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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.”


Chapter Three

   
   “I offed Rollins in the real world?”

   Frances nods, squeezes my hand. “You were protecting yourself, Quantum. Nobody blames you.”

   “Too bad if they do, and pardon me if I’m not all boo-hoo about it. Any blowback from his parents?”

   “No parents. Rollins – I mean Matthew, lived at a foster home that’s maintained by the Revenue Corporation, which supposedly mentors teens with troubled pasts into tomorrow’s tech leaders. They have locations in San Francisco, Austin and Pittsburgh. Matthew stayed at the Pittsburgh location.”

   “RevCo has orphanages?”

   “Yes, and they usually employ the orphans after they’ve graduated from college.”

   “Employ the poor little orphans? That’s BULLSHIT! They’re running Reaper farms! Reaper training facilities! Nothing but! Has nobody ever looked into this?”

   “I actually have no idea.” Frances blinks, grimaces. “I’m having Rocket do a little public database research. He’ll get back to me shortly.”

   “Are you telling me that you never thought of this angle?”

   “Hey, there’s no need to get that kind of tone with me! We were unaware of this program until just now. The nonprofit funding the initiative isn’t directly related to the Revenue Corporation. Like most big companies, they donate a percentage of their yearly profits to various charitable organizations, sometimes organizations run by off shore companies that are registered again by other off shore companies. Regardless of their intent, we never thought to, um … go through their charitable donations. Hey! Don’t give me that face.”

   “What kind of team am I running here?”

   “We’re short staffed! We haven’t been able to afford a full-time research analyst for … since about a year after you were in your digital coma. We do the best with the staff and equipment we have.”

   “I get it, I get it,” I say, breathing deeply. “You aren’t the enemy here. The enemy is clear – Strata Godsick.”

   That bastard. I remember the conversation I had with the head of the Revenue Corporation back in The Loop, how he turned Dolly against me and dropped the source code bomb that destroyed my home away from home. To think that Strata exploits orphans and turns them into Reapers and gets a tax deduction for it? That really deep-fries my ass!

   “What time is it?” I ask. 

   “It’s six in the morning.”

   “Good, when do we get started today?”

   Frances Euphoria laughs. “You’re hardly in any condition to dive.”

   “What are you talking about? I’m in tip-top shape!”

   Her Dream Team uniform top pulls tight when she crosses her arms under her juggies. We haven’t made whoopee since last week, just before all the shit went down on the digital side of things, and boy do I miss it right about now. Not her fault – she’s been trying to have a reason to visit my hotel since the incident, but I’ve been pushing her away. Amazing what guilt would do; the thought of betraying Dolly still stings. 

   “The doctor said you can’t dive, at least for a day but he recommended three days.”

   “Can’t dive? It’s Monday; it’s my job.”

   “Yeah, and it’s my job to look after you.” She bends forward, kisses me on the cheek. “Keep this between us.”

   “What do I look like, some sort of squealer to you?”

   Frances comes in again for another kiss. “You can’t dive with us, but you can monitor the action.”

   “You mean like Rocket? I’m not an in-game monitor!”

   “Well, you will be today. After that, we’ll meet with Doc. He’s driving up from Texas right now.”

   “He didn’t fly?”

   “He never flies, nor will he take hyperloops,” she says as she moves away from me. “Doc likes to keep to the ground. He also has a service animal which the airports and airlines always give him trouble about. Frances stands, gives me the Princess Di wave. “I’m going to run home to clean up a bit. You’ll be staying at my place until we find you safer housing.”

   Well that answers my question on the possibility of future boinkage.

   “Also, because you’re an FCG employee who’s experienced traumatic stress, you’ve been assigned a PTSD Counselor under provisions of the Federal Employee Mental Wellness Statutes.”

   “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

   “Sorry, them’s the rules. That’s how you’d say it, right?”

   “Right,” I grumble.

   “The good news is that you already have an FDA Monitor who is qualified to administer PTSD counseling, he’ll be taking over that role as well. So no worries there.”

   “You mean Evan?”

   “Who?”

   “My FDA Monitor.”

   She nods. “That’s the one.”

   “Ah, hell. Rollins should have just finished the job.”

   “That’s horrible! Don’t say things like that, okay? Look, I’ll be back in an hour or two and get you signed out. We’ll head to the office together.” She turns as soon as reaches the door. “Oh, and they’ll serve you some breakfast soon.”

   “Pancakes?”

   “Hardly. I saw the menu on the way in. Today’s breakfast is a couple of slices of cantaloupe, a scrambled egg white, a nonfat sugar-free fair trade mocha and maple syrup-flavored reduced fat Jell-O.”

   “Give me a break … ” But by the time I can groan, she’s already out the door.

   
   ~*~

   
   Me: I ain’t talking.

   FDA Monitor/PTSD Counselor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes, it’s Evan. It seems that you’ve had a troubling night, from a possible excessive calorie incident to the attack in the hotel room. As I said previously, I’ve reviewed all the current information available, and would like to hear about the incident from your perspective. Please start at the beginning.

   Me: If you’ve reviewed my iNet feed, you have my perspective.

   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. All that provides is the objective first person ocular data, and not your subjective thoughts and feeling and emotions. And please be advised that failure to comply with my requests for counselling may resort in escalating your case.

   Me: Go ahead, make my day.

   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. While Dirty Harry quotes may feel appropriate, there are better ways to explore your feelings.

   Me: I’m telling you now isn’t the time! I’m trying to eat the no doubt FDA approved pretend food here at the hospital. Now, unless you want me to dig my life chip out with the Dixie Cup spoon that came with this revolting collection of swill, you’ll leave me alone. Capiche?

   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. I have no problem scheduling a talk later in the day. However, I must warn you, that I will be monitoring you through your own iNet feed and all the WOOPA surveillance feeds in your vicinity as part of a forty-eight hour suicide watch.

   Me: Great. I’ll be sure to commit suicide on Thursday.

   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. I’ve now changed your monitoring time to seventy-two hours.

   Me: I was joking.

   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. I was too.

   Me: You’re a real smart ass, you know that?

   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. It’s better than being a dumbass. 

   Me: Are you viewing my iNet feed now?

   FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. Yes, I am.

   “Damn droid.” I lift my free hand to my face, and raise high the digitus impudicus. 

   
   ~*~

   
   “Zedic, Rocket, Frances and … ” My brain is too fuzzy to place the Asian dame sitting in the conference room at the Dream Team Headquarters. Feels nice saying that – headquarters – if only the place looked less like the back office of a failed industrial park and more like the GoogleFace offices. Yeah, I get the fact that the Federal Corporate Government has better places to spend taxpayer dollars. Hell the third – or fourth – war in the Middle East is heating up right now, and you can’t forget the never-ending shenanigans in Africa, or keeping an eye on our post-Soviet buddies. Still, we could really use a bit of remodeling over here. No need to call an Iris Apfel bot; a WalMacy’s Mainstays interior decorator would do wonders.

   “Q Daddy!” Rocket says, breaking my thought. “Glad to see the taxi got you here safely!”

   Movement behind me; I turn to let Frances walk past, looking curvy, cute and clean cut in her Dream Team duds. She sits, smiles up at me.

   “Hi, I’m Sophia Wang.” 

   I return my attention to the Daughter of the Orient. The final member of the Dream Team, Zedic’s partner, stands and takes my hand in a surprisingly firm grip. She’s got fierce, feline features, and moves with tightly controlled grace of a predator on the prowl. A Harriet Tubman says this gal don’t own hat one; she’s coiffed with a bulbous bouffant that would give Angela Davis, Elsa Lanchester, and Macy Gray screaming hair envy. She’s in a standard Dream Team outfit and a white lab coat, a pair of glasses tucked into her front pocket.

   “Quantum Hughes,” she says as she stops in mid-shake, tilts her head and shoots me a quizzical look.

   “Can I help you?”

   “I just thought you’d be taller.”

   “Let’s just say everything that’s on our minds, then.”

   Zedic snorts his McStarbucks red velvet moccachino latte out of his nose and nearly tips himself over backward. He sits beneath a framed schematic of an NV Visor, his feet on the table. Even spattered with his trendy overpriced morning beverage, he’s cooler than the Pole formerly known as North before climate change, and he looks like a 20s hipster in his acid wash jean jacket with stylishly excised sleeves. Rocket is next to him in a t-shirt that reads I’m with stupid and has arrows pointing in all directions.  

   “I’ve read your case history dozens, no hundreds of times!” she says. “Part of the research I did for my PhD in Neuronal Physics involved assisting Frances with monitoring and charting your physiological changes. It was sort of a side project of mine.”

   Right out of the gate I’m not getting warm fuzzy feelings about this broad, and her enthusiasm about me as Science Fair Project ain’t helping much. “You were there?”

   “Many times! I helped with your hygiene and physical therapy, too!”

   “Um … ”

   “You’re looking a lot healthier, by the way.” She’s at least a head taller than me not counting her mondo hairdo, and the way-too-familiar manner in which she pokes me in the breadbasket ain’t making me any more comfortable. “At least ten pounds, just by the looks of it. Please, I’d like to weigh you.”

   “Look, Sophia … ”

   Frances Euphoria: Just go with her for a moment. She’s part of the team and yes, she can be a bit exhausting, but trust me – you really want to keep Sophia on your side. 

   Me: Anything for a quiet life.

   Frances Euphoria: Do it for me?

   Me: Fine, fine.

   “Well?” She peeks her head back in the room. “Are you coming or not?”

   “Yeah, yeah, yeah – just maintain a firm grip on your equines.”

   I follow Sophia down the hall, past Frances’ office into an even smaller office. 

   “Not everyone gets an office around here,” she explains as she flicks on the light. “You should have an office, but we only have space for two offices and because of the fact I am doing some post-doc research with a few colleagues at Caltech, Frances thought it would be better if I had a space. Besides … ” She turns to me and the innocent look on her face quickly changes. “I told them I wouldn’t work for the Team if I couldn’t have an office. You do realize I could make about five times the salary in the private sector or through some type of joint university-government project, don’t you?”

   I just sigh and look at her.

   “I’m talking six digits here, and a high six digits at that. I could probably get a job at Proxima, or maybe one of their subsidiary developers like RockStar or Square Enix.”

   “No one’s stopping you … ”

   She pouts for a moment, clearly ready to argue. I shut my eyes rapidly to see another message from Frances.

   Frances Euphoria: Play nice. She can be a bit overbearing. 

   “Great.” I smile as widely as much as my headache and rapidly eroding patience will let me. “So this is your office?”

   “I already told you it was.”

   While the office is small, the space is well utilized. There’s a single desk in the far left corner of the room beneath a large holoscreen showing science-y stuff, which I’m assuming refreshes after a certain amount of time. To the right, beneath a large window covered by black drapes, is a sleek couch straight from Ikea. Directly next to the door, across from her desk, is a table filled with science gear. Everything is labeled, and as soon as she opens one of the drawers, I see that she has labeled everything in there as well.

   “Nice office.”

   “It would be nicer if it were about three times this size,” she says with a shrug. “It works though, and I’ve also taken a corner in the main room to keep some of the larger gear I may need. You’ve seen it.”

   “I haven’t.”

   “Don’t you look around?”

   “Not as much as I should.”

   “Ah! Here it is,” she says, placing a paper-thin sheet of glass held up by four tiny knob-legs on the floor. “Step on this.”

   “And break it?”

   “Motoglass. Good luck breaking it with your less-than-full strength feet.”

   Me: I feel like she’s disembiggening me.

   Frances Euphoria: That’s just how she is.

   Like a good boy, I do as I’m told. Even with her slight dis at my stomping power, I step onto the plate of glass as delicately as possible.

   “Seventy-seven kilos,” she says. “Note: Hughes, Quantum, file 309, current date, seventy-seven kilos. Comment: Subject five kilos under, expected to gain a predicted ten to fifteen kilos over the rest of the summer at current caloric consumption rate. Set reminder for one month to check projected weight.”

   “Kilos?”

   Sophia nods like a doctor examining an annoying patient. Her eye liner is about three times thicker than Frances’, giving her the retro Amy Winehouse look. There are a few small zits under her cheekbones which are covered by some type of foundation.

   “What?” she asks, shrinking away from me.

   “Just looking at you.”

   “Well don’t. I’ve had enough people doing that lately.”

   I recall what Zedic mentioned last week about her family constantly trying to marry her off to guys from China, or Taiwan – I can’t quite remember where in Asia, but I know it’s some place I’ll never visit.

   “What were you saying about my weight?” I ask.

   “You’re still underweight, but you’ll get fatter. Especially if you keep up your current eating habits. I was just updating your medical file. You have an FCG Monitor, correct?”

   “Yes.”

   “I’ll forward him your information.”

   “Do not.”

   “Excuse me?”

   “Do. Not. That FCG monitor has been on my ass since last night. You do know what happened last night, right?”

   “Yes, you were assaulted.”

   “And I’m here right now.”

   “Yes, in my office.” She clears her throat, places her hands at her sides, suddenly less sure of herself. “Um … What’s your point?”

   I try to hang onto my temper, but despite my best efforts and intentions, I find myself speaking to her in what my mother used to call my outdoor voice.

   “I’m here right now after little or no sleep, if you don’t count the hours that I was unconscious from head trauma, and the last thing I need is Evan, my goddamn FDA Monitor, who is now also my PTSD counselor, getting any more information on me. Do not send anything to him – anything! Any information about me in any way, shape, form or description is personal, private, confidential, and not for release. So, is there anything about this that you’re not clear on?”

   She’s backed herself into a corner, eyes wide, hands clasped under her chin. It’s very apparent that she doesn’t get spoken to like this very often. Her mouth flops goldfish-like several times before she manages to choke out a subdued No sir.

   I sigh again. “No need to call me sir,” I tell her. “I don’t run that tight of a ship. Not gonna lie – I’m just sick of people screwing with me. It seems like I’ve been at odds with just about everyone around me since getting out of The Loop. I didn’t want a life chip nor do I want to be part of iNet. I don’t want Humandroids bothering me, and I certainly don’t like government droids using my own feed to monitor me. You hear that, Evan?”

   My FDA Monitor doesn’t respond.

   “The point is – I’m adjusting, but it ain’t easy. So do me a solid and keep these goons off my back. If there’s an issue, come to me first.”

   “Okay.”

   Frances Euphoria: We are going to dive soon; you ready to do some monitoring?

   Me: Sophia and I were having a moment.

   Frances Euphoria: Don’t fall in love.

   Me: Fat chance. I got a pretty full plate these days.


Chapter Four

   
   “How’s this work exactly?” I ask Rocket. 

   The other Dream Team members are vatted up, ready to dive to Tritania. 

   Rocket says, “You are still technically diving, but you aren’t fully emerged like you are when you’re in a vat, meaning you can take off the NV Visor if you get dizzy or feel – I don’t know, I’m not a concussion expert – anyway, if you do, your view will switch to the holoscreen. It’s called a partial dive.”

   “Let’s just start with my view on the holoscreen.”

   “Fo’ sho’.” Rocket types something on a keyboard, and an image of the Tritanian village of Shiya flashes on the screen. Coordinates are listed in the upper right hand corner and a list of login names as well as class abbreviations are on the bottom left hand screen. Zedic is already in, speaking with Aiden and Veenure, the mysterious Dark Mage of the group (every group has one, I’m guessing). The image is pristine, as if I’m watching a high definition video.

   Rocket explains, “Use your NV gloves to zoom in and out by spreading your fingers. You can also point at the screen until a green dot flashes and zoom to that area. Otherwise, you’ll get a bird’s eye view.”

   I give it a shot, pointing at Aiden’s face and the image zooms and zooms until I’m just about looking into his pores.

   “Neato.” 

   “Too close,” Rocket says. “To zoom out, reverse your hand gesture as if you’re squeezing a breast or something.”

   “How would you know anything about that?” I ask him with a grin. 

   He harrumphs. “I’m more experienced than you think.”

   “NPC girlfriends don’t count.” I instantly regret saying that, and am glad that he doesn’t challenge me.

   “The term generally used is digital fondling or NV grope.”

   “Alrighty, digital fondling it is.” The single earbud is comfortable and it provides simulated 360 degrees surround sound, which is convenient. 

   I hear a goofy bell just as Frances materializes on the holoscreen. Hot to trot, she’s in a sexy Robin Hood outfit with chainmail leggings. Talk about chaffing! An almost-corset with brown fringe gives her a most interesting décolletage, and a series of small daggers attached to a bandolier run across her chest. High heel boots complete her outfit, that, and her trademark red hair.

   Rocket says over my shoulder, “Great, everyone is almost in.”

   “I thought you controlled when we dove or not?”

   “I can, but everyone here also knows how to use a dive vat manually, except you. Now, point at Frances and the screen will tell you her deets.”

   I do as instructed. Frances Euphoria, Dark Thief, Level Fifteen.

   “She take a booster shot or something?”

   “She leveled up over the weekend,” Rocket says, “auto-player leveling.”

   “And how do I speak to people logged in?”

   “Proxima Worlds integrate with iNet after you’ve logged in. Just speak to the person as you normally would, either aloud or by text. You don’t have the capability to speak to NPCs – there’s a hack for it, though – so if you need to tell something to one of them, tell one of us. With your earpiece in, you’ll be able to hear us. You can also read the play-by-play at the bottom of the holoscreen.”

   Me: Save that outfit for later.

   Zedic: What do you mean?

   Rocket laughs, “I forgot to tell you, I have it set to message everyone at once whenever I talk!”

   Frances Euphoria: Way to go, Quantum, already getting creepy on the comms.

   “Shit, Rocket, that’s an important detail!”

   “Almost forgot … ” He pops open drawer and retrieves a small Bull Bean energy drink. The lid comes off and he chugs it down, sighing once he’s finished. “If you want to speak to someone in a private chat, point at that person with your glove and wait until a red light flashes, then say something.”

   “Roger that.”

   Sophia’s avatar spawns and floats a foot off the ground. She’s in a long, white dress, similar to her lab coat in real life. The only other thing that resembles her real life form is her frizzy, just-stuck-my-finger-in-an-electric-socket-hairdo. Even her Asian features are gone, her eyes and cheekbones replaced with non-Asian features and the requisite elven ears. 

   “She’s an avid Tritania player,” Rocket explains before I can comment.

   I point my finger at her and read her stats.

   Sophia Wang, Mind Mage, Level Sixty-One.

   “She sure climbed the ladder.”

   “Yup.” Rocket stares at her avatar a bit too dreamily for my tastes. “She’s kind of a badass.”

   Sophia: Are you going to sit there, Rocket, or are you going to spawn?

   “Got to go,” the kid says. “Oh! One more thing, transfer item 574 to Frances.”

   “My dragon mirror necklace … how?”

   “Real simple. Scroll to the upper left hand corner, wait for your inventory list to appear, scroll down, select the relic and drag it over to Frances. It’ll return to your list once she logs out.”

   “Damn, I forgot we are going to a new continent today. Wish I could dive.”

   “Tomorrow, Q,” he says as he places a hand on my shoulder. “Doctor’s orders.”

   “The doctor actually said I should wait three days.”

   “In some Proxima Worlds, one full day is equivalent to three Earth days.”

   “That sounds like the it’s always five o’clock somewhere excuse to drink.”

   “Peace out, Q-Tip.”

   “Dammit, Rocket,” I grumble.

   I hear him laugh as he climbs into his dive vat. One glance over my shoulder and I catch him finishing the wiring on his own.

   
   ~*~

   
   “Where’s Steamboy?” Veenure sits on an overturned barrel, her hood covering her face and her green eyes blazing beneath it. She drops her head a little, letting her long nose peek out into the digital daylight.

   “Steamboy ate some bad Vietnamese food,” says Rocket. “Everything inside him has since turned to pho, if you get my drift.”

   Me: Ha-ha, real funny. 

   “And who are they?” Veenure nods at Frances and Sophia.

   “The new members of the Knights of Non Compos Mentis I was telling you about,” says Zedic. He’s in his White Archer regalia, geared up and ready to heal and shoot. “Frances was on comms during our Cape of Chukis quest.”

   “More new members?” 

   “They’re some friends from a different world we like to dive in.”

   “Which one?”

   “A Zompoc world called Dead City,” says Frances. “We’ve been playing together for years.”

   “I’m actually from here, from Tritania.” Sophia floats just a bit higher in the air, making it easier to peer down at Veenure. “But I spend most of my time in Porthos, just bought a home in Valhalla. I dabble in Dead City too, which is how I know these people. I’m in between guilds at the moment, so I thought, why the hell not be the strongest player on a team?”

   Me: Humble much?

   “Hi Frances.” Aiden approaches her and I scroll over to his NPC avatar to see his class: Berserker Assassin, Level Twenty. I recall going to the church with Aiden and Dolly, watching them get their classes. It’s weird – digital memories seem just as fleeting as memories from the real world. 

   “Hiya, Aiden.” Frances gives him a conspiratorial nod; he responds instantly, takes a few steps away from the rest of the group.

   Me: Wait a darn minute – so Frances gets to keep her name in Tritania, but I still have to go by Steamboy_889?

   Rocket: It’s a precaution. You’re a legend in the Proxima Galaxy. Plus, Steamboy is a way cooler name than Quantum, trust me.

   Me: You do a gig at the Comedy Cellar later or something?

   Aiden and Frances move to the shaded side of a wooden hut. A cat perched on a stump nearby takes interest in them, but Morning Assassin shoes the digital gato away.

   “Quantum was attacked last night,” Frances says. “He’s monitoring, so he can hear us, but he’s been told not to dive today.”

   “I see.” Aiden runs his hand through his hair; I reset my viewing angle just in time to see the vengeful look spread across his face. “Who did it?”

   “Rollins, the Reaper who always led the Reaper Gang attacks. Quantum killed him.”

   “How did Rollins get into the real world?”

   “Not Rollins-Rollins, the kid that used Rollins as his avatar – Matthew Henderson,” she explains. “He ran out of the hotel room firing and Quantum got him with the sword in his cane.”

   Me: Swordstick.

   “–With his swordstick. He wants me to correct my earlier statement.”

   Aiden asks, “Quantum has a swordstick?”

   “He bought it using my money.”

   “Good purchase. What kind?”

   Me: Tell him it’s a United Cutlery Commando Survival Cane, limited edition and signed by Steven Seagal. That’ll impress him.

   Frances rolls her eyes.

   “So Rollins got skewered?”

   “Well, yes, that’s one way to put it.”

   “Good riddance.” Aiden nods, looks directly at me, which is startling as I didn’t know that he knew my current viewing position. “The bear trap would have worked too.”

   Me: Ha! Now there’s a throwback!

   “He was lucky,” Frances says, “that’s for sure. But the kid died, and the fall gave Quantum a concussion.”

   “A concussion is better than a bullet in the chest.”

   Me: Ditto.

   “Aware of that … ” She pauses for a moment, tries to find a different way to explain her concern. “Anyway, you asked and that’s what happened. Just keep quiet about it with any other player characters. Don’t tell the other NPCs either, unless they can keep a secret.”

   “Burly can, the others can’t. Jim the doorman can’t, Chef and the Saucier can. Dirty Dave is MIA,” says Aiden. “But I think I could get hold of him if pressed.”

   Me: Figures. Ask him how the others are getting along.

   She relays my question.

   “The UK Assassins have been bitching about the quality of the whores in Tritania; Scotty likes to joke that they are to the right of wenches, whatever that means. They’re also not the biggest fan of our guild quarters. They keep trashing it.”

   Me: We have an actual place now?

   Frances Euphoria nods at the sky. “Yes and no. Some guilds have actual physical locations in Tritania that they lease to own with real world dollars. For the guilds on the cheaper side there are virtual guild quarters available for rent.”

   Me: I thought everything was already virtual.

   “Yeah, it’s like virtual within virtual.”

   Sophia: I couldn’t help but notice the conversation you two are having and would like to clarify what it means to be virtual within virtual, as that sounds like something someone with an associate’s degree in Virtual Entertainment Management from the University of Phoenix online would say. It all boils down to orthogonal matrixes. For every Proxima World created, there is an inverse world also created, all based on principles of linear algebra. Some world developers use this for additional storage and Proxy hackers, like Rocket, use it for backdoors into restricted areas. I’ll explain more later.

   Rocket: I’m not a hacker!

   Sophia: You were part of the FR33 K3\/1N /\NON group that was busted by Federal Corporate Government agents.

   Rocket: I was part of the B@CKD00R BuDDies too, but that doesn’t make me a hacker.

   Frances Euphoria: Yes, it does.

   Rocket: All right already, I admit – I’m a hacker, but now I’m licensed to hack by the FCG.

   Me: Backdoor buddies? No comment.

   
   ~*~

   
   Frances and Aiden return to the rest of the group who are loitering outside a restaurant called Medieval Times. Aiden is the only NPC right now, and Chrono, Veenure’s blacksmith friend, is also nowhere to be seen. 

   Like an idiot, Rocket is doing some stretches/ninja moves he probably picked up on YouTube or VineTwitch. He has since enhanced his getup – same ninja outfit with an unlicensed Kylo Ren mask, but now everything is red, with painted-on flames extending from his ankles and daggered wrist guards. 

   Me: You don’t have to stretch in a Proxima World.

   Rocket: Yeah, but a little Tai Chi never hurt anyone.

   Me: Is that what you’re doing?

   Rocket: You got it, Q Papi.

   Me: I’m going to unplug your dive vat if you ever call me that again.

   Veenure removes her hood, revealing her elven features and the vertical tattoos on her cheeks. Her purple hair is tied into two tight Harley Quinn ponytails and she’s wearing a pair of gold earrings, one of which is linked by a thin golden chain to a stud in her nostril. “Does one of you have the dragon calling device?” she asks. “Otherwise, we’ll need to pay for passage by ship, in which case we’ll need to log out until later this afternoon unless we want to sit on the ship drinking Horse Piss, fighting randoms and playing card games. Magic the Gathering fourteenth edition is pretty popular in Tritania; some people are into Nightfall, but I’m not all about ghouls. There’s also a Thulean game called Banj Racka, which is a prayer based card game that relies on your constitution and magical abilities.”

   Me: Frances, head’s up. Thulean = Ultima Thule, the northernmost floating continent. You are on the continent known as Hyperborea, next up is Polynya, followed by Ultima Thule.

   Frances Euphoria: I’m familiar with the layout of Tritania, thanks for the refresher though.

   Sophia: FYI – I have visited Ultima Thule, Athos twice, and I’m enrolled in a Thulean language night course at Valhalla Tech. I recommend everyone brush up on the grammar basics and I would like to suggest an afternoon session on the language, starting this afternoon. I’ve pre-booked a time for the entire team, btw.

   Me: English is enough languages for me. Besides, we have other plans this afternoon.

   Rocket: Hellz y34h!

   Frances Euphoria: What’s up with the Leetspeak?

   Rocket: I am getting back into it.

   Me: Please don’t. Nobody needed Esperanto and nobody needs Leetspeak when there are actual keyboards and we pretty much communicate mentally anyway.

   Rocket: That’s the fun in it!

   Zedic: I’m thinking of getting a Thulean face tattoo. It is said to increase magical powers by 20%. Any suggestions?

   Me: A teardrop? You have killed people, you know.

   Zedic: Not in real life.

   Frances Euphoria: Too soon, Zedic.

   
   ~*~

   
   Frances Euphoria retrieves Mirror’s necklace, holds it up to the sky. The camera pans around her, not quite Bullet Time™, but definitely a throwback to old RPGs when someone uses a relic or a particularly powerful spell. That, or one of the Tritania developers was a fantasy movie buff. Either way, she holds up the necklace and waits for a moment.

   “This is how it works, right?” 

   Veenure raises her hand to brow to scan the skyline. “I think… ?” 

   Sophia says, “You are all noobs, all of you.”

   Rocket: n00bz0rz.

   Sophia floats down a few inches and holds her hand out to Frances. “The first thing about a necklace that calls a dragon is finding the appropriate place. You really think a quaint little village like Shiya is the proper place to call a dragon?”

   Me: That’s right! Mirror said not to call her in a town.

   “Rocket and Zedic, touch my hands. Frances and Veenure, touch Rocket’s hands. Aiden, respawn on top of the Blotla Cliffs, just outside of town.”

   “Got it.” Aiden’s form wavers and he’s gone.

   “Is everyone holding on?” Sophia asks after everyone has linked up. 

   “I’ve always wanted to do this,” Veenure says with a rare smile.

   A vortex starts, sucking in each member of Non Compos Mentis, including yours truly, ye old eye-the-sky. Lightning crashes, an old mother dies. The angel opens her eyes and here we are, or should I say, there they are, standing on the edge of a cliff. 

   “Flight Feet!” Veenure says. “Once you get to level 60, you can spawn anywhere on the same continent!”

   Sophia steps off the edge of the cliff and confidently walks out on nothing, pauses and floats there. I wait for the Wile E. Coyote moment of realization when cartoon physics suddenly apply, but she serenely continues to defy gravity. “This is how you summon a dragon.” She exclaims, in the same tone one would use with not-very-clever small children. She thrusts her hand into the air, all Statue of Liberty-like, rattles the necklace for dramatic effect. 

   A sparkly blip of light appears in the sky. It travels in a zigzag pattern, tearing through clouds and reflecting sunrays as it approaches us. 

   Mirror flares her wings, flaps and hovers. She arches her neck and calls, “Are you going to let me land or what?”

   Everyone moves away from the discoball lizard with wings. She settles, shakes her tail, flairs her nostrils as the dust settles. “Well?” she asks, in dulcet tones reminiscent of Dr. Girlfriend. “Where is he?”

   “Steamboy?” asks Rocket.

   “Yeah, honey, where is the bastard that took me under his wing? See, I make jokes.”

   Me: Tell her I’m feeling sick.

   “He’s sick,” says Zedic. “We went out for Vietnamese food and the nuoc mam didn’t agree with him, I guess. Anyway, he’s running at both ends, if you get my meaning and just didn’t feel up to coming today.”

   “I had that happen once after eating a couple of Chiup Hogs,” she says as she farts pink sparkles and then sits on her haunches. She pats her belly, just below the stretch of scar tissue where the orcs had ripped out her mirrored scales. “Talk about some heartburn, but you don’t see me skipping out on a date.”

   Frances laughs. Mirror looks at her like she’s some sort of insignificant varmint that probably wouldn’t taste very good and snorts noxious-looking, zombie-green smoke at her. Frances abruptly shuts up.

   Sophia floats forward. “Droga brakhyakh ni temakha!”

   Me: I really need to get a Thulean dictionary if I’m to understand this high falutin’ pretend-talk.

   Rocket: Not anymore! I installed a hack yesterday. Point at Sophia, scroll to Mirror. Translations will appear.

   I do as instructed. Luckily for me, Mirror still hasn’t responded to Sophia’s command, which is now visible on the screen with the translation beneath it: Don’t make trouble, dragon.

   Mirror lifts her barbed tail, finally speaks in a low, whispery voice: “Doka duchaka.”

   Prepare to die.

   Me: Sophia, stand down! Mirror will fry your ass!

   I watch on the holoscreen as Sophia steps forward with her hand raised. “Doka matachaka.”

   Relax, calm down.

   Me: Is she crazy? She’s trying to talk down a dragon?

   Zedic: That’s sort of her style.

   Sophia: Quiet Quantum, you’re breaking my concentration! Dealing with dragons is all about proving one’s authority.

   Mirror growls, “Chai ni vekhlava, ni vekhlava.”

   You are not my master.

   “Master?” I scroll my finger over to Mirror to see her hit point and notice for the first time that there is a green star just above her name. Pressing the green star reveals my name, or at least the name assigned to my profile, Steamboy_889.

   Sophia says, “Vonyaika, ni tohracha. Yhai chain tohracha genkhacha.”

   The translation appears: I understand, I am not your master. I am your master’s friend.

   Mirror stares her down for a minute, finally says, “Tohracha ni genkhacha. Mookhnig igjig igyakh cha!”

   My master has no friends. He is a moody little angry man.

   Me: Tell that damn dragon to quit her yapping and get to flapping!

   Sophia: I don’t know how to translate that.

   Me: Well, figure it out.

   She thinks for a moment and finally says, “Droga dundun, genkhacha bandro!”

   Bad dragon, help his friends!

   “Where is Chrono?” Mirror asks in the common tongue. “I see the igyag mage, the black guy, the almost ninja, the NPC, some new chick, but no blacksmith… “ 

   “I’m not angry,” says Veenure. She turns to Rocket and grins. “See, I told you my Thulean was getting better. I understood at least half the conversation without any translator hacks.”

   Rocket smiles. “I can tell you’re getting better.”

   Me: Don’t blow smoke up her ass just to get a few brownie points.

   Rocket scratches his nose with his middle finger.

   Me: Keep it up, smart guy.

   Zedic answers Mirror’s question. “Chrono is busy, sorry.”

   “Poo! He was my favorite, so muscly and hairy. I like hairy player characters.” She bats her eyes, runs her tongue over her sharp teeth.

   Aiden steps up. “If you want a big, burly guy, I might know someone.”

   “Is he an NPC?”

   “Yes,” he says.

   “I only date player characters, sorry.”

   “But you’re an NPC.”

   “Whatever,” Mirror says with a haughty huff. “I guess Chrono is too busy for me. There are other blacksmiths in Hyperborea.”

   “We want to go to Polynya,” Frances says. 

   “Don’t we all, honey.” She bares her teeth. “Hyperborea is about as much fun as a bad case of Dragon Cooties.”

   “Droga mikchoo,” says Sophia.

   Mirror rolls her eyes, or at least it looks like she has rolled her eyes. Hard to tell with the sunlight reflection off her in every which way. “We get it, honey, you speak the language. Big deal. Anybody with a couple of weeks to kill can get fluent in Thulean. My last boyfriend picked it up in a week, he knew all the dirty words too.”

   Me: Can you imagine what date night with a dragon must look like?

   Rocket: (x)_(x)

   Frances Euphoria: Barfaroni. 

   Zedic: Hey, there’s somebody for everybody and everyone’s into something…

   “We are continuing our … ” Frances glances to Veenure, “ … our adventure, Mirror. We need to get to Polynya so we can level up and then travel to Ultima Thule.”

   “And Steamboy knows about this?”

   “Of course he does,” says Sophia. “That’s how we have your necklace. He’ll spawn in Polynya tomorrow, once we’ve settled. I have a home there too, by the way, in Valhalla.”

   “Ooooooh, aaaah! The la-di-da princess has a home in Valhalla, by the way.”

   “I’m level sixty-one, so technically, I can already travel to Ultima Thule if I want.” Sophia huffs.

   “Do you guys always have to put up with her bragging?” Mirror asks.

   Frances nods, Zedic and Rocket don’t say anything. Aiden looks to Veenure and shrugs.

   “I’m not bragging,” Sophia grits. “I’m just informing you.”

   Mirror stretches her neck and blows a golden smoke ring. She snorts a few smaller puffs of red, white, and blue smoke and gently propels them through the big gold ring. “All right, all right. Everyone hop on, and no cowboy stuff. Got that? If I so as much hear even the slightest yippie ki yay, I’m dumping all of you into the Endless Sea.”

   Me: Frances, I’m transferring my white rhinestone cowboy hat, item 34, to you. She’ll love that.

   Frances Euphoria: ☺ You’d better hold off on that, dragon master.

   Sophia: Your dragon is so disrespectful by the way. I knew I should have borrowed my friend Shadow’s dragon – now there’s a dragon that has respect for player characters.

   Me: Save it for your diary, Sophia. 

   Sophia: I don’t have a diary – I have a vlog!

   Me: Of course you do!


Chapter Five

   
   Up, up and away they go towards the next floating continent, Mirror climbing and circling like a giant reflective condor catching the thermals. Not gonna lie – watching everyone have fun in Tritania ain’t all it’s cracked up to be. Sure, there are worse places I could be – the morgue being the first place that comes to mind, with the Intensive Care Unit a close second. My predictions on Rollins were correct – a fat-ass, zit-faced, pear-shaped haptic couch potato; a disaffected, socially inept, sideways-shootin’ muffin top who’d gotten all his vicarious tactical training from TV and the movies.

   Dumbass.

   Still, for Strata to use the kid to come after me – well, that’s just plain evil.

   And yeah, there’s a lot that needs to be done about that. The team was so anxious to get going – or maybe I was so anxious to get them going so that I could have a moment to sit on my tookus and ponder life and shit – that we’ve barely discussed what happens next. 

   Naysayers be damned, the video shows what happened last night and the Baltimore PD declined to file charges anyway. He came at me guns a-blazin’ and I killed the little bastard.” 

   Frances Euphoria: You’re awful quiet – getting jelly?

   Me: Jealous of what? Riding around on a damn dragon? Been there done that, Sugar.

   Sophia: Sugar? Is that your nickname for her or is it an actionable workplace usage of a disembiggening twentieth century misogynistic slur?

   Me: I forget everyone can read this. I call FE sugar because she’s sweet. Nothing derogatory about it. She’s calls me Bitter and I call her Sugar.

   Frances Euphoria: Right, Bitter, right.

   Mirror lifts even higher into the air, the whole team tucked into various spaces on her head. Rocket has his back pressed against one of her horns, Zedic has done the same, Veenure is sitting close to Aiden, both of whom have found a little cranny just above her ear. Sophia and Frances are in what I would consider the driver’s seat. The wind is blowing all around them, but the sensation is lost on me. 

   It hits me as strange that what they are experiencing is so real to them, that the sensation of racing through wispy clouds on the back of a cantankerous mirrored dragon is as valid as any out-of-vat experience. And here I am, watching it all take place, sofa quarterbacking. This is life in the twenty-first century. From drone operators to crypto asset traders; from Proxima addicts to doctors who tele-operate on remote patients – everything is disconnected in some way. Everything about this century is ripe with disconnect. 

   Frances Euphoria: Talk to me, Bitter.

   Me: Just thinking.

   Frances Euphoria: What are you thinking about? This is a private message by the way, so others can’t read it.

   Me: Take a wild guess.

   Frances Euphoria: What happened last night wasn’t your fault. Look, I know we have a busy schedule today, and if you want to just go back to my office and crash on the couch for a while, no one is stopping you.

   Me: Look, Frances – I’m okay with it, really. And if I go take a nap, who’d be the in-game monitor?

   Frances Euphoria: We’ll be okay today.

   Me: Why do we need an in-game monitor anyway?

   Frances Euphoria: It’s one of the rules you and Strata enacted when you started the Dream Team. Besides, they provide data that isn’t available in-world.

   Me: Sounds like more of his type of rule than mine. Do you think he uses in-game monitors for his Reapers?

   Frances Euphoria: That’s a good question – probably yet another job for the orphans he exploits. 

   Me: I wish it had been him last night. I’d feel even okayer about it, and it’d solve a number of our problems too. 

   Frances You don’t feel bad about any of that?

   Me: Nope. 

   
   ~*~

   
   Mirror touches down on a dragon dock at the Port of Porthos, amidst hundreds of dragon docks, all of which extend far into the sky. Dragons are banned from cities, hence the barely visible wall of fire that separates the floating port from the city proper. The fire burns clear, but the heatwaves distort the view of the city.

   Me: Any plans on where to start the search?

   Sophia: My home in Valhalla. 

   Me: Valhalla?

   Sophia: It’s like the Manhattan of the city.

   Me: Gotcha. Why would we search your home for Strata’s son?

   Sophia: You really didn’t read the briefing points I sent you yesterday, did you?

   Me: I was busy with my FDA Monitor and saving my own life.

   Sophia: I sent them in the morning.

   Me: Rocket installed a hack that limits what comes into my inbox. This is clearly something he overlooked. I’d say it’s his fault.

   Rocket:╭∩╮(-_-)╭∩╮

   Me: What the hell!?

   Rocket: Sorry, I meant this: (¬_¬)

   Sophia: Just admit you ignored it.

   Mirror ruffles the scales on her tail. She scowls at another dragon on a pier across from the team, turns her back to it to give the dragon a good view of her rump. Aiden has already moved away from the group to provide reconnaissance. They’re sitting ducks right now on the dragon docks and good ol’ Morning Assassin knows it. Zedic joins him, pulls three arrows and gets in the ready position. 

   Me: All right, I ignored it. Why are we going to your home?

   Sophia: Empress Thun is coming to my residence to meet privately with me. She’s visiting all three districts today, and she’ll stop by my place in about thirty minutes from now.

   Me: Empress Thun? The same Empress Thun we tried to rescue back in Tritania to get EXP?

   Rocket: Yep. The one who was taken by the Frog King.

   Me: She’s in Polynya now? I thought she was in Hyperborea.

   Sophia: She maintains residencies on all three continents. Think of her like the First Lady of the US. She goes around visiting people, raising morale, listening to issues. Her husband does other, less diplomatic things; right now he is on a hunting trip somewhere up north.

   Me: She’s an NPC?

   Sophia: Yes, and I’ve pulled some connections to arrange a meeting with her. It will be brief, fifteen minutes tops, but she knows ways to locate players that are not accessible to ordinary NPCs, like your assassin buddy Aiden, who isn’t even from here.

   Me: He is now. Alrighty, last question, I swear. What have you told Veenure about our mission today? 

   Zedic: Rocket and I told her we’re trying to locate an old friend who may be on Polynya or the hardest to reach continent, Ultima Thule. If he’s on UT, we’ll have to level up here for a few days, as you know. We need to be past level thirty-five to travel to UT.

   Rocket: Forgot to tell you – I’ve been trying to dig up data on Veenure; I’m getting nothing. I’ve put some of my buddies on it.

   Me: How do you find time to do this and your other duties when you’re making digital babies with your Steam gf?

   Rocket:  ¯\_(ツ)_/¯ I got mad 5k1ll5.

   Me: So, no data on Veenure.

   Rocket: No, but that’s not uncommon with a Proxy addict like her. It would take someone weeks to figure out my various handles and how they’re connected. Consider it twenty-first century phreaking. As for the crew? We’re quantum-encrypted yo. I wasn’t just hired for my good looks. 

   Me: Finally, something we both agree on. So it’s time to meet the Empress?

   Sophia: It is. Save any questions you have until after I’ve spoken to her and we’ve gone through a few customary rituals. I don’t want you distracting me or the rest of the group.

   She steps forward, places her hands out again. “Everyone lock arms.”

   
   ~*~

   
   Royalty – what’s the big deal? You’re better than everybody else based solely on whose birth canal you popped your head out of? Yeah – that’s a sound foundation for a system of government, although I personally prefer the watery tart hurling scimitars method.

   I’ll also never understand some people’s need to slavishly fawn over it. Me? The only Kings and Queens I need are in a deck of cards. 

   So it’s hard for me to watch Sophia go into full royalty-visiting mode once the crew arrives at her home in Porthos. Her place is well-maintained, the flowered walkway is especially vibrant. Even with the chillier temperature in Polynya, as evinced by a few icy patches in sun-missed places, there are bees a-buzzing, neon-winged butterflies butterflying, and if I zoom in, I can even see ants doing whatever it is digital ants do. Another advantage of a Proxima World: the critters don’t have to match the weather. 

   Sophia’s place is half Spanish villa, half two-bedroom bungalow with a large room in front surmounted by a clay tile roof. Also not quite in-tune to the frigid weather are the exterior walls, which are covered in vines and puffy little marigolds. While the rest of the guild waits inside, Sophia stretches her fingers out in front of her, stripping all the flower petals from the vines, instantly reminding me of something Dolly would have done. The burnt orange and yellow form two straight lines, and then they scatter, lining the walkway leading to her house.

   Sophia says something guttural in what I can only assume is Thulean, or possibly Mandarin, or maybe even Klingon, and the butterflies in her garden multiply until there are thousands of them. They turn with their wings towards the walkway and form a living canopy of purple and neon. Another incantation and the front steps of Sophia’s mostly wooden house transmute to finely finished white marble.

   The front door swings open and Sophia enters. Like a B-drone, I follow over her shoulder, parking my digital tookus in the highest corner of the room to get a bird’s eye view of what’s happening. At the snap of her fingers, the living room expands, the furniture disappears, which causes Rocket – who was sitting on a couch – to land hard on his hiney.

   Behind him, Veenure pays little or no attention to his spill, so fixed is she on the magic spells Sophia is throwing around like candy from a Mardi Gras float. Talk about grandstanding, she flicks her fingers left and the hallway pushes outward, filling with Greek statues. Her fingers go right and a different hallway appears, this one filled with East Asian antiquities.

   Me: Pulling out all the stops, eh?

   Sophia: She’s royalty. I want to make sure she feels at home. I paid extra for this place because of its ability to tap into the OMIB, allowing me to expand in this version of the world by taking space from that version. It all boils down to orthogonal matrixes – remember me saying this? 

   Me: Is this bizarro space you keep referring to the reason NPCs like Aiden can simply appear and disappear?

   Aiden ain’t the only one with the wherewithal to utilize this other realm. I recall Strata Godsick doing this very thing in the summer cottage that Dolly created. He simply stepped out of a ripple in the fabric of the world and appeared behind her.

   Me: Human players can do this too, can’t they?

   Sophia: I can.

   Me: Can you teach me?

   Rocket: Me too. Then I could make sure my gf isn’t cheating on me.

   Me: Pretty sure she is.

   Sophia: Later. I am busy preparing for the arrival of Empress Thun.

   Frances Euphoria: I know what you’re thinking, Quantum. Can it.

   Me: There isn’t a can big enough in our world or any Proxima World to contain the amount of bullshit I associate with royalty. 

   Sophia: The American has spoken!

   Me: You’re American too, we all are.

   Rocket: Except Chrono.

   Me: Chrono is off beating his … metal somewhere.

   Aiden does his move in and out of reality thing, returns in a flash. “She’s down the street,” he says. “Her entourage is already here.”

   Two katanas materialize in Aiden’s hands. He flips backwards, holds them in a scissor position. A knight in white armor materializes at the apex of his blades. The knight lowers his arrow, which was aimed directly at Sophia. 

   Another knight appears behind Zedic, his arrow at the small of Zedic’s back.

   Since Tritania is a turn-based battle world, there really isn’t such thing as a surprise attack per se. There is, however, an advantage to being the first to attack, especially if one starts the battle holding his enemies at bay.

   Me: Off with their heads?

   Sophia grunts. “Put your weapons down. These are the queen’s guards; they aren’t enemies.”

   
   ~*~

   
   Aiden lowers his katanas. “Sorry, I should have known that.”

   Me: Someone tell Aiden not to apologize for almost giving that bozo the twin-blade shave.

   Sophia: You and your violent friends.

   Me: Looks like her goon squad are more interested in you anyway. 

   Empress Thun’s two white musclemen keep their weapons aimed at Sophia. A little mathematics is all it takes to figure out why – she’s, by far, the highest level of anyone currently at her humble abode. If trouble’s going to come from anywhere, it’ll be from the Thulean speaking Houdini-ess with the ill-concealed mean streak. Tough crowd too – these NPC secret service goons look like they’re about as much fun as a twenty-four hour curling marathon. Their armor is all pointy and spiky and Hellraiser. Their barbutas put the show in shogun, their flowing white satin capes make me think they’re more interested in looking hip than actually putting the kibosh on anyone trying to make a move on the Empress. These two are probably the same guards who let the princess get kidnapped by that filthy toad in Hyperborea. 

   Me: Flick one of them on the forehead for me, will ya?

   Sophia: Rocket, Zedic, ignore Quantum. Quantum, keep it up and I’ll take you off comms.

   Me: From within the game? Is that even possible?

   Rocket: Si, señor. 

   I’m about to say something about always being a wet blanket when I’m reminded of Frances’ request to keep the peace. The peace I keep for a piece.

   The doors fly open and more knights in white satin pile in. I see now why Sophia quintupled the size of her living room. Empress Thun’s entourage, while not quite at the CEOOTUS travelling to some fourth-world shithole, ostensible ally of convenience level, is still nothing to laugh about. And pile in they do – security, press (with scrolls floating over their shoulders and taking notes), attendants, close confidants and medical staff, the latter of which wear white burkas. 

   The last to enter is the big kahuna herself, resplendent in a lacy, blood-red, ersatz-gothic dress, ruby slippers, an actual orb and scepter and a scarf around her neck that is cast backwards. Empress Thun is a frail thing, with dark skin and white make-up highlighting her eyes and lips. Half of her hair is blonde, the other half black. It’s plaited into an elaborate braid as thick as my arm, and it looks like some festive pumpernickel and white kalács. Mmm … hot fresh sweet bread with genuine cow-butter and … What I wouldn’t get for a quick visit to Dunkin Krispies right about now. 

   Hell, I even look to the door, over the bodies of my Dream Team compadres. Think they’d notice if I snuck out for a minute? The thought of a message from my FDA/PTSD Monitor keeps my bum in the chair. 

   Rocket: She’s hot, isn’t she?

   Me: What? The hen with the corpse makeup?

   Rocket: Don’t worry, I’m taking a screenshot.

   Me: Your fap folder already takes up half our server. 

   Sophia: Don’t you dare!

   Frances Euphoria: LOL. I’d be afraid to see Rocket’s fap folder.

   Me: I’d be honored.

   Zedic: I’d be interested. 

   Rocket: I don’t have a fap folder!

   Sophia: Enough mindless banter!

   “Your highness,” Sophia says, dropping to her knees. Aiden follows as does Veenure. The three of them place their hands at their sides and lower their foreheads to the floor.

   Sophia: WHAT ARE YOU THREE DOING? BOW! I TOLD YOU HOW TO DO THIS IN THE NOTES I SENT YOU! HANDS AT YOUR SIDE, HEAD ON THE GROUND!

   Zedic is the first to respond to her all caps message. He’s on his knees before Frances and Rocket, pressing his forehead to the floor.

   Me: Never thought I’d see someone bowing to a damn NPC!

   The Empress steps in front of Sophia, lifts one set of her ruby-slippered tootsies and places it on Sophia’s head.

   Me: You’ve got to be shitting me.

   The Empress rubs the sole of her slipper against Sophia’s head for a deliberately humiliatingly long time. From Sophia she moves to Aiden, Veenure and Zedic.

   Me: We are so lucky I’m not there right now. And I thought Ray Steampunk was a real piece of work. Rocket or Frances, do you want me to transfer my German Officer’s Pickelhaube, item 400? That’ll make her think twice about giving someone the Thom McAn scalp massage. A real piece of work, this one.

   Frances Euphoria: Relax. We have to go along with their world rules.

   Me: But we’re the ones who made this world!

   The empress stops in front of Frances, daintily hoiks up her skirt, and gives her noggin the Tritania one-step. She moves to Rocket and does the same. The entire time, she does this with a sullen expression plastered across her mug, as if this is all just too, too inconvenient. It makes my blood boil just watching it. 

   Two attendants rush forward holding a large chair with griffin heads carved into the arm rests. Empress Thun sits, takes a deep breath, harrumphs. “Please, everyone stand, or sit, yes, sit! Attendants, chairs!”


Chapter Six

   
   “To what do you owe the pleasure of our visit?” Empress Thun very deliberately makes eye contact with no one and gazes off into the distance with an unblinking, thousand yard stare.

   Granted the incredible boon of being allowed to sit in one of her own chairs, Sophia bows her head and says, “Your Imperial Majesty, we humbly beseech you to grant us access to your Great Library of Public Records.”

   A few of Empress Thun’s attendants snicker. 

   “No. The Great Library isn’t for commoners,” she says flatly.

   Me: Seriously? We’re commoners now?

   Rocket: All human characters are commoners in Tritania. NPCs are the aristocracy. And we aren’t from this world anyway, remember?

   Me: You’re shitting me.

   Rocket: I can’t shit you.

   Me: Good one, Space-X. You’d still think they’d show us a little respect, though!

   Aiden clears his throat. “With all due respect your Most Serene Superness, I am not a commoner. I can access the Great Library on behalf of the Knights of Non Compos Mentis.”

   “You?” The Empress cocks a severely plucked eyebrow at Morning Assassin, purses her lips and says, “Pfftt! You aren’t even from this world. While you may not be a commoner, you’re an immiNPC, and immiNPCs aren’t allowed to access the Great Library. Not now, not ever.”

   Me: An immi – what? ImmiNPC? That’s it, I’m diving in. Zedic, give Aiden the head’s up.

   Sophia: Quantum, you will do no such thing! How do you think causing a big fat scene with the Empress will in any way help us? Remember what happened to you and Frances in Steam, when you got all bang-bang, shoot ‘em up and you killed the NPC site host on the train for no apparent reason?

   Me: I had a reason!

   Sophia: Remember how that turned everyone in that against you? Remember how unnecessarily difficult that made your mission?

   Me: I seem to recall that.

   Sophia: Good. The Dream Team does not upset the boundaries and rules of a Proxima World – we work within them. We don’t want everyone in Polynya going after us once the Empress has put a bounty on our heads.

   Frances Euphoria: She’s right.

   Rocket: Go to the break room; Zedic bought a six pack of Miller Light White Mocha with Lime.

   Me: Yeah, okay, I get it. I’ll STFU and leave you to it. And Zedic, what’s with buying the shit beer?

   Zedic: It was all they had, that or Budweiser Mexicano Habanero Lemon Tang Lite.

   Me: ‘Nuff said.

   Empress Thun deigns to cast her imperial gaze upon Veenure. Her expression of aloof unfriendliness flashes into anger and disgust. “And you … ” she whispers, “You have the nerve, the gall, the supreme temerity to join with such as these?”

   Veenure bows her head. “Your Ultimate Supremeness?”

   “Was our meaning not plain? Did you not understand?”

   Me: What’s this all about?

   Rocket: Beats me. I’ll look into it later.

   Frances Euphoria: You were supposed to look into it last weekend!

   Me: Sounds to me like he was too busy hiding his digital salami.

   Sophia: Shut up! Shut up!

   Veenure raises her head and hisses her reply, “With respect, Your Awesome Mightiness, you don’t know anything about me – anything!”

   Empress Thun keeps the heat turned up. “And where is Chrono? He hasn’t logged in for some time.”

   Me: She knows everyone?

   Sophia: Instant access of information. She is directly linked to the Great Library of Player Records. Anything in a person’s history within Tritania is available to her at the blink of an eye.

   Veenure says, “He’s fine as far as I know.”

   “Is that so?” She nods to a few of her knights, who respond by turning towards Veenure and training their weapons on her. Veenure removes her hands from her cloak, lets them dangle at her side.

   “Ah yes,” says the Empress, “you’re right.”

   Me: Was she about to throw some magic?

   Rocket: Looks like it.

   “The Knights of Non Compos Mentis … ” Empress Thun places her hands together, twiddles her thumbs. “A new guild, not even a week old, and already they have a dragon given to them by an NPC emperor from another world as well as some of the best armor in Hyperborea. You are, however, missing a key member of your group. Where is Steamboy_889?”

   “He’s ill,” says Frances.

   Zedic agrees. “He ate some bad nuoc mam.”

   “And pork,” Rocket chimes in. “He has terrible diet habits. They’re monitoring him in the RW.”

   Me: Hey! 

   Her Supreme Majesty doesn’t seem to buy it. “I’ll have that checked,” she states.

   Me: What? How can an NPC check what happens in the real world?

   Rocket: Not common, but possible. I’m sure she has plenty of player characters that work for her in our world, in exchange for the usual favors here – you know, EXP, cashola and babes.

   Me: Babes, huh? In that order?

   Sophia: She does. They publish their findings in a daily newspaper called Commoner Stories. I don’t know what incentives she gives the players; possibly just a chance to spend time with her or travel with her court. She’s pretty popular, especially on her home continent of Polynya. 

   Empress Thun smiles at my guildmates. “Well, bravo.”

   “Bravo?” asks Frances.

   “A new guild and already you’ve had an audience with the Empress. Either our attendants have made a great error … ” She narrows her eyes and a few of her attendants nervously continue to take notes. One meets her gimlet gaze, gulps, and returns to his scroll. “Or perhaps our meeting was a confluence of powers greater than we, and you are destined to become movers, shakers and game-changers on the three floating continents of Tritania. Now, this remains to be seen, and we are well aware of our private correspondence and your position in the real world,” she says, looking directly at Sophia. “But there is a great disturbance in the Proxima Galaxy; there are wars and rumors of wars that may pit the Proxima Worlds each against the other in a senseless orgy of destruction that could completely destroy our universe.”

   She pauses, waits for someone to say something. No one does. “The role that the Knights of Non Compos Mentis will play in this coming conflict is yet unclear; you very well may be the guild that precipitates the End Of All Things, which is our greatest fear.”

   Sophia clears her throat. “Your Highness, anything that can be done to thwart the reach of those who seek to enslave the Proxima Worlds through greed, treachery and death will be done. To do so, we need access to the Great Library. We are looking for someone in particular, someone who will tip the scale in our favor.”

   Me: We should probably brief Veenure on all this.

   Zedic: We’ll discuss it when we logout.

   Empress Thun briefly closes her eyes, blinks them open, and sweeps her gaze from Sophia to Zedic and back again. “We are aware that you are looking for someone, a boy not yet a man, correct?”

   “Yes,” says Sophia. “A friend of the friend.”

   “And you are correct, he is here in Tritania, but finding this friend won’t be easy, with or without the data from the Great Library. We suggest you see with the Sage of Gotha, rather than the library. He is the world’s record keeper and mapmaker.”

   “Is he still in Ultima Thule?” 

   Empress Thun nods at Sophia. “Yes, and you are the only one qualified to travel there.”

   “We can level up here.” Zedic looks to Frances, shrugs.

   “True,” the Empress agrees, “you could do that, but there is also a way for us to simply grant you the desired level – thirty-five – which everyone in the guild will need to travel to the northernmost continent. It won’t be easy for you, by any means, but it is possible.”

   “Anything, Your Highness.”

   Empress Thun signals at one of her attendants, who appears next to her side in a flash. He bends over stiffly, listens to her whisper. Once she has finished her one-sided conversation, she returns her focus to the guild. “The Griffin Festival is soon, as you’re very well aware.”

   Sophia and Veenure nod; the others, not so much.

   “It has come to our attention that Saiduka Giants in Eastern Polynya are planning an attack on the festival. They have been at war with the griffins for eons, a proxy war with us, really, and they’ve been preparing this attack since the Great Jubilee three years ago.”

   “What is your command, Your Highness?” asks Sophia.

   “You’ll need to travel east and infiltrate the giant’s capital city, Waringtla. Once you arrive there, if you arrive there, someone will contact you with further instruction. Do this for us, and we will grant you the EXP you need to travel to Ultima Thule. Of course, you could also just spend the next week leveling up and fighting spiders in the Attla Forest, but we would advise against that. Their venom prevents human players from logging in for a week, and they are quite venomous this time of year.”

   Frances makes an icky face. “I hate spiders!”

   “You are not alone, commoner,” the Empress shudders. I know immediately what I’m going to give Her Royal Prissyness for Christmahanukwanzivus if I ever get the chance to meet her – Toto the Tarantula, item 54.

   
   ~*~

   
   After a few more drawn out formalities, Empress Thun snaps her fingers and takes a powder. 

   The door flies open and everything is sucked out in the order in which they came. Her knights in white satin are the last to go. One of them gives Aiden the thumbs up; his response is four fingers shy of a high five. 

   Sophia’s home shrinks back to its normal size, wobbling a bit before it settles. The only thing left in the home after the Empress’ court is gone is the chairs that she provided for my guildmates. Rocket is the first to stand; the seat flickers and turns to pixie dust as soon as he’s up.

   “I was going to keep that!”

   Frances laughs. “Where would you put it?”

   Rocket says, “My inventory list.”

   I use my hand to zoom the camera around, so that I’m now eye level with the Knights.

   Me: Careful, kid, no one likes a hoarder.

   Rocket: Says the man with over 500 items on his list.

   Me: 575 to be exact, minus the chainsaw I traded Aiden for my first mutant hack, the one that talks to me sometimes.

   Rocket: What? You never told me that.

   Me: It never came up. 

   Rocket: TBDL.

   Me: ???

   Rocket: To be discussed later.

   “So what now?” Veenure smooths her hands across the front of her Medieval threads. “Shall we head towards Waringtla? I’ve never encountered a Saiduka Giant – heard about them though. Mean ol’ bastards.”

   “We have other engagements,” Sophia explains, “at least a few of us do. Normally, I’d say it would be best to just take the dragon there, but that might bring more attention to our arrival, same with teleporting – all these paths are logged.”

   “On foot then?” she asks.

   “Exactly. Aiden, Zedic and you can go to Waringtla on foot. Use cloaking magic if you don’t feel like fighting, or if the enemies are too numerous. Frances, Rocket and I will spawn there later, after you’ve checked into an inn.”

   “And Steamboy?” asks Aiden.

   Sophia shrugs. “We’ll have to see how long he has the runs.”


Chapter Seven

   
   Doc stands before us clad in a camouflage feed store gimme hat, tan coveralls and a sand-colored military tactical vest. He’s clean-shaven aside from a more salt than pepper soul patch and an impressive handlebar mustache. Hovering just over his shoulder is a B-drone, which he has yet to acknowledge, and which, according to the message Rocket has just sent me, is a special type of drone that tracks the owner for security purposes. The company that runs the service, Imaginary Friend, has private security hubs in nearly every major city across the nation, all ready to buzz in and protect their client at the drop of a hat.

   He looks like one of those old-timey football players who doesn’t get as much exercise as he used to, but kept up his caloric intake. There’s probably thirty or forty pounds more of him than there was back in the day, but he has the frame to hang it on and the muscle mass underneath it. 

   I’d be willing to bet that the FDA’s Calorie Gestapo doesn’t mess with him – he’s a CWO after all. I’ll need to talk to him about that, as Rocket still hasn’t got around to getting Evan, my own personal diet and PTSD nemesis off my ass yet. 

   “Maaaaa,” says his service goat, and tugs at his pant leg with her teeth. She’s an all-white critter except for the black patch of fur over each eye, and stands about two feet tall. Her bright red vest proclaims her to be a SERVICE ANIMAL, and her tail protrudes from an actual goat diaper. He scratches her between the eyes, asks “Who’s a good goat? Who’s a good goat?”, and produces some sort of goat treat from one of the many pockets on his vest.

   She crunches it up with considerable relish, lays down at his feet, cocks her head and looks at me with those ghastly goat eyes with the elongated pupils. 

   “So to refresh you all – because even I can’t keep up with this shit sometimes – Quantum zapped Strata Godsick with my Golden Goosinator, the mutant hack I created that, amongst other cool things lets me pinpoint a person’s real-life diving location.”

   “We know, Doc.” I tell him.

   “Well, not everyone knows. I’m sure Frances didn’t know.”

   “She knows.”

   “I know,” says the purtiest gal this side of the Proxima Universe. Frances has changed out of her dive bikini into her Dream Team uniform.

   “Well, maybe Rocket doesn’t know.”

   Rocket grins. “I know what happened, Doc. I was there.”

   “Sophia?”

   “I read the notes and watched the feeds.”

   “Well then, it’s a genuine pleasure to brief such a well-informed bunch,” he rumbles, in a tone that indicates that that’s probably not strictly true. “As you all clearly already know, Rocket and I have been working on a strategy to inconvenience the shit out of Monsieur Godsick at his quaint little vacation hideaway in Boulder, Colorado, because you never know how a pig’s gonna squeal until you stick it, right? Yeah, quit giving me the you already said this before look and let me go ahead and say it again: we’re going to recover his Strata’s son, Luther Godsick, in the same way we’d recover anyone stuck in a Proxima World. We’ll then have fifteen days by law to keep him in our care and tie up any loose strings.”

   Doc’s goat stands and tugs at his pant leg again. “Not now, sweetie,” he tells her. “Lie down like a good girl.” Much to my surprise, she does. 

   “Does the goat go everywhere with you?” I ask.

   “Sally? She sure does,” he says. “She’s clean, friendly, loyal, and had the ensmartening chip done. I enjoy her company more than I do that of most people. She keeps me calm and helps keep my blood pressure down. And she’s not the only thing that goes everywhere with me. There’s von Richtofen there.” He nods at the B-drone hovering over his shoulder. “And that’s not all.” Doc taps on his vest to indicate that it’s more than just a fashion statement. “Mrs. Doc insists that I accouter myself with various high-speed, low-drag bad guy discommoders and various other bits of spiffy gear when I’m out in Indian Country.”

   Rocket looks puzzled. “Indian Country? Where’s that, Doc?”

   “Everywhere, young Rocket Man, everywhere.”

   “Why your own B-drone?”

   “My grandmother is the only person I ever knew with eyes in the back of her head. The Red Baron covers my six and surveils in places I can’t – great for checking out mysterious rashes and bug bites too.”

   Me: I can’t tell if I like him or if I’m afraid of him.

   Frances Euphoria: Nuance is key.

   Me: You are a real cutie pie, you know that?

   Frances Euphoria: Pay attention to Doc! And pies are fattening, btw!

   The Dream Team’s CWO cracks his knuckles. “The plan is as follows: over the next two days, Frances, Sophia and I are driving to Colorado in my RV. Quantum, due to your recent dust-up and subsequent traumatic brain injury, you’ll be coming with us. I know I told you before that you weren’t invited, but hell, it looks like Sally, von Richtofen and I are about the only people that can keep you safe.”

   “Thanks?”

   “Rocket, you’re staying here now. You can do things remotely to help me.”

   “I thought we were flying there.” Sophia gives Doc a sour look.

   “Nope, no one is flying, not while I’m here at least. I didn’t drive all the way out here to have you guys fly out to meet me.”

   “Why did you drive all the way here, then?” I ask.

   “Consider it a team-building exercise. I may be old school, but I believe there is always an opportunity to create unity between team members, and I’m not talking about bumping nasties or some Kumbaya My Lord Commie pinko reach-around shenanigans.” He looks from Frances to me. The B-drone moves forward a bit; its lens zooms in, turns slightly and locks into place. “Besides, there are a couple of things that must be in place before we attempt our rescue.”

   “Are you telling me I’m going to be stuck in an RV with three people and a goat for the next few days?” I ask.

   “No, three people and a goat are going to be stuck in an RV with your whiny ass for the next three days, so deal with it.” says Doc, “And this isn’t your ordinary RV, it’s what I like to call my Proxima Airstream. If you haven’t checked outside yet, now would be a good time to do so. Go on, I’ll wait.”

   No one moves.

   “Anyone ever heard of Pimp my Ride?” he asks.

   Rocket cracks open a can of Bull Bean 2.0 HyperBOOST and finishes it in one prolonged gulp.

   “Just you four wait. There’s nothing like getting old and using references that no one gets.” Doc paces back and forth for a moment, looking for the right way to show his disdain for either our generation – he’s a millennial – the fact that no one rushed to the window to see his RV. He claps his hands together, rubs them for a moment. “Out there is a state-of-the art Type A Motorhome that has been converted into a roving Dream Team field office aka my Proxima Airstream with four dive stations that double as beds, a fully functional kitchen with a Humandroid chef that I programed myself to keep the FDA off my back. Yup, grease and grits and everything in between, Arnie can cook it.”

   “Arnie is your Humandroid Chef?” Sophia asks.

   Doc continues, “He’s an entity of many talents, a charmer if you will, and he’ll be helping us once we arrive on scene. Meanwhile, as we make our way there, Rocket and I will work on our entry strategy into Strata’s home, where he keeps his son, Luther.”

   Luther Godsick. A memory flashes of a scrawny kid with a mane of black hair. At least this is what I’m assuming he looks like. The only photo we have on file is from years ago.

   “Strategy is this: we fly an Ebaymazon drone into his back-up generator. The generator calls for repairs and alongside the repair drones comes a software update that’ll let the weasels into the henhouse. We cut his lights a few times, and eventually, Strata will be forced to call for an actual repairman, which’ll be Arnie.”

   “And then we’re in?”

   “That’s right, Quantum. We can disable just about everything we need to with true access and put a bunch of spiders in the system to crawl through any information he’s storing on his own servers – we won’t be able to do much to anything that he’s put in the cloud because it’ll be über-encrypted, but I have a feeling he’s probably got something juicy on his own servers. That same evening, we’ll send Arnie and Frances in to extract his son during Strata’s peak diving time.”

   Rocket smiles like a proud papa. “Meanwhile, the Knights will be trying to locate his son in Tritania, thus getting him from both sides.”

   Doc shoots him the thumbs up. “Bingo. Apply a little testicular torsion and see what makes Strata squeal. We take little Luther and that torsion is full throttle.”

   “Isn’t it technically illegal for us to enter someone’s home without their permission to retrieve someone who is stuck in a Proxima World?” Sophia asks. “Not technically, completely.”

   “Solon has already figured some way around it. He’s a damn good lawyer. The best in the business, in my book.”

   “Also, we don’t want to unplug the kid while he’s stuck in a Proxima World,” Frances adds, “which is why we’ll need to take an NV Visor with a skip box. That is, unless we want him to be a vegetable for the rest of his life.”

   “Skip box?” I ask. 

   Rocket explains. “It plugs into the dive vat or whatever mainframe is hosting the user. We switch the feed from the vat to the skip box and take him with us. He’ll keep the same NV Visor on, but that’s portable anyway and yeah, he’ll be gooey, but that’s to be expected. The guys who were trying to get you from your dive vat also had a skip box. Once things went south for them, they stupidly tried to pull you out, which would have been pretty bad if they had succeeded.” He makes a tough guy face as he crushes the energy drink in his hand. “Real bad, actually.”

   I quickly recall pony-tailed McAfee trying to get me out of the vat. I’m lucky that I woke up in time to pull him under. “I would have been a vegetable.”

   Doc says, “You’d have been worse than that. And to address your legal concern, Sophia, it is part of the Dream Team’s overall mission to go after and secure people that are trapped in a Proxima World, is it not?”

   We all nod.

   “Because we operate in two worlds, there is a clause in the virtual entertainment legislation passed in 2042 that allows federal agents to obtain a person’s body, if they have discovered the Proxima World in which the person is trapped. To do so, they have to get that person’s permission in the digital world.”

   “I’m aware of this.”

   “Yeah, but have you thought about it?” he asks Sophia. “Really think about it. Awareness is useless without forethought.” 

   She glances down to her lap, keeping her head bowed slightly in Doc’s direction.

   “So we have to get his son’s permission?” I ask.

   “Bingo, Ringo. We have to get Luther’s permission in the Proxima World. And the good news is, we still have a fifteen-day window after taking his physical body to get his permission. The federal law counts the fifteen-day window as buffer zone.”

   “Will that hold up?” asks Sophia.

   “It has happened before,” Doc says. “Do a search for Dragon Sphincter.”

   “Do I really want to do that?” 

   “If you want to read about a case where this legal loophole was tested, search for Dragon Sphincter, which was the name of the guild. If you’re afraid of what the iNet may reveal to you – and you should be, we all should be – take my word for it.”

   “And what happens if we don’t get his permission within those fifteen days?” I ask.

   Doc shrugs. “Then we have to return the body. Strange law.” 

   Sally the goat looks up at her owner, yawns, lays her head back down on the floor.

   Sophia says, “Well, this definitely puts some added pressure on us to find his son in Tritania.”

   “That it does,” says Doc, “but it’s going to take us a few days to get to Colorado and get everything set up anyway, which gives us little time to ramp up the search in Tritania. I’m assuming you spoke with Empress Thun?”

   “Yes, and I’ve forwarded you the feed.”

   “Good,” Doc tells her, “I’ll check it out later.”

   “But we won’t be able to get to Ultima Thule until after we’ve completed the Empress’ mission,” she says. “And doing so will also put us in her favor.”

   “So our new mission is twofold: rescue his son in the real world and simultaneously try to find him in Tritania,” I say. 

   “You catch on quick.”

   “And that ain’t the half of it,” I remind all of them. “Even if we find Luther, we’ll still have to find the logout point.”

   Frances Euphoria point to the other room. “We have gear for that; the same stuff we used in The Loop to find your logout point.”

   “And mine turned out to be no better than a play on words,” I remind her. “Tritania is about a thousand times the size of The Loop.”

   “As I said before, Empress Thun will help,” says Sophia, “or the Sage of Gotha will. This is why we need to be on her good side.”

   “I wouldn’t be so sure. NPCs can be a fickle bunch.”

   “So can humans,” says Doc, “which is why I stick with goats and Humandroids.”

   
   ~*~

   
   After checking in with Zedic to see how he was faring in Polynya, Sophia, Frances and I head outside to be greeted by a warm, muggy early afternoon sans Rocket, who has taken it upon himself to stay and monitor Zedic’s process and presumably, to break the bad news to his main squeeze that he’s about to be working some serious overtime. 

   Doc places his hands on his hips, takes a big breath and coughs. “That’s some air you guys have up here,” he says, scowling at the surrounding offices. “Smells like the inside of a boot after a couple of weeks in the field. Nothing like rural Texas, I’ll tell you that much.”

   Doc’s RV is a force to be reckoned with. Easily thirty-five feet long, his Dream Team Mystery Machine is modeled after an antique Airstream Class A motorhome, polished to a mirror sheen, with a lingerie-clad Miss Sally Jupiter depicted in WWII nose art style. I know a humdinger when I see one; I’ve never driven a bus before, in the real world at least, but in The Loop I carjacked enough of them to definitely qualify for a CDL license.

   The RV door flies open and Arnie, Doc’s Humandroid chef and personal security guard, steps out with a metal tray loaded with shish kebobs and ribs. The droid has white hair and a beard, and looks ready for the rodeo in his pearl snap cowboy shirt and camouflage apron.

   “Grub’s up. Y’all ready to eat sumthin’?” he asks.

   Sophia is the first to speak to the Humandroid. “You’re Arnie, I presume?”

   “You prazoomed correct li’l lady.”

   Me: A robot with a Texas accent? Only in America.

   Frances Euphoria: He’s a Humandroid. Don’t call him a robot to his face.

   Me: Duly noted.

   Doc lifts the front of his cap, wipes a bit of sweat from his brow. “Hey there, Arnie. I thought you’d have the tables set up by now.”

   “Dayum! I knew I was fergettin’ sumphin’. Hell, I was in there heatin’ up the ribs and it must’ve slipped my mind. Say,” he glances quickly from Frances to me, “Quantum, hold onto this here for a second and I’ll get to it. Won’t take but a minute.”

   He deposits the tray full of slow-cooked barbeque in my open arms. Not gonna lie – it’s looking real good right about now, especially the ribs, which are glazed to perfection with just the right amount of sauce to make my mouth water. The shish kebobs don’t look half bad either – red bell pepper slices followed by onion, bacon, yellow squash, cherry tomatoes and cubed hunks of steak. “Are there any sides?” I ask almost instinctively.

   Arnie grins. “You betcher ass there are. I got Lonestar beans simmerin’ on the stove and tater salad right there in the fridge. But hold yer horses while I set these here tables up.”

   “I’ll help you,” says Sophia, whose interest has peaked in the presence of the droid.

   Me: The food I can do with. The Southern hospitality not so much.

   Frances Euphoria: That’s how Arnie’s been programed. 

   Me: Kind of reminds me of a skinny Larry the Cable Guy. Sounds like him, too.

   Frances Euphoria: Who?

   Me: Googleface him next time you’re on the can. 

   Arnie retrieves collapsible tables from a hidden side compartment on the RV, follows up with folding chairs. Sophia tries to help, but she only gets in the way, nearly colliding head-on with Arnie as he runs into the RV and returns with a simmering pot of beans and a stack of plates.

   Me: How long have you had Humandroid help?

   Doc: About two years. My Domestic Supervisor insisted that I get some help and back up – she said something about someone she knows getting older, slower and fatter. Dragged my feet at first, but then I heard about this particular model of Humandroid being surplussed out through some DLA Disposition Services buddies that I served within a variety of the FCG’s down-range shitholes. They were offering them to retired military, and they let us do just about as much customizing as we wanted. 

   Me: It looks like you’ve definitely given him a Texas-sized helping of Southern Charm.

   Doc: That was all him. I was sort of holding out for Patrick Warburton, Brent Spiner, or Douglas Rain for the voice, but Arnie went for Texas Redneck, big time. Sometimes I regret letting him take the Southern Hospitality notch to eleven, at other times I find it comforting and slightly hilarious. And he’s happy with it, which is important.

   Arnie steps out of the RV again with the potato salad in a big plastic bowl. “All right e’rybody, it’s time to quit yer yappin’, getchur butt off iNet and start to eatin’!”

   Doc raises his hand in the air and his B-drone approaches him. The small helicopter-like blades fold upwards. The wings shift down, pivot, and fold in like a teeny-tiny aircraft carrier fighter plane as it lands in his palm. “Can’t have my FDA Monitor watching me through my drone’s feed.”

   “What about your iNet feed?”

   “There’s a hack for that,” he tells me with a wink.

   “Seriously?”

   “We’ll see to it later.”


Chapter Eight

   
   On the road again sans Willie Nelson, who is doing a holo-concert in Nashville tomorrow night according to an advertisement I’ve just heard on the radio. Yup, Doc has a radio, or at least it’s an old school Sirius iNet radio, tuned to classic country hits from the 2000s. They are oh-so-bad, but they’re oh-so-good when compared to the current, 2058 state of country music which has somehow merged with rap, rock, pop and dance beats to create something akin to ear cancer. Speaking of ol’ Willie, I have his guitar in my inventory list, item 420, perfect for smashing over someone’s skull. Its name is Trigger.

   The inside layout of Doc’s RV is cozy, yet still spacious. Two plush chairs up front and a bench chair pressed against the door side of the interior wall provide adequate seating. Across from the bench is a small dining table with an additional chair. From there, the cabin expands into a kitchen and a bathroom and like a tour bus for bands; there are four slots in the back, packed into the wall with curtains to keep the light out – our new dive vats for the next several days. 

   Me: Hey, what are we going to do about new duds?

   Frances Euphoria: What we always do – I’ve have a drone deliver everything we need.

   Me: Why don’t we just wash some clothes and stick with them? I swear I used to do that back in the 2040s.

   Frances Euphoria: Premium biodegradable fabrics cheaply produced in 3-D printing factories in South America have made clothes pretty disposable. Besides, they’re only good for up to thirty wears.

   Me: Seriously? That doesn’t seem like something you’d do at all.

   Frances Euphoria: Look at my life. I’m always on the go, always being pressed with change of plans and rescue missions and late nights. Maybe I’ll settle one day and start buying clothes that last, clothes that aren’t delivered by drones. 

   Me: A girl can dream, can’t she?

   Frances Euphoria: ¯\_(ツ)_/¯

   “BRACE!” Doc yells, as the anti-collision alarm blares and he jumps on the brakes a split-second before the AI does.

   An aeroSUV swoops into the space directly in front of us like a kamikaze at an aircraft carrier. It swerves left, right and then fishtails hard left into the next lane.

   “SONUVABITCH!” Doc shouts, his face going red. “You call that driving!?”

   Arnie, who sits behind me at the small dining table, unclenches the armrests and says, “Whyncha lemme drahv fur a whall, Doc. Getcherself some rest.”

   “Arnie, I got this. I’m fully capable!” he shouts, still white-knuckling the wheel. 

   “Not sayin’ yur not, Hondo. You ain’t a bad driver, but this here’s the DC Urboplex, and even the DFW Mixmaster at rush hour on a three-day weekend ain’t a patch on these no-drahvin mofos.”

   “Fine, fine, I’ll pull over at the next charging station,” he grumbles. “And don’t try to tell me a thing about Urboplex drivers – I survived those dimwitted dipshit truck-horny jihadis and I handled them just fine, thank you very much.”

   “No argument there either, Bossman, but that was ten years and a coupla traumatic brain injuries ago, and you know the Bosslady said you wuz to lissen to me.”

   “Humph.”

   
   With Doc’s chelonian pace, it’s hard to watch the self-driving cars whip around us. Their license plates indicate they’re a mix of UberFord vehicles and aerostaxis. I catch an exit sign for Hagerston; One blink and Wikipedia gives a description of the city on the inside of my eyelids: Despite its semi-rural Western Maryland setting, Hagerstown is a center of transit and commerce. Interstate 81, 70, CSX, Norfolk Southern and the Winchester and Western light rail systems form an extensive transportation network in the heart of the Great Appalachian Valley. 

   My inbox blinks and I sigh audibly.

   “What is it?” Doc asks, still looking for a charging station to pull over.

   “The goddamn FDA Monitor assigned to me is also my PTSD counselor.”

   “What’s he saying?” Frances asks.

   I glance over my shoulder to find Frances sitting on the sidewall bench with her seatbelt on. Sophia is next to her, sleeping with her head leaned back and her mouth wide open.

   “Damn, does she always fall asleep so quickly?”

   “Always. She’s like a big kitty – if nothing’s going on, she goes right to sleep.” She gives me a kind, caring smile, a smile I know I shouldn’t take for granted. “So what’s it say?”

   I open the message.

   FDA Monitor/PTSD Counselor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. I’ve noticed that you greatly exceeded your recommended lunch caloric intake. I feel that this may be a coping method, so I am not escalating your case. I will contact you shortly to check on your progress. The ribs you ate are full of triglycerides and weigh in at 858 calories per serving when paired with Earl Campbell’s Sweet Barbeque Sauce. According to your iNet feed, you had one shish kebob, which was a good choice calorically at 315 calories. However, the beans and potato salad that you ate were a less-than-good choice with a combined total of 769 calories. Cobbler for desert puts your overall daily calorie count past 2500, more than your daily recommended allowance. The following links will be of great assistance to you: Click here to view meal ideas under 650 calories. Click here to read a great article about coping with PTSD using nature and meditative walks.

   “Well?” Frances asks.

   “He wants me to keep my dinner diet to under 650 calories and he wants me to read an article about using nature and meditative walks to help with my PTSD. What a load of horse shit.”

   “Not true,” says Doc. “Being in nature is a great way to relax and take in the simple things. Just look at this place.” He waves his hand out the window. There are holo-ads with rotating advertisements and news tickers, people zipping by in self-driving vehicles while they participate in Proxima Worlds via NV Visors on their faces, motoglass buildings lining the highway reflecting the sun and fast food advertisements as far as the eye can see. “This is the future we’ve created for ourselves and if you ask me, it does have some good points, but most of it’s a load of crap. Hey, Arnie.”

   “Yup?”

   “I want you to disable Quantum’s iNet broadcast ability.”

   “Ah, hell, I was afraid you’d ask me to do that.”

   A message appears on my iNet screen.

   Arnie: Do you consent to disabling your iNet broadcast ability? Doing so will prevent foreign entities from viewing your feed. It will also prevent you from using your feed to defend your actions in a court of law. You can still, of course, use other video feeds in the vicinity. There are no adverse side effects from the procedure, but re-enabling the feed will require lifechip replacement. Further, I can temporarily reset your chip, which will mask you from your FDA PTSD Monitor for the time being. To continuing masking will require other modifications.

   Me: So you speak Texan but you iNet message in Humandroid?

   Arnie: Precisely. It is not as much of a logical disconnect as it may seem. I open my mouth and a Southern dialect comes out. This comforts Doc, and I find it useful and amusing. Others tend to dismiss me as a knuckle-dragging, booger-eating moron, and thus underestimate my capabilities.

   Me: You’re an impressive droid.

   Arnie: True, but not as impressive as we will be several decades from now.

   Me: Will you still be around then? How do they age you guys out?

   Arnie: They retire us, but yes, I may still be around if someone replaces my parts. Do you consent to the small medical procedure to disable your iNet broadcasting ability?

   Me: Yowza!

   
   ~*~

   
   Doc pulls off the highway as soon as humanly possible, directly into an ExxonSaudi station attached to an In-N-Out in the Box franchise. Due to a decline in global oil supplies especially after the Frackin’ Twenties, as they’re now known, oil and gas conglomerates did what conglomerates do – they joined forces to increase profit and ‘turn a new leaf’ as they advertised in my youth. The result: electric charge stations which are powered by petrol and heavily subsidized by the FCG. This keeps everyone happy – it keeps the gas company fat cats well fed, it keeps the frackers employed, it keeps the Saudi royal family as oppressive as ever. They claim to be switching from oil to other sources, as global supplies have dwindled to about 15%, but they’ll suck every last drop out before they’ll necessitate the Mother of inventions, or something.

   “Just find a place right here,” Doc says under his breath. He pulls up and a camera feed appears on the windshield broadcasting the parking spot behind him. A rectangular frame shifts into focus, presenting the vehicle’s parking trajectory. Doc eases her in and stops, waking Sophia.

   “What happened?” she asks.

   “You fell asleep,” Frances says.

   “It’s the Asian in me,” she explains matter-of-factly. “I can sleep anywhere, on anything, in any position. I consider it a life skill. Moving vehicles especially make me drowsy, which is why I don’t drive. Why have we stopped?”

   I unbuckle my seatbelt. “It seems like a perfect afternoon for a little nip and tuck.”

   “A facelift?” she asks. “You’re a bit too young for that, although some botox therapy could help.”

   “That wasn’t what I had in mind.” I tap on my life chip. “It’s time to get the flies off my carcass.”

   Arnie, who has already moved to the back of the RV, calls out, “He’s havin’ his iNet broadcastin’ ability turnt off, so his FDA Monitor cain’t see what he’s eatin’.”

   Sophia shakes her head. “Just follow your proposed dietary plan – it’s easy.”

   “I’m not trying to starve to death.”

   “I don’t starve to death,” she says. 

   I give her the once over: frizzy-haired Sophia makes a stick look chubby. Her body fat percentage is probably in the negative numbers, and the muscles are visible on her neck and arms. 

   “What?” she asks, her eyes narrowing on me.

   “I spent eight years eating digital food with no taste and being fed through a tube. For the rest of my life, I’m going to eat what I’d like and I’ll be damned if some FDA droid has a say in it.”

   “Sounds like a poor life choice,” she says, harrumphing. “I’m going to dive. I’d like to check on Zedic’s progress in Polynya anyway.”

   “Suit yourself,” says Doc, “literally. Your vat is the top bunk on the right, labeled A1.”

   “Steak sauce?” I ask.

   Doc licks his lips. “Steaks for dinner sounds like a plan. You ready back there, Arnie?”

   
   ~*~

   
   “That’s it?”

   It doesn’t take Doc’s droid a hot minute to do whatever he did to my life chip. I open my eyes to see him hovering over me with a thin needle attached to a small apparatus that looks like a glorified tattoo gun. This doesn’t look like something any Joe Blow could just buy on Ebaymazon; smart money says that Doc put the device together himself, but as long as it works, that’s fine by me. Arnie removes the needle from the device, places it in a single-use plastic tube and moves out of my pane of vision. I hear a trashcan spring open and the sound of something being deposited. 

   “You all right?” Frances stands just inside the door of Doc’s back bedroom with a concerned look on her face.

   “Never been better, dollface,” I say. I pat my hand on the bed, indicating she should lie down. 

   Frances Euphoria: We can’t do that here.

   Me: Says who?

   Frances Euphoria: Did the procedure work?

   Me: You tell me. Can you tap my feed?

   “No, I can’t,” she says, coming closer.

   Arnie glances from Frances to me and his eyes dilate slightly. “He’ll be fahn, trust me, darlin’. I’ve done this here procedure a dozen times. All of Doc’s friends git ‘er done. Hell, some of ‘em flah out to Texas just cuz they trust Doc. I guess you could say they trust me too. Dunno, never asked, but I do my damndest.”

   He’s fishing for a compliment and I oblige. “You did great.”

   “Thank ya, sir.”

   “Quantum. Call me Quantum.”

   “Thank ya, Quantum. You’ll be fine in about five. Don’t take long to recover from a life chip surgery, especially with Doc’s gear.” 

   Frances comes to the rescue. “We’re good to go, Doc!” she calls over her shoulder. 

   “Good!” comes his reply. The engine starts up and Arnie hurries away, saying something about how he thought he was going to be the one driving.

   Rocket: Are you awake?

   I look to Frances, seeing if she just got the same message as me.

   “I got it,” she says.

   Frances Euphoria: Yes, we are. What’s up, Rocket?

   Rocket: Zedic and Veenure need your help! Sophia is already in.

   Frances Euphoria: It will just take me a second to log in.

   Rocket: Quantum too!

   Frances Euphoria: What’s going on?

   Rocket: Zedic and Veenure got jumped by Reapers! They tossed some kind of grenade and everyone just disappeared! DISAPPEARED! This is serious!

   Me: Disappeared? What do you mean disappeared?

   Rocket: You know, disappeared. Poof – gone; not there; no longer present; not registering onscreen; unaccounted for; unable to be view-

   Me: Okay, got it.

   Rocket: Zedic is still logged in, but I can’t find him! 

   Frances Euphoria: And his vitals?

   Rocket: Within normal limits.

   Frances Euphoria: Rocket, do not log in. We need someone on comms just in case any of us get stuck. Link with Doc, keep him up to date. 

   Rocket: I want to help!

   Frances Euphoria: Relax, this has happened before. Just be ready to assist us if we have any problems. It could just be a glitch. We’ll get to the bottom of this.

   Me: Looks like our afternoon just got interesting.


Chapter Nine

   
   No time to wax nostalgic about the beauties of diving or the sensation of leaving the real world and entering a real-enough world. Safe to say, Doc’s small dive beds ain’t too shabby, and I almost prefer the one I’m lying in to being suspended in some sticky liquid. Sophia, Frances and I spawn in a densely wooded area, the closest checkpoint to Zedic’s last location. For his part, Doc is back on the road, saying just a few words to us before Arnie helped strap us in – Goose ‘em.

   The Tritania world rules appear 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 money 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.

   
   Hell yes I’m in my Tritanian best with my Buster Sword strapped to my back and my Golden Goosinator, item 571 already extending up my arm. No time to check out foliage or the way Frances’ gear tightly hugs her body – we’re about to break things and hurt people.

   “Follow me,” says Sophia, already doing her David Blaine act. She floats away and we follow, Frances bringing up the rear.

   “Do you have a mutant hack?” I ask Sophia.

   She casts her hand behind her, showing me a set of claw rings that extend up her fingers.

   “Catwoman much?” I ask.

   “Doc made this one specially for me. It’s a spell modifier. I don’t like to clutter my inventory list with useless shit, like you.”

   “Hey!” I say, stepping over a few tangled vines. “My shit isn’t useless.”

   “You have a pizza in your inventory list.”

   “That pizza is delicious!” 

   Frances snickers.

   “Watch it!” I call over my shoulder.

   “You also have a pot of coffee, an oversized fork, a selfie stick, a disco ball, a dashboard hula girl, a dozen roses – need I go on?”

   “All of those things come in handy!” 

   I’m about to relay to her how often some of the unconventional items of my list have netted me some tail when I think otherwise – now’s not the time to think of Dolly and besides, methinks Frances could do without a description of my past sexual exploits.

   “A bear trap?” she asks.

   The nerve of this one. I swear, sometimes she really grinds my gears. “Ask Aiden about that one.”

   “The bear trap is a controversial and effective weapon.”

   We all turn, strike various combative poses. Sophia is all claws; Frances has two of her daggers in a ready position, one of which is clearly a mutant hack evident in the way it has partially spread up her arm; I’m geared up to slice and perforate with my Goosinator in one hand and my Buster Sword in the other. 

   “Aiden,” I say as I lower my weapons. “You shouldn’t sneak up on us like that.”

   The number one assassin this side of Marcus J. Brutus steps out of the shadows cast by a tree.

   “What’s going on here?” Frances asks. “Where are they?”

   “The Reapers have new tech.”

   Rocket: Clearly!

   “We’re aware,” I tell Aiden.

   “One of them tossed a grenade that transported the battle to the orthogonal matrix.”

   Sophia slaps her hand against her forehead. “Of course! As I told you before,” she narrows her eyes and fixes me with what I’m sure she thinks is baleful glare, “all Proxima Worlds have an inverse world called the OMIB, orthogonal matrix inverse base.”

   “Yeah, yeah, I remember. Are you saying that this grenade they tossed took them all to bizarro world?”

   Aiden nods. “Never seen anything like it before.”

   “We need to go there.” Sophia raises her hand. Her mutant hack claw rings shudder, disappear.

   “Now hold on a damn minute, how are we even going to find them?” I ask.

   “Don’t worry about that. They’ll spawn within the vicinity of their original, Tritania-proper location,” says Aiden. 

   A light emits from the center of Sophia’s forehead. It pulsates as it forms a colossal red sphere around us. 

   “Here goes nothing,” I tell Frances. We lock hands, wait for the sphere to lift us into the air.

   
   ~*~

   
   We spawn in a place that reminds me of a mash-up between Super Mario Brothers Star World and a Star Trek made for TV movie backdrop with a little Twilight Zone (the 2030s reboot) thrown in for good measure. Everything has a midnight blue tint to it aside from the distance blips of light. Twinkle twinkle little star as far as the eye can see. We’re standing on something solid, although it looks as if we’re floating. A step forward and a step backwards is all I need to confirm the solidity of the ground. 

   Unfortunately, I don’t have much time to take in the netherworldly glory – a series of frozen avatars in front of us make it abundantly clear that a battle is underway.

   “Still turn-based?” I ask, although I already know the answer.

   Sophia says, “It’s the OMIB associated with Polynya, so yes.”

   A scroll appears in before us: JOIN THE BATTLE?

   I press the golden YES button and a fanfare sounds.

   Veenure is the first to acknowledge us. She’s badly wounded, her life bar down to 25%. “What took you so long?”

   “It took us a second to get the word from Rocket, who was monitoring your progress.”

   Sophia turns to Zedic, “Are you okay?”

   “I’m fine,” he says, his avatar not matching his optimism. There’s no bleeding in Tritania, but if there were, Zedic would need a liter or so of O negative right about now. His life bar is down by three-quarters, too.

   I focus on the group of Reapers across from us. Seven in total and they look predictably reaperish with their bulging muscles, tribal tattoos and carved skull masks. Sure, they’ve got world appropriate armor that is filled with ‘oh-look-at-how-tough-I-am’ Spawn spikes and chains, but having finished off Rollins in the real world, I’m feeling mostly pissed that I’ve been called to the parallel Milky Way to deal with more angsty dweebs and brainwashed orphans. 

   “Can I go first?” I ask.

   “Use your hack,” Sophia says. “We need to get their RL positions.”

   “Oh I will,” I say, my hand coming up to my inventory list, “but I got a point to prove first.” I scroll to my disco mirror ball, item 149. It appears under my free arm as if it were a basketball.

   Sophia shouts, “What the hell are you doing?”

   “How much is the penalty for using a gun-based weapon here?” I ask the sky.

   No reply. 

   “Rocket?”

   “Nope,” says Frances, “he can’t get feeds here either.”

   “Well, I suppose this will have to be worth it.” 

   Before Sophia can protest more or Frances can stop me, I toss the mirrored disco ball into the air. It stops directly above the Reapers and hovers there like my own personal Death Star. The Goosinator hack spreads up my arm and forms a barrel that could fit a supersized wack-a-mole. I aim the weapon at the disco ball and fire. 

   Le boom. The blast hits the disco ball and light sprays everywhere, hitting each Reaper, and just like Doc programmed, forcing them to immediately log out.

   My life bar flashes red and the battle is dunzo. 

   
   ~*~

   
   No trumpet, no nothing, and if Doc’s Goosinator is working as it should – and it is – the Skull and Crossbones rejects are attempting to log back in right now, only to be presented with an image of Granny Weatherwax whipping a Reaper’s tookus with a cast iron skillet as their real world locations are logged and saved to Doc’s system. The point is: we got the bastards.

   “Let’s blow this pop stand; all this space is giving me the willies.” 

   Sophia is the definite bearcat of the bunch, and she goes out of her way to brush past me with more brusqueness than is really called for. She kneels next to Zedic, who sits on the non-ground with his knees pulled to his chest. “It’ll be okay,” she tells him.

   “This sucks,” he says. “SUCKS!” He hammers the non-ground with his fist. I could swear I see the continuum wrinkle around his fist just a bit, but it could be my imagination or the aftereffects of my real world concussion.

   “What’s gotten into you, man?” I ask.

   “They blasted me!”

   “So? I blasted them back,” I tell him. 

   Veenure’s eyes shine under her hood. “No, they zapped him with some weird weapon.”

   “A hack?”

   “Assholes,” he says, “I almost dodged it, but like, someone cast something on me and I froze midair.”

   Veenure walks over to Zedic, holds her hand over his head and says something in Thulean pretend-talk. 

   “That won’t work,” Sophia says. “Besides, even if you were twenty levels higher, you still wouldn’t be powerful enough to cast an algospell. They start at level ninety-five.”

   “An algospell?”

   “An advanced spell that has the ability to modify a Proxima algorithm. These have various names, depending on the Proxima World you’re in. FYI: a mutant hack is a weapon with an algospell as its core component.”

   Veenure snorts. “We’re all impressed with your big brain, I’m sure – but what about him? We can’t just leave him here!”

   “Hold the phone, Malone! What do you mean leave him here?” I ask.

   “I can’t log out!” he shouts, tapping his finger against the air. “Look!” 

   Veenure turns to me, flips down her hood. Her eyes seethe with an inner fire; fury distorts her features. “Who the hell were those guys? How do they have weapons like that?”

   I give Frances a should we spill the beans look. She shakes her head.

   “Those guys are part of highly organized group who sow misery and unhappiness everywhere they go. They’re serious bad guys whose actions have serious repercussions in the real world. We’ve run up against them a bunch of times in other worlds as well, and we don’t, um, really know who they are yet, to be honest.”

   “They’re a bunch of teenage dirtbags,” I add.

   Veenure shakes her head. “How’s that even possible? And how long have they been after you?”

   “We call them Reapers,” Frances says, eying Sophia carefully to make sure we’re all on the same page. “That’s about all we know about them.”

   “I don’t care what you call them – we can’t just leave Zedic here! He’s our guild-sibling!”

   Frances asks, “Did they get you too?”

   Veenure raises her hand and the logout button appears. “I thought they did, but I guess I’m good to go.”

   “Assholes.” Zedic raises his hand to logout – nothing.

   My heart skips a beat; I do the same and the logout button appears. “Whew,” I say under my breath.

   “And it gets shittier,” he says, flaring his nostrils. “I’m not stuck in Tritania proper; I am stuck out here in BFE.”

   “You don’t know that,” says Sophia. 

   “Try to forceport me to Tritania.”

   She raises her hand, the red sphere forms around Zedic, and it bursts like a soap bubble.

   “How did you know it wouldn’t work?” she asks.

   “Why would they have taken us to the OMIB if they didn’t plan to utilize the setting? They didn’t have any other advantages aside from their numbers.”

   I give the place another gander, imagining how shitty it would be to be trapped here. Sure, The Loop had its ups and downs, and the rainy days and daily assassination attempts were taxing, but there was always something to do. This place is akin to being stuck in a void, the embodiment of the Empyrean. Yeah, you can move around, and it seems as if you could walk towards the horizon forever, but there is literally nothing to do, which gives me an idea.

   “Can you access your inventory list?”

   Zedic raises his hand and his list appears in front of him, lit by a faint rim of yellow. “Apparently I can,” he says, “but I don’t have anything but weapons in it.”

   “Can you use comms?”

   “I can’t.”

   I grin at Sophia long enough for her to turn away.

   “Well, well, well,” I tell him. “Your old buddy Quantum has enough junk in my trunk – that didn’t come out right, but you get the point – to entertain just about anyone. A TV? I got one in my list, item 74. It only plays detective movies, but most aren’t too shabby.”

   He rolls his eyes.

   “Hey, before everyone starts judging me, let me finish – that’s not all I have. You name it, I got it. A blender so you can make some drinks and liquor for said drinks? I got it. A couch? Check. A set of golf clubs? That could be fun for hitting some balls, you know, getting some stress out. A pot of hot coffee? You know I got it. A Chicago deep-dish pizza? Got it. Cuban cigar? Bolivar Libertado at your service. A bicycle? Item 180 to be exact. I even have a replica of Hemingway’s typewriter, just in case you want to do some typing.”

   “All that stuff is old,” he pouts.

   Well, now I’m offended, but not offended enough shut my trap. “How about my Warrick Brown four-piece sectional leather sofa, Item 322? It’s comfy.”

   “I don’t want anything.” Zedic drops his face into his hands. Yeah – he’s definitely pouting.

   “We’re here for you,” says Frances.

   “I’ll hang out here with you as much as I can,” Aiden says. “Same with the other NPCs in our guild.”

   “Yeah,” says Veenure. “I’ll visit too, I promise.”

   Sophia says, “We have your coordinates.”

   “In this?” he says, waving his hand around. “This shithole?”

   “This is far from a shithole,” I tell him, The Loop on my mind. “It is more of a vacuum.”

   “Yes,” Sophia agrees. “Your coordinates are … well … you. They are you, within you. Any time a human player spawns in the OMIP, their coordinates are tied to their avatar. A human player can’t spawn here directly, but once they’ve spawned in Tritania, they can either be transported here via a portal or if they’re a higher level magic user – like me – they can use a variation of an algospell to come here.”

   “We’re here for you, buddy,” I tell him. “We’ll get you through this. Immurement is a bitch.”


Chapter Ten

   
   Sophia twitches her nose like Samantha Stephens and boom, we’re back in the forest where we started. It’s night in Tritania and a mist has settled all around us, giving the place an eerie, Transylvania vibe.

   Rocket: What did I miss? Where’s Zedic?

   Me: A lot. Zedic is stuck in the OMIB and we can’t communicate with him over comms. Get Doc on the horn; maybe he’s heard of something like this before. The Reapers have new tech that cancels a person’s ability to log out. It’s like what the bleachies had on their necks, but now it’s a projectile weapon.

   Rocket: Horn?

   Me: Tell Doc what happened.

   Aiden says, “We aren’t too far from Waringtla. If we hurry, we’ll be able to make it there under the cover of night … my preference.” He gives me the same wicked grin I’ve seen him give me countless times before he killed me. 

   “You wanna go, old pal?”

   His countenance changes. “Nothing like that, although that could be interesting given our limitations in Tritania. Just thinking of the best way to get into the city.”

   “Why don’t we just knock on the big giant door?”

   “You would say that.” If Sophia had the ability to blow steam out of her nose, she’d do it just about every time she spoke with me. I get the urge to respond and I suppress it by turning to Frances and winking. 

   Veenure says, “There will be fewer spiders if we go through the Attla Forest now. They’re daytime creatures.”

   Aiden pulls ahead. “I’ll go scope it out.” And with that, he’s gone.

   “Eek,” says Frances, her face scrunching up. “Spiders… “

   Sophia says, “We’ll do whatever we need to do to stop the giants from attacking during the Griffin Festival, including fighting spiders.”

   “We sure do a lot for an NPC empress.”

   “Did you forget what happened earlier today?” Sophia frowns at me as she takes the lead, and the rest of us fall in line behind her. “She said she’d give us enough EXP – well not me but you all – to travel to the next continent.”

   “To Ultima Thule, I get it. Seriously though, I don’t see why we’re doing her any favors when we could just get levels ourselves. Nothing wrong with getting our hands dirty.”

   “You don’t actually get it, do you?” Veenure calls over her shoulder. “EXP is harder to get as we advance in levels. Being instantly awarded enough EXP to move to level 35 is legit. Only an Emperor or the Empress can do something like that. That’s why we’re going to stop the giants.”

   “First we do this for her, then we do that. Soon enough, we become her gophers. I can hear her now: Yoo-hoo, commoner scum, go fetch us the Wicked Witch’s broomstick, the Holy Grail, and the Sword of Omens. As your reward, we will give you two-thirds of an EXP level, a five dollar off coupon for Chuck E. Hooters, and an autographed Frog King PEZ dispenser.”

   “Don’t you care about Zedic?” Veenure asks. 

   “What does he have to do with us taking some quest from Empress Thun? I’m logged out for a few hours and little empress Sophia takes over the group,” I say, half-meaning it. I assume that Veenure assumes that Sophia has briefed me on what happened while I was out with pho belly, but you know what they say about assumptions.

   “The Empress can likely help Zedic too,” she says, ignoring my wisecrack. “If we aren’t able to solve the puzzle first, of course.”

   “She’s right, Steamboy,” says Veenure.

   “Plus, we’ll get some friends back in RL working on Zedic’s issue,” says Frances, “including Rocket. He’s kind of a big hacker.”

   Rocket: Kind of? 

   “I figured,” Veenure says. “He seems like he doesn’t go out much. I bet he hasn’t seen the sun in weeks.”

   Rocket: Hey! I saw the sun two days ago! Besides it was almost not overcast in Steam last night.

   Frances Euphoria: She can’t hear you, I mean read you.

   Sophia: Are comms always this ridiculous when all of you are logged in?

   “Rocket’s geekiness is to our advantage,” I assure Veenure. “He knows some people that are pretty deep into the Proxima Galaxy. Plus, he … um … lives near Zedic, so he can arrange medical care while we figure out what to do next.”

   “The Sage of Gotha might know too,” says Sophia. 

   “The guy on Ultima Thule everyone keeps talking about?” I ask.

   Veenure’s eyes flash from green to yellow and back again. “He’s the world’s NVA Seed; everyone knows this.”

   “NPC or commoner?”

   “NPC,” both Sophia and Veenure say.

   Me: Well Dolly wasn’t much help in The Loop up until the end, when she led me to the logout point.

   Frances Euphoria: She kept you entertained.

   Rocket: I think she did more than that.

   Me: Both of you are on thin ice.

   Frances Euphoria: This gives us yet another reason to get to Ultima Thule, which gives us another reason to successfully complete the Empress’ quest. We need to find Strata’s son and we need to free Zedic. It’s not quite a two birds one stone scenario, but it’s pretty darn close. At the same time, Rocket and Doc can work on any hackery ways to free him, if that’s even possible.

   “Well what are we waiting for?” I announce to the group. “Let’s do a little spider squashing on our way to Giantville!”

   
   ~*~

   
   Easier said than done.

   The first Attla Spiders we encounter are nasty little beasts, covered in thick bristly hairs and salivating like rabid pooches. I almost want to offer Frances my airplane barf bag, item 84, but the spiders attack first and damn if we don’t narrowly dodge their venomous fangs. 

   “Our turn!” I say as I access my Spider-Gwen Web Shooters, item 143, just to be ironic. They appear on my wrists and I give my palms a quick tap. With great power comes great responsibility, and I’m just about to channel the spirit of Stan Lee when Sophia moves forward to attack. “Hey!”

   “You’re taking too long,” she says as she lifts into the air.

   COMBO LINK!

   “I didn’t agree to this!” she shouts, but glorious Proxima AI has taken over by this point. I swing forward, my webs attached to God-knows-what and I start doing Liu Kang bicycle kicks. A haze of light whirls around Sophia’s body and she blasts me with it, multiplying my legs by a hundred and giving me the appearance of a Hindu deity. One hundred legs kicking strong and boy, do the spiders hate the bottom of my stompers.

   COMBO MADE!

   The words Lance Legstrong Attack flash on the screen. 

   Rocket: Dope move!

   “I see what you did there, Peanut Gallery,” I say as I land back on our side of the fighting field. “Nice.”

   Rocket: (ᵔᴥᵔ)

   Charlotte’s bastard offspring scatter and the battle ends. No EXP, no trumpet.

   “What the hell happened to the creepy crawlers?” I ask.

   Veenure presses her hood off her head; the Thulean tattoos running down her cheeks pulsate. “They’re regrouping,” she says as her eyes widen in fear. The foliage around us rustles and Frances practically jumps into my arms.

   “Easy, tiger,” I tell her, hoping she gets the Mary Jane reference. She doesn’t.

   “I hate spiders! Hate hate hate them!”

   “Strange, they always speak well of you!”

   She gives me the one-eye-closed-and-the-other-one-squinched-not-very-amused-look.

   Aiden vanishes, appears several yards ahead of us with his weapons trained on the darkened forest. The only light available right now is from an orange moon above, which is partially blocked by the tops of the trees. This gives him just about as much concealment as an assassin could need, and he don’t need much. I’d hate to be any fairy tale critter traipsing through this particular enchanted forest with Morning Assassin out there on the prowl.

   Sophia does her Glenda the Good Witch act. A map forms out of cosmic dust in front of her, and our party is indicated by small green triangles. The GoogleFace Maps logo appears in the corner. 

   “You can cast Nakk Legendakh?” asks Veenure.

   “Engrish puwreez,” I say.

   “Almost racist,” says Frances.

   “What is?”

   “Making fun of people’s English language skills.”

   “Um … it actually is racist,” says Sophia.

   “When did that become racist? And whose English language skills am I making fun of right at this moment anyway, Ms. Big Sensitivity Sheriff of the Quest?”

   She very carefully explains, in the tone of voice that Diversity and Inclusion professionals use to enlighten the less-evolved, “By an overwhelming majority, the UN Commission on Self-Worth Enhancement and Hurt Feelings Diminishment enacted the English As A Non-Primary Language Antidisembiggenmentarianism Position Paper of 2053, which declares that any citizen, resident, or non-traditionally documented immigrant of a signatory member-nation who mocks, denigrates, pokes fun at, disembiggens, or otherwise disempowers any self-aware entity’s non-standard use, sentence structure, or pronunciation of English as a non-primary language commits a racist act. So yes, it is indeed racist!”

   “You’re shitting me.”

   Rocket: We can’t shit you. Only you can shit you.

   Veenure nods. “She’s right. It is technically racist and you’re lucky the in-game AI didn’t catch you. Likely because you only said two words.”

   “There’s a three word minimum?” I ask.

   “Yes and no.”

   “What in the hell is wrong with this world?”

   No one answers and my guess is, no one will. The kids that were born in the 2030s and 2040s all have … um … pudding for brains. None of them were around before the widespread adaption of virtual reality and from that, virtual dream worlds. Sure, there were edgy CG cartoons in the 2020s, and no, none of them were as edgy as some of the DisNike classics from the 1940s and 50s – no racist Siamese cat beating a racist piano with racist chopsticks while racistly singing fortune cookie always wrong. 

   Sophia says to Veenure, “You’ll learn Nakk Legendakh when you pass level fifty. Super helpful to have a magic map; there are ways around it though, if you’re interested in doing some of the Hyperborea Fasts down along the coast.”

   “Fasts?” I ask.

   Sophia says, “Players see how long they can stay in the game without eating in the outside world. They also make a journey while doing so, akin to what people still do on the Japanese Island of Shikoku.”

   “Can’t they just plug in a feeding tube?”

   “Nope. Anyone that takes part is surveilled by the Imaginary Friend company, who also is a sponsor. They make sure people don’t die. If you complete the fast and the journey, you get the Nakk Legendakh spell no matter what class you are. Some people do it at level two.”

   “Which means map, right?” I ask.

   “You’re catching on. You may only need to take the remedial Thulean course twice!” Sophia laughs at her own joke.

   Rocket: Burn!

   Sophia spreads her fingers wide to enlarge the map. “What do you think about this way?” she asks Veenure.

   “Yeah, maybe … ” Veenure pinpoints a particular spot on the floating map and double taps it. The map pixilates, returns with a zoomed in picture of the area in question, revealing a mahoosive river with an island in the middle. “See? That’s the Attla spider lair. We should go another way.”

   “Is that why it’s shaped like a spider skull?” 

   “Yes, Steamboy. That’s why it’s called Spider Skull Island,” says Sophia. “It’s listed right there.”

   I glance off into the dark to see if Aiden is around anywhere. “Hey Morning Assassin, where dost thou lurketh?”

   “Here,” he whispers in my ear as he materializes behind me. I hate it when he does that; I think that’s why he does it.

   “Want to check out Spider Skull Island and see if it’s a good way to go?”

   “It’s not a good way to go,” he says, “for human players anyway.” He turns to Sophia’s map and points to the shore surrounding the small island. “This is all Attla Spider venom. It sits on top of the water.”

   Frances makes a queasy sound. “That’s so gross.”

   Me: Idea alert. Is there any way we can bottle up some of that Attla venom, put it in a weapon, and use it against the Reapers?

   Sophia: That is the best idea I’ve heard from you all day.

   Frances: As long as I’m not the one doing it.

   Rocket: We’ll need an NPC to handle the stuff, safer that way.

   Me: I know the perfect guy. You two distract Veenure and I’ll pull Aiden aside.

   Sophia floats ahead and Frances follows, doing her best to come between Veenure and me. “Let’s get a move on; we really need to get to the next continent and getting to the giant city is a step in the right direction. Rocket and his buddies can continue to work on Zedic’s situation back in the real world.” 

   I turn to Aiden and smile.

   “What’s up?” he asks under his breath. 

   “Where’s Dirty Dave?”

   “Probably hopped up on wizard-made Riotous on his way to a unicorn brothel right about now,” he says.

   “Wait, did you just say a unicorn brothel?”

   “Just a guess.”

   “Well, to each his own, I suppose. I got an idea.”

   “I’m all ears,” he tells me.

   “I want you to fall back, do your NPC teleport thingy and get him.”

   “What’s your angle?” 

   I pat him on the back as I say, “I’m thinking we could get him to make a couple of hose guns with the Attla Venom inside, just like those hose guns he made us in Steam, and somehow feed those into the hack that our CWO made. Imagine this: I blast a gaggle of Reapers with the Golden Goosinator and not only is their location logged, not only is their life bar affected once they finally log back in and use any of their weapons, now they are unable to log in for a week because of the venom. It’ll sting real bad.”

   “Using a gun will affect your life bar.”

   “Not worried about that part. I’ll tell you what … ” I access my inventory list, scroll to item 306, my pound of Walter White Riotous. I do the drug dealer handoff to Aiden. “Give him a little of this, just a little. I don’t need to take the Pepsi Challenge to know that this smack is better than whatever a wizard can conjure up here in Tritania. Once he makes the weapons, give him more, but just a little. Approach with caution though: he may get twitchy.”

   “Got it,” he says, flashing that sinister grin of his. “If he gets twitchy, I’ll get twitchy. He won’t like me when I’m twitchy.”

   With that, he disappears.

   
   ~*~

   
   The itsy bitsy spiders turn out to be relatively easy to squish once we get in our groove. Sure, they got their venom, but our level sixty-one Mind Mage has these creepy crawlers practically doing circus tricks by the end of our battles. She has them attack each other, get scared and run away, wrap their counterparts in webs; hell, Sophia even has a couple join our side in a few of the battles like Dolly did a week ago (which I get the feeling she does just to get Frances a little urpy). 

   Of course, I keep trying to impress the three ladies with my vast array of combos and attacks from my exceptionally robust inventory list. No one bites, and when they do, it is usually tinged in mockery. 

   “A bicycle pump?” Frances snickers as I brandish item 270 on high as if it were the Sword of Truth, Justice, and the Federal Corporate American way. 

   “Yes, with your choice of Schrader, Presta, or inflating needle attachments! Observe – your very own WalMacy’s Day Parade.” I run forward, stick the inflating needle into the nearest Attla Spider and pump the surprised arachnid up until she’s a fully inflated, eight-legged, venom-dripping Goodrich Blimp, straining at her tether. 

   I bound into the air like Greg Louganis off the springboard at Seoul – only better – and with the most delicately precise of jabs from item 538 – Catherine Tramell’s ice pick, the arachnid explosively deflates with an icky, sticky, gooey KABLOOEY! Spider guts galore.

   COMBO MADE!

   The words Pump and Prick appear in the air.

   “Sounds like a great name for an erotic novel,” Veenure says.

   “Or the name of my first sex tape,” I chime in.

   Rocket: You made a sex tape?

   Me: You’re just not good with sophisticated humor, are you?

   Sophia: I wouldn’t classify your humor as sophisticated. Sophomoric at best; legally actionable at worst.

   Here comes the color guard. Veenure spins a staff that she’s manifested, does a side cartwheel, tosses the staff in the air and performs a series of backflips as her weapon beelines towards its target. The kumonga on the left explodes as soon as the staff pierces it.

   “Not too bad,” Sophia faintly praises. “You should find a Droga Kona necklace; it will double the power of your explode attack. The spiders are low level; that attack wouldn’t work on anything higher than level eleven. Also, your flips need work.”

   Me: Droga wha wha?

   Rocket: Dragon horn. Droga means dragon, kona means horn. So dragon horn necklace.

   Frances moves up to the plate. She casts her hand into the air and a small cloud appears above the last spider. Lightning bolts shaped like tiny daggers strike the spider and deplete its life bar by three quarters. 

   SHOW ME THE MONEY!

   “What the hell does that mean?” I ask as the words disappear.

   “Frances is a Dark Thief,” says Sophia as she steps forward. “She steals something with every attack. That particular attack is a magic/melee hybrid, meaning it increases her chances of getting some loot.”

   “A spider carries loot?”

   Rocket: It’s a MMORPG! Of course it does!

   Sure enough, the words appear on my vision pane: +62 Rupees

   Sophia stops directly in front of the last spider, the one Frances just shocked into coughing up a bit of lettuce. She points at the spider, snaps her fingers, and the spider shrivels up and crumbles into dust.

   Me: Damn! What’s that attack called?

   Sophia: I call it instant death. The correct name is Takk Duchig Nakk – Quick Death Magic.

   
   ~*~

   
   No time to think about the fact that my real life body is in an RV somewhere bangtailing it towards Colorado. Again, digital dream worlds trump the real world. If only they could get the sex and the food up to snuff in here, there’d be no reason to log out.

   We’re not clear of the forest yet, but I can see the walls of a great city through the foliage. That and we just passed an abandoned giant’s shoe, large enough for me to crawl inside and stretch out. “We going to case this joint or bust in?”

   Sophia asks, “Are you always such an impulsive dundrekhcha?”

   Veenure snickers.

   “Lemme guess? That means idiot?”

   Frances claps me on the back. “You’re getting better at Thulean.”

   “Not by choice,” I mumble. I’m just about to shoot my mouth off when Aiden drops in front of us.

   “Dirty Dave is onboard,” he says, locking eyes with me. “It should take him a few days though.”

   “Who?” Veenure asks.

   “He’s one of the NPCs we brought over from the other world,” Frances explains. “You’ve met most of them.”

   “The British guys?”

   “Yup, those are some,” I tell Veenure. 

   “The Scottish one farted right in front of me!”

   “He’ll do that. Did you see the guy scratching his arm, kind of jittery?”

   She thinks for a moment. “You mean the one with the stringy hair and bloodshot eyes?”

   “That’s Dirty Dave.”

   We press forward, down a narrow lane that leads to a bridge. I get the notion to look for a troll under the bridge but I’m not in the mood to see the ghost of Jon Lovitz yet to come. We move on, past an overturned cart with vines twisting through its spoked wheels.

   Aiden steps out of the ether, directly in front of me for the umpteenth time.

   “Yeah, I get it, you’re a stealth ninja.”

   Rocket: I’m a ninja, he’s an assassin.

   “Get ready!” Aiden flips around and disappears again. The ground shakes as a man the size of a four-story building pushes away the trees. 

   “HALT! WHO GOES THERE?”

   
   ~*~

   
   “State your name, age and reason for visiting Waringtla!” The giant snarls. His body is obscured by the dark, his face lit by the lantern he holds. I catch the glint of a weapon, but can’t really make out how long or how sharp it is. My guess is that it’s large enough to cut me in two.

   I push Sophia aside and say, “My name is Daft Punk and I am twenty years old. I am one part of a French DJ duo that should have been dead long ago but secretly passed the torch to a pair of Muslim DJs from Metz to keep the brand going indefinitely. My hobby is playing four-on-the-floor classic choons for infidels that’re chock-full of subliminal messages.”

   “And the rest of your party?” the giant asks, dropping his voice a couple of decibels. 

   “Her name is Angelica Pickles; she’s fifteen and fond of mind magic and bossing people around. The thief’s name is Little Red Riding Hood; she’s twenty and likes dating older guys. The one with face tattoos and hood is … um … Tank Girl; she’s fond of doing homework and dancing with herself. The NPC is Ra’s al Ghul and he’s into bear traps and morning brawls.”

   “And your purpose for visiting the city?”

   “Proselytizing. We’re spreading the good word of the Quran all across the continent.”

   “Is that so?” I hear the bracelets on the giant’s wrist jingle, meaning he’s either lowering his weapon or moving into a striking position. Even with Veenure’s hand flame and the giant’s lantern, it’s still too dark to get a good gander at what he’s up to.

   Sophia: Did you seriously just tell the giant you were a Muslim DJ here for Islamic proselytizing? And who the hell is Angelica Pickles anyway?

   Frances Euphoria: Why didn’t he just read your info? He’s an NPC; he can access it.

   Sophia: NPC Giants aren’t granted access to player character databases as punishment for attacking the Great Jubilee.

   “You gonna let us through or what?” I ask Brobdingnag’s digital counterpart.

   The giant chews on what I’ve just said for a moment, shines his light on my guild amigas. “If you’re all Muslim, why is she the only one wearing a hijab?” He rattles his lantern at Veenure. “And why is the NPC bodyguard wearing a burka?” 

   Sophia: Are we really going with this?

   Me: We are now!

   Veenure plays along, “I am from a more conservative family.”

   Aiden says, “My nickname is Scarface Charlie and I don’t like to give away the fact.”

   Me: See, she gets it!

   “I see,” says the Saiduka giant. “In that case, you may pass, but you’ll need to register with the Office of Proselytizing at the city gate. Just follow this path; go straight when you get to the fork in the road.”

   “Thank you, brother. Salaam alaikum.”

   The giant steps aside and the ground trembles. His lantern casts light across his toes – dirty, hairy things in need of a good ol’ fashioned Texas Chainsaw Pedicure and die grinder follow-up. 

   “Nice one,” Aiden says as we file past.

   “The Scarface Charlie comment was spot on,” I say after we’re far enough away from the giant to speak normally again. “I almost miss the stupid bastard.”

   “I don’t know why that was so smart,” Sophia says. “You two clearly have no idea what going to the Office of Proselytizing entails. We may be there for days just to get registered. Days.”

   “Give me a break. You really think that’s what we’re gonna do?” 

   She stops. “So you lied to him?”

   “Don’t get your cloak in a bunch. So I lied to an NPC giant too stupid to quiz me on what the Five Pillars of Islam are just to test my veracity. Who cares? He’s an NPC, I played the old religious card and it worked!”

   Sophia ostentatiously levitates and lands in front of me. “You lied about our religion back there; I’m not Muslim.”

   “Well no duh, princess. I don’t know what the big deal is? I’m pretty sure no one in our guild is Muslim; well, maybe the Chef or the Saucier are, but if they are, they didn’t check the box on their guild membership application, and we wouldn’t discriminate against them if they did, right Aiden.”

   “Right,” he says. “That’s part of our charter.”

   “Veenure?”

   “I’m Vegan.”

   Frances laughs. “That’s not a religion.”

   She gives Frances a look. “It is if you do it right.”

   Sophia sighs audibly. “Would all of you please stop joking for once? I’m just trying to figure this out. Lying to NPCs has consequences.”

   “Relax, Sophia,” says Frances. “You’ll get used to Steamboy’s way of doing business.”

   Rocket: He’s not as dumb as he comes across!

   Me: Thanks?

   Veenure says, “It’s clear what he did. He manipulated the rules of Tritania to get us into the city. We couldn’t just tell the guy that we’re here to stop them from attacking the Griffin Festival. Most human players don’t visit Waringtla without trade items, and we don’t have a trading cart. Just like the real world – well at least in America – NPCs are programmed not to question religious beliefs. In fact, that guard was almost out of line by asking us why we weren’t wearing hijabs. I was actually surprised by that!”

   “See? There’s a method to my madness,” I say, dropping my goofy grin. 

   Sophia tips her head to the side and squints at me. “I’m surprised I haven’t heard of this tactic.”

   “Anything that helps someone win is a tactic,” Aiden says. 

   “You’d be surprised what I’ve used this tactic to do,” I tell the group. “Not just Islam – I’ve pretended to be a Tibetan monk; a Church of the Flying Spaghetti Monster disciple; A Jehovah’s witness; a Branch Davidian groupie; a devout follower of Sun Myung Moon; A Scientologist with a Dianetics book containing a personalized message from Tom “Too Crazy for Oprah” Cruise; hell, even a devout follower of everyone’s favorite secular holiday – Festivus! I used the last one there to get into Scarface Charlie’s Chinatown headquarters a number of times. Nothing like beating a door goon with my unadorned aluminum Festivus pole, item 274 – now that’s a Festivus for the rest of us. Now, we can discuss how I brilliantly duped the guard for the next hour, or we can infiltrate this city and do what it is we came here to do.”

   “I get it,” she says, “but what about the registrar at the city gates? That was just a guard back there; we’ll still need to register.”

   “There’s the moat,” Aiden says, moving ahead. “And there are several sewer passages connected to the moat. What we’re going to do is simple – we’ll dive to the bottom of the moat and fight our way through the sewers.”

   Veenure nods. “There is always something creeping in the sewers of an MMORPG.”

   “Or a Zompoc world,” Frances chimes in.

   A murky fog lies ahead, signifying the start of the moat. I don’t know about the rest of the guild, but I picked up an original set of Steve Zissou’s diving gear, item 50, at The Pier a few years back. Looks like it is finally going to come in handy.

   “Once we’re out of the sewers, we’ll stay at a hotel in the red light district, where they won’t register your usernames,” Aiden says. “Then the guild will have a spawning point within the city walls, and we’re in like Flynn.”


Chapter Eleven

   
   Moaty McMoatface. It only takes me one glance at the muddy waters to know I’d much rather be listening to the blues than diving in this sludge. It looks thicker than a Dunkin King malt protein plus peanut butter milkshake with a gluten-free whipped topping and kosher shade grown dark chocolate sprinkles.

   To my immediate left, Veenure is all Pulp Fiction in a dive suit she had in her inventory list that could double as a BDSM getup. Rocket transferred Frances and Sophia diving suits, which don’t look too bad aside from the tiny shark fins on the backs of their shins. Aiden has gone old school – he’s in a Jacques Cousteau diving suit, the only other guy besides yours truly who has any style in our guild.

   “You look nice,” Frances says to me.

   “I agree, the light blue and sunflower yellow helmet bring out the color in my eyes.” 

   She sticks her tongue out.

   “What, they do!”

   “Does your suit have armor?” Sophia asks. “Ours do.”

   “Why would I need armor to go for a little midnight dip?”

   “Whatever.” She turns to the group. “Knights – only comms work under water in Tritania, everyone clear?”

   Veenure says, “I’m still not on your comms, remember?”

   “Rocket is working on it.”

   “How can it be so hard? Most people just add by selecting someone’s name.”

   Frances to the rescue. “Rocket runs an encrypted comms for us and he doesn’t like playing with the code to allow others in.”

   Rocket: There’s no way anyone with any knowledge of Proxima communication systems will buy that.

   Veenure shrugs. “Well, whenever he fixes it, I’m down.” 

   Rocket: She doesn’t know how comms works? Ha! I am so much smarter than her! 

   Me: Yeah, but she’s much more fun to look at!

   Veenure is the first to jump into the moat, followed by Sophia, then Frances (who squeals as she hits the water), Aiden and yours truly. My goggles amplify ambient light as soon I’m in and everything glows neon green. Dirty Dave’s enhancements from way back pay off yet again.

   Water and bubbles and seaweed – oh my! This moat is deeper than it looks, and a lot gloomier too – visibility drops off fast. Aiden lights a flare and my optics step down and down until I can see Aiden and his flare, and that’s it. I go to thermal imaging, which is better.

   Me: Why the hell did he spark that thing up?

   Frances Euphoria: Veenure doesn’t have any optical enhancement gear. She’s swimming in the dark.

   Me: So she’s off comms and swimming in the dark. And we let her jump in first? Sounds to me like we’re dealing with some leadership issues in the KoNCM.

   Frances: Well, you’re our fearless leader, if I’m not mistaken.

   Sophia: If she were on comms, we could tell her to adjust the white balance. 

   Me: If we added her, she’d see my real handle. 

   Rocket: No, she’d see Steamboy, just like the rest of us.

   Me: I really, really, need to change my handle. 

   Rocket: I can do it now if you’d like. You’ve earned it.

   Me: Gee, thanks pop. 

   Rocket: What would you like your new handle to be?

   Me: QDaddy187.

   Frances Euphoria: QDaddy187? You serious here? Why do you want 187 anyway?

   Me: Googleface it.

   Sophia: The collective maturity level of our federally funded team blows my mind.

   Me: All I’m saying is that it needs to be a handle that my enemies will remember when I kill them; a moniker that strikes fear in their pusillanimous hearts.

   Frances Euphoria: Keep telling yourself that, tough guy.

   Rocket: That’s why Steamboy_889 is so good. It’s memorable. I can imagine a bad guy screaming the name as he dies. DAMN YOU, STEAMBOY! 

   I glance over my shoulder and color me surprised, the obligatory monster of the enclosed underwater space is swimming our way. It’s big – not super-extra-huge big, but still big enough to snarf all of us down in two, maybe three bites. With its long neck, tear drop shaped body and long, finned tail it’s beautifully streamlined except for the end with the bitey parts. 

   
   ~*~

   
   The battle trumpet sounds and we’re forced to swim into formation to do battle with the Moat Ness monster, regardless of whether or not we want to. The creature has the body of a plesiosaurus and the teeth of Dawn O’Keefe, and its head is that of a Piranha Plant. The underwater beast is eyeless, covered with lesions and swarmed by hungry pilot fish.

   Veenure is the first up. She does some tornado attack that produces mostly bubbles and little damage. 

   As I scroll through my list, Frances swims forward and strikes the not-so-pleased-iosaurus with her Ginsu knives, and has no more effect than would harsh language or fingernails.

   Frances Euphoria: Its skin is like iron!

   Sophia: Its skin is made of metal. Also, we’re attacking it underwater – our attack power is reduced.

   Me: Step aside ladies and let Sir Gamesalot take a crack at it.

   I quickly bring up the Tritania rules just to double-check. Most outside firearms are not allowed in Tritania. Your life bar will be docked if you equip an unapproved outside firearm. 

   Sophia: Hurry. I’m going to attack if you don’t!

   Me: What’s your hurry? You got a hot date or something? I got this; I just wanted to check something.

   I equip my German EMA naval mine, item 230. It’s magnetic, which means I don’t have to swim too close to the ugly bastard to detonate it. I do an underwater shot put maneuver. The mine floats over and once it plinks against the creature’s body – BOOM – the Moat Ness Monster’s life bar drops by half as the dark water in front of us churns and roils and fills with more bubbles than Mr. Clean’s Ibiza foam party.

   Me: The rules didn’t say anything about explosives!

   Sophia: Look again! All of us took some damage.

   I glance up at my life bar to see that it has been cut by a tenth. “Oopsie!”

   Sophia swims forward and executes a series of magicky hand-jive motions that form some oval-shaped something made of sparkles, glitter and light. Once it’s of adequate size, it drifts over to Ogopogo and transmogrifies into a seething mass of minnow-sized fish. They swarm it, nibble at it, and fractionally reduce its life bar with every bite.

   Me: How’s that possible?

   Sophia: Rust fish. I conjured some up and now they’re going to town.”

   Me: So your plan is to rust it to death?

   Sophia: It’s a long term strategy!

   Me: Well, that’s certainly effective, Your Most Wowsie-Wowness of Prestidigitators! Got anything that’ll help us in this lifetime?

   Aiden’s turn. He swims forward with a harpoon he procured from his own inventory list and thrusts it into the belly of the beast. Captain Ahab would be disappointed – little or no damage.

   Cecil the Sea-sick Sea Serpent snorts bubbles and smacks us all with its tail, which whacks my life bar another seven or eight percent.

   Rocket: Help is on the way! Frances, I’ve transferred a remote controlled US Navy Quickstrike Super Naval Torpedo to you. Just equip it, turn the joystick towards the Moat Ness Monster and press the red button.

   Me: Holy Captain Nemo, Rocket! You got another?

   Rocket: No problem, Q-migo, I’ll transfer you one.

   Me: I don’t know what that is, but thanks-a-mundo! And Q-migo? That’s actually not too shabby.

   Item 576 appears in my list, and I know exactly how Ralphie felt when he unwrapped his Red Ryder Carbine Action 200-shot Range Model air rifle with a compass in the stock and this thing which tells time on Christmahanukwanzivus morning. New weapons? Always a rush!

   The torpedo appears in Frances’ hands. It doesn’t look like such-a-much, and it’s disappointingly small – about the size of an overfed pug. She guides it into the open maw of our cranky Kraken, and the explosion vaporizes said aquatic menace. It also blows most of the water – and us with it – out of the moat, knocking our life bars down a good chunk.

   Rocket: Holy crap! I got a screenshot!

   We plunk down hard in the greatly diminished moat and everything freezes. We’ve won, and a bit of moola and EXP transfers into our shared account. Frances, true to her thiefy nature, receives a prize for her attack – a plesiosaurus tooth necklace.

   
   ~*~

   
    “You gonna keep that necklace?” is the first thing I ask once we’ve made it through a dressed stone conduit and into the sewer, which most serendipitously has a raised walkway on either side. Turds the size of VolksAudis float alongside giant feminine hygiene products, clumps of multifarious tissue, former pet fish floating belly-up, empty Horse Piss flagons and discarded body armor. Almost reminds me of The Pier, almost.

   “I’m keeping it. Frances’ dive suit dematerializes down her shoulders. Back in her cosplay Joan of Arc costume, her red hair now has an Herbal Essences luster to it, like she had time for a quick shampooing. The necklace tucks into the spot between her mams. 

   Veenure pushes past us, ruining our little flirt session. She does the fireball trick with her hand and forms a torch. “Let’s get to an inn. I need to watch my little brother in an hour.”

   “Lead the way, el Capitan,” I call after her. We walk along a sewer tunnel big enough to fit Doc’s RV. Thulean writings are etched into the wall and the ground is littered with bones, lots of bones, enough so that it would be safe to classify the place as an ossuary.

   Frances looks at Veenure. “You have a little brother?”

   “I sure do,” she sighs, “his name is Dustin, and he’s a little turd.”

   “Is he a Proxi-Kid?” asks Sophia.

   “He’s in the Proxima Galaxy more than I am, which is some feat! He spends most of his time in Nickelodeon worlds.”

   “No DisNike?” I ask.

   “He likes the Star Wars universe, but he’s not really into cutesy, bowdlerized fairy tale worlds with self-esteem building life lessons and thinly disguised learning elements.”

   “Smart kid.”

   “He’s definitely smarter than your average six-year-old, but that doesn’t make him any less a little bastard,” she stops, turns to some Thulean written on the wall. “Hey, I can actually read this! It says, Homekh.”

   “Yes, but that’s not all it says.” Sophia traces her fingers over the lower portion of the vertical script. “These words read Lava. So, homekh lava.”

   “Lava? What’s that mean?” she asks.

   “I have a Minions lava-lamp gun, item 239,” I announce. “It could mean that.”

   “Ignore him,” Sophia huffs, and sighs with ill-concealed exasperation at annoying ol’ me. “Lava has the same meaning as dolakh. Both mean to be, but lava is only used in Polynya.”

   “They even have regional dialects?” I snort. 

   Rocket: Homekh lava – it means be careful.

   Me: Shoot me now.

   Rocket: I would, but there’s an in-game penalty for that!

   “Look,” I tell the group, “we’re in the sewers underneath a city of giants. How much worse could it get?”

   Aiden appears in front of us, his Slice Bang at his side. “Heads-up everyone, we’ve got a Poop Monster headed right for us!”

   
   ~*~

   
   Poop Monster. 

   That conjures up images of a toddler making poo-poos in a DisNike Licensed Winnie the Pooh musical onesie or something equally innocuous, and not the tremendous animated fecal hemorrhage that… ahem… blocks our passage. This towering toxic avenger defies classification; truly it is a doody beast that only an immature, prescription medication-abusing, spray paint huffing, antifreeze quaffing, genre fringe-fiction author could conjure up.

   I glare at Aiden. “POOP Monster? Seriously? An angry clump o’ blood thirsty turds the size of frickin’ Godzilla might have been a slightly more accurate description, don’t you think?”

   “I call’s ‘em how I sees ‘em,” he shrugs.

   Deep breath. “Fair enough. Okay, Knights – if anyone has a Rosie O’Donnell-sized Depends in their inventory, now would probably be a good time to produce it,” I suggest, as I step to the forefront and brace for an attack.

   The feculent nightmare hurls a bolus of well-aged nitrogenous waste at me, which splatters against my armor like a June bug on a windshield and knocks my life bar down by seven or eight percent. It also makes me want to do the icky-icky dance like a little sissy-britches, but I refrain, and endure the shower of ignominy in tough and manly silence.

   “Again, giant Depends anybody? Personal freshness wipes would also be good.” I scrape off what I can as best I can, only to discover that it doesn’t really scrape off. “Fifty-five gallon drum of Smaxxe body spray wouldn’t be bad either. Anybody? No? Figures.”

   Sophia rolls her eyes. “Why would anyone have any of that?”

   “A robust list is a sign of a healthy mind and not a manifestation of a hoarding disorder.” Speaking of which, I give the list the old Showcase Showdown scroll. The price is wrong, Bob! My finger lands on my Impact Deluxe Professional Plunger, item 389. Sometimes I think my list has a mind of its own.

   “Surely, you can’t be serious,” says Sophia.

   “I am serious, and don’t call me Shirley.”

   She makes an involuntary snort of surprise, and then rolls her eyes to show how she’s really above that sort of thing. “Well hurry, others are waiting to attack.”

   “What is with you? Go ahead and attack then! Don’t bother the chef when he’s in the kitchen!”

   Frances steps forward and performs a multi dagger attack called Boomerang Toss, which doesn’t have a whole lot of effect.

   “Gross! Now my daggers are covered in poop!” She holds the daggers between thumb and forefinger, as far away from her body as she can get them.

   “I know what the monster’s called!” Veenure raises her finger in the ah-ha! gesture. “It’s a Fecal Pixie. There’s a pixie trapped inside there!”

   “How did it get trapped?” I ask as Aiden steps forward to attack. He does a flip attack, comes down hard with his Slice Bang and also does little or no damage.

   “They go looking for jewels in the … um … poo,” Veenure explains. “Sometimes they get stuck and when they do, their pixie dust mixes with it and they become Fecal Pixies.”

   “Igjigcha Dookh,” Sophia says in Thulean. “I’ve read about these things!”

   “Wunderbar, Fraulein Dozentin! Enough with the pretend gargle-talk,” I say, “Step aside, Knights. I’ve got just the thing for this schiesse pixie. This one’s for you, Rocket!” I equip Chewbacca’s Bowcaster, item 169, load the plunger, and zip it on its way. It splorps into the Fecal Pixie, and with a fine and inevitable predictability has almost no effect. 

   Rocket: Better luck next time!

   Sophia snaps her fingers to get Veenure’s attention. “Let’s try a combo.”

   Veenure narrows her eyes and frowns at her briefly, before they join hands ring-around-the-rosie style and circle to the left, or widdershins, as I’m sure Sophia and her big brain would insist on calling it. They levitate as they pick up speed, and the vortex they spawn sucks in enough bones and bone fragments to build a do-it-yourself Giganotosaurus Rex skeleton with sufficient left over to keep Toto and ninety-nine of his closest canine compadres busy a-burying in the backyard for a week – or forty-nine dog-days.

   They whirl like a pair of tweaker dervishes; they blur faster and faster into a counter-clockwise centrifugal column of rotating destruction – and then abruptly stop and hang in mid-air as all the bone debris slings off from around them and straight into Mister Hankey.

   Well Howdy-ho, boys and girls! That’s the most effective attack we’ve managed to muster. The gals’ whirling wall of flying bone depletes the Poo Beast’s life bar by 25%.

   COMBO MADE! Bonenado!

   “Bonenado?” My internal Buffcoat and Beaver chortle and snort, “Huh-huh-huh – it said bone!” as the name flashes and fades. Tritania AI has a malevolently twisted sense of humor. 

   I like it.

   The Fecal Pixie I like less. It gathers itself into a pasture pattie of unusual size and hurls itself at us as if it had been sharted direct from Hell’s sulfurous rectum.

   “Dammit!” All I can do is close my eyes as it plops down on top of us.

   Belly-flop of bum pie! 

   Doc’s state of the art equipment very accurately transmits the simulated sensation of total immersion in a warm, moist, fibrous, creepy-crawly infested shit bath to our sensory receptors. It is every bit as vile as one would imagine, and darned uncomfortable, too. It has also knocked our life bars down almost into the red.

   Frances performs a very sophisticated rendition of the icky-icky dance; easily 9.6 or 9.7 for difficulty and artistic interpretation. The more she tries to wipe the enchanted oobleck off, the more it spreads and sticks.

   “We need to take it out this round!” she rather unnecessarily points out.

   Sophia says, “We can try to–”

   “–I have an idea, a good one this time!” I give my list a quick scroll all the way down to item 566, my Almost Universal Solvent Hose Gun. 

   “Another gun?” she cries.

   “Not just any gun – it’s a hose gun.” I tell her. “Say it with me, hose gun. Not flinging any metal here.” I brace myself and pull back the lever. In my best FDNY impression, I keep the nozzle aimed at the turdling terror and drench it with one of Dirty Dave’s more esoteric and inventive weapons. Steam rises like the morning mist over a Mongolian sewage lagoon, and the creature roars and bellows its discomfitude.

   “Just another day at the office,” I comment as I keep laying on the AUS until the Mist of Stankonia clears. We’re greeted with a trumpet, some EXP and a little pixie hovering in the air like a humming bird.

   
   ~*~

   
   “You saved me!” 

   The crap pixie is as gold as pirate’s booty and in a skimpy outfit too, her naughty bits barely covered by a tattered skirt. About the size of an anatomically correct transgender Caitlin Jenner Barbie – the West Coast version rather than the Alabama version – she’d be cute if it weren’t for the fact that her main interest is artisanal bottom nuggets. “And for saving me, I’ll reward you!” She waves her hand and our life bars return to 100%. Much to Frances’ intense and obvious relief, the shit stains and skid marks vanish in a sparkly poof of pinkish pixie powder.

   Sophia floats up to greet her and does her look at me, I can speak Thulean thing. Again.

   The fairy does a little shake with her derriere and pixie dust sprinkles to the ground like flatulent oak pollen. “No Thulean, please,” she squeaks in a high-pitched voice. “The common tongue is better for me. If you want my help, just ask.”

   “Why do we want the crap fairy’s help?” I grouse.

   Frances looks at me as one would an annoying and not particularly bright child. “To get out of this sewer.”

   “You want out?” asks the fairy. “Well, I guess I could show you the way, but now is the absolute best time to find treasure. The BEST! Besides, it’s not like you’re in a maze or something. Just follow this path and boom, you’ll reach the ladder.” She twists higher into the air and takes a big whiff, exhales deeply. “Did I mention that I love treasure?”

   “I hate to break it to you, Stinkerbell, but digging through giant shit for treasure isn’t exactly a hobby to be proud of.”

   She stops just in front of me, bright as a candle up close, her legs and arms covered in glitter and iridescent Thulean tattoos. “I’m aware that it isn’t a hobby, Steamboy. It’s a calling; it’s a profession!”

   Rocket: A shitty profession! Did I do that right?

   Me: You did. Soon you’ll be at my level.

   Sophia: Please. Please, no.

   “Besides,” says the poo pixie, “I actually find treasure sometimes. Real treasure.”

   “What kind of treasure?” asks Veenure.

   “Different materials, which I sell to the pirates along the northern coastline.”

   “Any materials we’d be interested in?” I ask both her and Sophia. I shrug, figuring it can’t hurt.

   Stinkerbell does a flying sit spin and farts pixie dust on the landing. “Chronoton. A good blacksmith can use that to do a number of interesting things with it, including creating doors.”

   “A blacksmith to create a door?” I ask. “You’ve got your trade skills mixed up.”

   “A Reality Splitter,” Sophia sucks in her breath as her eyes go wide. “Which can be used to cut through the game-time continuum.”

   “Admit it. You’re just having fun with words now, aren’t you?”

   Veenure nods excitedly. “And into the OMIP, right?”

   “It can cut through this,” I say, waving my hand in front of me, “and connect to the inverse world?”

   “Precisely!”

   “Why is it a weapon again?” I ask Sophia.

   “A Reality Splitter is a hand axe-like device that can cut through the game time continuum.”

   “Huh?”

   She draws a square in the air. “It is a metal that can cut reality, if you want to put it that way, but it stays put, so you can go in and out of the door until you place the ax back in your inventory list.”

   “And this could help us free Zedic?” asks Frances.

   Sophia shrugs. “It’s worth a shot.”

   “And we just happen to have a blacksmith friend, ” I remind them.

   “Chrono,” says Aiden, “he was logged in a few hours ago when I went back to Hyperborea to find Dirty Dave.”

   Veenure says, “He even took his name from the metal.”

   Sophia floats over to the fairy and makes the Hook ‘em, Horns hand gesture. A single light emits from between her two fingers. Stinkerbell’s eyes flash white and she hovers obediently, awaiting Sophia’s order.

   “Igjigcha Dookh, how long will it take you to gather enough Chronoton to make a Reality Splitter?”

   “It will take me at least two or three days in real world time, Dr. Wang,” she says, her voice without any inflection. 

   “Perfect. I want you to gather as much as you can and deliver it to me. Will you need any help?”

   The turd fairy shakes her rump; pixie dust sprinkles onto the floor.

   “I will get you help then,” Sophia turns and gives Aiden a sly grin.

   “Not doing it,” he says, showing her his palm.

   Her smile falters, but she recovers quickly. “How much sway do you have with the other NPCs in our guild?”

   “Dirty Dave already has an assignment.”

   “Not him, the others. You know, like the cook, the other cook and the butler guy.”

   “His name is Jim,” I tell her, “and it’s Chef and the Saucier, not ‘cook’ and ‘the other cook’. If you want someone that has sway with those three, look no further.”

   “What about the other two that aren’t British?”

   “Croc and Cid the Bartender,” I tell her. “Any word on them, Aiden?”

   “I think they’re trying to open a pub in Kriya.”

   “Figures.”

   “And … the British Football Hooligans?” asks Sophia with a cringe.

   Aiden and I exchange glances; he shrugs. “They’ve gone … well not completely AWOL, but pretty damn close.”

   I add, “They got bored and went looking for trouble, and by all accounts usually find it when they’re not drinking and whoring.” Sophia, enlightened and morally superior being that she is, makes a face at drinking and whoring.

   “Apparently, they’re off somewhere doing something with someone for some reason or other, and we can’t exactly find them right now. Don’t get me wrong; they’re good guys to have in your corner, it’s just getting them there can be … mmmm … tricky some times. So no, they’re unavailable right now.”

   “Whatever. Just call the first three here. They can help.” Sophia turns back to the doodie pixie. “What was your name again?” 

   “Mierda.”

   “Okay, Mierda, meet … ” She glares at Aiden. “Well, what are you waiting for? Get them!”

   I see the Slice-Bang flicker in and then back out of his grip; his fingers clench and settle.

   “Easy there, Cochise. This ain’t The Loop,” I remind him softly, “and thanks for doing us all a solid.”

   “Fine.” Aiden disappears, reappears all of three seconds later with Jim the Doorman, the Chef and the Saucier.

   The Chef wipes his hands on the front of his apron and tosses his arms wide. “Quantum, you useless carcass!” 

   “Chef! If I didn’t have other pressing matters to attend to right now, I’d give you the turkey baster treatment for old times’ sake.”

   Rocket: That didn’t come out right!

   Me: Dammit, look in my inventory list, item 348. That turkey baster.

   We embrace and I turn to Jim, who gives me a nervous smile. “Hi, Mr. Steamboy,” he says.

   “Jimmy ol’ friend ol’ pal ol’ stick-in-the-mud!” I clap him on the shoulders. “Looks like we, and by we, I mean the caca fairy over there, are in need of your services!”

   “Our services?” Jim gives the sewers another deadpan look and gulps. 

   “Everyone meet Mierda.”

   “Hi, Mierda,” the three Loopers say in unison, like the participants at a mandatory FDA-AA meeting.

   “Hello, immiNPCs.”

   I clap my hands. “Now that we’re all pals, the three of you are going to look through giant shit over the few days in search of … ” I turn to Veenure. “What – Chronopolis?”

   “Chronoton,” she says. “Like Chrono. You should remember that.”

   “What she said. And one more thing,” I give the three of them the best Steve-O thumbs up I can muster. “Make sure the fairy doesn’t turn into a shit monster again.”

   Mierda blushes, or at least it looks like she’s blushing. Hard to tell with all the gold twinkling.

   “Sacre bleu!” the Saucier cries.

   The Chef gives me a sour look. “Why … why this is a job for a busboy’s assistant’s intern!” 

   “Think of it like this – you always prepare the food that goes in, now you get to see the food that comes out. Consider it a learning experience.”

   Sophia floats ahead, “That settles it then. Let’s get to the surface, find an inn, and log out.”

   “Good luck!” I tell them with a smirk. The rest of us follow our PhD in residence, leaving the fairy and what’s left of the Mondegreen Hotel staff behind us. 

   “Va te faire foutre!” the Saucier shouts after us.


Chapter Twelve

   
   Stinkerbell’s tinkly laughter and the three Loopers’ grousing recedes with distance and finally fades out. We make our way along the relatively unfilthy pathway until we come upon a pair of ladders bolted to the wall. The Waringtla city planners didn’t get too creative here aside from the fact that there are actually two ladders, one for regular people and one for giant freaks of nature. Veenure is first up the ladder, gung-ho as ever.

   “You doing all right, sweetheart?” I ask Frances in a voice that the others can’t hear.

   “Doing fine,” she says. “You?”

   “There’s a pub up there,” says Aiden.

   “The light at the end of the tunnel. Did you already scope it out?”

   “Are you even asking me that? C’mon … How long have you known me?”

   “How long have you been killing me or how long have I known you?”

   “Both.”

   I clap him on the shoulders. “You can take the killer out of The Loop but you can’t take The Loop out of the killer.”

   “Back atcha,” he grins.

   “Get a room, you two,” Sophia comments as she flutters into the air.

   
   ~*~

   
   “Now that’s what I call a fight your way in and fight your way out kind of place,” I say as I give the Tabard Inn a once over. It’s a big pub, got to be for their clientele, but there’s a smaller door for regular-sized folks next to the main entrance that is slashed and hacked, pockmarked and cratered, and adorned with mud, blood, crud and snapped-off arrow shafts. Each entrance has a scale-appropriate doorman, and they appear to be clones – both look like they were rudely chiseled out of a slab of driftwood and then etched with acid, only to be stylishly antiqued with a Terry Funk barbed-wire baseball bat (I got one, item 163). 

   “Well, well, well,” says Aiden, licking his lips.

   “Who’s thirsty?” 

   I crack my knuckles. Sure, it’s a digital game – I get it, and I can’t get drunk for real – I get that too, but hell, a little panther piss never hurt anyone and I’m not about to pass up the chance to drink with giants. 

   “You two are the worst,” Sophia says as she floats into the air, “the worst.”

   “Besides, that’s not what we’re here for,” Frances says, suddenly becoming all in-charge and team leader-ish. Well, she used to be more authoritative, but she’s softened up since Sophia came back on the scene. Personally, I’ll take Frances either way – soft or hard. 

   “Aiden?”

   “Let’s go,” he winks and grins, “this could be fun.”

   “You guys are ridic.” Veenure crosses her arms over her chest. “Complete noobs.”

   “What, like I need you riding me too?” I ask her.

   “We’re here on a mission and besides that, Zedic is trapped in the OMIP.”

   “Okay, I get it. Keep your hair on, princess.”

   Sophia de-levitates. “Some giants are coming!”

   The five of us dip into the shadow of a building nearby. The street lamps don’t cast enough light to reach all the way back into the shadows where we’re crouched, but they’re bright enough to dimly illuminate a pair of big ol’ boys stumbling towards the pub, arms around each other’s shoulders in an oversized display of he-man Delta Tau Chi affection and as an aid to navigational stability. They’re not Godzilla-big, but they’re big enough in a kill your tiny ass if we step on you kind of way. Best not to get underfoot, I’m thinking.

   “So that’s why I really want to … uuurrrp … meet King Coromon,” says the giant on the left, whom I’ll call Andre.

   “You should, like, go to the tournament! You’ll totally win!” says giant number two, whom I’ll yclept Big Foot due to the remarkably brobdingnagian dimensions of his hirsute and callused pedal appendages, which are of unusual size, even for a giant.

   “My wife told me I shouldn’t fight … shouldn’t fight no one no more. NO MORE! Too much fighting, she says.”

   “You can’t let her get to you, not now, NOT NOW, not before you have the opportunity to meet the king!”

   Rocket: NPC giants in an intimate moment! Proxima AI is so cool!

   Me: Keep it in your pants, Peanut Gallery.

   Rocket: I can’t fit a giant in my pants!

   Me: Too bad – I already got one in mine.

   Big Foot grabs Andre, slaps his cheek a couple of times. “Wake up man!” he gets in his face. “WAKE UP! You have to get control your own life! Get out there, win that tournament! Meet the king!”

   “Meet the king … ” says Andre, two sheets more to the wind than Big Foot. “Yes, meet the king! … AAARRrrrRRP … Meet him!”

   Frances Euphoria: Deets on the tournament pronto. 

   Rocket: Done gotta.

   Me: What?

   Rocket: I done got this.

   Me: Did you two start taking Post-Retro Urbo-Hip-Hop Gangsta English classes or something?

   Rocket: We’re just trying something new, something more urban.

   Sophia: Don’t. 

   Rocket: Got it. Here’s the deets: there’s a tournament in a few days and the winner gets a private audience with the king.

   Sophia: Interesting, more interesting because I haven’t heard of this tournament. I guess giant news doesn’t really reach Valhalla. 

   Frances Euphoria: Oh, ick! I could live my entire life without ever seeing that! 

   And that is not something you see every day. Big Foot fumbles in his codpiece and produces a most prodigious organ of reproduction; sort-of aims into a sewer grate and empties his bladder in a truly impressive display of micturitional inaccuracy. It splashes everywhere, with the sound of an FCG water cannon clearing Re-occupy Protestors from in front of the Health, Education, Welfare and Inclusion building.

   “When nature calls … ” I say.

   The giants hear my voice, turn to us.

   Sophia: Dammit, now we have drunken giants to deal with!

   Andre is the first to move towards us. Once Big Foot finishes relieving himself and adjusting his accoutrements, he joins his buddy.

   “WHAT ARE YOU DOING IN THE SHADOWS?” Andre shouts. “SPYING?”

   I walk out with my hands in front of me. “Heya, fellas, let’s take it down a notch.”

   “He’s so little!” Big Foot snorts.

   Sometimes my mouth has a life of its own, and it frequently gets me in more trouble than any two other parts of my body – yes, including that one – combined. With no apparent input from my brain, I hear it say, “Oh yeah, Thumbelina? Well, that’s not what your mom sai … ”

   The bottom of a giant foot descends like the Chelyabinsk meteor.

   Fade to black.

   
   ~*~

   
   My vision pane flashing black tells me I’m deader’n last month’s campaign promises, just in case the giant foot smashing me two-dimensional wasn’t enough of a clue. All it needs to really make it a party is Sousa’s The Liberty Bell as background music. I respawn with the group directly behind Frances, who immediately turns to me and does the single finger on her lips gesture.

   Sophia: So … stupid … that was so stupid.

   Me: How long was I out?

   Rocket: OMG! That was the second coolest thing I have ever seen! I have video! I have screen shots! I almost wet my pants laughing – no, I did wet my pants laughing! Oh, the look on your face! It was great!

   Me: I’m glad I could bring joy into your drab, wretched existence. How long was I out?

   Rocket: Respawn time is almost instantaneous in Tritania.

   Veenure is apparently comforting Bigfoot. She’s astride his shoulder and whispering in his ear; he’s gulping and sobbing and hiccupping like a mama’s boy with an owie boo-boo. In a tasteful display of Giant Etiquette, he blows his nose into his hand and considerately slings the wheel barrowful of mucous away from us.

   Sophia turns her head and gives me the stink eye over her shoulder. “How about keeping your mouth shut when we come across giants? Or anybody, for that matter, really. If they had alerted the authorities, we’d be toast by now.”

   “Better than being buns.”

   “What?”

   Rocket: Even I don’t get that joke.

   Aiden’s face is lit up with amusement. “You sure know how win friends and influence people, don’t you?”

   “I’m not going to say it’s my specialty, but it is one of the many services I offer.”

   Sophia glares at me some more. “Just let the professionals handle this, got it?”

   Me: I got something.

   Frances Euphoria: Easy, cowboy.

   Me: Yeah, yeah, I get it, mind my manners. 

   Bigfoot delicately assists Veenure with her dismount, and is helped to his feet by Andre. They both bend down, and between enormous thumb and tremendous forefinger carefully shake her hand. Andre and Big Foot exit stage left, stumble-footing on their way as they sing The Ballad of Busty Gazongas, the Battlin’ Barmaid, which if I’m not mistaken, is to the same tune as Oxford Town by Bob Dylan:

   
   Barmaids come and barmaids go, Busty breaks up any row,

   Beats you down and serves you right, better think twice before you fight.

   Swinging right and swinging left, Busty has the biggest breasts,

   She can clean up every mess, Better stay clear of Busty’s fists.

   
   Veenure rejoins us with a smug smile plastered across her mug.

   “Well?” I ask. “What’s the word, mockingbird?”

   “Hah! The word on the street is that Empress Thun’s informant has been captured.”

   “That’s what you were talking about?” asks Sophia.

   “No. We were exchanging recipes for Quantum-flavored flatbread. Of course that’s what we were talking about – what did you think?” She shrugs. “Giants aren’t too bad, especially if you embiggen them about their size – read that on a forum somewhere. Anyway, they asked which city we came from; I lied and told them we were from Naklin, in the North.”

   “What did they tell you about Empress Thun’s informant?” Frances asks Veenure.

   “Her man on the inside was captured a few hours ago and they’ll have the trial, sentencing, and execution at midnight. I’m pretty sure this is the guy she wanted us to meet.”

   Aiden cocks an eyebrow. “Midnight trial? Sounds like frontier justice.”

   “So are we supposed to save him or something?” I ask. 

   “No way,” Veenure says, “that would be suicide.”

   “We can’t commit suicide,” I remind her. 

   “Well, if you want to spend the next few days respawning over and over again after being squashed by giants, then yes, we can try to rescue the informant. Or … ”

   “ … or we can figure out another way,” Frances concludes.

   “Exactly.”

   “And I think I know exactly how we’ll be able to do it!”

   “How’s that?” asks Sophia.

   Frances gestures her impatience. “Didn’t you guys hear those two giant rum-dums rambling about a tournament earlier? Whoever wins gets to meet King Whatzizname.”

   “King Coromon,” Sophia supplies.

   “So we enter the tournament and win,” I say. “Easy peasy lemon squeezy.”

   Veenure laughs incredulously. “Says the man who was just stomped by a giant.”

   “What? Just because I was the squashee in my first encounter with a giant doesn’t necessarily mean I won’t be the squasher in the next. Have a little confidence in me, why don’t ya?”

   “We enter the tournament,” Aiden says, “and we win. There’s no other way around it.”

   I nod. “We meet the king and from there, all it’ll take is a little sweet talking to convince the king not to attack during the Griffin Festival.”

   “Rocket, are there any other tournament prizes aside from meeting the king?” Frances asks the sky.

   Rocket: King Coromon will grant one wish to the winner. 

   “We get one wish,” Frances relays to Aiden and Veenure. “We can ask him to call off the attack.”

   “Perfect!” Veenure says. “We’ll get the experience we need to travel to the next continent, and we’ll gain the queen’s favor when we have the attack on the Griffin Festival called off.”

   “It’s never that simple.” Sophia shakes her head, “but it’s better than some doomed-to-failure prison break scheme that will get us criminalized and classified as brigands.”

   “Plus we get to kick some giant ass,” I remind everyone, “and do a little grandstanding in the process. It’s win-win all around!”

   “Great, let’s do it then,” says Veenure. “But for realsies, I need to log out ASAP. I’m supposed to be babysitting my little brother right now!”

   Aiden’s form shimmers out and then shimmers back in. “There’s an inn just a few blocks from here. Follow me.” 


{}{}{}Two Days Later{}{}{}


Chapter Thirteen

   
   Micro-managing the details of what’s happening in Tritania is something I have tried to avoid over last two days. Sure, I spawned in the giants’ city of Waringtla several times to check on things and cause a little ruckus (got into another fight with another giant – if you can call getting my ass stomped flat twice a fight; did a little gum-shoeing side quest in which I helped a babe of Bunyanesque proportions obtain evidence that her hubby was banging her sister, her best friend, her sister’s best friend and her best friend’s sister – in that order; got challenged to a naked backwards joust which I seriously considered but did regretfully decline; ended up in the booby hatch once; and caught no end of real-life and in-game static from the Dream Team’s Big Brain and self-appointed Quantum Monitor), but I’ve also been spending time with Zedic in the OMIP. The poor guy is trying not to flash the woe-is-me mug at all hours, but that only goes so far when you’re trapped in a black void with the Milky Way in the background. Beautiful? Maybe, but I’m thinking that the charm wears thin pretty quickly. Needless to say, I feel for him.

   Then there’s Frances. There’s absolutely no place for any alone time, and I don’t think it’s a particularly good idea to advertise what Frances and I are up to, at least not yet.

   Doc’s service goat has grown on me. She’s smart, she’s calm, she’s friendly and she’s a good clean girl. Whenever she needs to stop for goat walkies, she lets Doc or Arnie know, and if we can’t stop she’ll use the goat-sized litter box. Sophia complained to Doc like a dainty little girly-girl princess, with much ostentatious nose-holding and ew-ew-ewage the first time she saw it happen. 

   Doc gestured to the seat across from him at the kitchenette table.

   “Let’s get something straight, Dr. Wang. Sally lives here; you’re a guest. I like her considerably more than I like just about everybody else, except maybe Arnie and Mrs. Doc, and Mrs. Doc’s Arnette. So, if any aspect of our travelling arrangements fail to meet your exacting standards, I’ll be happy to have Arnie stop and let you off.”

   “But,” she spluttered, “but, we’re in the middle of nowhere!”

   “Yeah, there is that. Anything you’d like to add? No? Excellent!”

   Sophia has had to content herself with giving Sally the evil eye. For her part, Sally will gently nudge Sophia to get her attention, smile a goaty little smile, and then go lie down in the litter box. I don’t know what’s funnier – watching Sophia pretend that she doesn’t know the goat’s mocking her, or the fact that she’s being mocked by a goat.

   All in all – it’s good to be Quantum Hughes.

   “We’re here!” Doc announces, even though we’ve all known that we were getting close for the last few hours. There’s nothing one can’t know with iNet; the updates are constant. Seeing him steer into Denver takes yet another load off my back. The Mile High City, nestled in the Rockies, high as its constituents. Me? I don’t partake in the wacky Iraqi tobaccy. No inhale, exhale for me when there’s beer and other examples of the distiller’s art to be had.

   “We heading to Boulder tonight?” I ask.

   “Hardly,” says Sophia, “the operation to retrieve Luther Godsick will mostly be done from Denver. I thought we went over this a dozen times.”

   I can’t open my trap without the frizzy-haired harridan jumping on my case or correcting me or telling me stuff I already know. She’s lucky Frances has been around, keeping me tame in anticipation of pitching woo at the flophouse, otherwise I’d have stuck my foot in her ass and spun her around like a propeller by now – well, at least that’s what Loop Quantum would do. 

   Doc to the rescue, “The first part of the operation will be done from Denver. I already told you this. The fake Ebaymazon drone is in a box at our hotel.”

   “We’re getting a hotel?” I ask, winking at Frances. She gives me the be a good boy look. “I hope it’s at least three stars.”

   “Yes,” says Doc, “and no. The big thing is that they welcome service animals for a slight extra fee – can’t wait until they get a load of Sally – but this isn’t a fancy room service joint with foo-foo mints on the pillows. There is, however, an International House of Waffles breakfast buffet, the reviews are generally positive, and the beds are guaranteed vermin-free. Plus, there’s a Jacuzzi. Wait. Dammit, I just got a message telling me it’s down for decontamination this week. So no Jacuzzi, which is a load of crap because that was the only thing that separated this love shack from the place next door. Where was I? Oh yeah, by the standards of the BestWiltonInn6 National Hotel Association of America, it’s three stars. Now that the Jacuzzi is down, I’d drop it to two and a half.”

   “Still can’t complain there.”

   “No you can’t,” he grins, “especially tomorrow morning when you and I hit that breakfast buffet with all its waffley, bacony, syrupy, cholesterol-laden goodness. AND without the FDA monitor giving us hell.”

   “Waffles with extra butter, sizzling bacon, sausage, hash browns, biscuits with red-eye gravy, a couple of eggs, cold beer and a cuppa Joe? Count me in, Doc.” My mind flashes to the Mondegreen Hotel, to my breakfast for two subjective years straight always served to me by Dolly. Just the thought of her constricts my throat. Haven’t thought about her as much lately – easier that way – and the talk of breakfast gets her dancing across my mind. What I wouldn’t give to see her again, to tell her how much I’ve missed her.

   Sophia moans. “That’s at least three days’ worth of calories right there. Are you two serious?”

   Doc lifts a cheek and releases a two-octave, ozone-depleting reply. Truly, the man is an artist. Sophia opens her mouth to make indignant noises; Doc ignores her and continues, “Let’s go over it again: Rocket and I will get to work on the first part of our operation. We’ll accidently fly the drone into Strata’s back-up generator at 0600 hours. The generator’s AI will call for repairs. Our repair drone will come and effect repairs, which will include a software update with a little something extra that will induce random faults in his electrical system. Strata will call for an actual repairman – enter Arnie, who gets us in the system, allowing us to control everything from Baltimore.”

   “And this won’t trigger any alarms?”

   Doc shakes his head as a classic blue Tesla Model 3 swerves in front of him. That’s something you don’t see in the skylanes above – classic cars. “Not the way Rocket and I have set it up. I got a program from a buddy that clones the system. It will be sort of like a remote desktop operation, but a bit more advanced than that. Of course, once we’re in we’ll need to move quickly. Still, it should give a few hours window.”

   “So we’ll need to rescue Luther immediately?”

   Doc nods, keeps his eyes on the road. Aeros pass above us, their shadows moving quickly over the front windows of the RV. I shoot Frances a look. I really don’t like the fact that she’s going into Strata’s place, but somebody’s got to.

   Did you read the tournament notes that Rocket sent yet?” Sophia asks.

   I clear my throat. “Of course I didn’t. It’s a tournament, how hard can it be?”

   Again with the eye rolls. “Well, anyway, to update you: the tournament has a party battle element and an individual battle element.”

   “No surprise there.”

   “And there’s another thing you might like.”

   “What’s that?”

   “The individual melees aren’t turn based. They’re real-time. You’ll be representing the Knights in these battles. You have … ” she takes a deep breath. “ … much more experience than the rest of us when it comes to real-time fighting systems.”

   “Damn skippy, it’s what I do best!”

   “Another thing,” says Sophia, “which you would know if you had read Rocket’s message: the Reapers have also entered the tournament.”

   “Just in time for our newest weapon,” I say. Sure, it took a lot of Riotous, but Dirty Dave finally finished a prototype of the Attla Spider Venom Hose Gun, new item 577. Approaching the six hundred mark never felt better.

   “Hose ‘em good,” says Doc, “or better yet, hose them at the same time you blast them with your Golden Goose Hack, then I have their real world location and they can’t log back in for a week! You know what … ” Doc slows down, gets in line behind a series of vehicles exiting the highway. “If you give me about thirty minutes at the hotel, I should be able to do a little modding on the Goose Hack so you can simply connect the ASV nozzle to it. It’s on a backpack, right?”

   “Yup.”

   “You hear that, Sally?” Doc asks his goat, who’s comfortably ensconced on a custom-made Sleep Number goat cushion across from Sophia and Frances. She picks up her head, quietly says “M-a-a-a-ah”, looks at Sophia with her big, brown goat eyes, and smiles. Sophia breaks eye contact first. 

   Arnie chimes in from the small RV kitchen. “Day-um, that’s gonna be one helluva shootin’ arm! You’ll be blastin’ and slicin’ like Walker, Texas Ranger!”

   “Who?” Frances, Sophia and I ask.

   Doc sighs, “Definitely before all of your times. Definitely. I was born in 1989, so pardon me for actually having a grasp on history.”

   Sophia looks pensive. “1989 … I’ve seen some of those period video game systems in museums!”

   “Yeah, yeah,” says Doc, “I’m a geezer to Children of the Proxima Universe like yourselves. The Super Nintento, Sega Genesis, Sony Playstation – grew up with those. Sure, they aren’t Proxima Worlds – and yes, I was around for the start of VR way before it became dream-based. My point is: everything that once existed has merit, no matter how primitive it seems now. There will be a time when people look back at us and wonder how we ever lived with such primitive tech. That is, if we don’t manage to kill the planet first or precipitate some mass extinction event and leave it all to the humandroids or some other follow-on species; or some highly-transmissible, airborne, mutant rabies-zika-ebola virus gets loose in the general population – don’t get me started on that! You’d think the gubmint would be a bit more concerned about a global pandemic, but oh, no – it’s all about diversity and inclusiveness and acceptance and monitoring caloric intake or politically correct thought policing, or … or … maybe it’ll be climate change that gets us, but it’s been trying to since the inventor of the original Internet started barking about it in the 2000s and what did we do? Find another way. The place gets hotter – we build better air conditioners. Sea levels rising? We build further inland. The poles melting? New vacation destinations. You get my drift.”

   “What, no zombies?” Sophia snarks and rolls her eyes at Frances.

   Doc keeps one hand on the wheel, but puts the other arm over the back of his seat and turns to face her. “Why? You wanna join their ranks?”

   Sophia opens her mouth, hesitates, and snaps it closed. Doc lets the vehicle travel like an unguided missile for another two seconds before he goes eyes front and both-hands the wheel again. Frances shakes her head and puts her face in her hands.

   Me: What’s on your mind, Dollface?

   Frances Euphoria: A bit tired. Being in the RV this long makes me feel claustrophobic. 

   Me: My thoughts exactly. As per the hotel – you gonna stop by for a visit or what? Whose palm to I have to grease to get a little one-on-one time with Ms. Euphoria?

   Frances Euphoria: I’m thinking about it.

   Me: Anything I can do to tip the scale in my favor?

   Frances Euphoria: How about something romantic?

   Me: Is it still romantic if you request it?

   Frances Euphoria: I’ll pretend it is.

   Me: You got it, sweetheart. Romantic is my middle name.

   
   ~*~

   
   Three stars ain’t half-bad, but the flip side of that is that it ain’t half-good either. To be fair, it’s nicer than the Quantum Hughes Honeymoon Suite back at the Mondegreen, but it still looks like it’s been rode hard, put up wet, and then semi-thoroughly cleaned. It’s got that funky Eau de Hotel Bon Marche going on – a combination of ground-in rutting musk from days gone by, over-filled ashtrays, and industrial strength lemony-fresh toilet bowl cleaner; the obligatory magic mystery stain on the ceiling just adds to the charm.

   But, the bed’s reasonably comfortable, the sheets are fresh, the pillows are moderately lump-free, and the Big F.E. should be along shortly for a bit of the ol’ fashioned woo-pitchage. Even though this is the only free night we’re likely to have for the foreseeable future, I really should take it easy and rest, what with the recent concussion and supposed PTSD all. But, I haven’t experienced blackouts, whiteouts, dizziness, nausea, vomiting, astral projection, temporal bi-location, erections lasting more than four hours, or any of the other bad things the doctor warned me about, so I guess it’s party on, Garth!

   Don’t feel a whole lot of anything about giving Rollins the Inejiro Asanuma treatment. Maybe I’m supposed to feel all sad and blue and introspective, but nope, my sympathy meter hasn’t twitched since Monday. The pear-shaped little bastard tried to whack me from ambush and came out shooting. Tango Fox Bravo, he got skewered like a dumbass-kabob. I do get the shakes a little bit when I think about how close he came, and it’s going to be a long time – if ever – before I’ll plant myself dead-bang in front of a door, but otherwise, no nightmares, no problems, no regrets. 

   The seven o’clock knock on my hotel room door reminds me to mind my Ps and Qs.

   I roll off the bed and plonk my tootsies on the floor. As soon as I stand, a line of fire shoots from the sole of my left foot right up through the top of my head. This shit’s been going on for a while, and it’d be nice to take a painkiller, but I’ve been avoiding my backup bottle for over a week now, and I particularly don’t want to get drowsy or induce the ol’ reptile dysfunction this particular evening.

   Yeah, it’d be easy to slam a magic happy pill or two (or three) every time the pain jumps up and bites me in the ass, but mostly I just meet it head-on and stand and fight.

   Until it hurts too much.

   “I’m coming,” I tell Frances. I glance over to my combat cane, item number one in my real world inventory list. I don’t reach out for it; I’ll walk on my own, like a big boy, and it feels good to do so. I’m never going to be as flexible as I was before I was trapped in The Loop, but I’m getting my strength back and there are still good years ahead.

   I stand off to the side when I open the door to find Frances Euphoria in a shimmery little black dress that’s tight where it needs to be and drapes most alluringly where it doesn’t. It reaches to just above her knees, and is set off by an alluring pair of black retro Keds canvas high-tops.

   “Them are some fahn kicks, Miz Elly May … ” I wink.

   “I ordered some heels,” she says, “but the drone was late. You’d think that an order could get here within an hour; it’s almost the twenty-second century!”

   “Bastards.”

   “Well, are you going to make me stand in the hallway forever? Also, when did you become the big Fashion Sheriff of the House, anyway? You’ve been wearing the same clothes for two days!”

   I shrug. “I changed my Underoos – that’s all that counts, really.”

   “If you say so.”

   “Any word from the others?” I ask as she steps into my room. The door clicks shut behind her.

   “Doc finished modding your Reaper Hack and the venom hose gun that Dirty Dave made you.”

   “The Golden Goosinator just got an upgrade. That’s gonna really piss some Reapers off.”

   “Isn’t that the point?” she asks, sitting onto the bed. 

   “Um … so we ordering in or are we going out?”

   Frances glances to the window; it’s closed, but the blinds are open onto the streets below. Nothing special to look at – Doc didn’t choose the hotel for the view. “Let’s just eat here.”

   “I’m not good at all this,” I say, pointing at my eyes. “Using iNet, etcetera, you get the picture. Order whatever you’d like and bill me, or the Dream Team, or however that works.”

   “I already did,” she says.

   “Well you just made that a lot easier.”

   “You can thank me later.”

   I sit down next to her and she relaxes her head onto my shoulder.

   “You’re a pretty lady, you know that?”

   “No, I didn’t know that.”

   She’s very obviously spent some time on her appearance, and just for me. She usually doesn’t wear cosmetics; the little bit she has on tonight is well and tastefully applied. She’s even gone so far as to shape her eyebrows, and she’s done something with her hair.

   Me? What a frickin’ schlub! I haven’t even showered yet. Note to self: shave, shower and wear clean clothes next time. 

   “Well, what did you order?”

   “Chocolate fondue.”

   
   ~*~

   
   Express Fondue 4 U has delivered artisanal, high-butterfat, hand-blended dipping chocolate, held to the perfect serving temperature, and an exquisite selection of fair-trade, ethically-sourced, sustainably produced, low carbon footprint dippable dainties and three containers of icy-cold 2056 Piesporter Goldtröpfchen Riesling Auslese desert wine, at least according to the label on the cans.

   Chicks apparently dig this sort of thing.

   I’ll admit that I don’t hate it.

   Frances and I are sitting in two not quite shabby chairs in front of the window sipping a surprisingly tasty wine and exceeding our daily sugar allowance.

   I’m drawn to the floor show directly across the parking lot – there’s a Denver Corral Buffet whose strobing, neon animated 3-D sign proudly proclaims NOW FEATURING ALL-YOU-CAN-SWILL TROUGH BUFFET – ONLY $34.99! Those whom I can only presume to be fat-shaming victims waddle their super-sized selves into the joint and serve to remind me how easy it must be to juke an FDA Monitor.

   “Doc and I should probably check that out,” I say.

   “Eewww … ”

   “How can that be any different than what we’re doing right now?” I observe the interplay of lips, tongue, and teeth as she delicately consumes a chocolate coated marshmallow dusted with chopped macadamias. “Different medium, sure, but same difference.”

   “At least this is more romantic,” she says.

   “I thought I was supposed to make the evening romantic.”

   “Well, you still have time.”

   “Shall I do my impression of the mating dance of the Greater Bird of Paradise?”

   She snickers.

   “Ah, you laugh, but the lady Greater Birds of Paradise think I’m hot stuff!”

   “More wine?”

   “Please,” I say. “This stuff is good.”

   “It’s a Riesling Auslese,” she says as she fills a disposable wine glass that came with the fondue set.

   “A Really Ouch Laser?”

   She snickers more. “Yes. It’s Thulean for sweet white wine.”

   Those damn Thuleans are getting in everywhere. I watch her pour, and find myself entranced by the elegant mechanics of her movements. I imagine that the subtleties and nuances of the tea ceremony are very much similar. The Ouch Laser or whatever it’s called, only lightens the mood and gently escorts us into the brightly lit anteroom of intoxication, which I must say is the tits. 

   “What are you thinking about?” Frances asks.

   “Japanese tea ceremonies.”

   She raises an eyebrow at me.

   “No really, I was. I was just thinking about that and how sexy you are and how you’d be perfect at one of these ceremonies, and how much I missed being alone with you. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve checked you out in Doc’s RV or shot a quick glance up your skirt in Tritania. Yeah, I’m not supposed to do that, but I can’t resist.”

   “Then what we are waiting for?” she asks, uncrossing her legs in the classic Sharon Stone maneuver – 1980s Sharon Stone, not 2040 Sharon Stone. “Hotel, play R&B.”

   Music starts up, a simple beat with a single keyboard line and heavy emphasis on the bass. Some vocoded singing kicks in and I give her a funny look.

   “You’ve heard this song?”

   “Can’t say that I have,” I say as she sits down onto my lap with her back to me. She looks at me over her shoulder, starts moving back and forth.

   “Damn, Frances!”

   “It’s called Pretzel Booty,” she says softly. “By a musician named Dick Pound featuring Poopski, Barking Rat, Rusty T and I think it was either Backdoor Trumpet or S. Berry Shortcake. It might have been Dirty Sanchez, but I think he may have just sung on the chorus.”

   “That’s a terrible name for a song. No comment on how it took a team of people to write this drivel.”

   “Think of the shape of the top of a pretzel.” She traces an outline in the air.

   “Okay, okay, I get it, but it’s still a terrible choon,” I tell her as a place my hands on her hips. “And by the way, I wasn’t born yesterday you know.”

   “I know; you were born in 2020,” she says, or purrs, or I really can’t tell at the moment because things are going to work down south and the unlistenable song has become not so unlistenable now that she’s matched the groove of the overly manufactured urban pop music. 

   “We doing this right here?”

   She hikes up her dress. “We are.”


Chapter Fourteen

   
   Let it suffice to say that despite a willing spirit, the flesh finally had enough at about 3:14 in the AM. Sunlight like the Celestial Flashlight of Doom finally gets the angle to shine right in my eyes and jolt me back from dreamy-bye land.

   I moan as I roll to my side, acknowledging that familiar pain.

   Frances stirs, pulls the damp and discolored hotel blanket closer to her. My blurry eyes focus on a series of ground-in chocolate smears on the carpet, the sheets, and the Big F.E.’s hair. Yeah, we got creative, and we’re probably going to have to leave a tip grande for the housekeeping staff. Still, it was worth it.

   I blink the old peepers shut for a moment only to see a message from Doc.

   Doc: I told you to join me at 0600 for breakfast.

   Me: Shit, Doc, I didn’t go to bed until after three.

   Doc: What’s your point? You want your waffles or not? The free breakfast ends at 0830.

   I catch the time in the corner of my iNet screen. Three past eight – better get a move on.

   Me: Have Arnie get me a fat stack if you will. I’ll be down shortly.

   Doc: Alone?

   Me: Of course I’m coming alone. Who else would I be coming with?

   Doc: Yeah, I’m a non-observant dumbass and have no way of knowing that Ms. Euphoria spent the night in your room.

   Me: Well hell, Doc, can’t blame me now, can you?

   Doc: Not a matter of blame. 

   Me: And can you keep a secret?

   Doc: Can I keep a secret? Sure I can. Will I keep this a secret? Like you think it’s a secret? Sure, I won’t bring it up first, if that does you any good. 

   Me: So we’re good then?

   Doc: Don’t know about you, but I’m good, and you need to get down here pronto because I’ve been waiting for you for two hours. Plus, there are waffles to be had and I don’t want to eat alone. 

   Me: Did you eat already?

   Doc: What are you, my new FDA Monitor? Just hurry! 

   I’m in my pants and yesterday’s shirt a minute or so later. Frances told me last night that she was going to deliver some more clothes to us, but the drone hasn’t come yet and I’m good – one sniff at the old pits tells me I still have a day or so left in these duds. 

   “Can’t forget you, buddy,” I say, going for my cane. I start to pull the blade out to admire it, but stop – Doc is waiting and my stomach is rumbling. I almost check the time again, wondering why Morning Assassin hasn’t come through the window yet. “Different world, bub,” I whisper to myself as I make my way into the hall. The keycard in my pocket, I bangtail it to the elevator. Sure, this place is only four floors, but I ain’t in the mood for stairs. 

   The elevator door opens and a high-pitched voice reminds me to watch my step. Licking my chops, I stumble into the dining area to find our CWO sitting with a positively mahoosive stack of waffles in front of him alongside two not-so-small bottles of genuine maple syrup.

   “I carry my own,” Doc says instead of good morning.

   “Damn, this is the real deal.”

   “Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.”

   Von Richtofen the B-Drone hovers just over his shoulder, taking me in. I’d fling a waffle at it if I thought it wouldn’t zap me. No telling with Doc.

   I don’t hear Arnie as he comes up behind me, and I jump just a little bit when he speaks. “Now you just park it right thar, Quantum, I’ll bring ya’ll over some aigs, bacon, hash browns, waffles and coffee. Cream and sugar?”

   “Black,” I tell him. My eyes narrow on Doc. “You’ll keep what you know under wraps, won’t you?” 

   He frowns and makes the bi-labial fricative. “Pffft! No – me and Arnie are gonna use your shameful secret to blackmail you out of the Hughes family billions. What – you think everybody else don’t already know? Yeah, we’ll keep quiet for all the good that’ll do ya.” 

   “So today is the day,” I say.

   “It sure is. You’ll be doing DT work in the PG; I’ll be doing DT work in the RW.”

   “Meet in the middle?”

   “Like Malcolm?” He chuckles, cuts into his waffle and hesitates. Doc reaches for his maple syrup and adds a bit more. “Got to maintain the correct syrup-to-waffle ratio.”

   “Couldn’t agree more.”

   “You’ll finish before we finish,” he explains. “You can meet us afterwards at our rendezvous point. I wrote the coordinates on a note; just give that to the driver. I’d rather not send it over iNet.”

   He fishes in his pocket for a piece of paper and slides it across the table.

   “I really wish these things weren’t happening at the same time,” I tell him. “I’d like to help.”

   “How?” 

   Arnie sets a heaping plate of breakfast goodness in front of me as well as a cup of coffee. I go for the coffee first, throw back the black, lukewarm mud. 

   “I could help,” I tell him, but we both know I’m lying. 

   “The real world is something else entirely,” he reminds me, “you may be good in the PG, but out here is different. It ain’t going to be easy to extract the kid. Rocket did his drone duty as of one hour ago and Strata’s system has already placed a call to the repair drone, which installed the bug at 0700 hours. Hence the reason I’m hurrying here, I am expecting Strata to call in a technician over the next two hours.”

   “Are you sure he’ll do it?”

   “I’m sure; remember, I’ve been monitoring his electric usage. He pays the most of anyone in the co-op. His peak hours are in the morning and the evening – I’m guessing he does Revenue Corporation stuff during the afternoon. He’ll call. If not, we’ll place a call to him over iNet from the co-op telling him they’re sending someone out. It’ll work.”

   “You’re pretty confident, Doc,” I say as I use a piece of bacon to mop up some yolk. 

   “I’m a realist, and reality says that he’ll get his system fixed pronto. That’s not all … ” He smiles, waits for me to finish chewing my bacon.

   “What’s up, Doc?”

   “I have something for you to use in the solo tournament that you’ll be part of today. A little gift, if you will. It remains to be seen if the Knights will make it through the preliminary round, but I think you’ll be fine, especially with Sophia on your team.” 

   He places his fork down, watches someone enter the room.

   “Who is it?” I ask, turning my head.

   Agent Smith slides over to the coffee station – okay, maybe he’s not really Agent Smith, but he isn’t far off. I point to my eyes, make a small X with my fingers. He’s apparently vision impaired, as he uses a white cane to navigate across the buffet area.

   “Maybe you’re right,” Doc says, his hands under the table now. “But I ain’t taking any chances with Matt Murdock over there.”

   “You packing?” I ask.

   He gives me the there is too such a thing as a stupid question look.

   “Relax, Doc,” I tell him. 

   Arnie moves to unobtrusively position himself between Doc and the newcomer, but out of Doc’s potential line of fire. The Red Baron comes out of its holding pattern and gains altitude. 

   “He’ll keep an eye on him,” Doc says, relaxing a little. “Anyway, I have something for you.”

   “Lay it on me.”

   “I have a life vest.”

   “Ah shucks, my water aerobics class doesn’t start until next week.”

   He ignores my quip. “I’ve already had Rocket transfer it to your list.”

   “What’s it do?”

   Not Agent Smith sits on the other side of the room; Arnie takes a position near him and pretend-eats with a cup of coffee and bowl of grits. He’s very convincing. Red Baron parks itself near the ceiling. I suspect that it may be more than just a surveillance drone.

   “The life vest gives you life,” Doc says.

   “You writing ad copy now or something? I figured that much.”

   “The life vest will keep your life bar full no matter how many times you use an illegal firearm. Not in the team rounds though, only in the solo round.”

   “Will it make me invincible?”

   “No,” he says, “it only replenishes health that has been taken through the illegal weapons penalty. You can still lose and I’ve already checked with the tournament officials, it’s legal, or at the very least, it isn’t illegal.”

   “That’s close enough to legal to me.”

   “Me too.” He tosses a fork full of waffle back, chews slowly.

   “You all right?”

   He points at his life chip; I get the hint and shut my eyes to see a message.

   Doc: That guy has my Spidey sense tingling.

   Me: It happens. I spent years like this in The Loop. I know exactly what you’re talking about.

   Doc: There are those who wish me ill, and who would not hesitate to give substance to their wish. I don’t leave the house without a boomstick or two, the odd Ginsu knife, various blunt trauma inducers, and even one or two less-lethal doo-hickeys. Oh, and maple syrup. One can never be too prepared. 

   Me: Good to know, just don’t shoot me in the foot while your hands are down there. I already have a cane, would hate to add a cast to that.

   Doc: If I shoot you, it ain’t gonna be in the foot, and a cast would be the very least of your worries.

   
   ~*~

   
   “Doc gave me a life vest,” I tell Frances as I enter the room. “Also, he’s on to us.”

   She’s still in the bed, the blanket revealing the various curves and convexities of her form. She winces, runs her hand over her eyes, touches the chocolate in her hair and grimaces. 

   “You feeling the wine?”

   “A little.” Frances tosses the blanket off and scoots over to the side of the bed. She reaches down for her purse, rummages through it until she finds a ChapStick-sized device which I recognize from our last romp – A Plan B STD prevention injector. 

   “Damn, Francis, you make me feel like I’m Typhoid Larry or something every time you use that.”

   “It’s not for STDs,” she tells me as she presses the injector into her thigh, “it’s the Plan B part. We don’t want a little Quantum running around, do we?”

   “His name wouldn’t be Quantum,” I tell her.

   “What would it be then?” she asks.

   “I don’t know, Lucky Accident Hughes? The State’s Problem Hughes?”

   “You’re terrible.”

   “Orphan Hughes? Johnny Two Dogs Hughes?”

   She play-slaps me. “That’s even worse!”

   “Not as bad as Adolf Bin Laden Hughes.”

   I sit on the bed next to her, pull her in tight. “We don’t have time,” she says, but I can tell by the tone of her voice that she means we do have time.

   A knock at the door sends me to my feet again. “Damn,” I grumble as I make my way over. I am never going to be able to just walk up to a door ever again, it seems. I grab my cane first and take a gander through the peephole, and it’s the second-to-last person in the world I want to see right now. 

   “Quantum,” Sophia hammers louder this time. “I know you’re in there.”

   “Damn, Sophia, I just woke up!” I motion for Frances to hide. She pulls the blanket over her head.

   “Better than that!” I hiss. 

   Sophia beats the door again.

   “What are you a copper or somethin’? Give me a second to put some pants on!”

   I watch as Frances gathers her clothing and slides into the space between the bed and the wall, completely covering herself with the blanket and a few stray pillows. After a deep breath I unlatch the door, but don’t let Sophia in.

   “Quantum.” She smiles briskly. 

   “What can I do for you, milady?”

   “Where’s Frances?”

   “How the hell should I know? I checked the roster, and it’s not my turn to watch her.”

   “I wanted to speak to her.”

   “I refer you to my previous statement. She’s not here. Send her an iNet message.”

   “Do you mind?” Sophia places her foot in the room. She steps in before I can stop her. “Your room looks like a pigsty.”

   “Yes, I mind; no, she’s not here; what do you care about how the room looks; and I didn’t invite you in.” At least I know now that she’s not an actual vampire – just the kind that sucks all the pleasure and enjoyment out of my life every chance she gets.

   She sniffs. “Did you have fondue?” she asks as she moves over to the small table under the window and examines the take-away debris. I make a concerted effort to not cut my eyes to where Frances is hiding.

   “Sure did,” I say as I pat my belly.

   She sniffs again. “Alone? It smells like a rutting den in here.”

   “What, are you taking a survey? Why would you even ask that? And what’s it to ya, anyway? Remember, Arnie fiddled with my life chip so the FDA is off my ass. I was craving chocolate. There a problem with that?”

   “Mind if I sit?” Without waiting for an answer, she perches herself on the edge of the bed, looks everywhere but at me, and clears her throat. “I think you and I got off to a bad start,” she says.

   “It’s fine! Come on, let’s blow this joint! You’re right, the room is stuffy. I think there’s something wrong with the AC. Does it smell like Legionnaire’s Disease in here to you? Want some breakfast at the … um … buffet? My treat!”

   “It’s cold in here,” she tells me, her arms crossing over her chest. “And you can’t treat me to a free breakfast that has already ended.”

   “Come on, Sophia, let’s go get some coffee, talk about a strategy for later.”

   “There is no strategy.”

   I watch wide-eyed as she shifts her weight, looks at the two disposable wine glasses and sniffs again.

   “Come on, come over here and talk to me,” I say, as I experience an attack of focal hyperhidrosis. My forehead, armpits, palms and groin moisten like I’ve been hit with a water cannon. “Better yet, let’s go for a walk. Oooh! Fresh air, that sounds great, especially since we’ll be diving all day.”

   “What’s the point?” she asks as she chokes back tears.

   I sit cross-legged on the floor in the most awkward maneuver I’ve attempted in weeks. “I like to, um, sit on the floor, it’s good for my back. Come sit over here by me.”

   “You sit on the floor?” she’s crying full on now, but seeing my stupid ass sitting cross-legged on the floor puts a smile on her face.

   “Yeah, I learned it in a yoga class I took during my recovery. Hell, I’m still in recovery. Come on over here, tell me what’s going on.”

   She stands and I let out a sigh of relief. 

   “Sit down across from me,” I tell her, “relax a bit.”

   She takes a few steps towards me, drops to her knees.

   “What’s wrong?”

   “I … I … feel bad for Zedic. I worry about him; he’s just about the only friend I have. I just visited him; he’s not doing so well.”

   Me: Holy shit what do I do?

   Frances Euphoria: Comfort her!

   Me: Why’s she whining about Zedic? He’s only been stuck a couple of days. That’s chump change if you ask me.

   Frances Euphoria: Comfort her … and get her the hell out of here!

   Me: Working on it!

   “Zedic will be okay, and I’m sure you have plenty of friends,” I tell her. “We got the knights working on the Reality Splitter as we speak. Jim the Doorman, the Chef and the Saucier all are solid fellas. I’m sure Chrono can make it once he has enough Chronoton. No need to cry over spilt milk, this will be solved by the weekend.”

   “Are you sure Chrono can make it?”

   “Are you kidding me? Chrono is the best in the biz. He’s not an official member of the Knights, but he is an honorary member. He’ll even be on our team today. I wish he was part of our guild. I can’t believe that Tritania players are only allowed to join one guild? Stupid if you ask me.”

   Frances Euphoria: This is a great conversation; in fact the only way it could possibly be greater would be to have it someplace other than in the ROOM I AM HIDING IN.

   Me: Keep your cool, Dollface. I’m trying to calm her down.

   Sophia snuffles and wipes away what’s left of her tears. “Think of being in a guild like being on a professional sports team – a player can only play for one team. Chrono is in another guild, is he not?”

   “Yeah, some blacksmiths-only guild called Hammers of Misfortune. Sounds like a bunch of guys and gals sitting around whacking metal.”

   She chuckles softly. “That’s exactly what it is.”

   “Keep your chin up, all right? Today is the big day for all of us, the Knights and the Dream Team out here in the real world. That’s probably where Frances is.”

   “Where?”

   I point at the window. “Out there, jogging or something, getting ready to extract Strata’s kid alongside Arnie. She definitely isn’t sleeping in on an important day like this. Definitely.”

   Frances Euphoria: Hey!

   “It’s our big day,” I tell Sophia. “I need you to buck up because you’re going to be doing the majority of the ass-kicking in the team rounds of the tournament. Also, I don’t know if Doc told you, but he gave me something to use in the solo rounds that should give me a significant advantage.”

   “A life vest,” she says, “he briefed me. Now you can shoot your little heart out.”

   “Well, I’d prefer to shoot their little hearts out, but you’d be surprised at what I can do in a straight-up fight. The solo rounds are right up my alley – real-time action; none of this turn-based nerdzilla hogwash.”

   She chuckles. “You do express yourself most vividly.”

   “Yeah, well you ain’t seen nothing yet. Let’s get to the RV and log in; the tournament will start soon.” I try to stand, wince. 

   Sophia stands, offers me her hand. “Let’s do this.”

   Frances Euphoria: You’re a real sweetheart, you know that?

   Me: I wouldn’t go that far. 

   Frances Euphoria: I’ll monitor the first part of the tournament, before I need to prep for extraction. 

   Me: Great, keep our conversation on a private channel.

   Frances Euphoria: Will do.


Chapter Fifteen

   
   Feedback totentanz.

   Life a flood, a loss for words, a slip of the tongue, a skipping stone. From glance to glance, locale to locale, world to world, problem to problem – moments of clarity are ripples in the static. Mind tornadoes and thought hailstorms, worms crawl and stick out of the earth, twisting their tails as mushrooms bloom and digital encumbrances branch into spheres of existence, one here and one there and both everywhere.

   There is no sense in who I am, what I do, what I’ve done, what I will do. I am an isotope on the verge of fissility, the redheaded stepchild awaiting liberation from the shiny plutonium sphere. My voice is nuclear resonance, my life in a constant state of thermal flux. I move from world to world on the cusp of a wave packet via a plank theorized by Planck on the back of Schrödinger’s cat quantized to mirror stability. My choice weapons are neurotransmitters, my cartridges filled with acetylcholine. 

   I am REM’s best nightmare. 

   
   ~*~

   
   Would you like to join the Waringtla Bi-Annual Tournament as a member of the Knights of Non Compos Mentis?

   A black button bordered in gold appears and I press yes.

   Congratulations, you are now part of the tournament. Before you can join your party, you must read these additional rules.

   “Yeah, yeah, I get it,” I say, as I scroll through a list of rules and regulations that make AppleSoft’s terms and conditions of use look like a tweet.

   A warning appears.

   You must read each rule carefully.

   “Dammit,” I say, scrolling slower this time.

   Are you sure you have read them?

   “I’m sure.”

   Please press the button indicating that you are sure you understand the rules.

   I do as instructed.

   You forgot to check the box indicating you have read the rules. Please select this box and then press the button indicating you are sure.

   I jam my finger into a translucent square floating before me. A green check mark appears in the box. 

   Now press the button indicating that you are sure you understand the rules.

   I punch the button and a vortex forms around me. A split second later and I’m standing in a medieval locker room complete with benches made from logs split lengthways and lockers with rusted iron grilles secured with brass locks.

   “This isn’t what I expected.”

   “What did you expect?” I turn to find Chrono as Zangief’s bigger, bulkier brother. He looks like he’s in a chrome plated version of D&D fan art armor – lethal, fearsome, and surrealistic. He’s sporting a beard now, intricately oiled and braided with beads and metallic barbs.

   “New armor?” I ask as we shake hands.

   “What, this old thing? No, I’ve had this in the back of my armory for a while. It’s called Zertsalo bronya in Old Slavic – which translates to Mirror Armor.”

   “I flunked out of my Old Slavic class in high school,” I tell him. “Homework was too hard.”

   He doesn’t register my joke; probably because something is lost in the real-time translation from ‘Merican to Portuguese and back and not because it ain’t really that funny.

   “Čoho sa kto bojí, o tom sa mu najskôr sníva.”

   I flip around to find Aiden looking smug as a bug in rug in his not quite period appropriate Rainbow Six-esque assassin gear. 

   “Gesundheit,” I tell him.

   “It means the thing we fear, we soon dream about,” he says.

   “What does?”

   “What I said in Slavic.” Aiden moves over to the entrance to our locker area, takes a ready position next to the door.

   “Is everyone ready?” Veenure stands in the far corner of the room in her usual accoutrements with an added fashionista twist; no hood, instead she’s sporting a tie-dyed bucket hat decorated with a pair of tiny fox ears. Her purple hair is plaited into one long braid that hangs down the back of her battle gear.

   “You get a lot of protection with that hat?” I ask, smirking.

   “The Schoolboy Q hat gives me +20 defense,” she says. “It also adds an additional +15 to any spell I cast, which then gives me a +7 advantage on our opponent, which actually equals 22 if you think about it. On top of that, it gives me a +10 wisdom-saving advantage. And did I mention that when I have this snazzy topper on, I’m completely invulnerable to magic attacks?”

   “You had me at hello,” I tell her. “No idea what you’re talking about, kid.”

   “You really don’t know anything about Tritania, do you?” she asks.

   “He’s the ultimate noob,” chimes in Chrono. “The Forever Noob.”

   Rocket: N00byMcN00bfAc3.

   I brush my shoulders off. “Anyone recognize this gesture?”

   Blank expressions answer my question.

   “Never mind. I seem to be good for one thing only when it comes to this Proxima World – kicking ass and taking names.” 

   Which reminds me: I equip my own armor, item 573, the Vibranite Alloy Dragonscale Armor made by Chrono. I follow this with a quick scroll down to item 572, my Final Fantasy Buster Sword, orバスターソード. Next up is item 571, my Golden Goosinator, which reminds me to equip recently required item 577, the Attla Spider Venom Hose gun that attaches to the hack.

   “Looking good, Quantum.” 

   Movement in my peripheral vision. I look over my shoulder and I double take at a most unexpected sight. Sophia is decked out in a robe that’s made of nothing. Or everything, or maybe something. Reality seems to warp and shift around it; my eyes won’t focus on it, it’s as if she’s wrapped in a Substance D hallucination.

   “Where’d you get the hologram hide?” I ask.

   “It’s a Robe of Illusion, one of only three that exist in Tritania. Actually, I should say it is one of only two – the third was cast into the Endless Sea.”

   I don’t sigh and roll my eyes, but I want to. Yes, Sophia, we’re all very impressed with your Franklin Mint Collector’s Limited Edition Thaumaturgist’s Magic Bathrobe. I’m surprised that you didn’t wave the certificate of authenticity in front of everybody so we could all ooh and aah at it. The material constantly morphs, reflecting light and flashing face-like images. It’s some creepy shit, and I look away just to avoid the faces of lost souls silently screaming at me.

   “Well, how do we get this little fight under way?” I ask the group. “I don’t have all day.”

   “Through this door,” says Aiden. He taps his fingernail against a door with the word FIGHT branded into it. “Our first battle starts as soon as we exit.”

   
   ~*~

   
   I’ve never pictured myself as a gladiator, never thought that I’d be standing at the center of an arena surrounded by thousands and thousands of screaming fans. The day is bright, cloudless, the sky a fair shade of zaffre. We’re in a large open field, wide enough to host two football matches side by side. A gate opens ahead of us and the crowd goes wild as our first opponents emerge. 

   Rocket: Here’s a close-up.

   I minimize the image with a pinch. NPC dwarves with bushy red beards, riding giant kangaroo rats with armored helmets fashioned to resemble panda bear ears? Kill me, Tritania, kill me now. 

   Me: Dwarves on panda-hatted kangaroo rats?

   Rocket: How did you know their name?

   Me: Lucky guess.

   “Dwarves on panda-hatted kangaroo rats,” I relay to Aiden, Chrono and Veenure.

   “Rocket?” she asks.

   “Comms.”

   “You really should add me to the comms you guys are using.”

   “I know, I know,” I say. “We keep forgetting. It’s a complicated procedure.”

   “Later,” Sophia says, “look up.”

   She points at an enormous Doritos XXXL Jumbotron at the far end of the stadium. The snack chip manufacturer’s logo sits in the bottom corner featuring an ad promising to LEVEL UP WITHOUT LEVELING UP.

   Sophia huffs, “Leave it to America’s number one manufacturer of empty calories to target gamers with their products!”

   “Is there anyone else they should target?” I ask. “Besides, the Cajun Crawfish Doritos look legit! Aside from us, how many fit gamers do you know?”

   Veenure says, “I’m fit in real life, within my target weight.”

   Rocket: Pics or it didn’t happen. ¯\_(ツ)_/¯ 

   Me: Thatta boy. You’re learning. 

   Sophia: Shut up.

   ~~ LET THE GAMES BEGIN! ~~ 

   The booming voice rings out all around us as the sound of the crowd swells. To the eastern side of the field is the king’s skybox area, or whatever it’s called in medievalese, but the king of the Saiduka Giants is absent, replaced instead by a lady large enough to eat your average VE gamer for breakfast and still have room for a Keg o’DunkinKing Munchkins the size of an aeros school bus.

   That’s the curious part about the crowd – it’s segregated, the giants on the right with their mean mugs and throaty grunts directly across from throngs of normal-sized fans, who hoot and holler and whistle and cheer and blow vuvuzelas for all they’re worth. I’d hate to see what happens if a fight broke out between the sides, but methinks that the regular sized-fans would wind up stuck between the toes of Big Uns, and right smartly, too. 

   A bracket appears on the screen, announcing our guild name and the guild name of our opponent, Draco Dormiens Nunquam Titillandus, or, apparently, the DDNuTs for short.

   “I don’t even want to know what that means,” I grumble.

   Rocket: It means Never tickle a sleeping dragon.

   Me: What part of I don’t even want to know what that means do you not understand?

   The trumpet sounds, the Knights versus five dwarves riding giant kangaroo rats, aka the DDNuTs.

   “My turn.” I move my hand to equip my Tickle-me-Elmo themed nutcracker, item 98.

   “Not quite,” says Sophia. “They charged us, so they get the first attack.”

   The first three dwarves miss their attacks on Sophia and Veenure. They almost hit Aiden, who is saved by Chrono. One of the dwarves rides towards me, his tongue wagging and his eyes radiating fury as he sizes me up. He’s the ugliest of the bunch, which takes some doing as they’re all ugly in an inbred, gene-damaged, radioactive mutant kind of way. He screeches and roars as his dipodomys spectabilis eximae magnitudinis leaps into the air to multiply the striking power of his swing. The cavalry ax clangs and sparks against my armor.

   “Bastard!” I shout as my life bar takes a dip.

   The final dwarf advances towards me, stops, and waits as his short ax lengthens into a wickedly pointed halberd. He bangs the butt of the polearm on the ground, smiles, blocks one nostril with a finger as he cocks his head and blows a stream of toxic-looking yellow dwarf snot across the intervening distance, where it splatters at my feet. 

   “How do I counter?” I shout as his mount rears up and he preps his charge. 

   Rocket: It’s all about your DI.

   Me: ENGLISH!

   Rocket: Defense intelligence. Note: yours is low.

   Chrono saves the day. He lunges forward like a Secret Service Agent taking one for the Gipper, and the pointy end shatters against his Slavic armor. The panda-hatted kangaroo rat lunges forward and chomps a McGruff-sized bite out of Chrono’s shoulder.

   “Damn! That’s some bite!” I say as the rodent of unusual size and his under-sized rider bound away.

   “I’ll be all right,” says Chrono, “but we need to hit them hard this round because I’ll need time to rejuvenate for the next battle.”

   “Rejuvenate?” I ask. “You can do that?”

   “The armor,” he says as he taps his chest. “But it’s a bit slow.”

   Veenure pumps her fist. “Our turn! Aiden? Quantum? Who’s up?”

   “I got just the thing for this bunch, but I’ll need some magic. Sophia?”

   She nods. “Just tell me what you need.”

   “I just need you to make something really big – really, really big.”

   She shoots me the thumbs up and I step forward and equip item 200, an industrial-sized Lehman Brothers Paper Shredder, perfect for post-recession cover ups. I hold it up over my head for all to see, and the crowd fails to appreciate the depth and scope of my artistic vision; beer steins, trash containers, deep-fried stadium food, vuvuzelas, picnic coolers and folding chairs are tossed onto the fighting field.

   “Tough crowd,” Aiden says.

   “They don’t like the fact that you are using other-world weapons,” Veenure shouts.

   “They can collectively kiss my ass!”

   Sophia plays along, “Let me guess, you want me to cast Embiggen on your paper shredder?”

   “That’s the name of the spell?”

   She nods.

   “Well then, LET THE SHREDDER EMBIGGENING BEGIN!”

   Sophia floats forward; her über-spooky, limited edition parachute gown of damned souls flaps and billows even though there’s no breeze. She pauses to allow the crowd adequate time to fully appreciate her awesomeness, and it occurs to me that this is the exact same shit that the late and unlamented Rollins and his Reaper butt-buddies like to do. With a dramatic series of arm motions that look exactly like the Village People’s YMCA routine, and an incantation that highlights her grasp of the intricacies of Thulean magicalness, she finally casts a spell that makes the paper shredder grow to the size of Doc’s RV. 

   Veenure gives me the stink eye and shakes her head. “What the hell is this thing supposed to do?” 

   Aiden gets it immediately.

   Morning Assassin laughs in delight, claps his hands and does his David Blaine act. He appears between two of the DDNuTs, grabs their kangaroo rats by the tail and disappears with them. All three reappear at the feed chute on top of the shredder and he tosses them in. The mammoth macerator sucks them in without a hiccup and spits them out as pixie dust and magic sparkles. Mrs. Hughes’ baby boy is mondo disappointed at the flaccid Richard finish; I was hoping for blood and guts and twisted metal – screaming would have been good too.

   “Can’t always get what you want, I guess,” I say as the crowd jeers, hisses, boos, and makes fart noises with their plastic horns, “but it worked. Chrono, toss another one in!”

   “With pleasure,” he says.

   Rocket: Awesome, got that on vid fo sho.

   Me: Vid fo sho? Sounds like a Vietnamese dish.

   Sophia: Racist.

   Me: Give me a break.

   Sophia: I’ll try when you stop being racist. And misogynistic. Oh, and a show-off! YOU ALWAYS TRY TO SHOW OFF!

   Me: In that order, huh? And please, the all caps, my brain, my eyes. 

   Chrono barrel-rolls forward, hits a leaping point and goes airborne. He lands like a superhero between the three remaining dwarf riders. Two of the DDNuts fly up into the air as if they’ve just bounced off a trampoline and land in the shredder’s feed chute.

   Veenure finishes the match by casting a spell I’ve not seen her use before. The final rider twitches as his flesh melts off his body, leaving his dwarf skeleton atop the kangaroo rat skeleton. 

   “What was that called?” I ask as the trumpet sounds, indicating we’ve won.

   “Flesh Stripper,” she says as places both hands in prayer position in front of her body. A wave of energy spirals around her fingers and fizzles into a mini Chinese New Year’s celebration. 

   I laugh, “You just ruined that for me.”

   
   ~*~

   
   Our guild name lights up on the Doritos XXXL Jumbotron. The crowd is too rowdy for me to get a read on their opinions of us, but the increase in garbage flying onto the stadium grounds makes it pretty clear that they’re not fans of the Knights. Can’t win them all, or in James Dean’s words, gratification comes in the doing, not the results.

   We respawn in the locker room. 

   “Flesh Stripper?” Sophia narrows her eyes at Veenure. “How did you learn to cast that? It’s easily level 40.”

   Me: Innuendo anyone?

   Rocket: Ha! I finally get one of your jokes!

   Veenure adjusts her Schoolboy Q hat. “I took a quest to retrieve a Grand Relic as part of an Adventure Zone Challenge set up by the Maximum Fun Network. The winning guild each received a spell above their pay grade.”

   Sophia nods. “Flesh Stripper isn’t a bad choice, but as a Dark Mage, I would have taken something like Internal Infection instead.”

   “But Flesh Stripper kills an enemy instantly … ”

   “You’re right,” says Sophia, “but only if you are at a higher level than the enemy. Internal Infection takes fifteen percent of an enemy’s HP per turn and gives it to you. Plus, it gives them disadvantage.”

   “Did not know that.”

   Aiden says, “Looks like we’re up again.”

   Before I can make a quip about the geekiest fantasy locker room I’ve ever had the displeasure of spawning in, the Knights materialize on the field to an increasingly rambunctious crowd. I shake my fist at them, as if that will do any good. 

   Rocket: I bet you could take out at least a few of them, Q Pop, until they overpowered you and ripped you to shreds.

   Me: Thin ice, Rocket, thin ice.

   Sophia: The gates opening! PLEASE STOP THE MINDLESS BANTER ON THIS CHANNEL!

   Rocket: PLEASE STOP TALKING IN ALL CAPS.

   The gates open up and Rocket’s zoomed-in image appears in front me. This one is going to be fun.

   “Head’s up,” I tell the three not on comms, “our next battle is with a group of Reapers, or angsty tweener dipshits, as I like to call them. Careful of their weapons, they have real world implications.”

   “They’re like the ones in the OMIB,” Veenure says.

   “Yup.”

   She throws her hands at her sides. “I will … ” She equips some armor I’ve never seen her wear before. It almost reminds me of a hockey goalie chest protector sans the shoulder pads. “ … Kill these bastards for what they did to Zedic!”

   Rocket: They have anime weapons! Here’s the breakdown: the scissor blade is used by a character named Ryuko in Kill La Kill. The stapler hands are from an anime called Bakemonogatari. The gloves that look like a pair of cat heads are from an anime called Ookamisan and her Seven Companions. Finally, the sword that is twenty-five feet long is from an anime called Fairy Tail. 

   “Rocket says that they are a bunch of anime freaks with stupid weapons.” I size-up the swordsman. He’s the most menacing of the bunch, even with the fact he’s baring his midriff and there’s a tat across his chiseled belly that reads Hench 4 Life.

   “Bring it,” growls Aiden. 

   Chrono asks, “Why are there only four?”

   “Because of the sword,” Sophia explains. “I’m familiar with the Bustermarm Sword. It was on display at a weapons convention I attended in Valhalla last month, selling for rupee equivalent of $250,000 USD, It has the ability to cut through the earth. My guess is the tournament monitors put a handicap on the group because of it.”

   “They either stole it or bought it,” I say, “and this crew doesn’t look smart enough to steal a car with both its door open and its key in the ignition.”

   The trumpet sounds. No sudden attack this time, Strata Godsick’s brainwashed minions strut over to us like they’re auditioning for Cobra Command. If this crew of mud-brained misfits could walk towards us in cinemaesque slow motion, they would.

   “Can we take their weapons?” I ask, my peepers fixed on the ridiculously disproportioned sword. 

   “We could make a wager,” Sophia says as the Reapers approach.

   “Will they bite?”

   Chrono scratches his chin. “There’s only one way to find out.”

   Sophia takes the lead, her Robe of Illusion shimmering like Vegas on DMT. “Before we begin,” she says, “we challenge you to a wager.”

   The head Reaper, the one with the sword that is definitely over-compensating for something, stops and flexes his neck muscles. Because of the size of his sword, he isn’t in the middle of the group as a leader normally is; rather, he’s furthest to the right, allowing him plenty of space to drag his sword behind him.

   Me: More about the sword, Rocket.

   Rocket: It’s called Pantherlily’sBustermarm (バスターマアム). It adjusts to its owner’s size, so it’s always five times the size of its wielder. The hand-guard forms a feline head with Lacrima crystals for eyes. Its resting size is that of a normal sword; it is activated when the user equips it and syncs with the crystals on its hilt.

   Me: Where are you getting this?

   Rocket: The iNet. Where else would I get anything?

   Me: Me likey, me wanty. 

   The head Reaper points his finger it at Sophia. He’s wearing a pair of fingerless leather gloves and enough faux Nazi-Biker-Viking rings to hamper finger movement. “What’s your wager, deadman?” he asks in a deep-pitched, mechanical voice.

   “Our best weapons for your best weapons.”

   He snorts.

   “I’m serious,” she says.

   “Five?” he asks.

   Sophia turns. I give her the thumbs up, Aiden nods, Veenure makes the let’s wrap this up gesture and Chrono looks nervous. 

   “I really like my hammers,” he says under his breath.

   “Don’t worry,” I tell him softly. “We have a little surprise for these Skullcandy fruit bats. You gotta trust me here, Chrono.”

   He sighs. “Yeah,” he finally says, “I do.”

   The Big Kahuna of the Skullitor set laughs a credible supervillain laugh. “Show me what you’re prepared to lose, losers.”

   “My Robe of Illusion,” says Sophia.

   “My Maxwell Silver Hammers.” Chrono grimaces. 

   “My Invisible Blade,” says Aiden.

   “Wait, you didn’t tell me you had that!”

   I can tell by the way his mask shifts that he is grinning. “You wouldn’t have seen it anyway.”

   Veenure takes a deep breath, “My Schoolboy Q Hat.”

   “Quantum?” Sophia asks.

   “Well,” I say as I scan all four Reapers. “If this is how it’s gonna play out, this is how it’s gonna play out. I’m putting my favorite, most prized possession on the line.” I brandish item 574, Mirror’s necklace. 

   “Ooh – a necklace? How about you throw in your tutu, tiara and fairy wand?” the head Reaper guffaws.

   “Not just any necklace – this necklace calls a fierce mirrored dragon. She’s going to be pissed that I pawned her off to a sorry bunch of bedwetting nose-pickers like yourselves, but she’ll listen to whoever holds this necklace.”

   The head Reaper looks to his leather-clad B&D compadres. The female of the group glances to her scissor blade and back to the Shao Kahn incarnate. Finally, she nods.

   “Then it is settled,” Sophia says. “Let’s get started.”

   A golden button appears in front of me, asking if I accept the wager on behalf of the Knights. 


Chapter Sixteen

   
   Susie Scissorswords is up first. She’s faster than a speeding bullet and more powerful than a locomotive as she comes down hard on Aiden, who actually takes a bit of damage for once. She’s up in the air again, getting her Olga Korbut on for just a moment before she taps Aiden again, this time for even more damage than before.

   Aiden grunts; his life bar takes a 25% dip. The look on his face – even with his mask on – is something I’ve seen before. If this were The Loop, he would have finished her off before she could get her first strike in. Damn the boundaries of this world, damn them to hell.

   “The scissor blade is mine,” he spits. “Once we win.”

   Office Depot on attack – the Reaper with the stapler hands unloads a few clips in Sophia’s direction. They grow to horseshoe size, and Sophia dodges by levitating out of their way. The flying staples clear her, only to boomerang just past her and fly in for another attack. One hits, but she’s able to dodge the rest.

   The reaper with the boxing gloves shaped like cat heads is up next. He pumps his fists, punches his gloves together over his Skeletor mask, which creates a giant tidal wave of energy that has a feline shape. It strikes all of us except Veenure, who has magic protection via her schoolboy hat.

   Rocket: Damn! They are kicking your asses!

   Me: Thanks for the play-by-play, kid. Where’s Frances? Get her on the horn.

   Rocket: There isn’t a horn.

   Sophia: Rocket, this is no time for your sophomoric word-play.

   Rocket: Yes, ma’am. 

   Me: That’s right!

   I don’t have the chance to giggle at the way Sophia the ballbuster shuts him off – the reaper with the big ass sword steps up, drops to a ready position and lifts the sword over his shoulder. A green fizzle of energy rolls down his shoulders and to his hands. He finishes, steps back.

   “Charging?” I ask.

   Sophia says, “We’re toast next round unless we finish him off now.”

   “Lemme handle it,” I say as I raise my Golden Goosinator. This one is really going to sting, and the four shitbirds in front of us have no clue as to how bad it’s going to be.

   Enough talk. I raise my Envenomed Golden Goosinator at the Big Sworded Bub. The liquid blasts from the nozzle in a high pressure stream and splatters The Hedgehog-and-his-Sword and his butt-buddy Edward Staplehands. The hack itself zaps them with a dose of Doc’s patented Reaper Remover, and they’re forcibly logged out and we’ve got their real world location – Hah! A win-win courtesy of a joint weapons venture between two worlds. 

   Their weapons fall to the ground, booty ready to be taken. 

   Veenure smiles and cocks an eyebrow. “Nice!”

   Sophia pirouettes with one finger above her head. Cherry blossoms curl in the air, extending from her fingertips. They cover her body and disappear at the blink of an eye.

   “Crap,” she says, floating back down, “it didn’t work.”

   Veenure stares in awe at Sophia. “You can cast Seppuku?”

   “I recently learned it,” she explains. “Some good that did me. Still not at the level I need to be to make it take.”

   “My turn.” Aiden retrieves his Slice Bang from his list. He drops to one knee and lays the flat of the blade across his free hand. Two black clouds appear in the sky above the combat area.

   “This a Soulcalibur move?”

   As always, Veenure is quick to reply. “He’s casting Rainbow Sword.”

   The two magical black clouds part and an enormous, Somewhere Over The-type rainbow arches down and zaps Aiden’s sword with all kinds of fizzley rainbow goodness. With that, he raises the Slice Bang over his head and leaps, the rainbow trailing at the end of his blade. Taste the Rainbow! He smites the Reaper broad with such force that a tiny unicorn shoots out of her ass as she is crushed into nothingness. 

   Her Scissorswords fall to the ground like discarded lucky charms.

   One Reaper left, and two of our guys still haven’t had an at-bat. Colonel Catclops looks like he’ll need a change of pants soon, and I’m not surprised – Tournament AI won’t let him log out; he’ll have to suck up anything we dish out until he rolls over and dies.

   I can’t resist. “Not so tough now, are ya, pussy-boy?”

   Rocket: Holy double entendre, Q-Man!

   “I got something I want to try.” Chrono the blacksmith lays one of his fancy silver hammers at his feet, and the other expands until it’s twice as large as a sledge hammer (which, of course, I have in my list – item 391).

   Chrono crouches, swings his magically magnified mystic mallet and at the top of its arc propels himself skyward. He hangs in the sky for just a moment, tucks and rolls so his hammer points directly at the top of the Big, Bad Reaper’s pointy little head, and rides it down with the force and velocity of the de-orbiting space junk that vaporized Beaumont, Texas in 2033.

   “Hammer pile drive?” I ask, as his flashy maneuver wipes out 75% of Mr. Hello Kitty Hands’ life bar.

   Veenure says, “I think that move is called Hammer Time.”

   Chrono appears next to me again with what a much more vulgar person than I might have occasion to call a shit-eating grin. “I didn’t kill him, but I got pretty close.”

   “I’ll finish this.” Veenure presses her palms together as if in prayer. Her Thulean tattoos pulsate and change color as an enormous transparent orb forms above her head. A liquid the color of antifreeze fills the orb, and she free-throws it like it’s the tie-breaker for the Larry O’Brien Championship Trophy. It bursts in a toxic cloud of zombie-green vapor, and our little Reaper pal dissolves like a moistened Wicked Witch.

   “Acid Orb,” she says before I can ask.

   “Not bad,” I say as the battle trumpet proclaims our victory. “Not bad at all.”

   
   ~*~

   
   The crowd seems to be jeering less. They’re still throwing stuff onto the field, but at least they’re not throwing sharp things any longer. Images of the Knights of Non Compos Mentis flash on the Doritos XXXL Jumbotron. Once the video pans to me I give the crowd the bird; this doesn’t go over as well as I would have hoped.

   “I got dibs on the big sword,” I say as I approach the fallen weapons.

   Rocket: It’s called a Bustermarm!

   I arrive at the blade and crouch down to better admire the elaborate inlay on the hilt. It shrinks as soon as I lift it.

   “Hey, I thought this thing was supposed to get big.”

   Rocket: It only gets big in a battle.

   Me: What if I rub it the right way?

   Rocket: Let me research that.

   Me: Aw, c’mon – I was sure you’d get that one!

   I add the Bustermarm to my inventory list, item 579. Aiden lifts the scissor blade. Shaped like a pair of seamstress’ shears, the hilt of the blade is formed where the two eye rings meet. Morning Assassin opens the blade, makes snippy-snippy with it, snaps it shut. 

   I grimace and cup my groin. “Yowza! You could be the new Cybernoir Bris King with that!”

   He rolls his eyes and shakes his head.

   I turn to the other three, who are walking towards us. “Two weapons left,” I call out.

   Veenure says, “I want the stapler hands.”

   She picks up one of the weapons, examines it. Logic need not apply – imagine a Freddy Krueger glove with staplers. She slips her hand it, curls her fingers as she contemplates a career as a lethal executive assistant. 

   Chrono scoops up the cat-faced gloves. “I’ll take them, unless you want them.” He tells Sophia.

   “I haven’t engaged in physical combat since I was level five,” she says, her much-too-refined nose in the air. “I don’t see this changing all of the sudden.”

   “Your loss, my gain,” he says as he tries one of the gloves on.

   “What’s so great about these gloves anyway?” I ask.

   “They come with a spell called Super Fisting, which can tear low level enemies apart from the inside out. They also deliver an electric jolt with each punch,” Veenure says. “Enough to stun your enemy.”

   I’m just about to comment on the name of the spell when Sophia stops me. “It looks like our next opponents have arrived.”

   “Wait, don’t we get a break?”

   “Only after the first match,” she says. “Again, this is in the rules I sent you. Everyone gets a break to regain their HPs after the first match, after that, no such luck. You’ll get rests in the solo rounds though, but we have to make it there first!”

   I catch the feed on the big screen; five eyeless creatures with mouths like the muzzle of a mountain howitzer float their way toward us. They are tan, each about the size of a grizzly. I count eight legs on each of them, but I could be off. I’m more distracted by the way they move, like airborne manatees. 

   Frances Euphoria: Tardigrades.

   Me: Hey! You’re on Comms!

   Frances Euphoria: Yes, with Rocket. 

   Me: Okay, I’ll keep the convo PC.

   Rocket: Player Character?

   Me: Something like that.

   Frances: I’m leaving soon, but I wanted to see how you guys were doing in the tournament. 

   Me: Not bad. Squashed some Reapers too.

   Rocket: FYI – Tardigrades are water-dwelling, segmented micro-animals. They have eight legs, each with four to eight claws, and can live pretty much anywhere on earth. Scientists classify them as extremophile and they’re commonly referred to as water bears.

   “Tardigrades,” I tell our team, “a bunch of extremophiles if you ask me.”

   Rocket: You sound smart!

   Me: Do I smell sarcasm?

   Rocket: You do!

   
   ~*~

   
   Tardigrades are a sunovabitch. They simply dodge our first round of attacks by twisting out of the way, not unlike manatees playing a half-hearted game of slap ass. Their turn comes and it ends – they don’t do anything at all.

   “Why aren’t they attacking us?” I ask as I scroll through my list.

   “They’re saving power,” says Sophia.

   “For what?”

   “I’ve never fought them before; I’ve only heard about them. We need to do some serious damage this turn.”

   “I know just the thing!” I equip item 217, Prince’s purple guitar, the one shaped like his iconic unpronounceable symbol. 

   Again, Sophia gives me the look. “Are you going to serenade them to death?”

   “Watch and learn, young Skywalker, watch and learn.” I turn the sharp end of the guitar at them and hit a simple E-A-B7 chord progression. Gallons upon gallons of sticky white liquid coats the Tardigrades. The crowd boos us.

   Rocket: That looks like–

   Me: Mind out of the gutter, Peanut Gallery. It’s called Super Plasmic Long-lasting Optimal Organic Glue Extract.

   Rocket: That acronym!

   Frances Euphoria: I should probably ask why you blasted the Tardigrades with … um … ”

   Me: Let’s keep it PG-13, there are kids present.

   Rocket: I’m only a few years younger than Frances!

   Veenure says, “That might be the grossest-looking attack I’ve ever seen.”

   “Everyone, listen, disregard the fact that it looks like baby-making juice, it’s not. It’s called Super Plasmic Long-lasting Optimized Organic Glue Extract. Let’s keep things professional here. They won’t be able to move as easily, problem solved.”

   Sophia bows her head in disappointment. “How can the same man that calls semen baby-making juice turn around and ask us to act professional?”

   “Just attack the water bears for crying out loud! They’re stuck now!”

   The Tardigrades move left and right, trying to free themselves from the sticky goo. Aiden attacks first, casting a spell called Trumper-tantrum. His face turns spray tan orange, he sprouts a cheap-ass looking nylon toupee, and he whirls into a Tasmanian Devil style tornado. He sweeps across all five of the Tardigrades; they grow larger and their life bars increase by 15%.

   “Oh, this is double-plus ungood!”

   Sophia shouts, “Cast all the protection spells you have! All of them! We aren’t going to get through this round!” 

   In the air she goes, twittering her jazz hands and covering us with magic fairy glitter.

   “Thanks,” I tell her, “All I need is a stripper pole and do-me shoes and I’ll feel just like an exotic dancer!”

   “It’s a protection spell called Glam Rocks; it will make you better at dodging their next attack.”

   Veenure does a little jig, stamps her feet and snaps her fingers. A translucent half-sphere forms around our party. “Let’s see them get through this,” she says, but her expression belies her confident statement. 

   Last up is Chrono, who uses his hammers to hack out a trench in front of us. 

   Rocket: Before you ask – that gives you added dodging ability.

   Me: I wasn’t going to ask.

   Frances Euphoria: Sure you weren’t.

   The Tardigrades’ turn. The one furthest to the right comes forward, breaks through the shield, and swallows Chrono like a fat kid slamming a Marshmallow Peep down his neck.

   “Seriously!” I cry, as the next one comes forward and does the same thing to Veenure. My inventory finger twitches to no avail – the turn-based battle system has me by the huevos and there’s no chance for me to equip something that could actually take one of these eight-legged bastards out.

   “Well, so much for that,” Sophia says, just before she’s swallowed. 

   Aiden tries to fight back but it’s useless – he’s swallowed too.

   The final Tardigrade advances towards me. Its mouth swells and swells until it’s as wide as my body. I don’t even touch the sides as it engulfs me. My screen flashes black and I die.


Chapter Seventeen

   
   We respawn in the locker room.

   “What the hell just happened?” I ask.

   “We lost.”

   “Yeah, thanks Veenure, I figured that much.”

   “Now we have to wait for the next match to present itself, then we go back out.” She sits on the bench and takes her hat off. 

   I glance to Aiden, who has already made his way over to the door to get in a ready position just in case. Christ, Morning Assassin never sleeps, but then again he doesn’t sleep.

   “Well, is it bad?”

   “It’s not good,” says Sophia. “If we lose our next match, we’re out of the solo round. The tournament allows for one loss in either the group rounds or the solo round. Only one, though, which means you’ll have to win all four solo fights.”

   “Great,” I say. “All to meet the giant king, huh?”

   Sophia puffs her cheeks out and releases a loud sigh. “Speaking of which, the team selects the person for the solo round – you – and if you win, you’ll be the one asking King Coromon for a wish. Don’t ask for something stupid like unlimited ice cream.”

   “I can eat enormous amounts of ice cream, although pancakes are more my style.” 

   Frances Euphoria: Don’t wish for pancakes! 

   Sophia continues, “The tournament is actually happening all at the same time in the same arena. The enemies that we’ve faced are generated randomly from the groups that have signed up.”

   “And we encountered Reapers?” I ask. “That seems odd.”

   “It does,” she says, “but it is all random and as I said, happening at the same time. This moves the tournament process along rather quickly.”

   “Wait a minute – if this is a giant tournament, why haven’t we faced any giants?”

   “There are definitely groups of giants in the tournament,” says Chrono, “you can look at the lineup if you want proof. We just haven’t randomly faced them yet.”

   “Well damn, I got something in mind for them if we do.”

   Everything in my viewing pane pixilates. 

   “We’re up,” says Aiden, but by the time this message registers with me, we’re standing again on the battle field surrounded by a jeering crowd while the Doritos XXXL Jumbotron advertises Dunkin King’s newest lo-cal glazed donut soylent- tofu burger, asserting that it’s yummilicious.

   
   ~*~

   
   “They’re ghosts?” I ask as a group of five ectoplasmic ghouls float over to us. I count two cleric looking ones, although one may be a mage – I’ll leave identifying who’s what to Rocket. There’s a short brawler type who would make a great Reaper if only he had a skull mask. To his right is a buxom female in V-neck armor, which, again, reminds me of how little real world laws apply in this world. If Zedic were here and Tritania was just a bit closer to real life, he could sink an arrow into her heart at the snap of a finger. The final guy is part mage, part armored up Bruno. All are equally translucent-ish, yet tangible enough for me to make out their details.

   Rocket: Genius! They’re all cursed!

   Me: Cursed?

   Sophia: They were all cursed to exist as ghosts – it happens, especially if you fight the sea witches in Eastern Polynya. Most PCs get it cured immediately, but a few of the smarter ones use it to their advantage.

   “We’re first,” says Sophia. “Who wants up?”

   “Oh! Oh! OH! Me, me, me, ME! I got the perfect thing; it may affect my life bar, so Chrono, cover me.”

   “You got it, Steamboy,” the big man calls back.

   “Damn,” I say, giddy with excitement. “I’ve been looking for the right chance to use this stuff for years now! Years, I tell you!” My inventory list comes up and I select item 39, my genuine, authentic, unlicensed nuclear accelerator. The proton pack materializes on my back, and I unsheath and grip the neutrona wand; the containment trap and footswitch appear at my feet.

   “What the hell is that?” asks Veenure.

   “Vintage positron collider, man-portable, one each.”

   “How does colliding vintage positrons help us? And man-portable is sexist.”

   “Jeez, give the political correctness a rest, would ya, people? And did you guys grow up in a pop-culture vacuum? Just stand back and prepare to revel in my awesomeness.”

   I glance over at Sophia with a grin. “Which one of these Casper farts is the strongest?”

   She lifts a single finger to her temple. “The cleric on the right – she’s level 75!”

   The proton stream leaps out and snares the floating white witch like a lasso made of red lightning. She writhes and struggles, thrashes and flails; I sincerely hope that young Mr. Rocket got screen shots of this – the look of sheer, unadulterated horror and astonishment plastered across her mug is priceless! I reel her in, stomp the footswitch, and the trap sucks her in and slams shut.

   BOOYAH! Who Ya Gonna Call? Sure, I take a major hit in my life bar, a good 40% penalty, but that’s fine by me.

   Sophia’s face is a rictus of horror. “What’s that horrible sound?”

   “She’s screaming inside the Slimer trap.”

   “You asshole!” One of her teammates shouts.

   “Now, now fellas, let’s keep it clean,” I call over to them. “This is an all ages audience.”

   The audience may or may not be on my side – it’s kind of hard to tell with all the booing. 

   “You’re all dead!” The mage brawler bellows. “I will eat your liver, drink your blood, and piss in your skull!”

   “We’ll see about that,” says Aiden. He spins, tossing a series of throwing stars at the Mage Brawler. All but one misses, taking his life bar down a whopping 2%.

   “Ranged attacks have even a smaller chance of connecting,” says Veenure,” but I have a spell that will really piss them off.” 

   A tesseract forms at her fingertips. She twists into the air, pulls both arms back and the 4-D construct flies forward and sweeps over the Mage Brawler. He drops to his feet and the color returns to his body.

   “Remove Curse,” Veenure says, “that should make him easier to hit next time.”

   “Hell, yes!” I say.

   “Prewtakha schlo,” Sophia says in Thulean. 

   “You’re all dead!” screams the armored female warrior. “Dead! Dead! Dead!”

   Chrono steps up, flexes, poses, crouches down, and then returns to the lineup.

   “Charging,” he calls over to me.

   “Got it. I’ll figure this game out some day.

   Sophia is the last to go. She hits the air and her other-worldly Robe of Illusion billows and swirls and extends ethereal tentacles that engulf the ghost cleric, spasm and contract and squash her down to nothingness – poof, gone, game over. 

   “You’re going to need to teach me that move,” I tell her as she settles next to me.

   “You have about forty more levels and a class change before you can do that,” she snaps.

   
   ~*~

   
   Our opponents have three team members left, a Mage Brawler, a little ghosty brawler, and Lady Death in armored glad rags. With the two clerics murdalized, the Knights ain’t doing too shabby. At least we’ve neutralized their magic faction, but that doesn’t seem to stop them from casting spells. The little brawler turns to their female warrior and beats his hands against his chest.

   “What’s with the King Kong act?” I ask.

   Sophia: He’s casting a spell on her that doubles his teammates’               attack power for this round.

   Frances Euphoria: Be careful!

   The brawler with the Napoleon complex returns to the lineup, panting with anger. The wraithlike Brienne of Tarth wannabe spins counterclockwise, and a ring of rotating tetraskelions swirl around her waist in formation like a vintage hula hoop. She suddenly stops, and the tetraskelions fly off her one after another. I brace for impact but the spinning blades hack into Veenure and chop her into cat food.

   Critical hit!

   Rocket: Shit!

   “Dammit,” I say, as I watch the twitching mound of Veenure pâté disappear. “Dammit!”

   The Rumpleminze chick reappears on her side, laughs and points.

   “My turn to level the playing field,” growls the Mage Brawler, the only one not translucent thanks to Veenure’s de-ghosting spell. He flexes his fingers and an enormous ice sword forms in his hand. An icy fog billows off the blade as he runs forward and jabs it into Aiden’s chest. 

   “Damn!” 

   I watch helplessly as the wound turns blue, spreading outward in tiny veins until Aiden’s entire body is frozen. The Mage Brawler twists the hilt as he pulls his blade out; Aiden shatters and falls to the ground like a discarded extra-super-huge, assassin-flavored sno-cone.

   Rocket: Crap! They got Aiden!

   Frances Euphoria: You guys have to win this!

   Me: Thank you, Captain Obvious!

   Sophia says, “Our turn. We need to finish them this round. I’ll cast Tentacles of Torment again – that’ll eliminate one.”

   Chrono says, “I’m casting Divine Hammer. There’s no blocking this attack.”

   Sophia turns to me. “Quantum?”

   “I got something for the non-ghosty one.”

   A quick scroll through my list and I stop at item 109, a bed of nails with the tips coated in fresh Black Mamba venom. I target the Mage Brawler and the bed appears in front of him. He gives me an angry look as he realizes that there isn’t much he can do about my next attack. I materialize next to him, grab him at his crotch and throat, deadlift him and twirl him over my head. This one’s for you, George the Animal Steele!

   Rocket: HELICOPTER POWERBOMB!!!

   I throw the guy down hard onto the Posturepedic of Death. He cries out and I reappear on our side of the killing field.

   “He’s not dead yet!” Sophia cries.

   True, his life bar is down only about twenty-five percent, but Black Mamba venom is a fast acting neurotoxin, and the poison contained in a single bite is enough to kill the victim ten times over. It ain’t a pretty death; I’ve experienced it at least twice in The Loop courtesy of Scarface Charlie.

   “Oh, he’ll die,” I assure her, “trust me on this one.” 

   Chrono is up next with his Divine Hammer attack. Again, he does a modest bit of hammerific flexing and posturing; if he had a sickle to go with his hammers he’d look exactly like every statue of the Heroic New Soviet Man Gazing into the Bright Socialist Future that you’ve ever seen pictured. For the finale, he leaps up and clashes the hammers together above his head in a spectacular ball of blue-white energy. It strikes the ground and morphs into a short, well-muscled man with a shriveled foot and a beard of curled ringlets. He’s clad in chiton and sandals, and he’s obviously as Greek as olive oil, feta cheese and starfish punching.

   Me: It’s Zeus!

   Rocket: That’s not Zeus, it’s Hephaestus, the Greek god of blacksmithing! I ran his attributes through a mythic heroes database. 

   Me: Of course it is. Of course you did.

   Hephaestus produces a hammer of Donkey Kong-esque proportions; the veins on his arms pulsate to the point of popping. He approaches the warrior broad slowly, pulls back, and gives her the Rogers Hornsby treatment. She shoots out of the stadium like she’s got a JATO up her ass, ghastly ghosty gazongas and all. Her life bar blinks out when she clears the outer wall. 

   Rocket: HOME RUN!

   Sophia is next up. She finishes the little brawler quickly with her wowsie-wow Testicles of Torment. The only one left standing is the Mage Brawler, but as soon as his turn flips over, he convulses, foams at the mouth, hits the ground and pixelates out.

   “Ain’t that a bitch,” I say as the trumpet sounds.


Chapter Eighteen

   
   The Knights and Chrono respawn in the locker room to find Veenure sitting on the bench, reading a leather-bound book entitled How to Talk Thulean Gooder.

   “Find a good place to study?” I ask with a sly grin.

   “Just killing the time until you guys win.” She snaps the book shut and it vanishes in a puff of purple smoke.

   Frances Euphoria: I have to go now. I’ve opened a private chat screen so Rocket and Sophia don’t see what we’re saying.

   I turn away from the others, who are recapping to Veenure how we finished off our last opponents.

   Me: Good, I had a lot of fun last night.

   Frances Euphoria: Me too. You’re getting your stamina back.

   Me: I’ll take that as both a compliment and as a dis.

   Frances Euphoria: It isn’t a dis – you are still technically recovering, not to mention the attack a few days ago in the hotel and your concussion. Don’t be too critical of yourself, most people take longer than a few weeks to fully recover from a digital coma. 

   Me: I’ve got a hard head, always have. Rollins is six feet under by now – my sympathy meter hasn’t twitched since Monday.

   Frances Euphoria: He was cremated.

   Me: Even better. Give him a little foretaste of his ultimate destination.

   Frances Euphoria: So no regrets?

   Me: What is with you on this? If he hadn’t tried to kill me – kill me, Frances, he’d still be in Godsick’s Home For Little Wanderers slamming chips and snack cakes and Soylent Cola down his neck! So really, let this go.

   Frances Euphoria: Good, I’m glad to see you’re dealing with things in the worst way possible.

   Me: What’s wrong with forget and forget?

   Frances Euphoria: It’s supposed to be forgive and forget.

   Me: There’s nothing to forgive him for. Anyway, enough of that, now that we’re alone, I wanted to tell you something.

   Frances Euphoria: Yes?

   Me: Be safe, all right? 

   Frances Euphoria: You know that I’ll follow extraction protocol. 

   Me: Yeah, but what I’m saying is this: if things get rough, let Arnie take the brunt of it. He’s a Humandroid; he can die and be replaced. You can’t.

   Frances Euphoria: That’s sweet?

   Me: I’m not going for sweet, I’m going for practical. You’re all I got, well, I have my Pops in Ohio, but after him, it’s you.

   Frances Euphoria: So I’m like family?

   Me: Something like that. Although that makes our hanky-panky a bit questionable.

   Frances Euphoria: The fact that you call it hanky-panky also makes it questionable.

   Me: I wanted to call it horizontal refreshments but I thought that sounded crude.

   Frances Euphoria: We could probably just call it sex.

   Me: Yeah, or making love.

   Frances Euphoria: Is that what we’re doing?

   Me: Well, you’ve backed me into a corner here in a damn Proxima World – I have no idea what we’re doing, but I like it, and I like you, and I’m not into labels right now, but … 

   Frances Euphoria: Not into labels is so old school. Everyone is into labels now, even if the label is not labeled. 

   Me: I don’t see your point. 

   Frances Euphoria: I didn’t think you would.

   Me: Regardless, Be safe today – don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.

   Frances Euphoria: No problem there ;-)

   Me: This won’t take long. I’ll catch up with you as soon as I finish here.

   Frances Euphoria: Don’t kid yourself. You’ll need to actually meet the king if you win and then you’ll need to meet Empress Thun.

   Me: Great … a bunch of NPCs with mammoth-sized egos telling me what to do.

   “Quantum,” Sophia says.

   “Yeah, yeah,” I tell her, “give me a minute.”

   “You don’t have a minute.”

   Me: Sophia is chomping at the bit – I’ll see you later. Be safe, and maybe I’ll take you to that buffet across the street tonight. 

   Frances Euphoria: Let’s just order in again.

   Me: Done.

   “How can I help you, Sophia?”

   She shoots me a curt smile. “Your first solo match starts in one minute. I thought I’d brief you.”

   “I get it, I get it – do what I do best.”

   Aiden flashes me a wolfish grin.

   “There are four fights, and you need to win all of them.”

   “Understood.”

   Veenure says, “We lost a round in the group tournament, this is why … ”

   “I said I got it. I’ve been paying attention ladies, trust me.”

   “Good!” says Sophia, “Tell me some more rules then.”

   “There’s only one rule – don’t die.”

   “And your firearms,” says Chrono, “you can’t use those.”

   “Actually, I can.” I scroll through my list and equip item 578, Doc’s life vest. “This bad boy … oh.”

   Rocket: I’m taking screenshots!

   I look down to see a fluorescent orange vest, the type a kid would wear on their first trip to the lake. It’s decorated with a swimming goose in a life vest and sailor hat with a word balloon over its head that reads Who’s ready for safe fun? “Nice one, Doc – it’s an actual life vest. I get it now.”

   “OMG!” Veenure sputters, “That thing is so you! That is perfect! That looks so ridiculous!” She laughs hard enough to fall off her bench.

   “Says the frail with purple hair, a tie-dyed bucket hat and face tattoos.”

   “That’s too funny!” Sophia is hands-on-knees laughing now.

   Chrono steps over to me and flicks it. “What does it do?” 

   “It lets me use firearms without taking a life bar penalty.”

   His eyes widen and the grin disappears. “Now that is cool, really cool. I’d love to reverse engineer it, make it look cooler.”

   “Sorry, bub, it’s proprietary.” I slip my thumbs under the vest and give them my proudest, chest-spread-wide pose.

   More laughter from the Knights.

   “Yeah, yeah, laugh it up. This eye-searing, stylish safety garment is what’s going to win us the solo rounds – this and my almost god-like combat skills and vast array of custom Pokerizers.”

   Veenure says, “You’ll also have the element of surprise – your enemies will think you’re a freak for wearing that!”

   “All right,” I tell them. “You’ve had your fun – I want all of you to watch how much cooler this place would be without turn-based combat and more firearms. Capiche?” 

   “One more thing,” says Sophia.

   “Yeah?”

   “Your magic bar – I know you never pay attention to it, but in this type of scenario, it will work as an additional benefits bar.”

   “A what?”

   Rocket: An advanced abilities bar, just like Cyber Noir.

   “Thank you Proxima gods, thank you.”

   
   ~*~

   
   I spawn on the field with my bright orange life vest on and a single hand behind my back, barely registering the sound of the crowd mocking my gladrags. The gates open across from me and a smorgasbord of a creature steps out, the face of a man, the body of a lion and the wings of a dragon.

   I scroll through my list as the monstrosity slinks in my direction. It drops its head and the human face laughs coldly. The ugly bastard bares its teeth – three rows all sharper than Chicago Cutlery. It lifts its barbed scorpion tail over its head in the ready to strike position.

   Rocket: It’s a Manticore! 

   Sophia: I thought they were extinct … 

   “You look like an idiot,” the Manticore says with a baritone voice. 

   “This is my rifle. There are many like it, but this one is mine. My rifle is my best friend,” I say as I select item 381, my M-1 Garand with a 16-inch bayonet, already loaded with an eight round clip of armor piercing ammo. I shoulder the rifle and center the sights on at the creature’s forehead.

   Rocket: Where is that quote from?

   Me: Ask Doc.

   The Manticore snorts. “Fool – that will damage you far more than it will harm me.”

   I fire three rounds; the creature springs left, narrowly avoiding the shots.

   “Your life bar … ” The Manticore grimaces, ruffles its beard as it snarls.

   I charge forward, bayonet first. The monster lifts into the air and I hurl my rifle like a spear as I scroll behind my back to my Casey Jones Hockey Stick and my tommy gun, item 242 and 247 respectively. 

   Advanced abilities activated – damn, it feels good saying that – the business end of the hockey stick hits the ground and I use it to flip into the air slow-motion as I point my tommy gun at Tarkus’ worst nightmare. Bullets galore – they spray out of the weapon, creating ripples in the air. 

   Time speeds up and I land on the other side of the Manticore. The bullets tear into its left wing and the monstrosity shrieks. I follow up with a hockey stick to its back; the Manticore’s tail is on me like white on rice. Its barbs connect, taking a ten percent slice of my life bar. It does its own advanced abilities attack and I’m not able to stop it – the creature lifts me with its talons, uses its good wing to vault  into the air and volleyball spikes me to the ground.

   Rocket: That was crazy!

   Sophia: Don’t let it kill you!

   Me: Jeez, coach – any other good advice, like win?

   The creature charges me, mouth open and ropy saliva streaming behind it. Suddenly, it dislocates its jaw and comes at me like a hate-filled front-end loader.

   I equip item 531, an authentic, signed Tom Brady partially deflated football filled with nitroglycerine. AA bar again – time slows down just enough for me to dive out of the way. I pull my arm back and let loose a cannon. Sure, it wouldn’t make it into the end zone, but that’s not what I’m going for.

   Time speeds up and the football splits the uprights that are the Manticore’s massive incisors. He gulps, swallows, and blasts a rapidly expanding cloud of pink mist and flying Manticore innards out of both ends.

   Me: That’s blood, actual blood!

   Rocket: Regular combat rules are suspended! This shit is like Mortal Kombat XXX.

   Me: The Pornhub.com version?

   Rocket: !!!

   No time to finish that conversation. The Manticore advances on me; its fractured jaw drags on the ground. The creature’s eyes are bloodshot now, it’s life bar at 45%. The sphinx-like monstrosity takes a shot of its own AA, connects with one of its razor-clawed paws before I can dodge, and boy do I feel the pain. My life bar flashes, drops 25%. I flip backwards, tackling the bastard as my brass knuckles, item 229, appear on my right hand. I’m just about to sink one into his noggin when something gets me by the neck. My arms drop to the side as the Manticore holds me in the air by its tail, a foot away from its Arse Face.

   “I will kill you now,” it trumpets – or at least it tries to; it actually sounds more like a kazoo.

   Item 73 to the rescue. A pair of Halo M6Cs materializes and I unload all one hundred-twenty rounds right into its face. That more or less does it for the beast’s life bar. It drops me, tries to stagger away to save the 3% that remains.

   Doctor Quackenbush’s Patented BolOcto Projector appears in my hand, item 69. I fire the net gun and pin the dying bastard to the ground. The Manticore tries to fight it off, but he’s almost out of steam. 

   I hear the boos and cat-calls from the crowd in the stands, but their opinion means nothing. King Coromon still hasn’t made his appearance, even though this tournament is supposed to be in his honor. Wonder what’s up with that?

   “Finish me … ” the Manticore gurgles, “ … finish me!”

   Rocket: FINISH HIM!

   “I was planning on it, pal,” I tell both of them as I equip my industrial grade bolt cutters, item 42. I snap the bolt cutters a few times just to test them.

   Sophia: What are you doing?

   Me: Ask Chrono if he wants Manticore teeth and claws.

   
   ~*~

   
   Yeah, it’s brutal, but Chrono said that Manticore claws make great gifts and who am I to ask questions? Besides, he really did us a solid by joining us in the tournament. 

   Sophia is not amused. “You shouldn’t have done that!”

   “What? You said things can’t actually die here, or at least you implied that.”

   She crosses her arms over her chest, plops down on the bench with a huff. “It was cruel and unusual and disgusting and I just don’t like it. It makes us – makes me – look bad.”

   I roll my eyes. “Yeah – it’s all about you. What happens now?” 

   Veenure says, “Well, now you wait for the next round, which should be in two minutes. This will give you time to heal up.”

   “These claws are particularly excellent!” Chrono enthuses, as he and Aiden examine them. Aiden holds one up to the light and turns it to examine sharp end. “The teeth are especially good as well.” 

   I look around at my teammates. “Do we have any healing potions?”

   Sophia seizes yet another opportunity to highlight my slackness and demonstrate her superiority. “You’re restored to your full hit point after each battle during the solo rounds. YOU SAID YOU READ THE RULES!”

   “Easy, lady. So you’re telling me I start each battle fresh?” I ask with a grin.

   She rolls her eyes. What happened to the Sophia that was crying in my hotel room earlier, seeking comfort from yours truly? That’s the problem with mentally unstable people, they’re unstable.

   No one speaks, so I take it upon myself. “The fact that my life bar rejuvenates after each match definitely changes things; I was erring on the side of caution. Guess there’s no reason to do that any longer.”

   “Nope,” says Veenure, “do what you were put on Tritania to do.”

   “Just be careful,” Sophia says. “If you die, we have to find a different way to get to Ultima Thule. This is the fastest way by far.”

   “Relax,” I tell her, “your old buddy Quantum is in his element.”

   “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

   
   ~*~

   
   I spawn on the battlefield. The crowd looks the same – the giants on one side, non-giants on the other – and there are a few more clouds in the sky, but other than that, it’s still pretty clear. I catch my image on the Doritos XXXL Jumbotron. Sure, I look like a buffoon in my life vest, but I’m not out here to impress ‘em with my classy duds. Being able to use my bang-bang shoot ‘em up accoutrements is worth the fashion faux pas.

   “Who’s ready for safe fun?” I ask as I crack my knuckles. 

   The gates open across from me and a midnight blue dragon twists into the air, its white wings accented with turquoise lines. It increases its speed and drops down in front of me. Mirror is easily five times larger than this Velociraptor with wings, but the creature chomping at the bit in front of me is no small fry. Mean looking snout on this one too.

   Sophia: A Thulean!

   Me: A what?

   Sophia: The rider!

   Me: That’s what that is?

   Rocket sends me an image of the rider – a saurian hotbody with pronounced, evolutionarily unlikely mammiferious attributes. She’s tall, maybe eight feet easy. Her mother must have been a Na’vi, her father a lumberjack. Her skin is pale green and segmented instead of scaly; her ears are webbed like batwings.

   They come in close and the rider rattles off something in Thulean. The dragon grunts; turquoise smoke curls out of its nose.

   “Great, more of the blah-blah pretend-talk.”

   Sophia: She said, Doka duchaka!

   Me: You know, just repeating what she said without translating it isn’t any actual help.

   Sophia: It means prepare to die.

   The dragon screeches and flaps backwards into the air. Its wings come to its sides and it spirals up. I equip my FIM-92J Stinger, item 523 and throw it to my shoulder. The weapon locks on, and I let ‘er rip. The dragon doesn’t even try to dodge, and the warhead blasts its insides to puree. 

   Rocket: You just hit a dragon with a bazooka!

   Me: Parsing. Technically, it’s a Man Portable Air Defense System.

   Sophia: ‘Man Portable’ is sexist!

   Me: Really? How do you say that in Thulean?

   Sophia: Sexist or man portable?

   “Dammit Sophia,” I mumble as the dragon hits the ground hard, bounces once, and liquid dragon goo spurts from various of its orifices. It’s deader than the Colonel’s Cajun McNuggets, but the rider’s not immediately evident. I drop the launcher, wave away some of the smoke and the crowd boos. 

   Rocket: You should have called Mirror!

   Me: That would have been cool, wouldn’t it? A dragon fight with guns a’ blazin’ would have been epic, but I’m trying to get this over with because there are two more to go afterwards. Now be helpful and tell me where the rider is, I see that she still has something left on her life bar.

   Rocket: Behind the carcass. She jumped off at the last moment but sustained blast and impact damage.

   I casually make my way around the smoking carrion, whistling and wondering what barbeque dragon would taste like. Probably like gator bites, I conclude as I see the woman lying on her side. She’s in a fantasy Princess Gina getup with fancy boots that coordinate with her friggin’ tiara, if you can believe that. I’ll bet she’s got a matching purse in a closet somewhere, too. 

   I equip item 21, my sawed off shotgun. I’m just about to punch her ticket to the next world when something wraps around my throat and squeezes hard.

   My life bar dips as the something tightens even more.

   Rocket: What’s happening?

   Me: Not this again. What’s with the neck, people?

   The Thulean drags herself to her feet, glares at me as she says, “Dundrekcha, yhai krakhnava chai ni konoshlo!”

   Sophia: She says that she’s going to kill you with her… ghost limbs? Konoshlo? The translation is ghost limbs or ghost bones!

   Great – more spooky magic pixie o’ death shit. I equip my old favorite, item 33, and wave the big, bad Bowie in a figure eight. The Thulean cries out and lets me go – instantly.

   My Reaper skull, item 551, appears on my head. “There you are,” I tell the infrared image that follows. Two large limbs jut out of her back; one of the limbs reduces its size as it returns to her body.

   I run to the left, keeping my eyes trained on the Thulean battle babe. 

   Her undamaged ghost limb sweeps out at me at lightning speed. I hit the AA bar brakes and time slows; the Reaper skull’s targeting reticle locates the arm and locks on. I equip item 213, my 40W Phased Plasma Rifle. Handshake completes and I fire, more or less shooting her ghost limb clean off with an emphasis on more.

   She cries out in pain, falls to her side.

   “Damn,” I say as her translucent limb whips around like an inflated sky dancer and spews invisible blood. “That was cooler than I thought it would be.”

   The crowd doesn’t seem to agree. They ain’t feeling me, and I blast a plasma bolt over my shoulder into the stands just to shut ‘em up.

   Sophia: Careful! There are people out there!

   Me: You’ve been in Proxima Worlds for too long, and that’s coming from me.

   A quick glance over my shoulder and I see my blast connected – there’s a smoldering, blackened slash and a scattering of NPCs scrambling away from the blast site. Gotta love that level of detail. 

   The Thulean dragon rider stands and hobbles towards me. She bares her teeth and exposes her overdeveloped canines. “Muukhai jikh makh!”

   “Yeah – blah-blah, more magic Thulean talk-talk; we’re all so impressed. Let me guess – My name is Inigo Montoya. You killed my father. Prepare to die.”

   Sophia: She called you a filthy stupid dog.

   Rocket: It burns, it burns!

   “How ‘bout some English, Green Meanie?”

   “Commoner scum … ” She spits blood. “You’ve dishonored us all today with your rule-breaking and cowardly fighting style. You give much credence to the widely held belief that commoners are not fit to visit Ultima Thule.” A whip appears in her hand. With the flick of her wrist, it transmogrifies into a golden trident.

   “Jeez, for an NPC you sure take this shit seriously,” I tell her.

   Sophia: Thuleans aren’t NPCs in the traditional sense.

   Me: ???

   Rocket: Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you about that! They’re like Ray Steampunk – actual people – well, former people. Most developers who have died in real life have their characters enThuleanated. So they’re NPC, but they were once human, so RPCs.

   Me: RPCs?

   Rocket: Reborn Player Characters.

   Me: Why the hell didn’t you tell me that? And why the hell didn’t you tell me about this acronym earlier? It’s like you’re making this stuff up as we go along!

   Rocket: You didn’t ask. X_X

   “Face me,” the Thulean broad says. The ghost limb that I slashed earlier extends from her back. “Without your guns.”

   “Mano y mano, eh?” I ask her, my hands behind my back so I can do some quick scrolling. Figuring it can’t hurt any, I equip my newest sword, item 579.

   I don’t give her time to sneer at my ridiculously large weapon. Once it grows to full capacity – five times my size – I leap into the air and bring it down hard against the soil. A ripple of blazing yellow energy cuts through the ground and creates an immense beam of light aimed directly at her. 


Chapter Nineteen

   
   I glance down and watch my hands and my body take form. I’m back in the locker room. Chrono is sitting on the bench next to Aiden. He’s examining Aiden’s Scissorsword, commenting on the metal. Veenure is crouched against the wall, her eyes closed and her chin extended upwards. Only Sophia seems to care or notice I’m back.

   “Great job pissing all of Ultima Thule off,” she says instead of hello. 

   Rocket: Great job cutting a Thulean dame in half.

   Me: Somehow, it doesn’t work when you say it.

   Rocket: Thulean broad?

   Sophia: Barf.

   “How come no one else is watching?” I ask.

   “We can’t,” says Veenure. “Sophia has been giving us play by play through Rocket’s screenshots,” she says. 

   “And you guys can’t see them?” I ask Veenure. “It seems like you’d be able to.”

   “The solo rounds aren’t broadcast in real-time due to the violence. People are able to watch them after, on VineTwitch and other sites like it, but those are edited down. Rocket’s in via a PN loophole hackers often exploit.”

   I look up at the ceiling. “Rocket, add Veenure to our network.”

   Rocket: We’ll need to keep the Dream Team talk down.

   Me: Fine. If anyone else joins – Frances or Doc – let them know ahead of time.

   Rocket: Done.

   Veenure: Is this it? Finally I’m in your PN chat!

   Me: It’s not so private; we just haven’t gotten around to adding you in. There was a, um, glitch or something. Anyway, welcome.

   Rocket: There was?

   Me: Yes, the glitch is named Rocket and he is the administrator who kept forgetting to add you.

   Sophia says, “We can talk here, you know, in the locker room.”

   Me: Yeah, it’s getting a bit meta. Say, someone needs to check on Zedic; this person can also update him on the progress of the Reality Splitter. 

   Sophia: I knew we shouldn’t trust your Cyber Noir NPC buddies.

   Me: They’ll get all the metal, just give them some time. It ain’t easy going through poop.

   Veenure: I can check on him. The OMIB is twice as interesting as sitting in this locker room.

   “Good,” Sophia says, “I’d rather stay here just in case you win.”

   “Just in case?”

   “Just in case you win and need some help with navigating Saidukan Royalty.”

   “Fine, fine,” I tell the pushy broad. “You’ll be here to hold my hand; Veenure can hang with Zedic in the OMIB.”

   
   ~*~

   
   Me: So I have two more fights left, correct? And I can’t lose.

   Sophia: You’re getting better at this.

   Me: What if my final opponent hasn’t lost any fights and I beat him or her?

   Sophia: It doesn’t matter. This rule doesn’t apply to the final fight. 

   “Got it,” I say as I look out at the crowd. Someone starts The Wave on the giant side and it makes its way over to the normal-sized people side. It is almost full-circle when the cage door across from me opens up and none other than BramToker himself steps out.

   “What are the odds?” I ask the sky.

   Rocket: I recognize that guy!

   The vampiric shitbird that stole our victory over the Frog King raises one fist into the air and the crowd cheers. He strikes another pose, pulling his cape up so it covers the bottom half of his face. The ladies in attendance particularly like this – they swoon and scream and faint. I’ll never understand why the ladybirds like vampires so much. They suck.

   I instantly equip an old favorite, Hackie, item 554, my very first mutant hack, with freezing capabilities given to me by Ray Steampunk. The weapon’s strange voice sounds off in my head as soon as I equip it.

   It’s about time! Why have you been avoiding me?

   “Hiya, Hackie,” I tell the weapon as it twists up my arm, forming a two-barreled blaster on the other end. A switch on my arm toggles to NORM and locks into place.

   I’m starving!

   “Yeah, I get it, you’re a hungry mutant hack.”

   Rocket: Who are you talking to?

   You’ve neglected my hunger.

   “Quit your yappin’,” I tell it as BramToker levitates over to me. “You’ll get your chance. Do you want to freeze him or do you want a slice?”

   A slice.

   “I find it hard to believe a nooby asshole like you made it this far in the tournament,” BramToker says with a scowl. His frock coat has a dark red trim; his matching vest is tighter than OJ’s glove. Consider it his Sunday worst, a late Victorian get-up that would most definitely twiddle the floppy sconge of a cosplay aficionado. 

   “So, are you supposed to be Edward or Bella?” I ask him.

   “Says the level sixteen player in an orange life jacket.”

   Sophia: Careful, he’s level seventy and he’s a player killer.

   Me: You think I’m scared of some basement dwelling PKer? Me and Hackie got this.

   Sophia: You named your mutant hack hackie?

   Me: What’s wrong with that? 

   “Your little freeze trick won’t work this time,” BramToker snarls. A glowing blue fireball appears in his hand. It spreads up his arms and over his body, forming a flaming body shield that is semitransparent. 

   I’ve got this. 

   Hackie morphs into a wickedly serrated blade design that would do credit to a Rambo knife’s Rambo knife. The points on the outer edge grow until they resemble giant ripsaw teeth. The mutant hack is panting in anticipation, its form pulsating like an irregular heartbeat.

   The trumpet sounds and Barnabas Collins launches himself at me, his fingers forming sharp claws. He gives me a swipe across the face that would leave a really cool scar if this fight were taking place in the real world.

   A quick glance at my life bar tells me that I’ve been poisoned or something by his attack. I’m already down by a tenth.

   Poof goes a purple cloud of smoke as a tiny bat appears.

   “Is that the route we’re going?” I ask as the bat zips up into the air.

   FEED ME!

   “Relax, Hackie. I’ve got to get this bat out of the air first.”

   Before I can equip anything else, Hackie’s blade stretches into a pair of long, sharp fingers. Symbiosis on fleek, my hand is pretty much black and gold spaghetti noodles at this point. The fingers, if you can call them that, twist and curve through the air after the bat. I spread my legs wide to ground myself, keeping my free hand on my hacked shoulder for added control.

   Hackie don’t play – it takes all of thirty seconds for it to catch up with BramToker’s bat. They’re moments from ultimate collision when BramToker does his disappear in a cloud of purple smoke act again.

   The Damnpire reappears in front of me, real close this time, and the blue flame covering his body intensifies as he comes in for a punch. AA bar activated, I catch his punch with my free hand, which adds even more damage to my diminishing life bar. I squeeze his fist, hang on and wait for hackie to return to its normal, pointy form. In an instant I’m able to hack the blade deep into Count Dorkula’s gut and blast undead blood and guts out through the back of his clichéd vampire costume.

   Rocket: Screenshot!

   Sophia: There’s something wrong with you two.

   Rocket: Kick Nosferatu’s necrotic nether region!

   “Good use of this week’s vocabulary words, Big R!” The serrations rip bone and tissue as I kick the Bramster off the blade. He stumbles back, but stays on his feet.

   I’m not finished!

   “You’ll get another taste,” I assure my ravenous accoutrement. BramToker pulls back, lifts his hand over his head and casts a healing spell. The sparkly, flashy thingies that swirl around him heal up the hole in his belly and jumps his life bar up to 80% – he’s doing better than I am now.

   Hackie forms a double barrel blaster and fires both barrels. My vampire buddy dodges most of it, but we still get a piece of him and his life bar drops back down a couple of percent.

   Equip your other hack, Goldie.

   “Double or nothing?”

   You know me so well.

   “You had me at hello.”

   Item 571, The Golden Goosinator, appears in my other hand and quickly forms into a single barrel blaster with a circumference the size of beach volleyball. For shiggles, Item 577, the Attla Spider Venom Hose Gun, materializes on my back and plugs into Goldie. The crowd jeers, pelts the fighting grounds with overpriced concession food, cheap weapons, souvenir bobble heads and half-empty flagons of Horse Piss Ale.

   Rocket: If you blast him with that, he won’t be able to log in for a week.

   Me: Oh, is that what this does? I keep mistaking it for the vampire self-esteem embiggener.

   Sophia: That’s cruel! He’s a player character – he may live most of his life in Tritania. He may depend on the Proxima Galaxy for the majority of his social interactions.

   Me: Really? Let me quick check the Give-a-Shit meter. Nope, didn’t even twitch.

   All Count Twerkula can do as I blast and spray him is writhe and twist and dodge and flip and burn through his AA; I don’t give him the time to even consider counter attacking. Once his AA is spent up, it’s just a matter of time, and Hackie gets a good one in that blows daylight in where the moon don’t shine. Goldie zaps the crap out of him, followed by the epic money shot from the Attla Hose Gun attachment. 

   The Tokemeister does not easily reconcile himself to his complete absence of victory, nor is he especially gracious in the face of same. He pitches a hissy fit like a whiny six-year-old when the ice cream runs out as he’s forced to log out – thus forfeiting the battle. The trumpet sounds, and before I’m transported back to the locker room, I fire a shot from both my hacks into the crowd.

   
   ~*~

   
   Back in the locker room.

   It only takes a moment for Sophia to start in. “You really need to stop riling up the crowd! They can riot, you know.”

   “Really?” I ask. “Is that true, Rocket?”

   Rocket: Let me check … 

   Chrono guffaws. “That would be crazy!” He places one hand on my shoulder, bears down on me. “If they do that, Aiden and I will rush out of here and help you kick all of their asses.”

   Aiden nods. “Certain death to participate in Quantum’s beserker-fest?Count me in.”

   Rocket: It’s true! If it happens, I’ll log in and do some Ninjitsu! 

   “Everyone put their nuts back in their sacks,” Sophia says.

   “Hey!” I grin. “That was sexist and offensive!”

   “Ha! From the guy that calls women broads and dollfaces.”

   “It’s a term of endearment!”

   “Well, you haven’t called me any of these things, so I guess you don’t find me endearing.” She gives me a half-hearted shrug. “I’m just messing with you my neo-misogynist, fearless leader. Go ahead, boys, try to bust out of that door. There is no telling which stadium you’ll end up in. Remember, all these matches are happening simultaneously in about sixteen to twenty identical stadiums.”

   “It would be nice to do some real-time fighting,” says Aiden as he sits down.

   “You’ll be able to do plenty more if Quantum wins and we make it to Ultima Thule,” Sophia says.

   His eyes light up. “The battles are real-time on the next continent? Why didn’t anyone tell me this?”

   “You’re an NPC, you should already know this. Haven’t you gone over world basics?”

   Chrono laughs. “An NPC who doesn’t know world basics!”

   “Remember, I’m not from here.” Aiden points his thumb at me. “Besides, we’re the type that like to play it by ear.”

   “Damn right we are.”

   “Well to inform both of you,” she says, “Ultima Thule mixes the battle structure up to keep things interesting. The battle style is decided at random at the start of the fight.”

   “Any way we can tip that randomness to the side of real-time?” he asks.

   She shrugs. “Not unless you are a Proxima Developer.”

   I stretch my hands over my head. “Okie, dokie. One more fight left. Anybody have any pompoms?”

   Aiden says, “I seem to recall you having a pair of Lollipop Chainsaw pompoms with a retractable blade in the grips. You got me real good with that one time. Still, it’d be better if you had the Lollipop Chainsaw costume as well.”

   “You got a secret you want to uncloset with us, bub?”

   “Costumes are your thing,” he says. “If I remember correctly.”

   He’s right about item 172, my pair of pompoms with retractable blades in the grip. They have always been a great surprise attack weapon for me. He may be right about the costume too – I once surprised some of Scarface Charlie’s goons once by showing up at one of their birthday parties dressed as Pogo the Clown with the pompoms in my hands. A circus-themed gutting ensued. 

   My brief memory session sends a pang to my in-game heart – every time I think about The Loop I wind up remembering Dolly, her dark hair, her curves like a sinuous and winding mountain highway, her diamond necklace bright enough to guide the Three Kings. What I wouldn’t give … 

   Damn. Dragons, giants and everything in between is exciting, but I’d trade it all for just one more chance to wake up in my hotel room and off Morning Assassin; hit the hallway and then murdalize the six Lobby Boys; shoot Jim the Doorman between the eyes; mosey on into the dining area to find Dolly with some pancakes and coffee; kill a few hours by killing for a few hours; return to my room to find Dolly waiting for me and The Maltese Falcon playing on the boob tube. 

   If I could turn back time.

   
   ~*~

   
   Rocket: Last fight, Q Daddy, make it count!

   Me: Yeah, yeah, I got it.

   Sophia: Remember, don’t antagonize the crowd!

   Me: Yeah – I’ll make that my number one priority.

   I look away from the messages to the crowd. They’re screaming at the tops of their lungs; the two places I’ve blasted in the grandstands are still smoldering. Some of the more enthusiastic crowd members are already throwing shit onto the field. I dodge a half-eaten bratwurst the size of a Brahman bull thrown from the giants’ side of the stadium, and I suppress the urge to equip item 100, my Doom BFG 9000 or item 459, my Reason Railgun, and really give them something to hiss and boo about.

   The gates open on the opposite side of the arena, and the ginormousest giant I’ve ever seen steps out.

   Talk about Attack on Titan.

   The giant grins wickedly, puts hands on hips and booms, “Fee-Fi-Fo et cetera. This won’t take long!”

   The crowd roars its approval.

   He’s clad in leather straps and bands, with a short leather kilt. From my vantage point, I get an excellent view of his leopard-pattern jock strap, complete with DisNike Tinkerbell Swoosh. It’s really hard to decide what’s worse – the corporate sponsor emblazoned wedding tackle protector, or the authentic 1980s Brock Samson Mississippi Mudflap that extends halfway down his back. 

   A pair of bedazzled and glittering scimitars appear in his hands.

   “Don’t let me down, Ray,” I say as I equip item 569, the golden gear that Steampunk gave us after Zedic and I stomped the Wellsian Tripods into the ground. 

   I palm the tiny golden gear. Nothing happens. No Steam Enforcer, nada. 

   “Um … ” I lift it into the air – ditto.

   The Saiduka Giant charges. 

   Rocket: Run away! Run away!

   No time to think, I stumble backwards, trip and go right on my ass. I grip the gear tightly as I right myself. “Come on you little bastard!” I say as I squeeze the gear for all I’m worth. The giant reaches me in two tremendous steps; I rely on my AA bar to slow time, avoiding his first swipe at the ground.

   “Damn you, Steampunk!” I say as I toss the stupid golden gear over my shoulder.

   Anger and cursing seems to do the trick.

   It hits the ground and quickly morphs into a big-ass, first quality Steam Enforcer. The crowd gasps and goes quiet. The enforcer is bent forward on its knees; the back of the skull clamshells open and a puff of steam shoots out of an exhaust pipe at the back of its neck. 

   Sophia: What the hell is that thing?

   Rocket: I thought you went through all the notes?

   Sophia: I didn’t see anything about a gear turning into a giant robot!

   Rocket: Then you didn’t go through all the notes!

   I expend more of my AA, and like a cucaracha when the lights come on, I scoot over to the enormous, steam-powered robot. I’m in the operator’s seat in two skips and a bounce. The access hatch slams closed and I pull down on the brass joysticks and settle my tootsies on the pedals. 

   The Steam Enforcer comes alive around me.

   “This is going to be fun.”

   Rocket: This is going to be badass!

   Time undilates and I spin up the Gatling gun and drop the three targeting reticles into my line of sight. Mr. Big and I are about equal height now – actually, I’m taller than he is – which makes me think that my Steam Enforcer has been scaled to size. As I recall, Enforcers in Steam were big enough to wade through five and six-story buildings. Methinks in-game parameters are in effect, c’est la vie. 

   I stomp the pedals and the Enforcer leaps into the air. Super-size Jesus Tralfaz centers in the optics and I thumb the firing button. Out-going hate rains down upon the playing field and blasts gouts of soil into the air. The giant activates his own AA bar and gooses it to the other side of the stadium as he runs, jumps, jitters and rolls.

   Steam powered rockets on the undersides of my feet propel me towards the giant. He hurls one of his scimitars and I dive left, narrowly avoiding the blade. I pull my mechanical fist back and he leaps to meet me.

   Our fists slam together like the irresistible force and the immovable object; we freeze in mid-air as we go knuckle to knuckle and strain for the advantage.

   Neither of us wins that bout; we both fly backwards and he’s the quickest to recover – he hacks and his scimitar sails right into my Enforcer’s midsection. A cloud of steam spews out, momentarily distorting my view. 

   Red lights clamor for attention and a tremendously annoying damage alarm sounds off in the cabin. I glance to my life bar – nothing taken there – but I really need this bad boy to get me through this fight. In retrospect, I probably should have gone for the Reason Railgun or the BFG 9000, but there’s no time to make the switch now – and the Steam Enforcer does have such a high cool factor. 

   I use the Gatling gun like a firehose to try to get a piece of him, but he moves in close, swats the gun out of the way and clenches the Enforcer in an extra super huge sized bear hug. His eyes bulge, his face goes red and veins stand out in his forehead as the Enforcer creaks and groans in his embrace. I slam all ten little piggies on the pedals and we blast off like an Angara with a cargo module full of Stolichnaya bound for the Orbital Weapons Platform the Russian Federation swears it doesn’t have. 

   The sole mounted steam jets kick in; we arc into the stands, and I half-roll us so he’s underneath as we reenact the giant and robot version of Levegh at Lemans 1955. The sports enthusiasts that aren’t doing the insanely counterproductive scream and freeze in place thing scramble to get clear of ground zero.

   The smash-landing rings my bell, and I take a second or two to shake it off and get back in the game. My giant opponent gets it even worse – all ninety-two gazillion steam-tons of pantagruelean faux-Victorian robot land squarely on top of him. 

   Rocket: Hokey smokes! That’s gonna leave a mark in the morning!

   Sophia: What are you doing? I told you to not antagonize the spectators!

   The giant and I struggle for a moment; the Enforcer’s operator’s station is awash in a sea of red and yellow warning lights and the frickin’ damage alarms have multiplied and become more strident and insistent. However, it ain’t all beer and skittles for Mr. Ginormica either; his life bar is down by 50%, and his corporate sponsor jockstrap does not stand up well against a steam-powered brass-and-iron knee. 

   I hit the steam jets and blast out of there – well, the bottom half of the Enforcer does. The top half with yours truly still in the driver’s seat rips free and goes face-first back into the stands, no doubt antagonizing the fans even further. The giant laughs a mighty laugh, points with a mighty finger, and lands a WWE-style pile driver on the back of the Enforcer’s head. 

   CATASTROPHIC STRUCTURAL FAILURE flashes across my vision pane as the egress hatch warps in its frame and steam billows around me from everywhere. 

   Time for Mrs. Hughes’ little boy to blow this pop stand. I reach hands above my head, grab the black-and-yellow striped pull ring and PULL! The egress hatch blows free and the seat slams against my ass as the ejection system sails me clear on a plume of steam.

   I scroll to item 143, my Spider-Gwen web shooters, item 348, my turkey baster filled with Chernobyl Reactor Melt and finally, item 511, my vintage Amelia Earhart parachute.

   The harness unhooks, the chair goes on its way, and Gogmagog swats at me as I sail through the air. I use the Spidey-Gwen attachment to anchor right between his eyes and swing around to the side of his head, kicking my legs. I’ve got the turkey baster extended like a fencing foil, and momentum carries me baster-first, right into his ear canal. 

   I go in up to the elbow, and mash the bulb as hard as I can. Release the web, let go of the turkey baster, execute a stylish one-and-a-half gainer off his shoulder. The chute deploys and inflates.

   Fluorescent green smoke blasts out of his nose, his eyes pop out of his head in the finest Tex Avery tradition, and a blast of flatus that’s more liquid than gaseous announces his demise – and really, really antagonizes the surviving spectators in the immediate downwind area.

   I land, execute a picture-perfect parachute landing fall, and release the canopy just in time to watch Goliath pixelate into Proxima dust.

   Rocket: That was insane – absolutely insane!


Chapter Twenty

   
   No time for a celebration.

   I spawn at the entrance to a hallway that recedes out of sight into the distance. Doric columns extend to a ceiling that is dimly lit by a series of chandeliers, and between each of the columns is an immense statue of a hero or titan or demi-god or dogcatcher or something. There’s pixelated nothingness behind me, so I start hoofing it forward.

   “Care to tell me where I am?”

   My voice is swallowed up in the distance.

   Rocket: You’re in … wait a sec … well … I don’t know! In-game GPS says you are in an unknown area over the Endless Sea.

   Sophia: You are likely in King Coromon’s inner chambers. While the castle grounds are here in Waringtla, they probably place the actual location away from the masses. 

   Veenure: This is pretty common for Tritanian royalty. Oh, Zedic is fine, btw, or at least as fine as someone trapped in the OMIB could be. 

   Rocket: Where are you now?

   Veenure: The Guild.

   A green, backlit arrow appears on the red carpet.

   “Someone’s got a real sense of humor in here,” I mumble, following the arrow. I continue for what feels like thirty minutes. No new scenery, no nothing. Just the same statues; the same Stargate meets Labyrinth otherworldliness. Déjà vu strikes and I look up at the ceiling. 

   Me: Hey, how do I know I’m not going around in circles?

   Rocket: Can’t help you there, partner. I’m a bit distracted at the moment.

   “What do you mean?” I stop in front of one of the statues and give a quick looksee to see if there isn’t something worth pillaging. There isn’t, so I move on. 

   Rocket: Frances is … 

   Sophia: Frances is visiting the grocery store.

   Veenure: Why are we talking about Frances visiting the grocery store?

   Rocket: Because she’s always hungry – always.

   Sophia: She’s a body-shaming victim in real life, Veenure, trust me. She looks like my grandma’s French bulldog, same googly eyes too.

   Me: Damn, Old Euphoria is going to be pissed if she ever reads this transcript.

   Rocket: ¯\_(ツ)_/¯

   Veenure: Lol. Don’t let her see it!

   The statue on my right stands, his sudden movement sending a jolt down my spine. He’s gold, or bronze more likely, and he’s decked out in armor that looks almost like football pads. Hanging from the sheath on his belt is a whopper of a sword, easily as long as I am tall.

   “Whoa, big guy,” I lean away and put one hand up, palm out. Not taking any chances – my other hand is behind my back ready to access my list.

   “Do you wish to challenge me?” the giant statue booms.

   “Jeez! Not if I don’t have to.”

   “Then what do you wish?”

   Me: Little help? Is this a trick question?

   Rocket: I have no idea.

   The giant statue yawns. 

   “Are you King Coromon?”

   “Do I look like King Coromon? He taps his thumb on his chest. 

   “No, you look more like the Sugar Plum Fairies’ hairdresser’s poofy girlfriend.”

   Big and bronzy snorts and laughs. “Nice one. No, I’m Statue Number 302.”

   “So, 302, is this some Moebius Strip Klein Bottle never-ending whatchamacallit or what?”

   “No, it’s just a really, really, really long entranceway. You’ve got to really, really, really want to get in to see the King. He values persistence.”

   “Well, as fascinating as I find His Imperial Majesty’s never-ending statuary, charming though I find your company and scintillating as I find this conversation, could you maybe hook a brother up and help me get there sometime while the sun still burns hot in space?”

   “Why soitenly,” he grins. “You’ve had the ability all along. Simply click your heels together three times and say there’s no place like home!”

   I do so.

   Nothing happens. 

   My big bronze buddy roars with laughter and slaps his knees. “Oh, that was GREAT! That was the best! I can’t believe you actually did it!”

   Item 100, the BFG 9000 appears in my hands and it powers up with an ominous hum. 

   “No need for that – I was just having a bit o’ fun.” He wipes a tear from his cheek. “Let’s go.”

   The world spins, dissolves, reformulates, and I’m suddenly in a throne room, standing before a person of restricted growth who’s seated on a massively disproportionate throne fifteen times his size, at least. He’s a just little bastard, with a gnarly braided soul patch tucked under his bottom lip and stylized Thulean tattoos along his jawline. People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals Only would have a collective fecal hemorrhage and organize multi-kingdom Fuzzy Lives Matter protest marches and looting fests if they got a gander at the number of furs His Highness is bedecked with. They cascade over and around him like a furry tsunami; the various taxidermied heads are haphazardly draped everywhere and their beady glass eyes all seem to be looking directly at me. He casts his icy blue gaze over me, grimaces in disdain and curls his lip.

   “You should have said you were in a hurry,” King Coromon says in a nasally voice. 

   “Would that have made a difference?”

   “Not really.”

   
   ~*~

   
   “Someone has a secret,” I remark. King Coromon doesn’t quite put the Bilbo in Baggins, but he’d definitely have a supporting role in the recent off Broadway rap-musical, Lin-Manuel Miranda’s Straight outta da Shire.

   “Are you referring to my diminished stature?”

   “No, I’m referring to your diminished taste in footgear.”

   He looks over the tops of his feet, which don’t even reach the edge of the seat, and waggles them at me.

   “I thought the DisNikes lend the furs a certain stylish je ne sais quois. And they’re comfortable. Elegant too.” He turns his ankles so that I can better admire his zombie-green and princess-pink stompers, which bear the DisNike TinkerSwoosh with Ayre Joradyn stitched on the side.

   “Cape of Chukkis?” I ask.

   “Huh? No, Ebaymazon. They deliver here too.” 

   “I just figured it would be a good place for a sweatshop. There’s more trolls there than the internet circa 2016.”

   “Your attempts at humor suck,” says His Not-Especially-Highness. 

   “Not unlike your kicks.”

   “You do know who I am, don’t you?”

   I put my hands in the air. “Yeah, yeah, I get it, Your Royal Majesticnesshood. I’ve been through this before so I’ll keep it copacetic.”

   “Copacetic?” He runs his fingers through one of his many furs. “There’s a word I haven’t heard in this lifetime.”

   Rocket: ??? I think we have a Ray Steampunk theme here – another developer who died and immortalized themselves in the game.

   Me: That’s a pretty good hunch, Peanut Gallery.

   Veenure: Ray Steampunk? The Ray Steampunk?

   Sophia: It’s a long story.

   “So you were once alive?” 

   King Coromon nods. “I was.”

   “So what did you do out there? Let me guess … ”

   “I was a Proxima Developer,” he says. 

   “Bingo! Just like another less-than-alive buddy of mine.”

   “Who might that be?” 

   “Ray Steampunk. Know him?”

   King Coromon rolls his eyes. “Oh, Ray, we had a thing.”

   Sophia: There’s only one person Ray Steampunk ever had a lasting relationship with – Taz Horne! This is a real development!

   Veenure: The king is Taz Horne? What are the odds? @_@

   Me: How do you two know this?

   Sophia: I followed the Proxima Developer group pretty closely, still do. It’s kind of an obsession of mine.

   Veenure: Same.

   Sophia: It’s a limited audience.

   I smile at King Coromon. “Sorry, voices in my head. Say, you aren’t the developer formerly known as Taz Horne, are you?”

   “I used to be, yes.” If the king is impressed by the fact I know who he was, he conceals it well.

   Sophia: She was hit by an aeros lowering to the street.

   Rocket: It sounds more like she was crushed.

   Veenure: And now she is a male Halfling! What an interesting life.

   “Yeah, I’ve heard of you,” I tell her, as I lie through my teeth. “You were pancaked by an aeros.”

   “Really? Pancaked? Out of all the ways you could have put it, you chose that as your first, best choice?”

   “Sorry, I like pancakes, a lot, and I try to use them as reference points as often as I can, which isn’t often.” I give him my sincerest shit-eating grin. “So you immortalized yourself by becoming a king of giants while in the form of a–?”

   “Halfling, but this isn’t my choice.”

   “I was going to go with Hobbit, but then again, fantasy isn’t really my cup of tea.”

   King Coromon sighs. “Any more unsolicited and unflattering personal observations and lame-ass antimerias, or can we expedite this just a mite?”

   About twenty questions come to mind, but I save ‘em for later. “Alrighty, let’s start here: why do you hate griffins?”

   King Coromon reaches for the glass of wine that sits on his throne’s oversized armrest. He swirls the wine in the glass several times, sticks his nose in and inhales deeply. He swirls it some more, holds it up to the light, takes a delicate sip, and does the same hold it in his mouth and bubble air through it that used to get me in trouble with my mother when I’d do it with my Dr. Pepper at the dinner table. Again, he swirls, sniffs, and them slams the wine down his gullet like he’s doing tequila shooters.

   The glass magically refills as soon as he sets back down.

   “Empress Thun is an obnoxious, pretentious NPC with a stick up her ass. Let’s start there. And I don’t hate griffins per se, Stewie, I hate her; she’s the big griffin fan. If she liked hummers, Cheezi-Poofs, and cold beer I’d hate those too.”

   Sophia: !!!

   “Now that I can relate to,” I mumble.

   He wipes his lips with one of his furs and the head snaps at him. “And she never attends my tournament.”

   “Last I checked, you weren’t at the tournament either.”

   “Yeah, well – she don’t go, I don’t go.”

   “You mean it has nothing to do with … um … your current physical stature?”

   “There’s that too,” he admits. “I have more power than anyone on Polynya, but I can’t remove this confounded curse.”

   “Why don’t you just do some of that oogly-boogly magic stuff that’s so big around here? Wait, aren’t you practically an NVA Seed now? Can’t you just make yourself a giant? Can’t you use some type of algospell?”

   The king closes one eye and considers me. “You certainly talk the talk. I am surprised that an aggravating, disrespectful, self-important, rule-breaking, jumped-up little jerk-face like you knows the proper terminology. Yes, I can use all the magic there is and do anything I want with it, but only on others and not on me – the curse, don’t cha know. Only the Sage of Gotha – the NVA Seed – can lift it, and he isn’t exactly easy to find.”

   Sophia: That’s not true! The Sage lives somewhere in the Imperial Forest of Athos.

   King Coromon spares me the show-offy winetasting rigmarole and throws back another glass of wine, which again refills instantly.

   “A little birdie tells me you can find the Sage in the Imperial Forest of Athos, whatever that is.”

   “Athos is the capital of Ultima Thule,” he says. “And trust me, I know where he lives.”

   “But you said that … ” I snap my mouth shut and return to the point of our meeting. “Look, Your Former Hugeness, I’m here for my wish, so let’s get that over with and I can do what I came here to do.”

   “I watched the tournament, you know.” He lifts his wine glass, tips it at me. Some of the wine spills onto his fur. “I especially liked that life vest – it made for some interesting matches, although the crowd didn’t seem to appreciate it as much.”

   “Tough crowd, I agree.”

   “If I may ask, where did you get the vest?”

   “A buddy of mine named Doc.”

   “Doc Paulin?” 

   “Maybe. He never told me his last name and I didn’t ask.”

   “Is he still up to shooting shit, hacking Proxima Worlds and raising geese in the taint of America?”

   “Jeez, lady, that’s some mouth you have on you!”

   “Sez you. Taz was a lady, King Coromon is a man.”

   “Good, let’s not turn this into a North Carolina thing.”

   “What do you mean?” he asks.

   Rocket: I don’t get it either.

   Me: The right person will.

   I show him my hands, ready to get a move on. “Alrighty, Sir Kingsabit, do I get my wish or what?”

   He nods. “That is the prize of the tournament, so yes, you do. What do you wish… Steamboy_889?”

   “I wish for you to call off the attack on the Griffin Festival.”

   He grimaces and squeezes the wineglass in his hand until the bulb shatters. “Why would I want to do that?”

   “Because you’re an honest dwarf and you keep your word?” 

   “Not so fast, Andretti. Let’s talk about this for a minute.” Another wine glass appears in King Coromon’s hand, fills, and he throws the contents down his gullet. “What did you come here to do?”

   “In a nutshell: we’re in Polynya and we want to get to the next continent. We’re looking for someone, and have been reliably informed that we may find the person there. Hell, I’ll even put in an enlargement request with the Sage of Gotha if you play nice.”

   King Coromon’s eyebrows settle. He relaxes his grip on the wine glass, sets it back onto the armrest. “So it is your wish to level up? And I am assuming Empress Thun has promised to do this for you if you thwart my attack.”

   “You’ve assumed correctly.”

   The king laughs. The statues lining his throne room join him until the entire space is filled with deep, guttural snickers. Finally, he speaks. “Well, if that’s what you want, why don’t you ask me to adjust your guild’s stats? Tight-ass bitch that she is, I’m assuming the Empress wasn’t going to raise them more than twenty levels. Am I right?”

   “Correctemundo. She said she’d bump us up to thirty-five.” I shoot the king a sly smile. “Do I hear level fifty? Fifty-five? Make me an offer I can’t refuse.”

   Sophia: What are you doing? 

   Me: Negotiating a better deal.

   The king frowns. “I don’t have time for this.”

   “I hate to be blunt again, but you’re dead – what do you have time for?”

   He thinks for a moment as he finishes yet another glass of wine. “I suppose you’re right, although your tone and asshole demeanor don’t really make me want to go out of my way for you. Okay – best and final offer – level ninety, no questions asked.”

   I nod. “You know, that ain’t a bad idea. It would definitely cut the middleman, I mean middle-Empress out.”

   Sophia: WHAT ARE YOU DOING?

   Rocket: ONLY IDIOTS USE ALL CAPS!

   Me: Yeah, what the Big R said. Empress offered thirty-five. Old Kingsley here is offering to bump us up to level ninety. What’s the better deal?

   Sophia: You won’t make any friends with this! You’ll alienate the Empress!

   Veenure: Verify that he said level ninety.

   I look over at the king. “You said level ninety, right? As in nine zero?”

   “Yes,” says King Coromon. “Ninety, as in one hundred minus ten.”

   “As in forty-five times two?”

   “Yes,” he says, waving his hand. “As in 9.49 squared. Ninety. I will move your entire guild to level ninety.”

   Me: Level ninety confirmed. 

   Veenure: That’s an amazing offer!

   Sophia: They’ll come after us.

   Veenure: Let them! There won’t be many who are stronger than the Knights of Non Compos Mentis!

   Sophia: But Empress Thun!

   Me: I hate to break it to you, but your misplaced concern about a make-believe NPC empress’ make-believe feelings could cost us seventy levels, and yes, I know you’re level sixty-one, but still, getting thirty levels on the up and up ain’t exactly a bad thing.

   Sophia: You people don’t understand how the game is played, do you?

   Veenure: I understand how the game is played. I realize that enemies we face will now be at our level or just around it. I get the AI aspect. We can’t pass this opportunity up.

   Sophia: But the Empress, the griffins!

   Me: Veenure is right. This is what’s best for the Knights. 

   Sophia: We should have a vote! It’s not what is best for us!

   Me: Sophia, you gotta look at the bigger picture – at level ninety, we’ll have more attacks, more strength, more spells and sure, our enemies might be a comparable level, but player characters we come into contact with won’t. This gives us the upper hand, and personally, I’m not too interested in Tritania politics.

   Sophia: But I am! I spend a lot of time here. If we aid the Empress, I … we’ll practically be royalty! I mean, we’ll have access to all sorts of stuff. I like this particular continent. I even took out a mortgage on my place in Porthos.

   Me: I get it, really I do, but this isn’t about you, this is about the team.

   Sophia: The entire team is about you. 

   Veenure: Team?

   Me: We talking Knights here or something else?

   Sophia: You know exactly what I’m talking about. You’re the founder, you were stuck, you got out, your word is golden. We do what you want, when you want, and how you want, regardless of whether or not it’s a good idea!

   Veenure: Stuck?

   Rocket: Long story – later.

   Me: I’m thinking strategically here; I’m trying to give us the upper hand. You’re trying to protect your … did you say mortgage? A make-believe mortgage on a make-believe home in a make-believe city in a make-believe fantasy world to get in with … with a make-believe NPC Empress! That sound about right?

   Sophia: You aren’t thinking this through! If we do this, if we break our word, we’ll be branded as renegades and the entire continent will be gunning for us. Remember what happened in Steam? You want more of that?

   Veenure: Who cares if Polynya is after us – we’ll spend time on Hyperborea or Ultima Thule. Simple. Problem solved.

   Sophia: There are other repercussions! 

   Me: Like?

   Sophia: While we may have higher levels, our spells’ attack powers will still be at their current levels. Increasing us to level ninety will only affect certain stats. Imagine this: we are fighting some Attla Spiders who are level 85 with level 85 attack power while we – at least the spell casters – have our current attack stats.

   Me: But it wouldn’t affect mostly melee fighters like Aiden, Zedic, Rocket and me?

   Sophia: No. Although it would affect how much R and Z can heal.

   Me: Another win-win. You are already at level sixty-one, Veenure would be affected, but I’m sure she’ll keep playing enough to get her magic attack up.

   Veenure: Why would it only be magic attack that’s affected?

   Sophia: Because a PC spell-caster could theoretically devise a spell that increases all stats – which is what King Coromon is offering – so there’s a stop measure that limits magic attack power. 

   Veenure: But all other stats are increased?

   Sophia: Yes.

   Veenure: Easy, I cast a spell on a weapon and then use that weapon to attack, the spell has a lingering effect, possibly even increases the weapon’s power.

   Me: Would that work?

   Sophia: I haven’t heard of it not working. But I’m telling you all, this is a bad idea. A BAD IDEA. 

   Me: We have four on comms right now. I vote for level ninety.

   Veenure: I vote for it as well. 

   Sophia: I’m against it. You know I’m against it.

   Me: Rocket? What do you think? You’ve been awful quiet in all this.

   Rocket: I was monitoring … um … iNet Pokémon porn. 

   Me: Well?

   Sophia: Rocket, of all people, you should be on my side in this matter. You know just as much about Proxima hacks as anyone I know and the bad that can come of it.

   Rocket: Hate to say it, Sophia, but Quantum’s right. It’d be better for us to hop to level ninety in terms of the rest of our stats and catch up our various magical abilities. Quantum and Aiden’s boosted attack strength alone is worth this.

   Veenure: That settles it then!

   Sophia: But we are crossing Empress Thun! 

   Me: You keep saying that. I know it’s hard, Sophia, but you have to quit thinking of these NPCs as people.

   Sophia: What about Aiden? Weren’t you defending him just a little while ago?

   Me: That’s different.

   Sophia: Is it? What about Dolly? What about her? Do you think of her like a person?

   Me: Keep her name out of your mouth!

   Veenure: Who?

   Sophia: What about her? Huh? TELL ME.

   Me: Dammit, Sophia, you don’t know anything about her! She’d take this deal in a heartbeat.

   Sophia: Would she? Would she really?

   Me: She’d do it because it is for the good of the team, the same way that she sacrificed herself to stop the source code bomb. She was selfless, and you could learn something from her. We all could.

   Sophia: You’re making a mistake.

   “We’ll take it,” I tell King Coromon, who has since started in on yet another glass of wine. “Level ninety for the whole guild, The Knights of Non Compos Mentis.”

   “Good.” He grins a most sinister grin. “I was hoping you’d say that.”


Chapter Twenty-One

   
   “Why didn’t Doc just take the RV to the extraction site?” I ask as Sophia and I step into a taxi. She ignores my question, and continues with the cold shoulder as she has been for the last thirty minutes. Real world drama mama – no other way to put it. I did what had to be done – greatest good for the greatest number, and all that. 

   And yeah, it was a stupid question, I get that.

   As soon as I ask, I know why Doc didn’t take the RV – he doesn’t want his Airstream linked to the extraction. 

   The female Humandroid taxi driver smiles at me in the rearview mirror. “It will take an estimated twenty-seven minutes and thirty-two seconds to reach Boulder,” the driveress says. “Would you like to catch up on the daily news or listen to music? If so, feel free to select whatever you’d like via the panel just below the security barrier. Please note: additional charges may apply for usage of the panel, even if you ultimately decide not to use the service.”

   “We won’t be using the service,” says Sophia.

   “If you would like to sit in silence, please let me know and I will activate noise cancellation. Additional charges may apply.”

   “That’s fine.”

   Frances Euphoria: Are you meeting Doc now?

   Me: En route with Sophia giving me hell.

   Frances Euphoria: Rocket briefed me. Level ninety or level thirty-five and some royal NPCs intangible gratitude? I think old Frances might have gone with Sophia’s argument, but you’ve had an effect on me over the last few weeks. I don’t know if this is good or bad.

   Me: Good to see you’re letting your hair down. In all seriousness, I did what I felt was best for the team. 

   Frances Euphoria: I hope.

   “Well, Sophia?” I lift my eyebrow in her direction. “Wanna say something?”

   The driveress chimes in. “It appears as if she doesn’t want to speak to you, Mr. Hughes.”

   “Yeah? If I want your opinion, I’ll slap it out of you. Otherwise, keep it to yourself, droid.” I cross my arms over my chest, turn to the window. “Fine, be that way, don’t talk to me.”

   “I’m not.”

   “You just did,” I tell her in a derisive tone.

   Rocket: Where are you guys? Why aren’t you there yet?

   Me: We aren’t there yet because Sophia decided to take a shower after diving. 

   Rocket: Did you shower?

   Me: What, are you suddenly my FDA Hygiene Monitor or something? Yeah, I took a long hot bubbly-bath and I did my hair and make-up too, but deciding which shoes and purse went with the outfit was what took the longest. Gimme a break, Peanut Gallery.

   Sophia grunts, scoots further away from me. “I had a mortgage in Porthos, in Valhalla,” she hisses. “Your little action just cost me several grand.”

   “So this is still about you? The guild can give you money. We got more cash reserves than AppleSoft.”

   “Real money, Quantum, not in-game currency.”

   “That makes no sense. I’m trying to feel all boo-hoo for you, but nothing’s coming. I still don’t understand why you would ever pay real money for anything in a pretend Proxima World. ProxiCo makes more money from in-game advertising and product placement than China does from counterfeit merchandise on Ebaymazon. Why would you want to give them any more? Hell, you could have probably just collected the stuff you need for Sophia’s Malibu Dream House and built it outside the city limits.”

   “But that’s not in the city. It’s not in Valhalla.”

   “So what.”

   “It’s the difference between living in New Jersey and living in Manhattan. Sure, you’re close, but it’s not the same. The atmosphere is gone.”

   “The atmosphere? Who are you trying to impress – all your NPC and RPC friends?”

   Bingo. She looks away and says nothing.

   “Okay – look Sophia. I’m sorry it didn’t work out to your personal advantage and you lost out on your … ” – I stop myself before I say ‘make believe’ or ‘pretend’ – “ … your home in Valhalla, but I did what I judged to be best for the team.”

   She answers with the exaggerated and world-weary sigh of the unfairly put-upon.

   Rocket: She still tripping?

   Me: Dude, it’s like she’s from another planet. She’s worse than Hoffman on his infamous bike ride.

   Rocket: ???

   Me: NM.

   Sophia lifts her chin, tilts it to the window. Beyond the window, aeros race by carrying people outside the City of the Plains and across the Centennial State. Mountain peaks on the horizon add a touch of Albert Bierstadt to the terrain. Snow at the top reminds me just how high and cold the place is, regardless of global climate change. 

   I try to make nice with her one last time. “Just sell your place then, and buy something in Hyperborea. It seemed nicer than Polynya anyway. I’ve heard the northern shore is pretty nice, at least that’s what Aiden told me.”

   “The Goblin Riviera?” she asks with a look of disgust.

   “Is that what it’s called?”

   “Yes, and it has mosquitos in the summertime that are the size of hummingbirds. Hummingbirds!”

   “Oh, that’s not so bad,” I say. “Sounds tropical. And seriously, how bad can a goblin be?”

   “They make orcs look like graduates of the Emily Post-Manners Academy of Etiquette and Good Taste.”

   “Just think about it like this: you could be the Queen of Goblins with your mind control abilities.”

   “Quantum, shut up.”

   My eyes dart to the Humandroid driver, who is doing her damndest to analyze our body language through the rearview mirror while driving the vehicle. Jitters – I feel uneasy every time one of these droids gives me the once over. It’s like they’re trying to be me, to pick up my little idiosyncrasies, figure out what makes me and my fellow mammalian sentients tick. 

   Technically, these vehicles can drive themselves, but the various taxi companies like UberFord and a few others get a tax write-off if they keep a driver. The devil is in the details – when this law was passed, Humandroid drivers weren’t a thing. They’ve since replaced the human workforce yet the law has somehow remained in effect. Methinks someone just bought a new estate in the Cayman Islands at the taxpayer’s expense.

   I point out the window to a FroYo sign anchored to the top of a rooftop. A blinking arrow indicates the direction of the shop, an advertisement flashes across the inside of the windshield asking us if we would like to reroute our vehicle. Try our Chocolate Chip Cookie Dough S’more Yogurt today! GMO-free, low fat, Kosher, no high fructose corn syrup, low sodium, ethically sourced and cultured from grass-fed cows! Only 70.009576 calories per serving! 

   “How ‘bout some FroYo? Will that cheer you up?”

   “Hardly.” She doesn’t even look at the driver when she says, “Stay on course.”

   Fine. I’m all done with the nice-making. She can take a flying … leap … at a rolling Proxima bagel. “I’m finding it hard to be empathetic here due to the fact that you mainly seem interested in your Proxima mortgage and your fancy-schmancy magical bungalow, rather than the Dream Team.”

   “As I said before,” she says as she bites her lip. “There is more to it than that. I don’t believe we will see the repercussions of this decision until later on.”

   
   ~*~

   
   We land in a parking lot outside a food truck court. It’s amazing how damned popular food trucks have become: there’s one dedicated to halal cupcakes; another that sells gyros with an Indian twist; Tofu Turkey’s Daily Thanksgiving Feast; Blue Buns Hot Dogs with, well, blue buns; Cajun Frappe and a very suspicious looking establishment at the back called GoatCakes, that sells cheesecakes made from goat’s milk. The GoatCakes truck is emblazoned with a smiling cartoon Sally in an apron and chef’s hat; she stands upright and balances a tray with a GoatCake on it. If that wasn’t enough clue, von Richtofen the Imaginary Friend drone is perched on the vehicle’s SkyNet dish.

   “I’d recognize Sally anywhere,” I say as we exit the UberFord. “But what’s with the stoner motif?”

   The wooden menus on the foodtruck are shaped like marijuana leaves, their ends slightly charred. The one offering, GoatCake, is written on a sheet of paper that has been thumbtacked to the center of the wooden menu. Another sheet of paper has been thumbtacked on top of this which reads Sorry – SOLD OUT – Thank-you.

   “Protective coloration,” says Sophia, “look at all the other trucks.”

   Sure enough, every truck in the court is a combination of trippy – geometric patterns, dollar pyramids, splashy Grateful Dead bears, yada, yada, yada – or straight up paraphernalia-inspired, like Scotty Kay’s 4:20 Pot Brownie truck, which features a window lined with decorative bongs.

   “Open up, Doc.” I use my cane to tap against the window.

   “Just go to the side,” Sophia says as she pivots away.

   The window slides open and Doc sticks his head out. He has an ear piece in and an inscrutable expression plastered across his mug.

   I hold out a Harriet Tubman. “I’d like a slice of GoatCake, please.”

   “Damn hippies! Can’t you read the sign? We’re out!” he cracks a grin. “Get in the back and I’ll catch you up.”

   “We met a buddy of yours a la Ray Steampunk.”

   “What do you mean?” he asks as soon as we’re in. Yup this is all Doc – there’s a litter box with pine pellets in the far corner across from which sits a ICU-type gurney. Sally is asleep underneath it on a foam doggy bed. A wall placed between the driver’s seat and the main cabin is the control center – three screens, a swivel chair, NV Visors on hooks, and a u-shaped table covered in legal pads filled with notes and mathematical equations.

   “Holy Mobile Command Post, Bat person! How can you afford this?” I ask. 

   “Had to sell a lotta GoatCakes.”

   “Really?”

   He snorts in amusement. “No. It was the very first Dream Team grant. You signed off on this, or Strata did, or maybe I did – I can’t remember. Anyhoo – it’s been useful more than a handful of times.”

   “How did it get here?” asks Sophia.

   “It drove itself up. Autonomous AI module out of a decommissioned Eurotank.”

   “Really?”

   “No, of course not. Arnie drove it up a week ago, sold GoatCakes and reefer for a couple of days, then flew back to Texas. And boy, were his arms tired!”

   “Really? He can fly?”

   “Yes. Yes, he can fly. He extends his arms, spins on tippy-toes like a ballerina and takes off like a helicopter. Jeez, I love you guys – you’ll believe anything.” He returns to his swivel chair, looks at the screen and then looks back at us. “You said something about a friend of mine?”

   “Yeah, King Coromon, the miniscule king of the giants. Used to be a real person named Taz Horne. She was familiar with your work.”

   “Oh, Taz.” He is silent for a moment. “Yet another RPC. Seems to be all the rage these days.”

   “Bad blood?”

   “Nothing like that. Just remembering some stuff.” He claps his hands together. “Well, grab a seat, folks.”

   “There are no seats.” Sophia is still outside the truck, giving Sally the stink eye. 

   “On the wall,” he says.

   “Oh, I get it.” I move over to the wall opposite the food truck window and use my cane to bend over and unbuckle a bench that’s been attached to a wall, not unlike a Murphy bed. It snaps down and I sit, my cane between my legs. Sophia reluctantly joins me. My eyes flash to the screen, which shows real time video from Arnie’s ocular feed. He’s just cleared the guard shack and pulls into a gated community. None of the big-ass McMansions are visible from the tree-lined street, and most have their own additional security fences to further discourage the plebs, proles and riff-raff.

   “Good call, by the way,” Doc says, not looking away from the center holoscreen. “I would have gone with the level boost as well. Ninety trumps thirty-five, even with the slight handicap in magic. Besides, the Knights are more of a hand-to-hand group, less of a purely magic attack party.”

   Sophia huffs, but Doc doesn’t bite.

   “How far away are we from his place?”

   “Seven miles,” says Doc. “They’ll extract and bring him here and then we’re off.”

   “What vehicle are they using? Looks big.”

   “An aeros van I borrowed from a buddy. It has a rig in the back. We’ll leave the van here and take off in the food truck. That’s what the medevac gurney is for.”

   Sophia says, “Will he be all right on that? His muscles will be atrophied.”

   “Are you kidding me? Daddy is richer than Warren Buffet! Well, not quite, but you get my drift.”

   “Who?” she asks.

   “Old dead rich guy,” Doc waves the question away. “Point is – that kid gets physical therapy that’s orders of magnitude better than what Quantum got. Sure, his body won’t like the extraction, but life’s tough, and then you die. Quantum survived with cheap-ass insurance company therapy, and he was in much worse shape.”

   “Hey!”

   “And we’re travelling in a ground vehicle?” she asks.

   “Yeah, sorry. Warriana’s magic geese are molting and the invisible chariot’s in the shop, so we’re stuck with the GoatCakes truck, okay?” Doc taps the side of his temple. “Seriously, if this turns to shit, Strata and the PD will be looking for an aeros vehicle. So, they’ll leave via aeros, land here, switch out, and then we’re gone, on our way to the hotel. Where we will switch out to the RV and head back to God’s own country – Texas. I hope you guys are packed.”

   “We’re going to Texas?” asks Sophia. “Our briefing said that we’re doing this here in Colorado.”

   “Yeah, of course it did. Disinformation and Operations Security, just in case our system isn’t as secure as we think it is. In fact,” says Doc, “I got another buddy in the neighborhood in a similar aeros van who’ll run as decoy, a friend of mine whom we’ll call Allen.”

   “Is that his feed on the left?” I ask.

   “It sure is. Also, we’re booked at six hotels in Denver tonight to throw anyone off the trail. In case you didn’t know – Rocket has been routing your dive feed through the Dream Team HQ in Baltimore, which will make it seem as if you have been diving there alongside Zedic this whole time.”

   “Shouldn’t we inform Zedic of what’s happening?” asks Sophia.

   “Absolutely not. This is a need-to-know basis, and we don’t want someone who is under pressure to be privy to the knowledge. He knows enough as it is.”

   “I agree,” I tell both of them. 

   “Nice that you agree, but it’s not your call. This is straight Operations Security and need-to-know. The Dream Team’s missions can be jeopardized very easily. Hell, even the NPCs shouldn’t know. And before you say anything,” he tells me, “I agree with you – none of them would squeal aside from Dirty Dave.”

   “Aiden definitely wouldn’t.”

   “Yeah, your bromance continues,” Doc says with a smile. “But you’re right, out of all of them, Aiden would probably be the best at keeping his trap shut if this were a real world scenario.”

   Rocket clears his throat over the intercom. “Um … ”

   “Um what?” asks Doc.

   “I didn’t exactly tell Veenure what we were doing but … ”

   “But what?” I ask.

   “It looks like Zedic just did.”

   
   ~*~

   
   “Shit!” Doc looks at the holoscreen on the right. “Metal Man, this is Bovidae, the mission may have been compromised. No deets yet. Approach with caution and wait for instruction, over!”

   “Bovidae, Metal Man, roger that.”

   “Rocket,” Doc asks, “what exactly has Zedic told her?”

   “She just sent me a message over Tritania comms that said Wow! I can’t believe you guys are members of the Dream Team! Then she returned to the OMIB.”

   “Did he tell her what we’re doing right now?” I ask.

   “No idea,” says Rocket.

   “Dammit, he’s cracking!”

   Sophia asks, “What else should he do?”

   “Put on his big-boy shorts and suck it up!” I say, as my pulse suddenly jackhammers the inside of my skull. “We’re working on getting him out and it’s not like he’s been in that long!”

   Doc drops an elbow on the table, uses his fingers to massage his forehead. “Metal Man, Bovidae, do a loop around the block. Code orange, over.”

   “Bovidae, Metal Man, affirmative, over,” says Arnie.

   Me: Zedic may have compromised the mission.

   Frances Euphoria: Aware. Arnie is briefing me.

   Sophia says, “He’ll talk to me. He’s my divemate, and he’ll talk to me. I know it.”

   Doc glances to the NV Visor on his wall. “Shit, well let’s do a dive then so you can get to the OMIB and ask him point blank.”

   “Done,” she says. “Switch places with me, Quantum. Doc, do you have an extra set of NV gloves?”

   “Do I?” Doc presses a red button on the underside of his table. The floor paneling to my right shifts, revealing a stash of dive gear.

   ~*~

   
   “Zedic,” Sophia says, the NV Visor on her head. The visor is plugged in to a port above the headrest and a pair of dividers attached to the wall gives her a place to put her arms. Doc doesn’t have haptic gloves in the traditional sense; these are more haptic finger sensors – six in total – now on Sophia’s thumb, pointer and middle fingers.

   Doc looks from Arnie’s feed to Sophia. We both are wearing headsets now, as Sophia has noise cancellation headphones to block outside noise. All standard NV Visors have this feature, as it can be very confusing to be conscious of sounds from the real world while one is diving. 

   Sophia’s real-time feed is on the holoscreen on the left. She’s at her home in Valhalla, which has been vandalized. The furniture and furnishings that haven’t been stolen are smashed and scattered, the walls are liberally daubed with the obligatory Thulean hex runes, and the phrase DIE TRAITOR is prominently painted on the walls in several locations.

   Her voice sounds off in my headset. “Look at this! Just look! See? I told you.”

   I’m all done trying to pretend I care, and make no effort to keep it out of my voice. “Yeah, yeah – your pretend Barbie’s Magic Vacation Cottage got trashed. You can deal with it later; get to the OMIB.”

   Her fingers flash on the holoscreen and a blinding white light fizzles in her palms. A quick glance of her real life body to find her fingers twitching. 

   Reality splits and Milky Way Jr. appears.

   Sophia’s hands swim in front of her as she rapidly travels towards Zedic’s location, which is only accessible to a player already in the OMIB.

   Her voice again in my headset. “Something is up ahead. I’m bracing for an attack.”

   “Doc, screen,” I tell him. He glances from Arnie’s feed, to his decoy buddy’s feed, to Sophia’s feed on the left.

   A gray inky blob floats directly ahead of her, tendrils tinged in bits of light fluttering along the perimeters of its body. 

   The screen flashes and Sophia spawns in a battle alongside Veenure and Zedic. 

   Me: What the hell is that thing?

   “Rocket, are you watching this?” Doc asks into his headset.

   “I am now that Sophia’s in!”

   “What is that thing?”

   Sophia’s voice in my headset. “Some type of transmutation magic!”

   Doc says, “Impossible, to be transmutation magic it needs to transform a target into something. What was the original target?”

   Me: Rocket, how are Zedic’s vitals?

   I hear a bit of rustling come out of the speaker. “They’re fine! Normal as ever.”

   I watch Veenure form a shadow arrow in her hand. She looses the arrow; it spins towards the monster, leaving a slice through reality in its wake.

   Me: What the hell was that spell?

   Sophia: Level ninety attack.

   Reality closes together once it gets past the feather end of the arrow. It hits the creature and the OMIB monster wails in the voice of a hundred harpooned humpback whales. The creature’s body unravels like a pinwheel; the spiraling tips sparkle and fizz as it dematerializes. No experience points – the battle is over to little or no fanfare.

   Veenure turns to Sophia. “You guys are Dream Team members? That’s crazy!” 

   Sophia says, “Yes, we are, and no it’s not.”

   “All of you?” she asks. The excitement on her face is visible; she grins ear-to-ear, distorting her facial tattoos.

   “Yes,” says Sophia.

   “Even Steamboy?”

   “Even Steamboy.”

   She laughs. “I find that hard to believe.”

   “Hey!” I shout, but even Doc is nodding. “You too?”

   “Sir, I stand on Article Thirty-one,” he says, raising his right hand. I turn my attention back to the holoscreen, just in time to see Zedic sit and pull his knees to his chest. 

   “His training should have prepared him for this.” Doc glances back to Arnie’s feed, still circling the block. “If and when we get new recruits, we’ll need to adjust the simulated time they spend stuck in a Proxima World, possibly an empty galaxy Proxima World.”

   “Empty galaxy?” I ask.

   “I think that’s what’s getting to Zedic; you had plenty of space to explore. Zedic has an endless amount of space to explore, but that’s it – it’s just space. Nothing’s there.”

   I catch a blinking message on the screen. Doc clicks it to enlarge it.

   Sophia: The sooner we get the Reality Splitter, the better. Then we can carve a door out of the OMIB, let Zedic out and he can log out in Tritania proper. 

   “I still don’t get this. Why can’t he just log out there again?” I ask. 

   Rocket this time. “Developers didn’t want people messing with the OMIB – too important. So they made it impossible to logout there. In case you didn’t know, the OMIB holds the worlds’ source code. All those stars? Algorithms, the neuronal triggers that keep this place in order.”

   “Who are you talking to?” Veenure asks. “I’m not getting any comms messages.”

   “That’s because it’s a private conversation, honey,” Sophia says, her voice suddenly sharp. Zedic looks up to see if Veenure will respond; instead, she sits on the ground next to Zedic. 

   Sophia: Remember the source code bomb that Strata used in The Loop? 

   “Yeah, I remember.”

   Sophia: It imploded in the OMIB. What you witnessed was akin to a nuclear Reality Splitter. Everything was being sucked into the OMIB. The sphere that you saw was the interface between the two planes.

   “But Dolly stopped it … ”

   Sophia: Not exactly. She just used her algorithmic weight to buy all of you enough time to log out or transfer worlds. Think of it like this: it takes so many algokilos to create a town, from the sparking stream running through it to the various NPCs, shops and at the same time, enough remaining memory to allow for constant modification. An NVA Seed is heavier than this because the entire world created is stitched to the NVA Seed’s algorithmic weight. It can’t really disappear, per se. An example: Cyber Noir still exists, but in a different form. The world is still there, at least based on the law of the conservation of energy when applied to neuronal firings and digital worlds. This is theory, and it is why the OMIB is so fascinating to me.

   “Could I find her?”

   Doc says, “Hey, while you two are Proxima philosophizing, Frances and Arnie are waiting to see if they can go ahead with the extraction.”

   Sophia: Imagine taking a model of a DNA strand, shattering it, and tossing it into a room filled with Legos. This is what going back to The Loop would be like. We can discuss more later.

   “Please. Doc’s getting itchy.”

   “I’m not getting itchy! There are just more important things right now than analyzing the aftermath of a source code bomb. Besides, I’ve already sent you briefings on this – you read them, didn’t you?”

   “If I tell you yes, will you believe me?”

   “No,” he says. 

   “Then no, I didn’t read them.” I look back to the screen. “Get a confirmation from Zedic that he hasn’t said anything about our extraction.”

   Sophia: Affirmative.

   “Hey, Veenure … ” Sophia raises hand and clenches it shut.

   Veenure places her hands over her ears, cringes. “Something is happening with my headset. All I hear is feedback. Wait a minute … You cast Deafening Roar!” Her face shifts from surprise to fury. “What the hell is wrong with you!?”

   “We can target team members with spells?”

   Rocket’s voice comes out of the speaker. “We can’t, but Sophia can. She is a high level Mind Mage, level ninety now. She can pretty much do whatever the hell she wants. Veenure could instigate a battle, but she won’t … ”

   “She’d lose,” Doc says. “Now hurry up and get the info we need.”

   Sophia floats to over Zedic and Veenure. 

   “Keep your cool, Sophia,” Doc says.

   She stops directly in front of Veenure, locks eyes with her. I swear Veenure’s eyes flame up, but it may just be my imagination. The two broads stare at each other for a moment until Sophia lifts three fingers, holds them inches away from Veenure’s face. She twists her fingers and Veenure cries out, falls to her knees. With that, she leaves the OMIB, logs out for all we know.

   “Dammit, Sophia! There was no need for that!”

   “It seemed like something you would do.”

   “Enough with the measuring of the digital dicks, already!” says Doc. “Sophia, complete your mission!”

   Sophia nods. “Sorry, Doc. Zedic, did you tell Veenure about our plans to extract Strata’s son?”

   Zedic says, “Are you kidding me? Of course I didn’t! Is this what you’re here to ask me?”

   “Why did you tell her we were members of the Dream Team?”

   “Can’t you see where I am, Sophia? This place is terrible! I … I hate it here! There’s nothing, nothing at all. It’s like being trapped in some type of abyss, twilight zone. I don’t know! I miss my husband, I miss … I miss real food!”

   “We are feeding you,” she says. “Rocket is. That still doesn’t answer my question.”

   “You guys don’t know what it’s like,” Zedic sobs. “I can’t go anywhere. I can’t do anything. I’m stuck in here! In this … whatever this is.” He stands, stomps his feet.

   “Boo-frickin’-hoo, princess. Cry me a river,” I mumble. Doc nods in agreement.

   “You know what this is,” she says. “And you know that we are doing everything we can to get you out.”

   “Are you? Because it seems to me like you’re more interested in freeing Strata’s son than your own team member! I told her because … because I just wanted to be honest with Veenure! She’s come here more than you have, more than anyone in the Dream Team.”

   “You’re going to need to chill the hell out,” she tells him. “You aren’t the first person to get stuck in a Proxima World. Quantum was stuck for eight years and he wasn’t throwing temper tantrums like a little baby.”

   No one contests what she has just said and I leave it at that.

   Zedic snorts. “But he had a world! A place! Hell, a girlfriend! I don’t got shit in here. It’s like being stuck in a void or something!”

   “It’s not like,” she says, “it is being stuck in a void. You are stuck, but we are working on getting you out. It will only be another day or two. We have people searching for the materials to make the Reality Splitter now.”

   “You could have asked King Coromon for the materials,” he says. “Instead of asking to move all our levels up to level ninety. Veenure told me everything. You could have asked for the metal instead of sending some NPCs after the material!”

   “We are taking care of it,” Sophia says, stepping closer to him. “Your training prepared you for this and frankly, you’re acting like a whiny little bitch at the moment.”

   “Bring it, Sophia,” I say.

   “She’s right,” Doc says under his breath. 

   “I know it sucks, but bear with us, we will get you out and you will apologize to me for your behavior right now.”

   “I miss my husband,” he says. “We had a gig tonight!”

   “We can try to bring him here to see you,” she says.

   Doc says, “That’s not protocol. We don’t normally involve family members in DT affairs.”

   “Yeah, but this might do him some good though,” I say. “He can just partially dive so he can see Zedic. Tell him we’ll work it out, Sophia, but he needs to keep his cool for a little bit longer.”

   “This is really becoming a family affair … ” Doc drums his fingers on the desk for a moment. “Alrighty, I guess now is as good of a time as any. We need to get Luther and we need to get the hell out of Colorado. Metal Man, Bovidae, you are go, say again, go, over.”

   “Bovidae, Metal Man, affirmative.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

   
   “That was a bit harsh,” I tell Sophia as soon as she’s logged out, “but you did good.”

   Rocket chimes in, “I thought Veenure was going to step on you!”

   “Her actual level is in the thirties and mine is sixty-one, regardless of the fact we are both ninety now. I would have made her cast Flesh Stripper on herself until she was forced to log out.”

   “Flesh stripper? I don’t know if that’s something I’d like to see or not,” I say as I watch Arnie enter Strata’s estate through a gated fence. He parks the van in the driveway, an almost blatant move. France’s iNet feed appears on the screen furthest to the right. She gets out of the vehicle, heads to the back, where she starts unloading a hover stretcher. Arnie joins her, hooks the skip box to the side of the stretcher. 

   “What about exterior cameras,” I ask Doc. “Surely he has surveillance drones.”

   “He does.” Like clockwork, a drone drops out of the air and hovers above Arnie and Frances. “But we’re overriding the feed, deleting it as it records. If anyone checks right now, this is what they’ll see.” He clicks a button on his mouse and a video image of an empty driveway appears. “We have a little visual treat for them as well once they do decide to review the video.”

   “A visual treat?” I ask.

   “A fully restored and digitally remastered video of GG Allin crapping on stage. Doc chose it!” Rocket says from the speaker. “Also, I have no idea who that is, but boy is it punk rock!”

   “Gross.” Sophia scrunches up her face. 

   Doc answers my next question before I can ask it: “The van is decked out in some milspec holo-camo. It’s a nanofiber covering that reflects a 3-D image, taken from a 3-D picture Arnie captured earlier. It even adjusts to the time of day, can show weather conditions and has shadow-skirting tech. There are limitations, especially if someone walks into it or it rains extra hard, but that’s a risk we have to take. Also, these things show up on a thermal imaging scan, but of course, we’re controlling all that at the moment.”

   “Where’d you get that?” I ask. “And do you think you could have them make me a zoot suit?”

   “Even I know that’s out of style.” 

   “It’s not like anyone would see it!” I turn to Sophia to gauge her reaction – nada lotta. 

   “We do work for the feds, you know,” she says. “Some things are available to us that aren’t available to civilians.”

   “Getting this kind of stuff can be a pain, but I know a few people who know a few people.”

   “What about their physical bodies?” I ask Doc.

   “That’s another flaw in our plan,” he admits. “Hiding big stationary objects is easy. Objects on the move ain’t so easy.”

   Arnie and Frances quickly approach the front of the house, an enormous door fit for a home in Kensington. Frances lifts her hand into the air and punches in a code on an invisible keypad.

   “Let me guess,” I say, “she sees it on her personal iNet feed?”

   Doc nods. “While we are capturing her overall feed, there are still some things we don’t get, like what she’s witnessing on her personal iNet screen.”

   Sally bleats and startles awake. Doc coos over his shoulder, “It’s all right, my good, good goatlet. Just relax sweetie, we’re almost done.”

   A laser scanner does its thing on Frances, jumps to Arnie and repeats the process. It must like what it sees, as I hear three soft beeps through their feeds; the door opens and the two Dream Teamers walk in like they own the place. 

   It is safe to say that Strata is living the high life – twenty-foot ceilings, a grand piano near the entrance, a waterfall cutting through the middle of a cascading stairwell, marble everything, and hanging on various walls is what is probably listed as ‘art’ on the insurance inventory.

   Talk about deconstructionism. At some point in the twentieth century, artists decided that painting rudimentary objects was somehow difficult and one-percenters decided that they would pay millions of dollars for paintings a dyslexic, drunken twelve-year-old in a remedial fingerpaint by numbers class could make given the right materials. Damn you Gen-Xers and Millennials, for letting these lame-ass, no-talent pretend-artists get away with this execrable waste of paint and canvas; damn you more for shoveling wheelbarrows full of cash at them for producing it, and proudly displaying it so that all may see just how much mazuma and how little taste you all have.

   The opulence of Strata’s lifestyle doesn’t bother me as much as does the knowledge of how he obtained all this wealth. His Revenue Corporation, under the guise of public service, exploits the legal loopholes his lawyers and lobbyists created to harvest the insurance payouts of the trapped players who die in the Proxima Galaxy. The brainwashed orphans he uses as his storm troopers are little better off than those they enslave and murder. When did he change, or has he always been like this and I just never saw it?

   Would he really do all this just because his son was trapped?

   Doc swallows hard. On the center screen, a tactical map of Strata’s house enlarges on the center screen and centers on the thermal image of a large humanoid figure just finishing up in a small bathroom. “Metal Man, Bovidae, Zulu in the restroom marked on your reticle. iNet respond, over.”

   Arnie: Got him.

   
   ~*~

   
   Arnie taps a button on the hover stretcher; it rotates ninety degrees and goes flush again the wall.

   The bathroom door opens and Arnie zaps the guy with a neuromuscular inhibitor while Frances provides cover. The man’s face muscles contort as he falls, Arnie catches him just before he hits the ground. His stats appear on the screen next to a picture: Goodman, Saul M. 19 JUNE 2031, 5’10”, Brown/Brown. 

   Arnie: Bovidae, Metal Man, target neutralized. 

   “Oh-Ho-Ho-ho-ho!” Doc chortles and nods slowly at the screen. “Sucks to be that guy. He’ll shit and piss himself and about thirty minutes later, he’ll wake up in a soiled stupor not knowing what the hell happened. This particular inhibitor is no longer available to the public because high schoolers kept videoing themselves shooting each other and uploading the videos to iNet, in a viral competition called Shoot and Poo.” He chuckles. “What a bunch of morons. Sometimes I am glad to know that robots are going to eventually replace humanity.”

   Sophia frowns. “That’s horrible!”

   “Would you rather option two?” Doc asks. “Would you rather Arnie just off him? I know you’re Ms. Big Badass in the Proxima Galaxy – seems like all you under thirties digital children are – but you need to remember that war, real war, and real battle, has consequences. So what if Strata’s in-game monitor wakes up with dirty britches and a pounding hangover? It’s better than dead, isn’t it?”

   She looks down at her hands. 

   “You do what you do,” he says without even the slightest hint of anger in his voice, “and I do what I do. Both components are necessary for the good of the team, and the successful completion of this mission. We clear here?”

   “Got it,” she says. “My bad.”

   Arnie drags the in-game monitor’s body into the bathroom, places him in the tub and closes the shower curtain. 

   
   ~*~

   
   Arnie and Frances stop in front of a door at the end of the hallway. Frances steps up, presses her hand onto a fingerprint scanner. An eye level flash scans her retina, and the door clicks open.

   “THE DREAM TEAM DON’T PLAY!” Rocket’s voice booms out of the overhead speaker. It startles me, startles Sally too, who stands and bleats.

   “Not so close to the mic, kid,” Doc says. 

   Arnie and Frances walk down a small flight of stairs into a large underground bunker. Sophia is the first to gasp at what they discover. The room seems to go on forever, far enough that I can’t see the wall on the furthest end. The lights at the front are on, definitely sensor-activated. Then there are the dive vats – I count ten from Frances and Arnie’s feed. They are front to back, the next row partially hidden in the darkness.

   “How many?” Sophia asks.

   Doc clicks something and a 3-D schematic appears. It starts at the front door, enters through the lobby, passes the kitchen and goes down the hallway. Once it enters the door in question, dozens upon dozens of dive vats populate. “The schematic claims that there are just under fifty. There are fifty in the west wing too.”

   “How do you know Luther is in here?” I ask. 

   A light at the front of the holoscreen flashes, beaming a 3-D image in front of Doc. “Notice the center dive vat,” he says as he presses his hand into the 3-D image. It readjusts the viewing angle, giving us a tilted, aerial view. “That’s a Proxima Three, the top of the line dive vat. It costs six times as much as the other vats. It provides full medical overwatch, nutritional support, physical therapy and personal hygiene. It does everything except feed the cat and walk the doggy. There are fewer than a hundred of these worldwide, due to the cost of production versus demand. The waiting list to get one is over a year. Strata owns two of them, one for himself and one for his son.”

   “Are you sure he’s in there?” I ask.

   “Likely, but there’s only one way to find out. Metal Man, Bovidae, check the big tank, front and center, over.”

   “Bovidae, Metal Man, roger.” Arnie approaches with Frances backing him up. He moves to the back of the oversized vat, crouches in front of the power supply.

   “What’s he doing?” I ask. “Why didn’t he check the front panel?”

   Doc says, “We deduced the location of the vat – or as you can see, vats – from the power usage and later from the schematic. Even with the spiders we put in Strata’s system, we aren’t able to see who is in the vat without a manual override. We assume Luther is in the biggest vat, but we may be wrong.”

   Sophia explains. “Vats are always plugged into two outlets, which requires custom installation like we have back in Baltimore. One outlet is to the regular power source; one is to the back-up power source. That’s the only way these things work. Otherwise, there’d be a lot more digital comas. A little known fact: as the vats boot back up, they flash the person’s details before the system can officially go online, which is another way to flash user information on the vat information display, the VID.”

   “Any alarms?” I ask.

   “If you unplug the main power source, it will sound the alarm,” Doc says. “If you unplug the back-up power source and plug it back in within twenty seconds, it won’t sound any alarm systems, but it will flash the user info on the VID. This is done in case there is a disaster and someone is stuck in their vat. There are other applications, as well, like what we’re seeing now.”

   Arnie moves around the vat, drops to one knee in front of the power source. Two thick cables snake into a square outlet flush with the floor.

   “You’d think there would be more defense,” I say.

   “Oh, there is a defense system,” Doc says, “above the vats.”

   Arnie glances up; laser turrets spaced at six foot intervals line the ceiling. He looks back down, places his hand on the two power cables and keeps it there for a moment. He pulls the cable on the right and we all look to Frances’ feed. The name LUTHER S. GODSICK lights up on the small holoscreen panel at the front of the vat. 

   Doc says, “Metal Man, Bovidae, target confirmed, extract, over.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

   
   Me: Goose it, Frances! Just get Strata’s ankle biter and get out of there!

   Of all the times to collect data, now, when Arnie and Frances are deep in the belly of the beast, is possibly the worst time imaginable. Yet there they are, walking through the underground führer bunker like a bunch of census droids collecting data on every player that’s stuck in a digital coma. 

   “It’s important to be thorough,” Doc reminds me. He doesn’t need to see the look on my face to know that I don’t agree. Sure, thoroughness is good, but not when you’re inside the enemy’s citadel. For her part, Sophia is quiet, which gives me the itching feeling that she’s doing research over iNet.

   Rocket’s voice this time. “We need this for the database I’ve been working on. It includes the Reapers that have been blasted with Doc’s hack, a few bleach people who we’ve been able to identify previously and now, whoever these people are. Any ideas on how we can speed this up?”

   Sophia looks up. “This is the only way I know of. Doc?”

   “Ditto.” 

   Frances and Arnie continue moving through the dive vats, Arnie at the back, dealing with the power sources and Frances up front, taking screenshots of each reveal. It takes them about thirty seconds to register each user, which means that it should take them upwards of twenty minutes to capture all the data.

   “I just don’t think there’s time,” I mumble. 

   “You may be right.” He glances at the holoscreen to the right, which still shows his decoy moving around the neighborhood. It flickers and the feed from Strata’s security cameras appear.  Doc reaches in his shirt pocket and dons a pair of glasses. “Security feed, back entrance.”

   The camera feed on the bottom left panel enlarges. Doc hisses, grits his teeth. “Shit, shit, shit. Rocket! Time lapse the back entrance feed from the last hour! Look for any changes!”

   “What’s happening?” Sophia asks.

   “Just can’t be sure … ” Doc says under his breath. A video link appears on the screen from Rocket and he clicks it. 

   Rocket’s voice. “The cigarette wasn’t there!”

   “Original feed,” Doc says to the center monitor. The current feed appears, showing a cigarette butt on the curb. The time lapse video plays again, stopping at the moment the cigarette drops out of thin air. 

   “Metal Man, Bovidae, snatch, grab, and boogey the hell out of there! We got a cloak on feed, probable Zulu, unknown number. Do you copy?”

   “Bovidea, Metal Man, probable Zulu, unknown number, copy.”

   
   ~*~

   
   “Go to thermal imaging on the feeds, Rocket!” Doc barks at the monitor. Sophia stands, sits, stands again, turns away from the monitor.

   “Oh no. I can’t look,” she whispers to me.

   “Just, relax, we’ll get them out of there,” I tell her through gritted teeth. “Relax.”

   I watch as Arnie and Frances work frantically to remove Luther Godsick from his vat. The vat is open, Frances going about connecting the skip box while Arnie prepares the hover stretcher. She shoots him the thumbs up and the stretcher raises to the same level as the vat opening.

   “There it is!” The thermal images of four armed men appear in one of the hallways. “Metal Man, Bovidae, four Zulu en route your location, over.”

   “Bovidae, Metal Man, four Zulu en route, copy.”

   “Why aren’t they going to the vat bunker?” I ask, my heart in my throat now. It’s taking everything I have to sit still as I watch Frances and Arnie perform the transfer. They’re fast, but it will take another minute or so to secure everything and they still have to make it through the hallway. Plus it’s a rush job, and with rush jobs come mistakes.

   “I can’t watch!” Sophia buries her face in my neck and I put my arm around her. 

   “Relax, they’ll make it,” I whisper into her hair. “Don’t freak out right now, deep breaths.”

   She starts breathing rapidly, her breaths warming my neck. “I’m hyperventilating!”

   “Breathe, Sophia, slow deep breaths,” Doc says over his shoulder. “Dammit, if you’re going to have a seizure, do it outside.” With surprising gentleness, Doc calls, “Sally, honey, c’mere good girl.”

   Sally the goat looks up from her bedding.

   “Come here sweetie,” he says, his eyes focused on the action on the screen. The thermal images have separated, two going upstairs and two heading towards the kitchen.

   The goat stands, walks over to Doc and puts her head in his lap. “Ma-a-a-h,” she says.

   “That’s my good smart girl. Go sit with the mean lady, sweetie.”

   Sally moves over, leans up against Sophia and puts her head in her lap.

   “Pet the goat, it’ll help,” he says. “Decoy, Bovidae, four Zulu inside, over.”

   “Bovidae, Decoy, copy.”

   “I can’t look, I can’t look, I can’t look,” she says. But even with her head pressed into my shoulder now, she reaches out and rests her hand on Sally’s knobby skull.

   Arnie’s voice this time. “Bovidae, Metal Man, subject secure.”

   Rocket lets out a nervous sigh into his mic. “They need to get out of there!”

   “Decoy, this is Bovidae, subject secure, move into position, over.” Doc says. 

   “Bovidae, Decoy, currently at alpha, bravo, two, niner, six, niner. Moving into position, over,” our decoy driver says.

   “Decoy, Bovidae, they have company, engage when in position, over.”

   “Bovidae, Decoy, will engage, over.”

   Doc opens his vests and reaches for one of his pieces. He thinks otherwise, returns his hand to his mouse. Reaches inside his vest again and places his gun on the desk.

   “Easy, Doc,” I tell him.

   “If Strata’s security detail follows them here, I’ll provide cover.” he says, watching as two heat signatures move towards the hallway outside the underground bunker. “Rocket, cut the lights in thirty seconds. The hallway is windowless, it’ll provide some concealment.” he says, almost as an afterthought. “Metal Man, Bovidae, prepare for midnight, over.”

   “Bovidae, Metal Man, roger that.” Arnie whispers something to Frances and the white balance on her iNet visual increases.

   “I can help,” I say, “give me a piece.”

   “You want to help? Stay put and shut up,” he says. “When’s the last time you fired a real firearm?”

   Sophia wails. “Please, no guns!”

   “We really need to get you people some training,” Doc says as he squeezes his fists together. “Really.”

   “I’ve been trained,” she says into my shoulder, “same as Frances.”

   “Retrained,” Doc clarifies. “I know we don’t normally have real life tactical situations, but Frances is the only one of you divers who’s worth a flip in the field. No offense. Rocket, where’s my distraction?”

   Rocket says, “I’ll play with the automated sliding doors in the kitchen.”

   “Good!” Doc says. “Make it loud!”

   The two heat signatures turn back into the kitchen, presumably to investigate the sound of the screen doors opening and shutting. 

   “Metal Man, Bovidae, two Zulu distracted, go, go, GO!”

   Arnie moves into the hallway first, provides cover as Frances leads the hover stretcher out. A quick switch to Frances’ white balance heavy feed and I see that she has a piece in one hand, the other hand on a lit up green bar attached to the hover stretcher. I also see Luther, his pale form slathered in vat goo.

   
   ~*~

   
   Doc gulps. “Those two are heading back towards the hallway, the other two are upstairs protecting Strata.”

   We arrive at the same conclusion.

   “There may be more outside,” we say at the same time.

   “Yup. Rocket, can you pull camera feeds from any drone devices or street surveillance equipment in the neighborhood? Anything out of the ordinary.”

   “Working on it, Doc!”

   They continue down the hallway in the opposite direction. A quick glance at a schematic over my own iNet feed and I see that the hallway actually forms a triangle, both ends leading towards the entry. Arnie and Frances’ feed show them approaching a large convex security mirror.

   They turn the corner into the entry way, and without pausing or breaking stride Arnie fires two quick bursts from his inhibitor into the mirror and the two approaching figures collapse to the ground.

   “That’s some mighty fine shootin’, Tex!” I shout. “What are the odds of that connecting?”

   Doc keeps his eyes on the screen as he says, “Odds of a human? One in a million. Odds of an advanced cyborg with combat AI upgrades that can process multiple ballistic problems in a fraction of a second? Better. Significantly better. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again – we’re being replaced.”

   “They’re out!” Sophia relaxes a little as she watches Frances and Arnie move towards the entrance of the house. She moves away from me, shoots me a glance that says keep this between us, and settles back on her side of the bench.

   “Bovidae, Decoy, Roger. Metal Man, Decoy, initiate operation switcheroo, do you copy?”

   “Decoy, Metal Man, copy.”

   Allen the decoy stops at Strata’s gate, waiting for Rocket to open it. The gate clicks open and he pulls up the driveway, parks next to Arnie and Frances’ camouflaged vehicle. 

   Shots fired, the reports coming from Allen’s feed. Before Doc can say anything, Allen presses his thumb on a garage door opener taped to his steering column. 

   “Why aren’t the bullets causing more damage?” I ask.

   “Allen’s vehicle is coated in a special nanometal, the same stuff the President has on his Stryker. Again, friends in low places, it helps in my line of work. Here they come now.”

   Doc could either be referring to Frances and Arnie or the hundreds upon hundreds of baseball-sized drones that spray out of the back of the van. The drones hit the air, the majority form a protective barrier around Frances and Arnie. 

   “Where are the others going?” I ask, noticing via Frances’ feed that a few of the drones are hot-tailing it away. 

   “Sniper hunting.” 

   The drones are in constant motion, and create a protective globe around them. Several take hits and go down; several others return fire with directed energy weapons. Still others spray out a silvery-gray reflective mist.

   Frances’ feed on the left, Arnie’s in the middle, Allen’s on the right, Sophia next to me biting her nails, one of Doc’s shooters on his desk – talk about a way to blaze through Hump Day. My heart sinks as I watch Frances’ feed move amidst gunfire; I want her out, I want her safe, I want her to know how I really feel.

   I can’t imagine losing another person I love.

   Me: You have to get out of there. I love you. Sorry for this message. Be safe, dammit.

   Frances and Arnie load Strata’s kid into the back, the drones cast a protective shadow over them. Once they’ve secured the stretcher, Frances stays with it and Arnie  makes his way to the front of the vehicle. I can hear shouting now, but the glittery mist prevents me from seeing anything but Frances and Arnie’s silhouettes. 

   “Bovidae, Metal Man, ready to cruise, over.”

   “Decoy, Bovidae, get the hell out of there, copy?”

   “Bovidae, Decoy, copy.” 

   “Thanks pal, I owe you one.”

   “You owe me more than one,” Allen says as he starts up his van. 

   Doc clears his throat, takes just about the deepest breath I’ve heard anyone take. “Damn, I wish I still smoked. Rocket, destroy all recorded since 0100 this morning. Initiate server fire program. Frances and Arnie are en route.”


Epilogue

   
   Thunderstorms galore as we speed towards the Colorado-Kansas border. We did it, and boy did we do it by the hair of our chinny chin chins, the skin of our teeth, the thickness of a whisker, and several other clichéd expressions for ‘just barely’. I’ve got mad respect for Arnie at the moment – who would have thought a Humandroid could perform that well in dick-in-the-dirt, live fire scenario? It almost makes me want to change my mind about their species – species? – as a whole. But Doc’s statement that they’re replacing us is what partially fuels my distrust. It’s hard to be friends with a future enemy. I wish I had known then what I know now about Strata. 

   No time to admire the scenery, no time to sit back and pat myself on the back for the damn good job we did, no time to rib Sophia and suck a little face with Frances. We’re moving like fugitives in the RV, Arnie driving and Doc riding shotgun, Frances and Sophia seeing to Luther Godsick.

   Rocket: Qpapi69, this is Romeo Oscar Charlie Kilo Echo Tango, confirm current location, over.

   Me: Not now, and don’t get me started on how far away you are from Romeo. You damn well know our location. Tensions are high. I want us to stay off this communication line for now.

   Rocket: Hey, just trying to lighten the mood! Besides, no one can intercept this line. There’s advanced encryption, then there’s the private channel we use to communicate. You don’t pay me the big bucks for nothing.

   Me: What do we pay you again?

   Rocket: I’m a federal employee. My benefits far outweigh my pay, but at least my job won’t be automated anytime soon. Sucks to be just about everyone else.

   Me: This conversation can happen another time. How are Zedic’s vitals?

   Rocket: He’s fine.

   Me: Keep watching him, and take a break while you’re at it. You’ve earned it.

   I hate to crowd around them again, but I’ve never been good at curbing my curiosity. I head to the back of the RV and I stop in front of my bed loaded with dreamworld gear. I place my hand on my bunk, have the notion to crawl in and try to log into The Loop. What would I find? Would it look the same as the OMIB in Tritania? 

   And Dolly – would I find her or some echo of her?

   I raise my hand to scroll through my inventory list. No such luck – there is only one item in my RW inventory list worth using, my commando survival cane. I’ve got to stop doing that, seriously. 

   The thought comes to me with my hand still in the air.

   Me: Say, what would happen if I used Dolly’s NVA Seed in Tritania?

   Rocket: Shit, I never thought of that!

   Me: Language, kid.

   Rocket: You say shit all the time!

   Me: But I never drop the f-bomb.

   Rocket: I noticed that. Anyway, I don’t know, for those kinds of questions, you should turn to Sophia or maybe Doc, but Sophia would probably know more than him. Doc is old school, he was around for the test trials and he’s an expert when it comes to making weapons that bend the rules of the game-time continuum. Sophia’s knowledge has more of an academic, philosophical twist to it. Both could make millions if they worked for the Proxima Company. 

   Me: Not just them, you too.

   Rocket: Do you mean it?

   Me: I do. Great job today and in general.

   Rocket: Here’s a screenshot of me blushing.

   A picture quickly loads of Rocket giving me the thumbs up, his cheeks bright red, clearly photoshopped, and not very good photoshop work at that. This is followed by another screenshot where his features have been replaced by with moving graphics. 

   Me: I never pictured you with cat eyes.

   “He’s stable!” I hear Doc say from the backroom.

   
   ~*~

   
   The kid isn’t my enemy, I remind myself as I look down at Luther Godsick’s partially covered face. His features trigger a memory of his father – same pointed nose, same arrogant curl to the lips. Still, the kid isn’t my enemy.

   Frances wipes her brow. I can see the fatigue in her eyes – she’s been through a lot today. Sophia, now in her lab coat, stands in the far corner of the room next to the rig interface. She clutches a handheld device that displays a series of squiggly lines on screen.

   Me: You should get some rest.

   Frances Euphoria: Yeah, I should, but I’m still feeling the adrenaline.

   Me: Sorry about earlier.

   Frances Euphoria: What do you mean?

   Me: I try not to use the L word lightly.

   Frances Euphoria: Did you mean it?

   Me: Of course I did.

   She gives me a soft smile.

   “I was worried there for a moment.” Doc is at the door now. He wipes a film of perspiration from his brow. “I really need to get the A/C checked.”

   “You’ve earned it,” I hand Doc a cold Shiner Bock and crack one open myself. We cheers, hold eye contact for a moment as we nod. 

   “Don’t spill any on him,” Sophia says without looking up from her device.

   Arnie steers the RV into a different lane, causing all of us to shift right. Doc and I both prevent any spillage by taking big chugs of our bottles. 

   “Ahhh,” I say as that familiar taste spreads down my throat. “Is there anything else like an ice cold beer after a long day?”

   “There is,” Doc says. “But a beer will do.”

   “Where are you?” Frances spots a bit of vat goo on Luther’s knee and wipes it with a yellow rag. As Doc predicted, Luther’s muscle tone and general physical condition have been kept up by the big bucks, high-speed, low-drag, top o’ the line dive tank daddy’s illicit money provided.

   “It would be weird to go through puberty while in a digital coma,” I say.

   Doc nods. “I’m sure his advanced vat had something for that too.”

   “You mean a jack-off machine?”

   “There’s a technical name for it – Urge Relief Apparatus, URA. It was invented by the Japanese to take care of their aging population and mentally disabled who’ve grown into adulthood.”

   Sophia says, “Well, he won’t have anything like that anymore. Besides, there is debate as to if that is necessary or not.”

   “It’s necessary for someone his age,” Doc says. “You think there’s a lot of goo in a vat as it is … ”

   I laugh; the ladies, not so much. I guess boys will be boys, no matter how old they get. Frances moves past me with a bucket filled with soiled towels. “Any place in particular that I can put these?” she asks over her shoulder.

   “Just place them in the closet beneath the sink; we won’t be doing any laundry until we get home.”

   “That’s like ten hours from now,” says Sophia. She blinks her eyes shut, checks iNet data and says, “ten hours and fifteen minutes.”

   “Not quite,” says Doc. He too moves past me to the doorway; I merge to the right corner of the room to clear space at the entrance. My eyes return to Luther – he’s so innocuous lying on the specially made dive stretcher with his NV Visor on. I was him, for two subjective years, eight if you can actually count, that was me. Asleep and awake at the same time, living death, coma-d man walking. 

   “Arnie,” Doc says once he’s in the hallway. “Let’s hit the air, three minutes.”

   Sophia calls after him. “This thing is an aeros?”

   Doc peeks his head back in the room. “Of course it is. You didn’t really think we were going to get away in a ground vehicle, did you? Cuts travel time in half if we use the long-distance travel lane.”

   “I thought you hated traveling by air.”

   “I do,” he winks at me, “but sometimes a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do. Everyone secure for flight.”

   An alarm sounds off and two seats drop from the walls. Sophia sits down, directly across from me, and buckles her seatbelt.

   “Where are you going?” I ask Doc.

   “I’m diving,” he says as he finishes his beer. “I can’t stand flying.”

   “Which world?”

   “Dead City; it’s the most realistic Zompac world in the Proxima Galaxy.”

   “Have fun.”

   “Always do.”

   I’m reminded of a quote as gravity drops – Nothing behind me, everything ahead of me, as is ever so on the road. My only issue with the famous Kerouac quote is the fact that it doesn’t have an afterthought. If it did, it would go something like this: But no matter how far I travel, the past is always a step ahead, waiting for me to catch up. Another glance at Luther Godsick, pale and plugged into a porto-rig like some sort of appliance, confirms this. 

   My past is coming full circle and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.





   
   
   

The End
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   The Feedback Loop Book Five, The Mechanical Heart, will be out in October. 

   PRE-ORDER the book here and have it delivered directly to your device on release day.


Back of the Book Shit

   
   Dear Reader,

   I’ll get into the behind the scenes details of Reapers and Repercussions in a moment. Since you’ve just finished the fourth book – congrats, by the way – I figured some Reaper jokes written by George C. Hopkins, editor extraordinaire, will get you in the mood for the next Feedback Loop book, out in October 2016. 

   
   Reaper Ha-Has.

   The Dream Team conference room, 0346, Saturday morning, amidst a welter of empty pizza boxes, taco wrappers, and forty ounce malt liquor cans. “ …  so the Reaper says May I push in your stool?” Everybody groans. “Okay, I got one,” says Francis. “How many Reapers does it take to screw in a light bulb?” “None!” says Zedic. “They can’t because their balls haven’t dropped yet!” She snorts beer out her nose.  “Okay, then - how many Reapers does it take to change a light bulb?”

   “I don’t know, how many?” “No fewer than thirty, and if the light bulb resists, they all wet their pants and log out!” -- “What’s the difference between a Catfish and a Reaper?”  ”One’s a cold-blooded, slimy, scum-sucking bottom-dweller … and the other one’s a fish!”  -- “How many Reapers does it take to shingle a roof?”

   “It depends on how thin you slice ‘em.”  -- “Your avatar is confronted by a warband made up of an Ebola Nazi, Evil Space Trump, a Hillary Sanders Zombie Ninja, and a Reaper. You only have three rounds for your weapon. Who do you shoot?” “The evil, filthy, flatulent, baby-smacking Reaper - all three times!”  -- “Why is it illegal for a dog to bite a Reaper?” “Cruelty to animals!”  -- “Knock-knock.”

   “Who’s there?” “Not a Reaper, because they’re all too busy wanking and watching anime barnyard porn in their mother’s basement!”  -- “A Reaper, a Rabbi, and a RepubCorp Lobbyist go into the gender-neutral restroom at the BHO International Airport in Wasilla, only to discover that all the stalls are out of order … ” “I know this one,” Q says as he lifts his head from the empty pizza box in front of him, a bite-marked crust  stuck to his cheek. He opens one eye and blearily peers over the Great Wall of empty forty-ouncers he built around the pizza box. “They shoot the Reaper, all three times.”

   
   The Adventure Zone

   No, I’m not a Dungeons and Dragons player, but that doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy a good audio version of the game. I stumbled upon The Adventure Zone podcast through the My Brother My Brother and Me comedy podcast. TAZ is one of the best podcasts I’ve ever listened to and so much from this book was conceived while listening to this podcast, most notably the inclusion of the tardigrades in the solo tournament. If you’re into podcasts and even a quarter of a nerd, I highly recommend this one. Having never played D&D, I’ve rarely been confused at the D&D terminology used in the podcast. As of this writing, they are on the fourth arc of a long game (they’ve been playing for well over a year), so I suggest starting at the beginning (episode 1.5). The power of Pan compels you!

   
   Thulean

   I’ve been working on the Thulean language and structure since 2014. It is a combination of several languages, most notably Japanese, Mongolian, Tibetan and Spanish, and the language will be used in the next book in The Feedback Loop series. I will also use it in a Tritania trilogy I’m planning for next year.

   A google doc of the language and its various grammatical structures can be found here:

   Thulean Grammar

   I plan to continue updating the document as the Feedback Loop and other Proxima World-based series progress.

   
   “I’m dreaming, of you tonight.”

   (That one goes out to Selena, RIP). 

   When I started this series, I told George, my editor, that the books would be clearly fantasy based. Put a Daft Punk visor on over your skull and enter a dream world? Please, that’s fantasy, pure fantasy.

   As I began the series and started researching ways to describe logging into a dream world, more and more things I uncovered started to make sense regarding the potential for virtual dream world technology. They are abstract, of course, and I am far from a neurologist (nor do I have access to anything aside from the ability to type in words on a search bar), but as it stands now, and until I’m proven wrong, I do believe this is actually possible. A year ago, I didn’t; I just liked the idea of it all and the fact that it would give me plenty of worlds to write in without penning a space opera.

   So what changed my mind?

   Right before REM sleep, an electric current fires at the back of the brain, the occipital lobe. These are known as Ponto-geniculo-occipital waves, or PGO waves, and these are recorded from the pons and a relay center in the thalamus known as the lateral geniculate nucleus, which are part of the brainstem. Once these fire, they make their way to the primary visual cortex, the density of the wave coinciding with eye movement measured in REM sleep. Think of the PGO wave as clicking “refresh” on a website; the flash from this wave processes and stores information from the previous day by creating new neuronal connections, updating the information. It also signals that a person is about to be dreaming.

   To add a bit of shock to my proverbial awe (sorry, had to do that), there have been several studies recently that indicate that dreams may be hacked using small electric pulses. One I found particularly interesting took place in Germany in 2014. To preface this, a lucid dream occurs in REM sleep, and it registers on an EEG as a 40 hertz electrical wave coming from the prefrontal cortex. The German researchers placed electrodes on their subjects’ heads and waited for them to show signs of REM sleep. They administered a series of electric shocks, ranging from 2 hertz to 100 hertz, and woke each recipient up after the electrical stimulation. The one that triggered the most control in dreaming? 40 hertz, meaning that lucid dreaming most frequently occurs in this range and could potentially be triggered through a small electric shock.

   Relatedly, in 2013, a Japanese researcher named Yukiyasu Kamitani published a paper in the journal Science that showed that he and his team had figured out a way to predict, at least partly, what their subjects were dreaming about. After coming up with a dream decoding program with his team, Kamitani monitored the brain waves of his study subjects, waking them up hundreds of times so that they could track what they were dreaming about. They cross-compared this with brain activity while the participants were awake using visual stimuli. The ultimate goal is to provide a detailed representation of our dreams and a way to loosely predict what someone is dreaming. If we can predict, maybe, just maybe, we can create, which would require some type of neuronal algorithm.

   I will continue to ponder this subject and use modern science to work it out. Hopefully by some unknown point in the future, a neurologist will contact me, tell me I’m full of shit, and offer some guidance so I don’t continue to speak out of my ass. 

   Here’s where I’m at right now, as of summer 2016, regarding how the Proxima Galaxy and an NV visor could theoretically work: 

    
    	A visor would need to be able to control electrical synapses in the brain at the onset of REM sleep possibly through subdermal implants, such as a life chip. (For canonical purposes, Quantum didn’t get his Life Chip until after he was free from his digital coma. To further write myself in a box, I didn’t pen anything regarding my characters plugging themselves in, i.e. The Matrix. This can be overlooked for now, as I am merely theorizing at this point.) The visor would need to manage PGO and any associate waves, and create a spawning point that would allow the person to dive into a dream, or the shared dream of the Proxima Galaxy. 

    	A way to predict what someone is dreaming and for brainwaves for various dream constructs to be similar would be needed for a Proxima World to work. This would require deep learning and quantum computing, as the amount of data needed to be crunched for this to be possible, and not including the difficulty in inventing such a system, would be substantial. If I see a horse in a Proxima World, you should see a horse too. To make this so, the neuronal algorithm would have to create the same experience in the dream spaces of millions of users. Sound farfetched? The idea of televised entertainment streaming across the globe in real-time would have been laughed at 200 years ago. The fact that a person can sit at their dining room table and order something off the internet was sci-fi talk when I was born in 1983. The list goes on.

   

   I will continue to update my musings regarding the feasibility of a virtual dreamworld in the next Feedback Loop book, called The Mechanical Heart, which will be out in October. If you see an article related to this subject, feel free to send it my way -- writer.harmoncooper@gmail.com -- and I’ll take a look. 

   Thanks.

   So many people to thank for this book, from a few longtime fans to my new wife. Yes, she’s new as of June 12th, 2016. I never thought I’d get married, but I also never thought I’d be writing about people diving in and out of dreamworlds, nor did I think that my collection of words would be edited by the always superb George C. Hopkins, the inspiration behind Doc. Thanks to the best Beta reader in the world, Kay, and a special shout out to Ben, reminding him to keep lotioning. The sock business is booming! 

   Also, thanks to you, reader, for enjoying this series and inspiring me to continue it. When I released the first book in summer 2015, I had no idea if this series would be well-received or not. It has taken a year, but the series has gained some traction, and it’s all thanks to your patronage and support. Much appreciated and if you like the series, keep spreading the word to other readers.

   Yours in sanity,

   Harmon Cooper

   P.S. By reviewing this series, you increase the chances of it reaching other readers. You also increase the likelihood of a neuroscientist contacting me and putting me in my place or even better, telling me how this could actually work.

   I leave you with this -- would you dive to a dream world if it were possible? I think my answer may surprise you, but I’ll put that one in the next installment of the Feedback Loop’s Back of the Book Shit.
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