind his back. He pauses for a moment then begins his inspection, pacing between the parallel rows of VR chairs, glancing at the screens as he passes. “As you know,” he begins, “our esteemed brothers in Detection have informed us that the sneaky little bastards in Eastern Europe have hit one of our firewalls with an almost bewildering array of minor breach attempts. This is, of course, a decoy—a ploy to draw out our defenses. Their true attack will begin at the very second of your deployment. They hope to overwhelm our defenses, expose our vulnerabilities and subsequently, to breach our security protocols and destroy our systems. This is nothing less than an act of outright war—a vicious and unprovoked attack on our great nation.” He stops in front of Mervin’s chair and looks down at him. “They expect an automated response, a damp software squib.” He bends from the waist, puts his face close to Mervin’s and looks him in the eye. He pauses for a moment then speaks slowly, lingering over every word. “Our enemies expect their attack to be met by a security subroutine—a pathetic shadow puppet constructed by some spineless, limp-fingered little worm of a man.”

Mervin sits motionless, struggling with the urge to squirm in his chair. He isn’t going to give that bastard the satisfaction.

Clyde holds eye contact for a moment longer then moves on, still spewing out his crude attempt at a pep talk. “What they do not expect is to be met by real soldiers. Soldiers with the heart to fight and the honed reflexes and intelligence to deal with any threat, no matter how complex or how fast it may adapt.” He turns sharply on his heel and addresses them all. “You are prepared. You have trained long and hard, and each and every one of you has attained the highest standards demanded by our country, our commander in chief and lastly, by me.” He smirks as if the troops will share his little joke. “Today, you will deal out death and destruction to our enemies. You will not simply fend off a few fragments of malicious code, you will trace them to their source, then you will annihilate the sons of bitches that sent them out. You will cripple their systems, destroy their infrastructure. Their planes will fall from the sky. Their power plants will grind to a halt. Their trains will plow through stone walls. They will be devastated—cold, hungry and alone. We will send those misbegotten bastards back to the Stone Age, and they will rue the day they sent their filthy cyber sneak-thieves to besmirch our glorious nation.” Clyde stands at attention and fills his lungs. “Now go to it, and chase every one of those bastards down.” He turns his head to look into the shadows at the edge of the room, and then he nods once.

The techs, Mervin thinks. You forget they’re in the room.

“This is it,” Clyde says. “Check your screens, and get ready. Initiate countdown.”

Mervin snaps into action as his training kicks in. He flexes his fingers and slides them into the custom-made grooves on the armrests of his chair. The thin layer of conductive gel tingles against his skin. His screen shows a poor connection on his left hand so he adjusts his position until the warning blinks off. He tries to relax his shoulders and clear his mind. His helmet is growing warmer now, but that’s to be expected. The latticework of electrodes pressed against his scalp is springing into life, thrumming with a million subtle currents. Soon, his brain’s electrical activity will be in sync with the VR system, and then he’ll be deployed. His screen shows the final stages of the countdown, and the first wave of disorientation hits him. For a moment, the room flickers out of existence, and he feels as if he’s falling, as if he’s walking up some stairs and has put his foot down on a top step that isn’t there. Then his vision clears, and he’s looking at his screen again. Five, four, three. This is it; he’s going in. His chair sways. The whole room lurches sideways then drops away. He’s melting, sinking into the chair like butter on hot corn. The room blurs, fades away, but Mervin can still make out the countdown on his screen. Two, one.

The room is gone, but Mervin sees the last command from the system. The bold red letters float in front of his eyes: DEPLOY.


CHAPTER 3

How Did You Know?

KILGORE GRIMACES, turns his face up toward the sky. The pain in his shoulder is too much. He may as well give in and log off. It means abandoning his mission, losing all his progress, but so what? What choice does he have?

Suddenly, a man’s voice rings out: a defiant yell amid the constant rattle of gunfire. Kilgore tilts his head to listen, mutters, “What the hell was that?” Another yell, and this time, he can make out the words: “Come on, you assholes!”

Kilgore stares into space, his eyes glazed. It has to be another player. Other people were bound to find the coordinates and head this way. He’d hoped to beat them all, but that wasn’t going to happen now. “Goddammit!” he murmurs and wonders for a moment if the guy will even make it. Probably not. Only newbies run around yelling like goddamned maniacs. It’s a miracle the moron even made it this far.

Kilgore lets a slow smile curl his lip. He won’t log off just yet. He’ll wait a while, see how far the new arrival gets before he’s blown away. Hell, it might even cheer him up a little. But his brow furrows as he listens to the firefight. Is he imagining it, or is the sound of battle drawing closer and closer? “No,” he murmurs. “Don’t lead them back to me.” But the wall is the only cover in the whole street; the guy is sure to head straight for it.

At that moment, a man hurls himself over the wall right next to Kilgore. He lands heavily on his shoulder then rolls up into a crouch and throws himself back against the wall. He looks at Kilgore and smiles. “Wooh! That was intense.”

Kilgore adjusts his position and tightens his grip on his rifle. He doesn’t play co-op. Co-op is for little girls and middle-aged men pretending to be their fathers. He fixes the new guy with a stare. “Get out of here,” he says. “This is my position.”

The new guy juts his chin and looks pointedly at Kilgore’s shoulder. “Sure, you’re doing real well.”

Kilgore sets his mouth in a grim line, keeping his mouth shut tight while a host of good put-downs runs through his mind. But he settles for, “Get lost.”

The guy smiles. “OK, I’ll just take care of these assholes first.” He looks down to his wrist pad and taps a couple of keys then inclines his head toward Kilgore, gives him a look. “If you don’t mind, that is.”

Kilgore snorts. “Whatever.”

The man lets out a dry chuckle. “In that case, you might want to cover your ears.”

“What?”

“Just kidding,” the guy says. “Cover your ears, close your eyes, make a wish—it won’t help either way.” He flashes Kilgore a cold-eyed smile then looks back down to his wrist pad.

Kilgore opens his mouth to speak, to tell this idiot to keep his wisecracks to himself and get the hell out. But he doesn’t get the chance. The guy taps one more key on his wrist pad, and Kilgore’s world turns white. For a heartbeat, he thinks he’s been logged out, but then the shock wave crashes into him, pummeling every part of body simultaneously. It slams his head against the wall, forces the air from his lungs, crushes his chest. Then suddenly, it’s over.  The white light fades, and the world swims slowly back into focus. Kilgore works his jaw and shakes his head. “Jesus Christ,” he hisses, but his voice is distant, muffled. He can’t hear a damned thing for the high-pitched whine howling in his ears. He pats himself down, checking for damage. Apart from his shoulder, he’s fine. “What the hell just happened?” he mutters.  His brain is scrambled, his head spinning, but even so, it’s obvious the new guy just did something insane. The shock wave must’ve hit him too. He’ll be in pretty bad shape.

Kilgore turns his head to look at the new guy. I don’t believe it! If the explosion had any effect on the man, then Kilgore can’t detect it. The guy is grinning from ear to ear, not a hair out of place. He gives Kilgore a wink then leaps to his feet, turning to face the street. And instantly, he’s transformed: his rifle snug against his shoulder, his head tilted toward his scope. His upper body swivels smoothly, every movement tightly controlled. He’s the movie-perfect model of a soldier: a lethal machine, in perfect harmony with his weapon. He takes aim, fires a three-shot burst then moves on to his next target. And again. And again. Impossibly fast. In seconds, it’s all over. He lowers his rifle and stands tall, surveying his handiwork. The street is silent.

Kilgore stares up at him. He’s never seen anything like it. Never. “Wha—” he murmurs. “I mean how did you...”

The guy looks down at Kilgore as though he’s forgotten he’s there. “Percussion mines,” he says and shrugs his left shoulder. “I dropped a bunch of them as I ran down the street. Set them off from here. Cool, huh?”

Kilgore nods slowly. That was a smart move. The mines would’ve stunned the GDL infantry, leaving them disoriented and vulnerable. And with so many GDL turning up so fast, and so little cover in the street, the guy’s strategy was probably one of the few ways to get beyond this point in the game. But remote percussion mines? That’s some serious shit. Kilgore has only ever owned a few, and they were hard-earned. He only used them when there was no other choice, and he was always sorry to see them go. But this guy must’ve tossed them around like candy at a carnival.

The guy leans down, extending his hand toward Kilgore. “Let me help you up. My name’s Will by the way.”

Kilgore hesitates. “No thanks. I can stand by myself.” He pushes himself up to his feet, grimacing as his shoulder reminds him he’s been shot for Christ’s sake. But he stands up OK, steady on his feet. He keeps his rifle in his hands. “You did a good job there, but—” He stops himself. He has a question he needs to ask, and questions among gamers aren’t always welcome.

Will withdraws his hand, moving it back to his rifle. “But what?”

“It’s just—how did you know?” Kilgore nods toward the street. “What you just did out there—that wasn’t random, and please don’t tell me you got lucky. You must’ve placed those mines just right. You must’ve banked on using this wall. So how the hell did you have time to figure it out?”

“Take a wild guess.”

Kilgore narrows his eyes. “You’ve been here before? You played it out?”

“Yup.”

“Let me get this straight. You got killed here, you went back to basic training, and then you worked your way back up again?” Kilgore lets out a low whistle. “That must’ve taken forever.”

Will winkles his forehead. “Something like that.”

“What do you mean? That’s the only way you could’ve done it.”

“No,” Will says. “That’s the only way most people could’ve done it. I have certain advantages.”

Kilgore looks Will up and down. Holy shit! This guy is decked out in serious style. Is that the Titan 3 body armor he’s wearing? Kilgore isn’t sure. He’s only heard about it—he’s never seen it, never met anyone who could afford it. Advantages. That’s one way of putting it. This guy must’ve spent a fortune. But there’s another question nagging him. He’d been deafened by the percussion mines and flattened back against the wall. But Will—he wasn’t just unharmed, he was completely unaffected. As soon as the blast was over, he was ready to spring into action, and he took the GDL out before they had a chance to recover. Sure, Will’s body armor is good, but nothing’s that good.

He looks long and hard at Will. Something just doesn’t add up. For one thing, the guy introduced himself as Will, but that doesn’t match the game tag he wears on his chest. Kilgore glances at the tag. It’s just a string of random numbers and letters. Is that even allowed? And if it is, who would want gibberish instead of a name? Kilgore doesn’t like it, and his instincts tell him to put some distance between himself and this newcomer. But if there are shortcuts in the game or even some cheat codes he hasn’t heard of before, he needs to have them, and he needs to have them now, before his wound and his depleted resources force him to log off. “How’d you do it?”

Will is all smiles and innocence. “Do what?”

“You know what I mean.” Kilgore takes a breath, squashes down the impatience rising in his chest. “How’d you do it? The coordinates just got leaked ten days ago, and it took me that long to get this far. But you say you’ve been here already? It don’t believe it.”

“Coordinates? What coordinates would that be?”

“Aw, come on,” Kilgore says, and this time, he can’t prevent his voice from rising. “How? How did you get back to this level so fast, and without even a scratch? It’s unreal. The goddamned percussion mines almost knocked me out, but you came through the blast like nothing happened. “

Will shakes his head slowly. “I might tell you later. It depends.”

“On what?”

“On whether you know how to play nice and share your toys.”

Kilgore lets out a derisive laugh. “I don’t have anything you don’t have, that’s for sure.”

Will tilts his head to one side. “We’ll see.”

“No we won’t,” Kilgore says. “I don’t play co-op, and I’m not interested in whatever crap you’re peddling. Thanks for taking out the patrol and everything, but I’ll make my own way forward from here.”

Will hesitates. “With that shoulder? You won’t last five minutes.”

“Yeah, well, I’ll take my chances.”

Will shrugs. “It’s up to you, but my guess is there’s another GDL patrol on its way. They’ll be here any minute. And it looks like you could use—oh, I don’t know, a level three medikit.”

Kilgore’s eyes go wide. “You... you’ve got one?”

Will shakes his head. “No, I’ve got five, and one of them is yours—if you want it.”

Kilgore puffs out his cheeks. A level three medikit would take him back to full health. The kit even has an optional energy boost that you can save for an emergency. But no one would give something that valuable to another player. No one.

“There’s no strings attached,” Will says. “But I would like you to tag along with me for a while. It gets tough from here on in, and I figure we’d stand a better chance if we cover for each other.”

“I don’t know,” Kilgore says, and as he weighs up the options, an alert pops up on his HUD:

THREAT DETECTED: ENEMY PATROL INBOUND

He checks his health stats, and what he sees makes him chew at the inside of his cheek. Will’s suggestion that he won’t last five minutes is starting to look optimistic. He’ll be lucky to survive the next five seconds. Will is offering him the chance to stay in the game—he has to take it. But maybe there is another way. “I could buy the medikit off you.”

Will raises his eyebrows. “No, you couldn’t. If you had the credits, you’d have bought one already.”

The message in Kilgore’s HUD changes:

ENEMY PATROL HAVE LOCATED YOUR POSITION

“All right,” Kilgore snaps. “I’ll take the kit. I’ll cover you in the next section. But after that, you’re on your own. OK?”

“Fair enough,” Will says, and suddenly, his expression changes. The good humor is gone from his eyes, replaced by a steely glint. Every good gamer gets a thousand-yard stare when they concentrate on their HUDs to execute commands, but Will’s gaze is especially intense: as cold and hard as a knife between the ribs.

Kilgore looks away. He’s got to be careful. He’s not dealing with some rich guy out on a spending spree. Will is the real thing: a hardcore gamer through and through. And gamers have one rule they never break—look after number one.

A notification appears in Kilgore’s HUD:

ACCEPT MOD? MEDIKIT L3

Kilgore stares straight ahead, focusing on the words: Accept mod. The amber progress light in his HUD flashes once, twice, three times, and to Kilgore, each blink takes five minutes. Finally, the message changes:

MOD TRANSFER COMPLETE: MEDIKIT L3

Deploy medikit, Kilgore thinks. Maximum Dose. And the instant he completes that thought, the kit goes to work. Kilgore smiles as his health stats rocket. In seconds, his health and energy levels are as good as when he started this level. No. They’re better. And he still has the energy boost to fall back on if things get rough. Fantastic.

“Come on,” Will says. “We’ve got to get out of here.” He vaults over the low wall and heads across the street.

Kilgore follows suit. He feels great, invincible. So what if he has to help some guy along the way a little? It’s worth a little effort to feel this good, and anyway, he can always ditch Will later.

As they jog down the road, Kilgore glances back over his shoulder. “What about the patrol? Will they follow us?”

“I very much doubt it,” Will says. “They’ll run around like idiots, kicking in doors and chasing down every goddamned blind alley, but once we turn the corner and move on, we’ll lose them soon enough.”

“Sure.” Kilgore smiles to himself. The GDL patrols are good in a firefight, but their AI is weak when it comes to predicting human behavior, and that flaw makes them relatively easy to evade. So long as you can escape beyond the range of their threat detection systems, all you have to do is change direction a few times, stay quiet, stay out of their sight lines, and the chances of them finding you are pretty low.

But Kilgore’s smile fades when he joins Will at the corner and looks into the side street. What the hell! It’s a bust. The whole street is blocked, walled in by a barricade of assorted vehicles stacked thirty feet high. And the sides of the street are lined with even higher walls of solid brick: no doors or windows or openings of any kind. Kilgore hardly needs to glance at the brick walls to tell that they’re indestructible: part of the game’s structure designed to funnel players in a certain direction. The barricade is the only way forward. But every gaming instinct tells Kilgore to be on high alert. This feels like a trap. He needs to check this out, and carefully. Very carefully indeed.

Kilgore has one good piece of gear—the only thing of value he’s ever owned—his HUD. He’s spent months modifying it, working on the code himself. He took a basic HUD and stripped its code structure right back to its bare bones, then he set out to make it special. Now, it has scores of new mods, all integrated into the original framework so they’re undetectable. He’s careful to keep his helmet and uniform looking shoddy. No gamer would ever guess at the power in his HUD, and even the game itself could not recognize that some of his mods stretch the rules of what’s allowed.

Now, his HUD is telling him there’s something wrong with the barricade. Something very wrong indeed. “Do you see that?” he asks.

But Will doesn’t answer. He’s no longer standing at Kilgore’s side. Kilgore turns his head and does a double take. Will is already running toward the barricade, raising his rifle as he moves.

For a split second, Kilgore is frozen to the spot. It would be easy to let Will discover the hidden power of the barricade himself. Of course it will kill him, but so what? Will’s already been more than useful, but his gung-ho attitude is fast becoming a liability. Still, a promise is a promise. “Hold your fire!” Kilgore yells. “Stay where you are!”

Will staggers to a standstill and turns around, but he doesn’t lower his weapon. “What’s wrong, kid?”

Kilgore runs to his side. “This kid just saved your ass.”

Will snorts, but before he can answer back, Kilgore punches him on the shoulder. “It’s a trap, you idiot. The whole barricade is wired—high tension. The current will arc out and cut you down before you even get near. And if you shoot at it, it’ll trigger an alarm. I’m certain of it.”

Will studies Kilgore’s expression. “And how the hell would you know that?”

“I just do, all right?”

“I don’t buy it,” Will says. “You’ve never played to this level before, and there’s no way you’ve seen anything like this barricade earlier in the game.”

Kilgore stretches his lips in a parody of a smile. “If you must know, it’s my HUD. I wrote the mods myself. It can pick up on this sort of thing.”

Will grimaces in disbelief. “But how could you know to pick up on the HT if you’ve never seen anything like this before?”

Kilgore hesitates. This guy likes to ask a lot of questions. But it’s time to get moving, and the quickest thing to do is to toss him a bone. “I programed it to pick up on anomalies, OK? When it picks up something new, it feeds me the data. I’ve learned to interpret it.”

Will opens his mouth to speak, but instead, he turns and examines the barricade, thinking. “And the alarm—you can see that?”

“No, not for certain,” Kilgore admits, “but there’s some sort of connection. It’s bound to be an alarm. It stands to reason.”

“So if I fire at it?”

“It’ll bring every GDL patrol in the area down on our heads in seconds.”

“OK, I’ll bite.”

Kilgore breathes out a sigh. But his sense of relief doesn’t last long.

Will smiles and turns to point his gun at the barricade. He looks Kilgore in the eye. “You mean something like this?” Then, without even aiming, he squeezes the trigger and fires a volley of shots into the wall of vehicles. But there’s no hollow echo from the cars, no dull rattle of hot lead meeting metal. Will’s bullets simply sizzle and burst against the enhanced barricade.

“You asshole,” Kilgore yells. “What part of what I just said did you not understand?” He opens his mouth to say more, but at this moment his HUD lights up like a Christmas tree. Holy crap! Multiple threats, all homing in on their position with a speed and precision he’s never seen before in all his many hours of game time. He glares at Will, but the man just stands there, a stupidly wide grin plastered across his face as if he’s just played the best practical joke in his life. “To hell with you,” Kilgore mutters then turns away and breaks into a jog, heading back toward the main street. He has maybe twenty seconds to get out of there and find a safe place to hide. He needs to get his head together. There has to be another way out of this situation; there’s always a solution somewhere if you look hard enough.

Wrong. He does not have twenty seconds, nor anything like it. He hasn’t moved more than a few yards down the road before the first shot smacks into the concrete just a few feet behind him. He bends into a half crouch and runs faster, changing direction, looking wildly from side as he races down the road. More shots. Closer this time and coming from somewhere to his right. They’ve flanked me. If they get in front of him, he’ll be trapped. He’s got to get out of sight. But the street’s empty. Where the hell is the wall? He hid behind the brick wall just a few minutes earlier, but now it isn’t anywhere in sight. It can’t be gone—that makes no sense. But he recognizes the graffiti on the bullet-pocked building on his left. The low wall, the only useful shelter in the whole street, should be right next to him. He checks the other side of the road, but it’s a waste of time. The wall is gone.

Kilgore’s mind works fast. The vanishing wall could be a glitch, or it could be a deliberate move by the game—a response to Will’s half-ass attack on the barricade. Either way, he’s in the open and dangerously exposed. No choice but to run.

Kilgore powers forward, chased by a hail of bullets, but he’s tiring fast. The energy boost, he thinks. The mod flashes up in his HUD, but before he can activate it, it happens—the one thing he’s been dreading. Dead ahead of him, a muzzle flash lights up a darkened window. And another. The bullets crack into the road at his side, no more than a hair’s breadth from his pounding feet. They’ve surrounded him, cut off his last chance of escape.

Kilgore skids to a halt, his boots grating across the grit, sending up a plume of dust. Then without hesitation, he changes course. If he can move fast enough, maybe he can rob the snipers of their angle. He reaches the other side of the street in a few powerful strides and hurls himself against the building, pressing his body as flat as he can to the brickwork.

For a second, it works. The stream of bullets stops, and Kilgore’s HUD shows the GDL on the move. What the game’s defense soldiers lack in foresight and imagination, they make up for with persistence. In moments, they’ll take up new positions, and Kilgore will be out of options.

“Over here!”

The voice comes from back along the road, the very place he’s just expended so much energy to escape from. Kilgore turns his head and stares in disbelief. Will is crouching down, sheltering behind an abandoned SUV. It’s a good spot to hide: the only decent cover on the street. How the hell does the guy do it? Seems like Will has an uncanny ability to find the sweet spot in any scenario. And more to the point, how come Kilgore just ran past the SUV without seeing it as a hiding place himself?

Kilgore grinds his teeth together. There’s no time for questions. The crack of rifle fire starts up again, bullets blasting holes into the brickwork at his side. Staying where he is, is not an option.

“Come on!” Will calls, and he waves his arm, beckoning Kilgore to join him. “I’ll cover you.”

This is crazy, Kilgore thinks. But what choice does he have?

Will makes the decision for him, popping up above the SUV’s hood and shouldering his rifle. He unleashes a barrage of automatic fire, tracing a line across the windows of the buildings opposite, shattering what little glass remains and splintering the rough-sawed planks at the boarded-up openings. He pauses for a split second, adjusting his aim, then concentrates his fire on the rooftops.

This is Kilgore’s chance. The energy boost is still ready on his HUD. Select energy boost—activate. A sense of strength surges through his body, more powerful than any adrenaline rush, and Kilgore double-times it, darting toward the SUV, his head down, his arms and legs pumping like an Olympic sprinter. He flies over the ground, covering the distance in a second. His body is a powerhouse, a freight train travelling at full tilt. He could run through a brick wall if had to. He grins like a maniac. This is as good as it gets. Even the rattle and crack of gunfire is distant now: little more than a noise in the background.

Kilgore plants his left foot and launches himself into the air, diving toward the SUV. He lands in a perfect judo roll and bounces up onto his feet. In one movement, Kilgore shoulders his weapon and takes up a position at Will’s side. Together, they rock the buildings opposite then duck down behind the SUV.

There’s a moment of silence, and the two men look at each other and share a smile. Again, Kilgore thinks. I want to do that again. He licks his lips. Christ. How many of these medikits did Will have left—four? The boosts are out of this world. And maybe they explain the way Will can move with such speed and poise, dealing out death and destruction without letting the smile fall from his face. Maybe he’ll give me another, Kilgore thinks. Just one more. And he takes a breath, savoring the tang of cordite in the air.

But the respite is short-lived. In seconds, the GDL fight back begins. And from the way the SUV shakes and rattles, the Defense League troopers are as mad as their programing will allow. Will leans back against the SUV’s door and checks his weapon.

“OK, smartass, you win,” Kilgore says. “I guess, if we cover each other, we might just get out of here.”

Will shrugs his left shoulder. “Maybe, but there’s no need.” He looks at Kilgore and smiles. “You know, you never did tell me your name.”

“Yeah, I know,” Kilgore says. He points to the game tag on his chest. “You can read, can’t you?”

Will rolls his eyes. “You know what I mean. What’s your real name?”

“No way,” Kilgore says. “We don’t give out our names, man—you know that.”

Will frowns, and a sudden lull in the gunfire makes the silence hang awkwardly between them. Kilgore purses his lips. Maybe he should give the man his name. What harm can it do?

A hollow roar splits the air. Kilgore doesn’t need his HUD to tell him a rocket-propelled grenade is on its way. The projectile slams into the SUV and detonates with a deafening boom that resonates in Kilgore’s chest. The SUV lurches sideways, and for a moment Kilgore thinks the heavy vehicle is going to tip over on top of them, but gravity wins out and the SUV rocks back on its suspension. Another RPG whooshes toward the two men, but this one goes wide and pounds into the wall. Kilgore watches the rubble fall. One minute ago, I was standing right there, he thinks. Will just saved his life. Again.

He looks at the older man. “Hank,” he says. “My name’s Hank.”

Will reaches out his hand. “Nice to meet you, Hank.”

Kilgore can’t help but smile; the two men shake hands as if they’re at a dinner party rather than hunched in the rubble behind a rapidly disintegrating SUV with bullets and RPGs raining down on every side.

“So, what’s your plan?” Kilgore says. “Don’t tell me you’ve got a bunch of mines laid out again—unless...” He lets his voice trail away. I wouldn’t put it past him, he thinks.

But Will just grins. “Not mines,” he says. “But I do have something up my sleeve.” He points at his wrist pad. “First though, you need to take this mod.”

Will taps just once on his wrist pad, and a notification appears in Kilgore’s HUD:

ACCEPT SHARED MOD?

He hesitates. You have to be careful. There are mods out there that can siphon off your credits, corrupt your profile, steal your weapons. He glances at Will, taking in the man’s top-of-the-line body armor, his backpack bristling with add-ons and enhancements. What do I have that he could possibly want? Nothing. Compared to this guy, Kilgore’s nothing but a dead-end loser, clawing his way up through the levels, clinging on by his fingernails. But for some reason, his new friend wants him to stick around. Perhaps he needs his help, or maybe, in real life, Will is one of those trust fund game-heads: rich guys with nothing better to do than plug in and play their days away. Kilgore rubs his jaw. If this fool wants to throw his money around, then why stand in his way? After all, this this could be the break he’s been waiting for, the missing piece of the puzzle that will turn his luck around once and for all. Accept.

Immediately, a warning scrolls up onto his HUD:

CAUTION! THIS MOD IS NOT AUTHORIZED BY AGRIPPINE EXPERIENCE

Kilgore smirks. He doesn’t have time for this. If he only ever used the official mods, he’d still be stuck on the easy levels with all the newbies, and he’d be hell of a lot poorer.

Admin override, accept mod, activate.

AIPR0N ACTIVATED

Immediately, a new panel appears in the center of Kilgore’s HUD, and the display flickers as the existing panels rearrange themselves around it. The new panel has a simple message:

AIPR0N STATUS GREEN

“OK?” Will says. “You good to go?”

Kilgore nods. “I guess so.” He tries to keep the disappointment out of his voice, but he doesn’t quite succeed. Somehow, he’d expected something flashier, something crammed with options and add-ons. “What does it do?”

“Just watch. I’ve been saving these bad boys for just such an occasion.” Will taps again on his wrist pad, and Kilgore’s AIPR0N panel fills with a rapidly scrolling list of system updates. He tries to follow the notifications, but they move too fast and wink out of existence before he can take them in properly. Even so, he has a keen eye for chunks of code, and a lot of this looks new to him. There are commands there that he hasn’t seen before. Jesus! Is that kernel code? Kilgore’s mind races to catch up with what he’s seeing. But he must’ve misread the display. Will is a jerk, but he isn’t stupid, and interfering with the kernel would be too risky, even for the most devil-may-care, hardcore hacker. Breaching the security protocols at the core of the game’s software won’t just get you kicked out of the game and land you in a lawsuit, it can fry your hardware and turn your game chair into a useless hunk of plastic. And if that happens when you’re connected, it can seriously mess with your mind. They say one hacker lost the use of his legs, another wound up in a coma, and a girl in Ohio put a pistol in her mouth to make the pain go away once and for all.

Kilgore opens his mouth to say something, but then he sees something that takes his train of thought and runs it clean off the rails. The system messages vanish from his HUD, and a bold red warning sprawls across the display:

NANOBOT SWARM INBOUND – STRAIN: FLAY07

“Hang tight,” Will says. “This is going to get very messy, very fast.”

Kilgore stares at him. “Are you freaking kidding me?”

Will laughs. “You’ll be fine. They won’t touch you so long as you’ve got AIPR0N activated.” He pauses and frowns. “Whatever else you do, don’t try and deactivate it, OK?”

“Jesus Christ!” Kilgore says. “You can’t do this.”

“I just did. But if you can’t handle it, you might want to look away.”

“Don’t tell me what I can’t handle, you asshole. Those things have been illegal for five years. They’ll be picked up, and then you’ll be thrown out the game and banned before you know what’s hit you.”

“You mean we, don’t you?” Will pauses for a beat. “I deployed them from AIPR0N, and it’s a shared mod, so...”

Kilgore punches the older man on the arm. “You goddamned idiot! What have you done?” He thinks fast. Maybe it’s not too late to distance himself from this maniac. He focuses on his HUD and gets ready to ditch the shared mod. But his instincts stop his mind from forming the command. If AIPR0N can really protect him from the nanobots, he can’t risk deactivating it now. It isn’t an option. He glares at Will. “You stupid, arrogant, piece of—”

But Will doesn’t let him finish. He turns to Kilgore, looks him in the eye. And now the older man’s smile is gone. “Just shut up, kid. I just saved your ass, all right?” He shakes his head in disappointment. “Listen, you’ve done well to get this far, but you don’t know every damned thing. I’ve invested more time and money and energy into this game than you ever could. I know which rules I can bend and which ones to break, and I don’t need some kid to second-guess every damned thing I do. Are we clear, Hank?”

Will pauses and takes a breath, his nostrils flaring. For a moment, the men glare at each other in silence. And then slowly, Will’s lips stretch in a cold smile. “You do want to get through this level, don’t you?”

Kilgore clenches his jaw tight. He doesn’t trust himself to speak. The nanobot swarms were banned for a reason. Once you let them loose, they’re difficult to control, and their tiny code modules are unstable and notoriously easy to corrupt. On top of that, an attack from a swarm of nanobots is a slow and painful way to die. He returns Will’s stare. You sadistic bastard, he thinks. I should tell you to go to hell. But he’s not going to do that because the son of a bitch is right, isn’t he? Kilgore wants to get through this game—wants it more than anything. And yes, Will hasn’t got this far by being stupid. He must know what he’s doing; there’s no way he’d risk getting thrown out the game at this level. And right now, he’s staring at Kilgore, waiting for an answer. Kilgore nods slowly.

“Well then. Don’t worry about the nanobots—I’ve got it handled. And don’t spare a thought for those bastards pinning us down—they’re just part of the game. Just code. Don’t sweat it. Sit back, and let the swarm do its thing.”

Kilgore looks down at the ground. One of these days, he’s going to get even with Will and his kind. But not now. Right now, all he can do is follow along and watch out for a chance to cash in and get out. He lets a stream of dark thoughts trickle through his mind, but his HUD soon snaps him out of his sulk:

NANOBOT SWARM: TARGET ACQUIRED—AWAITING KILL ORDER

Kilgore sneaks a sideways look at Will. The older man is waiting, his hand hovering over his wrist pad. He looks up at Kilgore and raises his eyebrows, then, without looking down, he lowers his finger onto the pad. “Boom,” he whispers dramatically.

Kilgore keeps a straight face. The last thing he wants is to encourage Will’s theatrical bullshit. But in the next moment, Kilgore can’t help but wince. A burst of static hisses in his earpiece: dozens of voice channels all opening at once. Then the white noise is gone, replaced by a deranged chorus of shouted commands, a torrent of furious threats. But however vile the hurled threats become, they aren’t as hard to hear as the tormented screams that follow: long, wailing screams of gut-wrenching agony. The blood drains from Kilgore’s face. He’s never heard anything like it. The sound fills his mind and sends a chill to settle in his stomach. The harsh sounds of gunfire and grenades are nothing compared to this. He stares into space and counts off the seconds in his head. He gets to seven before the last of the screams fade away. His HUD tells him that the kill is complete, and the sudden silence presses in on him. The air is filled with the stench of death.

Will stands up and stretches his back. “That’s better. Crouching in the dirt gets old fast, don’t you think?”

Kilgore pushes himself slowly to his feet. He turns to face Will and grabs him by the arm. “What the hell was that? You said those guys were just code—just part of the game.”

“Yeah,” Will says. “That’s right. GDL assholes. Not worth thinking about.”

Kilgore shakes his head. “No way. Those screams—they were real.”

Will snorts. “Relax, kid. It’s just some psy-ops bullshit. They’re trying to frighten you off, and I have to say...” he pauses and looks Kilgore up and down, “seems like it’s working pretty well.”

“Psy-ops? Seriously, do you expect me to believe that?”

“Whatever.” Will shrugs. “Who cares?” He looks down at the remains of the SUV and thumps its roof with his fist. “I guess we won’t be needing this anymore.” He moves his eyes side to side, focusing on his HUD, and the SUV shimmers for a moment.

Kilgore frowns and reaches out to touch the vehicle, but as his fingers skim across car’s roof, his skin tingles and his fingers dip below the metal surface. He checks his HUD. It’s not real. There’s nothing there—just the image of an SUV. He gives Will a shrewd look. “So what were we hiding behind? There’s no way you could’ve carried something that big in your inventory.”

“No,” Will says. “But AIPR0N can deploy a defensive structure. The SUV is just window dressing. Pretty cool, huh?”

“Yeah.” Kilgore purses his lips. He doesn’t want to think of all the times he could’ve used something like that. He looks back down the road, toward the side street and the barricade. Sure, Will had some fancy tricks up his sleeve, but where had it got them? They were still right back where they met: still stuck on the same street. “You know what?” he asks. “It’s about time I headed back to someplace easier to deal with. Thanks for your help and all, but I’m done here.”

Will leans in toward him. “What? You’re going to give up?” He clucks his tongue. “No way, kiddo. We never back away. That’s not how we play the game.”

“It is today,” Kilgore says. “We can’t go on anyway. That barricade has me beat, and since you just shot at it, even though I told you not to, it sure looks like you don’t have the answers either. So let’s just call it a day, yeah?”

Will shifts his rifle and holds up his hand, the fingers splayed. “Now, hold on a minute. OK, I was a bit hasty earlier. I was just having a little fun, that’s all. I wouldn’t have let you get hurt. And look, I gave you the medikit and the booster. I provided the SUV. What does it take to get through to you? I’m on your side, pal.”

Kilgore feels his patience melting away. He takes a step back. “No way. I’ve got to go back and see if I can figure out another way through—on my own.”

“All right,” Will says with a dismissive wave of his hand. “You can run away if you want to, but I’m telling you, with your HUD and my knowledge of AIPR0N, we can solve this thing—right here, right now.”

Kilgore starts to shake his head, but somewhere in the back of his mind, a tiny voice is whispering in his ear: You can do this. You can solve the problem. You’re the only one that can do it.

Will turns away and starts walking down the road. He calls back over his shoulder, “See you later, kid—if you make it this far again.”

Kilgore sets his mouth in a tight line and swallows down the growl building in his throat. He hates to admit it, but Will’s got a point. He played his heart out to make it here, but without Will’s medikit, he’d be dead by now.

Will stops walking, and without looking back he calls over his shoulder, “You still there, kid?”

“I guess so.”

Will turns around slowly. “You know, I could sure use your help. Do you think you could maybe just take a look at the barricade with your HUD—tell me what you see?”

Kilgore shrugs. “OK. I’ll take a look for you.” He sets off along the street to join Will. What harm can it do? He’s just taking a look, that’s all. In a few minutes, he’ll be out of here.

The men walk side by side in silence until they’re ten yards from the barricade, then Kilgore stops walking. “This is close enough.”

Will doesn’t say a word. He just steps to one side and watches expectantly. Let the kid have his five minutes in the limelight.

Kilgore turns his head from side to side, running through the full suite of diagnostics in his HUD. “OK, it’s electrified, like I thought,” he murmurs. “Yeah, that’s high tension so you can’t even go near it without getting fried.” He lets the tip of his tongue protrude from his lips for a minute as he concentrates, tracing the code back to its roots. It isn’t easy, but the barricade’s code has been significantly altered from the game’s usual physics engine, and those changes have left a delicate trail of anomalies scattered throughout its structure. He scans the wall of crushed vehicles from top to bottom and back down again. Something is niggling at him—something he really ought to understand. “The cars are... wait... there’s something wrong with the cars.” It’s crazy. With his HUD, the structure of the individual cars should be clear to see, but they’ve been compacted, crushed together until the metal has fused into a solid wall. But that just doesn’t tally with what he’s seeing with his eyes. He looks over to Will. “I don’t get it,” he says. “Even if they’ve been welded together, they wouldn’t be solid like this. It’s like they’re...” He racks his brain, hunting for the right word.

“Seamless?” Will says.

Kilgore raises his eyebrows. “Yeah. Exactly. How did you know that?”

Will tips his head to indicate the road they’ve just left. “Remember the SUV? A defensive wall is seamless and impenetrable. While it’s activated, very few weapons in the game can get through it, and even then, only with sustained fire.”

“But the SUV was being blown to pieces. It didn’t look as though it was going to last much longer.”

“It wasn’t,” Will said. “The wall’s avatar shows how much damage it’s taking. It only lasts so long.”

“Not this one,” Kilgore says, turning back to study the wall. “I see it more clearly now that I know what I’m looking for. You could blast this wall with a tactical nuke without leaving a scratch on it, and with the way it’s wired, it could last forever.”

They look at each other for a moment, each man searching for a spark of hope in the other’s eyes. Unfortunately, they are both disappointed.


CHAPTER 4

Just Code

MERVIN FALLS THROUGH THE MURKY VOID, his eyes wide open. The darkness claws at him, creeping into his nose, his mouth, his ears. Like drowning in ink. And for a moment, it’s silent, almost peaceful. But then the screams begin. All around him, men bawl commands or cry out in alarm, their voices harsh and strained, pushed beyond endurance: a demented confusion of urgency and suffering. Mervin’s mind recoils from the horror of it. It was never like this in training. Training! Christ! He’s forgotten lesson number one: Deploy or die. If he doesn’t complete his deployment sequence, he’s screwed. He must take the next step and engage with the battlefield system, or he won’t be able to do a damned thing. Until he’s fully logged in, he won’t even be able to log back out. He’ll be trapped in limbo, his mind permanently disconnected from his body. And back in the War Room, they’ll take him from his chair then wheel him down to Room D—the place Clyde calls the Vegetable Patch.

No, he tells himself. Not that. Anything but that. He pulls the tattered threads of his courage together, summons up an ounce of strength. It’s now or never. He forces the vital command to the front of his mind: Engage!

Nothing happens.

Engage.

A clenched fist of pure fear forms in his stomach then reaches out to probe deep into his belly, its cold fingers twisting in his guts. He’s left it too late. In the system, time runs in nanoseconds: millions of cycles faster than the human brain ever could. During deployment, his chair’s interface temporarily slows the system down to a speed he can comprehend, but it’s a narrow window of opportunity. He has only moments to actively engage or his synapses will be thrown out of phase, his mind scrambled beyond any hope of recovery.

Too late. He’s missed his chance. This nothingness is all there is now. This is what he’s become: a silent nonentity, falling forever through the ink-black emptiness.

“Mervin! Jesus—Mervin help me!”

The voice hisses in his ears amid a furious burst of fizzing distortion. It’s Jerry. His friend. His friend is in trouble.

Engage.

And this time, the system grabs him, holds him tight. A flash of energy jolts through him, racing across his skin like a thousand volts. Suddenly, there’s solid ground beneath his feet, breath in his lungs, and all around him, there are the lights—blindingly bright after the darkness of deployment. Mervin blinks, squints into the glare. I can see. And what a sight. His HUD shows him the battlefield, lays it out all around him as an undulating web of light: a tracery of dazzling beams, glowing even brighter where their paths meet. Wherever the beams join together, that brighter light is a node, a vital connection that must be protected. The troops call the battlefield, Tinsel Town, and in training, Mervin thought it pretty, like a carpet of magical lights. But here, the scale is beyond anything he ever imagined. The illuminated latticework stretches out to infinity in every direction: a vast, bleak desert of data. Men have no place here, nor any living creature. But here they are. Twenty yards in front of him, the men and women of his platoon are ranged out in a ragged line, made bright by the pulses of light spurting from their weapons. The troops fire, targeting the creeping carpet of green light that oozes slowly over the ground toward them. “Bots!” Mervin whispers.

He focuses on his HUD, mentally adjusting the resolution so that it renders each bot as a perfect sphere of green light, two feet high. It’s meant to make the bots an ideal target, but to Mervin, they always look like giant snails crawling purposefully across a carefully manicured lawn. The bots are taking heavy fire from Mervin’s platoon, and as each sphere is hit, it explodes with a crackling discharge of energy. The troops are making good progress, moving forward one step at a time, maintaining the line. But one man does not move with the others. There’s a gap in the line, and behind it, a figure lies on the ground, writhing in agony. Jerry!

Mervin looks down. His weapon is in his hands: his favorite pulse cannon. He checks the charge and settings then drives himself forward, running faster than he’s ever run in his life, powering over the terrain. “Jerry! Hold on! I’m coming, man!” In moments, he’s at Jerry’s side. He kneels down beside his fallen friend. “Jesus, Jerry.” It’s bad. Jerry’s right leg has been eaten away almost completely. There’s nothing left but a ragged stump. His left foot is gone too. “What the hell happened, Jerry?”

But Jerry doesn’t answer. He stops struggling and flops back onto the ground. He lies still although his left leg twitches pitifully. Jerry stares up into space. His face is pale, his features drawn tight in pain.

“Jesus Christ, man,” Mervin says. “You’ve got to log out.”

A breath rattles in Jerry’s throat, and he turns his head slightly to look up at his friend. “Oh, it’s you, Merv. For a second, I thought it was Clyde coming to chew me out.”

Mervin shakes his head. “No. It’s me. But listen, you took some serious damage. You’ve got to log the hell out, right now.”

“OK, but wait a minute, man.”

“For Christ’s sake, Jerry, you don’t have a minute. I’m logging you out.” Mervin reaches across to the emergency logout switch that’s built into the body armor on Jerry’s chest. He flips off the protective cover, but then he hesitates. An emergency forced logout is risky. There’s a fifty-fifty chance his friend will end up being fed and watered with the poor devils in the Vegetable Patch. But if he leaves him here, lying wounded on the battlefield, he’ll die for sure. Hell, he’s probably lost the use of his legs already. Mervin places his fingers on the plastic switch, but before he can flip it, Jerry grabs his arm.

“Wait! I’ll log myself out. But you’ve got to let me tell you something.” Jerry takes a breath, and his lips tremble.

“What?”

“There’s something they didn’t tell us. My legs—it wasn’t just a bot. There’s something else out here, something... it’s green. It looks like a bot, but it changes. I’ve never seen... never seen anything like it.”

A sudden cold certainty sweeps through Mervin like ice water flooding through his veins. Something they didn’t tell us. Yes. That’s always the way of it. The troops are first in the firing line but the last to know what the hell’s going on. And this is the result—good soldiers struck down: wounded or worse. Mervin shakes his head. It’s a sorry mess. But right now, all that matters is getting his friend the hell out. “OK, Jerry. Thanks, man. You did good. Now log off, or I’ll personally tell Clyde you spit in his soup.”

Something like a smile flickers across Jerry’s face. “You bastard,” he wheezes. A cough shakes his chest, and then he lies very still. His eyes go blank, then suddenly he is no longer there.

Mervin stands up. His friend should be safely back in the War Room by now. It’s time to get to work. He strides forward to join his platoon and takes up the gap in the line left by Jerry. The platoon is fighting hard, cutting down the green spheres with a hail of fire. But the targets keep on coming. Wave after wave of green spheres rolls toward them. For a moment, Mervin sees them as crawling insects, something like mites or ticks, but that’s just the perceptual filter playing tricks on his mind. “They’re just code,” he mutters. But the thought doesn’t comfort him. In here, so am I.

He raises his weapon and targets the nearest sphere. One shot is all it needs. He pulls the trigger and adjusts his aim to the next target. He’s meant to wait and check the kill, but no one does that anymore. Why bother when the weapons cannot miss? He fires again then takes a step forward. He’s in his stride now, and his training kicks in. He pulls the trigger and selects a new target, then does it again and again, faster than he can think about it. The green spheres burst and sizzle. It’s like popping balloons at a birthday party, except here there seems to be an endless supply of balloons.

Where the hell are they all coming from? He’ll never know. That’s the kind of intel the officers keep to themselves. He fires another shot then adjusts his grip on his pulse cannon and takes a few steps forward. And as he moves, he sees something from the corner of his eye.


CHAPTER 5

I Had No Choice

SOMETHING’S NOT RIGHT. Mervin turns his head and gasps. The bot he just fired on is still there. It should’ve been destroyed instantly. I must’ve missed. But that’s impossible isn’t it? He turns, lining up a second shot, but the bot is growing, changing shape, uncurling. Mervin pulls the trigger, and a pulse of light spits from the muzzle of his pulse cannon. It hits the bot dead center, and Mervin steps back, expecting the crackle and buzz as the damned thing explodes. But no. The pulse flashes against the bot and ricochets, fizzing away into the distance.

Mervin takes a sharp breath then thumbs the dial on his cannon, notching the power up to maximum. He takes aim and prepares to fire. But before he can pull the trigger, the bot is moving, shifting sideways, impossibly fast. It twists and turns, unraveling before his eyes. The sphere splits apart, sending out long, jagged beams of crackling light to probe the nodes below, like hungry fingers scrabbling at a carcass. Mervin backs away then sidesteps, tracking the bot’s movement with his cannon. His finger tightens on the trigger, but in that instant the bot seems to find what it’s looking for. One writhing tentacle of light locks onto a node and suddenly swells, pulsating with pure energy.

Mervin hesitates, staring stupidly. It’s feeding, he thinks. He has to stop it. But before he can react, the bot erupts in a dazzling flare of light. Mervin’s HUD whites out, and a harsh howl of feedback wails in his earpiece. He staggers backward, roaring in anger and frustration. The bot will be on him in a heartbeat, and the whirlwind of his last thoughts races through his mind. He still has his weapon, but he can’t see or hear. If he fires now, he could hit anything, even his own platoon. But if he doesn’t fight back, he’s going to end up like Jerry, mauled and incomplete. Firing blind is his only chance of survival, and he has to take it.

Mervin squeezes the trigger and lets fly with a burst of three pulses then steps back, cursing under his breath. The ground shifts beneath his feet, and something rises up, flicking against his leg. It’s a gentle touch, but then the pain comes: burning, white-hot, searing up his leg. It bites into his flesh and sends a jolt of agony shuddering along his spine. He lets out a snarl of pain and kicks out savagely, but his feeble response has no effect. The thing snakes around his legs, wrapping itself around him, climbing up his body. A rush of pure panic floods through his body. What can he do? He can’t run, and he can’t fight the bot if he can’t see. But maybe there’s something he can do.

Mervin narrows his eyes and concentrates, channeling his thoughts.

HUD reset, tactical mode.

Instantly, his HUD darkens and redraws the battlefield as a simple schematic, reducing his platoon to a row of blue dots while each bot is marked out by a simple red cross. And there it is. One red symbol is closing in on his position and moving in a way Mervin has never seen before. It’s sidling up to him, circling around to one side as if it somehow knows to avoid his primary field of fire. Mervin focuses his mind on the bot.

Select tactical target.

The targeting reticle appears—a steady red circle centered on the bot—and this time, Mervin does not hesitate.

Isolate nodes at target. Divert data stream. Interrupt power to target node.

The system takes only milliseconds to carry out Mervin’s commands, and the bot stops dead in its tracks. Yes!  The pressure eases on Mervin’s legs, and then suddenly he’s free. Whatever it was that grabbed him, it’s gone. He can move again, but Mervin stays right where he is. It’s time to finish this.

Initiate tactical strike. Eliminate target. Extreme prejudice.

His HUD responds immediately:

WARNING! INBOUND TACTICAL STRIKE

“I’ve got you now, you son of a bitch,” Mervin whispers. But he doesn’t have time to enjoy his victory. The whole platoon sees the warning, and the voice channel is suddenly awash with a barrage of shouted commands.

“What the hell?”

“Jesus! Everybody out!”

“I can’t! I’m engaged. Got to finish these bastards!”

“I don’t give a shit! Evacuate! Now!”

Mervin shakes his head. This is his doing. They’ll all have to log out, and quickly. Most of the platoon is within the blast radius of the tactical weapon. A strike of this magnitude will flash through this sector of Tinsel Town and burn out everything that isn’t locked safely within a node. And that includes the men and women of his platoon.

“Sorry, guys. I had no choice,” Mervin says. But no one is listening. They’ve just been asked to log out in the middle of a firefight, and it isn’t easy. Mervin chews at the inside of his cheek. They’re going to be mad as hell when they get back in the War Room. And as for Clyde—Mervin pictures the man’s face, white with fury, flecks of foaming spittle flying from his lips as he pours out a long stream of abuse. And the man knows how to hold a grudge. Mervin will have to bear the brunt of Clyde’s bullying for a couple of months at the very least.

Mervin scowls. What else could he have done? The whole thing was a setup from the get-go. The standard bots were just cannon fodder—only there to draw the troops in toward the much more advanced morphing bot. That damned shape-shifter was sent to devour as many avatars as it could, to harvest their code and discover their vulnerabilities. If it had been allowed to succeed, it would have made their defenses useless.

Mervin just saved all their asses. And what harm will his tactical strike really do? Sure, there’ll be a blip in the system. There’s always a delay when the system cycles and flushes the nodes with fresh data, but how long will that take—one millisecond, two? It’s got to be better than risking a full-scale breach.

The warning changes on his HUD:

TACTICAL STRIKE INBOUND. IMPACT IN TEN SECONDS, NINE…

“Time I was out of here,” Mervin murmurs. He clears his mind, ready to focus on the single command that will take him back to his chair in the War Room. But a sudden yell shatters his concentration.

“I can’t log off! Jesus Christ, the system must be down or something. It won’t let me log off.”

“Me neither! We’re screwed, man. Somebody do something.”

“No one can log off. Run diagnostics.”

“There’s no time!”

“Abort tactical strike! Abort, for Christ’s sake; call it off!”

A sickening swell of doubt sweeps through Mervin’s mind, sends a chill to creep bone-deep through his body. He licks his dry lips. Log off. He closes his eyes tight and waits for the familiar sinking feeling in his belly as the system takes him out of sync, the sharp pinpricks of pain that tingle across his scalp as the connections are severed.

Oh, my god!

It hasn’t worked. He’s still in theater. He opens his eyes. In his HUD, the countdown flashes from six to five. And there’s another message, scrolling over and over across his field of vision:

REQUEST DENIED: PERSONNEL COMPROMISED—MALWARE DETECTED

Mervin stares at his HUD, watches the countdown numbers flicker and change in slow motion as his mind races. When the bot touched him, it must’ve infected his code. And it must’ve done even worse to Jerry. Christ! The system wants to purge them all. Clyde almost certainly has his finger on the button at this very moment. He probably knew about the morphing bot before the platoon even deployed, but he sent them out anyway, just to test the enemy’s strength. Now that he’s gathered his data, he’ll have no hesitation in sacrificing the whole platoon rather than risk a little contamination. To hell with that! There’s still one card left to play.

FOUR, THREE...

Mervin doesn’t even try to switch back to his standard HUD. It’s probably still broken anyway. But he doesn’t need to see anything to find the emergency logoff switch on his chest. He rips off the switch’s plastic cover. There’s no time left to worry about the consequences. It’s now or never. He puts his hand on the switch’s plastic lever, his fingers suddenly clumsy. “Hit your switches, everybody! Emergency logoff! Do it now!”

Then he flips the lever, keeps tight hold of it. And as the first bright needles of pain pierce his scalp, he has but one thought: Please, God—let everyone get out in one piece.


CHAPTER 6

The House Always Wins

KILGORE FROWNS. “You said Very few.”

“What?” Will asks.

“The defensive wall—you said very few weapons could get through it. What did you mean?”

“There’s meant to be one thing that’ll crack it, but it’s not a weapon you or I could ever have.”

Kilgore takes a step closer to Will. “Tell me.”

Will smiles. “Sure, I’ll tell you.” He pauses, just to make the kid sweat a little longer. “Drones—Gray Eagles to be precise.”

Kilgore lets out a low whistle. “What payload?”

Will nods approvingly. “Smart question. The only one that’ll do it is the Hellfire.”

“Well, you know, we could maybe lay our hands on a Hellfire, or at least a Javelin with a shoulder launcher, or maybe—”

But Will doesn’t let him finish. “You’re not listening, kid. I told you before—it has to be a sustained attack. I’m talking five or more Hellfire missiles in rapid succession. Anything less, and you may as well bring a pea shooter.”

“But that’s ridiculous! We could never get that kind of firepower together.”

“Tell me about it,” Will says. “But you’re missing the point. Defensive walls can be carried by players, so they have to have a weakness. The only reason they can be breached at all is to stop people like you and me from becoming invincible. The game always has to have the upper hand.”

Kilgore scowls and kicks out at a chunk of gravel on the road. Will watches him for a moment. He’s young, he thinks. He wants the world to make sense. Too bad. “The house always wins, kid,” he says. “Get used to it.”

Kilgore looks down for a heartbeat, then he pulls himself up to his full height and looks Will in the eye. “I’m not just some dumb kid, all right? And if I recall, it was you who asked me for help. So if we’re going to solve this thing, you can cut out the kid and all that other crap and talk to me with some goddamned respect, all right?”

Will fights off the urge to smile. Maybe the kid’s right. Maybe he’s pulled his chain for long enough. “Fair enough,” he says. “But what shall I call you? You don’t like me using your real name, and Sergeant Kilgore is a bit of a mouthful, you’ve got to admit.”

Kilgore hesitates. Back in the day, when he first played the game along with a bunch of kids from school, they gave him a nickname of sorts. “Sarge,” he says.

“OK, Sarge, it is.” Will inclines his head back toward the barricade. “So, your HUD tell you anything else?”

Will turns his attention back to the stacked cars, double-checking the readouts in his HUD. “No. I already gave you everything I got. Maybe, with time, I could work out a piece of code we could inject into the wall and...” He doesn’t bother finishing the sentence. He’s just clutching at straws. The game’s encryption system is as hard as nails. If there’s a vulnerability to be found, he’s never seen a trace of it, and with his enhanced HUD, he’s seen deeper into the code than most people. But even so, there must be a way in. It’s against the game’s own protocols to have a puzzle that can’t be solved. He just needs to take the right approach. He looks away from the barricade. Staring at the damned thing certainly won’t bring it down. “Let’s talk this through,” he says. He looks at Will. “I’ve only ever seen Gray Eagle drones flying on their own—one at a time. So what could bring out three or more at once?”

Will runs his hand over his chin. “This barricade is clearly a high-value asset. We’ve seen that from the GDL response. But if we don’t just want to start another firefight, we’d need to present a bigger threat.”

“Like what?”

“A tank maybe.”

Kilgore’s mind races. Yes. There’s the first glimmer of an idea forming in his mind. He looks at Will. “Your defensive wall—it looked like an SUV, but can it look like something else?”

Will nods. “Sure, but I see where you’re going, and it’s no use. I can set it up as an armored vehicle, but even if a Gray Eagle did come along, it’s just going to blast it to pieces.” He pushes out his lower lip. “All we’ll have done is lose my wall.”

Kilgore smiles. “But your wall mod is a structure, right? So you don’t have to be right next to it. You can put it anywhere, deploy it remotely.”

“Yes, up to a point. But I still don’t see—”

“Because you can’t see what I can see,” Kilgore interrupts. “Listen, the barricade’s defensive wall is buried deep inside the cars. But the cars are just graphics: images linked to the wall, right? I can see beyond their surface. I can pinpoint a position, and I’m pretty certain I could deploy your wall inside the barricade.”

“What?”

“You heard me. I can do it,” Kilgore says. “I’m sure I can.”

Will nods slowly. “The game will think someone is trying to breach the barricade.”

“Sure. With an armored vehicle.” He gives Will a broad smile. “The game’s defense will go nuts. There’ll be Gray Eagles everywhere, and that’s not even the best part.” He pauses, enjoying the moment. “They won’t be able to destroy your wall straightaway because I’ll bury it deep in the barricade.”

Will takes a step closer to Kilgore and punches him on the arm. “You did good, k—I mean Sarge. Let’s do it.” Will shifts his grip on his rifle and goes to work on his wrist pad. “I’ll set up the armored vehicle for you. I’ve got a Cougar MRAP configuration all ready to go.”

Kilgore purses his lips. The Cougar is mine-resistant and ambush protected, but will it be up to the job? “OK. It’s not exactly a tank, but it should work.”

Will looks up. “It’s the best I’ve got. Here, take it.”

The mod transfer notification flashes onto Kilgore’s HUD, and he accepts it without hesitation. All thoughts of leaving Will and logging off have gone from his mind. He needs every brain cell he can muster and every ounce of concentration if he’s going to get this right. And he must get this right. This is the solution to the problem. He knows it. He can almost taste the victory on the tip of his tongue. He runs his eyes over the Cougar’s settings. They’re pretty good, but he tweaks a thing or two, switching around the armor shielding to maximize protection from an air strike rather than from an IED.

“Are you ready?” Will asks, and he can hear the tension in his own voice. This moment has been a long time coming—he can’t wait much longer.

“Yes. I’m just finishing up,” Kilgore says. He sets the wall to minimal size but maximum strength. It’s vital that it presents the smallest target area possible, and he needs it to hold up under heavy fire for as long as it can.

Will turns and looks along the length of the barricade. “Where’s the best place? It all looks the same to me.”

Kilgore saves the mod’s configuration and looks back to the wall of cars. He takes a couple of sidesteps. “I see it. There’s an old truck in there. Looks pretty solid. I should be able to drop it right inside.”

Will nods. “Sounds good. But listen, my wall has got a pretty short range for remote deployment. You’re going to have to get close to the barricade, and with that HT juice running through it...” He looks at Kilgore. “Are you sure you want to do this? If you tell me how, I can do it myself.”

Kilgore shakes his head. “No. You can’t do it. This isn’t like throwing a grenade. I need my HUD to fix the exact coordinates.”

“If you loaned me your HUD, maybe—”

Kilgore turns on him, cutting him off. “No way, man.” He raises his voice. “Don’t even think about it.”

Will holds up his hand. “It’s only an idea. No need to flip out.”

Kilgore shakes his head. “It’s not going to happen. No one can use this HUD like me—no one. And no one is going to take it from me.”

“Fine, just get on with it, kid. We’re wasting time.”

Kilgore takes a breath. He knows Will called him kid on purpose, understands the older man is yanking his chain, but it doesn’t make it easier to bear. One of these days, someone is going to put a bullet in the back of Will’s head. Maybe I’ll do it myself, he thinks. But not yet. Right now, they have a problem to solve, and Kilgore is ready. He chooses a position inside the truck at the base of the barricade and fixes the coordinates, transferring them to the defensive wall mod. He checks everything is as it should be and takes a couple of small steps toward the barricade. His HUD shows the high tension writhing through the air just a few feet away. If he gets much closer, he’ll be fried, but at this distance, he’ll be deploying the wall at the very limit of its range. Will it work from here? He frowns, furrowing his brow. No. He has to be sure of his target. He’ll only get one crack at this. He takes a breath and inches forward. He can almost feel the crackle of electricity against his face. But it’s OK. He’s near enough. He concentrates on his HUD and checks the position and orientation of the wall. This is it. One thought is all it takes:

Deploy.

DEFENSIVE WALL DEPLOYED

The old truck in the barricade flickers, and for a split second, Kilgore sees the armored Cougar nestling within it. He puffs out his cheeks and blows out a long breath then takes a few steps back. He turns to Will. “That’s it. It’s in.”

“Did it go OK? I can’t see it. Could you get close enough to do it right?”

Kilgore nods. “It’s as good as I could get it. I smacked it down right next to the main wall. The game isn’t showing it right now. I guess it doesn’t know how to render something it’s never seen before.”

“I guess so,” Will says.

Kilgore can see the doubt in Will’s eyes. Maybe he’s right. Maybe it won’t work after all. “We’ll know if it’s any good in a minute,” he says.

Will doesn’t reply.

“I said, we’ll know in a minute if—”

But Will cuts him off. “I heard you, but you’re wrong.”

“What?”

Will doesn’t reply, he just turns away and breaks into a jog, heading back toward the main road. “Come on!”

Kilgore follows, matching the older man’s speed easily. “What did I get wrong?”

“When you said we’d have to wait a minute,” Will says. “We don’t. They’re on their way already.”

They reach the corner, and Will ducks around it then leans his back against the wall. Kilgore stops by his side, and now he knows why Will ran. His HUD is alive with warnings:

WARNING: THREAT DETECTED

MULTIPLE AIRBORNE THREATS

HOSTILE DRONES INBOUND

Will edges around the corner so he can see the barricade, and Kilgore follows suit. He doesn’t have to wait long. The drones are coming in fast and high. Kilgore probably wouldn’t be able to see them with his naked eye, but his HUD is showing a formation of five—all of them Gray Eagles.

Will must be seeing the same information because he whispers, “Yes! We did it.”

Kilgore hears the excitement in Will’s voice, and he has to smile, although his instincts are telling him to turn and run. There’s a real chance the drones will spot them, and then they’ll be toast. He taps Will on the shoulder. “Listen, we should get the hell out of here.”

Will takes no notice. “I can’t believe it,” he murmurs. “After all this time, and it was simple.” He looks at Kilgore. “We couldn’t have done it without your HUD. And that was some pretty smart thinking you came up with too.”

Kilgore shrugs. “I like to solve puzzles, but that’s not the point. Those drones are going to pick us up in a second, and then they’ll target us. We won’t stand a chance. We don’t even have your defensive wall anymore.”

“Relax, I got your back.”

“Yeah? How exactly? Because let me tell you, hiding around the corner won’t fool those things.” He points up at the drones, now clearly visible: five sleek cylinders of death swooping down through the sky, homing in on their target with ruthless efficiency.

Will glances up at the drones then gives Kilgore a stare. “Listen, don’t worry about it. I pay my debts, and that’s all you need to know.” He sees the fear ingrained in the tight lines on Kilgore’s face and lets his own expression soften. “Here’s the first down payment.” He taps at his wrist pad. “Use AIPR0N. Set the shield to level nine. You’ll be OK.”

Kilgore focuses on the mod’s display panel. “How? I can’t see any options.”

“You’ll figure it out, a smart guy like you.”

AIPR0N, set shield mode, Kilgore thinks. Nothing happens. AIPR0N, list commands. Still nothing. Will suddenly stops pressing buttons and looks up to the sky. “Here they come.”

Kilgore looks up. He can hear the drones now; their engines whine and thrum as they bank toward the barricade on their attack run. His HUD flashes a warning:

HOSTILE DRONES HAVE ACQUIRED TARGET

IMMINENT ATTACK: TAKE EVASIVE ACTION

He reaches out to Will’s chest and grabs hold of his body armor. “How do I set my shield?” he yells.

But Will’s only reaction is to let a faint smile play across his lips. He looks Kilgore in the eye and says nothing.

I don’t believe this, Kilgore thinks. He’s testing me, seeing if I can cope under pressure. He takes a sharp breath and hisses, “Go to hell, Will.” He lets go of Will’s armor and steps back from him, retreating farther around the corner. But it won’t help. It’ll take a damned sight more than standing around the corner to keep him out of danger now. He can’t see the drones, but they’re out there and getting closer with every second. Kilgore’s heart hammers in his chest. The building will shelter him from the initial shrapnel and debris, but he’s not sure about the shock wave. And there are five of them. Five! But the number isn’t important—he has a shield. He’s just got to figure out how to use it. He needs to focus, to break it down into logical steps.

A crackling roar splits the air. The first drone has launched its Hellfire missile.

The attack has already begun.


CHAPTER 7

Catnip

KILGORE CLOSES HIS EYES. There’s a place, deep within his mind, where it’s always calm and still. He goes there, sometimes, when it pisses him off too much to watch his dad stumbling around the house like a freaking zombie, or back at school, when the teachers had nothing better to do than to get on his back and spout their bullshit all day. But this is different. In the game, his mind is occupied but never still. Christ, that’s the whole point of playing, isn’t it—to keep his mind busy, to keep him from going crazy?

The explosion from the first Hellfire missile is deafening. Kilgore opens his eyes just in time to see a shroud of smoke and flame billowing down the road, hurling chunks of metal and concrete through the air as if they were no more substantial than dry leaves. The shock wave hammers into him and slams his body back against the wall, pummeling the breath from his lungs. Somehow, Will remains standing at the corner, watching the spectacle. The explosion doesn’t even ruffle his hair. Kilgore shakes his head to clear it, but he’s dazed: his ears ringing, his eyes streaming, his throat burning with the acrid stench of smoke and dust. He feels like he’s been hit by a truck. He coughs to clear his throat, and even that sound seems to come from far away. “I can’t do it!” he yells. “You’ve got to tell me what to do!”

Will glances back at him and shakes his head as if he’s mildly disappointed.

Another cough wracks Kilgore’s throat, and he spits on the ground. He works his jaw and tilts his head from side to side as if that will bring his hearing back to normal. It doesn’t help. His ears buzz louder than ever, but even so, there’s no mistaking the distinctive whoosh of another missile launch. “Jesus Christ!” he hisses. Each Gray Eagle carries two Hellfires, so this is probably the first drone launching its second missile. The explosion will just about finish him off, and after that, there could easily be another eight explosions to get through. And there’s always the chance that one of the drones will spot him and Will. With five drones in the air, the game can easily divide the Gray Eagles between attacking the Cougar and hunting down the two men.

Kilgore feels a howl of frustration building in his chest. He’s got to think. If he doesn’t get AIPR0N working right now, he has the life expectancy of a fly caught on a spider’s web. His only chance is to concentrate his mind, use his HUD, and somehow access the AIPR0N shield. He takes a breath and stares at a nondescript building across the road, focusing on a single brick. He tries to ignore the warnings and displays on his HUD. It helps if he looks through the HUD rather than directly at it. The brick is a dull, red-brown with a darker patch at one side. It’s chipped on one corner, and a web of fine cracks radiates from the damaged area. He studies that brick as though his life depends on it, but he lets a thought slide into his mind. It’s a natural thought, an instinct: just as much a part of him as his voice or the way he walks, Access AIPR0N.

Immediately, the AIPR0N panel in his HUD lights up:

THREAT DETECTED: INBOUND HELLFIRE

RESPONSE?

Kilgore swallows his excitement. If he jinxes it and loses control of AIPR0N now, he’ll never get it back in time. A Hellfire missile is already hurtling through the air. He takes it one step at a time and gently. He’s got it now. He sees how it works. He mustn’t force it. It’s not like solving a math problem, but more like when you hear an old song and suddenly you realize you know all the words. Shield, he thinks, and no sooner has the thought crossed his mind than AIPR0N responds. He doesn’t even have to look at the display; he understands what the mod is asking him:

SHIELD LEVEL?

Nine.

AIPR0N SHIELD ACTIVATED: LEVEL NINE

Kilgore smiles. And while the explosion erupts around the corner and the shrapnel rages down the road, he doesn’t feel a thing. “This is incredible,” he whispers. “Just freaking incredible!” He walks over to stand beside Will, and when Kilgore looks around the corner, his jaw goes slack.

The whole barricade is in flames, but the bulk of the damage is concentrated on the area where he placed Will’s defensive wall mod. A writhing column of black smoke blossoms upward into the sky while all along the barricade, hot gobbets of molten metal dribble down the crushed cars and fall, sizzling to the ground. The remaining drones are circling overhead, assessing the damage. Perhaps somewhere, within the game’s AI, a small subroutine is trying to figure out why the armored vehicle hasn’t already been obliterated. After two Hellfire strikes, the vehicle should be no more than a few shreds of scrap metal sitting on a patch of scorched earth.

Will acknowledges Kilgore with a nod then goes back to watching the flames. “I see you switched your shield on.”

“Huh! No thanks to you, man.”

Will lets out a dry laugh. “I knew you’d figure it out—bright fella like you.” He looks at Kilgore. “Only took you a few seconds. That’s not bad, not bad at all.”

Compared to who? Kilgore wonders. Have other players been drawn in by the promise of rich rewards? He could ask, but what would be the point? He’s met plenty of assholes like Will. They never own up to their mistakes, and they see nothing wrong with stepping on other people. Will probably reckons himself a maverick: a brave soul who stops at nothing when it comes to achieving his goals. What a jerk. Still, he’s met his match this time. Kilgore watches Will from the corner of his eye, taking in the look of savage glee on the man’s face. The flickering light from the flames glints in Will’s eyes as he watches the inferno engulf the barricade. And Kilgore makes himself a promise: Whatever happens, I won’t be a pawn in your freaking game plan. Better to log out and start again than be taken for a sucker.

“Look,” Will says. “They’re coming round for another pass.” He chuckles under his breath. “I knew it would work. That Cougar is like catnip to those bastards.”

Kilgore keeps a straight face. He’s in no mood for Will’s wisecracks. “We’ve got to step back,” he says. “The drones are lower this time. They’ll target us for sure.”

Will shakes his head. “Give me some credit. Do you think I’d stand here and wait to get blown away?”

“I don’t know. Maybe you’ve got a death wish or something, but I’m at least going to get out of their line of sight.”

Will suddenly grabs him by the arm, holds him tight. “You’re not going anywhere.”

Kilgore squares up to him. “Get your hands off me,” he growls.

“Calm down,” Will says, but at least he lets go of Kilgore’s arm. “We don’t need to go anywhere. The drones can’t target us. They can’t even see us.”

“What? You think we’re invisible? Well, I’ve got news, man, I can see you sure enough.”

Will sighs as if he’s talking to a troublesome child. “The drones are part of the game. You, on the other hand—well, I hate to break this to you, but you’re a real boy, Pinocchio.”

Kilgore forms his fingers into a fist. One more patronizing word from Will’s lips, and he’s going to shut his smug mouth for him.

But Will has the sense to soften his tone. “Think about it. The drones don’t see in the same way we do. They’re part of the game, and as far as the game is concerned, we just dropped off the map.”

“How?”

“Christ, I don’t know how AIPR0N works. I just paid for the damned thing.” He pauses and looks away for a moment, remembering. “And believe you me, I paid plenty.”

Kilgore chews at the inside of his cheek. There’s no denying that the drones have left them alone so far, and Will’s explanation is the only one on offer. He has no choice but to take his word for it. For now.

“Anyhow, let’s cut to the chase,” Will says. “What does your HUD say? Is the wall taking damage?”

Kilgore throws Will a look. Who the hell do you think you are, asshole? He opens his mouth to say something but thinks better of it. Not now, he tells himself. Not now. The situation is already unpredictable; a standoff can only make matters worse.

Kilgore takes a breath and exhales noisily then diverts his attention to his readouts. “Hm. The barricade is taking some damage, but so is your defensive wall. It’s a question of which one cracks first.”

“OK. All we can do is wait.”

Kilgore cranes his neck to look up at the drones. The remaining four are swooping toward the barricade. This time, it looks like they’re coming in closer before they release their deadly payloads. He narrows his eyes against the sunlight and studies the sleek gray aircraft. He’s seen drones in the distance but never this close. He’s always been smart enough to keep the hell out of their way, but now, he can’t take his eyes off them. There’s a savage beauty in their sweeping curves, an elegance in the way they carve a path through the air.

PROXIMITY WARNING: MULTIPLE HOSTILE MISSILES—TARGETS LOCKED

Kilgore can’t believe his eyes. “What the hell? You said—”

“Don’t worry, I’ve got the same warning. AIPR0N just thinks we’re too close. She can be an old mother hen sometimes, but the shield is good. We’re not even here, remember?”

“I guess we’ll find out in a second.”

All four Gray Eagles launch their Hellfire missiles at once. The combined roar of eight rocket motors rattles Kilgore’s skull, pushing every other thought from his mind. The Hellfires pierce the air, shrieking through the sky like a Valkyrie’s vengeance. Kilgore watches, an unsettling combination of dread and fascination stirring in his belly. Surely, the combined explosion of eight missiles will be too much for his shield, no matter how fancy AIPR0N is. He looks at Will, and somehow, the look of sheer delight on the man’s face doesn’t surprise him. This is madness. He’s got to say something, before it’s too late. “Seriously, man—the shock wave. It’s going to blast us to hell.”

Will doesn’t even turn to look at him. “Wait and see, my friend. Wait and see.”

The Hellfires slam into the barricade, almost simultaneously. The explosion blooms into a seething fireball, and Kilgore has to close his eyes. He braces himself for the shock wave that will pick up his body and fling it into the air like a dead leaf in a gale. He pictures the shrapnel spinning toward him, imagines a hunk of red-hot metal slicing through his body armor and burying itself in his chest. But the impact never comes.

Kilgore opens his eyes and stares at the barricade. He’d thought the flames spectacular before, but now he has to squint against the light to look into the inferno. White-hot metal blisters and bubbles, spitting out showers of incandescent sparks. Kilgore looks down, expecting to see his uniform scorching, the soles of his regulation boots melting, but there are no signs of damage at all. His HUD isn’t even showing a high heat warning. I don’t believe it, he thinks. Nothing can be this good.  But his HUD doesn’t lie. The shield works.

He glances at Will. What else do you have stashed up your sleeve? he wonders. And where the hell do you get gear like this? But he doesn’t ask. Will probably won’t tell him, and even if he does, what good would the knowledge do? Mods as sophisticated as AIPR0N have to be way beyond Kilgore’s budget. Better not to know and just enjoy the use of it while he can. He looks back to the barricade and watches in wonder as the flames tear into the cars, rendering them down into a molten mass of cherry-red metal, devouring them with a dull roar. No one has ever seen anything like this before. The chances of another player pulling the same stunt are just too small to take seriously. They were breaking new ground, bending the rules in a way that no one could’ve anticipated. “Awesome,” he whispers, and for the first time in his life, he means the word literally.

The barricade moans and judders, the intense heat warping the metal, twisting the tortured structure beyond the limits of its endurance. Surely, it can’t stand much more of this punishment.

“How’s it going?” Will asks, raising his voice above the low, rumbling crackle of the fire. “Did we do it? Is my wall mod still in there somewhere?”

“I don’t know,” Kilgore says. He checks his damage readouts, but something’s wrong. “My HUD’s status reports are on the fritz. Must’ve got knocked out with the first missile strike. Maybe if you’d explained how to use the shield in time, they’d still be working now.”

Will rolls his eyes. “Just take a look, can’t you?”

“How? It’s too bright, I can’t see a thing.”

“What—even with your all-seeing HUD?”

Kilgore gives him a withering look. “It’s enhanced; it’s not magic.”

“Whatever you say, Gandalf. But you can pull up a schematic or something, can’t you?”

How the hell does he know that? Kilgore tries not to show his surprise, but when he answers, there’s an edge of suspicion in his tone. “Something like that,” he says, then he hesitates. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Kilgore cycles through the modes in his HUD. The thermal options are useless in these circumstances, but there’s an electromagnetic probe that he hasn’t used for years. It’s rudimentary, one of the first mods he coded himself, but it’s one way to see inside an object and it won’t be affected by the fire. Select EM probe. Plot schematic. The mod takes a little while to work, and Kilgore purses his lips as his HUD darkens then redraws the barricade as a series of simple yellow lines. Damn! This isn’t what he wanted to see. “Your wall—it’s pretty much gone. There’s just a trace to show where it was.”

“Ah, well. I kind of expected it. But what about the barricade? That’s all that matters.”

Kilgore lets out a frustrated sigh. “That’s just it. It’s damaged pretty bad, but I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything on this scale before.” He pauses. The yellow lines showing the edges of the barricade’s internal structure are shifting, redrawing themselves. “Wait! Something’s happening.” A jagged yellow line slices down at an angle across the barricade. Then another. The lines meet at a point halfway down the barricade, and where they intersect, a series of shorter lines radiates outward like hairline cracks spreading out through a pane of glass. Could this be the moment they’re waiting for? “I’ve got to see this,” Kilgore murmurs and switches his HUD back to visual. He nudges Will’s arm then points to the place where he’s just seen the jagged lines converge. “Watch! Right there.”

The bottom row of vehicles has been almost completely consumed by the fire, and suddenly, it collapses with a hollow, echoing boom that reverberates in Kilgore’s chest. A rolling mass of hot air, smoke and debris billows down road, coating every available surface in a layer of charred dust. Kilgore flinches, but the shield does its job and he doesn’t feel the heat nor breathe in the acrid fumes. He can stand in safety and watch. And what a sight.

Now that the second layer of vehicles has nothing to hold it up, it tumbles down, setting off a deadly domino effect. In seconds, the whole barricade is collapsing in on itself, crumbling into a furious mess of melting metal. The brutal crackling hiss of burning aluminum batters against Kilgore’s eardrums, and he grimaces. This is a scene straight from hell, a snippet from the end of times, but he can’t look away. There’s a hideous beauty in the chaos of flame and smoke, and it fascinates him. I did this, he thinks. And the thought sticks in his mind like a splinter buried beneath a thumbnail. He unleashed this havoc, and without a glimmer of doubt, he’d do it again. In a heartbeat.

“Hey!” Will shouts. He points to the sky, and Kilgore looks up. All five drones are circling high overhead, the faint whir of their propellers thrumming in unison. Suddenly, one Gray Eagle banks sharply and splits from the pack. It swoops down in a steep dive, and when it levels out, it alters its course.

Kilgore stares at the drone, and a savage certainty stirs in the pit of his stomach. There’s no mistaking the drone’s new course. It’s heading directly toward him.


CHAPTER 8

Protocol

IT’S DARK. And cold. And Mervin is all alone. Some part of his mind reaches out, seeking the light, hoping for some trace of warmth and reassurance. But there’s nothing. No soothing voice to calm him. No gentle rustle of crisp cotton sheets against his skin. Nothing.

Nothing except for the cold. And that is all too real, all too solid. The cold creeps under his skin and pours through his veins. It bites into his flesh and takes root like an icy cancer, consuming his body, pushing out everything that was warm and soft and human.

I was here once, he thinks. I lived. My name was... it was...

A sharp pain rips across one side of his face. It stings, and his cheeks quiver and twitch.

“Wake up, you useless piece of shit!”

The pain comes again, though on the other side of his face this time. His lips tremble. His eyelids flicker. And there is light! A wavering slit of light, too bright to look at. He screws his eyes tight shut.

“Goddammit, I gave you an order, you little bastard! You wake the hell up when I tell you.”

And Mervin knows that voice. Clyde!

“Are you deliberately disobeying a direct order, you son of a bitch?”

The words hit him like a baton round in the chest, and Mervin flinches. He keeps his eyes tightly closed, but suddenly he sees everything: the chaos of the battlefield, Jerry lying wounded on the ground, the flailing tentacles of the shape-shifting bot. His mind recoils from the memories, but still they come, washing over him in a dizzying wave of light and sound and color: scenes of death and destruction, of horror and despair. And all of it, all of it, the fault of one man. He must’ve known! Mervin felt the truth of it in his bones. Clyde must’ve known about the shape-shifter, but he sent the platoon out to meet an almost invincible enemy without a word of warning. It was a suicide mission, but Clyde didn’t care about that. He didn’t try to save the others, didn’t even think about it. No. That cold bastard left them all to die and smiled while he gave the order.

Another blow lands on his cheek, and now Mervin’s eyes are wide open. I’m back in the War Room. I’m still in my chair! Clyde’s pallid, pockmarked face looms over him, a sneer on his twisted lips. Clyde raises his hand to strike him again, but he doesn’t get the chance.

A sound erupts from Mervin’s throat, a deep roar of pent-up fury, and he lunges from his chair, hurling himself at his tormentor. His hands find Clyde’s throat and grip it tight. Mervin squeezes for all he’s worth, silencing the son of a bitch at long last. For a split second, Clyde opens his mouth wide and makes a hideous guttural choking sound as he fights for air, but then his battle-hardened reflexes take over and he lashes out, punching Mervin hard in the solar plexus.

Mervin collapses back against his chair, and his fingers slip from Clyde’s throat. Now it’s Mervin’s turn to groan and gasp. But that’s the least of his worries. I’ve blown it. My life is over. He slumps in his chair. The War Room is Clyde’s domain. Here, the captain is lord and master, judge and jury. And Mervin has just signed his own death warrant. For a moment, as he struggles to breathe, he stares up at Clyde.

The captain’s pale face is pure white with barely contained fury. His piggy eyes burn with self-righteous rage. “How dare you?” he hisses.

Mervin looks away. He hangs his head and coughs.

“You come at me, but you haven’t got the goddamned balls to stand and face the enemy?”

Mervin shakes his head. The breath is slowly returning to his body, but his mind spins in confusion, his thoughts a jumbled mess. “It wasn’t like that,” he wheezes.

“Oh, really?” Clyde sneers. “Because from where I’m standing, it looks like you called in a tactical strike before evacuating the target area.”

“I had no choice,” Mervin says, his voice growing stronger. “There was a threat we weren’t told about. A threat I couldn’t destroy any other way. Everyone should’ve had time to log off.” Christ! Mervin swivels in his chair, craning his neck to peer around the room. But there’s nothing to calm his fears. The rest of the chairs are empty, their screens lifeless. “Where is everyone? Are they all right?”

Clyde lets out a bark of dry laughter. “So now you’re worried about the rest of your platoon?”

Mervin stares at the captain. “Just tell me,” he demands. “Tell me they logged off OK. Tell me they’re all right.”

“It’s a shame you didn’t think about that when you launched the tactical strike.”

“But you stopped them logging off,” Mervin says. He’s raising his voice, but so what? He just tried to strangle an officer for Christ’s sake. “They had plenty of time. I know it! But you—”

“I did what?” Clyde roars. He leans in, thrusting his face close so it fills Mervin’s field of vision. The older man’s eyes are deep, dark wells of despair: the eyes of a cold-hearted predator. And when he speaks again, his voice is a low, threatening growl. “I followed protocol,” he says. “I obeyed the chain of command. I did exactly what I was meant to do.”

Mervin holds the man’s gaze. “How many?” he asks, then he swallows hard. “How many made it back OK?”

Clyde says nothing. He lets Mervin squirm, provides a silent space for Mervin’s worst fears to grow until they’re big enough to swallow him whole. And then slowly, Clyde shakes his head. “Not. A. Single. One.”

“No,” Mervin whispers. He closes his eyes. “No. They can’t... they had enough time.”

Clyde stands up straight and puts his hand behind his back. He rocks back on his heels, a satisfied smile curling the corners of his lips. “Protocol,” he says.

Mervin opens his eyes and looks up at Clyde. “What about Jerry? He must be all right. He got out first.”

“Now, let me see.” Clyde looks up at the ceiling for a second as if trying to recall something, but when he looks down again, Mervin knows there’s no hope for his friend. “No. He didn’t make it.”

A hard knot of grief forms in Mervin’s stomach. He’s never been much good at making friends, but he and Jerry hit it off ever since they met in basic training. They’ve always been there for each other, watched each other’s backs. Now he’s gone and for no good reason. “Why?” Mervin whispers. “Jerry was wounded, but he was OK.”

“His code was corrupted. It spread fast. The whole platoon was contaminated. The breach had to be contained.”

And finally, Mervin understands. His blood runs cold, and for a heartbeat, he’s unable to speak. The chair seems to sway beneath him, and the room grows hazy. “You killed them,” he mutters. “You killed them all.”

Clyde pushes out his bottom lip and raises his eyebrows in a silent So what? But he doesn’t say a word.

“Why?” Mervin says. “Why did you do it? And what about me? Why did I survive? Is it just so you can punish me? Is that it?”

“Punishment?” Clyde scratches his chin. “Oh, we’ll get to that soon enough. You screwed up the whole mission, that’s for sure, but as far as we know, your code was not corrupted in the field. And since you actually engaged with the bot and, by some miracle, you didn’t take any damage, you might have some intel that will help in our fight against the enemy.”

Mervin’s shoulders slump even farther, as though he’s collapsing, sinking deep into the chair. So that’s it. I’m to be a lab rat.

Clyde crosses over to the command console and presses a few keys. The click of the keyboard echoes across the almost empty room.

“I don’t have a choice, do I?” Mervin says, although it isn’t really a question.

“Nope.” Clyde moves away from the console and turns his head as a door opens. “These gentlemen will take you to your quarters.”

Mervin looks toward the door and watches the two men as they walk briskly across the room. They are clad in silvery full-body hazmat suits, their faces hidden beneath curved visors. They walk side by side in silence, homing in on him. “I don’t want to go,” Mervin says. He turns to Clyde. “Please... I don’t want to go.”

But Clyde grunts in disapproval. “For Christ’s sake man, how many times do I have to tell you?” He heaves a sigh. “Focus on the task at hand.”


CHAPTER 9

Good Question

“JESUS CHRIST!” Kilgore yells. “The drone—it’s coming in!” He reaches out and grabs Will’s arm, urging him to step back around the corner. “Come on, man. It must’ve seen us.”

But Will shrugs him off. He isn’t going anywhere. “No way, you idiot,” he snaps. “It’s just checking the kill. Keep your shield on, and we’ll be fine.”

The drone sweeps in low, and as it passes over the barricade, the tips of its wings send eddies whirling through the pall of black smoke that still curls up from the smoldering ruins.

Kilgore can hardly watch, but he can’t tear his eyes away. He faces the Gray Eagle head on, staring in horror as the drone’s bulbous nose cone looms larger and larger, carving through the smoke-tinged sky like a winged demon. He can see streaks on the drone’s gray paintwork, dirty marks left behind by the clinging dust from the explosion. Without thinking, he raises his rifle. It’s pointless to try and shoot the drone down, especially from this angle, and anyway, it will only alert the other drones to their presence, but he’s got to do something. Anything is better than standing by and waiting for the inevitable. He takes aim at the drone, tracks its path through the sky.

“Don’t be an asshole!” Will growls. He puts his hand on the barrel of Kilgore’s rifle, pushes it downward. “Are you trying to get us both killed? I told you it can’t see us. Don’t be such a jerk.”

Kilgore glares at him. “Don’t tell me what to do. I’ll play the game any way I goddamn want!”

“Fine. You want me to turn off your shield?”

Kilgore lets his mouth hang open. “You wouldn’t do that. You can’t do that.”

“Can’t I? It’s my mod, isn’t it? I just shared it with you. I can do whatever the hell I want with it. Turn it off, turn it on, turn it inside out if I damn well feel like it.”

Kilgore hesitates. There’s an edge of cold steel in Will’s voice that says he means business. And that glint in his eye? Yes. He’s crazy enough to turn off the shield. Hell, he’d enjoy it. Kilgore points his rifle to the ground, and the Gray Eagle banks and turns away, climbing rapidly to rejoin the formation overhead. The drones circle in a wide arc for a few seconds, gaining altitude, then they turn together and head back in the direction they came from.

Kilgore lets out a long, slow sigh of relief.

“Come on,” Will says. “Let’s go and check out what’s left of the barricade.” He smiles, and there’s no trace of the anger that burned in his eyes only a moment earlier.

You really are a piece of work, Kilgore thinks. But all he says is, “Sure. Let’s go.”

Will leads the way along the street. “Keep your shield on,” he calls back over his shoulder. “It’ll protect you from the heat.”

“OK.” Kilgore doesn’t need telling twice. In the last few minutes, the shield has more than proved its worth. Maybe it’s the reason Will is so gung ho all the time. Surely, with this shield, he’s pretty much invincible. So why does he need me? Kilgore walks faster to catch up with Will. It isn’t far, but his legs are heavy, and as he matches Will’s pace, Kilgore is short of breath. “Slow down, man,” he grumbles.

Will throws Kilgore a sideways smile. “Tired?”

Kilgore shakes his head. “I’m fine. I’m just pissed you didn’t break out the shield before—when we were pinned down.”

Will frowns. “It wouldn’t have worked. The shield messes with the threat detection system. It’s kind of like camo—good enough to fool a drone, but try waltzing past a GDL patrol and they’ll hose you down until there’s nothing left but a grease stain on the ground.”

“But the explosions, they didn’t touch us. It was like we weren’t there.”

Will laughs. “Of course, technically, we’re not here at all. I’m at home; I don’t know about you.”

“You know damn well what I mean. How come the shock waves passed us by? And don’t tell me you don’t know. You must’ve got some idea how it works.”

Will snorts. “Do I look like some snot-nosed code-punk? All I know is it works. Take it from me, the shield can deal with pretty much anything.”

Kilgore shoots him a look. “But not everything?”

Will doesn’t reply. He just keeps walking.

“Come on,” Kilgore insists. “It’s important. You have to tell me.”

Will looks at Kilgore, and the older man’s eyes are cold. “The shield has its limits, all right? Something to do with processor power. Throw enough bullets at it, and some of them are going to get through.”

“Oh my god,” Kilgore murmurs. And he walks on in silence, deep in thought. Would Will have admitted any of this if he hadn’t been pressed? Probably not. So what else is Will keeping to himself? And if he can hide something so important, then can he be trusted at all? Kilgore opens his mouth to say something, but Will doesn’t give him the chance.

“Here we are,” Will says. “What do you think of your handiwork?” He stops walking and looks from side to side, studying the ruins of the barricade. Most of the flames have gone out now, and all that’s left is a tangled mess of mangled metal. “Is it safe?” he asks. “Can we make it through?”

The barricade has crumbled and caved in until, at its center, it’s little more than ten feet high. But the charred remains of the vehicles have tumbled down and spilled out across the road, creating a wide mound of smoldering scrap metal. It looks like treacherous terrain: the alien landscape of a forgotten planet.

Kilgore runs his eyes over the wreckage and lets out a low whistle. When he looks carefully, he can pick out a deformed chassis, a shattered engine block, but most of it is unidentifiable: a scree of blackened hunks of burned metal. The slope is punctured by a series of sharp spikes: twisted struts and shattered springs poking up from the rubble like broken skeletons in the aftermath of some hellish massacre. And he’ll have to cross this wasteland before he can climb over to the other side.

Kilgore flips through some readouts in his HUD. “It’s good. The main defensive wall has broken down, but hold on... just checking. OK. There’s no sign of an electric current. It should be clear. So long as we watch our step and keep our shields on, we should be able to just walk on through.”

Will slaps him on the shoulder. “That is the best news I’ve heard in a long while, my friend.”

Kilgore smiles and looks down at the ground. Sometimes, it’s easy to like Will. Too easy. But that doesn’t mean he can be trusted. Now that I’ve helped him out, he’ll probably try to ditch me, Kilgore thinks. He gives Will a sidelong look. “Do you mind if I go first? I can use my HUD to check that it’s safe.”

“Lead the way,” Will says with a smile. “You’ve earned it.”

Kilgore’s chest swells with pride, and he straightens his back as he walks toward the scattered fragments of the barricade. He grins. This is amazing. He’s going to be the first gamer ever to see what lies beyond the barricade. The first gamer to set foot on virgin territory. And he’s achieved it all through using his wits. For all Will’s fancy gear, he couldn’t have brought down the barricade without Kilgore’s help. This is a red letter day for sure, and just for a moment, Kilgore wishes he had someone he could share the news with. I guess I could tell Dad, he thinks. But why bother? All he’ll get in return is a blank look and a noncommittal grunt. He pushes the image from his mind. He’s close to the wreckage now, and he needs to concentrate. This no time to fall flat on his ass.

He runs one last scan through his HUD, then he lifts his foot and steps up onto the nearest hunk of twisted metal. It shifts slightly beneath him, but it holds his weight, and he moves forward, picking his way over the strange terrain. He’s always had good coordination and balance, and he moves quickly, judging by eye whether each chunk of distorted metal will hold steady before he transfers his weight. Behind him, he hears Will following along, cursing under his breath as he struggles to keep up.

Soon, Kilgore comes up against the remains of the wall, and he’ll have to climb it. He selects a good spot and reaches up to get a grip on the ruined barricade, but then he hesitates. Wisps of flame still flicker among the twisted cat’s cradle of debris, and some of the metal glows a dull orange. Sure, the shield has protected him from the heat so far, but to actually put his hands on it? He takes a breath and extends his fingers slowly toward a gnarled steel bar. The metal is distorted and blackened with soot, and it gives off a thin trail of smoke that curls around Kilgore’s fingertips. Closer. It’s just an effect, he tells himself. But even so, at any second he expects to feel the heat searing into his skin, to smell the bitter stench of burning flesh. But as his hand brushes against the metal, the pain doesn’t come, and he exhales as he wraps his fingers around the reassuringly solid metal.

Kilgore smiles. This shield has to be the best piece of gear he’s ever used. How in the hell does it work? It’s no use asking Will. Maybe later, when this mission is over, he can persuade Will to at least tell him who made the shield. It would be incredible just to talk the guy and pick his brain. But that’s for later. For now, he has new territory to explore.


CHAPTER 10

Camaraderie

“FOCUS ON THE TASK IN HAND,” Mervin mutters. He opens his eyes, pushes the memories away, lets the kitchen come back into focus. “Jesus!” He pulls his hands from the hot soapy water. His fingertips are wrinkled, his forearms red and puffy. He works his fingers, and the skin on the backs of his hands tingles and itches. “Goddamned idiot!” He moves over to the wall where a threadbare towel hangs from a hook. Gently, he mops the suds from his trembling hands.

“What the hell is wrong with me?” But he knows the answer. It’s time for his meds. Truth be told, he should’ve taken them hours ago, but recently he’s been taking them later and later in the day, putting off the moment when the bitter blue pills dissolve on his tongue and make the world a gentler place. The name of the drug is too long and complicated to remember, but he’s given the blue pills a little name of his own devising, and now he murmurs it under his breath, “Goddamned chemical cosh.” The words always strike him as ugly, but they’re right and fitting. Sure, the drugs stop him brooding, but they make him feel beaten down, defeated. It’s like all the fight has gone out of him, as if he’s weighed down by a heavy blanket, the warm fabric covering his head, smothering him slowly. Maybe, I won’t take them today. See how it goes. But he just spent god knows how long in a world of his own, lost in a daydream while his hands burned in hot water. “It’s not good, Merv. It’s not right.”

His meds are up on his nightstand, and he heads for the stairs. But as he passes the door that leads down to the basement, a familiar thought nags at the edge of his consciousness, like a cat clawing at a loose thread: It’s still down there. He stops walking and stares at the old-fashioned round doorknob on the basement door. Hank’s old game chair has been down in the basement for a year or so. If it was newer, Hank might’ve sold it by now, but it’s three years old. Obsolete. No one would want it now, especially since the health scare.

“Nonsense,” Mervin mutters. As far as he’s concerned, the rumors of brain damage were started by the companies that make the chairs: a ploy to drive up sales of the newer models. And it worked. He made sure his boy had a new chair as soon as he could afford it. It’s never easy to get by on his pension, but he always puts Hank first. Always. Just as well, he thinks. The kid spends long enough plugged in to the damned thing.  He glances up at the ceiling, but his eyes return to the basement door. Yeah, the old chair is safe enough—so long as you know what you’re doing. And I do know what I’m doing. He purses his lips. He should go and take his meds first. Then, if he still feels like it, maybe he’ll log on for a couple hours, have some fun. He could meet up in a leisurely game with a few of the other veterans he’s met online.

Mervin chuckles under his breath. The game is never leisurely. He doesn’t play often—just enough to keep his hand in—but once he plugs in, he’s too busy kicking ass to chat.

A little thrill of excitement runs through him, and he smiles to himself. He’s tried the online forums and chat rooms, the ones where veterans get together to gripe about society and moan about modern life. He hoped, for a while, he might run into Jerry or some of the guys from his old platoon. He clung, for as long as he could, to the idea that they might be alive after all: pensioned off like him—told to stay quiet or lose everything. But he gave up asking around after he brushed up against the one person he’d hoped never to hear from again—Clyde.

Mervin snorts at the memory. The old bastard hadn’t fared particularly well: passed over for promotion then put out to pasture. He eked out his pension by stacking shelves in a convenience store, and despite the man’s obvious bitterness, he still rambled on about the old days. Said he missed the camaraderie. Camaraderie—bullshit! There was never a glimmer of brotherhood, nor any trace of human understanding from the likes of Clyde.

Mervin blocked the son of a bitch. One tiny motion to place a checkmark against Clyde’s name, and he didn’t have to listen to that man’s crap ever again. He heard later that Clyde was dead. A robbery at the store. A young kid involved. Clyde probably fancied himself the hero, the brave defender. But kids on crack don’t play by the rules. One quick stab in the chest with a three-inch kitchen knife, and Clyde went down same as anybody else. Seems the old bastard had a heart after all.

Mervin takes a breath. He should go up now and take his meds. It’s the only sane thing to do. But something’s different today. Maybe it’s the memories of that terrible day that’ve stirred him up, or maybe it’s thinking about Clyde that’s unsettled him. But he needs something: something to escape, to blot out the world for a little while. And the little blue pills just won’t cut it. Not today.

He takes a step toward the basement door, and slowly, he reaches out for the doorknob.

It’s cool in the basement, and the air carries a touch of dampness that clings to his clothes as he picks his way between the crates of old toys and the piles of junk. It’s a good thing the light still works. He bends down and shifts a broken bar stool out of the way. The damned thing only has two legs. “Why do I keep this crap?” he grumbles. He tosses the stool aside then stands up straight. There you are. The game chair, covered by a white plastic dust cover, stands over by the wall, the only place where there’s a power outlet. He crosses over and whips off the sheet of plastic. The chair looks good, almost as good as new. He reaches out to the armrest and brushes away a flake of something white and powdery then glances up at the ceiling. The paint is peeling off, hanging down in tattered shreds. There’s another job I’ll probably never get around to doing.

He sighs. Suddenly, the chair looks even more inviting. A couple hours in the game, and he’ll feel better. He’ll be able to tackle a few things around the house, maybe even cook a nice dinner for a change. He runs his hand over the chair’s control panel, and his finger comes to rest next to the power switch. “Why the hell not?” he asks the empty room. He slides his hand onto the power switch, and instantly the panel lights up. The small screen flickers into life, and Mervin watches the readouts carefully as they scroll upward. “It’s all good.”

He swings himself onto the seat and rests his head back against the sensor panel. These old chairs don’t offer the comfort of the new gel pads, but they work well enough. He places his palms flat against the correct places on the armrests, then he closes his eyes and waits.

The tingling across Mervin’s scalp is almost pleasant, like a head massage. He smiles. The sync won’t take long. The days of the complex, drawn-out sync they used in the military are long gone. Even in this old chair, the connection is quick and easy. So easy, a child can do it.

For a moment, he thinks of Hank, wonders if everything is all right with him. Maybe he should go up and check on him. But before he can pursue that thought, the tingling sensation intensifies, creeping across his scalp, prickling the tips of his fingers. Mervin chews on his bottom lip. He shouldn’t be doing this, not in his condition. He should be looking after Hank. But it’s too late to think about that now. The basement is already growing hazy. Mervin looks up at the ceiling, and he has to smile when the peeling paint fades away, replaced by pristine white ceiling tiles.

He lets out a slow breath and looks around as the gear room materializes around him. I’m in. He moves over to the wall rack and selects his preferred model of assault rifle. He checks his gear over, runs through his inventory. But before he’s finished, a voice crackles in his ear: “Hey, Merv! Hi there, buddy. How’s things?”

“Hi, Paul. Good. I’m fine.”

“Glad to hear it. Listen, I got a job for you.”

“Sure,” Mervin says. It’s good to hear Paul’s voice. He’s a safe pair of hands. The men and women in this outfit are all veterans, and they never use ranks. They hate all that shit. But they wouldn’t get anywhere without leaders, and a few of their number have stepped up to the plate. Good, honest troopers. The kind of soldiers who understand that command is a privilege and that any respect worth a damn has to be earned. “Tell me what you need,” Mervin says, and he allows himself a smile. “I’m ready.”


CHAPTER 11

Leverage

KILGORE PULLS HIMSELF UP onto the wreckage and scrambles to his feet, balancing precariously on what looks like it was once a tailgate. He grins and looks down, scanning the newfound territory that he risked so much to see. And his smile drops.

“It’s just the same,” he says. “Just more of the same freaking road.”

Behind him, Will gives a sharp laugh. “What did you expect, kid? Streets paved with gold?”

“No. Just something—I don’t know—different.”

“Huh! You’ll see soon enough. You go on down. Give me some room to haul myself over.”

“OK. I just thought—with the barricade and all—there’d be something worth all this protection.”

“Yeah. We’ll get to that in a minute. Just go on down. Clinging to this junk pile by my fingernails is no fun at all.”

It’s Kilgore’s turn to laugh. “All right. Take it easy, old timer.” He looks down. Most of the wreckage fell on the outward-facing side of the barricade, forming the mess he’s just clambered over. But between Kilgore and the newly uncovered stretch of road, there’s a more or less vertical drop. He turns around and lowers himself down then jumps easily to the ground, bending his knees. As quickly as he can, he turns around to face the street, raising his rifle as he moves. He shoulders his weapon and turns from side to side, scanning the nearby buildings for any sign of an ambush. There’s nothing. And no warnings on his HUD. He takes a few steps forward, but he stays alert.

Behind him, Will grunts as he drops down to the road. “Shit!”

Kilgore looks back and watches Will as the older man walks toward him. Will’s moving a lot slower than before, and trailing his left leg a little. “Oh man,” Kilgore says, “looks like someone needs an energy boost.”

“Watch your lip, kid. There’s nothing wrong with me. I just caught my leg on something when I climbed up is all. It’ll be all right in a minute. And anyway, I’m saving the boosts for later. I’ve got a feeling I’m going to need them.”

Kilgore nods slowly. “If you say so.” He pauses. “So, what’s next? Are you going to tell me, or do I have to guess?”

Will breaks eye contact and looks down the street. “Sure I’ll tell you. But let’s get away from the heat, then we can turn our shields off.”

“OK.”

The men walk down the road in silence for a while, side by side. It seems like neither of them has the energy to talk. Will looks dog-tired, and though Kilgore hates to admit it, he’s pretty damn near exhausted himself. Now that the excitement of clambering over the barricade has passed, it feels like his desperate efforts to stay alive have finally caught up with him.

Kilgore’s just thinking of standing still for a moment to get his breath when Will stops walking and glances back over his shoulder. “Should be safe here. Turn your shield off.”

Kilgore looks into the middle distance and lets the idea of AIPR0N slide into the back of his mind. It’s easier this time, and to his surprise, the shield is already powering down. “Jeez,” he mutters. “It’s like it’s reading my mind.”

“Funny you should say that,” Will says. “When it’s working right, that’s exactly what AIPR0N does.”

“Yeah. I get it now.” And it’s true. He’s in tune with the mod now. He can feel it, almost like it’s a part of his mind.

Will points toward a stack of wooden crates at one side of the road. “Let’s go over there and take a seat—rest a while.”

Kilgore’s sorely tempted, but he shakes his head. “Aren’t we kind of in a hurry here?”

“You know, there’s a reason we don’t keep the shields on all the time. Check your status.”

Kilgore frowns. Like most gamers, he keeps an eye on his readouts most of the time, and they were all fine last time he looked. But now, he does a double take. “Holy shit!” His energy levels have tanked. Why? His energy should be fine. After all, nothing has affected him since he activated the shield. The shield! That’s what Will is trying to tell him. “Are you saying the shield did this to me?” He pauses, looks up to the sky. “I’m exhausted, man. Why didn’t you tell me this would happen? Why didn’t you warn me?”

Will gives him a look, and the older man’s expression is cold as stone. “I’m telling you now, aren’t I? The shield is a lifesaver, but it comes at a price. The more damage it has to deflect, the more energy it takes. The longer you use it, the bigger the hit to your stats. And you know, you had it easy. The energy boost I gave you was still in your system. Without that, you’d never have made it through the barricade.”

Kilgore stares at Will. What else are you keeping to yourself? he wonders. But he doesn’t ask out loud, doesn’t want to waste his breath. The shield has drained him physically, left him feeling like he’s just run a marathon. But perhaps there’s something he can do about that. He looks down for a moment, clears his throat. “Listen, Will, you’ve got to give me another energy boost, man. Hell, you need one too, don’t you?”

Will shakes his head. “I don’t have many left, and the mission isn’t over yet. Like I said, I’m saving them for later.” He pauses and takes a deep breath, flaring his nostrils. “Come on, Sarge. We’ll take a rest. Our energy levels will recover by themselves soon enough.” Then, without waiting for a response, he sets off toward the crates.

Kilgore kicks at a stray piece of debris and sends it skittering across the road, stirring up the dust. What choice does he have? His energy is so low it would be suicide for him to go on. Hell, right now you could probably finish him off with a fly swatter. “Jesus, man,” he grumbles. But he follows Will and slumps down on a crate next to him.

“You know something funny?” Will asks. “In real life, you never see wooden crates just lying around in the street, but in the game, they’re all over the place.”

“Yeah.” Kilgore stares at the ground. He’s in no mood for small talk, but Will doesn’t seem to have noticed.

“So, this HUD of yours—that’s pretty smart. And you built it yourself. That must’ve taken one hell of a lot of work.”

“Yeah,” Kilgore admits, grudgingly. “I guess. It’s worth it though. It helps a lot, especially when you’ve got to solve a problem to move on.”

“You like all that stuff—solving problems?”

“Sure. That’s what I’m here for mainly.” He flashes Will a grin. “Well, that and the mindless violence.”

They share a laugh.

“How about you?” Kilgore asks. “You must’ve put in some serious game time to get that body armor, and all the rest of your gear.”

“Yeah, it doesn’t come cheap,” Will says. “But there’s more to it than game time. I’m not afraid to leverage what I know. I make the most of what I’ve got. Like you with your HUD.”

Kilgore nods. “OK. But even so—this AIPR0N? I’ve never even heard of it. Where’d you get it?

Will’s smile suddenly fades. He looks away for a moment, making his mind up.

“What—” Kilgore starts to say, but Will doesn’t let him finish.

Will grabs Kilgore’s upper arm, holds it tight. He looks the younger man in the eye. “What would you say if I told you there was somewhere where you could get all the upgrades you wanted?”

Kilgore takes a breath. His mind races, but he doesn’t say a word.

Will nods. “You want it,” he says. “I can see it in your eyes.”

But Kilgore shakes his arm free from Will’s grasp. “I don’t know,” he says. “Will it get me kicked out of the game? Is it legal? Because let me tell you, I don’t need any extra trouble right now.”

Will leans back and holds out his arms. “Look at me. Do I look like I’ve been kicked out?”

“No. No, you don’t,” Kilgore says. “But that doesn’t mean you won’t be. And if you go down, I don’t want to be dragged down with you.”

Will takes a breath. “OK,” he says. “I’ll level with you. Then you can decide. OK?”

“Sure. I’m listening.”

Will nods. “You were right earlier. There’s a reason for this barricade. There’s a reason this part of the game is so well defended.”

“That’s obvious. It’s to stop people getting to the next level.”

Will grimaces. “Get real, kid. You’re thinking like some sorry ass game-head. I thought you were smarter than that.”

Kilgore feels a rush of blood to his face. “OK then. Tell me what’s so goddamn special about this street that makes it any different from every other.”

Will shakes his head, and when he speaks, his voice is low with barely restrained anger. “Listen to yourself, for Christ’s sake. You sound like a spoiled brat. That is not how this is going to go. You don’t have any cards left to play, kid. You can go nowhere from here without me. So if you want to play with the grown-ups, you’d better button your lip and listen. Understand?”

Kilgore curls the fingers of his right hand into a fist. He’s willing to bet that he’s recovering his energy faster than Will. This could be the perfect time to punch the bastard in the mouth. Twice. But there’s a nagging thought in the back of Kilgore’s mind: What if he’s telling the truth? Could there really be a place where upgrades were there for the taking? Why not? Will is clearly very wealthy, and there’s plenty of unauthorized information swilling around online for those who are willing to pay for it: shortcuts, passwords, cheat codes. It’s all out there—if you can afford it.

Kilgore swallows his anger. He’ll hear Will out, but there’s no way he’ll put up with any more bullshit. He’s through with being lectured and sick to death of being treated like he’s just some dumb kid. Kilgore holds out his right hand, his fingers spread wide. “OK, man. I’ll listen. But you’d better cut to the chase, OK?”

Will purses his lips and stares at Kilgore, thinking. His eyes flick to the side, and he looks over Kilgore’s shoulder as if he’s already dismissing him from his mind.

“Seriously, Will,” Kilgore says. “I’m ready to listen. And I don’t know about you, but my energy levels are coming up fast. I’m almost ready to move out. If you don’t want to tell me your plan, I can always try my luck on my own. It’s your call.”

Will frowns. “I’m tempted just to cut you loose. You won’t last five minutes.”

“I’ll be all right. You’ve got to give me some credit.”

“Oh, I am,” Will says. “I’d give most people two minutes, tops.”

Kilgore stands up and adjusts his rifle, checks his gear. “OK. I said I’d help you through the barricade, and that’s exactly what I’ve done. We’re all square.”

“OK, you’ve made your point. Sit down.”

Kilgore shakes his head. “Like I said, I prefer to play solo. I’ll take my chances.”

Will grunts in annoyance and pushes himself up to his feet. “You also said you’d hear me out. Now, will you do me that courtesy, Hank?”

Kilgore looks away. There’s a quiet authority in the older man’s voice, and for a second, it reminds him of his dad: the way he used to be, back when Mom was still with them and everything was right. He takes a breath and blinks a few times, but he doesn’t walk away.

“All right,” Will says. He stands next to Kilgore and reaches out, pointing toward the horizon and moving his hand from left to right. “You see that rocky ridge that runs right along?”

“Sure. City limits. The edge of the game map. Everyone knows that.”

“That’s what people think.” Will flashes Kilgore a smug little smile. “Those coordinates you found online—checked them out recently?”

Kilgore gives him a withering look. “I’ve been kind of busy. But hey, whatever.” He calls up his mission map. Well, that’s weird. When he orients himself with the map, the coordinates indicate a point out on the ridge. “This is bullshit, man. There’s nothing there.” He looks at Will. “I guess I should’ve known. Don’t tell me—there is no secret military base.”

“Oh, there’s a base all right. But that’s not what the coordinates are for. Not directly.”

Kilgore sighs. “For Christ’s sake, Will. Spit it out.”

Will frowns. “OK, kid. I’ll tell you. The coordinates are for the only place on that ridge where you can cross over to the other side.”

“I don’t get it. If the ridge is on the edge of the map, there is no other side. What’s the point?”

Will shakes his head. “The ridge is the edge of the game, kid, it is not the edge of the map—not by a long way. The question is, how bad do you want to see what’s out there?”


CHAPTER 12

One Simple Answer

WARNING: APPROACHING CITY LIMITS

NO ACCESS BEYOND THIS POINT

Kilgore casts a sideways look at Will. He’s waiting for me to ask, Kilgore thinks. Waiting for me to make myself look dumb again. Kilgore squints up at the crest of the ridge. If there are any physical defenses, he can’t see them, and his HUD isn’t showing any hidden objects. To hell with you, Will, he thinks. I’ll figure this out myself. The answer must be something to do with AIPR0N, but what commands should he be looking for? The mod doesn’t give any clues, so he’ll just have to wing it. But just as he lets AIPR0N’s interface crystalize in his mind, a new warning scrolls across his HUD:

NO ACCESS: ATTEMPTED VIOLATION WILL RESULT IN INSTANT TERMINATION

Jesus Christ! They’re almost at the top of the rocky ridge, but although Will must’ve seen the same warning, he hasn’t slowed his pace. What the hell is he thinking? Is Will so arrogant he really believes he can just march on through? I should never have listened to him, Kilgore thinks. The man is a liability: a danger to himself. Kilgore’s finger twitches against his rifle’s trigger guard. The game is going to try and stop them, but how? Will it send a drone? A patrol? He looks along the ridge ahead and checks his threat detector. It’s all clear, but this is the perfect place for an ambush. There could be any number of unknown hazards hidden just over the brow of the ridge. But maybe the game will be more direct, forcing them to log off, throwing them back into their chairs. If that happens, will the system even give them time to desync properly? Kilgore grimaces. He’d rather be shot in the head than run the risk of brain damage.

He looks at Will. It’s no good. He’s got to ask for his help. But as Kilgore opens his mouth to speak, he suddenly has the first glimmer of an idea. It’s almost as if someone is whispering in his ear, though the voice is too faint for him to pick out the words. Is it AIPR0N telling him what to do?

Kilgore stops walking and looks down at the ground. Will says something, but Kilgore takes no notice, tunes him out. He focuses on the elusive idea, lets it come to him.

Access, he thinks. Access control. Yes! AIPR0N, select access control. Activate.

A bold red warning splashes across the center of his HUD:

ACCESS DENIED: GAME TERMINATION IN 3 SECONDS

The countdown begins, but Kilgore stays calm. He’s got this. He needs just one more thought. Deploy access control, set privileged user.

The countdown to termination flips from two to one. Kilgore holds his breath and glares at the number, defying it to change. Suddenly, there’s a new message in his HUD, and his heart lurches in his chest.

AGRIPPINE EXPERIENCE: PRIVILEGED USER ACCESS GRANTED

“Yes!” Kilgore says. “I did it. I beat the goddamned company.” He looks at Will. “Did you see that? I just did it. It just came to me. It was like—it was incredible.”

Will raises his eyebrows. “I thought I was going to have to step in there, kid, but you’re a quick study, aren’t you?”

“You bet,” Kilgore says, and he chuckles to himself. “Man, I sure could get used to this.”

“Yeah, well don’t let it go to your head.” Will looks toward the top of the ridge for a moment then back at Kilgore. “I guess this is as good a time as any to tell you what’s next.”

“Man, I just beat Agrippine Experience in their own goddamned game. Whatever it is, bring it on.”

Will hesitates, licks his lips. “A minefield. Huge. Bigger than anything you’ve ever seen.”

“Aw, come on,” Kilgore scoffs. “I’ve seen plenty of mines. How bad can it be?”

Will turns to face the younger man, looks him in the eye. “More than you know.” He pauses. “It’s not so much a minefield as a whole networked system of anti-personnel mines, anti-tank mines, proximity detectors, tripwires, you name it. It’s enough to stop an army—and then some.”

Kilgore runs his hand across his mouth. This is some serious shit: maybe an even bigger challenge than the barricade. “Why don’t you use your shield?”

“That would work for one mine—maybe two—but they’re networked, remember? You step on one mine, and a whole bunch go off.” Will shakes his head. “Nothing could save you from that.”

Kilgore nods thoughtfully. “Sounds risky. Must be something pretty good on the other side.” He pauses. Why is Will doing all this? What does he really want? Kilgore has the urge to slap himself in the face. He should’ve called Will out on this before the barricade, made him explain. But somehow, he’s let himself be swept along, following at Will’s heel like a stray dog. That stops here. He fixes Will with a look. “What the hell is all this about, Will? You’re not here just to see some military base.”

“I’m here,” Will says, leaning in toward Kilgore and lowering his voice to little more than a murmur, “because beyond that minefield there are as many credits and upgrades as you could ever want. And all of it, just waiting to be picked up.”

Kilgore can’t help but think about it, picturing himself in Titan 3 body armor, a brand-new assault rifle in his hands, a backpack full of percussion mines and medikits. But his bullshit meter is going into overdrive. “You’re spinning me a line, man. No one leaves that kind of stuff lying around. No way. It’s just not real.”

“Oh, I didn’t say we won’t have to fight for it—it’s a GDL base. But they’re not expecting anyone to come through the minefield. We’ll have surprise on our side. And once we get there, AIPR0N can get us in.”

“I still don’t buy it,” Kilgore says. “There must be more to it. The question is, what aren’t you telling me this time?”

“No. That isn’t the question at all,” Will says. “There’s only one question that matters right now—could your HUD find a way through the minefield?”

Kilgore narrows his eyes and stares at Will. “So what if it could? Like I said, there’s got to be more to it. You don’t just walk into a GDL base.”

“We’ll come to that in a minute. All I need is one simple answer. Could your HUD get someone through the minefield—yes or no?”

Kilgore doesn’t have to think for long. Mines are classic hidden objects, and he’s seen enough of them to know the distinctive patterns they make in his HUD. “Yeah, I’m pretty confident.”

Will blows out his cheeks. “That’s not good enough. One mistake out there, and it’s all over. So can the HUD pick out every single mine, every tripwire, without fail?”

“Of course it can,” Kilgore says, a hint of irritation creeping into his voice. “The prox detectors won’t be easy; it depends on their range, but it can be done. I’m certain of it.”

“Good. That’s all I needed to know.” Will nods thoughtfully. “So, how much do you want for it? I’ll give you a fair price.”

“What?” Kilgore’s face is a comic book picture of horrified surprise.

“You heard me. Name your price.”

“No way,” Kilgore says. “I’d never sell it. Do you know how long it took me to code this thing?”

“A million credits—I’d say that was pretty fair. After all, you coded it once, you could do it again.”

Kilgore gives a hollow laugh. “It’s not that simple. I had to integrate it slowly into the game so the system wouldn’t notice. I smuggled it in, one mod at a time. It took months. And then I had to learn to use it.”

“OK, two million.”

“You’re not listening to me. Even if you gave me ten million, you’d still have to transfer it one mod at a time, and it took me at least three months of testing to fine-tune it and learn the patterns.”

Will takes a step closer to Kilgore, and when he speaks, his voice is a low growl. “Oh, I’m listening all right. But what you don’t understand is how much is at stake here. Three months is nothing. I’m a patient man, and I’ll do whatever it takes. But you’ve got to sell me that HUD; it’s the only way to get through the minefield.”

“No. You’re wrong,” Kilgore says. “There’s a much simpler way. I’ll go through for you. And whatever I find, we split it fifty-fifty.”

Will shakes his head. “That’s a real sweet offer, kid. But you were right—those credits aren’t just lying around. They’ll be protected. My intel says there are multiple levels of security to get through, each one different. It’ll need my knowledge of AIPR0N to get through any one of them. So I need your HUD, and I need you to sell it to me now.”

“You’re missing the point,” Kilgore says. “It will be much faster if I go through the minefield, and I already have AIPR0N. You just tell me how to get through the security, and I’ll bring the stuff back.”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about, kid.”

“So tell me. What’ve they got over there—giant dogs with big googly eyes?” He lets out a derisive laugh.

Will bares his teeth in a dismissive scowl. “I don’t know, you freaking idiot. It changes all the time. It could be anything. That’s why it has to be me that goes through. I know AIPR0N better than you. I can get past the defenses, whatever they are.”

Kilgore studies Will’s face for a moment. “There’s something else,” he says. “Something you’re not telling me.”

Will frowns.

“Come on,” Kilgore goes on. “You don’t need credits and upgrades. You’re already loaded. What’s this really about?”

Will looks down at the ground for a second. And when he looks up again, his expression softens. “You’re right,” he says. “Maybe you’re smarter than I gave you credit for.”

“So what is it? Are you going to tell me the real reason you’re here or what?”

Will sighs. “It’s a key. An encryption key. It’s worth a lot to me.” He hesitates and looks Kilgore in the eye.

A muscle in Kilgore’s cheek twitches, but he doesn’t put his hand up to stop it.

“I’ll tell you something, kid,” Will says. “With this key, I can get into any bank account in the world.”

Kilgore snorts. “Bullshit! That sort of crap died out years ago.”

“Did it? Did it really?” Will leans in closer to Kilgore and lowers his voice. “Or is that just what they want you to think?”

Kilgore steps back, his lips twisted in a sneer of contempt. “You’re worse than my dad. You conspiracy nuts, you’re all the same.”

In one swift movement, Will raises his rifle, pointing it squarely at Kilgore’s chest.

“Christ!” Kilgore hisses. “You maniac!” He reaches out to push the barrel aside, but before he can make contact, Will flips his weapon and turns it around, pushing the stock toward Kilgore’s face. “You see that?”

Kilgore scowls, but he can’t help but stare at the maker’s mark engraved on the stock. The three distinctive, intertwined hexagons of the Elite Assault Corporation are often talked about in gaming circles, but rarely seen. In the fast-moving world of the game, that symbol stands for something: wealth, dominance, superiority.

Suddenly, there’s a hard knot of envy in Kilgore’s throat. He swallows it down, says nothing.

Will lets out a condescending chuckle. “How do you think I got this gun? Do you think I just conjured it up out of thin air?”

Kilgore clamps his lips. He won’t give him the satisfaction of an answer.

“You don’t fool me, kid. You want to know how I got this gun, and you want to know how you can get one for yourself. You want it more than anything else in the world.”

“Sure,” Kilgore says with a shrug. “Who wouldn’t? But that doesn’t mean a thing. OK, so you’re loaded. So what?”

“You don’t get it, do you? And I thought you were the one who’s good at problem solving.”

Kilgore rolls his eyes. “You having a high-class rifle doesn’t prove there’s this magical key we should all chase after. What next—gold at the end of the rainbow?”

“Think about it, kid. I know this key exists because I’ve had access to it before.”

Kilgore’s mouth forms a silent O. He hates to admit it, but it does make sense. The Titan body armor, the top-of-the-line assault rifle, the incredible AIPR0N: There’s no way Will could’ve got those things without accumulating a serious stack of credits. If Will really had a key, it would explain the secret of his success.

Kilgore’s mouth is suddenly dry. The game is connected—big time. There are countless millions of players, and every single one of them provides a direct link from their gamer profile to their bank account. Somewhere, deep with the game, there are links to every major bank in the world. An encryption key could open up a host of system-wide vulnerabilities. It could be the ticket to untold riches. “It’s incredible,” he whispers.

“And I was doing pretty good for a while there,” Will continues, “but then one day, the key wouldn’t work anymore.”

“The system detected the breach,” Kilgore says. “It reset the key.”

“You don’t say.” Will snorts. “I figured that part out all by myself.”

“Then tell me this, smartass—why would there be a key like that inside the game? It doesn’t make sense.”

Will looks up to the sky. “Jesus Christ!” he mutters. “Do I have to explain every goddamned thing?”

“Damn straight,” Kilgore insists. “But I’m not stupid. Give me the short version, all right?”

Will takes a breath. “All right. Here’s the edited highlights. You’ve heard of Jacob Grimwood, right?”

“Sure. Who hasn’t? Big-time game designer back in the day. Made a few million bucks and bought an island.”

“Oh yeah,” Will says. “He’s the hero of every two-bit code punk on the planet. But what you don’t know is this—Jacob Grimwood is currently locked up. He’s in jail. Thirteen counts of conspiracy to commit fraud—twelve years apiece.”

Kilgore snorts. “What did he do—dodge his taxes? Who doesn’t?”

Will stares in silence for a moment, his brow furrowed. “He’s a hacker, you idiot. A thief. He took a fortune out of the game. Billions.”

“No way. It would’ve been on the news, in the chat rooms—”

“Are you kidding?” Will interrupts. “No one’s that naive. Have you any idea how much this game is worth? Did you ever stop to think about the scale of it—worldwide?”

Kilgore bristles. “Skip the lecture, Will.”

“Just think about it. The game has an economy greater than all of Europe put together, a turnover bigger than any multinational you can think of. But if people think it isn’t secure—if they can’t trust it—the whole thing comes crashing down.”

Kilgore raises his chin. “I get it, all right? They hushed it up. So Grimwood hid this key in the game—for what? For kicks?”

“Of course not, you idiot. He was always three steps ahead of the feds and five steps removed from the crime. That’s why they took him down for conspiracy. In real life, the key is buried deep in the kernel code, but Grimwood realized he could set up a way to access it from inside the game. He could use it in here, tapping into the game’s trading system, and nobody would ever know. All he needed was an interface, and he could pay plenty to have people build it up, piece by piece. None of them saw the bigger picture. None of them knew what they were really building.”

Kilgore stays silent for a moment. This is either an astonishing discovery or the biggest crock of bullshit he’s ever heard. As things stand, it could go either way. He tilts his head slightly to one side and gives Will a long, questioning look. “Prove it to me.”

“What?”

“You heard. Prove it to me. Make it stand up.”

A sneer threatens to curl Will’s lip, but he controls it, turns it into a tight smile. “OK, Kilgore, you asked for it. Your dad’s name is Mervin. He stays home mostly—ever since he got kicked out the army on a disability pension. Your mom moved out soon after—lives on Bank Street in a two-room apartment. She just got a new job in the bakery. Did you know that? Only you never seem to visit, and you don’t call much either.”

Kilgore scowls, his eyes burning, his face pale, the tendons in his neck bulging beneath his skin. But before he can speak, Will steps forward and grabs him by the shoulder. He leans in, pushing his face close until the two men are practically nose to nose.

“You question me, you little punk?” Will growls. “I have access to more information than you could ever dream of. Do you seriously think I have to justify myself to you? Do you?”

Kilgore struggles free, pushes Will away. “You’re a goddamned maniac. For Christ’s sake. You’ve been spying on me? You set me up?”

“I had to check you out—of course I did.” Will pauses, wipes his hand across his face. “You’ve got to understand what we’re talking about here. It’s worth billions. Billions! Do you think I’d risk it all on a chance encounter with some random game-head?”

Kilgore takes a step back and points at Will, his finger jabbing the air repeatedly as he speaks. “Man, I knew you were a piece of work, but this!”

“And what would you do in my shoes, huh? Would you maybe prowl the forums, see which guys are at the top of their game? Would you find the one guy everyone else is talking about?”

Kilgore hesitates, his mouth open. He lowers his hand. “What? People are talking—about me?”

“Did you think no one would notice the way you play? You’re not the only smart gamer in the world, you know. There’s plenty of people know how to crawl the data. They’ve tracked your performance, and they figured you must have some sort of angle—a cheat code or something.”

Kilgore’s eyes lose their focus, and he blinks rapidly as his imagination shifts up a gear. If people are watching him, monitoring his games, they could be wise to his illegal mods. He could be in real trouble—the kind that comes with lawyers. And he doesn’t have a leg to stand on; he knew the rules, and he broke them whenever he could. Agrippine Experience will sue him—they’re well known for it. And when he can’t pay—what then? Will he be thrown in jail? And what will happen to his dad? The old man can’t cope on his own. He needs someone to look after him.

Kilgore pinches the bridge of his nose and closes his eyes for a second. Maybe he’s jumping ahead. Sure, Will tracked him down, but he’s an even bigger rule breaker; there’s no way he’s going to turn anyone over to Agrippine. So perhaps there’s still time to limit the damage. He turns his attention back to Will. “These people—they knew about my HUD?”

Will gives a half shrug. “It was mentioned a few times but not by anyone you’d take seriously. Just a shot in the dark. Nobody ever guessed at its full potential. You must’ve done a pretty good job of covering your tracks.”

“OK,” Kilgore says, nodding to himself. “So it’s OK. I can log off then come back later, start taking the HUD apart, smuggle it out bit by bit, the same way I brought it in. I won’t leave a trace. No one will be able to prove a thing.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Will demands, and his voice is taut with suppressed anger. “I’ve just told you how you can get rich beyond your wildest dreams, and you’re talking about quitting? After what we just went through?”

“Forget it, Will. This is getting too weird.”

“For Christ’s sake! You can get rid of your HUD later if you want to. I won’t stand in your way. But right now, we need it. All we’ve got to do is hack through the security, and AIPR0N can do that for us. The key is there waiting for us. I know exactly where it is.”

Will’s impassioned plea hits home, and Kilgore’s head jerks back as a flash of realization hits him smack between the eyes. “Wait a minute. You’ve been here before. You’ve played out this whole thing. That’s how you got the key before. That’s how you know exactly where it is now. Jesus! I should’ve figured it out.”

Will shakes his head slowly. “You’re wrong, Hank. I’ve never played out this scenario.”

“Don’t give me that. Of course you’ve been here. You’ve been lying the whole time.” Kilgore moves his rifle, holding it with both hands, gripping it tight. He raises his voice. “Why didn’t you say something? Why the hell didn’t you tell me what to do back there at the barricade? Or even before then, when we were pinned down?”

“Because that was all new to me. Christ! Isn’t it obvious? Sure, I took a key before. I already told you that. And I explained about the percussion mines, although there were even more GDL this time around. But that’s the point—there’s no way the game will let anyone get away with the same shit twice. Not at this level. And I honestly haven’t made it this far since they threw up the barricade. I had no idea how to get through it. That was all down to you.”

“Bullshit, man. You’ve lied through your teeth all along. What in the hell makes you think I’d believe you now?” Kilgore glares at Will for a moment then turns away. That’s it. Finished.

But Will steps forward and grabs him by the arm, pulling him back around until they’re face to face. “You’re smarter than this, Hank. You can see the truth in what I’m saying. You know, probably better than anybody, how the game had to harden its defenses. It couldn’t risk a breach, so it threw up an impregnable barricade. But we did it! They did their best to keep us out, but we beat them anyway. You should be proud of yourself.”

“Proud?” Kilgore shakes his head in disbelief. “Do you think you can just say that and turn my head? Do you seriously believe that’s all it takes?”

Will dips his chin. “OK. Fair enough. I didn’t mean to blow smoke up your ass. That’s the last thing I want to do. But there’s still only one real question that matters, right here, right now.”

“And what’s that exactly?”

Will fixes his eyes on him. “How bad do you want to be rich and have one of these for yourself?” He holds out his assault rifle, and the Elite maker’s mark glints in the sunlight.

Kilgore tries not to look at the rifle, and he almost succeeds. But it calls out to him, stirs something in his gut. And when he lowers his gaze, despite himself, he bites his bottom lip.

As soon as Kilgore looks down, Will allows himself a satisfied smirk. “You know, Hank, a rifle like this—it’s more than just a fine weapon. There’s a lot that goes along with it. Status. Prestige.”

Kilgore looks up and lets his eyes roam over the rifle, but he keeps his mouth closed, his lips pulled tight against his teeth.

“And it’s not like you’d be taking anything you hadn’t earned. You’ll have to play your heart out to get through the security. And when you make it through—and you will—you’ll deserve a weapon like this.”

Kilgore looks Will in the eye. “I’m not selling you my HUD, man. No way.”

“OK,” Will says gently. “So how do we do this?”

Kilgore opens his mouth to speak, then he changes his mind. He turns away from Will and takes a few steps then stands still, staring out along barren emptiness of the rocky ridge. What the hell am I doing? he asks himself. But he already knows the answer. He’s going to go for it. Because if there’s even the tiniest chance he can get the best weapon money can buy, he’s got to take it. And if he can bring home a stack of credits into the bargain, it sure would help his situation. He might even be in a position to help his dad. He could pay for a decent doctor: someone better than those army jerks. Their only answer to his dad’s problems is to dope the old man up to the eyeballs, keep him quiet. So yes, this is a big risk. There’s a good chance Will plans to rip him off along the way. There’s a huge chance the whole mission will fail. But the possible payoff? Bigger than anything he’s ever dreamed of. And he’s had some pretty big dreams.

Kilgore turns to face Will. “All right, let’s say we do this. There’s only one way it’s going to work. Like I said before, you tell me where the key is, and I’ll bring it back. We split everything fifty-fifty.”

Will smiles. “I’m not going to just tell you where it is. But I’ll tell you what we’ll do. You go through the minefield. When you run into the defenses, you’ll need AIPR0N. I’ll talk you through it over the voice channel. But we can’t split the key. I know how to use it; you don’t.”

Kilgore opens and closes his mouth. “What? That’s no good. What’s in it for me? Why risk my neck?”

“Because you’ll be going into GDL territory. There are armories over there—whole rooms just bursting with the best gear you’ve ever seen—all top of the line. You can help yourself. Anything you find, you can keep, but I must have that key. Do you understand?”

“Sure,” Kilgore says. “I understand you’re trying to screw me over. You said I’d get credits, but as soon as you get the key you’ll be out of here and I’ll never see a dime.”

“For god’s sake!” Will growls. “I’ll make sure you get a kickback. It’ll be the best payday you ever had—maybe the only one you’ll ever need. But here, let me just—” He looks away, focusing on his HUD. “That should do it. Now, check your account.”

Kilgore narrows his eyes. He can’t trust Will, not for a second, but he calls up his billing account anyway. “Holy shit!” Last time he checked he had a couple hundred credits or so. Now, he has a shade over half a million. Half a goddamned million!

“That’s just a down payment,” Will says. “Bring me back the key, and I’ll add another one million credits. Hell, do a good job, and I’ll make it two million.”

Kilgore stares at him, and for the first time in a while, he has no idea what he should say.

“Call it a gesture of goodwill,” Will says. “I’m putting my faith in you. Can you do the same for me?”

Kilgore’s not sure if he can trust his voice, but he tips his chin up and manages to say, “Sure. For now.”

“You’ll do it then? You’ll get the key—with my help?”

Kilgore nods once. “I’ll do it. But listen, man, I’ve had enough bullshit to last me a lifetime, all right? From now on, you tell me everything you know or the deal is off.”

“Sure,” Will says. He glances toward the top of the ridge. “The minefield is due east from here. Do you want me to take you, or shall I just wait here?”

“You can wait,” Kilgore says. “I can find it myself.” He turns around until his HUD tells him he’s facing east. “I can find it better than anybody.”


CHAPTER 13

Here We Go

WARNING: MINEFIELD

DO NOT ENTER

“No kidding,” Kilgore says. It hasn’t taken him long to find the minefield. It’s a wide strip running to his left and his right as far as the eye can see, and since every mine is a hidden object, they’re lighting up his HUD like a toy store window at Christmas. For a moment, he stands at the minefield’s edge, taking in the sheer scale of the thing. It’s vast, but he has his HUD, and there must be a way through—it’s just a matter of finding it.  I can do this, he tells himself. And I’m the only one who can. He allows himself a satisfied smile, then he gets to work, scanning the minefield slowly from left to right, searching out a safe route.

But his smile soon turns to a frown. “Holy shit,” he mutters. “There’s so goddamn many.” The mines are packed tight together here; he’s never seen anything like it. And if he misses just one of them, if he makes a single mistake, he’s finished. Blown to hell. And what effect will that have on his body back in real life? Kilgore bites his bottom lip. Hard. The minefield is way beyond the game’s limits. It’s a place where no player is meant to be. Hell, the game almost terminated him just for crossing the ridge; who knows what the system will do if he’s caught trespassing in the minefield? If I get blown to bits, it’s going to be rough. At best, it will hurt like hell, at worst—what? A bad desync? Brain damage?

Kilgore scrapes his hand across his face. “I’m not going to make a mistake,” he murmurs. “I’ve got to keep trying.” He takes a few sidesteps to get a different viewpoint then starts his search again. Here we go. This looks like it could be a good route.

Kilgore holds his breath and lifts his foot from the ground. But as he leans forward to take his first step into the minefield, a stray thought nags at the back of his mind. There’s something else—something I forgot. He tries to stop himself in mid-step, but he’s too late. He’s unbalanced, his momentum carrying him forward. And he remembers. Goddammit, how the hell could he forget? Tripwires! The thought blasts into his mind like a backyard nail bomb.

Kilgore looks down, staring as his boot moves toward the ground in slow motion. And there it is: a tripwire, razor-thin, glittering in the sunlight. And he’s just about to step on it. The sight chills him to the core. It’s too late. Too late. But somewhere, deep within his reptilian brain, a neuron bursts into life, sending a tiny tidal wave of electrochemical energy to race down his spine. And Kilgore lunges forward, twisting his body, stretching out his stride as far as his joints will allow. Jesus Christ! His boot hits the ground, and he’s done it. He’s cleared the wire.

“Goddammit!” Kilgore growls. For a heartbeat, he freezes, his leg extended awkwardly in front of him. What now? Should he go forward or try to step back? Are there other wires he might not have noticed? He examines the ground in front of him. It looks clear, but there could be another wire behind him—a wire he already stepped over thanks to pure dumb luck. He can’t take that chance. And he definitely can’t just stay where he is. He has to go on.

Kilgore exhales slowly and brings his other foot forward, keeping it high to avoid the deadly wire. He’s OK. He’s safe. For now.

He squats down on his haunches and breathes as deep as he can, though his chest is tight and his throat dry. Goddamned idiot! How could you be so stupid? He should’ve been prepared; he should’ve realized that the tripwires aren’t hidden objects, so his usual HUD mode is no help at all. And while the damned wires are in full view, that doesn’t mean they’re easy to see.

Kilgore bares his teeth and stares out across the minefield, squinting against the light, searching for the telltale glint of metal. But it isn’t good enough. There’s no way he can be 100 percent sure he’ll see every wire in time—especially after what he’s just been through. He needs something to help him. He needs an edge.

He checks his HUD, scrolling rapidly through the options. There must be something he can use. Wait. What was that? He halts the display and scrolls back through the menu. Yes. The Electromagnetic Probe—it just might help. He can set it to pick up any metal object, and he’s pretty sure it’s sensitive enough to detect the tripwires. But he hesitates. His HUD can’t run in two modes at once. When he activates the EM probe, his HUD will go dark except for the yellow lines of a basic schematic diagram. He won’t be able to move because the probe won’t show him the buried mines. He’ll have to stand still and check for wires, then switch back to his usual HUD mode before he walks forward. Kilgore shakes his head. This is going to take forever. But it’s the only plan he has. It has to be worth a try.

Kilgore stands up and activates the EM probe. As his HUD darkens and redraws the terrain, he moves his head slowly from side. “That isn’t so bad,” he murmurs. The tripwires are scattered across the whole minefield, but they’re quite widely spaced, and the area directly in front of him is clear. He can switch his HUD over and move forward a few steps, skirting around the mines and proximity detectors. Then he can stop and scan for wires again.

“Yeah,” he whispers. “It might just work.” But is might good enough? He stands still for a moment, thinking, then he opens his voice channel. “Will, I’ve found a way through.” He pauses, suddenly unsure of what to say. “I’m going to do it. I’m going in.”

“Good work. But take it easy. Remember, set one off, and they all go off.”

Kilgore forces a tight smile. “Thanks for that, Will. It almost slipped my mind. Listen, I’ll call you on the other side.”

“Maybe I should talk you through—” Will starts to say, but Kilgore interrupts.

“Closing voice channel,” he says, and shuts his comm link down. He’s going to have to concentrate, and the last thing he needs is Will’s particular brand of smug advice.

“I’m almost there,” Kilgore murmurs. “Almost there.” But he doesn’t look back over his shoulder, doesn’t compare it to the distance still left between him and the edge of the minefield.

Goddammit! More tripwires. He stands still and switches his EM probe off, blinking rapidly as his visual HUD comes back on. There they are: a double set of wires running in parallel right across his path. The wires are close together, but he dare not risk jumping over them. He’ll have to tread carefully, placing his heavy combat boots in between the wires with the precision and grace of a ballet dancer. He lifts his right foot and starts to step over the first wire, but in mid-step, a trickle of cold sweat runs down the back of his neck, tickling its way under his collar and down between his shoulder blades. He takes a breath and fights the urge to scratch his back. Come on, he tells himself. You can do it. He puts his right foot down then brings his left foot over. So far, so good. Now all he has to do is repeat the process. If this wire were a broom handle, I’d have no trouble stepping over it. “No trouble at all,” he murmurs. He takes a breath, holds it. Right foot. Left foot. Yes! He’s done it.

He exhales noisily and moves forward, keeping a watchful eye on the active zone of a nearby proximity detector: its wavering, fuzzy edges displayed as a glowing matrix of orange lines in his HUD. And so it goes. Step by careful step. Another mine avoided. Another tripwire detected. And each cautious step takes him nearer to the minefield’s far edge. Closer to the promised land.

Kilgore keeps his eyes on the ground, scanning ahead, checking his HUD. Double checking. But then, as he places his foot in the gap between two land mines, he stops walking and studies the dusty ground. Yes. There’s more room to move here. And when he looks ahead, it seems as if the mines are more widely spaced: a clear path. And not a tripwire in sight. “Thank Christ for that,” he murmurs. “This must be the end of it.” And he lets out a shaky laugh. He’s going to make it to the other side. He’s going to live. The sense of relief rushes to his head, makes him almost giddy, and he steps forward confidently.

And a warning plasters itself across his HUD.

AIPR0N: THREAT DETECTED

ANTI-PERSONNEL DEVICES

Oh, my god! Kilgore staggers to a standstill, shifting his weight awkwardly, and for a heartbeat he teeters on the edge of falling flat on his face, but he throws his arms out and regains his balance. Just in time.

In front of him, the ground is dotted with a scattered array of small, circular anti-personnel cluster bombs. Each one is no wider than Kilgore’s hand, and their dull khaki color blends perfectly with the ground. The cluster bombs are partially embedded in the surface, but they aren’t buried. Like the tripwires, they’re not hidden objects, and his regular HUD can’t pick them up. If it hadn’t been for AIPR0N, he’d be dead already.

Kilgore stands very still and stares at the mines. I thought these things weren’t allowed anymore. But here they are—hundreds of them, perhaps thousands. Kilgore looks from side to side. The cluster bombs are spread in a narrow belt that’s only a few yards wide but stretches out into the distance on either side. He puts his hand over his mouth. What the hell do I do now?

AIPR0N: TAKE EVASIVE ACTION

RETREAT

“That’s weird,” Kilgore mutters darkly. He wasn’t even thinking about AIPR0N, was he? He shakes his head. He probably accessed the mod without meaning to. Easily done. But he could do without it splattering any more warnings across his HUD for a couple minutes. He’s got to concentrate. There’s no way he’s going back now. He’s so near the end of the minefield, he’s got to go on. “But how? How do I get through?”

DO YOU REQUIRE STRATEGIC ASSISTANCE?

What? Kilgore’s breath stalls in his throat. This isn’t happening. It can’t be. No mod is that smart. But the question is still there, hanging in front of his eyes. “Will? Is that you?” But there’s no response. How could there be? His voice channel is still closed. Kilgore glances nervously from side to side. “Is someone there? Can you hear me?”

There’s no one there. Of course there isn’t. He’s alone out here—isn’t he? I’m going crazy, he thinks. I’ve got to get out of this minefield.

And new message appears in his HUD:

STRATEGIC ANALYSIS INITIATED—PLEASE WAIT


CHAPTER 14

Knowing How To Look

DEREK PARTRIDGE OPENS THE DOOR QUIETLY and peers into the room. It hardly seems right to call it a cell, he thinks. The guy has fixed it up as nice as he can. The room is as modern, spacious and airy as a bachelor’s minimalist apartment. And its inmate keeps the place neat and tidy: clothes folded and tucked away in the standard locker, the small collection of paperback books arranged in an orderly row on the single shelf. The pictures on the wall are of rural scenes, beaches, sunsets. It’s the room of a model prisoner. An ideal inmate. And the small tablet computer sitting on the narrow table is a symbol of that status: a reward for good behavior. Not that the guy ever seems to use the thing. As far as Partridge knows, the prisoner refuses to pay the daily charge for connection to the prison’s Wi-Fi network, so the tablet is not much use. But who knows, maybe the guy is keeping a journal or writing his memoir. He wouldn’t be the first.

And there he is. The man himself. The inmate sits on the floor in the lotus position, his eyes closed, wearing the standard issue prison uniform, apart from the cotton sweatbands on his forehead and his wrists. The sweatbands always strike Derek as odd—the guy is hardly likely to work up much of a sweat sitting motionless on the floor for hours on end. But hey, it keeps the man quiet for a while, and that’s a blessing. Derek frowns and shakes his head slowly. Boy, you should hear the way the man talks. Raving. Gibberish. They say that even the prison shrink doesn’t know what to make of it.

Partridge checks his watch. Time I was moving on, he tells himself. He’s done his duty here. Everything is fine. Leave him be, Partridge thinks. Leave him be. And he retreats into the corridor, pulling the door quietly closed behind him.

Jacob Grimwood exhales slowly. He hears the door open and close, but he keeps his eyes shut. Nothing must distract him. The game is moving into its final stages. Soon, he’ll have everything he’s ever wanted. And more. He’ll have power.

He lets his tongue flick out to wet his lips. A mistake. For a heartbeat, he loses focus, and the images in his mind tremble and shift. No. He must concentrate. He cannot afford to give in to bodily temptations and physical sensations. The carbon nanotube sensors woven into his sweatbands are incredibly sensitive. Even the flutter of an eyelid can disturb the delicate harmony of thought and intent needed to operate the interface. And the sensors’ wireless connection with the tablet is fragile. Of course, the shell of the useless prison-issue device now holds a much more sophisticated machine, but even so, conditions are hardly optimum. And the Wi-Fi network he’s hacked into is far from ideal.

The image of the interface stabilizes in Jacob’s visual cortex, and he smiles inwardly, without so much as tightening a facial muscle. True, the technological challenges are very great, but how much sweeter the success will be. And he will succeed. He must.

Now, it’s time to move things along a little, he decides. Yes. For the time being, he can forget about the idiot who calls himself Will. Let him wait, Jacob thinks. I’ll deal with him later. Soon, he’ll be able to dispense with Will’s services, and good riddance. But not yet. Will has an important part to play in the endgame, and while the man’s affectations are ridiculous, his greed makes him easy to lead by the nose. Will is not a problem. But the boy is at something of an impasse.

Jacob accesses AIPR0N and tunes his interface to Kilgore’s HUD. He watches for a moment, studying the data stream, making sure he understands the situation fully before he commits to his next move.

Cluster bombs—interesting. The system is hardening its defenses, pushing at the limits of what is legal within the game. Jacob takes a slow breath. The barricade was bad enough, but this challenge is almost impossible. And if he fails this time, the system will throw an even greater obstacle in his path. I must prevail, he tells himself. It is my destiny.

But where to start? Despite himself, he clenches his jaw as Kilgore’s HUD pans from side to side. There are thousands of mines, densely packed, and spread randomly across the surface. Or so it appears. Within the game’s system, there is no such thing as a truly random number. The mines are just data, and they must be laid out in a way that he can interpret.

But the boy is never going to figure that out. Not on his own. It’s time to intervene. Jacob hesitates. In some ways, the boy is more complex than Will, and he must be led in a different way. But Kilgore has faith in AIPR0N—if he believes the system is helping him, it should be easy to guide his path.

Jacob concentrates on Kilgore’s HUD. Just a gentle nudge to begin with. He frames a question and sends it to the display:

DO YOU REQUIRE STRATEGIC ASSISTANCE?

The boy’s response almost makes Jacob smile: Is someone there? Oh, if only he knew. But there’s no time to enjoy the irony. AIPR0N has captured plenty of data from Kilgore’s HUD, and now the information must be processed. Jacob opens the data stream and diverts it to a node within the game’s experimental sandbox, bypassing Agrippine’s laughable security protocols. He activates a suite of analytical programs and connects them to the node in parallel. Working together, it won’t take the programs long to chew through the data. Even so, Jacob sends a message to make sure the boy doesn’t go blundering off:

STRATEGIC ANALYSIS INITIATED—PLEASE WAIT

It won’t be long know. Whatever the game throws at you, every element is artificially constructed: the result of millions of calculations. There’s always an algorithm, he thinks. It’s just a matter of knowing how to look for it.


CHAPTER 15

Bargaining Power

KILGORE STARES at the messages scrolling up his HUD:

STRATEGIC ANALYSIS COMPLETE

THREAT PATTERN CALCULATED

OK, he thinks, hit me with it. And a new message appears:

ENGAGING TACTICAL DISPLAY

His HUD darkens, fading quickly to black.

“What? Wait!” He turns his head, but it makes no difference. “I can’t see a goddamned thing.”

Kilgore tries to draw a calming breath, but his throat is suddenly tight. He is blind, alone and standing in the middle of a minefield.

“Don’t panic,” he mutters. “It’s just a glitch.” All he has to do is reset his HUD. But before he can form the necessary command, his display is suddenly alive with darting lines of red light. They flash crazily across his field of vision, starkly bright against the black background, and each line leaves a trail of glowing red dots scattered in its wake. And there at the center of the display, a small blue arrow, bounded by a circle.

Kilgore gasps. And this time, when he turns his head to the right, the red dots shift to the left and the blue arrow rotates.

“Oh, my god. I get it.” This must be AIPR0N’s tactical overview. He studies the display. There’s a rash of red dots laid out in a thin strip above the arrow, and they must be the cluster bombs in front of him. Below the arrow, the more widely spaced dots must mark out the minefield. Big deal, Kilgore thinks. I already knew the layout. This is no help at all. The display is at completely the wrong scale. There isn’t enough detail for him to move in either direction. Unless…

Zoom in, he thinks, and his HUD responds, magnifying the display, homing in on his position. Stop. “That’s better,” he whispers. Now the narrow band of red dots has expanded until it almost fills his field of vision, and the gaps between the dots are clear to see. But before he’s even thought about what to do next, a new message materializes:

PLOTTING OPTIMAL ROUTE—PLEASE WAIT

And a yellow line appears in his HUD, tracing out a path from the blue arrow to the other side of the cluster bombs.

I didn’t ask it to do that—did I? Again, AIPR0N is one step ahead. It must somehow translate his thoughts before he’s even put them into words. “Goddamned creepy son of a bitch, aren’t you?” he says. And for a moment, he imagines a hollow laugh, echoing faintly in the distance. “I’ve been here too long,” he says. “I’m going out of my goddamned mind.”

He focuses his attention on the yellow line then looks straight ahead and turns his body until the path aligns perfectly with the blue arrow. The safe path should be right in front of him, and the route looks good. But should he trust it? He’s relied on his HUD many times before, but this feels different. He’s always used his own mods before: every one of them tried and tested. But this tactical display is totally new to him. And it’s strange that Will never mentioned it before.

A sudden doubt flutters in the pit of his stomach. Kilgore has used tactical map mods before, but he’s never had much time for them. He prefers to get stuck into the action, and tactical maps are designed to be used while standing still. No one in his right mind would ever try to navigate across a battlefield with only a diagram to rely on.

Maybe he should call Will and ask his advice. But the thought sets Kilgore’s teeth on edge. So far, Will has refused to answer Kilgore’s questions about AIPR0N. The asshole wouldn’t even explain how to use the shield when Hellfire missiles were raining down around their ears, so there’s no point asking for his help now. He’ll only sneer and pour scorn on his efforts.

No. He can do this on his own. After all, AIPR0N has performed perfectly so far. There’s no reason to doubt the display, no reason not to go on. And anyway, the only alternative is to retrace his steps and try to find another route. But that would take forever, and there’s every chance he’ll find the belt of cluster bombs blocking his path whichever route he takes.

This is the only way.

Kilgore runs his tongue over his dry lips. It’s time to move out. He lifts his foot and leans forward, but as he moves, the display shifts and shimmers as though the ground were tilting up to meet him. Even worse, the lethal red dots suddenly leap upward, quivering and dancing in midair. Kilgore freezes in mid-step, disoriented. It’s no good. It’s not going to work. But after an agonizing moment, the display stabilizes and the bomb markers drift downward and remain still. A whispered thought at the back of his mind tells him the markers have settled back in exactly the right places, but he can’t be absolutely sure and he has no way to check.

“Come on,” he murmurs. “Get it together.” One thing’s for sure—he can’t stand on one leg forever. He bites his bottom lip and steps forward, transferring his weight as slowly as he can.

“Boom!” he whispers. But he’s safe. For the moment. Now he just has to do it all over again. He turns slowly to his left, aligning himself with the path, and this time, he’s prepared for the display to shift as he moves forward. “Easy,” he murmurs.

One more step. Two. He turns to his right. Again, he moves forward, step by step, measuring his progress along the yellow line in his HUD. Another turn to his left, another step. And he’s clear.

He turns his head very slowly, but there are no red dots in front of him, even when he zooms the display back out. “I’ve done it,” he says. “I’ve actually done it.” He tips his head back and closes his eyes. And when he opens them again, he can see the sky. Cool. His HUD has reset itself. Everything is back to normal.

He looks down and checks the ground. There are no hidden objects here, and his EM probe shows no tripwires. He really has succeeded.

He takes a few more steps forward then lets out a long sigh of relief and squats down on his haunches.

“Get yourself together, man,” he says. “Get yourself together.” He’s out of danger. He’s safe. But his heart is beating hard. And when he runs his hand across his forehead there’s a film of grimy sweat on his brow. That was insane, he thinks. After that, anything else will be a walk in the park. He breathes deep a couple times, staring into the distance, reliving the nightmare of the last half hour: the moment he almost stepped on the wire, the time he nearly fell onto the cluster bombs, the strange way his HUD seemed to take control of the situation.

So many bizarre things have happened to him since he met Will. And always, he’s the one in mortal danger while Will steps back and watches from the sidelines. It cannot be a coincidence. Will must have planned it this way.

What’s your story, Will? Kilgore wonders. What do you really want? He shakes his head slowly. Will has a game plan, that’s for sure, but he’s not going to share it. Not yet. Still, there’s no reason to let the asshole have it all his own way. Perhaps it’s time to call in—time to stir things up a little.

Kilgore opens the voice channel. “Will, you there?”

He doesn’t have to wait for Will’s reply. “Jesus! I was worried. You OK?”

“Yeah. It’s all good. I made it through the mines.” He hesitates. “No problem at all.”

“Way to go, Sarge! Good job, man. I knew you could do it.”

“You know what, Will? Making it through the minefield just now, it kind of gave me a different perspective.”

There’s a pause. “Oh yeah?”

“Yeah. It occurs to me that you can’t follow me here.”

Will snaps back at him, “So what?”

“So, maybe I have a little more bargaining power right now.”

Will doesn’t reply.

Kilgore grins to himself. He’s finally shut the wise guy up. “I’m thinking maybe I should get that million credits upfront. And maybe a couple million more when I bring back the key. I figure money’s going to be no object to you. You’ll have billions right?”

Another pause. And then: “Here’s my answer, kid.”

A warning flashes up on Kilgore’s HUD:

AIPR0N DEACTIVATED

Kilgore’s smile dies on his lips. “What?”

Another message:

THREAT DETECTED: HOSTILE DRONE INBOUND

“Hey!” Kilgore yells. He stands up and looks at the sky, scanning the horizon. There’s no drone in sight, but that doesn’t mean a thing. If it’s coming in high, he won’t see it. But a drone will pick him out easy enough. He’s trapped on open ground with no cover at all. And there’s a minefield at his back and unknown territory all around. He doesn’t stand a chance. “What the hell are you doing, man?”

Will’s voice is calm and clear over the channel. “Do you want AIPR0N back? Are you going to stick to our agreement?”

“Listen, man, if you let me die here, you’ll never get your damned key.”

“I don’t know,” Will says casually. “I guess the drone strike will set off the mines. Maybe I can stroll through before they’re replaced.”

Kilgore’s HUD changes again:

WARNING: HOSTILE DRONE HAS ACQUIRED TARGET

IMMINENT ATTACK

TAKE EVASIVE ACTION

Kilgore shakes his head. “All right,” he snaps. “I’ll stick to the deal. Just give me AIPR0N back.”

A faint buzz echoes in the still air, and Kilgore looks up again, searching the sky. There’s a black spot in the distance. Could it be the drone? Jesus! This is it. I’m finished.

“You know, AIPR0N is my mod,” Will says. “I shared it with you, but I control it. And I can take it back any time I want.”

“This is bullshit,” Kilgore says. “I’m logging off.”

“I don’t advise it,” Will says. “You won’t see me again, and you’ll never see those credits.”

I don’t give a shit, Kilgore thinks. Log off.

He flexes his fingers and waits for the feel of the gel pads against his skin.

Nothing.

His HUD flickers, freezes. Kilgore turns his head—or tries to. He can’t move. His whole body is frozen, every muscle paralyzed. He can’t even blink or open his mouth to speak. But the game hasn’t ground to a halt. The buzz of the drone is louder now. The sound swamps Kilgore’s senses. Every instinct screams at him to run, every muscle fiber burns with the urge to launch into motion. A wave of panic swells in his belly, races through his veins. His chest tightens, squeezing the air from his lungs.

He forces himself to concentrate. Log off. Log off. Emergency override. Log off. But it’s useless. Nothing works. Then suddenly, his HUD flickers back into life. Bold red letters spell out a slew of warnings, line after line of messages scrolling across his vision faster than he can read them. His inbound weapons alarm whines for all it’s worth.

And in that moment of blind panic, Kilgore is struck with a deadly realization. When the drone strikes, it won’t just be the game that’s over. Will is going to make sure he burns. He remembers the screams he heard when the nanobot swarm did its deadly work, recalls the careless way Will shot at the barricade, the way he stood and watched the drones launch their Hellfires. And Kilgore finally understands something: Will has power here. The man doesn’t need to abide by the rules; he can do anything he goddamn wants. Anything at all. Jesus Christ! What the hell have I done?

Suddenly, he can move again. “Will!” he shouts. “I’m sorry. I was being stupid. I’ll stick to the deal. Just help me out!”

AIPR0N ACTIVATED

WARNING: MISSILE LAUNCH IMMINENT

“Christ!” Kilgore mutters. But it’s no good cursing. He’s got to be calm and control his thoughts or he’s finished anyway. AIPR0N, activate shield, level nine.

AIPR0N SHIELD ACTIVATED: LEVEL NINE

“Thank you,” Kilgore whispers. “Thank you, thank you.” He bites his lip and watches the sky, tracing the path of the tiny black dot against the clouds. Is it still heading toward him?

AIPR0N: DRONE DISENGAGED

THREAT AVERTED

Kilgore takes a sharp breath. “Man, that was close,” he murmurs.

“Yeah,” Will says. “Now turn the shield off. Watch your energy level. You don’t have time to rest.”

“Oh, my god,” Kilgore mutters. AIPR0N, deactivate shield.

His HUD responds, and Kilgore double checks his stats. He should be OK. “Will,” he breathes, “you are one heartless son of a bitch.”

“Maybe. But I stick to my word. You’ll have your credits. But listen, you try and screw me one more time, and I’ll cut you loose.”

“You made your point,” Kilgore says. “Just don’t pull any crazy shit like that again.”

“Let’s hope I won’t have to.”

“All right,” Kilgore says. “But what the hell, man! You stopped me from logging off—how can you even do that?”

“Oh, that wasn’t me,” Will says. “That was your fault. You shouldn’t have tried to bail on me. Did you freeze up?”

“You know I did,” Kilgore snaps. “And the drone—is that your insane way of making a point too?”

“I already told you, kid, I didn’t stop you logging off. But when you tried to quit, the system immobilized you for a few seconds. That’s the way it works over there. As for the drone, well…” He pauses. “That was the icing on the cake—just a routine patrol.”

Kilgore looks back over the minefield, picturing Will’s triumphant grin. What the hell have I got myself into?

“Listen up, kid,” Will says. “You’ve crossed over onto GDL command center territory. The whole area is locked down. No one can log on or off except for in a few secure locations.”

“What?” A dizzying rush of blood surges to Kilgore’s head. “I can’t log off? What happens if I get shot?”

Will doesn’t reply.

“I said, what happens if I get—”

“Take a wild guess,” Will snaps. “You might survive. You might not. But one thing’s for sure—it isn’t going to be pretty.”

Kilgore’s lips struggle to form the right words. “I could die?”

“You’re in deep, kid. Playing with the big boys. Right now you’re synched so tight the game can barely tell where Kilgore finishes and Hank begins.” He pauses. “The game won’t let go of you without a fight. Hell, it might not let go of you at all.”

“Jesus Christ! Why the hell didn’t you warn me?”

Will chuckles softly. “Would you have gone ahead if I’d told you?”

Kilgore stares up at the sky. He’s never believed in Heaven and Hell, but today he’s made a deal with the devil himself.

“Are you done being dramatic?” Will asks. “Are you ready to go on?”

Kilgore closes his eyes for a moment. “I really don’t have a choice, do I?”

“OK, that’s the spirit. Now, if you look north, you’ll see a group of low concrete buildings.”

Kilgore turns to face north. In the distance, he can just make out the blocky outlines of a cluster of buildings. “Yeah, I see them.”

“Approach cautiously. If a drone comes over, use the shield. The first thing you’ll come up against is the perimeter wall. Find the entrance gate, then call me back. OK?”

“All right,” Kilgore says, then he cuts the voice channel. He rubs his hand across his face and takes a deep breath. He glances over his shoulder toward the minefield, but he can’t face the thought of going back. And that means he has no choice but to do whatever Will wants. He won’t survive without AIPR0N. He has no choice but to play the game.

Kilgore sets his jaw in a grim line and heads north.


CHAPTER 16

The Real Thing

KILGORE SLOWS DOWN as he nears the concrete perimeter wall. As far as he can see, there’s only one entrance, and he approaches it carefully, circling around to one side. The entrance is blocked by a heavy-duty gate: tall and built from thick, vertical bars of steel. Kilgore presses himself against the wall and leans toward the gate, peering cautiously through the steel bars and into the vast concrete yard beyond. On the other side of the yard, the squat gray buildings are featureless: no sign of doors or windows.  The yard looks empty, and he’s tempted to give the gate a shove, just in case it isn’t locked. But his experience after the minefield makes him wary. Now that he can’t log off, the stakes are just about as high as they can get. He activates the voice channel.

“OK, Will. I’m at a metal gate. Looks standard as far as I can see. What’s the drill?”

“Good. Go to the left of the gate. About three feet up, there’s a hidden panel, can you see it?”

Kilgore steps over and checks in his HUD. The panel is a classic hidden object, so to him, it’s clear to see: a ten-inch square of fake concrete. “Got it.”

“Excellent. Put your hand on it.”

Kilgore stretches his fingers and presses them against the fake block. The concrete shimmers then fades away, revealing an old school alphanumeric keypad. “Man, is this a decoy or something?”

“No, that’s the real thing, kid.”

Kilgore reaches out for the keys. The only time he’s ever seen anything like this is in old movies. “It looks like it belongs in a museum,” he murmurs.

“Don’t touch it,” Will snaps.

Kilgore freezes, his fingertips inches from the keys. “Is it wired? Why didn’t you tell me that in the first place?”

There’s a hiss on the voice channel as Will draws in a sharp breath, then he speaks slowly, deliberately. “Because, kid, it didn’t occur me to that anyone would just blunder in with no thought of the consequences.”

Kilgore grimaces. “Save your lecture, old man. Just tell me what to do, and maybe the next time there’s some vital information, you could hand it out ahead of time.”

“And maybe you could try and exercise a little judgment and caution.”

“Whatever, Will. Just tell me how to open the goddamned gate.”

There’s a pause, a hiss of static. Kilgore imagines Will turning off his mic so he can scream or punch the wall. He smiles to himself. Maybe it isn’t smart to yank Will’s chain right now, but a little revenge goes a long way, and god knows, Will deserves it.

But Will doesn’t give him long to gloat. “OK, kid. We don’t have time to argue, so pay attention. You’re going to use AIPR0N to hack the lock. That means you need to get your mind straight. Now first, you’re going to activate the—”

“Security interface,” Kilgore butts in. “I’ve got it.”

“You have?”

“Sure. No need to sound so surprised. I’m good at this stuff, remember?”

“All right,” Will says. “Run the program. AIPR0N will tell you when you’re in. But listen—I’m telling you ahead of time here—once the gate is open, you’ll need to use the shield before you go through. There’s an automated defense, probably a sentry gun. You’ll need to get past it.”

“Got it.” Kilgore lets his mind access AIPR0N’s module library. AIPR0N, activate security interface, initiate unlock sequence.

AIPR0N SECURITY INTERFACE ACTIVATED

UNLOCK SEQUENCE RUNNING

Kilgore smiles. He’s never known anything like this mod. The game’s regular neural interface seems clumsy and crude by comparison: simple commands that have to be learned by rote. But AIPR0N is something else. It’s like his innermost thoughts made instantly real. Like being a god. He laughs under his breath.

UNLOCK SEQUENCE COMPLETE

SUCCESS

Will’s voice cuts in. “OK, you’re in. Don’t forget to use your shield before you go through.”

Kilgore frowns. He can see my notifications. It must be because they’re sharing the mod, but even so, he doesn’t like the idea of Will spying on him. “Got it, Will. I’m going to cut the voice channel.”

“Wait! I haven’t told you what comes next.”

“Forget it. I want to concentrate on getting past the gun. I’ll call you back.” Kilgore cuts the channel, then he activates his shield. It’s time to move on.

Kilgore watches the yard and the buildings beyond as he steps in front of the gate and takes hold of the metal bars. The gate opens outward, and when he pulls it toward him, it swings out easily, gliding smoothly on its hinges. Kilgore opens it just wide enough then slips inside, his weapon ready in his hands. He takes a step into the yard, turning his head swiftly to scan for threats. There. Two fixed sentry guns stand on their heavy duty mountings: one on the left of the yard, the other on the right. They’re an identical pair: specially adapted miniguns, each one equipped with a side-mounted sensor array, and Kilgore’s HUD tells him they’re both actively scanning the yard. His mouth is suddenly dry. Am I really going to do this? He checks his shield, checks it again. It fooled the drones, he tells himself. But a nagging voice in the back of his mind reminds him the drones were thousands of feet up in air, whereas these goddamned miniguns are almost within spitting distance: half a heartbeat away from reducing him to a mess of ground meat on the concrete.

He steps forward, holding his breath. There’s no response from the sentry guns, but maybe they’re scanning him, checking whether he ought to be here. There’s only one way to find out. Here goes nothing. Kilgore exhales and marches across the yard, expecting with every step to hear the characteristic whirr of the miniguns spinning into life as they get ready to unleash furious streams of hot metal into his body.

He checks his energy level. Shit! It’s running low already, visibly draining as he watches. It must be something to do with the severity of the threat the shield has to deal with. He increases his pace. He has to clear the guns and fast. He breaks into a jog and his energy level drops even faster, but he can’t slow down. Adrenaline courses through his veins, pumps through his muscles. It blanks out his rational thoughts, and a crowd of fearful doubts floods in to take their place: What if his energy level fails completely and he’s stranded in front of the guns? What if Will turns AIPR0N off now? What if he stumbles or thinks the wrong thought and deactivates the shield by accident? He tries to take a steadying breath, but his chest is tight, his throat dry. He’s panting now, his muscles cramping, screaming for oxygen. But he can’t stop now. His threat detector shows he’s still in the sentry guns’ field of fire. I’m not going to make it.

But then he sees the door. It’s set flush against the wall on one of the buildings opposite, and it’s made from steel, the same dull gray as the concrete. He hadn’t noticed the door earlier, but if he can make it there he’ll definitely be out of range of the sentry guns. He’ll be safe. He’ll be able to rest and let his energy levels recover. He heads for the door. It’s only five yards away. Three. He can make it. He slows down, jogging to a halt. Yes! He slumps against the door, breathing hard, and checks his HUD. Thank Christ for that! His threat detector is finally green. He’s made it past the miniguns. Now he just needs to get his energy back, and quickly. He’s deep in hostile territory, and anything could happen at any moment.

AIPR0N, deactivate shield. The mod complies, and Kilgore takes a deep breath and presses his hand against his chest. He should report back to Will now, but that can wait until he’s had a rest. He looks at the door. There’s no hidden keypad here—no retinal scanner or handprint panel—just a plain metal handle alongside an old-fashioned combination lock with metal buttons. He purses his lips. Everything around here seems antiquated. He tries the handle, but of course, it’s locked. The combination lock is electronic, but can AIPR0N hack something so outdated? It’s worth a try, and he accesses the security interface and sets the program running. In seconds, the interface does its job, and the lock disengages with a single bleep and a metallic click. Kilgore pushes the door open slowly. “Jesus Christ,” he whispers. “I don’t believe it.”


CHAPTER 17

So Be It

WILL PACES BACK AND FORTH along the top of the ridge, grinding the soles of his boots into the dust. Has he placed too much faith in the kid? Can he be trusted? “Why did I have pick such a hothead?” he mutters. Crossing that first yard is dangerous, but it’s what comes immediately afterward that is absolutely critical; he knows that from bitter experience. And yet the kid has chosen this moment to cut the voice channel.

Why keep me in the dark unless he’s planning to double-cross me? He stops pacing and stares at the ground. That must be it. The kid assumes he’s got all the time in the world so long as Will doesn’t know what he’s up to. “He thinks I’ll just stand here cooling my heels like a damned idiot,” he growls. “Well I’ve got news for you, kid—you’ve had just about long enough.”

Will calls up AIPR0N’s master menu, and it flashes into his mind. He trusted the kid with his prize possession. He gave him a chance. If the kid only played his cards right, he could be rich beyond his wildest dreams. And how does he repay me? Will spits on the ground. “If the little bastard wants to play hardball, so be it.” It only takes a moment to find the command that will take AIPR0N back from the kid. It will leave Kilgore almost defenseless and trapped in hostile territory, but the idiot has brought that on himself. He should’ve thought of that before he tried to screw me over. To hell with him. The kid doesn’t deserve his trust, and he definitely doesn’t deserve AIPR0N. Will takes a breath and lets the necessary command edge into his mind.

Suddenly, his earpiece emits a harsh crackling burst of white noise, and what he hears next, makes his heart beat double-time.

“Will! I’m in. Jesus Christ, man. I just walked into the armory.”


CHAPTER 18

Three Point Five

KILGORE CLOSES THE ARMORY DOOR behind him and takes a moment to stand and stare. He’s vaguely aware of Will saying something over the voice channel, but he doesn’t take in a single word. This place has too much that demands his attention.

The room is maybe fifteen feet long, but it feels small, its interior crammed with a bewildering array of weapons. The walls are lined with racks of assault rifles, and above them, the rows of shelves are covered with a range of neatly stacked boxes. Will walks forward, running his fingers over the weapons as he passes. Here are the light machine guns, the grenade launchers. Above are the cartons of ammo and sets of drawers carefully labeled with the types of grenades they contain. And all of it is better quality than he’s ever owned. The guns are the latest models, and many bear modifications he could never hope to possess: top-of-the-line night vision scopes, laser targeting systems and some with gleaming scopes he doesn’t even recognize. “It’s too much,” he murmurs. “Too damn much.”

“OK, Sarge, take it easy,” Will says over the voice channel. “And while you rest, you may as well stock up. Take what you need, and get ready to move out.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Kilgore stops walking. There, at the end of the room, hanging from a horizontal rail is a row of body armor. “Oh my god,” he whispers. “Can it be?” He crosses to the rail and pulls out a brand new set of armor. He turns it slowly in his hands, drinking in every detail. Yes. It has to be what he thinks it is. But when he sees the maker’s mark, his heart skips a beat. “Titan 3.5?” he murmurs. “I didn’t even know there was a 3.5.”

He holds the armor up against his chest. Why not? Will told him to stock up, didn’t he? He props his rifle against the wall and unfastens his own armor, dropping it to the floor. It looks shabby and worn out, lying there on the pristine floor tiles, and he kicks it to one side. He pulls the new armor on, and it fits him like a glove. His nametag automatically appears, emblazoned in gold letters on his chest. It’s a bit flashy, but when you’re wearing Titan, you want people to know it. It’s so light, so perfect. His eyes are shining as he adjusts the straps and checks the fastenings. He has his back to the door, and when it opens, he doesn’t hear a sound. “Now I’m going to get me a decent gun,” he says, and turns around.

“Put your hands on your head! Do it now! Put your hands on your head!”

The shouted commands run through Kilgore like a hot knife. He staggers back and stumbles over his discarded body armor. He flails his arms to regain his balance and grabs onto the metal rail for support. He stares at the two men standing just inside the door, their faces blackened with camo paint, the barrels of their guns pointing squarely at his head. He blinks as the flash of a laser sight flickers across his eye.

“Stand up! Put your hands on your head! Now!”

Kilgore pulls himself up and puts his hands on his head without taking his eyes off the men. Who the hell are they? And how had they got so close without him knowing?

The men look him up and down. “What do you think?” one of them asks.

The second man adjusts his aim. “He’s not GDL. What the hell. Shoot him anyway.”

“Wait!” Kilgore shouts. “Will! Can you hear me?”

The soldiers’ reactions are like lightning. They cross the room and grab Kilgore’s arms, pinning him back against the rack of armor. “Cut your comm!” one of them hisses. “Cut it now, or we’ll take you apart.”

Kilgore doesn’t hesitate. He pulls his scrambled thoughts together for just long enough to shut down his voice channel. “OK,” he tries to say, but his voice cracks, lets him down. He tries again. “OK, I’ve done it, all right? I’ve cut it. I did what you said.”

The men relax their grip a little. “Tell me now,” the man on his left says, his voice urgent, demanding. “Do you still have it? Do you still have AIPR0N?”

Kilgore nods slowly, and at last, a few more pieces of the puzzle fall into place.


CHAPTER 19

That’s New

THE MEN HOLDING KILGORE EXCHANGE A LOOK, a brief nod. Kilgore looks desperately from one to the other, hoping for some hint at what they might do with him. But the men are hardened soldiers, their faces grim as death, their eyes cold as stone. Kilgore opens his mouth to speak, but the man on his left fixes him with a glare and speaks first. “Shut up and listen,” he snaps. “We’re going to let you go now, then we’ll talk. But keep your hands where we can see them or we’ll put a bullet in your head. We won’t hesitate. Got it?”

Kilgore does his best to look the man in the eye. “I’ve got it,” he says. “From what I figure, we’re in the same mess, right?”

The man on Kilgore’s right chuckles softly. “He’s smarter than he looks,” he says, and Kilgore realizes the man has an English accent.

Moving in unison, the men release him and step back, but at the same time, they swing their rifles back around, pointing them at Kilgore’s chest. The man on the left speaks first. “OK, we don’t have long. My name’s Dale, and this is Jamie.”

“Nice to meet you,” Jamie says with a lopsided grin.

“Yeah,” Dale says. “He’s got some kind of Brit sense of humor. Don’t encourage him, for Christ’s sake.”

Jamie raises his eyebrows. “Yes, well, let’s get to the point. We’ve got to be quick.” He glances at Kilgore’s nametag. “Listen, Kilgore. Unless you tell Will that everything’s going according to plan, he’s going to take AIPR0N away from you, and we don’t want that.”

Kilgore nods. “That’s what happened to you guys, right?”

“Got it in one,” Jamie says. “So we want you to call in and tell him you’re getting ready to move out. Say you need a rest to build up your energy levels. That’s probably true, right?”

“You went through the same thing?” Kilgore asks.

“Yeah,” Dale says. “Until that son of a bitch left us for dead.”

“We’ll cover the details later,” Jamie says. “Dale, you keep an eye on the door.”

“Got it.” Dale turns away and crosses back to the door. Meanwhile, Jamie stands perfectly still, watching Kilgore expectantly.

He told Dale what to do, Kilgore thinks. He must be the guy in charge. And there’s something about the Englishman: he gives off an air of confident authority that draws Kilgore in, holds his attention.

“Call in now, and keep your voice level,” Jamie says. “We need Will calm and relaxed. He’ll want to know why you shouted. Tell him you saw a GDL patrol running through an exercise in the yard, and it gave you a fright. Tell him it’s OK because they didn’t see you. Let him give you his instructions, and then say you want radio silence for a while.” He pauses and gives Kilgore a reassuring smile. “Have you got all that?”

“Sure,” Kilgore says. “I’ll call in now.” He takes a breath and opens his voice channel. “Jeez, Will, that was close.”

“What the hell happened?” Will asks, and his voice is strained and edgy.

“Aw, no problem, man. There was a patrol came by—GDL. I thought they were looking for me, but they were just running through a drill or something out in the yard. I made myself scarce and cut the channel just to be on the safe side. But no sweat. They didn’t see me.”

“You’re sure? You’re in a secure location?”

“Yeah. Don’t worry, Will. I’m still in the armory. I found a place to hide. I need to rest up. My energy levels are shot to hell.”

Will sighs in relief. “OK. That’s good. Listen, I’ll tell you what’s next.”

“Go ahead.”

There’s a pause, and a sudden doubt flutters in Kilgore’s chest. Does he know something’s wrong? Did I sound too enthusiastic? “Unless you want me to figure it out myself,” he adds. “It shouldn’t be too hard.”

“For Christ’s sake, kid,” Will mutters. “Take this seriously. This is the hardest thing you’ll ever have to do. You’d better listen carefully, or you’re as good as dead. All right?”

“Sure. You’re the boss, Will. You’re the boss.”

“We’re in this together, kid. But I know what’s ahead, and you don’t.”

Kilgore shakes his head. “OK, Will. I’m listening.”

“All right. When you go out of the armory, I want you to head east. You’ll cross another yard, but there shouldn’t be any sentry guns from here on in. After a while, you’ll see a building on your right. It’s a GDL barracks, and there could be quite a number of men in there. Use AIPR0N to protect yourself, and deploy a swarm of nanobots to take them out. You’ll see the commands in AIPR0N.”

Kilgore frowns. “I don’t know, Will. Nanobots?”

“It’s the only way. There’ll be too many troops to fight your way through, and the barracks is there to guard the only path into the main building.”

“The main building?”

“That’s your target. It’s the largest building on the site. There’s a large red door.” Will pauses. “Here’s the thing—the lock is purely mechanical. AIPR0N can’t hack it. You’ll have to blow the door. Take some C4 charges and detonators from the armory.”

“All right. I know what to do. But, Will, I want to have radio silence for a while.”

A pause. “Why?”

“Because,” Kilgore snaps, “I can’t concentrate with you blabbing away in my ear all the time. I always play alone, remember? It drives me crazy to hear people jabbering when I’m trying to do my thing. It sets me on edge, and I’m liable to make a mistake. You don’t want me to screw this up, do you?”

“All right. Cool it, kid. You can shut the channel, but you’ve got to call me up as soon as you clear the barracks. OK?”

“Sure. We’ll talk real soon.” He cuts the channel and looks at Jamie. “Good enough?”

Jamie nods grimly. “You mentioned nanobots. What did he tell you to do?”

“I’m meant to find the barracks and deploy a swarm of bots to clear the place out.”

“That’s new,” Jamie says. “Our old friend learns fast, I’ll give him that.”

Over by the door, Dale grunts and shakes his head. “Jesus Christ! Those guys will be fried alive. Nanobots are bad enough at the best of times, but in here...”

“Yes,” Jamie says. “The poor sods won’t even be able to log off. The neural damage will almost certainly prove fatal.”

Kilgore shifts uncomfortably. “He used them before, when we were pinned down. I always thought the GDL were automated, just part of the game, and that’s what Will said too. But there were screams. It sounded real.”

The men stand in silence for a moment. Jamie speaks first. “It wasn’t your fault,” he says. “You know, most of the time you’re right—the GDL troops are just computer generated. But when you get to the more advanced levels, there are some players batting for the other team.”

“What?” Kilgore asks.

“What he means,” Dale says, “is that there are real people out there, people like you and me, and they’ve enrolled in the GDL. It’s not widely known, and it’s a tough outfit to get into. Mostly, it’s men and women with some kind of combat experience.”

Kilgore stares at Dale. “You mean veterans?”

Dale nods, and Kilgore thinks of his dad. Whenever he asks about his dad’s days in the military, the old man just shakes his head and says he doesn’t want to bore him with it; claims he worked behind a desk, saw nothing but paperwork. Thank god for that, he thinks. Thank god for that.

“Those guys Will took out,” Dale says, “they were real players for sure. Computerized GDL aren’t programed to scream.” He pauses, takes in the look in Kilgore’s eyes: a rabbit caught in headlights. He softens his tone. “At least they were on the other side of the minefield—they could’ve logged off. It would’ve hurt like hell—shaken them up pretty bad—but they’ll live.”

Kilgore looks down at the floor. He gets the feeling Dale is putting a gloss on it, letting him down easy. Those poor guys, he thinks. And once again, he hears their screams, recalls their moans of agony.

Jamie clears his throat. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but what are you doing here?”

Kilgore looks up quickly, glad of the change in topic. “Same as you, I guess.”

“No, I mean what’s your special skill?”

Kilgore shrugs his left shoulder. “I’m pretty good at solving problems.”

“There’s got to be more to it than that,” Dale says. “Will picks his people carefully. Me, I was special forces. Jamie here was in military intelligence. I’d guess, from the way you talk, in real life you’re pretty young, right?”

“I’m good enough to make it this far,” Kilgore snaps.

“Yes, we know that,” Jamie says. “Although it has to be said—we caught you with your trousers down rather easily.”

Kilgore tilts his head to one side. “What are you even saying?”

“He means we got the jump on you,” Dale says. “You were alone in hostile territory, but you were like a kid in a candy store. You weren’t watching your six. That’s a rookie mistake right there. But Will wouldn’t have sent you if you were just some dumbass game-head.”

Kilgore stares at Dale for a second, thinking. Of course, it all makes sense now. Kilgore’s shoulders slump. “Aw, man, I should’ve known,” he grumbles. He looks from Jamie to Dale and back. “He didn’t pick me at all. He just wanted my HUD.”

“Why do you say that?” Jamie asks.

“It’s obvious,” Kilgore says. “I built it myself. It’s good. It’s got a lot of mods I made from scratch. I couldn’t have got here without it.”

“I don’t buy it,” Dale says. “How come Will didn’t just take it off you?”

“Because I’m the only one who can use it,” Kilgore says. “It takes time. You have to practice, learn the patterns.” Kilgore heaves a sigh. Will must’ve known about the HUD in advance and understood he couldn’t use it himself. Will must’ve been playing him all along. Perhaps he even engineered some of the dangers they faced, just to keep him onside. Did he shoot into the barricade and provoke an attack just so he could save Kilgore’s life and make him grateful? And all that talk about buying his HUD was just a bluff, a smoke screen. “Somehow, I kind of talked myself into this mess. I don’t know how I could’ve been so stupid.”

Jamie steps forward and pats him on the shoulder. “Don’t be too hard on yourself. Our friend Will is a smooth operator.”

Dale grunts in agreement. “When I get my hands on that son of a bitch...”

“Which takes us neatly onto the next item on the agenda,” Jamie says. “It’s time we moved out. Have you recovered from using the shield? How are your energy levels?”

“I’m good to go,” Kilgore says. “But what’s the plan—do we retrace our steps?”

“We can’t,” Dale says. “With AIPR0N, you can get past the sentry guns, but we can’t.”

“Maybe I could disable them,” Kilgore says.

Jamie shakes his head. “As far as I know, they’re controlled remotely. There’s no way to tamper with them on the ground, and since there are two of them, it would be very risky to try. Even if you could sabotage one of them, your energy could drop too low to sustain AIPR0N, and you’d be trapped in range of the other gun.”

“And you’re forgetting about Will,” Dale growls. “He could take AIPR0N away at any time, and you’d be screwed.”

“So we go on?” Kilgore asks. “Won’t that just play into his hands?”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Dale says. “If we work as a team, we can get past the barracks and move on. There are places inside where we can log off and get the hell out of here.”

“What about Will’s key?” Kilgore asks.

“I wonder,” Jamie says, “if the key even exists.”

Kilgore opens his mouth to argue but hesitates. He has no proof the key is real: no evidence at all. “I guess you’re right.”

“If there is a key,” Dale says, “I’ll make damn sure he never gets his hands on it. I’d sooner blow it to hell.”

“Agreed,” Jamie says. “Now, let’s get tooled up and ship out.”

The three men check their gear in silence and move along the racks, selecting what they need.

“Do you see any C4?” Kilgore asks. “Will says I need to blow the main door.”

“Hold on,” Jamie says. He sidesteps to a row of shotguns and takes one from the rack then reaches to the shelf above for a box of ammo. “Use these instead.” He brings both items to Kilgore and hands them over.

“Seriously?” Kilgore asks. “Won’t the door be, like, reinforced steel or something?”

“Yes, it is. But trust me, C4 is clumsy, loud and unpredictable. These Hatton rounds will do the trick. You might know them as breaching rounds. Fire them straight on at the door, not the frame. Keep the muzzle a little way from the door, and aim around the lock. The rounds do their job then turn to dust so you won’t get hit by ricochets. A couple of shots should distort the door enough to kick it in.”

Kilgore checks the gun over. “What if it doesn’t?”

Jamie grins. “Such pessimism! Are you sure you’re American?”

Kilgore stares at Jamie. “I’m not kidding, man. What if it doesn’t work?”

“Fair enough. The hinges are also a good place to try. Every door has its weak spots. Good enough?”

“Guess it’ll have to do,” Kilgore says. He slings the shotgun’s strap over his shoulder and stows the ammo in his vest. “Now I just need to grab a decent assault rifle.”

“Forget it,” Dale says. “We need to be keep our gear light and move fast. Jamie and I have enough firepower between us to cover you.”

“No way,” Kilgore says. “I rely on myself.”

Dale gives him a hard stare. He opens his mouth to speak, but Jamie cuts in first. “It’s simple, Kilgore, we either do this as a team, or we won’t make it.”

Kilgore shakes his head slowly. “I only just met you. You could be in on this with Will for all I know. I’m not stepping out of this room without an assault rifle.”

Dale crosses the cramped armory in swift strides and squares up to Kilgore. “Listen to me, asshole, this isn’t just a game anymore. Those are real soldiers out there. This is their territory, and they’ve got more experience in real-life combat than you’ll ever have. They’re the only reason Jamie and I haven’t moved out yet.”

“Because you can’t cut it?” Kilgore sneers. “Some special forces tough guy you turned out to be.”

Dale pulls back his fist, his face white with fury, but Jamie puts his hand on Dale’s arm. “Later, my friend,” he says. “When we’ve got past the barracks, you can take as many lumps out of him as you want. Right now, we need AIPR0N, and he’s the only one that’s got it.”

Dale curls his lip and gives Kilgore a look of utter contempt. “No assault rifle,” he growls.

“Do as he says, Kilgore. But if you want, you can take some regular shells for the shotgun.”

“Jesus!” Kilgore says. “Fine. Let’s just get the hell out of here.”

“Agreed,” Jamie says. “Grab your ammo, and we’ll form up at the door. Dale, you should be on point, yes?”

“Sure,” Dale says, and the two men move over to the door. As Kilgore grabs a couple boxes of twelve gauge slugs, he hears the men muttering to each other quietly, but he can’t make out what they’re saying. What the hell have I got myself into? he wonders. Could these characters just be part of Will’s elaborate plan? Or were they trying to manipulate him for some reason of their own? Perhaps their plan was even simpler: take AIPR0N from him and leave him for dead. Kilgore chews the inside of his cheek as he loads the shotgun and pockets the rest of the ammo. He knows one thing for sure—whatever happens next, he’ll have to watch his back.


CHAPTER 20

Run Like Hell

DALE LEADS THE WAY ACROSS THE YARD, with Kilgore following close behind and Jamie bringing up the rear. They move fast, covering the ground in seconds, the two older men making scarcely a sound as they run across the concrete. Kilgore tries to copy the way the men move, but his feet won’t find the right rhythm. It won’t matter in a minute, he thinks. Things are about to get real loud. The barracks is already clearly visible on their right, and the yard offers little in the way of cover. Soon, they’ll be spotted, and they’ll have no choice but to engage.

Dale raises his left hand and makes a chopping motion toward the left. The men change course, veering away from the barracks and heading toward a small gray building that looks like some kind of storage shed. As soon as they are all safely out of sight behind the building, Dale leans back against the wall, and Kilgore follows suit. Jamie stays near the corner and peers back into the yard, keeping watch.

“This is the best place we’ve found,” Dale says, keeping his voice low. “We can stage our attack from here. The objective is to get through to the other side of the yard. Got it?”

“I don’t know,” Kilgore says. “I don’t like using the nanobots.”

“We’re not going to use them,” Dale says.

“What?”

“For one thing,” Jamie cuts in, “the little devils will kill Dale and me. We don’t have AIPR0N, remember?”

“Shit!” Kilgore hisses. “Why the hell will nobody tell me anything ahead of time?”

“You didn’t need to know, and we can’t have people second-guessing every damned thing,” Dale says. “That’s how it works. Simple as that.”

Kilgore sets his mouth in a straight line. “So tell me now, what is the plan exactly?”

“Jamie and I will set up a field of fire across the front of the barracks. Anyone who comes out gets a bullet in the leg. You shield yourself with AIPR0N, and make your way across the yard. You won’t show up on their threat detection system, but they will be able to see you if they look directly at you. We’ll do our best to keep them busy, but you’ve got to keep low and move fast. Don’t engage unless you need to save your own skin.”

Kilgore raises his eyebrows. “So what—you’re going to cover me while I run away?”

“Don’t be an asshole,” Dale snaps.

“We need you over on the other side of the yard,” Jamie says. “With AIPR0N, you have the best chance of making it across. Once there, you’ll provide cover for Dale, then both of you will cover me. Got it?”

“Simple enough,” Kilgore says.

Dale grunts as if he’s certain Kilgore will still manage to screw it up. “Take a look around the corner,” he says.

Kilgore pushes himself away from the wall and peers across the yard.

“You see that building across the yard and up on the right?” Dale asks. “Head for that, then take up position and cover the front of the barracks.”

“No way, man. It’s far too near the barracks.”

Dale juts his chin forward. “Do you see any alternative?”

Kilgore leans out as far as he dares and scans the yard. Dale is right—there is no other cover available, but even so, it looks like a suicide mission.

“Don’t forget,” Jamie says, “these men are used to relying on their HUDs, and you won’t show up as a threat. They’ll concentrate on Dale and me. All you have to do is run like hell.”

Kilgore moves back from the corner and looks from Jamie to Dale. What the hell is wrong with these guys? he wonders. They’ve only just met him, and yet they’re willing to stake their lives on his actions. “I don’t know. How many men are in that barracks?”

“We’ve scoped it in the past,” Dale says. “From the activity we’ve seen, I’d say there can be as many as thirty men on any one day. But today, we don’t know for sure.”

“And we’re only shooting to wound?” Kilgore asks.

Dale nods. “That’s right.”

Kilgore purses his lips, and the two men watch him in silence.

“Kilgore,” Jamie says, “we’ve been waiting for you. We knew that, sooner or later, our friend Will would send someone else in. OK, you’re not what we were expecting, but that’s not important. You’ve proved yourself by getting this far. You can do this—I know you can.”

Kilgore looks at Dale, studying the older man’s expression.

Dale takes a breath. “You’ll be all right, kid. You must be able to handle yourself, or Will would never have sent you. Hell, the last two people he picked are standing right in front of you.”

“OK,” Kilgore says. “I’ll do it. Tell me when.”

“It’s more the other way around,” Jamie says. “Remember, you’re not invisible to the naked eye. As soon as you start moving, the GDL will wake up and start shooting.”

“Jesus!” Kilgore says. “You guys are worse than Will.”

Jamie grins. “I’ll take that as a compliment. But don’t worry, we’ll do our best to keep the buggers occupied. Dale are you ready?”

“Born that way,” Dale says and turns to take up position at the opposite corner to Jamie. “Let’s do it.”

Kilgore takes a couple deep breaths and lets his mind access AIPR0N to activate the shield. “Here goes nothing,” he says, then he pushes himself forward, out into the wide open yard.


CHAPTER 21

Too Late for That

KILGORE RUNS HARD. He runs fast. His boots pummel the ground, his legs a blur, his chest heaving with every breath. He can do this. He really can. All he’s got to do is reach the building across the yard and he’ll be safe. And he can make it. He has to succeed.

The first shot hits the concrete just ahead of him: a sharp crack, a spurt of dust spraying up from the ground. Then all hell breaks loose. Behind him, short, sharp bursts of gunfire ring out as Dale and Jamie pin down the GDL troops emerging from their barracks. To his right, there’s a tumult of shouted commands and pitiful cries of pain. Someone screams for a medic. The harsh rattle of a machine gun splits the air, and Kilgore runs faster, his heart beating like a jackhammer. I was supposed to stay low, he thinks. But it’s too late for that now. All that exists is the ground beneath his feet, the blood roaring in his ears, the air burning in his lungs. His vision blurs, but the building is close now. Closer. He’s going to make it.

He’s in mid-stride when the bullet hits him in the chest. The pain thuds into him like a savage kick in the ribs, and he staggers sideways. Suddenly, he’s falling, tumbling onto the concrete. He turns and takes the impact on his shoulder as he slams into the ground. His momentum rolls him over until he comes to rest on his back, gasping for air, his mind awash with white-hot waves of pain. He closes his eyes.

A yell. Dale’s voice. “Kilgore! Get up! Run!”

Kilgore opens his eyes. I’m still alive! Of course, his body armor has saved him. It takes a lot more than a bullet to get through a Titan 3.5. He rolls onto his side and puts a hand flat against the ground, but when he tries to push himself up to his feet, his arm shakes with the effort. The ground should stay still, he thinks. Why won’t the ground stay still? He flops back onto the concrete. A bullet hits the ground just a foot away from his face, but it doesn’t matter. There’s nothing he can do about it now. He’s far too tired to even think about it.

“Come on, Kilgore!” Dale’s voice is suddenly too loud, too close.

That’s strange, Kilgore thinks. Then someone is wrapping their arms around him, grabbing him by the armpits and hoisting him up to his feet. With Dale’s help, he manages to stand. “Where’s my shotgun?” he mumbles.

“It’s in your goddamned hand, Kilgore! Let’s go. Move your feet, you son of a bitch!”

Kilgore glances at Dale, and when he sees the scowl on the older man’s face, his instincts finally kick in and Kilgore starts running as well as he can. Dale supports him with one arm, pushing him forward, and Kilgore staggers across the yard. Dozens of bullets smack into the ground around them, kicking up plumes of dust. Dale grunts in pain, but he keeps moving, urging Kilgore forward. They’re almost at the corner of the building when, behind them, the sharp hissing whoosh of a rocket propelled grenade drowns out the sound of gunfire.

“Take cover!” Dale yells. He gives Kilgore a hard shove that sends the younger man blundering toward the building. Kilgore stumbles, but he twists his body and keeps his balance. His right hand finds the wall, and he swings himself clumsily around the corner, turning so that his back crashes against the concrete blocks. In the same split second, Dale plants his right foot and dives headlong for the safety of the building.

The RPG hammers into the ground at Dale’s feet. The dull, deafening thud of the explosion floods Kilgore’s senses, sends his mind spinning, though he clings to a single thought: The shield! Yes. His shield is still active, and while the shock wave whirls around him, he doesn’t even feel a breeze on his cheek.

But Kilgore’s shield does nothing for Dale. Caught in mid-dive by the blast, Dale is swatted from the air, his body thrown headfirst against the wall. He can do nothing to save himself. Nothing at all. His head hits the concrete building with a sickening crunch, and Kilgore can only watch in horror as Dale slumps onto the ground and lays still.

“No,” Kilgore whispers. “No. He... he came to get me. That wasn’t the plan. He wasn’t supposed to come get me.” He stares down at Dale’s body, his mind rejecting what he sees. He might be all right, he thinks. In a second, he’ll move. But Dale’s arms and legs are splayed out at awkward angles across the ground, and his head is twisted too far to one side. The man’s neck is surely broken.

Kilgore’s stomach clenches, and he gasps for air. He couldn’t log off, Kilgore thinks. If only he could’ve logged off. Kilgore swallows, pulls at the collar of his uniform. Can Dale really be dead? Or is there a chance he’s still alive in real life? Will could have lied about the risks, building up the threat to force him to go on. But when Kilgore closes his eyes, he pictures Dale sitting alone in a game chair: his eyes wide open, staring into nothingness, his body cooling, his skin growing pale as the blood drains down to settle in his legs, his feet.

I wanted to play a game, Kilgore thinks. I wanted to have some fun for an hour, that’s all. Now, at least one man is dead, and many more may be killed or wounded before the day is over. Kilgore opens his eyes. “What have I done?” he murmurs. “What the hell have I done?”

A burst of automatic gunfire crackles across the yard. Jesus Christ! He’s supposed to be providing cover for Jamie. Kilgore checks his shotgun. It looks undamaged, and it’s loaded and ready to go. He steps over Dale’s body then moves up to the corner. The pain in his chest is fading rapidly, but something’s wrong. He’s breathing hard, and his legs are unsteady. He leans against the wall, and his body urges him to stand still. Every muscle begs him to rest. Not now, for Christ’s sake! He blinks and shakes his head to wake himself up. It must be the tension taking its toll. The adrenaline has starved his muscles of oxygen.

WARNING: ENERGY LEVEL CRITICAL

“No,” he whispers. His energy level is lower than it’s ever been before. I forgot to turn off the shield! Kilgore drops to one knee, panting for air. He tries to focus on the instruction he needs to deactivate the shield, but his mind is sluggish and the thoughts won’t come. A warm wave of weariness washes over him, and he closes his eyes. Maybe it’s better this way. He can stay here with Dale, keep him company. Maybe take a nap. A nap sounds good.

But someone is calling his name. Somewhere, far away, a man is yelling at him, urging him to do something. And there’s something strange about the man’s voice: a weird accent. English maybe. Jamie! Kilgore’s eyes fly open. Sleep claws at his thoughts: soft, cloying, comfortable sleep. But he struggles against it, kicks it in the teeth. He needs to focus, to clear his mind of everything but one vital command: AIPR0N, deactivate shield.

His HUD responds. Thank god. It’s done, and already, his energy levels are stabilizing. But he can’t rest and wait for them to rise. He must act now. It’s too late to do anything for Dale, but he can do his damnedest to help Jamie—shield or no shield. Kilgore stays kneeling, but he plants his foot firmly at the corner of the building. He pushes his shoulders back and fills his lungs, then he holds his weapon ready and leans out to face the enemy.

For the moment, he’s relatively safe. No one is shooting in his direction, so the GDL must think their RPG neutralized the threat from that side of the yard. But when Kilgore sees the enormity of what he has to do, he murmurs, “God help me.” It’s not much of a prayer, but for the first time in a long time, he means every word.

Jamie has taken up Dale’s position behind the shed. As Kilgore watches, Jamie swings into action, leaning his upper body out around the corner and aiming his rifle in one practiced motion. Without hesitation, he fires a three-shot burst then ducks back into safety as a hail of bullets slams into the shed, knocking chunks of concrete from the wall. It was a brave move, and well executed, but it had little effect.

In front of the barracks, at least a dozen soldiers have spread out, some lying on their bellies to fire, others taking a knee. But the sight that crushes Kilgore’s courage and freezes the blood in his veins is the low wall of sandbags, arranged in a shallow U-shape to the right of the barracks. It definitely wasn’t there before, and there’s no way they’ve had time to build it. It can only be a defensive wall. The GDL must’ve deployed it remotely from the safety of the barracks.

Kilgore grimaces. From what he’s seen in the armory, the GDL have damned good gear. Their defensive wall will be the best money can buy. There’s no way he and Jamie have the firepower to take the damned thing down, and it’s protecting at least five soldiers. The GDL soldiers can fire over the sandbags easily, but even if Jamie is a fully trained sniper, he’ll have difficulty picking them off. And because of the shape of the wall, Kilgore has no advantage from his position. Unless...

Kilgore thinks back to the first time he met Will, when they were pinned down behind a wall. Yes, Will used percussion mines to disorient the GDL, but then he went into overdrive, taking the soldiers down in record time. He moved like a machine: incredibly slick, impossibly accurate. Could that have been AIPR0N helping him out?

Kilgore lets AIPR0N’s interface come to mind. AIPR0N, view targeting menu. And he immediately understands the options open to him; they surface in his mind like a memory. Select enhanced targeting. He sights along the barrel of his shotgun. Calibrate. Deploy.

Suddenly, Kilgore’s hands take control of his weapon. He aims, fires, works the pump action, and moves onto the next target. He fires all six shots then slides back behind the corner. As he reloads with six fresh slugs, a barrage of bullets rains down on the building behind him. But he doesn’t care about that. He’s just taken out all five soldiers behind the wall and nailed one of the shooters in the yard through his leg. It’s too bad about the guys behind the wall; he had no option but to aim at their heads. There’s always a chance their helmets saved their lives, but he can’t think about that. Not now.

He completes the reload, and this time he stands up before leaning around the corner to fire. Again, his aim is perfect, and every shot lands true. As he fires, he notices a blur of movement from the corner of his eye. Jamie is making a dash for it. Kilgore ducks back behind the corner and leans his shotgun against the wall, swapping it for Dale’s assault rifle. He sets the switch on Dale’s weapon to single shot then lifts the rifle to his shoulder so he can sight along the barrel. Enhanced targeting. Calibrate. Deploy. The thoughts come automatically. He leans out once more and fires until the magazine is empty, picking off GDL troops as easily as he might squash bugs beneath his feet. Jamie is at least halfway across the yard now, and there’s only sporadic fire from the few remaining GDL that are fit to fight. Some men have abandoned their positions to drag wounded men to safety, and Kilgore makes sure he leaves them alone.

It’s good progress, but Jamie isn’t safe yet and Kilgore needs to reload. He steps back and drops the rifle. There’s almost certainly more ammo in Dale’s vest, but that would mean rolling the man’s body over and going through his pockets. Instead, Kilgore grabs his shotgun and takes a handful of shells from his vest. He presses them home: one in the chamber, five in the magazine. There isn’t time to recalibrate. He leans out and takes aim, but before Kilgore can fire a single shot, Jamie tumbles, crying out in pain. He hits the ground, landing heavily on his front. But although Jamie’s down, he isn’t out. He rolls onto his belly and turns so he’s facing the barracks, his rifle extended in front of him. He fires, targeting the few soldiers kneeling next to the defensive wall. One GDL soldier goes down, and the rest scatter, dashing for the safety of the sandbags.

Kilgore hesitates. If he takes out the rest of the GDL, it will be safe to help Jamie, but by then, it could be too late. Jamie’s pinned down, wounded, trapped on open ground. “Shit!” Kilgore hisses. “What do I do?”

A few hours ago, he wouldn’t have asked himself that question; he played solo, and that was that. But Dale and Jamie trusted him. They risked their lives, the only thing they possessed, in the hope that together, they could overcome the odds. And Kilgore cannot betray their trust. He cannot let them down.

“Hold on, Jamie,” he growls. “I’m coming to get you.”

He dashes into the yard, aiming his shotgun at an angle across his body so he can fire on the GDL while running toward Jamie. He lets loose with four shots, and his slugs do their job, giving the GDL a damned good reason to keep their heads down. He reaches Jamie in seconds and kneels down next to him then turns to fire his remaining two shots toward the barracks.

“Come on, Jamie!” he yells. “Take my arm.”

“Wait. You reload first,” Jamie says. “I’ll cover you.” He fires off a burst of three shots, and for once, Kilgore does as he’s told.

“That’s it, Jamie. Now move!”

Kilgore keeps his gun trained on the defensive wall as Jamie grabs onto his arm and pulls himself up. They stand up together.

“Keep the bastards down,” Jamie says. “I’m going to be slow. They hit my bloody leg.”

Kilgore fires a couple shots while Jamie adjusts his grip on Kilgore’s shoulder, then the two men back away together, Jamie hobbling along at Kilgore’s side. Every few steps, Kilgore lets fly with another shot, and when he’s out of ammo, Jamie takes over, holding his rifle with one hand and firing a burst toward the wall. His shots go wide, but it helps to keep the GDL in check.

Kilgore pushes on across the yard, almost dragging Jamie along. “Come on,” he urges. The safety of the building is only a few feet away now.

“Grenade!” Jamie yells.

Kilgore turns in time to see the dark shape bouncing across the concrete toward them. He wraps his arms around Jamie, holds him tight, and lets the AIPR0N shield commands flash across his mind. The shield has got to cover Jamie too—it has to. He just prays his energy levels are high enough to sustain it.

AIPR0N SHIELD ACTIVATED: LEVEL NINE

The grenade explodes in a bewildering confusion of heat and light. The noise at this range is deafening, and Kilgore braces himself for the inevitable shock wave. But once again, the shield proves its worth, and Kilgore bares his teeth in a savage grin. He’s invincible, unstoppable.

“I did it, Jamie. We’re almost there. We’re safe.”

But Jamie doesn’t respond. Kilgore looks down, and the exhilaration of surviving the grenade quickly fades away. Jamie’s head is lolling against his chest, his whole body limp. Only Kilgore’s tight grip is keeping the man from sliding to the ground. As Kilgore stares in horror, Jamie’s rifle falls from his fingers and clatters onto the yard. It seems the shield doesn’t work that way after all.

“Aw, shit!” Kilgore growls. He adjusts his grip and lifts Jamie until his feet are off the ground, then he dashes back toward the building. A few shots ring out across the yard, but they’re too late. The two men have made it safely around the corner.

Kilgore pauses for a second to deactivate the shield, then he hoists Jamie up and over his shoulder. He’s not sure if the Englishman is dead or unconscious, but this isn’t the place to find out. He takes a deep breath then starts walking, heading east. He has to put as much distance as he can between him and the barracks. The GDL are depleted and demoralized, but they could still call up reinforcements and come after him. It’s vital he gets Jamie to safety, preferably indoors, but he doesn’t know the layout here, and he hasn’t got time for trial and error.

“Goddammit,” Kilgore mutters. He has no choice but to call up Will and ask for help. He keeps walking as he opens his voice channel. “Will, I’ve cleared the barracks. Where the hell is this door I’m supposed to go through? I can’t see it.”

“Jesus, kid! You did it? I was wondering... it’s been a long time.”

Kilgore curls his lip. “Not from where I’m standing.”

“Sure. Sure. You’re OK though? The nanobots worked?”

“I haven’t got time to talk, Will. Just tell me where the damned door is.”

“OK, you’re still heading east right?”

“Yeah,” Kilgore says. “That’s all I know.”

“Good. There’s a wall on your right. Once you’re clear of it, look down to the south. You should see a building.”

Kilgore turns his head. “Jesus, Will, there are buildings all over the place. They all look the damn same.”

There’s a gentle hiss in Kilgore’s earpiece as Will takes a breath. “Calm down, kid. You’re almost there. This building is a little taller than the rest, and it’s very wide. You can’t miss it.”

Kilgore stops walking. He’s only just clear of the wall on his right, but his energy levels are still low and Jamie is starting to get heavy. He turns to face south and takes a moment to scan the buildings in the distance. “OK, I think I see it.”

“Good. Head for that building, and locate a large red door. Use the C4 to blow it. You should use the shield to protect you from the shock wave. Once you’re in, move fast. There’ll be GDL patrols inside. Take them out as quickly as you can. Now listen, the layout of the place can seem confusing, but it’s just a simple grid. There’s a wide central corridor—that’s the main route through the building. There are two other corridors that run parallel to the main one, with five smaller corridors connecting them at right angles. You’re going to head south on the main corridor and take the last turn on your right. Follow the numbers until you find a room labeled zero, zero, one. Got it?”

“Got it. Red door. Corridor south. Right turn. Zero, zero, one.”

“When you get to the room, use your HUD to find the access panel, then use AIPR0N to hack the lock. The key is inside.” There’s a pause. Kilgore imagines Will licking his lips. “Listen, kid. I want you to keep the voice channel open so—”

“No way, asshole,” Kilgore says and cuts him off. I’m done with you, you slimy son of a bitch. The thought of the man sends a shudder up Kilgore’s spine. Unlike Dale and Jamie, Will has everything anybody could ever want, but he risks nothing, believes in nothing. “He can’t touch me now,” Kilgore says. Despite his best efforts, Will let something slip: He told Kilgore he needs AIPR0N to get through the door, so there’s no way Will can take his mod back now—not if he wants that key. And Will wants that key very badly. Even across the crackly voice channel he can hear the greed in Will’s voice.

Kilgore renews his grip on Jamie and marches toward the taller building. He has to get under cover and fast. If the GDL troops pursue him, he’ll be helpless as long as he’s carrying Jamie, and leaving him behind is not an option.

“Come on, Jamie,” he mutters. “Let’s get you inside and fix you up.” And then we’ll see, he thinks. Then we’ll see what we can come up with.


CHAPTER 22

Some Bullshit Trick

WILL STANDS ALONE, staring into space, and thinking hard. He’s done all he can to help him, but the kid is severely stretching the limits of his patience. It sounds, from the way he talks, like the youngster has suddenly grown a pair. Maybe I pushed him too far, too fast. Will closes his eyes for a moment, trying to picture the point where he might’ve gone wrong. It’s important to learn, to improve and tweak the system. He needs to get it right next time. The game keeps getting harder and harder, the sequence of events longer, more complex. The GDL troops aren’t completely stupid. Eventually, they’ll realize what’s going on and who’s behind it. Then he’ll be finished.

He shakes his head in sadness. This kid has gone as far as he’s going to get. It’s a shame. He thought this one was different. He was younger than the others, his mind more flexible. He wasn’t bound by old-fashioned military values and ways of thinking. Not like the last few he sent. They all had great combat credentials on the surface, but they let him down as soon as they figured out about the GDL. Why? Seriously, what the hell does it matter? There are always casualties in a war. If you want to take something, whether it’s oil or territory or a tactical objective, you have to wipe out anyone who stands in your way. That’s just the way it is.

Will opens his eyes and turns to face east. There’s still a chance Kilgore will bring the key back out through the minefield. It’s a slim chance, but it’s there, and he needs to allow for the possibility. Every scenario must be explored, every error eliminated.

He runs his hand across his mouth. If the kid does show up, he’ll probably try some bullshit trick or other. Maybe he’ll try and log off, or he’ll demand more money. Something like that. If he can meet the kid sooner than he expects, he can catch him on the back foot and turn the situation to his advantage. Yes. It’s time for action.

Will slings the strap of his rifle over his shoulder and starts walking toward the minefield.


CHAPTER 23

White Noise

A BURST OF STATIC SURGES IN MERVIN’S EARPIECE, and he waits patiently for it to fade away. When Paul comes back on the line, his voice is strained as though he’s struggling to make himself heard, and there’s a rumble of muffled shouts in the background.

“Sorry about that, Merv. Damned comm link’s on the fritz.”

“That’s OK, Paul. But what’s going on?”

There’s a pause. Only for half a second, but it sets Mervin’s teeth on edge.

“It’s a bad day, Merv. We lost a lot of good people today.”

“Lost?” The blood drains from Mervin’s face. An image of the War Room flashes into his mind: the rows of empty chairs. “What happened?”

“To tell you the truth, Merv, we’re still piecing it together. Seems like somebody’s breaking the rules. Maybe some kind of breach—we’re just not sure.”

“I understand,” Mervin says. Unlike the so-called officers in the real world, Paul could be trusted not to leave the troops in the dark, and he’d never send them on wild goose chase. If he says he doesn’t know what’s happened, then that’s good enough for Mervin.

“Thanks, Merv, you’re a good man. I’m taking a detail out to see what the situation is.”

Mervin’s chest swells with pride. “I’m ready. Where do you want me?”

“Sorry, Merv. I already picked out the detail, and we’re on our way. But I’m glad you showed up. I need someone I can rely on to play backstop today. OK?”

Mervin rolls his eyes. Paul’s too kind to say it, but what he means is that the younger guys are champing at the bit, all guts and glory. “OK, Paul. What do you need?”

“Thanks, Merv. I had to pull a lot of guys off security detail. I really need someone to stay in Central One and do the routine patrol duty.”

“OK, you got it. You guys go on and have fun. I could use some peace and quiet anyways.” Mervin smiles. The Central One detail is a running joke. If someone’s not on top of their game, the other guys will suggest it’s time they ask for a permanent transfer to the Central One patrol. Mervin’s even said it himself, though always with a smile. Still, it seems that someone always has to do the job, though nobody’s sure why. Central One is a high-value asset, but as far as Mervin knows, no player has ever made it anywhere near the building. The whole Command Center area is locked down tight. But if Paul is right and someone’s determined to cause trouble, they need to cover all the bases. “Keep in touch, all right?” he adds. “Let me know what’s going on.”

“Sure. Thanks again, man,” Paul says. “Appreciate it. I’ll be in touch later. And, Merv—”

Another surge of static blasts across the comm link and drowns out Paul’s voice. Mervin frowns. What the hell’s going on out there?

Paul comes back on the line, in mid-sentence, “—and make sure you report back right away.”

“Say again,” Mervin says. “You’re breaking up. I didn’t get that, Paul. Repeat your last.”

But there’s nothing on a comm link. Just a wash of white noise. “Oh well,” Mervin says. “It’s not like I need telling what to do.” He makes for the gear room door and lets himself out into corridor. The gear room is inside the fortified bunker they call Central One, so Mervin can start straightaway. It’s a shame in some ways. Usually, he goes over to the barracks to see who’s around and check out what missions are coming up. But he has a duty to perform, so he may as well get on with it.

He closes the gear room door behind him and makes sure it’s locked, then he takes a deep breath and starts walking. Nothing to do now but hit the checkpoints and patrol the corridors in between. That’s all there is to it. He hums a little tune to himself as he walks. Actually, this is just what I need right now. He wouldn’t like to admit in front of the guys, but there is something soothing about pacing along the almost identical corridors: something meditative. He has to maintain a certain level of readiness, so he can’t let his mind wander too far from the here and now, but he can relax into the routine, secure in the knowledge that nothing is going to disturb him. Nothing at all.


CHAPTER 24

Keep Your Hair On

THIS MUST BE IT, Kilgore thinks. This building is bigger, more impressive than the rest, and its metal door is bright red. He walks to within a few yards of the building then stops and lays Jamie down on the ground as carefully as he can. Jamie groans softly as his head lolls back against the concrete. At least the Englishman is still alive.

“Sorry, man,” Kilgore whispers. “I need my hands free for this.” He checks that both the chamber and the magazine of his shotgun are empty then loads up with six breaching rounds. These damned things had better be good. He marches up to the door. The lock is old school and heavy duty. Would the rounds really take care of it? It doesn’t seem likely, but this is the only option he has. He stands slightly to one side and presses the muzzle against the door. His finger tightens on the trigger, but in the split second before he fires, a sudden memory flashes into his mind. What had Jamie said about the muzzle? “Oh, man,” Kilgore mutters. He stands back and moves the shotgun’s muzzle so there’s a good six inches of clearance between it and the door. It makes sense. Even though the rounds turn to dust, they’ve got to go somewhere. “Here goes,” he says. The first round makes his ears ring; the blast of the impact mingling with the scream of tortured metal. Kilgore blinks then leans closer to study the damage. The door isn’t punctured, but it does have a deep indentation right next to the lock. It’s not enough, but he has plenty of rounds. He stands back again and fires off the other five shots in rapid succession, grouping his shots around the lock and watching as the door buckles and warps beneath the onslaught. The fifth round punches a jagged hole right through the door, and the sixth makes it larger. Kilgore reloads, but just as he takes aim, a ragged voice cries out from behind him.

“Stop!”

Kilgore turns, pointing his weapon, his finger on the trigger. Someone must’ve sneaked up on him while he was concentrating on the door. But what he sees, stops him in his tracks. Jamie is sitting up, nursing his head: his shoulders hunched in pain, his face pale and drawn.

“Where’s my bloody rifle?” Jamie says.

Kilgore almost laughs out loud. “Jesus Christ, Jamie! I almost blew you away.”

“So I see,” Jamie says, his voice growing a little stronger. “The way I feel, I almost wish you would.”

“Are you OK, man? I know that’s a dumb question, but are you all right? Can you walk?”

“In a minute,” Jamie says. “But listen, you’ve done enough to the door. The lock will be mashed to pieces. A swift kick or two, and it’ll go in.”

Kilgore smiles. “Nice to have you back, man.”

Jamie forces a thin smile. “Thank you. I wouldn’t have made it without you.”

“No problem. You’d have done the same for me. And Dale, he...” Kilgore shakes his head. He doesn’t have the right words.

“I understand,” Jamie says. “I saw the RPG. I guessed he didn’t make it.”

Kilgore takes a steadying breath. “Goddamned GDL bastards. They—”

“It’s not their fault,” Jamie cut in. “They don’t expect anyone to actually come in here. They spend their days patrolling a place most gamers will never even know about. They hang around in the barracks, playing cards and swapping jokes. Every now and then, they cook up a mission and run around the place, firing blanks.” Jamie shakes his head. “It wasn’t difficult to stay out of their way. Dale and I, we were here for quite a while.” He looks down.

Kilgore dips his chin. For the first time, he has a glimpse of what it means to fight alongside someone, to put your life in someone else’s hands and know, without question or doubt, that they’ll do the same for you. “Dale was... he was very...”

“He was a good man,” Jamie says. “And he was as tough as old boots. So who knows? Maybe back in the real world, his mind and body are strong enough to pull him through.” He smiles. “I wouldn’t put it past him to outlive us all.”

Kilgore pictures Dale in real life. He’ll be a grizzled veteran. The kind of man who commands respect just by walking into a room. It’s a nice thought, and so much better than the alternatives. “I don’t know,” he says, “but I sure hope you’re right.”

“Agreed. But we’d better get moving.” Jamie starts struggling to his feet, and Kilgore goes over to lend him a hand. Jamie’s leg wound is bad, and he certainly can’t put any weight on it.

“I need to get you a medikit,” Kilgore says.

“Good idea. But are you going to stand here chatting, or are you going to kick the damned door in?”

“All right,” Kilgore says. “Keep your hair on—isn’t that what you Brits say?”

Jamie rolls his eyes. “Give me strength. If you don’t get on with it, I’ll kick it down myself. Just get me over there, would you?”

Kilgore walks Jamie over to the door and helps him to lean against the wall.

“You go ahead,” Jamie says. “I’ll follow as fast as I can. Do not wait for me. If you find a medikit, bring it back so I can back you up. If you can’t find a medikit...”

“I’ll come back and get you.”

“Not necessarily,” Jamie says. “I’m a liability until I can get patched up. It’s better for you to concentrate on getting the hell out of here. If you get a chance, take it.”

Kilgore shakes his head slowly. “Like I said, one way or another, I’ll come back and get you.”

Jamie gives him a grin. “Awkward sod! Now get a bloody move on, for god’s sake.”

Kilgore squares up to the door, judging the distance, then lashes out with a savage kick. The door rattles and judders but hardly shifts. Kilgore kicks out again. This time, something screeches within the lock, and the door grates against its frame. Another kick, and the door flies inward, crashing back against the wall and sending a dull boom to echo and roll along the empty corridor beyond.

“Good lad,” Jamie says. “Now check your weapon, and move in.”

“Yes, Sir,” Kilgore says. He hurriedly loads his shotgun with regular slugs, then he gives Jamie a nod and steps into the corridor.


CHAPTER 25

Hell of a Time To Start

THE MESSAGE ON MERVIN’S HUD IS BRIGHT RED. He stops walking and stares at the bold letters, his mouth hanging open.

SECURITY BREACH: INCURSION CENTRAL ONE

For a full second, Mervin waits for the message to disappear, expecting the sound of raucous laughter in his earpiece as some of the guys enjoy the joke at his expense. But no. The message remains. Mervin’s mind races. Could this be a technical glitch? Maybe it’s somehow linked to the problems with the comm link. But there are no system error messages, no other warnings. He has to treat it as a real incursion. He exhales noisily and breaks into a run, checking his weapon as he moves.

TARGET LOCATED

Mervin checks the threat detection display in his HUD. There. The target is way across the building at the other end of the central corridor. It looks like a single soldier, though at this range, he can’t be sure—it could easily be more. Whoever they are, they’ve breached the main door. “How the hell did they get past the barracks?” Mervin mutters. But that’s a question for later. The only thing that counts now is stopping the bastards before they get any farther. Mervin picks up the pace, and the dull, gentle drumbeat of his footsteps reverberates eerily in the sterile emptiness of the tiled corridor. The intruders won’t hear him from this distance, but it’s a lonely sound. I shouldn’t deal with this on my own, Mervin thinks, and he activates his comm link. “This is Central One patrol. I’ve got a breach. Request assistance. Repeat. This is Central One patrol reporting a breach. I’m on my own here. I need backup right now.”

There’s no response.

Mervin jogs to a halt. “Repeat, this is Central One. Main door is compromised. Request urgent assistance.” He waits, counting out five long seconds just to be sure. But there’s no reply—not even a hiss of static to let him know the voice channel is active. He grunts in frustration. There’s no point in trying again. The comm link is totally screwed. “Aw, to hell with it,” he mutters. It’s probably just one soldier anyway: a gamer who got lucky. It’s nothing he can’t deal with. One bullet, and the whole thing will be over. Even so, he can’t help but wonder how the hell someone got into Central One. Unless... unless it’s one of the guys from his own outfit going crazy. It wouldn’t be the first time someone cracked up in the game and ran amok. But no. That doesn’t make any sense. The members of Mervin’s outfit all have security clearance for this building. If one of the guys came in through the door, it wouldn’t have shown up as an incursion.

Mervin checks his rifle. It’s a good rifle, and he’s a good shot: one of the best in the outfit, according to Paul. But that’s in training exercises when they override the parameters and set the rounds to non-lethal. He hasn’t fired a shot in anger since he joined the game. One hell of a time to start.

“They’re relying on you, Merv,” he mutters, and the weight of those words settles on him, like a firm hand pressing down on his shoulders. The security of Central One hangs in the balance, and he must not let Paul down. This is the first real threat he’s faced since he joined the GDL, and it’s a test, not just of his skill as a soldier, but of his courage.

Whoever the intruders are, they’ll be shooting to kill. No overrides in here. No soft options. And it looks like he’ll have no backup. He really has no choice but to tackle them head on. No choice at all.

Mervin pulls himself up to his full height and breathes deep. “OK, Mervin,” he murmurs. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”


CHAPTER 26

Beggars Can’t Be Choosers

KILGORE STEPS CAUTIOUSLY INTO THE CORRIDOR. It’s long and empty, its walls painted in a nondescript light-gray, its ceiling white and its floor covered with dark ceramic tiles. He holds his gun ready and creeps forward, placing his feet carefully, his boots hardly making any sound on the smooth floor. The corridor is lined with doors, and Kilgore approaches the first one carefully. It’s featureless except for a steel push plate and a small plastic sign engraved with the number 285. There are no clues as to what the room might contain. He presses against the door, but it doesn’t budge. He quickly scans the area with his HUD and reveals the hidden keypad on the left of the door, but before he can engage AIPR0N’S security interface, a shout interrupts his thoughts.

“What the hell are you mucking about with that for?”

Kilgore looks back to the doorway. Jamie is there, leaning heavily against the damaged door frame, and he’s in a bad way, his face haggard, pinched in pain.

“I’m looking for a medikit,” Kilgore says. “You need help right now.”

Jamie shakes his head. “That’s not the way forward. The best chance of us both staying alive is for our mission to succeed. You’ve got to move on. You can’t search every room.”

“But—”

“No arguments on this one, Kilgore. Move on. What room are you meant to be looking for? What is your primary objective?”

Kilgore hesitates. If he doesn’t give Jamie the room number that Will told him to look for, then there’s not a lot the Englishman can do about it. But Kilgore pushes the thought away. Jamie’s on his side, and he seems very sure of himself, as if he already has a handle on the situation. It would be stupid not to listen to him. “OK. Will said I need to find a room labeled zero, zero, one. And judging by the numbers here, we’re in the wrong part of the building.”

“Good,” Jamie says. He pushes himself away from the door frame. “But that’s not our primary objective.”

“What? I don’t—”

“That room and its mythical key are Will’s objectives, but we mustn’t let him lead us down the garden path. We want something else entirely. We want to find a place where we can log out—nothing else.”

Kilgore nods thoughtfully. “Sure. You’re right, but how do we know what to look for? You said yourself we can’t check every room.”

“Yes. I’ve been thinking about that. You said Will brought you in because of your HUD, yes?”

“That’s right.”

“And this HUD, it can pick up what exactly?” Jamie asks.

“Hidden objects, secret panels. I can look inside a lot of things, but I can’t see through doors and walls. I never quite got that part figured out.”

“I see. Could it pick out an area where there’s a lot of electronic equipment being used?”

“Definitely. There’s always an electromagnetic field. And I’ve got thermal imaging too. It’s quite sensitive so... oh, I see where you’re going with this.”

“Good lad. The place we’re looking for will probably be some sort of control and command center. The sort of room that’s bristling with screens, comm links, computers and so on. And all those devices will be running all the time. The place will be positively buzzing with juice.”

“Got it,” Kilgore says. “I’ll set it up now.”

But as soon as he focuses on his HUD, a message flashes up:

AIPR0N: THREAT DETECTED

HOSTILE INFANTRY INBOUND

“Crap!” Kilgore hisses. “GDL—on their way.”

Jamie draws his handgun from the holster on his hip. “Dammit! I should never have lost my rifle. Never mind. Beggars can’t be choosers.”

Kilgore raises his eyebrows. This guy is either very brave or the craziest man alive. But there’s no time to second-guess the Englishman’s plan. If Jamie wants to stand and fight, Kilgore has no choice but to stand by his side. He checks his threat indicator.

“It looks like it’s just one or two soldiers. Probably a patrol,” Kilgore says. “They’re heading this way, moving fast.”

Jamie leans against the wall and takes aim along the corridor with his handgun. “Where are they?”

“They’re coming in at an angle. They must be in the parallel corridor.” Kilgore raises his shotgun. “They’ll be here within a minute.”


CHAPTER 27

Surprise Is Everything

AS MERVIN TAKES A LEFT TURN into a connecting corridor, the target selector in his HUD suddenly alters, splitting the single dot into two discrete targets. “I knew it,” Mervin mutters. Deep down, he knew there was no way one man could make it this far on his own. But there’s a downside to being right: He now has two problems to resolve instead of one. Only two of them, he tells himself. Two is easy. After all, he has the element of surprise on his side as well as the home turf advantage. He runs harder, pushing himself to gain momentum. He’s got to hit the intruders hard and fast before they have time strengthen their position. If he can catch them in the main corridor, it should be easy to take them both down at once, but if the targets split up or find some cover, it could be too risky to tackle them on his own.

Mervin pictures the possible scenarios, running through each outcome in his mind. He’s outnumbered two to one. There’s no room for error, no time for even a split second of hesitation. “You can do it, Mervin,” he whispers.

His targeting selectors change from red to green. Finally. The intruders are within range. They’re at the far end of the adjoining corridor. He slows his pace, treading as softly as he can. Sounds travels all too easily in the empty corridors, and surprise is everything.


CHAPTER 28

Pick up the Pace

“THIS IS STUPID,” Jamie says. “We’re in no position for a firefight. No cover. I’m wounded. No damned rifle. A couple of half-decent patrolmen will have us for breakfast.”

“So what do you suggest?” Kilgore says, forcing the words from between clenched teeth.

“Withdraw, evade.”

Kilgore fights the urge to look up from the sights of his shotgun. “Are you kidding? They’re almost on us.”

“That door—Room 285—open it,” Jamie says. “Quickly.”

“What?”

“Just do it.”

Kilgore can’t believe he’s even considering this, but there’s an edge of sure-fire conviction in Jamie’s voice that’s hard to ignore. One thing’s for certain, there’s no time for an argument. The GDL patrol is moving slower now, but even so, he reckons they’ve got about five seconds before they come face to face. He lowers his gun and moves over to the door. He discovered the keypad earlier, and despite the knot of panic tightening in his stomach, the AIPR0N command comes easily to mind. It takes only a second before the lock clicks. He raises his shotgun with one hand and pushes the door wide open with the other. He’s ready to react to any threat, but the room is empty.

“Come on!” Jamie urges as he hobbles across the corridor. “Quickly.” He enters the room without hesitation, and Kilgore follows, closing the door behind him.

“What now?” Kilgore whispers. He looks around the room. It’s nothing more than an empty space: perhaps an unused storage room. There are no alcoves to provide hiding places, no furniture to crouch behind. Nothing. If the patrol guesses where they are, it will be a short fight. Kilgore grabs Jamie’s arm. They should at least go to the back of the room and take up position. “Come on. The patrol—” But he doesn’t finish his sentence. The threat detector in his HUD is suddenly blank.

Mervin is almost at the end of the side corridor, and he moves slowly, shouldering his weapon as he walks. The main corridor is just ahead. All he has to do is take up position at the corner, verify the targets and take them out. He stops short of the corner and tilts his head to the scope.

Mervin takes a breath, releases it slowly. This is an enclosed space: He won’t miss his targets, won’t give them a chance to fire a shot. His body tenses as his muscles remember what they need to do. He takes one last glance at the green targeting selectors in his HUD, fixing their position in his mind. But before he can spring into action, something impossible happens. His threat indicator flickers once then goes completely blank. “What the hell?” Mervin breathes. This can’t be happening. The threat is real—isn’t it? His mind spins, and he lowers his rifle, leans his shoulder against the wall to steady himself. Real soldiers don’t just disappear. That cannot happen here. So he must’ve made a mistake. That’s all. Just a mistake. But as he stands and stares at the gray wall opposite, it blurs and shimmers, fading to black. Mervin blinks and looks away, raising his eyes to the ceiling. But the pristine white ceiling tiles are gone, replaced by a flaky layer of mildewed white paint that hangs down in tatters. Not now, he thinks. Don’t let this happen now.

He shuts his eyes tight and focuses on the rifle in his hands: the smooth metal of the trigger against his fingertips, the solid weight of the stock. “Come on, Mervin,” he whispers. “They’re counting on you.” For a moment, he thinks of Jerry, his old friend, sitting next to him in the War Room. “Are you all right, Merv?” Jerry whispers.

Yes, Mervin thinks, I’m fine. And he opens his eyes. He’s back in the corridor, and he glares at the wall, defying it to disappear. But he doesn’t wait long. He still has to check the corridor and the main door. He cannot neglect his duty.

Mervin raises his rifle then slowly, he peers around the corner. Nothing. The corridor is utterly empty.

Kilgore tilts his head, listening. “It’s all quiet out there,” Kilgore whispers. “He must’ve given up.”

“I very much doubt it,” Jamie says. “Best guess: the room is a dummy, off the map.”

Kilgore raises his eyebrows, wrinkling his brow. “Did you know that would happen?”

Jamie looks thoughtful. “I thought it might. We often had to find places to hole up—Dale and me.”

Kilgore nods and looks away. It’s too soon to think about Dale, too raw to remember his courage.

But Jamie carries on, oblivious, “We’re not out the woods yet. We might’ve thrown them off the scent for a second, but that’s not much help if they start checking the doors.”

“So what do we do?”

“We keep them busy,” Jamie says. “Use AIPR0N. There’s a decoy. Find the command, and deploy the decoy two meters away. That should put it in the corridor. Quickly now.”

Kilgore frowns, but when he accesses AIPR0N, the decoy commands float immediately into his mind. Once again, he has the uneasy sense that the mod is reading his thoughts. A reticulated circle appears on his HUD, and as he turns his head, the circle responds, rotating to follow his movements. This must be the targeting system for the decoy, and Kilgore guesses it’s going to deploy some sort of electronic countermeasures. A message flashes up:

AIPR0N: DECOY OFFSET DISTANCE?

Kilgore thinks about the distance to the corridor. Two meters is, like, two yards, isn’t it?

DECOY DEPLOYED

“I think I’ve done it,” Kilgore says.

“Open the door a crack, and peek through,” Jamie whispers. “Carefully mind.”

Kilgore eases the door open a fraction of an inch and presses his eye to the gap. What he sees there startles him so much he almost cries out.

Immediately outside the door, Will is standing, facing down the corridor, his rifle in his hand. Kilgore swallows hard. What the hell is going on?

Jamie tugs at his sleeve. “Don’t worry. That’s just the decoy.”

Kilgore turns to look at Jamie, but he doesn’t have to ask the question that’s on the tip of his tongue.

Jamie grins. “Don’t forget, I had AIPR0N myself for a while—until Will snatched it away.”

“What do I do next? The GDL must be very close right now.”

“OK, let’s swap positions first,” Jamie murmurs.

Kilgore steps back from the door, and Jamie takes his place, moving with surprising stealth considering his wounded leg.

Jamie presses his face to the crack in the door. “Now, turn to face north. Use your HUD, and tell the decoy to do the same. Use the decoy’s orientation system to help you.”

Kilgore turns to his left and lets his mind engage with AIPR0N as the targeting circle rotates. Jamie smiles as the computer-generated version of Will turns in the corridor. The decoy is a perfect replica. It even stands realistically, shifting its weight from foot to foot, changing its grip on its rifle.

“Stay where you are!”

The command echoes down the corridor. Jamie glances back to Kilgore. “Set the decoy’s mode to evade.”

Kilgore nods, and Jamie risks another peek through the slim gap between the door’s edge and the frame. The decoy suddenly takes to its heels, sprinting toward the building’s entrance. Jamie raises his eyebrows at the sheer speed of the thing, the way it hurtles out through the door and into the yard beyond. A shot rings out, incredibly loud in the confines of the corridor. It’s followed by the sound of someone running fast, heavy boots thudding on the tiles. Jamie silently closes the door and leans back against it. Even with the door closed, the rhythmic thundering of footsteps in the corridor is loud enough to make him flinch.

Kilgore and Jamie lock eyes, both men holding their breath as the sound grows closer and closer. For a moment, the footsteps falter and stop. Kilgore and Jamie share a look. Surely, the patrol has realized something isn’t quite right. Perhaps the GDL can tell when a keypad has been hacked. In a heartbeat, the door will be kicked in and all hell will break loose.

They wait. Another shot rings out, and Kilgore flinches, but then the footsteps are in motion again, pounding along the corridor and fading away into the distance.

Jamie turns back to the door and squeezes it open a little to take a look. “OK,” he whispers. “The coast’s clear.” Both men exhale.

“Do I leave the decoy running?” Kilgore asks.

“Yes. It’s got basic collision detection. It should cause some confusion for a while.” Jamie hesitates and then opens the door a little wider to peer after the patrol. “Huh! It was just one man after all. Still, he’ll be out of the way for a few minutes. Let’s go.”

They slip out into the corridor. “Lead on,” Jamie says. “I’ll watch your back in case our GDL friend comes back sooner than we might like.”

Kilgore nods and starts walking. He sets up the thermal imaging enhancement in his HUD and starts scanning the doors as he passes.

“Pick up the pace, lad,” Jamie says. “Run. Don’t stop until you find that command center.”

Kilgore doesn’t reply, he just breaks into a jog. Jamie’s right. These doors are giving him nothing; a quick glance is all he needs to reject each one. I shouldn’t leave Jamie behind, he thinks. But at least he’s got my back. The thought gives his confidence a boost. The Brit knows what he’s doing, and with Jamie guarding the corridor, Kilgore can concentrate on finding the right door. Sure, he could easily run headlong into another GDL patrol, but somehow he doesn’t think so. The place feels empty: not so much abandoned as brand new and unused. It’s as if the whole building is merely the set for a movie that will never be made: the rooms empty, the doors just for show. But Will claims his precious key is somewhere inside, and Jamie is certain they’ll find a safe place where they can log off. Keep your eyes open, Kilgore tells himself. Stay sharp, and move fast.

He jogs a little faster, but when he comes to an intersection in the corridor, he stops moving. There are side corridors leading away to the left and the right. Should he take one of those routes or carry on straight ahead and stay on the main corridor? Logically, the command center ought to be on the central corridor, but it might be safer to take the smaller side route and stay out of sight. Will told him to take a right turn and perhaps, if the key is hidden in that direction, there could be other high-value assets in the same area.

He glances back at Jamie, but the Englishman is a long way behind already, and anyway, Jamie’s made it quite clear he wants Kilgore to move fast. Kilgore scans in all three directions, but there’s nothing in his HUD to suggest one way is better than the other, so all he can do is make a snap decision. He looks back to Jamie and gives him a quick wave, motioning toward the side corridor that runs west. Jamie acknowledges him with a raised hand.

Kilgore turns to face west and heads around the corner. Yes, this is the general direction Will told him to aim for, but he hasn’t taken the exact route Will laid out. He’s not following Will’s instructions. There’s no way that’s ever going to happen. He’s looking for the command center. Nothing else. Just the command center.


CHAPTER 29

Too Old for This Shit

MERVIN STOPS RUNNING and scans the yard, cycling through the readouts in his HUD. Somehow, he’s lost the intruder. True, the man ran away with surprising speed, but even so, it’s hard to believe there’s no trace of him at all. The yard offers no hiding places, so the intruder must’ve run back past the barracks. Mervin frowns. I’m getting too old for this shit. And if the guy is headed for the barracks, he’ll soon be someone else’s problem. Unless he somehow imagined the whole thing.

Mervin recalls the sequence of events: the targeting selectors that disappeared, the empty corridor, the sudden appearance of the solitary soldier. And it was strange, the way the intruder stood still at first, as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Then, as soon as he was challenged, he took off with an awe-inspiring turn of speed. And now what? He’s just upped and vanished? Again?

Mervin shakes his head. None of it seems plausible. “But I saw him,” he whispers. “I know I saw him.” He looks up and scans the yard once again. Something’s wrong. Ordinarily, he’d call it in and wait for orders, but the comm link is still out, and he’s on his own. It’s up to him to put this right. But where the hell should he start? He’s supposed to be patrolling Central One. He ought not to have abandoned his post.

Mervin’s mind races. I should never have skipped my damned meds. He heaves a sigh. Sometimes, when he needs his meds, he gets muddled, imagines things. He tries to hide it from Hank, but it’s hard. The flashbacks are more vivid than the rundown house, more real than the bleak neighborhood. Is that what just happened? Did he wish away the boredom of a lonely shift and slip into a more dramatic daydream?

“No,” he murmurs. “The breach was real.” And that’s the crucial point. He needs to go back and check the main door. When he ran outside, the door had clearly been smashed open. That could’ve been an illusion—just part of the imaginary backdrop to his muddled daydream. But if he checks the door carefully, and it really has been breached, he’ll know for sure someone managed to break into Central One. Then it’s just a matter of tracking the sons of bitches down and putting a couple bullets in them. After all, it’s not as if the bastards can log off—not from here.

Mervin sets his mouth in a grim line. “Nobody is going to get past me,” he growls. “Nobody.” Then he turns around and heads back toward the main door.


CHAPTER 30

Just a Coincidence

WILL STANDS AT THE EDGE OF THE MINEFIELD and stares at the notification in his HUD. “So, he’s using the decoy. That’s pretty smart.” He thinks back to the last man who tried that technique to evade capture. It was the Brit, wasn’t it? Will looks down at the ground for a moment. It’s just a coincidence—that’s all. But he doesn’t like coincidences. He doesn’t like them at all.

He looks out across the minefield. Of course, there is another way through the mines. All he has to do is shoot into the ground until he sets at least one mine off, and the rest of the networked devices will erupt in an earth-shattering explosion. It’s tempting. Hell, it might even be fun. But if he does that, every drone and every GDL do-gooder in the place will descend on him before the dust settles. And he doesn’t even have his defensive wall, which is a damned shame.

Still, if the kid is using the decoy, then it looks like he’s still trying to get the key. There is that hope to cling onto. But unfortunately, it also means there’s nothing to be gained by taking AIPR0N from him. “I’ll just have to wait,” he murmurs. And though he’s had just about all the waiting he can stomach, there really is no other choice.


CHAPTER 31

Take the Shot

“THERE’S GOT TO BE SOMETHING,” Kilgore mutters. But this side route is just as dreary as the main corridor: nothing but a succession of unpromising doors, all blank except for their numbers.

He arrives at another intersection and slows his pace, glances back over his shoulder. There’s no sign of Jamie, but that need not matter. If he finds the command center, he can head back and help Jamie along. Time is the critical factor here. They’ve been lucky so far, but they could be discovered at any moment. The sooner he can find the damned room, the sooner they can get out of sight. But right now, he needs to make another snap decision.

If he goes straight ahead, the corridor is short. There’s a row of doors then it ends in a concrete wall. If he turns right, he’ll be heading back toward the main entrance on a route parallel to the main corridor, doubling back on himself. That doesn’t feel like a good use of his time. So that only leaves the left turn, but if he goes that way, he’ll be heading south, following Will’s instructions.

Kilgore shakes his head slowly. I don’t like it, he thinks. It’s as if Will is somehow controlling him, pulling his strings. But that’s nonsense. Superstition. And he doesn’t have time for that.

Kilgore takes the left turn. It’s a long corridor, running the length of the huge building, so he moves on as fast as he can, scanning the doors as he goes. “Thank Christ for that,” he murmurs. He’s almost at the end of the corridor, but a couple yards ahead there’s a door on his right with a definite tint of color showing in his HUD. He can’t be sure of the cause, but this is the only sign of warmth he’s found. This must be it. He stops outside the door and changes the sensitivity in his HUD. Yes. There’s a definite heat trace from within. And there’s something else—unlike all the other doors he’s passed, this one has no number.

It also has no obvious handle or lock. Kilgore switches his HUD to scan for hidden objects then makes a quick sweep across the door and all around it. The telltale pattern in the paintwork tells him the access panel is set into the wall on the left of the door. Kilgore swipes his hand across the place, expecting the same alphanumeric keypad he saw back at Room 285 and alongside the gate into the yard. But this is different. There’s only one button: a large, red square of glossy plastic. Above it, there’s a small screen, but the screen is dark. Kilgore scrapes his hand across his face. What the hell kind of lock is this? And more importantly, can AIPR0N hack into it?

He accesses AIPR0N’s security interface, but the mod’s response is too swift to be good news:

ERROR: UNABLE TO DECODE VOICE-ACTIVATED LOCKING MECHANISM

“Shit!” Kilgore hisses. He might’ve known it couldn’t be that easy. He found the room far too easily, and the game always has a fifth ace tucked up its sleeve. He glances up and down the corridor. Jamie is nowhere in sight, so he must still be struggling along the main corridor. Maybe he should go and fetch him. Despite his weird sense of humor, the Englishman is levelheaded when it comes to making decisions.

Kilgore turns around to head back, and that’s when he sees it. It was behind him when he was trying to hack the voice-activated lock, but as he moves, the sign on the room opposite catches his eye: Room 001.

“Jesus Christ!” Kilgore breathes. He gave up reading the room numbers a while back, but now, here he is, standing right beside the rainbow’s end. Beyond that door, according to Will anyway, there’s the secret to more wealth and power than Kilgore can imagine.

Kilgore’s heart beats against his ribs; his mouth is dry. Just imagine it! He pictures the house he’ll buy, the car he’ll drive. He can see the beautiful girlfriend at his side. Hell, he can see a whole entourage of beautiful girls following his every move, competing for his attention. “I could go somewhere nice,” he murmurs, “somewhere hot.” He shakes his head and snorts at his own stupidity. It’s ridiculous. Foolish. Of course it is. But somehow, despite his intentions, he crosses the corridor and stands in front of Room 001. He looks down, and there’s his hand, reaching out to touch the wall on the left of the door, where he’s sure the access panel will be. He’s going to do it. He has to know what’s inside that room.

“Step away from the door!”

Kilgore wheels around, shouldering his shotgun, his finger already on the trigger. The GDL soldier is standing in the corridor, but although the man is easily in range, Kilgore cannot shoot. While the soldier is pointing his assault rifle at Kilgore with his right hand, his left arm is wrapped tightly around Jamie’s chest, pressing the Englishman’s body close to his own, using him as a shield.

“I suggest you do as I say,” the GDL man growls. “Step away from the door, and lower your weapon.”

Jamie’s face is a mask of frustration. He looks Kilgore in the eye. “Take the shot. You can do it. Use the enhanced targeting.”

Kilgore hesitates. It’s too risky. Even with the enhanced targeting, the GDL guy still has the drop on him. “I’m sorry, Jamie. I should never have left you behind.”

“Never mind that,” Jamie says. “Just take the shot!”

The soldier glances briefly at Jamie and lets out a dry chuckle. “Oh, one of our Trans-Atlantic cousins. You know, I served with an English guy once—he died.” He raises his weapon a little higher, pointing the muzzle squarely at Kilgore’s head. “Lower your weapon, and I’ll see to it you’re escorted safely out of this area. But I’m warning you, if you engage in a pissing contest here, we’re all going to wind up dead.” He pauses. “It’s not really a choice, is it?”

Kilgore narrows his eyes and studies the soldier’s face. “You’d do that? You’d get us out of here?”

“For Christ’s sake,” Jamie says, “don’t listen to him, Kilgore. Take him out.”

But it’s the GDL man who lowers his weapon. “Kilgore? Did you say Kilgore?” He stares at Kilgore, and his eyes go straight to the name on his chest. “I think my son plays with that tag. But it can’t... you can’t...”

Kilgore’s mouth hangs open.

The GDL man rocks back on his heels as if he’s just been kicked in the chest. “Hank? Is that you?”

The floor seems to shift beneath Kilgore’s feet. He lowers his shotgun, and he puts his hand on the wall to steady himself. For a second, his lips move soundlessly, but then they form the familiar shape of the first word he ever spoke, “Dad?”


CHAPTER 32

Good Enough for You?

MERVIN STANDS AND STARES at the soldier in front of him, taking in the expensive body armor, the way the man holds himself, the way he handles his shotgun. Is this hard-faced soldier really his son? Is this how Hank sees himself? Mervin loosens his grip on his captive, and the Englishman, despite his wounded leg, takes the opportunity to shake himself free.

The Brit backs away and draws a combat knife from the holster attached to his vest. He holds the blade out in front of him like he knows what he’s doing with it. “What the bloody hell is going on?” he yells, and his English accent sounds strangely exotic to Mervin’s ears, especially considering the guy looks like he’s been living rough for a while.

Mervin heaves a sigh and looks his son in the eye. “Hank—and I guess that really is you in there somewhere—I think you’d better tell your friend to calm down before somebody gets hurt.”

Hank doesn’t speak. He stands, frozen to the spot, his brain numb with confusion. Mervin turns to the Englishman. “Listen, you’ve got a pretty bad wound there. Your health and energy levels must be getting low, and in this place, that can be a death sentence. Let me give you a medikit. It’s a good one—level four. GDL standard issue.”

“Why the hell should I?” Jamie snaps. “You could be anybody.”

“Fair enough,” Mervin says, “but I’m not anybody. Name’s Mervin, and Hank here, he’s my only son. Good enough for you?”

Jamie opens his mouth to say something, and from the look on the Englishman’s face, it isn’t going to be polite, but Hank finally speaks up. “Take it, Jamie. It’s OK. He’s...” He pauses, frowning, and looks Mervin up and down. “Yeah. He’s my dad.”

Jamie lowers his knife. “Is this some kind of joke?”

Mervin shakes his head. “Here’s the medikit, buddy. Take it or leave it. It’s up to you.”

Jamie reads the notification on his HUD. It’s giving him the option to accept the medikit, and it looks genuine enough, but a level four medikit—just like that? It’s too good to be true.

Mervin studies the Englishman’s face. “Tell you what, I’ll stand a little farther back. Give you some room.” He steps back and looks at Hank. “Are you all right, Son? You’re not... hurt or anything?”

Hank shakes his head. “I’m fine.” He looks his dad in the eye. “But, Dad, what the hell are you even doing in here?”

Mervin gives a disapproving grunt. “I might ask you the same thing, young man.”

“But seriously, Dad, I’ve been playing for years. You know I have. But you... you’re in the GDL? Dale—that’s Jamie’s friend—he said it’s real hard to get into the GDL. He said it’s just for guys who’ve seen combat. I don’t get it.”

Mervin takes a breath. “I don’t know this guy, Dale, but he’s right. And this is going to take some explaining, Hank. I guess I owe you that much—and an apology too. I should’ve been straight with you from the start.” He looks down for a moment, and when he looks up and speaks again, Hank hears the familiar weariness in his dad’s voice. “I shouldn’t have lied to you, Son. I think by now you’ve probably guessed the truth.”

Hank juts his chin forward. “In the army—you fought, didn’t you? You weren’t behind a desk at all. That was all a lie.”

Mervin nods gravely.

“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about it,” Hank says. “All these years. It doesn’t make sense.”

Mervin looks pained; his shoulders slump. “I didn’t want to talk about it. I lost a lot of good men, a lot of friends. I always tried to play my part, right to the very end, but I’m not proud of it. The men in charge, they used guys like me—used us up, wore us out and tossed us on the scrapheap when they were done.”

“Jesus, Dad. I didn’t know. Maybe I could’ve—”

Mervin holds up his hand to cut Hank off. “Don’t you dare talk like that, Hank. None of this is your fault. Hell, you weren’t even born when the damage was done. And you coming along when you did, it gave me the hope to carry on. Without that...” he stops talking, takes a breath.

Hank blinks. “Did... did Mom know?”

“Some,” Mervin says. “She didn’t understand though. Not really. Why she left, I guess.”

“You should’ve told her, Dad. You should’ve told us all about it.”

Mervin tries a thin smile. “I always said you were a smart kid. You got it all figured out. But you know, I just wanted to protect you from all the violence in the world.” He takes a breath and glances around the corridor. “I guess that didn’t go too well, huh?”

“Holy shit!”

The shout startles Mervin and Hank, and they turn as one. Beside them, Jamie stands tall, his shoulders square, his eyes bright. He looks for all the world as if he’s on parade.

“My god, I feel fantastic.” Jamie looks at Mervin. “This medikit is bloody amazing. I feel ten years younger.” He tosses his combat knife in the air, catches it deftly by the handle and stows it in its sheath in one fluid motion. “Right, gentlemen, family reunion over? Let’s get the hell out of here.”

Hank and Mervin share a look, and they can’t help but grin.

“ Glad you’re feeling better,” Mervin says and holds out his hand. “Good to meet you.”

“Likewise,” Jamie says as the men shake hands. “You say you can get us out of here?”

“Sure can,” Mervin says. He turns to Hank. “I need to take you back to the gear room. I’ll get you inside, then we can all log out together.”

“Hear that?” Jamie says with a smile. He walks up to Hank and slaps him on the arm. “We’re going home.”

Hank nods slowly, forces a smile. “Yeah.”

“It’s this way,” Mervin says. “We’d better get moving.” He turns and walks away down the corridor, heading farther into the building.

Jamie starts to follow, but he only takes a few steps before he stops and turns back. “Come on,” he says. “Time to go.”

But Hank stays right where he is. He glances at the door to Room 001. “What about the key?”

Mervin stops walking and turns around. “What?”

Jamie shakes his head. “I told you, there almost certainly isn’t a key. It’s a trick—part of Will’s lunatic mind games. He told me it was in a different room entirely.”

“Maybe they moved it,” Hank says. “He told me they’d hardened the security.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mervin says, “but we’ve got to get out of here. I reckon you boys must’ve kicked up a shit storm to get this far. It won’t be long before a whole bunch of guys come this way, and your luck’s already stretched pretty thin.”

“He’s right,” Jamie says. “We’ve outstayed our welcome. Time to go.”

“But there must be something in there,” Hank says. “Otherwise, why go to all the trouble?”

Jamie heaves a sigh of frustration. “Even if there is a key, I don’t want anything to do with the damned thing.”

Hank looks his dad in the eye. “Dad, what’s in this room?”

Mervin gives his son a stern look. “I’ve no idea. Nobody from GDL has access to those rooms.”

“What do you mean?” Hanks asks.

“I mean the system won’t allow it. If a room has a number, it’s secure. We can’t go in.” He nods toward Room 001. “Even if that door was standing wide open, I couldn’t go in if I wanted to. And I know better than to try.”

“Don’t you get it?” Hank says. “Your GDL guys maybe can’t go in there, but Jamie and I can. We hid in a numbered room before. We know we can do it. This must be why Will sent us in here—to get an encryption key.”

“I don’t like the sound of that at all,” Mervin says.

“But, Dad, if it really is behind this door, it could be the answer to all our problems.” Hank feels a rush of blood to his cheeks. He’s talking quickly now, almost babbling in his rush to get the words out. “We can access all kinds of accounts. And we needn’t be greedy. We could just take a little from lots of places. No one would even notice. And we’d only take enough to get by. Maybe fix up the house or move to a different neighborhood—somewhere where the houses all have gardens. You always said you wanted a garden. You wouldn’t have to sit around waiting for your next pension check while the house falls down around our ears. We could be happy.”

Mervin strides toward his son. “What the hell have I always told you?” he growls. “I didn’t bring you up to be a goddamned thief.”

“Sure, and look where your high and mighty principles have gotten us,” Hank says, his voice cracking with emotion.

“How dare you?” Mervin roars, his voice thundering along the corridor.

“I’ve been through hell to get here, and been taken for a fool. But now I want my reward, Dad. I damn well earned it.”

Mervin’s face is tight with anger. The muscles along his jawline twitch. He pulls himself up to his full height, ready to unleash a burst of good old-fashioned wrath.

But Jamie steps in front of Mervin and fixes him with an authoritative stare. “Stand down,” he says, his voice calm but edged with steel.

Mervin glares at Jamie, eyes burning. “You stay the hell out of this.”

“Listen to me,” Jamie says, “you’ve got a good lad there. He saved my life today. Maybe we should give him a fair hearing—see what he’s got to say.”

Mervin looks Jamie up and down. “You an officer, is that it? You think you can give me orders?”

Jamie smiles. “No. I don’t claim any authority whatsoever. But I do have a measure of respect for my friend here—he’s earned it.”

Mervin looks from Hank to Jamie and back again. “I won’t stand by and see you take something that’s not yours,” he says. “End of story.”

“I agree,” Jamie says. “But we have a common enemy. The man who sent us here—a man who calls himself Will—he has schemes on whatever’s in that room. If we at least take a look, we can figure out what he’s up to and maybe we can do something to stop him. Make sense?”

Mervin purses his lips for a moment. “That right, Hank? This guy, this Will character, he tricked you into busting in here?”

Hank nods.

“That’s a damned disgrace, sending you to do his dirty work,” Mervin says. “But it doesn’t mean you can help yourself to something that’s not yours to take.”

“Jesus, Dad! Don’t you ever let up?”

“Your dad’s right,” Jamie says. “We go in and take a look. If we can put a spoke in Will’s plans, that’s got to be worth it. But that’s all. We take nothing for ourselves.”

Hank takes a breath and looks away for a moment. “All right,” he says finally. He looks at his dad. “You’re right. I won’t take anything. I just... I didn’t want all this to be for nothing.”

“Oh, it won’t be wasted effort,” Jamie says. “If we can get one up on our old friend Will, that’ll be worth its weight in gold.”

Mervin allows himself a wry chuckle. “Fair enough. There’s nothing like a little payback. And this son of a bitch put my boy in harm’s way—whatever you deal out to this asshole, I reckon he’s got it coming.”

Hank risks a small smile. “Really? We’re going to do it?”

“I’m in,” Jamie says, “so long as we’re all in agreement about our objectives. Yes?”

“Why not?” Mervin says. “But you have to do it fast, OK?”

“Got it,” Jamie says.

Mervin nods. “Good luck, boys. I’ll see you back here in ten minutes, and then we all hightail it out of here, no matter what. All right?” But he doesn’t wait for a response; he just checks his rifle and starts walking back toward the main corridor.

“Dad? Where are you going?”

“You carry on,” Mervin calls. “I’m going to keep everyone out of your hair.” He pauses and glances back over his shoulder. “You’ve got ten minutes, guys. Not one second more.” He walks away, and in seconds, he disappears around the corner.

Jamie gives Hank an appraising look. “Ah. I can see where you get it from.”

“What?”

“Your level head, your situational awareness. This stuff must be in your blood.”

Hank shrugs. He’s never thought of his dad this way. It’s a lot to take in. “I guess so,” he manages to say.

“Right. Let’s go,” Jamie says. “You heard the man. Our ten minutes is ticking away already.”

“Sure.” Hank turns his attention back to door that leads to Room 001, and he starts his scan.


CHAPTER 33

Hidden in Plain Sight

IT ONLY TAKES HANK A MOMENT to find the lock for Room 001. It’s on the left of the door, and when Hank sees the standard alphanumeric keypad, he breathes a sigh of relief. The keypad is similar to the one on the main gate, so it shouldn’t be too difficult. He engages AIPR0N’s security interface, and precious seconds melt away as the mod takes care of the lock.

AIPR0N UNLOCK SEQUENCE COMPLETE

SUCCESS

Hank looks at Jamie. “Done it. We’re in.”

“OK,” Jamie says. “But let’s take it carefully. This is meant to be a secure facility. There could be all sorts of anti-intrusion measures.”

“Sure.” Hank takes hold of the door handle and turns it slowly. He holds his breath, expecting at any moment to hear alarms, but the catch opens with a satisfying click and he pushes the door inward.

Room 001 is in darkness, but as the door opens fully, the ceiling lights automatically flicker on.

Hank steps into the room and lets out a low whistle. “It’s like a vault in here.”

Jamie follows him into the room. “Indeed.”

Both men turn around slowly. The walls are lined with row upon row of identical rectangular doors, each one about two feet wide and one foot high, and each door is made from a perfectly polished piece of gleaming stainless steel.

“I knew it,” Hank says. “The key must be locked behind one of these doors.”

“Perhaps,” Jamie says, and there’s something in the Englishman’s voice that makes Hank turn around.

“What’s up? You thinking we’ll never find it in all these doors?”

“The thought had occurred to me. But I’m more concerned about that.” He raises his arm and points across the room to the only piece of furniture. The simple desk is made from sturdy gray steel, and sitting upon it is a desktop computer that looks at least ten years old. The old technology looks all wrong in the ultra-modern vault, but the computer seems to be working. Its screen is displaying the number 175 in large, bright red characters, but as Hank watches, the number changes to 174.

“Please, no,” Hank breathes. But it’s no use pleading. The number alters to 173. It can only be a countdown.

“Looks like we’re on an even tighter schedule than we thought,” Jamie says.

“What do we have to do—deactivate an alarm?”

Jamie shakes his head. “No. It’s too slow. No alarm would ever give an intruder that much time for their mischief. It must be a time lock. I reckon it’s counting in seconds, so we’ve got just over two minutes to find what we want and get out.”

“But that’s impossible. There must be five hundred doors in here. I can’t even scan them in that time.”

Jamie crosses to the desk. “The computer must have some sort of index. We just need to find the right commands.”

Hank moves to Jamie’s side. “I’ll see if AIPR0N can interface with it.” He skips through the mod’s security commands, but each one that he tries returns the same error message:

AIPR0N UNABLE TO ENGAGE: UNKNOWN INTERFACE

“It’s no good,” Hank grumbles. “The damned computer’s an antique.”

“It’s probably just a terminal—kept simple and with limited connectivity so as to be more secure. Perhaps we should try the old-fashioned way,” Jamie says. He pushes Hank aside and goes to work on the keyboard. His brow furrows in concentration, and his fingers move slowly, pecking at the keys. He hits the return key and swears under his breath then begins his clumsy typing all over again.

“Do you have any idea what you’re doing?” Hank asks.

But Jamie is intent on his typing, and he doesn’t reply. The countdown on the screen changes from 164 to 163, and Hank bites down hard on the inside of his cheek. He looks away for a moment, counting down the numbers in his mind. Finally, Jamie stops typing and stares at the screen. “It’s asking for an access code. Did Will say anything about it?”

Hank shakes his head. “No. I guess I could call him up and ask him.”

“I don’t know. He’ll probably try and send us up the garden path.” He tilts his head back toward the door. “Maybe it’s time for a tactical withdrawal.”

Hank hesitates. There’s still more than two minutes left to try and solve the puzzle. I can’t give up now, he thinks. Not after all this. He looks at Jamie. “I’m going to have to ask Will.” He holds up his hand to stave off the inevitable warning from Jamie. “I’ll be careful. I won’t be taken in again.”

Jamie nods once, his lips drawn tight, his eyes narrow.

Hank opens his voice channel. “Will, it’s me. I’m in Room 001, but I need an access code to the terminal, and fast. There’s a time lock, and we’ve only got a little more than two minutes left.”

There’s a slight pause. “We?”

Hank grimaces. Goddamned idiot! He takes a quick breath. “You and me. We’ve got to get into this terminal right now, or I’ll have to leave the room without the key. Do you have the access code or not?”

“OK,” Will says, and then he lets out a chuckle. “You had it all the time, kid.”

Hank raises his eyebrows in disbelief. “Jesus, I don’t have time for riddles, Will. Just give me the goddamned code or I’m out of here.”

“OK, OK. Relax.” He pauses. “It’s my game tag.”

“What? Are you serious?”

“Yep. There all the time,” Will says. “Hidden in plain sight.”

Hank rolls his eyes. I should’ve guessed. I knew there was something weird about that goddamned tag. He checks the countdown, and as he watches, the numbers change to 138. “I hate to bruise your ego, Will, but I didn’t memorize your tag. And I’ve only got two minutes left on the clock.”

“But you still have it. Check AIPR0N’s settings. I own the mod, right? My tag’s right there.”

Hank takes a breath and calls up AIPR0N’s main menu. He sees the owner ID clearly in his mind, and he holds it there as he bends over the terminal and types the code in as carefully as he can. He double checks the code then takes a deep breath and hits the return key. The terminal’s screen goes blank except for a simple, flashing cursor. Even the countdown disappears. “OK, Will. I’ve entered the code. Nothing bad happened, so I guess I got it right.”

Will’s voice cuts in, “Listen, this is very important. When you see the key, I want you to capture the data with your HUD. You can do that, can’t you?”

“Sure. I can take a snapshot.”

“Good. Then, as soon as you’ve done that, you must go straight into the room directly opposite.”

Hank frowns. “Why?”

“Because when you do, I’ll transfer five million credits into your account.”

Hank’s eyes flick over to Jamie and then back to the screen. Five million? He fights the urge to yell the words at the top of his voice. Instead, he just says, “I see.”

“You’ve done real well, kid. You’ve earned a nice big bonus. Just this one last step, and then you’ll get your money and you’ll be free to go.”

Hank’s mind is still reeling. Five million credits—even if he doesn’t get a great exchange rate, he’ll still be rich. But what if this is just another of Will’s scams? How can he be sure Will won’t try and stiff him at the last moment? He needs to think fast, and he needs to get this right while somehow keeping Jamie in the dark. He moves his lips soundlessly, trying to conjure up the right words, but Will’s voice interrupts his thoughts.

“There’s something else in there for you as well.”

Hank smells a whiff of bullshit. “No thanks, that won’t be necessary.”

“But you’ll like this,” Will says. “Remember I told you that you can keep everything you find along the way? Well that room is an Aladdin’s cave for a gamer. You name it, it’s just lying around in there, ready to be grabbed.”

Hank grimaces. How stupid do you think I am? He’s not even vaguely tempted by the offer of a few free upgrades. They’re probably not even real. He shakes his head slowly, but somewhere in the back of his mind, he wonders whether he would’ve felt the same just a few short hours ago, before he met Dale and Jamie. I’d have swallowed it hook, line and sinker. He runs his hand across his mouth. “Sounds good,” he says, though without much conviction. He risks another quick glance at Jamie. The Englishman is watching him closely, and Hank reminds himself that the guy was some sort of spook in real life. He’ll be good at reading people, spotting a lie. But Hank needs to know one more thing. He needs to find out exactly what the deal is with the five million. It’s a lot of money, and it wouldn’t be dishonest to take it. If Will wants to pay him for all he’s been through, it would be crazy to walk away from it. And if he can somehow get the credits without handing over the key to Will, then everyone will be happy. Except Will of course, but frankly, after all his bullshit, the guy deserves to lose a lot more than five million. I could even share it with Jamie and Dad—make up for everything. Put things right. And that’s a damned good argument. Hank makes his decision. “Listen, Will, that transfer you just mentioned. How would that work?”

“Simple. All you have to do is walk into the room with the key, and I’ll transfer the money into your account, just like before.”

“OK,” Hank says. “I’m still waiting on the terminal. Stand by. I’ll report back.”

“Wait!” Will shouts. “Don’t c—”

But Hank cuts the voice channel and gives Jamie a look. “That guy is unbelievable.”

“Is there a problem?” Jamie asks. “Did he try to get you to do something else?”

“Yeah, he shot me a line. But I just pretended to go along with it. Figured it’s best to string him along for a while until we know what we’re up against.”

“OK,” Jamie says slowly. “That’s good thinking. But don’t forget what we’re trying to achieve.”

“I won’t,” Hank says. He raises his eyebrows and inclines his head toward the screen. “This damned thing’s taking forever. I don’t even know if it’s working.”

“Yes. The countdown’s gone. That’s probably a good sign.”

Hank shrugs. “I guess so.”

“But—” Jamie starts then hesitates, pursing his lips for a moment. “I hate to say this, but although the display has gone, we don’t know for certain that the countdown has stopped. If it hasn’t, we can’t see how long we’ve got left. The risk is too high. We’ll have to get out.” He puts his hand on Hank’s shoulder. “Come on. You gave it a good shot, but this is not our primary objective.”

Hank stares at the terminal’s screen. The cursor blinks, once, twice, three times. “Wait. We had at least a minute and a half. The machine is old. Give it a little longer to respond.”

Jamie lets go of Hank’s shoulder and draws a long breath. “I’ll give it ten seconds, and then I’m leaving and I’m taking you with me.”

“OK.” Hank says without taking his eyes from the screen. “OK.” His lips are dry, and he runs his tongue over them. “Come on, you useless piece of junk.”

The silence in the room weighs down on Hank’s shoulders, presses against his scalp. The thought of five million credits is still whirling around his brain. He doesn’t want the key for himself anymore—that was a crazy idea—but taking Will’s money would be totally different. Perhaps there’s a way to take the key for just long enough to convince Will and then take his money and log off without handing the key over. He needn’t keep the key for himself. He can just delete the damned thing.

He rubs at his forehead and looks back at Jamie. How can he capture the key without Jamie seeing? “Do you, maybe, want to wait outside?” he mumbles.

“Holy shit!” Jamie says, his eyes wide. And he’s looking at something over Hank’s shoulder.

Hank snaps his head back around to check the terminal. “Wow!” The screen is full of text: a complete menu of numbered options. And Hank’s eyes go straight to number one on the list: Retrieve Encryption Key.

“We’ve done it,” Hank whispers. He smiles, and his hand moves over the keys, his finger hovering over the one. But before he can press it, Jamie grabs his arm and pulls him away from the terminal, spinning him around.

Hank turns on him, his face flushed with anger. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Jamie looks him in the eye. “I don’t think you meant to do that,” Jamie says, keeping his voice level.

“Don’t tell me what to do, you son of a bitch!”

“Then start behaving like a man with some self-respect,” Jamie says. “We agreed on our objectives here, and I expect you to stick to that agreement.”

They face each other in silence. Hank is breathing hard, his eyes burning, his face white with anger, but Jamie stands calmly, his shoulders square, his mouth set in grim line.

“The option we want is number seven,” Jamie says.

Hank glances back at the screen and scans the menu. If he picks option seven it will reset the terminal’s access code.

“We need to make sure the key is beyond Will’s reach forever,” Jamie says. “Change the access code now. It’s only a matter of time before Will sends another poor sod to retrieve the damned key, and we have to be sure he won’t succeed.”

Hank hesitates. “It’s easy for you to say,” he snaps. “I got nothing when I get back home. Nothing.”

Jamie doesn’t speak for a moment, but the disappointment is all too clear on his face. “I’ll tell you what: I’ll leave it up to you.” He takes a step back. “I’m going to walk out of this room. If you take the key, I won’t know, and I’ll never ask. But I trust you. I know you’ll do the right thing.” He gives Hank a nod then turns away and walks out the room.

Hank watches him leave then turns his attention back to the screen. He takes a breath and looks through the menu once again. “Who the hell am I trying to kid?” he murmurs. He thinks once more of the cars he could own, the grand houses he could buy, the parties he could host. Then he thinks of his dad: the way he suffers in silence, going on with his daily life in quiet dignity, the way he’s always strived to hold things together, to put food on the table and keep a flame in the furnace. Long ago, his dad must’ve turned his back on the man he once was, and all for what? For me, he thinks. He does it all for me.

Hank sighs and reaches out toward the keyboard. “I guess you don’t miss what you never had,” he says, then he presses down firmly on the seven.

Immediately, the screen prompts him for a new access code. Hank allows himself a fleeting smile, then he bends over the keyboard and types fast: the longest, most complex password that he can remember well enough to type twice.

“Get out of that, Will,” he whispers, then he hits the return key.

The terminal’s display changes: Access code reset successfully. Doors lock in ten seconds, nine, eight.

“I win,” Hank says, then he turns and dashes for the door.

Jamie is waiting outside, leaning against the wall. He raises his left eyebrow and gives Hank a quizzical look.

“I thought you weren’t going to ask,” Hank says.

“I didn’t say a word. I trust you. I just can’t help being a little curious that’s all.”

Hank’s tempted to keep the Englishman in suspense, just for the hell of it, but somehow he doubts he could hide the truth from Jamie. Not for long anyway. “You needn’t worry. I didn’t take the goddamned key, all right? And I set the access code to something that no one can hack, even if they had a million years.”

“Good man!” Jamie says. “I’d like to see the look on his face when he realizes.”

“Not me. I never want to lay eyes on that son of a bitch again.”

“Fair point,” Jamie says and pushes himself off from the wall. “Now, let’s see if we can find your old man and get out of here.”

Hank glances at the door opposite Room 001—the door Will told him to open—and he holds up his hand. “Wait. We should wait for my dad to come meet us. It’s what we arranged, and he’ll be here any minute.”

Jamie pushes out his bottom lip. “I suppose you’re right. We don’t want to lose him. But I’m eager to be off.”

“Me too, Jamie,” Hank says. “Me too.” And though his eyes keep going to the unnumbered door, he doesn’t say a word.


CHAPTER 34

Two Minutes

JAMIE AND HANK DON’T HAVE TO WAIT LONG before Mervin jogs into view, and Hank shifts his weight from foot to foot as he watches his dad approach. What if it’s all gone wrong? he thinks. What if they’re onto us? But Mervin is smiling as he jogs to a halt in front of them.

“Everything OK, Dad?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Mervin answers. “Did you guys do OK?”

“Definitely,” Jamie says. “Hank well and truly spiked Will’s guns.”

Mervin looks at Hank, taking in his son’s shy smile, the hopeful gleam in his eyes. He clears his throat. “Good job, Hank.”

“Thanks,” Hank says. And though it seems like he should say more, he can’t think of a single thing.

Jamie looks from Hank to Mervin and breaks up the awkward silence. “Any trouble headed our way?”

Mervin shakes his head. “No, we’re fine for now. I made it outside just in time. I ran into a couple of the guys, but I told them it was all good over here. They took my word for it. They didn’t see the broken door, thank god.”

“Excellent,” Jamie says. “That was very good of you.” He pauses. “But what will happen when they find out you lied?”

“Ah, to hell with them,” Mervin says. “I’ve had enough of this place anyway.” He looks at Hank. “It’s about time I concentrated on the real world instead.” And he gives Hank a little smile.

Hank swallows hard. He hasn’t seen his dad smile like that for a long time, and it stirs up the ghost of an old memory.

It’s sunny, and they’re having a picnic somewhere where the grass is lush and impossibly green. His mom is sitting on a brightly colored picnic rug. Hank shows his dad a big black beetle he’s caught in his hands, and when he lets the bug go, taking great care to put it back gently and exactly where he found it, his dad watches proudly. His smile is so warm and sincere, and it’s good. It makes him feel safe.

Now, standing in this bleak corridor, when Hank looks into his dad’s eyes, he realizes something that shakes him up: the proud, gentle man of his memories has been there all along, watching over him. But somewhere along the line, his dad forgot how to show who he really was. And Hank did something he should never have done—he gave up on his own father.

Hank hangs his head, and when he closes his eyes, an image of that picnic on the grass flashes into his mind. It’s a good memory, and he wants to hold onto it, but it makes it even harder to go ahead with what he’s just about to do. He’s going to lie. He’s going to cheat and betray the trust his dad and Jamie have placed in him. But it has to be done.

He opens his eyes and looks up at his dad. “Dad, there’s something... I want to take a look in this room.” He points to the unnumbered door.

Mervin frowns. “We don’t have time to go exploring. We have to leave.”

Jamie narrows his eyes and looks at Hank. “Where’s this idea suddenly come from?” he asks, and when Hank doesn’t answer, he adds, “This is something to do with Will.”

“Oh Jesus, not that guy again,” Mervin says. “Come on, Hank. Let me show you to the gear room. It’s this way.” He steps toward Hank and beckons him forward, but Hank stands firm.

“It’s nothing to do with Will,” Hank says. “My HUD tells me there’s something going on in there. I just want to take a look, OK?”

Mervin glances at the door. “There’s nothing interesting in there, Son. Nobody goes in there. No one ever has as far as I know.”

“But you can open it, can’t you, Dad?” Hanks asks. “It doesn’t have a number, so you can open the door, right?”

Mervin gives a curt nod. “Sure, I can open it. But I don’t see the need. That room was abandoned long ago, and right now, we have more important things to worry about.”

“It’s not abandoned, Dad. There’s a lot of heat coming from that room and an EM field stronger than any other room in the place. I can see it all in my HUD.”

Mervin hesitates. “Really?”

“Yeah. There’s something going on in there. All I ask is that you let me take a quick look, and then we’ll go, OK?”

“I don’t like it,” Jamie says, “but what Hank says is true. He was scanning all the doors, looking for any sign of a place where we could log off.” He looks at Hank. “But we don’t need that now. Your father is going to take us out.”

“Two minutes,” Hank says. “And then we go.”

Mervin sighs and looks at his son. The trust in his dad’s eyes is too much to bear, and Hank looks down and pretends to check his weapon.

“All right,” Mervin says. “But make it a minute and a half.” The tone of his voice makes it clear that this is an instruction, not a request, and he doesn’t wait for a reply. He steps up to the unmarked door and swipes the wall with his hand to reveal the access panel. He clears his throat then bends closer to the panel and presses the red button. “Request access,” he says, speaking clearly and slowly. There’s a sharp metallic click, and Mervin stands up tall and puts his hand on the door. “Come on. Stay close. And remember, I’m counting every second.”

He pushes the door open and walks in, with Hank and Jamie following closely behind. Like Room 001, this place is in almost complete darkness, but here, the ceiling lights do not come on as they enter. There is only the faint green glow from two rows of small screens that stretch into the distance. The room feels enormous, like a vast cavern, and the sheer emptiness of the place amplifies the sound as the men’s boots grate against the grit and dust on the floor. Jamie holds the door open to allow a little light to filter in from the corridor, and the three men look around in silence as their eyes adjust to the gloom. A faint, whirring hum echoes in the darkness: a chorus of cooling fans.  The room is cold, the air stale and fusty. Hank stares into the shadows, and as he moves forward, two rows of dark, squat shapes emerge from the gloom. The bulky objects seem strangely familiar, but he can’t quite make them out. “What is this place?”

“Huh! Someone’s idea of a sick joke if you ask me,” Mervin mutters. “Damned place should never have been built.”

“It looks like your dad was right,” Jamie says. “There’s nothing worth seeing here. You just picked up the heat from all this old equipment.”

Hank steps forward, and now he understands what he’s looking at. Game chairs. He looks at his dad. “I don’t get it. Why would you want game chairs inside the game? What’s it all for?”

Mervin heaves a sigh. “It’s a war room, Son. The sort of place I used to serve in, back in the bad old days. I guess someone got nostalgic.” He runs his eyes over the rows of old chairs, and a bitter sneer curls the corner of his mouth. It’s like a goddamned tomb in here, he thinks, then he turns his attention back to Hank. “I should never have brought you in here. But now that you’ve seen for yourself, maybe you’ll let it lie.” He pauses, takes a last glance around the room. “You’ve had your time, Son. You said you’d leave once you’d had a look around.”

Hank nods sadly. He could contact Will and see if he’ll come through with the credits he promised, but it would probably be a waste of time. It looks like Will sent him on a fool’s errand once again, just because he can. Hank takes one last look around the clutter of obsolete equipment that almost fills the room then turns back toward the door.

And a voice hisses in the darkness: “Do you have it? Do you have the key?”

It’s Will. And in the eerie stillness of the room, the man’s voice runs through Hank like a thousand volts. “Jesus Christ, Will!” he yells. “You gave me a freaking heart attack.” Hank grimaces. That son of a bitch has got nerve—making demands after he sent me on a damned wild goose chase. But there’s something wrong: an unsettling sensation tugging at the edge of Hank’s consciousness. Will’s voice sounded strange: strained and high-pitched, almost hoarse. And how did his signal get through anyway? Hank was certain he cut the voice channel a while back.

He frowns and looks from Jamie to his Dad. Both men are standing frozen to the spot, their eyes wide in horror. They heard it too! Hanks mind recoils from the certain truth, but the words he cannot bear to think are already forming on his lips. “He’s here!”

And Will’s harsh, rasping voice cuts through the darkness once again. “Do you have it? Have you brought it with you?”

Hank simply stands still, his arms hanging at his side, but everyone else is suddenly in motion. Jamie rushes into the room and makes a beeline for Hank, grabbing him by the arm and dragging him away, pulling him back toward the door. Hank staggers and stumbles over his own feet. Jamie is shouting something in his ear but he can’t take it in, can’t focus on anything except the sound of Will’s voice and the sight of his dad hurtling across the room and disappearing into the shadows.

Mervin rips a flashlight from his vest as he dashes toward the sound of the Will’s voice. The flashlight’s intense white beam carves an erratic pattern through the darkness as Mervin powers forward. No one is going to harm his boy—not today, not ever.

Hank struggles free of Jamie’s grip, pushes him away. “I won’t leave my dad!” he yells. Then he too is sprinting across the room, his heart hammering in his chest, the damp air rasping in the back of his throat. He does his best to follow his dad, homing in on the flashlight. But his dad is weaving around obstacles that Hank can’t see, and more than once, Hank stumbles, cursing as he trips over the tangle of thick cables snaking across the floor.

Jamie hangs back then moves swiftly to the door. “Never rush in,” he mutters. “Control the scenario.” He opens the door wide and slips his combat knife underneath it to wedge it open, then he steps up to the wall on the left of the door and starts searching it systematically with his hands.

“Jesus!” Mervin’s horrified shout sends a needle of ice to stab into Hank’s heart.

“Dad!” Hank urges his legs to move faster, ignoring the cramp in his muscles, the cold, hard knot of fear twisting in his chest. His foot catches on yet another cable, but his momentum carries him forward and he regains his balance, rushes on. There. His dad has stopped running, and Hank is catching up fast. “Dad! Wait!”

“Stay back, Hank,” his dad calls. “I’ve got it covered.”

“No way, Dad. I’m coming. You need backup.” He can see his dad clearly now, and Hank jogs the last few yards. His dad is standing still, pointing his rifle, but he’s only holding it with his right hand. His left hand grips the flashlight, holds it steady, shining it at something Hank can’t quite see yet.

He can’t fire properly like that, Hank thinks. And there’s something very wrong about the way his dad is standing there in silence, as still as a stone. A deep sense of dread stirs in the pit of Hank’s stomach, and he grips his shotgun tighter. He steps forward slowly, cautiously, straining to see what his dad is looking at. He opens his mouth to ask his dad if he’s all right, but when he sees the figure cowering in the flashlight’s glare, the words die on his lips. There’s nothing to say. Not a single word.


CHAPTER 35

Don’t You See?

THE MAN IN THE GAME CHAIR IS OLD. His long gray hair falls in a tangled mess around his face. His skin is fish-belly white, and in the harsh brightness of the flashlight, his wrinkles etch deep gashes into his wizened features. He squints up at the men, and even though his eyelids are almost closed, his beady black eyes glitter with a furious intensity.

“I should’ve known you’d screw it up, kid,” he hisses. “You’re nothing but a worthless punk.”

“Shut up!” Mervin snaps. “Just...” but he has no idea what to say next.

“I don’t understand,” Hank says. “You can’t be Will.”

“Oh really?” he spits. “But it’s all right for little Hank to play at being tough old Sergeant Kilgore.”

Mervin finally finds his voice. “Hank, is this the guy who put you up to all this?”

“It can’t be,” Hanks says. “I left Will way back in the game. He didn’t even come to the minefield.”

The man gives a hollow laugh. “He’s still there, waiting in case you try and escape that way.”

Hank shakes his head. “I don’t—”

But the man doesn’t let him speak. “Will is my avatar, you moron. Don’t you see?”

“Holy shit!” Mervin says. He looks at Hank. “He’s plugged in. He’s using the goddamned chair. He’s playing this Will character from here.”

Hank stares at the man. “Then who the hell is this? Somebody somewhere must be playing him.”

“Yes,” the man says. “And he’s been plugged into a goddamned chair for a long time, so shut the hell up, and give me the key.” He opens his eyes wider, studies Hank’s face. “And you needn’t worry—you’ll get your credits.”

Mervin gives his son a sharp look. “What credits? Jesus, Hank, what have you done?”

“Nothing, Dad. I haven’t done anything wrong. Ask Jamie.”

“I’m not asking Jamie; I’m asking you,” Mervin growls.

Hank looks down, bares his teeth in frustration. This is no time for an argument. He needs to unscramble his brain. He needs something to make sense. But at that moment, the ceiling lights come on, and all three of them are left blinking by the brightness.

“That’s more like it,” Jamie calls. “Do you need me over there? Only, I’m keen to cover the exit.”

Mervin looks back over his shoulder. “Good work, Jamie. You stay there. We’ll join you in a second.”

“No, you damn well won’t,” the man snarls. “I’ve kept the GDL off your back so far, but if you don’t give me the key right now, I’ll call down every man, every drone, every damned thing I can think of, and they’ll wipe you out in a split second.”

“Fine,” Hanks blurts. “Just transfer the credits, and I’ll give you the key.”

The man’s lips curl in a vindictive sneer. “Idiot! It doesn’t work like that.”

“Wait a minute,” Mervin says, his mind racing. He remembers how the comm link broke down just as he arrived. It was just pure dumb luck he was in the building when Hank and Jamie barged in. Everyone else was called away, the whole place in confusion. But how could this man cause such chaos? And how could he breach their tightest security and get into this room? It isn’t possible. Yet he’s clearly managed not just to break in, but to remain here undetected for a long time. Who is he? And with that thought, the final piece of the puzzle drops into place. “I don’t believe it,” he mutters. “You must be one of us. You’re GDL.”

“Was,” the man corrected him. “I got tired of you damned fools years ago.”

The blood rushes to Mervin’s face. “Goddamned traitor! I ought to—”

But Hank takes hold of his dad’s arm. “Listen, Dad. He can probably do what he says. He’s plugged into the game somehow, and he has this mod—it’s very powerful.”

Mervin takes a breath and looks down at his son for a long second. “You don’t have this key that he wants, do you?”

“No way, Dad. I was just trying to get him to pay me what he promised.”

“OK.” Mervin takes in the slump of his son’s shoulders, the unspoken plea in his eyes. “I understand. But you know what? How about we take our chances? I reckon we can give this son of a bitch a good run for his money. What do you say?”

Hank smiles. “I’m game if you are.”

“Oh, I’m game all right.”

“Don’t even think about it,” the man sneers. “Nobody walks away from me.”

A message flashes up in Hank’s HUD:

AIPR0N DEACTIVATED

Hank takes one last look at the old man. “Oh, we’re not going to walk,” he says, “we’re going to run like hell.”

Mervin laughs as they turn away. “I know the fastest way, Son. Just make sure you keep up.”

“You bet,” Hank says, and together they hurtle back toward the door.


CHAPTER 36

Goddammit

FOR ONCE, WILL IS AS GOOD AS HIS WORD, and as Hank, Mervin and Jamie sprint into the corridor, an alarm splits the air.

“This way!” Mervin yells, and he ducks into a side corridor, slamming into the wall as he rounds the corner too fast. Hank and Jamie follow close behind although they do a better job with the sudden turn. The men run in silence, breathing hard, their boots beating time against the tiled floor. The interconnecting corridor is narrower, but it doesn’t slow them down; all three men have pure adrenaline for blood and rocket fuel in their bellies. Mervin feels like he’s strong enough to run clean through a concrete wall if he has to, and Hank is grinning as he gasps for air. Jamie brings up the rear and he’s running hard, but he keeps glancing over his shoulder. They’ve been lucky so far, but if they run into even one GDL soldier, it will all be over. Like shooting fish in a barrel, he thinks. But at least they have an ally in Mervin, and he seems to know where he’s going. What choice do they have but to trust him?

Mervin holds up one arm and jogs to a halt. They’re about to join the main corridor, and it could be swarming with GDL by now. Hank and Jamie understand the signal, and they slow down and hang back, glad of the opportunity to catch their breath. Mervin sidles up to the corner and takes a peek. For a moment it looks good, but then the distant doorway is obscured as a mob of GDL troopers barges through, shoulder to shoulder, jostling for position. A shout goes out, and the soldiers stream into the corridor, the dull rumble of their footsteps echoing and rolling along the passageway. There must be at least twenty soldiers out there, and it’s only a matter of time before they come charging down the corridor, fingers on triggers.

The gear room is nearby, but to get to it they’ll have to cross the main corridor and dash down the side corridor on the other side. Can they make it across in time? Surely, it’s already too late.

No. There is a way. Mervin steps forward and plants his feet squarely in the center of the corridor. He looks back at Hank and sees the confusion, the anxiety, in his son’s eyes. Mervin swallows hard. This is going to be tough. “Go on, Hank. Run straight across. I’ll stay here and cover your six. You get yourself home.”

“What? Dad, you’ve got to show us the way.”

“No, I really don’t. It’s that way.” He raises his arm and gestures into the side corridor. “Take the first right and run to the end. The gear room will be on your left. You can’t miss it. Some joker put a sign on the door.”

Hank shakes his head. “Dad—”

“Just go!” Mervin snaps. “You can make it in time, but only if you go now.”

Jamie cocks his head to listen. “He’s right, Hank. They’re on their way. And we can’t hide. They’ll see us on their threat detectors.”

Mervin grinds his teeth together. This is the hardest thing he’s ever had to do. A scream of pent-up anger and frustration builds in his chest. He has to get Hank out of here. There’s not a second to lose. If they wait any longer, they’re sure to be identified as they run across the main corridor. But raised voices and harsh words are not what Hank needs right now, and Mervin pushes his anger away. “Hank, it’s all right, Son. I’m not making a last stand here. I’m one of them, remember. They’ll see my uniform. All I have to do is spin them a line, and they’ll be out of here.”

“I don’t know,” Hank says.

Mervin looks over Hank’s shoulder and meets Jamie’s eye. The smallest of nods passes between them. It’s enough.

“I’m sorry,” Jamie says. He grabs Hank’s left wrist and twists it hard, forcing Hank’s arm behind his back. Jamie knows the move well, and a burning jolt of pain screams through Hank’s arm, though Jamie stops short of forcing Hank down on his knees. “Ready to go now?” Jamie asks.

“Shit!” Hank hisses between clenched teeth.

Jamie eases the pressure a little. “Are you ready go?”

“Yes, goddammit,” Hank growls. He knows he’s beaten, but a desperate rage burns in his eyes.

“Good. Now move to the corner,” Jamie says.

Hank shuffles forward, despite every nerve in his body telling him not to move at all, and Jamie follows, keeping up the pressure on Hank’s arm.

“I’m going to let you go now,” Jamie says, “and then we’re going to run like bloody hell, all right?”

“All right, you crazy son of a bitch.”

Jamie lets go of his arm and steps back smartly. “Good.”

Hank rubs his arm and looks up at his dad. “Dad... I’ll see you later, all right?”

“Yes, Son,” Mervin says. “Yes, you will.”


CHAPTER 37

For the Best

THIS IS THE PLACE, Hank thinks. There’s no way he and Jamie can miss the gear room. Not only has someone made a simple sign, but they’ve hung it from the handle of a combat knife embedded in the door. Hank and Jamie exchange a look.

“I’ll go in first,” Hank whispers.

Jamie shakes his head and holds up his hand. “This is my area of expertise,” he murmurs. “Stand to the side of the door, and stay there. I might need the exit quickly, so don’t get in the way. Be ready.”

Hank nods, and Jamie steps forward to the door, his handgun ready. Jamie listens, focusing his senses. There’s no sound from beyond the door, but if this is where they can log off, then someone else could log on at any moment. He takes a breath and shoulders the door open, bringing his gun up and stepping forward, scanning the room fast.

He breathes a sigh and holsters his gun. “Clear! You can come in.”

Hank follows him inside, running his eyes across the rows of weapons. The room is fitted out very much like the armory where he met Jamie, but this one is a little more untidy as though it’s well used. He pictures his dad in here, choosing a rifle, but the image is all wrong. It doesn’t tally with the man he knows. Or thought he knew.

“Is there a problem?” Jamie asks.

Hank tilts his chin upward. “We shouldn’t have left him behind.”

Jamie looks him in the eye. “It was for the best. It’s what he wanted.”

“Doesn’t make it right.”

“Maybe not,” Jamie says. “But it was his decision to take, and we have to respect that.” He pauses, softens his tone. “He’ll be all right. He knows what he’s doing. And he’s strong, in here,” Jamie says, tapping the side of his head. “That’s where it counts.”

“Yeah.” Hank looks away for a moment. “I want to ask you something before you go. Dad—he isn’t like this at home. He’s—I don’t know—like he’s half-awake most of the time.”

Jamie frowns and nods. “That can happen. I can’t say I’ve been there myself, but I’ve seen a lot of good men go that way.”

“Is it PTSD?”

Jamie purses his lips, thinking. “I’m not qualified to be sure, but from what I’ve seen of your dad, I’d say no. If I’m any judge of character, what your dad suffers from, out there in the real world, is a good old-fashioned conscience.”

“What?”

“Military life isn’t all guts and glory, you know. Most of it is a long grind. When the pressure builds up, some men bend, and some break. Men like your dad try to rise above it, and that’s hard work. It takes it out of you. It’s like building a dam. When the water rises, you need to add another brick, and another, and another. But you can’t keep doing that forever. Sooner or later, the dam will burst. It’s better to stop building and let the water flow.”

“So what do I do?”

“Maybe next time you play, take him with you. Let him blow off a little steam.”

Hank shakes his head firmly. “You think I’m playing this game again after all the shit we’ve just been through?”

Jamie raises his eyebrows. “Yes. Yes, I do. I think, in many ways, this is where you belong.”

“Thanks, but no thanks. I’m never going near that damned chair again.”

“We’ll see,” Jamie says with smile. “But time to log off.” He reaches out his hand for a shake. “See you around, Hank.”

Hank hesitates for a moment then shakes the Englishman’s hand. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I sure as hell hope not.”

Jamie laughs. “Goodbye then, and good luck. You go first. I’ll watch the door.”

“Sure. Seems to be your specialty.” Hank closes his eyes. He’s suddenly very tired, but the thought comes easily enough. Log off. And this time, it works.

Jamie waits for a second, just to make sure Hank has gone, then he moves over to a rack of rifles and runs his practiced eye over the selection of weapons. He hates to admit it, but Hank made a good point. It isn’t right to leave Mervin to face the music alone. Good honest soldiers like Mervin don’t make good spooks—they aren’t natural liars. And a situation like this can get out of hand in a heartbeat.

“Now there’s something I haven’t seen for a while.” He picks out the L85A2. The old assault rifle was retired long before his time in the field, but he’s fired it on a range and always had a liking for it. He turns the weapon over in his hands. “Yes, you’ll do nicely. All I need now is some ammo.” He quickly finds the rounds he’s looking for and makes short work of loading up. He takes one last quick look around the room then heads for the door and slips out into the corridor.

He hold his rifle ready and moves quietly, keeping close to the wall. Wait. From up ahead he can hear voices: harsh, angry voices. Jamie stops walking at the corner and drops to one knee, shouldering his rifle and tilting his head to use its scope. Very slowly, he leans out to peer into the corridor.

Some distance away, a knot of soldiers stands in the corridor, their heads close together in a heated argument. Mervin must have run toward the troops to head them off as quickly as possible. And there he is. Jamie picks out Mervin in his scope. Hank’s dad is raising his voice and making a chopping motion with his hand, directing the patrol away. He’s putting on a great show, and the troops are watching him intently, although, from the sound of their voices, they don’t like being told where to go.

A bead of sweat trickles down to sting the corner of Jamie’s eye, and he blinks it away. When he looks again, one man steps forward, pointing his finger toward Mervin’s face. Jamie takes aim, centering his scope on the man’s chest. Jamie can easily take the soldier out from here, and that should cause enough confusion for Mervin to make a break for it. But if Jamie starts a firefight, Mervin will be trapped in the middle, and in the confines of the corridor, he won’t stand much of a chance. No. Better to hold that option in reserve. For now.

“Go on, GDL,” Jamie whispers. “Be on your way.”

He freezes. Something’s happening. Most of the troops are turning away, charging into a side corridor. Mervin waits for a second, watching them leave, then he turns his back to them and sets off at a run, heading toward Jamie.

“He’s done it,” Jamie murmurs, but he stays in position, just in case.

“Mervin! Wait up!” One of the GDL soldiers changes his mind and hurries after Mervin. “I’m coming with you. I need to grab some ammo.”

Mervin stops running and half turns to wait for his new companion.

Jamie exhales gently as he targets the soldier, tracking him as he moves. He aims for his chest. The guy is wearing good body armor and the shot shouldn’t penetrate, but it’ll certainly give him something to think about. The noise will bring the other men running, but that can’t be helped. He slides his finger onto the trigger.

But before he can take the shot, there’s a sudden blur of movement, and Mervin obscures Jamie’s field of vision. Jamie moves the scope in time to see the GDL man slump silently to the ground. The man lies still as Mervin jogs away. “Good for you,” Jamie mutters, “we’ll make a spook of you yet, my friend.” He stands up and raises his hand to greet Mervin.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Mervin says. He glances back over his shoulder but the corridor is clear.

“You know, just keeping an eye on you.”

“Where’s Hank? Did he get out OK? Couldn’t you find the damned room?”

“It’s all fine,” Jamie says. “I made sure Hank logged off, then I popped out to see if you needed cover.” He nods down the corridor. “But I see I wasn’t needed. Nice work. Out cold, and he didn’t make a peep.”

“Yeah, well I learned a thing or two,” Mervin says. “Now quit jawing, and let’s go. Hank will be getting worried.”

“Certainly. Lead on,” Jamie says. And the two men double-time it to the gear room.

It’s dark. Hank is alone, floating somehow in a sea of emptiness. He can see nothing, hear nothing. A wave of nausea washes through his belly, and he fights against it, curling his fingers into fists. Something warm and wet squishes sickeningly between his fingers, and his stomach churns. He tastes the bitterness of bile in his mouth, but when he tries to swallow, his throat tightens. I’m going to throw up! Then suddenly, the nausea fades away. The darkness melts, and Hank takes a sharp breath. He can see.

“Jesus Christ,” he mutters. “That was a rough one.” He sits forward and looks around his room. The familiarity of the place rushes in on him. It’s all just as he left it: clutter on the desk, papers on the floor and crumpled clothes just about everywhere. But somehow, the room is less real, less vivid, than the brightly lit armory he’s just left behind. He rubs his brow, covering his face with his hands, and an image flashes into his mind: his dad standing guard in the corridor, the grim determination in his eyes, the sheer, immovable strength in his stance. And all alone. I should never have left him. No. He should’ve stayed with his dad. He should’ve given Jamie the slip and run back to stand at his father’s side.

“Dad,” he whispers. He’s got to go and check on him straightaway. He pushes himself out of the chair and stands up. Every muscle aches, every joint throbs with waves of dull pain, but Hank forces his tortured limbs into action and heads for the door. He knows exactly where his father will be.


CHAPTER 38

Yes, He Is

IN THE GEAR ROOM, Mervin and Jamie exchange a look.

“Out with it,” Mervin says. “I can see you’ve got something on your mind.”

Jamie nods thoughtfully. “I was just thinking about Will. We’re going to have to do something about him.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Mervin says with a smile.

Jamie narrows his eyes. “Why? What have you done?”

“When the patrol came along just now, I had to send them somewhere, didn’t I? Reckon they’ll have found him by now. Don’t think they’re going to be too happy to see him.”

“Good thinking,” Jamie says. “You know, you’d have made a good agent out in the field.”

Mervin grunts. “I’ll try not to take that as an insult.”

“On that note, I think it’s time to go.”

Mervin nods. “And that, my friend, is the first sensible thing you’ve said.” He hesitates. “I just wanted to say, though, thanks for watching out for Hank and all.”

Jamie shakes his head. “Not necessary. He did a damned good job of watching out for me. He’s a good lad.”

Mervin looks down for a moment and clears his throat. When he looks back up, his eyes are bright. “Yes. Yes, he is.”

Jamie offers his hand, and Mervin takes it for a very brief, very firm shake. And this time, Jamie logs off immediately. Mervin takes a breath and exhales loudly then crosses the room and replaces his rifle in the rack. But he holds onto his gun, staring down at it. So much has happened since he picked up his rifle. Brave men and women, his friends, have been thrown into harm’s way, perhaps wounded, or worse. He remembers Paul’s words: We lost a lot of good people today. Mervin grimaces and shakes his head. Injuries at this level had a way of reaching out into real life, and the consequences were unpredictable but always dangerous.

Mervin lets go of his rifle and presses his fist against his chest. It wasn’t my fault, he tells himself. But if he’d been a better father, if he’d been there for Hank, maybe none of this chaos would have happened. Mervin swallows the lump in his throat and takes a last look around the gear room. He won’t be coming back. He closes his eyes. Log off.

Mervin opens his eyes to greet the darkness, welcoming the rush of swirling dizziness. This is nothing. Just a momentary blip. He’s going home, and that’s all that matters. A jolt of pain shoots up his arm, and he grimaces. Something’s wrong. But he pushes his anxiety away. He’ll be fine. It’s just been one hell of a day, that’s all. The sooner he can get this whole sorry episode over with, the better. Hank will be waiting for him, getting worried.

The pain in his arm is getting worse. He’s getting too old for this. As soon as I get home, this old chair is getting tossed out. Maybe he’ll see if Hank will get rid of his too. It’s time for a clean start.

Mervin rolls his shoulders, and it helps a little with the pain in his arm. Just stiff muscles, is all. But there’s something else. There’s a weird fluttering sensation in the middle of his chest. Maybe a muscle twitching somewhere. It’s probably just nerves, or his body dealing with all the adrenaline of the last couple hours. But it’s getting worse, as if something is shaking deep inside his chest. He takes a breath, releases it slowly. He’ll be fine. He’s just not as fit as he used to be, that’s all. In a few seconds, he’ll be home, and then he’ll take a walk, get some fresh air for a change, maybe take Hank out for a bite to eat—something fresh and wholesome. They’ll talk. It’ll be great. Just like the old days. Better.

The darkness slides away, letting in the dim yellow glow from the basement’s single light bulb. Mervin breathes a sigh of relief. Damp air never smelled so good. And when he moves his head, there, standing at his side, is his son. “Hank,” he whispers. “Are you OK?”

“Sure, Dad,” Hank says. “I was getting worried, but now you’re here—it’s all good.” He hesitates. “But what about you, Dad? You look kind of pale. Do you need your meds or something?”

“Thanks, Son, but no.” Mervin smiles. He has a sudden surge of energy, and he pushes himself up off the chair, moving faster than he has in years. He stands tall and, without hesitating, he wraps his arms around Hank, hugging him tight, pressing his face against Hank’s hair. “I’ve got everything I need right here.”

“Me too, Dad,” Hank says. “Me too.”


CHAPTER 39

No Advantage To Be Gained

JACOB GRIMWOOD JUMPS TO HIS FEET and rips the sweatband from his forehead. He should’ve known Will would screw it up. “Stupid, greedy, moronic asshole!” he mutters. “Why did I have to trust him? What the hell is wrong with me?”

He raises his hand, ready to throw the damned sweatband to the floor, ready to stamp on it until its delicate fibers are reduced to dust.

But no. that would be a waste. A terrible waste.

He closes his eyes, and a savage scream rises in his throat. Why not? he thinks. Why shouldn’t I scream? He’s lost more than any one man has ever lost: more than most men can even imagine. And if he wants to howl like a goddamned banshee, then he’s damned if anyone can stop him.

But where would it get him? What would be the point of it? There’s no advantage to be gained from shouting his head off, and it’s bound to attract the attention of the guards.

He shakes his head. Better to swallow his anger, maintain his composure. He has much work to do. He may have lost a battle, but the war goes on.

And there’s no nice way to fight a war.

Jacob looks at the sweatband and turns it around in his hands for a moment, thinking. This outcome was always a possibility. And of course, he’s planned for it. Of course he has.

Jacob stretches the sweatband between his fingers then slips the soft material over his head. There. He’s ready. It’s time to begin.

Derek Partridge hurtles down the corridor, the shrill shriek of the alarm system ringing in his ears.

He grabs at his radio as he runs. “Open gate thirty-seven.”

He can hardly hear the reply above the din of the alarms, but someone in the control room is bitching about the lockdown.

“I don’t give a shit,” Partridge yells. “Just open the goddamned gate.”

There’s a buzz as the steel gate in front of him unlocks. Partridge yanks the gate open and hurls himself through the opening. It should lock automatically behind him, but he doesn’t stop to check.

Partridge powers past the row of cell doors. He doesn’t even slow down when the sprinkler system activates, showering him with cold water. “Grimwood!” he growls.

All these alarms, all these doors unlocking randomly all over the place, all these systems going on the fritz at once—it’s got to be something to do with Jacob Grimwood. Got to be. He’s some sort of computer genius, isn’t he? He must’ve got into the system. Or maybe he paid someone to do it. Everyone says the guy has millions stashed away somewhere.

He arrives at Jacob’s cell and calls up the control room. “Open cell two-eight-five.”

A burst of static on the radio, then: “I can’t. It’s already open.”

Partridge wrenches the handle down hard, but the door is locked. “What the hell?” he mutters. Is this all just part of some practical joke? An elaborate hoax? “Goddammit! Of course it isn’t open. I’m standing right in front of it. Try again.”

“It’s no good, man. The system’s dead. I can’t do a damned thing.”

Partridge hammers his fist against the cell door then presses his face against the small window set into the steel. He turns his head from side to side, craning his neck to see into every corner of the room.

“Jesus Christ!” he hisses. “Jesus goddamn Christ!” He steps back from the door and scrapes his hand across his face. He’s seen enough. Jacob’s cell is just as neat and orderly as usual. But there’s no sign of its occupant. No sign at all.


EPILOGUE

HANK IS WATCHING TV on the day it happens.

He’s sitting on the couch while Dad gets dinner ready. It smells good. Maybe it’s chili. Dad makes a mean chili: good and hot and with the meat cooked just right so it melts in your mouth. Hank rubs his stomach. He just got back from work about an hour ago, and even though he spends all day serving food to other people, he always comes home hungry.

He has a music station on the TV, but he’s not really paying attention, just letting the music wash over him, occupying his mind until dinner time. Even so, it’s kind of annoying when the screen suddenly goes black.

“Aw, man! What’s wrong with the damned TV?” Hank tries the remote, but the screen stays dark. He stands up and crosses the room to turn the set off, but as he passes the window, a movement out in the street catches his eye. He frowns and walks over to the window.

The car that’s just pulled up outside their house is sleek and gray. Hank isn’t certain, but it looks like one of the new Mercedes models. “Guess somebody took a wrong turn,” he murmurs. This neighborhood is a whole lot better than their last place, but even so, a car like this belongs on some swanky boulevard, not here.

Hank watches for a moment, waiting for the Mercedes to perform a fast U-turn and speed away, but the car’s rear door swings smoothly open, and a smartly dressed middle-aged man slides off the luxurious leather upholstery and stands on the sidewalk, straightening his jacket. Hank stands back from the window, but not before the man from the Merc has spotted him.

“Dad!” Hank calls. “I think someone’s coming to the house.”

“What?” Mervin shouts out. “I can’t hear a thing in here, Son. I’m kind of busy.”

“Never mind,” Hank mutters. He heads for the kitchen, but before he can get there, there’s a knock at the front door.

“Will you get that, Hank? It’s probably one of your buddies from work. They always seem to know when dinner’s almost ready.”

“Sure, but it’s no one from work, it’s...” He lets his voice trail away. He doesn’t know what to say. There’s something unsettling about the smartly dressed man. He looks out of place. Hank shakes his head. He’s being silly. The guy is probably looking for the people who lived there before. They left an address on a slip of paper. If he can find it, he’ll hand that over, and then this guy can be on his way.

He walks slowly to the door and opens it.

The man outside is standing back from the door, and he smiles broadly, looking Hank in the eye.

“Can I help you with something?” Hank asks.

“Good evening,” the man says. “You certainly can.” The man’s accent is weird. He has a strange way of clipping his words, like he’s speaking to a public meeting, and it sounds like he’s putting on a phony English accent.

Hank tries to hide his grin. “Listen, I don’t know what you’re selling, but we aren’t buying.”

The man lets out a chuckle. “Oh, that’s a good one. Yes. No, I’m looking for a young man called Hank. And unless I’m much mistaken, I’ve found him.”

Hank’s smile drops from his face. “What?”

“Yes. It is you, isn’t it, Hank? You’re the young man who coded his own HUD and sneaked it into the game one bit at a time? The young man who cracked the highest levels of game security and uncovered a traitor?”

Hank’s dad calls out from the kitchen, “Who is it, Hank?”

“Oh, is Mervin home as well? Excellent. May I come in?”

Hank frowns. “Am I in some kind of trouble or something?”

The man smiles. “No, no. Quite the reverse. I’m here to offer you a unique opportunity.”

“So you are selling something, right? You’d better leave before I call the cops.”

The man purses his lips and studies Hank’s expression for a moment. “You know, Hank, I expected a little more insight from you. I really think the penny might’ve dropped by now.” He looks Hank in the eye and smiles: a curious little, lopsided grin.

Hanks eyes go wide. “Jamie?”

“Good lad,” the man says. But from now on, you’d better use my real name.” He holds out his hand. “Stewart Headingley-Clarke. Nice to see you again, Hank. It’s been quite a while.”

Hank stands still, staring down at the man’s hand. He hears his dad’s footsteps coming down the hall.

Mervin stands next to his son in the doorway. “Who’s this, Hank?”

Hank shakes his head in disbelief, but despite himself, he says, “It’s Jamie, Dad. From the game.”

Mervin’s brow furrows. “Come away, Son. It’s some kind of scam.” He folds his arms across his chest and stares at the stranger. “Get off my property, right now.”

Stewart takes his hand back and sighs. “I can see I have a lot of explaining to do. But you know, the last time we met, Mervin, we parted as friends. In the gear room, the one with the knife stuck in the door, you shook my hand.”

Mervin’s mouth hangs open. “Jesus Christ,” he says. “What the hell are you doing here? How did you find us?”

“It wasn’t easy,” Jamie says. “But I figured it was worth it.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Mervin growls.

“I came here today to offer Hank a training opportunity, with a guaranteed job at the end of it, if he wishes it of course.”

Hank snorts. “No, thanks. I already got a job.”

Stewart nods. “I know. But waiting tables at The Lamppost Diner doesn’t seem a very fitting occupation for someone with your particular skills.”

Mervin stands in stony silence for a second. “That’s it. I’m calling the cops.” He starts to turn away.

“Mervin, don’t do that,” Stewart says calmly. “I’m offering Hank a place in a government-sponsored program. He’ll have the finest training money can buy. And afterwards, he’ll be offered a job with a starting salary of—well, let’s just say that in a few years he’ll be driving a car like mine.”

“Shut the door, Hank,” Mervin says. “I’ll call the cops.” He takes his cell phone from the pocket in his jeans and slides his finger across the screen. “Damned thing’s dead,” he mutters. “I’ll use the landline.” He turns and walks away, calling back over his shoulder, “Shut the door, Hank.”

Hank looks down and starts to close the door, but Stewart steps forward and presses his hand firmly against the door, preventing it from closing. “Don’t throw your life away, Hank. This is a fantastic opportunity.”

Hank looks the man in the eye. “Maybe you are who you say, but I want you to leave us alone. My dad needs to take it easy. I don’t want him getting upset.”

Stewart lets go of the door and steps back. “Of course. I’ve no wish to cause any upset, and I can see it’s a lot to take in. But let me leave you my card, OK?” He rummages in his jacket pocket and brings out a gleaming silver card case. He flips the case open and holds out a white business card. “There’s a website on there. Check it out. Take your time.”

Hank hesitates.

“It’s just a card,” Stewart says. “What harm can it do? And by the way, if you were to take up this opportunity, you’d be paid a generous training allowance. Very generous. Enough perhaps for your father to see a good doctor.”

Hank narrows his eyes. “What would you know about that?”

“Nothing really. But you said he needs peace, and I thought he looks a little under the weather. I put two and two together, that’s all.”

Hank grimaces. “Just go.”

“Certainly. Take the card, and I’ll leave. Have a look at the website. If you don’t like what you see, throw the card away. Forget you ever saw me. I won’t bother you again.”

Hank glances back over his shoulder. His dad’s voice echoes down the hall. “Would you believe it? Damned landline’s out too.”

“Please,” Stewart says, “take the card, and I’ll get out of your hair.”

Hank shakes his head, but he reaches out and takes the card, stuffing it hurriedly into his pocket. “Goodbye,” he says pointedly and closes the door.

He stands in the hallway for a moment, wondering what the hell just happened, until he hears his dad stomping across the kitchen, grumbling, “I’ll deal with this asshole myself.”

“Forget it, Dad,” Hanks calls out. “He’s gone. I got rid of him.”

“Oh.” Mervin appears in the kitchen doorway, looking a little deflated. He frowns, furrowing his brow. “I guess that’s all right then.”

“Sure, Dad. Don’t worry about it.”

Mervin’s expression clears. “You’re right, Son. Best forgotten. Come on—dinner’s ready.”

“Sure, Dad,” Hank says. And suddenly, the TV comes back to life, the music station blaring out into the empty room. “What the hell!” Hank marches into the lounge and turns off the TV.

“Are you coming for dinner, Hank, or what?”

“Just coming, Dad.” Hank heads for the kitchen.

“Oh, there you are,” Mervin says as he carries a steaming pot over to the table. “Hey, guess what? The phones are working again. Must’ve been a power out somewhere.”

“Yeah,” Hank says as he takes his seat at the table. “I guess so.”

Outside, Stewart walks smartly back to his car. It’s a relief to climb into the cocoon of hand-built luxury. His driver watches him in the rearview mirror. “ That’s another one done, Anthony,” Stewart says. “Shall we move on to the next candidate or call it a day?”

Anthony turns his head to speak. “That’s your call, Colonel. Personally, I could use a hot meal and a cold beer, but it’s up to you, Sir.”

Stewart smiles. “Yes, me too. How’s your local knowledge? Know somewhere good in town?”

“Always,” Anthony says. “You can count on it.” He’s kept the engine running, and now he swings the Mercedes out into the road, accelerating smoothly as he drives toward the town.

***

After dinner, while Mervin watches the sports news, Hank slips up to his room. He closes the door behind him then takes Stewart’s card from his pocket and smoothes out the wrinkles. One side is labeled with the name Stewart Headingley-Clarke; the other side is blank except for a string of letters and numbers: 746865646f776e6c6f646574727573742e636f6d0d0a.

“What is this bullshit?” Hank mutters. “There’s no goddamned website here.” He throws the card in the trash can and heads back downstairs. A couple hours watching TV with Dad, then it will be time to hit the sack. Hank’s on the breakfast shift tomorrow, and he has to be up at the crack of dawn.

But as he stomps down the stairs, something nags at the back of his mind. Numbers and letters, he thinks, but no letter beyond F. It can only mean one thing. He reaches the bottom of the stairs and stands still as a statue, his hand on the stair rail. “It’s hexadecimal,” he murmurs. All he has to do is convert it back to a string and then... what? Will it really achieve anything? Will he find out what this Stewart character is really up to? Not likely, but it’s a possibility.

The sound of a crowd cheering a home run filters out from the front room, and Hank knows he has a choice. He can watch TV, then go to bed and get up early to spend the day pouring coffee and wiping the counter. Or he could work on this puzzle, decode the message on the card and find out if the offer of a training program is real. If it’s genuine and it really is a government program, it would be stupid to turn it down, wouldn’t it?

Hank thinks back to the moment he first saw Stewart on the doorstep. Why had it been so unsettling? After all, when he knew the guy as Jamie, he trusted him. It was weird that Stewart tracked him down, but if he really worked for the government it probably wasn’t so hard. Hank pays his taxes, he has a Social Security number and the names Hank and Mervin probably aren’t all that common a combination at the same address. So why had he been so freaked out to find Stewart at the door? Perhaps it was just the shock of meeting someone from the game in person. Yes. Maybe that’s all it was.

“Hey, Hank,” Mervin calls, “you’re missing the game.”

Hank walks toward the front room, but instead of going in, he stands in the doorway. “Sorry, Dad. I got an early start tomorrow. I think I’ll turn in.”

Mervin looks up at him. “Oh. Sure.”

Hank sees the disappointment on his dad’s face and almost changes his mind. “I’ll watch TV with you tomorrow, Dad.”

“Just as well—they’re not playing worth a damn anyhow.” Mervin heaves a sigh. “ Don’t sweat it, Son. We can watch TV anytime. There’s always another game. Goodnight. Sleep well.” And he turns his attention back to the screen.

“Goodnight,” Hank says and heads for the stairs. That’s right, he thinks. There’s always another game. Stewart’s weird card with its mysterious code is just a warm-up: level zero. He’s trying to pull me in, Hank thinks, as he walks slowly up the stairs.

Hank’s bedroom is smaller than the one in their old house, but with only a bed, a desk and chair, and a chest of drawers to take up floor space, it feels bigger. He sits at his desk and looks down at the computer keyboard. He folds his arms across his chest then changes his mind and drums his fingers against the desk. “It’s just another game,” he murmurs. “The question is, do I want to play?”
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Don’t forget - You Can Keep Reading!

 Remember that you can keep reading in the CHEATC0DE universe (and find out what happens to Jerry) by grabbing the free and exclusive story C0NTINUE? over on my website at: mikeycampling.com/freebooks 

SciFi Fans are Very Clever People

THIS STORY IS INSPIRED by the classic fairy tale, The Silver Tinder Box. Did you spot the references to the Brothers Grimm in this story? There are several and although some are fairly obvious, others are more subtle. Go on have a look.

Also, did you get anywhere with the code on Stewart’s business card? Yes, it can be interpreted and it will actually lead you to a website. I would love to hear from you if you work it out. Email me at mikey@mikeycampling.com with the answer. Sorry, but you’ll get no clues from me.

Where do we go from here?

I’d love it if you would stick around. I’ll do my best to make it worthwhile; I try to deliver extra value to my readers whenever I can. The first stop on our journey together is to visit my website:

Visit the Thank You Page


Author’s Note

THIS STORY CAME TO BE WRITTEN because of my involvement with a great group of writers called The Collective SciFi. We work together to support each other, for example sharing ideas and taking it in turns to contribute to the shared universe of The God Machine. To begin with, we set about writing stories inspired by classic fairy tales and folklore. I set out to write a short story inspired by The Silver Tinder Box. You may have come across the version set down by the Brothers Grimm. I decided to transpose the world of magic and witchcraft to the futuristic virtually reality arena known simple as the game. But I hadn’t counted on Hank coming alive to me. Suddenly, he developed into a fully-formed character and I had no choice but to follow at his heels. He’s taken me on a fascinating journey and I hope you enjoyed it alongside him. I can’t wait to write more stories for Hank and I have a whole new world to unleash on you all. I do hope you’ll join me in Hank’s next adventure.

Much Appreciated—Your Review

If you can spare a minute to leave a review for CHEATC0DE it will make my day and help me to keep writing. Thank you.

Free Books and More

If you’d like to be the first to know about my new releases, receive some of my books for free, and get free exclusive downloads like audio stories and artwork, sign up for my newsletter without further ado:

mikeycampling.com/giveaway


Also by Mikey Campling

Trespass: A Tale of Mystery and Suspense Across Time—The Darkeningstone Book I

Three stories, separated by five thousand years, united by one deadly secret: Somewhere, sometime, the stone is waiting.

Trespass combines gritty, edgy modern-day action with a thrilling adventure across time. Discovered over 5,000 years ago, the Darkeningstone affects everyone who finds it.

Jake was too smart to believe the rumours about Scaderstone Pit, but now he’s in more danger than he could ever have imagined.

In 1939, as World War II looms, the lives of two men will be changed forever.

Over 5,000 years ago, a hermit will keep the stone a secret. But someone is watching him—someone with murder in his heart.

When it finds you, what will you see when you look into The Darkeningstone?

Outcast—The Darkeningstone Book II

In Trespass, we saw Jake caught up in a chain of events beyond his control. Now, lost and alone in a nightmare world, he must learn to fight back, learn to survive. He’s determined–whatever it takes, he’s going home.

3,650 BC When Hafoc’s only family, his brother, is taken by the savage tribe known as the Wandrian, he’s determined to rescue him. But Hafoc is too young to face the Wandrian alone. Will his tribe fight alongside him? And can they rescue Brond before it’s too late?

2014 Tom lives a life of quiet, orderly routine. He needs it that way. But when he sees a mysterious stranger, his life begins to unravel. Who is watching him? And why do they seem hell bent on ruining his life? To find the answers, Tom must confront his inner demons. And finally, he must face his past.

2018 Cally is working hard on her studies at university, so when she’s instructed to drop her research, she’s devastated. Will she give in or will she rebel? The decision is taken out of her hands when she finds herself caught up in a conspiracy. Why are the authorities trying to stop her research? And who can she trust?

Breaking Ground—A Darkeningstone Story

A bonus story that adds extra detail to the Darkeningstone world but stands alone so it can be read before or after the full-length novels. Breaking Ground is widely available as a free download.

A Dark Assortment

Sometimes that noise you can hear upstairs is just the old floorboards creaking as they settle down for the night. Sometimes. But there’s no need to worry because, that face you saw at the window was just a reflection. There’s no one else here. You’re alone. But that’s OK because you’re safe in your bed. And all those things you fear deep down in the dark reaches of your soul... well, they only happen in stories, don’t they?

A Dark Assortment is a collection of seventeen stories: a chocolate box of handmade treats. But beware—beneath each richly decorated shell, there’s a seed of delicious darkness.

The God Machine

Areva dreams of the day when he will become a Scribe and contribute to The Collective—the tethered souls, connected to the God-Machine. The Scribes write the Universe into existence, and it’s Areva’s destiny to join them.

But as his time draws near, he hesitates. Perhaps the God-Machine serves a darker purpose.


Coming Soon

The Trust—The Sequel to CHEATC0DE

Hank is back, and this time, he’s playing for keeps. Hank’s next thrilling adventure is due for release in 2016.

Scaderstone Pit–The Darkeningstone Book III

In the year 3550 BC, a woman runs for her life. She must find shelter before nightfall. But why is she so afraid?

In 1919, the new owners of Scaderstone Rock prepare to open a quarry on the site. But what will they discover? Will the secrets of Scaderstone finally be unveiled?

And in the future, what lies in store for Jake? He needs answers. But where can he turn? There is perhaps one person who can help him.

Scheduled for release in 2016.

Don’t Miss Out

The best way to keep up to date with Mikey’s new releases is to sign up for his newsletter at:

mikeycampling.com/freebooks


About the Author

On Mikey's first day at school he discovered the wondrous world that is The Book Corner, and he has never really left it.

On writing, Mikey says: "I love the savage magic of wordcraft - it's edgy, exciting and much harder work than everyone thinks."

He lives in the UK on the edge of the wilds of Dartmoor, with his wife, two children, and a Labrador called Lottie. He has more books than are strictly necessary, but not quite enough to have his house reclassified as a library. Apparently.

You can find out more on Mikey's website: mikeycampling.com

You can also get free books, free audio stories and free artwork by joining his mailing list at: mikeycampling.com/freebooks

Now we bring you the anecdote:

Mikey has had lunch with the late Sir Terry Pratchett a couple of times. And you'll be pleased to know that Sir Terry was just as warm and humorous as his books.
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Also, this book was greatly improved with the help of sci-fi author and fellow scribe at The Collective SciFi, Saffron Bryant. You can check out Saffron’s books at: saffronbryant.com and you can learn more about The Collective SciFi at our site: thecollectivescifi.com

I was also very encouraged by my beta readers, especially Josie, who made a special effort to provide feedback.

As always, thanks go to my family for their support and understanding, and to my online family of friends, especially the members of The Tribe and The Awkward Squad (details on my website).
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Copyright

© 2016 Mikey Campling All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without permission from the copyright holder, except as permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
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