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The Feedback Loop: Book One
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Day 545
 
    
 
   I’m afraid to die even though I know I can’t die. This fear is what drives me to kill indiscriminately, to maim as many as I can in The Loop. The day resets at midnight, regardless of whether or not Cinderella has been laid. The difference between Cinderella’s story and mine is that there are no happy endings here. There is no Prince Charming, no magic pumpkin coach to spirit me away, no light at the end of the tunnel. 
 
   There is only me, and I am royally shafted.
 
   “Who told you my name!?” I scream into the face of the same button man I choked yesterday (and the day before that, and the day before that). “Who sent you here!?” 
 
   “Let … Me … Go!” 
 
   Morning Assassin spits digital blood into my face, baring his pearly whites. He is a gangly man, sharp-faced and always sneering like he’s in on some private joke and I’m the sucker. I slam him against the floor once more for good measure. 
 
   Keeping one hand on his neck, I stick my finger in the air to activate my inventory list. I retrieve a pair of brass knuckles, item 229, from my list. They appear instantly on my knuckles, gleaming and ready to deliver punishment. 
 
   “I’m sick of playing this game. Tell me who sent you!”
 
   Morning Assassin laughs as my fist connects with the bridge of his nose. His data indicates that he is an NPC, a non-player character just like all the others, a feat of artificial, game-based intelligence. He’s not real.
 
   A second kiss with my brass knuckles makes him laugh even harder, his teeth scatter like Chiclets with my third shot.
 
   “Who sent you!?” I scream to no avail.
 
   “Goodbye, Quantum.”
 
   Morning Assassin’s bloodied lips open wide and the barrel of a gat pops out of his mouth. 
 
   He drills me in the face before I can roll away.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Day 546
 
    
 
   I respawn a day later, the sound of feedback rippling inside my skull. Damn the feedback. No alarm clock wakes me; I’m up naturally at this godforsaken time, glaring at the digital sun filling my hotel room with strips of bitter light. 
 
   One must sleep, even in a virtual entertainment dreamworld like The Loop. I suppose “wait to respawn’ would be a better explanation for what I’ve just experienced, but I like to think of it as sleep anyway. It’s a nice way to remind myself that I’m human, that my body still exists in the real world.
 
   Morning Assassin will be here soon. He comes every day at 8:05 – I expect nothing less from him today. There has never been a weapon in his mouth before, but he has killed me on several occasions. 
 
   I access my inventory list and select an ice pick – item 538 – that I found about a week ago. 
 
   My list is the only way to keep track of how long I’ve been stuck in The Loop. Thus far, there are 544 items in my list. I add a single cigarette from the deck of Luckies sitting on the nightstand to tally for yesterday’s unexpected and sudden death. Now there are 545 items. I’ll find something later today to mark day 546. 
 
   It’s the only way to keep track of how long I’ve been imprisoned. 
 
   8.05 AM. Morning Assassin smashes through the window, just as he has done the last 545 days in a row. I’m behind him in a heartbeat, driving the ice pick into his NPC skull He jerks once, twitches and falls; I’m unable for the 546th time to get information out of him. I can try again tomorrow morning. 
 
   My Loop-life is planned to a T. Once I kill the assassin, a crow flies by the window over my bed. It lands on the ledge outside the window, pecks its filthy beak against the glass. A dark cloud passes in front of the sun, ready to add downcast rain to the shit-stained streets outside the hotel. From there it’s to the dresser. 
 
   Dressing in the Loop is a snap; it’s automatic. In the blink of an eye, I’m in a pair of black boots with loosened laces, stompers with steel toes. My mirror tells me that my hair is already slicked back, my skin almost translucent, my eyes dark, lifeless, dull, sorrowful, frosted. I can change any number of the things through my attributes menu, from my hair color to my eye color to my size and my girth. This has no effect on my stats. 
 
   I decide to go with a hat for today, selecting it from a drop down menu that appears in the air before me. The benefits of a virtual entertainment dreamworld needn’t be explained here – everything is accessible at my fingertips aside from freedom… aside from a way to log out of The Loop.
 
   I chose a black military cap, tight, with a short brim. My blond hair grows out from underneath, styling itself. It isn’t hard to look good in The Loop.
 
   I kick open my door, just in case there’s someone in the hallway waiting to ambush me. While the happenings around me are always the same, sometimes there is a surprise or two, which leaves me to believe that something is watching me, toying with me, cynically monitoring my cyclical existence. Possibly the NVA Seed, but I’ve long since given up my search for the world’s puppet master.
 
   The lights in the narrow hallway flicker. 
 
   Once, twice, three times, just like they always do. They stay off for twenty seconds and then come back on. Downstairs, something thuds and bangs; the next tag-team of palookas is here. A quick scroll through my inventory list and I decide to wing it this time.
 
   There’s nothing like a little hand-to-hand combat to jump-start my day.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Nonstop kicks. I arrive downstairs and reflect that five hundred and forty-six days is a long time to fight the same NPC thugs every morning. My avatar leaps into slow-motion as six John Does rush me all at once. My movement through the air is fluid, calculated, enhanced by my advanced abilities bar. 
 
   I’m good, dammit. 
 
   Think The Matrix meets Bruce Lee plus The Force if it helps to understand my capabilities in this VE dreamworld. Being in The Loop has its advantages, including the ability to break the laws of gravity and to flip the bird at the space-time continuum – at least until my advanced abilities bar depletes. 
 
   I’m in the air above the six assassins, my feet connecting with their skulls, volleying off one and thudding into the next. Kick-kick-kick go the feet and I don’t even need an ice pick to take these NPCs goons out because they are much less effective than Morning Assassin– much, much less. I drop down behind the last of the six, cracking his neck backwards over my shoulder as he cries out, “Gor blimey!” 
 
   I turn to them and retrieve the .500 Magnum from my inventory list, item 466. Six blasts from the hand-howitzer later and someone better call the hotel’s janitor. Smoking barrel, splattered bodies. One glance across the hotel lobby and I spot the NPC doorman cowering behind a potted plant. 
 
   “Morning Jim,” I say. “Sorry about the mess.”
 
   “Good morning, Mr. Hughes. It’s quite all right.” 
 
   Jim stands slowly, straightening the front of his uniform. The dead look in his eyes indicate that he is playacting, that he is responding in an Non Player Character way to the violence he has just witnessed. What I wouldn’t give to see some true human emotion, rather than the stereotypical, standardized response hacked up by an advanced algorithm, some regurgitated feeling, bird-vomited from one NPC to another.
 
   “Please, call me Quantum,” I tell him for the umpteenth time. “Are there any messages for me?”
 
   There have never been any messages for me, but I always check anyway. After all, it’s better to have hope in a hopeless place than to be hopeless in a hopeless place. Or something like that.
 
   Trying to cajole, threaten, or torture information out of Jim has proven to be relatively fruitless. I generally leave him alone these days, greeting him before leaving in the morning and saying goodnight if I’m lucky enough to return in the evening. Sometimes I kill him just for the hell of it. 
 
   “No messages, sir,” he says. He wipes beads of sweat from his forehead to the front of his pants, the sweating swine. I should do something about him…
 
   I’m nearly out the door when Doorman Jim calls my name. “Mr. Hughes, I mean Mr. Quantum! There is one message, sir!”
 
   “A message?” I turn to him. “Transfer it to my inventory.”
 
   The message appears in my inventory list, item number 546. I access it and read it twice. 
 
   Impossible.
 
   “What is it, Mr. Hughes?”
 
   “Please, call me Quantum.”
 
   “What is it, Mr. Quantum?”
 
   I retrieve the S&W .500 from my list and shoot him in the neck.
 
   “My apologies, Jim.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Violence is rewarded, or should I say, was rewarded in The Loop.
 
   Doorman Jim is merely a daily casualty in The Loop, a virtual entertainment dreamworld that used to grade a person on how many people they killed that day. The higher your kill count, the higher you moved up on the Hunter List. 
 
   I was the top hunter the day The Loop began repeating itself, hence the reason everyone is after me. This is what makes me both anxious and excited to see a message from an actual person; or from whom I assume is an actual person. NPCs don’t normally send messages. I read the message for the fifth time:
 
   Quantum,
 
   I’ve returned for you. Meet me in Devil’s Alley as soon as you receive this.
 
   Frances Euphoria
 
   “Frances Euphoria?” I savor the name a few times, realizing that it’s likely a trap.
 
   It can’t be a real person contacting me. Real people don’t exist in The Loop, haven’t for nearly two years. Some group of randomly-generated NPCs is out to get me. The thought of this makes me smile; at least it won’t be a boring day.
 
   One glance at the street confirms that it is dreary outside, as is every day in The Loop. The dreamworld was developed to cater to the Cyber Noir crowd, a niche market for those who like grit and tech, extreme violence, dark corners, sleuth-work, nineteen fifties styling with futuristic weapons. Cyber Noir was a subgenre that took off in the 2040s, at a time when Humandroid androids were replacing the workforce and governments were incorporating. Virtual entertainment dreamworlds, created through neuronal algorithms by the Proxima Company, became a swell way to escape, and I would still think they were a swell way to escape if I could find a swell way to escape this one. 
 
   The wind picks up, bouncing a tin can down the street. I don’t even need to check the time. 8:17 AM, the minute of the tin can. It always stops directly in front of a vandalized trashcan, spins twice, settles.
 
   Of course, I’ve tried a variety of different exit points from the hotel. I’ve leapt from rooftop to rooftop, sat and had coffee, slept in (after killing the morning assassin), and even gone room to room, trying to see if there were any clues that would free me from The Loop. 
 
   What I’ve discovered is this – every way out of my hotel has its own pre-determined history. If I go to the roof, lightning cracks in the sky above, connecting with an antenna on a building in the distance causing a beautiful spark. If I go room to room, I encounter a man snoring as a hooker in a garter belt steals his money. Both are NPCs, and I’ve killed them dozens of times in a variety of colorful ways. 
 
   If I have a cup of Joe and some pancakes courtesy of my main squeeze Dolly, a chef runs out of the hotel’s kitchen at exactly 8:23 with a butcher knife trying to slice and dice me. (His meat cleaver marks day 123 in my inventory – it’s great for hacking). If I sleep in, a different morning assassin comes at 9:29. If I sleep in past that, another one comes at 10:34. 
 
   And so on.
 
   There is no escape from the repetitiveness of The Loop. This is why the message intrigues me so – it is a true break from the endlessly recurring nature of my Loop-life.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Reading the message for the seventh time doesn’t give me any more clues regarding its origin.
 
   And why does the person named Frances say I’ve returned for you? The only people that care about my condition are the ones keeping me alive in the real world; at least I assume there’s someone keeping me alive up there. For all I know I may be nothing more than an imprint of consciousness, a ball of neuronal echoes that has outlived my human body. 
 
   My dreams say otherwise. 
 
   Almost every night I dream that someone is waking me; that someone is tending to me and taking care of me. If only this were true. If only The Loop was as forgiving as my dreams. Still, my dreams are equally suffocating. I can’t wake up from them, no matter how hard I urge myself, no matter how hard I push myself forward in hopes of tearing from the virtual dream ether.
 
   No matter how hard.
 
   I raise my hand to hail a taxi. There are always taxis in The Loop, all sensuous curves and gaudy chopped and channeled black-and-yellow sheet metal, the cabs you’d see cruising the streets of 1940s New York City if R. Crumb had designed their taxis – except these taxis hover, just like the aeros vehicles in the real world. 
 
   A taxi always stops if you raise your hand in The Loop. They don’t have preprogrammed histories like most of the other things that occur during my day. They only come when I want them to come. Of course, there are more interesting ways to travel in The Loop. If I wanted, I could pull an NPC driver out of their aeros, kill them, and take the aeros, but it’s generally less hassle to travel peacefully. Besides, I’d like to make it to Devil’s Alley in one piece.
 
   A taxi lowers to the ground, its engine kicking and thumping. I get in and the driver turns to me. A huge grin nearly splits his phizog; a grimy bowler is jauntily cocked over one eye. “Where to, buddy?” He stinks of motor oil and tuna fish sandwiches.
 
   “To the bowels of the city, Mac,” I say. “And don’t spare the horses.”
 
   “Devil’s Alley, eh? You got it.”
 
   The engine coughs and sputters, catches, and blows fumes as we lift into the air. It doesn’t need to cough and sputter and blow fumes, but everything here is designed to look old and beat up, scratched and dented, ripped and torn, used, abused, twisted, cracked and crazed. Blemished, pockmarked, and polluted – the attributive adjectives of The Loop are endless. One glance at the seat’s worn upholstery confirms this. 
 
   “What’s buzzin’, cousin?” the driver asks as he speeds along, weaving around other vehicles. 
 
   “You jivin’ me, man?”
 
   Sometimes I don’t know if the NPC’s are screwing with me or if they really don’t know that I’ve been living the same day for nearly two years. I think Morning Assassin gets it, but the others…
 
   “Jivin’? Whutchoo mean, jivin’?” he coughs, bangs his fist against his chest. The rain picks up and he flicks on his little windshield wipers; the digital water hits the windshield only to be whipped off by tiny wipers. There’s something beautiful about it, but I’m too distracted by the driver’s blabbering to really appreciate it.
 
   “Hey, kid, I’m talking to you. Whutchoo mean?”
 
   “I mean I live the same day every damn day. Why are we still talking?”
 
   “If you want another hack jockey I can dump you out here…” He dips into a lower airlane.
 
   I access my inventory list and snag item number 399 – a Taser. I press the button on the grip and electricity sparks and crackles in the back seat, a counterpoint to the lightning outside. 
 
   “Jesus!” the driver says, nearly swerving into another aeros in the opposite airlane.
 
   “Goose it and can the chatter, Jack! And keep your eyes on the skylane you son of a bitch.”
 
   “All right, mister, keep your hair on – Sheesh!”
 
   I enjoy the rest of the trip to Devil’s Alley in relative silence. Once we’ve landed, I transfer credit to the driver, who is still angry I threatened him. Credit is used for most transactions in The Loop and I have an unlimited supply, pennies from heaven. No matter how much I spend, my account resets itself to the maximum amount every morning. Too bad there isn’t anything I want to buy.
 
   Devil’s Alley is a big place, but I’m pretty sure Frances Euphoria will want to meet me at Barfly’s, the most run-down, seediest, grimiest, blood-and-sawdust-on-the-floor gin joint The Loop has to offer. As I move deeper into the slum, NPCs gravitate towards me, clad in trench coats and fedoras, hiding their faces behind dark umbrellas. A streetwalker in a shiny red bomber jacket spins her umbrella behind her head like a tragic Madame Butterfly. A tranny diddles his ding-a-ling on the fire escape overlooking the entrance to the alley, while a cat hisses and a giant rat scurries through a mound of trash. Muscled kookies mill about shadowed doorways, cruisin’ for a bruisin’. 
 
   I step into one of the alleys, over an NPC fiend shivering in the cold rain. A hand reaches out and latches onto my ankle.
 
   “Hey brother…” the fiend cackles. “Can you spare some cred?”
 
   I transfer him half of everything I have. “That should be enough to buy some Riotous.”
 
   The lights of the alley paint harshly contrasting diagonal stripes across his sallow, grimy face as he fumbles in his pocket. “You mocking me, smart guy?” he asks, pulling a switchblade. He twists the blade in the air like a drunken conductor. “You think you’re better’n me, think you can just throw me cred like I’m some charity case!?”
 
   The fiends in The Loop are vicious, unpredictable rat-bastards, a class of downgraded guttersnipes, slumdog tramps addicted to a drug known as Riotous. I press my finger into the air, accessing my inventory list. A drop-down menu appears in front of me; the bum freezes as I make my selection. Day 171’s item will do the trick nicely. A sledge hammer appears in my hands and I swing it into his chest like I’m teeing off at the Apple Grove. He slams into the wall with a satisfying crunch of bone and cartilage, and blows pixelated blood out of his mouth and nose.
 
   “Hey! You can’t do that!” An even grungier fiend is on his feet, and I’m behind him before he can reach me. One swing of the sledge and he too Humpty-Dumptys into the muck and filth of the alley.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Barfly’s sign buzzes and flickers at the end of the alley, a neon floozie in a Martini glass, endlessly scissoring her legs, electric bubbles popping above her head. People move through the shadows leading up to the place, speaking in whispers behind cupped hands, breathing in each other’s cigarette smoke. Grit for breakfast, a kick in the teeth for lunch, home before dinner in a coffin carried by skeletal pallbearers, a .38 slug through your heart – welcome to my life. I’ve spent endless dismal days squatting in this dive, drinking to the point of faux-ossification and then fighting my way across The Loop, only to wake up back in the flophouse the following morning as if it had all been a dream. 
 
   Being bored is an understatement.
 
   “Quantum.” The doorman claps his arm across my shoulders. He is a chiseled guy, his face angular and rough like the Old Man of the Mountain’s used to be, before it collapsed. This guy would give the Old Man a run for his money in the rustic mug department. Trust me, I know – I’ve dealt with Croc several times after things got dicey at Barfly’s. 
 
   “I’ll behave,” I say instead of hello.
 
   “You always do,” he says with a flinty glint in his eye.
 
   Maybe I’m spooked; maybe I’ve lived the same day so many times that there are surely things I haven’t noticed in the 545 previous iterations. It kind of makes me wonder how much I missed when the days weren’t on repeat, when The Loop (the name I’ve given it) was nothing more than the game-slash-entertainment dreamworld known as Cyber Noir. 
 
   “You waitin’ on someone? Chippy, maybe?” Croc asks, chewing on a toothpick. 
 
   “You can tell? Some NPC you are… ”
 
   “NPC?”
 
   Non Player Characters never refer to themselves as NPCs, which only makes this place more maddening. Sometimes I think I’m the crazy one… sometimes.
 
   “Frail named Frances Euphoria. She here?” I ask. A quick scan across the bar tells me the usual suspects are present – drunks and divas, lounge lizards and booze hounds, gamblers, grifters and bunco artists – no matter what the clock reads. Getting soused is the name of the game.
 
   “Frances Euphoria ... ”
 
   “Well, Croc?”
 
   “Don’t know the broad. Pull up a pew and maybe she’ll show. You never know, Daddy-O.”
 
   The patience flows out of his face and I oblige – no sense in riling this one up unnecessarily. I sit at the same barstool I always sit at, on the far left hand side of the bar, facing the door so I can see who comes in. One can only have a pool cue upside the noggin but so many times before one realizes that it may be time to change seats. 
 
   Cid the bartender is a grizzled old bastard in a white shirt, black bow tie, and none-too-clean apron, with a sawed off, lead-loaded baseball bat behind the bar. He pulls me a pint in a none-too-clean mug and slides it to me. I catch it before it sails off the end, and the exquisitely rendered foam slops over my hand. I savor the first swallow. It’s cold-ish, and feels sort of beer-ish over my tongue, and if I pour enough down my piehole it’ll get me kind of drunk-ish. 
 
   It ain’t great, but it’ll do. 
 
   I nod my thanks, and Cid winks in return. His mono-brow dances like a caterpillar on a hot plate.
 
   A dame walks in, and she’s the cat’s meow – stacked like pancakes, with cleavage down to there and gams up to here, and a tight black dress that looks like it came out of a spray can. Her hair is devil red, her skin whiter than the finest blow, and the triangular icon over her head is blue – sky blue, cornflower blue, blue the color of life blue. She’s an actual person, not an NPC, and I’m not going to lie – I’m simply mesmerized by the color. Almost two years… 
 
   “Frances Euphoria?” I wipe the beer foam off my lips. 
 
   “Three Kings Park, seven o’clock tomorrow night.”
 
   She turns slightly and she’s all of a sudden sporting a Crocodile Dundee-sized Bowie knife with a brass cross-guard and stag scales. It’s a well-crafted piece of steel, and I’ve got one just like it – item number 33 – in my inventory. She strikes like a cobra and slams the blade into my chest.
 
   I’m dead before my pint hits the floor. 


 
   
  
 

Day 547
 
    
 
   Feedback sounds off in my skull. Digital Niagara, Rome as it falls. The sun fingers my eyelids as I swivel to the side, kicking my dirty blankets off. Ninjitsu disembark, no light before the dark. 
 
   The next day has come after being stabbed by Frances Euphoria at Barfly’s. 
 
   My eyes trace across the walls of my not-so-ritzy hotel room. They are the color of earwax, stained from water damage, peppered with curious marks. A single painting depicting a sailboat fighting against a great storm hangs over my bed.
 
   “Three Kings Park…” I mumble hoarsely. 
 
   My instinct tells me I have exactly four minutes until Morning Assassin’s attack. I sit up, trying to recall the blue glow above Frances’ head, the glow that indicated she was an actual person. Imagine that. Yesterday, I was killed by an actual person and just saying these words fill me with hope I haven’t felt in ages. There are still other people, people who aren’t controlled by algorithms. I would rejoice if there was time for celebration.
 
   I access my inventory list midair, scrolling through my options. I have many ways in which to extinguish life, but I’m not feeling very creative today so I select a sawed-off shotgun, item 21. I lay in my bed, facing the window that Morning Assassin always bursts through. I’m surprised when I hear a knock-knock at my door at exactly 8:05.
 
   “Who’s there?” I ask, aiming my shotgun at the door.
 
   “It’s me.” 
 
   “It’s me who?” 
 
   The voice sounds familiar.
 
   “Seriously? You’re going to do this? It’s me!”
 
   “What do you want?” 
 
   “I want to talk to you – just talk.”
 
   “Jim?” It can’t be the doorman, but there is no one else who would show up at this time aside from Morning Assassin. 
 
   “No, it’s Aiden. C’mon, let me in. It’s not like I don’t already have a key anyway… “
 
   Curiosity kills the avatar. “Okey-dokey, Smokey, but grab some air and keep ‘em there.”
 
   The door opens and Morning Assassin strolls in like he owns the joint.
 
   “Be cool. One false move and I’ll ventilate ya,” I say as I raise the shotgun. 
 
   He keeps his hands up. There is something different about him this morning, a strange melancholy I’ve never seen before. This tall drink of water is acting like he’d bet the farm on the trifecta and lost his winning ticket, Still, I smell a rat – he’s been busting through the window for nearly two years trying to punch my ticket and now he just wants to chit-chat and chew the fat? Something ain’t copacetic.
 
   “Quantum.” He nods his greeting. He’s in a black jacket and big black kicks, like always. His black balaclava is shoved in his front pocket.
 
   “Morning Assassin. You all of a sudden out of the morning assassin business or something?”
 
   “I have a handle, you know.”
 
   “So does a toilet. What’s your point?”
 
   He rolls his eyes and makes the exasperated noise.
 
   “Oh all right. What is it?”
 
   “Aiden.”
 
   “I’ll stick with Morning Assassin.”
 
   “Whatever floats your boat. It doesn’t matter at this point anyway.”
 
   The way he says this makes me even more skeptical. “What’s with the not breaking through the window like always?” I ask. “I was itching to murdalize you quickly this morning. Now you’ve come in here like a civilized NPC… tell me one reason why I shouldn’t let daylight into your guts. One reason.”
 
   “I have a message for you.”
 
   I brandish my shooter and ready myself for his attack. “Go on… and keep ‘em up, blockhead.” 
 
   “Frances is dangerous… ” 
 
   “France is dangerous? Maybe if you’re a snail, but otherwise I don’t see it.”
 
   He makes the noise of exasperation again. “No, Frances is dangerous; the broad – Frances Euphoria.”
 
   “Frances Euphoria?” I lower my weapon. “How do you know about her?”
 
   “She’s dangerous, Quantum.” 
 
   And then he changes. 
 
   Before I can react, he’s all over me like a cheap suit, both fists come from over his head straight into my neck muscles, elbow in my schnozz, fist in my breadbasket, knee in my nuts. His surprise assault sweeps me backwards; I stumble like a rummy with a skin full of Sterno and my finger convulses against the trigger. Pain explodes in my groin; the front of my trousers is mass of bloody, ragged flesh. The only upside is that Morning Assassin caught a piece of it too, but not as bad – I don’t think I’ve managed to shoot his dick off. Simulated shock and sudden blood loss grip me in an iron fist. The shottie slips from my grasp; the smell of burned gunpowder assails my nostrils like Satan’s Burma Shave. 
 
   The Loop designers use a blurred, red-tinted viewing feed and the inability to access a new weapon from one’s inventory list to indicate injury. The NV Visor I’m wearing in the real world – the world that I haven’t seen in nearly two years – also triggers pain receptors through neuronal discharges. Things still hurt in The Loop, just not as bad as in real life, but the blurred vision and the inability to access one’s inventory creates a horrifying sense of claustrophobia, as if one is truly trapped.
 
   It’s a question of whether or not I’ll bleed out before Morning Assassin pounds me into smithereens. The smart money is betting on M.A. – he’s got my empty shotgun now and he’s wailing on me like I’m a red-headed step-child on a rented mule holding a piñata full of M&Ms at a fat kid’s birthday party. M.A. knows what he’s doing, so it doesn’t last long – but it lasts long enough, and it hurts like hell. Finally, mercifully, at long last the lights grow dim, the fat lady belts one out.
 
   “Hello darkness, my old friend, I’ve come to talk with you again… ”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Day 548
 
    
 
   Feedback until my eyes pry open. Feedback reverse lullaby, klaxon alarm clock cranial drone. My first thought upon opening my glims this morning is that I need to add an item to my inventory list to mark the passing of day 547. My next thought is I need to kill the shit out of the Morning Assassin for making me shoot myself and then beating me to death yesterday morning. 
 
   Baby steps to the violence.
 
   Accessing my inventory list, I scroll as I decide the best way to get my revenge. Morning Assassin really did a number on me the previous day and I plan to do a number back. And what was with the warning about Frances Euphoria? What does M.A. actually know about her? I quickly make the decision to kill today and question tomorrow. Besides, I still need to meet her at seven o’clock tonight (I hope she’s still there). 
 
   8:05 AM swings around and Morning Assassin shoulder- rolls into the room wielding a pair of nun chucks. 
 
   I’m still in bed, the blanket tastefully draped over me, my Chicago typewriter – item 247 – in my hands. I give him the Saint Valentine’s Day treatment and he treats me to a Saint Vitus dance before he runs out of steam and hits the floor.
 
   I kick the blanket off me and keep him covered as I add his nun chucks to my inventory list to mark the passing of day 547. Morning Assassin turns, groans, spits blood and tries to pull himself to his hands and knees.
 
   I sneer as I deliver a .45 caliber love letter or three right in his ear. His lights go out like a candle in the wind, and he’s thoroughly and completely dead – at least for today. The Thompson submachine gun – ain’t nothing like it. I am trigger happy, hear me roar.
 
   The 8:08 AM crow lands outside my window, watching me curiously. A dark cloud appears in the sky, covering the morning sun. Stepping over Morning Assassin’s body, I stop in front of where the mirror used to be, which is now liberally sprinkled with bullet holes. I pick up the biggest piece of seven years” bad luck from the floor and look at myself. Geez Louise, my hollow eyes, my blondish-brown hair slicked over to the side, my pale skin; what do I look like in the real world now? I assume I’m in a dive vat in some digital coma ward somewhere, but there is really no telling.
 
   My facial features morph as I scroll through a few avatar skins, eventually choosing blue eyes and a healthier complexion. Goodbye Goth, hello weekend on the boardwalk. I adjust the beard stubble to give me a stylishly hip five o’clock shadow. A zoot suit wraps me in its embrace: a killer-diller coat with a drape shape, reet pleats and shoulders padded like a lunatic’s cell. Polished Italian leather dress shoes envelop my dogs. I button one of the buttons and smooth the front of the jacket with my hand as I admire the long gold watch chain.
 
   I’d like to make a good impression before I kill Frances Euphoria later tonight.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Ten past eight. 
 
   I slip into the hallway outside my room and the lights flicker once, twice, three times. Every morning six assassins come to the hotel and every morning six assassins go home in algorithmic body bags. I select a flame thrower from my inventory – item number 83, an oldie but goodie – and strut to the stairwell ready to roast me some NPCs.
 
   I slide down the railing just to be an asshole, just to make a grand entrance. 
 
   As soon as I hit the lobby, hellfire spews from the nozzle of my flame thrower, consuming the six droppers as I laugh maniacally for dramatic effect. Their limbs thrash and flail as their skin scorches, flesh flambés, and their brains broil. The smell of napalm in the morning tickles my nose but the smell of burning flesh is nonexistent – the designers didn’t want to make it too real.
 
   By 8:13, all that is left of the six assassins is a greasy pile of char and some scorch marks on the wall. I feel good today, suave in my suit and proud of my epic grandstanding. I turn to Jim the Doorman and bow.
 
   “G-g-good… good morning, Mr. Hughes.”
 
   “Call me Quantum,” I tell him. 
 
   “Right, Mr. Quantum.”
 
   “Any messages?”
 
   “Ummmm… ”
 
   “Is that a yes or no, Jim?”
 
   “There may be a message… but…” 
 
   “But what?”
 
   Jim’s eyes flicker red and his arm morphs into an enormous scythe blade. 
 
   “Yowza! Where did you get a mutant hack?” 
 
   I’m more curious than I am afraid. In the early years of Cyber Noir – The Loop – unscrupulous players developed mutant hacks to give them an unfair advantage in combat. They were quickly banned. 
 
   Before I can say anything else, Jim is on me like a pair of tighty whities. He almost separates me from my proboscis with his first swing of the scythe-arm.
 
   “What gives?” I shout as I dodge his next attack. His peepers are the red of red hot chili peppers, his gob contorts in a grimacing downturned rictus. His movements are stiff, jerky – as if he’s being controlled against his will. I can almost smell the fear radiating off him.
 
   He comes at me again on the backswing, and I duck like Daffy. As soon as his scythe-arm passes, I access my inventory.
 
   Accessing one’s inventory is the best way to freeze a battle. It gives the player a moment to assess the situation, to quickly find a weapon to respond with. At least with NPCs it always has. 
 
   I can’t give Jim a dirt nap; he’s never attacked me before, which means something definitely isn’t on the up-and-up. I’ll need to deal with the big shiv before I can give him the third degree, so I select a chainsaw, item 112. The inventory screen disappears and Jim swings for the fence again.
 
   “Do… not… meet… Frances… Euphoria!” 
 
   Each word escapes from his mouth as if it were forced, pushed from behind through his clenched teeth. His blade comes in low and I bend backwards at the knees, my upper body parallel to the ground. It whooshes by and clips the button from my coat. I bounce forward using my advanced abilities bar, and yank the cord on my chainsaw. It erupts into life on the first pull; the chain blurs into invisibility as the engine revs up. 
 
   Digital blood sprays onto my suit as I take his arm off at the shoulder. His scythe-arm hits the floor with a clang, twitches, lies still. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Care to tell me what that was all about, Jim?” I ask the crawling doorman, who’s leaving a calligraphic trail of blood behind him.
 
   His head turns to me. “Don’t … don’t … ”
 
   “Jim, I consider you a friend, really I do, but you need to explain to me why you just tried to ice me with a mutant hack…”
 
   His eyes dilate, become red again. He bares his teeth in a wolfman snarl as he says, “Do not meet Frances Euphoria.” His voice drops an octave. “DO NOT MEET FRANCES EUPHORIA!”
 
   “Well, Jim, I’m afraid that’s what’s on the agenda for today, and I’ll be damned if I let an NPC doorman tell me what to do – it sets a bad precedent.” 
 
   I quickly finish the job with my Kalashnikov, item 422, which I picked up at an off-the-books arms dealer over in The Pier. 
 
   With Jim dead and almost eleven hours to kill, I decide to have breakfast. 
 
   The chef will attack me at 8:23, so I dip into the kitchen and shoot the mustachioed little butterball with my Kalashnikov, a pre-emptive strike if there ever was one. I return to the dining area and Dolly the waitress appears. Her jet-black hair is bobbed and shiny, her eye-liner and mascara a la Cleopatra, her nails and lipstick stop sign red. She’s in a black apron and a white blouse, a hotbody, fit and slender. 
 
   “What’s cookin’, good lookin’?” 
 
   I follow her eyes to my suit, which is covered in NPC blood. “Oops,” I say. A new suit appears on my body instantly, freshly pressed and free from bloodstains.
 
   “Good morning, Quantum. You’re looking sharp today.”
 
   Dolly and I have been going steady for some time now. She never calls me Mr. Hughes and she has this very feline way of moving about the room, as if she knows I’m watching her every step. She’s tall for a broad with a nice caboose and a classy chassis, who likes making out and giving massages. I’d say we hook up about three times out of seven, when I’m not in Devil’s Alley at Barfly’s, or slaying maggots at The Pier. I am a magnet for maggots.
 
   “Say, what’s the scoop with Jim the Doorman?” I ask.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   NPCs don’t usually acknowledge the death of other NPCs unless they’ve personally witnessed it. Still, I figured a question was worth asking. “He came at me this morning… ”
 
   “I don’t know nothing about it,” she says just a shade too quickly.
 
   “ … and he did it with a mutant hack.”
 
   Her eyes dart down to her order pad. “Don’t know nothing about that, either.”
 
   “Hey, you ever heard of a dame name of Frances Euphoria?” I ask casually. 
 
   She looks away, equally casually. “Nope, doesn’t ring a bell.”
 
   “What’s the word on the street then? Anything I should know about?”
 
   “You writing a book or something?” 
 
   Her voice is sultry, smoky, honey to my ears. 
 
   “You reading one?”
 
   “Quit teasing, Quantum, you know I’m working.” She bats her eyes at me and my heart twists into a knot. 
 
   “Baby, you’re always working.”
 
   Dolly shakes her order pad at my face. “Come on big spender, what do you want? I don’t got all day.”
 
   “What, you got an appointment or something? “
 
   “Yeah,” she says playfully, “with a classy millionaire crime-fighter.” The wink and the accompanying crooked grin makes my cyber-pulse pound. 
 
   “Well, if he can’t make it, how about a little snooze in my room. What do you say? How about 4:30? A little shut-eye never hurt nobody.”
 
   “I don’t know … ” By her tone of voice I know she knows she’ll be there. I decide not to press the point. 
 
   “I’ll have my usual then.”
 
   “Eggs over easy, three pieces of toast, bacon and a beer?” she asks, scribbling away on her order pad. ‘sound about right to you?”
 
   “Sounds about right. Let me get a plate of pancakes too, extra butter. I got a long day ahead of me.”
 
   “Pancakes it is, sweetie, extra butter.”
 
   The food comes and boy it is beautiful. The grease is still sizzling on the bacon; the eggs are glazed, the yolks unbroken; there are squiggly grill lines on the toast; the pancakes are perfectly round, golden brown at the edges. Too bad I can’t actually taste the food.
 
   Food in The Loop has no flavor, produces no energy nor is there any point in eating it. I eat simply to remember what it was like to eat. I eat simply to go through the motions of eating; I eat to remind myself that somewhere I have an actual body that is currently being nourished through a feeding tube. 
 
   Sounds, smells and visuals are ever-present in The Loop due to the Neuronal Visualization Visors – NV Visors – that users wear back in the real world. The visor developers never got the taste mechanism right, but for all I know they may have been perfected by now – two years is a long time for technology to progress. 
 
   I down my beer and ask for another.
 
   “You’re getting started early,” Dolly says with a wink. “A real trooper, you are.”
 
   “What can I say? Is there a better way to fire up your engines in The Loop?” Of course, I can’t get drunk, but I can at least pretend I’m drunk.
 
   “Let me know if you need anything else, Quantum.”
 
   “See you at 4:30, Doll.”
 
   Dolly swivels away from me, moves real slow back to the kitchen so I can watch her depart. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   I stumble up to my room and check the time. An assassin should be here any moment now. 
 
   The bullet holes from earlier are gone, as is the shattered window and broken mirror. The physical environment of The Loop resets itself periodically. I could use my grenade launcher – item 35 – to blast a crater-sized hole in my wall and it would be fixed by the time I returned from the lobby downstairs. I find this slightly unsettling – while everything is grimy in the rat trap that is The Loop, the fact that the environment quickly repairs itself nullifies the filth, constantly reminding me that this is all prefabricated, nothing more than an advanced algorithm. For once I’d like to see a bullet hole last for more than an hour. For once…
 
   I access item number 520, a bear trap, which I recently picked up at The Pier. After I set the trap, I hide a landmine – item number 72 – directly next to it. That should do the trick.
 
   Once the trap is set, I get in bed and watch the digital rain plink against the window. Lightning cracks in the sky and thunder rumbles like a giant’s belly after a plate of stewed Englishman. The sound of thunder is eventually annoying. It’s supposed to be randomly generated, but it too is stuck on a loop that repeats itself every five minutes. It took me a while to notice it, maybe a hundred and fifty days, but the repetitive thunder sounds have irked me ever since.
 
   Like clockwork a goon breaks through the window, sort of Morning Assassin Lite. He lands in the bear trap, which slams shut and triggers the landmine, tearing his NPC body to shreds.
 
   The blast radius is controlled, although it shouldn’t be, by a hack I installed before the days started repeating themselves. The hack makes it so that I can’t be injured by the explosives I set, something that has come in handy multiple times, like right now.
 
   The smoke clears. All that is left of the man is a blackened hole in the ground rimmed with blood. I can see the floor below me through the hole, and get the urge to explore the room simply to kill time. Upon lowering myself to the floor below, I find a child sitting on the bed clutching a pillow.
 
   A lone child generated in a hotel room in The Loop? Something’s hinky here – there’s never been anyone in this room before.
 
   I quickly access my inventory and select the nun chucks, item 547. I might as well test them out. My list disappears and the ankle-biter begins to sob. “What’s the beef, chief?” I ask, the nun chucks behind my back.
 
   “My mommy left me here…” he sobs. 
 
   “My mommy left me here too, kid, but you don’t see me getting all boo-hoo about it.” 
 
   I’m seconds away from cracking the little germ on the head with my chucks when he looks up at me and asks, “Can you help me? P-p-please?”
 
   “Help you what?”
 
   “Find my mommy… ”
 
   “Where are you from, kid?”
 
   “I live in The Badlands.”
 
   “Which part?”
 
   He says, “Near Devil’s Alley with my mom and my uncle. He has a problem.”
 
   “What kind of problem?”
 
   “My uncle’s not like the others… ”
 
   “None of us are.”
 
   The yoot sure knows how to tug a heartstring. He’s an NPC and he doesn’t have a real mother, nor does he have a real uncle. My brain tells me this, but my heart takes in his oval eyes and his tear-stained cheeks and the fact that he’s all alone, stuck in a hotel room somewhere without his mother and my heart nearly overcomes my better judgment.
 
   Nearly.
 
   “Sorry kid, you’re on your own.” 
 
   I turn to the door, ignoring his sobs. I need to stay alive today. It’s hard enough to make it to seven o’clock without going on some hide “n’ seek adventure with some kid to find his mommy. 
 
   I’m just about to turn up the stairs towards my room when I hear some moaning in room 202. One solid boot to the door later and I find a bald guy with an ugly gut reaming some older broad with dyed blonde hair. 
 
   “Hey buddy!” he says, turning his ugly face my way. He resembles one of the taxi drivers in The Loop, jowly and grody. “You mind closing the door? I’m busy here!”
 
   The thought of killing them both crosses my mind. They are, after all, in my hotel and what’s worse, they appear to be randomly generated just like the kid, which leads me to believe that something really isn’t right in The Loop, as if I’m being tested. They freeze mid-hump as I access my inventory list and select the sawed-off shotgun, item number 21. 
 
   Lightning cracks outside as my list dematerializes.
 
   “Hey!” the man says as soon as he’s looking down the barrel of my shottie. Clickety-BOOM, Clickety-BOOM. And just like that, digital blood is Jackson Pollocked on the headboard. I’m just about to turn around when I hear a sob behind me. 
 
   “Mommy?”
 
   I turn to find the little NPC crumbsnatcher clutching his pillow, staring in horror at the two bloodied corpses lying on the bed. 
 
   “It’s for your own good, kid.” 
 
   I raise my shotgun. Clickety-BOOM.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The floor and the wall in my room have repaired themselves; everything is in its right place. 
 
   I feel no remorse for what I’ve done to the kid, his mother and the cabbie pounding her. To kill is to be part of The Loop; the name of the game is maim. It’s why I was the top hunter before the days began repeating themselves. There is no room for guilt, compassion, or mercy inside a virtual entertainment dreamworld. The weak sisters don’t last long.
 
   I relax onto my bed, waiting for the next assassin to arrive. He should be here in less than an hour, at 10:34. 
 
   As I wait, my mind tries to piece together little slivers of my memories of the real world. What does it feel like to taste something? To breathe fresh air? To hold someone’s hand? To know that you can die, that your life can be quickly extinguished by a nuanced mistake?
 
   My eyes open, settling on a pack of smokes on the nightstand. I reach out for the due backs, only to remember I’ve saved a cigarette in my inventory to mark the passing of day 545. I decide to smoke this cigarette instead, as it will replenish itself by tomorrow. The coffin nail appears in my mouth, conveniently pre-lit. After a long drag, a perfectly pixelated cloud of digital carcinogens materializes in front of me. 
 
   Back to the real world. Will I ever go back? Will I ever know what it’s like to truly exist? And what of the real world, the world into which I was born? How has it changed? What’s become of the place in the two years I’ve been trapped inside The Loop? 
 
   My mother. Her face comes to me, crow’s feet in the corner of her eyes, her skin aged but glowing, her hair fair and curled at the ends, white on top and brown on bottom. She was the one who named me Quantum against my dad’s better wishes. “Quantum is a futuristic name. The future begins anew every morning,” she was fond of saying.
 
   How was she? Was she still alive? Was she sitting in a hospital next to my body right now? For that matter, how was I being kept alive? Who was taking care of me? Who was making sure I didn’t die trapped in the algorithmic dreamscape that is The Loop? And to add to this, was I already dead?
 
   Feedback. It starts slowly, bathing me in its cantankerous jittering, neural calm sputtering. It sounds like someone has sliced off my ears and taped them to the sides of a rainmaker. The feedback is all-encompassing, all powerful and furious.
 
   The sound of my entrapment is something I’ll never grow used to. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Fast forward to 4:30. I’ve killed nine assassins in creative ways since the start of the day and haven’t done much else. A single knock at my door and Dolly enters in a strapless red gown. She smells fresh, as if she’s just come from the spa. Her skin is radiant, healthy, damn near translucent. Drop dead gorgeous. 
 
   “Dolly,” I purr, all Rico Suave. “I thought you’d never arrive.”
 
   She sits on the corner of my bed, looking at me over her naked shoulder. “Why the fancy threads?” she asks. 
 
   “Oh, this old thing?” I shrug. “Sometimes a boy just wants to look nice. Anything wrong with that?”
 
   “No… ” She scoots up until we are both sitting with our backs against the headboard. Rain taps lightly against the window outside, separating us from the gloom of the city. Her arms cross in front of her gown, lifting her breasts in a way that kick starts my engine. “You meeting someone?”
 
   “No.”
 
   ‘”Then why are you all dressed up? You got a hot date or something?”
 
   “You’re my hot date, doll face. Why d’you ask?”
 
   “Just curious.”
 
   “Long day?” I ask her, changing the subject.
 
   “Long enough.”
 
   The strangest thing about our relationship is the fact she never recognizes that she’s an NPC, that she’s essentially a string of ones and zeros that has a sexual relationship with a human player marooned in her world. She doesn’t realize that each day is the same, nor does she ever make mention of our previous encounters. While her actions can’t be exactly timed like those of the other NPCs and objects in The Loop, they are still predictable. I go for breakfast. We arrange to meet at 4:30. She arrives in a red dress – this is our routine.
 
   “What about you?” She tucks her head under my chin. “How was your day? You just lounging around all day?”
 
   “Playing it safe. I have places to go and people to see and I’d rather not die before I can get that squared away.”
 
   ‘”De?” Her laugh is bizarre, unusual, not at all the cheerful, tinkly music it always is. “You big lug, why are you so worried about dying? You seem healthy to me… ” She dips her chin and looks at me through lowered lashes. “You feel like showing me how healthy you are?”
 
   “You do know that…” I am about to remind her that she is an NPC and I’m a human when I decide to keep my mouth shut. These types of discussions never end well between us. “We should catch a flick sometime,” I say, just to say something.
 
   “I’d like that, Quantum.” 
 
   “I could borrow a flip-top and we could head to the old drive-in cinema near Three Kings Park. A little back seat bingo… ”
 
   She play slaps. “Behave… ”
 
   “Come on, Dolly, it would be fun. Nothing wrong with a visit to the old passion pit.”
 
   “Stop it, you’re embarrassing me. You know I have to work at night.” 
 
   Dolly reaches back, undoes the hooks, and the top of her gown falls away. She really is a superbly rendered example of a higher order female mammal. Her arms fold in front of her breasts to preserve her modesty, and she shivers slightly.
 
   “You cold?”
 
   “Getting there,” she says.
 
   “I can tell.”
 
   My stylish garments go back to their digital clothes rack as her arms go around my neck. She presses against my chest, round and warm and firm. I kiss her cheek, her ear, wishing that she was a real woman, that we could have real sex, not some simulated version where anything goes and yet nothing does – there’s no release, no relief, no real reward.
 
   My best gal in this never-ending hell-hole lies back and welcomes me with open arms… and open legs. I take a moment to savor this simulated vision of loveliness. She’s stacked, but skinny – not bad skinny, but bend-me-every-which-way-skinny, and she puts her ankles on my shoulders and her nails in my back. She moans low and sweet and sultry, urging me on, “Oh, come on baby, come on – fill me, thrill me. Oh, come on honey, come on and do me like you do!” as she showers my face in kisses.
 
   Oh Dolly, I’d love to; I wish I could, but it just doesn’t happen here in The Loop. Well, it does, but not like it does in real life; here it’s a shadow of a shadow – Diet New Coke instead of Jolt Cola, a kiss on the cheek from your sister instead of tonsil-hockey with the slutty cheerleader. It’s not unfun, and it’s better than nothing, but it still ain’t the real thing.
 
   Our movements synchronize as she rakes her nails down my back, slides her gams down and around and clenches me tight. I hammer her towards the inevitable, unsatisfying conclusion.
 
   “Oh, Quantum, oh honey baby darling, Oh come on, my rodeo rider, make it happen, Oh. Baby, Take Me THERE! Oh yes, oh yes, OH YES YES YES!”
 
   Oh No!
 
   Out of the corner of my eye I detect motion that shouldn’t be there; the world freezes around me as I access my inventory list. Dolly’s eyes are crazy orange, her lips a berserker’s snarl, her hand full of item number 33. I’m really starting to hate that big, bad, bone-handled Bowie. 
 
   I select a fire extinguisher, item number 299, and I shift my leg to the left as soon as the inventory list disappears. Her knife swipes left as I lean out of the way and avoid the blade. I hammer the fire extinguisher into her face, again and again, hating myself in the process, hating the fact that I’m bashing her to death.
 
   “Why Dolly?” I ask. “Of all people, why you?”
 
   I’m on my feet in a matter of moments, waiting for her to come back to life, for her to attack me again. Her arm lifts and falls onto the bed; the small indicator above her head turns red, announcing her NPC death. I trusted Dolly more than I trusted anyone else inside this godforsaken virtual entertainment dreamworld. She has never tried to attack me before, never shown me any sign of animosity. 
 
   Now this.
 
   “DAMMIT!”
 
   Her bloodied head on my pillow and the knife on the ground sends a bolt of fury through my avatar. “Dammit!” I scream, tossing the nightstand over. I walk over to the window and punch it until it shatters, until my knuckles are covered in blood and my life bar has dropped a few notches. The thunder on repeat outside and the sharp rain only makes me that much angrier.
 
   “Dammit!” 
 
   The painting of the sailboat comes off the wall, and I break it against my knee. I access my tommy gun from my inventory, item 247, and fill my wardrobe with bullet holes. My hands come to the splintered wood and I tear it apart piece by piece, tossing the pieces over my shoulder.
 
   Next is the mirror. I slide over to the mirror and punch my reflection until it is blood-soaked, watery and vulgar. My knees come to my chest as soon as I sit on the floor sobbing.
 
   Damn The Loop, damn the infinite violence. One glance to my bed reminds me of what I’ve just done, what Dolly has just attempted to do. Dog eat dog world, but I’m not an animal. I… Dolly is all I have here and now she’s trying to kill me too! My one escape, the one thing I enjoyed about my existence has just turned cold and deadly and horrible, and all I can do is sob miserably as lightning cracks outside and the water-stained walls in my room constrict, reminding me of just how trapped I truly am.
 
   “Get it together, Quantum,” I say, slapping my hand against the side of my face. “Get it together.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   I’m over it.
 
   Eventually it’s time for me to hail a taxi to Three Kings Park. I could walk there, but that would unnecessarily expose me to a variety of NPC hardcases, who would more than likely try to kill me. The day has been strange; The Loop’s repetitive nature is altering for some reason, and it freaks me out. Dolly tried to kill me. Nearly two years of the same thing every day and finally – finally – things begin to change. This is what’s upsetting me; this is what urges me to be more cautious than usual. 
 
   I’ve forgotten what it feels like to wake up, to pull myself out of reverie and take that first gasp of morning. Waking up. What I wouldn’t give to somehow rip myself free from this virtual dreamworld, stretch myself thin until I reach a breaking point. Who would be there to celebrate? My mother? My father? In the real world I exist somewhere – at least I think I do – but here I’m nothing. Here I’m essentially dead.
 
   Outside the hotel glaring at the streets now. My hand goes up and a taxi shoots down from the sky. The back door pops open and I get inside. 
 
   “Three Kings Park.” 
 
   I don’t even look at the driver this time, so focused I am on the thoughts that plague me.
 
   “You got it, ace.”
 
   The cab lifts into the air and I settle into the torn upholstery. The city of bedlam and deceit that is three parts Gotham and one part Hell’s Kitchen, swells all around me. The landscape of The Loop is defined by jagged edges, cathedral spires in the distance and gargoyles glowering down from impossibly high buildings, dead gardens atop crusty apartment blocks and leafless trees with mangled branches. Sin city sullied biome. To say I hate it here is an understatement. To say I can’t imagine myself anywhere else is also an understatement.
 
   “Got the blues, bud?” the driver asks. He turns on the radio and a BB King track punctures the silence. King’s fingers gracefully scrape up the neck of the guitar, pinching sound waves in a way that no one has ever been able to emulate. 
 
   “I got nothing,” I say, thinking of what it was like to kill Dolly. The fact that she’ll respawn only adds to my agitation. Born to try and kill me again. And me – here I thought we actually had something going on, that I was actually having a relationship with software, an algorithm. Is there any difference between this relationship and the relationships people have with Humandroids back in the real world? No idea. It’s been so long since I’ve been in touch with the real world. 
 
   “You got nothing?” the driver laughs. “Sounds to me like someone is having a bad day.”
 
   “You can call it that. Better, you could call it a series of bad days, 548 bad days to be exact,” I growl. 
 
   “Huh?” His bushy eyebrows furrow in the rearview mirror as he looks me over. “I don’t read you, ace. Whutchoo you mean?”
 
   “Nothing. Turn the music up.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Three Kings Park. 
 
   The place is the vomit trough of the city, long since abandoned, desolate and shit-tacular. The sandboxes are filled with broken glass, most of the swings hang from one chain, the basketball court has been stripped bare, the trees are overgrown, alive but dead in their own way. Portions of the benches have been torn to shreds, making it damn near impossible to sit.
 
   Night has already settled by the time I arrive. The only light in Three Kings Park comes from a couple of trash bins spewing flames. NPC bums stand around the bins warming their hands, drinking fortified wine, freebasing Riotous as they speak in garbled voices. Mindless chatter – two words that couldn’t be more apropos. 
 
   “Thanks,” I tell the cabbie. After I’ve transferred the fare to the driver, his taxi lifts into the air.
 
   I kick through a pile of dry leaves as I make my way towards the center of the park. A broken rake reveals itself; I add it to my inventory list to acknowledge day 548. I don’t know where Frances Euphoria plans to meet me, but I figure the center will be a good place to start. I walk along a darkened path, through tendrils of smog, ignoring the digital crows squawking in the trees. A bottle hits the ground somewhere near the entrance; the sound of shattering glass reminds me that I’d better have a weapon ready just in case.
 
   My inventory list appears in front of my face and I scroll through it, wondering what I should select. I could go with the mini-gun, item 198, but the weight makes it difficult to move quickly. My finger runs across a pair of throwing stars, item 315, and from there I scroll back to a PHASR (Personnel Halting and Stimulation Response), item 108, which is the weapon used by the US Department of Aggressive Defense during their various freedom initiatives. The PHASR features a neuromuscular inhibitor which may prove useful, especially if I need to interrogate Frances Euphoria before I kill her. 
 
   The PHASR appears in my hands. 
 
   It is massive, about the length of a baseball bat. The end is rounded off, topped by a cube-shaped exit point. I select the neuromuscular inhibitor, keeping one hand on the trigger and the other on the forestock.
 
   A pavilion in the center of the park comes into view. A single figure stands in the pavilion, her form barely visible in the fog. A blue triangular icon over her head indicates that she is indeed human.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Hands up,” I say as I approach Frances Euphoria. 
 
   The sky coughs up a small drizzle; lightning cracks overhead; a cat screeches somewhere; a murder takes place behind a bush – the shit hits the fan. 
 
   “Quantum.”
 
   Her red hair frames her face like a bullseye. It is the only color in the park aside from the flames burning along the park’s perimeter. An actual person is in front of me, her eyes clear, the indicator above her head telling me that Frances truly is human, a real live human. Her blue life bar appears in the corner of my eye, something that only happens with human players. The tingling sensation one feels as a prequel to crying comes to me. I can’t tell if it is happening to me in The Loop or in the real world – am I coming through? Am I actually feeling a real emotion?
 
   “Quantum.”
 
   I raise my weapon. There is no better way for me to interpret the turmoil I’m feeling than violence. 
 
   “Remember?” she asks.
 
   I squeeze the trigger, snarling as a purple zap from my PHASR washes over Frances Euphoria. The beam dissipates, fizzing into the background. Shields aren’t allowed in The Loop, which means she must have some sort of mutant hack. 
 
   “What are you?” I ask as I silently switch my PHASR to rapid-fire mode. I look down to my trembling hands. “Why did you kill me last night!?” 
 
   The feeling of violence overcomes the sense of loss rippling through me. I blast her again with my PHASR. The three rapid-fire shots slap into her shield and deflect, connecting with the pillars of the pavilion.
 
   “Relax, Quantum,” she says, and the voice is almost motherly, a tone that indicates that she knows I can’t help myself, I can’t suppress the fury tunneling through my veins. “I killed you because the NVA Seed was monitoring my actions. It was my only option.”
 
   “What are you!?” I ask. “Why…” Better words come to me, stronger and more accurate. “Why are you here? Who the hell are you? Who!?”
 
   “Easy, easy, Quantum,” she says. “I’m about to tell you something that will be hard for you to process.”
 
   I raise my weapon and select LASER, even though I know it will have no effect.
 
   “How long have you been here in The Loop?”
 
   “For… 548 days, today,” I manage to say. 
 
   “No.”
 
   Now that the initial shock of meeting her has waned, I take in what she’s wearing – a black combat uniform with a small popped collar, a sash filled with small leather pouches across her chest, a pair of knee-high boots with two-inch heels. “You’ve been here much longer than 548 days,” she says. “Much longer.”
 
   “How long?”
 
   “You really don’t remember anything do you?”
 
   “What am I supposed to remember?” I nearly scream. “One moment I was in the game, the next I couldn’t log out! I contacted the administrators multiple times – nothing. I began keeping track of the days by putting a single item in my inventory list for every day that passed. So far, 548 days have passed, give or take a few… ” I keep mumbling for another minute until she stops me.
 
   “You’ve forgotten so much,” she says to herself.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “What day do you think it is in the real world?”
 
   “I think it is… ” My hand comes in front of me and I access my calendar. “It is nearly 2052. I lost the ability to log out in 2050, January 31st. I know for a fact.”
 
   A floating screen appears in front of her and she scrolls through her login details. With the twist of her wrist, the screen turns to me and I see a clock timed to the second. Above the clock is a date: May 15th 2058.
 
   “2058? Impossible!” I raise my weapon and fire. It zips over her shoulder, connects with one of the trees surrounding the pavilion. The tree explodes into flaming splinters.
 
   “Quantum, you have been stuck in C.N. for nearly eight years.”
 
   “The Loop! It’s called The Loop!” 
 
   “No, that’s what you call it. The world is, well was, called Cyber Noir, CN for short. It’s one… one of many worlds in the Proxima Galaxy.”
 
   I know this, but the fact that she has essentially shattered my world makes me angry, confrontational. She freezes as soon as I access my inventory. I quickly select a serrated hand ax – item 96 – that I picked up at Barfly’s one night. If a directed energy weapon can’t blast through her shield, perhaps ignorance, anger, and brute force will yield tangible results.
 
   My inventory screen disappears.
 
   “You’ve chosen an ax?” Her red lips part to say something else.
 
   “What do you want from me!?” I ask. “You come here and disrupt my life… my… ” 
 
   But I hate my life! Confusion settles in and I have no idea what I should do. I swing at Frances Euphoria; her hand comes up and she catches the sharp end of my ax between thumb and forefinger.
 
   “What the… ?”
 
   It’s been so long since I fought an actual human in The Loop that I’ve forgotten they too have advanced abilities. 
 
   “You can’t kill me,” she says, pinching the ax blade. I feel my arm tense up. What is she doing?
 
   I’ve used my left hook numerous times to take my opponents off guard. Unfortunately, Frances Euphoria isn’t a normal opponent. She stops my fist with a single finger. Circular waves form around my closed fist as I press forward, testing her immense power. The waves grow in size and intensity until they surround both of our bodies.  
 
   “Quantum, you can’t kill me… ”
 
   Draining my advanced abilities bar, I press forward, hoping to throw her off guard. 
 
   Whud! 
 
   Her forehead flattens my nose in a Liverpool kiss and I fly into a support pillar of the pavilion, smashing through it. My life bar is half-full now, which should be impossible – I’ve leveled my avatar up to a point where hand-to-hand contact rarely has any effect on my hit point.  
 
   “Are you done?” she asks. “Are you ready to talk?”
 
   Frances Euphoria floats over me now like some sort of banshee, her red hair beating in the wind, accented by sharp cracks of lightning in the darkened sky. I raise my hand to access my inventory list. 
 
   I’m dead before my list can even appear. 


 
   
  
 

Day 549
 
    
 
   Feedback my poisonous mistress, damn your whisperings in my ear, your constant barrage on my consciousness. Let me sleep, damn you! Let me never wake up again in The Loop! Let me rest in peace! The sun daggers my eyelids and I know exactly where I am, the place I’ll eternally awaken in, the place that has come to define my cursed existence. 
 
   The Loop.
 
   Groggy feedback pours out of my ear forming a silver puddle on my bed. I stir my finger in the puddle, tracing the name of the woman who has killed me twice now – Frances Euphoria. The hopped up female avatar must be destroyed. I don’t know why she is here, but something isn’t right and only I can get to the bottom of it.
 
   Morning Assassin will be here any moment now. I scroll through my inventory list, looking for the perfect way to slaughter-start my day. The meat cleaver – item 123 – could do, but that would require effort and I really don’t feel like a long, arduous squabble. The bear trap plus landmine combo seemed to do the trick the previous day. I select both items and set the trap.
 
   8:05 rolls around and the Morning Assassin doesn’t come. 
 
   I wait three more minutes for the crow to appear. It doesn’t. Black clouds have yet to form in the sky outside, no thunder either. In fact, the sun is actually shining, which is bothersome because the only time it has shone in the last 548 days is for the first five minutes of the day.
 
   I pull up my stats, clicking on the calendar, gasping when I see the date and time. May 16th 2058, 8:09:19 AM. 
 
   “Shit… ”
 
   Is it possible? Has The Loop stopped repeating itself?
 
   I step into the hallway without checking my reflection in the mirror. I’m in my zoot suit, as I was when I was killed last night, and changing clothes is way down on the list of things that require my attention this AM. My head turtles out of my door, to the lights in the hallway. 
 
   They don’t flicker. 
 
   The six assassins should appear downstairs at 8:12, their entrance marked by something falling on the floor. My inventory list appears and I select a baseball bat, item 17, for my left hand and a katana, item 155, for my right hand. 
 
   I listen for the sound that signifies their entrance. Nothing. I check the time – 8:13. I wait through another two minutes of unadulterated silence, ready to go full throttle.
 
   My God, what is going on here? I’m almost too panicked to move down to the lobby. Change is unsettling; routine is what drives humanity.
 
   As jittery as a jive-ass junkie on a jolt of Drano doesn’t begin to describe how I feel at the moment, as Jim the Doorman greets me at the bottom of the stairs.
 
   “Mr. Hughes, you have a guest.”
 
   I spin, bringing the bat against the back of Jim’s head while simultaneously driving the katana into his kidney.
 
   A slow clapping greets me. “Bravo, Quantum. Very Iron Knight, Silver Vase.”
 
   I unsheath the katana from Jim’s corpse, whirl to face the voice, and hold myself ready. I peer across the lobby to find Frances Euphoria sitting on a worn leather couch with her legs crossed.
 
   “We really need to talk.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Turn your body shield off,” I growl. “Fight me!”
 
   “Sit down and stop being so hostile. If you would relax for a minute, you’d realize I’m here to help you.” Frances Euphoria is in her black uniform with her hair framing her long neck.
 
   “Help me?” I aim my sword at her, twist it slightly. “How are you going to help me? You’ve killed me twice and somehow… somehow you’ve managed to change the layout of my day. What have you done? Tell me, dammit!”
 
   “The NVA Seed modified it, not me. I have nothing to do with this, or the glitch, or the fact that you can’t log out.”
 
   “Are you some type of administrator?” I ask, ignoring what she has just said. “There aren’t any human players in The Loop, haven’t been for almost two years.”
 
   “Eight years. I am not an administrator, but administrator privileges granted to my position allow me to have thing such as mutant hacks.”
 
   “Your position?” 
 
   An explosion rocks the kitchen, rattling the ground. I glance up at the ceiling and watch the chandelier above Frances snap off its chain. She zooms out of the way before it flinderizes the sofa. 
 
   “They’re here… ” Frances now stands a few inches away from the fallen chandelier. “Come with me if you want to live.”
 
   “Why should I trust you?”
 
   “I’m here to save you!”
 
   “Yeah, you keep saying that, toots.”
 
   Four avatars with the blinking blue triangle of a live user stride through the lobby’s newest entrance. And… what a surprise – virtually identical big, bulky ersatz road warrior wannabes in their fantasy biker-Viking black leather and chain mail, bedazzled with teeth and bones and spikes and all the usual wowsie-wow tough-guy accoutrements. They’ve even got skull masks with fangs and horns, straight from a Predator’s wet dream. I’ve seen guys just like these a thousand times before and I’m all ho-hum.
 
   Frances seems to be taking them seriously though, and maybe I should too, but c’mon, it’s like Mad Max is calling and Thunderdome wants its costumes back! Once, just once I’d like to see someone show up with fairy wings, tutu and a magic wand. Now that player I’d take seriously. I look at them and cough, “Dickless! Dickless!” into my fist.
 
   “We found them,” one of the men says. 
 
   Frances gives me the hairy eyeball. “Get behind me, Quantum.” A light twists around Frances Euphoria’s arm. “These men can actually kill you… in real life.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   One of the them steps forward. He is clearly the leader, evident in his stance and demeanor. He’s hooded like the others, but the bottom of his mask is broken, revealing the makings of a beard. Sharp teeth from the mask cover his blackened lips.
 
   “Release Quantum to us and you can go.” His voice is metallic, as if he were speaking through a mechanical larynx. 
 
   “Why are you in C.N.?” Frances asks. “Go back to the main portals. There are better places to deal in death.”
 
   “You know why we’re here,” he says.
 
   I slowly bring my hands behind my back, hiding my baseball bat and katana. They de-materialize as I return them to my inventory list. With my hand out of sight, I quickly scroll through my weapons stash, which momentarily freezes the action. I do this as quickly as possible. 
 
   If I remember correctly, and I do, players can switch weapons during a battle with another human player. This pauses gameplay for the person changing weapons, placing an hourglass over them that all can see. Accessing items in battle is dangerous because the person not scrolling through their inventory can move to a position of significant advantage in relation to the player on pause and shank them in the spleen, or something equally insalubrious before the paused player unfreezes.
 
   Luckily, I know exactly which weapon I need: mini-gun, item 198. It’s in my hand less than a second later, pointed at the four Chucklebutts. The feed chute snakes over my shoulder to the thousand-round ammo backpack.
 
   “A mini-gun?” one of them asks. He laughs, a hoarse, throaty guffaw made worse by his metallic voice box.
 
   The mini-gun spins up and I pull the trigger before he can finish laughing. 
 
   A solid stream of flying hate roars into laughing boy; he splatters like he’s been smacked with the Mystic Mallet Mjolnir, and splashes onto the other three who flinch away and return fire with their assault rifles. 
 
   “Dammit Quantum!” Frances Euphoria tosses a small metal ball in front of me. It goes zzzzt! and emits a green grid that wraps around me like a fat Auntie’s hug. Incoming bullets spang off me and my life bar doesn’t deplete – deflector shield, ha-HA!
 
   Frances’ arm morphs into a shotgun with twin barrels the size of mortar tubes. I’ve never seen this mutant hack before, but I hardly have time to be impressed. Her blast chews the arm and shoulder off the nearest leather boy, who goes down, squealing like a perforated porcine and then disappears when the player logs out. 
 
   “Holy Frijoles, Batman!” I shout, as she blows another one into cat food with her double barrel arm howitzer.
 
   The leader’s arm morphs into a wicked, jagged blade with an underslung gun barrel, similar to the weapon Frances is wielding. He comes at her fast, much faster than I can move – which is saying something – and she parries his blade with her über-gun.
 
   They fly around the lobby like Andy Capp and Flo, like Roadrunner and Wile E. Coyote, like the Tasmanian Devil in a Texas Twister on crack, faster than the NV visor can render or the mind can follow. Wherever they touch explodes into shards and flinders, smoke and noise; they shoot and miss, shoot and miss; blast gaping holes in the very fabric of the lobby and I wonder if they’ll bring the building down. I am rendered impotent by their speed; they are hummingbird fast and phorusrhacid deadly. All I can do is stand there like Cletus Spuckler in slack-jawed amazement.
 
   And then it’s over; the leader’s head spins across the lobby, his body hits the floor and shatters into a million pixels.
 
   I turn to find Frances Euphoria panting, holding her double-barreled mutant hack with her other hand. Two katana blades retract into the gun while some heart-like organ pulsates on the side of her weapon, its beating slows as the mutant hack shrivels.
 
   “They’ve found us,” she announces with a grimace. 
 
   “They who? What now?”
 
   “We need to get someplace else NOW, before word gets out.”
 
   “Barfly’s?” I ask. “I’m craving a morning pick-me-up.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The sun is still in the sky, accenting The Loop in a way I haven’t seen in years. I can see for miles on end from the window of our taxi, over the gothic spires of abandoned churches, through the legs of rusted water tanks, around all the sharpened corners of shady clip joints and hidden stash spots. I can even see the perimeter of the city, a place known as The Badlands. It’s a cliché name for a place that essentially spells the end of the VE dreamscape that is The Loop.
 
   All Proxima Worlds have an end or a border that has the ability to transport you to the opposite end of the map. This is akin to circumnavigating the globe and, years ago when I wasn’t stuck in The Loop, reaching a map’s border was the best way to travel to the other side. In worlds that required credit to travel, one could simply walk to the nearest border and be instantly transferred to the corresponding side. 
 
   The Loop has no such thing. 
 
   The Badlands end about fifteen miles away from the city center in a wall painted like a group of trees. The wall can’t be destroyed, can’t be scaled, and can’t be tunneled under. Trust me, I’ve tried. The fact that some of the highest level NPCs hang out in The Badlands keeps me from venturing out there much. Occasionally, when I feel like slaughtering, I’ll make my way to the perimeters of the city in search of trouble. For better or worse, trouble usually finds me before I can find it.
 
   “Cat got your tongue?” I ask Frances. 
 
   With her hair pulled back into a ponytail, her face seems sharper, more defined, hardened. There is a slight redness to her cheeks; her blue life bar is about three quarters full, which means she took quite a beating back at the hotel.
 
   “I wasn’t expecting the Reapers to show up so soon,” she finally says.
 
   “Where to?” the cab driver asks. He resembles all the other drivers in the city – overweight, under-shaven, indifferently bathed, surly, garrulous. 
 
   “Devil’s Alley,” I say through gritted teeth. 
 
   “Take it easy, sport.” He locks eyes with me in the rearview mirror. A stained rag hangs from the mirror, burnt at the edges. My hand goes up to access my inventory list, but Frances stops me.
 
   “You should kill less,” she says under her breath. “It serves no true purpose.”
 
   “Listen to the broad,” the cabbie says on the tail end of a gnarly cough, “sounds like nuggets of wisdom if you ask me.”
 
   “No one asked you, Buttinsky. If I want any shit out of you I’ll squeeze your head.” What I wouldn’t give to taser the shit out of this driver, taser him until his eyes exploded out of his bulging fly-head. I cover my indignation by asking, “You said something about a glitch back in the hotel. Care to enlighten me?”
 
   Frances keeps her head trained on the back of the driver’s seat.
 
   “Well? And don’t give me this you can’t handle the truth nonsense. Give it to me straight, Frances, lay it on me.”
 
   “You’ve been in C.N. – I mean The Loop – so long that you’ve begun talking like the NPCs here,” she says, avoiding my question.
 
   “I’m just trying to get my head straight, sister.” I tell her. “You show up, tell me I’ve been here for eight years or so and then all sorts of shit starts happening. You’d be fired up too if you were in my shoes.”
 
   “It’s complex.”
 
   “Well, un-complex it for me then, start with the basics. As my mom used to say, use your words. Who are those Raper guys that attacked us back there?”
 
   “Reapers.”
 
   “Yeah, whatever – what about ‘em?”
 
   “They belong to a murder guild that enters the various worlds inside the Proxima Galaxy to track players who are affected by the glitch and can’t log out; players like you. Once they find you, they kill you.”
 
   “And then I respawn. What’s the point?”
 
   “No, they kill you for reals. If they kill you here, your body in the dive tank at the digital coma facility in Cincinnati, Ohio dies too. They use illegal weapons that override the safeties in your visor to fry your brain.
 
   I sideline what she has just said and return to the Reapers. “So, their weapons essentially create a brain aneurism?”
 
   “No. An aneurism is a burst blood vessel. Their weapons trigger a low voltage, high amperage discharge right through the brain that literally fries it.”
 
   “Thanks – good to have that straight. But why, then? What’s the point in killing us?”
 
   “They have people working on the outside that have already prepped all your assets, digital and otherwise, which will transfer to their organization once you die. They’ve done this hundreds of times now. They’re quite good at managing the paperwork.”
 
   “I hardly have anything back in the real world…” I say. At least I think this is true.
 
   “Not true. As you know, you can’t log out, which means you are stuck here in… The Loop. The Proxima Company has given substantial sums to the people who have been trapped by the glitch that prevents you from logging out. It was the same glitch that I—”
 
   “So the glitch prevents me from logging out. What about my repetitive days? Why is every day the same?”
 
   “The NVA Seed – neuronal visualization algorithmic seed – is responsible for the repetition.”
 
   “Really? I was wondering if it was that…”
 
   “The other players that I’ve rescued didn’t experience the same thing as you, the repetition. Each world is different, highly manipulated by the NVA Seeds that oversee them.”
 
   “I’ve long since given up the search for the seed,” I say, watching the city whiz by in a flurry of filth outside the taxi’s windows. “Any clues on where I can find it?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she says. “I haven’t got that far yet.”
 
   The sound of a passing transport vehicle momentarily fills the interior of the taxi. Our driver slows down, letting the vehicle pass.
 
   “Back to the Reapers – they’re after money given to me by the Proxima Company due to the fact I’m stuck in The Loop, correct?”
 
   “Exactly. They kill people and the money is transferred and shared among the members of their guild.”
 
   “But that’s murder… ”
 
   “Legally it isn’t. They’ve argued successfully in various jurisdictions that they are actually trying to free people, to help them log out of the various VE dreamworlds they’re stuck in. They’re quite good at what they do. There is a lot of money behind their organization now.”
 
   “They always win, don’t they?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The bad guys.”
 
   Frances sighs. “Almost always.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Our taxi lowers into Devil’s Alley, which gives Basin City a run for its money. Toppled trash cans sit along the street playing host to digital rats with long scaly tails, buckteeth and beady red eyes. My hand is already coming up to access my inventory list when I see the rats – nothing like a little target practice to start the day.
 
   “Later,” Frances says, squeezing my wrist. I turn to her, still mesmerized by the blue indicator over her head. A real person… 
 
   “How did you know what I was going to do?”
 
   “Call it a hunch.”
 
   I detect a sparkle behind her eyes, but I ignore it. 
 
   I’m out of our taxi before Frances so I can scan the immediate area. The streets are practically empty aside from a few NPC fiends sitting in darkened corners with their knees to their chests, huffing Riotous from beer can pipes.
 
   “We’re good,” I tell Frances. 
 
   She laughs as she steps out. “My hero.”
 
   The driver’s window rolls down. “Are you going to pay me or not?” he asks. “I didn’t drive all the way here for nothing.”
 
   The urge to bash him in the face with a golf club – item 333 – swells inside me. Frances pays him before I can react. 
 
   “Thanks for the tip, toots,” he says as his window goes up. Air compresses and his jalopy shakes, lifting off the ground.
 
   “Remember,” she says, ‘violence will only get you so far in The Loop. This is something you may have forgotten.”
 
   “Violence is The Loop and The Loop is violence. That’s been my motto for as long as I can remember. Why would I change it now?”
 
   “Why would anyone change anything?” she asks.
 
   “Is that supposed to be some type of philosophical statement?”
 
   “It’s more of an observation. Come on, let’s get to Barfly’s.”
 
   A tin can hurls over my shoulder, slamming into a trashcan. I spin around to find dozens of bottles and cans hovering in the air. 
 
   “Is The Loop trying to kill us or something?” I ask.
 
   “Something like that.” 
 
   More cans zip through the air towards Frances. Her body shield protects her, flashes a green grid as the cans ricochet off her frame.
 
   “Don’t worry about the cans; they can’t hurt us with our body shields on.”
 
   She turns into an alley and I follow, bottles and cans pelting us along the way. Occasionally the sound of shattering glass meets my ears, as some of the bottles are made of thinner glass than others. We advance towards Barfly’s, moving in front of a few transients.
 
   “Hey buddy… ” one of the vagrants calls out. He’s an ugly man with a blackened throat; a large bruise covering his left eye reminds me of Mount Fuji.
 
   “What is it?” I ask.
 
   “Can you spare some cred?”
 
   “Why did the Proxima designers put so many fiends in this world?” I ask Frances. Before she can stop me, I retrieve a Glock 22, item 199, from my inventory list and paint the wall crimson with the back of the bum’s head. The others quickly scatter.
 
   “Quantum!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You don’t have to kill everything, you know.”
 
   “How would you have handled it?”
 
   “I would have transferred him some money.”
 
   “Tried that before. I don’t know how many times I have to tell you this, but violence is the answer to the enigma that is The Loop. Remember – I’ve been here a lot longer than you.”
 
   She huffs, “Keep your cool, got it?”
 
   “The next thing you’re going to say is that NPCs are people too.”
 
   “They were people… “
 
   “What?”
 
   Frances shakes her head. “Never mind.”
 
   “No, tell me.”
 
   “The majority of NPCs, aside from certain assassins, were once beta testers for the various Proxima Worlds, before the galaxy expanded. The Proxima Galaxy, which was based on primitive algorithms used in a game called No Man’s Sky, randomly generates worlds, which are seeded – called niche seeding – and then opened for population. Think of the generation process as a sine curve, one simple equation known as the Superformula populates the Proxima Galaxy with various worlds, niche worlds marketed towards certain audiences. So there are dragon worlds, mining worlds, housewife worlds, high fantasy worlds, arctic worlds… you get the picture. Within these worlds, you can “play” the game by fighting, or going on quests. You can also simply exist, living your life within the world.”
 
   “So where do NPCs fit in all this?”
 
   “You’ve forgotten everything…”
 
   “Selective memory, I suppose.”
 
   Frances says, “At the start, before you or I started playing, regular players worked in-game jobs which allowed them to participate freely in various Proxima Worlds. Some were taxi drivers; others were bartenders or doormen at hotels. The Proxima designers captured all these interactions and expanded upon them using the Superformula, which strangely enough, was actually created in 2003 by a Belgium plant geneticist named Johan Gielis to study flora and predict its spreading patterns. You should already know all this, Quantum. NPCs were people too.”
 
   “But they aren’t now.”
 
   “True, but they were, at some point. Anyway, you should be nicer to them. There is no telling what they may be able to tell you or help you with.”
 
   A neon sign flickers at the end of the alley. Barfly’s. Gone are the NPCS hovering about, offering assassinations or quickies for a small fee. Gone are the candy men in baggy slacks hawking Riotous. The place would look somewhat cheerful if it weren’t for the dried piles of vomit, the coagulating puddles of blood, the broken bottles and the syringes scattered around the entrance.
 
   “Shall we?” Frances asks. A flying bottle hits her shoulder, deflected by her body shield. “There will probably be fewer bottles hurled at us inside.”
 
   I laugh. “You haven’t spent enough time at Barfly’s.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Croc the doorman pats me down, rougher than I would have liked.
 
   “You know that won’t help any, right?”
 
   “Rules is rules, Quantum.”
 
   “When did you start patting people down? Hell, this is Barfly’s, the Mos Eisley Cantina of The Loop. There isn’t a better place to get stabbed in the back in the entire city.”
 
   “Watch it, Quantum.” Good ol’ Croc with his chiseled features, gargantuan size and fists the size of computer monitors. I’ve taken a good beating by those hands before. Claiming that the man packs a mean knuckle-sandwich is an understatement. 
 
   “The bar has disabled access to our inventory lists,” Frances says under her breath.
 
   “They’ve done what? What the hell is happening in here?”
 
   “The Loop,” she says, using my word for it. “You can’t access weapons in here now. Don’t worry, my mutant hacks aren’t as easily affected by the game’s AI.”
 
   Croc finishes TSAing me and moves onto Frances, who is more or less indifferent to the entire affair. I still haven’t figured this little lady out. Sure, she’s a tough cookie, but there’s something she isn’t telling me and I don’t like it. This on top of the fact that she has killed me twice is keeping me on my toes – there’s no telling if she’ll gut me again just for the hell of it.
 
   “A seat at the bar,” I say as I plop down in my favorite spot in the far corner. A glance around the gin mill I call a second home tells me something is off. Aside from a couple of generic NPCs playing pool in the back, the place is empty. Cid the bartender knows just what I want before I’ve even placed my tookus on the stool. 
 
   “Thanks for the beer, Cid.”
 
   “My pleasure. For the lady?” he asks slyly.  
 
   “A bottle of Jack, the biggest you got,” she says.
 
   “Coming right up.” 
 
   He hobbles to the other end of the bar to find the bottle. Cid’s got the greaser look down; his hair has been combed so many times it has formed a permanent crease in his hairline. 
 
   “A bottle of Jack? I didn’t know you were that kind of lady.” 
 
   “I’m not. You’ll need a weapon if we’re attacked while we are here. I figure a bottle of Jack will work.”
 
   Cid returns with a bottle and a single shot glass. 
 
   “Make it two.”
 
   “Bottles or shot glasses?” he asks.
 
   “Shot glasses.”
 
   Moments later I’m pouring a shot for Frances.
 
   “Let’s make a toast,” I say.
 
   “To what?”
 
   “To the damage we did to those Reaper goons back there.”
 
   She sets the shot I’ve just handed her on the bar and gives me a motherly look. “You really don’t know what we’re up against, do you?”
 
   “Don’t give me this shit, Frances. You keep up the mysterious act and parcel info out in baby bytes.” I wince as the shot slides down my throat. The idea of alcohol is sometimes as powerful as the alcohol itself. My hand wraps around Jack’s neck and I squeeze another shot out.
 
   “You’ve become an animal in here,” she says, watching me throw the shot back.
 
   “You’d become an animal too if you were trapped in here for nearly two years.”
 
   “It’s been nearly eight,” she reminds me. “You seem to be suffering from a form of virtual amnesia.”
 
   “According to you!”
 
   “And your calendar.”
 
   “Just… just… ” Instead of arguing with her I pour another shot. Damn it feels good to pretend I’m becoming intoxicated. 
 
   “Relax, Quantum.”
 
   “You still haven’t told me why you’re here,” I say.
 
   “I’m here to help you.”
 
   “Help me what?”
 
   “Get out of The Loop.”
 
   “What if… ” I pause, weighing what I’m about to say next. Screw it, let the words flow. “What if I don’t want out of The Loop? What if I like it here?”
 
   “Well if you like it here, I can go now.” She stands.
 
   “Wait!” I look down at my fingers, which are now wrapped around her arm. “Sorry.” 
 
   “It’s fine.”
 
   Frances sits, brushes off the front of her tight black pants. She’s a hotbody, but I have more on my mind than sex. Strange to say, but there are more important things in life.
 
   “Take another shot,” I tell her.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   She opens the bottle and takes a swig.
 
   “That’s my girl!”
 
   Frances smiles at me again. There’s something about her smile that I recognize, something that reminds me of the real world. Two flashes come to me. In one, I’m kneeling in front of a girl who looks like a younger version of Frances. In the other, I’m settling into a large vat of liquid wearing a NV Visor.
 
   “What is it?” she asks.
 
   The concern on my face must be evident. “Who are you?” I ask, knowing that it’s sometimes better to ask than answer.
 
   “Frances Euphoria. And you?”
 
   “Quantum Hughes,” I say. “Wait, why are we telling each other our names.”
 
   “You asked first.”
 
   “But who are you? Why are you here?”
 
   “I keep telling you, Quantum, I’m here to help you.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   But what if I don’t need help? What if I am secretly afraid to leave The Loop, afraid to see what has happened to my body in the real world? I must be puny by now, a small fry. In my calculations it has been two years. In Frances’ (and for some reason the current in-game calendar) it’s been eight. Either way, I’m likely a shell of my former self by now, a husk, a whisper, a wraith. Not that I was every jacked up or anything, but two to eight years in a digital coma has to have taken its toll. My Loop-life may not be half-bad to what I’ll face on the outside.
 
   As Frances speaks, I glance down at my hand, noticing the way the blond hairs are arranged in swirls near my wrists. My eyes move to my fingers, to my groomed nails, which never seem to grow in The Loop. Who is cutting my nails in the real world? Who is taking care of my body? Am I really in a dive vat in a digital coma unit in The People’s Republic of Ohio? Of course I am, but who then has been looking after me for so long? A nurse, you idiot, I think, and to please this pessimistic voice, I take a long drag from the bottle of Jack.
 
   “…that’s why we need to get to The Badlands, to search for this logout point.”
 
   “Wait, there’s a logout point in The Badlands?” I ask. “But that place is Nowheresville… ” 
 
   “Yes, that’s what I’ve been saying for the last few minutes. Haven’t you been listening?”
 
   “Sorry, I was thinking about something.”
 
   Cid stops by. “Wow, you two sure know how to put a bottle back. Would you like another?”
 
   “Not now, Cid,” I say. “We’re busy.”
 
   “No problem, Quantum, just checking.”
 
   “You can go now,” I growl.
 
   He scuttles away and Frances shakes her head at me. “You really know how to treat people here in The Loop, don’t you?”
 
   “They aren’t people.”
 
   “We can debate that later. We need to get to The Badlands… ”
 
   “But The Badlands are vast, I mean, they are much larger than the city. Hell, they surround the city. I bet they account for at least fifty percent of The Loops playable area.”
 
   “Sixty-two percent. This is why we should start searching now, before more Reapers come. We must find the logout point. It is the only way out.”
 
   “Why is there a logout point anyway? You said I’m stuck because of a glitch, right? Give me the lowdown; start from the top.”
 
   “The designers put a manual logout point in each Proxima World, just in case they got stuck during the creation process. They did this while they were developing the dreamscape, while they were still tweaking the neuronal algorithmic core. Remember, Proxima Worlds were designed from the inside out. That is, before the virtual big bang.”
 
   “Virtual big bang?”
 
   “After the initial worlds were created, the Proxima Galaxy began spawning other worlds and caretakers – NVA Seeds – for these worlds, essentially a combination of entropy and dream-structuring through procedural generation. A virtual big bang, if you will. Every world created has the ability to create another world. People can buy these and turn them into whatever they’d like.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “In the real world, you are here,” she points to her forehead. “The prefrontal cortex, the home of your ego. Your pleasure centers are in the middle of your brain and your consciousness is behind your eyes, the orbital frontal cortex. When you dream, these things basically shut down, leaving us with the amygdala, which is when the neuronal visualization algorithm kicks in, activated by sensors on the NVA Visor you’re wearing in the real world.”
 
   Another sip from the bottle and I tune back in to Frances. 
 
   “With your orbital frontal cortex knocked out, you can basically do anything in a dreamscape. This is why the Proxima designers created the advanced abilities bar, to limit what you can and can’t do and how long you can do them for. Different worlds call for different advanced abilities and different sizes of these bars. The bars in epic fantasy worlds are longer. C.N. – I mean The Loop – is supposed to be gritty, supposed to be slightly surreal yet modeled off real life. This is why mutant hacks are banned here.”
 
   “You said that the designers created manual logout points in various Proxima Worlds.”
 
   “Yes, they did or the NVA Seed, the world’s caretaker, did.”
 
   “Why didn’t they release the locations? That would have made sense.”
 
   “There is a master list, actually.”
 
   “Well who has it?” I ask her. “Shouldn’t we just ask them?”
 
   Her eyes grow serious. “The Reapers have it.”
 
   “How did they get it?”
 
   “By killing all the original Proxima Galaxy designers.”
 
   “In real life or in the Proxima Galaxy?”
 
   Frances shrugs. “No one knows for sure. Both probably.”
 
   “So why don’t we just capture one of the Reapers and give ‘em the third degree?”
 
   “As distasteful as I find it, we’ve actually tried that, and it never works – they always just log out. Anyway, only a few of the higher ups in the organization have access to the list.”
 
   “Well, we could bait the higher ups?”
 
   “We should probably try and just find the logout point ourselves. I’ve been able to do it before, in a different Proxima World.”
 
   “What kind?”
 
   “It was a dinosaur themed one called Jurassic Virtual.”
 
   “Whoa, did you ever fight a T-Rex?”
 
   “No, but I rode a stegosaurus.”
 
   “That’s the second coolest thing I’ve heard in two years.”
 
   “Eight years.”
 
   “Two years.”
 
   “How many days according to you?” she asks.
 
   “Five hundred and forty nine days.”
 
   “That’s just a little over a year and a half…”
 
   I shrug. “Closer to two than I’d like.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Cid stops by, smiles at us through missing teeth. “Did I hear you two were going to The Badlands?”
 
   “Shouldn’t you be bartending?” I ask.
 
   “No one to serve.” He hunches over the bar. “What’s this about The Badlands?”
 
   “Nothing,” Frances says for me. “We should be going, Quantum, before the bad guys show get the word on our whereabouts.”
 
   She squeezes my arm.
 
   “Why would they get the word?” I get the drift and turn to Cid. “Say, you weren’t going to drop a dime on us, were you?” My hands already on the bottle of Jack, ready to break it if need be.
 
   “Easy, Quantum,” he says, backing away.
 
   Frances stands. “Let’s go.”
 
   We’re outside Barfly’s before I can start any trouble. The sun has hidden like a coward behind a clump of sinister clouds, returning the ambience to Devil’s Alley that I’ve grown accustomed to. I feel the urge to retrieve the Glock from my inventory list and shoot at the burning little beacon of false hope. 
 
   “Taxi?” I ask.
 
   “The Badlands border Devil’s Alley, do they not?”
 
   “They border everything, from Chinatown to my favorite stomping grounds.”
 
   “We’ll start there, in your… favorite stomping grounds as you say.” A floating orb appears in front of Frances. She presses a button and the terrain of The Loop appears in a circular grid of light. 
 
   “That’s pretty fancy.”
 
   “It’s called an atlas sphere. This will make it easier for us to remember which portion of The Badlands we’ve already checked. Each portion we clear will appear red. This is us,” she says, pointing at two blinking cursors. “I’m transferring you one now.”
 
   “I want to be green.” An icon appears in front of me, indicating that item number 549 has been added to my inventory list.  
 
   “The user of the atlas sphere always appears green on the atlas. That’s why yours is blue.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   “Our atlas spheres are linked. Any information that appears on mine will appear on yours. Let’s get started here.” She presses her finger into the center of the projected map. “From the small amount of data we have, it appears as if the logout point will be stationary.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means that it could be anywhere, attached to anything. We’ll have to clear the entire area.”
 
   “How long do you think that will take?”
 
   “No telling.”
 
   Frances walks ahead of me past a pile of cans. Some of the cans lift into the air, smashing into her body shield. 
 
   “What’s with The Loop anyway?” I ask as I swipe one of the cans out of the air. “Why is it attacking us all the sudden?”
 
   “The Loop has basically gone into a defense mode. It feels…” Her eyes head north as she thinks of the right word. “It feels threatened by my appearance, by the fact you may be leaving soon.”
 
   “Threatened?”
 
   A bottle smashes into Frances; the green grid of her shield lights up, protecting her body as she walks. “For some reason, the NVA Seed that monitors everything in The Loop likes you; it doesn’t want you to leave.”
 
   “Likes… me?”
 
   “Yes. I suppose has an affinity for its only player would be a better phrase, but you get the picture. The Seed likes that fact that you are here and it doesn’t want to let go.”
 
   “So I have both Reapers and the world itself after me?” I chuckle at this thought. It’s strange when something of pure science fiction lays such a heavy hand on a person’s life.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   A large rat appears in the window above the backseat of an abandoned car, eyes us curiously. I access my Beretta 92 with an ECO-9 silencer – item 501 – from my inventory list and fire a shot. I miss and the rat disappears.
 
   Frances laughs and I fire one more shot at the gas tank. The explosion that follows is red, tipped in orange and white. A perfect explosion, like most of the explosions I’ve either witnessed or been killed by in The Loop. 
 
   “You sure are a tough guy,” she says.
 
   “That rat could have been spying on us… “ I say.
 
   “Actually,” she turns to me, “you’re right, it could have been.”
 
   I see the flicker of flames in the distance. The entrance to this part of The Badlands crosses over a drainage ditch filled with broken bottles. I was once tossed by an NPC down there – boy did it do a number on my back. I offed myself that day just so I didn’t have to feel the injury any longer.
 
   “There.” 
 
   I point at a pair of boards that cross the moat of glass. The board on the left looks a little rotten, but my guess is that it’s strong enough to support our weight, at least one at a time.
 
   “What is it?” 
 
   Frances Euphoria hesitates. “I’m not a big fan of heights,” she finally says.
 
   “Even in a VE dreamworld?”
 
   “Especially in a virtual entertainment dreamworld.” 
 
   “Just use your advanced abilities.”
 
   There are two bars constantly visible in my field of vision. One is my life bar, which is blue. The other is my advanced abilities bar, green. I’m so used to seeing these things that I no longer notice them, unless they’ve been partially depleted. 
 
   “I’m sure you have enough juice,” I say before launching myself over the ditch. I turn back to Frances. “You coming or not?” 
 
   “Actually, I’m still recovering from using my mutant hacks back at the hotel. That was quite the fight.” 
 
   It’s the first time I’ve seen fear on her face. 
 
   “Are you coming?” she asks.
 
   I hurl myself back over the ditch, stopping directly in front of Frances Euphoria. We now stand intimately close, inches away from one another. 
 
   “Come on.” I scoop her into my arms before she can protest and leap over the ditch.
 
   “My hero,” she says, rolling her eyes as I set her down. A taxi passes overhead, veering into a sharp U-turn. It continues back towards Devil’s Alley looking for scum.
 
   Directly to our left is an abandoned Ferris wheel, partially stuck in the ground. To our right is a funhouse, the entrance shaped like an evil clown opening its mouth. The clown’s lips are blood red, its nostrils flared and its eyes white without pupils. With my Beretta still in my hand, I shoot out the clown’s front teeth.
 
   “I’m impressed,” Frances Euphoria says in a way that tells me she isn’t impressed.
 
   An old transient, hunched over and carnie-like, limps towards us. The skin on his face is deformed, covered in pockmarks. A little top hat with a long peacock feather sticking out of its band sits on his head, tilted to the left. One arm is smaller than the other.
 
   “Looking … looking … looking …” he says frothing at the mouth. “Looking! Looking! ALWAYS looking … I am … you are … we are … ARGH! Knife me! LOOKING! Knife me! Blood like a hound keep your voices down … keep them down KEEP THEM DOWN!”
 
   “Stop right there, buddy,” I say, aiming my Beretta at him. Frances lowers my arm.
 
   “We’re here searching for something,” she says calmly.
 
   His lips curl and his tongue darts over the tops of his teeth. “SEARCHING! Ha! Search we will ‘til the earth ends and we begin and we begin and we begin ... ” His eyes fill with tears. “WE BEGIN and we WE BEGIN begin and I … and … search and all the … stationery HOLY EYES release I complete I forget … forget … FORGET!”
 
   “I’m taking this one out,” I say. “Something’s wrong with him.”
 
   “Wait … ” Frances approaches the carnie. He shrinks into himself, the fat from his scarred cheeks flopping onto his shoulders. “Don’t be afraid. I’m not going to hurt you.”
 
   He chatters, “Nothing to be afraid of NOTHING to be afraid … to be … scared feared reared seared cleared mirrored weird beard … to BE … or … TO BE OR TO BE! Ah!” His beady eyes lock onto Frances. “AWAY!” he snarls. “Away! AWAY!”
 
   I fire a shot directly over his head; the silencer muffles the report as the bullet cracks past. “ARGH!” He pulls on the brim of his hat as if he’s trying to crawl inside. 
 
   “Quantum!”
 
   “Leave this one alone, Frances. I’m telling you, I’ve been in The Loop long enough to know when something ... ”
 
   The carnie leaps forward, sinking his teeth into her arm, somehow cutting through her body shield. She screams and her fist comes back, connecting with his eye. Once, twice. His eye bursts, spewing white acid into the air. 
 
   I’m already next to her by the time this happens, cracking the carnie in the back of the head with the butt of my Beretta. Still, he’s unrelenting; he has practically super-glued his teeth into Frances’ arm. I grab his feet, pulling at his ankles. His pants come down and shit trickles out of his ass.
 
   “What in the … ” 
 
   I grab the back of the carnie’s head, pulling his body in a downward motion to avoid his digital shit. I’m too busy trying to avoid the crap misting out of his ass to see that Frances Euphoria’s other arm has morphed into a hooked blade. She brings the blade down, amputating her own arm.
 
   The carnie, now on all fours with his pants off and Frances’ arm in his mouth, scurries off towards the funhouse. My finger goes up and my inventory list appears. A Molotov cocktail – item 51 – appears in my hand. I toss it at the clambering carnie and it explodes on impact.
 
   “Sorry about your arm … ” 
 
   I turn to find light spiraling around Frances’ arm. The light is white on top, rainbow-colored on bottom, where it currently reforms her wrist.
 
   “You can regenerate?”
 
   “My avatar regenerates on her own,” she says. “None of the weapons here can do much damage to me.”
 
   “What about the Reapers?”
 
   “They have different weapons, ones that aren’t available in this world.”
 
   “Come, let’s keep exploring.” Frances’ atlas sphere floats in the air next to her. It begins zipping around, scanning areas with a red beam.
 
   “Activate yours as well,” she says. “It will make this much easier.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   We search for hours after her arm has healed. Occasionally we encounter overly aggressive bums tweaked up on Riotous, but none as vicious as the strange carnie that attacked us earlier. According to Frances, nearly anything can be the logout point, as long as it is stationary.
 
   The logout point must be stationary.
 
   The sun sets (or at least it’s the time that it should start setting – cloud coverage has made it nearly impossible to tell). At any rate, I’ve lived in The Loop long enough to know that night is a bad time to be in The Badlands. The number of hostile NPCs multiplies at night, which will make our search just that much harder. True, it doesn’t really matter if I die or not, but every once in a while I like to actually make it through the day and go to sleep on my own. From what I can remember, the last day I lived through entirely was day 381, which coincides with the M-1 Garand that I picked up at The Pier. Nothing like eight rounds of .30-06 and a sixteen-inch bayonet to take out a few jobbies. 
 
   “We’d better take a powder,” I suggest. 
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “Leave, we should leave.”
 
   “That’s fine.” Frances Euphoria’s atlas sphere whirls around her head for a moment before materializing. “I need to log out anyway, eat some dinner. It’s been a long day.”
 
   An incomprehensible sense of longing balloons within me.
 
   “What?” she asks, noticing the half-frown on my face.
 
   “Log out. I can’t imagine what it would be like to actually log out, or to eat actual food for that matter. Do you … ” I eye her wearily. “Do you know what has happened to me back in the real world? Have you … seen me?”
 
   “I have, Quantum.” She takes a step closer to me. “I see you every day.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   A flare gun appears in Frances’ hand, which is helpful for flagging down taxis in remote areas. She fires a round and within seconds, a taxi lowers itself to the ground.
 
   “Where you heading?” the cabbie asks through the crack in his window.
 
   “Mondegreen Hotel,” I say.
 
   “I wasn’t going in that direction, but I guess I’ll take you there.”
 
   I open the back door and slide in. “Well, excuse the Hell out of me for asking you to do your job,” I say under my breath.
 
   “A wise guy, eh?” His dark eyes size me up through the rearview mirror. 
 
   “Why don’t you goose it and mind your own damn business.”
 
   “Quantum,” Frances whispers as she scoots in next to me, “Manners.”
 
   “I hear you there, lady,” the cabbie says as his taxi lifts into the air. “Kids these days get a kick out of being punks. Kind of shows you where the world is going.”
 
   “What was that?” I ask.
 
   “Cool it, Quantum.” 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The Mondegreen Hotel is a somber affair, a grungy place with a chipped exterior and a few broken windows on the lower floors. Not exactly the Trump Taj Mahal. 
 
   The hotel has six stories if you don’t count the basement, which used to be a bar. The entrance to the dreary hotel is marked by a few steps and a couple of dead bushes chock full of paper bags used to hold forties, condom wrappers, discarded weapons (I found item 266 in those very bushes – a burlap sack full of door knobs) and the occasional body part. 
 
   “Home sweet home,” I say as the taxi lowers itself to the street.
 
   I wanted to speak to Frances about my body in the real world, but I had decided to keep my mouth shut during the ride back to the hotel. The cabbie could have overhead us, which wouldn’t have mattered to me in the past. Things have changed now that I know The Loop is trying to prevent me from logging out. 
 
   “Let’s go to my room,” I say as soon as the taxi lifts into the air. “Hey … ”
 
   “Yes?” Frances asks. Her hands are on her hips, parked just over her belt. There’s something gorgeous about her, something overly familiar. I still can’t place my finger on it.
 
   “What did you mean when you said earlier that you saw my body every day?”
 
   “I meant exactly what I said.”
 
   “What do I look like … in the real world?” 
 
   I’ve imagined what I look like countless times since being trapped here. There’s no telling.
 
   “Thin,” she says, turning away from me. “You are very thin, Quantum, a shadow of your former self.” A can lifts out of a trashcan and hurls itself at her. She brushes it away and it clinks onto the ground.
 
   Her statement bothers me even though I’ve known for a while that this was likely the condition of my body in the real world. “You know, you haven’t really told me why you are here to rescue me.”
 
   “It’s a long story … ”
 
   “Yeah, you keep saying that too. Get on with it, doll face. Also, why do you see me every day? You stalking me or something?” I ask with a nervous grin on my face.
 
   “Stalking? Hardly.” Frances is facing me again, her red hair framing her face. “You really can’t remember, can you?”
 
   “Clue me in,” I say. “I’m sick of being stuck in the dark here.”
 
   We enter the lobby of the hotel. The chandelier is half-lit as it always is, the carpets red and elaborate. The place is more or less spick and span; there’s no evidence that we battled a load of Reapers in here for breakfast. 
 
   “Quantum … ” Frances stops dead in her tracks, her arms at her side with her palms open. My eyes fall upon a package on the receptionist’s desk. “Run!”
 
   Too late is an understatement. 
 
   The lobby walls last just long enough for the shockwave to splat us like roaches before they balloon outward ahead of the flame front. I never hear the façade of the hotel collapse into the street.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Day 550
 
    
 
   Feedback like banshees entombed in my skull. Feedback, my Judas, my arch nemesis, my antagonist. My dreams are bitter tears, cries from the nucleus of a lost valley filled with murky characters and dagger-eyed snakes. I dreamt that I was in a vat of liquid being turned by a soft pair of hands. I dreamt that the hands moved up and down my body, massaging my nonexistent muscles. I dreamt of Frances and a time when she was younger, a time when we had reversed roles.
 
   Loop dreams about a faux Loop-life while hoping to awake someplace else, someplace that isn’t a digital cell, an algorithmic jail tied to an excruciating urge to awaken, to break myself free of the dream that I am prisoner to.
 
   I can almost force myself awake in my dreams, almost separate myself from my avatar and travel upwards, towards the place we all must one day go. If only I could pry myself free of this body, peel my skin off and twist into the air, the wind trailing behind me as I spiral upwards towards a pair of eyes in the sky, my eyes in the real world, eyes that must be pressed before they can open in a different place.
 
   A place that isn’t The Loop.
 
   I roll to my side wishing I were dead. My head aches, or at least I imagine it aching or at least it should be aching considering I’ve just woken after being killed by an explosion. I cast my qualms aside – Morning Assassin will be here any moment and I’d better be ready for him. 
 
   8:03 AM.
 
   I scroll through my inventory list looking for the perfect way to defeat my opponent. He didn’t come the previous morning, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t seconds away from breaking through my window ready to rumble. Feeling creative, I select a clothes iron which is always piping hot (item 93), and a trashcan lid (item 14), which makes a swell shield due to its thickness. My door springs open.
 
   “There you are, you bastard!” I say waving my hot iron at … “Frances?”
 
   “I thought I’d surprise you.” She stands just beneath the door frame, wearing the same clothes she wore yesterday. 
 
   “Why didn’t you just knock?”
 
   “Why are you holding a trashcan lid and a clothes iron?”
 
   “Because they won’t hold themselves, Sugar Baby.”
 
   I press the button on the iron releasing a cloud of steam. The cloud quickly dissipates. 
 
   Frances’ face twists into a disbelieving grin. “Quantum … you really have lost it in here, haven’t you?”
 
   “What?” I start laughing, and press the steam button again. “You should have knocked. I thought … I thought Morning Assassin was coming.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “My 8:05…”
 
   “Oh, that’s right. I keep forgetting you’ve been in here for eight years.”
 
   “Two years.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   She walks over to my window, staring out at the city. I can see the slightest outline of her reflection in the glass. 
 
   “I have tons of questions,” I say. Her visage morphs from light-hearted to serious. “First, regarding what we were talking about before we were blown to smithereens yesterday, I need you to be clear with me, Frances. I need you to be perfectly honest with me.”
 
   She turns to me. “Sit.”
 
   I relax back onto my bed. 
 
   “When one dives into a Proxima World, one does so unconsciously, essentially entering a prefab dreamworld that has been constructed using advanced neuronal algorithms.”
 
   “Which is why my real body is in what is known as a digital coma. I get it. Why are you telling me all this?” I ask. 
 
   “As I said yesterday, there are other people trapped in the various worlds of the Proxima Galaxy. And the Reapers hunt them down and kill them, for profit. Wherever the forces of evil attempt to extend their dominion, there is a counterforce that strives to oppose them. Just as SkyNet has John Connor, just as the Monarch has Brock Samson, the Reapers have me! I work for the FCG–”
 
   “You’re with the Feds?”
 
   “Yes, I’m with the Federal Corporate Government.” She clears her throat.
 
   “I don’t see you as a back-office bureaucrat, somehow.”
 
   “I’m part of a special division that locates and frees users who’ve been trapped inside Proxima Worlds.”
 
   “The FCG has a division for that? Who’d a thunk it?”
 
   “They set it up in 2048 and you’re one of the founders.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “You and one other guy ... ”
 
   “Tell it to the Marines, sister.”
 
   “Huh? What Marines? Wait. Ummmm … I’m not kidding, Quantum. You’re one of the founders and the first member of the team to successfully affect a rescue, back in 2050. There have been about a thousand other rescues since, but you were the first one to successfully go in, find a stranded user, locate the manual logout point, and bring them back.”
 
   “And I got stuck?”
 
   “And you got stuck because of the glitch.”
 
   “And you’re here to rescue me?”
 
   “Bingo.”
 
   “Why did it take you so long to find me?”
 
   “There is no way to tell which Proxima World a person is stuck in and there are tens of thousands of worlds – new worlds are created daily, as the Proxima Galaxy expands. As soon as someone loses the ability to log out, the system erases their data. I’ve been searching for you for the last four years. In fact, searching for you allowed me to save a few others.”
 
   “So people are still getting trapped?”
 
   “No, not anymore. They eradicated the glitch 2055, after a massive overhaul of the code. However, there are still people trapped from before the glitch was fixed.”
 
   “How many?”
 
   “Over a hundred.”
 
   “What about my partner, the other founder of this task force that searches for trapped players? What happened to–”
 
   “–He’s no longer with us,” she says shortly.
 
   “Okay, well what’s the name of the task force anyway?”
 
   “The Dream Team.”
 
   I snort through my nose at that. 
 
   “It used to be called the Dream Task Force, but people started referring to us as the Dream Team after the president gave a speech about us. Besides, the word dream is actually an acronym. It stands for Dream Recovery Extraction and Management. Most people just call us the Dream Team, though.”
 
   “Seriously? Wow! On a scale of one through ten on the Acme Relative Lameness Index, that’s like an eleven. What wet end came up with that?”
 
   “That wet end would be you, Mr. Hughes.”
 
   “Well, that explains some. I can be ironic at times.” I smile at Frances but it seems to have no effect. “So what happens if I log out?”
 
   “That’s really up to you.”
 
   “And the bomb at the desk last night? Who planted that?”
 
   “It was randomly generated. As I said earlier, the NVA Seed isn’t happy.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   I lead Frances downstairs (no assassins) and into the dining area. I figure a day of searching for a hidden logout point will require a big breakfast.
 
   “Wait here a moment,” I say after she sits. I whisk past Dolly, who is in the process of bringing us menus. I’m still kicking myself for killing her a couple days back – I feel guilty even though it had to be done, even though she came at me first.
 
   “I’ll be back in a moment, Doll,” I say as I slip into the kitchen.
 
   I kick the revolving door open and step in. A large meat cleaver zips past my face and lodges in the wall inches away from my shoulder. 
 
   “There you are!” I say to the chef with a grin on my face. 
 
   “Quantum!” I hear Frances call out from the dining room.
 
   “Busy!” I yell back. My inventory list appears and I select a golf club – item 333 – and my metal trashcan lid (item 14). 
 
   The chef, a blubbery man with a handlebar mustache and a white chef’s hat laughs. “Ha! You come at me with this?” he asks. “Pathetic!”
 
   “It’s been a few days you bastard,” I say, baring my teeth.
 
   He thrusts at me with an oversized carving knife. I deflect his attack with my shield and I nail him in the nuts with my nine-iron. 
 
   “OOooOOF!” His eyes bulge, his dentures fly out of his mouth, skip across the utility island and land in the Fry-O-Lator – I do believe I’ll pass on the fries today. His face purples as he bends forward, clutches his groin, and falls face-first into the salad prep station.
 
   “I got you now, foul filet defiler,” I shout, the bloodlust upon me.
 
   “Sez you!” He whirls and flings a handful of chopped onion in my eyes, follows it with a sweet left hook – right cross combo. I back-pedal across the greasy floor, lose my footing and land flat on my back. The golf club flies from my grip and the trash can lid clangs away out of reach. A sack of flour hits me in the face, followed by a canister of sugar, a flat of eggs, and a gallon jug of cow juice. I hope there’s enough left for pancakes when I’m done in here.
 
   The kitchen door swings open. Frances Euphoria points her own .500 magnum at the chef. “Don’t move and nobody gets hurt,” she advises him. He slams on the brakes and freezes in place, an extra-large rolling pin cocked over his shoulder like a Louisville Slugger. With a roll of her eyes and an exasperated sigh she queries, “Seriously Quantum? This is something you had to do? You can’t just leave him alone?”
 
   “He’s my … ” I look at my nonexistent watch. “Well, he used to be my 8:23 but I’m a little early. I thought maybe you’d like an uninterrupted breakfast.”
 
   The door swings closed and Mr. Chef leaps for me. I roll out of his way and he face-plants in the impromptu pancake batter. 
 
   I access my inventory list before he can reorient himself and come after me again. A dart gun – item 78 – appears in my hand. I fire a poison dart right into his neck; his hand flies to the dart as toxic yellow foam boils out of his nose and mouth. He twitches his faux life away and makes a pancake batter angel on the tiles as he does so.
 
   I pick up the chef’s rolling pin and add it to my inventory, item 550.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Really, Quantum,” Frances Euphoria says after I’ve returned to the dining area. “You are like a man-child in here, like … like … like an ape gone ape.”
 
   “Relaxitrate, Frances, I was just having a little fun. Besides, that chef has tried to kill me … well I don’t know how many times.” I think for a moment. “At least a hundred times, at least.”
 
   “What’ll it be?” Dolly appears with the menus in her hands and a pained expression on her face.
 
   “Hiya Dolly,” I say with a nervous grin. “Sorry about the other day …”
 
   “Which other day?” she asks, cocking her head to the right. “What would you like to eat this morning?”
 
   Really? Nothing.
 
   “I’ll have the usual.”
 
   “Eggs over easy, three pieces of toast, bacon and a beer?”
 
   “Add some pancakes too. Three, no make it four, extra butter.”
 
   There’s something different about Dolly’s makeup today. It’s more elaborate than usual, especially around her eyes. Her lips aren’t blood red as they normally are; instead they’re pink, a faint color closer to orange sherbet than pink in the traditional sense. Her apron is different and reveals more cleavage. 
 
   “Will there be anything else, Mr. Hughes?”
 
   Mr. Hughes? She’s never called me that before. I put the pieces together, glancing from Dolly to Frances.
 
   “She’s just a friend,” I say, nodding at Frances.
 
   Dolly’s cheeks redden. “What would you like, Quantum’s friend?”
 
   “I’ll have a cup of tea,” she says. “No, you know what, make that a beer.”
 
   “Two beers and the usual,” Dolly says without making eye contact with either of us. She swivels on her heels and glides away.
 
   “What was that about?” Frances asks.
 
   “Well … ”  
 
   “Well what?”
 
   I say, “We are sort of a thing.”
 
   “Sort of a thing?”
 
   “You know, jacketed, going steady.”
 
   “You’re dating an NPC?” Frances presses her hand over her mouth to stifle a laugh.
 
   “What’s wrong with that? I’ve been here for nearly two years!”
 
   “Eight. I just wasn’t expecting that.”
 
   “What, you haven’t encountered that before?”
 
   “Actually, I’ve encountered it plenty of times. The lady trapped in Jurassic Virtual was having a relationship with a Velociraptor.”
 
   “How does that work?”
 
   “About like you’d expect: scaly, with lots of scratching and clawing and biting – and that was just her.”
 
   “Sounds … uncomfortable.”
 
   “She did die a lot.”
 
   “Well, anyway, that’s why Dolly was acting screwy. She’s a little jealous.”
 
   “Strange,” Frances says. “I’ve never seen an NPC look so … jealous.”
 
   “Dolly isn’t like the others.” 
 
   All the times we’ve shared come to me in a single image of us lying on my bed, each smoking cigarettes. Sure, we had sex, but most of the time we’d simply lie around until she had to go back to work or I felt like going on a hunting spree. Sometimes we’d break into the room next door and watch black and white detective flicks on TV, Dolly lying with her head on my stomach as she slept. Two (or eight) years are a long time to be with someone, even if that someone isn’t actually a someone. 
 
   “She tried to kill me that night that I met you at Three Kings Park. That was the first time Dolly ever tried to do anything like that,” I say. “It really got to me. I hated seeing her bleed, even though it wasn’t real.”
 
   “Just because you’re in what is essentially a programmed dreamworld, doesn’t mean that emotions aren’t real. If you experience it, it is real to you.”
 
   Dolly comes with the beers.
 
   “How’s work?” I ask her.
 
   “I have to do all the cooking myself when you kill the chef,” she says sharply. “You should remember that next time.”
 
   My mouth drops open. In all the times I’ve sent the chef to sit at the feet of Julia Child, Dolly has never once acknowledged my actions.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   I wave at Jim the Doorman as Frances and I exit through the lobby. He nods at me nervously, avoiding eye contact.
 
   “Cat got your tongue, Jim?”
 
   “No, Mr. Hughes.”
 
   “Please, Quantum. Call me Quantum.”
 
   “No, Mr. Quantum.”
 
   “No messages?”
 
   “None that I’m aware of, sir.”
 
   Frances smiles at Jim. “Have a nice day,” she says, hooking her arm through mine.
 
   “Thank you,” he says in resonant, round tones. “I will certainly try.”
 
   The hotel doors swivel open and I step out, taking in what’s left of the morning rays. Like yesterday, the rain clouds that have plagued my life since the start of my entrapment are nonexistent. The sky is tinted gray, but this could be a pollute haze as much as it could be an indication that rain would soon come. Still, the sun is evident.
 
   “Where to, Ms. Euphoria? Or is it Mrs.?”
 
   “Miss,” she says. 
 
   Her atlas sphere appears in the air and a map of the city stretches in front of us, bathed in light. A small section of The Badlands near Devil’s Alley is now colored red.
 
   “That’s the area we cleared yesterday,” she reminds me.
 
   One look at the map reminds me of how long this little mission is going to take. I don’t know what the area of The Badlands corresponds to in miles, but it is expansive.
 
   “Is there any place that would be better to check than others?” I ask. “I mean, are there any telltale signs of a logout point?
 
   “Not to my knowledge. The manual logout points are randomly generated and then set in stone, wherever they may be. As I said earlier, a list exists, but the Reapers have it and they’re not telling.”
 
   “Well if that’s the case, we could check the area of The Badlands that borders The Pier. I haven’t seen the water illuminated by the sun in … I don’t know how long.”
 
   “Good. The Pier it is.” Frances raises her hand and a taxi lowers itself to the ground. “Be nice to the driver,” she says as we get in.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The Pier and its surrounding docks are modeled after New York Harbor sans the Statue of Liberty. The Badlands start just after a long series of warehouses, which are filled with everything from assassin lairs to massage parlors to drug manufacturers. I suppose everyone needs to get their jollies. 
 
   “Do you feel like busting a few Riotous manufacturers while we’re here?” I ask after I’ve paid the taxi driver. His cab putters into the air, coughing up exhaust fumes.
 
   “That’s not really why we’re here.”
 
   I shrug. The reflection off the water is indeed beautiful, even with the gray sky. “I was into the stuff about a year ago, during one of my …” I bite my bottom lip. “During one of my darker spells. Riotous made me über-violent.”
 
   “I can’t imagine you more violent than you already are.”
 
   Frances scoops her red hair off her forehead, pulls it back into a ponytail. The stink of The Badlands has a way of jolting me awake like a cup of strong Joe. The grime covered streets and the dead carcasses of a few choice varmints make me miss the comforts of my yellowed hotel room back at the Mondegreen Hotel. A couple of bums lurking behind a large dumpster remind me to keep my guard up. Home is where the grime isn’t. 
 
   “What can I say? I’m a product of my environment.”
 
   Her atlas sphere appears in the air. “Shall we get started?”
 
   “The Badlands border the warehouse area, across from the docks,” I tell her with a sweeping gesture. “At night, there’s a black market through one of the alleys. It’s a swell place to find just about anything, from Riotous to weapons.”
 
   The sphere burns off and Frances follows it. 
 
   Watching her move and seeing the blue indicator above her head never ceases to amaze me. Having not seen a real, live person in at least two years, maybe longer, has made little things such as a player indicator much more fascinating than they should be. As we look for the logout point, I get to thinking about my age. According to myself, I’m in my thirties, thirty-three to be exact. But if I’ve really been in here for eight years …
 
   “How old am I?” I ask her. “In the real world ... ”
 
   “Close to forty. What’s wrong?” she asks after noticing the frown on my face. “Trust me, you don’t look a day over thirty in the real world … pale, but a pale thirty.”
 
   “I just thought that I was thirty-three. I should be at day 550 or so. Keeping track was the one thing I managed to do right every day.”
 
   “The reason your days are off from the days that have passed in the real world is due to your sleeping habits, or more appropriately, your respawning habits.”
 
   “My sleeping habits?”
 
   “You sleep longer now when you wait to respawn, or when you are killed. What was once more or less equivalent to the time passing in the real world has now ballooned.”
 
   “Ballooned to what?”
 
   “It varies, but you can be asleep in the real world for up to ten days, sometimes thirteen.”
 
   The sound of a tugboat coming into The Pier pricks my ears. I’ve seen dozens of boats in The Pier, but they haven’t moved in to dock until now.
 
   “Frances,” I say as the tugboat pulls in. 
 
   Water sloshes against the side of the boat, painting wet bands against a bow covered in orange rust. Thunder clouds bubble in the sky above, as if the AI running the place knows  something bad is about to happen.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Is there something … off about that boat?”
 
   “What do you mean?” she asks.
 
   My inventory list appears in front of me and I choose a pair of Leaks, item 16. They’re handy for both infrared work and long distance viewing. The Leaks appear on my face in the form of steampunk-inspired goggles. My hand comes up to the left side of the Leaks and I adjust my viewing trajectory. “Well beside the fact I’ve never seen one come in to dock, I’ve also never seen one filled with people.”
 
   “Filled with people?”
 
   The door on the wheelhouse spills open and bodies fall out, cracking their heads on the handrails. They’re naked, zombie-like, with bleached skin covered in seeping whiplashes and reddened scabs. They continue spilling out of the door, crawling over one another, man and woman alike, clawing at each other with arrowhead-shaped fingernails as they gravitate towards the wharf.
 
   Some of them hit the quay before I can access my inventory list. They fall on top of one another, crushing the others beneath them as they bark, growl, gnash their teeth, scream at the darkening sky.
 
   A bazooka, item 82, appears in my hands in a matter of seconds. A targeting icon appears in the ocular feed provided by my Leaks. I lock onto the wheelhouse.
 
   “Quantum … ”
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Don’t.” 
 
   “Don’t what?”
 
   She hesitates as the bleached skin people pull themselves to their knees, fall over one another, bulge up the dock and onto the pavement separating The Badlands from The Pier. All of them have collars around their necks with blinking red lights.
 
   “Frances, we’ve got a CHUD fest bearing down on us and you want me to hold fire.” 
 
   My finger touches the trigger, ready to pull it.
 
   “They’re not NPCs.” she says. “They’re human.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Human!? There must be hundreds of them!”
 
   The bleached folk close the distance between us, coming on like rabid rats as they scramble towards us.
 
   “These are people that have been imprisoned by Reapers,” Frances explains quickly. “The Reapers send them to various Proxima Worlds to hunt for key players, players who have received money from the company, players like you. They’re kept in solitary confinement until they are unleashed onto a dreamscape. If they successfully capture someone, they’re supposedly freed and allowed to return to the real world. But they are never actually released.”
 
   I turn back to the bleached people, watching them move closer. I can see their red eyes now; many of them suffer from some type of skin pigment disease. Portions of their bodies are milk chocolate brown, other parts are pig pink and rimmed with age spots. All but a few are completely nude.
 
   “Can I kill them?” I ask.
 
   “No, it’s illegal. We could be charged with murder!”
 
   “By who, exactly? We got freakin’ zombies closing in on us and you’re worried about legal niceties? What, the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Zombies is gonna come ‘round and slap the bracelets on us? Hello, Frances – we have to be not dead here for that to happen!”
 
   “Those collars around their necks prevent them from logging out and trigger a violent epileptic seizure if another player kills them. If their collars are damaged here or in any Proxima world, they’ll die in the real world, and various RevCo shell companies collect their insurance payouts.”
 
   “So if I kill them I’m doing the Reapers a favor?”
 
   “Plus, you could be charged with murder.”
 
   “Yeah, you said that, but only if I wake up.”
 
   “ … but only if you wake up.”
 
   “I’ll take my chances.” 
 
   To one knee I go, aiming my bazooka towards the center of the moving mass of people, where it will do the most damage. “What are you waiting for, Frances? There’s no time to kill like the present.”
 
   She steps in front of the muzzle of the bazooka, presses it into her stomach. “It’s murder … ”
 
   “Move! They’re getting closer.”
 
   “Put your weapon away, I’ll … I’ll handle this.”
 
   A metallic sphere spins in the air. Digital rain spews out of the bottom of the sphere, covering us with a blue dome of light that’s been threaded together like a chain-link fence. 
 
   “Is it a one-way shield?” I ask. “Out but not in?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.” I quickly access my inventory list and find my mini-gun, item 198. I should be able to mow ‘em down like weeds with that. 
 
   “Quantum … ” 
 
   “What’s the problem, Boutros? Just in case your little diplomatic mission doesn’t work.”
 
   It doesn’t take long for the bleached people to reach the dome that surrounds us. They hurl themselves at it, scream and snap their jaws. Each time they touch the shield they’re zapped by a jolt of electricity, which only infuriates them even more. Frances waits long enough for the people to realize they can’t get to us before saying, “Who is your leader?”
 
   A woman with clumps of hair sticking out of her head and lips ringed with blood hisses, “We have no leader…”
 
   “Ah, so you’re the leader,” Frances says.
 
   “She’s not the leader.” A man wrinkled like a hairless cat steps forward. He grabs the woman by the throat and she swings her fists into his face, smashing his teeth and bloodying her knuckles.
 
   “These people are animals … ”
 
   “Some of them have been held prisoner for six years,” Frances says under her breath. If you fire on them, you may hit their collars, so stay frosty.” She turns to them. “You’ve come here to hun t… ” She points at me. “Quantum Hughes, yes?”
 
   The bleached people began squealing, spitting, screaming, seething and everything in between.
 
   “Nice going, kid.”
 
   “You could help us instead,” Frances suggests. “If we can find a logout point, we’ll be able to log out and rescue you.”
 
   “Rescue us?” 
 
   Whispers spread through the crowd. Lightning cracks in the sky above, signaling that the normally dreary day of The Loop is making a comeback. 
 
   “Lower the shield and we’ll do as you ask,” the bloody-knuckled woman says.
 
   Another man, his chin and neck covered in dried blood laughs maniacally. He grabs the woman by the back of the head and pulls her into the crowd.
 
   “They’re animals ... ” I whisper. My hand drops to Frances’ shoulder. “We’d be doing them a favor by … killing them. You don’t have to – I’ll do it myself.”
 
   “No,” she says, “we must try.”
 
   The crowd of bleached people stops swarming. The woman’s body lifts into the air, covered in bite marks and scratches. Her lower intestines are pulled out of her body only to be chewed by a pair of twin girls. The man with blood dripping down his chin holds one of her eyeballs. He examines the shiny hunk of flesh before tossing it into his mouth, chewing it as if it were a grape. Still, no one touches the collar on her neck.
 
   My inventory list appears in front of me.
 
   Regardless of what Frances thinks, I know better than to let our shield down to these monstrous creatures. They’ve long since lost anything they have in common with humanity. I select a jacket lined with explosives that is triggered by the touch of a button on the sleeve (item 300). Sometimes suicide bombing is the best way to clear a whole slew of NPCs in The Loop. My guess is it will apply to the bleached people as well.
 
   “I’m going to lower the shield,” Frances is saying, her hands in front of her in a calming gesture. 
 
   “Good,” the man with the bloody chin says. “We can make a deal if … if you treat with us as equals.”
 
   Another fight breaks out; the crowd swells and morphs as a few limbs and bloodied bits of flesh are tossed into the air.
 
   “Frances,” I say through gritted teeth, “Do not drop our shield.”
 
   “Quantum, you have to trust people,” she says, “just as you’ve trusted me.”
 
   “But you’re … ”
 
   “Human? So are they.”
 
   I glance through the blue chain-link barrier provided by our shield. I see a few faces at the bottom of the crowd, gnawing on the ankles of others and getting stepped on, stomped out. This is going to be bad.
 
   “You said they’ll hold us until the Reapers come, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “The Reapers are already here.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   A yellow portal appears in the sky, fizzing and spitting electricity. Four men wearing distended skull masks land on the ground. They’re wearing the same stuff yesterday’s losers wore – black leather studded with bones and teeth, armor, chains, spooky hoods and spiked boots. It’s like S & M night at the Pink Oboe.
 
   The bleached people pull back, visibly afraid of their captors. “They’re here! They’re here!” they point and shout.
 
   The four Reapers walk through the line that the people have formed. One of the Reapers swings the butt of his weapon at a man with the body of a skeleton, knocking him to the ground. He roars as his hood comes off, revealing his bizarre skull mask. The Reaper brings the butt of the gun down onto the back of the bleached man’s skull, crushing it like a watermelon.
 
   “When can I shoot them?” I ask. 
 
   Frances’ arm slowly morphs into a long, curved blade with a weapon on top, almost like a bayonet beneath a gun with a melon-sized barrel.
 
   “I have to get me one of those … ”
 
   “You used to have one,” she says, her eyes locked on the approaching Reapers.
 
   “Will this shield protect against their blasts?”
 
   “Not for long … ”
 
   “So what are our options here? Fight or flight?”
 
   “Fight.” she says, and the tone of her voice indicates to me that this isn’t exactly how she’d like things to go down. “Avoid hitting the bleached people.”
 
   “I’ll get right on that … ”
 
   One of the bleached men, the first one from earlier calls out to the Reapers. “I found them!” he cries. “Me! You should free me! I’m the one … “
 
   Someone fists him in the back of the neck and spurs the inevitable brawl. The bleached people beat and chomp at each other but still keep their distance from the Reapers.
 
   “Enough!” The most aggressive Reaper unloads a round into the air and the bleached people scatter.
 
   “They have the right idea,” I say.
 
   “Now!” Frances points her weapon at the Reapers. A bright green blast spirals out of the barrel of her gun-arm, tearing through the man. My mini-gun spins up and hoses out a river of supersonic metal. The remaining three return fire and the shield drops. 
 
   I use the mini gun like a garden hose, but the Reapers don’t seem to notice. I burn through more than half my ammo before I look down to find something clamped onto my leg. Three bleached people look up at me, their mouths filled with saliva as they bare their yellowed teeth. 
 
   More crawl in my direction.
 
   “Don’t kill them!”
 
   “Dammit Frances!” I say as I kick my feet.
 
   She blasts another Reaper in the chest with her gun-arm. It tears through his armor; digital blood sprays out of the back of his body. Two Reapers down, two to go. I have my own problems – the bleached people are up to my waist now, clawing me with their nails and sinking their teeth into my avatar.
 
   I activate my advanced abilities and leap – slow motion – walking on air towards the two Reapers left standing who are now moving at a snail’s pace. Suddenly, my advanced abilities bar disappears and I’m left kicking and twitching as I fall to the ground, directly on top of one of the Reapers that Frances has already smoked with her mutant hack.
 
   My hand lands on his distended skull mask and I grip it tightly, triggering the mini-gun and blasting what has always been, up until now, a copper-jacketed wall of death at the other Reapers who are tag-teaming Frances. Fired cases fly out of the ejection chute in a cloud of brass; the gun goes silent as the last round goes downrange. The electric motor still spins the barrels until I release the trigger.
 
   Bleached people squirm all around me, covering my face with their hands and digging their razor nails into my flesh. Breathing heavily, salivating, biting into my flesh. An explosion erupts ten paces away. My eyes are open just long enough to see two Reaper skulls flying through the air alongside Frances Euphoria’s gun-arm.
 
   They’ve killed Frances!
 
   The bleached people overwhelm me. They cover everything until I can barely open my mouth, like quicksand, like a pit of ravenous snakes, like a swimming pool full of leeches. There’s only one thing I can do.
 
   I trigger my explosive jacket and flash into painless, instantaneous dissolution. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Day 551
 
    
 
   Feedback licks the inside of my skull. Feedback travels from ear to ear laying waste to what’s left of my sanity. Feedback an anathema, a constant reminder of the place I remain trapped, imprisoned.
 
   I roll to my side, directly onto a Reaper’s skull mask. 
 
   “Strange … ” I say, examining the mask. 
 
   The Loop is out to get me, to disorient me. I’ve never awakened with something in my bed before, yet here it is – a Reaper’s skull mask, item 551. The jaw of the skull mask is crushed, providing just enough covering for my nose, my cheeks and my forehead. The electronics inside seem to be intact. 
 
   As soon as I place the mask on my face, an ocular feed activates, showing me the gridline architecture of my hotel. The mask allows me to see to the floor below, where I find the child on his bed. It also allows for me to see into the hallway, akin to the way that one would look at a 3-D model of something and be able to zoom through it, from one portion to the next. 
 
   “Long distance,” I say, and the hotel room’s wall appears in my feed, magnified to a gross extent. I smile and my cheeks scrape against the inside of the Reaper mask. I have become the enemy I never knew I had.
 
   Frances should be here any moment; at least I hope she comes. She never said what would happen to her if a Reaper punched her ticket.
 
   She can’t be dead.
 
   8:04 AM.
 
   “Where are you Frances?” I say, as if speaking aloud has ever done any good in The Loop. Stepping out of bed, I quickly move to the mirror on my dresser to see what my new skull mask looks like.
 
   Just like the Reapers, my pupils aren’t visible in the mask. The top of the skull stops just below my widow’s peak, giving space to my blondish-brown hair. Unlike a normal skull, there is actually a bone protecting my nose. 
 
   I’m just about to take off the mask when the window shatters and Morning Assassin rolls into the room.
 
   “You’re back!?”
 
   A throwing star lodges in my chest and the curare starts to take hold. He tosses another, but I’ve already activated my advanced abilities, and am bullet-timing back out of its path.
 
   My inventory screen comes up and Morning Assassin freezes. I locate my harpoon, item 236, and the list disappears. I gasp – he’s no longer in the same place he’d been when I accessed my inventory list.
 
   “That’s not going to work anymore, Quantum.” 
 
   He grabs a handful of my hair and yanks my head back, exposing my throat. An icy blade spears into the side of my neck, and even though I know better I jerk backwards to get away from it as he rips it forward and severs all my tubes and pipes. M.A. releases his grip and my knees won’t support me. I fall to the floor in a pool of my own blood, and he looms above me, good ol’ number 33 gripped in his fist. 
 
   As my vision goes from red to gray, I realize that I’m really, really starting to hate that knife!
 
   Exit, stage left. Fade to black.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Day 552
 
    
 
   Feedback, you shitmonger. Before awakening in the hard-boiled hell of all hells, I dreamt that I was being washed, that someone was caring for me, turning my body over, cleaning me, keeping me alive. Of course all this is shattered by the violent static of the feedback. 
 
   Of course I wake up in The Loop.
 
   “Bastards … ” I say as I roll to my side.
 
   Morning Assassin will be here any moment and I want to make sure he gets some good ol’ fashioned payback for cutting my throat the previous day. My inventory list comes up and I access my chainsaw – item 112. What better way to start the morning than by flinging flesh and slinging blood?
 
   I lower myself onto my haunches next to the dresser and my eyes fixate on the picture of the sinking sailboat that rests over my bed. The swelling colors whip their hues into a sea of remorse and anger. Apropos to say the least. 
 
   The time appears in front of me – 8:05 AM. Morning Assassin will come through the window any moment now and I’ll be here to greet him with a chainsaw in the gizzard. Pay it forward or pay it back – the chainsaw conundrum.  
 
   Patience, Quantum. 
 
   I tug the starter rope once; the engine fires and the chainsaw roars to life as I goose the throttle. I can feel the chainsaw vibrating in my hands, whirring and ready to devour limbs. 
 
   To kill is to be part of The Loop.
 
   The window shatters and Morning Assassin rolls in. He bounces to his feet I am on him like poo on a pig. It’s as if I’m wielding the Mother of All Chainsaws; in one fluid sweep, both legs come off at mid-thigh. Before Ol’ Lady Gravity can fully embrace him in his newly altered state, I pivot through a full three hundred and sixty degrees and swing the bar up under one arm, over his head, and down through the other. He collapses to the floor like some simile that doesn’t involve strings and marionettes and lies there like the main attraction in Boxing Helena.
 
   The chainsaw throttles down to a loud idle; I breathe in the heady stink of burned forty-to-one. “Anything you’d like to say before I finish the job? Anything at all?”
 
   Morning Assassin shoots me a twisted grin. “Right, I’ll do you for that!” he giggles. The gun barrel emerges from the back of his throat as a vein pulsates on the side of his face. 
 
   “What, the ol’ roscoe-in-the-piehole gag again?”
 
   The saw screams up to a zillon RPM as I mash the trigger and jam the tip of the bar right in his mouth. I take his head off and quarter his torso, just to be sure. 
 
   I return the chainsaw to my inventory list and step over to the mirror. Blood and scraps of flesh are splattered all over my face and shirt and speckle the walls, floor, and ceiling of my ultra-deluxe accommodation. No doubt Leatherface, Jeffery Dahmer, and Doctor Crippen are all weeping tears of pride at my morning’s work, but for me it’s just another day at the office. 
 
   Movement in my peripheral vision; one of Morning Assassin’s severed arms twitch, the hand contracts into an almost-fist and gives me the finger. I almost laugh. Almost. 
 
   A change of clothes. The blood disappears from my skin, a black suit with a black tie and black cufflinks appears on my body. I select the Reaper’s skull mask from my inventory list, item 551, and slick my hair back. Just in case, I select my jacket lined with explosives, item 300. This fits conveniently over my suit jacket; it doesn’t look half-bad either.
 
   I raise my finger at my reflection, making a gun out of my pointer finger and my thumb.
 
   “Blam.”
 
   The crow appears on the windowsill and I don’t even need to look at the time. The dark clouds will follow and somewhere, The Loop’s NVA Seed is laughing at me. No matter. In times of great distress, the ability to maim will suffice.
 
   I step into the hallway and the lights flicker three times. That means that it’s assassin time again, and that there’ll be six of ‘em in the lobby below. Be prepared I always say, and a crowbar of the finest titanium – item 141 – appears in my hand. 
 
   I clear my throat as I walk down the stairs to the lobby in an all-black suit and a skull mask. Don’t fear the reaper – see the reaper; be the reaper. Na-na-na-na-na-na-na-na-na. 
 
   The lobby.
 
   Sure enough, one of the assassins comes from the left. The pry end of the crowbar spears through his open mouth and out the back of his skull With slow-motion activated (for everyone else but me), I twist under the next assassin’s dagger, and crunch the crowbar against the side of his neck. From there time speeds up, and I’m in the air above two more assassins, standing with one foot on each of their shoulders with my legs spread, grandstanding. I swing the crowbar like I’m Tiger Woods teeing off pre-Elin Nordegren, and I outen the lights on both of those mugs. 
 
   Number five gets the hook end in the stomach. When I flip him up and over, land him pile driver-style and snap his neck, I also inadvertently discover what a Scotsman wears under his kilt when it flops down under his arms – the kilt, I mean. I unhook him and sling the crowbar backhand into Tail End Charlie’s face, do a fancy jump-roll-and-spring-to-my-feet, snatch the crowbar before it falls, pirouette and cave in his skull with it. I raise both arms in the air and bow to the imaginary panel of judges.
 
   That’s how you bump off six assassins in less than thirty seconds.
 
   “Mi … Mi … Mister Hughes?”
 
   My eyes lock on Jim the Doorman. The Reaper’s skull mask I’m wearing provides extra data on NPCs, including their combat ability and likelihood for Randomly Generated Mutant Hacks. Jim’s combat ability is low, but his RGMH likelihood is high, over fifty percent. I remember the fight we had just a few days ago and I decide to prevent the battle before it starts. A targeting icon appears in my ocular feed and I toss the crowbar at Jim, connecting the sharp end with his chest.
 
   “Call me Quantum, dammit.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   It’s amazing how easy it is to get back into one’s routine. After corpsing Jim with the crowbar, I head to the kitchen, where I walk in, pop the chef between the eyes with one round from item 501, a silenced Beretta 92, and exit before he hits the floor. From there I head to the main dining area, just in time for Dolly to sashay to my table.
 
   “I’ll have my usual, Dolly,” I say. 
 
   “What’s with the skull mask?” she asks, her brows furrowing. “Have you … ”
 
   “Have I what?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   A quick glance at Dolly shows me that her combat level is a lot higher than Jim’s, surprisingly higher, astronomically higher, with a 100% chance of a Randomly Generated Mutant Hack. I need to stay on my toes like a ballerina. 
 
   “What are you looking at?” she asks.
 
   “Me? A good looking gal with legs up to there and a knock-out pair of sweater-fillers. Say, Dolly, want to catch a flick later?” I ask for old time’s sake.
 
   “I’m busy.” A flush spreads across her cheek. “Besides, you’ll probably be busy with that other dame.”
 
   “Which other dame?” I ask, just for sport.
 
   “The one that was in here the other day.” Dolly is smacking gum and the ends of her sentences are accented with an annoying popping sound. “You know, the one with red hair.”
 
   “Frances Euphoria.”
 
   “Yeah, her.”
 
   “Actually,” I say, dropping the show. “Have you seen her? I’m kind of looking for her. Something … happened to us the other day.”
 
   “Haven’t seen her.”
 
   “Would you tell me if you had?”
 
   “No,” she says with a flirty grin.
 
   “Well then how do I know if you’re lying or not?”
 
   “I guess you don’t.”
 
   “Well that ain’t fair, is it Dolly?”
 
   “Life ain’t fair, Quantum.”
 
   “Why don’t you sit down for a moment, let’s talk this through. I want to be honest with you for once.”
 
   Dolly hesitates. Her hand falls to the chair.
 
   “Take a load off,” I tell her. “I want to tell you what’s going on, who that lady was and why I’m wearing this mask. You must know something is up… ”
 
   “You can’t leave,” she says, her eyes filling with tears.
 
   “Can’t leave?”
 
   “Never mind. What do you want? Your usual?” She sniffs, wipes her nose. “Pancakes?”
 
   “Dolly, why are you crying?”
 
   “Quantum, tell me what you want or… or get the hell out of the dining room.”
 
   “Well hell, Dolly, I’m not trying to upset you. I just wanted to be honest with you.”
 
   “And take that mask off … I … I hate it!”
 
   “It’s helpful. It gives me extra data on the environment, architectural gridlines, NPC stats. I could use it … ” The thought comes to me. “When searching for a logout point.”
 
   “So you do want to log out, huh? It’s true,” she says. “I … I knew it!”
 
   “Of course I do, Dolly, I’m trapped. I’m … I’m human!”
 
   She crosses her arms over her chest. “Am I not enough for you?”
 
   “What?” 
 
   “AM I NOT ENOUGH FOR YOU, QUANTUM!?” she yells in a voice that isn’t hers. It sounds like a thousand voices, a million bees buzzing around in my skull. It sounds like my morning feedback amplified. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “I don’t want breakfast.”
 
   I push my chair away from the table. 
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Come on, you’re not sore are you?” I ask Dolly.
 
   “Go find your logout point, if that’s what you want!” she says and with that she’s gone, veering towards the kitchen. I think for a moment to go after her, but I decide to deal with her later, if I make it to later.
 
   I step out of the hotel and hail a taxi. One appears moments later, its hood shiny from the falling rain. Lightning cracks in the sky like flash photography. I’m in the taxi before I can even remember where I’m going.
 
   “ … I said, where to pal?” 
 
   I glance at the taxi driver through his rearview mirror. He’s the same as all the others, a human fly covered in little hairs with big bloodshot eyes and cigarette burns on his wife beater. Chrome-dome bottom feeder. My eyes skip from the driver to the faded hula girl affixed to his dashboard.
 
   “The Pier. Make it fast, buster.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Make it fast. Everybody’s in a hurry … ” he grumbles as he lifts into the air. Just seeing the expansive city light up below us, and the rain lash against the windshield, makes me want to go for a joyride. 
 
   “Ever been skydiving?” I ask as I climb into the front passenger seat.
 
   “Hey! Whutchoo doing!?”
 
   “Sending you home early.” 
 
   I kick open the passenger side door and grab the taxi driver by the front of his wife beater. The taxi dips, swerves, dips again, and nearly crashes into another vehicle moving below us. The honking horn Dopplers away as I struggle to pull the driver out of his seat. 
 
   We’re twisting over each other and he pulls his fist back and busts me in the kisser as I press my legs against his door, trying to pull him over to my side of the taxi so I can toss him out. The vehicle spirals, arcing downwards. Finally, I get a good enough grip on him to pry the driver’s tookus from his seat.
 
   I grab the wheel with one hand as I scramble over him.
 
   “What are you doing!?” he screams, and I hear the schnick of a switchblade.
 
   “You’re packing?” I ask, watching the blade move towards me. My inventory list comes up (cheating, I know) and I select a short police baton, item 45. The list disappears and I club the guy in the skull with one hand, instant KO. 
 
   One donkey kick later and he strikes the unlatched door pinwheeling out, switchblade and all. I turn my attention to the problem at hand – the ground is rushing up at me at a rate of knots. 
 
   “Come on, come on, come on, come on … ” I chant, tugging up on the steering yoke. The open passenger door flaps back and forth. I reach out to grab the door handle but it moves too quickly. Accessing my inventory, I select my sawed-off shotgun, item 21. Ka-BLAM, Ka-BLAM and the door separates from its hinges and flutters away like a particularly elephantine piece of confetti.
 
   The yoke is as back as it will go; the roller coaster descent slows, slows … 
 
   Almost …
 
   Yes! I clear the point of no return, successfully steering the vehicle back into the air. I scissor up through the rain, spinning as I lay a patch on a nonexistent cloud. Goosing it even harder, I laugh as I whip past a moving transport vehicle, causing it to swerve into another airlane. 
 
   Not five minutes later I bail out of the cab, after adding the driver’s dashboard hula girl to my inventory list, item 552. 
 
   The vehicle crashes into the tugboat that carried the bleached people to The Pier yesterday. I hit the ground hard, nearly blowing out my knee. I’m on my back looking up at the darkened sky as rain falls onto my mask. I laugh at the sheer joy of cheating death, at how alive I feel, until I remember where I am and, and how feeling alive in here isn’t necessarily all craft beer and T-bones.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Get it together, Quantum.”
 
   I hammer the heels of my hands against my skull mask. Once, twice, three times just to see my vision blur slightly. 
 
   Burning wreckage marks the place where the cab I boosted landed. The water pissing down from the blackened sky hardly dampens the blaze. Pathetic. I push myself up just in time to catch a flash of white moving through a stack of freight containers.
 
   A Gollum of a woman crawls to the top of one of the containers and peers down at me. Filthy dreadlocks hang from the left side of her head, nearly covering one of her eyes.
 
   “Bleached people,” I whisper. My inventory list appears and I select a logging chain, item 89. The chain materializes in my hand and I wrap it around my knuckles, letting some of it hang to the ground. 
 
   The woman straightens her back and howls. Her eyes lock onto me and she licks her lips.
 
   “You shouldn’t have done that … ”
 
   She leaps down from the crate with surprising cat-like grace. On all fours, the bleached woman scuttles over to me and subjects me to a close scrutiny. She pauses, relaxes onto her haunches; she rakes a few strands of scraggly hair out of her face.
 
   I swing the chain at my side, ready for anything. 
 
   “You’re Quantum Hughes?” she asks in a funny, agitated voice.
 
   “No.” I tap on my skull mask. “I’m a Reaper.”
 
   “You don’t look like a Reaper.” She gnashes her teeth over her shoulder, as if she were trying to catch a fly. Through the lenses of my mask I can see that her combat abilities are low.
 
   “You don’t look like a woman,” I say.
 
   She glances down at her withered dugs, her bruised and lacerated legs, and her eyes fill with hatred. “I used to be, and thank-you so much for mentioning it.”
 
   “And now you’re a zombie.”
 
   Stars and planets explode in my vision, my ears ring, and the grimy asphalt comes up to kiss me. I catch myself, roll to where I wasn’t, and take a gander behind me.
 
   Sure enough – distract ‘em in front and attack ‘em from behind – and I fell for it. Two bleachies right behind me with two-by-fours, wound up and ready to swing for the fence again. 
 
   From a few paces away, another bleached man shouts “Kill the Reaper!” as he moves up to join his goombahs. That’s at least three, but they’re like roaches – for every one you see, there’s lots more you don’t. I need to get this done yesterday and then make for Splitsville.
 
   A two-by-four to the back of the head rarely improves my combat capabilities, and this time is no exception. My vision is tinged red and my life bar is down twelve percent. No time for fancy dancing, and really no inclination; I’m all of a sudden just so damn tired. Advanced abilities come up, time dilates, and I throw a loop of chain around the three men, hook it off, loop it back the other way and hook it off again. Apply a little shoe leather to the back of a few bleached knees, give a ‘em little push from the front, and the whole shooting match will go right over. 
 
   I bolt behind the woman, get my elbow under her chin, my other forearm behind her neck, add a little more squeeze and it’s the big sleep for you, sister. Time contracts and the men trip, stumble, and collapse in a Moe-Larry-Curly heap.
 
   “Help me or die!” I scream in her ear as I apply a skosh more pressure.
 
   She gasps and chokes, tears at my arm with cracked and broken nails, tries to heel-stomp me and slither out of my sleeper hold. I can see myself killing her as if it were actually happening; in my mind’s eye I can watch it on repeat over and over again. Over and over again until…
 
   A voice comes to me.
 
   Quantum no!
 
   Just hearing Frances’ voice causes me to release my hold. The woman scrambles away, running on all fours. Her three beaus are still struggling and rolling around like a six-legged pile of stupid. I access item number 199, a Glock 22. I rack the slide and aim it at each of them in turn.
 
   “Blam-Blam-Blam-Blam.” I whisper as I leave them their lives. 
 
   The business end of the Glock goes in my mouth.
 
   BLAM!


 
   
  
 

Day 553
 
    
 
   Feedback orchestra.
 
   I awake and punch my mirror until it shatters. My hand wraps around the largest shard I can find and I add it to my inventory to commemorate the passing of day 553. It doesn’t take me long to create a crimson smile across my throat using the sharp hunk of mirror.
 
   Blood spray goodnight. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Day 554
 
    
 
   Feedback dreams dagger tinged fate ripples. Dreamscapes scapegoats mirror images mind ropes. Noose like dream cries Quantum wakes Quantum dies. Damn the feedback.
 
   I die in the dream. (Something has to give!)
 
   Marching bands across the various Proxima Worlds celebrate my demise with parade floats and WalMacy’s Thanksgiving Day flying inflatables. I’m laughing the entire time as I hold the shard of glass to my throat, as blood paints white roses red. Closed. To be opened or the latter, cleaned by sponge bath in a vat in a hospital by a foreign hand, a hand so familiar, and almost, almost glimpse the light, almost open one’s eyes. 
 
   Reverse Pangaea. 
 
   I nearly kill myself again once the feedback settles on day 554. 
 
   The Loop is The Loop and I am its victim, its eternal prisoner, the one who can’t leave, the one more digital than man and all I have at my disposal… all I have is…
 
   My inventory list. 
 
   Morning Assassin will be here any moment. I flick my inventory list away after selecting a cigarette, item 545. The end of the cigarette lights on its own and I try to blow smoke rings. Is there any other way to greet an early morning death?
 
   Like clockwork, Morning Assassin bursts through my window and into the room. He has an ax, and I’m not talking a small wood cutting ax, it’s like an ax out of a fantasy Proxima World or something. It’s large, nearly a meter and a half long, with a sharp pointy spike on top and a blade decorated with dragons, vines and other things Celtic by nature.
 
   He pulls the ax into the en garde position, and gives me a ‘check this out’ twitch of his eyebrows.
 
   “Let me finish this first.” I take a long, slow drag, savoring the faux uptake of simulated nicotine in my avatar’s neural receptors as I wearily eyeball him.
 
   He sighs and shuffles his feet.
 
   “What? Can’t wait a minute? Cigarette not killing me fast enough for you? You got somewhere else you need to be?”
 
   “Come on then, fight me … ” Morning Assassin grunts. His expression is unreadable, which I find bizarre.
 
   “Where did you get Tyr’s ax?” I ask after another luxurious in-with-the-bad-air-and-out-with-the-good. “I’ve never seen something like that here in The Loop. Are you diving to other Proxima Worlds or something?”
 
   “This thing?” Morning Assassin looks down at it. 
 
   “Yeah, it’s a pretty impressive piece of sharp iron mongery.”
 
   “I picked it up at The Pier.”
 
   “Dirty Dave’s Mayhem Mart?”
 
   A smile flits across his face. “That’s the one. You never know what you’ll find there.” M. A. still hasn’t let his guard down, but he has relaxed some.
 
   “I must say, I’m impressed. It does lend you a certain je ne sais quois.” I suck in another lungful of eventual death and blow it out, but not at him – that would be ill-mannered. “How heavy is it?”
 
   “It’s not too bad, and it’s surprisingly well balanced. Why? You want one?” His eyes narrow.
 
   “Hell yes I want one. Who wouldn’t want a magic golden ax?”
 
   “Then fight me for it. Let’s get this done.”
 
   “Fight you for it?”
 
   “Just like every morning. Come on, get with the program.”
 
   “All right, let me do this.” I stub the butt into extinction in the cracked Mondegreen Hotel ashtray on my dresser, and I take a long hard look at Morning Assassin. “No, I don’t feel … ” The words come before I can even process them. “I don’t feel like fighting you today.”
 
   “You don’t?” He lowers his ax, and lets the sharp end rest on the floor.
 
   “You know, Morning Assassin … ”
 
   “Call me Aiden,” he says. “That’s my NPC name. It’s based off my identification number, eight-ten – Aiden. I think I’ve told you this before.”
 
   “Aiden?” I sit up and extend my hand. “Quantum.”
 
   “I’ve never shook hands with an actual person before,” he says, clearly unsure what protocol dictates for just such an occasion.
 
   “I might as well be an NPC. I’ve been here for between two and eight years.”
 
   “Eight years,” he says.
 
   “And you’ve attacked me over 550 times in the morning.”
 
   “Yes, I have,” he says with a trace of workman-like pride in his voice. “Do you mind if I sit down?”
 
   “I beg your pardon; I’m neglecting my duties as host. Hang on a sec.”
 
   I access my inventory list. A folding chair, item 11, appears. It makes a great weapon and a dandy place to sit. Two birds with one dried turd. 
 
   “Thanks,” Aiden says as he sits in the chair. His golden ax is now next to him, leaning against his leg.
 
   “Well, I must admit, Aiden, this is odd.”
 
   “It certainly is unprecedented, I must say.” His dark eyes, beady and pressed deep into his face, fix on me. With one hand he wipes his hair off his forehead, tucking it behind his ear.
 
   “You’ve only spoken to me extensively one other time, when you told me Frances was dangerous. Why didn’t you attack me just now?”
 
   He shrugs. “You didn’t attack me.” 
 
   “Okay, another question – why do you always attack me?” 
 
   There’s something resigned about the way he looks at me, as if he is getting some terrible confession off his chest. We both turn to see the crow land on the outside of my window. The sky darkens behind it. 
 
   “As you probably know, I’m programmed to attack you,” Aiden finally says. “After the glitch made it so you couldn’t log out, I was ordered by the NVA Seed to assault you.”
 
   “Where is the seed?” I ask. The Neuronal Visualization Algorithmic Seed…
 
   “The seed is here.”
 
   “Well no shit, Sherlock. Here in the city, here in the hotel, here in this room, what? Is it animal, mineral, or vegetable? Is it bigger than a breadbox? Is it a person, place or thing? C’mon, little help for the kid here.”
 
   He sighs, takes a cigarette from the dresser. “Yes, yes, no, yes, no, no, yes, yes, no, no.” 
 
   “Great. Very informative.”
 
   A paroxysm of gut-wrenching hacking and choking consumes him. He doubles over, gags and splutters and wretches; I consider the possibility that he may actually avulse a lung. I call up inventory item 422 – Mikhail’s Masterpiece, just in case an alien does burst out of his chest.
 
   “Good GOD, those are AWFUL! Why would anybody willingly subject themselves to that? It’s like inhaling corrosive vapor from Satan’s nether cheeks!” He rather vehemently grinds his cigarette out in the ashtray. “And what’s up with the AK? I thought we were conversing like civilized self-aware entities.”
 
   “Sorry – I didn’t know if you were possessed by the evil spirit of HAL 9000 or were going to pop out an alien larva or turn into cannibal zombie Aiden or what. No offense.” The AK goes back into inventory.
 
   “Fair enough then, none taken. As I was saying, yes the NVA seed is a person, but not in the normal sense of the word, anyway.”
 
   “Why does the NVA Seed want to destroy me?” I ask.
 
   “It doesn’t, it wants to preserve you.”
 
   “What? How?”
 
   “You stay asleep for longer and longer out in the world up there. Another way to look at this is that it’s taking you longer to respawn.”
 
   I’ve never heard an NPC mention the real world before and it strikes me as odd.
 
   “Someone mentioned this.”
 
   “The other player, a woman.”
 
   “Frances Euphoria.”
 
   Aiden says, “The attacks and the repetitive days are to keep you occupied, from growing too bored in The Loop and just killing yourself every day, as you did yesterday morning. The NVA Seed wanted to give you something to look forward to.”
 
   This must be some type of joke.
 
   “So the repetition is simply a way to keep me on my toes? To keep me … comfortable?”
 
   “Correct. It was originally only supposed to last for a short time, a few weeks until they fixed the glitch, but then they discovered the code was fubared, and that you could be stuck permanently as long as they kept you alive in the world up there.”
 
   “Why repeat though? Why is everything on repeat?”
 
   “You don’t like repetition?” he asks.
 
   “Not particularly.”
 
   “This goes against the data that created NPCs in the first place … ” he says. 
 
   It dawns on me what he’s saying. “I get it … you mean the data that the Proxima AI collected after real players began participating in the games. They’d do the same things over and over again. This was how most people interacted in The Loop and other –”
 
   “The Loop?”
 
   “I mean here; C.N.,” I say.
 
   “Yes, the real player data collected by the NVA Seed shows that human beings prefer repetition to sudden and constant change. This is why all of your days have been repetitive – the NVA Seed has been trying to help you. Humans live their lives through repetition up there, don’t they?”
 
   I grimace at the horror of his suggestion. 
 
   “This data was used to orchestrate a life for you that was predictable no matter where you went – no sudden surprises, and your days have been the same ever since.”
 
   “Until Frances Euphoria came.”
 
   He nods. “The NVA Seed tried to appease you with change. You don’t seem to like change, so the days are back on repeat.”
 
   The fact that I have a better idea about what is happening doesn’t make me feel any better about my current dilemma. I’ve been stuck here for eight years due to a glitch that won’t let me log out. The days have been repetitive thanks to the NVA Seed, who’s trying to keep me happy and comfortable. Also, it’s been taking me longer and longer to respawn, lasting up to thirteen days. 
 
   “Well this has been an enlightening talk, Aiden,” I say, just to speak. 
 
   “It has been, Quantum.”
 
   “So what do we do now? Do we fight or do I go downstairs and tear my way through the six stumblebums? By the way, I have to compliment you – you are a much better at what you do than those no-hopers. I actually enjoy our little morning bouts. It’s better than a cup of coffee!”
 
   He smiles, clearly touched. “It’s nice to know that one’s efforts are appreciated. Those guys can’t help how they’re written, and they aren’t so bad if you get to know them; maybe I can introduce you.”
 
   “About your ax … ”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   Both of our eyes travel to the ax on the floor. 
 
   “Do you want to trade it for something?” I ask. “If you didn’t already know, I have a murder guild after me – the Reapers – and an ax like that could come in handy.”
 
   “Trade? This isn’t your ordinary ax … ” 
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   The ax lifts into the air, hovering above Aiden’s arm. A golden liquid spreads up to his shoulder and the blade of the ax morphs into an enormous rifle with a barrel the size of a basketball. 
 
   “It’s a mutant hack?”
 
   “Yes, a detachable mutant hack. It appeared at Dirty Dave’s on the same day the NVA Seed suspended the repetition.”
 
   “I’ll trade you anything you want for it, anything.” I imagine myself wielding such a weapon – I’d seen what Frances was able to do with her hack. “Anything,” I say again. 
 
   “Your chainsaw?”
 
   I’m partial to my chainsaw, but I know where to find another one. There’s a lumberyard near The Pier filled with chainsaws and other woodcutting machinery. 
 
   “Agreed!”
 
   The exchange is made and the mutant hack ax, item 554 appears in my inventory list. “We’re a little late for my 8:12, but I’m sure the assassins are still down there.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Aiden and I make our way down the lobby of the hotel. I’m itching to use my new mutant hack, but I keep it in my inventory list for now. The time to kill can wait.
 
   “Oi! There he is!” One of the assassins yells. He is the biggest of the group, wearing a balaclava and wielding a mean-looking machete. 
 
   “Easy, mates,” Aiden says. “Quantum isn’t fighting today.”
 
   “Not fighting? I say old chap, that’s hardly cricket!” says a different assassin. This one has a British accent too, nasal and proper. He sits down, clearly upset at the announcement.
 
   “Relax, Pip,” Aiden says. “He doesn’t have to fight us every day, you know.”
 
   A different one pipes up. “Why the blooming ‘ell did I get up at sparrow fart this morning, then? You do realize ‘ow long it takes me to get ready, don’t you? A courtesy honk on the blower woulda been much appreciated!”
 
   Another assassin says, “Ah, give the lad a break why don’t ya? It’s not like you ever do much good against ‘im anyways. ‘E’s probably fagged out from having to kill you all the time, Boy-O.”
 
   “WOT? Now just a bleedin’ moment … ”
 
   “Right then!” still another says. “Let’s get stuck in mates; either we get to slaying or we get to Barfly’s. We don’t have time for both.”
 
   “This is too much … ” I say. 
 
   I’m seconds away from accessing my inventory list. The last thing I want to do after having an enlightening conversation with Aiden is to hear a bunch of whiny Limey assassins bickering with each other.
 
   Aiden steps up to the plate. “Barfly’s, just go to Barfly’s. Put it on my tab. No fighting today.”
 
   “Have you gone mad? That’s not what they pay us to do, matey boy!” This one is tall and lanky with startling British dentition.
 
   “No fighting? What a swizz!” An accusatory finger points my way. “Fighting not good enough for ‘Is Lordship, then? ‘Is ‘igh-and-Mightyness thinks ‘e’s too good to ‘ave a go at us does ‘e?”
 
   “Bollocks! I could ‘ave ‘ad another cuppa with me egg, bacon, sausage and Spam, me old China!” complains yet another.
 
   “Piss off!”
 
   “Barfly’s, mates, Barfly’s. Stella Artois and Hog Lumps. Darts and snooker. Let’s go!”
 
   “You sodding bastards. The last time we were in that dodgy dive some yobbo cracked me on the back of the skull with a cue stick! A bloody cue stick!”
 
   “Wanker! ‘E’s a bleedin’ wanker, ‘e is!”
 
   “Nancy boy!”
 
   “Cheese eating surrender monkey!”
 
   Mr. Machete pulls off his balaclava. “Listen you lot o’ Moaning Minnies, if the bloke says ‘e’s not fightin’ then ‘e’s bloody well not fightin’, so shut yer festering gobs and quit carryin’ on about it.”
 
   A brief exchange of ideas follows, and the Brit Hit Squad reaches an amiable consensus: if they can’t fight me, fight each other is their best second choice. They swing ashtray stands, potted plants, and crappy lobby furniture, in addition to their own saps, knives, coshes, brass knucks and actual lead pipes.
 
   I’m fascinated – this is the secret life of NPCs that you never get to see.
 
   “I’d love to test out this mutant hack,” I tell Aiden. “Besides, these knuckleheads … ”
 
   “By all means, Quantum.” Aiden steps aside.
 
   My inventory list goes up and I scroll to item 554. 
 
   Seconds later, the ax appears in my left hand. A golden liquid spreads up my arm, binding to my avatar’s skeleton. The side of the weapon gurgles like lava until it’s up to my shoulder. The end morphs from an ax into an enormous weapon that stretches from my elbow to the floor, yet is surprisingly light.
 
   “This is … ”
 
   I aim my mutant hack at the fighting assassins. A green light swells the now visible veins on my arm, stopping at the muzzle of the gun. One enormous discharge later, the six battling Brits are dissipating vapor.
 
   “ … killer,” I finally say.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “You have a message, Mr. Hughes,” Jim the Doorman says. He’s fidgety as always, a nervous wreck if there ever was one.
 
   “From Frances?” My mutant hack ax boils off my arm, back to my inventory list. “Please, call me Quantum.”
 
   “I’m afraid not, Mr. Quantum.”
 
   “Transfer it to me.”
 
   The note appears in my inventory list.
 
   We have Frances – Meet at The Pier.
 
   No signature necessary. I read the message again and discard it. 
 
   “What’s up?” Aiden asks as he catches up to me.
 
   “The Reapers have taken Frances. They want to meet at The Pier.”
 
   “You can’t go this alone.”
 
   “What are you suggesting?”
 
   He looks at me seriously, with far more humanity evident in his eyes than an NPC should be able to muster. “We have considerable history, you and I. I’ve shot you in the face, stabbed you repeatedly … ”
 
   “I’ve disemboweled you multiple times,” I admit. 
 
   “I’ve cut you in half with a katana.”
 
   “I’ve used the same katana to decapitate you and then parade your head around as my little speaking head buddy for the rest of the day. You knew about that, didn’t you?”
 
   “I’ve beaten you to death with a crowbar – to death and beyond.”
 
   “I’ve shoved the same crowbar down your throat until you choked to death.”
 
   His hand comes to his throat. “Ick!”
 
   “Sorry about that, by the way. You caught me in one of my moods.” Now that the ceremonial measuring of the tools is over I ask, “Speak plainly, Aiden. Where are you going with this?”
 
   “I’m offering you my services.”
 
   “Services? You’ll help me?” My eyes dart across the room to Jim the Doorman.
 
   “Why not? Go to do something to justify my existence.” Aiden nods, catching his bottom lip between his teeth.
 
   “Yesterday we were each other’s arch-nemesis.”
 
   “That was then; this is now. You could use a hand, and I’d like to lend one.”
 
   “Welcome aboard,” I say. “What are you packing?”
 
   An AK-47 with a seventy-five round drum appears in his hands.
 
   “That’s a good start … ”
 
   The classic commie assault rifle enlarges and a 40mm grenade launcher attachment warps out of the bottom of the forestock.
 
   “Good, but bigger… ” I say.
 
   He nods. Another barrel appears on the top of the weapon, with the cube-shaped emitter end of a PHASR attachment.
 
   Aiden lowers the weapon, tucking his hair behind his ears. A solid black mask appears on his face with vents on either cheek. The area surrounding his eyes blackens. “How’s this?”
 
   “Not bad, Aiden, not bad.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   I suit-up in the taxi, equipping myself with my tech-armor gear, item 67, which is bulky but protects against most bullets and fragments. The half-broken Reaper mask appears on my face, giving me enhanced ocular abilities. 
 
   “There’s one more thing,” I say to Aiden as the taxi speeds in the air toward The Pier. “There are going to be zombie-looking attackers at The Pier. You probably already know this, but these are actual human players imprisoned by the Reapers. If I kill them here, they die in real life.”
 
   “So you want me to kill them if they attack us?”
 
   “You catch on quick, Aiden. I could face criminal charges when I wake up if I kill any. Hell, I already may be facing criminal charges because I’m pretty sure I’ve knocked off a couple. At least I can chalk those up to self-defense.
 
   “So you don’t care if I kill them?”
 
   My eyes fall upon the taxi driver, virtual human scrapings from the bottom of a very foul digital barrel. “I’d prefer you didn’t, but if they get in the way … they get in the way.”
 
   “Understood.”
 
   I’m quiet for the rest of the ride to The Pier. Rain plinks against the windows, washing away the algorithmic sorrows of the day. I don’t know how the Reapers were able to capture Frances, especially with her advanced abilities, which definitely outclass mine. The last thing I saw of her was her severed arm, twirling in the air.
 
   “Drop me off first,” Aiden tells the driver. “I’ll scout.”
 
   The driver barks, “Whatever you want buddy, as long as you pay me.”
 
   “You’ll get your credit,” I mumble.
 
   The taxi drops into a different airlane. Another taxi moves past us, barreling through the rain. It nearly cuts our driver off, inspiring him to shake his fist in the air and swear. He curves downward, edging towards the taxi that has just cut him off.
 
   “This ain’t Grand Theft Auto, Andretti. We’re not paying you to chase,” I remind our driver. “We’re paying you to get us to The Pier in one piece, pronto.”
 
   He pulls his jalopy directly behind the other taxi and starts riding his ass. Speeding up and quickly slowing down, speeding up and quickly slowing down.
 
   The Glock 22 from my inventory list, item 199, appears in my hand and I press the muzzle behind his ear. I’m close enough to get the full effect of his personal eau de toilet – a combination of ashtray, B.O. and unwashed clothes. “If you want to go home to Mrs. Stupid Ugly Cabbie tonight, I’d strongly suggest you cut the malarkey and DRIVE!” This gets his attention; it doesn’t take him long to pull back into the right airlane.
 
   “Now see how easy that was?” I say.
 
   Not three minutes later we are descending into The Pier and Aiden prepares to leap out.
 
   “Drop us by those shipping crates,” I tell the driver. “He’ll jump out first, and then me.”
 
   “I’m not getting nowhere near The Pier.” 
 
   He pulls the yoke up, narrowly missing a transport vehicle that lumbers past our flying flivver. 
 
   FOOoooossSHH!!
 
   A surface to air missile flashes past the backseat window. The cab arcs at a seventy-five degree angle to avoid the attack.
 
   “Holy smokes!” The driver says; his face fills with fear and his soiled trousers become significantly more soiled. 
 
   “Another one!” 
 
   I sit up and press my Glock into the driver’s temple. “Get us down. Now, dammit!”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Reapers are either nincompoops or incredibly bad shots. Two more SAMs don’t even come close. The cabbie grounds and Aiden and I bail out ninja-style. Mr. Stinky doesn’t wait around for his credit; he boots it before the doors close. I hit the ground rolling, instantly accessing my mutant hack ax, which morphs into the mega-shooter.”
 
   Three Reapers fire on us from behind a burnt out car.
 
   One blast from my mutant hack shreds the vehicle and two of the Reapers. Number three is a mess, and he painfully drags himself away from the flaming crater. A single shot takes him in the back of the head; two more punch through his body armor and Mr. Reaper is on his way to the Big Respawn in the Sky.
 
   “Nice shootin’, Tex.”
 
   Aiden the Morning Assassin twitches a half-smile and with a theatrical flourish blows the smoke from the end of his barrel. And then he’s all business again; the AK is up and ready and he’s scanning for threats.
 
   Bleached people appear crawling over crates, under and around burnt out cars. The vermin; the cockroaches. What I wouldn’t give to toss a few Molotov cocktails at the little bastards before they take a bite out of my legs again. 
 
   “They’re human,” I remind myself, “human.”
 
   But what does it mean to be human in a world that’s entirely virtual? What does it mean to be human, yet trapped inside a dream? The existential navel-gazing will have to wait; I blow the corner out of one of the buildings and a cascade of rubble reduces them to greasy smears. At least now I can say I didn’t deliberately target them.
 
   “Quantum Hughes.”
 
   The voice comes from directly behind me. I whirl and point my hack ax at a Reaper of Unusual Size. His skull mask is damaged and jagged just like mine; he’s unhooded, and the exposed portions of his shaven skull are disfigured with ultraviolet tattoos. One handed, he dangles a naked, handcuffed Frances Euphoria by her hair.
 
   “Frances!”
 
   With a Jabba the Hut laugh, the Maxi-Reaper tosses Frances to one side, steps forward, and postures. His posse half-circles behind him; they’re all big and bulky and slathered in prison muscle – even the females. They grip their weapons casually, almost negligently, and they’re masked and accoutered, pierced and tattooed like more Mad Max extras. The biggest of them pales in comparison to Mister Fee-Fi-Fo-Fum. 
 
   “I could slay you right here, right now, with the greatest of ease.” He states in harsh, gravelly, sub-woofer tones.
 
   Data from my ocular feed indicates that both of his arms are mutant hacks, his advanced abilities bar five times that of an ordinary player like yours truly. He wasn’t lying when he said he could bump me off right now. Still, he hasn’t, and isn’t making a move to – he’s just flapping his gums and showing off for his pack of murderous moppets. 
 
   Something ain’t right here. He wants something, or I’d already be scattered pixels.
 
   I step up to the plate. “So who are you supposed to be, anyway – Dethtaks the Shootinator? Dirk the Destroyer? Lee Mouton? And don’t you think that avatar of yours tries just a little too hard? Maybe over-compensates for some… shortcoming… just a teensy little bit?”
 
   How far can I push him before he reacts?
 
   He strikes a different Threatening Pose. “Mock me, Quantum Hughes, and suffer the consequences!”
 
   “What are ya gonna do – vogue me to death? So far, you’ve been all tell and no show.” 
 
   Aiden moves to one side to maximize his field of fire and crouches behind cover to make a smaller target for any counter fire. Arrogant in their nonchalance, the Reapers ignore him.
 
   “I will do much more than that, Quantum Hughes. Much, much more.” His fingers flex and grip, flex and grip.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, yeah, sez you. You some kind of big cheese in the Guild of Calamitous Intent or something?” I ask, mocking him further.
 
   “I’ve been instructed by management to offer you a role in our guild,” his agitation is apparent in his voice. Frances tries to sit up, but the blue-glowing manacles prevent her from moving much. “They wish to recruit the warrior who has slain some of our best; who has slain my brethren.” 
 
   “Seriously? Guild? Brethren? Warriors? What is this, Highlander? You sound like a bunch of prancing, mincing, la-de-da poofters to me. How old are you, really? Twelve, maybe thirteen tops? Have your balls even dropped yet? Look princess, why don’t you and your gunsels get back into your ballet tights, grab your Pixie Stix and fairy wings and head off to one of the Rainbow-Unicorn-Magic Castle worlds before I give you all a reason to stay home from school tomorrow.”
 
   He grunts, or at least it sounds like a grunt; it could also have been a chupaqueso repeating on him for all I know. My eyes are trained on his ridiculously overdeveloped arms. I can’t tell if they’re pumped or about to morph into some nightmare mutant hacks. He shifts his weight from foot to foot and he strikes an Even More Threatening Pose. His breathing picks up, and I’ll bet he’s sweating under his so very cool Reaper gear right about now.
 
   “You got a name, fat ass? I always like to know who I’m killing.”
 
   He half turns, morphs his arm into some kind of gawd-awful death ray and vaporizes two parked cars and half a shipping container to his right.
 
   That apparently touched a nerve, so I carry on. “Ha! I can see it – you’re some four hundred pound, five-foot-tall, fifteen-year-old mama’s boy with greasy hair and zits. You’re so unattractive and socially awkward that even your right hand falls asleep on you. Girls don’t even–”
 
   “ENOUGH!” he roars. 
 
   His left arm morphs into a giant blade with shark fin-sized daggers protruding from its outer edge. Anger and animosity radiate off him, white-hot. A bar of incandescence screams over my shoulder. Even though it’s a clear miss, flesh boils away from me, my vision blurs and my life bar drops by nearly a quarter. 
 
   “Don’t kill him, Rollins!” one of the Reapers behind him shouts.
 
   Aiden is beside me moments later. “Geez, that’s got to sting. You all right?” He waves away the tendrils of smoke coming off my wound.
 
   “I need to dig the dagger in just a little deeper. Be ready,” I whisper.
 
   I turn back to the Reapers. “Rollins is it? Is that your name?”
 
   He nods, and proudly states “Thus I am known!”
 
   One of the female Reapers hisses, “Don’t kill him. Remember what Strata said!”
 
   “Look, Rollins, I’m all boo-hoo about how tough you must have it as a fat, ugly kid that always gets his ass handed to him and has a snowball’s chance in hell of getting laid. But you know what? A real man, a tough man, a man with character would get over it and press on! But a fat crybaby bedwetting punk-ass pussy would probably just lose it start shooting at things – kind of like you have.”
 
   Another blast sears the asphalt at my feet. 
 
   “Touchy, touchy,” I say, watching my life bar deplete. 
 
   “As I was saying,” Rollins growls, “I am here to offer you a membership in our guild.”
 
   “And you show up with my girlfriend naked and bound? This is how you offer me a membership?”
 
   Frances Euphoria coughs. “I’m not your girlfriend.”
 
   “Frances!” I shout, blowing my tough guy cover. “Are you all right?”
 
   Rollins gets the picture. He takes a step back and lifts Frances by her hair again, exposing her throat.
 
   “We’ve been holding this one for a couple of weeks now.”
 
   “A couple of weeks?” 
 
   I recall what Aiden said about the respawning process. Have I really been asleep for that long?
 
   “A couple of weeks,” he says. “The cuffs prevent her from logging out or doing anything, really. I’m surprised she’s still alive in the real world. I wonder who’s taking care of your body right now, if Frances isn’t there.”
 
   “We can both take care of ourselves,” I say.
 
   “You don’t get it, do you, Quantum? Reapers are searching for you in the real world and they will soon find you.” Rollins snaps his fingers. “That … is all it takes for me to have you killed for good.”
 
   “Then why don’t you do it and quit with all the BS?”
 
   “Corporate says we need you,” he finally says. “Just think of the publicity our guild will get when we rescue Quantum Hughes, co-founder of the Dream Team, from a glitched Proxima World. Add to this the fact that you’d be working for us, thus legitimizing our endeavors. You’d become the face of the Revenue Corporation, our spokesperson. Plus you’d be reunited with–”
 
   “Revenue Corporation? What the hell are you going on about?”
 
   “You don’t think we’re called Reapers in the real world, do you? Frances didn’t fill you in? The Revenue Corporation’s sole mission is to rescue the countless people trapped in various Proxima Worlds and rehabilitate them. Our war is with digital comas, not with real people, contrary to what you might think.”
 
   “You kill people and take the insurance money offered to them by the Proxima Company…”
 
   “There is no evidence we do such a thing. Our corporate motto…”
 
   “Spare me, Rollins.” I sigh. God I hate businessmen, especially the ones who wear Goth Ass Clown costumes and parade around in Proxima worlds flapping their digital dicks like they’re baseball bats.
 
   “You are testing our patience.” He says through gritted teeth. “We will find you in the real world soon, within the next day. Possibly sooner. Then we will own your body and the tables will turn.”
 
   “Let Frances go or I will kill all of you.”
 
   He laughs at this and his leather clown butt-buddies join him.
 
   “You’re in no position to make threats, Quantum Hughes, let alone kill anyone.”
 
   “And you’re in no position to ever get laid, considering you likely spend most of your time whacking off to anime porn. Still, it is a position and these are my demands: Release her.”
 
   “All right … ” He lifts Frances by the hair and slings her at me. “She’s released.” 
 
   She lands directly in front of Aiden and me. I’m too trigger-itchy to pay much attention to the fact that she’s naked. 
 
   In the time it took her to clear the ten paces separating Aiden and me from the Reapers, I’ve scanned the area twice with my ocular feed, looking for anything. Getting Frances was a bit too easy for my taste.
 
   “Get behind us,” I tell her under my breath. Aiden helps her to her feet and I step in front of both of them.
 
   “You got what you wanted,” Rollins says. “Now it’s my turn to get what I want.”
 
   “And what is that?”
 
   “I want you to come with me. You’ve already got the mask; now let’s make it official. If you come with me, I’ll show you the logout point; the Revenue Corporation will rehabilitate you in the real world.”
 
   “Fat chance.”
 
   I fire directly at him, but he’s suddenly not there and the beam blasts through one of his henchmen.
 
   Rollins fires two consecutive, simultaneous shots from two widely separated points; one nearly takes off my right arm. My life bar drops to almost zero. 
 
   “FOOL! DO YOU REALLY WISH TO PLAY THIS OUT?” he roars, going from semi-sane to full-on berserker mode in no time at all. The remaining Reapers in his back-up band cover us with their weapons. “DON’T YOU REALIZE I CAN SLAY YOU!?”
 
   I step forward and drop my weapon arm to my side. “Kill me then, shit-for-brains, and let’s be done with it.”
 
   Aiden presses the muzzle of his AK against the back of my head. I don’t hear the shot.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Day 555
 
    
 
   Damn the feedback. 
 
   My dreams cut short, demarcated, stitched to something that was once real and is now reverie in chains. Who wakes up in a dream and goes to sleep in a dream? Who kills in a dream and is killed in a dream? Whose life was once life and now is undeath; whose life was once life and now is feedback. 
 
   “Morning Assassin,” I say, rolling to my side. I access my cheese grater, item 27 and my nail gun, item 31. “I’ll fix his ass!” The plan is simple – beat the hell out of him then nail him to the floor Jesus-style and give the inner sadist that hides in the basement of my dark soul free reign with the kitchen implement.
 
   I spring out of bed without looking around, without noticing that I’ve practically crawled over a warm body to get to the window. My back goes against the wall and it is only then that my eyes register the form in my bed.
 
   “Frances?”
 
   Her eyes open underneath a shock of thick red hair. The blankets shift off her shoulder and she scoots up. “I thought you’d never respawn.”
 
   “What’s going on?” I take a step back, hiding my cheese grater behind my back. 
 
   She moves up even more, revealing her shoulder, clavicle and inevitably – breasts. 
 
   A knock on the door and Aiden the Morning Assassin steps in.
 
   “Will someone please explain to me what’s going on here?” I ask, holding the cheese grater at my side.
 
   “You were going to crucify me again?” Aiden asks, noticing my nail gun. “And use the cheese grater?”
 
   “That was the plan … ”
 
   “Really, Quantum, you are unnecessarily brutal,” Frances says from the bed.
 
   “Well, I woke up thinking Aiden betrayed me and that I hadn’t rescued you. Lo and behold I find you lying in bed next to me. Now please, for the love of all that is holy, will someone tell me what’s happening here?”
 
   Aiden glances to Frances.
 
   “You first,” she says.
 
   “I killed you so they couldn’t. If I kill you, you respawn here; if they do it you die here and in the world up there.”
 
   “How do you know?” 
 
   “A hunch,” Aiden says. “I then used the repopulating hack to disappear with Frances.”
 
   “The repopulating hack?”
 
   “NPCs can repopulate at random. Some of us, the ones that have spent the most time with humans are directly tied to the NVA Seed, and have learned how to use this to teleport. I teleported here with Frances.”
 
   “Why aren’t the Reapers here?”
 
   “They’re probably on their way,” Frances says from her position under the blankets. “That’s why we need to hurry.”
 
   “Why didn’t they just kill me while I was sleeping?”
 
   “Because you weren’t sleeping for more than two hours,” Aiden explains. “Also, the laws governing Proxima Worlds don’t allow a player to be killed during their respawning period.”
 
   “Wait, did you say it had only been two hours this time?”
 
   “Yes.” A grin spreads across Aiden’s face. “I talked to the NVA Seed, who adjusted your respawning time due to the nature of your death and our dilemma. This isn’t something she can normally do, but she was able to do it this time.”
 
   “You know the seed?”
 
   “ … Um … I do … “
 
   “There’s another reason we need to hurry.” Frances shifts her arms out of the blanket, and shows me her wrists which are still bound by the Reaper handcuffs. “The Reapers are looking for you in the real world.”
 
   “But they won’t find me, right?”
 
   “They will find you.”
 
   “Okay, but the FCG will protect me, won’t they? I mean, didn’t I start the task force?”
 
   “The people in charge of federal funding for the Dream Team have their hands tied. The senators from several states are in the pocket of the Revenue Corporation.”
 
   “Surely the government has someone watching me.”
 
   “You’re looking at her.”
 
   “So who is watching my body right now if you’re here?” I ask Frances.
 
   “Probably a Humandroid nurse. I’m in a rig next to your dive vat in the real world. Have been for weeks because these damn cuffs prevent me from logging out.”
 
   I picture the dive vats, which are coffin-sized pools that allow a person full immersion into a virtual entertainment dreamworld. The liquid is slightly charged and made of a silicone-based gel that’s not much denser than water. They’re usually used for people who spend considerable amount of time in Proxima Worlds – or are stuck in digital comas.
 
   “Well?” she says, showing me her cuffed hands.
 
   “Well what?”
 
   “Aiden gave you a mutant hack, didn’t he? A shining ax of purest gold?”
 
   “No, I traded him for it. Fair and square.”
 
   She sighs, rolls her eyes. “Whatever. Cut ‘em off me, then.”
 
   I access the golden ax, item 554, and tap the blade on the cuffs. They disappear with a smoky “Fooof!”
 
   “That easy?”
 
   “Yeah, if you’ve got a mutant hack weapon,” she says, rubbing her wrists. Her hand goes up so she can access her inventory list. Not two seconds later she’s in her combat chic urbo-camouflage outerware. 
 
   “What now?”
 
   “Now I log out and try and move you to a different location in the real world.”
 
   I look to Aiden, “What about us?”
 
   “You two need to meet the NVA Seed. Hopefully she’ll be able to help you locate the logout point. Things are really coming to a head now,” she says quickly. “If the Reapers capture you in the real world, they can use this as a bargaining point here in The Loop. If they capture you here, they can use it as leverage in the real world. This is the problem.”
 
   “Damned if I do, damned if I don’t. What’s the best case scenario?”
 
   “The best case scenario is that you find the logout point.”
 
   “What’s the worst case scenario?”
 
   She bites her lip. “The worst case scenario is they find your body in the real world. Even if they capture you here, I still have your real body in the world up there. But if they capture you up there… ”
 
   World up there. It is still strange hearing to it referred to as the world up there. Something she’s said just seconds ago finally registers. “Wait, did one of you say the NVA Seed is a her?”
 
   “She is,” Frances says. Her hand comes up and a logout screen appears in front of her. I’m instantly envious. “Good luck.”
 
   “You too.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Aiden and I hear the six assassins bitching at each other before we reach the bottom of the stairs.
 
   “Can I just take them out again?” I ask him as we take the last step.
 
   “I have an idea. Just give me a moment …”
 
   “There he is!” the burliest of the bunch screams, and gestures with a medieval mace that looks like an angry steel pufferfish on a stick.
 
   “Seriously? Who’re you – the Black Knight?”
 
   “Come on then, no muckin’ about – let’s be ‘avin’ you!” 
 
   One of the assassins, the one I’ve pegged as Scottish – mostly because he wears a kilt – shakes his fist at me. “Are ya ready to finish this, Jimmie?” Scotty asks.
 
   “Their accents are off … ” I tell Aiden. “It’s like listening to Dick Van Dyke in Mary Poppins.”
 
   “The designers wanted a variety of people to populate C.N. so they had voice actors create characters. Some were more successful than others. Follow my lead.” He puts his hands up. “Quantum and I wish to engage your services.”
 
   “You want to do what?” the tallest asks.
 
   “Engage your services. Hire you.”
 
   “The whole lot?” 
 
   “Yes, as a security detail.”
 
   “Are you sure about this?” I ask Aiden over my shoulder. “These guys aren’t exactly … ”
 
   “Aren’t exactly what?” the shortest Assassin, the one with the sort-of Irish accent asks.
 
   “Every additional friendly shooter is a good thing, especially if Reapers show up,” Aiden says.
 
   “Right, you’re all hired,” I say aloud. A credit transfer screen appears in front of the lead Battling Brit, whom I’ll call Burly because he’s the burliest of the bunch.
 
   “Well?” Burly asks the five other assassins. All of them nod, give thumbs up. He turns back to me, “We accept your offer, but no funny stuff!”
 
   “That was easy … ” I start to say.
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” Scotty asks.
 
   “Gentlemen, we have another meeting to attend, so we’ll make this quick.”
 
   Jim the Doorman has been watching this the entire time and has a look of utter shock on his face. 
 
   “Is there a problem, Jim?” I call over to him.
 
   “No, Mr. Hughes.”
 
   “Quantum, call me Quantum.” 
 
   “Right, Mr. Quantum, my apologies.”
 
   I turn to Burly the assassin and say, “Okay tough guys, here’s your chance to show me what you got. I expect an attack at any time now. I want you six outside to provide interdiction. Your job is simple: eliminate the hostile force – no mercy, no quarter, no prisoners.”
 
   He lifts his mace. “With pleasure.”
 
   Short Irish leans on his broadsword and grins. Next to him, Pip taps the bottom of his halberd on the floor. Scotty sheaths his claymore and tucks his sgian dubh into the top of his sock, while the tall guy, the Tooth Fairy, hefts a nail-studded cricket bat and gives a yellowed and craggy smile. Next to him is the Quiet Man who still hasn’t said anything. He’s carrying a buckler with a lion emblem and a short stabbing spear.
 
   “Switch weapons, all of you. The people coming for me will have massive guns. Think less medieval and more twenty-first century.”
 
   Double barrel shotguns appear in their hands. The quiet assassin wears a deer stalker cap. Burly has a hunter orange vest and Pip is in camouflage overalls. Scotty has a wicker creel and fly casting rod.
 
   “That’s not exactly what I meant. Think… um… the Iraq War.” 
 
   “Which one?” Burly asks, as he reverses his shotgun and peers down the barrel.
 
   I cock an eyebrow at Aidan; he responds with a slight shake of the head. 
 
   Short Irish says, “He’s right, you know. Are you referring to 2003, 2019, 2025, Operation Eternal Occupation, 2036, or the little tiff we just had in 2048?” 
 
   “You choose.” L85A2 assault rifles appear in their hands and sand-colored camouflage smears across their faces. The tooth fairy is in a chocolate chip bucket hat and Scotty’s styling in a brown-tan-black tartan kilt. 
 
   “How’s this?” Pip asks.
 
   “All of you went with 2003?”
 
   “Shock and awe, dude!” Burly says. “It was maybe the best war anyone ever ‘ad in Iraq.”
 
   I turn to Aiden, who seems to be amused by my troubles. 
 
   “At least update your weapons,” I tell them. Heavier caliber assault rifles with attached grenade launchers and side-barrel PHASRs appear in their hands. Their body armor morphs as nerve-trigger weapons materialize on their shoulders. Five of them now wear helmets with Leak goggles. The tallest one seems partial to his bucket hat. 
 
   “That’ll do, mates. Secure the perimeter and kill anyone wearing a skull mask that isn’t me.”
 
   “Right then, chaps!” Burly barks, “Circle up.”
 
   They huddle up like football players, like soldiers about to saddle up for a mission, arms around shoulders, heads bowed. I fully expect a prayer; Burly surprises me. For a moment, he’s taller, broader, tougher. His voice changes so that he now sounds like Laurence Olivier.
 
   “We few, we happy few, we band of brothers;
For he to-day that sheds his blood with me
Shall be my brother; be he ne’er so vile,
This day shall gentle his condition;
And gentlemen in England now-a-bed
Shall think themselves accurs’d they were not here,
And hold their manhoods cheap whiles any speaks
That fought with us upon Saint Crispin’s day.”
 
   He catches my eye; I straighten my spine. A line from a movie comes to me: ‘Cry God for Harry, England, and Saint George!’ I proclaim.
 
   He smiles, nods, genuinely pleased, and turns to the other five.
 
   “All right you lot, we’re on the clock now, so let’s get stuck in!” They bump fists, break, and bolt out of the front of the hotel, happy to be given a task.
 
   I turn to Aiden. “Where to now?”
 
   “Follow me.”
 
   I follow Aiden in the dining area and instinctively turn to the kitchen. 
 
   “Where are you going?” he asks.
 
   “To kill the chef.”
 
   “Not necessary.” 
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Positive.”
 
   We sit at the table I always sit at. “Is the NVA Seed coming here?” 
 
   Aiden’s eyes twitch slightly. “You still don’t know?”
 
   “A woman, right?”
 
   Dolly appears next to the table. “Hi, Quantum.” 
 
   “It’s … you?”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “You’re the NVA Seed?” I ask Dolly. There is no way she is the neuronal visualization algorithmic seed. That would mean … that would mean she’s basically the root of CN, the in- administrator of The Loop. Impossible! 
 
   “I’ll let you two kids talk,” Aiden says, stepping away.
 
   “Wait, where are you going?”
 
   “Outside with the other assassins – every gun counts.”
 
   His body quickly fades away and I’m left looking up at Dolly.
 
   “Is it true?”
 
   Her lips, painted crimson, squeeze into a small moue. She’s in her usual apron, her bobbed hair pulled back into a tight little pony tail. “Yes,” she finally says.
 
    “Then … then that means …” I slam my fist on the table. “That means you’re the one keeping me here! You’re the one who has trapped me!”
 
   She chokes back a small sob, wipes her face.
 
   “Is it true? Are you the one!?” I shout, overcome with emotion.
 
   “No … ” she finally says. “I don’t have that type of administrative authority.”
 
   “So what … what is your role in all this?”
 
   Her hand drops on the table and I instinctively pick it up. Old habits die hard, and Dolly and I have a history that apparently spans eight years.
 
   “I’ve been trying to keep you alive, keep you engaged, keep you sane,” she whispers. “And … and … ”
 
   “And what?”
 
   “I’ve, we … well, CN has grown used to your presence. When Frances Euphoria arrived, I was pretty angry. I didn’t want you to log out. I don’t want you to ever log out.”
 
   “So you’re preventing me from logging out?” I ask, squeezing her hand.
 
   “No, Quantum! Aren’t you listening to me? I don’t have that type of authority. It was a glitch in the master algorithm, something I have no control over.”
 
   “Do you know where the logout point is?”
 
   “In The Badlands, near Devil’s Alley,” she says. 
 
   “You knew this the whole time!?” 
 
   “Not the whole time … but most of the time.” She sniffs and a tear slides down her face. “I’m sorry. Please understand, I was only trying to help.”
 
   “You’re responsible for the repetitive days. All this time … ”
 
   “According to the data Proxima received from early beta-users, humans are happiest when living a life repetitive in nature.”
 
   “Christ, Dolly … ” I strip my hand away from her, rub my face. “Do you know … do you know how mind-numbing that has been for me? My God, every day is the same! The same!”
 
   “I was only trying to make things better for you, Quantum.”
 
   I press my body away from the table and am about to stand when Dolly sits in my lap. “Quantum, please … ”
 
   “Dolly, get off me.”
 
   “Please forgive me. I just wanted to help you.” Another tear slides down her cheek. “I just wanted to make you comfortable.”
 
   “All this time … you could have … you could have done something. You could have told me there was a logout point!”
 
   “Please,” she says, crying full on now. “I didn’t want … I don’t want you to leave.”
 
   “I would have come back, Dolly, don’t you know that? Don’t you know how I feel about you? Can’t you understand? You could have helped me!”
 
   The windows smash in and another friggin’ Reaper vaults through. Dolly raises her hand and the man freezes in midair. 
 
   “You can … freeze time?” I ask.
 
   “I’m not done talking to you and I won’t be interrupted – this is important… “ 
 
   The Reaper moves and time freezes again. 
 
   “You tried … you tried to kill me!” I say, remembering what happened a few Loop days back. “What was that all about?”
 
   “I didn’t want you to go.”
 
   “Dolly, I am human and you are … you are artificial intelligence. You aren’t real! You’re a character in a virtual dreamworld!”
 
   Time speeds up and freezes again. Dolly curls onto my lap, sobbing with her entire body. “Please don’t leave me, Quantum. Please.”
 
   “Dolly, get off me. I need to handle this,” I say, choking back tears myself. My inventory list comes up; my Reaper mask appears on my face and my golden ax in my hand. It begins its magical weaponization. 
 
   “Please, Quantum, don’t leave me. You’re … you’re all I have.”
 
   I push her off and stand, pointing my weapon at the Reaper. Time speeds up and slows down again in a maddening way.
 
   “Stop playing with time and stop playing with my life, Dolly.”
 
   With that she disappears, fragmenting into a million pixels. 
 
   Time immediately returns to its normal pace. I blast the Reaper before he can even get his weapon up. A different window shatters and another Reaper crashes on the table with two of the Battling Brits wrapped around his arms, repeatedly hacking him with their tactical knives.
 
   I aim my mutant hack and an enormous burst of energy mulches the Reaper.
 
   “How many are there?” I ask one of the assassins, whom I recognize as Short Irish.
 
   “All of them, I think!” He leaps into the air and out the window. A titanic gout of energy blasts in from outside, washing over the assassin with the bucket hat. His skeleton is visible as he flares orange-yellow-white and drops to ash; the wall behind him blows out.
 
   Aiden leaps through the blown out window, shoulder rolls, lobs two grenades and empties his drum in a long, barrel-melting burst.
 
   “Aiden!” 
 
   “There are too many, Quantum!” He glances around, changes drums, loads another grenade. 
 
   “Is Rollins out there?”
 
   “They’re all out there. All of them!”
 
   I take a step closer to the blown out window.
 
   “Don’t, they’ll kill you and you’ll die in the real world. Kill yourself instead.” A thrown grenade bounces through the opening, hits the wall, skitters across the floor. Aiden leaps for it, screams, “Kill yourself, Quantum!” A muffled blast, and then he’s mostly gone. Bits and pieces of him gently patter down around me.
 
   “Quantum, honey.”
 
   A delicate hand with candy apple red nails touches my shoulder and gently pulls me around. Dolly smiles at me, ineffable sadness in her eyes as she jams inventory item 33, stag-handled bowie knife with brass cross guard straight into my heart and gives it a half-twist. In slow motion, I fall to the floor; in slow motion Dolly wipes away her tears as she steps over me; in slow motion she picks up Aiden’s AK and steps through the window in a crescendo of automatic weapons fire. 
 
   As I fade to black, I think, “I really, really hate that damn knife!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Day 556
 
    
 
   Feedback, a yard of white-hot sword in my gut, searing its way through to my heart. Feedback, a siren song beckoning to me over an astringent sea of bitter breakers. Feedback, a foul miasma rising from a swamp of despair, choking me from within. Feedback my only friend, my companion, my curse among curses.
 
   I turn and the blanket slips off my body. My finger comes up, my inventory list scrolls; the golden ax appears in my hand and morphs into a nightmare weapon; the stag-handled Bowie appears in my other hand; I’m very much in the mood to use it. “Bastards … ” I say waiting for something, anything to happen.
 
   The memory of Dolly’s confession comes to me. She’s only trying to help, I tell myself, but that doesn’t make me any less hurt, any less angry. She hid the logout point from me. 
 
   WHOOM!
 
   An explosion rocks the room and a Reaper rappels in. I flambé her before she can do more than snarl, and she lands in a smoking heap on the floor; I hobble over to her and press the point of Mr. Stabby hard up under the ruins of her chin.
 
   “Where’s Rollins?” I scream into her face. 
 
   “That’s for me to know and you to find out,” she hisses and logs out before I can finish her.
 
   The door kicks open and Aiden steps in, around the bushel-basket sized hole, his AK up and ready.
 
   “Are you all right?” he asks.
 
   “That’s an interesting question. Dolly stabbed me in the heart, both literally and figuratively.”
 
   “She saved you Quantum.”
 
   “How do you figure?”
 
   “The Reapers overran us less than a minute after she killed you. They killed everybody – everybody – and burned the place down. They would have got you, Quantum.”
 
   “But they didn’t and here I am,” I say.
 
   “She was helping you.”
 
   “By killing me … ” I clear my throat. Aiden is right; still, I’m a little contentious due to Dolly’s revelations in the dining area. I can’t help but feeling lied to, can’t help but feeling like I’ve been a pawn the entire time. She could have told me!
 
   Aiden sighs. “Okay, Quantum. Please understand that I mean this in the nicest, least judgmental, most non-denigrating way possible, but you need to put on your best big-boy zoot suit, man up and get over it. Focus on your now problem: we need to find the logout point; we need to get you out of here. The Reapers will not stop coming after you.”
 
   “Dolly said it was in The Badlands that surround Devil’s Alley, but Frances and I already checked that area.”
 
   “Hey Mister … ”
 
   Aiden and I both look through the hole the Reaper blew in my floor. The kid from the room below me is looking up at us, clutching his pillow as if it were a teddy. His eyes are big and shiny, his frame incredibly small. I remember the kid from a few days back – his mom is down the hall getting paid to bump uglies with some fat cab driver.
 
   “We’re kind of busy, kid,” I call down to him.
 
   He says, “I heard you talking about The Badlands, about Devil’s Alley. What are you looking for?”
 
   I turn to the door. “We don’t have time for this kid.”
 
   “My uncle knows everything about Devil’s Alley,” the kid says. 
 
   “Your uncle?”
 
   Aiden shrugs. “You got any better leads? Let’s see what he has to say ... ”
 
   Both of us hop through the hole to the room below. The floor is crunchy with debris; wooden slats jut out of the ceiling above.
 
   I turn to the rug rat. He’s famine-thin, skin and bones and sinew – no body fat at all. His shoulders remind me of door knobs. “All right, kid, you better make this quick. We are sort of being hunted at the moment.”
 
   “Take me to Devil’s Alley with you.” 
 
   “Just tell us where your uncle is and we’ll find him.”
 
   There is a twinkle behind the kid’s eyes, something that reminds me of Dolly. “My uncle isn’t like the others.”
 
   The image of the bum Frances Euphoria and I met in The Badlands comes to me, the one who bit the shit out of her. The carnie. “Is your uncle hunched over, kind of crazy? Wears a little top hat?”
 
   “He’s not like the others,” the kid says again, “and he won’t listen to anyone but my mom and me.”
 
   “What do you think?” I ask Aiden. “Should we take him with us?”
 
   “It couldn’t hurt,” he says, “but we need to go now if we’re going to do it. More Reapers will be here any minute.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Let’s hail a taxi from the rooftop,” Aiden suggests. 
 
   “Good idea. We can avoid the six assassins, Jim and whatever else waits for us in the lobby. Come on, kid.” I turn to the front door of the boy’s hotel room.
 
   “My name is Picasso.”
 
   “That isn’t your name,” I tell him.
 
   “Is too!”
 
   “And you’re a painter?”
 
   “I’m a ten-year-old.”
 
   Aiden says, “You can play twenty questions with him later. Let’s go!”
 
   We hit the hallway and from there, the stairwell. Moving as fast as possible, we make our way to the rooftop. The door springs open and we’re greeted by a stupid amount of rain, rain coming down in pitchforks and hammer handles, a real frog-choker of a downpour. Thunder wallops in the air, wind twists and whips around us, lightning cracks across the sky like a wet towel. My hand goes up and a taxi immediately lowers, one of the advantages of having airborne vehicles.
 
   Picasso and I get in the back, Aiden in the front.
 
   “The Badlands near Devil’s Alley,” I tell the driver, “pronto.”
 
   “Devil’s Alley … ” the driver grunts as his vehicle lifts in the air. “Piece of cake.”
 
   Our vehicle barrels through the air as rain pelts and spatters against the windshield; the tiny windshield wipers work frantically to sweep away the digital raindrops; bits of hail plink against the hood of the cab. We zoom past a transport truck with the back slightly open and a tarp flapping in the wind. 
 
   Not much is said.
 
   My mind races like a gerbil up a celebutard’s butt. There is no telling where I’ll end up next – my life has spun out of my control and this just reinforces my need to find the logout point. I don’t want to end up as someone else’s avatar, a pawn in their games here in the Proxima Galaxy and in the real world ... up there.
 
   Devil’s Alley looms in the distance, an island of ultra-neon illuminated pollute haze above the ground level trenches, rat-runs, and hidey-holes. Bauhaus buildings jut into the sky, ready to deflate any sense of hope one may experience upon entering this back door to Hell.
 
   “There’s Barfly’s. I could really use a shot ‘n’ a beer. We got time for a quick one?” I deadpan.
 
   Aiden snorts, “There are no quick ones at Barfly’s, you know that. We get this Reaper thing resolved and the first round’s on me, but right now they’re dead on your ass and breathing down your neck. We just had a great big shoot ‘em up at the hotel not two hours ago.”
 
   “Two hours ago?”
 
   “Yes, you haven’t been asleep for long. The NVA Seed … ”
 
   “Dolly.”
 
   “Dolly made sure of it.”
 
   “Just like the day before?”
 
   “Just like the day before. She really is doing everything she can, Quantum.” He turns to me, looks me dead in the eye. “For you.”
 
   The taxi lowers towards a forgotten Ferris wheel. In front of the Ferris wheel is an old Merry-go-round with half the plastic horses missing. A funhouse with a psycho killer clown face and a toppled ticket booth filled with vintage garbage complete the scene of sheer abandonment. 
 
   We hover. “Is this all right?” the taxi driver asks.
 
   I glance to Picasso.
 
   “It’s fine,” he says, “My uncle is always around here somewhere.”
 
   The taxi lands. I transfer some credit to the driver with a generous tip for not being nosy, and we hop out.
 
   “What is it you’re looking for exactly?” Picasso asks. “You never told me.”
 
   “We’re looking for a logout point. It should be around here somewhere, stationary.”
 
   The kid scratches the back of his head in a way that suggests teeny-weeny livestock. Despite this, he somehow reminds me of myself as a child, blond hair, innocent. This gets me thinking more about Picasso – he didn’t appear in my life until almost ten days ago. There was never anyone in the room below mine until … day 548 or something. I’m about to say something to him about it when he says, “Follow me!”
 
   The kid takes off like a greased weasel in a downhill Teflon chute, and ducks through a hole in the rusty chain link. 
 
   “Watch my back, please,” I tell Aiden, “You know, just in case.”
 
   “I’m on it.” 
 
   A Barrett M-82 .50 caliber rifle with a whopping big suppressor appears in his hands.
 
   “Element of surprise – whispering death,” he says as his body starts to pixilate. 
 
   “Good, keep in the shadows. If anyone comes, fill ‘em full of daylight.”
 
   He disappears and I ease my way in through the hole in the fence; I wouldn’t want to cut my avatar and get digital tetanus.
 
   “Wait up, Picasso,” I call after the scrawny ankle-biter.
 
   He slides to a halt in front of the overturned ticket booth. Large rats scurry away carrying strips of flesh in their mouths. I see movement in the distance – a fiend calling it a night at the start of the day by covering himself with a cardboard blanket. He coughs, hacks, vomits something up, examines it, shrugs.
 
   “Uncle!” the kid calls out. 
 
   “Does he have a name?”
 
   “I just call him Uncle.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll help then. Uncle!”
 
   “Uncle!”
 
   “Uncle!” I cup my hands around my mouth. “UNCLE!”
 
   Debris slides and scrapes, broken glass clinks and tinkles on the asphalt as a man emerges from a heap of splintered wood adjacent to the Merry-go-round. 
 
   “I should have known … ”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Nothing to be afraid of NOTHING to be afraid … to be …”
 
   His crooked little top hat with the peacock feather confirms it – this is the carnie Frances and I met a few days back, the one who took a bite out of crime and skedaddled with Frances’ arm. 
 
   “PICASSO!” His hands – claw-like and mangled – come out and he sweeps the boy in his arms. “Always something getting in my way … LIFE who knew where I’d end up … Throw up SEW UP call up maul me balmy Sundays. BLOODY Sundays!”
 
   “Let’s make this quick,” I tell Picasso. I don’t trust Uncle Carnie as far as I can throw him; the man would be better off in a kennel than a Proxima World. One arm smaller than the other, neck-less, stumpy little legs, a face a mother would love to bash – Uncle Carnie redefines hideous.
 
   “Uncle we’re looking for the logout point.”
 
   “LOG OUT!” he leaps into the air, clawing at my chest. “LOG OUT!” he screams in a hoarse voice. I pull my fist back, ready to add a little flavor to his busted grill.
 
   “Don’t,” Picasso says, “just relax around him.”
 
   Uncle Carnie is on the ground around my feet, sniffing at my legs. I suppress my desire to give him a good knee to the face. “Logout point,” I say calmly, “Logout point. Focus, Uncle.”
 
   “LOG OUT!” he cries, biting at my shoe now, slobbering on the leather, wiping snot onto my pant legs.
 
   Picasso crouches in front of the disturbed man. “Uncle,” he says in a voice not his own, a female voice that I recognize, “I need you to help my friend Quantum here.”
 
   “Dolly?”
 
   Picasso looks up at me and his eyes flicker. “Who?” he asks, in his normal little kid voice.
 
   “Nothing, nobody – just talk to your uncle.”
 
   Now Uncle Carnie is on his back, kicking his feet in the air. The soles of his boots have been completely worn away revealing his blackened feet. One of his toes is hanging out of the front of his shoe, the nail curled and yellow, thick like a ram’s horn. “I just WANT to go home!” he screams. “HOME! Let me go home let me go home let me … go … HOME! Ah!” He bangs his fists against the ground until they are bloody. “HOME! Ah!”
 
   Picasso says, “It’s okay, Uncle. We’ll take you home soon but first, I need you to show me where the logout point is.”
 
   Dolly’s voice again, I’m certain of it. 
 
   “Log out?” Tears appear on Uncle Carnie’s face. “YOU CAN’T LOG OUT!”
 
   “We need your help, Uncle … ”
 
   Uncle Carnie rolls to his side, waddles to his feet. He grabs the front of my shirt and begins screaming. “LOG OUT! LOG OUT!” His eyes are bulging out of his face, his breath foul, his tongue covered in sores, his gums oozing pus, his teeth fuzzy and yellow.
 
   Please,” I say, “please help us …  help me … ” 
 
   I am suddenly overcome with emotion. To think that this algorithmic mishap stands between me and logging out is hard to process.
 
   Picasso’s hand comes up, resting on his uncle’s back. “Please uncle,” he says, “Quantum needs our help.”
 
   Uncle Carnie spins around, spins back to me, spins around again. His top hat comes off and he holds it in front of him. “LOG OUT!” he screams into the opening of his hat, “LOG OUT!”
 
   He twists his hat around, smacks the top and an origami star falls out.
 
   “What’s that?” I ask.
 
   Picasso picks it up. “It’s the logout point.”
 
   “But I thought it had to be stationary … ”
 
   “It is stationery.”
 
   I take the star-shaped piece of paper from Uncle Carnie, examine it. Stationery. This was why Frances and I couldn’t find the logout point. Naturally, I add it to my inventory list – item 555 (due to the fact I didn’t add anything yesterday). It appears in my hand moments later, a small blue indicator floating above it. A banner emerges from the indicator that reads:
 
    
 
   Hi, Quantum Hughes. Would you like to log out?
 
    
 
   Freedom. Freedom! Freedom!
 
   “Thank you … ” I say, my hand hovering over the logout button, my fingers twitching. Then the thought comes to me. “Aiden.”
 
   Morning Assassin appears behind my shoulder, lowers his weapon. “Congratulations, Quantum. You found it.”
 
   “I’m not finished yet,” I tell him, returning the star-shaped stationery to my inventory list. “I need to go back to the hotel.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I want to thank Dolly. Come on kid,” I say to Picasso over my shoulder.
 
   “He’s already gone, Quantum,” Aiden says. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   There is nothing but debris and amusement park wreckage where Picasso and Uncle Carnie were just standing. A cat-sized rat near the ticket booth rummages through a trashcan; a fiend scratches at his crotch in the shadow of a kiddie ride – this is The Loop. I hear a howl in the distance, and I can’t tell if it’s human or animal. Doesn’t matter now.
 
   “I need to return to the hotel …” I tell him. “One last time.”
 
   He nods, knows exactly what I need to do. “I’ll go with you.”
 
   “Can you do that repopulate-teleport thing?”
 
   “Sure. I not only can, I will.” He rolls his eyes and shakes his head at my confused look. “Grammar,” says he. Aiden puts his hand out in front of me. “Touch my hand and we’ll be there.”
 
   “We really should have done this earlier, instead of taking a taxi.”
 
   “Old habits die hard.”
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   I drop my hand onto Aiden’s arm and not a second later we’re in the lobby of the Mondegreen Hotel. Four of the six morning assassins are sleeping on the sofas. The other two are throwing darts, and Jim the doorman winces every time they miss the target and stick one in the lobby wall.
 
   “Hello, Mr. Hughes,” Jim the Doorman says.
 
   “Please, call me Quantum, Jim.”
 
   “Hello, Mr. Quantum.”
 
   “There ‘e is!” Burly the assassin laughs. “We thought you’d never come, mate. Wake up, you slack-jawed load o’ poofters!”
 
   Short Irish stretches, yawns, falls off the sofa. He wakes upon impact, struggles to find his weapon.
 
   A pistol appears in Burly’s hand and he fires a shot in the ceiling, filling the room with pixilated ceiling-matter. Doorman Jim leaps behind the desk, covering his head with a newspaper. Burly shouts, “Everyone up! The Reapers just called – they’re leaving your mum’s and are on their way here! STAND TO!” 
 
   “Why’d you have to bloody do that?” Scotty roars. “I nearly soiled me kilt!” His eyes are bloodshot, his hands form fists in front of him.
 
   “You want a piece o’ me, you whinging Scots nancy-boy?” Burly asks, cracking his knuckles.
 
   “Let’s ‘ave it then, wanker!” Scotty assassin says, his fists coming up.
 
   “Glad to see they’re still motivated,” I tell Aiden as I make my way to the dining area. “Have them arm up and form a perimeter while I speak to Dolly.”
 
   “No problem, Quantum.”
 
   “One more thing… ” I turn to Morning Assassin, my daily deadly enemy for two subjective years, and not a bad guy once you get to know him. “Thanks for all your help,” I say as I put my hand out, “for all you’ve done.”
 
   He walks past my hand and picks me up in a bear hug. “It’s been an honor and a pleasure, Quantum. I’ve really enjoyed working with you.” 
 
   The Battling Brits shout tasteful encouragement:
 
   “Whyncha just kiss ‘im and be done with it?”
 
   “Aren’t they just the dishiest couple?”
 
   “Don’t bonk ‘im in the lobby, fer Gossakes!”
 
   “Oi, Jim! You got any vacancies? They look like they could use a room!”
 
   Aiden sets me down, grins at the Brits and gives them the two finger salute. They consider this the height of sophisticated rejoinder and howl their appreciation.
 
   “Seriously, it’s been good. If you need me, you know where to find me,” and gun in hand, he vanishes.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Dolly.”
 
   I’m in the dining room at my usual spot, ready for anything. The sky has brightened outside sending in arcs of light, which reflect off the clean plates arranged on each table. I can hear the chef in the kitchen, whistling a show tune. I can hear the Brits bitching at each other in the lobby. I think about going in there and killing them for old time’s sake, but decide against it. New days, new ways. No need to revert to the hopeless, kill-crazy animal I once was.
 
   “Quantum.”
 
   Dolly stands behind me in a sparkling red dress. Her bob floats above her eyes; her signature make-up tastefully applied – just some eyeliner and deep red lipstick. The diamond necklace I gave her weeks ago sits just above her clavicle. I’d forgotten about the necklace, stolen from a jewelry smuggling operation I happened upon in The Pier. Seeing her with it now only reminds me of how long we’ve been going at it, whatever it may be.
 
   Our history is real no matter what world I exist in.
 
   I hold my arms out to her and she’s in them, squeezing me tightly. “I have to go, Dolly,” I tell her. “It’s time.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she says. “I’m sorry for … not helping you escape earlier.”
 
   I should be angry but I’m not. There’s no way to be angry with Dolly, who is truly the epitome of beautiful, friendly companionship. I understand now that she meant well, that she wasn’t trying to hurt me. The moments we spent together – those dance barefoot through my memory as we say our final goodbyes in the dining room where we first met. 
 
   She melts against me, tilts her face up and her lips meet mine, soft and warm and full. I say, “Thanks for the help.”
 
   “What do you mean?” she asks, her eyes flickering.
 
   “The kid, Picasso. You put him in my life and he led me to the logout point.”
 
   A grin, a genuine grin anchored by years of affection spreads across her face. “It was the least I could do.”
 
   “I know, but it really helped, Dolly. That’s why I’ve come back here, to thank you, to tell you I’ll never forget you and to apologize for all the times … for all the times I’ve been an idiot.”
 
   “CN will have no reason to exist if you aren’t here,” she says. “You are the only thing keeping this place alive.”
 
   My hand rests on the table, holding my weight. “I know,” I finally say, “but I’m from a different place entirely and … and I’m practically a skeleton back there. I need some time to fix myself up, to adjust to the real world.”
 
   “I wish I could see your world.” 
 
   Again, her body presses into mine and her hands come to my shoulders.
 
   “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be, Dolly. Rich versus poor is building steam, or at least it was when I was out there. We have Humandroid androids now, and massive, soulless, profit-grubbing corporations which control every aspect of a person’s life, even though most people don’t know it. We are an advanced species that may well advance ourselves into extinction if we keep on the way we’re going. Still, it’s where I’m from, and frankly, I want to go home.”
 
   She kisses me again, silencing my tangential maundering. “I want to give you something … ”
 
   We hear shouting outside and the clatter of gunfire. All-out war is approaching.
 
   “Alas!” she says, “The dogs of war doth bark and growl; the rough beasts prowl and seek their prey.”
 
   “That quote sounds familiar,” I say. “I should know it. Who said it?”
 
   She smiles, taps my nose with her finger. “I just did, silly. Here, I have a gift for you.” 
 
   A digitized seed appears between us, its form wavering with static. It is oval, about the size of an avocado, rimmed in a blistering light.
 
   “I’m the NVA Seed and this is my origin algorithm. If you access it in any Proxima World, I’ll appear.”
 
   More gunfire outside. Shouting. Explosions.
 
   “Is that really possible?” I ask, admiring the floating seed.
 
   “Your inventory list is tied to your account; when you return to any Proxima World, you’ll still have the same items.”
 
   “And I can simply … access you?”
 
   “Yes, I’ll spawn in whatever world you’re in. I can also bring Aiden and the six Lobby Assassins ... ”
 
   “Aiden?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “The Battling Brits?”
 
   “Yeah, them too – why not?”
 
   I feel my cheeks stretch as a smile forms. The seed goes to my inventory list, item 556.
 
   “Will you use it then?” she asks. “Will you use the seed?”
 
   “To be honest with you, I haven’t thought that far ahead,” I say as concussion blows in the windows in the dining room. Bullets spark and spangle off the metal fixtures, divot and crater the sheetrock, and kick debris like confetti into the air. 
 
   “Please, Quantum,” she says over the sudden commotion, “Don’t leave me alone in here forever. Don’t forget about me.”
 
   The way she says this hurts my heart. “I won’t make promises I can’t keep, Dolly, but I’ll try … ”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   A wall blasts open in a gout of fire and bricks and mortar, and Reaper Rollins makes his dramatic entrance. He’d be accompanied by Death Metal theme music if he could arrange for it to happen, and he pauses just long enough to allow us the opportunity to bask in the awesome badness that is him. Both his arms are morphed into large, spiky shark-finned blades with tremendous underslung gun barrels. A gaggle of his lick-spittle posse follow him in, although one is immediately blasted into vapor by an anti-armor rocket from outside, and the others whirl, crouch and return fire. The firing outside slackens for a moment, and the cat-calls and raucous laughter drift in with the gun smoke.
 
   “Ooh! That’s gonna leave a mark in the morning!”
 
   “Bet that made the big la-de-dah poofter poo in his tutu!”
 
   “Oi, Rollins – me ol’ Gran and ‘er Colecovison are tougher than you lot with this ProximaTech!”
 
   “You load o’ wankers are as soft as shite!”
 
   “Mon canard est un feu, eh mate?”
 
   Rollins’ bruxism is audible even over the firing and explosions.
 
   “How many of our guys are left?” I ask Dolly.
 
   “Aiden, and four of the Lobby Boys. And Jim and the chef – they’re out there too; they wanted to help.” she says, as she assumes a defensive martial arts posture.
 
   “You don’t have to fight them with me … ”
 
   “You shouldn’t fight them at all,” she says. “You should let me handle this. Log out before they—”
 
   A solid wall of fire erupts from Rollins’ two mutant hacks. Before I can react, Dolly steps in front of me, shielding me from the blast. It cascades over her, strips her substance from her in streamers of energy, melting her away like a snowman at the gates of Hell. She stands there, an incandescent angel of fire as Rollins bellows with laughter. I scream in wordless rage and move to return fire when Rollins’ fire winks out, and suddenly she’s Johnny Storm, then T-1000, then Dolly again. She turns to me and her eyes flash orange, lit from within by some terrible furnace. 
 
   Rollins fires again and this time his blast never touches her; it stops dead, inches away in defiance of all the laws of physics.
 
   “You can do that?” I ask.
 
   “Log out, Quantum, go NOW!”
 
   I’ve waited years for this moment; dreamt about it, fantasized about it, lusted after it and suddenly I don’t want to do it; suddenly I don’t want to leave Dolly.
 
   “Now, Quantum, please! I don’t want you to see this!” She’s suddenly larger, darker, frightening, and the light in the room streams into her like matter into a black hole. Rollins shrieks like a sissy in sheer, unadulterated, sphincter-loosening terror.
 
   I press the logout button and for the first time in eight years, I hear the logout tone.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Air enters my lungs; it’s warm, moist, tastes of nothing. I’m on my back, floating. I wait for the feedback, and I wait, and I wait, and I wait. Instead, a quiet, gentle, friendly voice materializes between my ears.
 
   Welcome back, Quantum Hughes. You are in an Individual Life Support Tank at the TransProxima Insurance Trust Digital Coma Long-Term Care Facility located in Cincinnati, Ohio. Today is Thursday, May twenty-third, two thousand fifty-eight. The current time is ten forty-seven PM and thirty-eight seconds. 
 
   The automatic extraction and revival will begin momentarily. Please do not be alarmed. We are about to engage ... The Nozzle. Please do not move while The Nozzle is engaging. Moving will disrupt calibration of ... The Nozzle. Please wait while we calibrate ... The Nozzle. Please do not look away from ... The Nozzle. The Nozzle is now calibrating. The Nozzle is still calibrating. The Nozzle has completed calibration. Thank you.
 
   Medical personnel have been summoned and will assist you momentarily. Please relax and remain stationary. Please do not be alarmed as we remove your respirator and Neuronic Vision Visor. 
 
   I couldn’t move if I wanted to.
 
   I wiggle my fingers and toes, try to lift my arms and legs – no joy. Soft mechanical fingers remove my breathing tube, disconnect my NV Visor.
 
   Then it hits me like a brick in the back of the noggin – I’m OUT! I suck in another lungful of filtered industrial medical facility air and it’s wonderful! Actual photons reflected from actual objects in the actual world actually enter my eyes and are actually processed by my visual cortex – marvelous!
 
   Various whirrings and stirrings and clinkings and clankings are going on around me as the ArachnaMed does its extraction and recovery thing. My vision blurs, sharpens, blurs again. I blink rapidly, try to get hold of myself, blink again. The world around me regains its sharpness as my eyes adjust.
 
   Four men in scrubs and lab coats wheel a gurney into my peripheral vision. I turn my head and open my mouth to speak, but all I manage to produce is a dry croaking. 
 
   “Yeah, it’s him. Dive vat data plaque states SAMUEL BECKETT; plaque’s chip confirms QUANTUM HUGHES,” the first guy says. He’s crew-cut, hard-eyed, lantern-jawed. Somehow, he doesn’t fit my idea of what a medical tech should look like, but who am I to judge? There isn’t a sea-going crustaceous bi-valve on the planet that’s happier than yours truly right about now. 
 
   I blink and my eyes blur and refocus. Second guy is big, black, bulky, shaved head, soul patch. He doesn’t look very med tech-y either. He looks me in the eye and asks, “Quantum Hughes?”
 
   “Yeah ... ” I manage to whisper. “Yeah … ”
 
   He smiles, ducks his head slightly, puts his finger to his ear, “Break, break – Control, this is Charlie-one. We have the subject; identity confirmed … Roger that, we got him. Extracting now; estimate complete in ten mike, will advise.”
 
   He turns back to me and says, “Rollins sends his regards.” 
 
   Suddenly, I’m not so happy. I do what struggling I can, but I’m still attached to the mechanical exoframe that exercised my limbs. My efforts barely ripple the surface of the semi-fluid vat gel. “Help!” I gasp to the SpiderDoc above me. “Help!” I try again.
 
   Guy number three has dark hair in a Pulp Fiction ponytail and an evil Spock goatee. He pops the cover off of some piece of vat equipment, examines it for a moment and jacks in with a handheld device.
 
   “C’mon, McAfee, quickly! We need to move!” Number Two hisses.
 
   Number Three puts down the handheld, straightens up and says, “Tell you what – you go ahead and spoof the alarms and execute an emergency disconnect and I’ll stand there and give you shit … No? Then shut yer hole and let me do my job!”
 
   “Excuse me, gentlemen. This is a restricted area and you’re not allow … ” the Humandroid nurse begins, just as Number Four shoots him twice in the chest and once in the head. Alarms blare. Red lights strobe and a mechanical voice sounds off. “INTRUDER ALERT! INTRUDER ALERT! WEAPONS FIRE BAY FIVE, BLOCK SEVEN, UNIT TWO-ONE!” 
 
   “IDIOT! IDIOT!” Number Two roars. “Norton! You worthless, trigger-happy fu … ” He gets hold of himself. “Dammit! Secure the entrance and hold ‘em off. Kapersky, you go secure our exit. GO!”
 
   I never got a good look at Number Four, Norton, as he sprints off in the direction the Humandroid nurse came from. Kapersky, Number One, charges back the way they came.
 
   Finger to the ear, Number Two says, “Break, Break – Control this is Charlie-one. We’ve been blown; Charlie-four engaged ‘droid staff and triggered alarms.” He waits, listens. “Roger that, but contract states he’s worth more alive; will attempt to extract, will advise.”
 
   Worth more alive?
 
   “Alrighty, then,” Number Two says to Number Three. “Quick and dirty,” as he pulls a compact machine pistol from underneath the gurney and attempts to look in all directions at the same time. Number Three climbs up into the vat, straddles me and starts slicing straps, tubes, wires and leads with a chainknife.
 
   Gunfire erupts from both directions, interspersed with the buzz-snap of PHASRs set to stun.
 
   I float free and Number Three drops his chainknife into the vat.
 
   “He’s clear!” Number Three shouts, puts his arms under me and tries to lift me out. I flop like a boneless chicken in the button man’s clutches. I’m slippery with vat gel, and I feel my spine twist and pop as he loses his grip, drops me. He tries again and really jacks up my spine before he lets go the second time and I slide back onto the exoframe. 
 
   “Hurry!” Number Two curses at his counterpart, fires several short bursts from his weapon, curses again. “Change of plan! Do him, get out of there and let’s go!”
 
   Number Three puts his hand on my face and pushes it under the surface. Terror surges through me and clutches me in its grip; pink-tinged vat gel stings my eyes and I try to blink it out. My finger moves but my inventory list won’t come up. The goon is going to drown me like a kitten, and there’s nothing I can do.
 
   I hear the muffled thudding of Number Two’s machine pistol; all I can think of is Dolly waiting in vain for me to return; waiting for as long as the Proxima Galaxy endures, waiting until the heat death of the universe. 
 
   I’m so sorry, Dolly!
 
   A brilliant violet flash lights up my world. 
 
   Number Three’s hand slides off my face and I surface, gasp in huge plumes of air. He’s been PHASR stunned, and flops across my body, face-down. I know I don’t have a whole lot of time before he shakes it off, but now that I’m free of the exoframe I can move some; I can move enough… 
 
   I walk my fingers up over the back of his neck.
 
   I get a good grip on his I’m so cool ponytail and focus everything I got on pushing his face into the gel, holding it there. He never twitches.
 
   The bubbling and sputtering eventually stops, but I keep his face in the gel, just to be sure. 
 
   I have time to consider my position as I semi-float in the vat with Number Three’s ponytail still in my fist. I’m back in the world, and it’s the bee’s knees, the cat’s meow; it’s ace, it’s killer, it’s top shelf – yes indeedy. However, I’m in pain, actual pain, and it troughs and crests through my body. The novelty’s long since worn off, and I’m ready for it to quit. The intruder alarm is still bleating in my skull, and it’s not helping the headache I’ve got going on that would cripple a lesser man. Plus, I’m hungry – really hungry. A stack of pancakes, extra butter, crispy fried bacon, two eggs over easy, three slices of toast and a cold one would go a long way right about now.
 
   And I wish Dolly could bring it to me.
 
   The alarm and the red strobes cut off, and the house lights come up bright, a bright that burns into my brain, even with my eyes closed. Loud voices shout back and forth: “Clear!” and “Clear!” and “One hostile down over here!” and “Clear!”
 
   A man with a gun – big gun – reaches over the edge of the vat and feels Number Three’s neck for a pulse, then feels for mine. He puts his finger to his ear. “Hughes is still alive, second hostile down. Say again, Hughes is alive, second hostile down.”


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
   June 20th 2058. 
 
   A wheelchair – how retro. They offered me a powered exoskeleton that would let me walk immediately, engage in daily activities of living as they euphemistically put it, and perform my physical therapy all at the same time.
 
   No. Thank. You. 
 
   Granted, it’s a powered AI wheelchair and I steer it with finger flicks when some Humandroid attendant isn’t pushing, but still it’s better than walking around like a Series 800 Model 101. But despite the pain, despite the injuries, despite the physical limitations, I’ve never felt better, I’ve never felt more alive.
 
   Freedom is the smell of grass in the morning. Freedom is the sound of crickets chirping in the evening. Freedom is the ability to wake up and fall back to sleep; to awaken without worrying about where the next ambush will be, wondering who’s going to try to kill you this time.
 
   Freedom is color, rich, vibrant color.
 
   True – I’m still having problems adjusting to color. True – keeping my eyes open during the botched extraction has distorted my vision, something that will also require surgery or a pair of good Leaks, which apparently have improved while I was stuck in The Loop. Still, freedom is color.
 
   The parade of humanity goes past my window every day, even though humanity is mostly just the pair of Humandroids who manage the hospital’s landscaping. Watching them gives me a sense of delight greater than sex, drugs, rock ‘n’ roll, money, or anything else that tickles the “ol dopamine receptors. I’m in constant-smile mode, no matter how painful things are or how tired I am of being fed through a tube. 
 
   It’s been said before and I’ll say it again: life is a beautiful thing. 
 
   A nurse peeks in. “You have a visitor, Quantum,” she says.
 
   “Who is it this time? Cop, lawyer, insurance adjuster?”
 
   “A young lady.”
 
   Frances Euphoria. 
 
   I know it’s her without the nurse having to say another word. Frances has been in D.C. dealing with the Federal Bureau of Investigation and Intelligence Gathering’s inquiry into the attempted assault and kidnapping of Mrs. Hughes’ eldest unmarried son by alleged Industrial Espionage Operatives, and not Reapers – who don’t exist according to the F-BIIG. Two of the four not-Reapers survived and lawyered up immediately.
 
   Still, an investigation is probably imminent.
 
   “Send her in.”
 
   This is the first time Frances and I will meet in the real world, and I’m a little nervous about it. I raise my hand to brush my hair out of my eyes, and the IV line pulls and I remember I don’t have long hair in the real world; nothing to sweep aside. My hands come down and I smooth the front of my stylish hospital bathrobe.
 
   Frances enters, and she looks nothing like her avatar. She has dark brown eyes and short black hair cut in a military high-and-tight. She’s thin, but still fills her blouse nicely, if you know what I mean, and she holds herself in an assertive, no BS manner. I imagine that I don’t look much like my avatar, either. Eight years in the vat have probably not added a beach-boy tan or given me a gym-rat physique, and really I don’t want to know just how much ground I’ve lost. Seeing my arms and legs is bad enough; a mirror would probably finish me.
 
   Frances closes the door, sits in front of me and immediately turns on the waterworks.
 
   “Really? Am I that bad?”
 
   “No, no … it’s not that. I just can’t believe I’m seeing you alive,” she says. “It still … gets to me.”
 
   “Not much to look at.” I run my hand across my shaved head, pinch my earlobe.
 
   “You’ll gain color again and weight, regain muscle tone,” she assures me.
 
   “Yeah, in that order.”
 
   “So, do you remember me now?” she asks.
 
   “Should I? What do you mean?”
 
   “We never talked about why I came for you in The Loop.”
 
   “That’s what you do, isn’t it?”
 
   “It is, but … ” She smiles through her tears. “You’re the one who gave me this job.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   She nods. “I was trapped in a Proxima World called Arrakis, a desert planet taken from the Dune series. You rescued me, back in 2049, when I was sixteen years old. At the time, you and your partner, Strata Godsick, had just gotten federal funding from the FCG to perform your first rescue. I was that rescue.”
 
   “And I hired you?”
 
   “No, but you inspired me to join as soon as I turned eighteen, after hearing that you yourself were trapped in an unknown Proxima World yourself.”
 
   My eyes dart to the window, where I catch an actual breeze rustling through the trees. Knowing that it isn’t digital, that it isn’t some clever algorithm, makes me incredibly grateful, grateful for Frances for freeing me. “Thank you,” I say, “Thank you for coming after me even though I was basically forgotten.”
 
   “It was an honor and a privilege, Quantum. I’d gladly do it again,” she says. 
 
   Silence settles in the air between us. Someone pushes a gurney through the hallway outside of the door, its wheels loud and squeaky. The Rehab Facility smells of disinfectant, plastic, ozone. 
 
   Frances is the first to speak. “I have a personal favor to ask of you.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “I wanted to ask you if you’re willing to join the Dream Team once you recover. After all, you are one of its founders …”
 
   I almost laugh at her proposition. There is no way I’m going to subject myself to a VE dreamworld again, even if it’s essentially the same as dreaming. Even if Dolly’s there…
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I finally tell her.
 
   “But Quantum … ” she bites her lip. “There are others like me, like you, people who are trapped and whom the Reapers are killing for profit. Developers and regular users.”
 
   “The Reapers.” Just saying the word puts a bad taste in my mouth.
 
   “We’d be able to fight them as a team,” she says, “and now that you’re out here, we’ll get you enhanced weapons for your next visit.”
 
   “How enhanced?” I’m not thinking of re-upping, I’m just idly curious, that’s all. Just curious.
 
   “We have a coder and a former military cyber-warfare operative on our team responsible for weapons development. They’ve reverse engineered most of the new mutant hacks the Reapers use, and have developed several really nasty ones that the Reapers don’t have. These are game-changers; these are war-winners.” She becomes fiercely intense, “We can take the fight to them, make them fight on our terms, put them on the defensive.”
 
   “That’s great and all, Frances, but there is no way I’m going back into the Proxima Galaxy. Not even for … ” 
 
   I think of Dolly, her bob haircut, her ruby red lips, our relationship that spanned eight years.
 
   “Even for what?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   She stands, runs her hands along her outfit, which is black, collarless, and cut in a military style. “Think about it, will you? I have to get going.”
 
   “I will, but I can tell you now that the answer will still be no.” I look back out the window. Never mind virtual reality – actual reality is where it’s at, pussycat. 
 
   That’s why, Frances, that’s why. 
 
   She bends forward and kisses me on the cheek. “It was nice seeing you, seeing that you are recovering.”
 
   “Thanks for all you’ve done,” I say, looking her eye to eye.
 
   “Thank you as well, Quantum.”
 
   Frances is almost at the door when I ask, “Whatever happened to my partner, the one who started the Dream Team with me? You never told me about him.”
 
   “You still don’t know, do you?”
 
   “No,” I admit. ‘my memory has been … fuzzy.”
 
   “Your former partner, Strata Godsick, is the one who started the Revenue Corporation. He is the leader of the Reapers.”
 
   My throat tightens. “Strata Godsick?”
 
   Images materialize in my mind’s eye at the sound of his name. I can see Godsick now in his Dream Team uniform, can see us shaking hands, can see the Reaper skull mask, can see Rollins pointing his nightmare weapons at me, can feel the bleachies grabbing at my legs. 
 
   “He’s the one who started the Reapers?”
 
   “Yes, he’s the head of their murder guild.”
 
   “He put a hit out on me … ”
 
   “Yes,” Frances says, “and he has killed plenty of others. We calculate he’s been directly or indirectly responsible for the death of more than five hundred people. These are just the confirmed deaths – there may be two or three times as many more that we can’t confirm. And that doesn’t take into account the users he’s enslaved.”
 
   “The bleached people.”
 
   “Yes,” she says.
 
   “C’mere.” I reach my out, with the arm that doesn’t have all the tubes in it.
 
   She takes my hand, gently squeezes my arm, waits, says nothing.
 
   I look up at her and muster the biggest smile I can possibly muster. “I’ll do it. I’ll come back. Somebody needs to stop these cyber-Nazis, these bullies, these corporate greed-heads. So yeah, I’ll do it. I’m in. Where do I sign up?”
 
   “You will?” She mostly contains her excitement, mostly. But there is a happy dance just below the surface that’s going to bubble out as soon as she’s alone.
 
   “But first … ”
 
   “Yes! Anything!” 
 
   “But first, I want to get better, and then I want you to take me out for a beer and some pancakes. I’m sick of being fed through a tube.”
 
   She laughs. “Anything you want, Quantum, anything.”
 
   Outside the sun shines brightly and birds spiral to heights unknown. The clouds have all but disappeared; the day is clear, calm. Everyone deserves to see this; everyone deserves to bear witness to a beautiful summer day in the real world. No one deserves to be trapped in a VE dreamworld, stripped of their hope and humanity, their deaths or entrapment used to increase the profit margin of some evil corporate entity.
 
   A fire burns in my belly. I will recover and then I will come for you, Strata Godsick. I will defeat you, here and in the Proxima Galaxy. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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Chapter One
 
                 
 
   I try in vain to access my inventory list. My finger taps against thin air, waiting for my inventory list to appear. Come on you bastard …
 
   Another kick to the stomach reminds me of where I am, lying in a dirty, greasy, urine-soaked alley, watching the stars and planets whirl about in my own private planetarium and feeling genuine, full-body pain the likes of which I haven’t felt in years. Blood on my lips, blood on my chin, blood on the pavement. The fight already lost, the white flag tattered. 
 
   “Come on,” I say tapping my finger in the air. “Come on … ”
 
   Another kick reminds me of how real the real world is, how stupid I must look trying to access my inventory list. From trouble boys and trigger men to snowed up shitbirds – the story of my life.
 
   Pathetic, Quantum.
 
   My eyes blur as I take in the man’s stompers, oversized things that make him look like a toddler in his dad’s sneakers.
 
   “Ya got something else to say, ya bastid?” my assailant asks. He is East Coast to the core – that accent we’ve come to love and despise coupled with muscles and grease. No ducktail, but definitely slicked back. The type of palooka I shouldn’t have messed with, the type of jasper who gets high off pollutes and assaults a feeble guy like me, a man with a cane. Maybe I should have opted for cyborg replacements or an exoskeletal suit. What can I say? A man has his convictions.
 
   A kick to my thigh this time. 
 
   “C’mon – is that all you got? My sistuh hits hahduh than you! Stand up, ya pussy! Fight me like a man!”
 
   “Leave him alone, Jimmy, he ain’t shit.”
 
   You are not in The Loop.
 
   The reminder has little or no effect. Still trying to access my list, still trying to choose a weapon – anything – to handle the wise guy who’s kicking me like I’m a recalcitrant Harley. What I wouldn’t give to access my vintage stag-handled Bowie knife – item 33 – and slice him into greaser jerky, hang his carcass up to dry. What I wouldn’t give to activate my advanced abilities bar, spring into the air and land behind him and crack the back of his neck over my shoulder. Send Mr. Tough guy to the morgue before he can utter another word. Make sure the only thing he can do for the next week is eat out of a tube.
 
   I suppose the name of the game is maim, even in the real world. Another kick and I spit blood. Real blood, my blood, no digital sap allowed.
 
   “Youah wimpy and weak!” The man bends over and socks me in the face. “Ya heah me? Weak!”
 
   If only we could have met somewhere else…
 
   A final kiss from his big boot sends a sharp pain ballooning through my body. My finger comes up to access my inventory list and I hear laughter.
 
   “Let’s get out of heah, Jimmy,” the man’s friend says as a police siren knifes the air. “This guy’s a real freak.”
 
   Welcome to the real world, Quantum.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “State your name for the record please, this Field Interview is being recorded.” the police officer says. The walls of the alley strobe red-blue-blue-red; red-blue-blue-red with sufficient intensity to induce an epileptic seizure. I sit with my back against a dumpster, clutch my cane, and try to make sense of what’s just gone down.
 
   “Quantum Hughes,” I mumble. 
 
   His pupils dilate and completely occlude the iris as he scans me – okay, this one’s not human, then. No, he’s part of a new Humandroid Police Program, something I would not have believed eight years ago, when I first got stuck in The Loop. There were Humandroids before I got trapped in The Loop, but they weren’t as advanced as they are now. Definitely not advanced enough for law enforcement. Now here’s Homo Machina Lex Congendi Officiariis, genuine Mechanica Porcum Americanus if you will, in the artificial flesh. Next it’ll be ED-209s on every street corner. Who’d have thought it’d come to this? Mechanical fuzz? Goodbye civil liberties and our rapidly eroding constitutional guarantees.
 
   “Look, RoboCop, I want to speak to a real person,” I say, ignoring the pain in my jaw every time I flap my gums.
 
   “You require medical treatment,” the Humandroid tells me. “You have a fractured rib and cranio-facial injuries indicative of potential traumatic brain injury.”
 
   “Who are you? Dr. McCoy? Dr. Spock? Dr. Seuss? How do you know?” I ask, as the planet rotates around me.
 
   “I’ve scanned your vitals twice now.”
 
   “Dammit droid, I want to speak to someone who can help me find the scum who did this to me.”
 
   “I understand, Mr. Hughes.”
 
   “Quantum, call me Quantum, and quit giving me the third degree!”
 
   “I understand, Mr. Quantum. A human police officer is on the way. In the meantime, please tell me what happened in your own words.”
 
   “You want to know what happened?” I look up at the Humandroid. If I hadn’t seen his pupils dilate, I would have assumed he was as human as me.
 
   “Please, in detail. The video from the surveillance equipment in this alley will help us to positively identify the alleged perpetrators.”
 
   “Surveillance equipment? Wait a minute – alleged perpetrators?”
 
   “Yes sir. Unless and until the individuals in question are apprehended, processed, tried, and convicted they are the alleged perpetrators. In accordance with the Watch Our Own People Act of 2036, surveillance equipment has been installed in all public spaces, particularly those where statistical probability indicates criminal activity is likely to transpire.”
 
   I sigh. “Listen, droid ... ”
 
   His voice goes flat and not-quite-menacing, “Mr. Hughes, my official designation is Mark9 Patrol Officer, Unit 2315. You may address me by some variation thereof. Do not address me as droid again. This is your first, last, and only warning.”
 
   “Mark9 Patrol Officer? Do you know my buddy Mark8? He and I go way back … ” I say with a blood dappled grin. I’ve been back in the real world for nearly a month now – giving droids hell is something I’ve come to enjoy.
 
   “Very humorous, Mr. Quantum. I’ll be sure to recount it to the other Mark9s at the precinct who will without doubt enjoy it as much as I have. Now then Mr. Quantum, in detail, what happened?”
 
   “All right, Marky Mark all right. So I stepped into the bar … ”
 
   “Paddy’s Pub.”
 
   “Sure, whatever. Anyways, I sit down and have a beer. Then I have another beer. Then I have another, ‘nother beer.”
 
   “Three beers.”
 
   “You got a calculator app, too? Listen, Ro-Man, I wasn’t going over the edge with the rams or anything – got it? I was just having a few cold ones. Nothing wrong with that. This is still a free-ish country, dammit.”
 
   “Indeed sir. Is this your blood on the ground here?”
 
   “Well, let’s see, Marlowe. That’s the spot I was lying in when you showed up, I’m the only one here that’s bleeding. So yeah, there’s a statistical probability that it’s my blood.” I can talk like a tight-ass too. 
 
   “Yes, sir. Is this your blood; please answer yes or no.”
 
   “Yes, yes – it’s my blood. What, are you the Blood Police? You gonna charge me with littering for getting my blood all over this nice clean alley?
 
   He takes a small applicator out of a pouch on his belt, delicately swabs it in the blood – my blood, holds the applicator in thumb and pointer finger and dilates his pupils again as he reads it.”
 
   My eyes narrow. “What’s the big idea?”
 
   The Humandroid officer flatly states, “Adjusting for your weight, stomach contents, and metabolic rate, your blood alcohol concentration in parts per million indicates you have consumed more than three beers. You are well above the legal limit, sir.”
 
   “Oh, you’re frickin’ CSI Baltimore now? Well, there’s nothing wrong with that is there? I’m not operating an aeros, ground vehicle, or heavy equipment; I’m not on a hoverboard, Imperial speeder bike or unicycle. I don’t even have a hayburner or nothing.”
 
   He produces a small Ziploc bag, places the swab inside, and secures the bag in his bat-utility belt. “Very well, Mr. Quantum. Do tell me what happened in Paddy’s Pub.”
 
   “Okay, so maybe I had six beers. The point is, I saw these two goons across the bar looking at me funny, gowed-up on pollutes.”
 
   “Describe the men.”
 
   “Buff, slicked back hair, dangly earrings, fake tan, maybe Italian, Puerto Rican, Greek, Martian, Joey from Friends – who knows. I got no idea what the filth were doing here in Baltimore.”
 
   “And were they drinking?”
 
   “Are you listening to me? They were using pollutes.”
 
   Pollutes are the name for designer inhalants dispensed by pollution masks, which were developed in the 2040s. They’ve become quite popular in the eight years I was marooned in The Loop, although personally I don’t see what all the fuss is about. Who wants to sit around like an aardvark with a rhinovirus snuffling in designer gasses when you can marinate your brain cells in good ‘ol EtOH like God intended? What the hell is wrong with people these days anyway? I’m not saying eel juice is for everyone, but it beats sitting around in neo-plague masks sucking down dope.
 
   “So the two men were using pollutes?” the Humandroid asks.
 
   “Do I need to spell it out for you?”
 
   “And then what happened?”
 
   “One of them took off his mask and asked me if I was looking at him funny.”
 
   “And how did you reply?”
 
   “I don’t remember.” 
 
   “What do you remember?”
 
   I scowled at the droid, but the change in my facial expression didn’t seem to register with him. “I remember one of them asking if I’d like to take it outside. Well, I obliged, and I got one good one in with my cane before he overpowered me.”
 
   “I see. So you state that you committed the initial assault, and the subsequent physical injuries you received were a direct result of that individual acting in lawful self-defense. Does that accurately describe what happened?” he asks.
 
   “I … wait, what?” My eyes move from the officer’s perfectly sculpted face to a streetlamp in the distance. Don’t give yourself away, Quantum.
 
   “Does that accurately describe what happened?”
 
   “I don’t remember.” 
 
   This is turning not good way too fast. I stand, wobbly, but at least I’m on my feet. Leaning my weight on my aluminum cane helps some, but not much. I’m not the biggest fan of my new walking buddy, but it’s better than a wheelchair. “Look, Mark9 Patrol Officer Unit 2315, Can we just forget about the whole thing? I’ve got to get going.”
 
   “Do you desire to make an official statement?”
 
   “No, I’d like to go back to my hotel.”
 
   “I’ll escort you, Mr. Hughes.”
 
   “Quantum, call me Quantum.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The hotel I’m staying at in Baltimore isn’t far from the gin mill, just a couple of blocks. It’s an elaborate affair, with a half-donut driveway and an expansive lobby. Too much room for me; I prefer something a little cozier, something a little more disheveled, something like The Mondegreen Hotel in The Loop.
 
   “You should receive medical attention,” Mark9 Patrol Officer suggests once we arrive at the hotel. “I can summon emergency services if you desire.”
 
   I shake my head. “No meat wagons. I’ve seen enough sawbones over the last month to last me a lifetime. I’ve been poked, prodded, picked over and examined … ”
 
   “So your life chip data states,” he says.
 
   “Life chip data?” The bottom drops out of my stomach. “I didn’t authorize a … a damn life chip!”
 
   “It was likely inserted it during one of your surgical procedures, as lifechip evasion is a federal offense. The life chip allows the Federal Corporate Government to better administer to its citizens’ needs. Yours indicates that you’ve recently had corrective spinal surgery and that you were in a digital coma for eight years.”
 
   I tap the tip of my cane against the polished marble floor. A looker walks by with a pair of getaway sticks worthy of a pinup mag. I shoot her a toothy grin and she ignores me. My thoughts return to the fact that I’ve been chipped like a shelter puppy – now I’m traceable, trackable, watchable and blackmailable. 
 
   Thanks a lot, Frances Euphoria. She’s the one who signed off on my medical procedures. My fists tighten as I turn away from the droid. 
 
   “If I have a life chip,” I say through gritted teeth, “why did you ask me my name back there?”
 
   “It is standard procedure to ask a citizen their name during a field interview. It helps to establish a friendlier officer-citizen interaction. Studies have shown that an estimated–”
 
   “Whatever, copper, I’ve got it from here.”
 
   I’m in the elevator a minute later, heading to my floor. Fuming doesn’t begin to describe my disposition. In the past thirty minutes, I’ve had my ass royally handed to me and been told that there is now a CPU called a life chip installed in my head that can be used for God-knows-what. This on top of the fact that I have to give witness testimony tomorrow has my blood boiling.
 
   As soon as I’m in my hotel room I pick up the phone and call the number Frances Euphoria gave me.
 
   “Dammit, Frances,” I say instead of hello.
 
   “Quantum?” she chuckles to herself. “Ah that’s right; you’re calling on a landline. I haven’t received a call on a landline in ages.”
 
   “Did you know that a life chip was installed in my head?”
 
   “Yes,” she says, yawning. “Why?”
 
   “I told you I didn’t want one! I just got my ass kicked and the droid police officer tells me all these things about me based solely on the data of my life chip. It gave me the creeps.”
 
   “Ass kicked? Are you all right?”
 
   “I’m fine. The life chip–”
 
   “Everyone in America has a life chip,” she says. “It’s federal law. I was planning on showing you how to use it tomorrow, after your witness testimony.”
 
   “So it’s active?”
 
   “Your life chip is active, but it can’t connect to iNet or anything.”
 
   “iNet?” I mouth the words again. “Oh, yeah, internet inside my eyelids, the thing that everyone uses. Great, that’s the last thing I need…”
 
   “It’s quite useful, much more convenient than Wi-Fi. Don’t act like you haven’t seen people using it before. You’ve been out of the recovery ward for a week now.”
 
   “I was at my dad’s place; he doesn’t use this shit.”
 
   “Yes, he does – everyone has one.”
 
   The thought of my dad reminded me why I was drinking at the dive bar in the first place. My mom died two weeks before I logged out of The Loop. The woman who had named me and raised me and cared for me was gone. I couldn’t help but feel bitter about it. Two weeks before I woke up. 
 
   As Frances tells me about tomorrow’s plans, my eyes settle on the Proxima VE rig set up in the room. There’s an NV visor and even a reclining haptic chair.
 
   “I have to go Frances,” I say.
 
   “Do you want me to come over or not? I’m about twenty minutes away, at the office.”
 
   “Are you sleeping there now?”
 
   “No, I’m talking to you using nineteenth century technology now. I’m coming over, Quantum. Stay put.”
 
   “Well if you do, bring some first-aid supplies and a bottle of Jack.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
   I know better than to put the Neuronal Visualization Visor on. I haven’t been to a Proxima World since I finally logged out, but here I am, relaxing in the haptic chair and ready to visit The Loop. As soon as the visor comes over my eyes I hear a soft dinging sound created by Brian Eno, signaling the network is ready to take me.
 
   “What are you doing?” I ask aloud.
 
   Of course no one answers. Who would answer?
 
   “I’m coming Dolly, I’m coming back for you.”
 
   Dolly, the NVA Seed with whom I had a relationship with for damn near a decade – I’ve thought about her every day since returning to the real world, the world that just treated me to a good ol’ fashioned, East Coast-style ‘Welcome Back, Moron!’ ass-kicking, now with thirty percent more bruises and contusions. Despite that, I’d love to somehow show her this world, to take her on a stroll through a park, hold her hand, feed some fat pigeons, catch a flick afterwards. Normal things.
 
   Our time together comes to me in a series of flashes. Funny how memories do that. Breaking into the room next to mine to watch old movies, the hours we spent lying on my bed listening to the storm outside, the time she tried to kill me, the time she saved me, the time she morphed into something otherworldly once the Reapers arrived.
 
   I can see her now, standing in front of me in a tight red dress, her hair in a bob, her lips crimson, chewing gum as she curls into my lap, relaxes into my grip, moves her face towards mine.
 
   “Not real,” I remind myself. “Not real.” The Loop is nothing more than a glorified video game. VE equals virtual entertainment. 
 
   Entertainment, Quantum.
 
   The NV Visor dings again – a reminder to log in. 
 
   Dolly’s image is replaced by Morning Assassin – Aiden; the many times we killed each other and how we became friends during those last few Loop days. I see his sharp features, his dark eyes. I imagine him breaking into my hotel room here in Baltimore, imagine myself springing forward to greet him with a kick to the throat using my advanced abilities. Yes! My finger comes up and I access my inventory list and select a bull whip, item 201, or a stick of dynamite, item 339, or my nail gun, item 31, or my Kalashnikov, item 422.
 
   We die together, laughing our heads off. We die together. 
 
   I realize then that I can’t do it, I can’t log in. I know better, I remember what happened last time; I remember what it’s like being stuck and the feedback …
 
   The feedback.
 
   I can’t imagine anything more disheartening than hearing the feedback – Satan’s fingernails on a chalkboard the size of Nebraska, rabid weasels with chainsaw jaws consuming your childhood home, millions of laughing bats with vampire teeth death-spiraling behind your eyes, Stalin forcing Chernobyl reactor-melt up your nose with your Nana’s antique turkey baster. The NV Visor falls to my chest. Damn the feedback.
 
   I can’t do it… not yet, anyway. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Frances knocks at my door.
 
   “It’s open.”
 
   “No it isn’t,” she calls from outside the door. 
 
   “Dammit.”
 
   I pull myself out of the haptic chair and make my way to the door, my trusty aluminum cane at my side. As soon as I open it Frances says, “This isn’t The Loop; I can’t simply kick down the … ” She takes in my appearance; her dark brown eyes fill with concern. “Geez! What happened to you?”
 
   “Gravity experiment went awry.”
 
   “Quantum!”
 
   “Tripped and face-planted on CementBob SquarePants.”
 
   “Quan-tum!”
 
   “The spirit of Sonny Liston yet to come took umbrage at my jocose verbiage.” That one’s a little closer to the truth.
 
   “What does that even mean?” she huffs. “Your face … ”
 
   “Did you bring some first-aid stuff or not?” I ask, waving her concern away.
 
   “Quantum, who did you get in a fight with? You’re in no condition to go around fighting.”
 
   I shrug as I make my way to the bed. Sitting on the end of the bed sends jolts of electric fire up and down my newly repaired spine. I wince, take a deep breath. What I wouldn’t give to find the shitbirds who did this to me and rub them out. There are plenty of ways to put the curse on someone: item 78, my poisonous dart gun or item 163, my baseball bat covered in rusty nails and razor-wire. The list is endless.
 
   “You really are hopeless,” she says in the kindest way possible.
 
   Frances with her boy haircut; Frances whom I saved years ago and who returned to rescue me; Frances with her red hair in The Loop; Frances with her mutant hack – the woman has been part of my life for a long time now, whether I know how to acknowledge it or not.
 
   Like a sister, like a mother, like a lover, she plops down next to me and immediately goes to work on my face. The proximity between us produces a strange sensation in my stomach. I’m still adjusting to human attraction, the butterflies fluttering in the tummy thing. That’s not the only emotion I’ve found troubling in the real world – joy and regret can be equally taxing. 
 
   Frances dons a pair of non-latex hypoallergenic exam gloves, tears open a sanitizing wipe and lays it on the mouse under my eye. “Hold still. This is antiseptic and anesthetic. Just let it sit for a minute.” She looks at me, shakes her head. “I can’t believe you were out there fighting! You’re no better than a grizzly old cat that prowls around looking for trouble.”
 
   “What can I say? Some guys were looking at me funny, or I was looking at them funny, or something. Either way, we took it outside and this is the result.”
 
   “Did you even get a hit in?”
 
   “Of course I … ” 
 
   “It’s okay,” she says as she cleans me off. “It’s okay if you didn’t.”
 
   “I did! With my cane,” I say, pointing at the damned thing. It’s on the floor, lying on its side. “Look I was drunk, am drunk,” I tell her. “I thought … I thought I was at Barfly’s in Devil’s Alley. It must have been the adrenaline. I kept trying to access my inventory list.”
 
   “You have to remember that this isn’t a Proxima World. There are real-life consequences here. Now you have to make a statement to the F-BIIG tomorrow looking like some fight club reject.”
 
   “Then put some makeup on me, Frances. Get me all dolled up.”
 
   “I can search on iNet for a way to conceal bruises … ”
 
   “Thanks for reminding me!” I say, glaring at her. “I didn’t want this life chip in me and now … now … ”
 
   She finishes cleaning my face off. “Everyone has a life chip. Get over it. FYI: most people in America don’t use phones any longer, although they still exist. We–”
 
   “We?”
 
   “The Dream Team.”
 
   Dream Recovery Extraction and Management … It’s the team I formed to recover people from glitched Proxima Worlds, worlds that they can’t log out from. I can barely remember those times, the early days if you will. It is even harder to believe that I formed the team with the leader of the Revenue Corporation and the Reapers, Strata Godsick. Why has he turned criminal? No one knows. No one.
 
   “We use iNet to communicate. You need to be logged in to receive e-mails, et cetera from us, which is another reason that you need a life chip,” she says. 
 
   “I’m still not happy about the fact that you installed a life chip without my permission. It’s a violation of … of my civil liberties!”
 
   Frances’ hands come up. “Quantum, it’s federal law. The only reason it wasn’t installed while you were in a digital coma is that you were wearing an NV Visor – removing it would have left you in an actual coma. Everyone has a life chip. They really aren’t that bad.”
 
   “That’s what most oppressed people say.”
 
   “Do you want me to show you how to use iNet or not?”
 
   I give her the dirtiest look I can and she laughs.
 
   “Is that the best you can do?”
 
   “Yes,” I say, my scowl turning into a smile.
 
   “So, are you ready to get with the times or what?”
 
   “Ready as I’ll ever be,” I say, yawning.
 
   “Good. Most people’s life chips are automatic. However, with people new to the technology, there is a manual way to turn one on. Close your eyes. I’m going to press behind your ear and you are going to see something appear on your eyelids. Once you do, move your finger and click the logon button.”
 
   “My finger?”
 
   “There’s a subcutaneous sensor in both your pointer fingers.”
 
   “They installed that too?”
 
   “It’s the best way to use iNet. There is new tech coming which allows a person to operate it without using their finger, but most people like the tactile aspect of it.”
 
   I do as instructed. Frances’ hand comes to the back of my ear and a logon button appears on my eyelids, over the bridge of my nose. “Holy hell … ”
 
   I blink my eyes open. There is a subtle trace of the word still hanging in the air, likely due to my drunkenness.
 
   “Close your eyes again and log in,” she says.
 
   “By using my finger?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Which finger?” I ask with a grin.
 
   “Just do it … ”
 
   My eyes shut and I drop my pointer finger onto my knee. A cursor appears. I quickly move it to the logon button and click it.
 
   “We’ve already set up a GoogleFace message box for you. There are other apps you can use, but it is best not to rush that.”
 
   “This is almost like … ”
 
   “Yes, it is almost like accessing a list in a Proxima World. Although you can’t change your appearance with this, nor can you select a weapon. Don’t forget that.”
 
   I open my inbox and find a general message to the Dream Team. From there I move to the upper right corner and find an internet search bar. “And it only works with my eyes closed?”
 
   “Yes, unless you have modded eyes, which are popular but pricey. I’ll send you a message now. Accept it.”
 
   You have a message from Frances Euphoria. Accept?
 
   I click yes and her message appears.
 
   Frances: Don’t call me on the phone anymore. This is how you should reach me.
 
   “How do I type back?”
 
   “This is the crazy part,” she says, “you simply think what you want to say and the words appear. You also have to think ‘send’ at the end of whatever you type. This prevents unwanted thoughts from being sent. You’ll get used to it.”
 
   “How is that even possible?”
 
   Frances: Neuroscience. Black Magic. Voodoo. I can send you links on the subject if you’d like.
 
   Me: I’ll pass. Say, what’s buzzin’ cuzzin?
 
   Frances: That’s your very first iNet message?☺ 
 
   Me: It’s the first thing that came to my mind. That and I want some pancakes. Can we get some damn pancakes or what? I’m starving over here.
 
   Frances’ hand drops onto mine. “Open your eyes.”
 
   I open them to find her smiling, closer to me than before. “We don’t have to talk on iNet if we are together in person; however, it can be useful if we need to communicate in a tight situation.”
 
   I blink again and iNet appears. “How do I get it to stay off?”
 
   “It fades after a few moments; you’ll get used to it. You never told me how your trip to your parents” house went. How were they?”
 
   “My mom died two weeks before I came out of my digital coma,” I tell her.
 
   “That’s horrible!”
 
   “Tell me about it … ”
 
   The room seems smaller all the sudden, darker. “I wish I could have seen her one last time.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Baltimore twinkles as we zip through the air in Frances Euphoria’s aeros. It’s hard to imagine that the 2050s are almost over, that in a year and a half it will be 2060. Look how far humanity has come and at the same time, how we’ve regressed. The new fashions, the new intoxicants, the new beings called Humandroids, the new restrictive measures such as life chips – this is us.
 
   “Goose it, Frances,” I say. “I’m starving over here.”
 
   “You and your Loop slang … ”
 
   “Old habits die hard I guess. Savvy?”
 
   She shakes her head. “Are you ready to start tomorrow?”
 
   “I thought I was starting on Wednesday … ”
 
   “In the morning you’ll meet two F-BIIG special agents to give witness testimony about the attack in the digital coma ward. I’ve contacted the Dream Team’s lawyer.”
 
   “No lawyers.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m not a big fan. They just want a statement, right?”
 
   “Yes, but you should have a lawyer present anyway.”
 
   “Look, Frances, I’ll give them what they want – a statement – and then they’ll be on their merry little way. Easy.”
 
   “If you say so … ” Her eyes dart from the vehicle gauges back to the windshield. “After you meet the agents, we’ll get started on our next assignment.”
 
   A question I’ve been meaning to ask comes to me. “Who’s our boss, exactly?”
 
   “We are partially funded through the Department of State as well as the Digital Homeland Security Program. I suppose they are our bosses … ”
 
   “What about our immediate boss? Who do I report to?”
 
   “You report to … you,” she says. “Hi, Chief.”
 
   “I’m the boss?”
 
   “You are the most experienced member of the team. We have people we answer to, but to be quite honest with you, most people in the FCG don’t understand what it is we do. Hell, they still use laptops with keyboards at the White House! There’s been a divide between the people who run the government and the technocrats that run the people that run the government for sixty years now, maybe longer. On one hand, we have the most advanced tech in the world; on the other hand, we still have people in high positions using the same tech my grandma used.”
 
   Light flashes across the inside of the aeros. I turn in time to see another vehicle with blacked-out windows drop into the airlane next to us. The vehicle swerves, sideswipes us. “Shit!” Frances says, losing control of the yoke. “Auto drive evasive!”
 
   ~~Automatic driving mode evasive maneuvering activated.~~
 
   The aeros tries again. We jink out of the way and an umbrella on the dashboard rattles and bangs as it bounces off the windshield. A box filled with files bounces open in the backseat, tossing paper to the floorboard.
 
   “Reapers?” I ask, raising my hand to access my inventory list. 
 
   Frances has both hands lightly back on the yoke, feet off the rudder pedals as the aeros maneuvers to avoid further collision. To me she says, “Strap in!”; to the aeros, “Sea Whiz Weapons Free El El!”
 
   ~Confirm Close In Weapons Systems, Weapons Free, Less Lethal.~
 
   “What are you doing? What should I do!?”
 
   “Watch. Strap in. Shut up.” A section of the rear deck splits longitudinally, folds in, and a shoulder fired weapon in a remote mount rises clear and tracks the kamikaze.
 
   I glance right and see the vehicle coming in for another pass at us. We narrowly evade it; this forces us into the next airlane and throws me against the harness. My back and ribs ain’t happy with this, but I’m too engaged with the action to focus on the pain. 
 
   “Be careful!”
 
   An aerosSUV deploys airbrakes and drogue spoiler and barely drops out of our way. 
 
   “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon,” Frances mutters. Our weapon tracks, locks, and fires a tremendous zombie-green ZAP-ZAP-ZAP! 
 
   “Ha! My AI can kick your AI’s ass!” she shouts as we watch the other aero falter, stall and fall out of the sky.
 
   “Holy Simoleons, Napoleon!”
 
   “Confirm no other hostiles in immediate defensive bubble.”
 
   ~Confirmed.~
 
   Frances nods. “Sea Whiz to standby, resume manual control.”
 
   ~Close In Weapons Systems to standby, returning manual control in three, two, one – now.~
 
   “Jeez Louise that was intense! What in the blue-eyed world did you just do?” 
 
   She resumes flying the aeros. “Relax. I disabled their higher-function AI. That puts the vehicle in safe mode and forces them to ground and shut down. The vehicle won’t restart until it has a hard reboot.”
 
   I turn – which hurts! – to get a look at her high-speed, low-drag patented aeros disabler, but it’s already back in the trunk. 
 
   “I’m pretty sure that a magic green zapper wasn’t available as a standard option in the 2050 models; looks like they’re really offering more for your money nowadays.”
 
   Her eyes are bright, she’s bouncy, still full of nervous excitement. She giggles, “Isn’t it cool? They’re not available in this year’s models either, and I’m not really supposed to have one – nobody is – or the Metal Storm pods either. The magic green zapper is a TEMP Generator – Targeted Electromagnetic Pulse – that specifically disrupts AI. They’re graytech – not supposed to exist, the whole concept violates Hindenburg’s uncertainty and some of the laws of thermodynamics … ”
 
   “Heisenberg.”
 
   “ … Huh?”
 
   “Heisenberg, not Hindenburg.”
 
   “ … Who? Whatevs. Long story short – several of the people I rescued from a Zompoc World are very well connected and arranged the installation as a personal thank-you. I can even take it out of the remote mount and carry it if I need to. I like it because it’s not as lethal as the Metal Storm pods. Those are … are … just awful. Very effective, but just awful; they put out a flying wall of depleted uranium and don’t leave anything – anything!”
 
   She shivers. I decide that I’ve got to get me some of that Metal Storm.
 
   “The Feds fund us, although not very well, and not for anything like this. We have enemies in the FCG who keep trying to cut our budget – who cares about a bunch of gamers stuck in some stupid game, am I right? And Revenue Corporation buys politicians like they’re on sale on EBAYmazon with free same day shipping. My point is – we sometimes meet interesting people and pick up some cool stuff every now and then, which is possibly one of the biggest perks of the job.” She grins at me. 
 
   “Well, sign me up for one of those Metal Storm guns.” 
 
   “Please, you hardly need something like that.”
 
   “How about for my inventory list then?” I glance out the window and watch my reflection yawn back at me. Boy, am I pooped. “There isn’t a place where I can catch a little shuteye, is there? Broom closet or under a desk – just about anything will do.”
 
   “You’re tired after what just happened?”
 
   “Honestly Frances, I don’t know what to think anymore. One minute I’m hungry, the next I’m ready to catch some Zs. One minute I’m getting my ass handed to me outside a bar, the next I’m whipping through the air watching you take potshots with a green laser at another aeros. Life’s coming at me quick – the perfect time to rest my head.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Feedback dreams of taxis plummeting and weapons firing and bleached people screaming as explosions light up the sky. The Pier, The Badlands, Chinatown, Barfly’s, Three Kings Park, my hotel. Dolly moves towards me with praying mantis arms jutting out her back holding a man in a skull mask, a Reaper. White hands covered in veins tug at my feet as my mom’s voice screams, “Quantum, wake up! Quantum, wake up!” inside my skull. 
 
   Not gonna happen.
 
   Feedback nightmares feedback life – life of the unholy, of the digital, of the suppressed and depressed, of the trapped and sapped, zipped and zapped. Stripped from my skin on a whim I drop into a hole in my hotel room to find Picasso, the boy with a crazed uncle. A shit-eating grin on his face reminds me of the madhouse from whence he came. The same place I feel most at home.
 
   Inventory list. Reaper’s skull, item 551. I stare at it like Hamlet, squeeze it, place it on my face. Alas, poor Quantum, I knew him, Horatio, a fellow of infinite jest, of most excellent fancy … The architectural layout of the room appears, displayed in a grid of blue lines. I marvel at my hand, the digital outline indicating I’m human. In the real world I’m nothing more than a crippled cynosure, hidebound by the rules of gravity and men.
 
   Break free. 
 
   Running towards the window screaming at the top of my lungs is my comfort zone. My body hits the glass and I sail out, gridlines of The Loop twisting all around me, surrounded by a halo of glass, surrounded by sneering gargoyles, surrounded by the smog of the miserable city. The wind beats against my face like a pack of angry stepdads; the rain cold and unforgiving. 
 
   Don’t wake up!
 
   The desire to hit the pavement swells within me.
 
   Finish the job!
 
   My arms spread wide as I expose my neck, as my spine curves back, as my heart slams against the inside of my teeth. This is where we meet, Fate, this is where you defeat me. The big sleep imminent. 
 
   “Quantum, are you okay? Wake up!”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   My eyes blur into focus, adjust to the cold light of the room. Some frou-frou melon scented candle in the corner hints at a woman’s touch.
 
   “What happened?” I ask Frances Euphoria, who is kneeling by my side.
 
   Morning Assassin will be here any minute. 
 
   My finger comes up to access my inventory list. Start my day with war; end my day with suffering – life in The Loop.
 
   “You can’t do that here,” she reminds me softly as she lowers my hand. 
 
   “Where … am I?” I ask through parched lips. 
 
   “My office … ”
 
   I look down to see my feet hanging off her couch, partially covered by a blanket. 
 
   “You were dreaming.”
 
   “Shit …” I press my palms against my eyes, hoping to rub the sleep out. “Did I say anything?”
 
   “Dolly,” she says. “You kept calling her name. You should visit sometime. She’d be happy to see you.”
 
   “I need some Joe, some grub,” I say. 
 
   When in doubt, change the subject.
 
   Frances is in a black uniform with a straight collar. A classy chassis, a hotbody, smoking, the bee’s knees – all describe the woman in front of me. It’s hard to imagine I rescued her from a Proxima World based on Arrakis when she was just sixteen. Time flies like mosquitos, sucking the life out of everything.
 
   “The agents are in the Conference Room,” she tells me. “I’ll make a quick cup of coffee. For now, here’s a Soylent bar.”
 
   “The dicks are here?”
 
   “You shouldn’t call them that.”
 
   “Different meaning,” I say, yawning. “Well, same meaning, in my case.”
 
   “You need to be on best behavior,” she says as she hands me a rectangular bar wrapped in plastic, “unless you want trouble.”
 
   “My middle name is Trouble,” I say with a smirk. 
 
   “Shut up and eat.”
 
   “A candy bar?” 
 
   “It’s not candy. It is made from soy butter, asparagus, pine nuts, coconut, spinach, raisins and fiber.” 
 
   “Sounds like squirrel food.”
 
   “I practically live off these things. They’ll give you energy.”
 
   I dangle the package by its tip above the floor.
 
   “Come on, just eat it. I’ll have breakfast delivered as soon as the agents leave. Deal?”
 
   “Deal. Bacon, eggs over easy, three slices of toast, pancakes, syrup, extra butter and beer. We good here?”
 
   “Fine, but only one beer, and a small one at that. You really shouldn’t be drinking.”
 
   “Frances.”
 
   “Quantum, eat.”
 
   I sit up, wincing at the reminders of the last forty-eight hours’ festivities. One look around her office tells me that the Dream Team is indeed underfunded. Everything is old, beat-up, cast-off, third hand. The metal desk is scratched and dented and rusty in spots; no two of the mismatched file cabinets are the same size or color. The desk chair was old and beat-up when I went into the dive vat; its torn vynylhyde upholstery is a mystery color that does not occur in nature. There’s a makeup bag sitting on the desk, a knock off glossy as a fiend’s eyes. It reminds me of the Loop; I feel right at home.
 
   “Say, how were you able to put me up in such a swanky hotel?” I ask her. “No offense Frances, but this place would give shitholes a bad name.”
 
   “Thanks. The Federal Corporate Government has a contract with the hotel. That’s how. Now eat.”
 
   “The FCG is fronting the bill? In that case, we should order some Room Service tonight!”
 
   “Maybe.” She nods at a dry cleaning bag hanging from her coatrack. “Put that on; it’s your uniform. The agents are in the Conference Room, two doors down on the left. I’ll brew you some coffee.”
 
   “Got it.” I stuff the Soylent bar in my mouth.
 
   “And remember to mind your manners.”
 
   “I always do,” I say, speaking with my mouthful.
 
   “One more thing,” she says.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Keep last night’s air rage incident to yourself, okay? We have to be careful who we speak too, at least right now.”
 
   “Why right now?” I ask.
 
   “Just trust me. There are bigger forces in play than just the RevCo and Reapers.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Let’s get this over with.”
 
   I’m sitting across from Jake and the Fatman now, trying to work the Soylent crap out of my teeth. The Conference Room has enough room for an oval table and half-a-dozen mismatched chairs. Metal blinds separate it from the rest of the Dream Team office space. There’s a diagram of an NV Visor on the wall behind the table and a single fluorescent light above us. Other than that, the room is empty.
 
   “Mr. Hughes,” the first agent says, “I’m Special Agent Reynolds and this is Special Agent O’Brian. We’re with the Federal Bureau of Investigation and Intelligence Gathering.”
 
   “F-BIIGies. Got it.”
 
   Agent O’Brian is the older of the two, a fat man with a floral necktie, frayed collar, and food stains on his rumpled, two-sizes-too-small sport jacket. His cheeks are littered with pockmarks and his nose would give Rudolf a run for his money. His body showcases the cumulative effects of long hours, bad nutrition, too much booze and not enough exercise, like he’s the display in the show window at WalMacy’s during national Don’t Do This To Yourself Awareness Month. If Bollywood central casting had set out to produce a compendium of every stereotypical fat, surly, burned-out, disheveled, inept, corrupt American flatfoot, Agent O’Brian would be that result down to four decimal places. 
 
   I instantly don’t like him.
 
   “Lovely. Let’s see some ID, Special Agents.” They roll their eyes, grunt, sigh, and work in as many other non-verbal demonstrations of annoyance and put-outed-ness as they can at the temerity of a citizen exercising his lawful right to require a law enforcement officer not in uniform to provide proof of identity. They take out their leather badge and ID holders, flip ‘em open, flip ‘em closed and put them away. I wait for them to get comfortably settled.
 
   “Sorry, Special Agents. That was too fast. Take ‘em back out, lay ‘em on the table and let me get a good look at them.” I wait for them to just start to bristle before I add “Please.”
 
   They repeat the whole Theater of the Annoyed performance as they re-dig out their IDs and lay them on the table. Agent O’Brian seethes with barely controlled fury as I read every word on his ID card and badge out loud, slowly and carefully, mispronouncing as many words as possible. Agent Reynolds twitches the corner of his mouth up at some inner amusement, gives me a slight nod and raise of the eyebrow as I repeat the performance with his. 
 
   “Alrighty then, Special Agents – I’m willing to concede that you’re probably who you say you are. How can I help you gents?” I ask, clasping my hands together on the table. 
 
   “Are you okay?” Agent Reynolds asks. The younger of the two, probably not yet corrupt. Movie star features with green eyes, tan, buff, fit – he’s in the wrong field. It’s not often I use the term handsome man.
 
   “Okay in terms of what?”
 
   “In terms of your face. Have a difference of opinion with someone?”
 
   “Slipped in the shower. Cut myself shaving. Walked into a door. Woke up on the wrong side of the bed – something like that. Now, is this what you’re here about, or can we move this little affair forward?”
 
   Agent O’Brian bites, leaning on his elbows. The veteran’s eyes meet mine and he doesn’t like what he sees. “We’re recording now, Mr. Hughes, remember that.”
 
   “What are you recording with?” I ask just to be coy. 
 
   Of course I can see the B-drone hovering behind the two men. I tip my hat to it, and am just about to flip it the bird when O’Brian smacks his gums. 
 
   “Probably not the B-drone you’re acting the fool in front of, Mr. Hughes.”
 
   Nothing like giving a couple of snoopers hell. It was something I did at least twice a week back when I was stuck in The Loop. The NPC detectives never could take a joke. The sticks up their asses were prodigious in their length and stiffness.
 
   “Look, Mr. Hughes, we just need your statement. This can be as easy and as civil as you want to make it. How do you want it – polite and friendly or difficult and unpleasant?”
 
   “Which would you prefer?” I ask.
 
   Frances Euphoria enters with coffee. I blink my eyes shut and notice a red indicator flashing on my eyelids. My finger drops to my leg and I quickly scroll to the message. 
 
   Frances: Behave yourself. Breakfast will be here soon. The badge thing was a scream, though.
 
   Me: I’m playing nice, don’t worry.
 
   Frances: Seriously, behave.
 
   Frances sets the coffee down in front of me. “Milk, sugar?” she asks the agents.
 
   “No thanks,” grunts O’Brian. “I take it just like I like my women – hot, black, and not too sweet.”
 
   Everybody who’s not him rolls their eyes.
 
   “Black for me, please,” says Reynolds.
 
   “I’ll have some cream,” I tell her. 
 
   She sets the coffees down in front of us, but somehow accidentally gives O’Brian the McStarbuck’s Drive-Thru treatment with his, right in his lap as he leers at her. He curses, scrapes his chair back, grabs at his crotch to get the steaming hot wet spot away from his wedding tackle.
 
   “Oh, dear – I’m ever so sorry, how clumsy of me. I’ll be right back with some paper towels.” Frances gushes in patent insincerity. She never brings them.
 
   O’Brian gingerly reclaims his seat and the agents continue once she’s left. O’Brian is up to the plate again, trying his damndest to hit a homer, dampened dangly bits and all. “So you were in a dive vat when the men … ”
 
   “Reapers … ”
 
   “Reapers?” Agent O’Brian gives his younger colleague the buddy punch as he laughs. “A little early for Halloween, don’t cha think?” he finally says.
 
   “They are field agents for the Revenue Corporation,” I tell him. My eyes drop to my coffee, watching the cream swirl and settle.
 
   “What makes you think that?” he asks.
 
   “Think?” I take a sip of my coffee. The cream has cooled it slightly, but it’s still very hot. “I know they work for the Revenue Corporation. There’s no thinking involved. Do a little research and you’ll get the picture – Reapers work in the Proxima Galaxy for the Revenue Corporation. They’re techie bastards that hit a lick off of people trapped in digital comas. They’ve done some vile, dirty, evil things – from imprisoning people in VE dreamworlds to coming after them in real life, like they did me. We’re not talking rocket science here, fellas. Put one and two together and get three.”
 
   “The evidence we’ve collected indicates that the suspects were simply trying to steal NV Visors, haptic suits, any of the high-dollar VE gear from the Digital Coma Ward. Nothing we have in any way even remotely links them to the Revenue Corporation,” Agent O’Brian says. “Or … Reapers.”
 
   “You actually expect me to believe that baloney? Do you actually believe that?”
 
   “I know that. We’ve already interviewed the suspects.”
 
   “Well if I agreed with you, we’d both be wrong.”
 
   “Excuse me?” Agent O’Brian asks, his jowls wobbling in irritation.
 
   “Any more questions gents?”
 
   Agent Reynolds asks, “You killed one of the men in self-defense, did you not?”
 
   “No. I didn’t kill anybody. The poor unfortunate tech thief got stunned and went face-down in the vat goo.” I tell Mr. Junior G-man, thinking of the ponytailed button man I actually did drown – but I’m not going to fess that up to these schmoes. I did what I had to do; anyone with a teaspoon of sense would have done the same thing.
 
   O’Brian picks up where he left off. “Unfortunately, that’s where your story differs from those of the two suspects we’ve got in custody. They claim that you attacked them before they could do anything. Now it might have been self-defense at some point, but according to them, you’re the one who started it.”
 
   I almost snort coffee out my nose, and I struggle mightily to not give them the satisfaction of seeing me do so. Their whole attitude is really starting to torque my jaws.
 
   “Really? Really? Okay, I’m guessing that the F-BIIG has to have certain minimum intelligence standards, and I’m even willing to concede that the two of you probably sort-of meet them, so you have to be aware of just how stupid that fatuous, lame-brained, dumbass statement makes you sound. I’d been floating in that vat in Zero-G for eight years with all the bone mass loss and muscle tissue atrophy that that entails. I was so weak I couldn’t even pick my ass, never mind pick a fight. I couldn’t lift a finger to defend myself when that guy held my face under to drown me! So, number one: No, I didn’t start anything. Number two: I didn’t kill him; he was in the process of killing me. Number three: Tango Fox Bravo that he drowned while he was drowning me, but somehow I just can’t get all boo-hoo over it.”
 
   O’Brian looks to Agent Reynolds as his nostrils flare. “No need to take that tone, Mr. Hughes. That’s why we’re here, so you can tell your … story.”
 
   “Not a story; that’s what happened.” 
 
   “What about last night?” O’Brian asks. “Who started that fight then, huh?”
 
   “Last night? What’s your angle? I thought this was about what happened in Cincinnati.”
 
   “It is, but according to the statement you gave Mark9 Patrol Officer Unit 2315 last night, you started the fight, you took the first swing. I can play it back for you if you’d like.”
 
   “Last night?”
 
   “Yes, last night! Do you need me to refresh your memory? If you can start a fight at a bar for no apparent reason, how are we supposed to believe that you weren’t the one to initiate the attack back in the digital coma ward? How?” he snarls.
 
   He ain’t the only one who’s peeved. “You know, you really do put the special in Special Agent, Special Agent O’Brian. You’re comparing pigs and poodles here.” They both bristle at that as I take another swing from my cup of Joe. “Let me refer you to my previous statement about my physical incapacity when I woke up in the dive tank, or do you need me to refresh your memory?” I lean to the side and wave at the B-drone, “Yoo-Hoo! Heh-Lo-oh! Still recording, right? And – and my condition was well documented in my medical records. So, that dog don’t hunt, you got nothin’ Elliot Ness, drop it and move on!”
 
   I’m standing now, way too angry to keep my seat, and I bang my cane on the floor to punctuate each point.
 
   He stands up too. “Yeah, I see your cane,” he says. “Poor crippled vat junkie. Well, don’t expect any pity from me. You’re like that because you choose to be that way; there are better ways to handle your condition now. A cane is a twentieth century solution. If you’ve got problems getting around, get some replacement parts.”
 
   Breathe in, breathe out.
 
   “That’s not what I’m getting at, agents. What I’m suggesting is this: Do you two really think a handicapped guy like me could take on those four guys? And look at what happened with the Guidos at the bar last night. I got in one swing with my cane, and then the big guy stuck it up my ass for me. You’ve got all the WOOPA video and Frances Euphoria’s testimony. Are there any more questions or can I get to work?”
 
   Reynolds stands, opens a small metal box, the B-drone lands in it and shuts itself down. 
 
   “We’ll be back,” Agent O’Brian says as Reynolds pockets the B-drone box. “We’ll be back.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The blue meanies shuffle out after vowing to return. I sit, relax into the chair and slowly, carefully put my feet up on the table and my hands behind my head. My stomach grumbles, I belch and taste soy butter, asparagus, pine nuts, coconut, spinach, raisins and fiber at the back of my throat. It is not any better the second time around. A hungry goat with no taste buds might find that combination extra-yummy, but it doesn’t particularly blow my skirt up.
 
   Frances enters with a stack of stainless steel insulated take-out boxes. “Geez, Quantum, that could have gone better.”
 
   “Hey, I’m not the one that dumped coffee in Deputy Dawg’s lap.”
 
   She sighs, “I’m sorry, but he was just such a racist, sexist pig. He’s probably a homophobe, too, and a closet non-recycler.”
 
   “Enough about the minions of Truth, Justice and the Corporate American way. That for me?” I ask.
 
   “It is, but first, I want to give you a quick tour of the premises. Also, how are you feeling?”
 
   “Ravenous. No more gerbil food for me, please. It tastes like hay, algae, peat moss, and dirty socks when it repeats.”
 
   “Eeww. No, I mean about your injuries from yesterday. We should get you checked out.
 
   “I’m here now. So give me a tour, let me eat and then we can get started with whatever it is you need from me. I won’t be staying in a hotel forever, will I?”
 
   “No, we’re just waiting for the funds to put you in Government Employee Housing not far from here. It should come this week.” 
 
   “Good.” 
 
   I bring my feet down from the table and slowly stand, putting my weight on my cane. “It’s weird … sometimes I feel, oh what’s the word? Lithe? That’s it. Sometimes I feel lithe and sometimes I feel like I’m trapped in the body of an old man. It’s a real dilemma.”
 
   “It’s psychological. You aren’t that old,” she says, her hand dropping to my arm. I look from her hand to her face. Damn, Frances is beautiful and I hope there’s someone out there telling her so. We make eye contact for a second longer than I’m comfortable with.
 
   “A tour of the facilities,” I say just to speak.
 
   “Yes, follow me. You were too tired last night to look around.”
 
   We step out of the Conference Room and into a narrow hallway. On the right are Frances’ office and the unisex restroom. We move left until we come into a circular room with attached offices. Six dive vats sit like sarcophagi in the center of the room, two in each row. They are much smaller than the vats back in the coma ward – no feeding tubes and no exercise gear. On the front-facing wall is a large holoscreen showing two video feeds, both monitored by a Dream Team employee. 
 
   “Are they diving?” I ask, even though I already know the answer to the question. A black man is half-submerged in a dive vat at the front of the row. Next to him is a woman with her hair tucked into a swimming cap and an NV Visor covering most of her face. The visor resembles a streamlined motorcycle helmet, a contraption that covers everything except a person’s mouth and chin. Due to the fact that a person in a dive vat is partially submerged, they also use breathing apparatus. 
 
   “Zedic Woods,” Frances says gesturing towards the man, “and his divemate, Sophia Wang. The man at the controls is Rocket.”
 
   “Rocket? Nice.”
 
   “Thanks. My full name is Rudraksh Vilas Paswan,” he says in unaccented idiomatic Standard American English. He can’t be over nineteen, Indian or Pakistani, with a lanky body and a shirt too big for his frame. On his head is a NV Visor with the optical interface flipped up. “Parents were born in India, immigrated here. I was born here hence my nickname, Rocket. I discovered early that if it’s more complicated than Bubba or Cooter, most Americans can’t pronounce it.” 
 
   “What was it again?” I ask.
 
   “Rudraksh.”
 
   Before I can say anything, he’s back at the control desk wearing his headset and typing something on a flat pane of glass with light up letters.
 
   “What’s he doing?”
 
   “Communicating,” he says.
 
   “With whom?”
 
   He doesn’t respond.
 
   A red light blinks on my eyelids and I open the message.
 
   Frances: Rocket has a touch of Asperger’s syndrome. He’s great at his job, but if he seems impersonal, don’t let it get to you. 
 
   “Duly noted,” I say.
 
   “What’s that?” Rocket asks. “Sorry, just tweaking something here … ” 
 
   I hear a sound that reminds me of a rabbit thumping its hind leg. I look down to see Rocket’s foot tapping excitedly against the floor.
 
   “Rocket,” Frances says, “can you join us in the Conference Room? Quantum is going to eat and I want you to brief him on Steam.”
 
   “Steam?” I ask.
 
   “The steampunk world we’ll be diving to later today,” Rocket says over his shoulder. “It’s called Steam. Everything is … steam-y there, steampunk themed.”
 
   “Steam-y? What about my tour of the office?”
 
   “Whaddya think you just had, big guy? This is it,” Frances says.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Steam is a VE dreamworld created by a Proxima developer named Ray Steampunk.” 
 
   Rocket is eating from a package of sunflower seeds, his dark eyes wide with excitement, his foot tapping on the ground. 
 
   “Real name?” I ask with a mouthful of pancakes.
 
   “He changed his name to Ray Steampunk in the forties, taking his named from an anime called Steamboy.”
 
   “Steampunk being?”
 
   “Surely you can’t be serious – you don’t know what steampunk is?” Frances says.
 
   “I am serious … and don’t call me Shirley. So what’s steampunk?”
 
   She represses a snort. “It’s a sci-fi subgenre, similar to Cyber Noir. It is noted for its usage of steam-powered things and the clothing style. Think high tech in a Victorian setting.”
 
   “The whole concept sounds stupid.” Rocket says, “It doesn’t make sense to me either. Why would people want to use future tech in a world that resembles the nineteenth century? But it looks cool, real cool. Confession: my ex was really into Steampunk.” He licks his lips. “You two should have seen the stuff she’d wear! Hot as jalapeños, I’m telling you. Sorry, Frances.”
 
   She chuckles. “It’s fine.”
 
   I glance down at my syrup-covered pancake. Only one left – I’d better savor it. Looking at the lone pancake reminds me of something.
 
   “Frances, what about my beer? You promised.”
 
   “I promised?”
 
   “I want a beer too.” Rocket spits a shell from one of the sunflower seeds in his hand and neatly lines it up with the others on the table.
 
   “You’re too young to have a beer.”
 
   I clear my throat. “Listen you two. I’m just going to come right out with it – I don’t know if I’m ready to dive yet. I’ve been thinking about it, hell, I tried to dive last night but couldn’t do it. A beer will help.”
 
   Frances steps away from the table. “There’s a six-pack in the fridge. I’ll get you a beer.”
 
   “What do you mean you’re not ready?” Rocket asks after she has left.
 
   “You know what happened to me, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, trapped in Cyber Noir. Everyone around here knows!” He spits another sunflower seed shell into his hand. “But you have to look past that.”
 
   “Well, that’s rather frank.”
 
   “Who’s Frank?”
 
   “Forget about it.”
 
   “We got something big here, something huge.”
 
   “In Steam?”
 
   “Yes,” he says elatedly. “The last Proxima Developer we freed from a glitch told us about this world, and about Ray Steampunk, the developer who made Steam. He’s trapped in there, you know.”
 
   “Ray is trapped in the world he created?” I ask, sawing into my last pancake.
 
   “As far as we can tell, yes. He hasn’t logged out since 2054.”
 
   “And the world is inhabited by NPCs?”
 
   “Both NPCs and real players. It’s a massive world, easily ten times the size of Cyber Noir.”
 
   “And I’m supposed to find him?”
 
   “Yes, not just you, Frances too. It shouldn’t be hard. He’s the NVA Seed of the place. The God of Steam, if you will. He’s everywhere, like North Korean Tourism Propaganda iNet pop-ups.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I’ll be running support,” he says as he empties a few more seeds into his mouth. “I’ve also picked up some new gear for you. Some steampunk gear. There are rules in Steam – you have to keep it world appropriate. Don’t worry – I’ve got you covered.”
 
   “Frances said something a while back about some new mutant hacks. What’s the status on those?” I ask, recalling our conversation in my hospital room.
 
   “Almost ready.”
 
   “She said they were already ready … ”
 
   “They were … but then we ran into a slight glitch.”
 
   “We?”
 
   “Our CWO, cyber-warfare operative. He’s helping me hack and mod. Hack and mod, hack and mod … ” he says, crumpling his bag of seeds.
 
   “Well, keep me posted.”
 
   Frances returns with a beer and a half-grin.
 
   “Anything bigger than that?” I ask, looking at the frosty bottle.
 
   “Later,” she says, “later.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   I can’t believe I’m doing this. In a dive vat now, my body partially submerged in the silicone substance. Frances Euphoria is in the vat next to me and Rocket is zipping around us, making sure everything is connected and that we’re good to go. The oxygen mouthpiece is in place between my teeth; I bite down to secure it and breathe in rubbery tasting air.
 
   Frances: We’ll spawn together in the same place. Once we’re suited up in the gear that Rocket has engineered, we can begin our search.
 
   Me: I need another cold one.
 
   Frances: Later.
 
   The Brian Eno tone sounds off and I know, without a shadow of a doubt, that I’ll soon be in a Proxima World. Butterflies and shit – no one can see me now, so my frown and grimace are just for sheer esthetic effect. Once more into the breach, dear friends, once more ... 
 
   “Diving now,” I hear Rocket say, but his voice is thin, far away. 
 
   Colored sine waves appear on the inside of the NV Visor, increasing in speed. My eyelids start to blink rapidly and soon, they are closed and I’m feeling drowsy. 
 
   Why are you doing this?
 
   No time to answer. Gravity drops and my body is suddenly floating, pulsating. I notice a strange light and I propel myself towards it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   I’m standing inside a moving train when the words appear in front of me: 
 
   Welcome to Steam. Our records indicate that this is your first visit. You will be in Steam’s capital city, Locus, momentarily. Please take a moment to remember some of the rules of this world:
 
   1)    Players using items that rely upon electricity will be penalized through their life bars.
 
   2)    Shillings are used as a currency in Steam. Unlike some Proxima Worlds, they have no real world value.
 
   3)    Alchemical practices are fine as long as they fit within the boundaries of the world, which are accessible through your player dashboard. 
 
   4)    Discriminatory comments will be logged. Repeated violations will result in account termination. 
 
   The rules pixilate and the train continues on.
 
   My pants are black and crisscrossed with leather pouches, tucked into an enormous pair of stompers. The jacket I’m wearing reminds me of something a comic-opera admiral would wear – open lapel, a dozen golden buttons, hand stitched waist pockets. The fingerless leather gloves on my paws are attached to gears affixed to the sides of my wrists. I’m more yegg than man now. I’d be lying if I said I looked dapper.
 
   “What’s with the geeky duds?” I ask aloud. 
 
   Rocket: Steampunk clothing.
 
   “You’re in my head now?” I ask, looking around the train cabin. I can hear the sound of the rail wheels moving below: cha-chuck, cha-chuck, cha-chuck. The cylindrical lights above me make me feel like I’m in the spotlight, losing my religion.
 
   Rocket:¯\_(ツ)_/¯
 
   “Were you in Frances’ head when she was in The Loop?”
 
   Rocket: I was.
 
   “Where is the old bearcat anyway?”
 
   “Here, and I’m not a bearcat.”
 
   I turn to find Frances Euphoria in a tight corset inflating her airbags. The corset is attached to short sleeves, red, and lined with black lace, which form a triangle over her num-nums and from there, a taut little collar. Her getaway sticks are barely covered by a painted-on skirt with two belts draped over her thighs. A pair of Leaks sits on her head and her red hair is pulled into a ponytail. 
 
   “You designed this stuff, Rocket?”
 
   Rocket: I did.
 
   “You may have another career on your hands.”
 
   Rocket: I told you my ex was into steampunk.
 
   “It looks like she was into more than that.”
 
   Frances says, “Stop staring at me and equip your gear. We’ll have company soon.”
 
   “Gear?” 
 
   A green orb appears in front of me.
 
   Rocket: Touch the orb, Q. It will transfer a few items to your inventory list that will help you blend in here. You don’t want to go around firing a PHASR, aside from the fact it will deplete your life bar. Remember, there are both NPCs and regular players here, which means a hunting party can be formed. 
 
   “A hunting party?”
 
   Rocket: Check out your list.
 
   My finger comes up and finally, after a long month of recovery, I access my inventory list.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   I scroll to Dolly’s Seed, item 556. From there I move to a pair of enhanced binoculars, item 557. These are followed by a shoulder attachment with tube amps on the back and a forward facing gramophone horn the front, item 558.
 
   “What the hell is this thing?”
 
   Rocket: It’s a Gramogun. Frances has one too. Attach it to your shoulder – the thing that looks like a gramophone horn is a weapon. They can shatter glass. (x)_(X)
 
   “So can rocks.”
 
   “Gramoguns are legal here?” Frances asks.
 
   Rocket: They run off steam.
 
   From the Gramogun I move to a saber pistol, item 559. The grip is made of polished wood and the barrel of the gun is on the left side of the blade, pointing forward. Item 560 is a wrist gun.
 
   Rocket: The wrist gun attaches to either side of your wrists, Q. It’s good for a surprise attack.
 
   The next item is a compass, which seems useless, and the final item is a hand mortar, item 562.
 
   I equip the saber pistol for now and the wrist gun. 
 
   “Good to go,” I tell Frances. A contraption covered in gears is attached to her left arm. Fastened to the arm piece is a shotgun with inlaid gold running along the forestock. She flexes her fingers and the gears on her arm grind to life, putting one in the chamber.
 
   “It’s electric?”
 
   “Nothing is quite electric here,” she says. “Everything is powered through kinetic energy created by steam.”
 
   “But everything here is fake; it’s a dreamworld.”
 
   “Yes, but it is supposed to look as if it is powered by steam, not electricity. That’s what I mean. You really don’t know anything about steampunk, do you?”
 
   “I’m not really into sci-fi,” I say, admiring my saber pistol. 
 
   The door slides open and an NPC steps in. On his dome is a velvet top hat, his face covered by a mask that hangs well past his chin. Little puffs of steam spray out of two exhaust valves at the corners of his mask as he asks, “Greetings, do you have a ticket?”
 
   “Do we need a ticket?” is my reply.
 
   “Everyone who rides the train into Locus needs a ticket.”
 
   “Does this count as a ticket?” I ask, aiming my wrist gun at his face. “It does where I’m from.”
 
   His eyes light up. “Are you threatening me?” 
 
   “I’m asking you.”
 
   “Quantum!” Frances is at my arm now, trying to lower my weapon. I feel powerful in a Proxima World, a power I hardly possess in the real world. 
 
   I move away from Frances before she can say anything else.
 
   Using my advanced abilities, I jab the end of my saber pistol into the NPCs chest. Steam wells out around the blade, spurts out of his nose and mouth as he falls to his knees. He grips my coat with both hands, and I give him a two hundred grain Don’t Handle The Merchandise, Buster right between the eyes.
 
   “Why the hell did you do that?” 
 
   “Ah, come on, he was giving us a hard time.”
 
   The NPC is now face-first on the ground, his body deflating and our train cabin filling with steam.
 
   Rocket: You really shouldn’t have done that. 
 
   “I’m the trigger man,” I say aloud, “and I was just getting back into the swing of things. Have you two ever heard of shoot first, ask questions later? It feels good to … ”
 
   … to be myself again.
 
   “To be an asshole?” Frances asks.
 
   “What were we supposed to do? We didn’t have a ticket … ”
 
   “All we had to do is tell him we were new players and that we spawned on the train. That’s all … ”
 
   “He should have asked.”
 
   Rocket: It was a test to see what type of player you would be. There are various classes in this world, from merchant to alchemist, hunter to benevolent player.
 
   “Well what are we?”
 
   Frances Euphoria grabs my arm. “Thanks to you, we just joined the Marauder Class. Happy now?”
 
   “As a clam.”
 
   “We just became a target.”
 
   “I spent eight years as a target,” I say, trying to keep my eyes off her dairy pillows. “A few hours in a make-believe world made of steam and gears ain’t nothing.”
 
   “Come on, tough guy, let’s get out of here.” 
 
   She pulls me towards the front of the cabin.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Frances and I are now on top of the moving train. The wind whips past our faces, makes her ponytail fly behind her like a … well, a ponytail.
 
   “We’ll need to jump before we reach the main terminal,” Frances shouts over the roar of the wind. “They’ll be waiting for us.”
 
   There are two moons in the sky above Steam, and I can see the outline of great mountains in the distance. The sky is tinted orange and there are a few zeppelins overhead, the light from the moons curving around their great bellies. A huge cloud of black smoke heads our way from the engine of the train, obscuring and then revealing us. It even stinks of coal, which upsets my virtual stomach somewhat. 
 
   “Let’s jump now.”
 
   “No, soon.” She slides a pair of Leaks over the bridge of her nose. “We’re too far from the city,” she explains, “and there isn’t an easy way to get there.”
 
   “No taxis?” I ask as I wave some of the coal smoke away.
 
   “There are steam-powered vehicles and horse and trolley carts, but those take time. We’ll want to get as close to the city as possible and then jump.”
 
   Rocket: There are other ways to travel.
 
   “Not now,” I say as I look up at the sky. A wood, canvas, and wire three-winged aircraft makes an orientation pass on us. The roar of its rotary engine dopplers in; the pilot in leather flying helmet, square-lensed Leaks and handlebar mustache paces the train, grins at us, and then gooses it and dopplers away.
 
   “Great, Quantum,” Frances says, disgust evident in her voice, “You’ve got the Steampunk Flying Corps on us now!”
 
   “Don’t make with the negative waves, Moriarty – maybe they’re just putting the eyeball on us.”
 
   The aircraft executes a hammerhead turn and lines up on us. Flashes of fire wink atop the cowling; supersonic red bumblebees are thunking and chunking up splinters all around us before we hear the Tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat of his machine gun and he zooms away behind us.
 
   “I think we’ve just moved beyond eyeballing,” she shouts, as she drops into a crouch.
 
   “The Red Baron is mine!” I access my inventory and select item 69 – Dr. Quackenbush’s Patented BolOcto Projector, and item 551 – Reaper Skull Mask. 
 
   The BolOcto Projector looks like the illicit love child of a trombone and a snare drum, replete with tasteful Rococo flourishes. It’s all brass and silver, with a carved ivory shoulder stock and fore grip and a genuine hippo leather shoulder strap. Steam protocol is just fine with the DQP-BOP; my life bar is unaffected as it comes out of inventory. Steam protocol is not, however, as sanguine about my choice of the Reaper Mask; my life bar flashes and a warning message appears.
 
   Her eyes narrow, she frowns at my choice of armament and glares the obvious question at me. 
 
   “I’ll explain in a minute!”
 
   Mask goes on; I shoulder the DQP-BOP. I’ve never had it out before, and I’m surprised when the Reaper Mask handshakes with it and provides targeting data, as my original plan had just been to spray and pray.
 
   ~Weapon acknowledged.~
 
   The Red Baron comes up from behind the train at an oblique angle. His engine cuts in and out as he blips it to decrease his speed and give himself longer to shoot at us. This tactic also, however, gives me longer to shoot back. I brace up as best I can while the mask provides firing cues. The triplane opens up on us again. Compressed air blasts one-two-three projectiles clear of the muzzle. A hammer blow strikes my calf; my life bar drops to 88% as machinegun bullets thud and ping all around us.
 
   With very subdued reports, the three projectiles burst in the triplane’s path, and twenty-foot spider webs blossom like silvered silken fireworks. The shooting stops and the engine noise is suddenly gone as the whole front of the aircraft twists off and flies apart. It drops out of the sky like a stone – albeit a three-quarter ton stone moving at ninety-five miles an hour – hits the ground and explodes into a meteor of flaming wreckage. 
 
   “Whew!” I say, shooting Frances a genuine grin. “Now that was fun.”
 
   She points at the steam gently hissing out of my boot top. “You’ve been hit.”
 
   “Steam, not blood?”
 
   “Steam is blood.”
 
   My life bar is down to 87% and sinking.
 
   “I got this.”
 
   Item 13 – a big fluffy hotel towel, and my old pal item 33 ought to do the trick. I cut a pad and some long strips from the towel, Frances helps me off with the boot, holding the pad over both sides of a through-and-through bullet wound as I tie it on with the towel strips. The top of my pirate boot is just large enough to come up over bandage.
 
   “See, just like new!” I say as the wind whips against our faces.
 
   “What the heck is that thing anyway?” She nods at Dr. Quackenbush’s BolOcto Projector, which now rests at my feet.
 
   “According to Dirty Dave, it’s a live capture net thrower for exotic animals and smaller dinosaurs in some of the Safari and Dinosaur Park-type worlds. The magazine contains eight canisters, and each canister contains an eight-sided bolo net woven from Sheem spider silk. The silk is practically unbreakable, so light that the big ol’ net fits into a cartridge the size of a soup can. You saw what happened when the plane flew into it. BolOcto Projector.”
 
   “It’s a net gun.”
 
   “It’s more than a net gun, Frances, it’s a work of art.”
 
   “Net gun.”
 
   I huff as I return the net gun to inventory, open my mouth to continue my clever repartee. She holds up her hand to discourage further BolOcto discussion, scans our surroundings. “Let’s get off up here,” she says. “According to Rocket’s map, there’s a market nearby. We’ll be able to get you fixed up there.”
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Advanced abilities activated.
 
   We jump and time becomes molasses all around us. I look over to Frances Euphoria; she’s in her Leaks and there’s a smile on her face that only appears when she’s in a Proxima World. Everything around us is a blur, a blanket of indistinct shapes and darkened tones. We land, time speeds up and the train to Locus zips away.
 
   “Are you going to take your Reaper mask off?” she asks me.
 
   “Should I?”
 
   “For now. We really don’t want to bring attention to ourselves.” She moves her Leaks to the top of her head. “More than we already have.”
 
   “I’ve never been one for rules,” I say as I give her the up-and-down.
 
   “Just take your mask off.”
 
   My mask disappears. 
 
   “Happy?”
 
   “Rocket says that the market is just ahead. Come on.”
 
   We’re ten paces away from the railroad track, near a grouping of quaint little homes connected by pipes. I can see people moving ahead, a mix of humans and NPCs. A pickup truck that looks like a cross between a Model T Ford and the Little Engine That Could puffs by. It’s all flaring fenders, wood-spoked wheels, polished brass and chrome trim and elaborate decorative pin-striping. A man with a monocle drives the vehicle, puffing on a corncob pipe jutting from the corner of his mouth. His arm is similar to Frances’ – a mechanical contraption with grinding gears; the blue indicator above his head shows he’s human.  
 
   He comes to a stop, throws a series of levers, cranks a hand wheel, consults a sight gauge, taps it, and the rattling engine chuffs steam and idles down. “Howdy! Where you two heading?” 
 
   “To the market,” Frances says, “he’s been injured.”
 
   “Want a lift?” He points down at the side runner. “I was heading there myself.” 
 
   The man throws his thumb back at a stack crates behind him. 
 
   “Don’t mind if I do.” I step up onto the running board and catch the grab bar on the top edge of the bed. Frances mounts up on the other side.
 
   He reverses the process of sight glass, hand wheel and levers and the engine clanks and hisses. “Hold on a moment … ” He cranks a lever at the center of the steering wheel. “Just got to give her a reason to get a move on.” He steps on a clutch pedal, engages the flywheel, and we’re off.
 
   “A daring young man and his jaunty jalopy if I’ve ever seen one,” I say under my breath.
 
   “What’s that?” he asks, over all the commotion.
 
   “Hey, you ever heard of a Ray Steampunk?” I shout. “Ray Steampunk.”
 
   Rocket: Of course he’s heard of Ray Steampunk!
 
   “Peanut Gallery,” I remind our in-world monitor. “Peanut Gallery.” 
 
   The driver gives me a funny look. His mustache is trimmed in a way that reminds me of a cereal box character. Well, crunch-a-tize me, Cap’n.
 
   “Is this your first time in Steam?” he asks.
 
   “You’ve got it.”
 
   “Yours too?” 
 
   Frances nods. 
 
   “I see. Well, Ray Steampunk is the NVA Seed,” the man shouts over the clatter of the engine. “He makes the rules; he runs the place.”
 
   “Can he log out?” I ask.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean exactly what I asked – can he log out of Steam?”
 
   “Sure, he probably can,” the man says. “I don’t know why you’re asking me, though. It’s not like someone of my social standing could ever get anywhere near Ray Steampunk.”
 
   A message from Rocket appears directly beneath my advanced abilities bar.
 
   Rocket: I should have briefed you two more on Steam.
 
   “Yes, you should have,” I say aloud. The driver gives me a strange look over his shoulder. “I’m just going to come right out and say it – we want to meet Ray Steampunk. That’s why we’re here.”
 
   “Meet Ray Steampunk?” The man laughs. “Everyone wants to meet him. Everyone. It’s pretty difficult to get into his inner circle. I’ve been playing this game for years, since… since about 2054, when there were only thirty thousand players. Even I have never been able to meet him. I’ve seen him, but he is kind of like the Wizard of Oz, if that means anything to you.”
 
   “And this is the Emerald City?”
 
   “Hardly! We’re in the outer districts of Locus, the capital city of Steam. It’s more of a glorified slum.”
 
   “Designed to look this way,” I remind him. My life bar blinks, reminding me of my injury.
 
   “How many cities are there in this world?” Frances asks.
 
   “Several dozen, but Ray Steampunk and about half the human population live in the capital.” 
 
   We’re at the top of a hill now, which gives us a nice view of the city on the horizon. From what I can see from this distance, Locus is heavily inspired by medieval architecture. A few zeppelins float over the city and smoke stacks jut out of every nook and cranny, filling the air with steam and smoke. The digital city rests in valley between two enormous mountains. A gigantic airship floats above the mountain on the right. It looks like a French loaf that’s been sliced along its length – rounded underneath and the flat top of which is also clearly a landing strip.
 
   “He lives in the airship above Clockpunch Mountain … ” the man says. “There.”
 
   “We really need to see Ray Steampunk,” I tell the driver again, ‘really, really need to; matter of life and death need to.”
 
   “You can see him tonight on the zeppelin.” The man nods at the sky. “But that’s about as close as you’re going to get.”
 
   “On the zeppelin?”
 
   “Yes, he gives a nightly talk, which is broadcast by the zeppelins all around Steam.”
 
   “How does he broadcast his Fireside Chat without electricity?”
 
   The man laughs. “You really are a newbie, aren’t you?”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “The Wells Verne Market is named after some famous authors,” the man shouts over his noisy retro-tech land kraft wagen. More people are on the street now, carrying wares with them or mingling with other players. 
 
   A woman in a Little House on the Prairie dress and coal scuttle bonnet shuffles in front of our vehicle clutching a leash that is attached to a spiked collar around the neck of a man decked out in a leather Gimp costume, and who has a water boiler strapped to his back, puffing out little clouds of green-tinted steam. A broad in a tight skirt stands on the side of the street with her head cocked to the left, speaking to a man dressed in the gray wool, brass buttons and gold braid of a fantasy Confederate officer, stylishly accoutered with a mechanical left leg crafted from spinning and whirring gears. I’m still getting used to the steampunk attire; the freak count is high.
 
   “Airship to Imperium,” a man with his head shaved and an old school necktie shouts, “from there to Victoria. Airship to Imperium, from there to Victoria!”
 
   “Victoria?” I ask.
 
   “It’s the name for a graveyard of Lovecraftian monsters,” the driver explains. 
 
   “Love who?”
 
   “Named after H.P. Lovecraft,” he says as he rumbles to a stop. He disengages the flywheel and repeats the two-handed ballet of levers and hand wheels. His engine spits, hisses, vents steam and clatters to a halt.
 
   “Well, here we are. The Wells Verne Market.”
 
   “Thanks for the ride,” Frances says as she steps down from his vehicle. “It was very kind of you.”
 
   A steam-powered traction engine rolls by, its engine chuffing and chugging, its dual exhausts coughing up little puffs of smoke. The driver’s a chrome dome with a vulture’s face, a parish-pick ax for a beak.
 
   “Yeah, thanks,” I tell him.
 
   “Not a problem. There’s a steam repair point to the left of the entrance. You could also visit the alchemists” section of the market, if you’d prefer that route.”
 
   “That route?”
 
   He says, “Potions. It’s good to have a few just in case you’re injured and there isn’t a steam repair point nearby. They’ve saved my life numerous times, especially in the areas outside of Imperium, near the Laputa Castle Ruins.”
 
   “We’ll be sure to grab some,” Frances says.
 
   “I have one more question for you.”
 
   “What’s that?” he asks me.
 
   “Have you ever heard of any Reapers coming into this world?”
 
   “Reapers?” The driver’s tongue presses against the inside of his cheek.
 
   “Yes, Reapers, from a murder guild.”
 
   “It’s funny you mention that.” His hand comes up to access his inventory list. Before I can react, I find myself staring down the barrel of a saber pistol.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   “You’re barking up the wrong tree, pal,” I tell the driver with my hand behind my back. I’ve accessed my inventory list like this before – a quick scroll and tap. I’ve got my list memorized: he’ll be dead before he ever gets a round off.
 
   “Your player stats indicate that you may be Marauders,” he says as he thumbs back the hammer with a click-click-click-click. “Asking about Reapers confirms it. On our way to the market, admin sent out a message about possible Reapers coming from the same direction you two came in from.”
 
   “You’ve got the wrong idea … ”
 
   A large, official looking Federal Corporate Government Eagle-Infinity-Dollar logo materializes in front of Frances, overwritten with text in letters of blue neon fire:
 
   *****WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!*****
 
   YOUR PLAYER ID has been logged and recorded. YOU are interfering with an on-going FEDERAL CORPORATE INVESTIGATION conducted by Dream Recovery Extraction and Management Team member ID # 0023. You are ordered to cease and desist your interference forthwith, or you may be liable for arrest, prosecution, fines not to exceed $150,000, imprisonment for up to FIVE YEARS, and PERMANENT iNet disenfranchisement.
 
   *****WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!*****
 
   “A fine? Prison? iNet disenfranchisement?” the man lowers his weapon. “Are you serious?”
 
   Frances smiles like a rabid shark with a chainsaw. “We are Federal Corporate Agents conducting an Official Federal Corporate Investigation; we are not Reapers.”
 
   You can hear her capitalize Federal Corporate Agents and Official Federal Corporate Investigation.
 
   “In accordance with Title 867, Section 5309 US CODE, I order you to cease your interference.”
 
   The man’s body shimmers, fades, dematerializes. He’s gone, along with his clunky Little Pickup Truck That Could.
 
   “Is that true?” I ask Frances. “Can we really do all that?”
 
   She snorts, laughs. “No, of course not. Rocket made all of that up and did the graphic, and it works every time! If we ever do get called on it, it contains the weasel phrase may be liable.”
 
   “So it’s all hogwash?”
 
   “Hogwash?”
 
   “Horsefeathers … ” 
 
   She doesn’t get it. 
 
   “Applesauce ... ” I continue, “Balderdash. Bunkum. Malarkey. Ummmm … BS.”
 
   Frances loses her confused expression. “Oh, okay, yes, it is BS, but it’s a great, fairly unobtrusive, non-violent solution. We’re in a public space, so it’s better not to draw too much attention to ourselves.”
 
   One glance around and I know she’s right – not many people saw our little exchange. The crowd of steampunkers is the same as it was before the man drew his weapon, freaks and geeks, fanboys and cellar-dwellers aplenty. 
 
   “I wish we could have interrogated him,” I say. “I have plenty of items in my inventory list that are great for interrogating. I can work wonders with my turkey baster filled with Chernobyl reactor melt.”
 
   “A turkey baster filled with what?” Frances winces.
 
   “You heard me.”
 
   “You really are a sick man.”
 
   “I’m simply a product of my environment.”
 
   “Right … Let’s get you repaired.”
 
   We advance into the market, the corners of which are anchored by small clock towers with brass gramophone horns on their roofs. True to the driver’s words, the steam repair point is on the left, consisting of a giant water tank with a small, gauge-covered stand affixed to it. A few players stand around the tank with hoses connected into their forearms. I roll up the sleeve on my jacket, and sho ‘nuff, there’s a small entry port about the size of a dime where my basilic vein should be. 
 
   “Just plug her in?” I ask Frances.
 
   “Just plug it in.”
 
   I take my place next to an older woman wearing a single goggle over her left eye, which is tied to her head like an eye patch. The blue lens is lined with golden spikes sticking out of the leather. 
 
   “How long does it take?” I ask Frances. My life bar lights up in my ocular display as soon as I stick the steam nozzle in my arm.
 
   The woman with the eye patch answers, “Just a minute or so.”
 
   “Not bad.”
 
   “They have backpacks that can do this as well, called Steam Packs,” the woman explains. “Equip and if you’re injured, just plug the nozzle in and steam up. There are modded ones as well, which constantly refill your life bar. The cheapest packs cost about two hundred shillings apiece.”
 
   “Steam up. I’ll have to get one of those. They sell them here?”
 
   “Yeah, over there.”
 
   I wink at Frances. “Why don’t you be a doll and go buy us a couple.”
 
   “A doll?” she asks skeptically.
 
   “What? Don’t like doll? Would you rather be a Generic Joe – America’s Corporate Fighting Person?”
 
   She sticks her tongue out at me. “I think you have me confused with someone else.”
 
   The woman with the eye patch yanks the nozzle out of her arm. She returns it to the docking station and hobbles away. “You two are made for each other,” she calls over her shoulder.
 
   “Like guns ‘n’ ammo, huh?”
 
   “More like oil and water.” Frances reaches out and touches my cheek.
 
   “Do I need to shave or something?” I ask.
 
   Her hand comes back and she slaps me lightly. “That’s for calling me doll.”
 
   “Noted,” I tell her, watching a man crank a crowbar-sized lever at the bottom of the nearest clock tower. 
 
   “What’s happening?” I ask as I finish steaming up.
 
   “Remember what the driver told us,” Frances Euphoria nods at the zeppelin above the market, “about Ray Steampunk giving a daily speech?”
 
   “Let’s see what the fat cat has to say.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Men rappel from the zeppelin, landing in the center of the market. Once they’re grounded, coiled wire drops from the craft and the men connect the cables to a plug on the four clock towers. They raise their thumbs and a light flicks on inside the zeppelin.
 
   “How’s it powered?” I ask aloud.
 
   With her Leaks on, Frances scans the bottom of the zeppelin. “There are people inside pedaling stationary bikes,” she finally says. 
 
   “So they are creating power to … light up the inside of the zeppelin?”
 
   “Yes, but let’s not forget we are in a VE dreamworld – everything is an illusion.”
 
   “Tell me about it … ”
 
   A shadowy man appears on the side of the zeppelin’s massive body. He walks towards the center of the craft, his body increasing in size as it’s projected onto the side of the zeppelin. Steampunkers in the market cheer and clap.
 
   “It’s him!” someone shouts.
 
   A crackling noise comes out of the speaker horns that surround the Wells Verne Market. 
 
   “Hello, people of Steam,” the man says. “For you newcomers, allow me to welcome you most humbly to this, the best planet in the Proxima Galaxy! I am your host, Ray Steampunk, and I’m the developer of this world.”
 
   The crowd hoots and hollers, claps, whistles, and rattles their gears like they’ve just seen a magician pull a candy-throwing stripper out of a top hat.
 
   “For those of you that have contacted administrators about the Boilerplate Army massing on the city limits of Morlock, know that we’ve dispatched a fleet of our best Air Enforcers to deal with the issue. If you wish to assist us in the defense of the realm, you can access sign-on information through the mission tab on your avatar’s landing page. For today only, we’ve raised the enlistment bonus to two thousand shillings, but this drops back down to a thousand come tomorrow, so be sure to sign up today.”
 
   A few people in the crowd dematerialize as they access their avatar’s landing page and join the war against whomever. Names have never been my forte, especially not artsy-craftsy, fancy-pantsy steampunk ones. Give me a couple of good stomping grounds like Devil’s Alley, The Pier or possibly The Badlands and I’m good to go.
 
   The silhouette of Ray Steampunk gestures like he’s about to poke God in the ass. “It has come to my attention that a pair of Reapers have entered our world,” he says, his pointer finger up in the air now. “For those of you unfamiliar with the Reapers, it is my unpleasant duty to enlighten you. As their name implies, Reapers are death-bringers, murderers, destroyers of souls; vile, hateful mercenaries who rape and kill and slaughter for profit, across the Proxima galaxy without regard to the commonly held rules of basic human decency, sportsman-like fair play, good fellowship and player solidarity. They shamelessly, mercilessly ensnare players inside a world, hold them as slaves and use them to do their foul bidding. Moreover, these Reapers indiscriminately use proscribed weapons that will kill the human player in the real world, a true death, a death from which there is no respawning.”
 
   Like they’re reading from a script, the crowd makes the usual, stereotyped crowd noises of horrified shock and disbelief. Quivering hands are raised to mouths; wrists to foreheads. Women swoon in fright, as do some men. Players and NPCs both suspiciously eye their neighbors, rest hands upon sword hilts and holstered pistols; many, many suddenly retrieve large and powerful weapons from their inventory. 
 
   I look to Frances. “Reapers are here? Looks like Christmas came early.”
 
   She removes her goggles, scans the crowd. “Get ready to log out.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   Ray Steampunk continues. “For more information on Reapers, check out the bulletin post in the announcements tab of your avatar’s landing page. The dastardly pair in question unmistakably identified themselves as Reapers through their base and cowardly actions. In an unprovoked attack they cruelly slew the beloved Mister Masked Conductor Man and without warning destroyed one of our scout aircraft. Fortunately, in his last full measure of devotion, the heroic pilot managed to far-speak his warning, and confirmed that one of them was indeed wearing a Reaper’s skull mask! The system administrator sent an immediate all-points warning – check your inbox if you haven’t already. The two Reapers are reported to be in the Wells Verne Market area, on the outskirts of Locus.”
 
   “Ah, shit.”
 
   The crowd noise picks up; friends band together, stand back-to-back. The rattle and clink of weapons nervously handled grows more pronounced. It’s just a matter of time before some dumbass lets one go and precipitates a bloodbath.
 
   “Based on their login details, we have identified them as Quantum Hughes and Frances Euphoria. I repeat, Quantum Hughes and Frances Euphoria are the two Reapers in question. Their indicators will appear red in the next few moments. Do not engage unless you are at level forty-five or higher and only do so at your own risk. For those in the market, get to a safe place or log out. Air Enforcers will be there momentarily. That’s it for now. Have a wonderful evening and don’t forget to join in the war against the Boilerplate Army. Until we meet again, I bid you adieu.”
 
   The light inside the zeppelin turns off.
 
   “Ummm … ”
 
   Frances Euphoria’s indicator strobes red; it’s really, really noticeable. 
 
   “Looks like we’re about to have company.”
 
   “Log out!” Her hand is in front of her now, seconds away from pressing the logout button.
 
   “Fat chance, Frances. It’s been a while since I had a true knock-down, drag out fight.” Well no, I said that wrong; it’s been a while since I had a true knock-down, drag out fight in which my ass was not the one getting kicked.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Frances’ FCG message appears in front of her:
 
   *****WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!*****
 
   YOUR PLAYER ID has been logged and recorded. YOU are interfering with an on-going FEDERAL CORPORATE INVESTIGATION conducted by Dream Recovery Extraction and Management Team member ID # 0023. You are ordered to cease and desist your interference forthwith, or you may be liable for arrest, prosecution, fines not to exceed $150,000, imprisonment for up to FIVE YEARS, and PERMANENT iNet  disenfranchisement.
 
   *****WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!*****
 
   A Grizzly Adams of a man snorts his disparagement and strides right through the message as he flexes his two steamed-out arms. Gears whir as an unnecessarily large Gatling gun forms on each arm. 
 
   I’m in the air before the man can plug us. My inventory list comes up and item 554 – my mutant hack ax – appears. I slice through both of his Gats and enough steam pours out of him to strip gang tags off a boxcar. He shrieks, logs out, disappears.
 
   “Mutant hack!” Someone screams. “Mutant hack!” The crowd surrounding us thins as the faint-hearts and lightweights log out. The few steampunkers that remain all take a large step back.
 
   My life bar glows in my display, indicating that I’m using an illegal weapon. I disregard the warning. Inspired by the saber pistol, the top barrel of my hack morphs into scimitar. Did I tell it to do that or did it do it on its own? No time to process the thought.
 
   “Quantum!” Frances yells, her arm in the ready position.
 
   “What?” 
 
   She doesn’t have time to say much else.
 
   The old woman with the eye patch from earlier springs on Frances from behind, and latches on like a backpack full of ugly. She clamps one hand over Frances’ mouth, and an ugly green stain spreads outward from the point of contact.
 
   Rocket: Alchemist! Stop her!
 
   I aim the tip of my mutant hack at the woman. “Log out or die!”
 
   Frances’ corset spikes out like a puffer fish. The old crone leaps off in surprise, vents clouds of steam, blinks out, gone.
 
   “Yowza! Your corset is a weapon?” I ask as a man with dreadlocks, magenta goggles, dove-gray cut-away coat and bolo tie cuts at me with a cavalry saber. I swivel to parry and our blades connect; his shatter into a million pixelated pieces, and he logs out before I can make my riposte through his spleen.
 
   This is something that will take some time getting used to – human players can log out if they’re in a pickle, which strips away the satisfaction of ending someone’s digital life. Sure, The Loop had yellow-bellied pink-tea bastards galore, but there was none of this logging out like a big sissy when things turned to shit.
 
   Action-adventure worlds populated with cowards, quitters, and cry-baby whiners; what’s the virtual world coming to?
 
   Frances feels her face, which is greener than St. Patrick’s Day Beer in Boston. “We need to log out before the Air Enforcers get here.”
 
   “Well you’re no fun anymore – I’m just getting started!” I turn to the two steampunkers that are left and wink. Nothing wrong with a little grandstanding. 
 
   “I’ve been poisoned; I can’t use my advanced abilities, and all of Steam thinks we’re Reapers. I think that that’s enough fun for one day, don’t you?”
 
   “Fine, fine.” I aim my wrist gun at the zeppelin above the market. I fire a few shots, all of which bounce off some type of deflector shield. “A shield? I thought that kind of stuff wasn’t allowed here.”
 
   “All games have their boundaries,” she says. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Awake in the real world.
 
   Feedback non-existent and my powers gone. No mutant hacks, no advanced abilities. Nothing. Just a hunk of flesh suspended in a dive vat somewhere in Baltimore. The support frame sits me up, and as soon as my face clears the tank spooge I spit the breathing apparatus out of my mouth. 
 
   I move the NV Visor off my face and keep my peepers closed. The iNet logon screen is faint, but still visible across my eyelids. I ignore it, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the brightness in the room. “Any chance we can dim the lights next time?”
 
   My eyes come open and my head turns. Frances blurs into focus. She’s in her dive bikini and covered in the gel, wet and shiny. Her arms are crossed over her chest, and she looks beautiful – tired and slimy, but still beautiful. She rubs her face where she was poisoned and her eyes meet mine. Usually she’ll break eye contact first, but not this time. Her expression is inscrutable; her mouth remains a thin line.
 
   “Well, that was not without its entertainment value!” I say to unsuccessfully lighten the mood. “If it’s not too much trouble, could ya unhook these wires and tubes? I feel like Bondage Pinocchio over here.”
 
   “One second!” He’s next to me in a heartbeat, tinkering away with a determined look on his face. His breath smells like peanuts.
 
   “What now?” I ask. “We didn’t exactly find Ray Steampunk.”
 
   The Dream Team monitor bites his lip. “Word will get to the Reapers that they have been identified in Steam. I expect them to start populating in the world within the day.”
 
   “Good, bring it on.”
 
   “No, ungood,” Frances says, “Steam is a very conflict-themed world. Unlike the Loop which is constant Condition Orange with lots of potential individual danger, Steam is mostly Condition Yellow but with lots of organized wars and team combat and opportunities for individual combat of champions. When the Reapers come, they’ll probably bring bleached people, they’ll flagrantly violate the ground rules, use prohibited weapons and sow chaos and discord everywhere they go – in addition to killing or crippling real people in the real world. It’s happened before. Ray Steampunk is the NVA Seed, and to prevent that, he’ll unleash everything he has on the Reapers – with whom, you’ll no doubt recall, we’ve been identified thanks to you.”
 
   She rubs her face with both hands, slicks the gel out of her hair. “Quantum, this is difficult for me to say, and I want you to know that I mean this in the nicest and least critical way possible … ”
 
   “Go on … ”
 
   “ … but when we’re diving, it’s serious business – it’s not all about you running around playing bang-bang shoot ‘em up and acting the tough guy. We’ve got a job to do, and real people really depend on us.”
 
   “Yeah, about that … ” I sigh. “Sorry if I went a little overboard.”
 
   “A little?”
 
   She turns away and busies herself with unhooking from the vat. 
 
   “I don’t get it. We’re a Federal Corporate Investigative Agency, and we’re Federal Agents. Can’t we just contact Steampunk and talk to him? For Christ’s sake, we’re trying to help him!”
 
   Rocket says, “He won’t reply to any of our messages.”
 
   “Can’t we log in as different people?”
 
   Rocket twitches his head. “Not easily. Your player ID is actually more secure and harder to fake than your Social Security Number. The NVV pings your lifechip when you log in and uses that data to establish an account. Yeah, you can spoof the players some and the system a little bit, but not easily and not for long. We can change your handles, but Steampunk will know eventually.”
 
   “Why do we need him so badly again?”
 
   Frances wipes her face with a towel. “He was the last person to talk to Strata Godsick. That’s why we need him.”
 
   “So they had a conversation, what’s the big deal?”
 
   Rocket says, “According to the information we received from a different Proxima developer, Ray Steampunk was one of the last people to have contact with Godsick, before he disappeared.”
 
   “Godsick disappeared?”
 
   “He hasn’t been seen in years,” Frances says.
 
   “OK, but what about Ray Steampunk’s real body. What about him?”
 
   “He hasn’t been seen in years either. He disappeared around the same time as Godsick.”
 
   “I see, so both cats are missing?”
 
   “Exactly,” Rocket says, “and it’s going to be twice as hard to get to Ray Steampunk now because your identities have been released to all the Steam players. Also, they aren’t cats.”
 
   “It’s an expression. Okay, so we’ve been identified. Why don’t they just ban us from logging back in?”
 
   Rocket busies himself with other vat unhooking stuff as he says, “The Proxima Company made it so anyone could log in anywhere, as long as it’s an open world. What you call The Loop was a closed world. Steam is an open world and will remain so due to anti-discrimination laws that Ray Steampunk helped create.”
 
   He helps me out of the vat and hands me my cane. The vats in the back row are empty now. I guess I’ll have to meet the other team members another day.
 
   “The shower is in that room,” Frances says. “Once you’re cleaned off, I’ll take you back to your hotel.”
 
   “Will you stick around for a while? I wouldn’t mind some company, or a Hawaiian pizza for that matter.”
 
   “I’d love some pizza!” Rocket says.
 
   “Sorry kid, this is a private party.”
 
   “We’ll see,” she says with a soft smile. “Go get cleaned up.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Goose it, Frances, I’m starved.” 
 
   Aeros whip past us as the afternoon sun reflects off their hoods. My mind is still filled with images from Steam, from our brief combat to the general feel of the place. It’s been a while since I’ve been this excited, damn near giddy. I feel like I’m in my own skin again.
 
   “You know, you really do cause a lot of trouble,” she says, her eyes trained on the airlane. “We could have been undercover in Steam, but you had to go and kill the train conductor, gun down the airplane and that was before the incident at the market. You’re like a bull in a china shop!”
 
   “I could be a bomb in a china shop … ”
 
   Frances glances to me. “Just be more careful next time. Is that too much to ask?”
 
   “Jeez Louise, you’re making me feel like the bad guy here.”
 
   “I’m just saying, Quantum. While the Dream Team may not have much authority in Proxima Worlds, we do have a code of ethics to uphold. Namely – don’t be an asshole.”
 
   The word stings and I let Frances know that I’m upset through a long bout of silence. She drops into a lower airlane and we press past a mother driving an aeros while singing along with her children. Her lips move as she sings along, somehow reminding me of my own mother. We exist because of our mothers, and it is amazing how quickly some of them are forgotten. The reared become the rearing and the cycle continues. Seeing the children in the backseat makes me wonder if I’ll ever have a younger model. Probably not.
 
   “What are you thinking about?” Frances asks.
 
   “Ankle-biters.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Kids.”
 
   She laughs. “Why, do you want some?”
 
   “I don’t know. I don’t think I’d be a good dad.”
 
   “You’d be a great dad,” she says. “If you learned to behave yourself.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “As long as you taught them to think before they acted.” Frances sticks her tongue out.
 
   “That’s the problem with our world sometimes – too much thinking and not enough action. Samurai made their decisions in the space of seven breaths.”
 
   She nods. “And how did that work out for them?”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The pizza delivery Humandroid is waiting for us as soon as we arrive at the hotel. Frances pays and I take the piping hot cardboard box from the droid. I can practically taste the cheese as we shuffle into the elevator. It takes every ounce of self-control I have not to drop the box onto the ground and devour the pie like a little piggy.
 
   “Beer,” I say as soon as Frances opens the door to my room. “I’ll call Room Service.”
 
   “No need to call them – you have iNet.”
 
   “I’m too hungry to deal with that damned contraption.”
 
   “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it,” she says, sitting on my bed. 
 
   I’m next to her in a flash, peeling open the pizza box. Real food. Real chunks of sugary pineapples and melted cheese and hunks of Canadian bacon and crumbles of crispy bacon – I haven’t salivated this much in ages. I’m practically soaking my shirt with drool.
 
   “It’s … so … good … ” I say with my mouthful. The slice is down moments later and I’m working on round two, stuffing it in my mouth like they stopped making pizza yesterday.
 
   “Slow down,” she laughs. “You’ll get an FDA Monitor if you’re not careful.” 
 
   “I haven’t had pizza in …” I stop chewing.
 
   “Eight years?”
 
   “Bingo. I should have eaten some after I came out of my coma, but I just … there were so many other things I wanted to eat.”
 
   A knock at the door indicates the beer has arrived. From my vantage point I can see Frances talking to the concierge, who is clearly a Humandroid evident in the stiff way he carries himself. She returns to the bed.
 
   “You ordered some forties? That’s what I’m talking about! You sure are catching on.”
 
   She smirks. “You know, you really don’t deserve a treat, but I’m proud of you today for going back to a Proxima World. That took a lot of guts.”
 
   “Guts are something I’ve always had a lot of,” I say as I drum my hands against my belly. 
 
   The caps come off and we clink the large beer bottles together. The beer – real beer! – has a way of settling my nerves, filling me with warmth. It is a shit beer, as are most beers that come in forty-ounce bottles, but it is still better than digital beer, the type I routinely drank for breakfast at Barfly’s for two subjective years.  
 
   Frances moves closer to me. “Want to watch something on TV?” she asks.
 
   “Do they have any old detective movies?”
 
   She leans over me to get the remote. “I’m sure we can order something.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   ~I have a terrible, terrible confession to make. That story I told you yesterday was just a story.
 
   “Frances?”
 
   ~Oh that? Well we didn’t exactly believe your story.
 
   The Maltese Falcon continues playing on the holoscreen. There are three finished forties on the floor now and one half-finished soldier on the nightstand. Frances Euphoria is next to me, her head resting on my chest. I start to move her off.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Her hand comes to my cheek.
 
   “I thought you were sleeping … ” 
 
   I glance back to The Maltese Falcon. Black and white – if only things were that simple. 
 
   “Look at me, Quantum,” she says, her eyes slightly unfocussed. “Dammit, look at me.”
 
   “What’s come over you?” I ask.
 
   “Just a little drunk.” She hiccups and covers her mouth, smiles. “I can’t … don’t normally drink a forty. I don’t normally hic drink anything, at least in the real world.”
 
   “You nearly drank two,” I tell her, just to say something. I’m feeling the effects of the alcohol too – nothing like being drunk in the real world, especially after nearly a decade of fake hooch. 
 
   Her hand comes to the back of my neck.
 
   ~Do they have to know about me? I mean, can’t you shield me so I don’t have to answer their questions?
 
   “This movie is boring, Quantum.” She slaps my cheek playfully, laughs. “B-double-O-Ring!”
 
   “This is a classic!”
 
   Dolly and I watched the very same flick countless times. The developers of The Loop uploaded hundreds of classic detective movies to the in-game TV network. The Maltese Falcon was by far my favorite. Dolly’s too. Damn, we must have watched it a hundred times.
 
   Frances Euphoria presses her body into mine, breathing heavily. 
 
   “What’s the big idea?”
 
   She kisses me before I can say anything else. With my arm wrapped around the small of her back, I bring her in for another kiss. My skin is tingling now, my heart thumping against the inside of my chest.
 
   “I’m drunk, Quantum,” she says, her lips inches away from mine. “I’m drunk.” 
 
   “Welcome to the club.”
 
   She pushes away, presses her back against the backboard of the bed. “Sorry,” she says, her face turning beet red.
 
   “Sorry for what? For the kiss?”
 
   Frances nods, her eyes dropping to the blanket. “We shouldn’t … I shouldn’t … ”
 
   “I got no problem with it. Life’s too short to …” I lose my train of thought and pull her closer to me. 
 
   “You know hic why we can’t … ” She pushes me away.
 
   “We’re only human,” I tell her. 
 
   “I should go.” She rolls to the corner of the bed and tries to stand. 
 
   “Damn, Frances you’re drunk as a skunk, loose as a goose, soused as a louse!” 
 
   “Ha! What are you … saying … ” She collapses back onto the bed. “I may need to stay here,” she finally whispers.
 
   “That’s fine by me. I can sleep on the haptic chair, if you’d like.” My eyes dart from the drunken vixen to the chair on the opposite side of the room. 
 
   “You can sleep in the bed with me,” she says as she lies back down. Her legs splay open and she pulls her knees up. Frances sways her knees back and forth, turns her head towards me. “Kiss me again, Quantum, kiss me again. Sleep in the bed hic with me … ”
 
   “Hold your horses … ”
 
   I’m already on my feet; the alcohol giving me newfound strength. I probably should be using my cane, but then again, I probably should be doing a lot of things. I’m in the haptic chair moments later, cursing myself for not going back to the bed with Frances. How often do opportunities like this arise?
 
   “Kiss me, Quantum.” She tries to sit, but collapses again. “No, stay there. Stay away … ”
 
   “You sure are a lightweight, Frances.”
 
   The light on the NV Visor flickers in the corner of my eye. I could log in to The Loop right now. I could visit Dolly and we could finish The Maltese Falcon and go on a killing spree together in The Pier. We could go to Barfly’s, we could take a stroll through Three Kings Park, we could … 
 
   We could … 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Morning a bullet to the brain – awake to die again. My mouth is dry and my head plangent. I open my heavy lids to find Frances Euphoria sitting on the corner of the bed, her head in her hands. There is enough light coming into the room to make me want to murdalize the sun.
 
   “Hangover?” I ask, my mouth dry as the Atacama. The shit beer has taken its toll as all shit beers do.
 
   She doesn’t make eye contact with me. “I ordered some Hangover Over.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “You’ll see … ”
 
   There’s a single knock at the door. Frances drops to her feet, wincing with each step she takes towards the door. The concierge hands her a plastic bag and she delicately steps her way over to me.
 
   “Drink one,” she says, reaching into the bag. Her face is puffy, her short hair shooting left from the way she slept. 
 
   “Does this crud actually work?” I take the Hangover Over can from her and examine it. It has a comical picture of a drunken man getting kicked in the ass by a giant boot. 
 
   Frances Euphoria pops the top and chugs it down. She blinks rapidly, her face brightening. “Like a charm,” she says as she tosses the finished can back in the plastic sack. “Humans have spent a lot of money figuring out ways to make hangovers go away,” she yawns, smiles an uncertain smile. “This is the best of the best. Drink yours and we’ll go. I’ll order breakfast to the office. Also, about last night … ”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   Her eyes narrow. “It never happened, got it?”
 
   Sometimes I’m slow on the uptake; this isn’t one of those times. “What never happened?”
 
   She nods, satisfied.
 
   “What about our clothes?”
 
   “An EBAYmazon drone should be here any minute. Go take a shower and I’ll set your new clothes in the bathroom.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Breakfast burritos wrapped in foil sit on a Styrofoam plate in the Conference Room. I’m opening the first one before I can sit down, not even taking the time to add salsa to it. The new clothes Frances Euphoria orders me aren’t half bad – a black collared shirt and black jeans with a hole torn at the knee just to be stylish. Torn jeans are in style again, as are jeans with multiple designer brands screen-printed across them, proceeds to benefit the on-going Syrian immigrant crisis. Fashion – kill me now.
 
   “Slow down, Quantum,” Frances Euphoria says. “You’ll choke.”
 
   I try to say something, but my mouth is too stuffed with tortilla, eggs and bacon to make anything but a series of animal sounds. Rocket is at the other end of the table, sipping from a cup of McStarbucks coffee. His hair is disheveled and his eyes bulging, rimmed by dark circles. In front of him is a bag of cashews. 
 
   “No sleep last night?” I ask him.
 
   “No,” he says, “I was working on our little problem. What about you?”
 
   I glance to Frances and she frowns. “What kind of problems were you working on?” I ask him.
 
   “Reapers have shown up in Steam,” he says. “I was there last night; I heard about them.”
 
   “You were in Steam?” Frances asks. “You weren’t authorized for that.”
 
   “I had to figure out a way to change the color of your player indicator. People will attack you if they see the red color.”
 
   “Won’t they see our names?”
 
   “That’s an easy fix; I’ve already hacked into your character profiles and changed your handles. Of course, if they do more than a cursory scan, they’ll be able to uncover your player ID. However, I don’t think anyone will do this.”
 
   “What are our new names?” I ask.
 
   “Steamboy_889 and Steamgirl_889.”
 
   I reach for another burrito. Damn, it feels good to taste Mexican food.
 
   “And what about the color of the player indicators?” Frances asks.
 
   “I fixed those too.” He sets his cup down, goes for the nuts.
 
   “How?”
 
   “Alchemy. I found an Alchemist Alley in Locus and did some asking around. As soon as you log in, you’ll need to drink the vial of pink liquid I give you. This will change the color of your player indicator from red to green.”
 
   “So people will think we are NPCs?” I ask with my mouthful.
 
   “Yes!” 
 
   “That’s brilliant,” Frances says. “People won’t look twice if we’re NPCs. They definitely won’t do an in-depth scan or anything.”
 
   “You can thank me later,” Rocket says as he tosses a handful of cashews into his mouth.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The dive vat. The oxygen mouthpiece is between my teeth, the NV Visor on my head. I’m in a vat next to Frances, both of us in Dream Team dive gear. Above me is an ArachnaMed SpiderDoc, something I hadn’t seen in here before. I suppose this was a worst case scenario installation, but it still reminds me of the fact that this isn’t all a game, and that immediate medical intervention may be necessary. I guess all jobs have their ups and downs.
 
   “I’m going to have you populate in the center of Locus,” Rocket says. “Remember to drink the vial as soon as you arrive.”
 
   The Brian Eno tone sounds off. I’m suspended now, floating as colored sine waves race across the inside of my NV Visor. The speed increases and I feel a drowsiness coming on. A pulsating light appears in the center of my forehead and I hurl my body towards it.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The player indicator potion appears in front of me and I add it to my inventory list. Hello item 563. One chug later and I’m good to go.
 
   “Why are the dames so much hotter than the guys in Steam?” I ask. My indicator is green now. To anyone asking I’m just a lowly NPC.
 
   Frances laughs. “What do you mean?”
 
   Rocket: I changed your costumes, Q.
 
   “Got it, Rocket,” I say aloud, “but my point remains: why are the broads so much hotter than the guys?”
 
   Frances Euphoria and I are in a makeshift bazaar situated around a giant fountain with clockwork cherubs astride mechanical dolphins, spraying mist into the air. Her skirt is low-slung and dark violet, long in back, short in front, trimmed in black lace. Black leather garters secure thigh-high black and white striped stockings; pointed, side button shoes with studs and gears encase her tootsies. Her ta-tas spill over the top of the tightly laced, hooded corset of the same shade and material like foam in a pilsner glass. Black and white sleevelets that end in fingerless gloves cover her arms. Around her throat she wears a white and salmon cameo on a black velvet ribbon, and a miniature bowler with two pheasant feathers perches atop her head. And of course, Leaks disguised as the ubiquitous heavy welding goggles. She’s always been a choice bit of calico, the jammiest bit of jams. In her new get-up she’s surpassed the cat’s meow, upgrading to the kitty’s roar. 
 
   I glance down at my own outfit – a striped overcoat with an ornately tooled leather shoulder rig on top of the jacket; a black leather cummerbund with sewn in loops and topped off by little rivets; black pants tucked into ankle high boots with embroidered stars on their sides. Nothing about this outfit makes sense.
 
   “Don’t worry, you look cool,” Frances says. True to Rocket’s hack, her handle reads Steamgirl_889. She squeezes her fingers together and the gears on her arm whir to life. The shotgun barrel lifts out of her arm and returns to its not-so-subtle docking station.
 
   “Cool? Are you still drunk?” 
 
   “I kind of like Steam Quantum better than Loop Quantum.”
 
   “Keep it up, Frances.”
 
   Rocket: Would you like a mask?
 
   “No, Atlas, I don’t want a mask. I just want … I want to look like a guy who means business. Not a guy on his way to a gothic Halloween party.”
 
   Rocket: Okay, no cummerbund next time.
 
   I equip my wrist gun, item 560, which attaches itself to the gear on my right wrist. The sound of gears shifting indicates that it’s ready. Aiming my arm in front of me, I fire a pretend shot at a smokestack in the distance. The two moons sitting in the air behind the smokestack gets me wondering. “Is it always night here?” 
 
   “It’s always dusk here,” Frances says. “Everything in this world is about the mood, the setting. It’s only light enough to cast some shadows.”
 
   “And it’s like this everywhere?”
 
   Rocket: Actually, Frances is wrong. It’s only like this around Locus. 
 
   I point at the airship floating over one of the mountains on the outskirts of the city. Planes like wood and canvas dragonflies move to and from the airship. Enormous pipes, big enough to be visible from where we stand protrude from the mountain, fill the air with thick clouds of steam which roll over the city like an ominous mist. “So we need to get up there?”
 
   “That’s where Ray Steampunk is,” Frances says.
 
   Rocket: I asked around last night. You need to get to the airship and from there, to his inner chamber. He is said to have enormous Steam Enforcers protecting him – be ready for anything.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Air bleeds from crossover ducts that weave in and out of the buildings surrounding the streets and large temperature gauges alternate on the street corners. Frances Euphoria and I pass Victorian clothing shops, gear repairmen and a guy hawking top hats. A vehicle rattles by, its engine exposed and its pistons pumping up and down, releasing hot air with each movement. A haymaker if I ever saw one. It’s followed by a steam-powered motorcycle, coughing up exhaust like a lifelong two pack-a-dayer.
 
   “Reapers are here! Reapers are here!” A boy in a cream shirt tucked into a pair of trousers shouts into a cone. He’s on a crate in front of a newspaper stand, wearing a bowler hat with goggles resting on its brim. “Read all about it – Reapers are here!”
 
   “They sell newspapers in Steam?”
 
   Frances nods. “Everything here is done for a reason – to enhance the experience of the end user.”
 
   “I’ll take one,” I tell the little twerp. 
 
   “One shilling, please,” he says.
 
   “Frances?” I ask.
 
   She opens a little pouch on her belt and retrieves a coin.
 
   “This is so strange,” I say as I crack open the paper. “I’ve never read a newspaper in a digital world before. There’s just something … wrong about it.”
 
   “I finished the entire Dune series and the knock-offs and the fanfic when I was trapped in Arrakis. Twice.”
 
   “How meta,” I tell her as I scan the headlines. “Ah, here we are.” I turn the paper to Frances, showing her our sepia-toned, woodcut-style portraiture from yesterday. “It’s a good thing I was wearing the skull mask. You, on the other hand … ”
 
   Frances’ hair changes from red to blonde. “Better?”
 
   The newspaper boy points to the sky and I follow his finger to something moving through the air.
 
   “What is it?” I ask. 
 
   He looks at me incredulously. “You’ve never seen that before?”
 
   “No,” I say, “We are … new NPCs. Just generated.”
 
   The little crumbsnatcher gives me a funny look. “They’re Air Enforcers.”
 
   An explosion about a hundred meters away rumbles the ground. With my advanced abilities bar activated, the world moves like molasses around me and I aim my wrist gun in the direction of the explosion. I hold off firing when I see a pair of Reapers rip through the explosion riding steam-powered motorcycles.
 
   Reapers – their bodies clad in Lee Mouton road warrior leather and fantasy Viking wear, their muscles inflated, their masks deformed skulls. I’m just about to fire at them when Frances grabs my firing arm and jolts me out of advanced abilities.
 
   “What?” I ask, catching my balance. “The Reapers are getting away!” My finger comes up so I can equip my mutant hack. 
 
   “Quantum!” Frances kicks my feet out from under me and lands on top of me just as an Air Enforcer sails over us, his canvas wings spread wide as he controls his craft through joysticks attached to his harness. He’s followed by three more Enforcers, two male and one female. They wear matching leather aviator helmets with flaps that extend over their ears; their eyes are covered by goggles; the blue indicators show they’re human. Their slipstream scatters the newspapers into the air; the newsboy cries out in dismay and chagrin. Puffs of steam trail behind the Air Enforcers as they continue their pursuit.
 
   “We need to get in on this!” I say, on my feet again.
 
   “More are coming!” the newsboy shouts. He leaps up and pulls down a slatted wooden covering for his newspaper kiosk. He’s gone in a flash, logged out.
 
   A squadron of Air Enforcers zips over us, causing a small tornado. 
 
   “This way!” Frances says, squeezing my hand tightly. Her blonde ponytail is lashing against her face, her skirt billows against her admittedly shapely legs as she leads me through the windstorm caused by the Air Enforcers. 
 
   Her shoulder hits a large wooden door. We tumble in, followed by shrapnel-like debris and loose newspapers. I slam the door shut behind me and fall onto my rump, laughing.
 
   “That was crazy,” I say, my back to the door.
 
   “Excuse me,” the shop owner says curtly, “I trust that the two of you are prepared to make a purchase after that rather boorish entrance.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   My next question comes naturally. “You don’t happen to have an Air Enforcer set-up, do you? Something to fly with?”
 
   I stand, dust off my striped jacket and make sure everything is in working order. Frances does the same, straightens her skirt and adjusts her boobage. A black cat curves through my legs, making very un-catlike chicken clucking noises.
 
   “Why would an NPC want Air Enforcer gear?” the shop owner asks with a twinkle in his eyes. He has a tremendous Billy F. Gibbons white beard that goes all the way down to his stomach, and is stylishly curled at the ends. He wears a red frock coat over a pearl gray vest. The golden watch chain is a nice touch; shows that he pays attention to detail.
 
   “Who doesn’t want to fly around and see the sights?” I ask.
 
   The cat rubs around my ankles and clucks like a chicken some more. I reach down and run my fingers through its silky coat, which it seems to like.
 
   “Aha! You’re using a potion to mask your player indicators!” the shop owner says. “This makes me wonder if your names really are Steamboy_889 and Steamgirl_889, which, to not put too fine a point on it, are pretty darn stupid and solidly lacking in the originality department.” 
 
   Rocket: They’re not that stupid.
 
   “Look, pal…” I say as the gears whir on my wrist gun.
 
   “Quantum!”
 
   “Cool it, Frances.” I keep my firing arm aimed at the shop owner.
 
   “A short fuse this one has,” the shop owner says, chuckling. “Now see here, Quick-Draw, I don’t care if you’re masking your identity or not – that’s your business, I couldn’t be less interested. However, you barge into my shop the way you just did – you buy something. That strikes me as a relatively simple and straight-forward business proposition; does it strike you that way as well? Or do you perhaps require some convincing?”
 
   The man taps his toe on the floor, and I hear the sound of grinding machinery as a panel above and behind him slides open to reveal a cannon-sized barrel, pointing directly at us.
 
   “Nice one, Quantum,” says Steamgirl_889, “way to make friends and influence people.”
 
   “Allow me to showcase my patented Efficacious Exothermic Enthalaptic Equilibriator. It will freeze you solid faster than a fish can fart!” says the proprietor. “Does sir wish a first-hand demonstration of its efficiency?”
 
   “Freeze solid? How’s that even possible?”
 
   Rocket: It’s possible because of steam…
 
   “Now’s not a good time, Big R.”
 
   “I await your definitive answer,” he prompts, as he twists the end of his white beard. “Inquiring minds want to know.”
 
   I look to Frances. “No. Don’t need a demonstration. You?”
 
   A rime of frost forms at the muzzle of the freeze-cannon, slowly creeping its way rearward.
 
   She shakes her head. “I’m good. Frozen solid is pretty darned unpleasant, especially transmitted through an NV Visor.”
 
   “All right, all right,” I say. I put up my wrist gun and reach for the sky. “We’ll buy something.”
 
   “Excellent!” The shop owner claps his hands and the ice cannon returns to its docking port in the ceiling. He is around the counter moments later, a grin writ large across his phizog.
 
   “What do you sell, exactly?” Frances asks.
 
   “What do I sell exactly?” he laughs. “I sell the things that dreams are made of; I sell exactly what a pair of Marauders like the two of you need!”
 
   “We aren’t Marauders,” I tell him.
 
   “Yes we are,” Frances says under her breath.
 
   The man moves past us now, beckoning us forward. “Of course you’re not Marauders; how presumptuous of me to have thought so. Right this way, right this way!”
 
   He stops at the corner of the room in front of a series of polished brass speaking tubes that could have come from the bridge of the Britannic. He selects one, flips open its cover and shouts, “Visitors! We have visitors! Lower us to basement two, Chacho! Pronto!”
 
   A voice comes out of a pipe affixed to the ceiling. “I’m sleeping … ”
 
   “You can’t be sleeping if you’re speaking to me, Chacho! Wakey-wakey, hands off snakey! I don’t pay you to sleep!”
 
   “Pay? Ha!”
 
   “Come, come,” the shop owner says as Frances and I approach him cautiously. “Good, stand right there. And you stand right there, my fine young miss.” He points at a circular platform about nine feet across. The cat hops on the platform and he picks it up, hugs it, rubs his cheek against its head. “There’s my good puss. I know you think that it’s just right for cats, but I’m afraid you can’t come, Chicken,” he says.
 
   “The cat’s name is Chicken?” I ask.
 
   He grins. “You’ve heard how she communicates – one couldn’t very well yclept her with a moniker like Flipper or Tralfalz”. 
 
   Rocket: Why would he want to clip her with a harmonica?
 
   “Now’s not good, Peanut Gallery.”
 
   Chaco’s voice comes from the ceiling, “Good to go.”
 
   “All aboard!” The bearded shop owner places the cat on the floor, just outside the platform. “Ready?” he asks us.
 
   “Do we have a choice?”
 
   “Why certainly my good fellow, there’s always a choice!” he says with a disarming grin and a cheerful tone. “You can continue your passive-aggressive bullshit, in which case I’ll freeze you solid and display you outside as a particularly festive snow homunculus, or you can keep your festering gob closed and avail yourself of my services.”
 
   “The latter will be just fine,” Frances says for me.
 
   The circular platforms drops, leaving the ground floor of the shop behind. The light fades as we descend and Frances’ hand hooks around my arm.
 
   “Ah, yes!” our ailurophiliac host exclaims as the platform comes to a stop. “Here we are, my charming young lovebirds!”
 
   One glance up and I see Chicken the cat’s eyes reflecting in the half-light as she peers down at us.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The three of us stand in front of an enormous wooden door. Two lanterns are attached to the wall above the door, their lights flickering across the darkened corridor. Marking the entrance are two prickly cactuses in pots that read Le Jardin, which seem a little out of place. 
 
   “Not-Marauders like the two of you always need some extra gear to keep the upstanding forces of truth, justice, and the Ray Steampunk way off your tails!”
 
   “Do you usually sell to both sides?” I ask. 
 
   The shop owner laughs. “Sides? Here there are no sides, gentle sir, only customers. I purvey to all who wish to buy; to those discerning hoplophiles who can afford and appreciate the exquisite quality of my wares. I recognize no gods, bow to no master, espouse no cause whatsoever save that of sheer, unadulterated commerce. That said, of course I don’t friggin’ advertise the fact that I do sell to not-Marauders such as yourselves; no sense in stirring up the hoi-polloi unnecessarily, both here or in the world up there. It’s better this way all around, I find.”
 
   He knocks twice on the door, hesitates, lowers his hand. “Oh bother, what is the code … ? One moment while I ask Chacho.” He turns to a conveniently located speaking tube, puts two fingers in his mouth, produces a piercing whistle and yells, “Password!”
 
   “We Will Rock You,” comes the reply. “Now quit bothering me. I’m trying to rest.”
 
   “Ah, yes!”
 
   The merchant of disaster returns to the door and starts up. Boom-boom clap! Boom-boom clap! The booms made with his fist and the claps made with an open palm. A locking mechanism sounds and the door pops open.
 
   “Here we are!” He takes a deep sniff of the room, as if he’s inhaling its essence.
 
   The room is mahoosive, practically a cathedral underground. Hanging from the walls is a vast assortment of steam-based weapons. In the center of the room is a massive exoskeleton suit, easily eighteen or twenty feet tall. It reminds me of the Comsuits the American Military has started using in Iraq back in the real world. I naturally make my way over to it.
 
   “This is… steam-powered?” I ask, running my hand along a piston on the back of its knee.
 
   “Correct! The Steamsuit EXO 76, based on the Andromeda model used in the real world but, of course, Proxima World specific. They were banned about a year ago.”
 
   “Does it work?”
 
   I look up at the thing and see the mounting ladder for the operator. The pilot’s seat is button-tufted Corinthian leather; the waldo controllers are brass and ivory, teak and polished aluminum. It’s beautifully cared for, cleaned and detailed like a 1957 Chevy Bel Air Nomad at the Museum of Classic Detroit Iron. Not bad, not bad at all.
 
   “Alas, that would be in direct contravention of the latest updates to the Official Steam Laws of Armed Conflict, handed down from on high, so to speak, by our wise, just, and benevolent NVA Seed,” he says as he runs his hand through his beard. “I purchased this after the most recent war from a gentleman from Babbage Town who was also not a Marauder, and only took it out to pillage and murder on Sundays.”
 
   I notice that he doesn’t actually say no.
 
   “The last war?” Frances asks. She’s standing with her hands behind her back, polite as ever.
 
   “The War of Northern Aggression, my pulchritudinous young non-Marauder, but don’t spare it another thought; the foes are vanquished, the honors distributed. The world looks just the same, and history ain’t changed – or something. Anyway, weapons and gear.” He turns to the wall. “Now … where is it?” 
 
   The shop owner stomps his foot, which gets some gears cranking beneath him. The floor rises, allowing the bearded man to travel to the top of his weapon cache, leaving Frances and myself about nine feet beneath him. “Here it is!” he calls down to us, his hands cupped around his mouth.
 
   I give Frances a funny look and she laughs. “Just play along, unless you want to wind up as Quantum-cicle.”
 
   “Roger that.”
 
   The shop owner moves around collecting his things. He mumbles to himself, runs through some math equations aloud and claps his hands together, making a show of whatever it is he is doing. Soon his platform descends.
 
   “The first thing both of you need are Steam Packs. You,” he says, waving me forward. “Put this on, tough guy.”
 
   He tosses me a backpack, leather, with a metal canister attached by buckles to its body.
 
   “It’s a piston engine,” he explains, before I can ask. “The intake port is there, the exhaust port there. Air comes in and steam is produced. Exhaust exits from the pipe at the bottom of the pack. Attach the tube to the port on your arm.” My hand comes to my shoulder and I find a retractable cable. Stringing it down along my arm, I stick the nozzle in the correct port. The backpack vibrates and my life bar comes alive. “Will this keep me from dying?” I ask.
 
   “No, but it will keep your health status at an optimum level. For milady,” he says, turning to Frances, “I have the same thing, but slightly smaller and more feminine, suggestive even.”
 
   He hands her a shoulder pack with a strap that goes across her chest. She attaches the cable to her arm and the pistons start up on her back, making a sound which resembles a muffled typewriter. 
 
   Rocket: Looks good, Frances!
 
   “The next thing the two of you need are some upgraded weapons! Speak softly and carry a big stick – the bigger the better!”
 
   “What’s wrong with my wrist gun?” I ask, looking down at it. It’s not the most powerful thing I’ve owned in a dreamworld, but it’s definitely handy.
 
   “That little thing?” He frowns like a petulant Chrismahanukwanzivus bringer of toys. “That’s the best you can do? A big, bad, rough, tough, smack-talking not-Marauder like you? Ha! My doo-dad is bigger than that!”
 
   “It’s not that bad.”
 
   “Pfft! Watch and learn, Young Padawan.” He brandishes a serrated sword with a five-inch shotgun barrel attached to the handle. “Add a little boom to your stab.” Like a martial arts master, he demonstrates how one would theoretically use the sword and fire the weapon. “Say one opponent is here, and the other one is on your other side. You cut right and turn your wrist back, aiming the barrel in the other direction. Two birds with one stone. It’s delightful!”
 
   “It’s not bad … ”
 
   “I call it the Slice Bang.”
 
   “Thank you, sensei,” I say as I take the weapon from him. The handle is gilded, adorned with the unnecessary curlicue and filigree embellishments that seem to permeate Steam. Still, it is killer-diller. A few practice swipes later and I’m ready to shiv some Reapers.
 
   “For the lady, a shoulder pad with an attached steam missile aka a Shoulder Rocket. It loops under your arm here and sits right over your shoulder, like this.” He waves Frances forward and attaches it to her. “Hook this portion into the gears on your left arm … ”
 
   Gears crank on Frances’ arms, accepting the enhancement.
 
   “That’s ridiculous … ”
 
   “No, it is world appropriate. You won’t be breaking the rules by using this. You will be breaking the rules if you whip out an RPG. Where there’s a will, there’s a way; and where there’s a way, there’s a buyer.” The shop owner makes the universal sign for money by rubbing his thumb and two fingers together. “Now then, my tooled up kameraden: from the lofty twin peaks of shooterationism and slashatization … ” he casts an appreciative look at Frances’ décolletage … ”to the more mundane but still not-too-shabby depths of compensatory remuneration.”
 
   “The shakedown,” I say, looking to Frances. “How much will this stuff cost us?”
 
   He looks at me, shakes his head, sighs. “My young friend, if I may be as so bold as to offer some free friendly advice? As difficult as it may be for you to believe, there are those who might find your constant carping, and dare I say it – pissing and moaning – just the slightest bit tedious, and in fact take umbrage at your unrelenting and unwarranted denigration of goods and services of undeniable quality, so much so, in point of fact that they would be sore tempted to put their pointy-toed size fourteen and a half elf slippers so far up your ass that you’d be tasting shoe leather for a month. Not, of course, that I would ever count myself amongst that number, but I can certainly see how some might be disposed to feel that way.”
 
   Frances snickers. I give her the it wasn’t me face.
 
   Beardy continues, “I must say, however, that as charming and salubrious as I find your company to be, circumstances require me to affix the customary fifteen per cent PUWYB surcharge to your bill.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   We leave the shop broke as a joke. The Steam Pack stays on and the Slice Bang goes into my inventory list, item 565. I’m itching to use it, but the time will come and it’ll be there, waiting for me. The Shoulder Rocket perches on Frances Euphoria’s shoulder like a pirate’s avian accomplice, ready to blow something to smithereens.
 
   Frances reads the bill as we walk, and suddenly guffaws, “Oh this is great! The fifteen per cent PUWYB surcharge? Putting Up With Your Bullshit! That’s so funny.”
 
   “Yeah, a genuine hoot-fest,” I grumble.
 
   Rocket: Select the compass I gave you and follow the yellow line.
 
   Item 561 comes up and a broken yellow line appears in my display. It cuts north, left at the next alley.
 
   Rocket: The line leads to the entry point for Ray Steampunk’s airship. From there, you’re on your own. By foot, it will take you at least an hour. You can cut this time by running at your top speeds, which will deplete your life bars – world rules. Your new Steam Packs will keep your life bars full, so problem solved. Remember, Steam is an obstacle-free world, which means you can run without worrying about hitting something.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell us about this earlier?” I ask.
 
   Rocket: You didn’t have Steam Packs.
 
   “Why didn’t you give us Steam Packs?”
 
   Rocket: I spent most of the initial budget on clothing and other gear.
 
   “It’s fine … ” Frances Euphoria arches an eyebrow at me. I get the urge to pull her into my arms and I stuff it back down – not here, not anywhere.
 
   “You ready?” I drop down and stretch, just to get a rise out of Frances. “Who do you think is faster, you or me?”
 
   “See you there.”
 
   Everything blurs as we sprint at our top speed, the broken yellow compass line beckons us onward. Bursts of light and color fill my peripheral vision; the terrain blue shifts as I approach and red shifts as it recedes behind me. Frances is clearly visible out in front, her arms moving rapidly, her skirt and ponytail flying behind her, her hat still securely perched at a jaunty angle, pheasant feathers whipping in her slipstream. I increase my speed, pull up alongside her; she laughs over her shoulder, puts her head down, zooms away from me, vanishes in the distance. I’m going as fast as I can go – I don’t have any more. I follow the yellow brick road and enjoy the sensation of surrealistic super speed.
 
   Lightning streaks, life of the Flash. My world is distortion, a smudge of impressions that make no sense at my current pace. Wind resistance non-existent, I exist in a vacuum held together by a broken yellow line, a suture separating my new false reality from the false reality I already exist in. Laughter comes and I let it spill from my lips; for humanity, for the fact I’m doing what I’m doing in the world in which I’m doing it – this to be interpreted in any way it seems fit. 
 
   I am the signal of a neuron travelling down an axon, gapping synaptic gaps, synapsing, releasing chemical messengers, triggering electric charges, dispersing to the other sectors of the brain, returning before the message can be processed.
 
   My first name almost makes sense at this speed. My last name doesn’t do me justice. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   We slow and the world slows with us. Faces come into view, the clinks and clangs of the city of Locus hits my ears. Metal meets metal, twists metal, boils water, releases steam, moves pistons, hisses air, toots and leaks oil. The attention to detail here is stunning.
 
   “Want to race back?” I ask Frances. Nothing like a little grandstanding to reset the mood. 
 
   “You want to lose again?”
 
   “Ouch.”
 
   We’re at the base of Clockpunch Mountain now. A man hawks tickets in front of a cable car filled with people. 
 
   “Say mister, you gonna buy a ticket or what?”
 
   One glance down and I see a small fry in an orange-checked sack coat and a little red bowtie. He’s got a lollipop in his mouth, but the way he rolls it around reminds me of Winston Churchill.
 
   “Come on, Jules,” a woman in a white top hat says. Her dress is skintight and lacy. Draped around her neck is a fox fur with the head still attached, with beady little eyes that follow me.
 
   “Your kid?” I say as she passes.
 
   “Have a problem with that, mister?” the little twerp asks.
 
   My hand comes up to access my inventory list and Frances pulls it down. “Remember, we’re NPCs,” she says as they pass. Besides, there’s no telling what the actual relationship is there. The woman could be a Brazilian man and the kid could be a lonely barista in Brooklyn.
 
   “Or it really could be her kid … ”
 
   “That’s possible too. Some parents spend more time with their children in Proxima Worlds than they do the real world. A recent study showed that … ”
 
   “I get it Frances,” I say, winking at her. A number flips down above the ticket booth, advertising that there are only six seats left. “We’d better hurry.”
 
   We approach the window to find an NPC steam-robot, if that’s what it could be called, selling tickets. His entire body is made of cranking gears and there is a huge mustache on his face, reminiscent of Mr. Potato Head. 
 
   “Two tickets,” Frances says. 
 
   I hear a compression sound as the robot springs to life, mechanically taking a ticket from a stack and slipping it through the slot separating us. He does this operation again, and it is at this point that I realize he doesn’t have legs – only a torso.
 
   “Four shillings,” the robot says. “Eight shillings if you would like a souvenir.”
 
   “What type of souvenir?” I ask.
 
   His head turns to me, awkward and stiff. “A postcard of your photograph in front of Mr. Steampunk’s gate mailed to your home in the real world.”
 
   “We don’t need that,” Frances says.
 
   “Okay,” I tell the robot, “one pass with the souvenir postcard and one without.”
 
   Frances laughs to herself as we make our way to the cable car platform. 
 
   “What’s buzzin’ cuzzin?” I ask with a grin. A digital fog has settled, making it difficult to see the two moons that always sit over Steam.
 
   “A postcard?”
 
   “I want to remember what you look like in your steampunk gear.”
 
   “Stop it,” she says, pushing me playfully.
 
   “A picture is worth a thousand words, right?”
 
   Rocket: I have plenty of pictures of Frances and you in your steampunk gear. I can forward them to you if you’d like.
 
   “I’ll stick with the postcard.” 


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   We reach the top of Clockpunch Mountain and file out. 
 
   “Three minutes until the next departure!” The conductor shouts. The cable car to Ray Steampunk’s airship is something else entirely. The passenger compartment is a weird amalgam of classic San Francisco cable car and 1950s Greyhound bus with touches of Dr. Seuss, replete with teak and mahogany structural elements, brass and chrome fitments, and the obligatory garishly gilded golden gew-gaws, curlicues and filigrees. It sits on a frame, the rear end of which tapers upward into an Eiffel-esque open work support arm with dual pulleys that ride on the overhead cable. 
 
   The motive engine is especially surrealistic, even for a fantasy dreamworld. At the front of the frame is a large ovoid brass pressure tank that’s decorated like a Fabergé Easter egg, only gaudier. From this protrudes an enormous pair of metallic chicken legs, complete with scaly toes and claws. The pressure egg with legs sits astride a unicycle mounted in another openwork support arm; the chicken feet curl around the pedals and firmly grip them. A painted and pinstriped chain runs from around the unicycle flywheel to drive trolley atop the cable.
 
   The conductor pulls over a large, ornate clutch lever and sets the catch. As he connects a hose from the steam tower to the Easter egg tank the legs begin pedaling, the flywheel rotates the chain, and all kinds of unnecessary gears in the drive trolley hum and whir. 
 
   “Pretty, isn’t it?” Frances asks, her eyes reflecting the city below. 
 
   Locus boasts numerous ornate smokestacks; there are airships of all descriptions in the air above the city. Buildings that resemble the homes of nineteenth century Russian oligarchs are lit by enormous gas mantle lanterns. In the distance, a structure houses a giant engine with spider-like ducts that sink into the earth. Clock towers of all sizes tick-tock in a way that would drive Captain Hook mad – Steam is otherworldly, an amalgamation of a present and a past which never existed until now, the digital future.
 
   “It has its charm, but it’s nothing like my old stomping grounds.” 
 
   I recall the layout of The Loop, from The Mondegreen Hotel to Devil’s Alley, from The Pier to The Badlands – there’s no place like home, said Ms. Gale, and maybe she was right.
 
   “All aboard!”
 
   I hustle to the front of the cable car, hoping to get a view of the airship as we approach it. We haven’t really discussed what we’ll do once we get there, and I have a feeling that simply asking to speak to Ray Steampunk won’t do the trick. Fat Cats behind mahogany desks aren’t usually the most accessible people in any world – real or VE.
 
   The stop-gate drops into its slot, the conductor lets out the clutch and the cable car jolts forward. The large metal chicken legs drive the unicycle flywheel and we move steadily towards the airship. I laugh – I can’t help myself; a gaudy brass Easter egg with metallic chicken legs pedaling a rococo fantasy cable car up to the Graf Zeppelin’s ultra-big brother is the second-craziest thing I’ve ever seen.
 
   People decked out in steampunk garb point and chatter and exclaim all around us; every single passenger is accessorized with some kind of heavy welding or aviator goggles and not one of them is wearing them. As you’d expect, their conversations are Steam specific, ranging from Reapers, to the best place to buy a steamcycle, to the battles taking place in Morlock against the Boilerplate Army. I catch the lil’ half pint from earlier, sitting in his lady’s lap, necking, and playing international appendages – Roman Hands and Russian Fingers. I guess he probably really isn’t a kid after all. In a different world I’d toss him out the window, use him for target practice.
 
   Frances squeezes my hand. “You ready?”
 
   “For what?” I ask.
 
   “Well, we may have to … break our cover to get close to Ray Steampunk.”
 
   “I have no problem with that,” I say, thinking of my Slice Bang. 
 
   An ornate speaking tube in the corner of the cable car crackles into life: 
 
   ~Your attention please! Your attention please! Reapers have been reported in the vicinity of the airship! Logout or prepare to defend yourself! Logout or prepare to defend yourself!~
 
   Too late.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The rear end of the cable car explodes in a cloud of digital shrapnel and debris. Injured players trail plumes of steam as they spill out of the gaping rent like M&Ms dumped from a king-sized bag. The quicker players log out before they plunge to their virtual deaths; the stunned and injured splatter like algorithmic bugs on a digital windshield as they hit the ground below. I rapidly equip my Slice Bang and prepare to activate my advanced abilities bar when two Reapers sporting steam-powered jetpacks surge into the open cabin, pumping the air full of bullets.
 
   Frances pushes me out of the way, yells “Clear behind!” and in a whir of cogs and gears fires her Shoulder Rocket.
 
   The rocket connects with the closest Reaper and blows her into an expanding cone of pink mist. I activate my advanced abilities and run through the air, slashing the second Reaper’s bullets down and away with my Slice Bang. I land on him, jam the blade up and in and trigger the shotgun.
 
   He blows out of the cable car with a hole in his torso you could heave a Chihuahua through. His head catches on the jagged metal, and he pinwheels away. A ball of flame blasts through the center of the cabin, buckles the frame, twists the car body, and separates me from Frances.
 
   “Frances!” I run, kick off an upholstered bench and sail into the growing gap.
 
   “Ha! Gotcha!” She grabs the straps of my outside-the-coat shoulder holster rig and drags me in. 
 
   “Incoming, eight o’ clock low!” she yells and points. Time to quit fooling around and drag out los shooters grandes; I equip the Reaper’s skull mask, item 551 and mutant hack ax, item 554. It spreads up my arm, forming a gun with a muzzle the size of a basketball. 
 
   The targeting reticle locks on the two jetpack equipped Reapers zooming up on us. My life bar blinks; it’s taking a beating, but my Steam Pack keeps the bar in check.
 
   I zap the first one into drifting pixels before he can get any closer. My life bar dips, recovers somewhat as the Steam Pack chugs to keep up.
 
   “Quantum, DUCK!”
 
   A steam rocket skims over me, and the second Reaper, a big, busty, Rumple Minze-looking piece of work pops like a napalm filled zit, but not before she gets off a very definitely non-Steam approved RPG of her own. Flying glass and shards of wood and metal blast through the cab and smash the rear cable arm. The whole cab lurches, tilts, and Frances and I toboggan towards the wide open. The drive trolley, Easter egg pressure tank, crazy pedaling chicken legs and front support arm are still attached to the main cable and carry on business as usual.
 
   The muzzle of the hack gun jams up against one of the few remaining benches, and the spirit of Super Dave channels me as I wrap the non-hack arm around Frances and fire the weapon. The blast launches us back up the slope, past the NPC conductor who’s wrapped his arms around the clutch lever and up onto the top of the Easter egg tank. The cab and frame disintegrate; all that’s left are the drive trolley, tank, still pedaling legs and Frances and me.
 
   The muzzle of the hack gun has belled into an Elmer Fudd blunderbuss, and it hurts! My vision is red-tinged and the hack ax and Reaper mask won’t go back into inventory. I finally check my life bar. 
 
   “Holy Crap, Frances! I’m almost dead!” My Steam Pack is chugging for all it’s worth, but I’m still almost dead. She turns to me, eyes wide, concern writ large on her face. She pulls the tube from her arm and piggybacks it into my Pack; hers kicks into overdrive and my life bar creeps upwards.
 
   “No – what’s yours like?”
 
   “Shut up,” she says. “I’m okay. You need to not die.”
 
   We sit there side-by-side. Ornate, elaborate, pointy and uncomfortable Easter egg embellishments dig into our butts as the mechanical chicken legs pedal us inexorably closer to Ray Steampunk’s Eagles” Nest.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The magic pedaling chicken legs settle into their docking point, vent steam and cease their motion. My health bar finally came back up enough for me to return my two big no-no items back to inventory before anyone notices – I hope. NPCs are move all around us as they secure the contraption, solicitously help us down, and pester us to make a statement about the incident. We’re at the corner of an airstrip on top of Ray Steampunk’s craft. From what I can tell, the runways are laid out like the flight deck on a Nixon Class aircraft carrier – an elongated “X” to allow aircraft to launch and recover at the same time. The entrance to Steampunk’s crib – a gothic revival style castle – is separated from the public areas of the strip by a massive stone and iron barbican, guarded by two enormous armored figures.
 
   “Quantum, your player indicator is flashing red!” 
 
   “What?” I turn back to Frances. I wave my hands over my head, as if I can swat it away like an annoying insect. “Wait a minute … yours is too!”
 
   “Potion!” she says, and we both slam one down.
 
   No effect.
 
   “Crap! Our login info comes up with our real names too,” says Frances.
 
   “Oh, we are so screwed!”
 
   A boiler-suited NPC confirms my prophetic assessment when he glances our way, does a Warner Brothers double-take, sprints to a speaking tube and screams “REAPERS! REAPERS ON THE LANDING STAGE! REAPERS ON THE LANDING STAGE!”
 
   He draws an enormous revolver and I ventilate him before he more than half-turns towards us. An air raid siren overrides all other sound; players and NPCs alike panic and scatter.  
 
   “Quantum!” Frances shouts, forcing my wrist gun down.
 
   “There comes a time in a man’s life when he has to play the role assigned to him. Let’s move!” I shout back.
 
   I hop down from the landing stage and Frances follows. 
 
   “We really shouldn’t – ”
 
   I grab her arm, pull her down and cover her with my body. A steam missile narrowly misses us and sails into the Easter egg water tank; it ruptures like an enormous brass water balloon, and my life bar takes a big hit when it showers us with boiling water and sharp flying metal. My vision tinges red again, and I can’t access my inventory – again. My Steam Pack chugs and races, and I watch my life bar crawl upward. 
 
   At least a hundred green-coated NPC soldiers of Ray Steampunk’s Household Guard, in bearskin shakos and with bayonets fixed approach us in firing line formation. They roll forward no fewer than three Gatling guns and a brass cannon, in beautiful parade ground order.
 
   My life bar hits nominal, continues to climb, and I’m in the game again.
 
   “Frances,” I shout over the migraine inducing air raid siren. “He must be watching us; he’s got to be! Ray Steampunk, I mean.”
 
   “You think?”
 
   “There’s Reapers right in his front yard – hell yeah he’s watching! Equip your mutant hack and let’s take care of business. Maybe we can lure the head honcho out of his shell.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   We jump for them as a wall of flame and flying metal erupts from the guardsmen; the landing stage behind us disintegrates in a cloud of wood and metal splinters. The seemingly indestructible pedaling chicken legs are perforated and blow over the edge of the airship. Then we’re in amongst them, and it’s frog-in-a-blender time!
 
   For NPCs, these guys are good; they don’t break and they don’t run despite the fearful slaughter we’re inflicting on them. They’re disciplined and professional; as fast as we kill one, it seems like two more step up and try to get the bayonet in. Frances and I stand back-to-back and our Steam Packs clank together as we move. 
 
   More soldiers swarm in from who knows where, and Frances alternates barrels as she fires her hack gun to clear them away from her. In her non-hack hand she’s got a wooden stocked submachine gun with an odd-looking snail drum magazine sticking out of the side, and she uses that to clean up the ones the hack gun doesn’t get. She’s holding up her end, but her heart doesn’t seem to be in it, somehow.
 
   On the other hand, this is where I lived for two subjective years; this is what I do; this … this is who I am. I never feel more alive than when I am become death, destroyer of worlds. Unleash a killer in a foolish world with petty rules and watch the destruction he wreaks; unleash a man once chained and fueled solely by violence into a world damn-near dainty as Disneyland and let the carnage unfold. I am slaughter incarnate; I am death on two legs.
 
   These guys keep coming; we are reaping them like rice, and yet they come on. Usually, when any group of NPC combatants takes significant casualties they’ll attempt to disengage, conduct a fighting withdrawal, or break and run, depending on who they are.
 
   I’ve never seen them keep coming like these guys do; never even heard of it.
 
   They suddenly break off their assault; the surviving NPCs back away from us, weapons still leveled. One catches my eye, grins, and gives me the two finger salute; the rest hoot and jeer at us. I see their eyes look up and track something behind me. I jump and roll.
 
   A fist the size of a garbage aeros smashes down in the spot I just vacated; it leaves a crater that would make a nice pond for steam powered mechanical geese. The ground thunders and shakes; the five story armored statues are not just imposing decorations.
 
   Rocket: Steam Enforcers! 
 
   “We need to go! We need to go NOW! LOG OUT!” Frances screams.
 
   “I’ll take the one on the left,” I say as I blast it with my hack gun; my show of force blows the dust off it, but that’s about it. The Steam Enforcer lifts its foot to give me the pancake treatment and my hack morphs into the battle ax blade. I dodge, swing at its supporting leg. Golden blade meets shiny silver ankle, bounces off, no effect – not even sparks. Stomping foot lands; the Enforcer pivots, bends, and backhands me across the field. The blow crushes my Steam Pack and knocks my life bar down a good chunk; I’m still in the fight, but now there’s no magic first-aid.
 
   “QUANTUM! We. Need. To. Go!” Screams Frances, even as she charges the second Giant Decepticon of Doom with guns a-blazin’. It stomps her flat and grinds her out like she’s some high-heeled, leather clad cigarette butt.
 
   “Frances!” I say, scrambling to me feet.
 
   Rocket: She’s okay; she’s here – Now LOG OUT OR DIE!
 
   “No! Bullshit! Nobody kills my friends! I’m not going anywhere until I get me a piece of those big bastards!”
 
   With my hack ax at my side, I sprint at the Frances crusher. It leans down to meet my charge and flicks me away like I’m an inconsequential booger. The scenery whirls around me in an inner ear disturbing blur of color and motion. I thump into something solid and feel the stars, the planets, the tweety birds circling around my head.
 
   That’s going to leave a mark in the morning, and now my life bar is so far down that if I sneeze wrong I won’t be able to access inventory or use my weapons. 
 
   Rage fills me, washes over me and through me. Life bar be damned! I am invincible; I am unkillable; I am ten feet tall and bulletproof with my hair on fire! The hack ax encases my arm and morphs into a tremendous, disproportionate serrated blade. I pick myself up and go for Big Bastard Number One.
 
   Focus your anger. Do it. Channel all your energy into the blade.
 
   The voice comes and I don’t recognize it.
 
   Rocket: NOW! LOG OUT NOW!
 
   Focus! Do it!
 
   Great! More voices in my head now.
 
   I ignore the voices. As I run, I equip the suicide bomber jacket, item 300, and replace my mutant hack with a stick of dynamite – item 339 – and a twenty liter can of gasoline, item 117.
 
   My inventory list disappears and I grin at the two towering mechanisms. Nedelin Disaster Time!


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Awake in the real world, stuck in a vat. The slight ringing in my ears subsides, but the shit-eating grin on my face remains. There is nothing like a suicide to set the record straight in a Proxima World. Sometimes the only way to get the best of your enemies is to take them with you.
 
   I spit the mouthpiece out. “Get this shit off me, Rocket.” 
 
   “Working on it, Quantum.”
 
   I can hear him tinkering with Frances’ dive vat. The support frame sits me half up and as I disconnect the NV Visor, I’m instantly blinded by the light in the room. “We really, really need to change the lighting in here … ”
 
   I blink my eyes shut and the iNet login screen appears and fades away. The urge to rip myself from the vat comes and I suppress it. Rocket is hovering over me now, his breath reeking. He could use a shower too, but I suppose we all could.
 
   “Why does it feel like we were in there for a couple of days? That always gets me.” The support frame sits me fully up and I twist my neck around, listening for that satisfying crack.
 
   “The same reason dreams seem to last forever or disappear in a few seconds,” he says as he deals with some cables and tubes.
 
   My eyes adjust to the light and I look over to Frances, still sitting in her dive vat with her eyes closed. 
 
   “You all right?” I ask.
 
   “All right … enough,” she finally says. 
 
   “It was just a battle,” I say. “We can’t die, you know.”
 
   “I know but … ” She bites her bottom lip. “We don’t have a lot going for us in Steam.”
 
   “What do you mean? I thought we did pretty well today.”
 
   Rocket says, “There are Reapers there now and surely they know about you two. Why else would they attack the cable car? Both of you have also been … blacklisted, and the indicator potion doesn’t seem to work on the airship.”
 
   “When the going gets tough, the tough get bigger guns. We can handle it. If you two didn’t see, I gave those Steam Enforcers a parting gift courtesy of The Loop.
 
   “Which didn’t do anything,” Rocket says. “Remember, I’m monitoring your actions. I saw you explode and guess what the Steam Enforcers did? They went right back to their perches.”
 
   “No effect whatsoever?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Drat.”
 
   Frances shakes her head at me. “This is serious, Quantum. We need to get to Ray Steampunk. We need to talk to him and it is going to be even harder to reach him now.”
 
   “We’ll figure something out.”
 
   “Also,” Rocket says, “those F-BIIG agents stopped by again, the ones from yesterday. I told them to come by again tomorrow morning. They didn’t seem too happy about it.”
 
   “I’ll do everything I can to cheer them up, then – that’s just the kind of guy I am.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Frances lowers her aeros onto my hotel’s rooftop parking lot. Baltimore zips all around us, brimming with activity. It’s late afternoon, but I’m completely exhausted from today’s sojourn into Steam. My aluminum cane is between my legs, a constant reminder of how weak I am in the real world, a reminder of what I really am and the choice I made. Forced nerve regrowth and stem cell therapy has come a long way. Still, cybernetic replacements would have left me cane-free. A man has to stick to his convictions, even if they kill him.
 
   I raise my hand to fix my hair and remember that I only have a little peach fuzz on my dome. It’d be nice to be able to change my hairstyle on a whim, as I’m able to do in a Proxima World. The more I exist in the real world, the more I wish to be as far away from it as possible. Maybe this is the plight of humanity playing out in my tiny, insignificant life. Maybe we are destined towards distraction, which VE dreamworlds ultimately supply. What is the end of our distraction? When do we simply become brains in a vat thinking our existences alive?
 
   Strong thoughts from a worldly weakling. 
 
   “You’ve been quiet,” I say, turning to Frances. Someone needs to say something and I figure that someone is me.
 
   “I just need some rest,” she says, yawning.
 
   “You sure you’re okay?”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “You want to come up?” I nod to the hotel.
 
   Frances Euphoria cuts me down with a cold stare. “Why?”
 
   “We could watch some Maltese Falcon; we never finished it.”
 
   “I think I need to head home,” she says. “I’ll pick you up in the morning.”
 
   I’m out of her little HondaFord aeros seconds later, watching her lift into the sky. She waits for the appropriate airlane to become available and sails away, disappearing into the swarm of vehicles above Baltimore. 
 
   Taking it slowly, I walk into the hotel through the sliding glass doors. The lobby is expansive, complete with tiny indoor pavilions separated by frosted motoglass. They’re pod-like, meant to facilitate business meetings, illicit and otherwise, as well as a place for the wealthy travelers to rest their heads while the room is prepared, or while their flight is delayed. If I were in The Loop I would set this place ablaze just for the hell of it – that’s my mood as I make my way to the elevator.
 
   I’m just about to press the elevator’s button when I remember something. A Humandroid hotel hospitality team member walks by and I stop him. 
 
   “I’d like to place an order for room service,” I say.
 
   “I’m sorry, sir, order taking isn’t one of my functions.”
 
   “So you’re completely unable to take an order? That’s entirely beyond the scope of your abilities? There’s absolutely no way you can take an order? Too good to extend hospitality to hotel guests, are you?”
 
   “If I may, sir – you can place an order over iNet on the elevator ride to your room. It’s quite simple.”
 
   I look the droid over – black vest, white shirt with a black bowtie, damn near translucent skin, hair like a movie star. His eyes give him away. They are truly soulless, mirrors into a brain made of wiring, not tissue. 
 
   “Over iNet?”
 
   “Yes, sir, over iNet.”
 
   “I don’t like using iNet. How about placing an order for me? I need, no want, no need is fine – I need two beers and some type of appetizer delivered to my room. The name is Quantum Hughes. Got it?”
 
   “Yes … sir … ” If he is annoyed by me he’s not showing it. “What type of appetizer would you like?”
 
   “Do you have quesadillas?”
 
   “We do.”
 
   “Well, sign me up for two.”
 
   “Two slices of quesadilla?”
 
   No, two full quesadillas.”
 
   He scans me up and down, just like Robocop Mark9 did. “Sir, based on your height, mass, metabolic rate and body type, the caloric content of two full quesadillas represents one hundred thirty percent of your recommended daily intake.”
 
   “My what?” 
 
   A hot broad passes by and I shoot her a wink. She ignores me and continues.
 
   “The FDA recently passed new federal guidelines for the enjoyment of Mexican food.”
 
   “Are you pulling my leg?”
 
   The Humandroid looks shocked. “No, sir, I am simply informing you of the FDA’s recent federal guidelines. Due to the high fat and sodium content of Mexican food as consumed by Americans, guidelines have been put into place to help reduce the deleterious consequences of over-consumption.”
 
   “So I can’t have two quesadillas?”
 
   “You can, but it is highly inadvisable and I’ll have to flag your account to the FDA Monitoring Group, who will likely send you an iNet message reminding you to eat healthy.”
 
   “You’re shitting me.” 
 
   “Unlikely sir. I do not excrete my waste products as do human beings, and I’m afraid that you represent far too large a bolus for me to pass.” His expression remains carefully neutral.
 
   I raise my eyebrow at the droid, and just for a moment I channel the spirit of Moe Howard. “A wise guy, eh?”
 
   “Not at all, sir, I am performing my assigned duty in the friendliest and most informative, assistive manner possible.”
 
   “Well excellent then. If it’s not too much bother, do you think that you could get me two quesadillas extra cheese, two large beers, a side order of bacon, and a shaker of bad cholesterol? And bill the people paying for my room, the FCG. No man, machine or federal entity will tell me how many quesadillas I can enjoy. Over my dead body.”
 
   “There is a zero-carb, organic, no saturated fat option … ”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   ~I hope they don’t hang you, precious, by that sweet neck. Yes, angel, I’m gonna send you over. The chances are you’ll get off with life. That means if you’re a good girl, you’ll be out in twenty years. I’ll be waiting for you. If they hang you, I’ll always remember you.
 
   I’m on my bed watching The Maltese Falcon when I hear a knock at the door. I open it, and barely make eye contact with a different friendly, informative, assistive Humandroid hospitality team member who’s holding a stainless steel serving tray with two frosty-cold forty ounce bottles of barley pop in an ice bucket and an insulated dome covered dish. Dinner is served.
 
   “Are both of these for you, sir?” he asks.
 
   “What, are you the big quesadilla sheriff of the house? The head Über Sturm Quesadilla Führer of the FDA’s calorie Nazis? Yes – they’re both for me.”
 
   “Sir, FDA guidelines … ”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “Sir, I need a verbal confirmation that you realize the risks of eating Mexican food in this quantity.”
 
   “Risks?” I almost laugh. “All right, droid here’s your verbal confirmation – I’m aware of the risks. Now give me my food.”
 
   “Sir, the chef regrets to inform you that a shaker of bad cholesterol is unavailable, so he included an extra side order of bacon.” He hands me the tray.
 
   “Tell him I said thanks.”
 
   I take the tray from him and let the door slam shut behind me. Sticky, gooey cheesy quesadillas find their way into my mouth. I munch the grilled chicken bits, cilantro, onions and bell peppers, and enjoy the flavors as they carpet bomb my taste buds. The bacon is a nice crispy addition, and it all goes especially well with the cheap beer. I reflect that Chef at the Mondegreen probably has two shakers of bad cholesterol in his kitchen. The bastard. 
 
   One brewski later and I’m feeling good, heavy, but good – the slight buzz is comforting, nerve-calming. With the flick on the tube and my belly full of Mexican food, I’m a happy camper, a man at rest. I’m about to take the first sip of my second beer when my eyes dart from the screen to the NV Visor.
 
   A large gulp later and I’m standing, slowly making my way over to the haptic chair. I relax onto the chair, staring across the room at my bed, at the silver tray, topped with a few plastic salsa containers and the gnawed corpse of the second quesadilla. Another sip from my beer. The bottle is indeed half-full or half-empty, depending on how you look at it. Me? I’m a half-empty guy, so I go ahead and down the rest.
 
   I relax onto the haptic chair, place the NV Visor over my face, and listen for the Brian Eno tone. Sine waves appear on the inside of the visor and dance like octopi during a tsunami. I’m familiar with what happens next. If I keep the visor on, I’ll eventually drift off and I’ll be able to select a Proxima World from my preferred list. I can dive to any world, but some worlds are exclusive, some have a membership cost and some, like The Loop, are archival worlds – dead worlds. They still exist, but they’re no longer advertised or known by the masses. This was why I never saw a human player in The Loop until I met Frances – people can’t readily find archival worlds, as there are hundreds and they are buried in the stack. Further, worlds with glitches are immediately closed by the Proxima Network, which means it takes some hacking to get into them.
 
   Luckily, The Loop is one of my preferred worlds. 
 
   “Here goes nothing,” I say as I relax further into the haptic chair.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Feedback a blessing, a reminder. Feedback the sound I heard for months upon months; a curio, an artifact of existence, a denotation of being, a curse. A breath of digital air while staring up at a darkened cloud brings a cheek-shattering smile to my face. I’ve spawned somewhere near Three King’s Park, the mangled trees accented by lightning, shiny from the constant downpour. Riotous fiends hover around a trashcan fire, shivering, warming their paws. Peddling bootblacks or mucky vagabonds by day, perma-fried parasites with arms covered in spider bites and pants filled with ticks – psychonauts are the roaches of The Loop, if you find one, you’d damn well better know there’s another. 
 
   Home Sweet Home.
 
   I have the notion to whip out my BFG 9000, item 100, and plasmatize the bastards, but I suppress it. There will be plenty of time to maim at a later date.
 
   My hand comes up and a taxi lowers.
 
   Before the NPC driver can say anything, I access my S&W .500, item 466.
 
   “What’s the big idea, Mac?” the driver – fat, surly, unshaven, cigar-chomping – asks, as he looks down the barrel of my über-shooter.
 
   “You’re out, I’m in,” I say motioning to the door. “Scram.”
 
   “Fat chance. I’m not gettin’ out in this neighborhood, Mac.”
 
   “Suit yourself.” 
 
   I pull the trigger, shattering the driver’s side window. His head splashes, makes a mess largo. “Sorry, bub,” I say as I lug his corpse out of the vehicle. “I gave you fair warning.”
 
   As soon as he’s out, I equip my hotel towel, item 13, and wipe the blood off the inside of the front windshield. A crimsoned window never stopped me before – but being in the real world for a month has civilized me. Imagine that.
 
   Hands on the yoke and I lift off, aiming the vehicle towards The Mondegreen Hotel. The sky opens up and I flick the windshield wipers on. Cold rain whips into the taxi through the shattered driver’s side window, soaking my clothes. I catch my own eyes in the rearview mirror and my blond hair fixes itself. A black suit appears on my body and my tie loosens. I’ve got a date with destiny and I want to look good.
 
   I’m at the Mondegreen a few minutes later, lowering the aeros into the shit-stained street outside the hotel. Excitement ripples through me; razor-winged butterflies nearly break free from my stomach. It’s like I just had my first kiss or something. I hop up the stairs leading to the hotel and swing the doors open.
 
   “Mr. Hughes?” Doorman Jim runs his hand along the front of his jacket, clears his throat. “I … we, weren’t expecting you. Did you make a reservation?”
 
   “Yeah, I made a reservation,” I say, accessing my inventory list behind my back. A quick scroll and item 501, my Beretta 92 with a silencer appears in my hand.
 
   “Mr. Hughes, please!”
 
   “Just kidding, old pal,” I say, lowering the gun. “Also, it’s Quantum.”
 
   “Right! Mr. Quantum, will you be … dining here tonight?”
 
   I raise the gun again and give him a third eye for old times’ sake. Might as well toast the milquetoast. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   First things first. I enter the dining room and move straight to the kitchen. 
 
   “Hello you old bastard!” I say as I kick open the door, meat cleaver in one hand and a turkey baster filled with Chernobyl reactor melt in the other (items 123 and 348, respectively). The plump chef is in front of the stove, whistling Always Look on the Bright Side of Life.
 
   “Quantum!” he says with a grin. “You’ve come for pancakes?”
 
   “Not exactly … ”
 
   “THEN YOU’VE COME TO DIE!”
 
   Chef throws a ladle full of piping hot soup. I bullet time backwards out of its trajectory, activate advanced abilities and execute a grand jeté just as he tips the five gallons of Cream of Hot Death Soup over the spot I’ve just vacated. I land like a springbok, step into a side kick and go right on my ass as I slide in the soup.
 
   “Ha!” he shouts, “I have you now!” He pulls big heavy pots and pans from the overhead rack and pelts me with them. I regain my feet just as he throws a handful of Thai curry powder in my face. He hammers me with right-cross, left-hook, elbow, elbow and a mean head-butt. Apparently, he’s been practicing.
 
   “Is that all you got?” he mocks, “I thought you’d have way more game than this. I fart in your general direction!” Chef comes for me wielding a meat mallet the size of a post maul, and as he brings it up and around to cube my steak, I lunge and jam the turkey baster up his nose and into his brain, squeeze the bulb and fill his skull with fissile Ukrainian yumminess. He drops like a rock, flames shoot out of his ears and his eyes glow green, bubble, and melt.
 
   “I’m not cleaning that up!” says the Saucier, a pencil-neck geek of a guy whom I usually ignore.
 
   I return to the dining area feeling like a badass. That’s one thing I don’t feel like in the real world – with my cane and my slight limp, just about anyone can take me on, from a toddler in a stroller to an emphysematic grandmother in a Hoveround. In the Proxima Galaxy I feel strong, amplified, invincible, like my old self. Nothing beats it.
 
   I plop down in the same spot I sat for years on end. I’m in the far corner of the dining room, with a wall behind me, allowing me to watch the entrance and the kitchen as well as the windows. One can never check six too often The Loop.
 
   A light appears in front of me and Dolly materializes. She’s in a red dress, her hair in a bob, her lips the color of blood, her nails red, the diamond necklace I gave her around her neck. My heart melts as soon as I lay eyes on her.
 
   “You … came back,” she says softly.
 
   “You knew I was here the moment I logged in,” I remind her, just to say something. 
 
   She smiles. “I wanted to see where you’d go first, here or Barfly’s.”
 
   I laugh just to cover the tears of joy I feel coming on, something I’ve rarely felt in a Proxima World. Everything in the dining room has a sharp gleam to it now, as if I’m in the den of an angel. “You know me too well, too well, Doll.”
 
   “So what do ya want?” She asks, an order pad appearing in her hand. “The usual?” 
 
   “I’ve missed you,” I say, the words fumbling out of my mouth. “I can’t describe how much I missed you, but, but … I’ve missed everything about you, Dolly. Your being, your face, your eyes. Everything.”
 
   “Really?” She drops the pad.
 
   “Everything, seriously.”
 
   The surroundings pixilate and we’re in my old hotel room, the same room I woke up in for two subjective years straight. On the wall is the picture of the sinking sailboat. My sheets are ruffled as they always were; a pack of cigarettes sits on the nightstand. 
 
   Dolly falls into my arms. Her weight, her aura – all are realer than anything I’ve experienced in the last month. We kiss and I feel my skin ripple with goose bumps. Another kiss and I can’t even think about undressing. Lost in the moment and feeling her lips against mine and her body pressed into my chest and her hands around the back of my neck pulling me in closer, closer.
 
   “I missed you so much,” she says through her kisses. “More than … more than anything.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say, thinking of what happened between Frances and me, thinking of how I’ve been avoiding The Loop. “I’m so sorry, Dolly. I can’t … I can’t exist without you. I’m sorry for making you wait.”
 
   “You are my world,” she says, her eyes filling with sorrow. “I don’t care where you’re from or how different we truly are. In here, you’re my world, and we consist … ” She kisses me almost harshly, biting at my lip. “In here we are the same, we are the lightning, we are … ” More kisses. “We are one.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   I reach for my deck of Luckies on the nightstand; stick a smoky treat in my face and suck in as it ignites. My lungs fill and my simulated algorithmic nicotine receptors scream with pleasure like schoolgirls on rollercoaster. The smoke swirls and eddies against the ceiling when I blow out. Dolly is next to me, her naked body pressed into mine. She reaches up, plucks the cigarette from my lips, drags on it, coughs.
 
   I laugh and she pulls the blanket to her chest. “What?” she asks, and smiles. “I always cough when I smoke with you.”
 
   “I remember,” I tell her, “That’s what I’m laughing about, the memories we share and … ” I try to verbalize how I’m feeling at the moment but it’s impossible. There are simply too many emotions colliding around the room, zipping through my skull and zigzagging through my nervous system for me to say how I truly feel.
 
   She lets the blanket drop and I pull her in closer. Holding her tight, I take another drag from the cigarette. My problems in other worlds – the real world, Steam – come to me in a series of flashes. I exhale my problems, letting them dissipate with the cloud of blue smoke in front of me.
 
   “What are you thinking about?” she asks.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.”
 
   Her hand comes to my face. “You want to watch a movie or something?”
 
   “No, I need to get out,” I say. “Get active.”
 
   “We could go to Barfly’s … ” she suggests.
 
   “We’ve never gone together before … ”
 
   “That settles it then.” She stands and takes a few steps to the center of the room. Her skin is porcelain, her naked body a Renaissance sculpture. “What should I wear?” she asks, looking at me over her shoulder.
 
   “How about nothing?” I suggest as I take in her curves.
 
   “Quantum … ” 
 
   “What? Who’s gonna stop you? You’re the NVA Seed – you rule here. You are The Loop’s Cleopatra.” I blow her a kiss. “Wear whatever you’d like, Doll.”
 
   “No, I want wear whatever you’d like.”
 
   “I like you best how you are right now.”
 
   “What are you going to wear?”
 
   “All black.”
 
   “Black it is then.”
 
   A strapless black dress appears on her body. In her hand is a tiny Flapper purse and on her feet are strappy black high heels with red soles. “This okay?”
 
   I wolf whistle. “It’s more than just okay, Doll,” and she smiles like we’re off to the Junior Prom.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   No need to hail a taxi when your main squeeze is the NVA Seed. 
 
   With the snap of her fingers, we’re in front of the entrance to Barfly’s, the dive of dives usually filled with ossified lounge lizards, blasted boozehounds, card sharks and everything in between. Murky characters dip in and out of the shadows – addicts high off Riotous drooling down their fronts as they thumb their noses at passing working girls in skin-tight dresses and pleather jackets. I look up at the neon floozie in the Martini glass, her legs scissoring, electric bubbles popping over her head. One, two, three. Repeat sequence. 
 
   Croc the doorman takes one hard look at me and shakes his head.
 
   “You got something to say?” I ask the big man with fists as large as cinder blocks.
 
   His scowl turns into a grin. “Where ya been, Quantum? You found a better joint or something?”
 
   “There are no better joints, Croc. Been busy.”
 
   “Too busy to come to Barfly’s?” 
 
   “Did I forget to pay my tab or something? Why are you giving me the third degree?”
 
   Croc’s eyes skip from Dolly’s face to mine. “I never knew … ”
 
   Dolly says, “Quantum has been away, but he’s back now.”
 
   “I get it,” the big man says, sizing me up. His muscles are practically bursting out of his shirt, his deeply pockmarked cheeks cast shadows that point towards his chin. “It’s nice to go away, but it’s always nice to return home.”
 
   “They say home is where the heart is.” I nod to Dolly. “Maybe they’re right.”
 
   The big man lets us pass without patting me down. The inventory list restriction that was once in place is no longer active, so it wouldn’t matter if he patted me down anyway. As soon as we enter, I spot Cid behind the bar, grizzled and chiseled in a battered fedora, wiping something up with a yellow rag. The rest of the gin mill is pretty much the same, from the jukebox in the corner to the pool tables, one of which is covered in beer stains. 
 
   “I invited some of your friends,” Dolly says as soon as we sit down at the bar. 
 
   “My friends?”
 
   A familiar uproar behind me sends a half-smile across my face.
 
   “Oi, Mates! There’s the la-di-da poofter now!” a man shouts from across the room in a crap Dick Van Dyke accent. “And look at the smashing bit o’ stuff ‘e just walked in with!”
 
   “Ya bloody great clodpoll! That’s not a bit o’ stuff, that’s ‘Erself!”
 
   “Oh, Clucking Bell, so it is! Ever so sorry, Ma’am!”
 
   Dolly smiles, waves, blows them a kiss.
 
   “Bloody hell! Let him buy the next round! Am I wrang?”
 
   “A meringue?”
 
   “What’s a meringue got to do with anything!?”
 
   “What’s that? Have a go?”
 
   “Shut yer geggy!”
 
   I turn to find the six UK Assassins playing snooker amidst a solid pile of empty mugs and sideways shot glasses. Irish Shorty, Burly, Pip, Scotty, Bucket Hat and the Quiet Man are clad in their Iraq War garb, from Scotty’s tan-brown-black kilt to Pip’s face paint.
 
   “Next round is on me!” says Bucket Hat. 
 
   “Oi! Watch your bloody elbow, mate! You almost spilt beer on me trousers!”
 
   “Well, keep yer bloody trews away from me beer!”
 
   Part of me wants to laugh, the other part of me wants to select General Thompson’s eponymous shootin’ iron – item 247 – and declare my independence. 
 
   “What’ll it be, Quantum?” Cid asks with a bottle of Jack Daniel’s Silver Select in one hand and a pair of frosty-cold Löwenbräu Oktoberfestbiers in the other. He’s a big ol’ boy, but he’s all forearm – more Popeye than Bluto.
 
   “Glenfiddich all around!” Burly says, next to me now with his finger in the air. “We thought you’d never come back, Quantum.”
 
   “Well, here I am.”
 
   Pip and Scotty are on the pool table now, rolling over one another as they scramble to land the first slug. Snap! The Quiet Man reverses his cue stick, tests it for balance, and breaks it across Pip’s back. 
 
   “What was that? My poor, aged Nursie strikes with more authority than that!” 
 
   “Jorum of skee ‘ere’s to glee!” Burly foregoes pouring the shot into a shot glass and slaps the bottle in my hand. I tip it in a salute, raise it to my lips, and take to it like a baby to McStarbuck’s Genuine Synthetic Kosher-Vegan-Halal Almond-Soy Breast Milk Substitute. “That’s me boy, that is!” Burley says, clapping me on the back.
 
   “Nothing like getting zozzled with the old, honored enemy!” I say as I put my arm around Dolly’s waist.
 
   Pip and Scotty have stopped fighting now and are arm over shoulder singing, “One pleasant evening in the month of June, As I was sitting with my glass and spoon, A small bird sat on an ivy bunch, And the song he sang was The Jug of Punch!”
 
   Burly rips the bottle from my hand and takes a monster swig. “That’ll do,” he says with a sigh, “that’ll do.”
 
   “Where’s Aiden?” I ask Dolly, already feeling the effects of the giggle water. 
 
   “Here.”
 
   Morning Assassin appears behind the bar, in a black apron and a white collared shirt. My hand comes up and he grabs it. I pull him in close, our elbows on the bar now as if we’re arm wrestling.
 
   “What the hell are you doing back there?” I ask with a growl.
 
   “Waiting to kill you.”
 
   “Well, go ahead and do it already, Bucko.”
 
   He raises a bottle with his other hand.
 
   “That’s the best you can do? I’ve got a forty watt phased plasma rifle with your name written all over it.”
 
   His hand tightens around mine. “Oh yeah? Well I have a chainsaw under the bar.”
 
   “A chainsaw I gave you!” I say, laughing. Burly wraps his arm around my shoulder and shoves the whiskey bottle back in my hand. I tilt my head back, throw more of Barfly’s surprisingly high quality gargle down my neck and keep an eye on Aiden. One can never be too safe in The Loop.
 
   I finish the bottle and burp. “Damn, it’s nice to see you,” I say, letting go of Morning Assassin’s hand.
 
   “Same Quantum,” he says. “So are we getting thoroughly ethylated tonight or what?”
 
   “That’s the plan!”
 
   “Two bottles of whiskey,” he tells Cid the bartender, “the best you got.”
 
   “You paying?” I ask. “I’m not made of mazuma.” 
 
   “I’ll put it on your tab,” says Cid, tipping his fedora at me.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Light cuts through the drapes. Feedback fills the space between here and there, glitterbombing the inside of my cranium. I blink my peepers open and the feedback sprays from my ears, champagne showering the mattress and nearly popping my head off the pillow. Feedback an old friend that deserves a kick in the jewels; feedback a salesman with one hand in your pocket and the other around your neck.
 
   “Where … ?”
 
   One look at the water-stained ceiling tells me exactly where I am. My hotel room at the Mondegreen. Instinct takes over and I wince-roll out of bed. Morning Assassin will be here any minute and I’d better be ready for him. Inventory list. My AR 15 appears in my hands, item 58. I pop the magazine in and pull back the charging handle, feeding a round into the chamber.
 
   Through blurred vision, I sit with my back against the bed and my assault rifle aimed at the window. The window smashes and glass peppers the air. Like clockwork, Morning Assassin rolls in carrying a plastic bag full of cactuses and a bottle of lemon juice.
 
   “A bag of cactuses?” I ask skeptically.
 
   “Don’t forget the lemon juice.” He squirts the bottle. “I figured it’d hurt more.”
 
   We both start laughing.
 
   “That’s not a bad weapon.”
 
   “I get bored in here without my arch nemesis.”
 
   “I know the feeling.”
 
   “How’s the real world, anyway?” he asks as he sits down on the corner of my bed.
 
   “That’s a damn good question. I should be there right now; I’m sure Frances Euphoria is on her way to my hotel to pick me up.”
 
   “How is she?”
 
   “Mean as ever. She ain’t a redhead in the real world though; she has short brown hair.”
 
   Aiden says, “I can’t imagine her like that.”
 
   “You’re telling me. Stranger than fiction up there.”
 
   “So that’s why you’re here?”
 
   I’m silent for a moment as I process his question. “I guess it is why I’m here,” I finally say. “I was two beers in last night after a day in a different Proxima World and I figured what the hell. Plus, there is a pair of Feds giving me a hard time up there. I guess I just wanted to escape, needed to escape.”
 
   “Sometimes it’s all we can do.” Aiden’s brown eyes flicker as he says this.
 
   “How do you escape in here?”
 
   “Three Kings Park, watch some flicks, head off to The Pier to check on Dirty Dave. Get a massage in Chinatown. You know, the usual.”
 
   “He still making weapons out there?” I ask.
 
   “He is. Why? You need something custom?”
 
   “Maybe. I’m having issues in this Proxima World called Steam. They penalize my life bar if I have anything that isn’t world appropriate. You should see how obsessive these steampunkers are about keeping to their rules.”
 
   “Steampunkers?”
 
   “Long story. Think no electricity in a futuristic Victorian setting. They can have weapons as long as they aren’t electric, which rules out some of my better toys. Well, I suppose they can be electric, but it must be powered by steam. Also, my mutant hacks, the ones you traded me for that chainsaw, don’t seem to have any effects on the Steam Enforcers.”
 
   “Steam Enforcers?”
 
   “Big robots five stories tall with enough armor to give an armadillo a stiffy.”
 
   “So you need something world appropriate to take these enforcers down?”
 
   “Bingo.”
 
   “Dirty Dave’s Mayhem Mart?” he suggests.
 
   “What are we waiting for?
 
   “Repopulating hack it is.” Aiden extends his arm to me and I latch on.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Everything pixilates into view. The sun is still in the sky above The Pier, adding a sheen to the oily waters. The water lashes at the sides of the dock and spills over, signaling that a storm is brewing. A storm is always brewing in The Loop, the vice-ridden netherworld’s belly of the beast.
 
   “Quantum.”
 
   Dolly steps out of a sudden burst of light, still in her black dress. This quickly morphs into something more Pier appropriate – a pair of tight black jeans, a black V-neck t-shirt and black slippers.
 
   “Where did you go last night?” I ask. I still haven’t pieced together how I got back to the hotel, but I assume Dolly had a part in it.
 
   “You were drinking with your friends; I decided to let you have your fun.”
 
   “So how did I get back to the hotel?”
 
   Aiden raises his eyebrows. “That would be my doing.”
 
   “Wait a damn minute … how many days have I been in The Loop?” I have the notion to pull up my inventory list and find my logout point, item 555, the star-shaped piece of paper that allowed me to finally leave the City of Filth.
 
   “Relax. Everything is fine in the real world. It’s morning there,” Dolly says, “same time as it is here. Logging back in yesterday reset everything. The glitch no longer exists. If it did, you still have the logout point.”
 
   “Frances will be at my hotel soon.”
 
   Her eyes dart away. “Forget reality. I’m here to help you with your weapons issue, so you can get a leg up in this other Proxima World.”
 
   “How did you … ” I turn to Aiden. “Just how much information do you two share with each other?”
 
   “She sees everything I see, hears everything I hear.” A smile twitches across his face.
 
   “Is this … the same for you, Dolly?” 
 
   “No,” she says, reading the look of apprehension on my face. “Our lovemaking sessions are private.
 
   Aiden cracks up.
 
   “Keep it up, pal,” I tell him. “You might find your foot in a bear trap and a Molotov cocktail up your ass.”
 
   His hands come up. “Take it easy, buddy. If I could come to your world, I’d be chasing tail as well.”
 
   “Chasing tail?” Dolly asks.
 
   Something moves in the corner of my eye. Two bleached people in collars appear, snarling and barking at us. A man and a woman – both with skin melted off their skeletal frames, both with zombiesque patches of hair covering their skulls. Just for show, I equip my newest weapon, the Slice Bang, part blade and part shotty.  
 
   More bleached people surge over a stack of shipping crates. They bite at each other, seethe and claw. They are hungry corpses, rabid animals in grotesque human form. 
 
   “They’re still here?” I ask, twisting my Slice Bang in front of me. I can tell by the look on Aiden’s face that he’d like to take her for a test drive.
 
   “I was meaning to talk to you about that … ” Dolly frowns, points at them and the bleached people freeze. “The Reapers left them here.”
 
   “Left them? How many?”
 
   Their forms waver, as if they’re seconds away from shattering their bonds.
 
   “Ninety-five.”
 
   “All in The Pier?”
 
   “Some have spread to other places.”
 
   “Can’t you two kill them?”
 
   Aiden says, “We can kill them, but they just respawn. Trust me; I’ve spent the better part of a week hunting them.”
 
   “But I thought they died in the real world if they were killed in a Proxima World … ”
 
   “Yes,” Dolly says, as tiny sparks of electricity ripple through their forms, “but only if you kill them, a human player.”
 
   I offer my Slice Bang to Aiden, grip first, blade across my forearm – I saw J.E.B. Stuart do it in a 2-D docudrama and I thought it looked cool. “Have at it, amigo. I have enough problems in the real world.”
 
   “You serious?” he asks, testing the weight and balance of the Slice Bang.
 
   “Yahoo Serious? Oh NO! Did they get him too?”
 
   “Nice one,” he snorts. “May I?”
 
   “By all means, get you some.”
 
   His face sprouts a predatory grin. “Unfreeze them.”
 
   For the next minute or so, I watch him slice and bang his way through the small crowd of lost souls. He pivots right, his blade spilling the guts of a bleached person while another tries to latch onto his neck. Shotgun to the face and that one is now digitally extinct. Grandstanding, M.A. flips backwards into the air, landing on a man’s shoulders. Aiden is at his best in the midst of sheer butchery; the look of unalloyed pleasure on his face convinces me that some people – people like me, people like him – never change. 
 
   The only old dog learning new tricks here is the one lying on the ground in a puddle of his own blood. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Aiden takes care of biz and returns.
 
   “Geez Aiden,” I say. “Shove a shiv in Shiva and call you the Doombringer. You remind me of … me!” 
 
   “I’ll take that as a compliment.” He grins, obviously pleased. He twists his wrist and examines the Slice-Bang from several angles. “Nice piece of kit, by the way.” In a slick application of digital prestidigitation, he produces an orange shop rag and cleans the blood from the blade, which I think is a polite gesture and the hallmark of a true craftsman caring for the tools of his trade. “Not too heavy, the right sized blade and the shotty – what other types of weapons do they have in Steam?”
 
   “Lots of stuff like this,” I say as we enter one of the warehouses. 
 
   Chains hang above us, suspended from loops and pulleys attached to the ceiling. An ancient conveyer belt collects dust behind a stack of boxes green with mold. There are shitholes and then there are the warehouses in The Pier. 
 
   “You know you can bring us with you to Steam,” Dolly says. “I gave you the seed. Did you forget about that already?”
 
   Aiden doesn’t say anything, but I can tell by the way that he’s looking at me that he’d love a change of pace. Who wouldn’t?
 
   “I’ll have to think about that.”
 
   M.A’s hands come to the sides of his face and he shouts, “Dave, open up! I’m here with some friends.”
 
   “Last time I stopped by he had guards and ED-209s.”
 
   Aiden shrugs. “I guess he downgraded, by choice or by force.”
 
   “Yup, I’ve been there before,” I say, thinking of the time I spent hooked on Riotous. It’s a good thing they don’t have that shit in the real world.
 
   Dolly’s squeezes my hand. “Can’t you just make Dirty Dave appear?” I ask her.
 
   “I can, but I try to avoid doing that. I like giving NPCs as much freedom as possible. It keeps things interesting.”
 
   “Well, I have some plans in the real world, that’s why I’m asking.”
 
   “With Frances?”
 
   “Yeah, but not like that. It’s strictly work. We’ve got to dive back into Steam, and they kicked our asses and took our lunch money last time. I need better weapons.”
 
   Her lips press together. She’s mollified some, but not all the way.
 
   “I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.”
 
   She gives me a long, hard look, and sighs a deep sigh that moves her mammiferous attributes in a most distracting way. “All right,” she says. “Because it’s work, and because it’s important, and because it’s you that asks.” 
 
   She twitches her nose, and Dirty Dave steps out of the shadows. There’s something rat-like about him. Maybe it’s his buckteeth and his beady little eyes, his scraggly beard or the way he holds his hands in front of his body as if he were latching on to a giant bread crumb. His mouth opens but no words come out. His body odor is stupefying; it would knock a buzzard off a shit wagon at fifty yards; even the flies won’t come near him.
 
   “Geez Louise, Davey Boy, ol’ friend, ol’pal, ol’ stick-in-the-mud,” I say. “I’ve seen you look a whole lot better. How much of that Riotous are you doing?”
 
   “Riotous?” He bares his teeth to me – sharp, yellow, brittle. They look like someone has knit tiny individual brownish-green sweaters for each of them. “You have? You give.” His shoulders come up; his dilated eyes fixate on me.
 
   “C’mon Dave! It’s your old pal, Quantum! Is this how you welcome an old friend?”
 
   Dolly steps forward and the NPC’s mouth snaps shut. One look from her and Dirty Dave is minding his Ps and Qs.
 
   Aiden steps up to the plate. “Dave, we need a weapon that can cut through ensorcelled metal.”
 
   I pipe in. “Dave, I got big giant magic metal robots five stories tall that nothing I got will touch. You know what I have; all the wowsie-wow stuff came from you.” He smiles and grunts at that; at least some of the weaponsmaster is still in there somewhere. “They’re in a different Proxima world, different rules – so, no electricity although steam-powered analog is okay. No lasers, no high tech; I need something organic, maybe. Something natural, something low-tech and non-electric that’ll cut through magicked metal.”
 
   “Metal … Magic … ” Dave bites at his nails, blinks rapidly. He mutters to himself, scratches ass, armpits, crotch; belches, sharts in his already befouled trousers. “Yes, I have something. AUS.”
 
   I sigh. This is a great big fat waste of time. “A US? A US what?”
 
   “No. Ay You Ess. Almost Universal Solvent. Dissolves everything ‘cept gold. Cheap and easy to make. Not cheap and easy to store once made, but completely inert until last two ingredients mixed.”
 
   “Oh – kaay, how do I use it?”
 
   “Easy to weaponize. Back pack sprayer, two tanks, one with each of last two ingredients. Ingredients mix in gold nozzle, propelled by CO2 or steam.”
 
   “Good. What will it cost?”
 
   Dirty Dave’s hand comes behind his back. He glances from me to Dolly.
 
   “How much Riotous?” I ask.
 
   “Fifty.”
 
   “Fifty?”
 
   “Fifty pounds. Pure. Uncut.”
 
   “You’re really looking to set the record straight, aren’t ya?” I turn to Dolly. “Can you make this happen?”
 
   “Normally I don’t … ”
 
   “Forty pounds and I won’t kill you, take your stuff, and go push the Riotous in Three Kings Park.” I tell Dave. 
 
   He nods excitedly.
 
   “Dolly?” Taking her hand in mine, I give her that just this once look.
 
   “Fine, Quantum,” she says, her brow furrowing. “But let’s not make a habit of it.”
 
   I turn back to the bug-eyed hop-head. “How long will this take?”
 
   “Two hours, tops.”
 
   “Swell. Aiden can deliver it to me.”
 
   “Deliver it?” he asks.
 
   “That’s right, you can deliver it to me there, in Steam.”
 
   A grin spreads across his face. “In that case, I’ll get your Slice Bang modified as well.”
 
   “Modded?”
 
   “What about AUS shotgun shells?” Aiden asks Dirty Dave. “Yes or no?”
 
   The scabrous little tweaker gives him the thumbs up.
 
    “And Dolly … ”
 
   “Yes?” she asks.
 
   “I want you to get some weapons made as well.”
 
   “How many?”
 
   “Six sets, just in case we need a little back-up.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   A sudden flash and Dolly and I are back in my hotel room. The bed is made, the window that Aiden smashed earlier has been repaired. 
 
   “Reading my mind?” I ask as I pull her into my arms.
 
   “Will you come back?” she asks instead of kissing me. “To The Loop, to me – will you?”
 
   “I’m bringing you with me, babe, to Steam.”
 
   “I know, but this … this is our place, this room, this world. It’s ours.” Tears form in the corners of her eyes. “It’s for you … I exist for you.”
 
   “There is only one world that isn’t our place,” I say before realizing how harsh my statement sounds. “That’s not what I mean, what I mean is that there are … thousands of worlds for us to explore.”
 
   “I can only exist in your dreams.”
 
   “What separates a dream from reality, Doll? Who’s to say I’m not dreaming when I’m awake up there? Who’s to say that it isn’t a sham, an elaborate hoax? I existed in a dream with you for eight years, eight years. For those eight years our dream, my dream, was real, was one – just like you said. And this trip … this has really forced me to think about the world up there. It’s as much of a dream as a Proxima World, governed by laws, physical and legal.”
 
   “But you’re alive up there, alive.”
 
   “I am, and you’re alive here.”
 
   She pushes away from me.
 
   “But I’m also alive here; I feel more alive in a Proxima World than I do the real world – coming here has reminded me of this. We can, we should, just enjoy each other in these worlds. We can travel anywhere, do anything.”
 
   She puts her arms around my neck, her face against my chest. Her tears make a damp spot on my shirt.
 
   “I am a man of several worlds, but my heart is yours, Doll. Coming back has reminded me of this, reminded me of what it feels like to be truly happy.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Logging out.
 
   Still it amazes me that I can log out of The Loop, that I can move freely between the two worlds.
 
   My hands come to my NV Visor. There’s a ring of sweat on my forehead and my back is stiff. I’ve been out for at least ten hours, no fourteen, and while I feel refreshed due to the fact I was essentially sleeping, I’m also on edge. Sitting up with a cringe, I manually move my legs to the floor so blood can fill them.
 
   The numbness is prickly, funny in its own way. I flick my calf just to feel the half-dead limb. It takes another minute before I’ll trust my legs to support my weight. I know I shouldn’t, I’ve been avoiding mirrors for some time; as soon as I can move with a reasonable assurance of not face planting, I move to the restroom to take in my reflection and, of course, drain the lizard.
 
   My reflection.
 
   My hair is starting to grow back and I’ve gained a little weight. Dark circles under my eyes add depth to my skull; my nose is more defined in the real world than it is in the The Loop. I remove my shirt and notice that I still have a few lingering bruises in various shades of purple and yellow; nearly the same hues as the color scheme of my room at the Mondegreen. Maybe I’m not getting enough vitamins. Maybe I’m just getting old.
 
   I lean in closer to my reflection and observe the subtle blemishes on my cheeks, the blackheads on the sides of my nose. This is detail, detail that I’ve never noticed in a VE dreamworld. If the Proxima Company could replicate this level of detail …
 
   I blink and a message splashes across my eyelids.
 
   Frances: Outside. Are you coming?
 
   I think the words and strangely enough, they appear.
 
   Me: No, just breathing hard. Maintain a firm grasp on the equines; I’ll be right there.
 
   France: The what?
 
   Me: Hold your horses.
 
   There’s another message: Guide to a Healthier You: Avoiding Hazards Associated with Exceeding the Adult Daily Recommended Caloric Intake, from the Fat Nazis – as opposed to the fat Nazis – I suppose. Why would they think that anyone would read this? I mark the sender as toxic spammer and delete the message unread.
 
   I put my shirt back on and I’m nearly out the door when I notice a subtle hint of Eau de Cab Driver’s Revenge emanating from somewhere. One sniff at my armpit quickly identifies the culprit. Quick about face into the bathroom. I give face, armpits, and naughty bits a quick once-over with a damp facecloth, vigorously swish a mouthful of ListerCope Cool Arctic Spearmint Tsunami to knock the fur off my teeth, and liberally spray myself down with Wrightguard Baja Mountain Estrus body spray in the special Wilbur & Orville Commemorative Package.
 
   Now, if the advertisements are to be believed, I’ll be forced to fend off hordes of unusually attractive, large-breasted nubile women of child-bearing age who want nothing more than to procreate with me, repeatedly.
 
   I exit to the landing stage, and the horde consists of a disgruntled Frances, who gives me a very credible stink-eye and pointedly taps her wristwatch-free wrist as I walk up to her aeros.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   She sniffs two or three times and makes the Who’s Got a Poopy Shoe face as I settle into the passenger’s seat and harness up.
 
   “I dove last night,” I tell Frances Euphoria to forestall that whole line of observational commentary that she’s no doubt about to entertain me with.
 
   “To Cyber Noir?” 
 
    “Yes, to The Loop.”
 
   “Good for you!” she says as her aeros lifts into the proper airlane. The morning sun sends an arc of bright light through the windshield. 
 
   “What did you do in there?” she asks.
 
   “Went to Barfly’s, saw some old friends, met a weapons manufacturer.” I tell her, purposely leaving out Dolly.
 
   “A weapons manufacturer?”
 
   “Dirty Dave’s Mayhem Mart, down by The Pier. The dirtiest gun hawker you’ll find in The Loop as long as he isn’t hopped up on Riotous. If he can’t make it, he can procure it. I figured I could use some custom-made gear in Steam.”
 
   “Did you buy me anything?”
 
   I tense up, knowing I just broke the Hamburger Rule: Don’t get your meat at the same place you get your bread. “About that … ”
 
   “I’m sure all your assassin buddies got something.”
 
   “What makes you so sure?” I ask.
 
   “Well, did they?”
 
   “They did … ” My stomach grumbles. “But only because Aiden was there, calling the shots. I’ll say this – it was Aiden’s fault. From there, I plead the Fifth.”
 
   “Is that so? Aiden’s fault?”
 
   My eyes move from the front of our vehicle to the side window. I recall the Reapers ramming their aeros into ours a few days back. What would have happened if they’d taken our vehicle down? Neither Frances nor I have really spoken about the incident. Clearly we needed to tell someone, but how could we prove it? This thought gives me a chance to deflect the animosity currently aimed in my direction.
 
   “Is everything recorded on the life chip in our heads?” I ask her.
 
   “Yes, and stored. Why?”
 
   “Well, shouldn’t we report the attack on our vehicle the other day? After all, they were Reapers.”
 
   “I was thinking of reporting it, but I figured it would be better to report everything together, all at once, in the big file I’ve been preparing about the Revenue Corporation. Once we make this info public and initiate legal action we’ll need all the data we can get. If we try to shoot them down prematurely, they’ll figure some way to weasel out of it. They always do. Always. We have to go at them with everything we got. Further, there is a high probability they weren’t Reapers. There are other forces as at play.”
 
   “Yeah, you keep saying that. Why can’t we just torture one of those bleached people into confessing? They definitely know what the Revenue Corporation is up to.”
 
   She snorts. “Torture? You really have been in The Loop! To answer your question – no, we can’t do that. Confessions that take place in an entertainment world have no legal validity. They should be, for the same reason someone threatening someone online should be, but this isn’t the case. So getting a confession out of one of them wouldn’t really do us any good.”
 
   Frances lowers into a different airlane. An aeros blazes past, the sound of its honking horn following it.
 
   “Well, in any event, at least we’ll have some help in Steam.”
 
   “The Assassins?” she asks, flipping the driver the bird.
 
   “Watch it, Tiger!”
 
   “What? Aeros are dangerous vehicles! And don’t call me Tiger!”
 
   I laugh, twirling the handle of my cane. If I’m going to be stuck with the damned thing, I might as well get one with a custom blade inside, just like item 139, my swordstick. 
 
   “Why are you on edge today? Life ain’t too shabby.”
 
   “Because we’re late, or should I say, you’re late.”
 
   “Late for what?”
 
   “The agents want to speak with you.”
 
   “Husky and Starch again?”
 
   “Quantum, I know you don’t listen to me all the time – well ever, really, but seriously, use our lawyer.”
 
   I shake my head. “I told you, Frances, I don’t like lawyers.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Agents Reynolds and O’Brian have comfortably ensconced themselves in our conference room – my conference room – like they’re the lord and master of all that they survey. Agent Reynolds has the B-drone performing aerobatics as he studiously ignores Agent O’Brian, who is thoroughly engrossed in the 3-D anime barnyard dwarf porn that his mini-tablet is projecting in front of him, and God, and everybody.
 
   Maybe Reynolds is a nice guy away from his job, but O’Brian is a horrible human being; a vile, disgusting oxygen thief; a criminal misuse of perfectly good protoplasm on so many different levels. What I wouldn’t give to be able to deal them a little Loop-based justice. Just thinking about it makes me feel a little bit better, but only a little bit.
 
   “Mr. Hughes,” Agent Reynolds says, as he pokes O’Brian, who grunts, sees me, and hastily logs out of his entertainment program.
 
   Agent O’Brian looks like someone melted him down and poured him into last year’s dirty clothes. His clip-on tie hangs from the elastic band that almost closes his shirt collar, and if he coughs, sneezes or farts, odds are high he’ll blow buttons off of his way-too-tight, speckled-with-food-stains shirt. He’s in the same sports jacket he wore last time, only it looks like he’s been bunking down at the homeless shelter in it since then. Before I even sit down, I can detect the unmistakable bouquet of the beach at low tide on a hot August afternoon during kelp and octopus season wafting gently from him. The only thing he lacks to render the whole effect complete is a halo of flies to dog fight with the B-drone.
 
   I can only hope he finds my combination of Sweaty Haptic Ultra-Funk and Baja Mountain Estrus equally delightful.
 
   I shuffle into my seat with a sour look on my face. 
 
   “Mr. Hughes,” Agent Reynolds says. He casually gestures to the B-drone now hovering behind them. “Be advised that while this is not a sworn official statement, this conversation is being recorded.”
 
   My tongue presses against the inside of my cheek. 
 
   “Use up all your smart alecky remarks last time? Not going to say nothing?” O’Brian asks.
 
   “This is just a friendly conversation, not an interrogation,” Agent Reynolds says. “We just need a little more information and some clarification here and there. This is all … off the record.”
 
   If you’re recording it, it’s not off the record – I almost say it, but I keep my mouth shut instead. Besides, Frances has promised me pancakes and beer if I play nice.
 
   “We’d just like you to clear up a few questions we have about what went down at the Long-Term Coma Care Facility.” Agent Reynolds says.
 
   I shrug, make the I dunno face.
 
   “You are correct,” Agent O’Brian says, his eyebrows lowering. “You aren’t required to speak to us. However, not speaking to us does not improve your position, and forces us to draw some unflattering conclusions about your veracity and your role in Mr. MacAfee’s unfortunate demise.”
 
   “Cut the crap,” I say, ripping my vow of silence to shreds. “I don’t have to speak to you and I’m doing so voluntarily. If you continue this harassment, I’ll get an attorney. It’s as simple as that. Now, may I go?”
 
   “We just want to … ”
 
   “You already know what happened. Reapers from the Revenue Corporation attacked me,” I say, my voice raising. “If it hadn’t been for Frances Euphoria, and some quick thinking on my part – thank you very much – they would have killed me. They threatened and assaulted me in the virtual world I was trapped in, too.”
 
   “Alleged threats and assaults made in virtual worlds are not actionable in the real … ” Agent O’Brian starts to say.
 
   “You want my statement or not?” I tell him, pushing back from the table. My cane falls, my back twinges and I grimace.
 
   “Not such a tough guy in the real world, are you Mr. Hughes?” he asks.
 
   “Listen you … ” He’s hoping I’ll say something like, well, I was tough enough to kill that guy in the vat, wasn’t I? and I bite my lip because I really do want to. Instead, I say “I was trying to keep the guy that tried to drown me from having another go at it when he un-stunned. Too bad, so sad that he inadvertently drowned, but at most – at most – all you got is lawful self-defense. Even more than that, the video record from the coma ward corroborates this! And how do I know about the video record? I was visited by a couple of actual detectives from the Cincinnati PD, and they showed it to me – that’s how! Now why don’t you two Keystone Kops quit wasting my time, get the video from the Cincinnati PD and get after the real bad guys?” 
 
   “I don’t know what you think you saw, Mr. Hughes, but there is no video record.” Agent Reynolds blandly states, “The facility’s server malfunctioned just after the incident and corrupted all the video log files before the police could obtain copies.”
 
   “Then what did they show me? Don’t you even try to pull the old eighteen-and-a-half-minute gap trick on me, you obfuscating, fascist bastards!” I shout. I realize that that little outburst probably just cost me my pancakes, but boy, did it ever feel good!
 
   Agent O’Brian jots something down. His smart-ass grin has morphed into something orc-like and threatening. I have the notion to reach across the table and give him the Moe Howard eye-poke, nose-twist, hair-pull.
 
   A knock at the door startles all three of us. Frances enters with coffee for the agents, looks at me, rolls her eyes and shakes her head.
 
   “We were unaware that a copy of the video allegedly survived,” Agent Reynolds says after she’s left. He straightens his tie, glances at his superior. “Do you have the contact info for the detectives who you claim showed you a video recording of the incident?”
 
   “As a matter of fact, I don’t,” I say, still glaring O’Brian down. “Are we done here, gentlemen? I have actual work to do.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Frances already had pancakes on hand before I ever sat down with the F-BIIGie Piggies, but she very pointedly put the beer back in the fridge. Well, you can’t always get what you want, and with a full tummy and the premises rendered swine-free, I’m feeling a little better about going back to Steam to do what I do best. Still, I’m a little troubled by the agents and their claims. What’s their angle? What are they trying to get at? If they’re anything like the agents I’ve encountered in The Loop, they’re in someone’s pocket, maybe even the RevCo itself.
 
   Leave the real world be – from one dive to another. 
 
   Floating in a vat at the Dream Team Headquarters on my way to a virtual world. I listen as Rocket busies himself with Frances’ rig as I relax further into my own vat, feeling the gel around my body. Dive suits are waterproof, but the stuff they have us in isn’t exactly water. The specialized silicone substance is mainly for conducting electricity, as vats promise the best in full immersion, meaning that even the smallest sensation can be felt. This differs from the haptic chair back at my hotel. 
 
   “I’m going to have the two of you spawn as closely to Ray Steampunk’s airship as possible,” Rocket says.
 
   “Can’t you just put us on the airship?” I ask.
 
   “I’m afraid it’s not that simple. I could, however, put you on Clockpunch Mountain, which sits beneath the airship, on the other side. Then you could take the cable car to the top.”
 
   “I’m not too keen on that cable car,” I say. “Bad experience last time. What about those jetpacks that the Reapers had? Can you get some of those?”
 
   “I’m sure your weapons dealer friend can get you some. You know, the one who sold you the Slice Bang.”
 
   Steampunk Santa Claus with the elaborate weapon cache beneath his main salesroom – he also sold Frances and me the Steam Packs, which definitely are worth the price of admission.
 
   “Fine, send us there.”
 
   “Don’t forget to take your potions as soon as you spawn. It will help a little, at least while you’re in Locus.” 


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Reality splice – cut to the now. Feedback an answer, an anathema, an algorithmic moment of bliss. My hands materialize in front of me and fingerless gloves appear. The gears for my wrist gun crank, signaling they’re ready. As soon as I’m able, I down item 563, the player indicator potion. From there, I equip my Steam Pack, item 564, and the aforementioned wrist gun just in case. The nozzle of my Steam Pack sinks into the port on my arm and my life bar brightens.
 
   Frances Euphoria is clad in what I can only describe as a leather bathing suit with straps that cross behind her neck. The bottom of the bathing suit rounds off into a pair of ultra-tight boy shorts and a pair of thigh-high snakeskin boots 
 
   “Seriously, Rocket?” Frances asks, looking up at the sky as if she were speaking to God. 
 
   Rocket: I’m just trying to make the two of you blend in.
 
   “Good work,” I tell him.
 
   Frances chugs her potion and the indicator turns green. With the snap of her fingers, her hair becomes red again. Her finger comes up and her Shoulder Rocket appears. 
 
   “You and your red hair … ”
 
   “A girl likes what a girl likes.”
 
   “Why don’t you have red hair in the real world?”
 
   “Some fantasies are best kept under lock and key,” she says, twirling a pretend key.
 
   “Right … ” 
 
   The boy is selling newspapers in the same spot as yesterday, on the opposite side of a fountain. A small crowd of freaks and geeks has gathered around him, all in unnecessarily bulky gear. A Charles Laughton Quasimodo shuffles past us, his prosthetic leg crafted from rusted metal and pistons.
 
   “Reapers have joined the Boilerplate Army in Morlock!” the newsie calls out. “Reapers have joined the Boilerplate Army in Morlock! Read all about it!”
 
   “Do you think Strata Godsick is there?” I ask Frances.
 
   Rocket answers for her, his dialogue appearing beneath my life bar.
 
   Rocket: There’s no way to tell unless you go to the battle. Steam doesn’t have a monitoring system like some of the other worlds, meaning I can’t tap into a local feed somewhere. 
 
   “Thanks, have you seen him in person?” I ask Frances. “Strata Godsick?”
 
   Her eyebrows draw together. “I met him back when you rescued me in 2050 … ”
 
   “I can hardly remember any of that,” I admit. 
 
   “Digital coma for eight years … ”
 
   “Two years … ”
 
   “You are horrible at math,” she says. “You yourself counted five hundred fifty days. That’s hardly two years.” 
 
   “Close enough. Back to Strata. Have you ever seen him in a Proxima World? Does he ever lead the Reaper assaults?”
 
   “No idea. Not many have seen him since about 2054. He is hyper reclusive.”
 
   “Do he’s probably not at the battle then.”
 
   The fact that I hardly remember him doesn’t have any effect on the knowledge of what he has done. I know he’s been killing people in Proxima Worlds to collect insurance money; I know he sent people after me, both in VE dreamworlds and the real world; I know he tried to coerce me into joining his side, and that he tried to have me kidnapped or killed back in the digital coma ward. 
 
   “We’ll have to deal with Strata later,” she says as she registers the look on my face. “If there is anyone who can bring him out of his hole, it’s you.”
 
   My inventory list comes up and I access Dolly’s Seed, item 556.
 
   A glimmering oval appears in the air before me.
 
   “Ever used one of these things before?” I ask her. Light radiates from the seed; a tiny galaxy of stars spirals around it.
 
   “Not ever. Never even seen one before.”
 
   Frances takes a step closer to examine it. “It sure is pretty, like something that should be in a museum or around a queen’s neck.”
 
   “Maybe I’m supposed to touch it … ” 
 
   One press and the seed shatters into a million glittery pixels.
 
   I look up at the two moons over Locus, hoping to see Dolly or Aiden appear in a portal or a chariot of fire or something. The only thing above us is a zeppelin and a thin fog.
 
   “Is that it?” Frances asks. 
 
   “Maybe I did it wrong.”
 
   “So this is Steam? Interesting!” I turn to find Morning Assassin, decked out in his usual duds. I can tell he’s grinning even with the balaclava on his face. My Slice Bang is in his hand, the blade facing towards the pavement.
 
   “Aiden! Where’s Dolly?” 
 
   “Here.” Dolly steps out of a slit in the air like a queen surveying a lesser realm. Her hair bounces as she walks towards me. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “How do you want to look?” Dolly asks Aiden.
 
   “Ummm … ” 
 
   He glances at some of the people gathered around the newsstand. “Okay, I’d like my left arm to have some sort of Gatling gun attached to it.” His arm morphs. “I’d also like to be wearing a mask, something that covers the lower half of my face. No! I always wear a mask. I want something like a turtle neck, but over-sized, up to here.” He taps his hand at the bottom of his chin. “Great big goggles please, like aviator goggles only bigger, reflective red lenses, and tiny windshield wipers. For my clothing, I’d like to wear what Quantum is wearing: a cutaway jacket with tails – maroon please, big golden hairbrush epaulets, lots of gold braid and two rows of big brass buttons down the front. – and black flared hip breeches with rawhide reinforcements, big pirate boots with brass buckles and silver spurs that jingle-jangle-jingle, and a top hat with a .44 caliber LeMat Revolver mounted inside. Oh, and fingerless gloves.”
 
   “Get your own style,” I tell him with a grin.
 
   “I thought that this was everybody’s style here.” He grins back.
 
   “Touché.” 
 
   Aiden looks down at his new Gatling gun. “Can you add a retractable blade to my arm? Make it three. Shoot straight out, then forms something I can twist.”
 
   Dolly nods and Aiden’s arm rearranges itself. He flicks his arm down and a single blade, as thick as a katana, shoots out. With the twist of his wrist, it separates into pieces, forming something that would do Wolverine justice. He takes a few slices at the air, his copy of my Slice Bang in his right hand and the blades in his left, becoming used to the weight.
 
   “Damn, Aiden,” I tell him. “I may need to get me one of those. Talk about Ginsu knives!”
 
   Dolly’s eyes flash as she takes in Frances Euphoria’s appearance. I can’t quite tell what she’s thinking – if she’s thinking – but I do sense something. 
 
   A bolero jacket appears on the NVA Seed’s body. This is followed by a corset which tightens until her breastesses nearly pop out the top. The bottom of her corset mutates into a tiny skirt and a pair of high-heeled boots appears on her feet. She does one turn to show me her outfit; I catch her ass cheeks peeking out the bottom of her skirt.
 
   “It’s a little short … ” 
 
   The skirt elongates an inch. “Better?”
 
   “No complaints here. Aiden?”
 
   “I’m sorry, what now? I was mesmerized by Dolly’s accoutrements.”
 
   Dolly smiles and winks, “Never heard of them called accoutrements before.”
 
   “Rocket?”
 
   Rocket: I took some screenshots, if you don’t mind.
 
   “Thanks, Rocket. And yes, I do mind. I’d better not catch you … ”
 
   Aiden says. “Is Rocket your monitor?”
 
   “Bingo.”
 
   Frances clears her throat. “We really need to get a move on, especially if Reapers are now fighting alongside the Boilerplate Army.”
 
   “Right, jetpacks. Oh, and weapons. Did you get the weapons made?” I ask Aiden.
 
   “Yes, an Almost Universal Solvent Hose Gun, at your service.”
 
   The weapon appears. I add it to my inventory list, item 566. It looks like it came out of the Pope’s Fancy Fitments for Renaissance Cathedrals workshop and not something Dirty Dave threw together from whatever crap he had on hand. When I say so, Dolly smiles, says “Well, I did help him out a little bit with materials.”
 
   If Bryanboy had owned a World War Two flamethrower, this is exactly what it would have looked like. The two highly polished chrome plated tanks that hold the separate components of the Almost Universal Solvent are lavishly engraved in a traditional oak and ivy style. They are mounted side-by-side on a rococo backpack frame of wrought aluminum openwork, with butter-soft padded leather straps and golden buckles. The smaller pressure tank is also beautifully chromed and engraved, and nestles between the twin component tanks. Polished brass and copper tubing connects the pressure tank to the two component tanks; a silken hose reinforced with woven gold wire runs from each component tank to the solid gold mixing chamber and spray wand, which is set off with carved amber and ivory grips.
 
   A particularly nice touch is the Lawyer’s warning on the spray wand, engraved in Blackadder script: WARNING! Before use, read safety warnings and principles of operation in Operator’s Manual, available free of charge from Dirty Dave’s Mayhem Mart. For best results, only use genuine Dirty Dave’s Chemical Components. Dirty Dave cannot be held responsible for end user’s actions.  
 
   “I added a little hack to it as well,” Dolly says. “The chemicals will never run out and the pressure tank is always full.”
 
   “Very nice. You do know what a boy likes.”
 
   Aiden turns to Frances. “I had something made for you as well.”
 
   “You did?” She cuts me down with a dirty look. “How sweet … and here I thought I’d been forgotten.”
 
   “How could you ever think that?” Aiden approaches her and takes her wrist. “I figured some type of wrist attachment that sprayed the AUS may be helpful to you.”
 
   “That’s so sweet, so thoughtful!”
 
   He places a device on her wrist. From there, he attaches a portion to her forearm and a trigger comes down into her palm. “ … and it’s solid gold! Just press the button,” he says, making direct eye contact with her.
 
   Is Aiden … ? I cast the thought away. There’s no way he’s flirting with Frances, the sly dog.
 
   “So we have weapons; now we need jetpacks,” I say, cutting their moment short. “You can’t just make these appear, can you?” I ask Dolly.
 
   She smiles again, “I am an entity of many talents; check your inventory lists.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   In the air above Locus. 
 
   Dolly zips in front of me and her skirt flaps in the wind, giving me a fairly nice view. A black and orange tiger-striped triplane approaches and I bank left to intercept. I hang about an aircraft’s length off his wings, and the pilot – a human player in a leather propeller beanie and aviator goggles – glares at me, ostentatiously charges his machine guns, and dives away as I pass. 
 
   Aiden whooshes in front of me, his arms at his sides. He twists right, and cuts through a cloud of steamy exhaust coming from a zeppelin overhead. I arc upwards, until I’m just inches away from the whale-shaped craft. Slowing, I run my fingers along its side to feel the texture. 
 
   I glance down and take in the world that is Steam, the city of Locus. From my vantage point, I can see that the city is actually laid out in a copy/pasted grid. The uniqueness of the city lies in how people have modified the buildings. Other than that, it falls into a pattern of three square plots, a rectangle plot and four triangle plots followed by a power plant. 
 
   Advancing towards Ray Steampunk’s airship, I laugh out loud at what my life has become, how free it is while I’m in the air. The feeling is exhilarating; the spinning world only reminds me of how closely all worlds are related, be they of neuronal or material construction – the threads of life blur at top speeds.
 
   A steam missile whistles past, ending my brief reverie. 
 
   Rocket: Air Enforcers incoming one o’clock!
 
   Moments later, I’m on a pair of human players in wasp-like costumes and canvas wings. The two pick up their pace, jockeying for a position of advantage.
 
   The one I didn’t see collides with me from behind, wraps her arms around me, folds her wings and we drop like a stone. I swing elbows behind me – left, right, left – and she anticipates right again and dodges left, I connect with my left elbow and really ring her dinner bell. She goes limp; I twist in her embrace and put her out of the game with my wrist gun. She flutters to earth like a broken butterfly, trailing steam.
 
   I push hard to regain altitude and aim for the Air Enforcer chasing Frances, but she deals with him before I get close. She rolls onto her back, points Aiden’s gift at him, and unleashes a cloud of AUS. The Air enforcer is too close to avoid it and he flies right into it; almost immediately his wing fabric dissolves and he explodes into steam. His screams cut off abruptly as he logs out, the chickenshit bastard quitter.
 
   The pop-pop-pop of weapons fire draws my attention. Aiden’s the center of a whirling furball of five or six Air Enforcers. He’s firing short bursts with his arm Gatling and manipulating the slice part of his Slice Bang like Inigo Montoya with Edward Scissorhands … hands. He’s put three down just in the time it takes for me to notice him, and looks to be having more fun than a catnip basket full of double-pawed kittens on nitrous oxide.
 
   I move to go help.
 
   And promptly get blindsided again because I failed to pay attention again. This Air Enforcer is bigger than I am, and he drives me up against the zeppelin I’d been recently admiring, knocks the wind out of me and promptly tries to skewer my giblets with a triple-bladed Wolverine claw set-up. He’s got me pinned face first against the fabric of the airship and I’m expecting to get fileted in the next two or three heartbeats.
 
   His head comes off and spins away; steam gouts from his neck stump and his body slides away from me. Aiden hovers there, touches the brim of his top hat with the blade of his Slice Bang, grins like a madman and jets off.
 
   I almost feel bad about all the unpleasant ways I offed him all those times.
 
   The tiger-striped triplane chases Dolly as it spits long streamers of tracer at her. She twists and dodges, flips and rolls, loops under and then comes up alongside the plane, plucks the pilot out and throws him. His sissy scream dopplers away and abruptly cuts off when he logs out and disappears; his orphaned propeller beanie makes a controlled descent, and the unpiloted triplane goes into a flat spin and plummets away.
 
   A pair of Air Enforcers dart in to intercept her; she turns, and in the classic Supergirl in flight pose, flies right through them, bursting them like extra-festive piñatas filled with sparkly digital confetti.
 
   And just like that, the sky is clear of winged foe. We hover and huddle up like a high school rollerball squad just about to go in for the second half.
 
   “Is everybody okay?” Aiden asks. He appears particularly solicitous of Frances, who’s got a slight scratch that’s spitting a little steam. She actually simpers, giggles, and twirls her hair around her finger as he examines her owie. I look at Dolly, and she gives me the raised eyebrows and shoulder shrug.
 
   Rocket: Your immediate airspace is clear for the next few minutes, but there are hostile forces en route from three directions. Recommend that you move, now.
 
   “Thanks, Big R, we’re outta here.” I reply. Aiden and Frances are like a pair of middle schoolers and oblivious to their surroundings – says the guy who got blindsided twice because he wasn’t paying attention during aerial combat. I snap my fingers to get their attention, “Yo, Suzy, Sam – bad guys on the way, we gots to vamoose now.
 
   “Let’s go!” Dolly says, zipping ahead.
 
   The four of us speed higher into the sky. Locus shrinks below us and I can see the slopes of Clockpunch Mountain. The cable car is about two-thirds of the way up to the landing stage and filled with tourists and pilgrims to the fount of all that is Steam. I hover alongside like a hummingbird of unusual size in outlandish Edwardian glad rags, and the looky-loos all point and exclaim and ooh and ahh. I watch the magic metallic chicken legs as they pedal away, and I land on the platform beside the garish Easter egg tank.
 
   The NPC conductor throws the front door open, shouts, “Oi! No free rides! Where’s your … erm … ” and trails off as he looks down the wrong end of my arm roscoe.
 
   “Back inside, Ringo. Keep the cash customers calm and nobody gets hurt.”
 
   The dump valve for the Easter egg tank is an impossible-to-miss red hand wheel the size of a trash can lid marked Do Not Open When Carriage is in Motion! I open it, steam spurts out the bottom of the tank, the legs stop pedaling and the carriage ceases its motion. 
 
   Several of the stupider passengers do the scream for no reason when something unexpected happens as I jet away, and I’m sore tempted to go back and demonstrate a little ballistic Darwinism on them. Several of the really stupid passengers lean out the windows and blaze away at me. So much for trying to be a kinder, gentler Quantum – I should have cut the cable and killed them all in the first place like I’d usually do.
 
   FE Hangs back, waits for me to pull alongside her, “What was that all about? I thought we were in a hurry!”
 
   “Tactics, my good Euphoria, tactics. Remember what happened when they outed us as Reapers the first time?”
 
   “Y-e-e-s-s-s. Most of them ran away or logged out.”
 
   “Yeah, but some chose to stand and fight, and we’re going to have enough going on without additional unfriendly guns at our back.”
 
   “I’m surprised that you just didn’t blow up the cable car or have your usual slaughterfest or something,” she observes, with just the slightest hint of snark. 
 
   This on top of the knuckleheads in the cable car popping off at me after I didn’t kill them is not bolstering my self-esteem nor assuaging my inner child. I let go with a deep, heartfelt sigh. “Yeah, sorry about that; I’ll make sure to kill extra next time to make up for it.” She gives me a look, says nothing, jets off to fly alongside Aiden.
 
   Women; can’t live with ‘em, can’t shoot ‘em.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   We hit the flight deck and I equip everything I can possibly carry. My Steam Pack stays on, jet pack over that, the Hose Gun goes on in front, the wrist gun stays on and I jam my saber pistol under my belt. 
 
   “Got enough gear?” Frances asks me in that almost but not quite snarky tone.
 
   “Better to have a gun and not need it than to need a gun and not have it, sister.”
 
   The deck of the airship ripples and quakes. On the other side of the landing field, the two Transformer-sized Steam Enforcers have come alive, and they’ve brought a few friends.
 
   Air Enforcers explode towards us like a swarm of rabid, rocket-propelled killer butterflies. Aiden is already airborne, and laughs as he rises to meet them.
 
   “Cover Aiden!” I shout to Frances. “Dolly and I will take the Steam Enforcers!”
 
   Frances lifts into the air on a column of steam and sprouts a Gatling gun arm of her own. She and Aiden hover side-by-side and put out a river of fire to keep the Air Enforcers away from Dolly and me.
 
   The Steam enforcers are bigger that I remember them being – they’re tremendous, gigantic, Ghostbusters Stay Puft Marshmallow Man huge, Bibendum made metallic on a Godzilla scale; They’re stinkin’ big!
 
   I goose my jetpack and activate my advanced abilities. An Air Enforcer gets past Aiden and Frances and makes for me in slow motion; I have all the time in the virtual world to draw my saber pistol and present it so he skewers himself. He logs out and vanishes, unsticking the blade before I have to fire the pistol. 
 
   The Steam Enforcer swings to swat me like a mosquito; I dodge easily and catch a time-dilated glimpse of Dolly as she hovers in front of Great Big Steam Guy Number Two, eyes ablaze with orange fire. Glittering articulated appendages of chainsaw blades and metallic shark’s teeth erupt from her back like the chains from Lemarchand’s box.
 
   If this is what she used on Rollins when she stood him off while I logged out from the Loop that first time, it’s no wonder he screamed like a little girlie-girl. I’m anxious to see the fullness of this transformation, but now ain’t the time.
 
   She’s fine! Keep your eye on the prize! says the voice in my head, as I jet over my big metal friend, dodge another swat, and get a good look at its back. It’s got a steam pack just like mine, if mine was the size of a UPX delivery aeros.
 
   That’s why nothing touched it in our first little dust-up; it all makes sense, or as much sense as anything does in this crazy, clunky, faux-retro Steam world.
 
   Cut the steam, cut the power, cut the giant down to size! 
 
   Well, no duh, little voice.
 
   I flip the ivory rocker switch on the golden Almost Universal Solvent wand and the system gurgles as it pressurizes; flick the safety forward in the trigger guard, finger on the trigger and I hose the giant steam pack down with Dirty Dave’s finest Alchemic Unpleasantness. 
 
   The results are most gratifying.
 
   The Steam Enforcer melts away like a snowman in a golden shower; the damaged steam pack blasts out tremendous gouts of high pressure steam as it dissolves. Just to really spoil its day, I give its innards a good big squirt through the widening hole where the steam pack used to be.
 
   The Steam Enforcer locks up, wobbles, crashes face down into the deck with a cosmic KABOOM, and sends visible ripples throughout the fabric of the airship. There’s a last burst of firing, and I hear Frances holler, “Aiden, no! Don’t pursue, let them run!”
 
   Dolly is perched atop a humongous mound of shredded metal and broken gears, her Doc Ock accoutrements nowhere in evidence. She nonchalantly buffs her nails and then critically examines the results. I know that she’s doing it strictly for show, but Dang that gal has style. She catches my eye, gives me a coquettish grin, and daintily picks her way down from atop the heap of former Steam Enforcer. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Aiden lands next to me. “That was great! Can we go again, daddy? Can we?” His grin is all teeth and fierce shining eyes, and despite our growing bromance, still makes me feel like a three-legged arthritic deer at the wolf pack potluck supper when the casseroles run out. 
 
   The big F.E. lands next, fine as ever in her steampunk attire. She gives Dolly a pointedly neutral look, gives me a look that’s considerably less neutral, and takes Aiden’s arm as she gushes, “Oh Aiden, you were great! You got so many that I hardly had to shoot.”
 
   Seriously? No lecture on algorithmic brutality, or ‘NPCs are people too’, or ‘you’ve been in The Loop too long? Sheesh!’
 
   He blushes, and she turns to Dolly and me, “Now we get to Ray.” 
 
   “Got any idea of what we should ask him?”
 
   I put eyeballs on Schloss Schteampünken. The gothic revival-style castle is directly across from us at the far end of the airfield. It’s gaudy and kitschy and I suspect that the lavish entrance is mainly for show – just a backdrop for the tourists’ souvenir postcards. The guts, the important bits, the Sanctum Sanctorum are obviously below.
 
   Rocket: Ray Steampunk was one of the last people to see Strata Godsick before he disappeared. He may know something we can use as leverage. Tell him who you are and who you work for.
 
   “Thanks, Peanut Gallery.” My eyes move from Rocket’s message to my life bar, which is pulsating blue. My advanced abilities bar is pretty much nil, but the brightened ring around it has started to replenish.
 
   A hand squeezes mine; it’s Dolly. 
 
   “Good job, Doll,” I tell her, as everything else around me fades into insignificance and I focus exclusively on her. 
 
   “You too.” His smile illuminates her from within, and my heartbeat picks up just that little bit more.
 
   “You have to show me that trick sometime, you know, those things that grow out of your back. I always seem to be busy when you do it.”
 
   She bites her lip. “It’s not exactly attractive; it’s definitely not how I want you to think of me.”
 
   “Are you two finished?” Frances asks, stepping in front of me, hands on hips. 
 
   “Almost.” I take Dolly’s hand in both of mine, and in a simpering falsetto say, “Oh Dolly, you were great! You crunched up so many I hardly had to melt any!”
 
   Frances’ eyes narrow, Dolly barely suppresses a mirthful nose-snort.
 
   “Now then, you were saying … ?”
 
   “Hey, I’d just like to get this assignment wrapped up so I … so we can move on to something else.” And she huffs off.
 
   The four of us jetpack over the barbican that separates the castle from the airfield. The castle itself looks like a rusty, stylized, cast iron copy of Neuschwanstein with all the magic and fairytale cuteness hammered out of it. Onion domes shingled with tarnished scales of copper and silver and bronze top the various towers. Girning, post-industrial gargoyles spout plumes of steam at irregular intervals. 
 
   “Do you think he went a little overboard?” I tap the end of my Slice Bang against a bollard of whirring gears that spit steam. “Just a little?”
 
   Aiden says, “It isn’t going to be easy getting through that door.”
 
   The only entrance is an arch, sealed by a massive, metal, Steam Enforcer-sized door that’s covered with Industrial Revolution bas-reliefs; there’s no corresponding cat-flap for us less heroically proportioned peons. A huge bust of James Watt gazes down upon us from a plinth atop the arch. In a surprisingly indecorous decorative touch, steam fizzles from his ears. Frances Euphoria sends her weapons back to inventory and approaches the door unarmed.
 
   “Careful,” I call over to her. “It may be booby-trapped.”
 
   She ignores me and knocks twice. The sound is reverberant, huge. If he’s in there, he’s sure to have heard it.
 
   I activate my jetpack and steam my way over to the door. I throw a few pirouettes in as I fly, just because. Sure, I could walk, but jetpacking is just so excellent! I land next to Frances and hammer on the door with the butt of the Slice Bang. “Hey Steampunk, open the door in the name of the law, you bastard!” I shout. “We know you’re in there!”
 
   Frances looks at me, rolls her eyes and shakes her head. “Really? Really? That’s how you’re going to start a conversation?”
 
   “Well,” I tell her under my breath, “he is a bastard. Only a bastard would make a steampunk world with so many damned rules and live in an airship above the place in Olympian splendor like some sort of God made flesh. Just saying.”
 
   “I have to agree with Quantum.” Aiden says.
 
   “What’s the problem?” Dolly asks. “The only thing the Almost Universal Solvent won’t dissolve is gold; that door’s not gold, so dissolve us an entrance if you want in, Mr. Hughes.”
 
   “That’s not a bad idea, Doll.” 
 
   I give the door the old your name in the snow treatment with my superior golden wand. The AUS works like … well, magic and dissolves a whopping great hole in the door – and the floor underneath. A half-turn of the nozzle and I get mist instead of a heavy stream. I melt us a nice round hole in the door about ten feet away from my first attempt, without damaging the floor as much.
 
   “Watch out going through,” says I. “You probably don’t want to get any of that stuff on you.” 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The huge circular foyer is empty aside from a low pentagrammatic platform; a single shaft of light illuminates the large golden speaking tube exactly in the star’s center. A tremendous gear and crystal chandelier is suspended from the vaulted ceiling high above us and doesn’t provide much illumination nor dispel the shadows in the distance. Our footsteps echo and rebound; the whole place feels like a trap, an ambush. 
 
   Aiden says, “I’ll check for another way out,” as he engages his stealth mode and becomes dim and insubstantial.
 
   “The speaking tube’s the only thing in here; that’s gotta be it.” Frances Euphoria walks steps up to the platform, and as she enters the beam of light, nothing happens. 
 
   I ready everything just in case. 
 
   “It’s a speaking tube; I’ll speak to it and see what happens. She leans over it in that legs straight, bend from the waist with the back arched pin-up pose and brushes a strand of hair out of her face. “Ummm … hello?”
 
   “HELLO.”
 
   The voice comes from the corners of the room, loud and booming. Frances’ eyes dart from Dolly to me.
 
   “Go on,” I tell her.
 
   “We are here to see Ray Steampunk,” she says.
 
   “RAY STEAMPUNK?”
 
   The thunderous voice causes digital dust to fall from the ceiling. 
 
   “Yes,” she says into the pipe, “Ray Steampunk.”
 
   “WHAT DO YOU WANT WITH RAY STEAMPUNK?”
 
   “We are members of the DREAM Team – Dream Recovery Extraction and Management Team funded by the FCG.”
 
   “THE DREAM TEAM?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “SILLY NAME.”
 
   “See, I told you.” I scoot in next to Frances and lean over the golden pipe, placing my hand over the opening.
 
   “You’re the one who came up with the name,” she whispers.
 
   “I’m pretty sure that was Godsick.”
 
   “I thought you forgot everything,” she says.
 
   “We can discuss this later.” I remove my hand from the pipe opening and say, “Quit being such a reclusive little shitbird and come out here and talk to us already, Ray.” Frances hits me and I continue. “We’re here for very important reasons, and we don’t have all day.”
 
   The floor rattles and hums and the sound of cranking gears fills the room. Aiden appears on my right, and Dolly isn’t far behind.
 
   The platform smoothly drops below floor level, descending around the speaking tube which remains in place like a fixed spindle.
 
   “Weapons up, face outward, stay frosty,” I say aloud. “Who knows what will happen next.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   The platform grinds to a halt; a tiny, star-shaped patch of illumination high above us shows just how far we’ve descended. A portion of the wall slides open; Aiden goes first, his Gatling gun arm leads. Frances follows him in with her retro submachine gun; Dolly puts her hand on my shoulder. “You next,” she whispers, “I’ll cover our back trail.” We move through a hallway now, the walls of which are adorned with oil paintings of generals in ornate blue or gray uniforms, generals in red coats and white helmets, generals in field gray and spiked Prussian helmets. There are wall-mounted candles every yard or so, and the hallway is defined by teardrop shaped pools of light.
 
   “Rocket, where are we?”
 
   Rocket: In-game GPS has been disabled. You’re likely in the airship somewhere, or you’ve been teleported somewhere else …
 
   Aiden turns to me to say something. His mouth opens, but no words come out.
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   He tries to speak again, and again nada.
 
   “Dolly?”
 
   She puts her hand over her mouth and shakes her head no; points to her ears and gives a thumbs up. 
 
   I turn to Frances. “What’s gotten into them?”
 
   Frances says, “I don’t have a clue – I’ve never seen this before.”
 
   “Are you guys okay otherwise?” I ask, and get a thumbs up from them both. “Might as well press on.”
 
   The hallway brightens with each step forward, as if the sun were resting at its end, waiting to blind us. As soon as I breach the threshold of the door, my life bar drops to a quarter full and my advanced abilities bar disappears completely. 
 
   “WELCOME.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   I size up His Lordship and I’m not impressed. 
 
   Ray Steampunk’s throne is deliberately designed to astonish and confound; to overawe and convey the very quintessential steampunkyness of his whole extravaganza. I’m at the point now where I’m all Oh, look Honey! It’s yet another damn thing made of whirling gears and rusted metal and pipes that spouts steam!
 
   Gimme a frickin’ break – seriously.
 
   His most Serene and Majestic Steaminess is garbed in gilded armor with a string of gears and dials and gauges across the front of his chest. His left arm is completely mechanical, accented with polished silver, the hand of which ends in an ornate leather gauntlet. A golden indicator above his head signifies that he is much, much more than just another player. His eyes are pressed shut, as if he’s meditating.
 
   “Ready to talk, Your Highness?” I ask the Geared and Gilded Goomba.
 
   “Mr. Steampunk,” says Frances as she puts the elbow in my short ribs, “we apologize for this intrusion, but it’s of the utmost importance that we talk with you.”
 
   “So it would seem. Yours was a most direct and unusual approach of which I most highly disapprove. However, you are here now, so state your business.” I can hear his voice coming from him, but I’ve yet to see his lips move. Perks of being a developer I suppose. 
 
   “How about we cut the small talk and get down to business, Ray?”
 
   Dolly tugs on my sleeve, points to Steampunk with an open hand, then puts that hand on her chest and nods yes. She points to Steampunk again, puts her hand on my chest and shakes her head no. 
 
   “Yeah, he’s the NVA Seed like you and not just a player like me – I get it, Doll.”
 
   She silently sighs, puts her face in her hand like she’s got a headache.
 
   “What is it then?” Not quite so quietly this time.
 
   “Enough,” Steampunk says.
 
   “We’ve come to speak with you about Strata Godsick,” diplomat Frances says. “You were his last known contact.”
 
   “Was I indeed?”
 
   “Yes, sir. We want info about Strata Godsick,” Frances says, “whatever you can tell us. You know about his illegal and unethical activities. His Reapers kill people in Proxima Worlds; the people they kill there also really die in the real world, and his corporation collects their insurance money. Further, he’s imprisoned and enslaved hundreds upon hundreds of people in various Proxima Worlds and uses them as his cannon fodder. If a human player kills them, they die in real life. We have to stop to this.”
 
   “This is none of my concern,” he says.
 
   “What?” I demand, fists clenched. “Are you truly so distanced and disconnected here in your fantasy dream world? Real deaths in the real world mean nothing to you?”
 
   “No. Why should they? Would my death mean anything to them?” 
 
   Frances says, “Please, Mr. Steampunk. Information. That’s all we’re asking for.”
 
   He thinks for a moment. “I will give you the information you seek, but you must first resolve an issue that requires immediate attention.”
 
   “As long as it doesn’t involve grails or broomsticks.”
 
   He ignores me and continues, “The Reapers have aligned themselves with the Boilerplate Army–”
 
   “–See! It does concern you.”
 
   He opens his eyes – cold eyes, dead eyes, round, black soulless doll’s eyes – and locks me in his gaze. I don’t want to, but I look away first.
 
   “I am unconcerned about the Reapers per se. It is their alliance with the Boilerplate Army that disconcerts me, and the metastasizing chaos and destruction they have unleashed upon my realm. Left unchecked, it will destroy all that I have wrought here, and I will not have that. I want this war to end.”
 
   “Oh c’mon – you’re the Head Honcho, The Big Cheese, The Deus ex Machina – can’t you just work a little algorithmic magic with the ones and zeroes and fix your problem right up, Your Most Pluperfect Retro-Techness? Ow! Dammit, Frances!”
 
   Frances pinched me, hard. Just like my … just like my mother used to do when she thought I was acting the fool.
 
   “It is my policy to act as the man behind the curtain rather than as the visible Hand of God, save in direst need. It is less disruptive, and provides a better experience for the participants. I prefer more subtle and mundane interventions.”
 
   Frances snorts at subtle.
 
   “Ah, I got it. You want us to fight.”
 
   “No, I want you to resolve an issue in exchange for the information you seek. If you choose not to do so, log out now and you will be blocked from re-entering my domain.”
 
   Rocket: The man can bargain.
 
   “I can see that,” I say under my breath.
 
   “We’ll do it – we agree!” Frances says.
 
   “Very well,” says His Most Awesome Rattle-and-Clankness. “I have gifts you will find useful. Equip your mutant hacks and approach me.”
 
   Frances’ arm morphs into her giant double barrel shootin’ iron; I access the golden ax and it melts up my arm and forms my Blast-O-Matic.
 
   Hello Quantum.
 
   Not now, little voice in my head – busy.
 
   We stand before His August Majesty, and Himself leans forward and touches a fingertip to the muzzle of our weapons. There’s a flash behind my eyes, my mouth tastes metallic, a jolt of lightning juice runs down my spine, and my testicles try to retreat up into my body cavity. My hack gun smokes and steams like it was carved from dry ice.
 
   “I have significantly upgraded your weapons,” he intones. “Steam under very high compression draws heat from its surroundings once it is released to expand. Everything it touches will freeze.”
 
   I twist my hack, admiring the upgrade. “So it’s like a Mr. Freeze gun or something?” 
 
   “No, it is an actual Mr. Freeze gun – specifically.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   Rocket: Damn … he hooked you up! Freeze something, blast it with the Gramogun and ZOWIE! Ever seen a video of an opera singer shattering glass with her voice? That’s what you can do now!
 
   “Not bad,” I say, examining the ice blue ring around my hack’s barrel. 
 
   “One last item,” says our beneficent host. “Your player status indicators are now golden instead of blue; there are no limitations on your inventory items – you may use any of them without life force penalty. All who see you will know that you are my emissaries.”
 
   He snaps his fingers, and my advanced abilities come back on line and my life bar jumps to 250%. 
 
   “Prepare yourselves. I will transport you to the battlefields of Morlock … ”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   … Now.
 
   We spawn in a wooded area that would induce lachrymal flow in Smokey the Anthropomorphic Ursine. Some of the trees still stand, their bark, branches and foliage stripped away by shellfire. Most have been reduced to stumps and charred fragments and flinders which litter the cratered landscape. The sound of gunfire and explosions reaches my ears, the sky flashes with Iraqi Lightning – we are close.
 
   “This place looks like something out of Under Fire.”
 
   “Which is?” 
 
   I turn to find Frances Euphoria looking like an angel’s cousin with the golden indicator above her head. 
 
   “A war book. GoogleFace it.” I turn to the Loopers. “Aiden, Dolly, can you speak now?”
 
   Aiden’s mouth moves, but no sound comes out. 
 
   “Why’s Ray still silencing them?” I ask Frances.
 
   “No idea.”
 
   Aiden makes the two handed shooting a machine gun gesture.
 
   “Can you believe this guy?” I say under my breath to Frances. “This new world has sent him off his rocker.”
 
   “I think he wants to borrow one of your machine guns,” Frances says.
 
   Aiden points at her and gives her a thumbs up.
 
   “Don’t you have your own?” I ask him.
 
   He gestures machine gun again.
 
   “Why do you want mine then?”
 
   He rolls his eyes, slaps his forehead with the heel of his hand, makes the talk-talk-talk hand puppet gesture and pantomimes foregrip, pistol grip, and with the tip of his finger draws a big circle in between them to indicate the drum magazine of … 
 
   “ … the Thompson Submachine Gun. You want the Tommy gun?”
 
   Morning Assassin holds out his hands and makes a very credible No Duh! face at me.
 
   The Chicago Typewriter appears in my hands, and though he’s too well-mannered to snatch it from me, I know he wants to. He leads us to a reasonably intact wall about fifty paces from where we spawned.
 
   He flips the selector to semi, and in a most impressive display of trigger control and rapid-fire exhibition shooting spells out S-T-E-A-M-P-U-N-K in bullet holes.
 
   “Okay,” Frances says, “Steampunk … ”
 
   He resumes, pauses, resumes, finishes, steps back and admires his work. With a theatrical flourish, he blows the smoke from the muzzle.
 
   The phrase STEAMPUNK IS DEAD is spelled out in bullet holes.
 
   Morning Assassin points at the message on the wall.
 
   “Steampunk is dead … ” Frances says. “Steampunk is dead … ” 
 
   “Steampunk … is dead?” I turn to Dolly. “What’s with your button man?”
 
   Aiden pinches me, in the same spot Frances did. 
 
   “Ow! Dammit, Aiden – that’s gonna leave a mark!” I whine, in a rugged and manly tone.
 
   I step on his foot.
 
   He punches me in the shoulder.
 
   I grab his nose between my pointer and middle finger knuckles and slap that hand down with my other fist. I get the blade hand up over my nose to block, just as he’s about to prong two fingers in my eyes. 
 
   “Hey you two! Don’t make me come over there!” Frances shouts.
 
   Aiden and I both freeze; Dolly shakes with silent laughter.
 
   Frances bounces from foot to foot. “I get it! I get it! In the real world, in our world, Ray Steampunk is Dead.”
 
   Rocket: He’s an RPC? WOWZA! 
 
   Aiden gives me two thumbs up. I turn to Dolly and she nods.
 
   “He’s … dead? Like actually dead?”
 
   “Yes! It makes sense now!” Frances looks up the sky. “Rocket, are you getting this?”
 
   Rocket: Mind blown up here, Q! BLOWN! Ray Steampunk is dead, but his avatar is still monitoring Steam. His avatar is an NPC, but he’s technically an RPC, a Reborn Player Character! This is why we haven’t been able to locate Steampunk It all makes sense now! He’s remained alive through … through a Proxima World!
 
   “Is that even possible?” I ask.
 
   “It’s happened before. Several developers have immortalized themselves in the Proxima Galaxy.”
 
   “Why did he silence Dolly and Aiden then?”
 
   “Because they can tell he’s an RPC! He doesn’t want the world to know; he wants … his avatar wants for Ray Steampunk to remain in control as a human player, not an NPC. If word got out, people may turn against him.”
 
   I glance at the writing on the wall – STEAMPUNK IS DEAD – and start to laugh “So you mean this whole time, this whole time, we’ve been trying to get in touch with an NPC masquerading as a human – not Deus Ex Machina but Spiritus in Machina! Crazy!”
 
   Aiden fires the tommy gun in the air like some Middle Eastern knucklehead celebrant.
 
   Bad things happen.
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The sky above us rips open and a portal forms, spitting comic book sparks. Reapers spill out, draw their weapons and form a half circle around us. Leather, spikes, skull masks, asshattery, tough guy poses, Mad Max extras with more faux muscles than real sense – the murder guild lackeys are a troubled bunch of tweens. Their leader is the last to exit, and plops out like a steaming turd from a dyspeptic pig. 
 
   “Rollins,” I say, my mutant hack melting up my arm. “I like you better in the tutu, sparkly tiara and fairy wings.”
 
   One of his posse guffaws. Rollins sprouts a katana, pivots, and removes the offender’s head.
 
   The same fatboy cellar-dweller who took Frances hostage in The Loop stands before me in his partially shattered skull mask and make-believe He-Man avatar. As unlikely as it seems, he’s even more bloated and ridiculously proportioned than he was in our previous soirée.
 
   “Ooh, Rollins, what great big arms you have! Can you even reach your pathetic little pee-pee like that?” I ask, and crook my little finger at him. 
 
   “Why are you here, Quantum Hughes?” 
 
   His arms bulge and ripple as his mutant hacks form, tremendous gun barrels with muzzles like Schwarzenegger sewer pipes.
 
   “You know, I’m going to make it my personal jihad to find you in real life so I can give your flabby ass the spanking your momma never gave you, little boy.” 
 
   “You are old and weak,” he booms in the standard Reaper Vader voder knock-off tones. “A pathetic old man with a cane. I will take it from you, stick it up your ass and spin you around like a propeller! But here, now, prepa-… ”
 
   “Say hello to my little friend, fatboy!” The air temperature drops precipitously as the arctic blast envelops him and freezes him mid-threat into a nine foot, quarter-ton stalagmite of very surprised cyber-bully. 
 
   His chopper squad scatters and opens up with everything while trying to find cover. Dolly smiles and crosses her arms; all manner of bullets and explode-y projectiles hang motionless in the air in front of us; streamers of flame and energy beams stop dead and dissipate. Morning Assassin gets in amongst them, and becomes the Flying Cuisinart of Death with a Slice Bang in either hand. He laughs like a berserker on crack as he renders Rollins’ butt-boy backup band into fugu sashimi. 
 
   In the very best kung fu vid tradition, F. E. whirls, twirls, defies gravity and hacks her way through the few B & D Mouseketeers that Aiden hasn’t gotten to yet. And then there are none, as the survivors log out like the cowards they are.
 
   Aiden and Frances stop, land, look around, and then sit next to each other, heads together. Dolly stops doing whatever it is she did, and all the formerly flying metal the Reapers fired at us hits the ground with a ‘hail on the roof of the aeros’ clatter.
 
   My friend Rollins is still here, still frozen solid, and somewhat worse for the wear. He was on the wrong side of Dolly’s shield and he’s picked up a fair number of chips and dings from misdirected Reaper fire. Because he is thermally inconvenienced and totally immobile, there’s no moving the hand to access the log out point for the head Reapercicle. “Okay, Rollins – I have things to do and people to see, so I can’t spend as much time on this as I’d like, but it’s still going to be darned unpleasant for you.”
 
   Item 171, sledge hammer comes up, and I smash his right hand and left hand so there’ll be no logging out anytime soon. Both knees and he topples over, both shoulders and his arms come off.
 
   “This is probably going to be wasted effort on my part because I don’t think you really have one, but here goes anyway,” and I hammer his codpiece into Extra-Vile Rollins-flavored Slurpee, now with thirty percent more crybaby. “Once you thaw out enough to log out, you’d better go. You don’t want to be here when I come back, or I’ll make it really hurt.”
 
   Frances comes up behind me. “You have a serious problem.”
 
   “How so?” I ask with a smirk. “Revenge is a dish best served cold.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Aiden ankles over, cracks his neck, and observes, “What a bunch of big fat chickens!”
 
   “Ummm … I heard that,” I say, looking to Frances.
 
   “I did too.”
 
   I turn to Dolly. “You got your singing voice back too?”
 
   Her hand also comes to her throat. “Yes, it appears Ray Steampunk has removed the hack.”
 
   “Well, ain’t that something.” 
 
   An explosion in the distance reminds me of our current locale.
 
   Frances says, “We really need to get to the battle.”
 
   A sphere of light takes shape between Dolly’s fingers. It lifts into the air, growing in size until six forms materialize in the center of the sphere. The UK Assassins. They drop to the ground and Burly is the first to step forward.
 
   “There ‘e is!” he says, puffing his chest out. Attached to his back is an AUS weapon similar to mine. While his weapon may be appropriate, his get up isn’t. Burly and the rest of the UK Assassins are in their desert camouflage. Bucket Hat is in his namesake and the Quiet Man’s face is painted brown with black streaks across his eyes. 
 
   “Aye, tis true,” Scotty says, “I bloody told ye that we ‘ad the wrang gear. If youse arseholes would’ve only listened … ”
 
   Irish Shorty says, “Well, none of us ‘ave ever ‘eard of steampunk. How are we bloody supposed to dress in a style we’re unfamiliar with? Answer me that!”
 
   “You’ve been full of pish since I met you–” 
 
   “What did you say, Pip?” Pip aims his Hose Gun at Scotty.
 
   “Enough bickering,” I tell them, “Save that for the real war. Dolly, please give them some world appropriate threads.”
 
   Stars and blips of light spiral around the UK Assassins like Tinker Bell at T.J Maxx. Burly is now in a Bane mask and a black tank top with two bandoliers crisscrossing over his chest. Pip is next to him, in a trench coat with a matching top hat and black cowboy boots. 
 
   Scotty says, “What do ya think, Quantum?” He does a quick spin, opening his tweed jacket to show me his gray vest with metal spikes along the lapel. Covering his legs and bare arse is what only can be described as a steampunk kilt – leather with multiple cargo pockets. His thumb comes up and he winks at me. “No bad, eh?”
 
   “You don’t want to know what I think.”
 
   The Quiet Man is up next, sporting the steampunk-cyborg look in a sleeveless sack coat and old leather stompers. On his face is a leather Mankind mask and there are several grenades strapped to his chest.
 
   “That’s a bad place for grenades … ”
 
   “Steam grenades,” Dolly says, her arm looping in mine.
 
   Irish Shorty has gone for the newsie-cum-assassin look, decked out in tight khakis and a puffy white shirt. Next to him is the Bucket Hat formally known as the Tall One, who would be a spitting image of a young Robert E. Lee if it weren’t for the desert camouflage hat still on his head.
 
   “What’s with the bucket hat?”
 
   “If ya got a problem with me ‘at you can take it up with, King,” he shows me his left fist, “William,” he shows me his right.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   It doesn’t take us long to reach the forward edge of the battle area. The city of Morlock looks like Stalingrad, looks like Dresden, looks like Coventry. There isn’t an undamaged building as far as I can see, but there’s lots and lots of rubble which means lots and lots of cover for the defenders.
 
   The roar of battle picks up as we approach. Shouts and screams, explosions and Gatling gun fire, the clank and hiss of steam powered war machines combine to create a constant rolling thunder. Fragile looking fantasy aircraft with two or three wings wheel and turn, close and spit fire at each other, separate and dive away. Air Enforcers tangle with the aircraft, with each other, with jet pack equipped flying soldiers, and a genuine crazy woman on a witch’s broom swoops low and scatters pink fireballs over the buildings just in front of us. A slather of small arms fire rises to greet her as she makes a second pass, and she suddenly disappears – dead or logged out.
 
   A voice farspeaks us, “Hey, new meat! Over here! Look to your right – the shops with the azaleas in front? Right here.” A soldier in a German helmet leans out from around the corner, waves us in, ducks behind the corner. “Don’t bunch up as you come across; they’ve got a spotter somewhere and they’re dropping steam rockets on us every chance they get.” 
 
   A rocket slams into the two story building just behind us and showers us with debris. “Yeah, like that,” says the voice. “Cross now, quickly-quickly-quickly.” 
 
   I’m the last to cross, and the soldier reaches out, grabs my lapel and drags me in front of her as another rocket announces its presence. Shrapnel and debris patter off of her helmet and clamshell body armor.
 
   “Well finally!” she exclaims. “Look at you, Mister and Miz golden indicator and your posse of NPC murderous moppets! The hand of Ray Steampunk made flesh, here to help us out in our hour of need and turn the tide.”
 
   Her attitude reminds me of me. She also radiates a don’t screw with me aura that you could cut with a knife. “Yeah, that’s us chief. What’s going on here?”
 
   “What, all this? It’s called war and it’s here all day, every day. We hold Morlock, and the Boilerplates are hitting us with everything they have, trying to push us out. If they get through us, the way to Locus is open and they’ve won. They’ve got three or four Steam Enforcers and a bunch of Air Enforcers, and these frickin’ road warrior lookin’ dudes who use banned weapons and cheat like crazy bastards.”
 
   She spits a stream of digital tobacco juice and continues.
 
   “I’m trying to keep their attention focused here so I can get some of my troops in to hit ‘em on the flank and roll up their line. If we can do that, we’ve won. But those big-ass Steam Enforcers are killing us, and most of my knuckleheads just want to run around, yell and scream, shoot guns and blow shit up. They die and respawn and die and respawn, but they’re not really doing us any good. If we can take down the Steam Enforcers, I think we can make the rest of the plan work.” 
 
   I listen to the way she talks and take a good look at her; short gray hair under the subdued helmet and body armor, the drab gray jacket with black braid and tarnished buttons instead of the usual brightly colored Halloween Costume Steam Stripper outfit. “You’ve done this for real, haven’t you?”
 
   “Yep, today ain’t my first day. Twenty-seven years with the FCG Foreign Legion; the last ten with the Humandroid Armored Infantry. Been to all the US of Federal Corporate A’s downrange shit-holes at one time or another.”
 
   “Thank-you for your service, chief.”
 
   “Okay Goldie – couple of things. It’s Sergeant Major, not chief, and do not ever call me sarge – it’s Sergeant Major or Sarn’t, understood?”
 
   “I understand, Sergeant Major.”
 
   “Outstanding. Now, you want to thank me for my service? Take care of my Steam Enforcer problem and we’ll call it all good.”
 
   “Yes Ma’am. We’re on it.”
 
   “Geez,” Frances says to Dolly. “That’s the politest I’ve ever heard him be, and the longest he’s ever gone without being a smartass.”
 
   Dolly stifles a laugh. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   The ruins of Morlock spread out beneath me. The four Steam Enforcers kick their way into the city like beach bullies at the geek’s sand castle building extravaganza. Three massive land ironclads, the size and shape of the CSS Virginia on tremendous treads churn their own trail of destruction as they maneuver to intercept the Mecha-Godzilla quads. Each unleashes a rippling broadside as they cross in front of their formation; the leading Steam Enforcer bears the brunt of their fire, but their shells explode against it with no effect.
 
   The Boilerplate infantry is massed behind them like Pickett’s men on the third day, and they don’t get off as lightly – falling shells tear gaping holes in their ranks, and many log out rather than face the incoming hate.
 
   The land ironclads turn to withdraw, still firing their aft guns, concentrating on the infantry. In a surprising burst of speed, a Steam Enforcer sprints ahead and smashes a fist into the trailing land ironclad, then kicks it onto its side as its treads spin wildly seeking traction, seeking to escape. In an immense eruption of smoke and fire and steam, the stricken vehicle explodes as the Steam Enforcer stomps on it.
 
   “Frances! That one, while he’s separated from the pack!” I shout. The Steam Enforcers have colossal, eight-barrel Gatling guns instead of arms, and this one swings its guns up to target us as we zoom in to engage. Both our Freeze-O-Hacks are putting out tremendous plumes of ultra-cold, and we circle round and round it in opposite directions to deny it a clear shot.
 
   Its feet stay planted and it spins at the waist through three hundred and sixty degrees to follow Frances; it fills the sky with torrents of anti-Frances fire, but as it gets colder, it moves slower and F. E. easily avoids all the flying unpleasantness. It freezes solidly immobile, and still we pour on the cold. The wreckage of the land ironclad at its feet is covered in frost flowers, and the moisture in the air around the Steam Enforcer condenses out as snow and coats the ground in an expanding circle.
 
   “Gramogun!” Frances shouts as she swoops up to me. We hover close to it, careful to keep it between us and its unfrozen buddies. I access inventory item 558; the long brass Victrola horn of the Gramogun mounts itself to my shoulder. Frances has hers up as well, does a finger count three-two-one-GO and we blast away at it.
 
   Or not, apparently. Nothing happens.
 
   The horn on my shoulder vibrates some, but it doesn’t seem to be putting out any noise. However, the Boilerplate infantry that had moved up when it stomped the land ironclad suddenly cover their ears, scream, and run away. The lenses on all of their stupid steampunk goggles have shattered, and with a sudden, gentle, noiseless poof, the frozen Steam Enforcer shivers into powder and collapses.
 
   The three juggernauts are not particularly pleased at their compadre’s treatment, and hurl staggering volumes of fire up after us. We dodge and twist and flit away, gain altitude, and suddenly there’s fire coming at us from in front. Two fragile, ridiculous biplanes are hosing streams of lead at us. One flies into the Steam Enforcers’ outgoing and explodes like a puffball; Dolly lands on the other, and with her glittering mantis appendages rends it to lint and sawdust.
 
   Irish Shorty twists in the air in front of me, heading straight for the leading Enforcer. A gaudily painted triplane quarters in on him from the rear, fires on him, and wheels away even as it gets several hits on Shorty’s jetpack, which sputs, fizzles, gouts steam and quits flying.
 
   “Shorty ya wee bastard!” Scotty stoops after him, his leather kilt slapping in his slipstream. He nabs him like a kestrel on a field mouse, zoom-climbs above the triplane, and drops Shorty right into the cockpit. Shorty lands on the pilot’s shoulders, and in a superb demonstration of Road Runner Physics, takes his place at the controls when he knocks the pilot through the bottom of the fuselage. The pilot flaps his arms, fails to fly on his own, logs out.
 
   Shorty executes a snap roll and fires on friend and foe alike; everybody scatters, an Air Enforcer flies into a pusher biplane which crumples around him and falls from the sky. The sky is suddenly filled with dodging, ducking, twisting fliers most anxious to be somewhere Shorty isn’t, except for a woman wearing traditional hunting pinks, white breeches and a cap with the ribbons down, who is mounted sidesaddle on a genuine twig besom. She flies up to Shorty, shoots a stream of goldy-purple sparkles at him from a star-tipped wand, and dives away cackling like a mad thing when he transmogrifies into a five-foot three inch anthropomorphic toad.
 
   Toadish Shorty loops around and goes after the Flying Fox Huntress, and fires short bursts at her as he chases her lower and lower. She tosses vile yellow flying caltrops back at him which explode as they get close. He continues to pepper her with machine gun fire and finally gets her good; she’s suddenly falling and spinning rather than flying. She hits the ground and disappears in a sparkly purplish explosion. Toadish shorty remains toadish, despite the alchemist’s demise.
 
   The three Steam Enforcers move at a slow walking pace, and smash through the center of Morlock; no subtlety or finesse – just crush the defenders and flatten a path straight through. They unleash a deluge of Gatling gun fire on anything that fires at them, and they pulverize every bunker and strongpoint they encounter. Both sides are putting all kinds of nasty flying stuff in the air, and we’ve all caught bits and pieces; the steam pack barely keeps my life bar topped up.
 
   Burly, Pip, and Quiet Man loop off to the left of the oncoming behemoths; Aiden, Bucket Hat, and Scotty go right as Toadish Shorty dogfights with … well, everybody. Neon blue lightning bolts streak up from a clock tower on the right and zap right through Bucket hat. Just like in the cartoons, he’s brilliantly illuminated from within, his skeleton is briefly visible, and then he dissipates in a falling cloud of dust. His hat spins to the ground.
 
   Toadish Shorty executes a turn that almost pulls the wings off his triplane and dives directly into the lightning, firing as he goes. He never pulls out and never tries to; he smacks into the clock tower like a wood and canvas thunderbolt, accelerating all the way in. Great gouts of green and blue fire erupt from the tower as it explodes outward and collapses.
 
   Burly, Pip, and Quiet Man get in behind the Steam Enforcers and let go with their Almost Universal Solvent throwers, aiming to saturate the extra super huge steam packs and power them down. Aiden and Scotty tangle with the Air Enforcers that provide air cover for their unstoppable colossi. The Air Enforcers attempt to swarm them, which only provides Aiden with more targets.
 
   Supersonic fireflies whistle past my ears; someone’s on my tail with unfriendly intent.
 
   Rocket: Frances! Get the guy that’s on Quantum!
 
   Frances’ steam-powered rocket cuts through the air and swats the plane from the sky. I dive on the mechanical monstrosity on my right; the wind forces tears from my eyes, and I seriously consider actually using my steampunk goggles.
 
   “Thanks!” I yell over my shoulder. “I’m going in!”
 
   The huge Enforcer smashes through another building, fires at the fleeing defenders, and then pivots at the waist to bring both Gatling guns to bear on me, even as it continues its unstoppable way forward. My Freeze-O-Hack is on deck again, and the blue stream of ultra-cold envelops it. 
 
   “Now!”
 
   Frances and I activate our Gramoguns, and the Steam Enforcer silently erupts into soft, powdery ice crystals which gently settle on the troops fighting below – damn if it doesn’t look like a big-ass Christmahanukwanzivus snow globe!
 
   The remaining two behemoths grind through the city like metallic glaciers on legs, pulverizing buildings and human fighters below. I tuck in my arms and point my toes for better streamlining, increase my speed and aim for the nearest one.
 
   An Air Enforcer collides with me hard enough to disorient me and partially deplete my life bar. He hangs on; even as we spin out of control he tries to shoot me in the face with an oversized hand cannon.
 
   Wickedly serrated mantis appendages catch us, slow our spin, pull him off me and shred him like pulled pork. They snag another nearby Air Enforcer and rip him in half; he gouts steam and disappears – logged out. 
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   I look left and there’s Dolly directly next to me, her eyes shining orange as she smiles.
 
   “Okay … okay … ” I tell her. “You’re a badass.”
 
   “That’s all I wanted to hear,” she says, and zips away.
 
   As much as I’d like to enjoy the vision that is Dolly in motion as she heads off to break things and hurt people, I’ve got company at two o’clock and they’re closing fast. 
 
   “Ya bloody shitehawks!” Burly roars as he whooshes in to intercept. The Big, Bad, Battling Brit grabs an Air Enforcer in either hand and smashes them together like he’s a kid making his Generic Joe corporate action figures fight. Pieces fly off of them; steam vents from every orifice. Burly’s left with a double handful of nothing when they both log out. He shakes his fist and bellows, “Wankers! Quitters! Cheese-eating surrender monkeys!” 
 
   Yellow fireworks explode all around us. 
 
   “Down! Down!” Burly shouts.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   I see a six pack of Hogwarts wannabes on the flat roof of a turreted tower. Five of them are in hooded black robes decorated with silver stars and moons and other cabalistic graffiti, and one is seated at each of the five points of a glowing star pentagon. Big number six stands tall in the center of the group, all decked out in a Gandalf the White outfit, complete with pointy hat and staff. Mr. Wizard wields the staff like a rocket launcher, and fiery yellow spheres of thaumaturgical nastiness shoot from the end and whiz up at us. I turn and fall towards them with the terminal velocity of de-orbiting space junk.
 
   Let me! Let me!
 
   The hack ax forms and morphs to hack gun without my calling it from inventory, points itself and fires a tremendous blue-white sphere of incandescence. The top third of the tower vanishes in a blinding flare; what’s left of it has run and melted like a candle in the August Texas sunshine.
 
   Voices in my head is usually not a good thing, but every time this little voice pipes up, my mutant hack ax does something unexpected … and becomes orders of magnitude more effective …
 
   The Steam Enforcer spins up its Gatling guns and burns through ammo like it’ll be fined for every cartridge it doesn’t expend. It tracks me and puts up a blizzard of fist-sized pellets; expended shotgun shells the size of kindergarteners pile up around its feet. Frances is on the edge of the cloud and flits through with the agility of a double-jointed hummingbird. No such luck for the kid; what’s coming at me is so dense that an anorexic mosquito couldn’t get through.
 
   This is going to hurt!
 
   Real men don’t log out.
 
   Dolly pixilates in front of me in a flash. Wings balloon from her back, shielding me from the Wall O’ Lead. I speed forward and we lock arms, amidst the explosions below us, the enemy Air Enforcers swirling all around us, the huge mechanized monster spraying us with its Gatling shotgun.
 
   “You’re wonderful, Doll,” I tell her as we kiss, “my everything.”
 
   “Your everything?” she asks as more pellets hammer into her metallic wings.
 
   “My everything. We need some time alone, a long time alone … ”
 
   “After the battle, Quantum,” she says.
 
   “After the battle.” 
 
   I jet into the air, up and over her wings and arrow down into the dead space where the Steam Enforcer’s guns won’t bear. It spins and twists and tries to swat me with its Gatling gun arms. As I dodge, my Freeze-O-Hack comes up. I hover over its shoulder and give it the mother of all brain freezes. 
 
   Frances waves at me from her vantage point over its other shoulder and points to her Gramogun.
 
   She finger counts three-two-one and we activate our banshee horns. The giant, frozen, metallic head silently Chicxulubs into a bazillion icy pixels; the monstrous decapitated body locks up in mid step, wobbles and falls with a thunderous impact, like King Kong landing on West 33rd Street.
 
   I hover in place and spend just that little bit too long admiring my handiwork. Another Air Enforcer attempts an intercept and swipes at me with a boarding cutlass as she swoops past. She makes a short banking turn and comes back for a second pass.
 
   Let me handle this.
 
   “Who said that?” I shout as my hack ax grows spikes and blades and hooks, and seemingly of its own volition eviscerates her as she dives at me. The screaming, steaming, mortally wounded Air Enforcer spirals away and disappears as she logs out. 
 
   One Steam Enforcer left.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Aiden and Dolly flank me now. Frances is behind us; the remaining UK Assassins form up on the four of us. 
 
   “Bloody ‘ell, mate!” Burly cries as he zips past me. He takes out a Boilerplate Air Enforcer with a throwing star the size of a turkey platter. “Number nineteen, boys!” he shouts over his shoulder to the battling Brits whooshing in the air behind him.
 
   The final Steam Enforcer fires its enormous Gatling shotguns at us, the barrels blur around a central axis with one mission, and one mission only – complete annihilation. Our group parts down the middle and we zip wide to avoid the pellets. Aiden beelines towards the Steam Enforcer, firing his Slice Bang.
 
   I’m in front of the big metal bastard seconds later, and hose its Gatling guns with my AUS sprayer – best to deal with them first. 
 
   An Air Enforcer rockets directly at me, ko-wakazashi in one hand and trench hawk in the other. He is so focused on me that he never sees Scotty blindside him from behind. Scotty hovers, laugh, forks two fingers at Burly and darts away to seek another target.
 
   The Gatling guns soften into uselessness and the clunker swats at me like I’m a particularly annoying stinging insect. While its attention is focused on me, Frances Euphoria scissors in behind the Steam Enforcer at top speed. She cuts loose on it with her Freeze-O-Hack and doesn’t let up until it’s ceased all motion and frozen solid. Again with the Gramogun treatment, and Frosty the Five Story Snowman collapses into a whopping great heap of fluffy powdered retro robot ice crystals. 
 
   “We did it!”
 
   I do a twist in the air and regroup with Dolly.
 
   “We did it!” I shout. 
 
   Frances smacks into me a few moments later, latching onto me. 
 
   “We won!” She hugs me tightly, uses her jet pack to twirl me in the air. I look over her red hair to catch Dolly watching us. 
 
   Aiden zips by and fires on one of the remaining Air Enforcers, who apparently decides that he who fights and runs away, lives. He’s trailed by Burly, who pumps his fist in celebration and Pip, who sprays his Hose Gun like it’s a bottle of cheap champagne. From our vantage point above Morlock, I can see the battle has changed beneath us. There are fires and clouds of smoke, but what’s most important is that we’ve smashed their giant game-changers and crushed the Boilerplate Army’s morale – the NPCs are surrendering and the human players are logging out. 
 
   “What now?” I ask.
 
   Lightning cracks above us. A portal appears in the sky, rimmed in yellow. It pulsates, grows in size until it’s thirty yards in diameter. 
 
   “We got company!” I say, aiming my hack at the portal.
 
   Reapers spill out, riding steam-powered motorcycles, followed by Reapers in jetpacks. A figure in a blue orb of actinic fire floats out of the center of the portal. 
 
   “It’s him … ” Frances says. “It’s him!”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Strata Godsick.
 
   My mutant hack comes up and I zap the blue orb with everything I got. My blast hits the orb and dissipates; a squirt gun would have had more effect. Frances takes a shot – still nothing.
 
   “What do we do, Rocket!?” 
 
   I back away; the steam from my jetpack billows out in front of me.
 
   Rocket: His stats are off the charts! Look at his life bar, his advanced abilities bar!
 
   “Glad to see you’re a fan,” I yell, “but what do we do?”
 
   The blue orb fades. Godsick’s Reaper mask resembles a deer’s skull, elongated to cover his face and topped with massive antlers. He’s in black back-and-breastplate armor with a large blue jewel mounted over his heart. A black cowl and cloak fastened to the shoulders of the armor hangs past his floating feet. 
 
   Electricity zigzags between Godsick’s antlers forming a lightning ball at the apex of his headgear. It smashes into me before I can move and hurls me into the city below.
 
   Rocket: Holy crap!
 
   I smash through the bell tower of a cathedral, through the leaded roof, through a wall, another wall and through a ceiling into a classroom. My life bar drops to 25%. I would have been dead at least twice if Ray Steampunk hadn’t boosted my life bar to 250%.
 
   I’m cradled in a nest of debris, which is lumpy and uncomfortable. My everything hurts, my eyes won’t focus, my pocket watch broke, and I think I may have peed in my garish steampunk costume.
 
   “Geez! Did anybody get the transponder code of the aeros that hit me?” I ask, and I track my trajectory into Our Lady of Great Agony cathedral through the series of perfectly aligned Quantum-shaped holes. I idly wonder how they managed to get the stars, planets, and tweety birds inside to circle around my head like that. I move to shake it off and get back in the game.
 
   With a thunderous, dubbed-in, special effects roar, a Reaper astride a steam-powered motorcycle crashes through the classroom door to make his obligatory dramatic and über-masculine entrance. He backflips off the bike and it smashes through into the next classroom and explodes. All he needs is a spray can of Rutting Buck air freshener and the Arlington AT&T Cowboys Cheerleaders in a kick line behind him to complete the effect.
 
   I sigh at the predictable lameness of it all.
 
   “Quantum Hughes,” he rumbles, as he cracks his knuckles and takes a menacing step towards me. He’s all leather and muscles and spikes and horns and sharp things, and veins crawl and swell on the side of his bull neck.
 
   I am so not in the mood for this no-neck mofo.
 
   I shoot him down with my wrist gun and step over him, not even stopping to crush his skull mask with my stomper. Sometimes, the pleasures in life must be postponed.
 
   Rocket: Equip the binoculars I gave you. There’s a bunch of added features and scanners that aren’t exactly world appropriate, but should help. Look for a power source, a discontinuity, anything … 
 
   My hand comes up and I find item 557. 
 
   The rubber eyecups mold to my eye sockets, and the tableau in the sky magnifies 5X, 10X, 20X, 40X, the images razor sharp and gyro stabilized. Dolly hovers between Strata Godsick and Frances Euphoria now. Her appendages have multiplied, the sharpened points bending over her body like multiple scorpion’s stingers. 
 
   Rocket: Never mind her! Focus on Strata – look for the red indicator.
 
   The image jumps to 80X, 160X. My former partner’s eye coverings are red; black makeup occludes his facial features. A green line moves left and right as it scans his body. It stops over the jewel on his chest and a blinking red reticle appears.
 
   “The jewel,” I say aloud. “I think I found his weakness.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   I’m in the air seconds later. The Steam Pack has boosted my life bar to 30%, but if Strata does the Flaming Antler Blast on me again, then stick me with a fork cuz I am done! There’s only one solution: I’ve got to get to the jewel on his chest. 
 
   My mutant hack morphs into a large blade as I begin my ascent. 
 
   I’m ready.
 
   The voice comes to me and I glance left and right. An enormous explosion overhead; the shock wave buffets me and I see double-ended mushroom cloud of steam.
 
   “Dolly!” I shout, as soon as I realize what Godsick has done. Advanced abilities activated, I appear next to Frances moments later. In front of both of us is a slowly dissipating cloud of steam.
 
   “Let me handle this, Frances,” I say, moving in front of her. 
 
   “I’ve got your back,” Aiden says, on the other side of Frances now.
 
   “Is Dolly … ?” 
 
   I can’t even form the words.
 
   “No, she’s not,” he says, “she’ll respawn in The Loop.”
 
   “Strata!” I scream at the glowing red eyes behind the wall of steam. “Face me!”
 
   The silence is deafening. The action around us, the explosions below us, the lightning cracking in the sky behind Strata Godsick – none of it matters to me now as I stare into the eyes of my enemy, a man who tried to have me killed, a man responsible for the deaths of hundreds of people. My former partner.
 
   “You coward!” I scream. “You shitbird! Killing people in virtual worlds!? What kind of sick … ”
 
   His hand comes up.
 
   “Quantum!” I turn to find a blue orb forming around Frances Euphoria. She screams as sparks of electricity jolt through her body.
 
   Rocket: He’s preventing her from logging out!
 
   “DAMN YOU, STRATA!”
 
   I race forward with my blade at my side and I’m instantly repelled. The force sends me reeling backwards, straight into Morning Assassin. 
 
   “Frances!” I cry as my mutant hack shrinks. I reach my fingers to the blue orb around her body. The shock slams through me, blasts me away, tosses me backwards. My vision red tinges, the steam pack chugs to keep me alive, and I can’t access my inventory. 
 
   “Log her out, Rocket!”
 
   Rocket: I can’t! It’s feeding back through her NV Visor; the SpiderDoc is limiting the damage, but he’s gaining on it. He’s keeping her just alive enough in there to really kill her up here!
 
   “Aiden! Aiden!” I turn to find Morning Assassin staring at Godsick with true fear in his eyes. “What do we do!?”
 
   Aiden has no words.
 
   A golden orb appears in front of us and a being of light steps out. I recognized the slicked back hair immediately. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   A golden flame ignites in Ray Steampunk’s hand. The flame leaps into the air, falls onto the blue orb of death that’s frying the life from Frances Euphoria, and bursts it like a soap bubble. I swoop down to catch Frances.
 
   “Are you okay?” I ask, slapping her cheek. “Frances! Speak to me, dammit!”
 
   She lifts her hand and a logout button materializes. One press of the button and her body pixilates. 
 
   “Strata Godsick,” Ray Steampunk says, the gold indicator shining over his head. “We meet again.”
 
   Godsick smiles and waits. 
 
   Using his assassin abilities, Aiden appears behind Godsick in a flash. He swings his Slice Bang at Godsick’s neck and is stopped by a single raised finger. Aiden disappears again, and reappears in front of the head of the Reapers. He executes a flying kick. Godsick catches his foot between thumb and pointer finger, nonchalantly grabs his other ankle, and rips him in half. 
 
   Godsick’s eyes flare and Morning Assassin explodes into a cloud of steam. 
 
   “You bastard!” I race forward, fists raised. 
 
   I smash into an invisible wall. I slam my fists against something insubstantial yet solid, preventing me from reaching Strata Godsick.
 
   Ray Steampunk’s voice echoes through my skull. 
 
   “You’ve done well for yourself, Strata, profiting from a glitch.”
 
   Godsick tries to blast the NPC with blue antler lightning. Steampunk lifts his finger and the electricity fizzles into nothing.
 
   “All to find your son,” Steampunk says. “You’ve taken countless lives, grown a company and destroyed your friendships. You’ve become a murderer and I … ”
 
   Another blast, this time orders of magnitude larger than the first. Ray Steampunk’s body disintegrates. The pixels spray out, only to be sucked back into a vortex where Steampunk was just floating. They reform his body in a matter of seconds.
 
   “And I helped you ... ”
 
   Rocket: Quantum! EMS is on the way! Frances is … 
 
   “She’s what!?” I cry, watching the exchange. I slam my fist against the invisible wall. I back up and jet into it, shoulder first; it bounces me off like a big invisible trampoline.
 
   Rocket: Log out, Q, log out!
 
   Ray Steampunk points at Strata. “I know where your son, Luther, is trapped.” His finger comes up and another golden flame appears. “And now, so does Quantum Hughes.”
 
   The golden flame appears in front of my face. As soon as I touch it, the flame is transferred to my inventory list, item 568.
 
   Strata Godsick’s body folds into a thin line, like the electrons draining out of a cathode ray tube-tech TV when the power’s cut. He appears directly in front of me, on the other side of the invisible wall. He brings his fist back and hammers it into the barrier; a crack appears in front of my face.
 
   Rocket: Log out! Log out!
 
   “No,” I say as I glare Strata Godsick down. “Bring it on you piece of shit!”
 
   I can see Ray Steampunk over Godsick’s shoulder, one finger raised and his black eyes wide open. A logout point appears in front of me.
 
   “No!” I scream as my hand is forced up to the logout point. “No, Ray! No! PUT MY HAND DOWN, RAY!”
 
   Strata Godsick hits the invisible wall again. The crack spreads.
 
   My finger comes down on the logout button. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Log me back in!” I cry, as soon as I’ve spit out the oxygen mouthpiece. “Log me in! Goddammit Rocket, LET ME LOG BACK IN!”
 
   “Relax, man,” an unfamiliar voice says. 
 
   Rocket says, “Quantum, Frances is out of the vat and the ambulance is on the way. I’ve asked Zedic to help! Hold tight for a minute and we’ll get you out!”
 
   I kick my legs against the silicone. “I don’t … I DON’T WANT OUT!”
 
   “Chill man,” Zedic says.
 
   “Who the hell are you?” I feel a hand touch my arm and I shake it off as best as I can.
 
   “Dream Team, just like you,” he says, “Quit squirming, I’ll get you out.”
 
   As soon as my arm is free I tear off the NV Visor. I’m sitting up now, looking around the room even though the lights are still too damn bright. “Dammit! Rocket! Let me log back in! I had him … he was right there! RIGHT THERE!”
 
   Rocket says, “You didn’t have him; he had you – he was gonna do you next! Frances is injured, Quantum! Real World Injured! We have to deal with this first.”
 
   “Dammit!” I slam my fist into the silicone gel. My vision blurs into focus and I see the ArachnaMed SpiderDoc dangling from the ceiling, administering oxygen to Frances and monitoring her vitals.
 
   “What happened in there?” Zedic is behind me now, placing the NV Visor in its docking station.
 
   “Strata Godsick! Rocket! Strata Godsick did this!”
 
   “I know! I was watching!” Rocket’s voice softens. “Frances, the gurney is going to lift on its own now … ”
 
   “Frances! Are you okay?” I ask as I push myself out of the vat. I slip and hit the ground hard, ignoring the pain. “Is she okay!?”
 
   A muscular arm comes under me and helps me up. “Relax, man,” Zedic says, “you need to take it easy.”
 
   “Take it easy!? WE HAD HIM! I … I HAD HIM!”
 
   “EMS is here, Frances,” Rocket says. “We’ll get you to the hospital.”
 
   Two emergency aid Humandroids enter the room. One of them speaks to Rocket for a moment as I try to catch my breath.
 
   “Help me up, dammit. I’m going with Frances!”
 
   “You’re in no condition … ” Zedic starts to say.
 
   “Don’t you tell me about my condition – I’m going with Frances!”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Seeing Frances Euphoria in the hospital bed only reminds me of how real all this is, whether or not it takes place in a dreamworld, or right here in Baltimore. It’s funny how quickly I forget that. Her once red lips are slightly blue, her skin a shade paler than normal – everything comes down on me all at once and increases my despair and confusion. What is real? What isn’t real? What does it matter when someone you care for has been injured? Digital or otherwise, the future – my future – is both.
 
   “Are you ready?” Rocket asks. He clears his throat. “Quantum.”
 
   “Sorry … ”
 
   The gangly man-child is standing next to a portable haptic chair across from Frances’ hospital bed. He has an NV Visor on his head with the optical interface flipped up. He looks as anxious as I feel. I don’t want to, and I know it will be quick, but I need to log back into the Proxima Galaxy to transfer the flame Ray Steampunk gave me to Rocket’s inventory list so he can examine it.
 
   One more glance at Frances. 
 
   The doctor said that she’ll recover in a week or so, but seeing her strapped into the hospital bed with tubes stuck in everywhere, a blood pressure cuff around her leg, a breathing device jammed in her nostrils, a heart monitor displaying wave forms and her wrists restrained makes my heart twist into a bitter knot. What I wouldn’t give to unleash my fists on Godsick’s face, to do to him exactly what he has done to Frances Euphoria and to so many others. To become the Reaper.
 
   “Let’s make this quick,” I tell Rocket.
 
   “Very quick,” he says sitting next to me. “You log in, I log in, you transfer the flame to me and we log out. Simple.”
 
   “The Loop?”
 
   “If that’s where you want to go.”
 
   “And you sure you don’t want a haptic chair?”
 
   He shakes his head. “I only plan to be in for a moment. Once I get Ray’s flame, I can examine it back at the office.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   Pulling the visor over my eyes, I relax into the chair and hear the Brian Eno tone. The wavelengths come a few moments later, picking up their speed. A spawn point appears and I select The Loop, specifically, my hotel room.
 
   Digital nature takes its course. Feedback showers, acid brain. My hotel room at the Mondegreen blurs into focus and a sense of contentment overcomes me.
 
   I’m sitting on the bed in the flophouse, watching rain splash against the window. Thunder rumbles, lightning does its thing. Home – a much needed kick in the ass.
 
   I don’t need to look over my shoulder to know that there’s a sinking sailboat pegged to the wall. My Luckies are on the dresser; my mirror is next to the window. I’m more familiar with this room than I am my own body in the real world. 
 
   A blip of light appears and Rocket steps out. He’s dressed more or less the same as he dresses in the real world, but he’s much buffer in his avatar body. Not quite Rollins, but not far off.
 
   “Hit the digi-gym lately?” I ask.
 
   “From time to time,” he says, flexing his biceps and assuming the classic which way to the beach pose.
 
   “Easy, cowboy.”
 
   My inventory list appears in front of me and I retrieve item 568, Ray Steampunk’s golden flame. It floats in the air between Rocket and me.
 
   “Interesting,” he says. “I’ll need to analyze it … it’s definitely not a weapon though.”
 
   “It is a numerical code.” I turn to find Dolly on the bed behind me. She’s in her red dress and diamond necklace, one leg crossed over the other with her back against the wall. A hotbody at ease.
 
   “Hey, Doll.”
 
   “Hiya.”
 
   “A spawn point?” Rocket asks her.
 
   “Yes, the coordinates to a Proxima World. Let me see it.”
 
   The golden flame floats over to Dolly, illuminating her porcelain skin.
 
   “What did Ray Steampunk tell you about it?” she asks me.
 
   “He said that it was the location of Strata Godsick’s son.”
 
   “So he’s stuck in a Proxima World?” Dolly asks, her finger dancing along the tip of the flame.
 
   “Apparently.”
 
   “That’s interesting … ”
 
   “I’ve been too distracted to think about it,” I admit.
 
   Rocket asks, “Can you decipher it, Doll?”
 
   “Dolly,” I tell him flatly.
 
   “Dolly.”
 
   “Not much to decipher; However, they have been scrambled … I’ll need to play around with the numbers for a moment … ”
 
   Numbers appears in the air, scrolling up and down. Dolly watches the numbers move by without blinking. The numbers spiral together like a small tornado, a few numbers separating from the digital storm and floating over to Rocket. 
 
   “That’s the last one,” Dolly says as the tenth number stops in front of him. “Take a screenshot. These are the coordinates to a Proxima World known as Tritania.”
 
   “Tritania?” I ask. “What type of world is it?”
 
   “A fantasy world,” she says, “with three floating continents.” 
 
   “Got it. I’ll begin preliminary research.” Rocket raises his hand to log out. “Are you coming?”
 
   I look to the beautiful gal lying on my bed in her skin-tight red dress. My real world problems come to me and I gulp them down. When in doubt, escape.
 
   “I think I’ll stay for a while … things are, easier in here sometimes.”
 
   “I understand.” Rocket presses the logout button. “See you on the other side, Q.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The End
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   High Fantasy: The Feedback Loop Book Three
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   The action-packed third book in the Feedback Loop Series is out now!
 
    
 
   Get it by clicking here (link goes to the Amazon store).
 
    
 
   Quantum Hughes and the Dream Team dive to Tritania, an MMORPG fantasy Proxima World filled with dragons, orcs, floating continents, and magic. With the clock ticking, and his problems in the real world growing, including his legal troubles and his blossoming relationship with Frances Euphoria, Quantum is forced to make a decision that could change his life forever. 
 
   The stakes are higher than they’ve ever been.
 
   
Steam, The Loop, Tritania and the real world – four worlds collide in the third installment of The Feedback Loop Series. The thin line between dream and reality is pixilated. 
 
    
 
   Note: There’s a sample of Chapter one at the back of the book.
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Chapter One
 
    
 
   Aiden is in a basketball jersey with the initials M.A. across his back. In his left hand is his WalMacy’s net shopping bag full of cactus and across his chest are ten horseshoes held to his body by a leather belt. A fly swatter is tucked into the front of his basketball shorts alongside a pair of rusty gardening shears.
 
   “Do you see Tony?” he asks me, roller-skating in a circle. He wears a pair of vintage roller skates with leather uppers and hardened toes.
 
   Cold BBs of rain soak our clothes and pockets of lightning add shadow to our faces. On my knees, I again glance down through the rooftop skylight at the card game below. My Reaper skull, item 551, allows me to see the gridlines that make up The Loop. I can also see NPCs, although their names aren’t displayed.
 
   “What’s he look like again?”
 
   “Fat, lots of hair, big sunglasses, little mustache.”
 
   Tony Clifton was a new crime boss who had partnered up with Chinatown’s Scarface Charlie. Pushing Riotous through greasy food joints and massage parlors was his MO, concreting people’s feet was his favorite pastime. He wasn’t as bad as Charlie, not the type to use a head crusher on a first date, but if there’s anything I’ve learned in The Loop it is this: the good get bad and the bad get worse.
 
   “Here comes the Godfather now.” 
 
   “How many, Quantum?”
 
   “Eight, including the big cheese.”
 
   My ocular feed shows a man with a distended belly entering the room. His greased up cowlick and the outline of his sunglasses confirms it – this is our man. My skull mask dematerializes as it returns to my inventory list. I place my boxing glove on my hand, item 32, and twist the handle on my antique selfie stick, item 99. I’ve been whipped to death by a selfie stick before – it hurts like the dickens. Item 353, my football pads, add some bulk to my frame as does my vintage Bengals football helmet, item 271. Just in case I need to slice and dice, item 40, my serrated elephant tusk, hangs from a loop on my belt.
 
   “That reminds me … ” My inventory list comes up and I scroll to item 273 – cleats with metal spikes. They appear on my feet, lace themselves up. 
 
   “Remember,” I tell Aiden, “no conventional weapons. If you die, do not respawn. That’s the only rule.”
 
   “Got it,” he says with a wolfish grin.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Our “Nonconventional Weapons Rule” means that we can’t blow through the ceiling as we normally would. Luckily, Aiden has already worked his way around this self-imposed restriction.
 
   “Just leap over holding onto this,” he tells me as he fastens the rope to a rooftop air conditioner unit. “Activate your advanced abilities and rocket through the window. I’ll hit the other side at the same time. Nothing to it.”
 
   “Don’t kill Tony,” I remind him.
 
   “Same to you.”
 
   I jam my selfie stick in my belt, keeping my boxing glove on my right hand. I’m on the edge of the rooftop seconds later, holding the rope with one hand and waiting for Aiden’s signal. The cold rain picks up and runs into my eyes.
 
   “Come on, Dolly, lighten up, will ya?” I ask the sky.
 
   The rain stops completely, but the clouds stay dark.
 
   “Thanks, Doll.”
 
   Aiden’s finger comes up and he twists it in the air like a mini lasso. Pushing off the ledge, I shoot out over the rooftop and I activate my advanced abilities bar, giving me both the juice and the ability to violate the Einsteinian space-time continuum. Cleats plus glass equals Shattersville. I land in the room and roll out, brandishing my selfie stick.
 
   One of the button men watching the card game goes for his gat, but I reenact the Caning of Senator Charles Sumner and he drops like two hundred pounds of bad habit in a cheap suit. I give his face the cube steak treatment as I dance a Flamenco a la Cleats with my selfie stick clenched between my teeth – Olé!
 
   A ferret-faced, greasy little weasel of a man is somewhat faster than his card playing buddies, and even in slo-mo gets his .45 out and pointed right at my heart, just as Aiden frisbees a horseshoe into the back of his head. Holy horseshoe headache, Batman! Mr. Mustelidae’s cigarette, chewing gum and toothpick fly out of his mouth as he hits the table and scatters the chips, but he maintains a death grip on his cards, and no wonder – he’s holding a royal flush.
 
   I’m sorry to see a good hand wasted like that, but I’ve got more important things to deal with at the moment. I give the next goomba a little Joe Frasier and think about throwing in a little Tyson-Holyfield II action when I’m whacked from behind with a crowbar. Stars, planets and tweety-birds circle my head; my ears ring, my nose runs and I release a cloud of flatus as the ghost of Neil deGrasse Tyson laughs and points. My life bar drops by 25% and I can’t make my hands or feet obey my commands as I reel forward from the blow.
 
   Aiden to the rescue with a pair of flying horseshoes, which catch the crowbar swinging no-goodnik right in the cakehole, and lodge there like a pair of politically incorrect cartoon Ubangi Lip Plates. He keels over backwards, and I shake off the effects of his rolled steel love-tap. I drop my AA bar for a moment to sink a hard right into the beezer of the chubby-cheeked shylock just getting a grip on his gun. He squeezes the trigger in response and fires the round out the side of his jacket and into Tony Clifton’s foot, who screams like the lunch whistle at the Big Sissy Manufacturing Company.
 
   My finger comes up and a pot of lawsuit-temperature McStarbucks Ultra-Caff CappEspresso, item 9, materializes in my other hand. A flick of my wrist and the overpriced hipster tipple parboils another black-suited palooka’s wedding tackle. Like a wheeled Tonya Harding-Gillooly, Aiden launches into a Triple Axel and snaps his shopping bag o’ cactus straight into the man’s already uncomfortable nether region. The brawny bruiser falls to his knees, face plants, and twitches spasmodically.
 
   Advanced abilities redux. I charge forward and put my football-helmeted head right in the breadbasket of the zoot-suited triggerman nearest the door. He folds in the middle and his spine snaps like a breadstick as I knock him right out of his pointy-toed sharkskin shoes and neat little porkpie hat. I can almost see the ref throw the yellow flag like they used to when football still had rules.
 
   Bullets break the sound barrier above me; I drop my selfie stick and get a firm grip on my serrated elephant tusk. I’m just about to engage in some antique ivory sliceage and diceage when somebody’s copper-jacketed hate mail connects with my shoulder, spins me around and knocks my life bar down another 10%. 
 
   I turn to see Aiden use his garden shears like a gladius on the triggerman who just ruined a perfectly good pair of vintage football shoulder pads. I take this moment to do a little sawing on the man’s throat beneath me. Saw, saw, saw goes the saw and bleed, bleed, bleed goes the throat and I’m done before the nursery rhyme can finish.
 
   “All right! All right! Ya got me!” Tony Clifton has his hands in the air now. Aiden is behind him, the tip of his fly swatter pressed into the Godfather’s ear.
 
   “It’s a shiv?” I ask. The mobster beneath me coughs, causing the gaping wound on his neck to bleed out even more.
 
   “Yeah,” Aiden says, “I thought you knew.”
 
   “A shiv is a conventional weapon.”
 
   “Is it? You know, the serrated elephant tusk could also be considered a conventional weapon.”
 
   A caddish cugine near one of the smashed windows coughs. The man tries to stand, tumbles forward in a slump as his digital ghost exits his body.
 
   Tony Clifton barks. “You two ain’t gettin’ away with this! This is Scarface Charlie’s territory – I know people!”
 
   “Looks like everyone you know is either dead or dying,” I say as I approach the top banana. Tony tries to move; Aiden responds by pressing the sharpened end of the fly swatter deeper into the head honcho’s earhole. 
 
   “What’s the big idea, Mac? You tryin’ ta poke my brain or somethin’?”
 
   I use my elephant tusk to lift his chin so that Tony’s looking right at me with his big brown eyes. “I’m only going to ask you this once – where’s Dirty Dave?”
 
   “That slimeball? You come here for scum like that!?”
 
   “Tell him what he wants to know,” Aiden says. “Otherwise you’ll be taking a trip to the … What’s the word for an ear doctor?”
 
   “An Otolaryngologist,” Tony says matter-of-factly. “I see mine regularly. You should too.”
 
   “I’ll look into it.”
 
   “That’s great,” I tell both of them, “but we ain’t here for a checkup. Where’s Dirty Dave?”
 
   “That cafone owes me money!” he growls. A vein appears on the side of his head.
 
   “How much does he owe you?”
 
   “More credit than you got!”
 
   Aiden gets my drift and steps back, allowing me to sink a fist into the boss man’s schnozzle. “Dirty Dave,” I say as blood trickles out of his nose. “Tell us where he is or you’ll … what do you mafia-types say? Sleep with the fishes? I’ll give you a new pair of concrete DisNikes and toss you off The Pier. Tell us where he is and I won’t kill you. How’s that sound?”
 
   He curls his lips, weighs his options.
 
   “There are some real hungry fish at The Pier,” I tell him, “piranhas too. You got options here, Tony.” 
 
   “I’m the one that put those piranhas there,” he admits, “and you’re right, they are hungry. I don’t know why you’re so interested in that babbo.”
 
   “We have our reasons,” I tell him.
 
   “Dirty Dave is here in Chinatown, practically under your noses.”
 
   “No shit, Sherlock, but where in Chinatown?”
 
   Aiden gives Gotti-light a quick rabbit punch with his free hand.
 
   “What the hell was that for!?”
 
   “Hurry up.”
 
   “Relax already,” Tony says. “I’m talkin’, ain’t I?”
 
   “Not fast enough,” I tell the bloody kingpin.
 
   “Chinese grocery. Up the street.”
 
   “You got him in the freezer?”
 
   “Yeah,” he tells me, “hanging from a meat hook like the carcass that he is.”
 
   “Good, thanks Tony,” I say. “Do what you gotta do, Aiden.”
 
   “Can I borrow your elephant tusk?” he asks.
 
   “Not a problem.” I drop the tusk on the table and turn to the door.
 
   “You said you wouldn’t kill me!” Tony shouts, spittle spraying out of his mouth.
 
   “I won’t,” I say over my shoulder. “He will.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Nothing like a digital smoke to celebrate a successful endeavor. We came, we saw, we conquered, and we did it without the aid of conventional weaponry. What can I say? I’m not one to brag but Morning Assassin and I are good, real good.
 
   The door pops open and Aiden steps out sporting the Passion of the Christ look.
 
   “He was a bleeder.”
 
   “Care for a drag?” I say as I ash my cigar, item 30, on the floor.
 
   “The last time I tried one of your death sticks I nearly coughed up a lung.”
 
   “This is much more refined than your typical square. It’s a Cuban of the best quality, the type of cigar Castro would have starved peasants for. Besides, you don’t have lungs,” I remind him. We laugh together, long and hard. 
 
   “Well then,” I say as I press the end of my cigar into my palm. Sure, it affects my life bar a little, but it’ll replenish itself. “Shall we see about Dirty Dave?”
 
   Aiden takes the lead. As he walks, his bloodied basketball getup disappears and his black clothes return, in much the same way a mirage blurs into focus. My Bengals helmet dematerializes but I keep my pads on, as they are comfortable and I can’t be bothered to change clothing.
 
   We walk down a flight of stairs, and a single flickering light illuminates the small stairwell. I think of my problems in the real world – my body is currently in Frances Euphoria’s hospital room, where it has been for the last… no sense in checking because I don’t want to know. I’d rather just stay here in The Loop, the vice-ridden fleshpot where there are no consequences to my actions, no Federal Bureau of Investigation and Intelligence Gathering trying to pin something on me. Not gonna lie – I’m at home in a place where drugstore cowboys with chips on their shoulders call all the shots; where ritzy skirts turn tricks in back alleys for bumps of Riotous; where clip joints and can houses outnumber petting pantries ten to one; where the odds are always against you. The answer to the Sprawl, a place of techno-filth and digi-violence. 
 
   Almost-home. 
 
   “You know, Dolly lives around here,” Aiden says as we exit the building.
 
   “In Chinatown?” I ask. One glance up the street and I see red paper lanterns and banners with Asian characters crossing from one side to the other. “I thought … Well, I don’t know what I thought, but her living situation never crossed my mind.”
 
   “Typical … ” Aiden’s eyes flash orange and then return to their normal color. 
 
   “What, we never talked about it!”
 
   “She lives up there, in the apartment above a sushi joint.” He points to a small room on the third story of a building about fifty paces away. The red curtains are drawn, lit from behind. 
 
   “I should stop by sometime.”
 
   “You should,” Aiden says. 
 
   A rickshaw driver pedals by, nearly knocking me out of my pads. “Watch it, buddy!” I say. 
 
   “The rickshaw drivers in Chinatown follow their own rules,” Aiden explains as he steps around a man selling fried fish on a stick.
 
   One click of my inventory list later and my BFG 9000 – item 100 – is in my hands. A huge green ball of plasma explodes out of the weapon, vaporizing the rickshaw. 
 
   Aiden laughs. “Man! That is some weapon. Dirty Dave?”
 
   “Yup. Big, right?”
 
   “Big is an understatement,” Aiden says, taking a step closer to me. “The dual proton high intensity pulser is one of a kind. The hard shell anti-matter containment box can take quite a bit of heat and the two handles on top – one Kevlar and one titanium – are shock resistant and allow for the weapon to be held in a variety of ways. Care if I take a shot?”
 
   “By all means.”
 
   As soon as Aiden takes the BFG he aims it at the man selling fried fish. “What the big idea!” the man shouts. “You no shoot me! You want fish, you eat fish! Free! Please!”
 
   “An L22 responsive trigger on a lightweight titanium alloy spring grip makes for maneuverability and quick firing.” Aiden swivels right and up, shoots a green ball of plasma at a taxi above us. The taxi comes crashing down, taking out the corner of a tchotchke shop. 
 
   “You know, we should do this more often,” I say.
 
   “What? Come to Chinatown and shoot at things?”
 
   “Bingo.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Where’s the freezer?” I ask a woman behind the counter at the Chinese supermarket. She’s a classy chassis, Asian, with the right mix of lean and fierce. The green icon over her head indicates she’s an NPC. 
 
   “No freezer,” she tells me. “Buy something or leave.”
 
   Aiden appears behind her and presses my BFG into her back. 
 
   “Gotta love those assassin abilities,” I say, taking a few steps closer to the checkout counter. “Care to tell us again about the freezer you don’t have?”
 
   The woman kicks her leg back, right into Aiden’s digital family jewels; she flips over his body before he can fire a shot. Her feet hit the ground and she pushes off, flipping forward again and landing next to Aiden and using her momentum to strip him of his weapon. 
 
   The last thing I see is a giant green flash.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   ~Would you like to respawn?~
 
   I select ‘no’ and wait while the NV Visor does its thing. Feedback plasma skull. I’m sure Aiden has been killed by now, but he’ll respawn and wait for me to go after Dirty Dave again. I wasn’t expecting the clerk to go all Chun-Li on us, but murder she wrote and lesson learned – never enter a grocery store in Chinatown without your finger on the trigger. 
 
   My back is stiff, stiffer than a droid’s hard-on, and it is incredibly painful to sit up. The visor comes off and my eyes adjust to the light of the hospital room. An ArachnaMed SpiderDoc dangles over Frances’ bed like mistletoe. No kisses here, only pain – I haven’t met many people fond of staring up into the belly of the ArachnaMed, knowing full well that the medical unit is capable of many torturous things under the guise of benevolence. 
 
   “Mr. Hughes, glad to see you are awake.”
 
   A Humandroid nurse standing next to Frances’ bed approaches me. “Your vitals indicate that you are experiencing some discomfort in your thoracolumbar fascia as well as your internal and external oblique muscles, likely due to the ten hours you’ve been seated. Your blood pressure is more or less normal, but it did fluctuate twenty-five minutes ago, which leads me to believe that you were enjoying a physical sequence of events within a Proxima World. Further, your life chip indicates that … ”
 
   “Can it, lady,” I tell her. “Your job is to help her, not me.”
 
   “I’m simply stating the obvious,” she says, her lips tightening. “It is the job of the Humandroid medical staff at Hopkins Medical Center to monitor the vital signs of both the patients and the guests of the patients. Recent studies indicate that secondary diagnoses on hospital guests reduce complications from unknown medical ailments by ten percent nationwide.”
 
   “If you want to be helpful, bring me my cane.”
 
   She retrieves my cane, which leans against the other chair in the room. I don’t know how it got there, but my guess is Rocket moved it by accident. Kids these days – never thinking ahead. I take it from her, giving her the stink eye just because I can.
 
   “That’s an angry face,” she says.
 
   “Wow, you’re smarter than the other droids.”
 
   “Mr. Hughes, do me the courtesy of addressing me by my official designation, Nurse Ratched.”
 
   “Ratched, huh?”               
 
   She clasps her hands in front of her. “I’m sensing some agitation from you.”
 
   “Oh, you can sense now? Can you read my mind too?”
 
   “No, but I can refer you to the hospital’s psychologist, who specializes in Human/Humandroid communication issues. As you may know, the addition of Humandroids to the workforce is a heated issue in America.”
 
   “You saying I’m against Humandroids or something?”
 
   “Your demeanor indicates that you are uneasy in the presence of a Humandroid. This isn’t uncommon with humans, males being the most apprehensive.”
 
   “Quantum, leave her alone.” Frances blinks her eyes open.
 
   “Frances!” I hobble to the bedside and grab her hand. “You’re all right!”
 
   “Mr. Hughes, please be careful of the arterial line.”
 
   “You’re dismissed, Nurse Ratched,” Frances says. “Thank you for your service.”
 
   “Very well.”
 
   The Humandroid nurse exits without another word.
 
   “Pushy droid,” I say under my breath.
 
   “Quantum,” Frances smiles, “you really need to let it go.”
 
   “Let what go?”
 
   “Your prejudices. Homo Machina isn’t going anywhere anytime soon. The sooner you accept it … ”
 
   “What are you, Freud’s daughter or something? Listen,” I say as I squeeze her hand, “I don’t care who’s taking care of you as long as you get better. I was just giving the nurse a hard time.”
 
   Frances’ body shifts to the right. “You want to lie down with me?”
 
   Her glassy eyes twitch left and right. 
 
   “There ain’t room for me on the bed, Frances.”
 
   “I missed you.”
 
   “What?” I glance around the room, expecting to see Dolly standing in the corner.
 
   Real world, Quantum, real world.
 
   “You’re sweet, Frances, but it isn’t my style to take advantage of broads hopped up on pain meds.”
 
   “What about alcohol?” she half-grins.
 
   “If I remember correctly, it was you who took advantage of me. Here I was, a Dream Team guy straight from the digital coma ward in his government-sponsored hotel room just about to count some sheep when this beautiful seductress entered with a couple of forties and a good flick. The odds were stacked against me.”
 
   “Is that how it happened?” she asks, her hand grazing up the hairs on my arm.
 
   ‘as far as I can recall.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Dreams, nightmares, one in the same. Feedback defiance, feedback dreams. Static riled, falling forward, falling backward, time slip, electron resurface metabolic twist. Neuronal fiends freebase Riotous on the wings of Air Enforcers over a graveyard of dinged up NPCs. Crash land, respawn, dance with death, respawn, through the window, respawn, death by algo, respawn, cap yourself, respawn.
 
   Real life a series of canes against the kneecap, waking up from naps only to feel the pains of age. Real life defined by limits and claims, real life Dolly-less, real life stress, real life kills, real life pivot-test. The only morning assassin is your own bad breath. 
 
   Rocket: Quantum, I need you here. 
 
   The message appears in a dream, wavers and fades. It blinks red, blinks again, flashes until I peel my eyes open. Same hospital room, same Frances asleep with her arms at her sides. With my eyes closed again I see that Rocket has sent me several messages ranging from calm to panicked.
 
   Rocket: SERIOUSLY Q WHERE ARE YOU? ARE YOU STILL AT THE HOSPITAL? RESPOND!
 
   Me: Cool it with the caps, kid. I was sleeping.
 
   Rocket: Q! 
 
   Me: Call me Quantum.
 
   Rocket: I’m here at HQ.
 
   Me: What time is it? 
 
   (A small clock in the right hand corner of my iNet display screen tells me it is 5:40 in the morning.)
 
   Me: Never mind. Don’t you sleep?
 
   Rocket: Red Bull NSTB.
 
   Me: NSTB?
 
   Rocket: No Sleep ‘Til Brooklyn. I don’t understand the reference. That’s what it’s called though. Haven’t slept in two days. I’ll sleep tomorrow.
 
   Me: You are gonna kill yourself drinking that tweaker juice. 
 
   Rocket: Recent studies sponsored by Red Bull say that the drink is perfectly safe.
 
   Me: You aren’t so good at reading between the lines, are you? Enough chitchat. How can I help you?
 
   Rocket: Are you at the hospital?
 
   Me: I am. Fell asleep here. Surprised they didn’t kick me out.
 
   Rocket: You’re Frances’ next of kin.
 
   Me: No I’m not.
 
   Rocket: Yes you are. She had her information changed while you were in recovery.
 
   Me: What? She doesn’t have a family?
 
   Rocket: Just a sister in Ontario. Married to a Humandroid technician. Q we need you here.
 
   Me: We?
 
   Rocket: Zedic and I are waiting for you to dive.
 
   Me: Dive where?
 
   Rocket: Steam. You need to ask Ray Steampunk more about Tritania. It is a huge fantasy world. Finding Strata Godsick’s son won’t be easy. 
 
   Me: What makes you think Ray knows anything about Tritania?
 
   Rocket: He oversaw the development of the world. Board of Developers – BoDev. Something common for especially large Proxima Worlds. 
 
   Me: All right, and what if we do find his son? What then?
 
   Rocket: Haven’t thought that far ahead. You’re the boss – you come up with something.
 
   Me: Order breakfast and have a taxi pick me up.
 
   Rocket: A taxi is almost there. I ordered it as soon as you responded.
 
   Me: Breakfast – pancakes, bacon, biscuits, hash browns, sausage, eggs, toast and beer.
 
   Rocket: The FDA won’t like that.
 
   Me: Since when does the FDA care about what we eat?
 
   Rocket: Since the 2040s, when more than seventy percent of the nation was obese. That was before my time, but you should remember the Consumption Limits that were put into place.
 
   Me: Vaguely. I’ve tried to forget the 2040s – they were some shit years. I’m pretty sure you with all your hacking expertise can figure out a way to order a proper breakfast. I was able to order quesadillas the other day and no one got on my ass.
 
   Rocket: Have you checked your email?
 
   Me: I rigorously avoid my spam folder.
 
   Rocket: The FDA Monitoring Group will fine you if you don’t respond to their emails. Further, they’ll force-remove the messages from your spam folder and put them in your inbox. 
 
   Me: Dammit, bill the FCG, yes the government, for our food and make it look like we’re hosting some guests.
 
   Rocket: Who are we hosting?
 
   Me: Heads of State? GoogleFace executives? AppleSoft programmers? Twitter celebutards? The King of Bhutan? Don’t make this difficult. I’m hungry and I’ll be damned if I’m diving to Steam without a proper breakfast and a cold one. A man has his needs and mine are calorie-based. Comprende? 
 
   Rocket: Got it, Q. See you soon.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Taxi Driver LP J-8675309: Mr. Quantum Hughes. I am now outside Hopkins Medical Center. Waiting charges may apply. For more information click here.
 
   Sunrise tones make Baltimore look somewhat less shitty. The buildings dipped in twilight, the city quiet or just waking up – it’s almost beautiful. Almost.
 
   With my trusty cane at my side, I shuffle into the waiting room. A mother sleeps in a chair while her kid bobs his head up and down, playing some iNet game with an accelerometer hack. Stupid if you ask me, but no one asked me.
 
   A step outside and I’m greeted by the early morning calm. The city of Baltimore is peaceful and quiet, as most cities are before their raucous residents awake. The taxi is your standard affair, yellow with a plastic sign on the roof, light-up letters on the inside window that read occupied. A driver stands in front of the taxi, wearing a neatly pressed suit.
 
   “Mr. Hughes?” he asks, opening the door. His pupils dilate ever-so-slightly.
 
   I don’t say anything as I get in. He can read my life chip, and that’s plenty.
 
   We’re in the air a few moments later. Unlike the drivers in The Loop, this one picks up on the fact that silence is golden. His mechanized professionalism allows me to watch the city come to life all around me, from lights turning on as alarm clocks sound off to transport vehicles racing to get their products to their customers. I even catch an EBAYmazon drone touchdown on a rooftop. 
 
   Me: Rocket.
 
   Rocket: Yes?
 
   Me: I want a cane with a sword inside. Called a swordstick. 
 
   Rocket: Why?
 
   Me: So I can pick my teeth. 
 
   Rocket: ???
 
   Me: I forgot how to order stuff off iNet, EBAYmazon. Show me some examples and order one for me.
 
   Rocket: Really?
 
   Me: Seriously. They aren’t illegal, are they?
 
   Rocket: Well they are, but you can order them anyway if you ship from Canada.
 
   Me: Now there’s the America I’ve come to trust and love.
 
   Rocket: Here are some images. Choose which one you like.
 
   The images load quickly. 
 
   Me: These look like toys. I’m not talking about a souvenir here and NO DRAGON HANDLES. 
 
   Rocket: All right … 
 
   More images appear.
 
   Me: NOW that looks promising. Number two please.
 
   Rocket: United Cutlery Commando Survival Cane. High carbon steel blade hand forged in Kyoto, clay tempered, over 60 HRC blade hardness – whatever that means.
 
   Me: Me likey. 
 
   Rocket: So I should order it?
 
   Me: You’re catching on.
 
   Rocket: And who should I bill?
 
   Me: Uncle Sam and if he can’t pay, Aunt Samantha.
 
   Rocket: Aunt Samantha?
 
   Me: Aka Frances Euphoria. Don’t worry, I already asked her if it was okay. She said yes.
 
   Rocket: Let me confirm it with her.
 
   Me: Are you kidding? She’s resting, kid! Let the poor lady get some shuteye. I’m your boss, right?
 
   Rocket: Technically.
 
   Me: I don’t like your tone.
 
   Rocket: It is hard to tell a person’s tone on an iNet message.
 
   Me: Order it.
 
   “Sir, we are approaching our destination. Are you awake?” the Humandroid driver asks.
 
   “Yeah, I’m up. Just handling some things over iNet.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Rocket is in a faded shirt that reads Hakuna Matata. His jeans have various brands printed all over them, from Dolce & Gabbana to Dior, which is part of the new co-op trend running rampant through the fashion world. I’ll never understand fashion – just give me a black suit and a pair of Italian stompers and I’m good to go.
 
   “What? Is it my pants?” he asks.
 
   “You catch on quick.”
 
   “Quantum.”
 
   I turn to see Zedic Woods peeking out from the conference room. He’s wearing dark sunglasses and his hair has been freshly shaved into a Yeezus fade.
 
   “Get a haircut?” I ask.
 
   “No, got ‘em all cut. Once a week, brother.” Zedic is in a hoody under a tweed jacket. His pants also have multiple brands screen-printed across the fabric, which is a trend I seem to have missed. He seems twice as cool since yesterday, when he helped me unhook from my dive vat. 
 
   “They’re prescription … ” he points at his sunglasses. “I left my regular glasses at my gig last night.”
 
   “Gig?”
 
   “My husband and I have a band. He plays laptop and I play a guitar.”
 
   The phrase playing laptop is something I’ll never get used to. Somehow, the laptop became an actual instrument in the 2030s, which goes to show you just how bad music has become.
 
   “I’m not gonna lie,” Zedic says on the tail end of a yawn, “I’m straight up tired. My gig didn’t finish until eleven due to Baltimore’s sound curfew and then I had a few drinks with some friends and now I’m here … if you get my drift.”
 
   “So you’re drunk?”
 
   “A little.”
 
   “Good, I’ll catch up.”
 
   Rocket shits a brick. “This morning’s dive is very important! Ray Steampunk may know more about Tritania and … ”
 
   I wave his concern away. “We’ll be fine. Our tiger mom is currently at the hospital, meaning a good morning brew and a briefing is in order. Did you order the swordstick yet?”
 
   “You’re getting a new cane?” Zedic asks with a grin. His teeth are large and white, perfectly aligned. 
 
   “The drone should be here sometime within the next few hours,” Rocket says. “I billed Aunt Samantha as you said.”
 
   “Don’t worry; it’s an early Christmahanukwanzivus gift from Frances. Totally her idea,” I say, winking at Rocket. 
 
   One step into the conference room and I’m greeted by the pleasant smell of sizzled bacon, greasy sausage, fried eggs and crisped potatoes. Nothing like a little cholesterol to jumpstart your day – I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again.
 
   “Looks like you’ve already started.”
 
   “I like my breakfast hot,” Zedic says as he returns to his chair. He stabs a hunk of pancake and stuffs it in his mouth.
 
   “Rocket, you getting a plate?” I call out.
 
   “No,” he says as he slides into the room. “I already ate my breakfast.”
 
   “Nuts?”
 
   “Organic peanut butter on gluten-free bread.”
 
   “You on a diet or something?” I ask him. 
 
   Rocket picks up a McStarbucks coffee cup, holds it with both hands. “I was an obese child.”
 
   “Weren’t we all?” I ask as I shovel scrambled eggs onto my plate. 
 
   “I wasn’t,” Zedic says with his mouthful. 
 
   “I was two hundred pounds overweight by the age of thirteen,” Rocket explains. “I got my stomach stapled, changed my diet, and poof.” He turns, showing me his thin frame. “Now I look more like an Indian man.”
 
   “Indian man?” I ask as I drizzle my pancakes with syrup. 
 
   “Have you been to India?” he asks. 
 
   “Nope, I’ll be staying Stateside for the foreseeable future.”
 
   “Most of the men are thin. Well, not all, but most.”
 
   “I don’t plan to go to Asia anytime soon. I do enough traveling in my own country.” I glance around the table, noticing that something is awry. “Rocket, beer me. You too?”
 
   Zedic nods. “Let’s do this.”
 
   “Yes! Sorry, I forgot. Beers in the fridge. You sure you don’t want coffee?”  
 
   “Maybe later.”
 
   Rocket catapults out of the door and I turn to Zedic. “Is he always this hyper?”
 
   “His name fits him more and more every day.”
 
   “That reminds me,” I say, thinking of the first time I saw Zedic in his dive vat. “Where’s your divemate?” 
 
   “Sophia is in California. She had a family emergency.”
 
   “Everyone all right?”
 
   “Everyone’s fine; just another round of eligible suitors.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Her parents are second generation Americans and her relatives are always trying to find her a husband in China. Her family is rich-rich-rich, so they actually fly the bachelors out.”
 
   “Sounds terrible.”
 
   “It’s not that bad,” he explains. “She just tells her parents no and they get angry, write her off, forgive her, and then look for more guys for her to marry.”
 
   “Yikes. She single?” I ask as I saw into my pancake. One fluffy, tender, butter-and-syrup drenched bite later and I’m in heaven. 
 
   “About the only thing Sophia could date would be a Humandroid – she’s a perfectionist.”
 
   “More than Frances?”
 
   “Please,” Zedic says. “Frances is like you compared to Sophia.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   Rocket bursts into the conference room with two small beers.
 
   “Dammit! What is with the small beers lately? Something happen in the last eight years or something?” My eyes drop to the beer and from there to an FDA label on the side of the ice-cold can. “FDA again?”
 
   “Yeah,” Rocket says, “only eight ounce beers are sold from midnight to six.”
 
   “Well, you better bring two more then.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Tritania is a fantasy world based on three floating continents,” Rocket explains.
 
   “In the sky?”
 
   “Yes. Travel between the continents is done by airships, dragons and griffins. You have to be at a certain level to travel to the next continent. Some people have wings, but this seems to only be people on the northern continent, Ultima Thule.”
 
   “That’s the name?” I ask.
 
   “The northern continent is called Ultima Thule, the middle continent is called Polynya, the southern continent is called Hyperborea.”
 
   “Oh boy.”
 
   “I researched the names,” he explains excitedly. “All are former names for the North Pole.”
 
   “Where Santa lives?”
 
   Zedic laughs at this.
 
   Rocket continues, “The capital cities of each continent are named after the Three Musketeers. So for Ultima Thule, the capital city is Athos; for Polynya, the capital city is Porthos; for Hyperborea, the capital city is Aramis.”
 
   “Should I be taking notes?”
 
   “Don’t worry, Quantum, I’ll be there to remind you of names and stuff. Oh yeah, I almost forgot: the people of Ultima Thule have their own language called Thulean. The other continents speak English and/or Thulean. So there’s that too … ”
 
   Zedic asks, “They have an in-game language?”
 
   “Yes, but English is spoken as well. As I said before, Thulean people have wings – not all but some – and their own language that they can use to speak to one another. There are NPC giants too, on Polynya.”
 
   “Giants now? Why do I feel like we’re getting in way over our heads?”
 
   Zedic asks, “How are we supposed to communicate with them?”
 
   “Easy,” Rocket says, “I have a dictionary and I took a crash course in Thulean grammar last night. Again, most people just speak English, but some players refuse to speak anything but Thulean, and some of the magic is done with Thulean words.”
 
   “Why do we need to go to Steam?” I ask as I thoroughly enjoy the savory pork and sage sausage, and chase it with the eight ounce, frosty-cold barley pop. Yummy in my tummy is an understatement. Just to be polite, I belch into my napkin rather than just uncork it like I usually do. 
 
   “Because we need to know where to look,” Rocket explains. “Tritania is big and with three floating continents, we could be there for a while searching for Godsick’s son. Maybe, just maybe, Ray Steampunk will have some info that can give us a leg up.”
 
   “Alrighty,” I say, turning to Zedic. “Have you been to Steam before?”
 
   “I was there before you,” he says as he finishes his puny eight ounce beer. I can see my reflection in his sunglasses, which is slightly unsettling. “Once you came out of your digital coma, I took a different assignment.”
 
   “So you’re familiar with the asshattery there? Good.”
 
   “Ah, Steam isn’t so bad,” Zedic laughs. “You should see Barbie World!”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   The familiar Brian Eno tone tells me that I’m about to do what I’ve – apparently – been put on this earth to do: dive to different worlds, kick ass and take names. Too much? The sixteen ounces of beer I’ve just chugged beg to differ. Nothing wrong with confidence as long as one can back it up. Unfortunately, I can’t back it up in the world I hail from, which gives me that much more reason to dive.
 
   “You’re going to spawn in Locus again,” Rocket says.
 
   “Can’t you put us on Ray’s airship?”
 
   “No,” he says, “just like last time.”
 
   “Well hell.”
 
   “He already knows you’re coming. He’ll meet you at Machinery Hall.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “You’ll find out soon enough.”
 
   Sine waves appear on my NV Visor. I’m familiar with the drill, but I try to stay awake a second longer every time. I want to experience the exact moment in which I move from one world to the next, from one form of existence to another. No can do. My rapidly blinking eyes succumb to the hypnotic waves and soon, I’m drifting off like a baby with a tummy full of WalMacy’s Fair Trade Sustainably Produced De-Caf Vegan Kosher Halal Gluten-Free Ersatz Soy Pabulum. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Zedic Woods materializes in front of me. He’s ready to give orders in his captain’s uniform with gold lace and flashy epaulets. A cravat is tucked into the front of his shirt and there’s a Steam Pack already on his back. The two moons of the world are present as always, as is the twilight orange tint to everything, and thin gray coal smoke above our heads. 
 
   “Here we go again,” I say.
 
   “You have a golden player indicator?” Zedic asks.
 
   “Ray hooked me up.”
 
   I turn towards Machinery Hall which looks like the fusion of an enormous steam engine and The Royal Albert Hall. Large shafts come out of the engine and into the ground, giving the entire structure the appearance of a mechanical spider. 
 
   “Where’s the door?”
 
   “There.” Zedic nods to a stairwell that sinks into the ground.
 
   “What is Ray Steampunk’s deal with being inside something?” I ask as we move to the stairwell. “Maybe he didn’t have enough blankets when he was a child.”
 
   “Or his NPC avatar could simply be trying to keep up with appearances.”
 
   “You knew about that?”
 
   Rocket: I told him.
 
   The stairs leading underground are cut from marble, the walls host to a wide variety of gears arranged to look like budding flowers – rusty oranges, polished gold, pewter finishes, pirate ship browns, verdigrised brass. After walking two or three stories down, we come to a door made of bronze, which opens before I can knock.
 
   The entire underground bunker is crafted from metal with billeted corners. Our footsteps echo as we advance, which makes the place seem more cavernous than it is. The end of the hallway looms into view and soon, we step out onto a balcony overlooking a mammoth machine with plunging arms, fine-toothed gears and nodding cranks. 
 
   “Down here,” Ray Steampunk says. I track the sound to the golden indicator over his slicked back hair. He’s in his armor like last time, standing like a statue of a Soviet Man of The Socialist Future, arms behind his back.
 
   Gears whirr and clank as a gangway is extended to our balcony.
 
   “Impressive?” Ray asks as we make our descent. His mouth doesn’t move when he speaks, which is almost as creepy as it is annoying.
 
   “I guess. It’s just a big engine, right?”
 
   He shakes his head. “Not any engine, Quantum. This one is modeled after the Centennial Steam Engine, which powered the 1876 World’s Fair. It was constructed by an American engineer named George Corliss and it supplied free steam power to the fair through a network of underground shafts. This is the heart of Locus; it powers everything.” He points to the corners of the room. “I’m assuming you saw the shafts outside?”
 
   “Yeah, I thought it was a mechanical spider for a moment.”
 
   “These send steam to the homes and buildings.”
 
   “What about all the smokestacks around the city?”
 
   “Mainly for ambiance.”
 
   “All of this is for show,” I remind the God-like NPC.
 
   He turns to the machine and looks up at the machine’s giant fly-wheel. “It is a work of art, if I do say so myself.”
 
   “That’s great and all, Ray, but we’re here on business.” I clear my throat. “Tell us everything you know about Tritania. Everything.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “I suppose we shall cut to the chase. When will you dive there?” Ray Steampunk asks.
 
   “Soon, today or tomorrow, we want to rescue Strata Godsick’s son. This may give us a leg up in our struggles with the Revenue Corporation,” I say.
 
   “You’ll kidnap him?”
 
   “No,” Zedic says, “we’ll rescue him from the glitch preventing him from logging out.”
 
   “How are you so sure that it’s a glitch that prevents him from logging out?” Steampunk asks.
 
   “Because, Strata wouldn’t have reacted the way he reacted if things were otherwise.” I recall the head Reaper himself attacking the barrier separating us as soon as Steampunk transferred the whereabouts of Godsick’s son to my inventory list. Even with his stupid mask on – there was real panic there. “It’s like this, Ray – things are heating up in the real world. There’s a federal investigation underway, Frances is in the hospital, and the Reapers may be close to getting over on us. Now who do you want to see win? The bad guys or the good guys?”
 
   “Isn’t it obvious?” he asks. Gears wind all around him as pipes rise from the floor. The pipes twist and turn, rearranging themselves into a throne. Steampunk sits.
 
   “You’ve just snapped your fingers and a throne appeared – not so obvious as to what side you’re on, pal. That’s some super villain shit right there.”
 
   Zedic snorts a laugh, which encourages me further.
 
   “Look, Ray, you and I – we – go way back. Remember when I saved your ass alongside my friends in Morlock?”
 
   “And I paid you for that in information. Plus, if I recall the situation correctly, I too saved you.”
 
   ‘are you saying what I think you’re saying?”
 
   He nods ever-so-slightly. “There’s a town here in Steam called Imperium, which has a famous landmark outside its city limits. The Laputa Castle Ruins are something that people from all over Steam vacation to see. The Ruins have recently been threatened by the Boilerplate Army, and I’d like to not have to rebuild them. In fact, an attack on the Ruins should happen … ” A panel on the armrest of his throne opens and a gauge extends out of it. Ray looks at the gauge for a moment and says, “The attack should happen within the hour.”
 
   “First, Ray, Christ man you’re an NPC NVA Seed – mouthful, I know – which means you don’t have to put on an act with us.”
 
   “An act?”
 
   “You know very well what time it is. You don’t need to look at some gauge to tell the time!”
 
   His sclera-less eyes relax as he smiles. “I wasn’t checking the time, Quantum, I was seeing how close the Wellsian War Machines are.”
 
   “Wellsian War Machines?”
 
   “Yes, steam-powered assault machines with three legs. About three or four stories tall. They have mounted Gatling guns and they’re quite fast, especially for mechanical tripods.”
 
   “So we take out the Tripods and you give us info?”
 
   “You scratch my back and I scratch yours. I won’t just give you information; I’ll give you something that will greatly aid you in Tritania.”
 
   I turn to Zedic. “What do you think?”
 
   “Could be fun.”
 
   “What are you packing? I have an upgraded Slice Bang I could let you borrow.”
 
   Ray Steampunk says, “No need for tiny weapons. I’m going to give you two something that will give you a true advantage over the tripods.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “A pair of Steam Enforcers.” 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   We spawn on a cliff overlooking a vast valley filled with dense fog. Dagger-shaped rocks jut out of the mist like skeletal fingers, reaching towards the sky.
 
   “This must be the place.” Zedic stands with his hands on his waist and his back to the valley, looking up at a crumbled castle partially covered in moss. Portions of the outer wall have been heavily pounded and the remains of huge siege engines are littered about. 
 
   Rocket: Beautiful, isn’t it? I once had a date here with the steampunk girl I told you about, Q.
 
   “Great.”
 
   Rocket: We nearly got to third base. 
 
   “TMI.”
 
   Rocket: She thought the place was haunted, so she didn’t want to take off her top or anything.
 
   “Why are you telling me this?”
 
   Zedic says, “He has a point, Rocket, your love life with a steampunk girl doesn’t really help us at the moment.”
 
   Rocket: I was reliving the experience through your ocular data!
 
   “I hope you’re reliving it with your pants on.”
 
   Rocket: Sometimes I think you like to tease me.
 
   “Me?” I give the thumbs up to the sky. “Trust me, I’d never do that. Never.”
 
   Zedic picks up a saber pistol with a broken blade. He examines it, spins the cylinder. “Wonder why this one didn’t dematerialize?”
 
   “All for show,” I remind him as we move towards the abandoned castle. “I’ll tell you what I’m wondering – why would the siege gear be on this side? We’re at the back, right?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   A golden sphere appears in front of us and Ray Steampunk steps out. Waves of light radiate from his body, cascade around him, form ellipses, and disappear. “It might be difficult to tell, but we’re actually at the front of the Laputa Castle,” he says. “There used to be a great land bridge extending across this valley named after my mother, Ada.”
 
   “And it was destroyed?” I ask.
 
   “Yes, that is what you see sticking out of the valley below. Ada’s Land Bridge. The Boilerplate Army attacked the castle with siege weapons and destroyed the bridge.”
 
   “Why’d they attack it?”
 
   “Because I used to live here.”
 
   “Here?” I ask, turning back to the mossy dump. “I mean, it’s big, Ray, but it looks more like the place the Count of Monte Cristo would have lived rather than Steam’s NVA Seed. Your airship is definitely more apropos. Ballsy too.”
 
   “I lived here when I was human. Once my human avatar died, the Boilerplate Army found out and attacked the castle.”
 
   Human avatar? I glance to Zedic just to see if he picked up on the phrase. If he did, he’s keeping a poker face.
 
   “I decided to leave the Ruins as they are and move to an airship. The player who discovered my secret was banned from ever entering Steam again and this place became one of the many famous sites in Steam. In a way, it symbolizes the death of my human avatar and my rebirth. As you know, humans must die, but NPCs can’t.”
 
   “You’re getting pretty cryptic on us, Ray.” I say as my mother’s face flashes before my mind’s eye. Considering her a human avatar minimizes the tragedy of her death. I open my mouth to say something more, but decide to hold back for once – how is an NPC supposed to understand the weight of a loved one’s death?
 
   “You said the Tripods were set to attack the Ruins,” Zedic says. “If so, why?”
 
   “Remember the giant engine back in Locus? Well, there’s a duplicate directly beneath us. If they got their hands on it … well, it would give them near limitless power.”
 
   “Shouldn’t there be something guarding the place?” I ask.
 
   “Come.” Ray lifts into the air and we follow suit. We descend into the valley, stopping in front of two enormous boulders. 
 
   The earth shakes as huge mechanical legs tear out of the ground, pulling roots and overturning stones. Boulders bang and clank as they rearrange themselves to form two massive Steam Enforcers with stone armor. As debris settles all around us and the steam hisses out of the mechanical monsters, Ray turns to me and asks, “Have you ever operated one of these before?” 
 
   “I can’t say that I have.” 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Sitting in the head of my Steam Enforcer, I survey the landscape before me. The scrim of fog leaves the ground in a murky haze, almost giving it the appearance of a body of haunted water. My hands grip two finely wrought brass joysticks and my feet are on a pair of pedals. I turn left to see Zedic’s Steam Enforcer examine its Gatling gun. He shakes the weapon and spins its barrels to clear away the dirt and debris.
 
   Ray Steampunk: You and Zedic can communicate with me this way.
 
   “Over iNet?”
 
   Steampunk: Not iNet, just the in-game messenger service. Anything you say aloud will be relayed to Zedic and me on your display screen, just beneath your Advanced Abilities bar.
 
   “Isn’t that against the rules?”
 
   Steampunk: I make the rules.
 
   Rocket: I’m totally jelly right now – you guys have Steam Enforcers! Taking screenshots!
 
   “Jelly?”
 
   Rocket: Jealous.
 
   “Don’t get too jelly, kid. This thing is too big to put in my inventory list.”
 
   Steampunk: No it isn’t. Anything can fit in your inventory list.
 
   “You’re serious? You’ll let us keep these?”
 
   Steampunk: Yes, if you help me defeat the Tripods.
 
   “You’ll let us keep these and you’ll give us some help in Tritania?”
 
   Steampunk: I’ve already agreed to do that.
 
   “Why do I feel like you’re getting the short end of the stick here?”
 
   Steampunk: I’m sure I’ll have one or two other favors to ask of you at some later date. The length of the stick has yet to be decided.
 
   “I was afraid you’d say that.”
 
   Zedic: Give us some pointers on the Enforcers. How do we use these bad boys?
 
   Steampunk: It’s not particularly difficult. Left pedal is the left foot; right pedal is the right foot, similar to a bicycle. And before you ask: yes, I know bicycles are single-track vehicles which differ from the way a bipedal hominoid would walk. However, the process is nearly the same – pedal fast, run. Back pedal – walk backwards. Pedal slowly – walk. 
 
   Zedic: What about sidestepping.
 
   Steampunk: Press both feet down and lean left or right.
 
   Zedic’s Steam Enforcer steps left then right, quaking the ground.
 
   “Alrighty, so it’s like a bicycle that would drive a physicist mad.” I move the joysticks back and forth and my arms move. The Gatling gun in my right hand comes up and down. “What’s the trick with the joysticks? Also, how do I goose it?”
 
   Zedic: Goose it?
 
   Steampunk: You goose it by pedaling quickly.
 
   “What about my AA bar? Can I crank up the juice that way?”
 
   Steampunk: You can, but you should be careful doing that. While powerful, Steam Enforcers can have problems with equilibriums. 
 
   “Couldn’t you just fix that?”
 
   Steampunk: I could.
 
   “So why don’t you?”
 
   Steampunk: It makes things more interesting.
 
   A flash of red at the other end of the valley spells trouble; the Wellsian Tripods have arrived.
 
   “What about the joysticks? Any tips?”
 
   Steampunk: The red button fires your weapon.
 
   “How do I swipe my arm or move my fingers individually?”
 
   Steampunk: Look more closely at the joystick. On the front are four buttons and on the back is one button.
 
   “I see it.”
 
   Steampunk: Those are your fingers. Press them to release the finger.
 
   “So I can give a Tripod a pretty big backhand?”
 
   Steampunk: Indeed.
 
   “Roger that. One more question: how do I jump?”
 
   Steampunk: Your seat is spring-loaded. Stand slightly and sit down hard. The harder you sit, the higher you’ll jump.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye I catch Zedic’s Steam Enforcer hopping up and down.
 
   “Alrighty, bring on the Tripods.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   The Wellsian Tripods, dozens of them, swarm towards us. They’re not too fast, but their numbers and their guns make up for their speed.
 
   I slam my feet down and kangaroo into the air, land directly on top of one of the Tripods and smash it flat, just as you’d illicitly crunch a Mandatory Recycle Under Penalty of Law aluminum beer can. It explodes underneath me; smoke and flame and debris fly up around me. I take full advantage of the target-rich environment that surrounds me; I fill the air with supersonic flying metal and the Tripods shred and burn and explode in a most satisfying manner
 
   Everything is copasetic until a Tripod vaults into the air and the water tower-shaped pod detaches from the vehicle’s legs. New legs pop out of the bottom of the Tripod’s head and it lands on me, attaches itself to the face of my Steam Enforcer.
 
   “What’s it doing, Ray!?” I jerk the joysticks left and right, but the Steam Enforcer’s arms aren’t bendy enough to reach around and peel the face hugger off
 
   Steampunk: I was not aware that the Tripods could do that.
 
   A panel on the pod’s belly opens and an enormous drill saw emerges.
 
   I press the joysticks forward and jump at the same time, which launches me into the air face-first. My Steam Enforcer face plants hard, crushes the pod, and saves me from an early morning mincing. My nose dive has, however, created another small issue.
 
   “How the hell do I stand back up in this thing?”
 
   Steampunk: Easy, lean back in your chair like you are trying to gain altitude. The exoskeleton will do the rest.
 
   I lean back like I’m shooting for the moon and the Steam Enforcer rights itself. 
 
   “Back in business!”
 
   Rocket: Hey, Q, your swordstick has arrived. Do you want to log out and make sure it’s what you ordered? The drone is about to leave …
 
   “Not now, Rocket! Can’t you see we’re in the middle of something?”
 
   Rocket: Sorry, I logged out for a sec to take a piss.
 
   Zedic: I’m taking heavy fire!
 
   “I’m on my way!”
 
   My divemate is practically at the other end of the valley; the strobing bursts of weapons fire and exploding Tripods backlight his Steam Enforcer, but fog and distance and his erratic motion make it hard to get a good eye on the action.
 
   “Any long distance weapons?” I shout as I drop a fist onto the head of a Tripod.
 
   Steampunk: Blue button, left joystick.
 
   As soon as my thumb meets the button a series of three reticles crank down from the ceiling. Each of them is rimmed in brass, and each is larger than the one in front of it.
 
   I get the gist of the unnecessarily retro contraption pretty quickly. The reticles line up and I lock onto a line of three Tripods making their way to Zedic. Another press of the blue button and steam balloons into the air all around me. Rockets sail over my head and connect with the Tripods. 
 
   “Here come some more, Zedic!”
 
   I launch three more steam-powered missiles and connect with another trio of Tripods.
 
   “Ray, give us a headcount! I mean, if you’re not too busy or anything … “
 
   Steampunk: You are doing better than I had anticipated. There are twenty-five left. 
 
   “Thanks?” I say as I pedal my way over to Zedic. Steampunk was right – it is like riding a bicycle.
 
   Rocket: So should I sign off on the package or not? The EBAYmazon drone will only wait another couple of minutes or so. 
 
   “Yes, sign off! Dammit Rocket I shouldn’t have to tell you this. Whenever there’s a weapon delivered sign off, especially if … ” I sideswipe a Tripod, sending it straight into a large pillar of solid rock. “Especially if Aunt Samantha is paying for it!”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   It doesn’t take us long to clean up shop. The Wellsian Tripods really are no match for our Steam Enforcers. I take my time with the last one, pulling it apart one leg at a time as it fires its weapon at me.
 
   Zedic: Having fun over there?
 
   “A little,” I say and I pull off the last leg. The pod is on the ground now, twitching. I drop my foot on it to finish the job. “Well, Ray, we’re done here.”
 
   Not knowing how else to disembark, I throw both joysticks out and jump at the same time, landing belly down on a pile of Tripod carcasses. I’m out of my Steam Enforcer seconds later, admiring my handy-work. 
 
   “The purple button on the vehicle’s dash lowers you to the ground and places you in a better position to disembark,” Steampunk says. He’s floating above me now, casual as ever.
 
   “I’ll remember that for next time.”
 
   Zedic disembarks the correct way – his Enforcer crouches into a spectacularly large doggy-style position. “That was awesome,” he says as soon as he’s out of the cockpit. “Seriously awesome.”
 
   “I am glad you enjoyed it,” Steampunk says as he lands in front of us.
 
   “So, are you going to fulfill your part of the bargain or what, Ray?” I ask.
 
   “I am an entity of my word; please step off the Steam Enforcer.”
 
   The Enforcers shrink; once they’re down to fire hydrant size, their forms waver and two golden gears appear.
 
   ‘add these gears to your inventory lists,” Steampunk says. “If you want to use your enforcer: equip the golden gear, drop it on the ground and step back. It will take about one minute to grow to its full size.”
 
   “Thanks Ray, I’m sure this will come in handy.”
 
   Steampunk says, “Rocket, you are their in-game monitor?
 
   Rocket: I am.
 
   “Excellent. I will transfer everything I have on Tritania to your account; the schematics, world maps, everything. Bear in mind that whilst I helped develop the fantasy world, some of it has likely changed. Tritania is a heavily modifiable world. The NVA Seed of the world, The Sage of Gotha, is a human player who believes deeply in the ability to mod and change the physical environment. Further, you should know that Tritania is an adventure world with turn-based battling. Foes will randomly attack you wherever you go, similar to the way an RPG plays. There will be dungeons, traps, large battles and everything in between.”
 
   Rocket: Okay.
 
   “One last thing. As promised, I have something that will greatly help you in Tritania.”
 
   “What’s that?” I ask, seeing my reflection in the NPC’s dark eyes.
 
   “A dragon, the same dragon I used when I took part in the world. There’s only one problem, however.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “The dragon is held captive by a group of orcs in Hyperborea, the southernmost continent.”
 
   “Surely you can’t be serious.”
 
   Ray smiles. “I am serious, and don’t call me Shirley.” He continues, “Since Tritania is a quest-based world, it is very hard to give ownership of an item from one person to the next. Even transferring something as simple as a weapon requires the initiation of a quest or some type of agreement. Once you login, you’ll see that I already have a quest ready for you. Rescue Mirror from the Cape of Chuckchis.”
 
   “Mirror?”
 
   “My dragon,” Ray Steampunk says. “It’s the only way to get to the next continent, Polynya. Well, that and experience points, but I’m sure you’ll be able to round up some EXP doing what you do best.”
 
   “Which is?” I ask.
 
   “Causing trouble, flagrantly disobeying the rules and winning the fights you inevitably start.”
 
   “I’ll take that as a compliment, Ray.”
 
   He smiles again.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Goodbye Steam, hello real world. Goodbye Quantum, hello goodbye. Good night feedback, good day to you all. A spark of hope in the darkest of places; honey dripping from the barrel of a gun – I awake on the other side of time with a plastic taste in my mouth. 
 
   Feedback ripples, beelines through my skull and I ignore it, ignore the sound of the fall and the circumstance rendered in pixels and concepts of existence. I awake happy to be trapped in the moment, the dive vat, my own skin, my avatar’s morphing form. I am what I eat and all I eat is pancakes.
 
   “I’m get you in a moment, Zedic, I’m unhooking Q first.” Rocket busies himself with my rig while I adjust to the harsh light on the other side of my eyelids. A blinking iNet message reminds me of where I am. As soon as my hand is free, I use my finger to access the message.
 
   Frances Euphoria: Where are you? When are you coming back?
 
   Another message beeps, this one from the Fat Nazis. Somehow, they’ve managed to get around my toxic spam folder. Breakfasts Under 300 Calories: Lose Weight on Autopilot through These Easy Breakfast Concoctions (Sponsored By the Soylent Agriglut Health Foods Conglomerate). Rabbit food ad? Delete.
 
   “I need to go,” I say, as soon as the breathing tube is out of my mouth.
 
   “Shower first?”
 
   “After that.”
 
   Zedic says, ‘aren’t we diving to Tritania today?”
 
   “I need to go through the data that Ray Steampunk is sending me,” Rocket says, his voice loud in my ear. “It will take me a few hours as there are several gigs worth of information. Dungeon schematics, secret passages, basics.”
 
   “So that’s a no?”
 
   “Yes,” Rocket says, “tomorrow. You two were supposed to meet with the CWO today, but he has to get ready for a poultry exhibition.”
 
   “Our Cyber-warfare operative is getting ready for a poultry exhibition?” I ask.
 
   “Yes, he raises endangered, heritage breed geese. And de-extincted Phorusrhacids, but he doesn’t show those. He finds it relaxing; he likes birds better than people.”
 
   “Where is he exactly?”
 
   “Gun Barrel City,” Zedic says. “In Texas.”
 
   “Of course it’s in Texas. Where else would it be?” I run my hand through my hair to strip away some of the vat goo. “Let’s get some rest for today and reconvene tomorrow. I’d like to visit Frances anyhow. We can go to Tritania first thing in the morning.”
 
   I look over at Zedic, watching Rocket unhook him. His sarcophagus dive vat is similar to mine, sleek in design and bolted to the floor. 
 
   “You sure, Quantum?” Rocket asks.
 
   “Yeah, we could all use some rest. I barely slept last night.”
 
   “Same here.” Zedic wipes some gel off his face. “But I have a gig tonight too, so let’s not start so early tomorrow.”
 
   “A gig?” I ask as I flex my fingers. The vat liquid is sticky between my fingertips. I rub them together until I can feel my own skin again.
 
   “Yeah, at a bar called Paddy’s Pub.”
 
   “You’re kidding.”
 
   As I recall, Paddy’s Pub is the same place that my ass was handed to me, boxed, wrapped and topped with a pretty pink bow, just a few days ago. 
 
   “Nope, Paddy’s Pub – the one and only.”
 
   “That’s near my hotel.”
 
   “You should come,” he says. “I’ll put you on the list.”
 
   “Can I come?” Rocket asks.
 
   “You have work to do, Rocket,” I remind him. “Besides, it’s a bar and like most bars, you have to be a certain age to enter.”
 
   “I got you, Rocket,” Zedic says. “I’ll put you on the list too. The door guy is my friend. No booze though.”
 
   “Really! All right, sure! I have most the day, so I can get the research done for Tritania.”
 
   “That settles it then,” I say as I lift myself out of the vat. “I’ll see you two tonight.”
 
   “Don’t forget your new cane!” Rocket nods at a rectangular box in the corner.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Shower away. I double up on the scrub-a-dub due to the fact I didn’t bathe last night. No sense in being a stinky bastard said the stinky bastard. With all the choice spots sparkling, I towel off and hop into the same clothes I wore yesterday. 
 
   “Time to open my early Christmahanukwanzivus present,” I say as I enter the Dream Team’s dive room. “I think mummies are wrapped less than this.” 
 
   “Yeah, I noticed that,” Rocket says. The Dream Team monitor is at his station using the subcutaneous finger sensor to scroll through some of the documents Ray sent him.
 
   The end of the package meets the tip of my teeth and I try to get her open the old fashion way. “Damn filament shipping tape,” I say after a minute or so of nibbling at the package. Zedic appears, his sunglasses on again. 
 
   “Need some help? Let me access my inventory list.” Zedic pulls out a Swiss army knife attached to his keychain and gives the package a quick discectomy. 
 
   “I feel like a kid at Christmahanukwanzivus!” I say as I tear away the bubble wrap. One tug of the handle and the blade emerges. 
 
   “Damn, is that thing even legal?” Zedic asks, his eyebrows pressing above the frames of his sunglasses.
 
   “United Cutlery Commando Survival Cane, item number 1 in my real world inventory list,” I announce proudly. The cold halogen light above us reflects off the blade, giving it a sheen that would bring a tear to a samurai’s eye. “A carbon steel blade hand forged in Kyoto,” I tell Zedic as I lift the blade in the air. “Worthy of anointing!”
 
   “Man, you gotta be careful with that thing,” he says, laughing. 
 
   “With great power comes great responsibility.” I tilt the swordstick sideways. It hits my palm and I offer it to Zedic. “Care to give it a whirl?”
 
   He takes it from me and twists it in the air. “You crazy, Quantum, seriously.”
 
   “No, I’m just overly cautious. Just because I’m paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t after me.”
 
   “But for real though, are you sure you can use this thing, I mean…” he hands it back to me, blade facing down. “The real world is different than the Proxima Galaxy.”
 
   “The point in having this weapon isn’t to use it,” I tell him as I stick it back in its sheath that doubles as a cane. “The point is to never have to use it, but to be ready if necessary. Just like a concealed handgun license.”
 
   “A what?” he scratches the back of his head. “Oh yeah, what they still have in the South.”
 
   “Other states too,” Rocket says, distracted by what he is doing. “Arkansas, Mississippi, Oklahoma, Texas, Arizona and New Mexico.”
 
   “Consider this my concealed weapon. Mum’s the word, got it?”
 
   “Just be careful with it,” Zedic says. “You’ve already got enough problems with the detectives.”
 
   “Oh! That reminds me,” Rocket says. “The F-BIIG will be here tomorrow morning to get another statement from you.”
 
   “F-BIIGie piggies … ”
 
   “Your lawyer will be here as well.” Rocket reaches for an energy drink in front of him and takes a big pull from it. 
 
   “Dammit, I told Frances that I don’t need a lawyer!”
 
   “And she told me that you promised you’d lawyer up if she bought you that swordstick.”
 
   My mouth comes open and snaps shut. Touché, Frances, touché. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The closest florist to the Hopkins Medical Center is on the rooftop of a twelve story building. The invention of aeros and sky-based transportation has shifted businesses skyward. Sure, they’re still street level – you can’t swing a cat without getting pussy on the oversized window of a McStarbucks – but smart investors purchased rooftops starting in the 2030s, which has gone on to create the real estate term empty building, used when the entire building is vacant aside from its rooftop.
 
   “I’ll just be a second,” I tell the Humandroid taxi driver.
 
   “Waiting charges apply,” he reminds me.
 
   I get the urge to test out my new swordstick but I swallow it down. “Real world,” I remind myself as I step out of the taxi. “Real world.”
 
   The sheer, overpowering, concentrated virulence of the Toxic Floral Tsunami that rolls out the open door and engulfs me makes my eyes itch and burn and my nose run like an eternal fountain of mucous.
 
   The wide variety of flowers, flown in from the far reaches of globe, are very telling of humanity – we’ll spend thousands upon thousands of dollars to fly in fresh roses from Peru for Valentine’s Day but we can’t help the same Peruvian families struggling to get a leg up on a planet where third world is slowly becoming fourth world due to the disparities between developed and developing countries. Will the favelas of Brazil or the slums of India or the shanty towns of Africa ever catch up to the countries with flying cars and technology that would make twentieth century science fiction writers drool like fanboys? Likely not, and because of this, Proxima Worlds continue to propagate. If the twentieth century was one of great wars and unheard of advancement, the twenty-first will be one of escapism and corporatocracies. 
 
   “What would you like?” The man behind the counter asks. Scratch that – he’s Humandroid too.
 
   “Damn, you people are everywhere.”
 
   “Pardon?” The droid is in a green apron over an off-white shirt with the sleeves rolled up. 
 
   “Just something for a friend at the hospital. Whatever you got. Keep it under a fifty.”
 
   “What type of illness?” he asks.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “The type of illness has a great deal of influence in flower selection,” he says. “For general illnesses, I recommend a combination of lilacs, lavender and honeysuckle. If you’ve never experienced the Zen-like feelings these flowers can create … ” his eyes nearly explode with excitement. “Let me be the first to tell you that it’s truly marvelous!”
 
   “I’m sure it is.”
 
   “If your loved one is suffering from post-weight gain depression, burgundy and New England blue hydrangeas are a good bet. As you may know, acid levels in the soil dictate the color – who’s to say that bubblegum pink isn’t your thing or sky blue won’t cure your loved ones’ Blues? My point – hydrangeas give you options!”
 
   I clear my throat, but he doesn’t get the hint.
 
   “New conditions call for new flower arrangements. For example, this year’s flu season will definitely be defined by oranges – burnt, not sherbet – and maroons. For a loved one suffering from fast food withdrawal – yes, a serious condition, I know, but no one likes spam and the FDA’s newest form of spammy health reminders can be vexing – might I suggest a red and white bouquet, spray roses interspersed with genetically modified calla lilies, something both calming and alarming at the same time. These colors are proven to put your loved one in their happy place.”
 
   “Enough,” I tell the droid. The handle holding my cane trembles. Easy, boy. “Just give me some red ones.”
 
   “Might I ask what your friend is suffering from? It will help in the selection process.”
 
   “Real world physical trauma induced by NV Visor overload subsequent to a Proxima World metaphysical assault.” I say, quoting Frances’ admission summary.
 
   “Proxima-related stress? Why didn’t you say so!?” The flower droid smiles ear to ear. “In that case, you definitely want to go with daisies and violets. Definitely. Shakespeare used these flowers in nearly one hundred of his plays. If the Bard of Avon used them, surely someone in the mid-twenty-first century would want to replicate him! But earthlier happy is a rose distilled, than that which withering on the virgin thorn grows, lives and dies in single blessedness. Wonderful!”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Daisies and violets it is. 
 
   After being dropped off at the rooftop entry point of the Hopkins Medical Center, I take the elevator to Frances’ floor only to have Nurse Ratched stop me. 
 
   “You’re here to see Ms. Euphoria?” the Humandroid asks.
 
   “I am.”
 
   “She’s been moved to the third floor, room three hundred thirty-nine.” Her eyes dilate as she looks at me.
 
   “No need to scan me,” I tell her, “I’m just fine.”
 
   “Have you been following FDA guidelines? I’ve cross-referenced the data taken from you in Cincinnati regarding your blood pressure. Would you care to take a look at it? You’ll notice that–”
 
   “Listen, Florence Nightingale, I’m here to see my friend, not get a check-up. My body is fine, my diet is fine.”
 
   Nurse Ratched presses the digital clipboard against her chest. “I’ve cautioned the staff about you.”
 
   “Ooh! Cautioned the staff? Am I really that bad? I’m just trying to see a friend and deliver these flowers.” I shake the daisies and violets at her. 
 
   “Nice selection,” she says, moving past me. 
 
   I turn to say something but figure that it’d be better to save my breath. One floor up and I stop in front of Frances’ door. 
 
   Me: I’m here. You awake?
 
   Frances: Come in.
 
   The door pops open and I step inside. Frances Euphoria sits up in bed, her legs covered by a blanket. Several leads trail from her, and various medical equipment softly beeps and boops and pings in the background. On her right is a haptic chair with an NV Visor hanging from a pewter knob.
 
   “You diving?” I ask.
 
   “Nope. This is the soon-to-be outpatient room, so it’s there if I want to use it.”
 
   I hand her the flowers and she gives them a big whiff. 
 
   “Nice, huh?”
 
   She smirks. “They’d be nicer if you hadn’t bought your assault commando cane there with my money.”
 
   “What’s a couple hundred dollars between friends?” I ask. “I’ll pay you back, as soon as I get my paycheck. I do get a paycheck, don’t I?”
 
   “Eventually,” she says. “Budget cuts went into effect right before you came out of your digital coma. The Dream Team doesn’t have enough money to pay your salary and the salaries of everyone else. That being said, we are able to write off your expenses, which will be like paying you a salary if we file it correctly. Further, we’re given government perks such as the hotel you’re staying at. Don’t worry though, you have Proxima Unemployment coming in at the end of the month.”
 
   Proxima Unemployment is a program for people who have come out of a digital coma and can’t find work. The Proxima Company foots the bill while a person is in a coma and helps them get back on their feet after they are out (which is the least they could do). 
 
   “How long does that last?” I ask. It’s been hard to keep up with the paperwork and numbers since getting out. My brain itches every time I read another insurance statement, benefit claim statement or anything loaded with lawyerese.
 
   “Until the next budgetary session,” she says. “You’re good at least a year.”
 
   I take a seat in the haptic chair. 
 
   “You doing all right?” she asks. Frances seems slightly loopy, as if she’s still on a few pain meds. Her hand comes out and I grab it.
 
   “Dove to Steam today … Damn! You won’t believe what Ray gave Zedic and me.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Steam Enforcers.”
 
   “Get out!” she says, shoving my hand away. Frances laughs for a moment. “I was watching this YouTube video earlier of this actress from this 1990s TV show called Seinfeld. She always said this and pushed someone. Get out! They spliced the YouTube video with pictures of kittens so it looked like she was pushing someone and then that person was turning into a kitten. Big fluffy kittens.” Her eyes dip into sorrow. “I’ve always wanted a kitten.”
 
   “Damn, what do they have you on?”
 
   Her hand drops back onto mine. “Get out.” she whispers. 
 
   “I can take the flowers back and bring you a little furball instead … ”
 
   She laughs, sniffs the flowers again. “It’s okay, I’m actually allergic to cats. Not fair. I always liked cats more than dogs.” Frances pretends to drool. “Stupid dogs. My mom had six; they were terrible.”
 
   “Say, where are your parents anyway?” I ask. I might unravel the mystery that is Frances now that she’s all loosey goosey. 
 
   “Hey, you’re not thinking about yourself for once,” she says a bit too harshly.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You’ve been out of your coma for a while now and you’ve never asked me about my parents.”
 
   “I just thought it was a touchy subject. Besides, I noticed you listed me as next of kin, which makes the question worth exploring.”
 
   “My parents are divorced, of course. My father is in Quebec running a head shop. My mother is – has been – in India for the last six or seven years at an ashram starving herself and meditating, funding some guru’s gropy exploits using my inheritance. We don’t talk much.”
 
   “I’ve heard of Karma Cola, but I didn’t think that stuff still happened. Surely, Westerners are smart enough by the mid-twenty-first century not to fall for some Indian guru nonsense.”
 
   “You’d think!” she says, laughing. “I think people get stupider every generation.”
 
   “Now that’s not true,” I say. “Or is it?”
 
   We both laugh. 
 
   “I guess you’re right, Frances, we won’t be solving humanity’s stupidity anytime soon. Hell, the Humandroids will take over before we ever get to the bottom of who’s been right this whole time and who’s been wrong. The point I was trying to make before tangents galore – Zedic and I got Steam Enforcers.”
 
   She giggles. “Is that the point?”
 
   “Hell yes it is. We took out some Wellsian Tripods with those things. In exchange, the good ol’ golden boy himself gave us the enforcers. He also, in a roundabout way, gave us a dragon.”
 
   “A dragon?” Her face lights up. “That’s awesome!”
 
   “We still have to slay a few orcs to get it, but how hard could that be?”
 
   “It depends on the orc,” she says. “I once rescued someone from a Tolkien Proxima World. Those orcs were a surly bunch, smart and tough to kill.”
 
   “Surly they weren’t,” I tell her with a grin.
 
   Frances laughs way too hard at my lame joke. “You’re too much sometimes,” she says.
 
   “I try to be whatever I need to be wherever I am.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   I don’t need the rumble of thunder and the flash of lightning across the windowpane to remind me of where I’ve just spawned. I stretch my fingers in front of my body, admiring my ghastly reflection in the window. The Mondegreen Hotel is two parts shit and two parts home, the best flophouse in the vice-ridden netherworld that is The Loop.
 
   “Oi! If it idn’t the ol’ govna ‘imself!” I turn to my bed to find Burly lying in it with an NPC hooker. Rows of Riotous are lined up like soldiers on my nightstand. 
 
   “Do I even need to ask?” My hand instinctively comes behind my back to access my inventory list. Old habits die hard – and if I didn’t like Burly, he’d be dying hard right about now. McClane always trumps Gruber, and I’m not yippee ki-yaying about finding the British mercenary in my room with enough drugs to make Officer Friendly defecate in his McGruff costume.
 
   “Should I go?” the woman of the night asks.
 
   “You stay right where you are, love. I’ll only be a minute.” Burly rolls out of bed, giving me the misfortune of seeing the battling Brit in his birthday suit. “You seen me trousers?” he asks.
 
   The door opens.
 
   “Quantum.” Aiden stands in the doorway in full assassin regalia. Everything below his nose is covered in black and his eyes are piercingly hollow.
 
   “Can you please explain to me what is going on here?” I ask him.
 
   “We were waiting for you.”
 
   “Don’t get your knickers in a knot. We ‘ad no bloody ideer of when you’d come back ‘ere. Can’t be sitting around all day twiddling our thumbs now, can we?” Burly steps into his trousers and his retro Soviet Army brass belt buckle bangs against the side of my bed. The hooker is up and cuts her mascaraed eyes from me to the lines of Riotous on the nightstand. She makes no effort to cover her grosse Brüste, hits each nostril hard, swallows, falls back onto the bed with glossy eyes. She couldn’t care less that there are two other people in the room now. 
 
   “We were waiting for you,” Aiden says as I move past him. One foot into the hallway and instinct takes over. I glance up at the dangling light to see if it flickers – it doesn’t. The Loop is broken.
 
   “Dirty Dave still in the freezer?”
 
   “Yeah, and our little interaction with the grocery store cashier has soured things a bit,” say Aiden.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Burly steps into the hallway with his shirt off. He runs his hand through his beard, grins at me. His stomach is well-muscled with an insulating layer of fat, like a pro-wrestler from the 1980s. “Pip ‘as been scoping the market. Three more cashiers turned up after you left; Scarface Charlie probably sent them.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “They turned up with swords and weapons.”
 
   “So they’re anticipating an attack?” I ask Aiden.
 
   He nods. 
 
   “Well what are we waiting for?” I ask. “Besides, I wanted to pay Dolly a surprise visit in Chinatown anyway.”
 
   “Right!” Burly burps with his mouth shut. “Sorry, been holding that little bugger in for the last thirty minutes.”
 
   “Also,” I give the Brit my fiercest stink eye. “I want the chippy out. There are plenty of rooms in the hotel; I can’t see why you chose mine.”
 
   “Easy, mate!” he says as he rubs his hands together. “We were just ‘aving a bit of fun. No ‘arm done!”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Aiden uses his repopulate ability to teleport us to the rooftop across from the Chinese supermarket. The sky is Basin City dark; the stars have moved on to better places and give the strung out moon some room to breathe. Aside from a few rickshaws, the streets of Chinatown are more or less quiet, which triggers a funny feeling in me – I’ve been in The Loop long enough to know when something ain’t right.
 
   “Awfully quiet,” I say.
 
   “Agreed.” Burly’s still shirtless, his almost-girth almost hanging over his belt. Covering his face is a balaclava, which is at odds with the fact that his skin is whiter than a cave-dwelling albino vampire’s. 
 
   “You against shirts or something?” I ask him.
 
   “Just airing it out.”
 
   Aiden crouches and a pair of high tech binoculars with green lenses appears in his hands. He scans the market, left and right. His fingers come up and he says, “Four confirmed.”
 
   “Say, where are the other assassins?”
 
   Burly whistles, two fingers in his mouth and I see a lighter flicker on the Chinese grocery’s rooftop. The brief flash of fire reveals the other UK Assassins, Doorman Jim, Chef and the Saucier, all of them wearing rugby shirts and cricket helmets, and sporting polo mallets – except Bucket Hat, whose squash is ensconced in his eponymous head gear, which he doffs to me before the fire winks out.
 
   “What’s this, a tribute to British sports that everybody else in the world is better at than the Brits?” I ask.
 
   Burly gives me a pained look and the two finger salute.
 
   Aiden turns his guffaw into a cough, then explains “They were inspired by our recent making war with non-warlike weapons rule,” Aiden explains. 
 
   The lighter flickers again to reveal two of the assassins holding up Scotty’s kilt. 
 
   “The bloody wankers,” Burly seethes. He stands and shakes his fist at the other rooftop. “You five ‘ave a lotta bottle showing me your bum! If ya got something to say, mates, go ahead and say it! Ya sodding, bladdered–” 
 
   Machine gun fire erupts all around us. 
 
   “Hit the deck!”
 
   Aiden and I drop as bullets send debris and clumps of rooftop swirling in the air around us. 
 
   “Ambush!” Burly cries as a bullet hits him in his shoulder. He falls and body armor appears on his body before he hits the rooftop. “Bollocks!”
 
   Aiden says, “Let me use your katana! I’ll go left!”
 
   My inventory list comes up and I equip my katana, item 155 and my mutant hack, item 554. With my AA bar activated, I hand the katana to Aiden who immediately disappears. I quickly scroll to item 80, my frag grenade. Red and green tracers come flying at us in slow motion and I can see where the enemy fire is coming from. 
 
   I pull the pin and toss the grenade to the roof on my right and use another couple seconds of my advanced ability bar to morph my hack ax into two barrels of frosty, icicle-making goodness.
 
   Thank you …
 
   Time speeds up. The frag does its thing; the survivors stagger away and screech in Mandarin. 
 
   Panicked screaming on the rooftop to my left signals that Morning Assassin has officially arrived. Meanwhile, the battling Brits and the Mondegreen’s staff have dropped the sports gear act and are suited up with modern armor and weaponry, hopping around like frijoles saltarines on the opposite roof, waging war on the mobsters – when they’re not squabbling amongst themselves, as usual. 
 
   AA bar to the streets below. 
 
   I blast a rickshaw out of the way and jump to avoid Pip and Bucket Hat, who seem to be having a bit of a tiff.
 
   “You cack-handed, no-shooting Nancy-boy! You trying to bloody kill me, mate!?” Bucket Hat screams with his hands around Pip’s throat.
 
   “Gordon Bennett!” Pip responds with a series of elbows that sends Bucket Hat’s trademark chapeau twisting in the air like Elvis’ UFO escaping from Area 51.
 
   No time to sort out the scrap between the two British assassins. The market window smashes in and sprays glass, oriental canned goods, bamboo fans, paper dragons and an astonishing array of fireworks across the inside as Burly jets into the building using his steam-powered jet pack.
 
   Well that’s one way to do it, I say to myself as I advance towards the front door. I’m inside a second later, watching an Asian woman run up and down the aisles holding Burly by his ankles, literally mopping the floor with the killer Limey’s face. 
 
   An explosion sends ramen containers, rice packets, bottles of red sauce and other instant Chinese food into the air. The market fills with dark smoke, making it damn near impossible to see anything. My finger comes up and my Reaper mask, item 551, appears on my skull. Gridlines cut through the smoke, showing me the layout of the market. The freezer is at the back.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Quantum.”
 
   Aiden steps out of the smoke; his stats appear on my mask’s display screen and I ignore them. “We’ve got to get to Dirty Dave before the shit gets too hinky.”
 
   “Tony Clifton’s men are here.”
 
   “Great.”
 
   “The Brits and the hotel staff are handling them.” He flicks the end of the katana, sending a splash of digital blood to the ground.
 
   “Last I saw they were handling each other.”
 
   The smoke clears and two women step out of the shadows. Each has a blade in one hand and an automatic weapon in the other. Aiden is on the deets before I can ask. “SAR 21, bullpup assault rifles from Singapore equipped with RFC modules.”
 
   “Hiya,” I tell the two twisted sisters. “We’re here for our friend Dirty Dave. Now we can turn this into a … ” 
 
   One of the women fires her weapon at the floor directly in front of us. The cashier from the other day appears, equally decked out with killer gear. Two is company, but three’s a party.
 
   “Red Wedding it is.” AA bar activated, I fire two icy shots at the three murderous broads. I hit Dame One and she’s frozen solid before she can get a shot off. Aiden appears next to the woman; his katana a blur of light as he gives her the ol’ Robespierre. 
 
   Time speeds up as my life bar drops by half. 
 
   The bloody business end of a katana sprouts from my chest. Good and Quantum-kabobbed, I throw my elbow back, trying to get a hit in edgewise before the woman can rearrange my insides. Gunfire erupts as Aiden takes on the other killer broad somewhere in front of me.
 
   I’ll handle this.
 
   “Who … ?” 
 
   Before the words can leave my lips, my shoulder bulges and a backward facing barrel forms. The barrel goes FOOM! and most of my assailant splashes on the wall behind me.
 
   “Thanks?”
 
   No reply.
 
   I reach back to get a grip on the handle of the katana. It ain’t easy, but at the expense of my life bar, I’m able to pull the blade out. I drop it to the floor and point my mutant hack at the pair of shapely, high-heeled, disembodied legs on the floor behind me.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The woman’s SAR 21 is still clenched in her fist, which is just about all that’s left of her arm. I stand on the stub, pry the gun from her warm, dead hand and add it to my list - item 570. There’s only one cashier left, Chun-Li, the same gal who killed me the last time we tried to rescue Dirty Dave. 
 
   “Did you see where she went?” I ask Aiden. He’s standing next to me now, nursing a small wound on his arm.
 
   “She pulled the same stunt I’ve pulled multiple times – a full stop disappear.”
 
   “Dirty Dave?”
 
   “That’s where I’d go if I were her.”
 
   I take the lead and Aiden falls in behind me, providing rear security. We hurry through the aisle, beelining towards the back of the market. As we stop in front of the freezer, some movement near a toppled stack of canned squid catches my eye. Aiden’s already lowering his weapon by the time I spin around.
 
   “She didn’t stand a bloody chance … ” Burly says. The Wicked Witch of the East he was taking on earlier has suffered an equally suitable death – her exposed feet stick out from beneath his big body. “Well, she did stand a chance, but I gave her a belly flop and that’s that. No ifs ands or buts about it.”
 
   “You need some help up?” I ask.
 
   “I think I’ll lie here for a while,” he says. “It’s been a long night.”
 
   Aiden lifts the katana into the ready position, the blade at an angle over his head. The freezer door is twice the size of a normal door, metal with an aluminum handle.
 
   “How should we do this?” I ask.
 
   “Open the door, I’ll go high right, you go low left.”
 
   “Got it.” 
 
   Aiden takes his place next to the door. I drop my fist on the handle and the door springs open. Morning Assassin scissors in and I follow. The lights are off in the freezer, triggering the night vision feature of my Reaper mask. The freezer is larger than I expected and packed to the ceiling with iced-over shipping containers.
 
   I hear the sound of metal on metal and spin around. Aiden and Chun-Li are sword and sword, trying to overpower one another. Chun-Li’s stats appear on my Reaper mask’s display screen and a green reticle handshakes with my mutant hack. One blast later – directly over Aiden’s shoulder, mind you. Chun-Li ices up and Aiden gives her the Winged Victory of Samothrace treatment. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Too bad,” Aiden says, looking down at Chun-Li’s decapitated head. “I was starting to like her.”
 
   “Maybe she’ll respawn.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “I can put a word in with Dolly, if it’ll help.”
 
   “Forget it,” he says as he steps over her frozen body.
 
   Tired of the infrared, I equip my Pixar lamp, item 286 and press my Reaper mask to the top of my skull. The light comes on adding a cone of visibility to the substantial freezer. 
 
   “Dirty Dave, your friends are here,” I call out. 
 
   “F-F-Friends?”
 
   The raspy voice comes from the far corner. Aiden and I move towards the sound, the lamp creating a circle of light around our feet. We find Dirty Dave impaled through the shoulder, hanging from a meat hook.
 
   “Damn, they got you up there pretty good. Care to tell us why Tony decided to treat you like a choice cut?” I ask. 
 
   “Forgot a payment. I had the credit, I swear! I just needed … just needed a few more days.”
 
   “Don’t we all.”
 
   Aiden tries to move Dirty Dave, and the best weapons dealer after Nicholas Cage cries out. “Careful! It really … really hurts, dammit!”
 
   “Well, at least you sound sober … ” My inventory list appears and I find my folding chair, item 11. It materializes before me and I pop it open. Aiden steps up, using his new leverage to get a better grip on Dirty Dave.
 
   “Stop!” he yelps. “It hurts too much!”
 
   “The only way to get you down will be to unhook you,” Aiden says.
 
   “Please,” he whimpers, his voice like paper tearing in an empty room.
 
   “Relax, Davey boy,” I say. “What would make it hurt less?”
 
   “Riotous.” 
 
   “Do you have any in your inventory list?” Aiden asks me. “I don’t.”
 
   “As a matter of fact … ” My hand comes up and I lower it. “Wait a damn minute! I’m not about to help you fall off the wagon again, Dave! I don’t want that on my conscience.”
 
   “Please, Quantum! P-P-Please!” 
 
   “Not gonna happen, Dave, I can, however, give you a swig of Macallan 1946. Before you say no, you should know that this stuff was made right after World War II from peated malt because of sky high coal prices. It has a unique, strong, slightly nutty flavor – so I’m told – and costs about two hundred thousand dollars a bottle. What I’m trying to say here, Dave, is that most people will never have the pleasure of even being in the same room as Macallan 1946.”
 
   “I’ll have a swig of that,” Aiden says as he steps down from the chair. “If you don’t mind.”
 
   “Aiden, you know I love you like a brother in a rugged, manly and not at all poofy or embarrassing way, but this is the one item in my inventory list that doesn’t replenish itself. Now, I’m not trying to say that you don’t deserve a swig, but you aren’t the one hanging from a meat hook in a freezer in Chinatown.”
 
   Dirty Dave says, “Give him a swig of the whiskey and give me a bump of Riotous. F-F-Fair? That’ll give me the courage to be ripped from this meat hook and it’ll give Aiden… ummmm… ”
 
   “It’ll give me the strength to rip him from that meat hook. Fluidly.”
 
   “You two are lucky that I’m a nice guy.” I return my mutant hack to my list and select the Macallan 1946, item 168. The bottle is in a wooden case, which flashes into ash after I’ve taken the bottle out.
 
   Where’d you get this anyway?”
 
   “Barfly’s, a game of winner takes all pool with Cid. I put my BFG 9000 up and he put up his only bottle of Macallan. Good juju that night.”
 
   Aiden produces a shot glass from his own inventory list and I fill ‘er up nice and slow. 
 
   He sniffs it, waves his hand over it to more fully aerate it and waft the molecules closer to his olfactory receptors, takes a deep, appreciative breath, and grins. “Ideally, I should have just a drop of pure spring water to fully unlock the flavor, but … ” He sips, does all that fancy-schmancy wine-tasting rigmarole, closes his eyes, swallows, smiles. “Ah, amazing.” He keeps his eyes closed for a moment, as if he’s channeling the spirit of the Macallan himself. “The warmth, as if from a slow fire on a snowy November evening – that’s the stuff, Quantum, that’s the stuff.”
 
   I glance up at the dirtiest Dave I’ve ever met. “Alrighty Davey Boy, it’s time to unhook you.”
 
   The bottle returns to my list and I scroll to item 306, a pound of the purest Riotous this side of Proxima White Wing World.
 
   Dirty Dave’s eyes nearly bulge out of his skull once he sees. “You have … a pound!?”
 
   “Do you have a spoon?” I ask Aiden. “The smallest spoon I have in my list is a ladle that I got from the Chef back in the early days.”
 
   “I have a spork … ”
 
   “That will do.”
 
   I cautiously open the package of Riotous and Aiden sporks out a small amount.
 
   “C-C-Careful!” Dirty Dave says, his eyes narrowing on a few specs of Riotous that Aiden has dropped to the floor.
 
   “Cool your jets, Dave,” I say as Aiden tops off the lump. “There’s plenty.”
 
   Aiden stands on the folding chair and places the spork under Dirty Dave’s snout. “That’s the stuff! Sweet Jesus that’s the stuff!” he shouts, after taking a snort that would make Hologram Keith Richard proud. “Please just … just a little more … PLEASE!”
 
   “Take a deep breath… ” Aiden places his hands under Dave’s arms. “Okay Dave, this may sting a bit. Count with me – on three. One … Two … FIVE!” He yanks Dave off the meat hook in the way that a person would yank somebody off a meat hook – there’s no real simile to cover that situation, sorry folks. 
 
   Dirty Dave screams and pees himself before he even hits the ground. He curls his knees to his chest and whines, “What happened to three?” as he notices the few crumbs of Riotous on the ground. Ignoring the blood, he crawls over to the crumbs and licks them off the floor.
 
   “He’ll be fine,” I tell Aiden. “At least for now.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   I look up at the small room on the third floor above a sushi restaurant. The curtains are still drawn, red and enticing. The streets are clear now; Scotty is walking around checking the dead for new weapons. “Ah, that’s bowfin’,” he comments as he turns a body over with an Arseface mug. “Not a bad suit jacket though.”
 
   Aiden says, “Dolly’s waiting for you.” 
 
   “I figured as much. Where’s the entrance, anyway?” 
 
   “On the side. The fire escape has been converted into a staircase. The sushi restaurant took out the main entrance when they did some renovations a few years back.”
 
   I start to shake my head at this comment but I stop – let Dolly run her world the way she sees fit.
 
   “Well, then I’d better get going.”
 
   Aiden clears his throat.
 
   “What is it, old pal?”
 
   “When will I see you again?”
 
   “You about to turn on the waterworks or something?” I ask with a grin. “Tomorrow, Aiden, you’ll see me tomorrow and it won’t be here in The Loop.”
 
   “Where?” he asks.
 
   “Tritania, a fantasy world.”
 
   “Any rules?”
 
   “Well, I didn’t get that far. I’m assuming no guns, but your Slice Bang should be fine, at least the sharp end.”
 
   “Armor?”
 
   I nod. “But you’d better get to Dirty Dave before he goes on another bender. We’ll need gear for you, Dolly, the Brits. Since I don’t know what we’re going up against, get some gear for Jim, Chef and Saucier too. Also, invite Dirty Dave, but only if he cleans up his act while he’s in Tritania. That should give us a big enough group to cause some serious trouble if necessary.”
 
   My inventory list appears and I select my pound of Walter White Riotous, item 306. This is the good stuff, the I-usually-don’t-share-stuff, but sometimes a man’s got to do what a man’s got to do. “You got a cup in your list?” I ask Aiden.
 
   “Sure do.”
 
   “Good, take a scoop to Dave as a peace offering and down payment. Keep your eye on him and get some weapons. As soon as I spawn in Tritania, I’ll call you and Dolly. The rest can wait until later.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Up the fire escape I go, taking two steps at a time. The fact that her front door doubles as her window gives me a chance to check myself out. My hair is fine, blonde with a small portion tucked behind my left ear, but my duds could use some work.
 
   A black blazer appears on my body. I adjust the color to midnight blue and add suede elbow patches. A collared shirt forms across my chest and the top two buttons open. The shirt tucks itself into a pair of jeans – designer, but not obnoxious like Rocket and Zedic’s – and a brown belt loops its way around my waist. I go with brown oxfords and a pair of socks that match my suit’s handkerchief. One look at my reflection and I add the finishing touch – a pair of stylish Persol glasses with light blue lenses and an integrated targeting reticle, item 36. 
 
   One knock later and the door creaks open. 
 
   “Who is it?” Dolly asks, peeking through the chain.
 
   “Pizza delivery,” I say. I access my inventory list behind my back and select my Chicago-style pizza, item 222. The pizza came to my list after a shootout near the Pier at a pizza parlor called Mario’s. I added it just before dying of natural causes – pizza slicer to the back of the head. 
 
   “You brought pizza?” she asks as she unlocks the chain.
 
   “Fresh out the oven,” I say, “pepperoni too.”
 
   “What’s with your glasses?”
 
   “They make me look smart, right?”
 
    “No, they don’t.” She blinks once and they disappear off my face.
 
   “I didn’t know you could do that.”
 
   The door swings open and the essence of Dolly pulls me in. She’s in red pajamas, silk, and her hair is in a ponytail.
 
   “How did you find the place?” she asks. My eyes skip from her face to a picture hanging over her bed.
 
   “You have a Picasso?” I ask.
 
   “A replica,” she says with a hint of irony. “Figure at the Seaside.”
 
   “It’s nice,” I say as I set the pizza box on her bed. “You got some plates?”
 
   Her place is a studio apartment with a kitchen tucked into the left hand side of the room. A small television rests on top of a small dresser on the other side of the space, a line of static rippling across the screen.
 
   Plates appear on the bed. “How many slices?” I ask as I open the pizza box. Ungodly amounts of cheese, pepperoni, a layer of grease and golden brown crust keep everything in order. 
 
   “Just one,” she says. Her hand falls on my leg. “You’ve been so busy lately. ”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Out with Aiden, fighting mobsters in Chinatown.”
 
   I hand her a slice and take a bite of my own just for shiggles. “It ain’t what it seems like, Doll. Dirty Dave was kidnapped and he’s the best weapons dealer around so we had to do something about it. You know, you really should open a rehab clinic in The Loop. It’d do some of these fiends right.”
 
   “You think?”
 
   “Why not? It would freshen up the place a bit, mop up the streets too. There’s more varmints here than there is sunlight.”
 
   She takes a bite of her pizza and sits back, savoring it. “Would you like more sunlight?”
 
   “The Loop is The Loop because it’s The Loop. Hell, more sunlight won’t make the place any better.”
 
   “You act like you don’t like it here … ”
 
   “Me? I love it here, Doll. Don’t get me wrong – the filth and debauchery has become an integral part of my soul. All I’m saying is that a little more sunlight and a rehab clinic could serve this place well.”
 
   “I try not to get involved,” she says as she takes another bite. “And I like the rain.”
 
   “I can tell.”
 
   “The rain keeps the pollution down, cleans the streets too. Until I went to Steam, I’d never seen another Proxima World. Seeing Steam has … ”
 
   “Has what?” I say, gulping down my slice. 
 
   “Well, it has inspired me to try some different things here. This isn’t an active world, so I can do whatever I’d like. Maybe I’ll carve out a little place in the Badlands and add a fence and a cottage to the property. A sparkling lake nearby with some swans would also be nice.”
 
   “Say, that ain’t a bad idea! A little vacation home, eh?”
 
   “That’s right,” she says. “Somewhere better than this studio apartment.”
 
   “You know, Doll, you really crack me up.”
 
   “Why’s that?” She drops her head on my shoulder.
 
   “You’re the NVA Seed and you live in this little shack-sized apartment. You could be in a hoity-toity airship like Ray Steampunk but you’re humble, you’re … simple. That’s what I like about you. Sure, you can dress to the nines and that thing you do with your back, well that’s cool too. Reminds me of Witchblade.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “An old comic. Listen, what I’m trying to say is that you … ” I sigh. Once again, words have tumbled out of my mouth before I could muster a fully formed thought. “What I’m trying to say is, you totally should build a little cabin in The Badlands next to a lake. You deserve it.”
 
   Dolly’s nose twitches. Portions of the room pull apart forming little squares and rectangles. Shadows stretch and blocky forms press together like accordions. The top portion of my viewing pane chandeliers, drips past my face and fires glints of light to the far corners of the now Picassoed room. 
 
   Dolly embraces me as we float amidst a scattering of digital debris that swirls like a hurricane around us. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Blinded by the light.
 
   Here comes the sun and I say, it’s all right. The world around me spins; the detritus clanks as it settles. A wooden floor forms beneath my feet and a cabin materializes all around me. The drapes part and as the sun dims; I see a mountain and a deep blue lake sloshing against a shoreline.
 
   “Well?” Dolly asks.
 
   I turn to find her on her bed, one leg crossed over the other. The Picasso piece is above her bed, draped in a golden cloth. 
 
   “Is it too much?”
 
   “No, Doll, it’s great! Great! We should have done this before … ” I say as I approach her. “I’ll be honest, I don’t know if I should pull you into my arms or run outside and show you my most epic swan dive.”
 
   “How about a little of both?”
 
   She stands and a bathing suit takes shape on her body. It’s a red two piece, the bottom half covered by a little skirt. 
 
   “Not bad … ” 
 
   Red swim trunks appear on my body and my shirt evaporates. The lace holding the trunks up pulls tight, ties itself into a little white knot.
 
   Dolly steps in front of me with her hand behind her back. I take it and follow her out the front door of the cabin, down to the shore of the lake. Looking over my shoulder, I catch a considerable fence that reminds me of the walls surrounding Ray’s airship castle. 
 
   “I don’t want to be bothered while I’m here.” 
 
   Her body sways as she reaches the shoreline. The frothy tips of the wavelets meet my feet, bubbling up to my ankles. Dolly takes me further into the water, her porcelain skin at odds with the translucent green lake. A gray cloud forms in the sky and she waves it away.
 
   “Thanks, Doll,” I say. 
 
   We’re waist-deep now, our bodies pressed together. 
 
   “This is wonderful,” she says between kisses.
 
   “It really is.”
 
   Out of the corner of my eye I see a large beach towel thread itself together on the shore. A picnic basket appears next to the beach towel, a bottle of wine sticking out of the basket. Two wine glasses drop out of the air and I know, without a shadow of a doubt, that today is going to be a day to remember.
 
   Dolly drops into the water and comes back up, water dripping down her face. “Let’s swim for a minute,” she says. 
 
   “And then?”
 
   “And then.” 
 
   The sun brightens, reflects across her dark eyes. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Feedback spring forward neuronal bungee. Feedback awake, feedback end signal. The Brian Eno tone sounds and I feel the urge to piss. 
 
   “Dolly?” I whisper to the hand holding mine. How is this possible? I could have sworn I just logged out … after hours by the lake with Dolly, I knew it was time to go back to the real world.
 
   Where … ?
 
   The NV Visor powers down, letting me know it can be safely removed. I push it to my forehead with one hand. The hospital room blurs into focus – the holoscreen, the charts tucked into a plastic wall hanger near the door, the machines responsible for God knows what. Frances. My hand tightens and I glance left to see Frances Euphoria, her hand dangling off the bed, squeezed around mine. 
 
   I drop her hand and it hits the side of the bed. My sweaty palm tells me we’ve been holding hands for quite a while. 
 
   She blinks her eyes open, turns her head to me. “You’re awake.”
 
   “Were you sleeping?” I ask, hoping she didn’t just hear me whisper Dolly’s name.
 
   “In and out, ” she yawns. “The hospital is so boring.”
 
   I close my eyes for a second and notice a message from Rocket. Correction – ten messages from Rocket.
 
   Rocket: Q, I’m coming to the hotel at seven to get you.
 
   I blink again and notice the time in the bottom right hand corner of my eyelids. It’s 6:45, which means that I’ve been in The Loop for nearly seven hours. 
 
   “Was it really that long?”
 
   “Your dive?” Frances asks.
 
   “Yeah, it felt like like a drop in the hat.”
 
   “Proxima time can do that to you.”
 
   “Mind if I use the little boy’s room?”
 
   I find my cane and stand. My legs hurt and my back feels like someone played it like a xylophone. 
 
   “Sure, and it’s a little girl’s room thank-you-very-much,” she says, laughing. 
 
   “You still loosey goosey?”
 
   “A tad. But the doctor came by and said I’d be out tomorrow. Welcome back, me!” she says, pumping her hand in a sloppy way.
 
   I squint down at my cane, item numero uno in my real world list. “I still haven’t showed you the blade,” I tell her as I scoot over to the other side of the room. 
 
   “After you take care of business.” she says.
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   As soon as I see the toilet, number two sends me a message and I realize that I’ll be in the bathroom a moment longer than I had expected. I turn the fan on to drown out the sound and enthrone myself as all kings should. As I handle my royal affairs, another message appears on my iNet screen: Ways to Determine the Status of Your Diet Based on Your Stool (Warning: Graphic Images Inside).
 
   “Seriously?” I ask aloud. I dig my finger into my knee and use it to click the reply button.
 
   Me: Quit sending me crap about my diet, dammit. I’d like to opt out and I’d also like to note that what you’re doing is considered spam, HIGHLY INVASIVE spam, which is illegal. 
 
   A reply appears.
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes, we’ve received your message and it has been flagged for a response. My name is Eight-Eight-Five, but you can call me by my handle, Evan. I’m here to answer any questions you may have in regards to your health. As you can see in the attached chart, we’ve been monitoring your diet since you awoke from your digital coma. The caloric intake is the red line; the cholesterol level is the blue line. The green line represents what you should be aiming for daily. It’s a combination of your recommended caloric intake and your recommended cholesterol level. 
 
   Me: Stop. Sending. Me. Shit.
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes, your tone indicates that you are less than happy with the service the FDA provides for all American citizens through a clause in the Watch Our Own People Act of 2036. The health of American citizens is of the utmost importance to the FCG, as is the comfort level of each and every tax-paying American. Remember, a healthy citizen is a happy citizen. I’ve added you into my ‘to be mentored’ list, and I’ll be able to answer questions anytime, Monday through Saturday. 
 
   Me: No Sunday?
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. Sunday is a mandatory reflection day for the FDA’s Humandroid staff as part of the federally mandated Religion for Humandroid Workers Program (RHW Program) instigated in 2056 for federal government sentient property. 
 
   Me: You’re kidding …
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. The RHW Program, introduced by Senator Randy Koch, is a very serious initiative on the FCG’s part. It requires the Humandroid staff to attend no less than two church ceremonies from the Approved Religions List on Sunday. The intermediary hours are used for studying various texts, as long as our study time doesn’t involve any false interpretations of said religious texts or any cross-examination through linguistic word origins. We are, however, able to cross examine Non-Approved Religions such as Islam, Scientology, Mormonism, Hinduism, Transcendentalism, Buddhism, Asian shamanic traditions, Native American religions, and Satanism.
 
   Me: So you’re a Humandroid Christian?
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. Yes, I am. The other approved religious option is Judaism.
 
   Me: I’ll be frank with you, bud – I’m taking a crap right now, but what you just said is probably the biggest load of shit I’ve heard all day. And it has been a long day. Droids aren’t going to heaven. I hate to be the one to break it to you.
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. I’m sorry to hear that you feel that way. Religious scholars are undecided in regards to the afterlife of Homo Machina. FCG funded studies are underway, some sponsored by the American Christian Lobbyist Association in partnership with Not in My America. A definitive answer will come sooner or later. Until that time, it is better to be safe than sorry, as some humans say. Anyhow, if you have any questions regarding your diet, please feel free to contact me. I’ll be sending you daily reports on your diet changes as well as articles detailing ways to improve your health. 
 
   Me: Kill me now.
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. I’ve flagged your account for suicide monitoring. Suicide is a very important issue and while America has a lower suicide rate than most other developed countries, suicide is still an issue that needs to be addressed and monitored.
 
   Me: I’m not suicidal, Evan, but I will be if you keep sending me these messages.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Remind me to start eating pancakes in a dark room,” I tell Frances. She’s sitting up now and the blanket is removed, revealing her turquoise hospital gown.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “The FDA is on my ass. They got a Humandroid monitoring me now.”
 
   She chuckles.
 
   “Not funny, Euphoria.”
 
   “Just ignore the messages.”
 
   “I’ll try. Anyway, Rocket will be here any minute. Do you want to see Good Ol’ Betty or not?”
 
   “Good Ol’ Betty?”
 
   “I’m still working on a name for my instrument of filleting,” I tell her as I pull the sword out of the cane. “Carbon steel blade, made in the Land of the Rising Sun, clay tempered.”
 
   Schwing! Or at least I imagine it sounding like that when it’s brandished.
 
   “Quantum, put that away!” 
 
   “What’s wrong with it?” I ask as I admire the blade. 
 
   “The hospital staff might see you! Hospitals have been classified as ‘no weapons zones’ after all the hospital attacks in the 2020s. There were some real psychos back then. Attacking a hospital with automatic weapons just to get your picture on the cover of Rolling Stone? That’s how the world used to be.”
 
   “You knew I had the blade … ”
 
   “I thought it was a novelty letter opener or something!”
 
   I return the blade to its proper place and lean on my cane. “A man should be allowed to protect himself.”
 
   “He is,” she says, “in his own home. Look, promise me you won’t go flashing that thing around.”
 
   “Promise. Take it easy, Frances.” 
 
   Rocket: Outside. Hurry! Zedic’s set was moved to 7:30. Waiting for you Q.
 
   “So tomorrow,” I tell her, “you’ll be back, right?”
 
   “I will, but I won’t be diving.” 
 
   “You should rest another day or two.” I say.
 
   “And let you have all the fun?” 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “What kind of music does Zedic play anyway?” I ask as soon as the taxi aeros lifts into the air. Rocket is next to me in his designer jeans and a shirt that says I’m with Cupid. 
 
   “Experimental hip-hop acoustic choons with vocoded beatboxing instead of actual words.”
 
   “Choons?” I ask.
 
   “Sound it out.”
 
   “Ah.”
 
   The driver, an actual human, says, “You guys want to hear some choons? I got plenty of MP3s, about a year’s worth.”
 
   “A year’s worth?”
 
   “Sure,” the driver says. “I downloaded six terabytes of the decade’s top hits. Lots of good choons on there – Girl U So What; Club High Pollute Life; Hood Up Hood Hood; Backseat Bop; We Done Did It… what else? Rotten Eye Blow; Touchdown Touch Now.”
 
   “We’re fine, thanks,” I say. 
 
   He gives me a look that would result in a bullet in the face if we were in The Loop. Our Lady of Guada-Loop – Frances – comes to me and reminds me to behave. 
 
   “What did you do at the hospital?” Rocket asks. “You didn’t answer my messages until the last minute.”
 
   “I took care of some business in The Loop.”
 
   “What’s The Loop?” the driver asks.
 
   “I’ll tell you about it later.”
 
   “What kind of business?” Rocket asks.
 
   “I’ll tell you about it later.”
 
   The taxi descends into a lower airlane. Transport vehicles whip past us, their human drivers hyped up on energy drinks and McStarbucks beverages, their Humandroid drivers hyped on whatever Humandroids hype themselves up on, which gets me thinking.
 
   “What do all these Humandroids eat, anyway?” I ask Rocket.
 
   He snickers; the driver laughs as well.
 
   “What?”
 
   “That’s kind of a stupid question.”
 
   “Everyone knows what Humandroids eat,” says the driver. “Even my two-year-old nephew knows.”
 
   “There is no such thing as a stupid question,” I growl, knowing all too well that there is too such thing as a stupid question. 
 
   “They drink water.”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “That’s it,” the driver chimes in. He’s a monster of a man, cut from granite with the people skills of a skipping stone judging by the way he keeps infiltrating our conversation. 
 
   “I’ll have to learn more about that.”
 
   The driver laughs. “I swear these things are going to replace us … but that will take some time. Maybe five hundred years or something. Who knows?”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Paddy’s Pub is just how I remember it – worn and grubbyish, but not too shabby. Safer than Barfly’s by a longshot, brighter too. It’s still light out, which definitely takes away from the mood of whatever concert is about to happen. The bartender, a classy chassis with her shirt tied over her flat tummy, busies herself fending off flirty drunks and spraying all sorts of concoctions from a dispenser not unlike the nozzle of my AUS Hose Gun. 
 
   In the opposite corner of the real bar sits the pollution bar. Perched on stools are a couple of chumps huffing designer inhalants through neo-plague masks attached to cables above the bar. The bartender there, a gangly fellow with a goatee, adjusts one of the pollute distributors, waiting until a green light appears. The puffing patron in front of him gives him the thumbs up, indicating that he’s ready to asphyxiate a couple more brain cells.
 
   Zedic, in a red felt jacket and sunglasses, busies himself on a stage across from the bar. He’s joined by his husband, a tall guy with long black hair shaved on one side so it can drop like a waterfall over his other ear. There are about thirty people in front of them, a few blinking rapidly as they chat over iNet. 
 
   Zedic’s husband hunches down in front of his vintage laptop with a headphone over one ear. He bobs his head up and down, getting into the groove. A few ladies come to the front of the stage holding drinks in their hands. 
 
   “They have the right idea,” I tell Rocket.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Loading up on panther piss.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Just wait here.”
 
   I step over to the bar, balancing my weight on my cane. Damn I feel old just looking at the beautiful hotbody bartender. For once in my life I feel as pathetic as I look, a man pressing on forty slightly disabled at a bar filled with twenty-somethings. 
 
   “What’ll it be?” she asks as she wipes a counter clean.
 
   “Jack and Coke.”
 
   The multi-tasking goddess throws her arm behind her back, deposits the rag in her back pocket. Dervish-like in her whirlage, she grabs a bottle of Jack and has the shot glass half poured by the time she turns to the front counter to spritz it with coke. 
 
   “You got speed,” I tell her.
 
   “That’ll be fifteen dollars.”
 
   “Your prices go up since two days ago?”
 
   “Do you want to support the band or not?” she asks. 
 
   “I haven’t heard their music yet,” I say with a smile. She gives me a look that could cut concrete and my hand instinctively goes to my back pocket, where I retrieve a crisp twenty. “Keep the change,” I say as I turn back to the stage.
 
   One sip of my Jack and Coke fills me with both warmth and the itching sense that the Jack might not actually be Jack, and that the whatever-it-is contains more water now than it did when it left the distillery. Sure, there’s some warmth, but where’s the bite?
 
   Zedic steps up to the mike and starts beatboxing. This sound that emerges is hollow, auto-tuned and pitchy. The crowd dives right in, shaking their tushies and doing hippie arm gestures. Rocket joins in, doing a Nutcracker dance that gives me the totalitarian heebie-jeebies. Somehow this catches on.
 
   As I toss back my Jack and Coke – what else am I supposed to do at this point? – the whole crowd has joined in. Even a few of the pollute hopheads have left their little perches to cut the nonexistent rug (Paddy’s Pub has a concrete floor – easy for vomit clean-up). 
 
   “Another Jack and Coke,” I tell the broad behind the bar. “Make it a double. Hell, make it a triple.”
 
   “There’s a discount on triples tonight,” she says, her eyes leaping from my cane to my face. 
 
   So now you notice.
 
   “What’s the cost?”
 
   “Twenty dollars.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me that earlier?” I ask.
 
   “You didn’t order a triple.” She smiles and goes about her business, pouring up enough Jack to make sure I enjoy whatever it is that’s now coming out of the speakers. After paying her, and tipping her my last fin, I lean with my back against the bar. Zedic is going all out now, using a drumstick on his guitar and dancing in a way that looks as if he’s trying to do the splits but keeps stopping just in time. 
 
   The triple Jack and Coke goes bottoms up and I finish it in one gulp. Even with the incoming buzz, I know I’m too old to enjoy the youthful exuberance violating my senses. Blame it on the music, blame it on my cane, blame it on the fact that I feel old in a crowd of thirties’ babies – I’m out the door in a jiffy veering towards my hotel without saying a single goodbye. 
 
   No sense in it.
 
   The sticky night air reminds me of why air conditioners are a must in a post-climate change world. I’m sweating like Napoleon the Pig before I can even pass the alley that I had my ass handed to me in a few days back. I keep my eyes on my feet, not wanting to see the advertisements all around me or the aeros passing over head. Sleep – it ain’t the answer to much, but it’s definitely the answer for me right now.
 
   The buzz solidifies itself as soon as I step into the hotel lobby. I’m greeted by a Humandroid or three, but I wave them away, just wanting to get to my room. I hit the elevator and from there, my door.
 
   Lights on as soon as I enter. 
 
   My blankets are on the floor, one pillow halfway across the room. An EBAYmazon box sits in the middle of the room with a note saying it was delivered today. I brandish my swordstick and use it to cut the packaging open. A printed message rests on top of a folded stack of clothes:
 
   Quantum,
 
   I’ve returned for you. Meet me in Devil’s Alley as soon as you receive this.
 
   Frances Euphoria
 
   P.S. Just joking. You really need to wash your clothes. You weren’t exactly … fresh today. There’s a service at the hotel, you know. Don’t forget – the F-BIIG agents will be there tomorrow. So will your lawyer. Behave.
 
   “Thanks for the heads up,” I mumble as I fall backwards onto my bed. Lights out.


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   The start of the next day is defined by a can of Hangover Over, a hot shower, frou-frou hotel toiletries, new clothes from Frances, a quick taxi ride to the Dream Team offices and a balanced diet of rabbit food and gerbil bars given to me by Rocket once I arrive. Hello real world, goodbye procrastination. 
 
   “Eat quickly,” he says, still in his I’m with Cupid shirt. We’re sitting in the conference room, the blinds drawn and pot of coffee on the table to save us time. “Your lawyer will be here soon.”
 
   I grimace as the oaty goodness scrapes down my gullet. One sip from the cup of coffee reminds me of why Frances should be the Dream Team’s one and only barista. Rocket’s brew tastes more like engine oil, thick and damn near chemical. “What’d you add to this stuff anyway?”
 
   “Bull Bean.”
 
   “Why am I afraid to ask what that is?”
 
   “Bull Bean is a mixture of energy drink supplements such as taurine, carnitine, dextrose supplementitine, rinchitine, kevanite and genetically modified organic, fair trade, shade grown coffee bean extract from the plains of Central Asia.”
 
   “Since when did Central Asia grow coffee beans?”
 
   Rocket cocks his head at me. “Since the Coffee Crisis of 2055. Man, you were out, that’s right.” He takes a bag of nuts from his pockets, rips it open with his teeth and tosses a handful back. “There were riots everywhere! McStarbucks nearly folded.”
 
   “I doubt that.”
 
   A knock at the door launches Rocket out of his seat. He nearly trips over his own shoelaces as he reaches for the handle, recovers, gives me a toothy grin and opens the door.
 
   “Quantum Hughes.”
 
   A thin bald man with wire rim glasses enters. He has the trademark lawyer briefcase and a wrinkled suit. 
 
   “Better Call Saul,” I say, shaking his hand.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Never mind.”
 
   He short circuits for a moment as he tries to place what I meant by my first comment. Straightening his lime green tie to gain his composure, he wets his lips and says, “Well, if Rocket didn’t already tell you, my name is Todd Solon. I’ve previously handled cases for the Dream Team and will be advising you from here on out.”
 
   “Solon?”
 
   His eyes narrow on me. “Yes, not the best last name for a lawyer, but what can you do?” he laughs at this, lightening the mood. “So, Mr. Hughes, I’ve been over what happened at the facility in Cincinnati and the fact that Mr. McAfee drowned in your dive vat.”
 
   “Not my fault, exactly.”
 
   “Good, and yes it wasn’t your fault at all. Nothing exact about it. No cameras indicate you were involved.”
 
   “The feeds have been erased, right?”
 
   I nod to the door and Rocket slides out of the room. “I’ll get the stuff set up for your dive,” he says over his shoulder.
 
   Todd Solon pops open his briefcase. “I’ve already received the written testimony from the detective who handled your case in Cincinnati as well as the Humandroid staff at the hospital. “
 
   An idea hits me like a brick in the face. “What about the Humandroid staff’s video feeds? I seem to recall a nurse who was killed.”
 
   “Nothing there either. The nurse that was shot was killed before anything of significance could be recorded. And the hospital security weren’t Humandroids.” 
 
   “And they didn’t have video capturing equipment? I thought that stuff was standard these days.”
 
   He thumbs through some papers. “They did, but thus far, nothing has been uncovered through their feeds aside from the exchange of fire with … Sharpton X. Clamwin III … who died on the scene. The two that got away, and who are now in custody, Josip Kapersky and Cramden R. Norton, have hired Branleur and Grisham’s Law Firm to represent them.”
 
   “Represent them for what?” I ask. “I’m not going to lie, Solon, I’m a bit confused as to why the agents are questioning me in the first place.”
 
   “Well, the hospital is taking the two men to court for damages in the digital coma ward, that’s one thing. Then there’s the fact they are being accused of trying to steal gear in the ward. And the fact that they’re facing federal charges under the Hospital Violence Act of 2024.”
 
   “They weren’t trying to steal gear, they were trying to steal me.”
 
   He jots something down on a yellow legal pad. 
 
   “Glad to see lawyers still use those,” I say with a grin.
 
   “I record everything too,” he says, pointing at his eyes. “An ocular upgrade. Legally, I’m the only one who can review what I record though, so don’t worry there. To answer your question about the special agents, they’re trying to determine if John MacAfee, the man who died in your vat, died from the PHASR blast that stunned him or if you killed him.”
 
   “Does it matter? He was trying to manually yank me out of there.”
 
   “It does matter, actually. The lawyers are claiming that you attacked him.”
 
   “Wait, I thought the lawyers are representing the other two guys, Kapersky and Norton.”
 
   “They are.” Solon produces a few documents and slides them over to me. “They are also representing the families of the deceased. Since one of the deceased expired in your dive vat, the special agents are attempting to get to the bottom of the matter, in addition to the alleged HV 2024 violations, which is why the F-BIIG is involved.”
 
   “They had weapons, clearly this is some sort of threat, or should have been conceived as some sort of threat. The guy in my vat had a chain knife.”
 
   “Yes, but he didn’t have a gun. He was the technician of the group, and his family’s lawyers are claiming that he was simply trying to take your NV Visor and you attacked him, drowning him. Now, patient client confidentiality means you can tell me exactly what happened.”
 
   “And then what?”
 
   “And then I know how to better defend you,” he says.
 
   I straighten my hands over the front of my shirt. “Look, why is this an issue – why does it keep coming up? I’d been in a dive coma for eight years – eight friggin’ years, with all the physical debilitation that goes with it, even with the in-tank physical therapy. There’s a ton of literature on this; it’s well established, and it’s not unique to me. I was still strapped into the physio rack until this guy cut the straps and tried to dead lift me out of the tank. I was so weak that I couldn’t lift a hand to defend myself when this guy was holding my face under to drown me. So, if I couldn’t even defend myself, how in the holy hell am I supposed to have attacked these guys?
 
   “He was holding my face under when he got zapped and fell face first in the tank goo. I was barely able to get my hand on the back of his neck to rest it there to keep his face under because I didn’t want him to wake up and try to drown me again. Bastard. I hope he was aware the whole time he was breathing in tank spooge, and I hope it was painful.”
 
   “I see.” Solon rolls his pen through his fingers rather than writing something down. “For now, there is no video evidence of the attack, so they don’t have much. If they do come up with something, we’ll present your well-documented physical disability, the fact that you were strapped in the rack until he cut you loose, and your literal inability to move as a counter to the premise that you attacked first, and we should have no problem with proving lawful self-defense if it ever even goes that far. As your lawyer, I need to advise you to be very careful of who you tell what you’ve just told me. Don’t talk to any agents and don’t send messages over iNet that could in any way incriminate you.”
 
   “Roger that.”
 
   “I do have some good news, however.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   He smiles, clasps his hands together. “Until the special agents can get more information on what happened in the digital coma ward, you’ll no longer have to meet with them.”
 
   “Not even today?”
 
   “Nope,” he says, “I’ll be meeting with them for you while you dive.”
 
   Rocket knocks on the door. “Special Agents O’Brian and Reynolds are here.”
 
   “Don’t say anything to them as you walk out,” Solon says. 
 
   “Can I give them a grin and a curtsy?” 
 
   “As long as it isn’t verbal, yes.”
 
   “One more thing,” I say as I stand.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Be sure and check their IDs very thoroughly. One can never be too safe in today’s troubled world.”
 
   Solon smiles. “I always do.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Well there’s the shitbag himself. I see Special Agent O’Brian giving Rocket a hard time, commenting on his clothing and saying something about his shirt.
 
   “Mr. Hughes!” Agent O’Brian says as soon as he sees me. 
 
   “Rocket, please inform the agents that they can meet with my lawyer in the conference room.”
 
   Agent O’Brian guffaws. 
 
   “Ummm … Agents, sirs, Quantum’s lawyer is in the conference room.”
 
   “We’re here to speak to you!” O’Brian says, stepping forward. Agent Reynolds grabs the fat bastard by his elbow. His eyes blink shut as he sends the alpha douche a quick iNet message. O’Brian clears his throat and turns to the conference room.
 
   “You sure know how to wind them up.” Zedic says under his breath. He’s just stepped out of the changing room in his diving suit, a black, skin tight shirt and bicycle shorts a shade darker than his skin tone. 
 
   “What can I say?” I ask as soon as the agents are gone. “I might not be good at much, but I am very good at pissing people off.”
 
   Zedic laughs. “Man, you crazy.”
 
   “I’m just me.” I turn to Rocket. “What’s on the agenda today, anyway? We’re diving to Tritania, right?”
 
   “Correct, but first, you’ll meet with the CWO at the training grounds.”
 
   “Training grounds?”
 
   “We’ll dive there first,” Zedic explains, “work with him for a bit and then head to Tritania.”
 
   “Sweet, I’ll suit up. Say, what’s the CWO’s name anyhow?”
 
   “Doc,” Rocket says. “That’s what he wants us to call him, anyway.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   With the NV Visor over my eyes, the real world no longer matters. In a Proxima Dreamworld I am someone else, something else, an entity with true power and indescribable freedom. Feedback a friend, the sound of remembrance, the signal and the noise. A comfort zone.
 
   “First the training grounds,” Rocket says, “then Tritania.”
 
   “Will there be a bathroom break?” I ask.
 
   “Do you need to?” 
 
   “I might.”
 
   “You want a catheter and a poo-tube?”
 
   “Gawd, no!”
 
   The sine waves dance like vertical slithers of DNA. I focus on them as long as I can, noting their color and form. Violet, red, blue, green – the rainbow of existence is faster than the speed of light.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Looks like I’m wearing the same thing as you,” I say to Zedic, who’s in a one piece uniform with a popped collar. We’re in a room the size of an airplane hangar. It’s well-lit, and there’s something very Rubik’s cube-y about the wall panels.
 
   “Training uniforms.”
 
   “Are we in a particular Proxima World?”
 
   “No, but we’re in the Proxima Galaxy. Everything that exists within Proxima exists within the galaxy. This is a special training building, built by the monitor before Rocket.”
 
   Rocket: His name was Chance. Good guy.
 
   “I see … ” I look up at the ceiling, imagining what must be outside of the hanger. 
 
   “Nothing’s up there,” Zedic says. “I’ve tried to blow a hole in the wall before – not going to happen.”
 
   “That’s because the two of you don’t know how to properly destroy a Proxima World.”
 
   We swivel to find a man of considerable height and bulk eyeballing us. He’s sporting the same style black uniform we are, but his has the sleeves cut away to reveal a Gadsen Flag tattoo on one biceps and Confederate Battle Flag draped grinning skull above crossed AK-370s on the other. His Disgruntled Veteran Medicated For Your Safety ball cap, goatee and oversize wraparound Oakleys complete his ensemble.
 
   “Doc,” Zedic says, “this is Quantum Hughes.”
 
   He looks down at us like he has a bad taste in his mouth. “I know who Quantum Hughes is – he’s the one that hired me!”
 
   “He is?”
 
   “I am?”
 
   “Yep, you and Strata chose me out of a candidate list of at least a hundred.” 
 
   “And you raise geese?”
 
   Doc nods. “I sure do, been raising them ever since I retired. In fact,” he snaps his fingers and a buff-colored goose appears, “I usually travel with my prize winners.”
 
   “Prize winners?”
 
   “This isn’t just any goose,” he says, smiling down at the bird. “This is the goose that lays the golden eggs! The goat that gives cold beer is still in development.”
 
   The big bird waddles in front of Doc. With each step it takes, reality wavers around it until it no longer resembles an endothermic vertebrate at all. The feathers flatten into the hilt of a sword and the neck elongates into the point of a blade. It clinks onto the ground once it can no longer support itself.
 
   “A mutant hack?” Zedic asks.
 
   “Not just any mutant hack,” says Doc. “I’m not the Dream Team’s CWO for nothing. This, my friends, is a special hack, one designed to give Reapers a taste of their own medicine.”
 
   “It kills them?” I ask.
 
   Doc shakes his head. “Unfortunately, Her Royal Highness Frances Euphoria told me I couldn’t create a weapon that actually killed the little scrotum-toters. I tried to argue with her about that, but hey, she was the boss lady while you were gone and besides, her restriction forced me to get creative.”
 
   “Go on … ” I say, liking the guy already. Hell, I hired him, I should like him!
 
   The mutant hack spreads up Zedic’s arm, forming a single barreled blaster with a bayonet.
 
   “Not bad,” Zedic says as he tests the weapon’s weight.
 
   “Not bad? That’s all you can say about it!?” Doc snorts. “That thing took me weeks to design! Look at the contours along blade and the Alien-style ribcage over the stock. Do you realize how many hours I spent on GoogleFace making sure the hack looks as good as it performs!?”
 
   “Sorry, Doc,” Zedic says. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”
 
   “What’s it do?” I ask. 
 
   “This does exactly what Big Euphoria wanted, and in a very clever way, I might add! Blast a Reaper with it and it forces them to logout.”
 
   “Just one blast?”
 
   “Yes,” he says. “Naturally, once they logout, they’ll try to log back in. Unfortunately for them, they’ll be presented with this image once they try to log back in.” Doc casts his hand at the wall and an image of a Reaper bent over Granny Weatherwax’s lap appears. She vigorously applies a cast iron skillet to the Reaper’s tookus and the junior Mad Max starts bawling like a baby.
 
   “This is great!”
 
   “It gets better. While the little pansy is getting the spanking they deserve, my system back in Gun Barrel City backtracks them to their mom’s basement, or wherever they’re diving from. The spankage ceases once we’ve real world located them.”
 
   Zedic twists his hack, examines it again. “We’ll be able to locate Reapers around the world. That’s awesome!”
 
   “Not finished yet … ” 
 
   Another goose appears next to Doc. This one is dark gray with an orange bill.
 
   “Once the Reaper logs back in, they won’t be able to fire their weapons without incurring a penalty on their life bar. Every shot fired takes a tenth.”
 
   “Why not take it all?” I ask.
 
   “To make this hack, I had to work with a few CWOs I know who now work at the Proxima offices in Palo Alto. This was the biggest amount they’d let me sap from the Reapers. While everyone at Proxima knows Revenue Corporation and the Reapers are up to no damn good, they have to be careful not to publically state their beliefs or provide any in-game disadvantages. RevCo has more lawyers than the Scientologists and they have sued countless news organizations, celebutards and bloggers for libel. This is why the Dream Team’s mission statement doesn’t mention anything about Reapers. To state it bluntly – the RevCo has everyone by the huevos.”
 
   The gray goose approaches me and does its ‘change from a bird into a weapon thing’. Its neck and bill change color; its body crumples as it morphs into the hilt of a sword.
 
   “So,” Doc says, “now you both have two Reaper Hacks. Yeah, let’s call them that. I’ll give a few extra to Rocket as well.”
 
   Rocket: Hells yeah! Thanks, Doc!
 
   “No problem, kid.”
 
   I proudly add the Reaper Hack to my inventory list, item 571.
 
   Doc cracks his knuckles. “Listen fellas,” he says down to us, “I have to feed and water the flock and shovel the goose poop. Some local newsies are coming today to record some vid of my prize winning goose, Squadron Leader Bigglesworth – he took Grand Champion of the Show! We should probably have a training day tomorrow or the following day. While these new hacks may put you at an advantage with good ol’ Skull and Bones, you can never train enough.” He turns.
 
   “One thing before you go, Doc,” I call up to him.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Will you take a look at my other mutant hack? It has been … acting strange lately, doing things that I didn’t tell it to do.”
 
   “Just go with it,” he says over his shoulder, “and I’ll explain more later. My Domestic Supervisor is messaging me with increasing frequency, so I gots to go, ‘cause you know what they say – if momma ain’t happy, ain’t nobody happy.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   After a quick bathroom break, I’m back in the dive vat ready to see what Tritania has to offer. Not gonna lie – I’m excited to visit a new Proxima World. Nothing like a little escapism to pass the day. 
 
   “Where are we spawning?” I hear Zedic ask Rocket.
 
   “Krikaya, a city not far from the capital city of Hyperborea, called Aramis.”
 
   “I’m already confused,” I say as I relax onto the unit that supports my weight.
 
   “Remember, Tritania has three floating continents in order from the bottom – Hyperborea, Polynya and Ultima Thule. Think H-P-U if it helps. You’ll need a dragon to travel between continents as well as EXP. From what we can tell, Strata’s son is on Ultima Thule, the uppermost continent and also the hardest to get to.”
 
   “EXP?”
 
   Rocket says, “Experience points. This is why I’m having you spawn in Krikaya, the fields around the city are a great way to gain some EXP through combat. You’ll get a feel for the combat style and you can check out Krikaya as well. P.S. Krikaya is an Inuit word that means ‘snow melted by breath’. Cool stuff. The developers of the world went with an arctic theme in naming places.”
 
   “So the continents are cold?” Zedic asks.
 
   Rocket busies himself reattaching leads to my NV Visor. “Only the northern continent, Ultima Thule, but I doubt you’ll get there this week.”
 
   “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
 
   “Also, I almost forgot!”
 
   “What’s that?” I ask as the sine waves appear on my NV Visor.
 
   “Ray Steampunk has one more gift for you.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The sun sits at its apex in the sky, its rays bright and warm. I stand in a vast field, separating a stand of trees from a village on the horizon. The landscape rises and drops like frozen waves. The ground is covered in patches of yellow grass and peppered with stones. A greeting screen appears in front of me:
 
   Welcome to Tritania, an MMORPG with a turn-based battling system. Our records indicate that this is your first visit. Please take a moment to remember some of the rules of this world:
 
   1)    Most outside firearms are not allowed in Tritania. Your life bar will be docked if you equip an unapproved outside firearm. 
 
   2)    Rupees are the currency of Tritania. Similar to BitCoins, Tritanian Rupees have real world value and can be traded and spent in other Proxima Worlds. 
 
   3)    Mutant Hacks are allowed, as long as they aren’t used as gun-like weapons.
 
   4)    Life bars can be refilled through potions, magic, logging out for two hours, or by sleeping at an inn. 
 
   5)    You can select your class at the church in any village. To change classes you must pay a fee or make a new account.
 
   6)    The fighting system in Tritania is turn-based. To brush up on turn-based fighting, see the training module on the main menu.
 
   7)    Groups of four or more must form a guild. Forming a guild is optional for groups of three or less.
 
   I swipe the rules away. They appear again, asking if I’m sure I understand them. I press the button stating that I understand and the button pixilates. 
 
   Rocket: Touch the blue orb I’m about to send you.
 
   I turn left to find Zedic wearing leather armor. One glance down tells me I’m wearing the same duds. Not much to look at and to my estimate, not very strong. The boiled leather clamshell armor is better than bare skin, but not by a whole lot; the rest of the armor is really just leather pants and a leather shirt.
 
   Rocket: Beginner gear. You’ll be able to get new armor in town.
 
   A blue ball fizzles in front of me. I press an outstretched finger into the ball and it shatters into a million pixels. A trumpet sounds.
 
   “What the hell was that?” I ask as the pixels form a weapon.
 
   Zedic says, “Don’t forget that Tritania is an MMORPG. There will be lots of trumpeting.”
 
   A comically huge broadsword drops into the earth in front of me, its hilt facing upwards. The blade’s as wide as an ironing board. It’s crafted from blackened metal, and there are two holes cut into the blade just below the hilt. 
 
   “Christ almighty,” I say as I pull the colossal sword out of the ground. 
 
   It appears in my inventory list, item 572, with the nameバスターソード.
 
   “It’s Japanese?” I ask.
 
   A blue orb appears in front of Zedic but I ignore it.
 
   Rocket: It’s a Buster Sword. Spelled in katakana it reads basutasodo. Buster Sword. From Final Fantasy VII.
 
   “From what?”
 
   Rocket: You aren’t big into RPGs, are you?
 
   The Buster Sword now in my hand, I twist my wrist, swipe at the air in front of me. “Rocket Propelled Grenades?”
 
   Rocket: Role-Playing Games. Usually Fantasy, but not always. Tritania is an MMORPG. Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games.
 
   “Now that’s just bad English.”
 
   Zedic says, “This is awesome!”
 
   I turn to find Zedic admiring a bow shaped like a Stealth Bomber. Metal brackets spread apart at the sight window, just above the grip. The arrow is tipped in blue, shaped more like a harpoon with fancy feather fletching. 
 
   Rocket: The Hero’s Bow from The Legend of Zelda series. This one is from the Tower of the Gods. It shoots fire and ice arrows; unlimited fire and ice arrows.
 
   “Looks like we’ll need to take a trip to Steam to pay tithe to Ray,” I say after another practice swing or two.
 
   Zedic says, “Not a bad idea, but for now, we have company.”
 
   Four creatures each about the size of a miniature pony approach us. Their foreheads sport a pair of horns mounted high and low; a pair of formidable tusks distend their mouths. They resemble a cross between a feral hog and an especially spiky rhinoceros with clawed feet.
 
   Rocket: Tronkyins.
 
   “Lemme guess, Tronkyins aren’t our friends.”
 
   Rocket: These are small ones. They get bigger.
 
   “Well Zedic? Shall we?”
 
   Without waiting for an answer, I bolt forward, taking my best Babe Ruth swing at the first Tronkyin. As soon as it connects the creatures life bar appears, drops fifty percent.
 
   “Easy!” I say, pulling back for another swing. Suddenly, I’m frozen solid, my face able to move but my body completely immobile. “What the hell is happening!?”
 
   Rocket: Tritania uses a turn-based battling system. I thought I told you!
 
   “Dammit Rocket!” I shout as a Tronkyin rams its horns into my stomach. No blood, but my life bar takes a good twenty percent dip.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Rocket: You have to wait your turn to fight, so make each attack count, Q!
 
   Zedic pulls his arm back and fires a succession of arrows at the four Tronkyins. A fire arrow connects with each of the miniature odd-clawed ungulates, engulfing their bodies in flames. This stuns two of the horny bastards, evident in the question marks swirling around their heads. The final Tronkyin attacks Zedic and it’s my turn again.
 
   “Is there a way to hit all of them?” I ask aloud.
 
   Rocket: Your advanced abilities bar serves as your special attack meter. 
 
   “Got it.” 
 
   I run forward with my Buster Sword over my shoulder. My AA bar responds, charging my swing. One Louisville Slugger later and I’ve killed all but one of the Tronkyin. The dead amalgamations hit the earth hard and fade out, leaving some coins in their wake. Zedic finishes off the last Tronkyin and a trumpet sounds a fanfare. Numbers appear in the air as each Tronkyin disappears. The EXP numbers twist into the air and my life bar glows.
 
   “So now we got some experience?” 
 
   Rocket: Yep, that’s how it works.
 
   Zedic turns towards the town on the horizon. “Let’s fight our way towards the town. Once we get there, we can rest up and do some trading or undertake a quest to gain some EXP.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Giving the beat down to Tronkyins proves to be an EXP awarding experience. By the time we reach the town, Krikaya, I’ve leveled up and I’ve got better at fighting through a turn-based system. Every hit counts, so the moves I’ve figured out that have the most range are golden. Nothing tops what I’ve come to call the Sword Sweep – a giant leap into the air with Buster behind me gathering gale force, which takes out most of the enemies and only uses a small percentage of my AA bar. Not too shabby.
 
   Krikaya is a medium-sized village, which sits on a plateau overlooking the plains we just battled our way through. An onion-domed cathedral rests in the center of the town, visible above all the other homes and businesses. The buildings are crafted from wood, dressed stone, and daub-and-wattle, giving the whole place a sort of Holy Grail-ish feel.
 
   Zedic and I walk under a moss-covered archway. We pass Juggernaut’s other brother, decked out in shiny armor and Asgardian boots with fur uppers. He has a beard tied into two knots that drape over a leather necklace that’s set with a sparkling sapphire. A lady with a hooded cloak and face tattoos steps in front of us, gives us the once over, moves on. The ends of her robe dance behind her body, magically keeping the hem off the filthy cobblestone road. 
 
   “We need to select a class,” says Zedic, pointing at the cathedral.
 
   “What happens if we remain classless?”
 
   “Not bueno, that’s for sure.”
 
   “Rocket, give us the lowdown on classes.”
 
   Rocket: Easy. There are seven main classes and seven subclasses. Each avatar gets two classes. The seven main classes are warrior, mage, healer, assassin, thief, archer and shield. The seven subclasses are berserker, dark magic, white magic, mind magic, ninja, shield and brawler.
 
   “Well, rather than forcing us to read a manual, can you just tell us what classes we should select?” 
 
   We approach the basilica. It ain’t quite the Cologne Cathedral, but methinks that churches get a tax break in Tritania because the structure is larger than anything around.
 
   Rocket: Easy. Q, you should select ‘warrior’ and ‘shield’. Shield Warrior. The warrior class has the highest attack power and the shield subclass will increase your life bar. The shield function also allows you to target yourself for all attacks and protect people in your party. Zedic should select Archer, obviously, and white magic. White Archer. The subclass comes before the class when spoken verbally. 
 
   Zedic looks up at the sky. “White Archer? That’s not exactly how I pictured myself.”
 
   Rocket: White magic is healing magic. Each shot you take will add to the damage you’ve dished out and gives you and your party additional health.
 
   “That could come in handy,” I say. 
 
   “Fine, White Archer it is. But I’d like to note that this title gets my skin crawling.”
 
   Rocket: Noted.
 
   We enter the church and walk along an aisle of pews. An NPC in priestly robes stands at the chancel, his hands behind his back as he takes in a stained glass image. A few more steps towards the man and a flattened circle appears.  Select a class.
 
   I turn the circle with my finger and classes appear. Mage, Healer, Assassin, Thief, Archer… Warrior. I stop on Warrior and select it. The class appears under my username, which still reads Steamboy_889, something I keep meaning to tell Rocket to change. Another circle appears and rotates around the main class circle like a proton until I select it. I choose the Shield subclass and the word Shield appears next to the word Warrior on my display screen. 
 
   “Congratulations, my child,” the priest says, “you are now a Shield Warrior.”
 
   “Thanks, dad.”
 
   My life bar increases by about a fourth and a number appears next to it. 
 
   Zedic does his thing and the priest confirms that he is indeed a White Archer. 
 
   “You really did him dirty on that one, Rocket,” I say under my breath.
 
   Rocket: Cast your racial assumptions aside – this is for the guild! 
 
   “Guild?”
 
   Zedic says, “Now that we’ve selected a class, we can create a guild.”
 
   “Why do we need to do that?”
 
   Rocket: A guild allows you to use a shared bank. You can also use combos and go on larger quests. 
 
   “Guild it is, then. But before we do that, I have a few friends I’d like to invite.” My inventory list comes up and I select the NVA Seed, item 556. The seed appears in the air and I place my hand on it.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Assassin class,” Aiden says as soon as he spawns. 
 
   “How did you know?”
 
   “Your handle reads Steamboy_889, Shield Warrior.”
 
   “Dammit, Rocket, change my handle.”
 
   Rocket: I keep forgetting! 
 
   “What about a subclass?” Zedic steps forward and shakes Aiden’s hand. The two lock eyes for a moment, sizing each other up. 
 
   “You’re Quantum’s teammate?” Aiden asks. Zedic nods.
 
   An arm slides into mine and I glance right to find Dolly. 
 
   “Hiya, Doll,” I say, kissing her forehead. She wraps her arms around my neck and gives me a kiss on the lips that nearly shocks me out of my NV Visor. “Careful,” I tell her, “there are kids watching.”
 
   Rocket: I’m eighteen.
 
   “And I know you still have pictures of both Frances and Dolly in their steampunk gear.”
 
   Rocket: Those are just for the Dream Team archives!
 
   Aiden laughs. He’s only catching half the conversation, but he gets the gist. 
 
   “You two need to select a class,” I tell the Loopers. 
 
   The NPC priest’s eyebrows dip in the middle as Dolly approaches. She passes through the circle I previously engaged with, presses her hand on an open book resting on the dais in front of the priest. “Aiden,” she says, her hand still on the book, “you will take Assassin as your main class and Berserker as your subclass. Berserker Assassin.”
 
   “With pleasure,” he says, baring his fangs.
 
   “And I’ll be a Mind Warrior.”
 
   Rocket: Mind Magic is her subclass. Not many people can wield mind magic correctly according to Steampunk’s notes. In fact, only 9% of the entire fantasy world use mind magic as a subclass. 
 
   “You’re making me want to say Peanut Gallery but I’m trying to restrain myself.”
 
   Rocket: Self-control is important, especially if you have the runs.
 
   “Thanks for the heads up.”
 
   Dolly and Aiden are given their classes; the priest utters an incantation and calls them his children. 
 
   “That reminds me,” I say as soon as they return to the front of the cathedral. “Did Dirty Dave come through with some armor?”
 
   Aiden gives Dolly the ‘you tell him’ look.
 
   Dolly says, “Dirty Dave got into some trouble in Chinatown.”
 
   “With Chinatown,” Aiden says.
 
   “Tony Clifton again?”
 
   “Scarface Charlie this time.”
 
   “He’s out of the slammer?” I shake my head. Damn fiends. “Well, I hope you two at least have some weapons.”
 
   “I have my inventory list,” Aiden says. “No guns, I get the rules, but there are other standoff weapons that are just as effective as firearms and directed energy weapons.”
 
   “Dolly?”
 
   She shows me her fingers, which are covered by a pair of elbow-length gloves. “These should do the trick.”
 
   “Somehow, I believe you.”
 
   We exit the cathedral, greeted once again by the hustle and bustle of the town. “So, a guild name … ” Zedic says. 
 
   “Aiden’s Assassins?”
 
   “You’re getting funny in your old age,” I tell the NPC who killed me for two subjective years. “We need something Latin, something guild-y, Round Table-ish, Prince and the Pauper-y.”
 
   Dolly says, “Knights of Non Compos Mentis – The Knights of Insanity.”
 
   “Zedic?”
 
   “Works for me.”
 
   “Aiden?”
 
   “I liked my suggestion better, but that’ll work.”
 
   “Knights of Non Compos Mentis it is!” I say, brandishing my Buster Sword.
 
   Several popups appear in front of me from various players gathered around the cathedral. 
 
   “Engage in a duel?” I ask aloud.
 
   Rocket: Lower your weapon!
 
   “Raising your weapon and declaring your guild name is one of the more common ways to challenge other players, FNG.” a woman with elf ears calls over to me. Dolly pushes me aside and declines all the duels. 
 
   “We should probably get some armor before we start issuing challenges,” she says as she slides her hand up my arm.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The armor shop is next to a bustling pub – these are the types of tough decisions I’m faced with in VE Dreamworlds. 
 
   “I’d love to see what’s on tap,” I say.
 
   Zedic hesitates. “We should really get some gear and start leveling up. We’ll need EXP to beat the orcs, and we’ll need both the dragon that the orcs have taken and EXP to get to the next continent, Polynya.”
 
   “Can’t you use some of your NVA powers to just transport us there, Doll?”
 
   “Tritania limits the ability of NPCs, and I’m only the NVA in The Loop.” Dolly’s leather armor is similar to ours, aside from the fact that it appears to have been molded on her. 
 
   “Didn’t Rocket say something about going to the pub to accept quests? We can get a quest or two and get EXP that way.”
 
   Rocket: I did say that.
 
   “See?” I ask. “I am good for something!”
 
   “This place?” Zedic steps around a man with cat ears and long white whiskers on his cheeks. 
 
   The pub door swings open and two players roll out, throwing fists into each other’s faces. A beaky dwarf who’s just different enough from DisNike’s Grumpy to avoid copyright infringement issues gets the upper hand. My sphincter puckers in sympathy as the schnozzle king lets loose a series of particularly well-executed examples of the Liverpool Kiss. Dust swirls in the air around the two and the dwarf Zidanes the man once again.
 
   “This looks like one of those fight your way in, fight your way out places,” I say as I sidestep into The Green Dragon. The inside of the pub is exactly what you’d expect in a fantasy world – frosty mugs, gnarled faces, ladies in corseted armor, beefy buffoons with clubs and axes at their sides, DisNike knock-off Tinkerbells zipping around carrying trays ten times their size to a few anthropomorphized Twilight rejects.
 
   “Standing room only?” I ask.
 
   A hand grabs my wrist; I glance down at a hooded woman sitting alone at a table. “You can sit here,” she says without making eye contact.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Don’t I recognize you?” I ask as I take a seat. Zedic sits on the left, Dolly on the right. Aiden remains standing and watches the other patrons – one can never be too safe.
 
   “Earlier.” The hood covering the woman’s face reveals just the bottom of her jawline. Pinning her cloak together is an enormous red brooch. Her handle appears: Veenure. Dark Mage.
 
   “Veenure.”
 
   “Steamboy_889?”
 
   Zedic snorts. 
 
   Rocket: I’ll get it changed, I promise! I can’t do it while you’re logged in.
 
   “So, what are two NPCs doing with two players?” she asks.
 
   “We’re part of a guild, the Knights of Non Compos Mentis,” I say proudly.
 
   “I’ve never seen a guild parading around without any armor,” she says. “You’re lucky people just started drinking about an hour ago.”
 
   “We can handle our own.” I’m uncertain of the way she’s looking at me. Her green eyes shine out from the shadow cast by the hood over her head.
 
   A not-Tinkerbell waitress stops in front of our table, hovers like a hummingbird. “What’ll it be?” she asks in a high-pitched, squeaky voice.
 
   “Four of the strongest brews you have,” I say without looking up at her. 
 
   “Four Horse Piss coming right up.”
 
   “Horse Piss?” 
 
   But she’s gone already zipping towards the bar. 
 
   “It’s the name of the brewery,” Veenure says, “On the northern coastline in a city called Shiya.”
 
   “You know your way around,” says Zedic.
 
   “I’ve been coming to Tritania for a year or so now.”
 
   “Are you part of a guild?” I ask. 
 
   “I was part of a guild, but that was before they became PKers. I quit.”
 
   “PKers?”
 
   “Player killers.” Veenure lowers her hood and locks eyes with me. Her nose is long and thin; her eyes stretch across her face as if they’ve been ironed. Vertical Arabic-looking script is tattooed down her cheeks, three lines on each side. Her ears are Spock-pointy, her lips thin and purple, her hair midnight blue. “They hunt other players for sport.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Rewards. People drop valuable items and rupees if they are killed in the game.”
 
   Tinkerbell returns and magically sets four beers on the table. “That’ll be 100 rupees.”
 
   Zedic raises his hand to transfer the money. “There goes our armor savings,” he says under his breath.
 
   One sip of Horse Piss and my life bar flashes. “Wow, this is some strong stuff!”
 
   Aiden slams his mug down, burps. Dolly cracks a smile and my hand instantly squeezes hers under the table. 
 
   “You need armor?” Veenure asks. 
 
   “We need a lot of things,” I tell her. “Armor, to rescue a dragon named Mirror from some orcs down south, and enough EXP to get to Polynya.”
 
   “So that is your guild’s mission?” she asks. With another sip of Horse Piss, I find myself staring at the writing tattooed on Veenure’s face. What could it mean?
 
   Her eyes catch mine and I know I’ve been caught. 
 
   “My tattoos?” she asks.
 
   “Yeah, just wondering what they say. I’ve never seen that type of writing before.”
 
   “It’s Thulean, called a Duchigno Banj.”
 
   “You speak Thulean? That’s the uppermost continent, right?”
 
   “I’m learning it,” says Veenure. 
 
   “What does Duh-chig-no bansh mean?” Zedic asks. He’s a quarter through his Horse Piss, quickly catching up to yours truly.
 
   “Duchigno Banj means Prayer of the Dead. “Duchig” is an adjective for dead, “banj” means prayer. Having the ink increases the power of my summoning spells.”
 
   “Have you been to Ultima Thule?” I ask.
 
   “No, but I’ve been to Polynya.”
 
   “Do you have a dragon?”
 
   “No, I took an airship there.”
 
   “Not another air ship,” I mumble, remembering what I’ve seen in Steam.
 
   “We call it an airship. It’s actually a floating ship with magical oars,” she explains. “Still, you need to have enough EXP to travel on it.”
 
   A pig-faced man bursts into the bar squealing at the top of his lungs. “She’s been kidnapped!” he snorts. His nasal septum is pierced with a licensed, collector’s edition, XXXL reproduction One Ring, and bristly tufts of black hair are scattered across his dome. “Empress Thun has been kidnapped!” Homo Porcum shouts.
 
   “Kidnapped?” An ogre with acne on his acne exclaims. He slams his fist against his table, splintering the wood. 
 
   “She’s been kidnapped! She was last seen being taken west, in the direction of Mount Mentlana. The Authorities in Aramis are offering ten thousand EXP, five thousand rupees as well as legendary weapons for her rescue.”
 
   “Is that enough to get us to Polynya?” I ask Veenure.
 
   “More than enough. It would take you days of battling to get that much EXP. Most battles award less than a hundred EXP aside from bosses.”
 
   A woman in a yellow cuirass and horned helmet knocks her table over as she leaps to her feet and brandishes her sword. “I will save Empress Thun!” she screams. “And no one can stop me!” She makes for the door and barges into the ogre, who snarls and backhands her into a Billbarian wannabe who spills his plate of pulled unicorn with fries into the lap of a mage in a black cloak with silver stars and golden moons, and a pointy wizard’s hat with Wilst Thou Kisseth Me In The Dark, Baby? spelled out upon it in glow-in-the-dark script.
 
   He shouts, “Mother Pus Bucket!” leaps up and bangs his chair into the table behind him.
 
   It’s a downhill geometric cascade from there. In no time at all, tables and chairs go airborne, weapons clash, balls of fire and great whopping electric blue ZOTs of magic burn through the air, and with a commendable impartiality, the not-Tinkerbells hover above the action and slam tremendously disproportionate Acme mallets onto the heads of anyone they can reach. 
 
   Watching turn-based fighting is a completely different experience from actively taking part. It seems as if everyone is moving quickly, but in reality – even in a bar brawl – each avatar is waiting for their turn to strike. The brawling dwarves from earlier were also turn-based fighting; Einstein roll over – quantum physics takes on a whole new meaning in a VE dreamworld.
 
   “Outside,” Veenure says, her hand falling on mine. A quick look from Veenure to the Queen Bee Herself, and I pull my hand away. 
 
   “Let’s go,” I tell Dolly loud enough that Aiden and Zedic hear me.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   As soon as we’re outside, I turn back to the entrance to The Green Dragon. “You know, we could gain some EXP in a fight like this.” The building shakes and rumbles as thrown bodies transfer kinetic energy to its structure and magic backwash bounces around inside.
 
   “They would eat our lunch and bitch-slap us into next week.” Zedic says, touching his cheap leather armor.
 
   “He’s right,” says Veenure. “You two have amazing offensive weapons, but those will only carry you so far in a turn-based fighting system.”
 
   “So we need armor. Then we can rescue this Princess Thun. Once we get some EXP, we can get the dragon and head north to Polynya.”
 
   Rocket: Ask Veenure to join you. 
 
   “Good idea,” I say to the sky. “Veenure, would you like to join our guild?”
 
   The Dark Mage flips her hood back up, hiding her face again. “You have good weapons, but your armor … ” She snaps her fingers. “I know a blacksmith in Kiya, which is in the Klin Mountain Range. He owes me a favor. Now don’t hold me to this, but he may loan us some armor to use in the quest. If we rescue the princess, we can return the armor to him and buy some better armor from him.”
 
   “So you’ll join us then?”
 
   Veenure shrugs. “Sure, I have nothing better to do this afternoon.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   The waves that break on the shore at the village of Kiya reflect the sunlight in a myriad of sparkles. Seabirds wheel and cry; some plunge into the water in their never-ending quest for food. Others carry twigs and dried grasses and other nest-building material in their beaks. In the distance, clouds mantle a great, snow-capped mountain.
 
   I turn back to look at the portal we’ve just exited. As do all the other portals that connect the cities of Hyperborea, it resembles the scaled-down Stonehenge attraction at DisNike Galaxy in Pripyat. Each of the standing stones in the circle is incised with Thulean vertical script, and each stone represents a different destination. When the proper incantations are made, the carved inscription on the appropriate stone flashes a brilliant blue-white, and anything within the circle is transported.
 
   “Normally,” Veenure explains, “we would walk to the next town, which is the best way to build EXP. We’re in a time crunch though – whoever rescues Empress Thun first gets the loot.”
 
   I feel Dolly take my hand. “You ready to do some damage, Doll?”
 
   “That’s what I came here for,” she says.
 
   The four of us follow Veenure through the town. There’s a stylized eye worked in semi-precious stones and metallic beads on the back of her hood, very similar in design to the ones worn by the alchemists we fought in the Battle of Morlock. Strange, but probably just coincidence – for some reasons, humans feel the need to constantly dabble with eyes. From currency markers to tattoos to ancient symbology – we love looking at peepers.
 
   “Chrono’s place is over here,” she says as she leads us past an open air market. There isn’t much for sale aside from fish from the nearby lake and various roots and herbs. A vampiric man floats by – pale skin, slicked back hair, Dracula collar – without casting a shadow.
 
   “Wow,” Veenure says after he’s left.
 
   “Joan and Barnabas Collins’ lovechild sure put a lot of time into his getup.”
 
   “He’s level seventy,” says Aiden.
 
   “Wait, you can tell levels?”
 
   Veenure says, “The Assassin/Ninja classes are the only classes that can reveal both player weaknesses and levels without magic. If you fought Collins’ lovechild as you put it, you’d see his life bar, but you wouldn’t be able to tell its actual size nor his abilities. Different levels, different abilities. Plus he’d seriously kick your ass.”
 
   “What level are we?” I ask Aiden, tossing my thumb to Zedic and back to myself.
 
   She scoffs. “You’re like level two.”
 
   “Terrible twos?”
 
    “I don’t think that’s quite what that means,” Zedic says.
 
   We circle around a temple with a fountain situated in the middle. The temple resembles Ray Steampunk’s gothic castle, aside from the fact that it’s about a quarter of the size and appears to be made of gold.
 
   “The Golden Temple?” I ask.
 
   Veenure smiles and cocks an eyebrow. “Yeah, that was a tough one to call.”
 
   Our pathway curves downhill to an area of closely spaced daub and wattle huts. Thin gray smoke wafts from smoke holes in the thatched roofs, digital pigs wallow, e-chickens cluck and scratch, and NPC urchins play stick-and-hoop, sword and shield, and dodge rock. 
 
   “Keep an eye on your stuff,” says Veenure. “There are pickpockets in Kiya.”
 
   “When you have nothing, you have nothing to lose,” I remind her.
 
   Aiden appears behind me, lifts a suitably muddy and ragged NPC ankle-biter into the air by the collar of his rustic peasant garb. “Found a pickpocket,” he says.
 
   “Lemme go!” the NPC shouts, as it tries to kick and bite. 
 
   Dolly’s hand comes up and an ectoplasmic aura appears around her fingers. The pickpocket falls to his knees and presses his forehead against her feet. “Now,” she says, “bring us the good stuff.”
 
   “Did you just employ a pickpocket to snag us some loot?” I ask.
 
   “Mind magic.” She taps her finger on her temple. “If I were at a higher level, I could employ the whole city.”
 
   Veenure nods, “I can’t say I disapprove.”
 
   Chrono’s blacksmith shop is nestled in a back alley, past a few fenced in lots with hungry goats stretching their necks through low wooden rail fences to get at some of the roadside grass. The sound of metal being vigorously worked meets my ears long before we officially reach the place. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Chrono is a stocky man, two or three heads taller than me with more hair on his arms and chest than the genetically modified offspring of Robin Williams and a Yeti. His haircut and bearded chin spell Zangief, the notorious Russian brawler; the man is built like a brick defecatorium.
 
   “It’s been ages!” he says, scooping Veenure into his arms.
 
   “Easy, big guy,” she says.
 
   “What brings you all the way here? I thought you were in Polynya trying to snag a griffin!”
 
   Chrono’s blacksmith shop is your standard affair – a front room with a few wooden chairs in the corner demarcated by a wall separating the fiery heat from the paying customers. Choice pieces of armor are displayed on a few straw manikins. Pigface bascinets and spangenhelms sit on velvet strips inside his display counter. 
 
   “I’ve joined a new guild.” she nods to the four of us.
 
   “PKers?” His muscles visibly tense as he sizes us up.
 
   “Nope, just some noob questers.”
 
   “Excuse me?” I ask, just about to spill the beans.
 
   Rocket: Keep your Dream Team status on the DL. It makes things easier.
 
   “What’s that?” Chrono the blacksmith asks, looking me over.
 
   “Nothing, just agreeing with Veenure. We are noobier than noobs. Anyway, she’s been mighty helpful today.”
 
   “She’s a great gal,” says the Russian bear. “And you … ” he takes a thundering step towards me. “You’ve got yourself quite a sword there. Mind if I take a look at it?”
 
   I unsheathe the Buster Sword from my back and hand it over, grip first and the blade across my forearm. 
 
   “Valerian steel?” Chrono asks as he runs his finger along my ironing board of a sword. “Nope, Adamantium. Definitely Adamantium. You can only get this metal in Ultima Thule. How on earth did you get a sword like this when you’re still wearing beginner leather?”
 
   “I’ve got friends in low places … ” Where the whiskey’s dry as an oasis I almost say. “High places too.”
 
   “Actually, Chrono, that’s why we’re here,” says Veenure. “We need some armor that will keep these four alive while we try to save Empress Thun.”
 
   He hands the Buster Sword back to me. “I heard she was kidnapped. Happens about once a year. Regardless, new armor won’t be cheap, especially at such a short notice.”
 
   Veenure says, “Remember when I saved you from a particularly untenable situation outside Enhasa?”
 
   Zhukov on growth hormones runs his fingers through the hair on his chin. “I seem to recall that, yes.”
 
   “And the time in Kakariko Village?”
 
   “That does ring a bell.”
 
   “Well, now I need a favor. I’d like you to outfit us for this quest. If we win the quest, we’ll pay you for the armor. If we lose, we’ll return the armor to you.”
 
   One of the armored manikins rattles, clanks, and nearly falls over. Zedic takes a step back to cover his embarrassed grin. “Sorry,” he says, “just admiring your work. It is especially good.”
 
   “I’m the best blacksmith in Hyperborea.” Chrono says in a way that sounds more like a simple statement of fact rather than a brag. “I’ve been doing it the longest and I have access to the best metals. Well, aside from Adamantium, Rearden Metal and Valerian Steel. Mithril is a prerequisite for most fantasy worlds, and there is an abundance down south near the Cape of Chukchis, so no worries there. My point – I won’t do you dirty by giving you shite metal, in fact … ”
 
   He cracks his knuckles in front of him.
 
   “Yes?” I ask. Over my shoulder, I catch Aiden moving into a defensive position.
 
   “The Klin Mountains, where Empress Thun has been taken, are famous for a rare metal located in a few caves. The metal is called Octiron, and while it’s pretty volatile, I’ve heard of Thulians crafting a nearly indestructible alloy by mixing Octiron with Orichalcum, a metallic pink oxide found on the southern coast of Hyperborea. In fact, it may be the only way to keep Octiron stable as this metal can only exist in a universe saturated with raw magic, which isn’t Tritania. Still, it’s there in the Klin Mountain range, which is where you’ll find Mount Mentlana. If you could bring me some, hell, I’d give you the armor for free. Hope I didn’t lose you there – I’m a bit of a metalhead.”
 
   I’m just about to politely explain what a metalhead is when Dolly steps up, “Sure, we’ll bring you some.”
 
   “Good!” Chrono claps his hands together, loud enough to startle the geese in his forecourt and set them to honking nervously. “I’ll give you some of the best stuff I have, crafted from a Harbenite and Vibranium alloy. This stuff was only available for purchase during Tritania’s third year anniversary week.” 
 
   “Great,” says Zedic, “Sophia will be mad jealous.”
 
   Rocket: Sophia is his divemate, FYI.
 
   I give the sky a very subtle thumbs up.
 
   Chrono strides towards the other room. “You four are lucky to meet a player like Veenure, she’s as good as they come.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Vibranite Alloy Dragonscale Armor, item 573, is as cool as it is comfy. I’ve already accessed my hand mirror with an ivory handle, item 36, which engenders a few laughs from the guild.
 
   “You look suitably fierce and warrior-like, Quantum,” says Dolly. We’re standing in the forecourt of Chrono’s Blacksmith Shop, suited up and ready to rescue an empress.
 
   Dolly’s pickpocket runs into the forecourt, slams on the brakes, and gives the geese the hairy eyeball as they all flap and hiss at him. He falls to his knees in front of her, and holds out a roast chicken wrapped in burlap, a handful of small coins, a tortoiseshell hair clip, and a rusty dagger.
 
   “You’ve done well, and quickly too.” She smiles, takes the tortoiseshell hairclip and puts it in her hair. “You may keep the rest, now shoo!”
 
   He edges nervously out of the yard, never taking his eye off the geese, who in turn never their eyes off of him.
 
   Dolly smiles at me; I smile back, and turn to Aiden.
 
   “I feel like I should have long blonde hair,” I tell him, as he admires his new habiliment. Our armor is similar, but his is lightweight, perfect for the stealthy shit he’ll inevitably do later. 
 
   “I feel like you should have a little black dress with strappy heels on,” comes his reply.
 
   Veenure cuts our banter short by sticking her finger in the air. “Everyone follow me, this way.” As she moves ahead of us she says, “the Klin Mountain Range is about thirty minutes away from here. We’ll probably have a few battles along the way, but nothing like the battle that lies ahead.”
 
   Dolly takes my hand. The NVA Seed is in a chainmail armor that somehow hangs from her body like a flapper dress. She’s wearing gauntlets but her upper arms are exposed, shoulders protected by articulated pauldrons. Trés chic, in a manner which would only make sense in a Proxima World. “The armor suits you,” I say, rather than the quip that first comes to my mind – I’d let you train my dragon any day. It feels good to get older and be able to contain one’s self on occasion.
 
   We round a small bend and move straight into a pine forest. The ground is littered in orange pine needles and small pebbles. A clear path lies ahead of us, marked by a wooden sign with an arrow pointing north: KLIN MOUNTAIN RANGE SCENIC OVERLOOK.
 
   “Be sure and take a screenshot,” I say under my breath.
 
   Rocket: Will do. Also, I took a few pictures of Dolly in her new gear … for you.
 
   I cast a mean mug up at the sky, which is partially covered by foliage.
 
   Rocket: What’s that for?
 
   “We’ll talk about it later,” I say.
 
   “Did you say something?” Veenure asks. 
 
   Zedic to the rescue. “We were talking about the scenic overlook. Quantum’s a big fan.”
 
   “Yes, big fan,” I say. “Back home, I’ll drive twenty-five miles out of the way to stop at a scenic overlook.”
 
   I hear a swooshing through the forest. Plumes of smoke appear on the path in front of us and four ninjas step out. Their handles appear, but the length of their life bars stays static. 
 
   “NPC Forest ninjas?”
 
   I unsheathe the Buster Sword from my back and move in for my first attack. The ninja wears greenish mosh netting, and flips backwards to avoid my attack. Now I’m frozen, watching my teammates move into action.
 
   Veenure says, “You have to be smarter than that. Use your inventory list – anything that isn’t a gun. Or link with someone else for a combo.”
 
   “My turn.” Aiden appears in a flash behind one of the ninjas, thrusts his knife into the masked tree hugger. The ninja’s life bar takes a fifty percent beating.
 
   “Nice!” I say as soon as he’s back.
 
   “They’re all level ten. The two with black headbands have smokescreen abilities,” he says.
 
   The beauty of innovative gaming makes itself known – with my sword in a ready position, I’m able to scroll through my inventory list to select something else to use on the forest button men. Recalling how the ninja dodged my first attack, I equip item 17, a wok filled with boiling peanut oil. That should do the trick.
 
   Dolly’s hand comes up and her eyes flash orange. Strobe light flashes from her fingers, and within seconds, one of the ninjas has turned away from the others and joined our side.
 
   “Mind magic?”
 
   Rocket: Badass!
 
   Veenure steps forward and shoots a series of fireballs at the three ninjas that haven’t Benedict Arnolded. Two dodge, but the guy Aiden shanked just moments ago is roasted like a Harajuku kawaii marshmallow. Zedic shoots a pair of arrows that connect with both enemy combatants. 
 
   The first ninja attacks Aiden, who counterattacks because of his Berserker class. The other ninja follows suit, but Veenure dips left and does a disappearing act that would make Copperfield’s chest swell with pride.
 
   My turn arrives. I spring forward with my wok of hot oil and give him the old McNugget treatment – this one goes out to the semi-oppressive Government of Uzbekistan. The fried ninja falls to the ground and fades away. 
 
   Veenure laughs. “That is … unconventional.”
 
   “You ain’t seen nothing yet!” Aiden equips his Acme roller skates, charges forward with his chainsaw – former item 112 from my list RIP – and gives the ninja a classic Texas Chainsaw Massacre. And all that’s left is the turncoat who Dolly Jedi mind-tricked ® into abandoning his homies.
 
   Not a lot to see here – Dolly gestures, and aff-schmazz-kapoop, the ninja draws his tanto and commits hara-kiri – seppuku to those who can’t stomach it. The trumpet sounds and we receive a small amount of EXP and a few rupees to boot.
 
   “That was surprisingly fun,” I say as I return my sword to its scabbard.
 
   Veenure nods. “Those guys were easy. We need a plan for the bigger baddies we’ll face in the mountains.” She turns to Dolly. “You’re low level, but you should be able to cast Ultra Target.”
 
   “I can.”
 
   “Good and you,” she says to Aiden, “can use a special ability with your Assassin-Berserker combo called Crazy Mofo. Cast this on Quantum and he has an eighty percent chance of a counter attack. He has the highest attack power.”
 
   I get the picture. “Dolly has all the enemies target me, and Aiden makes sure I can hit back just about every time.”
 
   “Exactly,” Veenure says. “For my part, I’ll cast Redeemer Lightning on you, which will form a lightning shield around your body. This will deal thirty percent damage to the enemy. Not only will you likely strike back, they’ll take damage just hitting you!”
 
   Zedic points at himself with his thumb. “And I’ll keep shooting healing arrows to keep Quantum’s life bar nice and plump.”
 
   Veenure’s green eyes shine under her hood, proud of the plan she’s just created. “We can adjust this strategy in real time, but it should work on our smaller encounters.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Life couldn’t get any stranger than mine. Sometimes I wonder if the escapism is killing me; on the other hand, I’ve never felt so alive, so free. No cane either. Not that my Commando Survival Cane wouldn’t be handy in a Proxima World. 
 
   Battles galore.
 
   We whip our way through several forest ninjas. Our strategy works and I’m able to test out a variety of nonconventional weapons through our bouts. By the time we reach the scenic mountain overlook, I’ve Djangoed a couple of Foot Clan rejects with my thick chain, item 89; I’ve used my fire poker, item 70, to give a few rectal exams that will require Industrial Strength Preparation H; my Kingsman umbrella with retractable blade, item 79, has caused more than a couple of brainstorms; I’ve dispensed a few geography lessons with my wooden floor globe, item 522; and I’ve even used item 41, Bart Simpson’s slingshot. All in all – Zedic and I are up a level and Aiden and Dolly are fast on our tail. 
 
   “Here we are,” Veenure says.
 
   The Klin Mountains spread before us. Some of the taller ones are capped with snow, and the biggest of them, Mount Mentlana, casts an enormous shadow as it rises from the middle of the range.
 
   “Where are we going again?” I ask, taking in the beauty. Of all the VE dreamworlds I’ve visited (or more appropriately, remember visiting), Tritania is by far the most appealing. The natural scenery, the digital fresh air, the sparkly dew drops on the grass, the white mushrooms growing from mossy tree stumps – the place resembles a scenic postcard sold at an incorporated national park painted by a de-extincted Bob Ross after a long night tripping with Timothy Leary’s spirit wombat. Swirling, beautiful, surreal. Not quite Daliesque, but the fact that there aren’t any melting spoons is probably to our benefit. 
 
   “There.” Veenure points at an ant-like stream of people lining up in the distance.
 
   “Do we have to wait in line?” I ask.
 
   “Yes, unfortunately. However,” Veenure glances to Aiden and Dolly, “with your mind magic, we may be able to convince an NPC to show us another way.”
 
   Rocket: There is another way. I checked the schematics that Ray Steampunk provided me. Head away from the crowd, towards the smaller mountain next to Mount Mentlana. There’s an entrance through this mountain, on its eastern side, which leads underground to Mount Mentlana.
 
   I turn my back to Veenure. “How do I know which mountain it is?”
 
   Rocket: It’s called Mount Puntla. She’ll know.
 
   “Let’s see if there’s a hidden path near Mount Puntla.”
 
   Veenure nods. “Not a bad idea. How did you know about Mount Puntla, though?”
 
   “I told you before – I’ve got friends in low places.” I refrain from singing the next line and smile instead. 
 
   Dolly catches on. “That’s not a bad idea. We can battle our way over there and then I can coerce an NPC to take us to the hidden path, if there is a hidden path.”
 
   Zedic takes the lead. “Let’s do this. I’m getting hungry in real life.”
 
   “We both ate the same thing for breakfast,” I say as we follow a path cut into the cliff side of the scenic overview. The steps are narrow, only wide enough for two people; a railing made of wood covered in prickly vines keeps those who dare descend from falling to certain death.
 
   Zedic shoots me the number two and I get it. 
 
   “Log out real quick and take care of business. We’ll be fine without you.”
 
   Veenure asks, “Bathroom break?”
 
   Zedic says, “If you don’t mind.”
 
   “Me too. All right everyone, five minute bathroom break.”
 
   “I’ll stay here with Dolly and Aiden,” I tell Veenure once we reach the bottom of the stair of rocks. Her hand comes up and she’s gone in a flash; Zedic follows suit.
 
   “You don’t have to go?” Aiden asks.
 
   “Being in a digital coma for …” Two subjective years. “For, ahem, eight years, taught me to hold it in. Or at least my body.”
 
   “That’s not healthy.” Dolly sits on a large piece of bench-shaped petrified wood.
 
   “What? You reading health mags now or something?” I say, flashing her my snarkiest grin.
 
   I’m next to her in three seconds flat, my arm wrapped around the small of her back. Aiden remains standing, always ready for a surprise attack. You can take the NPC out of The Loop, but you can’t take The Loop out of the NPC. I suppose this applies to a certain human player as well.
 
   Dolly drops her head on my shoulder. “This sure is beautiful.”
 
   “Almost as nice as our little spot on the edge of the city,” I say, remembering the summer home she snapped into existence. 
 
   “Come on,” she says, “The Loop will never be this beautiful.”
 
   “You could make it this beautiful, couldn’t you, Doll?” I ask.
 
   Aiden answers. “The Loop was coded for grit; she can move some things around, but the rats will figure a way back into the house.”
 
   “Spawning in other worlds is good enough for me,” says Dolly. “I could do it forever.” Her smile tightens as she quickly realizes that forever means different things to a person and a being created in a dreamworld. Dolly can literally live forever; my corporeal self can’t. 
 
   “You know what I mean,” she says.
 
   “I read ya,” I tell her, as I pet her on the head.
 
   “I’m not a puppy, you know.”
 
   I bend over and she raises her head to meet mine. Our lips meet, and my digital baby-maker stands tall and salutes.
 
   “Get a room you two,” Aiden says, his back to us now. 
 
   “We’d be alone if you weren’t here,” I remind him.
 
   “Maybe I’d better log out to use the restroom too.”
 
   “If you can’t find a tree to piss behind, you aren’t looking hard enough.”
 
   Veenure does a Star Trek entrance. Once her form has wavered into existence, she removes her hood. Her midnight blue hair is now in a ponytail, revealing more Thulean tattoos on the side of her neck and behind her ears. The red brooch holding her cloak together sparkles; a wave of red light covers her body and dissipates. She jumps right into business. “I checked a messageboard over iNet while I was in the bathroom. The boss keeping Empress Thun is a giant frog, not inappropriately known as The Frog King.”
 
   “Is he French?”
 
   She gives me a strange look. “Anyway, we’ll need to figure out a different strategy once we reach him. Mind magic won’t work. It’ll be better just to give him everything we got.”
 
   “Guns a-blazing?”
 
   “Not quite,” she tells me. “As we fight our way to his underground lair, I want you and the Assassin–”
 
   “Aiden,” says the man who has tried to kill me over five hundred times.
 
   “I want you and Aiden to work on some combos. To do this, you’ll have to equip complimentary weapons. Attack at the same time and let the game’s AI take over.”
 
   “What about me?” Zedic asks as he finishes materializing into existence.
 
   “That was quick.”
 
   “I didn’t want to make you wait.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Mountain trolls with faces like Sarah Jessica Parker mill about in Danny Devito bodies. Hairy backs, rocks in sacks, green skin and razor teeth – trolls are trolls wherever one goes and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let a gaggle of Tritania’s finest get the best of me! 
 
   Knights of Non Compos Mentis do a bang-up job of clearing out the trolls, especially after I equip my Mollusk Launcher, item 102, which doesn’t constitute a firearm, at least in the traditional sense. The Series 9 SONAR Octopi have the ability to turn an enemy’s coat, similar to Dolly’s mind magic. Load, put the red dot on the desired impact point, fling an octopus, and viola! Fighting trolls – is there anything better to do on a Thursday afternoon? 
 
   “You told me to get creative,” I tell Veenure as soon as I see her green eyes roll under her hood. “Trust me, I can do better than this.”
 
   We clear through every battle and Zedic and I gain another level. CREATE A COMBO UNLOCKED – the words flash and dissipate.
 
   “Create a combo?”
 
   Rocket: Pick two items from your inventory list and the game’s battle AI will create a combo for you.
 
   “Peanut Gallery, my life wouldn’t be the same without you.”
 
   Rocket: You’re welcome, Q Daddy.
 
   “Nope, that name won’t work.”
 
   Rocket: Big Daddy Q.
 
   “No.”
 
   Rocket: Q-Dude.
 
   “Uh-uh.”
 
   Rocket: Q-Meister.
 
   “Seriously, stop.”
 
   Rocket: Horton hears a Q.
 
   “I will log out and hurt you!”
 
   I decide to give Tritania’s AI a run for its rupees, I equip the most unconventional weapons I can find – my dashboard hula girl, item 552 and my juicer, an Omega Mega Mouth Holistic Liquidizer, item 59 (which I simply refer to as my ‘juicer’ both for clarity’s sake and to passively combat the fact that the future is filled with more adjectives, corporate buyouts and acronyms than it is quality products). 
 
   COMBO MADE! 
 
   A trumpet sounds a fanfare, and the phrase Hula Juicer Attack appears.
 
   Zedic chuckles. “Hula Juicer Attack?” 
 
   “This should do the trick.”
 
   It doesn’t take us long to encounter a new group of EXP fodder; this time they’re trollified cookie makers. Zedic shoots and what happens next gives me newfound respect for Tritania’s Proxima developers. 
 
   The juicer and the dashboard hula girl swirl into a vortex in front of me. The dashboard hula girl Grow Monsters until she is taller than me. She hops forward on her little stand and sways, luring one of the trolls forward with her novelty Hawaiian ukulele music. Curious, the troll approaches her, his mace held at the low ready. He reaches out a hesitant paw, and she springs forward like a nightmare Jill in the box, lifts him over her head and stuffs him into the giant juicer. The whirling steel tornado in a jar reduces him to troll smoothie faster than you can say magically delicious, and she upends the juicer and slings troll frappé across his compadres, which reduces their life bars by about a quarter. 
 
   Rocket: That was AWESOME!
 
   Hula girl disappears and Aiden moves in for an attack, which takes the form of a ninja splenectomy a la wakazashi. Veenure summons a medium-sized black cloud, and finishes the job with several Raiden cloud-to-troll lightning strikes.
 
   “Hula Juicer Attack!” Veenure laughs. “Were you testing the AI?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Time flies when you’re killing trolls. 
 
   We loop around the players waiting in line – Tanu knights in glass armor, Gorn-like lizard men, ersatz Vikings, batwomen, catmen, wannabe Mongol warriors, ninjas galore, samurai of all flavors, pink-pigtailed cosplay candidates, Harry Frickin’ Potter with big round glasses and lightning stripe hair, and at least a dozen or so be-cloaked compadres with Gandalf staffs and paper-white Hedwigs perched on their shoulders. The line stretches for a good quarter mile.
 
   “This way.” Veenure gestures towards a sign written in Thulean. 
 
   “Why isn’t it in English?”
 
   “Jeez, to maybe make the quest more challenging?” she says in a tone that indicates that not only are there stupid questions, but there are also stupid people to ask the stupid questions.
 
   Zedic and Aiden snicker.
 
   I keep my mouth shut, which has become my go-to defense as of late, as Full Metal Quantum at a hundred percent can ruffle more than a few feathers. With two birds in our guild, I’d rather keep that to a minimum. 
 
   Rocket: Walk until you get to Rooster Rock. Right from there, under an archway made of stone. Look for an entrance on the right. 
 
   I thumbs up the sky.
 
   As soon as we’re away from the crowd, the battle trumpet sounds and a six pack of rat-men appear. All six are level six and each is about the size of a six year old.
 
   Veenure says, “Let’s go with the strategy from earlier – cast everything on Quantum. Save your combos for bigger enemies.”
 
   Zedic strikes first with a couple of healing arrows. I’m next up, selecting an oversized fork, item 20, and my Bart Simpson slingshot, item 41. I shoot the fork at Rat Fink on my left, killing him instantly. Dolly casts Ultra Target on me, Veenure casts Redeemer Lightning and Aiden casts Crazy Mofo.
 
   Splinter’s bastard children target me. Every attack causes a dip in their life bar and a counterattack because of Aiden’s Crazy Mofo. By the next round, there’s only one Ratatouille left standing. Zedic shoots off a blitz of arrows, quickly murdalizing the scaly-tailed sewer dweller. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   “This must be Rooster Rock.” Not only is the rock the spitting image of a rooster, the wattles hanging from its neck are made of iron-rich sedimentary rocks. “They should’ve named it Kellogg.”
 
   Blank stares and furrowed brows; no one gets my joke – another of the constant reminders that I’m surrounded by youngsters and NPCs.
 
   “Let’s head this way, under that arch,” I say, keeping nonchalant. 
 
   I take the lead and a few more Ratberts spawn. We give them the old maid with the besom treatment and move on, under the stone archway and into clearing filled with scree. 
 
   Rocket: Look for a small gully on the right.
 
   “This way,” Zedic says, turning to the gully. “This may lead down to something.”
 
   We enter the gully and Veenure points to a cave entrance below. A welcoming committee awaits us at the cave mouth – Rizzo the Rat and his dear friend, Roland, both level ten.
 
   I equip Bart Simpson’s slingshot and a mousetrap, item 18, mostly to add insult to injury. I fire my mousetrap at Roland, who narrowly dodges it and gives me the finger. 
 
   “That’s a stupid weapon,” Veenure says.
 
   “It’s a proven way to kill a rodent!”
 
   We go with our send the baddies to me strategy. Roland attacks and I counter with another slingshotted mousetrap. This one connects, affixing itself to the giant rat-man’s nose. His life bar takes a beating and continues to drop as the mousetrap does its damage. Rizzo is up next and I fix him up with a mousetrap as soon as his attack finishes. 
 
   Some healing arrows courtesy of Zedic and then it’s Dolly’s turn; she does her mind voodoo and turns Rizzo against Roland. Aiden’s upped his game with a can of aerosol deodorant and a lighter, which I also have in my inventory list (items 267 and 4 respectively). Morning Assassin flicks the lighter, sprays the deodorant and re-enacts his own Assault at Verdun, which seriously discommodes Roland.
 
   I finish the job with item 437, a Bormioli Rocco Pocket Glass Flask filled with Everclear for the festive South East Asian BLEVE effect (with apologies to Thích Quảng Đức). Compelled by Dolly’s spell, Rizzo attacks his flambéed fleabag friend until he barbeques himself past continued viability. 
 
   Both ROUSes dead, trumpet fanfare sounds, EXP awarded, the Knights of Non Compos Mentis prevail yet again.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The cave walls are adorned with deeply graved Thulean writing, which Veenure’s fingertip fireball throws into sharp relief. The passageway is dark, the ceiling covered in slumbering bats. Aside from Chuck E. Cheese and Stuart Little at the entrance, we’ve yet to encounter any fantasy amalgamations. 
 
   “So what happens next?” I ask. “We emerge on the other side of the cave and face off against the Frog King?”
 
   “We may have an encounter or two along the way,” says Veenure.
 
   Dolly’s hand comes into mine and I give it a soft squeeze. Looking left, I admire the shadow she’s casting on the wall. All curves this one, like a voluptuous rollercoaster ride. Distracted, I trip over a stone and land on my knees.
 
   “Damn jagged rocks,” I say.
 
   Zedic picks up the stone that just tried to off me. “What was the name of the metal your blacksmith friend wanted?”
 
   “Octiron,” Veenure says.
 
   “Is this it?” He hands her the stone and she studies it for a moment. 
 
   “No idea.”
 
   “Let me see.” Turning the rock over in her hand, Dolly runs her finger along a red vein visible on the bottom of the rock. “That’s it,” she says, “the Octiron.”
 
   “How much does your friend need?” I ask Veenure.
 
   “No telling. Let’s get as much as we can. I have a burlap sack in my inventory list especially for finding items like this. It has about a one ton capacity.”
 
   “That’s some sack.”
 
   “ … said the actress to the Bishop,” she snorts.
 
   Rock collecting commences. I feel like a ten-year-old boy on a geology field trip and finally, for the first time in who knows how long, I get to use item 113, a rock pick. Not every rock I pry free from the wall has Octiron in it, but at least half have the red vein of metal coursing through it. Ten minutes later, and the best guild this side of World of Warcraft have collected about five hundred pounds of the stuff.
 
   “That should do it,” Veenure says. 
 
   I’m just about to say something snarky when Aiden whispers, “Someone’s coming.”
 
   “What should we do?” Zedic whispers.
 
   “Hold back … they may be PKers.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Veenure extinguishes her finger torch and melts into a pile of cloth. Aiden and I press right; Dolly and Zedic press left. 
 
   “Noobs waiting in line,” says a man with a movie announcer’s voice. 
 
   “We should have killed them all,” hisses a female voice. They appear at the end of the passageway, their forms lit by the woman’s glowing hand. 
 
   PKers.
 
   “Too many,” says the deep voice, which emanates from a shadowy, floating figure. “They’d swarm us. Besides, none of them had any weapons or potions worth procuring.” He stops, peers into the dark. “Something isn’t right.”
 
   “You’re always too jumpy,” the lady says. “We’re alone.”
 
   They take a few steps past us. I’m holding my breath at this point, hoping that we’re pressed deeply enough into the wall that they don’t spot us. Their handles appear – BramToker and CourtneyLuv99.
 
   “I wish Jonah were here,” says Kurt Cobain’s Yoko Ono. “That would make this a lot easier.”
 
   BramToker says, “The Frog King can’t be that hard. Someone will beat him soon if we don’t … did you hear something?” He turns and her torch follows him, its circle of light stops just short of our feet.
 
   “Nothing is in here, Bram. You always do this – you’re always seeing things or hearing noises, and I normally don’t mind taking time to check, but we’re kind of under the gun here. Did you get high before you logged in or something?”
 
   “I always toke up before I log in. It’s medicinal. I have real problems, you know. Can’t sleep at night and the pollute bar next door is noisy.”
 
   “What kind of pollute bar?” she asks.
 
   “The night club variety. Their resident DJ is shit. Utter shit. His specialty is LOL Bass – low frequency de-extinct underwater creature belly rumbles with a single high hat on the upbeat.”
 
   “LOL Bass is cool, especially DJ No Talent. He sold eighteen million digital singles last year!”
 
   “Which goes to show you that music is progressively getting worse as time carries on. Me? I’m more of a vintage Nu Metal-Alt Rock guy. Throw in some classic cuts by Staind, Korn, Linkin Park, Limp Bizkit or Slipknot and I’m golden. Rap Rock should make a comeback any day now. That’s my prediction. You heard it here first.”
 
   “Barf.”
 
   “What?” he asks. 
 
   “My grandpa listens to DisNike’s Alt Rock Channel. I swear to god if I hear Creed or Nickelback one more time I’m gonna to go on a killing spree.” CourtneyLuv99 stops dead in her tracks. “Crap!”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I’ve been flagged by administrators for saying killing spree. Shit! They’re saying it violates the Real World Threat Act of 2041. What do I say?”
 
   “Don’t worry,” says BramToker, “I’ve done this before. Just send the admins the password to your GoogleFace account so that they can check that you haven’t been visiting jihadi websites or serial killer fanzines or anything like that, and a PDF copy of an approved ATF 4473 background check. They’ll check again later today or tomorrow, but there’s usually a backlog. Even with the Anti-Cyberbullying Act of 2025 as well as the ban on licensed concealed firearms in university campuses and hospitals, most federally-mandated random gun check programs are underfunded. It’s the only thing that keeps us safe.”
 
   The two PKers continue on their way, playing out the legalities of making an in-game threat in a world managed by an overly cautious Federal Corporate Government.
 
   “We should do something,” I say as soon as they’re gone.
 
   I hear the sound of fabric ruffling. A torch lights on Veenure’s fingertips, adding an orange hue to the passageway.
 
   “Too risky.”
 
   “They were both level seventy,” says Aiden. 
 
   “But there are five of us.”
 
   “Two of you are level four; the NPCs are level three. I’m level eighteen. Those two would have stomped a mudhole in our asses, both individually and collectively.
 
   Zedic says, “But they’ll get to the Frog King before us!”
 
   “Not necessarily.” Dolly presses her fingers to her temples like Jean Grey. “There are two paths ahead. The Frog King lies on the path to the right, but the Player Killers will take the left path, which is fraught with peril and ultimately leads to a dead end. They’ll have to fight their way in, and then fight their way back out.”
 
   “What makes you so sure?”
 
   Veenure answers. “She cast Confusion on the two. Mind magicians can also cast certain spells on actual players – even incredibly low level mind magicians.”
 
   “Why don’t more people pick it as a subclass?”
 
   “Because it’s difficult to manage. The fact that she’s an NPC makes it slightly easier for her.” Veenure takes the lead. “Come on. We need to get to the Frog King. Those PKers will eventually find out they’ve been duped and they’ll turn back around. We’d better defeat the Frog King before they do, otherwise they may try to interrupt our battle and squeeze us out.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Hustle becomes our friend. We move rapidly through the cave, ducking stalactites, avoiding loose stones underfoot, and doing our best to get to the Frog King before the two PKers can realize the error in their path.
 
   The walls shake at the sound of a colossal RIBBIT. Warm, moist air and a warmer, moister froth of frog juice blows past us, mucking up our duds and matting down our hair. 
 
   “That’s some Battle Toad,” I say as I wipe my face.
 
   Rocket: He’s a dirty bastard.
 
   “That’s the spirit, kid!” 
 
   Veenure looks at me funny.
 
   “Sorry, answering the voices in my head. Sometimes we talk.”
 
   No time to comment. Aiden has already blitzed ahead, engaging us in battle. The Tritania battle system is funny. The battle begins whenever a player in a guild or a traveling group makes contact with an enemy. Even though we were a good fifty yards away, we’re immediately transported to a huge underground lair, where we’re placed directly in front of a Rana from a different mama.
 
   If Kermit had bumped uglies with the scabrous, diabetic, seven hundred pound adult Honey Boo Boo, the resulting unspeakable crime against all carbon-based life would closely resemble the Frog King. Green, googly eyed, yellow-bellied, girthy, wattled and warty, it is now clear why Michigan J. Frog’s prison pen pal is an object of fear and distaste.
 
   The battle trumpet sounds and we’re greeted by an epic tongue lashing as the Frog King, takes a ten percent cut of each of our life bars. Zedic is up to bat with a series of magic arrows, which give each of us a little boost.
 
   “Strategy?” I ask. I scroll through my inventory list just to make sure I don’t have any frog poison. Nope, but my rat poison, item 442, would have come in handy earlier though.
 
   “Move forward with Aiden – sync to combo. Equip whatever you’d like. The games AI will take over from there,” says Veenure. 
 
   “Frog legs it is!” I equip my milspec 20 liter gas can, item 117, and dangle it at Aiden. I pop the lid off and he gets the picture. A Molotov cocktail takes form in his hands. We charge forward and ‘sync’ in the strangest way. Aiden drops and I leap frog over him, chucking the can of gas at the seething frog. I land in front of Aiden and he leap frogs over me, pitching his Molotov cocktail. The explosion and fire would have put a tent pole in Trashcan Man’s trousers and puts a serious singe on the Hypnotoad. 
 
   Zedic laughs. “That leap frog-thing looked like something from the Rainbow Coalition’s Inclusivity Fest – and I should know. The explosion was pretty good, though.”
 
   “The AI has a mind of its own!”
 
   Through the magic of in-game physics, Aiden and I are completely uninjured. Unfortunately, our impromptu home-made FAE didn’t shave much off the Frog King’s life bar, barely five percent.
 
   Luckily, Veenure is too busy engaging the Frog King in some sort of dark magic space time continuum attack to hear me. A black hole filled with floating lightning bolts opens up; the tattoos on her cheeks blaze under her hood. The vortex grows, writhes, and suddenly implodes, dealing Boss Frog another ten percent damage.
 
   Frances Euphoria: Hi! I just logged in to monitor what’s happening. I’m at the Dream Team office now with Indian food. Finish the battle and we’ll have lunch.
 
   “Sweet!” I say as Dolly moves forward. Her Witchblade exoskeleton forms around her hand and she rakes it across the big frog’s belly. 
 
   “He’s down twenty percent,” says Aiden. The frog moves forward, his expression that of a dyspeptic Winston Churchill after an all-you-can-eat bean burrito extravaganza, and then returns to his ready position.
 
   “What’s up with Frogger?” I ask.
 
   Aiden says. “He’s charging! The Frog King has two types of charge moves – Frog Stomp and Swamp Belch.”
 
   “Which is worse?” asks Veenure.
 
   “Frog Stomp – he’ll instantly take half of our life bars.”
 
   Veenure nods. “Quantum cast shield on yourself; Aiden cast Crazy Mofo; Dolly – Ultra Target.”
 
   “That won’t work,” Aiden says. “The Frog King won’t fall for Ultra Target.”
 
   “Crap! I forgot.” Veenure’s hand comes up and she scrolls through her inventory list. “There must be something here that will help us.”
 
   Frances Euphoria: Ask Aiden how many times it can cast Frog Stomp!
 
   “How many times can it cast Frog Stomp?” Zedic and I ask simultaneously. 
 
   “Once per battle.”
 
   “That’s fine!” I say. “Let’s keep up our attack, taking twenty percent per round. He’s already at eighty… we’ll beat him!”
 
   Veenure grins under her hood, her teeth flashing white. “Good call. All right, let’s give him everything we got!”
 
   “With pleasure.” Zedic pulls back on the string of his Hero’s Bow. A luminescence radiates from his hands to his shoulders; pixilated blips of light swirl around his arms as they charge. He pulls back just a little more, unleashes an arrow that transforms into a gargantuan spectral eagle. It connects and the Frog King’s life bar drops about five percent.
 
   “Nice! What was that?” I ask.
 
   “Shaft of Feathered Vengeance,” says Veenure. “Common White Archer attack. He’s low level now – wait until he’s at level thirty or so.”
 
   “My turn.” I equip my stylishly rococo hose gun filled with Almost Universal Solvent, item 566. I trigger the nozzle; the Frog King sizzles and the hose gun goes back to my inventory list. Legal indeed!
 
   “What was that? Where do you get this stuff from?” Veenure asks. 
 
   “AUS Hose Gun,” says Aiden. “Dissolves everything except gold. Works well on big-ass frogs too, it looks like. He’s now at fifty-five percent.”
 
   Veenure does her Interstellar trick again, black-holing Señor Frog for another ten percent. Dolly’s up next with an exoskeletal fist, shaving off a little more of the amphibian’s life bar. 
 
   “Almost at forty percent!” Aiden says. “We got this!”
 
   “Not so fast.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The PKers from earlier have joined the battle on the side of Prince Charming’s fugly uncle. BramToker and CoutneyLuv99 stand before us, vogueing for an audience that only they can see. The broad has scaly skin, black pointy teeth, and an ooh, so scary writhing snake Medusa hair do. She’s decked out in a Tim Burton parody of a Goth-esque Wonder Woman outfit, which cantilevers improbably large and decidedly non-reptilian mammiferous attributes.
 
   Seeing him up close in personal, I realize that BramToker is the same vampire we saw floating back in the blacksmith’s village. Taller than Abe with a Gene Simmons’ widow’s peak, the lanky man is Zuckerburg pale with creepy eyes to boot. Clad in the obligatory all-black with a white collared shirt and a Banderas cape with red lining, the Count is ready for his B movie close up. I’m not impressed – all paisley, now that would impress me, but I guess I’m not his target audience. 
 
   “Can’t the Frog King attack them?”
 
   “Not while they’re on his side,” says Veenure. “They’ll finish us off and then they’ll get the toad. We should have bought some healing potions – my fault. I have a few, but not enough for all of us.”
 
   BramToker says, “You used a mind confusion attack against us.”
 
   “That’s not all we’re going to use.”
 
   Since the two PKers spawned on the Frog King’s side, the game allows us to make the first attack.
 
   “Make it count,” says Zedic as I scroll through my inventory list. For his part, Zedic pummels them with arrows, which saps some of their life bars, but not much.
 
   CourtneyLuv99 laughs. “It’s been a while since we fought some ultra-noobs. This is going to be great!”
 
   Rocket: Forfeit the battle – if they win, they’ll take your weapons and armor.
 
   I glance to Zedic, who confirms what Rocket has just said with a subtle nod.
 
   “I really hate to leave when we’re this close.”
 
   Veenure catches on. “Chrono’s armor and your weapons.”
 
   “What happens if we forfeit?” I ask.
 
   “We go back to our last safe location – Kiya.”
 
   A whip made of red neon light appears in CourtneyLuv99”s hand and fills the air around us with a prickly, itchy static. She cracks it against the ground and gives us crooked, pointy grin. “Hurry up, newbies – times a-wastin’.”
 
   Aiden reads her stats. “That’s the Lasso of Wretchedness. It’ll take twenty-five percent of all our life bars and infect us with Tritanian Recalcitrant Plebney, which is horrifically fatal. We’ll be dead in two turns or less.” 
 
   “We should forfeit now,” says Dolly. “If this were another Proxima World, I’d turn these two angsty teens into chickens and spit roast them myself. Tritania has rules.”
 
   “Some rules are made to be broken,” I say as I scroll through my inventory list, “but if I’m going out – if we’re going out, we’re going out with a bang. We might as well fudge up their impending battle with Superfrog.”
 
   I equip my hack ax, good ol’ 554. 
 
   Zedic shouts, “That’ll kill you! Forfeit the battle, Quantum, we need to save our gear!”
 
   I won’t let you die.
 
   “Relax, Zedic, I’m just going to give them a taste.”
 
   I look down at the mutant hack bubbling up my arm and forming a huge muzzle rimmed in electric blue zigzags. I notice a switch on the forestock that I haven’t seen there before. The words ICE appear on the bottom, NORM on top. 
 
   “Ice or norm?”
 
   Ice.
 
   I keep the toggle switch in its current position and aim it Lestat and the Kinderwhore queen. 
 
   “A mutant hack gun?” BramToker laughs. “It’ll kill you!”
 
   “Where did a noob get a mutant hack?” asks CourtneyLuv99, who is clearly smarter than the Count.
 
   “Let’s just consider this a parting gift.” One icy blast later and Vlad the Inhaler is frozen solid. My life bar shrinks to one percent. Everything blinks red; a button appears in front of me asking if I’d like to forfeit the battle. I select yes and the world pixilates. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Back to Kiya with a grin on my face. Sure, we chickened out, but at least I left the two PKers with a hell of a battle ahead of them.
 
   “They won,” Veenure says as soon as she has materialized. Her fingers come out of her robes revealing a floating quest orb: BramToker and CourtneyLuv 99 have rescued Empress Thun!
 
   “Seriously? That quickly?” I glance to Zedic, who is sitting on the edge of a well. Aiden is next to him, not as relaxed as he should be, but relaxed nonetheless. 
 
   Dolly says, “The female player likely used her whip on the frog.”
 
   “But we literally just respawned.”
 
   “There’s a slight lag,” says Veenure. “Anyway, there is another way to get the two of you enough EXP to travel to Polynya.”
 
   “What about the rest of our guild?”
 
   “The NPCs don’t need to be a certain level to travel. However, if they’re in a guild, they must be with guild members who are at the right level. This is so Mind Mages can bring the characters they turn with them wherever they go.”
 
   “Got it.” 
 
   A Clydesdale in elaborate black barding enters the town. The rider, a man with more armor than an Andromeda 309 Comsuit, glares at us through the Y-shaped opening of his Barbute. He rides past and his horse rudely depletes the Tritanian ozone layer and whips its tail at us.
 
   “Anyone up for another battle,” I say, cracking my knuckles.
 
   “Please,” Veenure says under her breath, “your life bar is still at one percent.”
 
   I watch the Black Knight ride off, wishing for the first time since entering Tritania that we were actually diving in The Loop. Home turf has its advantages; his armor would be like rice paper to my BFG 9000.
 
   “Easy, Tiger,” Dolly says, her fingers dancing up my arm. I turn to her and my heart melts. What I wouldn’t give to hide away with her for eternity, watching the world slip away. 
 
   “Sorry, I just don’t like forfeiting a battle.”
 
   “It was the smart thing to do,” she says. “He who fights and runs away, lives … ”
 
   “Maybe you’re right.”
 
   “She is right.” Veenure removes her hood. “And all is not lost. We have about five hundred pounds of Octiron, which Chrono will gladly trade for the armor you’re wearing.”
 
   “And there’s also a way for you and the Zedic get to level fifteen by tomorrow.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   Rocket: Oh yeah! I forgot to tell you this.
 
   “Dammit, Rocket.”
 
   Veenure gives me a funny look.
 
   “Nothing,” I say. “It’s just an expression I like to say … popular back in Baltimore.”
 
   Rocket: Sorry!
 
   Frances Euphoria: Cut him a break. There was a lot to process about Tritania.
 
   Veenure says, “Every new player in Tritania is allowed ten auto-player levels.”
 
   “Auto-player levels?”
 
   “This turns your avatar into an NPC who can level up while you sleep. Some players hold off until they are level fifty or sixty to take advantage of this. After all, it’s harder to reach a new level at that point. However, if you really need to get to Polynya, this is a great way to rapidly advance your levels. Of course, you’ll need to manually get the levels in Polynya. Only people that are level thirty-five or above can fly to Ultima Thule.”
 
   Zedic says, “So we logout and our avatars stay here, leveling up. Is this right?”
 
   “Yes,” says Veenure. “Just select it in the main menu and choose how many levels you’d like to advance. I’ve used half my auto-player levels. I’ll use the last five when I reach the sixties.”
 
   “Good, let’s do that then,” I say. 
 
   “What happens if we die while we’re fighting?”
 
   “You can’t die in this mode,” says Veenure. “Your avatar will auto-spawn in an area with low level characters that reward high EXP for each battle. Players can’t attack other players in the Leveling Plains. No way to die or get robbed.”
 
   “Sounds like we’re going to wake up a little stronger tomorrow,” says Zedic.
 
   Veenure smiles; the tattoos on her face stretch wide. “There is only one disadvantage to auto-player leveling.”
 
   “What’s that?” I ask.
 
   “While your avatar is engaged, you’re prevented from logging into other Proxima Galaxies.”
 
   “Think you can go that long?” I ask Dolly.
 
   “I’ll manage,” she says with a hint of a smile. 
 
   “Good,” Veenure says. “I’ll deliver the Octiron to Chrono.”
 
   “Perfect. Let’s meet tomorrow in Aramis,” Zedic says. “Once we regroup and stock up on potions, we can head south to the Cape of Chukchis to see about this dragon.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan.”
 
   “Good,” I tell Veenure. “Also, invite Chrono to come along if he’d like. We may need all the backup we can get against these orcs. I’m expecting a bloodbath.”
 
   “Expecting or hoping for one?” she asks.
 
   “A little of both.”
 
   Aiden rubs his hands together. “I’ll be sure to get some backup in The Loop.”
 
   “Yeah, and keep people out of my hotel room too. Friggin’ Burly with his hookers and blow!”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Feedback butterflies flutter through my skull. Feedback the sound, the pain, the fall. False zenith, truth ringeth. Dream layeth, death playeth. I awake on the other side of consciousness, in a vat of liquid.
 
   “Relax,” says Frances Euphoria, her hand soft on my shoulder. “It’s me. I’ll help you out.”
 
   “Where’s Rocket?” I ask in my I-just-woke-up-stupor.
 
   “Helping Zedic.”
 
   “You feeling OK, Frances?” 
 
   “I’m fine. They mostly kept me for observation. The hospital doesn’t get many Proxima attack cases.”
 
   “Can’t we report it?” I ask as she removes my NV Visor. Blinding light; swirling kaleidoscopic lightning flashes pink beneath my eyelids; I wet my lips and adjust.
 
   “It’ll go in the file,” she says. “We have to build a strong case, otherwise we’ll lose.”
 
   “You were attacked by the head of the Revenue Corporation, the head of the Reapers,” I remind her. “That must be worth something.”
 
   “Alledgedly attacked.”
 
   “Doesn’t Rocket have a video? He sure takes plenty of screenshots of Dolly.”
 
   “Those are for research purposes,” shouts our in-game monitor.
 
   “Right … well doesn’t he?”
 
   “That video shows a Proxima World battle. These aren’t recognized in our current legal system.”
 
   “What about … ” I recall what the snake-babe said. “What about the anti-cyberbullying laws? Couldn’t Strata be considered a cyberbully?”
 
   “That would be a hard case to argue, especially since he hasn’t communicated with us in any way, shape or form.”
 
   My eyes fall onto Frances and my vision blurs into focus. I half-expect to see the red hair she wears in Proxima dreamworlds. With my hand free I rub my temples, eliminating the thought. Real world Frances is equally stunning, sleek and slim in her own future-chiseled way.
 
   My stomach produces borborygmic grumbles.
 
   “Wow, someone is hungry,” she says, laughing.
 
   “Playing around in VE worlds is hard work,” I tell her. A couple more blinks and I notice an iNet message. Instinct sends my finger to the digital version of Pandora’s Box.
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes, I hope you are doing well. Our records indicate that you consumed 411.2 calories for breakfast. Congratulations on your moderated intake, Mr. Hughes. You’ve been awarded one hundred calorie points, which you’ll be able to use at your own discretion.
 
   Me: Calorie points?
 
   “What’s wrong?” Frances asks as soon as she notices the grimace on my face.
 
   “I’m dealing with some FDA twats.”
 
   She stifles a laugh.
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. Once you reach a thousand calorie points, you are allowed something on your cheat list.
 
   Me: My cheat list?
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. We can populate your cheat list now. It should consist of things you like to eat, but shouldn’t eat regularly. Might I make a suggestion? Pancakes or burritos would be a perfect addition to your cheat list. As would quesadillas and In-N-Out in the Box’s Spam, Egg, Spam, Spam, Bacon and Spam breakfast croissant.
 
   Me: Listen, I’m not following your orders about what I eat. It’s my body, dammit. Now leave me alone.
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. I understand your issues with compliance. While you may not be concerned with your health, your friends at the FCG are.
 
   Me: I work for the FCG you halfwit! 
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. I’m aware that you are part of the Dream Recovery Extraction and Management Team. There is no need for you to take that tone with me. I’d prefer not to send your case to our escalation team for arbitration and intervention. Further, there is the issue of your recent hint at suicide. I’ve reported the case to our suicide monitor, who cleared it as per your request. However, I must tell you, any other mentions of suicide will result in an automatic reversal of this decision.
 
   “Frances, is there any way to get this FDA Monitor off my ass?”
 
   Rocket says, “I can send you some hacks that will make it hard for them to harass you. Install everything I send you. It’ll put a filter on messages from federal entities. Further, you can designate a folder that will hold all the federal messages. You should also set up an AI auto-responder that agrees to everything they say. It’s easy.”
 
   “Yes, yes and yes.” I tell the lanky man, who is just finishing up on Zedic.
 
   “Anyone sleepy?” Zedic asks.
 
   “No, but I’m hungry. We really need to stock the place with something other than Frances’ Soylent Bars.”
 
   “They’re healthy and they provide all the nutrients you need.”
 
   “Yeah, if you’re a cute fluffy bunny. Real food Frances, real food. For the love of all that is holy can we get some real food in the future?”
 
   She pinches my cheek. “You sure are grumpy today.”
 
   “I’m not a cat!” I say, twisting my head away from her.
 
   “Luckily for you, I brought Indian for lunch.”
 
   “Garlic naan?” 
 
   “Extra garlic naan.”
 
   “That settles it.” I tap my hand on the side of the dive vat. “You are officially my savior.”
 
   “I forgot to mention that the naan is FDA approved zero calorie gluten-free no sodium naan.”
 
   I drop back into my vat, letting the sticky liquid cover my face. Frances laughs, helps me back up. “I’m just kidding, Quantum.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   I don’t know the names of most Indian food aside from naan and butter chicken curry. Two years (okay, eight if we’re being honest) in The Loop pretty much took me out of the loop – pun intended – when it comes to foreign food labeling. I do know, however, that no matter how little Indian food I eat, my gastrointestinal tract will do nip-ups and somersaults for at least the next eight hours, and treat me to a whopping case of ring burn for longer than that. I had curry a few weeks back and I’ll likely have curry in the future; it is the price one must pay to enter taste bud nirvana.
 
   “Get more of the green stuff next time,” I tell Frances.
 
   “Palak paneer,” says Zedic as he spoons some red curry onto a sliver of naan.
 
   “My grandmother’s is better.” Somehow Rocket has ended up at the head of the table, his foot tapping against the ground. He has had a few bites of curry, but seems to be too hopped up on energy drinks, nuts or whatever it is the rail-thin kid eats. 
 
   “Does she live in America?” I ask.
 
   “Yes, at one of the Shantiniketan estates.”
 
   “The what?” Zedic asks.
 
   “They are retirement communities exclusively for American Indians.”
 
   I clear my throat. “I think there’s another name for that.”
 
   “Not those Indians,” says Rocket, “my kind of Indian. The first estate was in Florida. The company that runs the communities recreates India on American soil. If you went to the place, you’d totally think you were in India. The buildings look the same, there’s a temple, prayer service. One place even has aeros rickshaws to get around! They don’t live at that one.”
 
   “Sounds interesting,” I say as I use a piece of naan to mop up some curry that pretty much resembles the same consistency it’ll be on the way out. Bits of garlic are plastered to its surface, glazed with enough ghee to give the spirit of Paula Deen’s myocardial infarction a myocardial infarction.
 
   Me: What are we doing tonight?
 
   Frances Euphoria: Wow! You’re an eager beaver.
 
   Me: Hey, that’s my saying.
 
   Frances Euphoria: I was going to take you back to your hotel.
 
   Me: Well, the sun’s over the yardarm somewhere. Let’s have a drink at the hotel bar. I’d love to catch up.
 
   Frances Euphoria: I just got out of the hospital yesterday!
 
   Rocket and Zedic discuss Tritania and the size of the world. I tune them out to focus on my conversation with Frances.
 
   Me: You are a tough old cookie. I’m sure you’ll be fine.
 
   Frances Euphoria: You think I’m old?
 
   Me: It’s an expression. Of course you aren’t old. I’m the old guy here, the cripple with the cane.
 
   Frances Euphoria: That was an expensive cane. I hope you never have to use it.
 
   Me: I may use it to cut some fruit later. Let’s hang out at the hotel.
 
   Frances Euphoria: Okay :-D 
 
   A message from FDA Monitor 1351885 flashes in my inbox telling me that I’ve exceeded my daily calorie intake.
 
   “Rocket, will you send me any and all hacks you have to keep the food Nazis off my ass?”
 
   “Sure, I told you I would.”
 
   “Now, if you don’t mind. I’m going to say something that’ll inevitably be flagged. If I’m not careful, I’ll wind up in Gitmo Jr. on suicide watch. The bastards.” 
 
   “We work for those bastards,” Frances reminds me.
 
   “Not exactly. The FCG has more heads than it has sense. The heads may be connected to the same body, but they definitely aren’t thinking the same thoughts and they rarely look at one another.”
 
   “That metaphor falls a little short,” She says with a chuckle.
 
   “You get what I’m trying to say.”
 
   Rocket’s eyes slam shut and he bends his head forward, as if he’s about to go into a trance.
 
   “Ummmm … Ah, here it is!” His eyes pop open and he grins cheek to cheek. 
 
   “Well?”
 
   “I’m loading it into a message now. Real easy for you, Q-bert.”
 
   “Quantum.”
 
   “Just click each link I send you and it’ll auto-install. The first will add a filter to your inbox that targets FCG messages, even if they’re masking their VPN. The second link will create a subfolder if you ever want to actually see what the FCG is sending you. The third will install auto-responder program that will go along with whatever they tell you. It will alert you if something crucial has come up.”
 
   “Crucial?”
 
   “Like your tax statement or something.”
 
   “I can’t block that too?”
 
   Zedic laughs. “You really are trying to end up in Gitmo Jr., aren’t you?”
 
   “They send people to Gitmo now for avoiding their taxes?”
 
   “It depends on how ‘white collar’ your tax crime is,” he explains. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   It doesn’t take long to reach my hotel. 
 
   Frances parks her aeros in the sky-high visitor parking lot and follows me into the upstairs lobby, through an entryway lined with freshly manicured shrubs sitting in a large bed of fresh rose petals. A holoscreen tells us that the rose petals were flown in that morning from a family-run farm in the Andalusian Mountains of Peru (paid for by a grant from the FCG as part of a recent Keep Our Visitors Spending Campaign). With so much outsourcing, America has had to find a new way to keep ahead of Russia when it comes to GDP superpowers – money from tourism has nearly surpassed the export of organic chemicals.  
 
   A female Humandroid concierge greets us and I give her the point and nod as I lead Frances into Jack Rabbit Slim’s – one of the hotel’s many bars. 
 
   “I can’t stay too long,” Frances reminds me.
 
   “That’s what they all say. Come on, catch up with me for a few hours. You got a hot date or something?”
 
   She laughs, steps lightly in front of me as she makes her way to a table overlooking Baltimore. The naked city that an HBO show revealed over fifty years ago has cleaned up its act to the extent that it moved the troubled minority communities away from the city center, pushing them further away with each passing decade. With a hundred more years of gentrification, the Midwest will be the most dangerous part of America. I wouldn’t be surprised if the FCG fences it in by that time. We build a wall to keep us free – some graffiti I saw back in Cincinnati.
 
   “What’ll it be?” asks a Humandroid waitress. I was so busy staring out over the city that I haven’t even looked at the menu. 
 
   “Beer me,” I say instinctively. “Whatever you have on tap that’s dark.”
 
   “We have HeineCoors Lime Straw-Ber-Rita and Sham Adams Dark Pumpkin Spice, both seasonal.”
 
   “It’s a bit early for pumpkin spice,” I say. 
 
   “Pumpkin Spice season starts in the summer now.”
 
   “Got it. Two of those.”
 
   Frances says, “I can’t.”
 
   “You can’t what? Who said one of those was for you?” 
 
   The waitress casts a curious look in my direction. Her eyes dilate as soon as she glances from Frances to me. 
 
   “Can I help you?” I ask. Being scrutinized by a droid isn’t exactly my definition of a good time.
 
   “I’m required by law to tell you that you may have an episode of irritable bowel later today.”
 
   “You’re what?” I ask. Frances laughs at the look of shock on my face.
 
   “A joke, sir, although it does appear that you may be in for an epic tummy ache later on this evening.”
 
   “Do they have you programmed for jokes or something?”
 
   “Yes, part of my job is to keep the mood light through clever banter.”
 
   “These droids,” I say under my breath. “Well, that’s fine, we’re both laughing over here. Thank you very much.”
 
   “I’ll have a club soda,” Frances tells the bio-mechanical comedic genius standing before us. 
 
   “Coming right up. Any Pepto Tums?” the waitress asks over her shoulder.
 
   “Just the beers, thank you.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Two feculent synth-pumpkin flavored beers in and I’m feeling a bit better. Nothing like being ribbed by a Humandroid to start the day’s gigglefest. 
 
   “You still butthurt?” 
 
   “I’ve heard a lot of stupid terms, but I’ve never heard that one.”
 
   “You know,” says Frances, “butthurt. It’s like when a dog has its feelings hurt and shows you its butt.”
 
   “I usually don’t hurt canine feelings. I’m more into felines.”
 
   “That was lame.”
 
   “Well, I’m two beers deep and you’re still nursing your first club soda. At least halfway catch up to me – drinking alone is one of the seven warning signs of alcoholism.”
 
   Frances waves the waitress over. The Humandroid approaches, her ponytail swaying behind her head. She takes one look at me and smiles. “I must tell you before you order another round that you’ve exceeded your hourly beer intake as set by the FDA.”
 
   “You’re kidding!” I nearly slam my fist against the table. “The Feds are telling us how much beer we can drink now!?”
 
   Frances laughs and the Humandroid joins her. 
 
   “There isn’t a limit on the amount of alcohol we can drink in an hour,” Frances explains. “Half the people running the government are drunks – they wouldn’t put a law into effect that puts a damper on their binge drinking.”
 
   “You need to read a history book, Frances.” I turn to the droid. “Alrighty, you got me again.” 
 
   “I like you,” she says, winking at me. “You’re funny.”
 
   Me: Is the droid waitress flirting with me?
 
   Frances Euphoria: It seems that way.
 
   “Vodka,” I tell the future of humanity’s destruction. “The best you’ve got. Two shots.”
 
   “Quantum ... ”
 
   “Just a little, Frances.”
 
   The Humandroid says, “We recently received a shipment from Ulaanbaatar.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Mongolia.”
 
   “That’s still a country?”
 
   The droid nods. “We have Soyombo Vodka, possibly the purest vodka in Central Asia. It is diamond filtered four times to assure its purity. Those who have tried it say that it’s as smooth as silk and goes down like clear spring water. Also, no hangover.”
 
   “Sold.”
 
   Frances sighs. “All right, all right, but only one shot.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Of course we have more than one shot. Of course the vodka doesn’t go down as smooth as silk, et cetera. Of course we get closer until we are snuggled up together. Of course Frances gets more touchy than normal. Of course I kiss her cheek a few times.
 
   Of course we end up back in my hotel room, lying on my bed in front of a long holoscreen. 
 
   “Dammit,” Frances says, her head resting on my shoulder.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I told you I wouldn’t drink. We can’t do this … shouldn’t … ”
 
   “Do what? I was going to watch The Maltese Falcon while you slept the alcohol off.” I kiss the top of her head, inhale a sugary pineapple and clementine scent.
 
   “Again? How many times have you seen that movie?” she tilts her face towards mine.
 
   “Good question.” 
 
   Watching movies on repeat was part of my Loop-life. I could quote The Maltese Falcon and The Big Sleep in my sleep. The list goes on.
 
   “Why do we always end up here?” she asks.
 
   “In my hotel room?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, because this is where I live. Where else should we cuddle? The Dream Team offices?”
 
   Frances bites her lip, holds in a laugh. “Can you imagine Rocket’s face?”
 
   “What about Zedic’s face?”
 
   “He wouldn’t care one bit.”
 
   “Or the other one … Ummmm … sorry, bad with names. Asian lady in California.”
 
   “Sophia?” She smiles fondly. “She’s a trip. You’ll like her, for sure.”
 
   “What’s she like?”
 
   “Loud and bossy. Louder than you at least, smart too.”
 
   “Smarter than me?”
 
   Frances shrugs. 
 
   “Thanks for the vote of confidence. What are the criteria for becoming a Dream Team member anyway? I should know, shouldn’t I?”
 
   “Yes, you should,” she says.
 
   “Well, lay it on me. If someone asks, I’ll just repeat what you say.”
 
   “In my case, the fact I was stuck greatly helped move my application along. Zedic was pretty into some anime worlds – based on several classics including Attack on Titan, Log Horizon, Sword Art Online, Tokyo Ghoul – his application also got fast-tracked.”
 
   “Wow, you know more about anime than I would have thought.”
 
   She moves closer to me; warms herself against my chest. “I interviewed him.”
 
   “And Sophia?” 
 
   “She has a PhD in Neuronal Physics.”
 
   “That’s a thing?”
 
   “Yes,” says Frances, “partly because she created the program at Stanford.”
 
   “Yikes. And Rocket?”
 
   “He was a well-known Proxima hacker at the age of thirteen. We kept an eye on him, hired him as soon as he was of age.”
 
   Spicy Indian cuisine burbles and ferments like the One Ring’s final resting place. Always the gentleman, I turn away from her to liberate an involuntary gaseous eructation; my nasopharyngeal tract burns like it’s been napalmed, and it occurs to me that Bill Kilgore would not approve of this aroma.
 
   “Who let the Frog King in here? Did you get any of that on you? You need some gum or  something.” Frances waves her hand in front of her face. “Badly.”
 
   “You’re the one who brought Indian.”
 
   She scoots away, bends down to the floor to get her purse. I’m moved to observe that her pelvis likely has sufficient room for problem-free child bearing; I can’t stop my eyes from tracing over her well-rounded ass, somehow made rounder by the fact she’s in all-black on a cream-colored bedspread. 
 
   I close my eyes – those purveyors of illicit temptation – and imagine Dolly, recalling the countless hours we spent in each other’s arms. In my mind’s eyes I see the most recent addition to our life, the fenced-in lakeside vacation home. Should I really put so much stock in a digital relationship? The question comes and I suppress it. 
 
   France returns, lies with her head on my chest. Her hand lands on my stomach; spidering her fingers, she moves her hand past my belly button.
 
   “Dammit, Quantum, why’d you have to get me drunk?”
 
   “I thought it would help.”
 
   “Help what?”
 
   “No idea. I just … ” I bite my lip as I try to form the words. “The real world is just so boring compared to Proxima Worlds.”
 
   “That’s what you’re thinking about right now?” she sits up and her hand drops even further south. 
 
   “I think about it a lot. The worlds I exist in weigh heavy on my mind.”
 
   She laugh, kisses my cheek. “You’re so strange, you know that?”
 
   “I’m not strange at all, Frances. I’m just like any other manchild – I require food, drink, affection and the occasional shower.”
 
   “You don’t smell today.” She sniffs at my armpit. 
 
   “You’re the one that keeps sending me new clothes. I really need to take care of the dry-cleaning service here.”
 
   Frances pushes her body up and over. She’s straddling me now, looking down at me as she examines me from a brand new angle. The light forms a halo around her head, casting dark shadows onto her face. She pulls off her top; her bra is black, lacy, and well-filled. With this gesture comes the soft smell of body lotion. 
 
   “Damn, Frances.”
 
   “What? I can put it back on.”
 
   “I don’t know. ”
 
   “I thought about it,” she says as she drops her hands onto my stomach, “and I figure we’d better get this out of the way.”
 
   “Get this out of the way?” I almost laugh. “Get what?”
 
   “We’re both adults here, Quantum. It’s obvious we’re attracted to each other.”
 
   “I know, I agree but … ”
 
   She hiccups. “I really don’t care anymore what anyone thinks. You saved me from a Proxima World and I saved you. For years I thought about you and as soon as I saw you in The Loop, I knew that I couldn’t live without you. Gosh, that sounds stupid. You know what I mean though – I just like … like you around me.”
 
   “I like you around me too.”
 
   She drops down and kisses me. At this point I should be about to explode down south. Surprisingly, there’s little or no activity.
 
   “Things are complicated for me,” I say.
 
   “Why? Because of Dolly?”
 
   I gulp. “Yes, because of Dolly.”
 
   Frances sits up, thinks for a moment about what she’s going to say next. “Dolly isn’t real, Quantum, I am. Eight years is a long time to have a relationship with an NVA Seed, but when it comes down to it, she’s not a real person. She can’t do this.” Frances gyrates her hips back and forth. “You get it, you know what I mean.”
 
   “Christ, Frances … ”
 
   “You get me drunk and then you invite me to your room – what do you want from me? You don’t remember, do you?”
 
   “Remember what?” 
 
   “What it’s like to be with a real woman.”
 
   “Shit, Frances … ”
 
   The floodgates open and Quantum hydraulics suddenly occur. What happens next is something I’ll both cherish and regret for some time.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The next morning bright as sin. Frances is next to me, her body pressed into mine, skin against skin. Just seeing her stirs my groin yet again. Spooning, I slip inside her naturally and we start up. Hangovers be damned – I’m getting a second wind like I’ve just had an adrenaline shot to the ass. 
 
   Still attached, I roll onto my back and she sits up, moving fluidly, perfectly on top of me. The difference between VE sex and real world sex – apples and oranges is an understatement. Soft, wet, physical, real. Frances’ eyes close; her head tilts left, showing me the outline of her pert nose and chin. Her tongue lashes against her open lips. Our hearts beat together and we exist as one. 
 
   “Faster?” she asks.
 
   I communicate physically. She gets the hint; keeps at it as the curve of her back rolls forward like a wave. My hand press into the flesh on her thighs, hard, harder until her skin turns red. 
 
   Pain from my lower back – I ignore it. Thoughts come but I blink them away. An iNet message lights up the inside of my eyelids but I ignore it. I was too drunk last night to remember how things played out. This time I’m all eyes, dialing my senses up so I can feel every sensation, ever fleeting moment of life on my skin. The sounds that reach my ears – a squeaking bed, Frances’ heavy breathing, my own heavy breathing, the frigid silence of the room, flesh on flesh. 
 
   Ecstasy and guilt hit me at once. I finish and Frances does as well, her entire body writhing. She’s up before I am, to the bathroom to wash up. Lying on the bed in a daze, I keep my peepers on the ceiling, my eyes darting from small flecks of paint that resemble lost galaxies. Yeah, I cheated, but is it cheating if your girlfriend is virtual? Maybe. I’ll let the trolls and GoogleFace commentators decide that. For now, I am happy. In the moment, sure, but isn’t this what life is about?
 
   Frances returns some time later with a towel wrapped around her. She sits on the edge of the bed, opens her purse, and retrieves a small medical kit. She pulls out a ChapStick-sized container, which hisses as she presses it against her thigh. 
 
   “It’s a Plan B STD prevention injector – the Morning After Dose.” She says in answer to my questioning look. She rubs the red spot on her thigh. “It’s a contraceptive and broad spectrum protection against most STDS.”
 
   “I don’t have an STD.”
 
   “I know,” she says, “I’ve seen all your medical charts. Still, no babies.”
 
   “Yeah, no babies. If we had a baby now, it would turn twenty-one in about 2080. Can you imagine what the world will be like then?”
 
   “I try not to.” She presses her arms over her chest. “Close your eyes.”
 
   “What? You’re shy all the sudden?”
 
   “The shower sobered me up a bit. If we’re going to do this, we should be professional about it.”
 
   I almost snort out a laugh, but am interrupted by a knock at the door. Frances opens it with the chain attached, takes two Hangover Overs from a hotel courtesy staff droid in the hallway. She tosses one onto the bed.
 
   Standing in front of me and giving me a clear view of her backside, she quickly chugs her beverage. “We need to get to the office; Zedic and Rocket will be waiting for us. Special agents too, but the lawyer can handle them.”
 
   “I never told you,” I say, watching her change anyway, “but you were right about the lawyer. He sure had those two dipshits by their balls yesterday.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   “Rocket,” I say as I enter the conference room. “Zedic.”
 
   “Morning, Quantum. Morning, Frances.” Zedic places his elbow on the table, blinks quickly as he does something over iNet. 
 
   “Breakfast?” I ask.
 
   “It should be here any moment,” Rocket says. He has a fresh sack of organic fair trade ethically-sourced cashews in front of him called Nature’s Nuts. I don’t know how good they taste, but the name makes the ten-year-old inner child in me stifle a laugh. Will I ever be mature enough not to laugh at vague references to human naughty bits? Let’s hope not.
 
   Frances says, “All right. On the agenda today is getting Ray Steampunk’s dragon from a group of orcs off the Cape of Chukchis. From there, we’ll be able to go to the next continent, Hyperborea.”
 
   “This is why I love my job.” I wink at Frances and she ignores it. 
 
   “Are you diving with us?” Zedic asks Frances.
 
   “Not until next Monday. The doctor wants me to stay clear of VE dreamworlds for a few days. I’ll be monitoring, though.”
 
   “Breakfast is here.” Rocket zips out of the room.
 
   “I wish I had that type of energy,” I say as the door slams shut.
 
   “Rocket was up all night leveling up his Tritania avatar,” Zedic explains.
 
   “He’s diving with us today?” I ask.
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “What class did he choose?”
 
   “Ninja Healer. He has the same reconnaissance ability as Aiden but his primary function is healing. People with healer as their main class can do a lot more than just heal a party. They can cure other ailments as well as counteract hexes cast by enemies.”
 
   “Ninja Healer,” I say as soon as Rocket enters with a sack of breakfast burritos. “Good job.”
 
   “Thanks, Big Daddy Q.” He gives me the biggest grin he can muster, and I let Big Daddy Q slide as I slam sausage, egg, potato, onion, bell pepper, cheese and tangy salsa wrapped in a warm, fluffy flour tortilla down my neck.
 
   Rocket winks and hands me an eight ounce beer under the table.
 
   All is right with the world.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   A breakfast of champions commences and with any luck the hacks that Rocket has set up on my iNet account will keep the FDA off my ass this time around. Down the hatch breakfast goes with all the greasy caloric goodness I can pack in before my dive. Every time I look at Frances I see her naked, which is something I’ll have to suppress sooner or later. Still, while the memory is fresh, I might as well enjoy it.
 
   My favorite F-BIIGie piggies show up and I’m just about to give them the one finger salute when Frances grabs my hand. 
 
   Frances Euphoria: Behave. This isn’t a Proxima World.
 
   Me: Got it. If it were a Proxima World, I would have already used my Reason Railgun, item 459, to do what their mothers should have done long ago.
 
   Frances Euphoria: (Sigh) You’re an idiot sometimes, you know that?
 
   Me: Personally, I like my own company. 
 
   “Mr. Hughes,” Special Agent O’Brian steps forward, huffing like an asthmatic walrus with emphysema. Fit and ready for his Waffen SS recruiting poster close up, Agent Reynolds stands behind him in a knit tie and a MacDouchebag tartan plaid shirt, a vomitous compilation of fluorescent crosshatched colors that would render poorly on a holoscreen. Styles from the 2010s have come back into style with the hip and trendy, which just goes to show that slavishly following eye-searingly bad, utterly tasteless fashion is indeed a multi-generational phenomena.
 
   “Heya fellas,” I say, and give them the biggest look what I can do grin I can conjure up. “We already ate breakfast, and it was good too. But there’s still some cold coffee in there if you want it. My lawyer should be here any moment.”
 
   “We’ll need to get your statement soon.” Reynolds steps in front of the sweaty, malodorous, calorically-enhanced Sir Oinksalot. I almost feel sorry for him – he must receive five hundred messages a day from his FDA monitor.
 
   “That’s right, Mr. Hughes.” Agent O’Brian says, “We’ll need a statement soon.” 
 
   I clear my throat. “Here’s a statement – the conference room is in the same place as it was yesterday. Try not to smudge up any of the furniture while you’re in there and if you have any questions, my lawyer will be more than happy to answer them for you. It’s been great, gentlemen, truly, but I have a dragon to capture and you two have a wild goose to chase.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   A dive vat is where I feel most at home. Questions of my humanity surface; questions of existence to commence – I am nothing more than a quirky quark, theoretically alive through experimental confirmation. The breathing tube mouthpiece rubs against my gums; the sound of Frances adjusting something on my dive vat is conducted through the tank gel.
 
   “You ready?” she asks. “Rocket and Zedic are already in.”
 
   I give her the thumbs up.
 
   Her hand brushes against my face. “I had fun with you last night.”
 
   I give her the thumbs up again.
 
   Stars and hexagons surface from within the deepest reservoir of my skull; a band of light prisms through me, loops backwards as my viewing frustum rotates counterclockwise. Logic gates Toffoli as X becomes Y. Pure spectral color courtesy of Roy G. Biv reminds me that Everybody Hurts despite the overbearing weight of entropy. 
 
   Binary finality never adds up. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   A tone and a bright flashing banner inform me that I’ve increased ten levels. Zedic has seen his banner, and gives me a grin and a thumbs-up. Rocket is dressed to the nines in his Foot Clan ninja garb complete with jika-tabi. His black silk balaclava conceals all of his face save his eyes, which glitter with excitement. His two ninjato swords cross behind him at waist level, which will make sitting an interesting proposition, and a selection of throwing stars are tucked into a wide leather belt.
 
   “Not quite Snake Eyes or Kylo Ren,” I tell him as I equip my Buster Sword and my armor, “but a lot better than a Mighty Morphin Power Ranger.”
 
   “Who? Mighty Morphin what?” he asks. We’ve spawned smack-dab in the middle of a big city, much larger than the town Zedic and I visited yesterday. 
 
   “GoogleFace it,” I tell him as I turn to Zedic. “So, Aramis? That’s where we’re at, right?”
 
   “Sure is. I’ve already contacted Veenure; she’ll be here momentarily.”
 
   “Good. I’ll call the rest of the crew.” My hand comes up and I scroll to Dolly’s Seed, item 556. The seed appears in my hands and … 
 
   Does nothing.
 
   “Shouldn’t it be floating by now?” Rocket takes a step closer to me.
 
   “That’s funny, it always worked before. Any thoughts, Frances?” I look up in the air.
 
   Frances Euphoria: Try tossing it up.
 
   “That won’t do anything.” I shake the seed, which is about twice as large as a Cadbury Egg. “Hello, Dolly, Aiden, are you in there?”
 
   Zedic laughs, places his hand across his face. “I don’t think that will work.”
 
   “Maybe they’re busy,” Rocket suggests.
 
   “Hmmm … ” As I run my fingers over the seed, images of what happened between Frances and me play in my mind’s eye. Could Dolly know? Impossible. 
 
   “You planning on pawning that?”
 
   I spin around to find Veenure, her hood covering her face and her green eyes shining beneath.
 
   “I can’t call the rest of our guild, you know, the NPCs.”
 
   “It happens sometimes.” She nods at Rocket. “Who’s he?”
 
   “Rocket.”
 
   “Is he part of the guild now?” she asks.
 
   “Yes,” says Zedic, “although we need to formally offer him membership. I wanted to wait until you were here to do that.”
 
   “Thoughtful.” Veenure takes a few stiff steps towards Rocket, gives him the once-over, rolls her head left and right while she thinks. “All right, he’s a noob, noober than you two, but he’ll help. I’ve never been in a party with a Ninja Healer before.”
 
   A small banner rimmed in gold appears in front of Rocket; he quickly accepts membership into the Knights of Non Compos Mentis.
 
   “So we have four?” Veenure says, “against an unknown number of orcs.”
 
   “What about Chrono?” I ask. “Maybe he’d like to join us.”
 
   The blacksmith who made our armor seemed like a pretty tough guy. He was stocky, that’s for sure.
 
   “I’ll send him a message. From my experience, Chrono will join any party that’s going to a location with exotic ores.”
 
   “Is the Cape of Chukchis known for its exotic ores?” I ask.
 
   “We’ll find out soon enough.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   While the four of us wait in a park in the central district of Aramis, I spot dragons flying overhead carrying their wares, hear the voices of vendors calling out specials at a nearby market, see countless people of all shapes and sizes and creeds. The ground rumbles as carts pulled by Mûmakil make their way through the bustling city of Aramis. 
 
   Chrono walks up pimped out in more armor than the Mk XI Hulkbuster. Zangief’s brother from a different mother brandishes a pair of silver blacksmith hammers, bows slightly as his handle appears: Chrono Lv. 28 Berserker Shield. 
 
   “Damn, you’re almost at level thirty,” I say.
 
   “Thank you.” He turns once, hoping we’ll admire his armor.
 
   “Sorry,” Zedic says, “none of us are metalheads.”
 
   “Made mostly from Carbonadium,” he explains. 
 
   He pauses to see if the name registers – it doesn’t. “Carbonadium is a form of Adamantium developed in the Marvel Universe by the former USSR. Ever heard of Omega Red?”
 
   “I’ve heard of Omega Jaguar NRG Bev,” says Rocket.
 
   “Isn’t that the stuff that boosted the Paraguayan Economy into First World status?” Zedic asks. 
 
   “Yup, until it was banned by the WHO because the stuff was about twenty times more likely to cause cancer than processed meat, tanning beds, tobacco, M&M’s and DunkinKing’s organic trans-fat-free jumbo cranberry scones combined. Combined.”
 
   Chrono huffs, “Okay, so no one knows who Omega Red is. Fine.”
 
   “Easy big guy,” I say, “seemingly unrelated rants are expected at this level in the game. Did you ever use that metal we brought you yesterday?”
 
   “The Octiron? Yeah, I tried, but apparently I need a higher grade of Orichalcum to successfully bond it.”
 
   “So our timing is perfect then for heading south?” Zedic asks.
 
   “More than perfect – I was about to head down on my own. Now I can get some EXP and some Orichalcum – two birds with one Redstone!” He glances from the hooded Veenure to Rocket, who has switched his attention to one of his throwing stars. “What? None of you have ever heard of Minecraft?” the blacksmith asks. 
 
   “Is that the game that psychologists use to screen for autism?” Rocket asks.
 
   “That’s the one.”
 
   “I remember that game!” he says excitedly. “It gets old real quick. I’d much rather spend my day kicking ass and taking names in the Proxima Galaxy than digging and building poorly rendered 3-D castles.”
 
   “Easy there, Redstone,” I say with a chuckle. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   We reach one of Aramis’ many portals and transfer the fee to the portal master, an NPC with a plague mask that resembles the oversized pollute masks people wear back home. I don’t get it; I never will. Why inhale something when you can just gulp it down? I don’t want to say kids these days, but the anachronistic phrase finds itself on the tip of my tongue more times that I’d like to admit.
 
   The plague-era grim reaper takes our rupees and drops his head. A glowing yellow light illuminates the underside of the mask’s long snout as he mumbles something in what I assume is Thulean. One glance at Veenure confirms it – I catch her practicing the incantation under her hood as well.
 
   “Nursery rhyme?” I ask.
 
   “Not quite. People claim that a level sixty Dark Mage can use the same spell to transport anywhere in Tritania. Personally, I’ve never seen someone do it, but from what I’ve read in a GoogleFace group, it’s definitely possible. Something along the lines of cha khavaka, cha khavakae, cha tema khavaka, cha ducha khavaka.”
 
   La Santa Muerte corrects her. “Cha ducha khavakae – a dead person moved.”
 
   “Thanks,” she says. 
 
   “Where to?” asks Death by Design.
 
   “Cape of Chukchis,” Rocket says, “86.06161, 22.75309
 
   Chrono is the first on the portal, which consists of a hexagram surrounded by a circle and slivers of Thulean vertical script. His body vanishes from the bottom up; Rocket follows, giving me the peace sign as he disappears. Zedic’s next and I step up to the plate after he’s disappeared. The scenery changes from a bustling city to a sandy beach.
 
   “I thought we were on a floating continent,” I say, looking out over the water.
 
   “We are,” says Chrono. “The end of the continent is there.” His finger traces along the horizon. “You can’t see the drop off point, but it’s definitely there. Think of each continent as a giant waterfall.”
 
   “So there’s water below?”
 
   “It’s called the Endless Sea. If you flew on the back of a griffin to the continental shelf and leapt off, you eventually end up in the Endless Sea, where you’d end up as a sea monster’s Scooby Snack.”
 
   “So there are no islands or anything?”
 
   “None that anyone has discovered, a few have tried though. There’s one guild called Melville’s Finest that periodically drops ships down for expeditions. They’re usually eaten by sea monsters.”
 
   “Named after Herman Melville?” I ask.
 
   “Nope, named after one of his cousins, George Melville, who was one of the only survivors of the U.S. Arctic Expedition.”
 
   “Interesting.”
 
   Veenure spawns, arches her back, and throws her arms above her head as she takes a huge gulp of ocean air. “It’s beautiful! Anyone have a beach towel in their inventory list?”
 
   “Actually … ” I do a quick scroll and realize that a beach towel is possibly one of the only things I didn’t pick up in The Loop. “No towel, but I do have a Styrofoam cooler filled with beer and ice, item 36, which self-replenishes once the beers run out. I also have a picnic basket filled with plastic explosives and tuna sandwiches, item 202.”
 
   “How big is your inventory list?” Chrono asks.
 
   “Sitting high and mighty at 573 items, the last item being the armor that you gave us.”
 
   “Ah, the Harbenite and Vibranium,” he smiles fondly, “a wonderful alloy.”
 
   Zedic says, “We can enjoy a day at the beach later, after we’ve retrieved the dragon. The Orcs’ Keep should be somewhere along this coastline.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   Frances Euphoria: The data that Ray Steampunk gave us.
 
   “Oh, right.”
 
   Rocket says, “I read about the Orcs’ Keep on a GoogleFace messageboard last night. The castle is on a giant rock formation jutting out of the water. It’s connected to the mainland by a single bridge.”
 
   “What else did they say on the messageboard?” Veenure asks.
 
   “It’s possible to battle on the bridge, but you can’t use any fire-based attacks while you’re on it. The entry point is protected by a band of orcs on Mûmakils. All NPCs, of course, so they’re constantly on guard. Attacks are limited on the bridge, but again, we have to be careful. Once we breach the rock formation, we should divide into two teams, each with a healer. One team can head around to the back entrance and clear out orcs, the other can hit it from the front. There are stone walls, but these crumble with each successful battle. The team in back will take fewer battles to prevail, about ten, twelve tops; the front assault team will have about twenty battles.”
 
   Veenure says, “That’s a lot of information from a random GoogleFace messageboard.”
 
   “I’m good at what I do.” The shift in Rocket’s mask tells me that he’s grinning at her. “We should divide our teams now so we can move quickly. Time is of the essence. As soon as we hit the rock formation, a thirty minute timer will appear on our screens. The orcs’ numbers reset when it hits zero.”
 
   “Let me try to call my friends again, they could be helpful.” I find Dolly’s Seed in my inventory list and equip it. I hold the seed up to the air – nothing. I tap it against the ground – nothing. 
 
   “Maybe she’s mad at you,” Zedic says.
 
   “What? Why? Why would Dolly be mad at me?” I glance up at the sky, expecting for Frances to comment. She doesn’t. 
 
   “Looks like it is just going to be us.”
 
   “Fine, fine,” I say as I return the seed to my list.
 
   Chrono says, “The five of us can do it – Three in front, two in the back.”
 
   Zedic agrees. “Quantum and I can hit the back entrance. There will be fewer NPCs, and I can heal with each attack.”
 
   Veenure nods, “That works. Chrono, Rocket and I should be able to handle the larger wave.”
 
   “That settles it then,” I say. “Now, where does one find a castle filled with orcs?”
 
   “Not far from here.” Rocket gestures towards the right. The outline of the coast changes as the land swells, separating the rock and water by at least fifty feet of cliff.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The Mûmakil’s huge forms are visible now, standing guard in front of the bridge that leads to the Orc’s Keep. A crew of orcs sit in large howdahs strapped the five war elephants’ backs, whipping the giant creatures with black whips and screaming in their foul tongue. 
 
   “Any strategy we should focus on here?” I ask before the battle starts.
 
   Veenure says, “Chrono and you can move to the front row. You won’t get all the attacks, but you’ll get most. Cast Shield on your first turn and then assault as usual from there. Rocket, cast Heal Plus on both of them. Each time they’re struck, the entire party is healed by a percentage of the damage taken. Zedic and I’ll attack as normal.”
 
   The battle begins. Chrono and I both cast Shield, which increases our life bar and our defense. Rocket casts Heal Plus on Chrono and says, “You’re next, Q!” A green plus sign appears above Chrono, it spirals down his body and spirals back up. 
 
   Veenure forms a triangle with her hands. A turquoise ball of energy forms in the center of the triangle and grows in size. Beams of light flash onto the war elephants; an upside down arrow forms in front of three of the parlous pachyderms.
 
   “Defense Breaker,” she says.
 
   Zedic places five arrows in between his fingers and pulls back, each connecting with the skulls of the Mûmakil. Their life bars drop just a hair. 
 
   Dust swirls in the air as the first Mûmakil attacks. He drives his tusks into Chrono, sending Paul Bunyan’s blacksmith into the air. Chrono lands hard and his life bar drops. It’s instantly refilled by Rocket’s Heal Plus spell. The next attacks in the same way, and Chrono quickly heals up. The third lifts its front feet into the air and brings them down on yours truly. My life bar drops by about a sixth. The next comes forward, pauses, and steps back.
 
   “It’s charging!” Rocket shouts. “On the next round it will do an attack called MûmaQuake – twenty percent damage to all of us.”
 
   The final Mûmakil attacks Chrono with its tusks; his life bar is again replenished.
 
   Our turn.
 
   “Ways to hurt an elephant … ways to hurt an elephant … ” Sure, I’d like to use my Buster Sword, but that might not do the damage I’m looking to do. “Aha!” An idea comes to me that just might work. After a quick scroll through the list, Item 490, a Crappy Tees T-Shirt Launcher materializes my hands. Up next is an old favorite, item 51, my Molotov cocktail. 
 
   Frances Euphoria: Seriously?
 
   “It’s not a gun per se and I’m pretty sure.” I drop the Molotov cocktail into the T-shirt launcher. It fits like a charm.
 
   One squeeze of the trigger and the Molotov cocktail hits the orcs on top of the first unlucky Ganesha. The flames spread and the orcs on top either burn up or abandon their howdah. The war elephant’s life bar immediately drops to just a quarter full.
 
   Chrono pumps his hammers in the air. “Brilliant! Aim for the operators if you can; I’ll finish off the beasts!” With that, the big man takes a few running steps forward, jumps, hits the ground leaving a crater, and springboards into the air towards the first Mûmakil. His arms wide, he gives the towering creature a bear hug with his silver blacksmith hammers, clapping it on either side of its giant skull. 
 
   The first Mûmakil falls on its side and the flames engulf its body.
 
   “Bang Bang Maxwell’s Silver Hammer Attack – Badass!” Rocket casts Heal Plus on me and Veenure moves into position. She moves her hands as if she were making a snowball, and a spiked rock bursts out of the earth, piercing the second Mûmakil’s body and dealing twenty percent damage. As she finishes, Zedic looses a Shaft of Feathered Vengeance at the second war elephant’s operators and hacks away another twenty-five percent of their life bar.
 
   “One down, four to go with one at fifty percent,” Rocket says.
 
   The Mûmakil advance. The one charging during the last round is the first to attack. The MûmaQuake hurts, but with the Heal Plus spells cast, the Knights of Non Compos Mentis stand strong. Next up – Über Dumbo hits Chrono pretty hard, cutting his life bar nearly thirty percent. He recovers some and I take a hit from Babar the Big Bastard, possibly the most cantankerous of the four Mûmakil with his red eyes and the smoke billowing out of his ears. The final war elephant steps up, charges, steps back.
 
   “We have another MûmaQuake coming!” Rocket shouts. He casts a healing spell that fills the air with white butterflies and pastel moths.
 
   “That might be the least manly thing I’ve seen in a while,” I say as my life bar fills up.
 
   “It works, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Yes, and thank you.” My inventory list appears and I go with the same attack from earlier – my T-shirt launcher with a Molotov cocktail stuffed in the other end. I focus my attack on Berilia the Merciless, shaving off close to eighty percent of his life bar. The words CRITICAL HIT! appear in the air and quickly dissipate.
 
   “Two at fifty percent or less,” Rocket says. “Anyone have an attack that can knock them both off?”
 
   Chrono throws his arms wide and smashes the ends of his blacksmith hammers together. The resulting energy wave tears the earth in a straight line aimed right at the Mûmakils. The two with the lowest life die; the two left standing lose about fifty percent each. 
 
   “I can’t attack next turn,” he says, “so you four finish the job.”
 
   “I’ve been wanting to try this.” Zedic comes forward and pulls an arrow back, aiming it at the sky. He tilts back ever so slightly and releases a single arrow.
 
   “Excalibur Arrow,” says Veenure. “Launch it into the air and once it hits its peak it comes crashing down. The only problem is that sometimes … ”
 
   The Excalibur Arrow lands next to Mr. Snuffleupagus the Terrible, causing a good amount of damage to the ground but only about ten percent to the war elephant.
 
   “ … it misses.”
 
   “So we have one at forty, one at fifty percent,” Rocket says.
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.” Veenure cracks her fingers and she lifts into the air. A tornado forms at her feet and her midnight blue hair whips around her head. The tornado lifts off her body and transfers to the war elephants, killing the one at forty percent.
 
   “Only one left.”
 
   Jumbo the Jolting Juggernaut gives us his best MûmaQuake, cutting our life bars down even further (and filling them up thanks to Rocket’s spell). Still, at ten percent life, the Mûmakil will be hard-pressed to beat the best guild this side of Polynya. 
 
   “You want to finish him off, Rocket?”
 
   “Can I?”
 
   “Have at it, bud.”
 
   Rocket bounces forward and gives the war elephant the Izuna Drop, which shouldn’t be possible but somehow works. The trumpet announces the end of the battle. EXP for all and Zedic moves up a level, unlocking an attack called Ice Arrow, and the guild gets enough rupees to buy a house in the Hyperborean Hamptons. Who can argue with the spoils of war?


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   “To the bridge!” Rocket screams, running ahead.
 
   “Easy, kid!” I shout after him.
 
   “What’s gotten into him?” I ask Zedic.
 
   “I think letting him have the last kill got him pretty pumped up.”
 
   “Clearly,” Veenure says. “Well, he’ll get there before us and a fight will start and we’ll be transported there.”
 
   “Meaning?”
 
   “We might as well walk,” she tells me.
 
   Chrono says, “Those elephants were tough. Good rewards too. Did you check the loot?”
 
   “Just cash on my end.”
 
   “That’s right,” he says, “none of you have a trade job. I got several huge strips of Mûmakil hide. That stuff isn’t cheap. Not the best armor, but it works well for boots, necklace string and gloves. A couple of the orcs also dropped some high grade Orichalcum. We’ll definitely get more once we reach the castle.”
 
   The Orcs’ Keep barely fits on the rock formation jutting out of the water. It looks like Goblin Ray Steampunk’s summer home – spires reaching towards the sky, an outer wall complete with crudely made drum towers, an entrance sealed with giant door that looks damn near impossible to open. And no surprises there – the castle is everything you’d come to expect in a fantasy world.
 
   The suspension bridge from the castle to the mainland sways back and forth as Rocket approaches it. He stops just before the bridge, turns to us and waves.
 
   “So we’re in back,” I shoot my thumb at Zedic, “and you three will handle the front.”
 
   “Yes,” Veenure says. A gold-rimmed banner appears in front of me, asking if I’d like to divide the team. 
 
   “Do I press it now?”
 
   “Yes, before Rocket starts a battle. This way, you’ll be able to move around us on the bridge and continue to the back.”
 
   “Got it.” I press the YES button (written in Olde English script, of course) and a tone sounds.
 
   “And not a moment too soon … ” Chrono and Veenure dematerialize, and their avatars reform in the fight on the bridge.
 
   “Strange,” I say as Zedic and I travel forward. Once we reach the fight, all we can see are Chrono, Rocket and Veenure’s avatars standing still with crossed swords icons over their heads. “It takes place in a different realm?”
 
   “The big ones do,” he says. He tries to touch Rocket and his finger slides right through him. “I guess this is to prevent other players from doing anything while they’re in a battle.”
 
   Seeing the three in a semi-frozen state grounds me; I come to the realization that I’ve come to countless times since participating in a Proxima World – this is a game, all a game, and none of it is real – but it’s real enough. Somehow this just drives home the fact that I more or less (with an emphasis on more) cheated on Dolly last night.
 
   “As soon as we finish here, I’m logging into The Loop.”
 
   “Fine by me,” Zedic says as we walk across the bridge.
 
   Frances Euphoria: Ditto. 
 
   “Well, I’m glad you two agree,” I say, almost too snarky. “Sorry, I just get the itching feeling that something is wrong.”
 
   Zedic shrugs. “Well, there’s only one way to find out.”
 
   Frances Euphoria: Don’t worry, Q. You should have Steampunk’s dragon in the next hour or so. You can spend the rest of the day in The Loop if you’d like. 
 
   “Thanks for the permission, mom.” I mutter under my breath.
 
   We reach the end of the bridge and a battle immediately starts. Two weaker orcs with Steve Buscemi faces and battered armor snarl and spit as they engage us with crooked swords and cracked shields.
 
   “Tritania’s finest?” I ask as I brandish my Buster Sword. No sense in wasting precious time scrolling through my inventory list. One swipe at the World of Warcraft reject results in instant death. Zedic fires an ice arrow, which freezes the second orc.
 
   “My turn again.” I give the Melkor’s frozen broodling a facelift in the most literal sense. His frozen head hits the ground and shatters into a thousand pixels. The trumpet sounds; Zedic and I get a morsel of EXP and a few rupees. 
 
   “Let’s head left.” Zedic points to a narrow ledge which hugs the structure tightly enough to make the passage difficult but not impossible. We pass in front of a garbage dump, filled with giant ribcages, digital troll poo, half-gnawed corpses, broken sticks, and a few mutated rat-men going through the mess.
 
   “Engage the Rat Things?”
 
   “Not unless they engage us,” I tell Zedic.
 
   The ratones feos ignore us, aside from the one on top of the pile that screeches rat curses as we pass.
 
   “Your mother was a hamster and your father smelled of elderberries … ” I say under my breath. We stomped out a few rats the previous day – today shall be no different. 
 
   Like clockwork, the three rat-men move to attack us. The battle starts and Zedic goes first this time, again with his ice arrows. Two freeze; the third attack misses. 
 
   I equip my Crappy Tees T-Shirt Launcher and a bag of baseballs, items 490 and 382 respectively. 
 
   “You’re on a T-shirt launcher kick, aren’t you?”
 
   “I’ll give them the Dave Schultz treatment next time, don’t worry.”
 
   Mickey Mouse on crack doesn’t take well to the baseball – it cuts his life bar to just a quarter full. He responds by giving me a nasty bite. The frozen status disappears from the other rat-men at the start of the next turn.
 
   “Wanna try a combo?” I ask Zedic.
 
   “Let’s do it.”
 
   The long brass Victrola horn of the Gramogun mounts itself on my shoulder – item 458. 
 
   “Haven’t seen that before.”
 
   “You freeze ‘em, I’ll shatter ‘em.” 
 
   I press the combo button floating in front of me; Zedic and I step forward at the same time. He freezes them and I activate the Gramogun, shattering the ratsicles into itty bitty icy bits. The trumpet chimes and I move up to level sixteen, unlocking an attack called Buster Buster.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   We clean up shop on our way to the back of the Orc’s Keep. The most difficult to beat are the rat-men and orc combo teams, mainly due to the sage orcs, who continually cast healing spells. Luckily, my new attack, Buster Buster, proves to be pretty useful. The attack hits all enemies on the battlefield, stunning them for the next turn. It also decreases their defense by fifteen percent, giving us two rounds to stun them. The attack takes about a fifth of my advanced abilities bar, though.
 
   “The coast seems pretty much clear,” I say as we reach the back entrance. The side of the cliff overlooks the large body of water, giving me a few butterflies even though I’m only in a virtual dreamworld.
 
   “We’ve got company!” Zedic drops into a battle-ready position.
 
   The wings of a colossal wyvern flap up over the cliff and land. An orc riding the beast bellows, his yellow teeth covered in frothy spittle and his eyes red as the devil’s taint. 
 
   “I thought this was going to be an easy assault!” I say to the sky.
 
   Frances Euphoria: Hold on … notes! Here! Yes, that is the Orc of Thar and that is his cliff wyvern. 
 
   “So it can fly?”
 
   Frances Euphoria: Not well, but it can flap its wings and cause a lot of damage.
 
   The battle starts and we get the first attack. 
 
   “Any idea on how we should approach the wyvern?” I ask Zedic.
 
   “We could go with the Mûmakil strategy – try and knock the rider off.”
 
   “Good call. Roast him up with a Shaft of Feathered Vengeance.”
 
   Zedic draws his bow and the large outline of an eagle forms all around him. He looses his arrow and the wyvern leaps backwards, dodging the missile completely.
 
   “Crap,” I say as I scroll through my inventory list. “It looks like we’ll have to get a bit more creative.” My finger stops on my BolOcto Projector, item 69, that Frances called a net gun when it is clearly an objet d’art in weapon form. Clearly. “No … ” I keep scrolling, stopping at item 554, my mutant hack, and from there I scroll up to my Buster Sword.
 
   The golden ax goes in one hand and my Buster Sword goes in the other. Real world physics may not apply – I’m pretty sure I look like an utter badass double-fisting two of the biggest weapons I own. 
 
   “Frances take a screenshot.”
 
   Frances Euphoria: You’re like a little kid!
 
   “What?” I ask, looking to Zedic. “I want something to show my pops next time I see him.”
 
   Zedic asks, “What’s the plan?”
 
   “I don’t really know … I just figured that equipping my hack would inspire me to think of something.”
 
   Put away the useless sword.
 
   “Useless?” I glance down at my hack. “So it’s you who’s been the voices in my head?”
 
   Let me alone taste the wyvern’s blood.
 
   “Well, when you put it like that.” I return the sword to the sheath on my back. The Khaleesi’s favorite pet snarls at me and rakes its claw in the dirt. 
 
   “Well?” I ask my hack ax. “And whatever you do, don’t miss.”
 
   The hack grows up my arm, bubbles over my shoulder and forms another ax on my other arm. 
 
   “Now what?”
 
   Spin.
 
   I spin and apparently channel the spirit of Igor Sikorsky as my momentum increases until the entire world is a colorful blur. I explode off the ground at the wyvern, and my first hit connects, followed by my second, third, fourth all the way up to a tenth hit, rapid succession as if I were the Gillette Tasmanian Devil.
 
   I reappear on my side of the battle.
 
   So good! So good! More!
 
   “Damn!” Zedic shouts. “A couple more of those and the dragon will be toast.”
 
   Frances Euphoria: That’s if it doesn’t get you two first. And it’s a wyvern. Cast shield next round, Quantum!
 
   “But then I’ll forfeit my turn!”
 
   Frances Euphoria: It’s better than dying! If you die, you’ll respawn on the beach!
 
   I glance down at the ax blade on my left. “Hackie, do you think you can finish him off next round?”
 
   I know I can.
 
   “Sorry, Frances, I’m going to override you here. I’ll explain later.”
 
   The wyvern lifts into the air and swoops down in front of us. The Orc of Thar executes a flashy rodeo cowboy dismount and drives his sword straight into the ground. He stands, grunts, grabs his crotch in a decidedly ungentleorcly manner, and locks his flaming red eyes onto us. With that, the swordless Orc of Thar is quickly swooped up by his winged mount.
 
   “You forgot something.” I say, acknowledging the sword that’s sticking out of the earth in front of us. A ridge forms in the ground, as if a team of oversized steam-powered gophers were tunneling beneath the soil. The ridge grows and quickly encircles Zedic and me.
 
   “Looks like this is going to hurt,” Zedic says. “You sure you can get him on the next round?”
 
   I’m sure.
 
   I give him a not-so-confident thumbs up.
 
   Pillars burst out of the ground, sending a shower of debris in the air. The pillars grow, spiraling as they increase in size. It doesn’t take them long to block out the sun, filling the circle they’ve formed in a thick shadow. The tops of the pillars bend and interlock and resemble the inside of a seashell. 
 
   “A trap?”
 
   “Nope.” Zedic fingers one of his arrows.
 
   The sword wiggles itself out of the ground and floats in a blue light at our shoulder level. Suddenly, the orc’s sword slingshots to the one of the pillars, hits it, springs back taking a swipe at Zedic. It continues like this, ping-ponging back and forth and using the barrier it created as a springboard. By the time it finishes its pong routine, Zedic and I are sitting not so pretty with our life bars at thirty percent.
 
   “That was painful,” I say as the pillared wall crumbles apart. The sword flies back into the air, returning to the Orc of Thar’s clawed paws. 
 
   Frances Euphoria: Don’t be stupid, Quantum, cast shield! 
 
   “I know it sounds crazy Frances, but both of you need to trust me on this. I think I can end this now.” I glance down at my hack ax, which has since returned to one hand. “Right, hackie?”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The blade on my hack ax grows in size until I can no longer hold it up. The bottom edge is against the ground now; I’m doing all I can to keep the handle from falling by hoisting it up on my shoulder. Once it becomes too large I drop it, pick it up as if it is a log.
 
   “What are you doing!?” 
 
   The hack ax launches forward, dragging me along with it.
 
   Like something out of a Looney Tunes cartoon, I hold onto the back of the ax as it rockets towards the orc and his dragon, the air whipping past my face as we approach our target. Hackie connects and the sky opens up like a zipper, releasing a giant bolt of orange lightning. The wyvern, the Orc of Thar and unfortunately, yours truly, are all fried like a GMO-free turducken at a South Carolina Thanksgiving dinner. 
 
   I’m deposited seconds later in my original position with my life bar at one percent. 
 
   “Ow…” I say, my vision pane flashing red. 
 
   The hack ax lies on the ground in front of me, smoking, and if I’m not mistaken, the handle looks a bit distended like it has just stuffed itself silly at the aforementioned South Carolina Thanksgiving dinner. 
 
   “You bastard!”
 
   The trumpet sounds, indicating we’ve won the battle. EXP, a sack of rupees and a few life bar potions. Zedic downs one of the potions and tosses me the other. 
 
   “I guess the developers knew that the Orc of Thar would issue a good beating.”
 
   I swirl the potion, which is in a blue figured flask that looks older than my grandma’s grandma. One pull of the bottle and my life bar starts to refill. I finish the rainbow-colored liquid off.
 
   Frances Euphoria: You got lucky with whatever move you just pulled there. 
 
   “I call that …um … ” I shrug at Hackie, who’s still resting on the ground with steam coming off its blade and handle. “Ride the Lightning.”
 
   Frances Euphoria: I didn’t know you listened to DJ Ride the Lightning!
 
   “What?” I nearly shake my fist at the sky. “That’s not what it’s named after! My uncle was somewhat of a metalhead in his youth, an actual metalhead mind you, not like Chrono. This misappropriation of song titles is something the FCG and all those who share our common tongue should be worried about.”
 
   Zedic shrugs. Frances is silent for a moment.
 
   “Metallica. You guys know, For Whom the Bell Tolls, Fade to Black.”
 
   “Ah!” Zedic says, “Both good DJs, but DJ Ride the Lightning is better.”
 
   “Seriously? You two have never heard of Metallica?”
 
   He cracks a smile. “Just playing with you, Quantum. Of course I know who Metallica is. Their holoconcerts are mahoosive in Eastern Europe.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “So the dragon is behind that door?” I ask as I place Hackie back in my inventory list.
 
   Frances Euphoria: That’s what the schematics say.
 
   “Then why didn’t the whole team just use the back entrance?”
 
   Frances Euphoria: This is why Steampunk’s info is vital – if all of you had used the back entrance, there would have been at least five wyvern-riding Orcs of Thar to greet you. The guild would have been overwhelmed. By dividing, the front team faces the bulk of the orcs and you two only have to take on one Orc of Thar.
 
   “Got it. So all we have to do now is peek through that door and we’ll see a dragon?”
 
   Zedic says, “It can’t be that easy.”
 
   We take a flight of stone stairs and stop in front of a red door. I’m just about to start beating when Zedic points to a small, square gap next to the door.
 
   “Think we can fit in there?”
 
   “Let’s just use the door.”
 
   “Not possible.” Zedic runs his hand along the door’s surface. “Feel it. This door doesn’t open; it’s just for show.”
 
   “It’s a prop?” I take a few steps left and run my hand along the place where the hinge should be. Sure enough, it’s smooth as silk. “I wasn’t planning on spelunking today, but we’ve made it this far.”
 
   Zedic drops to his knees and crawls through the opening. I follow suit, trying not to hit my head as I advance. 
 
   “Now here’s something I wouldn’t want to do in the real world!” I say, my voice dampened by the walls of the tunnel. 
 
   “How long will you have the cane for?” Zedic asks over his shoulder.
 
   “I don’t think my Commando Survival Cane is going anywhere anytime soon.”
 
   “There’s surgery, you know.”
 
   “Not my style.” An arc of light passes over his shoulder; we’ve arrived at the exit point. 
 
   “Prepare for anything,” I say.
 
   “Whatever is in the next chamber, it sure is bright.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   It’s not often that one enters a chamber in an Orc’s Keep to find a giant, mirror-scaled, blue whale-sized dragon chained to the floor. Every time it moves, it reflects the light in all directions. It’s beautiful in a retina-searing, migraine-inducing kind of way. 
 
   “It’s like the mother of all disco balls or something.” I raise my hand to cover my eyes. Triangular windows in the ceiling direct the light into the Orc Lair’s inner chamber; Mirror’s reflective armor does the rest. 
 
   Mirror turns to look at us, bares its teeth. It moves, rattling its shackles as they drag across the cold stone floor. 
 
   “Does it breathe fire or any of that stereotypical stuff?” I ask. 
 
   Frances Euphoria: Steampunk didn’t leave any notes regarding the dragon.
 
   In answer to our question, Mirror lifts its body, screeches and spews a stream of silvery pixilated matter into the air. It pools on the ground, hisses, bubbles and steams like molten lava as it congeals.
 
   “Well, it understands us.” I shoot Zedic a look.
 
   “What?”
 
   “What should I say to it?”
 
   “Tell it the truth?”
 
   “Alrighty ….” Keeping my back to the wall, I slowly make my way around the chamber until Mirror and I are face to face. The dragon locks its enormous lizard eyes on me it and rears its neck back to strike.
 
   Frances Euphoria: Ooh, shiny! It’s so beautiful!
 
   “Not when it’s about to turn you into a crispy critter grandé.”
 
   “I’m not an it.” The voice is low and hoarse, but feminine. 
 
   “You can talk?”
 
   “Of course I can talk,” Mirror says, “and for your information, I’m a lady.”
 
   “A beautiful lady at that!” I give the mirror-scaled beast my biggest shit-eating grin. 
 
   “Flattery won’t get you anywhere.”
 
   “Easy, Mirror,” I say as I approach her with my hands up. “We’re here to free you.”
 
   “And ride me wherever you’d like?”
 
   “You don’t like being … um … ridden?”
 
   Frances Euphoria: What exactly are you two talking about?
 
   “Listen,” says Mirror as two trails of steam roll out of her nostrils, “I’m not a Polynyian Griffin, got it?”
 
   “I hate to tell you I don’t get the reference, but…”
 
   She moves and her shackles scrape against the floor. 
 
   “I hate griffins. They get all the credit in Tritania. Good behavior, easier to manage, beauty.”
 
   “So you aren’t like a griffin or you hate them?” I ask. Zedic is slowly walking in my direction, a puzzled expression writ large across his face. 
 
   I give him a shrug and continue laying it on. “Of course you’re not like a griffin why … why … you’re a magnificent beast!”
 
   “Beast!?” she rears back and displays a mouthful of teeth the size of my arm.
 
   “Don’t shoot! I mean spray … don’t spray me! Please don’t eat me would also be good.”
 
   “I told you I don’t like insincere sycophants,” Mirror says, settling back down, “but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t say nice things to me.”
 
   “You’re the sexiest dragon I’ve ever met, a beaut, a real looker. Hell, if I were a guy dragon, I’d burn half a village just to take you on a date. In fact … ” My finger comes up and I scroll to item 23, a dozen fresh roses. “I bought these roses just for you!”
 
   Mirror twists her head to the left, sneezes caustic silver dragon snot. “I’m allergic to roses!”
 
   “Crap, don’t worry, pretty lady. I’ve got plenty more gifts, just let me have a quick look here … ”
 
   “How about you unchain me.” She lifts her tail. It’s big and barbed, but apparently not enough to break the chains. “Then we can talk gifts.”
 
   “Sure, anything.”
 
   Keeping my eye on her snout, I move to her front left leg where I find a dragon-sized handcuff shackled to a loop on the ground. “How long have they had you in here?”
 
   “I’ve lost track of time,” she sighs miserably, “and I haven’t seen myself in ages.”
 
   I’m about to remind her that she is mirrored and damn difficult to look at, when I think otherwise. I’m close enough for her to tilt her head and snap me up like a jalapeno popper; frankly, I’d rather not end up as dragon fodder.
 
   “Anything special about these shackles?” I ask as flick my finger against the metal.
 
   “Aside from the fact that I’ve had them on for years, no,” says Mirror the dragon.
 
   “Are they at least feeding you?”
 
   “Yes, the occasional orc,” she says. “They can’t seem to get it in their heads that I’m a vegetarian.”
 
   “Why don’t you just roast them or whatever it is you do.”
 
   “Every time I do, they poison me and peel off my scales while I’m asleep.” She rolls her eyes, bats them most seductively. “I don’t roast those who oppress me, by the way. I melt them.”
 
   “They pulled your scales off?” Zedic asks.
 
   “Yes, from under my legs.” She lifts her leg just enough for me to see a pink spot with multiple scars.
 
   “Why do they want the mirrors?”
 
   “You really have no idea how vain orcs are, do you?” she asks me.
 
   “Can’t say that I do.”
 
   Frances Euphoria: Tick-tock, Donkey. Rocket and the others are almost finished outside. Less than five minutes before the timer resets itself.
 
   I give Frances the thumbs up and Mirror asks, “That thumb for me?”
 
   “Why of course it is! Now, about these shackles … ” A quick scroll through my list and I arrive at item 42, a pair of industrial grade bolt cutters. 
 
   “You think those will work?” Zedic asks.
 
   “They’ll work,” says Mirror. “The chains are magicked to be impervious to my silver fire, but they’re nothing special otherwise.”
 
   “But industrial grade bolt cutters will work?” Zedic shakes his head.
 
   I snap the bolt cutters in the air. “Are you kidding me? These babies have gotten me out of more than one sticky situation in The Loop. They’re from Dirty Dave.”
 
   The name doesn’t register with him.
 
   “Long story short – he’s the best weapons dealer this side of Raytheon Shack. He can find anything, and can make anything he can’t find. I shake the bolt cutters at him. They’re made of a blackened metal with ivory grips with an engraving above each grip that reads: Corvus Oculum Corvi Non Eruit. 
 
   “I can get the chains off – guaranteed – and our blacksmith friend ... ”
 
   “Blacksmith friend?” she asks. “What’s he like?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “What’s he like?”
 
   “Big and into metal, but not in the classical music sense, in the malleable and fusible material sense,” I tell her.
 
   “Oh, I was hoping he’d be smaller.”
 
   I glance at Zedic and he taps the invisible watch on his arm. “Yes, smaller ... ” I say as I snap the first chain. Mirror is as bizarre as her original rider, the Basileus of Steam himself. “Anyway, he’ll be able to get the actual shackles off.”
 
   “Fine, fine, but hurry, before I change my mind.”
 
   I free her left leg and quickly cut through the remaining chains. The dragon lifts her long neck into the air, opens her jaws like she’s about to spit some glittery lava and yawns instead.
 
   “Tired?” I ask.
 
   “A little, but I suppose I can nap later.”
 
   “So … ” I don’t realize how awkward my next question sounds until after I’ve uttered it. “Can I ride you? I mean we, I mean… “
 
   “Hop on,” she says, rolling her eyes. “But I’m telling you – no Yippee Yay, Cow Patty stuff, got it? This ain’t a rodeo and there for sure aren’t any Texans in the vicinity.”
 
   “You know about Texas?”
 
   “Of course I do. You sound like a Yankee, both of y’all. My previous riding companion was from Austin.”
 
   “Ray Steampunk was from Austin?”
 
   “Yes. He built a castle in West Austin near a rusty old bridge overlooking some lake. He showed me pictures.”
 
   “Of course he did.” 
 
   “Well, are you going to climb aboard or what?” Mirror asks.
 
   I shoot Zedic a look – if he’s ever ridden a dragon, now would be the time to tell me. He gives me the ‘you go first nod’ and I oblige. 
 
   “Alrighty.” I do a pretend stretch just to make Frances laugh (she doesn’t as far as I can tell) and follow this up with a running start towards Mirror’s leg. I’m just about to make the leap of faith when the dragon drops her snout right in front of me.
 
   “So, you’re an old leaping dragon-mounter from way back, are you? This ain’t like the cowboy movies, Big Hoss.”
 
   “There a problem with that?” I ask, seeing my own reflection in her scales. Her serpent tongue lightly flicks across her lips, startling me.
 
   “Most people climb up my nose and settle behind the horns on the back of my head.”
 
   “I’m a bit of a dragon-riding virgin here, and by a bit, I mean totally.”
 
   Mirror extends her neck until her chin is flat on the ground. “Climb this way,” she says, “I don’t mind.”
 
   I take a few steps back and start up the haughty dragon’s muzzle. The surface of her skin isn’t as smooth as it seemed like it would be. The mirrors are slightly rigid; the only way to tell this is to actually touch her. I settle behind one of the horns and wave Zedic up.
 
   “Your turn, pal!”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   As soon as Zedic is in position behind me, Mirror glances up at the high ceiling, tilts her neck and spits silver fire at the corner, which melts away as it’d been hosed with AUS.
 
   “Why didn’t you just do that in the first place?” I shout. 
 
   “I was still shackled,” she says, “and if I had made a hole in the ceiling, I’d be doused with rain. I don’t like rain… really don’t like rain.”
 
   “Ummm … why?”
 
   She looks at me like I’m someone off the short aerosbus. “Whaddya mean why? Because it’s too darn wet, that’s why.” 
 
   She leaps into the air, and in my peripheral vision I see the blindingly stroboscopic glitter that is her wings in motion. I equip my tortoiseshell Ray Ban Wayfarers, item 402. These are the James Bond edition; one of the stems disconnects to become a lock pick and the other stem contains a hypospray loaded with LSD-lax, an incapacitating agent that induces a hallucinatory fecal hemorrhage attack. 
 
   “This is the heat! This is amazing!” Zedic shouts as we exit the hole that Mirror’s melted in the Orcs’ Lair. I take a big breath of the outside air as the world below us rapidly shrinks and my inner ear makes its displeasure known to me. Mirror does a big loop over the water, screeches. 
 
   “Happy?” I scream at the top of my lungs.
 
   She stops, flaps her wings, hovers for a moment. “Your friends seem to be winning but … I’m hungry.”
 
   “I thought you were a vegetarian!” I say as she folds her wings and stoops like an A-40 on a North Korean armored column.
 
   The ground rushes up to swat me like a fly, and just before Mirror completes her controlled descent into terrain the screen freezes and an option appears: Join the battle? With a shaky finger I select ‘yes’. The trumpet sounds and we appear on the side of Chrono, Rocket and Veenure. I don’t have time to process how strange it was to plummet towards the ground on the back of a dragon and then be given the option to join a battle. 
 
   “A dragon?” Rocket exclaims. “Badass! I’m taking screenshots!”
 
   “Get off,” Mirror says. 
 
   Zedic and I are about fifteen feet above the others. I hop off just as Mirror flutters up a few feet, and I hit the ground like an anvil, which takes five percent of my life bar. 
 
   Veenure says, “What was the belly flop for?”
 
   “What?” I ask as I sit up with a grin on my face. Zedic lands lightly on his feet, right next to me.
 
   Frances Euphoria: Zedic, gold medal; Quantum, lead medal. Now finish this battle.
 
   By the time the word ‘battle’ appears in my field of vision, Mirror is already in the air and over on the enemies side, defying game rules by eating all the opposing forces like she’s slamming half-price Orc McNuggets. As the sixth goes down her gullet, the last two break and run. She turns her neck, reaches up with a hind foot and holds one nostril closed while she shoots a stream of silver fire out of the other. Both fleeing orcs dissolve.
 
   Even with ultra-dark Ray Bans, Mirror is painful to look at; she’s magnesium flare, arc-welding, laser-in-the-cockpit-at-night brilliant. A quick glance around confirms that it ain’t just me. Rocket, Veenure and Chrono all have a hand over their eyes and are squinting between their fingers. Zedic has taken the cue from Q – Ozzy Osbourne circles with white rims shield his eyes.
 
   The trumpet sounds; EXP is given and Rocket increases a level.
 
   “A mirrored dragon!” Chrono says as soon as we can move again.
 
   Mirror sits on her haunches now, licking her lips. She uncurls a rolling, earth trembling belch, and a booted orc foot escapes her lips and lands at my feet. “S’cuse me”, she says, and looks at me with big puppy eyes.
 
   “It’s fine,” I tell her, “I still think you’re gracious.”
 
   “Thanks,” she says.
 
   Chrono can’t seem to get over the fact that she’s mirrored. “Is there … is there any way I can analyze one of your scales?”
 
   Mirror growls, “Is there any way I can have a bite of your ass?”
 
   “Easy there, Big Glittery Lizard.”
 
   “I told you, he’s not my type,” she says haughtily. 
 
   “What’s she talking about?” Chrono asks under his breath.
 
   “No idea. My guess is she had a bad time with a blacksmith who was big like you.” 
 
   Veenure says, “You have your dragon now.”
 
   “No, we have our dragon now.”
 
   “Excuse me?” Mirror stands. 
 
   “Easy, baby,” I say, which seems to sooth her some. “You don’t belong to anyone. You’re a free agent.”
 
   “Really?” she asks.
 
   “Yes, and you can make your own decisions. Go wherever you’d like; my only request is that you let us ride you in between continents if we feel the need to travel.”
 
   Mirror looks at one of her nail, gnaws at the tip and examines the results. “I suppose I could help your guild. Knights of Non Compos Mentis? Do you think grammatically incorrect Latin is clever?”
 
   “Most Americans do,” I say.
 
   “I’m not American,” Chrono says.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Brazilian.”
 
   “Your English is good,” I say. 
 
   “I don’t actually speak English,” he explains. “I’m speaking to you in Portuguese; Proxima Worlds translate in real time, so players speak and hear in their native tongue.”
 
   Mirror yawns. “Boring. No one cares about the real world these days, or human languages for that matter. Listen, I’ll be willing to help you out, but not too much, okay? I like my nights off.”
 
   “Okay…” I say. “Is there a way for us to call you?”
 
   A leather necklace with a plum-sized mirror hanging from it appears in front of me.” I take it, catching my reflection in the mirror’s surface. I add the item to my inventory list; hello 574.
 
   “Shine it at the sky,” she says. “I’ll be there in a flash, as long as it’s in an open area. Don’t call me in towns or from inside a dungeon or anything. Bad idea.” She flaps her wings. “I guess I’ll see you later, if you’re lucky. Bye, Chrono.”
 
   Mirror sticks her snout up at him, leaves.
 
   “Well, that wasn’t what I expected,” I say as soon as she’s gone.
 
   “What’s with her and blacksmiths?” Rocket asks.
 
   “You’ll have to ask her, but I’d advise against doing that.”
 
   Veenure asks, “What now? Should we head to Polynya?”
 
   “Let’s reconvene tomorrow, or later today,” I tell her. “I need to login to another Proxima World to see about something.”
 
   “Your NPC buddies?” she removes her hood and her eyes lock on me, flash a little.
 
   “How’d you know?” I ask.
 
   “How many times did you try to summon them up and got zero-zilch-zip? Let’s call it a lucky guess. Anyhow, we could really have used those two today; the one with mind magic is especially helpful.
 
   “Dolly,” I say. “Anyway, we may need some backup on the new continent and I need to find out why I can’t summon them.”
 
   “Well, good luck. I’ll be in Aramis with Chrono if you need me.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   From one Proxima World to the next. No sense in waking up to respawn – I access Tritania’s main menu and select the coordinates for The Loop. My body dematerializes in a flash and The Loop’s spawn menu appears. Naturally, I select the Mondegreen Hotel. 
 
   Mondegreen Hotel unavailable at this time.
 
   WTF? I move from the hotel to Three King’s Park. I can catch a taxi from there. 
 
   My body appears in The Loop to the crack of Back to the Future lightning. My eyes hardly have time to adjust to what I’m looking at – a gigantic yellow orb sits over the city proper, slowly sucking in anything and everything.
 
   “Oh shit!” I say as a bench flies past me. “Frances! Frances are you monitoring this still?” My hands come around my mouth and I shout, “FRANCES!” at the sky.
 
   Frances Euphoria: What is it? 
 
   “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”
 
   Trashcans and a flailing Riotous fiend spin past me, rocketing towards the giant, light-filled sphere.
 
   Frances Euphoria: WHAT IS THAT?
 
   “No idea.” I say, swallowing hard.
 
   Frances Euphoria: What do you want me to do?
 
   A portal opens up in front of me and a six pack of Reapers spill out. Two more portals open and twelve more Johnny Blaze wannabes join them. The last to drop out of the sky is Reaper-and-a-Half Rollins.
 
   “Quantum Hughes. At last we meet again.” The Reaper’s oversized front man flexes and poses to the not-entirely-convincing-nor-particularly-enthusiastic oohs and aahs of his back-up band of boy sopranos and baton-twirling training bra brigadettes. He cracks his knuckles, rolls his shoulders, flexes his pecs, and narrows his eyes at me in patented menacing stare #5.
 
   “Frances! Send EVERYBODY! If Reynolds, O’Brian, and Solon are still there, slap a visor on them and send them too! You too! No dive suit, just an NV Visor.”
 
   Frances Euphoria: Roger!
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Not so tough without your friends, are you?” Rollins says. Skeletor’s beefcake brother-in-law spits on the ground between us and bares his teeth in what I’m sure he thinks is an intimidating grimace.
 
   “You know, I was hoping to run into you and your butt-boy backup band at some point. You see, I got this new play pretty that’s got your name on.”
 
   No turn-based battles in the City of Sin.
 
   First I hit item 554, good ol’ Hackie. Then I scroll to my Reaper Hack, item 571, and give Brunhilde the Reaper Bitch standing to one side of him a damn good goosing, which forces her to log out. I can only hope that she enjoys the Granny Weatherwax animation and the very realistic sensation of an ass whoopin’ that feeds back through her NV Visor as Doc’s Golden Goose chases down her real-world location.
 
   They open fire. I dodge left, activate my AA bar and fluidly bullet-time into the air. Even so, they’ve put out enough flying metal to get some hits on my lower legs. I return fire and evaporate two more beefy tweens with the involuntary logout.
 
   “WHAT IS THAT THING!?” Rollins shouts and I’m just about to give him a clean shot right in the kisser when something hits me from behind. I stumble forward, roll, and return fire on my recovery. One zotzed, a dozen to go. Three more portals have opened up behind me; filling the picnic area of Three Kings Park with enough Reapers to screw in a light bulb.
 
   I golden goose Rollin’s turd burglars as fast as I can, but portals keep opening and more and more of these skull-faced numbnuts drop in like I’m giving away bootleg full-fat Cheetos and ice cold beer.
 
   Even so, I’m not doing too badly. There’s so damn many of them that’re all so eager to put the zap on good ol’ Quantum that they’re shooting each other almost as fast as I am. I’m doing that shoot and scoot thing when a sledgehammer the size of Nebraska smacks me in the back, knocks my life bar down by 25% and sends me flying ass over teakettle into one of the Park’s dead trees that hasn’t been uprooted and vacuumed up into the big yellow sucky thing in the sky yet.
 
   “PREPARE TO MEET YOUR DEATH!” he booms, all bloated muscle and oversized hack weapons pointed directly at me.
 
   Thank you advanced abilities. 
 
   I’m out of the way just as he fires both of his weapons. I try to bring the Goosinator to bear before he can zap me down another 25%, but he gets me good and blows me through a rusty park bench.
 
   As I push myself to my knees, clawed white hands snag my clothes and yank me from behind. 
 
   A gaggle of bleached people attempt to swarm me, and a whole slew of their compadres burst from the wooded area on the edge of the park and do that creepy run on all fours thing right at me, like they’re the mutant albino pack o’ starving werewolves and I’m the three-legged deer slathered in Carl’s Jr. fructose-free chipotle barbeque sauce.
 
   A flash of light and Blain Cooper sans chaingun steps out of the nothing. I grin.
 
   “Rocket!”
 
   No response from my usual in-game monitor; he uses his Reaper Hack like a firehose at Rollins and crew, who have suddenly lost interest in offensive operations and are scattering like roaches when the bathroom light comes on.
 
   Another flash and Zedic steps out, looking badder than Jules Winnfield in Pulp Fiction. His hair is Jheri-curled and he’s in a gray suit with creases sharp enough to cut Gorilla Glass. A Reaper Hack forms on his left arm and another hack forms on his right. He starts a-blasting, forcing four Reapers to logout in a matter of seconds.
 
   One of the bleachies bites into the back of my arm. Hackie handles the rest. A spike shoots out of my elbow and impales the bleached man’s shoulder.
 
   “Don’t kill him!” I shout as I push myself to my feet.
 
   PLEASE!?
 
   “No!” I whip my arm away and unspike Mr. Bitey.
 
   Another flash of light and Frances Euphoria appears on the battlefield, her red hair trailing behind her, killer goose-hacks on both arms.
 
   “I need to find Dolly and Aiden!” I tell them.
 
   “We’ll handle things here,” she says as she fires both weapons and forces a pair of Rollins’ posse into logginus interuptus. 
 
   Rollins shouted orders have an increasingly hysterical tone; his circle of circle-jerking jerk-offs are logging out en masse. Once again, I’ve ruined his big moment – and I’m about to ruin it even more.
 
   “One last thing!” 
 
   Rollins turns and I zap him right in the face with the Reaper Hack. 
 
   “Your location is mine,” I say as his body dissipates. “And payback is a bitch.”
 
   Incoming from the Reaper’s side of the field forces me to cut my Macho Man act short.
 
   The four of us take cover behind the plinth of the remains of Bernini’s David, which is gone from the knees up now. It was the only real work of art in the city other than the Picasso in Dolly’s bedroom …
 
   Dolly’s bedroom!
 
   I turn to Frances. “I’m going to Chinatown. You stay here and finish off the Reapers. Don’t shoot at the bleached people,” I remind Zedic and Rocket.
 
   “Got it!” Rocket says.
 
   “You guys see that giant sphere growing on the horizon?”
 
   “Couldn’t miss it!” Zedic fires at a Reaper. “Got one! Doc really hooked us up with this new tech.”
 
   “If it gets much larger or does anything to indicate it’s about to blow, logout. Do not try and find me.” 
 
   Frances presses forward and kisses me. “Good luck,” she says. I turn to find Rocket staring at me with big bug eyes. “Not a word,” I tell him.
 
   “How are you going to get to Chinatown?” Frances asks.
 
   “The way I always get to Chinatown – hail a taxi!”
 
   “Will that work?”
 
   “Never fails,” I say as I lift my hand into the air.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Fare is double right now, Mac,” the taxi driver says as soon as I close the door. He lifts off as stray Reapers’ bullets ding into the cab’s bodywork. 
 
   “Normally, I’d toss you out of the cab and take it for a spin anyway,” I tell him in my gruffest, most Loopest voice.
 
   He flinches; I can see it through the reflection in his rearview mirror.
 
   “But seeing as how you’ve just picked me up in the middle of a warzone, I’m going to agree to your demands. Hell, I may even give you a nice, fat tip. Chinatown, and goose it.”
 
   “You got it, pal.”
 
   It rains; it always rains here. The Loop without lightning and rain is like North Korea without famine and stupid haircuts – it just ain’t right. Gumdrop-sized plops of rain smack against the windshield of the taxi as it speeds through the air; lightning cracks and thunder rolls, which adds a sense of foreboding to the already looming disaster metastasizing on the horizon; the churches turn out the fiends for the night as they shut their doors; the bars roll down their blast shutters and the winos stumble into the streets in search of pro skirts; the place that was already a rat-infested shrine to the unscrupulous has finally taken notice. 
 
   True to his word, the driver makes it to Chinatown in record time. He drops me off in front of the sushi place and I’m just about to turn up the stairs when a shooter in full battle rattle backs around the corner, firing as he comes. He pulls the pin on a frag, lets the spoon go, lobs it around the corner and turtles up. 
 
   ‘Ere, ‘ows that then, ya sodding lot of poncing poofters!” Burly stands, angles his L7A2 around the corner and fires half a belt; links and empties pile up around his feet, which are clad in pink bunny slippers. He ducks back around the corner as a torrent of return fire chips away at the corner. “Ya ‘eard me now you bloody wankers! Coming inta my city and tryin’ to … ” His eyes find me. “Quantum?”
 
   “What the hell’s going on?” I ask. “And nice slippers, by the way.”
 
   The pink bunny heads look up at me and snarl.
 
   “Eh, they’re comfy. Battle all over the damn place. Reapers came and they detonated a source code bomb. It’s bloody terrible, mate! The ‘ole place is going to go up in smoke.”
 
   “A source code bomb?”
 
   Return fire sprays against the wall. A Reaper on a Mad Max motorcycle comes ripping around a corner and I lay him down to sleep with my Reaper Hack.
 
   “Ooh! That’s a nice bit o’ gear! Where’d you get that thing?”
 
   “Long story. Look, where’s Aiden?” 
 
   “Last I saw ‘im, he was with Scarface Charlie’s register girls, trying to keep the Fat Slags and the leather-clad Nancy-boys from getting any further into Chinatown.”
 
   “Where was that?”
 
   “Near the Chinese Grocery,” he says. An explosion a ways off sends twisted rebar, brick and glass into the air. “A sly dog ‘e is … Aiden was waiting for those ladies with flowers and liqueurs once they respawned. ‘E’s got ‘em all on ‘is side now, ‘e does.”
 
   “I can’t say that I’m proud; I can’t say that I’m disappointed. And Dolly?”
 
   “No one ‘as seen ‘er since all this started. Bloody ran off on us by the looks of it.”
 
   I glance up at her flat. The light that usually illuminates her red curtains is off. 
 
   Burly wipes a streak of blood off his check. “What’ll it be then? You fighting with us or you going after the girl?”
 
   “Which do you think?”
 
   He turns back to the battle. “Same thing I’d do, laddie buck. Don’t worry about the Reapers. We’ve been ‘olding ‘em off and we’ll continue to do so. Fight like a bunch of overweight Girl Guides if you ask me.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   I’m up the stairs leading to Dolly’s in seconds flat. No schoolboy act this time, no thinly-veiled pizza delivery guy classic porn setup – just me and just her. Another explosion in the distance; the huge yellow orb of energy consuming the city shows no signs of slowing down. It’s currently near the area of the city that I called home for two subjective years. If I had time to mourn the Mondegreen Hotel I would.
 
   Another knock.
 
   “Dolly, I don’t know what the hell is going on, but I’m coming in!”
 
   I shoulder through the door and spill out into her flat, nearly face-planting on the carpet. My eyes move from her Picasso to her stove to her armoire – nil, nothing, nada. No sign of the NVA Seed, no sign of a struggle.
 
   “Where?” I slap my hand against my forehead. “Of course!” 
 
   I kick out the door, bolt to the streets below. My hand comes into the air; no taxi this time. I scroll to my flare gun, item 24. I let one go and a taxi drops a minute later.
 
   “Where will it be, bub?” he asks as I hop in behind him.
 
   “The Badlands. Fast or my stomper goes in your ass and your ass goes out the window. We clear?”
 
   “Yeah?” he says, giving me the Robert De Niro head tilt. “What do you think my little friend has to say about that?”
 
   He brandishes a cowboy gun with a barrel nearly as long as a cat’s tail. Item 71 comes in my hands, my eel leather belt with a custom-made, solid silver QH monogram belt buckle. I activate AA, toss the belt around his neck, catch the other end, and throw all my weight backwards. His larynx and trachea crush just about the same time his neck breaks, and he’s gone in seconds. I get out the back and drag him out of the front. In the driver’s seat now, I add his Ruger Vaquero to my inventory list, item 575. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   That gal don’t fool around with white picket fences or ‘If You Can Read This, You’re In Range’ signs. A wall large enough to keep the Mongols out protects the vacation home that Dolly built from the rest of The Badlands. I’ve already crashed the taxi into the Great Wall of Dolly to no avail; the smoldering hunk of machinery barely chipped the thick wall.
 
   “Damn, Doll,” I say as I stand before the barricade.
 
   With no entrance in sight, and a big sphere o’ death sucking the life out of the only place I really feel at home, I equip a weapon I’ve never actually used before to cut a hole big enough in the wall to slip through.
 
   Item 459 appears in front of me. The Reason Railgun is too big to take on vacation. Its rotary cannon is mounted to a large, wheeled ammunition box that’s also attached to a harness. The railgun fires depleted uranium flechettes, a testament to both Stephenson’s imagination and quality nuclear physics courtesy of Dirty Dave. 
 
   The harness over my shoulder, I wrap my hand around the black grip and pull the trigger. The whole thing is surprisingly anticlimactic – I can feel the magnetic pulse in the iron in my blood when the weapon discharges, but that’s it. No flash of flame, no smoke, no whopping great explosion when the flechettes impact the wall and sail through like it’s not here. I’m not skilled enough to spell out STEAMPUNK IS DEAD, and in too much of a hurry to do more than blast out a Quantum-sized mousehole.
 
   I dive through the hole, shoulder roll to my feet and dust off my pants. A light’s on inside the cabin – someone’s home.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   I knock once. “Dolly, it’s me!”
 
   No time to wait for an answer, I let myself in using my lock pick, item 5.
 
   “Dolly!”
 
   She’s on her side, lying on the floor in the red dress. Her hair covers her face. 
 
   “Babe, what’s wrong?”
 
   “Oh, Quantum. How could you?” she says without looking up.
 
   My heart drops, my blood runs cold, my fingers twitch.
 
   “How could I … what?” I ask, swallowing hard.
 
   “I know about you and … her.”
 
   “Frances?”
 
   If it wasn’t already clear, I sure as hell just gave it away. 
 
   “I’ve seen … I’ve seen what you did, where you were last night.”
 
   “You … what?”
 
   The bar. My hotel room.
 
   “How? What did you see?”
 
   “I saw.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I showed her.”
 
   A wave form ripples behind Dolly. As if he were parting the curtains of reality, Strata Godsick steps into the room. He’s in a black cloak, deer skull mask on his face and no red here’s your target jewel on his chest. 
 
   Two subjective years in The Loop taught me a number of thing, not the least of which is don’t let ‘em see you draw your weapon; I access my inventory list from behind my back. Item 33, stag-handled Bowie knife sprouts in my fist. 
 
   “Put your toys away.” Godsick’s voice is surprisingly mild for a super villain. Sure, it’s mechanized like all the other Reaper’s voices, but it is also a bit higher than I would have expected, especially after seeing him in his Eyes Wide Shut accoutrements. “I am destroying this world and you brandish a knife?”
 
   “I want to look in your eyes as I cut your heart out.”
 
   I sense that he’s smirking at me under his mask. “You’ve always been a fool, Quantum. Since the day we met in Infected Zero.” I can see the sky through the window over his shoulder, a swirling, churning, apocalyptic, Old Testament Armageddon-style skyscape as the source code bomb sucks this world up into it. I know my friends are waging a Stalingrad-style house-to-house delaying action; I know something end-of-the-world bad is happening to my home away from reality, I know that there isn’t much I can do at this point. My eyes dart from Strata to my Bowie knife. Yes, a stupid weapon. Still, old habits die hard.
 
   With my other hand still behind my back, I quickly scroll through my list and stop on my Reaper Hack, 571. I don’t equip it yet, but it may come in handy.
 
   “It seems as if we both have something to trade, Quantum,” he says.
 
   “It’s a bit early for Secret Santa,” I tell him, “and I’m not giving you shit.”
 
   He looks to Dolly. “You don’t seem to be in a bargaining position, old friend.”
 
   “Why have you done all this? Why are you doing all this?” I ask him, seething. “We created the Dream Team to help people and you, you’re killing the people that we once tried to save!”
 
   Godsick is quiet for a moment, a long moment, long enough for me to move closer to Dolly. “Please, Doll, let’s talk about this later. Please, baby, do your Witchblade thing and filet this son of a bitch.”
 
   “It’s very simple,” Godsick says, still at ease, standing the way a self-satisfied, tenured professor would stand in front of his class of adoring first-year students. 
 
   “Nothing in life is simple, virtual or otherwise.”
 
   “Simple – I’ll stop the source code bomb if you tell me where my son is. This,” he waves his hand out the window, “was your home for eight years. This,” two fingers go to Dolly, “is still her home.”
 
   “You piece of–”
 
   “–Tell me where my son is and I will save your world, for both you and her.”
 
   Dolly has propped herself up on an elbow, her body facing Strata Godsick and her hair still hanging over her face. 
 
   “Dolly?”
 
   “She’s not in a speaking mood, Quantum, especially since you’ve been cheating on her.” Godsick clears his throat. “What will it be? My son’s location for your world, her world. Now.”
 
   “Tritania,” I blurt out. “He’s in Tritania! Somewhere. I dunno where!”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Strata Godsick turns to the window, takes in the carnage with a single deep breath. There’s no time to process what I’ve just done, to contemplate how the Reapers will affect Tritania. I’ve just sold out an entire world and all I can think about is what I’m about to do next, and how I’d better not miss. 
 
   “As I said before, Quantum, you are a fool. A trusting, trusting fool. Goodbye, and enjoy watching your world implode.”
 
   Shows how much he knows – I learned long ago not to trust anyone in The Loop, regardless of whether or not they’re just a visitor.
 
   “Not so fast, asshole,” I say through clenched teeth.
 
   Strata turns and looks down the business end of the Goosinator. He tries to logout; I blast him before he can finish the gesture. 
 
   “You’re mine now,” I say as his form disappears. “Mine.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   I got him.
 
   I zapped the sonofabitch and his location is ours now; the Dream Team is closer to victory than it’s ever been, but the guilt I feel replaces the overwhelming sense of accomplishment twisting through my digital bones. Dolly looks at me with hurt, mournful puppy-dog eyes and reaches up to me. 
 
   “Doll, I know I’ve screwed up,” I tell her, “and I know that nothing I can say will make it right, but right now we need to figure out how to disable the source code bomb. Now is the time for us to save The Loop. You can be angry all you want, hell, you can ignore me for the next two months, but if we don’t do something … ” I swallow. The glowing sphere in the distance finishes my sentence – everything is coming apart at the seams.
 
   “There’s no way to disable it; it’s consumed too much and grown too big. There’s only one thing I can do now.” She puts her arms around my neck and rests her head on my shoulder. I drop both my Reaper Hack and lucky number 33; they disappear before they hit the ground. Dolly’s eyes finally lock onto mine. “This is it,” she tells me.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “This is it.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   Her eyes flash orange.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   We appear on a rooftop in Chinatown, and it’s very apparent that the end is extremely nigh. The orb consuming The Loop has grown; yellow flares cascade along the outer rim of the source code bomb like a bad 1950s sci-fi special effect. Dolly drops her arms from my neck to her sides and levitates away from me.
 
   “What are you going to do?” I call up to her. “What about the others, Aiden, the Brits, everyone?”
 
   She smiles a sad little smile that clenches at my heart. Chef, the Saucier, Croc, Cid the bartender, Jim the doorman, the six Brits, Dirty Dave and finally Aiden populate the rooftop.
 
   “Quantum,” he says with true fear in his eyes. 
 
   “I don’t know what to do!” I tell him as Dolly moves higher into the air.
 
   “She’s going to do it.” He covers his mouth with his hand and frowns.
 
   “Aiden, help me, please!” I step to the rooftop’s ledge. “Dolly! Don’t!”
 
   “It’s the only way,” Aiden says, touching my arm. His eyes flicker orange and an overwhelming sense of shame rolls through me.
 
   “What about … Frances and the others?”
 
   “They’ve just logged out.”
 
   “I saw to that,” Dirty Dave says, stepping forward.
 
   “So what about you?” I ask. “All of you?”
 
   Scotty says, “She left us a gateway, ya know.”
 
   “To where?” 
 
   The Brits step aside to reveal the door to room 406 at the Mondegreen Hotel – my room. An indicator appears above the door, flashes the letters KNCM. Scotty opens it to reveal a field of close-cut stubble, blue sky and a few wispy clouds.
 
   “Tritania?”
 
   Aiden says, “We’re going there. As a member of the Knights of Non Compos Mentis, I can invite others to our guild.”
 
   Scotty and the others file in.
 
   “What about Dolly?” I ask, choking back tears. She’s moved closer to the sphere, her hair streams in front of her as the source code bombs sucks in everything; an angel in a red dress embracing her dissolution. “Why can’t she come? Invite her!”
 
   “Not my choice.” Aiden’s hand lands on my shoulder.
 
   “Well that’s bullshit! I’m getting her! I’m … I’m going to … Yes! I’ll equip my steam powered jetpack!”
 
   My life bar drops to just twenty percent. I don’t even have to glance down to see Aiden’s Slice Bang protruding from my body.
 
   “I’m sorry, but it’s better this way,” he says with Dolly’s voice. “Go to your real girl in your real world.”
 
   “Please … No!” I scream, my vision flashing red. Dolly is directly in front of the sphere and all I can do is stand here like a shish kebab. 
 
   “Please!” I push my hands against the tip of Aiden’s blade, try to push it out; my life bar drops another five percent. “Please!”
 
   “I’m sorry, Quantum.” Dolly’s voice from Aiden’s lips; the last thing I see before my avatar expires is her silhouette vanish into the glowing sphere.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
   The next day.
 
   Hard to move, hard to live, hard to log back in, hard to accept what has happened. In my hotel room away from it all. I’ve spent most the day on my bed, staring at the NV Visor across from me, avoiding the real world, regretting that I couldn’t do anything to stop Dolly from ... 
 
   The empty beer cans shouldn’t spell something, but they do. My filthy shirt shouldn’t mean anything, but it does. The fact that I’ve been watching The Maltese Falcon on repeat shouldn’t matter – it does. The Loop – my home for two subjective years – has been vaporized, erased, eradicated, de-rezzed.
 
   Brooding won’t do anything about it, but it’s about all I can do at this point. And Dolly … the regret weighs heavily on my soul as it should – I deserve this, I caused this, and if I didn’t exactly cause it, I made the ending that much worse by my actions.
 
   A message from Frances Euphoria burns across the inside of my eyelids reminding me that the future boils down to distraction management – you’re either good at it, or you’re getting better. The real world is one end of a seesaw; virtual dreamworlds the other. I put pressure on one end and it sends the other sky-high. I may never find a balance and I didn’t much mind this before – the loss of Dolly has changed everything.
 
   Another message, this one from Doc, the Dream Team’s Cyber Warfare Operative.
 
   Doc: Okay Princess – you stuck it where you shouldn’t have, betrayed an NPC friend, had a major loss, and you’re feeling really, really bad for yourself. I got it. Time to pull up your skirt, put on your big girl panties, and get back with the program. 
 
   Me: Yeah, I know. I just need a couple of days to get my bearings.
 
   Doc: No time for a couple of days. As Frances is likely trying to tell you, you did all of us a solid by blasting Strata Godsick with your Reaper Hack.  
 
   Me: Yeah?
 
   Doc: We have his location now. 
 
   My fists clench, squeeze the blanket covering my legs.
 
   Me: Where?
 
   Doc: Before I forget – I’m running one of my favorite, highly illegal, pirated MilWare utilities, so anything said during this exchange will immediately be deleted from the iNet server and our life chip archives.
 
   Me: Got it. Where is the bastard?
 
   Doc: Boulder, Colorado.
 
   Me: What do we do?
 
   Doc: What do you want to do? 
 
   Me: You know exactly what I want to do.
 
   Doc: Well, that’s not really in our jurisdiction.
 
   Me: You of all people should know what we’re legally able to do.
 
   Doc: We can majorly inconvenience him and make his life hell, if that’s what you’re suggesting. 
 
   Me: I’d like to do more.
 
   Doc: And you’d need to have actual training and experience to do more. Not to disembiggen your considerable VR skills, but there’s a major, MAJOR difference between doing it in Proxima and doing it for real.
 
   Me: I know, and yes, you’re right.
 
   Doc: But, retribution comes in many forms, and there are many, many other interesting and entertaining things that we can inflict upon him. We have his home now, mansion really, where he dives from. Look at the satellite and streetshot images I’m sending you.
 
   Me: Living it up like a happy one percenter.
 
   Doc: Yes, he is. Godsick, just like every other yuppie in this neighborhood is attached to a power grid. See the red box?
 
   Me: Yup.
 
   Doc: That’s his backup power generator.
 
   Me: Wish we could just bomb the whole place.
 
   Doc: Cool it, MacArthur. There is plenty we can do that just skirts illegality. 
 
   Me: I don’t think toilet-papering his house will have much of an effect.
 
   Doc: But a flaming bag of skunk shit on his doorstep might. My point – let’s get creative for a moment. Imagine something like this: First, an EBAYmazon drone accidently impacts his back-up generator and damages it. When the generator calls for repair, the factory’s software update has a little added bonus, if you get my drift. Then we intermittently cut his power from the street, sometimes his backup generator works and sometimes it doesn’t. Sometimes it comes on when he’s still got commercial power and trips all his breakers. His repair droids won’t find anything because our little added bonus hides when diagnostics are run.
 
   Me: Go on…
 
   Doc: He’ll call in human repairpersons, and about the third or fourth time they have to do a full system diagnostic, someone will get sloppy and leave the firewall down just to expedite things.
 
   Me: And then we’re in. 
 
   Doc: And then we’re in. And then we apply full testicular torsion.
 
   Me: Who would do this exactly?
 
   Doc: Rocket and I. You have other things to do in Tritania. You must get to his son before he does. Remember, once you’ve found his son, you’ll need to find a logout point, so there’s plenty to do. Godsick leveraged something against you and lied; if you find his son, you’ll be able to leverage something against him. While we’re in his system, we can locate his son’s corporeal presence. We log his son out and we secure his body the same way Euphoria secured yours. We have leverage; people recovered from dreamworlds are required by law to be in our care for fifteen days. Of course, we don’t care for them ourselves, we leave that to the hospital, but leverage is leverage and this will give us the time we need to hit papa bear where it hurts. Hell, he may even spill his guts – if he doesn’t, the info Rocket and I uncover will aid us along. After all, once we know what to look for, we’ll know where to find it.
 
   Me: It doesn’t feel right.
 
   Doc: How not? This gives us a tremendous advantage. He’s proven that he’s willing to do anything to get the information he wants, including killing all the bleached prisoners trapped in The Loop.
 
   Me: They’re all dead?
 
   Doc: What did you think happened to them when The Loop collapsed? That’s what a source code bomb will do.
 
   Me: Can’t we pin the source code bomb on him then?
 
   Doc: Rocket and I may be able to, if we can get into his system. The legalities of this won’t be easy, but I’m working on a way to spin it that will cover our asses.
 
   Me: I got it. So we pin the bleachies’ deaths on him and open up a whole different can of worms.
 
   Doc: Then we go fishing. 
 
   Me: Got it. Plus, we work on getting his son.
 
   Doc: You’re catching on. One more thing before I get back to the feeding, watering, and shoveling of the poopage. 
 
   Me: What’s that?
 
   Doc: Sorry about Dolly.
 
   Me: Yeah, I am too.
 
   Doc: The thing you can do now is make her sacrifice worth it. So, take the weekend to get your shit together and be ready to raise some hell come Monday.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The End
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   Wait. Before you do anything else, please leave a review for the Feedback Loop Box Set.
 
   CLICK HERE TO REVIEW ON AMAZON.
 
   I’ll wait.
 
   Good, now e-mail me at writer.harmoncooper@gmail.com with the title “I reviewed the box set” and I’ll send you a copy of Book Four for free. 
 
   Yes free, as in a free fourth book in the series. 
 
   If you liked this series, the most you can do is review it and let other readers know, thanks! 
 
   P.S. There is a preview of Book Four at the back of this book.
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   The fourth book in the Feedback Loop Series is called Reapers and Repercussions and it is available here.  Join my reader’s group to be the first to hear about new releases.
 
   Note: there will be eight books in the Feedback Loop series with some big surprises to come. Stay tuned and tuned stay!
 
   


 
   
  
 

Back of the Book Shit
 
    
 
   Book One:
 
   Dear Reader,
 
   The Feedback Loop was modeled off a number of things, most notably a movie called Groundhog Day, the writing style of Charles Bukowski, Pulp Fiction, two manga/anime series called Sword Art Online and Tokyo Ghoul (can be viewed for free at kissanime.com), the science fiction book Ready Player One and the comic book series, Sin City. The formation of the Proxima World was based on an article I read in The New Yorker called “World without End,” by Raffi Khatchadourian. I wanted to blend all these things into Cyber Noir or The Loop, and place a character inside it who couldn’t log out. 
 
   Lately, I’ve been casting movie and television actors in my head to better write characters. Quantum Hughes is Michael Pitt, Frances Euphoria is Charlize Theron (or Scarlett Johansson on some days), Morning Assassin is Adam Driver, Dolly is Laura Prepon with the voice of Yael Stone (both from the show Orange is the New Black.)
 
   The Feedback Loop Series takes place twenty-five years before my other science-fiction series, Life is a Beautiful Thing. For readers of both series, you’ve likely noticed that The Feedback Loop is tame compared to my other series. For those who haven’t checked out Life is a Beautiful Thing, I suggest getting it on Amazon here or signing up for my reader’s group and getting the first two books for free as it is a wild ride. I should warn you though – it is vulgar, insane, violent, cutting-edge, bizarre and everything in between.
 
   More on the Feedback Loop.
 
   This book was written over the month of May 2015. I prepped for a month beforehand, taking notes, working on the story arc and finalizing the VE dreamworld concepts. Originally, Quantum Hughes was supposed to be in love with Frances Euphoria, but as the book developed, the time he spent with Dolly became more and more important, even though it doesn’t take a center role in the story until the middle-end.
 
   Quantum’s speech pattern, especially some of the phrases he uses, was borrowed from lists I found detailing idioms and other unique verbs used predominantly in the 1940s and 50s. I tried to use these types of words and phrases as much as I could, as I wanted to show that he had picked up these colloquialisms in The Loop and had since appropriated them. Dolly also benefited from my idiom research. This is pointed out once or twice in the manuscript by Frances (calling Quantum out), but I wanted to keep the focus more on the action rather than his antiquated expressions. 
 
   I suppose I like exploring these concepts, the future of relationships if you will. Quantum’s time with Dolly the NVA Seed is an example of this in The Feedback Loop. In my other series, Meme’s relationship with a Humandroid named Yeshi also explores this futuristic dilemma. It is an interesting thing to think about, especially as our dependency on technology progresses. Maybe I’ll be alive long enough to see the first human/A.I. relationships. 
 
   Thanks to my girlfriend, Sor Ganbold, for reading an early draft while riding on an old Soviet train and encouraging me further. Also, a special pollute-filled thanks goes out to Ben for helping me craft the product description and Dale for reading an early version of said product description onboard a ship (not the Titanic). I am a one-man band at times, drumming for nobody but the voices in my head. I appreciate those who’ve stumbled upon me and encourage me further. The biggest thanks possible goes out to Kay in Scotland, who advised me on the difference between stationary and stationery (!), and whose keen eye greatly improved the novel.
 
   Thanks as large as Rollins” muscles go out to my editor, George C. Hopkins, for his beautiful work on this piece. This book is littered with more obscure movie and literature references than a sane man could list here and most were suggested by George. Further, he greatly improved the style of the manuscript and greatly inspired my edit of the second book in the series, Steampunk is Dead. If you’ve enjoyed the read and ever find yourself in Goose Country, buy this man a beer or three.
 
   Also, if you caught the word phorusrhacid, you may want a better explanation on the fascinating terror birds. Look no further than an email George recently sent me on the troubled species:
 
   “Everybody should care about Phorusrhacidae, a 10 foot tall, razor-sharp eagle-beaked apex predator capable of speeds up to 30MPH, with feet equipped with Velociraptor claws! Especially the de-extincted ones that were illicitly hatched by the same type of dumbass that keeps a Bengal Tiger in a trailer park, and then released into the wild by these same dumbasses when they got too expensive to feed and kept eating their pitbulls.
The smaller species of phorusrhacidae (about 3 - 4 foot tall) make excellent guardians for geese, but you have to raise them together as hatchlings so the phorusrhacidae imprint on the geese, think of themselves as geese and see the geese as family and not food.
Rhacids are hell on the squirrels, rats and mice, foxes, raccoons, armadillos, feral dogs and cats, and bobcats. They’ll pick up the feral piglets, and have a NorK/SouK standoff type of understanding with the adult feral hogs. They’re not too crazy about the skunks after getting sprayed the first time, and they make the goats nervous even though they think of the goats as especially ungainly, unfeathered, four-legged geese.
The UPS, USPS, and FedEx delivery drivers are only supposed to drop off at the outer perimeter fence in the drop-off box SPECIALLY PROVIDED for that purpose, especially after that one time a UPS driver that wasn’t the regular gal was stuck inside her truck for 18 hours after she ignored the ‘Beware of Terror Birds, Trespassers Will Be EATEN’ and ‘DO NOT ENTER! Biosecurity Enforcement Area! Help Keep Our Flock Healthy. DO NOT ENTER!’ signs and came inside the outer perimeter fence. The combined flock swarmed the truck and the Rhacids flattened her tires.”
 
   TLDR – don’t screw around with Terror Birds, be they extinct, de-extincted or on their way to extinction. 
 
   In unrelated news:
 
   Review me.Independent authors thrive on reviews, as they provide encouragement and help get our books in the hands of other readers. Please reviewThe Feedback Loop Box Set.I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it. 
 
   Thanks for taking the time to read this and supporting independent authors. 
 
   Until we meet again on a page of ink or paper,
 
   Harmon Cooper, July 2015
 
   Writer.harmoncooper@gmail.com
 
    
 
   Book Two, Steampunk is Dead:
 
   Dear Reader,
 
   Firstly, if you’ve made it this far and haven’t reviewed The Feedback Loop Book One, please do so by clicking here. This is the best way to get people started on the series, especially reviewing Book One if you haven’t already. 
 
   Steam and gears.
 
   The research for this book was mostly done through visual mediums, most notably the movies Steamboy and Sucker Punch. I wanted the world of Steam to be multi-faceted and feel authentic, even though it seems trivial to Quantum. In the book, we visit Locus and Morlock, but there are other cities to explore and dungeons to conquer on Steam. 
 
   When I first set out to write this book, I figured it would be a one-off affair. Quantum and Frances go to Steam, they get the information they want, and they return to the real world. Boom – novel finished. As it turns out, Steam is too big of a world to appear in just one book and Ray Steampunk is a character with vast stores of information. So expect more steamy shenanigans (that doesn’t mean sex) in the future.
 
   The next book in the Feedback Loop series will be called High Fantasy. It will be available at the end of November, beginning of December. I’m looking forward to this book, as it will add an even bigger fantasy element to the series. Expect some dragons, orcs, giants and all things Tolkien (or Martin?) in the next installment. 
 
   Plus, The Loop, Steam, the Battling Brits, Aiden, Dolly, posturing Reapers and more. 
 
   Relation to my other series.
 
   The Feedback Loop series takes place twenty-five years before my other sci-fi series, Life is a Beautiful Thing. I plan to continue writing in this world indefinitely through these two series and more in the future. In Steampunk is Dead, we are introduced to Humandroids, pollutes and iNet – all staples in Life is a Beautiful Thing – which takes place in 2083, a year I chose as it would be my 100th birthday if I live that long (please say I won’t – I’d hate to see how wrong I am about the future). 
 
   Quantum’s struggle with his own humanity is also something that has come to the forefront in this series. Like most of us, he’s full of contradictions and opinions. The fact that he won’t take a cybernetic upgrade is an example of this. In a Proxima World, he would happily take a replacement part, but not in the real world. I find this to be the most humanizing thing about this character. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve said or done something knowing that it goes against my convictions or the pre-conceived notion of my convictions.
 
   Words and more words.
 
   If you’ve read my other series, Life is a Beautiful Thing, you’ve like noticed my obsession with word play and unique words. We share a language that increases in vastness daily. The Feedback Loop series borrows from old words, hard-boiled detective sayings and phrases, as well as language that has fallen out of popularity. Finding these words is part of my research process. I’d like to personally thank the Internet and the people in charge of listicles for making Q’s dialogue possible. (What is a listicle? An article + a list. Aka clickbait). 
 
   Thank you, Internet Jesus. I’ll sacrifice something later.
 
   Thanks and more thanks.
 
   Much appreciation goes out to Kay who beta read this piece. The best… the best! Ben made some steamy suggestions that helped with my research. Keep lotioning, I want some socks. Others provided encouragement through their reviews and emails. You know who you are. To my editor, George C. Hopkins, your dedication to this series and suggestions on this book in particular have made Steampunk is Dead truly something to be remembered. If you found a very familiar quote in the book, or a reference that seemed too good to be true, it was likely George’s suggestion. Trust your editor, folks!
 
   Check out my Amazon profile by clicking here if you haven’t already. 
 
   Yours in sanity,
 
   Harmon Cooper
 
    
 
   Book Three, High Fantasy:
 
   Dear Reader,
 
   Like many American males – at least Millennials – I grew up playing video games. My favorites were RPGs, most notably Chrono Trigger, Zelda, and almost anything by SquareSoft (now called Square) aside from the Final Fantasy series. Which is blasphemous, I know, but c’est la vie. Regardless of my opinions of the series, Q had to get the Buster Sword, Cloud Strife’s trademark weapon.
 
   I gave up video games about ten years ago, and while I’ve slipped a few times and started playing smartphone games – damn you, Angry Birds – I try to avoid them, not because I don’t like them, but because I like them so much. 
 
   My current relationship with videogames is as follows:
 
   1)    For some reason, I find myself in the app store.
 
   2)    I search RPGs
 
   3)    I download several
 
   4)    I start playing them
 
   5)    I delete them after I’ve realized how much time I’ve wasted
 
   I suppose things could be worse, at least I’m not into FanDuel or DraftKings. 
 
   The concept of virtual worlds, either strictly virtual or as in this series, dream-based, came up in a long conversation I had with a German friend a few days ago. We were walking along a dirt road in Texas, fifteen miles away from the nearest city. 
 
   As Millennials, both of us are versed in computers. We spoke about how future computer innovations won’t be hard for us to adapt to. Unlike previous generations, we were born into a computer world, coming of age at a time when everything was already up and running. Adaption to future tech, be it software or social media, will always have a root in the computing of the past, the computing we grew up doing.
 
   The place where Millennial adaptation changes is in the digital realm. At the time of this writing, Facebook is about to drop Oculus Rift, Apple has acquired FaceShift, Google and Microsoft are both investing heavily in virtual reality; somewhere in Silicon Valley, a start-up is months to years away from doing something groundbreaking in this emerging field (and making more money than the Catholic Church makes in one hundred years). 
 
   My point? I think virtual realities will be something that is a little difficult for Millennials to adapt to. I’m not saying we won’t – there are always outliers – but I think we’ve finally found the technology of our age that creates some discomfort regarding our technological prowess. It’s new, it’s different, it’s not computing in the way we were taught.
 
   Questions to ponder: Will it have other applications? Yup. Will we shop virtually (meaning, not using a computer screen but using something akin to an NV Visor)? Likely. Will we use the technology for education? Hopefully. Warfare? That’s a stupid question – of course we will. Sex? Hell yes we will. Communication? Ditto. 
 
   Will it change everything about everything we know? Probably not. There will be many who don’t like the technology. There will also be people tied to the “old way” of doing things, i.e. an actual computer. Just as how people still write checks when there are easier digital means to do such things – Stateside at least – people will still do things the old way. 
 
   Then what? Then nothing. Musings are as musings do. It is something to think about, and for those over the drinking age, it will be something we’re talking about as the years pile on and ultimately, adapting to the new tech or refusing to adapt (similar to my grandmother, 86, who refuses to even look at a computer).
 
   This book.
 
   Ramblings aside, this book was inspired by the anime series, Log Horizon. Do thirty-somethings watch anime? Yes, we do. Is it pathetic? It depends on who you ask. Are you proud of it? Well, I told you, so I guess I’m OK with it. 
 
   Names in Tritania are all tied to the northern Arctic regions. Hyperborea, Polynya and Ultima Thule are all old names for the North Pole. The names of the cities in the fantasy world are mostly Inuit words for snow. Yes, snow. Certain things, like the Cape of Chukchis, are named after Arctic tribes.
 
   Many location ideas from this book came from Hampton Sides’ In the Kingdom of Ice: The Grand and Terrible Voyage of the USS Jeanette, which is one of the best nonfiction books I’ve ever read. If you haven’t read this, or don’t normally read history books, I highly recommend this novel as it reads like fiction and the story is something more people should know about. 
 
   Kittens.
 
   No pictures of kittens as some people are allergic. Instead, I’d like to thank my editor, George C. Hopkins, for going above and beyond the call of duty on the edit of this book (and series). Doc the CWO was inspired by you. Much love goes out to Kay, who is the best beta reader a writer could ask for.
 
   Book Four.
 
   The Feedback Loop Book Four is called Reapers and Repercussions. It is out now, available here. You can hear about my upcoming releases by clicking here and joining my reader’s group and you’ll get a free Life is a Beautiful Thing box set by doing so. 
 
   Enjoy a lengthy preview of book four on the following page.
 
   Yours in sanity,
 
   Harmon Cooper // November 2015/2016
 
   Writer.harmoncooper@gmail.com
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   “Margaritaville … ”
 
   Chrome-dome behind the bar gives me the you’d better tip me well look; I respond by picking at my teeth with the nail on my pinky.
 
   “Margaritaville … ” I say again, gazing into my Jack and Coke. I blink my peepers shut and I see another flashing message from Frances Euphoria. I ignore it, finish my Oh Be Joyful, and tap the bottom of the glass against the wooden bar.
 
   Yeah, I get it, life ain’t fair, but that doesn’t soften the loss of Dolly or the fact that Strata Godsick spilled the beans regarding my slip-up with Frances just before Doll sacrificed herself back in The Loop. Two subjective years in that loving shithole – eight for those who are actually counting – and I still get the urge to pour a forty out on the sidewalk in memory of my life prior, life in the fast lane, Gotham redux, my timed existence.
 
   Wake up; Morning Assassin comes flying in at 8:05; a crow checks me out at 8:08; I step into the hallway dressed to the nines at 8:10 and the light flickers three times; usually by 8:13 I’ve taken out the British assassins in a creative way and from there, my day has officially begun. One between the eyes for Jim the Doorman ain’t quite the icing on the cake, but it’ll suffice. 
 
   “Margaritaville?” I ask him. “Wasn’t that a song or something?”
 
   “You always this chatty?”
 
   Get a look at the mug on this one. Think 2000s holo-Bruce Willis starring in the latest remake of Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. Too stupid to be Donatello; not funny enough to be Mike; no leadership skills, so that rules Leonardo out.
 
   “Not gonna lie – it’s been a long day. A long couple of days. A long couple of weeks.”
 
   “Tell me about it.” His facial expression twists into grief. “I found out yesterday that my wife has been cheating on me with my alcoholic transgender stepbrother for over a year now.”
 
   “That stinks.”
 
   “And my wife is his third cousin-in-law on his father’s side! Oh and get this, we have a one-year-old too. You do the math.”
 
   “I just did and it doesn’t add up.”
 
   He glowers. “So I’m dealing with that, and I can’t seem to get the FCG diet monitor off my ass. Yeah, my diet hasn’t been all high-fiber, low-cholesterol, all natural FDA approved over the past few weeks, but if a man wants to eat a food service tub of certified Listeria-free Blue Bell Mint-Chocolate-Jalapeño Ice Cream followed by NyQuil and Crème de Menthe shooters while he binge watches Netflix classics, by God he should be allowed to! So what if the final three seasons of Orange is the New Black were a bit contrived – I need me some comfort videos! I need some lady-on-lady prison scenes to save me from the prison that I’ve built, well, that my friggin’ relatives have built around me entrapping me like some sort of animal! An animal, I tells ya!”
 
   I give my glass a sympathetic jiggle in his honor. I’m just about to tell him about my own FCG Monitor trials and tribulations when he continues.
 
   “That ain’t the half of it. My kid sister just had another baby – three now, in the last three years with four different guys … ”
 
   “Wait – three babies with four different guys?”
 
   “Yeah. She was involved with the first two of these shitbirds at the same time – a Mongolian Nazi, if you can believe that, and this dreadlocked Black Lives Matter lobbyist for the NRA. She thought that the best way to bridge the ideological gap, you know, so that they could all be one big happy family, would be with a gene-blended baby. So she … uh … collected genetic material from both of them and had this guy she found on DregsList do the gene splicing and impregnation.”
 
   “Deep web or normal web version?”
 
   “What kind of question is that? Deep web. Anyhoo, I’m pretty sure the DregsList guy just took her money and banged her himself, because seriously, what kind of knucklebeak would believe some guy’s doing gene splicing in his mother’s basement for three hundred dollars Canadian?”
 
   I snort Jack and Coke out my nose. “Your sister, apparently,” I observe. 
 
   He pauses, looks at me like I’m something he needs to scrape off the sole of his vintage knock-off Yeezy EgoBoost 2 high-tops, and continues. “Yeah, anyway, she broke the happy news to both of them, and the only thing they’ve ever agreed on is that she’s as dumb as the hole in a goat’s ass. Long story short: they dumped her and my little nephew Kublai Sharpton.”
 
   “Now there’s a name!”
 
   “It’s still better than Malcolm Khan, which is what she was originally gonna call him. Shitbird number three stayed with her just long enough to knock her up with kid number two before he got a six-year punitive enlistment in the FCG Foreign Legion Mine, Booby-Trap and IED Clearing Battalion for unlicensed pollute distribution.”
 
   “Geez, Louise – six years? Isn’t their average life expectancy … ”
 
   “You got it, fifty-seven days. I’m not exactly heartbroken about it, though.” He wipes his hands on the none-too-clean rag draped over the front of his apron, then uses it to redistribute the sticky crap on the bar surface. I’m hit with a little touch of nostalgia – Cid the Bartender used to do the very same thing. I even get the tingling feeling that Croc the Doorman is giving me the hairy eyeball from the other side of the room, but when I turn to look – he isn’t.
 
   “Shitbird number four was a Freelance Gender Neutral Comfort Facility Inclusivity Code Compliance Inspector who got killed outside The Wayne Westmetal Christian Family Pork Barrel Bar-B-Que Jamboree in a drive-by fruiting – but not before he popped bun number three into her microwave. So there it is – four baby daddies and three babies.”
 
   I’m not sure if I heard him right, so I put my little finger in my ear and vibrate it with considerable vigor. “A drive-by what?”
 
   “Fruiting. Cops figure it was the Direct Action Arm of the Militant Vegan-Kosher-Halal Sustainable Earth Coalition. They fired fifteen or twenty non-GMO, shade grown Red Delicious apples out of an illegally modified T-shirt cannon. Killed two besides shitbird number four, wounded six more, and converted three others to avowed carnivorists. Is that a word, carnivorist?”
 
   “It is now,” I tell the poor bastard.
 
   “So yeah, life is shit for me at the moment. My marriage is falling apart, my kid sister – the only person I care about in my family – is so stupid that if you GoogleFace the meme for stupid, her picture keeps coming up, and I’m stuck here on my day off because Emma, the lady who usually works this shift, couldn’t find a babysitter for tonight because her usual sitter called in at the last minute claiming she needed to use one of her federally mandated D-Stress Days before it expired! Yeah, where’s my D-Stress Day?”
 
   One more jiggle of my glass and the lyrics come to me. “I remember the song now! Wasting away in Margaritaville – that’s it, isn’t it?”
 
   “That’s the one,” he says. “So what about you, pal? Why are you down? I gotta tell ya, it feels good getting some of that off my chest. Thanks for hearing me out.”
 
   “My problems are … my problems.”
 
   He shrugs. “Suit yourself, Bucko, but I’ve been doing this for going on eleven years now. Pretty safe to say I’ve heard it all before. I think all bartenders after four years of service should get an honorary degree in counseling.”
 
   “Well, maybe I’ll surprise you then.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The bartender nods. “So you were trapped in a digital coma for eight years?” 
 
   “Two perceptually, but eight real-world, yes, eight.”
 
   “And you had an NPC girlfriend named Dolly, who was the NVA Seed in the world you was trapped in, and you continued to see her after you got out of your coma.”
 
   “That’s right,” I say, nursing my bev. “And then there was the attack – I didn’t even get into that. Some guys tried to off me just as I was waking up, two of them got killed in the process, and the Eff-Biggies are all over me like it’s my fault. Long story.”
 
   “Okay.” He pours himself a shot. “Then you joined your company again, the company you started with this guy named Godspell, who is now your arch nemesis or something.”
 
   “Godsick.”
 
   “Yeah, he sure is.”
 
   “Huh? No, the guy’s name is Godsick, not Godspell,” I tell him.
 
   “Yeah? Whatever. What did you say the name of that company was?”
 
   “I didn’t.”
 
   “Alrighty then. And now this Godspeed-guy killed your digital girlfriend digital dead and his evil minions are after you in the real world and the Proximas.” 
 
   I don’t bother correcting Mr. Honorary Counselling Degree. “Yep. And – and Godsick told Dolly about my … real world slip-up right before he killed her, so I got that chewing on me too.”
 
   The bartender throws his shot back and laughs. He snorts as the cheap bar-brand burns his mucous membranes and slays a legion of brain cells that he can ill-afford to lose. 
 
   “Say, what’s the big idea, Moe?”
 
   “Look … um … ” His eyes whip left and right, trying to find the name I didn’t tell him.
 
   “Quantum, Quantum Hughes.”
 
   “Look, Quantum, I know that’s some serious shit, but really, it’s all digital. It isn’t real, not like you and I. Cheating isn’t right, but hell, even I have an NPC digital girlfriend. There’s nothing wrong with that – it’s normal these days. Now real cheating, like my filthy, dirty, stinkin’ rotten stepbrother and my lying, cheating, conniving whore of a soon-to-be-ex-wife, that’s wrong, but having an NPC girlfriend in some Proxima World pretty is common these days.”
 
   “You telling me an eight-year relationship ain’t a real thing?”
 
   “It feels real, yeah, I get that, but the real you was in a dive vat, just wasting away … in Margaritaville. So if I were you, I’d go for this real life girl, whatever her name was.”
 
   “Frances.”
 
   “Yeah, her. Cool name too. Better than Germanys or Belgiums.” He quickly notices the non-smile on my face. If the laughing about my problems hadn’t already killed any chance of me ever tipping him deader’n fried chicken, this lame-ass foray into faux jocular bonhomie sure as shit just did. “What? You not into geographical humor?”
 
   “I’d better close out,” I finally say. “I got a long day at the office tomorrow. And keep your trap shut about what I’ve shared with you.”
 
   “Take it easy, pal,” he says as he raises his hands. “We’re both just airing our grievances here, that’s all.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   It feels good to do a little manly boo-hooing, even if Charlie Brown back there wasn’t a patch on Cid from Barflys pimpled ass. 
 
   This world ain’t nothing like The Loop, my personal Dark City; no back alley busters hopped up on Riotous or greasy coat thieves looking to fingersmith you; no pro skirts in torn nylons loitering outside spreading digital STDs across Devil’s Alley like Zika in South America; no corrupt gumshoes in mob-bought glad rags wearing floggers as they stomp their way through the rain-beaten streets that connect the Badlands to the cancerous lungs of the inner city. Kill to be killed; when in doubt, murder – I remember the days.
 
   Nope, Baltimore may have its fair share of gentrified former bloc houses and disgruntled city cops looking to get their dinkies wet with a bit of crime, it may have some places you shouldn’t go at night – or during the day for that matter – but it’s pretty small beer compared to The Loop. Warm Puppy Chow versus a cannibal’s doggy bag that has been pumped full of lead and picked over by the rats. All the time I spent searching for some way out of what was once my personal hell, and now I miss it – and Dolly – more than I can say. 
 
   There’s no place like home, Dorothy.
 
   “Except Baltimore is real,” I remind myself. I suddenly have the briefest moment of déjà vu all over again as I pass a filthy, beat-up, burglar barred, bullet-starred convenience store or bodega, or whatever the hell they call it in these parts, that looks like it was uprooted from Devil’s Alley and dropped right at my feet. More alcohol? Maybe not, but some snacks will hit the spot. Sure, it would be nice to just lift my finger, access my inventory list, scroll to item 216, my vintage Halloween pumpkin pail filled with authentic 1950s sugary goodies, but the real world always manages to jump up and fang me in the tookus whenever I feel liked doing what my little heart desires.
 
   I step into the store, grimace at the sickly, too-bright fluorescent lighting.
 
   I keep real world item number one close, my United Cutlery Commando Survival Cane, the best Christmahanukwanzivus gift a boy could ask for. A swordstick is pretty good protection if you ask me. The only problem – the button men are usually packing gats. I am pretty sure there is a saying about bringing a swordstick to a gun fight, but if there is, I can’t remember it. Regardless, I’ve been practicing lunge, cut and thrust in my hotel room. One can never be too safe, and if I’m ever ambushed by bed pillows, I’ll be ready.
 
   “Hey pal, youse gonna stand dere all night lookin’ at da candy or youse gone buy sumtin?”
 
   The store clerk looks like someone beat a scrofulous orangutan and a bear with terminal mange together until all the non-ugly parts broke off, and then gave what was left an extra-extra large size jolt of industrial strength Gary Busey crazy juice. Talk about a hirsute! The parts of him that aren’t covered by a food-stained, too-tight Hello Kitty t-shirt and faded lime-green yoga pants are covered by splotchy tufts of greasy hair that looks like it came off a slobbered-on Thrift Store teddy bear. I step upwind, trying my damndest to avoid his stink.
 
   “Listen, King Louie, you in a hurry to be somewhere? Afraid I’m lowering the tone of this high-class establishment? I’ll buy sumtin when I’m ready to buy sumtin!”
 
   “Whut wuz dat?” He growls, and I step even more upwind than I was as he exhales a cloud of who knows what kind of toxic shit, and then probes a nostril with a dirty, hairy finger. 
 
   I almost can hear Frances now: cool it, Quantum. 
 
   “Yeah, Frances, I’ll cool it.”
 
   I go with the Ultra Max Mars Consortium, which is a single package consisting of a Snickers, Milky Way, single Twix, 3 Musketeer and a Bounty chocolate bar. I’ll toss the Bounty just to be safe – too many vitamins – but the others should hit the sweet spot.
 
   “Heya, dis just for youse?” asks Hairy McLary. One of his bloodshot eyes twitches involuntarily; I spot one of those pollute masks behind the counter, its cable resting onto the floor. Damn kids and their stupid intoxicants.
 
   “Yeah, there a problem with that?”
 
   “Actually, dere is.” He nods in a concerned way. “Dis package is way ova a dousand calories and fitty-nine grams of fat. It also has ova two hundred grams of sugar.”
 
   “Yeah, I can read the package. I was planning on ditching the Bounty bar anyway.”
 
   “Dat one has da most eye-ron of da five, da most.”
 
   “Good, maybe a bum will pick it up and get his daily intake.”
 
   A message appears on the inside of my eyelids, asking if I agree to the charge. 
 
   “I do,” I say aloud, or at least the Dream Team does.
 
   A loud, obnoxious dinging noise sounds off. Looks like I’m going to have to go above and beyond the call of duty just to purchase a bit of chocolate. A red box appears on the glass plane covering the lottery tickets, asking if I understand the implications of my purchase.
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “Just touch da button to complete da transaction.”
 
   I do as instructed, instantly regretting what I’ve just done – the system catches my finger print and flashes my photo. It’s a newer photo of me complete with shaved head, pasty reflection, eyes with more luggage than La Guardia over Thanksgiving holiday.
 
   “It … logged me?” 
 
   “We’re required by da FCG to log anyone purchasing candy ova a dousand calories.”
 
   “And they’ll contact me?”
 
   “Pretty sure dey will.”
 
   I close my eyes for a moment to mask my disgust. Blinky blinky – there are about ten messages from Frances. Also a message from an unknown user. Curiosity gets the best of me, and using my finger tip on the counter, I quickly open the message.
 
   “Dey aleady sendin’ youse da message, huh?” asks the store clerk.
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. Looking at my records here, it seems as if you’ve just purchased an Ultra Max Mars Consortium package at the Hairy Bush Convenience Store on West Hillen Street. 
 
   “Dammit … ”
 
   I give the clerk a final dirty look and head outside. The package goes on the top of a recycling bin; I take a deep breath before sending the reply.
 
   Me: You got the wrong guy.
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. It’s me, eight-eight-five, or Evan, your FDA monitor. Did you just purchase an Ultra Max Mars Consortium package at the Hairy Bush Convenience Store on West Hillen Street?
 
   Me: No, I was at the Finger Hut.
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. This is not what our records indicate.
 
   Me: The Bearded Clam?
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. I can’t quite follow what you are saying.
 
   Me: Dripping Delta, Meat Wallet, Jaws of Hell?
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. Are you referring to slang terms taken from Urban Dictionary regarding the female genital tract?
 
   Me: You catch on quick, Evan, quick as molasses.
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. I see that the name Hairy Bush is also listed as one of these slang terms for the female genital tract. Congratulations on your humor. While it isn’t the funniest joke I have heard all week, it isn’t too bad.
 
   Me: What is the funniest joke you’ve heard all week?
 
   One bite of the Snickers and my mouth fills with chocolaty goodness.
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. The best joke I’ve heard all week is a Christian joke that the priest told during Sunday Mass. 
 
   Me: Go on.
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. Okay, here goes: What reason did Adam give his children for why they’d been exiled from Eden? 
 
   Me: Beats me.
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. The answer: your mother ate us out of house and home. Get it? Ate us out of house and home?
 
   Me: Oh, I get it. Listen, bud, I got one for you too: How do you get a nun pregnant?
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. According to my most recent search, nuns don’t normally procreate.
 
   Me: Dress her up like an altar boy!
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. I don’t quite understand this joke. Why would a nun get pregnant if she dressed as an altar boy? As previously stated, nuns do not traditionally bear children. 
 
   Me: Tell your priest the joke, he’ll explain it.
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. I will be sure to, thank you. Now, as for the reason I contacted you …
 
   Me: Yeah, I get it, no more sweets and whatnot.
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. You are correct. By agreeing to purchase the Ultra Max Mars Consortium package at the Hairy Bush Convenient Store, you’ve also agreed to diet counseling services from the FDA.
 
   Me: And here I was thinking I had blocked you.
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. The FDA is concerned about the diet of all American citizens. The Bloomberg Anti-Excessive Calorie Act of 2041 formed a new division of the FDA known as the Civil Consumption Observation and Management Information System, or CCOMIS, which has since gone through fifteen updates …
 
   Me: Got it. Please, no history regarding the waste of American tax dollars. Just tell me I’ve been a bad boy and leave me the hell alone. Also, don’t forget to share that joke with your priest. He’ll love it, I’m sure.
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. You haven’t been a bad boy yet, as the Snickers bar is within your daily dietary limits. Eating more will push your caloric count over the top, and may result in obligatory enrollment in a nutrition and health course at Baltimore City Community College. Not to worry – the course fees will be covered by the FDA Continuing Education Pool, which is a taxpayer funded program started in 2047 to cover the cost of all food-related educational initiatives. 
 
   “Fine, fine … ” I begrudgingly toss the rest of the Ultra Max Mars Consortium package into the trashcan in front of the convenient store. I catch Chewie the Clerk inside, nodding at me with a toothy grin on his face. He’d be a grease spot if we were in The Loop.
 
   Me: Happy now? I tossed the package away.
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. Great choice. I’ll be sure to note this in your file. Have a good night and contact me if you have any other questions or concerns.
 
   “Oh, I’ll contact you, all right.”
 
   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. If you’d like to take a survey at the completion of our message, please click here. 
 
   “I’ll pass.”
 
   Moving back onto the street towards my hotel, I get the notion to kick something. Instead, I stop and send a quick message to Rocket over iNet. 
 
   Me: You’re going to need to do a better job of blocking the FDA monitor.
 
   His reply is instant.
 
   Rocket: Sup Q! Yeah, for sure, for sure. We can talk about it tomorrow. Now be a good Q Daddy and get some sleep. I’ll have a taxi waiting for you in the morning.
 
   Me: You seem excited.
 
   Rocket: Just spending some time with my lady a bit later.
 
   Me: Keep telling yourself that, pal.
 
   Rocket: No really!
 
   Me: Real lady or digital lady?
 
   Rocket: Real.
 
   Me: Good. Do that move I taught you, where you yawn and put your arm around her shoulder.
 
   Rocket: We aren’t going to a movie. Actually, we’re going to a ball in Locus.
 
   Me: You’re diving to Steam?
 
   Rocket: I told you before I had a girlfriend who was very active in that world. I’ll send you a pic if you want.
 
   Me: Maybe later, I got to get some shut eye.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   I hardly notice the hotel lobby, so focused I am on walking and reading messages sent to me from Frances. Welcome to the 2050s; I ain’t the only schmuck pacing around blinking like a toad in a hailstorm. She’s worried about me, wants to come over, wants to talk – I’m not in the mood for any of it, not in the mood to explore my feelings. I’d rather bottle them up, tuck them under my pillow, and hope that they’re gone in the morning.
 
   My brain needed a break, a moment to live in one world rather than several. I probably should have gotten a massage or something over the weekend rather than wallow in my own feculent angst, but sometimes the pig just needs his poo. Happy endings don’t come cheap, and cheap endings don’t wind up happy. 
 
   A moderately attractive female Humandroid concierge greets me, says something, but all I catch is the word ‘guest’. I ignore her and shuffle past. Didn’t grow up with robots talking to me; don’t want them talking to me now. And the workforce – a good many Americans have lost their jobs due to automation and the protests and legislation passed in the 30s is evidence of this. Hell, Humandroids proper weren’t even invented until the 40s, by some robo-sexual nut-job named Dr. Dick Hewman, making it clear to some that us carbon-based life forms are about to get the short end of the stick. I hate to be doomy, but it’s coming. 
 
   “Enjoy your time with your son!” the concierge calls after me.
 
   “My son?” I stop dead in my tracks, but Chatty Kathy the Concierge has already exited stage left.
 
   Something seems fishy. While I may not like them, Humandroids don’t make mistakes when it comes to identifying people. Blame life chips, quantum computing or our ugly mugs – to hear a Humandroid say something like that gets me twitchy. 
 
   Loop instincts send my hand into the air, ready to access my inventory list. I lower it, knowing all too well that this world ain’t that cool. If I could access it, I’d likely go with something like my Minions™ Lava Gun, item 239, or my pair of Halo M6Cs, item 73, which each fire six rounds a second, 360 x 2 with my unlimited magazines. Of course, I would have also rigged up my room with item 520, my Half-Life Claymore mine with electric eye detonator. Nothing says good night, nurse like a little Kablooey!
 
   Nope, no Proxima help here. It’s just me and my cane.
 
   “You’re paranoid,” I tell my reflection in the elevator door. “Paranoid.”
 
   As the elevator settles on my floor, my mind gets to tinkering. What would Loop Quantum do if his inventory list was somehow nixed? First, he’d scope out the hallway. If someone were waiting for me – unless they have the hallway under surveillance – they wouldn’t know when I planned to come back. Hell, they wouldn’t even know if I were alone or not unless …
 
   “ … unless the Humandroid concierge works for them.”
 
   I cross this idea off my mindslate as the elevator door opens. Humandroids aren’t very good at lying, nor do they wish to do humans harm. They are programmed against it – violence governors, hearts of gold, etc.
 
   “Then there are two.”
 
   This sounds more likely. I almost turn to my door, but I decide to play this out for a moment, just in case there is someone in the lobby following me up.
 
   As soon as I step out of the elevator, I head for the ice machine room. I stroll over as casually as possible and take a position next to the soda machine, right in front of a recycling bin. The position gives me a vantage point on the elevator via the reflection of the polished steel surface of the ice machine. If someone comes out, I’ll see them first.
 
   The waiting game commences. 
 
   I go over my options for defense – there is only one and it is in my hand. Real life item numero uno, my swordstick, is about the only thing I have aside from my charm, wit, good looks, bad attitude, and a pair of less-than-stompers on my dogs. I knew I shouldn’t have worn the DisNikes that Frances ordered for me. Old man shoes are an understatement – Velcro instead of laces and the heel has a Boba Fett logo. Frances thinks she’s real funny.
 
   I unsheathe the blade. It’s not handmade, classical katana sharp, but it is plenty sharp, and more than pointy enough to skewer a no-goodnik right through the gizzard. Like I said, I’ve been practicing on the bed pillows and couch cushions, and have figured out that point beats edge in most cases. It’s tough on the upholstery, but I figure that the Dream Team or the FCG can pay for it and chalk it up to ‘defensive tactical training’ or something. Euphoria can sort it out.
 
   The elevator dings and I brace myself.
 
   A rumpled-looking older guy in a shiny black suit from the 2030s steps out of the elevator, takes a couple of shuffling steps toward my room and pauses. He twists his head slightly from side-to-side like he’s sniffing the air, then shrugs his shoulders and carries on.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   This old bastard shuffles to a halt about ten feet away from the ice machine, just out of my field of view. He smells like beer and cigarettes and failure, not enough showers and too much non-FDA approved fried fast food. I idly wonder if the Fat Nazis are spamming him insane too.
 
   He curses and mumbles as he slaps his pockets, fumbles through his wallet, and goes back through his pockets again.
 
   He finally pulls his keycard out of his ass, but cack-hands with the scanner like teenage Quantum with a RuffRider condom. Two or three tries to get that right and then he doesn’t get the door fast enough when the lock clicks. He goes through this whole Theatre of Diminished Coordination three or four more times before he finally lets himself in.
 
   My pump’s pumping like a blood-doped gee-gee on crack, and it dawns on me that I’d been so focused on this old fart that anybody could have come up behind me and performed an impromptu splenectomy on Mrs. Hughes dumbass little boy. Stupid to let him distract me – stay situationally aware.
 
   “Cool it, Daddy-O.” I say, as I wait another few minutes just to let my heart quit palpitating and in case the elevator door opens again, or the AARP/AA poster boy steps back out of his room. 
 
   Tempus fugit, a whole lot o’ nothing happens, and I’m just about to sheathe my blade, but Loop instinct just won’t get off my case. I may be a wee bit paranoid for creeping around with my blade out, but one can never be too safe – be it in Baltimore or The Loop or waiting outside of JC Targets on Black Friday.
 
   A quick peek in both directions confirms that there’s nobody in sight to witness me preforming an anti-fatal funnel drill. The hidden WOOPA eye in the sky will get it on video loop – heh-heh, loop – no doubt, but I can always say I’m practicing my Stealth Ninja Zombie Hunter technique if it comes up. That, or I’m lizardshit crazy – pick one.
 
   So I go for it. The Boba Fett DisNikes are nice and quiet at least, as I pussyfoot to my door, my back against the wall. I crouch down on the door handle side, breathe slow, breathe easy. Unsheathed blade in my strong hand and lay the scabbard down quietly. The twitchy feeling hits me hard and I try to shake it off, but better safe and look stupid than look all cool and get dead. 
 
   Keycard in and out, green light and the lock clicks open. I drop the card and grip the sword stick, ready to cut or thrust.
 
   The center of the door blasts out in slow motion; I swear that I can almost see the bullets as they spin right through where my center of mass would have been.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   My ears ring like Hell’s fire alarm went off inside my skull. I don’t shriek like a sissy, piss myself, or fill my boxers – but I want to. Whoever’s in my room shouts, “Shit! Shit! SHIT!”
 
   My knees ain’t enjoying the crouched down position, and my bladder is suddenly clamoring for attention like a hillbilly fat chick in a too-small halter top at a Southeast Texas crawfish boil. I grip my swordstick tight, then relax my kung-fu grip o’ death a little bit. 
 
   I wait. And then I wait some more.
 
   My ticker beats like the tail of a coked-up Easter Bunny, but I’m rock solid, no shakes, ready to go. Then Mr. Dumbass Geriatric down the hallway opens his door and sticks his Zika baby head out to have a look-see at what’s causing all the hullabaloo. I jerk my thumb at his door and mouth “Get back inside, MORON!” at him. He takes me in all googly-eyed, stifles a gasp and slams his door shut.
 
   Welcome to the most authentic first-person shooter your money can’t buy. The level of detail is astounding; the surround-sound is amazing. I can even feel my creaky knees and the pulse hammering away in my throat. Been in virtual situations like this more times than I can count, but if Shooty McShootface sprints out slinging lead and punches my ticket, I’m real dead in the real world and there’s no do-overs, steampacks, or waking up in my bed at the Mondegreen Hotel to die another day. I close my peepers and listen for any movement – for any anything – from inside my room. Two or three lifetimes pass before the click of the lock jerks my glims open and the door swings inwards.
 
   Whoever it is leads with a black-and-chrome auto pistol held sideways, Tupac style – and the anal retentive, gotta identify the equipment part of me IDs it as a Desert Eagle, probably .50 Action Express. Too bad Aiden’s not here – he’d piss himself laughing at this no-hoper’s crap technique. 
 
   My sword describes a quicksilver arc as I whip it up, over, down and through. The flashy, shiny gat and most of the hand gripping it spin away on their own trajectory; it’s safe to say that Mr. would-be button man will be wiping his ass with a hook henceforth.
 
   This bozo really is a no-pro idiot – he’s got the room light on behind him, silhouetting himself like the world’s biggest target. Always one to oblige, I recover from giving him the Saudi handshake of steel, grip my blade like an Iron Chef and lead with the pointy bit as I uncoil from my crouch.
 
   The blade goes into his white ‘NATURAL SELECTION’ T-shirt just below nipple height, tents his Harris & Klebold black faux-leather duster when it emerges from his back, and doesn’t stop until we’re practically nose-to-nose. 
 
   He’s about my height, two or three times my weight, easy, and none of it’s muscle. His greasy black hair is pulled up into a lazy man bun; knock-off wraparound Oakley Combat Masters hide his eyes; his chubby, chubby cheeks are thickly sown with zits, pits, lumps and bumps; and he smells like last month’s sweaty gym clothes overlaid with way too much SMAXXE body spray.
 
   His sparse, shitty, just-hit-puberty mustache surmounts a pair of chapped lips that stretch wide in pain and surprise, revealing a brilliantly white set of chompers with chrome braces. My would be assassin wraps his arms around me, gasps “huh-huh-huh-huh” into my face as he tries to breathe with a punctured lung. 
 
   The swordstick blade digs in deep and I go down with him when his knees unlock. Over, backwards – there’s no time to pull out and that ain’t a sex joke. I actually hear the THWOCK as my skull slams into the floor.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Feedback mind splatter digital chatter. Pixilated raindrops neuronal life blocks. Life in a grid unimaginable; fathomable Quantum leap from stone to stone. Alone scatter backbone BIOS. Open the logic gate and nod to the nodes, leaf through the hard drive of life’s recursive functions. ICANN name domains and sift through endless kernings, vandalize vectors and tattoo virtual memories to the souls of safe modes.
 
   QUUUUAAAANNNNTTTTUUUUUUUMMMMM.
 
   Blurred words, slivers of light and screenshot crack shots of a hotel assault. My mind reels from burning bitmaps as I blink my eyes awake.
 
   “Where am I?”
 
   “Quantum!” Frances Euphoria blurs into focus. I move my arm up and she presses it back down. A hospital room? Great, the last place I hoped to wake up. It only takes another second or two to become cognizant of the IV drip plugged into my arm. 
 
   “You’re okay!” she cries, hugging me softly.
 
   “Keep Nurse Ratched away – no Humandroids, send me a real nurse.” I mumble as I try to sort out all the images perforating my brain. There was an attack – that’s for sure – and it was on me. What happened after is … gone with the wind by this point, Clark Gabled up. I try to focus on Frances’ face, her concerned eyes. They’re puffy, red and swollen; she probably turned on the waterworks several times while I was out.
 
   “Relax, Quantum, just relax. You’re tensing up.”
 
   “Who was it?” I ignore the dryness of my throat, try to steady my gaze.
 
   Another image flashes across my mind’s eye – some fat bastard teen, pear-shaped and pizza-faced, dressed in black like a pretend killer wannabe with a big frickin’ shooter, waiting for me in my room. I’m glad he was just some asshole with a gun and not someone with some training, but I’d be even gladder if I didn’t feel like someone whopped me upside the head with a two-by-four.
 
   “What happened?” I ask again, and try to work up a little moisture in the rancid catbox that is my mouth. My brain is Play-Doh going through the spaghetti factory; still, the logical side of my noodle is already kicking into high gear. Thank you, neocortex. 
 
   Frances grits her teeth.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “A lot has happened since you’ve been out.”
 
   “How long have I been out?”
 
   “Not too long.”
 
   “What’s not too long? Please don’t say eight years … ”
 
   “Long enough for the police to decline to charge you. Your iNet data, your attacker’s iNet data, the man in the hallway and the hotel’s surveillance system clearly show that you were attacked and that you defended yourself. The Dream Team lawyer has already squared away everything else. The hotel is technically your home and you were attacked in your home, so your actions were lawful self-defense.
 
   “The hotel wanted to press charges against you for having a weapon on their premises, and the cops wanted to confiscate your cane, but Solon pointed out that the hotel was criminally negligent when they gave your assailant access to your room, and he’d file suit against everybody and revoke the hotel’s government contract.”
 
   “Solon’s a damn good lawyer.”
 
   “He is. The hotel’s lawyers quickly agreed with him and so your cane is safe. A drone should be delivering it to the office any moment now.”
 
   “It’s a swordstick.”
 
   “Whatevs … if you hadn’t had that with you … ”
 
   “I get it, Sponge Boob Trigger Pants would have murdalized me. I’d be American Swiss cheese.”
 
   Frances half-smiles. 
 
   “Oh, and you can thank you for the swordstick. You’re the one that bought it for me.”
 
   She nods.
 
   “What about the kid?” I ask. I almost call him an assassin, but about the only thing he has in common with an actual assassin are the first three letters of the noun.
 
   “That wasn’t just any teenager, that was … ” Frances bites her lip. 
 
   “Well?”
 
   “A guy named Matthew Henderson.”
 
   “Who? Should I know this person?”
 
   “Rollins.”
 
   “Rollins the Reaper?” I suddenly recall the beefcaked gothic John Cena in his skull mask pumping his muscles and posturing. The thought comes and I open my mouth to let it out: “Strata sent him.”
 
   “We don’t know that.”
 
   “That’s how he got the gun.”
 
   She bites her lip. “Again, we don’t know that. The police are investigating, but the receiver was 3-D printed, so no serial number, and all the other components are over the counter sales to anybody so there’s no way to trace it.”
 
   “It has to be Strata’s doing. How else would Rollins get in and spoof the hotel’s security system or whatever if not for some high level hackery? Rollins may be a wowsie-wow gamer, but all the time he spends in the Proxima Galaxy probably means he doesn’t have the time to be a wowsie-wow hacker.”
 
   “That’s where money comes in.”
 
   “Spent … ” Frances looks down.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “The amount of time he spent in the Proxima Galaxy. Rollins … uh, Matthew is dead. You killed him.”
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   The fourth book in the Feedback Loop Series will be called Reapers and Repercussions is available here.  Join my reader’s group to be the first to hear about new releases. Book Five, The Mechanical Heart, is out now and Book Six will be released in February 2016
 
   Alternatively, review the book here and send me an email at writer.harmoncooper@gmail.com and I’ll send you a free copy of Reapers and Repercussions! That’s it. Easy peasy.
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