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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    I kick my way through the cold and distorted streets, trying to get a sense of where I am. Everything is screwy, elongated or truncated. Uneven. Mismatched. Slightly off. The already jagged Gotham skyline is somehow more jagged; the dark alleys that entice even as they repel remain the same. Grifters huddled around flaming trashcans searching for unblown veins; the less-than-innocent bystanders with bean shooters in the pockets of their trench coats bump gums with their homies; the crooked coppers cruise the streets ready to shakedown dope peddlers and put the kibosh on glitzy gaycats; Devil’s Alley, Chinatown, the Mildred Pierce Projects, The Pier, The Badlands, Three Kings Park – home, bittersweet, home. I hardly need to remind myself of the two subjective years I spent cutting my teeth in these rotten, filth-encrusted streets. And to see the place so jumbled, so topsy turvy, so screwy… 
 
    I take a deep, satisfying breath of the tainted atmosphere. Less than five minutes ago, I was in the real world, at Frances Euphoria’s digs when the urge to log in struck me like Chrono’s hammer. I’ve got a pretty good idea what the other members of the Dream Team – Dr. Sophia Snarky Buzzkill in particular – would say about my rash, spur-o’-the-moment decision, but a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do. Consider this closure, the curiosity that killed the cat, the last straw on the camel’s back – I needed to see for myself what has become of my old stomping grounds. 
 
    You’d think there had been a Baumes rush around here or something. Everything has been vacated. Sure, there are a handful of NPCs about, but these aren’t your run of the Cyber Noir variety in the traditional sense. They’re all screwy bauhaus, pie-eyed, picassoed, boxy and twisted. 
 
    Lightning cracks in the sky as a top-heavy frail in a pink pillbox hat and a short pink dress that’s just a leetle too tight saunters past Yours Truly; I smile as the clip-clop of her heels on the cracked concrete sidewalk reminds me of Doc’s hooves. The left side of her body is vertically displaced from the right by about two inches, as if she were cut down the middle and pasted back together by a one-eyed dyslexic toddler. Her right leg never touches the pavement, although she walks along just fine, as if her ruby slipper had an invisible built-up sole. 
 
    “Say, you looking for something, mister?” she asks in a deep, sultry, hot-to-trot voice. She fluffs her hair with a white-gloved hand. 
 
    “Always lookin’ for somethin’, Sister; you think maybe you got what I need?” 
 
    The tough cookie with the alligator purse sidles up next to me and puckers her red painted, offset Kewpie doll lips. She pops open a white leatherette cigarette case, extracts a Black Death coffin nail and taps the filter against the case. “Whatever you want, Big Daddy-O. Think you could light a lady’s fire?” 
 
    “I’ve lit plenty.” 
 
    I lift my hand behind my back to scroll through my list. The jarring honk from an aeros taxi overhead trips my startle reflex and I fumble-finger item 4, my collector’s special, limited edition vintage Cyber Noir Zippo lighter. The taxi belches up a cloud of thick black smoke; another hovering taxi cuts through the cloud and further depletes what little is left of the ozone layer. The smog ain’t New Delhi thick enough to completely obscure the oddly distorted buildings, but it sure ain’t for lack of tryin’. 
 
    The flint wheel skritches under my thumb and a blue and yellow flame flowers into existence.  
 
    The bim bends from the waist with her legs straight, in classic pin-up style; her bilateral asymmetry doesn’t appear to give her any difficulty with this interesting maneuver. With more than just idle curiosity, I wonder if she’s bilaterally asymmetrical everywhere. 
 
    She sucks in and blows out with evident satisfaction; even the cloud of high-tar, nicotine-plus vapor is offset. 
 
    My single Lucky Strike, item 545, appears in the corner of my mouth already lit and at a jaunty, Roosevelt-esque angle. Feels good. 
 
    “What’s with the angles and the cubist be-bop deluxe, sweetheart?” 
 
    She frowns, and boy does it look strange. 
 
    “Don’tcha know? Been like this ever since the source code bomb.” The dame takes a long drag off her coffin nail and courteously blows a cottony cloud of smoke out the corner of her mismatched kisser and away from my face. Class act, this one. 
 
    “Just asking, Toots,” I tell her with a shrug, “Been out of town for a while, and the place just don’t look the same.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, but that’s yesterday’s news. Nothing we can do about that.” She drops her hand on my arm. “But there are more interesting things we can do, if you catch my drift,” 
 
    Thunder rumbles and a cold rain sizzles the streets of my favorite digital furnace. I’m just about to reach my hand behind my back to equip item 79, my Kingsman umbrella when out of the corner of my eye, I catch movement in the shadows of the nearest alley. 
 
    “Oops. Hang on Bo Peep; I’d better check on something.” 
 
    “Whatsa matter,” she pouts as I disengage her hand from my arm. “You gonna let a little faulty rendering due to corrupted source coding scare you away, Mr. Tall, Dark, and Properly Proportioned?” 
 
    “I’m disproportionate in one or two places, sweetheart,” I smirk. “But lemme take care of some business that just popped up and I’ll get back to you pronto.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    No need to equip item 91, my Eyeclops Pro 3 NV Goggles when I have my Reaper mask, item 551. The mask forms on my head and I do a little air fingering to modify the settings. Dammit if everything in The Loop ain’t all womperjawed; the high contrast grid lines and shifting numerical values that the mask overlays on my vision pane make this abundantly clear. 
 
    Just for shiggles, I equip item 560, the wrist gun I picked up in Steam. Good ol’ AI does the rest. With no gears to connect to, the wrist gun handshakes with my Reaper mask and I’m ready to murder if need be. My Rick Deckard signature trench coat with inlayed body armor also forms on my body, item 179, just so I have something to conceal the wrist gun. Clothes in The Loop are a dime a dozen – I think them and they form but every now and then during my two subjective years marooned in the grittiest of cities, I added the odd item of menswear to my list – especially the ones that were killer-diller, like this trench coat. 
 
    “I’m here every day, big spender, every day,” the oddly proportioned pavement princess calls after me. “Just ask for Nelly!” 
 
    I’m too distracted by the movement I just saw to issue a reply. The darkness of the alley engulfs me as soon as I dip inside. I can see the NPC moving away, his body outlined in the green targeting reticle on my viewing pane. Wasn’t sure if it was a clown wig or an unusually fluffy rat I’d glimpsed, but it looks like an eponymous being has decided to make an appearance in The Loop. It’s a clown, man. Definitely a clown.  
 
    Something wicked that way goes with yours truly on its tail. The Man Who Laughs will soon become The Man Who Dies. 
 
    I follow the jester deeper into the alley. Pipes jutting out of the building above drip questionable liquids onto the top of my mask. As I close the distance, I can make out a ticking sound, which makes me want to equip my EOD 9 Bomb Tech Suit, item 268, but the damn thing slows me down and Pogo would get away if I did. Opportunity presents itself once the clown stumbles, giving me the seconds I need to catch up. 
 
    “Put your hands where I can see ‘em, bozo, and keep your back to me!” 
 
    He starts to turn. 
 
    The warning shot takes off his red oatmeal box of a hat and attached red wig, but he vanishes before his headgear hits the pavement. I’m left pointing my wrist gun at a whole lotta nothing, and all I can see with my enhanced visuals are the beady eyes of a couple of marmot-sized rats rummaging through a sack of trash. 
 
    A scratchy voice from behind me asks, “Looking for me?” 
 
    I shoulder roll behind a mung-encrusted trashcan to find Mr. Jolly Joker with a Super Soaker aimed right at me. 
 
    The green NPC icon that flashes over his head sheds just enough light for me to get a better look at the bastard. His fat face is shiny white with large blue triangles painted over his eyes. A sharp-cornered red mouth covers the lower half of his face from his white painted nose to his double chins and from ear to ear. Around his neck is an oversized Flavor Flav clock necklace, which holds down the ruff of his baggy blue clown costume. Garish purple and green size thirty-eight DisNike Skunque 4:20 high tops complete the ensemble. 
 
    “If you so much as twitch, I’ll blast you into next week, Krusty. Drop the squirt gun. You don’t want it with me.” 
 
    “The name’s Nicky, Nicky the Wig,” he says, his voice the sound of sandpaper grating against sandpaper. I have to strain to understand him as he says, “and you got some nerve packing heat into my alley, Marlowe.” 
 
    “This is your alley now, huh? We’ll just have to see about that.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right, tough guy. All of this is mine.” He bares his disproportionately large piranha teeth in a grin that’s set in the same sort of off-center mug that seems to be all the rage around here this season. 
 
    My AA bar activates and, I’m behind him before he can squeeze the bulb of the novelty rubber petunia pinned to his ruff. I grab him by the back of his collar; the wrist gun’s now at ‘can’t miss’ range. 
 
    “You got me, Sam Spade.” He raises his hands into the air. “The stash is over there,” he says, “honest, I was just watching it for a friend.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure you were,” I tell him. “Look, I ain’t no copper, so I don’t give a pig’s puckered pink patoot that you got Riotous stashed in this alley.” 
 
    “Riotous?” He snickers. “Try cat salts.” 
 
    “So that’s the piss smell that keeps making me want to pinch my nose.” I lower my weapon and the hopped up clown turns to me. “Listen, Shaggy 2 Dope … ” I put a stop to his funny business by blasting him in the chest. He flies backwards and lands in a pile of trash bags and starts up the laugh track. Damn does he laugh; it rattles inside my skull and orbits my head like the rings of Saturn. 
 
    “Enough!” I approach him with my wrist gun and put one between his eyes. 
 
    Once he’s done dying, I return my wrist gun to my list and equip my Bloodhound, item 116, whom I’ve affectionately named Sir Charles Warren. What would Loop-Quantum do? This is exactly what he’d do: kill first and ask questions later. 
 
    “Find the dope, boy,” I tell Sir Charles as I add Nicky’s Flavor Flav clock to my inventory list, item 585. 
 
    He barks once and sniffs his way to the end of the alley. I follow behind him, happy to be my old self again. 
 
    It feels good to be back. 
 
    He finds the cat salts, about three bricks’ worth, and I add them to my inventory list, item 586. Never know when this stuff will come in handy. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    For old time’s sake. 
 
    Into my Hefty Strongflex Odorshield Cadaver-Ready trash bag, item 76, goes Nicky the Wig. Once I’ve tied off the end, I hoist the body over my shoulder a la Chris Kringle with malicious intent, and strut out of the alley. 
 
    I stop at the curb of an uneven street and look up. Digital Jehovah’s answer to my hasty murder comes in the form of .30 caliber-sized rain drops. I’m just about to equip my flare gun, item 24, when a taxi lowers on its own accord. 
 
    Some mug with a suspicious trash bag thrown over his shoulder? In The Loop, this is called ‘a paying customer’! 
 
    “Where to, mistah?” the hack jockey asks through a cracked window. 
 
    The door pops open and I manhandle the bag into the back and follow it in. Yet another variation of a human fly, the driver’s beezer looks like a morel mushroom due to the post-source code bomb glitch that plagues an already plagued place. The cab interior’s fragrance is reminiscent of low tide at high noon, overheated gears and burned oil, unwashed clothes and a pernicious unfamiliarity with warm water and soap – typical Eau de Loop Cab. The laughably ineffective green pasteboard pine tree hanging from the rearview mirror reduces the stench not even the teensiest bit. 
 
    “The Pier,” I grit, “and make it snappy.” 
 
    “You got it, bustah,” he says as the vehicle lifts. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The cabbie speeds along, quiet for once, just how I like my drivers. Graphic novelesque gothic spires, rain adding a sheen to everything, the darkness of the streets lit only by small halos of orange light cast by streetlamps, rooftop gardens choked with vines that descend down the sides of the buildings – with or without the glitchy landscape, the place just ain’t the same without Dolly. 
 
    “Here’s fine,” I tell the cabbie once I see some of the abandoned warehouses of The Pier. Lightning in the sky cracks like a wet towel. After I pay the man, I kick open the door and go around to the other side to get the trash bag. 
 
    “Say,” the driver asks, his beady eyes trained on me through the rearview mirror, “what’s in the bag?” 
 
    “Nicky the Wig,” I say as I shut the door. “And since when was I paying you to ask questions?” 
 
    “You mean da clown?” 
 
    “No, I mean Supreme Court Justice Nicky the Wig, you moron. Of course I mean the clown. You familiar with him?” 
 
    He hacks and sneezes, snorts a glob of snot into his hand, examines it, and wipes it across the front of his shirt. “No need to take dat tone, Ace. Everyone knows Nicky; dat damn clown been running da place since she left.” 
 
    “This clown?” I start to laugh. “We talking the same clown here?” 
 
    “There’s only one Nicky the Wig,” the driver says, “and I’d wager he ain’t the clown in that bag, mistah.” 
 
    Come to think of it … 
 
    I drop the bag on the ground and it bursts open. Rats, snakes, worms, and hairy spiders the size of my fists spill out and stampede into a storm drain. I look back to the cabbie just in time to see white grease paint spread across his face. 
 
    Nicky laughs like the Monarch as he tosses the black cartoon bomb at my feet. 
 
    Flash of white. Fade to black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Zotzed by a killer clown – I can mark that one off my bucket list. A prompt asks me if I’d like to respawn. I decline and wavelengths on the inside of my NV Visor wind to a close. A final message box tells me that it is now safe to remove my visor, but to do so slowly and remain seated while doing so. 
 
    The visor comes off and Frances’ living room blurs into focus. I can’t say what I was expecting, but I definitely wasn’t expecting to be kablooeyed by a grubby clown. 
 
    “Bested by a carnie,” I mutter, proof that I’m getting soft around the edges. The old Quantum would have used his chainsaw – dammit, I knew I shouldn’t have traded that thing to Aiden – to puree the bastard. Revenge is a dish best served cold, and speaking of which, the freeze upgrade on Hackie, item 554, might be the only way make sure that clown doesn’t get out of the bag next time. 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    Frances Euphoria’s voice interrupts my reverie and I fumble-finger with her NV Visor before I catch it just in time and set it on the couch. 
 
    “In here,” I reply, “coming.” 
 
      
 
    “Come back to bed.” She sounds half-asleep still; I wonder how long she’d been calling for me. 
 
    I peel out of the too-tight haptic gloves, toss them on the couch and slowly make my way to her bedroom. My lower back is pestering me for attention – it ain’t as bad as it gets yet, but it’s bad enough and I feel it with every step I take. Before he sold us out and got himself killed, Zedic told me that there are all kinds of biomechanical spine repairs available. Call me hard-headed, but I’m still against it. 
 
    “Where did you go?” Frances asks. There’s just enough light from outside to softly highlight her features. 
 
    “I was meditating.” 
 
    She laughs. “You? Meditating? Is that what they’re calling Pornhub VE now?” 
 
    I sit on my side of the bed and slowly maneuver myself into a resting position. “I wasn’t looking at porn.” 
 
    “So what were you were actually doing then, because I’m still not buying the meditating thing.” 
 
    “What’s with the Spanish Inquisition, Frances? I was quietly sitting in your living room, minding my own business and thinking about my past – close enough to meditation, if you ask me. What’s wrong with that?” 
 
    “Jeez, someone’s edgy,” she says as she scoots closer to me. 
 
    “Sorry, I was kind of having a nightmare.” 
 
    “I thought you were meditating.” 
 
    “I was meditating, but then I fell asleep and I had a nightmare.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “A killer clown,” I tell her as I sit onto the bed. 
 
    “Really?” She laughs. “It sounds like you had too much sugar before bed.” 
 
    “Did I?” 
 
    “There was that German chocolate cake we ordered from EBAYmazon … was the clown German?” 
 
    Nein, er war nicht. 
 
    I think back to the potluck we had the previous evening. “I’m pretty sure Rocket ate more cake than I did. Sophia definitely had some.” 
 
    “Sophia didn’t eat any of it. Rocket had half a slice.” 
 
    “Well, that’s his loss. Besides, now that my FDA monitor is my friend, I’m pretty sure I can eat whatever I want.” 
 
    I blink my eyes shut to find a message from Evan regarding my caloric intake and the leadership conference in D.C. next week. Maybe we aren’t bestest buds after all. I quickly move the message to the trash. 
 
    “Note to self,” says Frances, “eating German chocolate cake causes Quantum to have nightmares about German clowns. I’ll make sure this goes in your file. Also, just for the record, did he have a Hitler mustache?” 
 
    “No, he looked like a cross between Evil Bozo and John Wayne Gacy in his clown getup.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Googleface it, but do so during daylight hours. You have been warned.” I relax onto the pillow and stare up at the fan for a moment. It’s controllable via iNet, as are most things in Frances’ home. It’s also one more thing I still haven’t figured out how to do with the magic iNet. Some things are better left as mysteries, I suppose. 
 
    Frances scoots closer to me. “Put your arm around me … there.” She yawns. “It’s almost four; let’s at least try to sleep for three more hours, then I’ll cook breakfast.” 
 
    “Pancakes, sausage, grits, buttermilk biscuits, bacon, scrambled eggs, coffee with heavy whip for creamer, and what am I missing? Beer, that’s it! Sound good to you?” 
 
    “Ick,” she says, “that sounds like a heart attack on wheels.” 
 
    “Add a banana and I call it a balanced diet.” 
 
    “I’m just going to have cereal, but I’ll make you some scrambled egg whites if you want.” 
 
    “No scrambled egg yellows?” 
 
    “Not in my America.” 
 
    I laugh. “That was good Frances, real good. Good night.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    I awake on the not-other side of time. The seductive aroma of freshly brewed coffee lifts me out of bed and gently wafts me nose-first into the kitchen. Just kidding. My knees and ankles feel like they’ve got rust crammed in them, and there’s no position I can move into that doesn’t upset my back. With considerable subvocalized ‘ow-ow-ow-ing’ I get my tootsies on the floor only to remember that my Killer Kombat Kane is in the other room. 
 
    “All right guys, it’s all you.” I tell my man-gams. 
 
    My increasing gimpness disconcerts me, but it’s still better than having robot parts. Yeah, you can’t tell they’re robotic parts just from casual observation, and sure they’ll make you pain-free and put you back at a hundred percent mobility, but there’s just not enough track record yet. The way my luck runs, I’d be the one whose replacements go all Skynet at the worst possible moment. All the sudden, I’d be kicking my own ass or worse, prostrating to the nearest bum I encounter. What happens when those two legs go kaputz while the owner is pushing a baby stroller up a hill? I’m not saying I’ll have some anklebiters, but you never know. Yeah, unlikely scenarios, says the thought-editor in my head, and I hate to be an anti-machinista, but I’ll keep my fastly deteriorating limbs, thank you very much. 
 
    “You coming?” Frances calls out. “What’s taking you so long?” 
 
     “No, just breathing hard,” I tell her, and I actually do breathe hard as I hobble my gimpy ass out of her bedroom like the thousand-year-old man. 
 
    “Well, hurry up! Your gourmet breakfast is ready.” 
 
    “All right already.” To the living room I go, where I catch Frances in a turquoise robe with a Hello Kitty graphic on the back. Add a pair of matching slippers and socks and it’s safe to say that Frances has gone commercial, Tokyo-style.  
 
    “New duds?” 
 
    “Duds? Oh, you mean clothes.” She does a little spin. “This is a robe I used to wear a couple years ago. I was cold this morning, so I thought I’d put it on.” 
 
    “Coffee, coffee, coffee,” I say as I fill up a cup with what tastes like warm brown crayon water. I wince, add a shit-ton of Sweet and Equal Stevia Monk Fruit sugar substitute and try again. Now it’s sweet warm brown crayon water.  
 
    Could be worse. 
 
    “It’s half-caf, is that okay? Did I make it strong enough?” 
 
    “It’s fine, and regarding your robe: since when does Kitty White wear an NV Visor?” 
 
    “Kitty White? Oh, you mean Hello Kitty. See! I’m catching on. As for her NV Visor, I had this one custom-made.” She points at a carton next to the coffee pot. “Fairtrade fat free vanilla all-cash creamer, if you want some.” 
 
    “All-cash?” I ask I sit at the table. 
 
    “Short for almond cashew.” 
 
    “I’m good,” I tell her. “We have any of that German chocolate cake left?” 
 
    She runs her hand along the side of her short hair, trying to smooth it out. “You really like having these evil Nazi clown dreams, don’t you?” 
 
    “As long as they aren’t evil Nazi clown wet dreams, I’m good.” 
 
    “Ewwww.” She slides me an unappealing plate of unseasoned egg whites from which she has apparently microwaved all the moisture, flavor, and nutrition. “I think I overcooked them a little, sorry!” 
 
    A little? I swallow that phrase and go with, “Got anything to go on them?” 
 
    “There’s some of that barbeque sauce you made last night.” 
 
    “That’ll do.” 
 
    She places an I Can’t Believe It’s Not Margarine-Butter-Substitute container full of sauce on the table alongside the German chocolate cake. 
 
    “You are truly a princess among commoners.” 
 
    “I am, it’s true.” She smiles and pours the faux imitation almost-milk over a bowl of non-GMO, sugar-free, halal, kosher, vegan, karma-infused, vitamin-enhanced, cruelty-free, organic, fair trade, ethically sourced cereal, the box of which proudly proclaims its culturally sensitive eco-friendliness on almost every square inch of its exterior surface so that all may revel in its PC wholesomeness.  
 
    A message flashes on my iNet screen. 
 
    Doc: You up? 
 
    Me: That’s a rather personal question. Please tell me that you’re having a better breakfast than severely over-microwaved egg whites and weak half-caf coffee with German chocolate cake. 
 
    Doc: The cake sounds good; the egg whites less so. Why are you eating egg whites anyway? 
 
    Me: FE ‘cooked’ ‘em for me. 
 
    Doc: Ah. I recommend tabasco sauce. Apply it directly to your tongue and shitcan the egg whites. Here at Mrs. Doc’s Phorusrhacid Sanctuary and Home of The Great Big Omelet, your old pal Arnie made a full English breakfast – streaky bacon, genuine bangers, fried mushrooms and tomatoes, eggs in frames, fried bread and orange marmalade, baked beans, Spam, and he even whipped up both the white and black pudding! Gotta love that. And English Breakfast tea of course, because you know what the Brits say about coffee. 
 
    Me: ? 
 
    Doc: The only people who drink coffee are Yanks and poofters. Anyhoo – I verified the intel I relayed to you yesterday; Veenure – Victoria G. Mays – is indeed Strata’s daughter. 
 
    Me: So I can tell the team now? 
 
    Doc: Sure, let the cat out of the bag, but keep the Sphere Global LLC stuff under wraps though. 
 
    Me: The what? 
 
    Doc: The Revenue Corporation’s shell company that partially sponsors the Dream Team and ironically enough, the same one that funded Zedic’s purchase of a 500K life insurance policy. It’s mostly for morale reasons – Sophia was close to Zedic, as was Rocket. Aside from that, sometimes it’s better for things to remain a need-to-know basis. 
 
    Me: Got it. Mum’s the word. 
 
    Doc: So, I’ll see you in an hour or so at the guild? 
 
    Me: I will be there or be square! 
 
    Doc: Also, what happened last night? 
 
    Me: ??? 
 
    Doc: You logged into The Loop. 
 
    His statement catches me by surprise; Frances looks up from her cereal in time to see it register on my mug. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Nothing, just chatting with Doc.” 
 
    “What’s he saying?” 
 
    “I’ll brief everyone this morning.” 
 
    Me: I had to know. 
 
    Doc: You had to know what? Briefly explain to me how diving into a previously glitched and severely source code compromised Proxima World was a good idea? 
 
    Me: I was collecting data on the effects of an incomplete detonation of a Source Code Bomb. Strictly research purposes. 
 
    Doc: Okay, I’m going to throw the bullshit card. I know you’re looking for Dolly like she was, so I’ll say it.  
 
    Me: That’s not the reason I was there, honest. 
 
    Doc: Yeah, but it’s an underlying theme. The Dolly persona you knew is gone, and statistical probability indicates that even if that particular data package still exists in any sort of retrievable configuration– which it likely doesn’t – it’ll be so highly corrupted as to be unstable, unsafe, and unrecognizable. 
 
    Me: I don’t appreciate the fact that you’re tracking me. 
 
    Doc: Ha! Don’t appreciate the fact? Well boo-frickin’-hoo, Princess. We’ve been hacked, cracked, jacked and smacked around like red-headed stepchildren. We’ve had a death, a near-death, and a serious breach of operational security. You kids are all good at the Proxima stuff, but you know Jack Diddly about how to handle this stuff out here in the RW. So yeah, I keep track of you guys, just in case something else bad happens. 
 
    Me: What about the other guys? 
 
    Doc: What about ‘em? None of your business, as long as they’re not engaging in potentially dangerous or mission compromising activities. 
 
    Me: And Rocket and his Steam girlfriend? 
 
    Doc: Man, you just hear what you want to hear and disregard the rest, don’tcha? I refer you to my former statement about nunya bidness. But you’re getting me off-track. Speaking as a friend, I mean this in the nicest and most supportive way possible: you need to man up and accept the fact that Dolly’s dead, gone, not coming back, and that diving to Cyber Noir is dangerous, disheartening, and highly counterproductive. I would strongly suggest that you count your real world blessings, starting with the real girl who really overcooked your real breakfast. 
 
    Me: You speak wisdom, Master Po. 
 
    “Are you going to eat your eggs?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I tell Frances, “Doc is briefing me.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “I’ll let you know at the meeting.” 
 
    Doc: Not lecturing you here, Mr. Legendary Quantum Hughes, but I’ve been at this shit since back when it was simply VR and people were still awake while they dove. 
 
    Me: I just wanted to see what became of it. 
 
    Doc: Have already said my piece about you diving there again. That said, what was going on in there? I wasn’t able to tap your in-game feed because the Source Code Bomb laces itself to the targeted Proxima world and disrupts shit big time. Sophia can give you a very thorough explanation of what happens and why, complete with charts, graphs, and tons of math, all in a condescending tone of voice that would make a lesser man want to choke the shit out of her, but the short version is that the SCB alters or impairs world functionality and in-world internal consistency and continuity. It can also modify, lock out, or permanently delete external tools and options on your dashboard. 
 
    Me: The world was hazy-crazy topsy-turvy; it was like a mild mescaline nightmare. Also, there’s a cat-salt using killer clown who calls himself Nicky the Wig and says he’s taken over as the NVA Seed. I don’t know how true that is, but the couple of NPCs I talked to seem to think he’s running the place. 
 
    Doc: He’s not the NVA Seed, but he may be … shit how would I even describe this? Dolly prevented the Source Code Bomb from detonating while you and your crew were still in-world, but after youse guys boogied it subsumed her but only incompletely deployed, which is why there was still something recognizable for you to spawn into. So there’s probably still an echo – a faint resonance – of Dolly as NVA seed that this NPC Nicky the Wig is picking up on. Never forget that Proxima worlds are the things of dreams and that all NVA Seeds can access information stored in a diver’s subconscious. It’s even totally possible for an NVA Seed to access a person’s nightmares, or a collective group of nightmares. Now, there are safeguards in place that are supposed to prevent this, but there’s no telling what did or didn’t get corrupted or deleted, and any sufficiently self-aware higher-order NPC like Aiden, for instance, could step in as an ersatz NVA Seed and theoretically root around in the former NVA Seed’s locked data – especially if the safeguards are damaged. 
 
    Me: So it could harvest and weaponize the phobias and nightmares of anyone who has ever logged into its world? 
 
    Doc: You are a ‘go’ at this station. 
 
    Me: But I’m not afraid of clowns. 
 
    Doc: That doesn’t mean that someone else who’d been to Cyber Noir before the glitch wasn’t. The NVA Seed stores a lot of info. Remember our individual puzzles the Sage of Gotha had for us? How do you think it came up with them? 
 
    Me: By reading our diaries? 
 
    Doc: Now you’re catching on. All right, pretend to finish your breakfast and I’ll special order some breakfast burritos to the DT offices. Rocket will stash them in the same place.  
 
    Me: Janitor’s closet? 
 
    Doc: Yeah – that would fall under the heading of ‘same place’. 
 
    Me: Before you go, I have to know … since you have zompocaphobia or whatever it is, where do you actually go when you log in for leisure? 
 
    Doc: Sometimes a man’s just gotta go where the legs are long, the hooters are oversized, the Dreamhouses are Malibu, and the life in plastic’s just fantastic. 
 
    Me: Huh? 
 
    Doc: GoogleFace it, Ken. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Doc did me a solid. As soon as I hit the front door at the Dream Team’s Fortress of Rescuetude, I make a beeline for the treeline so to speak, right to the janitor’s closet where three steaming hot, foil-wrapped breakfast burritos deluxe in an EBAYmazon logoed eco-foam insulated takeout box await to break my fast. Now this – this is breakfast: soft warm flour tortillas, fluffy scrambled eggs, sautéed onions and green peppers, sausage and bacon, three kinds of cheese, and crispy fried potato, all generously salted and peppered and slathered in fire roasted chipotle salsa. Extra-strength double caf espressachino to go with would be good; cold beer would be even gooder, but the lack of either of these beverages in no way detracts from my gurgitational gratification. 
 
    “Can’t beat that with a Brooklyn Crusher.” I crumple up the foil from the final burrito. 
 
    Rocket: Doc had me meet the delivery drone and stash the merchandise in the usual location. Did you find them? 
 
    Me: Do you see me in the conference room? 
 
    Rocket: Nope! Just me and the dames in here waiting for your stinking kiester.ᕕ(ᐛ)ᕗ 
 
    Me: You and the dames? 
 
    Rocket: That’s what you’d say, right? 
 
    Me: Touché. The stinking kiester part, maybe not so much. 
 
    Rocket: But it sounded gansta, right? 
 
    Me: Any other questions? 
 
    Rocket: So did you find the stuff okay? 
 
    Me: Where else would I possibly be in this tiny little office? 
 
    Rocket: I thought you might be powdering your nose or meating your beat or something. 
 
    Me: Ha! nice one. No, I found ‘em just fine, and they are, without a shadow of a doubt, scrum-diddly-umptious. Thanks for making the pick up again. 
 
    Rocket: Gotcha covered, Q-Ness. 
 
    I slip out of the broom closet, avail myself of hand sanitizer station on the wall, give my burrito hole and digits a fair and mighty cleansing, and nonchalantly waltz into the conference room. Sophia has her head on the table, eyes closed, mouth open and a spiffy drool puddle a buildin’. She’s in her Look at me! I’m a SCIENTIST! white lab coat, and her Asian fro looks like a hoo-raw’s nest. I turn to Frances, who has both hands clasped around a cup of coffee and is talking to Rocket about his girlfriend. “You should just tell her about it,” she says as I stroll over to my seat. “It’s the best way.” 
 
    “She’s right, kid, your old lady deserves to know that you violated the trust of your relationship by participating in that cyber-orgy and that you have a Proxima STI with no known cure. 
 
    “That’s not what we’re talking about!” Rocket finishes his Bull Bean energy drink and tosses it over his shoulder. It misses the trashcan by a mile and splatters onto the wall. 
 
    I read his shirt aloud. “Weakened by the weekend, I like it. Not bad, Rocket, not bad.” 
 
    He grins at me. “Really, you like it?” 
 
    “It’s clever, that’s for sure,” says the big Euphoria. I give her a wink and she crosses her eyes at me. 
 
    Me: That’s not very cute. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Neither is your creepy wink. 
 
    Sophia bolts up from the table, glances at the three of us, and sits back down again. “Sorry!” she yawns and stretches her arms over her head. “I had a breakthrough last night!” 
 
    “So that’s why you were sleeping when I came in,” Rocket says. 
 
    Her eyes dart left and right. “Why didn’t you wake me up? I still have prep work that needs to be done!” 
 
    “Easy,” I tell her, “there’ll be time for it later. Let’s get the briefing done and get diving.” 
 
    “You don’t understand what it is I’ve been working on, do you?” she asks, her voice tinged with anger. “Didn’t you read the message I sent you?” 
 
    “Science-y stuff; I get it.” 
 
    She runs her hand through her fro. “Not just science-y stuff! Frances, you didn’t tell him?” 
 
    Frances sets her cup down on the table. “Um, it didn’t come up? Sor-reee … ” 
 
    “He’s staying with you! It should have come up!” 
 
    “We talk about other things,” I tell her. “Like the weather, sports, third world dictators, common malapropisms, global warming and global cooling, um … ” 
 
    “The latest Proxima gear trends,” Frances chimes in, “traffic, food, Doc and Rocket.” 
 
    Rocket crosses his hands over his chest and bats his eyes at us. “You two talk about me? Really? What do you talk about – C’mon, tell.” 
 
    “It’s the best talk, the very, very, very best,” I assure him. “The absolute best, let me tell you, folks, believe me.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to be some kind of impression? Whatever. We have too much to talk about and not a lot of time.” Sophia raises her finger to bite her nail and stops. “All right, I’ll start from the top.” 
 
    “Before we’re in too deep, I got something I’d like to talk about too.” 
 
    “Good, it can wait,” she tells me with a wry smile. “So, I figured out why Luther Godsick’s position keeps changing – simple, really simple. So there’s this turtle … ” 
 
    “What kind of turtle?” Rocket asks. 
 
    “The correct word for it is biktakh morla, which translates to ‘island turtle’. Imagine an island on the back of the body of a giant turtle.” 
 
    Time to nod out. I close my eyes to catch a message from Doc. 
 
    Doc: Logging in! 
 
    Me: Sophia is going on about an island-sized testudines, which sounds salacious btw. Be there in a jiffy. 
 
    Doc: Oh, the turtle island, got it. 
 
    Sophia snaps her fingers at me. “Um, Quantum, are you imagining a turtle?” 
 
    “I’m imagining something,” I tell her. Frances shoots me the ‘be nice to Sophia’ look and as usual, I oblige. “Ahem, go on, Dr. Wang.” 
 
    “Thank you. So as I was saying, there’s a whole mythology behind this turtle and why it is the only one. The turtle itself is about the size of the smallest one of the Hawaiian Islands, Kahoolawe to be exact. Its back is covered in mountains and rivers and fauna and all that tropical island stuff you’ve probably seen in movies.” 
 
    “The turtle is an island?” Rocket asks. 
 
    “Were you not listening to a word I said? Yes, it’s an island and the back of its shell is the island part.” 
 
    “We’re just trying to picture what you’re describing here,” I assure her. “Another question, if I may, does a guy named Gilligan live on the island?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A three-hour tour?” 
 
    She sighs. “Can I finish?” 
 
    “Okay then, serious question this time. What happens if it goes under water?” 
 
    “The turtle hasn’t gone under water in thousands of years.” She sniffs. “Sorry, I think I’m getting a cold. No sleep. Anyway, the island, it’s amazing! Like, I can’t describe, I can’t even begin to express to you how big of a breakthrough this is.” 
 
    “The turtle island? We on the same page here?” 
 
    “It actually exists!” she says. “Most people – even the NPCs – think it’s just folklore. Ha! There’s even a little pop-up tea shop in Valhalla called Morla’s Place which changes locations every day. They have excellent scones; the cranberry ones give you plus 40 HP for three days!” 
 
    “Mmmmm … scones … ” 
 
    “Are you hungry?” she asks me. “Because if you are, I have some Soylent Blue vitamin-infused Air Bars in my bag.” 
 
    I pat my belly. “No, no, I’m good.” 
 
    Frances says, “Okay, because this conversation has now spiraled out of control, let’s get down to the crux of your gist: the reason Luther’s location keeps changing is because he is on this island, correct?” 
 
    Sophia raises a single finger above her head. “Exactly!” 
 
    “So what are we waiting for? Let’s get to this island,” I say. 
 
    She raises a finger. “That’s where it gets complicated.” 
 
    “We have a dragon, remember.” 
 
    “I know that we have a dragon! The reason that Luther’s coordinates keep changing is that the island keeps disappearing and reappearing.” 
 
    “Then how are we supposed to find it?” Rocket asks. 
 
    “What do you two think I was doing after our potluck last night?” she asks. 
 
    “Probably not studying up on How to Win Friends and Influence People or doing Thulean crossword puzzles in pen.” 
 
    “Why would I want to do that? Actually, I was undercover in Valhalla doing a bit of research. Ran into the Ivys too. They weren’t able to get much info on Veenure. Oh, and just so you know, Thulean crossword puzzles are technically impossible because the script uses vertically written characters connected by a single line, known as a burakha.” 
 
    “Sorry I asked. Let’s touch back on the topic of Veenure in a moment, and screw the Ivys. For now, just explain to us how we get to this island.” 
 
    “The island disappears and reappears somewhere in the Endless Sea every twenty seconds. No one has seen it in years.” 
 
    Frances asks, “And it doesn’t bother the inhabitants?” 
 
    “Sophia shakes her head. “My guess is that there is some sort of in-game gravitational pull for those on the island so they don’t notice it appearing or disappearing.” 
 
    “What about the sky? Wouldn’t they notice the clouds and the sun changing locations?” I ask. 
 
    “I don’t know what it’s like on the island,” she says, “I’m not there, remember?” 
 
    “Alrighty then, how do we predict where the island is?” 
 
    “Is there a pattern to the numbers?” Frances asks. 
 
    “Now there’s a question I can answer. It’s an easy pattern to figure out, actually. It’s just your basic integer sequence; well, I should specify exactly which … ” 
 
    Doc: Are you guys logging in yet? 
 
    Me: Madame Brainulo is still impressing us with how she’s so much smarter than us mouth breathers and knuckle draggers. 
 
    Doc: I’m about to dive. Tell her to make her point and let’s go, because after we get Luther’s permission, Arnie and I are gonna have to take care of him, which will add hours to our already busy schedule. 
 
    Me: What about Arnette and Mrs. Doc? 
 
    Doc: What about ‘em? 
 
    Me: Can’t they do it? 
 
    Doc: What, are you going to ask her? I’d pay money to see that! 
 
    Me: Jeez Doc, you’re not afraid of her, are you? 
 
    Doc: Son, let it just suffice to say that I am well aware of how busy she is and how hard she works, and that I have tremendous respect for my bride’s abilities and proclivities. 
 
    Me: That sounds like ‘Yes’. 
 
    Doc: Not so. They’re pretty much maxed out with the magic critters here on my little slice o’ Farmville. Yeah, they’re all ensmartened and help out with their own care, but they still need help from us opposable thumb-equipped folk every day, rain or shine. And who do you think picks up the slack when I’m out gallivanting – I mean conducting serious FedCorpGov bidness – in the Proxima or out playing real-world Sterling Archer for extended periods? They’d do it, but they wouldn’t be happy about it. And trust me on this, if Momma ain’t happy, ain’t nobody happy. 
 
    I tune back in just as Sophia finally gets to the point. “There’s a place where the turtle appears twice an hour. This is how we’ll get onto it.” 
 
    “You three dive and I’ll be in-game monitor,” Frances says. “Is that okay with everyone?” 
 
    Rocket and Sophia nod. 
 
    “Good,” I tell them, “now onto my news.” 
 
    “I’m not finished yet,” Sophia says. “You will like this next part.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    I listen intently as Sophia lays out what has to be the second craziest thing I’ve heard in a while, and as a man who routinely sees, hears, and deals in crazy things, this one is truly for the record books. 
 
    Sophia stands up, and clutches a clipboard to her chest, and begins in a conspiratorial tone. “I’ve got a way for an NPC to spawn in the real world.” 
 
    “In our world?” Rocket asks. “NPCs?” 
 
    “An NPC is basically an artificial personality in the digital equivalent of a Humandroid body in a digital world, right?” 
 
    Cautious nods from the audience. 
 
    “Okay, well long story short, I’ve already conducted a small-scale proof-of-concept experiment – and it worked! You three are the very first people to hear about this!” 
 
    “Doc?” 
 
    “He’s a faun, so he’s not really a person,” she smiles, and it slowly fades at my blank look. “What? I can’t do that word-play thing that you do all the time? Of course Doc knows, but no one else, not any of my colleagues or any of my profs, or anybody, not yet anyway. And just wait until I publish!” Her eyes narrow. “This will show them.” 
 
    Rocket shakes his head. “She’s crazy, crazy I tells ya. She’s a witch – burn her!” 
 
    “Not crazy, and not a witch – I’m a mind mage,” Sophia huffs. “As I said, based on the results of the test I successfully conducted yesterday, an NPC will be able to dive from a digital dreamworld into a Humandroid body in our world. I’m serious here.” 
 
    “Explain this to me in the way that you’d explain it to a five-year-old.” 
 
    She thinks for a moment. “Okay, an NPC has an algorithm that has created its D-NAS, or digital neuronal autocorrect system. While complex, and while this takes place on a plane of existence virtually – ha! – unheard of thirty years ago blah blah blah, blah, blah-blah, and blah … ” 
 
    At this point, I can still see her lips move but all I hear is yet another version of Sophia’s number one smash hit ‘I’m The Biggest Brain In The Room’. Eventually, her lips stop moving and she looks at me with expectation written all over her supercilious beezer. 
 
    “So it’s like a … reverse dive or something,” I say. 
 
    She drops her clipboard, claps both hands to her mouth, bounces up and down on her toes and squeals, “Oh. My. God! You were paying attention! That’s exactly right!” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me about this, Frances?” 
 
    “She hasn’t done it yet.” 
 
    Sophia clears her throat and retrieves her clipboard. “We’re doing it later today, after we get Luther. I can’t wait any longer. I’ve run all the tests and I’m damn certain this will work. I would have done it this morning – that’s how certain I am about it – but I fell asleep in my office. As I said before, I spent most of the night working out the in-game electronics, in the basement of the Brit’s Wankenstein Castle, actually.” 
 
    “You’re doing this in their basement?” 
 
    “I told you I was working on something. I made them give me the space and I sealed the door so they couldn’t bother me. Back to what I was saying about the reverse dive: this requires complex wiring on both the digital side and our side of the continuum. You may or may not know that I’m fully qualified to build a dive vat and other dive gear given the right parts. I took several classes on this and trained at home in my spare time to become a successful, in-demand, highly paid haptic rig repairperson, mostly to save myself money when I modify NV Visors and other dive gear.” She takes a deep breath and continues.t. “What I’m trying to say is that I built something similar for NPCs so they can dive to our world.” 
 
    “A dive vat for NPCs to come here?” I rub my temples for a moment, and the consequences of too-rapid ingestion of tres supremo excellente breakfast burritos deluxe suddenly make themselves known in a simultaneous gaseous eructation both fore and aft. I don’t even bother to try to cover it with a cough. 
 
    With furrowed brows, wrinkled noses, considerable hand-waving, eye-rolling and genteel expressions of distaste, my three compadres put as much distance between themselves and the latest eruption from Mount St. Quantum as the conference room allows. 
 
    “Holy human pressure cooker!” remarks Rocket. “Did you get any of that on you? You may want to check your shorts, too.” 
 
    Frances pinches her nose. “Well, there goes the ozone layer!” 
 
    Sophia glares at me, as if she’d have us all believe that she’s on too high a plane for such biological crudities. 
 
    “Better out than in, I always say. Do you want to annotate that for your Quantum log, Sophia? No? Okay then – who’s the first happy camper you’re going to shanghai here to the RW?” 
 
    “Your bromance buddy, Aiden,” she says, and continues with her disdainful glare undiminished, “He’s about the only NPC in our guild with any sense, and I already have a Humandroid head and torso rigged up in my office to receive him.” 
 
    “No arms or legs?” 
 
    “I know I can make the transfer successfully, but I’m unsure how it will affect him because this is all undiscovered territory,” she reminds me, “even if he signs the NDA.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Why are you making him sign a non-disclosure agreement?” 
 
    She shakes her head incredulously at me. “I can’t have NPCs realizing that this is possible! With a torso, he can’t really go anywhere.” 
 
    “I have to hand it to you, Sophia, I thought today was going to be more or less another day at the office. I see now that it is not, but I kind of feel like Doc should be here for this.” 
 
    “This is a preliminary test and he’ll be monitoring. He’s the one that helped me get some of the Humandroid parts, FYI.” 
 
    “Hokey smokes!” The realization hits Rocket like a cruise missile. “I could have a NPC girlfriend in the real world, couldn’t I? That’s frickin’ awesome!” 
 
    “What about your Steam girlfriend?” Frances asks. “You told me you love her!” 
 
    “She lives in Calcutta, or is it Mumbai – she goes between the two. What I’m trying to say here is that she could dive into a Proxima World and from there, dive into a Humandroid’s body. I have no idea how to phrase this because while it’d be her, she’d technically be using an avatar to complete the second dive, which is very NPCish. That’s how this could work, right?” 
 
    “Human to avatar to Humandroid body?” Sophia looks at him with no little surprise and more than just a twinge of respect. “I actually hadn’t considered that. Funny, I know, because I usually consider most angles.” 
 
    “Then I call dibs on this part of the invention, if it works!” 
 
    Doc: Y’all finished up yet? 
 
    Me: You didn’t tell me Sophia has come up with a way to reverse dive, NPC to Humandroid. 
 
    Doc: She hasn’t done it yet. 
 
    Me: She’s seems pretty confident she’ll do it today. 
 
    Doc: We’ll see. Anyway, I’m diving in thirty seconds. 
 
    I clasp my hands together. “Doc’s diving soon, and I got equally interesting news that has been vetted by our favorite War Faun.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Frances arches an eyebrow. 
 
    I do that lean in real close and glance in both directions for sheer dramatic effect. “Veenure’s name is Victoria G. Mays, and that ‘G’ stands for ‘Godsick’. Veenure is Strata’s daughter.” 
 
    Rocket launches himself out of his chair. “You’re kidding! And she was part of our team the whole time?” 
 
    “That’s what the tea leaves read. Anyway, just let that marinate for a moment. No time to comment on it now because we need to dive.” 
 
    “The bitch,” Sophia whispers. 
 
    “Yeah, you could call her that." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Bless the feedback that giveth and taketh away. Words fray at the onset of digital rain. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    I awaken on the other side of mind. Aiden is comfortably seated at the big round table with a big plate of fluffy pancakes, a forty-ounce Foster’s lager, and four different kinds of genuine maple syrup in cut glass decanters in the epergne. He alternates watching the Lobby Boys add to the mass of stone and concrete that is their Castle Anthrax with perusing the e-copy of Pneumatic Ninja LowRider Hotties magazine, the annual apple bottom issue, if I’m not mistaken. For once he’s not in his usual ninja garb. No siree, he’s stylishly accoutered in a bathrobe and a pair of SpongeThug SquareNuts boxer briefs. He doesn’t look like much at first glance, but he’s wiry with well-defined musculature and a thin carpet of chest hair that looks like an eagle spreading its wings. Spread eagle – ha! I kill me sometimes. 
 
    “What in hell are you doing?” I ask. 
 
    “All work and no play makes Aiden an unproductive member of the proletariat, comrade. I’m taking a day off,” he tells me on the tail end of a yawn. He daintily picks up some pancake on the back of his fork, delicately slathers it in whipped sheep butter, anoints it with just the right amount syrup, and stuffs it into his mouth. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” I pull up a chair next to him, and when he glances over at his e-zine, I reach out to snag some pancake. His fork thumps into the table, right between my thumb and forefinger.  
 
    His grin is most evil. 
 
    The King o’ Combat Caprines makes his presence known with a clatter of hooves. His latest tactical vest is an eyeball-searing shade of zombie green, and is no doubt freshly stocked with blades, grenades, joy buzzers, whoopee cushions, and other tricks of the trade. His big ol’ crossbow is slung across his back, but once things heat up, I’m sure that he’s got something a little less world appropriate on deck. “I think that commie cupid got to him. He was reading Mao’s Little Red Book when I spawned. ” 
 
    “I’m taking the day off, oppressors,” says Aiden, “until later anyway.” 
 
    “You can’t take the day off,” I tell him, “you’re the best we got.” 
 
    “Think again, burrito breath!” I turn my head just in time to catch Rocket somersault into a crane kick. He almost lands the kick without losing balance but botches it in the end. Sophia’s avatar forms; she floats up to her usual passive-aggressive dominance position and laughs at our youngest member. 
 
    “Do you see why we need you?” I tell Aiden. 
 
    “Fine, fine, I’m in.” His robe disappears as do his undies. For a moment, he stands there buck naked as tight ninja clothes form on his body. His mask covers his wolfish grin, but I can tell by the way the fabric stretches over his mug that he’s still smiling. 
 
    “What happened to your boxer briefs?” I ask. 
 
    “I’m going commando,” he says, “care to join me, Doc?” 
 
    “Pfft! I’m already commando.” Doc trip-trap-trips in a little circle to ensure that Sophia gets the best possible view of his goaty sports equipment and the underside of his little goat tail. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: You are ridiculous. 
 
    Doc: No, I’m clever. There’s a fine line, a fine line indeed but it’s still there. 
 
    “Where’s Dolly?” I ask. 
 
    Doc locks eyes with me for a moment, his face devoid of expression. 
 
    A flash of light and a burst of displaced air nearly knocks me out of the chair. “There ‘e is! ‘Allo squire!” Burly claps me on the back. “‘Erself is out there with Pippa the Sheep. She’s taken quite the shine to Dolly, ‘as our Pippa; the bleedin’ poo pixie too. Funny, innit? Take a look for your bloody self!” He leads me over to the window and pops it open. 
 
    Dolly lies comfortably at her ease in the short-cropped grass in Pippa’s pen. She’s naked as usual, and wears a crown of wildflowers. The sheep cuddles up next to her and contentedly chews her cud while Stinkerbell performs lazy figure eights and juggles a cascade of sheep droppings almost as an afterthought. 
 
    I sigh as I remember how Dolly used to be, but at least she looks happy. 
 
    Burly nudges up next to me and gets close enough for his bristly beard to scrape against my skin. “Doctor Bloody Quymn ‘as taken it upon ‘erself to keep ‘er little ‘ouse of ‘orrors secret. It’ll be a bloody cock up if you ask me. She gave us a real bollocking last night too, a real ear-bashing.” He sighs miserably.” Believe me, mate, you should ‘ave ‘eard what she said about Rupert Tambling-Goggin’s mum. Mad as a bag of ferrets!” 
 
    “Rupert Tambling-Goggin?” 
 
    “The tall one with the bucket ‘at.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean Bucket Hat,” I tell him. 
 
    “Wankin’ Bloody Yanks and their daft nicknames.” He grinds his fist in his hand for a moment. “But there’s not much we can do about the colonies anymore, now is there?” 
 
    “Easy, big guy. If the hat fits, well, you know the rest. Say, what’s going down in that shack next to Chrono’s blacksmithery? Is that the Chef’s doing?” 
 
    Between Chrono’s place and the Brit’s castle is a beautifully restored, highly polished triple-axle Airstream travel trailer with white wall tires and deep-dish five-slot mag wheels. It glistens in the sun like one of Mirror’s Brobdingnagian silver turds, and it sports various ornate, steampunk-esque smokestacks and ventilators which emit occasional cotton candy puffs of pastel-colored mist. Jim the Doorman stands guard underneath the awning that shades the entrance. He’s outfitted with an oversized suit of armor, also highly polished, and a chaingun. 
 
    “Mr. Hughes,” he calls to me. “Would you care to step over here for just a moment?” 
 
    “It’s Quantum, Jim. What’re you doing here?” 
 
    “Of course, Mr. … er … Quantum. If you please, I have something I’ve been saving for you.” 
 
    I kick open the door and walk out into the courtyard. He brings the chaingun up and blows me into drifting vapor before I can take another step. 
 
    I respawn immediately to see Jim, Burly, Doc, and Aiden laughing like nitrous-huffing madmen. Burly wipes his eyes, bumps fists with Jim. Even Sophia seems to find it humorous. 
 
    “MOTHER PUS BUCKET, JIM! What was that all about?” I call out the window. Like hell I’m going out there again! 
 
    “Fair’s fair, Mr. Quantum. You’ve killed me five hundred and thirty-one times.” 
 
    “Five hundred and thirty-six, according to my calculations! So anyhoo,” I turn to Burly, who’s still giggling like a giddy schoolgirl, “what’s with the trailer?” 
 
    “Wizardous.” 
 
    “Say what, now?” 
 
    “Dirty Dave finally got the bleedin’ recipe right.” Burly sniffs, wipes his nose and shoots me a devilish grin. “The stuff is the mutt’s nuts for certain sure, with no ‘angover neither. You ever try that Riotous they sold between Three Kings Park and The Badlands? The pink stuff that was cut with cat salts?” 
 
    “I plead the fifth.” 
 
    He gives me a knowing grin. “We calls it ‘Right to Silence’ in Blighty, don’tcha know. Anyhoo, our old chum Dirty Dave has refined the recipe with Tritania potions and products and ‘as started making it available it at apothecaries across Polynya – Doctor Dandy Dave’s Wondrous Wacky Wizardous. Already got ‘isself a few enemies, and the authorities aren’t too keen on an immiNPC introducing an unsanctioned recreational pharmaceutical, hence Jim and ‘is shooter.” 
 
    “So, Dirty Dave has a meth lab out here.” 
 
    “Meth lab? I should bloody well ‘ope not. What sort of establishment do you think I run ‘ere? Criminals have meth labs; Dave ‘as an apothecatical manufactory. As different as chalk and cheese if you ask me, mate.” 
 
    “Well, fair enough I suppose, but do we – and by ‘we’ I mostly mean you lot – need the additional attention? And calling it ‘Wizardous’? Could he have been any more blatant?” 
 
    “Can’t ‘elp you there, mate; ‘e’s a big NPC, and we’ll ‘ave to see ‘ow Tritanian authorities, the dwarf mafia, the orc goombas, and the troll triads react. The goblins, for what it’s worth, are eating the shit up. Literally, mate. They eat it, crap it out, free-base their stools and bleedin’ well ingest it again.” Burly wipes his hands. “Right then, enough chin wagging. Time for a bit o’ fun, eh lads? ” And with that, he reappears outside in a green Tritania Immigration and Customs Enforcement jacket and an oversized butterfly net. The Battling Brits scatter, but not before Burly snags the Quiet One in his net. Burly looks up to the window, shoots me a thumbs up, and shouts, “Next time, I’ll just build a bloody wall!” 
 
    I tune back into to hear Sophia talking about a spawn point in Hyperborea that will make it easier for Mirror to pick us up. I hardly listen.  
 
    Outside, Dolly slowly makes her way towards our guild door. She glances over at me and stops dead in her tracks; I see something flash behind her eyes. She recognizes me, she really sees me, and I’m just about to call out to her when a hand grips my shoulder. 
 
    “You ready?” Doc asks. 
 
    “Yeah,” I tell him, “just having a flashback.” 
 
    “Let it go,” he sighs. “Sometimes it’s the only thing you can do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The Knights of Non Compos Mentis spawn several furlongs from a rustic collection of thatched cottages, cow byres, orchards and fenced pastures with geese, goats and llamas. Cumulus clouds accumulated above this scene of bucolic splendor partially screen the homes from the blazing Tritanian sun. A road surfaced in Texas-shaped yellow brick pavers leads off to the distant foothills, and I can make out a small hermit’s enclave to the northeast. I equip Mirror’s necklace, item 574, and hold it high in the air. A corona of light signals that the dragon has been summoned. 
 
    “That should do it,” I say as I lower the necklace. 
 
    “Pretty place, isn’t it?” Sophia asks. 
 
    A Proxima avatar’s face closely resembles that of the real person. The image updates with every login via the 3-D optics and advanced facial graphing software that’s built in to the NV Visor. It’s generally spot-on, unless a player decides to modify things in-game like Sophia always does. Gone are her Asian features; instead she’s chosen the large silvery-blue eyes, Spock-type ears, and white-white-white plutonium blonde hair. 
 
    “What?” she asks. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s pretty. What’s this place called?” 
 
    “It’s known as Tlapa, but the original name was Tlamo. I almost purchased a vacation home there, but I decided on my place in, ahem, Valhalla instead.” 
 
    She huffs and sighs and makes all sorts of non-verbal cues to signal that she still wants me to apologize for stiffing the Empress and taking Good King Whatzizname’s better deal. Well don’t hold your breath, Toots, because monkeys will fly out of my butt before that ever, ever happens. 
 
    Doc jumps in and shuts her off before she can expound upon how hard-done by she’s been. “Yeah, we’re all just as upset as can be about you losing the pretend villa you paid real cash for because Quantum made a command decision that benefitted the rest of the team.” 
 
    The stink-eye she gives him is easily an eight-and-a-half or nine on the ten point Acme Stink-Eye scale, but it rolls right off him. At least now she’ll keep all her ‘lost villa’ whining to herself – until the next time she has a chance to bring it up. 
 
    “Incoming! Eleven o’ clock, thirty degrees above the horizon!” Rocket points at a bright blip in the sky heading our way. 
 
    “Nice one, young Rudraksh. That’s exactly right,” observes the cloven-hoofed commando. Rocket’s grin lights up his phiz like the Fourth of July. 
 
    The mirrored dragon grows and grows until she’s hovering just above us, her shadow large, magnificent, and imposing. We get out of the way to let her land and she does so, slowly, as the wind lashes around her. Once she’s grounded, her wings come up and to the sides. 
 
    “You called?” Mirror asks in an irritated voice. 
 
    “What? You were busy or something?” I ask. 
 
    She huffs, and a pixilated cloud of silvery smoke billows from her nostrils. “I was having drorikh with some friends.” 
 
    “Dragons drink dragon’s milk?” Sophia asks. “That’s odd.” 
 
    Mirror scowls at the Dream Team’s brainiac. “What’s odd about that? Human’s drink another animal’s milk all together. That’s flat-out gross, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Says the dragon who eats Yoshis and other varmints whole,” I say. 
 
    “There’s a difference, honey,” she tells me, “a big difference.” Mirror licks her lips. “Who’s the faun? It’s been ages since I’ve eaten cabrito, ages.” 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Uh-oh. Watch out, Doc! 
 
    Our War Faun trots over to Mirror and performs a sweeping courtier’s bow. “I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure of meeting such a magnificent dragon as yourself, and while I’m flattered that you think you’d find me a toothsome morsel, I’m afraid that you wouldn’t find me to your taste at all.” 
 
    “Oh? Why’s that?” 
 
    “Too old and dry and bitter. Besides, if you tried to eat me,” he equips his katana and ko-wakizashi, “I’d be likely to get stuck in your craw.” 
 
    Mirror laughs. “A feisty faun – even tastier!” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    I can the cowboy act this time and let Mirror do what she does best – fly, flirt, and talk smack. She seems to like Doc, and not just as a potential Scooby snack. Much of her Finbar Saunders-like biologically unlikely innuendo and double entendres are directed at him; he, in turn, just eats it up. Sophia sits next to Rocket, and the slipstream whips her hair all around her face – and into his. Together, they regularly, almost compulsively check the coordinates of the island turtle’s spawning points against a, floating illuminated number. 
 
    “Didn’t you say something about the time?” I shout over the roaring wind. 
 
    “The turtle should appear at the coordinates in eight minutes and thirty-one seconds.” Sophia taps her finger against the illuminated coordinates – 86.753.0.9 – and a clock appears. 
 
    “You call that a clock?” I equip item 585, Flavor Flav’s embiggened timepiece. “Now this is old school!” 
 
    Sophia’s eyes go wide. “What the hell is that thing?” 
 
    “Only the most expensive timepiece ever produced.” I hold up the necklaced Graves pocket watch, which is about the size of a kettlebell. I picked it up off Nicky the Wig, the damn clown that decided to show his plug-ugly kiester in The Loop. You’d think it was made from depleted uranium or something, it’s so damn heavy. 
 
    “Aircraft dead ahead!” Doc yells, drops his dummy-corded monocular – nice to see that he’s old school too – flattens himself against Mirror’s reflective scaly hide and digs in like a tic on a fat poodle’s ass. The rest of us slack-jawed, mouth-breathing looky-loos just gawk and point and ‘ooh’ and ‘ahh’ as the mahoosive rococo airship wallows right into our path. 
 
    It’s an over-decorated, elongated flying sailing ship the size of the USS RICHARD M. NIXON; instead of masts and sails, intricately crafted rigging suspends the hull from an even larger gas bag of Hindenburg-like proportions. On either side of the hull proper are four rows of oars that provide its motive force, and they kick up enough rough air to make us amateur dragon riders scrabble to hang on. The tremendous flying menace to navigation sails on undisturbed, as if a dragon-load of travelers is just too inconsequential to notice. 
 
    We nearly get the Martin-Baker treatment when Mirror banks hard right, down, and half-left to avoid a mission-aborting, fiery mid-air navigational boo-boo. Mirror screeches, snorts, and struggles to stabilize herself – and more importantly, us – in the buffeting. She spits a puff of silvery upchuck, which she uses to stabilize her body in the air. 
 
    “Assholes!” she roars. “They came out of nowhere!” 
 
    “You know, Mirror,” says I, “I got one or two little somethings that are just the ticket for Tritanian Air Rage. May I suggest item 523 – the FIM 92J Stinger surface to air missile for that old-fashioned insurgency feel? Or perhaps item 100, the stylish but tasteful BFG 9000 is also always highly thought of.” 
 
    Aiden shouts, “The plasma weapon! I think that floating monument to bad taste and conspicuous consumption is much too big for the Stinger.” 
 
    “Well-reasoned advice, as always, Mr. Ten. BFG 9000 it is.” The weapon pops out of inventory and into my eager hands, and even through my armor I can feel the radiation prickle my skin as the plasma chamber charges. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Quantum! 
 
    “Seriously?” Sophia slaps the back of my head. “Always with the bang-bang, shoot ‘em up? Destroying an airship full of innocent people and NPCs is your response to Mirror’s sub-optimal flying skills? What’s wrong with you!?” 
 
    That really, really does it, but before I can complete my turn and plasmatize Sophia’s avatar into its component atoms, Mirror roars, “Sub-optimal flying skills? Let’s see what you’ve got then!” She flaps her wings, snaps her tail like a whip and generates a standing wave up her spine that catapults Sophia and Rocket off her back. 
 
    Rocket does not shriek like a sissy as he suddenly and unexpectedly finds himself un-dragoned and subject to the full effects of gravity – and good on him. To his credit, he instead utters deep and manly screams, and with much arm flapping does his damnedest to fly. With a snap-roll and a twist of her neck, Mirror pointedly ignores Sophia, gently catches Rocket in her mouth and deposits him on her back. 
 
    Sophia floats in front of Mirror with her hair beating in the wind and three parhelia above her head. She is, to not put too fine a point on it, just a mite peeved. 
 
    “Dundrekh droga!” 
 
    She tries her floating dominance thing, but Mirror matches her step-up for step-up. 
 
    Doc chuckles most unpleasantly. “This should be the tits. Five bucks says the flying lizard takes her down in one bite. Oh, and hang on again, just in case.” 
 
    Me? I’m not so sure about Mirror handing Sophia her ass. True, it’s easy to dismiss Sophia as a pompous, ineffectual, opinionated, self-important lightweight; a Dr. Smith instead of a Dr. Lecter, but I get the feeling that in Tritania, here and now, she could open up an industrial-strength can of whoop-ass and apply it most effectively. However it plays out though, it should, as Doc observes, be the tits. I equip item 38, my self-replenishing Styrofoam cooler full of frosty-cold beer – this time it’s Lone Star – and hand them around. Rocket hesitates. “You too,” I tell him. 
 
    My XXL bucket of freshly popped cheesy garlic Alamo Drafthouse popcorn appears in my lap. “Item 44,” I tell the guys, “produce a bowl if you want some.” 
 
    As lightning strikes in the air behind Sophia, and the three parhelia above her head elongate, Rocket produces the gold-chased goblin skull beer stein he won from Doc in a poker game; Aiden has a Wedgewood Queen Elizabeth II Golden Jubilee soup tureen; Doc produces a large silver trophy cup, the base of which proclaims ‘Overall Poultry Show Grand Champion, Blue Bonnet Classic 2048’, and the never-ending XXL popcorn bucket has enough to fill them all with plenty to spare. 
 
    We have just enough time for a handful or two of crunchy, cheesy, garlicy goodness followed by a delightful swallow of cheap beer before Doc remarks, “As tasty as this popcorn and beer is, and as much as I hate to be a party-pooper and interrupt a potentially epic cat fight, we’d best get to the coordinates, otherwise we’ll have to wait even longer.” 
 
    Frances Euphoria: I was wondering how long it’d take you two to tell them to quit horsing around! 
 
    Doc: What can I say, Frances, YOLO. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: ??? 
 
    Doc stuffs another handful of popcorn in his mouth and munches it as he says, “I guess that acronym doesn’t apply to dreamworlds, come to think of it.” 
 
    “All right, already.” I pat Mirror on the back of the head. “Easy up there, petite shiny dragon gal, we have places to go and people to see.” To the annoying mind-mage I say, “Sophia, getcher ass over here and quit riling up the dragon!” 
 
    The parhelia above Sophia’s head dim. “The dragon and I will settle this later.” She floats to the left and Mirror follows her with her snout. She gnashes her teeth once, which sets up a discordant jingle-jangle-jingle in her scales. 
 
    “Hang on,” the still disgruntled dragon directs. “RAMMING SPEED!” and we are off like Teflon poop through a supersonic goose, tearing through wispy clouds as we arc towards the Endless Sea. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “We have three minutes before the island appears; it’ll stay appeared for twenty seconds,” Rocket reminds us, “then it’ll disappear again.” 
 
    Mirror is a little higher in the sky than I’d like her to be, but seeing as how we don’t know what the terrain on the island is like, I guess our current altitude makes sense. In-game gravity is giving me a serious case of tummy butterflies – the snappiest dragon this side of Polynya is arced forward and sailing in a tight circle, ready to dive bomb when I give the go-ahead. I check my Flavor Flav watch again and return it to my inventory list. The damn thing is giving me a crick in my neck. 
 
    Aiden makes the sign of the cross and winks at me. 
 
    “Thanks, Your Holiness!” I thumbs-up and wink back. 
 
    “Twenty seconds, right?” Mirror asks. 
 
    “No,” Rocket tells her, “now it’s two-and-a-half minutes until it appears. Twenty seconds after that it disappears. Then the cycle repeats, and we’ll have to wait thirty more minutes for it to come around again.” 
 
    “Listen up troops,” says Doc. “No telling what we’re dropping into, so guns up before we hit. Dragon’s head is twelve o’clock, right wing three, tail six, left wing nine. When we ground, run clear of the dragon, face outboard and don’t shoot unless they shoot first. I’ll take twelve, Steamboy,” he grins and I narrow my eyes at him, “you take three, Aiden six, Rocket nine. Sophia, you go high and keep an eye out. My Spidey sense is a-tingling, so have something on deck better than rust fish or Jareth’s Balls, please.” 
 
    Her clenched fists and narrow-eyed glare rolls right off him. 
 
    He equips a weapon I’ve seen him use but am not familiar with – a long, three-inch diameter tube with holo-sight on an M-4 carbine-type lower receiver. 
 
    “Doc, I gots to know – what is it?” 
 
    “Em-See-We.” 
 
    “I’m seaweed?” 
 
    He snorts, “Yeah, you’re seaweed, but this is the MSIWI – Metal Storm Individual Weapon, Infantry; the bone saw to its friends. Sixty-one .20 caliber barrels with twenty-five projectiles in train per barrel – a total of fifteen hundred and twenty-five projectiles, or three hundred and five 3-round bursts. Rate of fire is so high that all three projectiles have exited the weapon before the recoil impulse hits your shoulder. And yes,” he grins again. “I have one for you too. Turn the optics on there, red dot is where the rounds will strike, selector is under your right thumb. Enjoy!” 
 
    A prompt appears telling me that Doc has gifted me a new weapon. Hello, item 586, my brand-spanking new bone saw. 
 
    Sophia sighs miserably. “Always with the guns and the violence,” she says under her breath. 
 
    Doc’s faun ears twitch, and he sighs miserably right back. “You’re right, Dr. Pussywillow. Howzabout we all put flowers in our hair instead, hold hands, sing Kumbaya and toss Skittles to whatever comes at us out of the underbrush. Then after we respawn we can try it my way, okay?” 
 
    “One minute!” Mirror warns. 
 
    An M-1916 stahlhelm with cutouts for his little faun horns forms on Doc’s skull. I try to one-up him by equipping my Rocketeer helmet, item 165. I even scour the annals of my mind for a quote from the movie, but come up short; I just give the Boys of Non Compos Mentis a fish-eating grin. Besides, Doc’s helmet is cooler. 
 
    “Smoke ‘em if ya got ‘em!” Doc follows his own advice with a Black Death cigarette. 
 
    I equip item 30, a genuine, authentic, hand-rolled-on-a-virgin’s-thigh Montecristo no. 4 cigar. A rugby helmet appears on Aiden’s head, and he pulls the fabric covering his mouth down and clenches the mouthpiece of his alto sax-sized Sherlock Holmes-style calabash pipe between his teeth. Rocket equips a sparkling DisNike Little Mermaid bicycle helmet with a Sebastian-shaped reflector on the front. An ITSABOY bubble gum cigar takes shape between his lips and he starts a-chewing. 
 
    “NOW!” Mirror yells, and the express elevator to Hell cuts short our shenanigans. 
 
    My cigar flies over my head as the slipstream howls all around us. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Brace for impact! 
 
    We drop like the Chixulub impactor, beelining toward a small clearing in the middle of a dense tropical jungle. Mirror swoops, flares up at the last possible moment, settles lightly on all four feet and crouches down as low as she can go. 
 
    “EXIT THE DRAGON! GO! GO! GO! GO!” roars the Faun o’War. 
 
    “Whoof!” I hit the ground like Festivus Phil’s Swanky Holiday Swag Sack and the fin on my Rocketeer helmet digs into my back as I go prone. Our mighty mirrored mount springs into the air, and the downwash from her wings blasts sticks and stones and leaf litter all around us. Rocket lands next to me with his bubblegum cigar clenched between his teeth. He’s got Animal Mother’s M-60 machine gun clenched in his paws and belts and belts of ammo. 
 
    “Wrong side!” I holler at him, and grab the back of his shinobi shōzoku as he leaps up to run the other way. “Just face away from me and cover that side.” 
 
    Doc and Aiden are fore and aft, and just for once Sophia’s little hovering dominance thing looks like it might come in useful. The dust has settled, the dragon is gone, and nobody’s shooting at us – so far so good. 
 
    “Remember,” Doc says, “be polite, be professional, but have a plan to kill everybody you meet.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s been more than twenty seconds since we combat assaulted on turtle island, which means the turtle has appeared and submerged at least once. This gets me thinking. “How does this work if someone is swimming just offshore?” I ask Sophia. “Would it just leave them in the middle of nowhere after the turtle disappeared?” 
 
    “My guess is that any physical object near the turtle’s body also comes with it when it moves, which would mean that no, a person wouldn’t be left stranded.” 
 
    Doc taps his hoof on the dirt as if to judge its solidity. He keeps his eyes trained on the jungle. “It’s too quiet, if you ask me.” 
 
    “I’m getting twitchy too, Doc. What’s the leaf say?” I ask Rocket. 
 
    “I think it’s stopped working.” He shows the leaf to us; what was once numbers now reads 01110111 01110100 01100110 in extremely small digits. 
 
    Aiden flashdances and reappears with an arrow sticking out of his chest. He looks down at it in surprise just as another strikes him in the leg. The sky fills with arrows; my armor shrugs off a lot of them, but wherever I’m not armored, I’m getting voodoo-dolled. 
 
    “Ambush!” Doc screams. “Return fire, dammit! Make some noise!”  
 
    The Faun of Death was already shooting as the first arrow hit Aiden; Rocket follows his lead and blasts out one long, continuous, barrel-melting reply. From somewhere, Aiden has scrounged his own Thompson submachine gun with the hundred round drum and hammers out a wall of metallic hate, even as more arrows continue to strike him.. 
 
    My life bar takes a beating as more arrows feather my no-shooting ass – all of this incoming, and I still have yet to get on the trigger; I just lie there like a bemused archery target.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing, snowflake?” Doc yells. “RETURN FIRE!” 
 
    Sophia is full on mage-raging by this point. Her eyes flash white and bolts of ethereal energy zap from her fingertips and vaporize every arrow that comes near her. Which is all well and good, but she’s not shooting back! 
 
    “Yowza!” An arrow strikes my wrist as I scroll through my inventory list. No matter. My Reaper mask, item 551, appears on my phiz, handshakes with my bone saw, and reveals a densely packed, target-rich environment – all of whom are zinging arrows our way as fast as they can draw and loose. 
 
    “They’re all around us!” I scream, in a manly and informative manner that is not at all panicky. I don’t know how they’re doing it, but wherever we shoot, they’re not, and the Reaper mask confirms this. We’re blowing the crap out of the trees and vines and flowers and shrubs, but we ain’t hit a single one of our arrow-slinging adversaries and their volume of fire never diminishes. 
 
    The arrows and gunfire suddenly stop. Sophia lifts even higher into the air, a whirl of translucent blue energy spirals around her arms and legs.  
 
    Doc drops his bone saw, equips his katana, and bounds for the bushes with madness in his eye and murder in his heart. 
 
    A vine shoots out of the ground, snags our singularly unhelpful mind-mage by the ankle, yanks her out of the sky and slams her down hard into a patch of rocks. More vines pop out of the soil and lace her firmly in place; she cries out in Thulean, but it’s too late, a vine snaps across her mouth and silences her. 
 
    Rocket and Aiden have gone back-to-back, Aiden uses his chainsaw that I traded him to good effect and Rocket brush hogs the ever-lovin’ shit out of some serious vine. But there’s too much too fast, and they get overwhelmed and bound together in big green fibrous ball. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I catch a tornado of whirling silver and flying green at the edge of the clearing; Doc has his katana and wakazashi out and is doing a pretty credible imitation of a goat-powered weed whacker, but the tireless vegetation eventually overpowers the rapidly tiring battle faun, wads him up and suspends him upside-down. 
 
    I equip just about all of my explodey stuff to make sure that I can go kablooey with the boomiest of booms at any time. I’ve got my Birkin bag filled with grenades, my bomber jacket, my dynamite, and my C4 – items 105, 300, 339, and 48, respectively. I’m even clutching item 86 under my arm, my Teddy Ruxpin filled with DisNike ROTJ™ thermal detonators, and all of it linked to my Acme Wireless Deadman Switch, item 519, which is clenched in my favorite ass-scratching hand. A tad excessive perhaps, but you never know, and since we’ve already landed on the island, we should respawn right back here if things do go all kaboomski. “Bring it on!” I say in my toughest tough-guy voice. “Show yourselves or everyone dies!” 
 
    Fifty shades of green hits me from all sides and bundles me up all comfy-cozy and papoose-like. I do my damnedest to booty shake my way out of the vine’s grasp. Nope, nada, zilch, zip. I’m stuck like a dog-knotted pair o’ poodle pups. 
 
    A teenage boy steps out from behind a large mound of overturned soil and turns me. He’s clad in a loose cotton shirt with small wooden buttons and a half dozen or so beach bum necklaces strung with painted seashells and starfish. Aside from a pair of tattered shorts and old sandals, there isn’t much protecting his twigs-for-legs. The mug on this avatar exactly replicates the player’s real life features: sharp nose, eyes a bit too close together, and a pointy chin. “What a strange, familiar mask,” he finally says. 
 
    “Luther Godsick, I presume?” 
 
    He pauses and considers me for a moment. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Me: It’s him. 
 
    Doc: Thanks Captain Obvious. That one’s almost as good as ‘They’re all around us!’ And Sophia, howzabout using one of your Jedi mind tricks to our advantage right about now? Also, we are not done with you disarming me in the middle of a firefight, oh no we are not. 
 
    Sophia: The roots and vines are draining me of my magic! 
 
    Luther Godsick’s ambush crew step out of the underbrush and peel out of some sort of invisibility suit that’s a whole lot more effective than my licensed Deathly Hallows Cloak of Invisibility, item 90. The rest of the Knights aren’t Reaper mask-equipped, so it must look like the teenagers have just stepped out of thin air. 
 
    Sophia: Now it makes sense, we were being attacked by Bigguns. That’s it! 
 
    Me: I give up. 
 
    Sophia: Bigguns are the teenage boys who inhabit the islands in the Endless Sea. I have no idea why they’re called that, and there is no real word for them in Thulean aside from ‘island boys’, moorha choocha. There should be smaller boys too, Littluns. Pretty clever names, if you ask me! 
 
    Doc: Not that clever – that comes straight outta Lord of the Flies.  
 
    Rocket: Is Lord of Flies the game with the Ouija board, piñata, and the bucket of Cheez Whiz? I think I played that when I was in middle school! HA! Just kidding, Doc, I know it’s classic apocalyptic YA literature. 
 
    “Steamboy_889 … ” Luther chews on my handle for a moment. 
 
    Ropes drop and smaller boys cascade down from the trees. They’re a raggedy looking bunch, with green painted faces, unwashed, dread-locked hair and various Jumanji accoutrements that don’t seem to have any real functional properties. Like their leader, their rags and tatters of clothing are held together by loose leather stitching and oddly shaped buttons.  
 
    “Let me guess,” I tell their should-be-fearful leader standing before me, “Littluns?” 
 
    Luther nods. 
 
    “Well, Rufio, I’ve got a hot flash for you and the Lost Boys here – y’all are about ten seconds away from sudden, involuntary explosive respawnmentation. Now please believe me when I say that if you don’t release us, extremely bad things are going to happen. Real bad, I’m talking the most bad here.” 
 
    A few of the Littluns chuckle in the trees surrounding us. 
 
    “They’re right, you know,” Luther says. “You really aren’t in the position to make any threats. This is our island that you have somehow managed to find, and if you do respawn here, the same thing will happen again.” He gives me a curious look. “What’s your real name, Steamboy-in-a-Reaper mask?” 
 
    Me: Frances, can you put up that Dream Team legalese thingy? 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Done! 
 
    *****WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!***** 
 
    YOUR PLAYER ID has been logged and recorded. YOU are interfering with an on-going FEDERAL CORPORATE INVESTIGATION conducted by Dream Recovery Extraction and Management Team member ID # 0023. You are ordered to cease and desist your interference forthwith, or you may be liable for arrest, prosecution, fines not to exceed $150,000, imprisonment for up to FIVE YEARS, and PERMANENT iNet disenfranchisement. 
 
    *****WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!***** 
 
    Doc: Who changed the warning font to Comic Sans? 
 
    Rocket: I thought it would be more appealing. Vintage fonts are totally the rage right now. 
 
    Doc: Son, no they are not. 
 
    Me: More appealing? And why would you want a threatening admonition to be more appealing? 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Fixed! Here it is again! 
 
    *****WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!***** 
 
    YOUR PLAYER ID has been logged and recorded. YOU are interfering with an on-going FEDERAL CORPORATE INVESTIGATION conducted by Dream Recovery Extraction and Management Team member ID # 0023. You are ordered to cease and desist your interference forthwith, or you may be liable for arrest, prosecution, fines not to exceed $150,000, imprisonment for up to FIVE YEARS, and PERMANENT iNet disenfranchisement. 
 
    *****WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!***** 
 
    Doc: That’s more like it! 
 
    “Ring a bell?” I ask. Luther takes a tentative step back. “Nope, running’s not one of your options – you’re going to free my amigos and call off your teenage tribal turdcakes. We clear here?” 
 
    “So you all are from the Dream Team, huh?” He runs his hand along his pointy chin. “And in a Reaper mask no less. That’s … dichotomous – ” 
 
     “You’re coming with us,” I say through gritted teeth, “even if we have to respawn a dozen times to make it happen.” 
 
    “So this is a negotiation then?” Luther asks to a series of snickers from the Jungle Patch Kids that have formed a circle around him. “Does my father know you are here? After all, he’s a Dream Team founding member.” 
 
    Luther stops directly in front of me and considers me once again. He then reaches his hands out and unhooks my mask. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Quantum Hughes?” Luther drops my Reaper mask and steps away. “It can’t be … weapons down!” He tells his kindergarten compatriots. 
 
    He snaps his fingers and all the eco-bondage greenery drops away from me. I return all the kablooey stuff to inventory and equip my N99 pistol with 10mm GPS bullets, item 407. It doesn’t waver from the center of his chest. 
 
    The Lost Boys bristle and make ready to re-pincushion Mrs. Hughes’ eldest unmarried offspring. Luther smiles fondly. “You still haven’t changed. No, it’s okay,” he reassures his posse. “Keep your weapons down.” 
 
    Doc: Is that an N99 with the special GPS ammo? 
 
    Me: Seriously? You can tell that from over there? 
 
    Doc: What do you think I do for a living? I mean besides the geese. Well, and the goats and llamas. And the terror birds … okay, never mind – yes, yes I can tell from over here. I beta-tested Fallout 3, for cryin’ out loud! 
 
    Me: But how did you know they were GPS bullets? You’re wrapped head-to-hoof in poison ivy, riddled with arrows, and hanging upside down! 
 
    Doc: Jeez – what else would they be? Why would you have the N99 and not have the GPS ammo? Wait – poison ivy? 
 
    Sophia: Is this really the time to be discussing your boy toys and compensating mechanisms? 
 
    Doc: Probably not. How about you kneecap him, grab him, log him out, and I’ll buy waffles and beer? 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Doc! 
 
    Doc: What’s wrong with waffles and beer? 
 
    Rocket: Could someone do something about getting us un-vined? My jockstrap is riding up something fierce and all those arrows sticking out of me itch! And Aiden keeps trying to tickle me … at least I think that’s him. 
 
    I keep my gun still trained on the center of his chest. “Now it’d be really super-duper peachy-keen if you’d defoliate the rest of the team so we can finish rescuing your ungrateful ass.” 
 
    “Done.” He clenches his hand and releases it, fanning his fingers out before him. The vines and roots immediately give way and whip back into the undergrowth, the arrows disappear, and our life bars are back at 100%. 
 
    Sophia floats up to her usual holier-than-thou height. 
 
    “Please,” Luther tells her, “no magic. It attracts things.” 
 
    Aiden is the first to weapon up with a TR-116 Projectile Rifle. “What?” he asks me. “You think I only carry swords?” 
 
    “No, I saw the tommy gun earlier; I just never pictured you as a Trekkie.” I return my attention to Luther. “Now where was I? Got it. So here’s the deal, Luther –your poppa has been up to some awful, terrible, not-at-all-good, reprehensible, vile and truly evil shit since you’ve been stuck on this island.” 
 
    “I’m not stuck,” he tells me. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what she said. Listen, kid, it hasn’t been easy for us to get to you. On top of that, we rescued your real world body and to be as frank as Frank Costanza with you, we need your help to stop your father. He’s directly responsible for the murder of hundreds – maybe thousands – of people in the RW; his minions have enslaved hundreds of PCs in virtual death camps; one of his representatives murdered one of our teammates; and his Revenue Corporation brainwashes orphans and turns them into his own private army of stormtroopers. Enough is enough. This ends now.” 
 
    “So it’s true, then.” Luther looks quickly to a boy on his left. “You were right, Humboldt, you were right. It’s worse than we thought.” 
 
    “Plan B then?” Humboldt is a wee thing, clad only in bib overall shorts with front pockets studded with outward facing spikes. A pair of Leaks are pushed to the top of his forehead and his hair is spiked in the back. 
 
    “It will definitely put a damper on their operations.” Luther returns his gaze to me. 
 
    “Yoo-hoo! Lost Boys!” I snap the fingers of my off hand to regain their attention. “Man with a gun pointed right at your frickin’ heart. Care to cut me in on your little conversation?” Nothing – well, maybe Sophia, but other than her – nothing is as annoying as threatening someone with a gun and having them ignore it.” I seriously consider kneecapping him just to show him who’s in control. Sure, Frances would bust my balls for this, but sometimes a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do. 
 
    Luther smirks. “I remember you, you know, back before you got stuck in Cyber Noir. You were always doing that gawdawful wordplay and those pop-culture references that nobody ever gets. I definitely remember that.” 
 
    “I can assure you that eleven out of ten gelotologists agree that I’m much funnier these days. And the important thing is that right people get my jokes.” 
 
    Doc: Keep telling yourself that. 
 
    Rocket: U B fun-E to me, Q-Pac. 
 
    “Another thing I remember is how much you really cared about the Dream Team, even if your leadership was unorthodox, unconventional – and highly effective. I remember Dad complaining about that a lot, too. It bothered him a bunch that you were a better leader.” He considers my face for a moment. “And you don’t remember any of this, do you? Are you still suffering from coma-induced digital amnesia?” 
 
    Me: He sure knows a lot about this stuff. 
 
    Doc: I never said he was stupid; I only said he was Strata’s kid. 
 
    Luther continues, “I should tell you, though – even though Dad complained about you a lot, he really cared about you. I definitely remember that, and he was all torn up when you got stuck in Cyber Noir. That’s why he started the Revenue Corporation.” 
 
    “You think he could have chosen a less evil sounding name for his company,” I say under my breath. 
 
    Luther nods. “You know, the name isn’t exactly what it seems. Dad went to high school in France. The word revenu in French means ‘returned’. It comes from the Latin stem ‘re’ and the verb ‘venire’, revenire, to come back. The Revenue Corporation is a company that helps people return. Regarding the spelling, and the fact that the French word revenu doesn’t have an ‘e’ on the end, the Old French word does, and this is acknowledged in the company logo with parenthesis around the ‘e’. Which also hints that the company’s services are for everyone. The name does not, in fact, have anything to do with money.” 
 
    I treat the Godsick scion to the patented Quantum Hughes Hairy Eyeball with Cocked Eyebrow and Optional Disparaging Grimace. “I gotta hand it to you, kid, that was about the second biggest load of bullshit I’ve heard all week. I thought Evan my FDA monitor was a BS slingin’ sack o’ cyberwire, but you beat him like you’re the drunken step daddy and he’s red-headed step child riding a rented mule on Dysfunctional Family Friday.” 
 
    Doc: I was gonna throw the Bullshit Card if you didn’t. 
 
    Luther snickers to his posse, “I told you guys he was funny, like, old guy funny. Wordy too.” 
 
    The Bigguns and Littluns don’t find me quite as humorous apparently, and a clank and rattle ripples through them as they shift their grip on their weapons. His overall clad Mini-Me – Humjob or Dumbo, whatever his name was – gives me a furrowed brow, narrowed eyes and über-pursed lips moue that would bleach rainbows and induce miscarriages in unicorns. Sophia’s got nothing on this kid in the frowny-face department. Tough crowd. 
 
    “Don’t mind him,” Luther explains. “Humboldt doesn’t have much of a sense humor.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we got one of those too.” 
 
    Sophia rolls her eyes. I don’t actually see her do this, but I definitely feel it. Maybe I’ve become more clairvoyant as I approach middle age. Maybe I should be our group’s Mind Mage. 
 
    Luther places his hands behind his back. “Do you all have some time? I’d like to invite you back to our village and go over what I’ve referred to as Plan B.” 
 
    “What was Plan A?” Rocket asks. 
 
    “There never was a Plan A; I like to start with Plan B because Plan A usually doesn’t work.” 
 
    Rocket: But wouldn’t that make Plan B the new Plan A? 
 
    Doc: Kid’s got a point – no plan survives contact with the enemy intact.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The Lost Boys’ village is a DisNike-Ewok-Avatar-George-of-the-Jungle-Book collection of fantasy thatch and bamboo huts built forty or more feet above the ground, midway up the boles of a grove of colossal palm trees. They’re connected by a network of catwalks, scaffolding, rope bridges and ziplines, and in keeping with the latest FedCorp OSHA Proxima-safety guidelines, there are even prominently marked safety and anti-suicide nets. 
 
    “Yup nub, eee chop, yub nub,” I quietly sing. 
 
    “Coatee chah tu yub nub!” Doc sings along. “All we need are some fireworks and some Stormtrooper helmets to drum on.” 
 
    Rocket fakes an uncertain laugh. “Um … yeah, that’s all we need. That’s the ticket!” 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Before you guys get all involved in some time consuming orgy of drinking and feasting and waving your manly appendages at each other, how about you get Luther to logout so we can wrap this up? Imagine, the whole day ahead of us, free from distraction and the fact that we’ve been trying to nab this kid since Quantum got out of The Loop. 
 
    The Loop. I know I shouldn’t, but curiosity will likely get the best of me yet again. I glance to Doc, ashamed, but he’s too busy checking our nine and three for any hostile activity to notice my face. No one knows, not Frances, Rocket, Sophia nor Aiden, who is hanging back on our six, just in case.  
 
    Doc: We’re working on it, FE. Trust me. We just got to soften him up a bit, you know, turn on some of that good ol’ fashion southern charm. Too bad we can’t arrange for hookers and blow. 
 
    Sophia: Ugh! Neanderthal thinking and the curse of the Y chromosome. 
 
    She huffs and sighs and trudges along, radiating waves of disgruntled unhappiness at having to resort to such an undignified method of ambulation as her own bipedal locomotion. 
 
    A heavy wind whips through the palms and brings with it a sudden shower. The fronds and huts above block a lot of the rain; still, some of it breaks through. From higher up in the canopy, a group of Littluns descend on zip lines to the level above us, where they pop open large Willy Gilligan signature model umbrellas made from dried fronds. 
 
    “There, that’s better,” says Luther as he approaches a makeshift throne crudely cut into a tree stump. He plops down into the sylvan seat, and lifts his legs to the side so he can hang them over the armrest. “Please, sit.” 
 
    Aiden glances around. “On the ground?” 
 
    “If you try to sit, the invi-flora will rise to meet you.” 
 
    Sophia: Invi-flora – the common or vulgar way of saying invisible flora, or magdakh boonukh in Thulean. 
 
    Rocket: Sounds more like orc-speak for ‘I just sharted in my loincloth’! 
 
    Sophia does a slow-motion side aerial, turns to Rocket and rolls her eyes mid-air, and comes down softly into an invisible chair. 
 
    “No magic,” Luther reminds her. “It attracts things.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she says, not at all convincingly. 
 
    Rocket backflips into a seated position, which looks pretty badass, and to top him, Aiden does his ‘loading by dial-up’ trick, where he appears one line of pixels at a time until he’s seated, one leg crossed over the other. Doc eases himself into his seat and just to test the waters, or more appropriately, the fauna, he kicks his hooves up to see if an invisible ottoman appears and much to his delight, it does. Just to look like the fearless leader and master of all that I survey, I lift my knee and place my foot on the invi-flora chair, so that I’m standing on one leg. 
 
    Doc is the first to speak. “Luther, we’re here to help you, our initial misunderstanding notwithstanding. You’ve been stuck here for several years, and we had to jump through some major, major hoops to find you and obtain your logout point. It’s been a rough couple of days, and if it’s all the same to you can we just wrap this up?” 
 
    One of the umbrella boys above us snickers. I shoot him a look that’s full of slow painful death and unmarked graves and he shuts off in mid-snicker. 
 
    “This island is magical,” Luther says, “did you know this?” 
 
    Never one to miss an opportunity to whip out her massive, throbbing intellect, Sophia jumps right in. “I thought the island was a myth; that’s what all the scholars and mages in Valhalla think, anyway. It’s quite difficult to believe that it somehow keeps appearing and disappearing. You really can’t tell once you’re here though.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about that; I’m talking about the magic gorge … ” He doesn’t finish his sentence; a tremendous cacophony of barks and howls, of shrieks, whistles, bangs and clanks drowns him out and makes me jump. 
 
    “DOWN!” Doc yells – or at least I think that what he yells. 
 
    He and Aiden are flat on the ground with shootin’ irons up and ready; Sophia, Rocket, and I freeze where we are like deer in the headlights as the Lost Boys make as much noise as they can – which is quite a surprising amount. The noise cuts off as suddenly as it began; Luther finishes, “ … ers.” 
 
    My ears ring; I think maybe my nose is bleeding too. 
 
    Sophia’s eyes go wide. “I totally get it now! That’s why you don’t want me using magic. Oh, what’s the word for magic gorge … ” 
 
    The Lost Boys get right back at it; if anything, they’re louder this time, and my nose is definitely bleeding. 
 
    Doc looks at Sophia and shakes his head. He’s still on the ground, has a fluorescent green headset clamped over his pointy faun ears, and has another smoky treat going. Aiden’s lying on his back, fingers in his ears, and some high-tech, futuristic-looking boomstick I don’t recognize slung diagonally across his chest. 
 
    Again the noise cuts off. “ … ers.” says Sophia. “Nakkha Lukhna. That’s it, I think.” She looks to Luther for confirmation and approval. 
 
    “I don’t know; couldn’t tell you. Why waste time learning Thulean when a live translating app is so much easier? Or even easier than that – just use the common tongue.” 
 
    Sophia is hard-pressed to believe that he espouses such egregious, non-egalitarian linguistic blasphemy, and opens and closes her mouth several times before she responds with, “Translating apps cost money.” She crosses her arms over her chest and leans back in her invisible chair. “Besides, Thulean is supposed to be the common tongue, but commoners refuse to learn it!” 
 
    The Godsick son and heir shrugs her off. “Speaking of money, Dr.Wang, this is one of the reasons I asked you all here to our village.” 
 
    “We can talk finances later, Luther,” I say. “We really need to log you out and blow this popsicle stand. Who’s got the leaf?” 
 
    Rocket looks from Sophia to Aiden and back to me. “Oh! I have it.” The Sage of Gotha’s magic leaf appears before him. “Okay Luther, all you have to do is touch this and you’re out. Oh, and we need your permission to look after your body in the real world. Um, Frances?” 
 
    A scroll appears in front of Rocket. 
 
    “Thanks!” 
 
    Frances Euphoria: No problem! Make sure he signs the indemnity form as well. 
 
    Luther takes a deep breath. “I hate to break it to the five of you, six if you count your in-game monitor, but as I mentioned earlier, I’m not stuck.” 
 
    He twitches his finger and his logout screen takes shape. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    For a moment, all I can think of is equipping everything and doing my damnedest to vaporize this whole stinkin’ island, starting with Luther Godsick’s pale skinny ass, and for another moment, still, it seems like a perfectly reasonable response. The light island drizzle continues, only souring my mood even more. 
 
    I breathe in, I breathe out, and I get a handle on it, despite being angry enough to shoot balefire out of my ass, fly around the village and burn the whole place down. I stand, look to Doc to get a read on how he’s reacting, pace a moment, and sit. “Sophia,” I finally say, “we need to get back to Athos. Pronto.” 
 
    “What? Why?” she asks. 
 
    “The Sage. I’m gonna murdalize him.” 
 
    “Right behind you,” Doc grinds his fist into his palm, “making us solve that ridiculous riddle and for what? For what!? He had me frickin’ become a zombie just to satisfy some weird, whatever the hell he was up to!” 
 
    “Wait a minute … you guys thought I couldn’t logout?” Luther genuinely looks amused. Humboldt, his Henchman 21, crouches down on one knee next to him and whispers something in his ear. “I can trust them,” Luther reminds him. He steadies his gaze on me. “At least I think they can.” 
 
    “So you can logout then.” Doc claps his hands together. “Prove it,” he tells Luther. “I’ve got your RW body right now. I want you to logout, which will register on the skip box I’ve hooked to your NV Visor, and then you can log right back in for all I care. I need proof. You don’t need to stay logged out for more than ten seconds.” 
 
    Luther bites his lip. “I … don’t want to.” 
 
    “You what? Son, do you know how much bullshit we’ve been through just to hear that your happy little ass can log out whenever? You are logging out, and you are going to prove to me that it’s possible. We clear here?” 
 
    “It’s not that simple, War Faun.” 
 
    “That’s Mr. War Faun to you!” Doc gives me a quick wink to let me know he’s borrowed my line and is paying his just dues. He refocuses his unhappiness on Luther. “And I don’t have time for your angsty teen crap right now. Sign the release forms, logout to prove you can and then … wait … why would we even need a release if he can just logout any time?” 
 
    Doc: A little help for the kid here, FE. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Wow! Never seen this one before – never even heard of it. I’m getting Solon on the phone. 
 
    Rocket: When in doubt, lawyer up! 
 
    Sophia: Solon should consult with one of my colleagues at MIT – Dr. Wuornos. She’s dealt with a similar situation before. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Right, I’ll pass the info along. 
 
    Doc: I shouldn’t have to say this, but do not mention any names if you contact someone at MIT. Keep Luther’s name out of this. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Roger. 
 
    Luther clears his throat. “Before you guys get all freaked out about this, just relax for a moment, and let me explain myself.” 
 
    “Yeah, do that,” Doc grits, “and make it snappy.” 
 
    “It’s not what you think, and I don’t know what deal you had with the Sage but my guess is he gave you my Tritania location.” 
 
    “No, he didn’t just give us a damn thing willy nilly – we had to work for it, the logout point too,” I tell him, “which was a pain in the ass the size of Nebraska to get, by the way.” The thought hits me. “Come to think of it, Ray Steampunk had a hand in this too. He’s the one who sent us to this damned fantasy world in the first place! He just made my shit list too, and it’s filling up damn fast! Lemme see here.” I count off on my fingers for a moment. “Strata Godsick, the Sage of Gotha, Empress Thun, The FBIIGie Piggies, Uncle Stationery, Rollins, Veenure … who else? That pushy, anthophilitic humandroid at the flowershop a few weeks back, Nurse Ratched, anyone who doesn’t get my jokes – Doc, hold up some fingers!” He holds up one. “Nice, real helpful. Yo, Aiden – fingers!” He holds up two. I turn to Rocket only to see him equip one of those giant foam sports enthusiast hands. I press on. “Moving to my tootsies now: France’s landlord, clowns in general, the two guidos that kicked my ass outside the bar, Dr. Sophia Wang, AI Alexa from EBAYmazon, Ray Steampunk, cabdrivers everywhere … ” 
 
    “Wait, did you say Ray Steampunk?” Luther asks. “He’s one of the co-developers of this world.” 
 
    “We didn’t get this far without hearing it all, son,” Doc says. “Why the hell won’t you logout?” 
 
    Luther thinks this over for a moment. The rain lets up and the Littluns above us zip back into the trees. 
 
    “Your dad–” I glance to Doc, who is still steaming at the ears with frustration. 
 
    “–That’s the same reason I’m here, because of him, to dodge him and his reach.” 
 
    Doc looks utterly flabbergasted. “What the hell are you talking about!?”  
 
    “Just hear me out: I saw what my dad did to the first Reapers. They were originally after you, Quantum, that’s why he hired them. It had nothing to do with me. I was, well for lack of a better term, ‘alive and well’ in the real world. They were after you. When they failed to find you … ” Luther takes a deep breath and looks to the boy named Humboldt. Humboldt nods. “He killed them in our house by overloading the visors, the same thing that the Reaper weapons do now. My dad killed all the people that he hired to find you! He’d been working on this for some time, and this was his first chance to actually field-test it. He did this from inside the game, the first time it’d ever been done, and he killed all of those guys – all of them.” 
 
    “So Strata invented the tech?” I ask. 
 
    “No.” Doc says, and leaves it at that, despite my inquisitive look. 
 
    “I know he killed them; he doesn’t know I know because I was using the inviso-flage, which I developed. I saw him zap them, and I logged out before he did so I could check on them and maybe help them. Their tank alarms were going off like crazy, and their readouts were flat-lined, and … and he disconnected their Spider Docs!” 
 
    “Invisio-flage. Is that what your ambush squad used?” I ask. “But I could see them with my Reaper mask.” 
 
    “The mask you’ve got is about four or five versions more recent than the one he initially started out with. Anyway, I’d stealth up in the inviso-flage and tail him. At first it was just to see where he’d go and what he’d do – y’know, just follow my dad around while he was searching for you. Some of the stuff he’d do to the NPCs, and sometimes even the PCs made me uncomfortable, but I thought he was just really, really intent on finding you. Then he started killing people, real people in the real world, so I ran, or more accurately better, I dove. I cut off all contact with him and dove to a world that I knew he’d never find me in.” 
 
    “Why Tritania?” Sophia asks. 
 
    “I love this place – it was my favorite place to dive.” 
 
    “And he didn’t know that?” 
 
    “How would he? He’s never really been all that interested in me or the things I do, but I learned everything I could about everything he did, and not to brag, I can do anything he can do – anything – when it comes to bending the rules in the Proxima Galaxy. I mean really, I was OMIB-porting when I was like six or seven.” 
 
    “OMIB-porting?” Rocket nearly falls out of his inviso-chair. Sophia lifts her hand to create her magic AppleSoft SurfaceMac to take notes, thinks otherwise and lowers it. 
 
    “For sure,” he says, “it’s a great way to log into one world and instantly transport to another. Dad is pretty good at it too. You have to know the basic Proxima source code and be able to manipulate it in real time to do so. This means that you’ll need to spawn in the OMIB and know the coordinates of the place that you want to go to. World coordinates are long and tedious, plus you have like no-time to key them in, so I usually just memorized them and there’s more to it than that, but in a nutshell: I came here and he didn’t know.” 
 
    “So you faked being stranded here?” I ask. 
 
    “Well, yeah – to sort of protest of what I saw him doing.” His eyes narrow as he revisits the memory. “At first, I wanted Dad to come and find me, to struggle, to see what it was like to lose someone in a Proxima world. I was younger then, and I really don’t know what my thought processes were or how I formalized these thoughts at the time, but I did, and it’s what happened. Soon, I began to meet others who had lost loved ones in the Proxima Galaxy through a cross-world murder guild known as the Reapers. I kept hearing about Reapers and I didn’t want to believe it was true, but … I knew it was true. I knew my dad created them.” 
 
    Doc is the first to speak. “I got about a million questions right about now, but I want to start with this one, are all of the Lost Boys trapped?” 
 
    “None of us are trapped,” he assures us, “we’ve all chosen to remain here and never go back. We keep track of who’s stayed in the longest. Humboldt here is number two. All of us have been hurt somehow by the Reapers. So to answer your question, no, we’re all here by choice.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not tactically unsound per se, but there are real world consequences to what you are doing,” Doc tells them. A few of the Littluns above us laugh. I give them another one of my ‘shut your pie hole’ looks and they skitter off. 
 
    “Are there?” Luther asks, with a studied non-concern. 
 
    “What about their families? And who is taking care of the RW bodies?” 
 
    “I don’t think you heard me correctly, only Chip and Dale up in the tree there still have families left, at least as far as they know. As for our RW bodies, well, most developed countries have government programs for that. Look, we can get into the moral and philosophical implications inherent in what we’ve done – and I get a lot of time to read here on this island, so I can dig pretty deep – but that’s not why I’ve invited you here. I’ve invited you here to give you the key to my father’s empire.” 
 
    “Say what now? The key?” and Doc digs a little finger into his ear just to ensure that there’s no waxy yellow build-up distorting Luther’s statement. 
 
    “The key to the Revenue Corporation’s digital assets.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    One of the Littluns zips down from a tree with a briefcase made of de-extincted phorusrhacid hide. He hands it to Humboldt, who ostentatiously turns away from us as he fumbles with the combination dial. The briefcase pops open and a single file – an actual physical file folder shaped just like the old pre-AppleSoft Windows desktop icon – floats into the air before Luther. Once it opens, documents, disclaimers, and releases appear in the air. With a stroke of his finger, Luther signs each one. 
 
    “I’d say about 80% of the Revenue Corporation’s wealth is held in digital assets, most of which are in his storage world, and I know where all of this stuff is because I can OMIB-port everywhere he goes. I’ve hacked everything I could find and have given myself executive access and unrestricted power of attorney. So,” he grins at us, “I’m transferring ownership of all the assets in my father’s storage world to the Dream Team, with each of you as agents of same.” 
 
    “Hot damn!” Doc pumps his fist in the air. “Talk about testicular torsion!” 
 
    “The files in this folder are linked to a print and ship company in Colorado. You should have the physical signed copies within one-quarter business day, delivered by FedUPS directly to the Dream Team headquarters. But the transfer of ownership documents are in effect as soon as I sign them, meaning you can logout once I’ve finished and get to work.” 
 
    “Holy bankruptcy!” exclaims the Dream Team’s own Boy Wonder. 
 
    Sophia nods with barely contained enthusiasm. “This is going to be a huge blow to the company.” 
 
    “So the Dream Team owns all this stuff outright now, and we can do with it as we see fit?” says Doc. 
 
    “Full. Ownership.” Luther very precisely enunciates. “Yours to do whatever you want with.” 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Just in time – Solon is on the horn. 
 
    Me: Very first thing I wanna do is buy Sophia a brand-new Malibu Dream McMansion in one of the ritziest, glitziest hoods in Tritania! 
 
    Sophia: Really? You’d do that for me? That’s so thoughtful – I didn’t think you cared about that! 
 
    I don’t tell her that it’s so she’ll STFU about the old one in Valhalla, once and for all. Doc tilts his head at me, taps the side of his WWI German helmet, nods and winks. 
 
    Rocket: We can live like DJs! 
 
    Doc: I’ll get with him as soon as I get out of here. I don’t want this to take weeks; I want to get started today. 
 
    “There.” Luther finishes signing the last document and the file folder returns to the briefcase, which floats over to Doc. “I’m assuming you’re the one this should go to.” 
 
    “That’ll be fine.” The Dream Team’s Mr. Tumnus-on-guns-and-steroids hops out of his chair. “Rocket, you and I are outta here.” 
 
    “You got it, Doc. To hack or not to hack … ” Rocket rubs his hands together. “This is going to be fun, hella fun!” Rocket raises his finger and logs out. Doc follows, and flashes me a ‘wrap it up’ sign before he completely de-materializes. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “So we’re going to be busy little beavers for the foreseeable future,” I tell Luther, “and I won’t pretend that I’m not anxious to stick it in and snap it off in your dad ... ” 
 
    “Yuck.” Sophia comments, in an undertone just sufficiently loud enough to almost be heard, but not quite loud enough to be called on. 
 
    “… but I got a few more questions before we bail. Also, I have a small request, but we can get to that later. Sophia, you got any questions?” 
 
    “Mine are mostly about OMIB-porting.” 
 
    “We’ll deal with OMIB-porting later.” Luther returns his focus to me. “My guess is that Quantum here isn’t too interested in the mathematical part.” 
 
    Aiden chuckles. 
 
    “Whose side are you on anyway, bub?” I grumble. Aiden flashes me the universal sign for money. 
 
    The rain picks up. The Littluns do their umbrella thingy again and we’re back to the gentle serenade of the pattering raindrops. 
 
    “You had questions, Quantum?” 
 
    “Tons, but I’ll make this quick. There are bunches and bunches of dive vats in your daddy’s basement bunker, including yours. Who are the others? Are they all Reapers?” 
 
    Humboldt approaches Luther and whispers something in his ear again. Luther listens and once he’s finished, he responds. “To be honest with you, I really don’t know who the others are. I faked my imprisonment while we still lived in Baltimore. I haven’t actually been, well consciously been, to the new place in Colorado. I know of it, however.” 
 
    “How long since you last spoke to him?” Sophia asks. 
 
    “2052, over six years now.” 
 
    “And you’re ready to see him go to the Hoosegow, the Pokey, the Big House, the Slam, the Crowbar Hotel?” I ask. “Because that’s what we’re working on here. We’ve been building a case on your papa, RevCo, and the Reapers for years. It’ll be a big, big deal back in the RW. I just want you to understand that’s where this is heading.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t give you the documents if I weren’t aware of this,” he says coolly – almost too coolly, if you ask me. 
 
    “Just making sure that you know.” 
 
    The Wangster pipes up with, “Will you log back out? Like after he’s been sentenced to prison?” 
 
    “I’ve already taken the necessary steps to become an RPC once my real world avatar dies. I have nothing to lose and nothing to go back to; this world is more real to me than the RW ever was. So no, I will never log back out.” 
 
    The boys in the trees hoot and holler. He lets them cheer for a moment and quiets them down with a wave of his hand. 
 
    “But don’t you miss food? Real food? Pancakes, barbeque, beer?” I look to Sophia, who makes an icky face. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Beer isn’t food. 
 
    Me: It has calories, carbohydrates, bubbles, and alcohol! Beer is proof that God loves us and wants us to be happy! 
 
    “This was something I was aware of when I chose self-imposed exile,” he says. 
 
    “You were ten at the time, right?” 
 
    “Going on eleven,” he tells me. “With OMIB-porting, I can travel to any Proxima world I see fit. I have everything I want here in the Proxima Galaxy. In my opinion, this is the only form of immortality humankind will ever be granted.” He takes a deep breath and says, “So no, I won’t be logging back out ever again.” 
 
    Doc: Hey, we need Luther to sign permission for us to take legal guardianship of his RW body. Frances, send the paperwork. Whoo-boy! Talk about throwing sand in Big Daddy Godsick’s Vaseline! 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Transmitting. 
 
    A scroll rimmed in gold takes shape in front of us. “I need you to sign this,” I tell Luther, “it gives the Dream Team legal guardianship over your body while we, um, try to help you find a logout point.” 
 
    The scroll floats over to him. He reads it and passes it via a flick of his wrist to Humboldt. The kid pulls his Leaks down and examines it too. 
 
    “Jeez, no need to bust our balls over here,” I tell Humboldt, “it’s a fairly straight forward document.” 
 
    Humboldt gives me the gimlet eye. “Don’t never sign nuthin’ on some yahoo’s say-so; not never, not no how. Also don’t never sign nuthin’ without readin’ it neither,” he remarks as he passes it back to Luther and hands him a feather-tipped ink pen. Without breaking eye contact with me, Luther signs it. 
 
    Me: We got it, Doc. Time to take the trash out for good. 
 
    Rocket: Crushin’ guts and bustin’ nuts! 
 
    Doc: Dammit, son, that is not at all what that means. 
 
    Rocket: Crushin’ nuts and bustin’ guts? 
 
    Me: That’s more like it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    There’s no time for celebration. As soon as Sophia and I are logged out, and we’ve cleaned the dive vat gunk off our bods, Sophia slips into her white coat and moves to her office. Rocket is too distracted assisting Doc to even notice that we’ve left the dive room, which really needs an official sounding name, now that I think about it.  
 
    “This,” Sophia says once Frances and I have stepped into her office, “is Lopsod 8675. The previous torso, Lopsod 309 … um … malfunctioned when I downloaded the preliminary data package and, um ... ” She lifts her eyes to the ceiling to a black crater rimmed in brown residue. “It was pretty bad.” 
 
    “Shit, when did you do that?” I ask. 
 
    “Last night.” 
 
    “So, have you tested this one yet?” Frances asks. 
 
    “It’ll work,” she assures us. 
 
    “That’s not what she asked.” I mutter under my breath. 
 
    An armless, legless Humandroid torso is strapped upright in a medevac gurney opposite Sophia’s desk. It looks like Twilight Vampire Ken, with ghost-white skin and a fiber optic cable bundle plugged into the back of its skull. With the possible exception of Nicky the Wig and Frances’ landlord, this torso is the creepiest shit I’ve seen all month. 
 
    “I don’t know how you do it,” I tell Sophia, “playing with this thing alone in this room all night.” 
 
    The lifeless, androgynous Humandroid face gives me the creepy-crawly heebie-jeebies, especially when it suddenly bursts into totally unexpected animation and greets me with an excessively cheery HE-e-e-l-l-lo Steamboy! 
 
    “Holy CRAP!” I jump back and almost download a data package of my own into my retro Star Trek underoos. Sophia has a hearty snicker for herself; Frances covers her smile and fakes an unconvincing wa-choo behind her hand. 
 
    “I told it to do that,” Sophia finally admits. “See? I can be funny! I don’t know how many gelatologists agree, but there must be a few.” 
 
    “I figured that much,” I say as my sphincter unclenches. “Why is the droid alive anyway?” 
 
    She stifles a laugh. “It isn’t alive, as you call it; I have it set to con-com mode – conversation and comprehension – just to keep me company.” 
 
    “And I am good company, aren’t I?” the droid asks her. 
 
    “Great company,” she says as she busies herself adjusting some restraints bolted to the bottom portion of its torso. 
 
    Its eyes dilate as it takes in Frances. “And how are you, Ms. Euphoria?” 
 
    “Fine, Lopsod, was it?” 
 
    The droid breaks into a wistful grin. “Yes. I like your haircut. I wish I had hair instead of cables!” 
 
    Sophia huffs, “That’s enough of you. Switch to transmit.” 
 
    The Humandroid lowers its head and powers down. Sophia points to a chair with a NV Visor and haptic gloves resting on it. “Frances, I need you to make sure Aiden is hooked up correctly at the guild. I trained one of the Lobby Assassins to help – whoever the one with the sheep is, that one – he seemed the least unreliable.” 
 
    “That’s Pip, and his sheep’s name is Pippa,” I inform her. 
 
    “Well, whatevs. I trained him completely – completely – and then he spills a mug of Horse Piss onto the control console which fried the Humandroid torso here and wasted a ton of my time and flushed a suitcase-full of cash down the drain. Thankfully, Doc’s connections got me a couple of these surplused torsos the government was planning to scrap. All this to say: the sheep-boy is out and Frances is in. Also, Chrono will help.” 
 
    “Got it,” Our Lady of the GuadaLoop says as soon as she’s seated. Sophia places the visor over Frances’ head and instructs her to relax into the chair and place the haptic gloves on. 
 
    “Hold up.” 
 
    Sophia hastily moves to her desk and angles one of the three holoscreens, showing us an image of Aiden lying on a table in a room lit with hovering magical lamps appears. Chrono the blacksmith helps him secure his hands in a pair of gunmetal gray gloves that are connected through a series of cords to something that resembles a skipbox. 
 
    I blink my eyes shut to see the time. Crap, already almost five; it’s really hard to judge time passage in a Proxima world, but I don’t remember it passing this quickly in Tritania. Weirdness. Probably something to do with Turtle Island. “Hungry for lunch,” I say, “quickly followed by supper.” 
 
    “You’ll exceed your recommended daily caloric intake,” Sophia reminds me as she fiddles with one of the Humandroid’s cables. On the table next to the torso is a thin tablet with a plethora of radio buttons and slider bars displayed on the touch screen. She makes several adjustments, consider the results, and makes several more. 
 
    “Yo, Dr. Z – howzabout giving me the lowdown on what’s supposed to happen here.” 
 
    She responds with her patented sigh of exasperation. “Okay,” she says, “in its simplest terms … ” and again I see her mouth open and hear sound come out, and again I know she’s using real words, but none of it registers – she might just as well be speaking ancient Thulean. 
 
    With eyes wide and mouth open, I raise a finger to snag her attention. 
 
    “ … yes? Question?” 
 
    “Jeez, Sophia – you’re not defending your PhD thesis to Einstein, Hawking, and Bernofsky; you’re explaining this to me. Short aerosbus version, please.” 
 
    “Sorry, I forget sometimes. I’ll put it in the simplest terms possible: Aiden is coming here. Okay, Frances, I’m sending you in.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    I watch as logged in Frances give the thumbs up via the holoscreen on Sophia’s desk. Aiden has removed his ninja mask and replaced it with an oddly steampunkish-looking metallic NV Visor that somehow doesn’t seem to be completely in focus. 
 
    I blink and squint, rub my eyes and blink again – no help. Everything else is sharply focused, but not the visor. “What’s up Aiden’s NVV? Are my glims going haywire or is it really out of focus?” 
 
    “I don’t know about your … um … glims, but the visor should look out of focus,” Sophia replies. “It’s mostly made of chronoton, the metal that Stinkerbell picked up with the other CN NPCs. It’s slightly out of phase with its surroundings, which is what makes it so useful for this procedure.” 
 
    “I thought Chrono was saving that to make a Reality Splitter.” 
 
    “He is, but he’s run into a few snags and this was much easier to make.” 
 
    I look back to the holoscreen. Chrono stands in the far corner clipboard in hand. He checks dials and gauges on equipment that looks suspiciously like it was hijacked from Steam. He gives Frances a nod and it’s off to the races we go. 
 
    “This part of the rig is easy,” Sophia explains as she makes another adjustment on her equipment. “What took the research was how to make this work within the Proxima Galaxy, which makes it more of an output/input thing and required some pretty intense calculations on my part. All right,” she tells Frances, “I’m adjusting nuerontricity levels on my end.” 
 
    “Neurontricity?” 
 
    “What? I thought you’d like that one.” She gives me a rare smile. “Coining words is why I do this.” 
 
    “I thought you did it for the drugs and the groupies and the fame.” 
 
    “Hardly,” she says as a wavelength appears on her tablet, “the only guys into this kind of stuff at the academic level are a bunch of Ken Bones with worse sweaters.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Finally!” She laughs. “I thought that one would stump you. When I’m not working on cool inventions, I’m scouring the internet for things to say to you.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “No, one of my professors had a dog named Ken Bone. It stuck with me. I have no idea who he is. Now, if you don’t mind, let’s get this done.” 
 
    I see a few sliders move all the way to the right on her tablet. “Before you go any further, how much electricity are you using here?” I ask. 
 
    “Lots, and stop asking stupid questions. It’s not like I’m going to fry the breaker.” 
 
    I wish I could say that there was a single deep breath, or that that lights dimmed, or a magical aura formed around the Humandroid’s head. That, or a big bolt of lightning came from the sky, destroyed the ceiling, and brought the Humandroid to life to the sound of trumpets and war drums. Or that suddenly this was televised, and we were live in front of a studio audience on one of those late night talk shows and the studio audience and millions watching around the globe were all able to simultaneously witness the first NPC entering into a Humandroid’s body, amidst flashy lights, fireworks, play-by-play commentary, a live band, and scantily clad, gender-neutral cheerleaders. 
 
    But nope, nothing that climatic happens. 
 
    As if someone simply clicked an “on” switch, the Humandroid torso comes to life. Just like that. 
 
    “This doesn’t really look a whole lot different,” the droid says, his eyes narrowing on me. “I was expecting something more along the lines of the difference between Kansas and Oz.” 
 
    “Aiden?” I look to Sophia. She’s as jittery as I am when she sees the Humandroid nod. Over her shoulder, I see Frances and Chrono high-fiving on the holoscreen. 
 
    “At your service and ready to murder.” Aiden’s voice is a few notes off, still masculine, minus the gruff and snarl of his Proxima voice. “Where’s Strata?” 
 
    I clap my hands together. “Hot damn! Talk about cutting to the point.” 
 
    “To confirm,” Sophia says for her iNet feed, “Aiden, Cyber Noir NPC 8-10 is the first NPC to dive into a real-world Humandroid avatar. The time is … ” 
 
    I ignore her and take a step closer to Aiden. Sonuvabitch – he’s already got that wolfish grin plastered across his face. 
 
    “Where are my arms?” he asks. 
 
    “I dunno, dude – where’d you leave ‘em?” 
 
    He gives me the look. The Humandroid physiognomy reproduces it quite exactly. 
 
    “It’s for your own good,” I explain. “We already have one chronic master–” A quick glance to Sophia and I adjust my crude levels. “ – one chronic mass debater.” 
 
    “Rocket?” 
 
    “Me, but the kid is coming up nicely and hopefully, with hard work and dedication to craft, he’ll be as accomplished as I am one day.” 
 
    “It’s for our protection,” the good Doctor immediately contradicts me. “In the highly unlikely event that things didn’t go quite as planned, I didn’t want to potentially unleash a Proxima assassin in an unencumbered RW avatar. If one of us gets killed here, there’s no respawning, and I haven’t published yet.” 
 
    He considers this for a moment. “Fair enough. But how am I supposed to check my package then?” 
 
    I snort in amusement. “Yeah Sophia – good question. And I’m not checking it for him. Um … do you think you … ” 
 
    She huffs, rolls her eyes, shakes her head, and makes several altogether uncalled for and downright hurtful observations about adolescent male phallus fixations, the deplorable level of maturity in her male co-workers in general and me in particular, and how testosterone is very obviously not a brain chemical. She sets a small metal case onto the table and retrieves a Humandroid diagnostics monitor. 
 
    “So, ol’ buddy, ol’ pal, ol’ stick-in-the-mud, when are we heading out for a beer? It’s five o’clock somewhere, am I right or am I right or am I right?” I drop a hand onto his shoulder which Sophia quickly sweeps off. 
 
    “Hands off the merchandise. You two can continue your bromance another time.” 
 
    Aiden’s face twitches again and settles. “I’m down to hit the town, as soon as you get me some arms and legs, unless you want to wheel me around on this gurney, which I’m not opposed to, by the way. Say, Dr. Wang … ” Aiden looks Sophia over as she goes about checking his vitals, “I have to be honest with you. You’re the first Asian with a fro I’ve ever met.” He aims his head at me. “And you, it’s safe to say that you’re the first honky I’ve ever met. All in all, there are three firsts today, make sure to note that down, Doctor.” 
 
    A blinking on the inside of my eyelids signals an incoming message. 
 
    Doc: Ha! 
 
    Me: Aren’t you supposed to be dealing with digital assets? 
 
    Doc: Are you kidding me? This is some one small step for man, one giant leap for Humandroid kind type of shit right here. Tell Sophia to quit looking up and down so I can get more of this through her feed. All I see right now is Aiden’s Ken-doll chest. 
 
    “Sophia, Doc wants you to quit looking at Aiden’s Ken-doll chest.” 
 
    “I’m trying to do actual work here! This whole shebang, as you’d say, isn’t just for Doc’s entertainment!” 
 
    Doc: Arnie just brought me an icy-cold brewski and buttered popcorn with melted white cheddar and cracked pepper on top. We were just about to watch the 3D version of Full Metal Jacket – The Musical when I got notification that Sophia’s experiment has had a positive outcome. Just kidding, I’m working. 
 
    Me: So no beer and popcorn. 
 
    Doc: Of course there is beer and popcorn. I’m working, like I said. 
 
    “What’s up, Doc?” Aiden says. “Ken-doll chest? I’m sure ‘taut and chiseled manly assassin chest’ is what you really meant to say, see?” and he attempts to flex his Ken-pecs. 
 
    “Stop wiggling!” Sophia snaps. “It is important for me to note all your levels over the course of the next five minutes to see if there … well, there could be a number of issues, from … um … well, issues, and you’ll distort the readings if you’re squirming around! If I need to send Quantum out of the room, I will.” 
 
    “She always this bossy?” he asks. 
 
    “You betcha, Swiss Army Man.” 
 
    He gives me a puzzled look. 
 
    “No? Armand Hammer? Lance Armstrong? Arms, knees, and boomps-a-daisy?” 
 
    “There you go with your obscure pop-culture references that no one gets.” 
 
    “The right people get them,” I mutter. 
 
    “If I had a CN Cred for every off-the-wall reference you made, I could hire midgets to be my arms and legs. And maybe do something for your gimpy ass too.” RW Aiden is comic gold, but that last one cuts just a little too close to the bone. “Speaking of which, where’s the swordstick I’ve heard so much about?” 
 
    I pick up my cane, shake it in his direction, draw the blade and let him get a good look at it. 
 
    “Nice,” he says. “Is that the one you used to skewer Rollins?” 
 
    “Damn skippy.” 
 
    “Put that away.” Sophia squeezes between Aiden and me to continue doing whatever it is she’s doing. 
 
    “You’re like a differently-abled Zorro with that thing,” Aiden says. “I mean, I knew you were gimpy, but I thought you’d at least be a bit taller and buffer. You could fit into a box of Milk Duds!” 
 
    I sheathe the blade. “Take it easy, pal.” 
 
    “And this is Frances’ real world crush? I thought you’d be way better looking, too.” 
 
    “RW crush?” Sophia looks from Aiden to me. “I was unaware.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect someone with your terrible social skills to pick up on a true human connection,” Aiden tells her. 
 
    Doc: That does it; I’ve officially snorted beer onto my holoscreen. 
 
    “Don’t make me unplug you.” Sophia barks. “How’d you like that?” 
 
    “I’d like it better if you set me up with some arms and legs so I could put my feelers out. Your office is great and all – nice PhD in the WalMacy’s frame, by the way – but I want to get out of here and get me some fresh air. I got places to be.” 
 
    “And people to see,” I finish. 
 
    “When did you become so loquacious?” she asks. 
 
    “Since I learned what the word loquacious meant! I’m kidding,” he glances to me, “I’m just doing in your world the way Quantum acts in mine.” 
 
    Doc: Seriously – make him stop saying that stuff when I’m trying to drink beer. I got Arnie with it this time, and he’s not amused. 
 
    “Whose side are you on, anyway?” I ask Aiden under my breath. 
 
    He laughs. “I already told you this; actually, I’m just giving both of you shit. I kid, I kid … I think I’ve heard you say that before. In all seriousness, this is definitely the bee’s knees. Care to spin me around? I’d like to get a look at the other side of the Good Doctor’s tastefully decorated office.” 
 
    Sophia unlocks the wheels and I rotate the gurney. 
 
    “Watch the cable,” she directs. It’s not as heavy as I thought it would be – actually, I had no idea how heavy it would be – but I can safely report back that it weighs about as much as mini-fridge. Once we’ve turned it around, I pat him on the shoulder and notice a small amount of wetness on my fingertips. 
 
    “Humandroids sweat,” Sophia says before I can ask her what it is. “A very small amount, of course, but it cools the systems better than fans would. Quieter too.” 
 
    I wipe Aiden’s droid sweat on my pants. 
 
    “Plenty more where that came from,” he says with a laugh. He sticks his tongue out and wags it around. “Oh Ms. Wang, care to get me mirror? I’d love to see myself.” 
 
    “Mirror?” She looks to me. “Do we have one?” 
 
    “I think there’s one in Frances’ office.” 
 
    I bolt out of there (as fast as a man with a cane can bolt) and I return with a rectangular makeup mirror that Frances had attached to the back of the door. A quick glance at the holoscreen and I see Frances and Chrono monitoring Aiden’s electrical readings, or whatever they are up to. Neurontricity? It’s starting to grow on me. 
 
    “Looking good, pal,” I tell Aiden. He winks at himself and blows a kiss. 
 
    “I was just about to say the same thing to myself.” 
 
    Doc: If the assassin thing doesn’t work out, he may have a career in comedy. Tell him I said that. 
 
    “Hold still,” Sophia tells Aiden. “I will be video-logging this starting in thirty seconds. Let’s keep the sophomoric humor to a minimum, if possible. Ultimately, a lot of very big noises in my field will see this and I need this to look good and not play out like a porn-com movie aimed at post-pubescent males – are we clear here?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Aiden and I both say at the same time. “But only if you give Aiden arms and legs next time,” I add. 
 
    “Yeah,” he says, “I’d like to arm wrestle Quantum and go to Central Park, if that’s possible.” 
 
    “Where do you think we are?” I ask him. “I mean, location-wise.” 
 
    “Somewhere in America. Probably New York or Los Angeles.” 
 
    It then dawns on me that most of Aiden’s knowledge of the real world comes from movies or conversations he has overheard. “We’re in a way shittier place than that,” I tell him. 
 
    “Where? Chicago?” 
 
    “Well, we aren’t in that shitty of a place, but it’s not far off.” 
 
    “We’re live, in Baltimore” Sophia says, “Please behave.” She clears her throat. “This is Doctor Sophia Wang, Chief Research and Neuronal Science Officer of the Federal Dream Extraction and Management Team … ” 
 
    I sit back and watch the show. She has Mrs. Ten’s little troublemaker introduce himself. “My name is Aiden and I am an alcoho … I mean I’m an NPC, originally from a discontinued Proxima world known as Cyber Noir. Through the magic of OMIB-porting, I now call Tritania home. Do you have any questions for me, Dr. Wang?” She has Aiden respond to a number of commands, which he does just to appease her, then she tells him that the floor is his. From her perspective, looking at his reflection in the mirror, it appears as if Aiden is talking directly to her iNet feed when he says, “Hello from the other side.” 
 
    Sophia launches into another of her tech-speak soliloquys about the unprecedented-ground-breaking-worthy-of-all-kinds-of-kudos-funding-and-endowments work she’s done, and she even sells me – at least on what I understand of it. By the time she’s finished, I’m ready to make a recurring direct payroll deduction to fund her research if only the frickin’ Dream Team ever gets around to actually paying me! 
 
    “What do you think of our world, Aiden?” she finally asks. 
 
    “What do I think? Haven’t seen much of it, other than the inside of your lavishly appointed office.” He winks and gives her that notorious wolfish grin. “Frankly, I’d rather be living in Philadelphia, but I like what I’ve seen of it. I can’t wait to spend some time here with my meatsack buddy, the legendary Quantum Hughes.” 
 
    “Mr. Legendary Quantum Hughes,” I remind him with a whisper. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Been a day. From island hopping to making history with the first NPC to Humandroid dive, or spawn, or whatever Sophia is going to call it. Frances and I discuss this on the way back to her crib, as she lets the autodrive take care of rush hour traffic. I try to hold up my end of the conversation, but I’m so hungry my stomach thinks my throat’s been cut, and the borborygmic burblings and gurglings from my nether regions are growing in volume and intensity. A freshly delivered pizza courtesy of an EBAYmazon drone awaits us at Frances’ place, and I salivate like some simile that doesn’t invoke bells, dogs, or Pavlov. 
 
    “Heh—l-l-o-o-o, pizza, I hardly knew thee,” I say as I plop down at the table. 
 
    “At least let me get you a plate.” Frances drops her key into an upturned seashell on a stand near her door. 
 
    “It comes in a plate, a big fair-trade recycled cardboard one,” I remark through an already full mouth. Ah, pizza burn – you hurt so good. I’ve got my meat hooks into a second slice even as she slides a plate in front of me and sits. “Sorry,” I tell her with my mouth full, “I was Starvin’ Marvin over here.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” She politely takes a piece and uses a knife and fork to daintily pizza partake. “I still can’t believe it actually worked,” she says, “that Aiden was able to spawn here.” 
 
    “Yeah, and Sophia better keep her fly-catcher closed about all that because if this information falls into the wrong hands … ” 
 
    Frances pauses with a forkful of pizza halfway to her mouth. “I’m 110% sure that Doc briefed her thoroughly, but you can check with him if you’d like.” 
 
    “Might as well see what he’s up to anyway.” 
 
    Me: What’s up, Doc? 
 
    Doc: About to dive. Dinner with the missus and Arnie and Arnette. Green salad, bacon-wrapped filet mignon with a rich balsamic glaze alongside genuine mashed potatoes loaded with chives, sour cream, butter, bacon and covered in shredded cheddar. Chocolate pecan pie for dessert with a scoop of certified listeria-free Blue Bell vanilla bean ice cream on top. 
 
    Me: I’m having a pizza. Looks to be an EBAYmazon healthbite pizza. GMO-free, organic, low-cal, fair trade, kosher, halal, karma-safe, soy pepperonis, ethically sourced spinach and onions, farm-raised cheese – whatever the hell that is. 
 
    Doc: At least put some hot sauce on it. I can send you over a slice of pie, but it won’t get there ‘til way later. 
 
    Me: Actually, it ain’t that bad. Anyway, the reason I’ve contacted you – I’m assuming you gave Sophia an epic briefing on privileged information, that you have thoroughly vetted the people she shared her recent discovery with, and that you approved them before allowing her to share her research. 
 
    Doc: Yes and no. Yes, I briefed her and no, she hasn’t shared it with anybody yet. I know that she comes across as a less externally aware and way more annoying Sheldon Cooper, but she knows how big this is and how easy it would be to subvert it. In fact, she had a couple of unpleasant ideas that even I hadn’t come up with. Long story short, she knows to keep her mouth shut and not discuss this with anybody – anybody, to include other Dream Team Members. 
 
    Me: Good. We don’t the bad guys putting a bunch of RevCo Terminators out in the RW. 
 
    Doc: Yeah, well they’ll find that a little tougher to do once Solon and I are finished running barefoot through the assets held in Strata’s storage world. We’re going to liquidate as much of it as we can, make some major, major charitable contributions, and sock a Fort Knox-sized chunk of it away for DT operating expenses and our rainy day fund. 
 
    Me: Don’t we need to get that cleared? 
 
    Doc: Yup, we sure do! Let’s see, it’d need to be somebody with the authority and responsibility for Dream Team operations, someone in charge of what we do and how we do it, someone who’s the actual head of the Dream Team … hmmm … where would I find someone like that? Oh, wait – that’d be you! What luck! Solon says we’re all nice and legal and tax-payed and above board, and Dewey, Cheatham, and Howard – the accounting firm he’s hired – are making sure it stays that way. 
 
    Me: Methinks you’ve already cleared this in my name. 
 
    Doc: Youthinks right. 
 
    Me: Say, speaking of rainy day fund, does having one have anything to do with me getting a salary around here? 
 
    Doc: Not in the foreseeable future. 
 
    Me: But I thought I’m in charge here. 
 
    Doc: It’s complicated. 
 
    Me: Care to explain it? 
 
    Doc: Ask Solon. 
 
    “Sorry,” I tell Frances, “important talk with Doc.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” she says as she leisurely noshes her za. “I’m monitoring the discussion.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “Doc looped me in on his end.” 
 
    Me: Welcome, Frances. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Hi. Continue please, I’m eating. 
 
    Doc: Half the digital assets are held in, I shit you not here, Sphere Global LLC. 
 
    Me: The shell company that RevCo is using to sponsor some Dream Team operations? 
 
    Doc: Thanks for catching everyone up, yes, the shell company. And the way we’ve set it up, they’re still held in Sphere Global LLC, except that our new company has exclusive access to manage the assets. It is unlikely that this news will reach Strata until tomorrow morning as the paperwork was e-filed after hours. 
 
    Me: Our new company? 
 
    Doc: I don’t know if I mentioned it before, but I took a drive to Delaware a year or so ago to form an asset management company just in case we needed a way to funnel money in or out of the Dream Team. I had the feeling that a big battle was coming, I still feel it is on its way. This will give us leverage to fight dirty, so I named the company Mandatory Fun LLC. 
 
    Me: Nice. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Cute. 
 
    Doc: Not cute, clever. So Rocket and I are going to be pretty busy tonight prepping for Project Liquidation. 
 
    Me: Maximum fun! 
 
    Doc: It’s mandatory fun. It would have been even better if LG had given us access to all assets – other shell companies hold the rest of the swag and we can’t get to it. Already tried. They’re locked on the world. Still, half is half and if a company loses half its assets, there’s gonna be some industrial strength ‘splaining to do, Lucy. Ever run a stick into a hornets’ nest – one of the big ones? It’ll be like that only bigger and nastier with more buzzing and stinging on an epic scale. 
 
    Me: This has possibly been our most successful day ever. We got Luther, we got Strata’s filthy lucre, and we made history, albeit secretly. 
 
    Doc: It ain’t close to over yet. Stay frosty. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Frances opens a bottle of Spumanti by way of celebration, and it’s a little less than half the bottle gone before we’re on the couch with clothes a-flying off in all directions. 
 
    Just for a while, my focus is exclusively on her in all her unclothed glory; moments like this remind me of how much I love the real world at times. She gets loud enough to prompt the downstairs neighbor to bang on the ceiling, and she swats me on the chest when I comment on it.  
 
    “Well, that was interesting.” She pushes up off me and heads off to the little girls’ room. “Hang on just a sec.” I hear the hiss of the Plan B injector that again wipes the slate for any chance of an Adolf bin Laden Hughes, and the follow-up flush of the nitrogenous waste evacuator. Upon her return, she unselfconsciously curls up onto my lap and kisses me. “You’re regaining your stamina, really.” 
 
    “You’re just saying that. Aiden made my gimpiness pretty damn apparent today.” 
 
    She smiles. “He was teasing you. After all, what are best friends for?” 
 
    “You think Aiden is my best friend?” 
 
    “If he isn’t, who is? Doc?” 
 
    “Doc is a pretty good friend, but I’ve known Aiden longer.” 
 
    “No you haven’t, you’ve known Doc longer.” 
 
    “Aiden has killed me more often.” 
 
    She laughs. “Yeah – okay, that counts, I guess.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I pull her in closer, “from arch-nemesis to battle buddy. Ain’t life a scream?” 
 
    “Battle buddy, huh?” 
 
    “We did have that big battle in Steam,” I remind her. “That was pretty epic. I should get my Steam Enforcer out again. That thing is great for stomping around.” 
 
    “Yeah, next time you run into Godzilla, or Gozer the Destructor in his earthly form.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    She jumps up and down, squeals in delight and claps her hands, prompting another round of ceiling pounding from the spoilsport downstairs. “Oh! Oh! OH! I can’t believe that I came up with one you don’t know! Gozer! The Stay-Puft Marshmallow man from the first Ghostbusters movie!” 
 
    “That bozo had a name?” 
 
    Frances laughs, points, and then slips back into her over-the-shoulder-boulder-holder, a process that is almost as entertaining to watch as her jumping and squealing was. 
 
    “Bra with no panties?” 
 
    “They’re too far away,” says Frances. 
 
    “How’d they get over there anyway?” 
 
    “I think it was when you were whipping them above your head like they were a lasso or something. Maybe then.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m known to do that, just ask Mirror.” 
 
    She smirks. “You had sex with a dragon?” 
 
    “Not recently. No, I was using my lasso while riding her the other day.” 
 
    “That’s right … ” She leans over and kisses my cheek. “Well as long as you aren’t cheating on me with a dragon, we’re good here.” 
 
    “I meant to tell you … ” 
 
    “What? You have a kid in Cincinnati or something?” 
 
    “Well yeah,” I chuckle. “Adolf bin Laden Hughes’s older sister, Ann Coulter Hughes. Still, that’s not what this is about … Um … Aiden might or might not have told Sophia that we’re an item, with an emphasis on might.” 
 
    “What, is there some uncertainty about whether or not he told Sophia, or whether or not we’re an item, as you call it?” 
 
    “Well, that’s not why I brought this up, but yeah, of course we’re an item. I brought this up because I’m pretty sure that Sophia got a hint that there’s some funny business going on between us.” 
 
    “It’s weird when you drop back into your Loop-talking style.” She kisses my cheek. “Funny business.” 
 
    “It comes in waves,” I tell her, “fuggedaboutit.” 
 
    She rests her head on my shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it if it comes up.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’ll be necessary. Aiden was pretty much a jokester as soon as he spawned, and I’m hoping it just passed right over her head. By the way, is that the term we’re using by the way, spawned, for what happened today?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she says, “my guess is Sophia is the one to answer that.” 
 
    “It was weird, you know.” 
 
    “What? Seeing Aiden?” 
 
    “No, ‘cause it wasn’t Aiden, it was his mannerisms in another being’s body. Strange stuff. Is this what all scientific discoveries feel like?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” She cups her sweater bunnies and adjusts her bra again. 
 
    “I mean, do these scientist who come up with amazing things that in turn have real implications, do they feel the same way as I do about all this?” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Fear, trepidation, and hope.” 
 
    “Is that how you feel?” 
 
    “I think.” I place my hand on her hip and hug her again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Here we go loopty loo. 
 
    I spawn on the rooftop of my old stomping ground, the Mondegreen Hotel. The mizzle is relentless, cold, unforgiving. I flip my collar up and stuff my dick beaters deep into the pockets of my black trench coat. Lightning flashes, illuminating the face of Nicky the Wig, who stands before me pointing a pink Hello Punisher tommy gun with peace signs and daisy stickers right at my face. 
 
    “Hey-hey, Quantum!” Two grease painted blue triangles cover his eyes, and a menacing red grin is smeared cheek to cheek across his moon white face.  
 
    No time to equip anything; he ventilates me like I’m a colander made of Swiss cheese before I can get my hands out my pocket. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    A prompt asks me if I’d care to respawn. Some worlds have respawn time constraints, The Loop, not so much anymore. I’m back on the rooftop in a heartbeat, where I instantly equip my Milspec body armor, item 67, and my BFG 9000, item 100. 
 
    “Where are you, Nicky?” The spillover ionizing radiation prickles my exposed skin as the plasma chamber strains to contain the charge. I zap the water tower on the building opposite the Mondegreen. It vaporizes in a most satisfying flash that is as green as St. Patrick’s day beer in Boston. Man, you just gotta love that DOOMtech. 
 
    I drop, shoulder-roll and point the weapon to cover my backtrail. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Damn clown. 
 
    The weapon recharges with an ominous hum, and my skin gets that sun burn-y feeling again as I clear the rooftop. Still no Jolly Jester. I move to the edge of the building and lay my peepers on the street scene below.  
 
    Yeah, I could reenter the building and take the stairs down, but that’s for mere mortals. Instead, I vault over the side and perform a wowsie-wow superhero-type three-point landing on the roof of a road-cancered jalopy. The aeros craters into concavity, and the muffled shouts and curses from inside indicate that whoever illegally parked in the red zone suddenly wishes they’d chosen another day to become a scofflaw. 
 
    “Sorry, bub,” I say as I hop off the aeros. I’d let him say hello to my little friend, but my über-cool touchdown on his hooptie has already given him Excedrenol headache number six-seven-five. 
 
    “Alright, you grease-painted pile o’ pachyderm poo, where are you?” 
 
    Rattle and clang of trash cans behind me in the alley, and I let go with another blast. The explosion on impact just don’t look right; it’s as if it’s been properly rendered with an overlay of oversized cubistic freeform pixels – or something, I dunno, but it just don’t look right. Screwy, like I said before. I look back at the aeros that I squished. Same deal here. The front looks about like you’d expect, but the back is boxy, offset, out-of-place somehow. That’s gonna take some getting used to. 
 
    An earworm drops onto the record player in my head and starts cutting tracks. A hunting we will go, a hunting we will go, heigh-ho the derry-o a hunting we will go. 
 
    I equip my Eyeclops nightvision goggles, item 220, and head off into the next alley I come across. I catch a pair of lovebirds getting busy next to a dumpster. Crushin’ guts and bustin’ nuts – to quote Rocket – these two are going at it like a couple of frothing sex-weasels with a headful of Spanish Fly-flavored cocaine. 
 
    “Get a room, you two,” I remark by way of editorial comment, and as soon as the words leave my lips, they go up with a white flash and a cartoony KABLOOEY that throws me back against the graffitied brick wall in a shower of lovebird guts. 
 
    “So the clown likes a little kablooey,” I grumble as I pull myself to my feet. My life bar has taken a bite in the ass, but I ain’t dead yet, and that which fails to kill you just pisses you off. 
 
    AA bar activated I do a slow-mo backflip just in time to avoid a flying knife. 
 
    I watch as the knife passes under my head and catch my reflection in the blade as it sails by. Before I even stick the landing with extra points for artistic interpretation, I’ve unleashed a star-hot blast of plasmic unhappiness back at where the knife came from. I see the big green flash, I hear a whole lotta crash and smash and patter of flying debris, but I don’t hear a whole lotta clown expiration. 
 
    Oversize clown shoe footprints lead to the back door of a butcher shop – Marklar’s Meats – which is locked, of course. A running start, and I use my shoulder as the key. The door bursts open and I hit the floor with big zapper up and pointed at … nothing. 
 
    Again. 
 
    The backroom is dimly lit by a single, fly-specked low-wattage bulb in a ceiling fixture, but it throws enough light to reveal more clown shoe prints leading into a walk-in refrigerator. The door is ajar and decorated with The Hatchet sigil done in blood. 
 
    Inside the fridge, beef carcasses hang from ceiling hooks like July 20th conspirators, and I just for a moment reconsider my carnivorous habits. I shake that off, and consider the fact that there are butcher shops just about everywhere in The Loop, way more than you’d think are necessary. Chalk it up to limited noir-ish faux-1940s settings, or the Atkins-friendly diets of most of The Loop’s denizens, or maybe the fact that they’re more interesting to code than McStarbuckses or In-N-Out in The Boxes. I’ll probably never know. 
 
    The BFG is just the teensiest bit too much gun for this locale, so I go for something a bit more slicey-dicey. Hello Hackie, item 554. As soon as he starts spreading up my arm, Hackie gets to yammering. 
 
    We’re home! 
 
    “Yeah, we’re home, and I got clown trouble.” 
 
    How do they fit so many in those little cars? 
 
    I snort in amusement despite myself. “Shoe horn and axle grease. Look, Hackie, I don’t got time for jokes right now. This goddamn clown is trying to zotz me. So hup to it and get to murdalizing.” 
 
    In that case … 
 
    Hackie’s axe head morphs into a big ol’ giant pair of sniffling nostrils on a stick. 
 
    “Dammit, you.” 
 
    What? You told me to get serious. 
 
    Bullets blast out of nowhere and tear through the carcasses around me with a most disconcerting thud. 
 
    Before I can activate my AA bar to leap out of the way, Hackie has snorted up the bullets as if they were flying chunks of nose candy. He twitches, howls like Wacko Wolf, and drags me off arm-first like I’m on the wrong end of a three hundred pound Great Dane’s leash. We’re headed for the source of the firing, and Hackie manages to bang me against every frickin’ slab of hanging meat in there. Talk about reverse Rocky. 
 
    He keeps appearing and disappearing! 
 
    “Yeah,” I tell my hack, “you could have told me that without dragging me through a scrum of carcasses.” 
 
    That I did for its comedic value. 
 
    Hackie is back to his axe form now, albeit the poll is shaped like a giant nostril. The nostril twitches and he begins to pulsate. 
 
    He’s close! 
 
    A self-propelled length of chain scoots in through the refrigerator door, wraps around my ankles and yanks my feet out from under me as it jerks me across the refrigerator floor. Hackie drags me up into a sitting position and I face-plant into every dangling beef piñata from the other direction now, as my magic, nose-equipped golden axe hacks at the chain to no effect whatsoever. 
 
    The chain treats me to a whale-safe Nantucket Sleigh Ride; it bangs me side-to-side down a short corridor, in and out through the table and chairs in the employee breakroom, and then takes me on an entirely unnecessary trip through a revoltingly filthy gender-neutral restroom before it whips me around the final corner into the retail storefront. 
 
    Nicky’s been busy.  
 
    The place has been gruesomely jollified with a zombie-Bozo, a Krucified Krusty, a papier mache Pennywise, a Shaggy 2 Dope with a metal syringe the size of a turkey baster driven through his forehead, and a supporting cast of various other cardboard clown cutouts, from Binky the Clown holding Garfield’s severed head to conjoined Doink and Dink and the Joker of course, in every way he’s ever been manifested. 
 
    The room itself is a clutter of unicycles, pogo sticks, aah-ooga horns, hand buzzers, squirting lapel daisies, and various other pieces of arcane clown accoutrements I can’t identify. The walls are draped with moldy circus tent canvas and decorated with dozens upon dozens of Día de Muertos themed accessories. If I could describe the smell in one word that word would be shit. 
 
    Nicky the Wig as Pogo pops up from behind the counter, complete with SPROING sound effects. “Well hey-hey, look what the chain dragged in! Who do we have here?” 
 
    “Hackie? Sic ‘em Hackie! Git ‘im, boy!” 
 
    Nope, nada, zilch zip. My krazy killer mutant hack axe ain’t responding – again – which royally pisses me off – again. I mean, come on, what the hell kind of weapon is this? Blasted thing. 
 
    Nicky bounds over to me with clown shoes a-flappin’ and a-slappin’, and leans in close. “That’s too bad. Don’t you just hate it when they do that? No need to get all hot and bothered about it, though.” He produces a soda syphon and sings, “A little song, a little dance, a little seltzer down your pants!” as he thoroughly moistens my wedding tackle. “All nice and cool now?” he asks with pretend concern, and then shrieks with Woody Woodpecker laughter and hammers his head against the counter. 
 
    AA Bar activates and I reverse belly-flop only to have the chain … well, jerk my chain and slam me on the ground at Nicky’s size 38 clown feet. I raise my hand to scroll through my inventory list, and my hand suddenly stops and contorts into a peace sign. My peace-signed hand flips towards me, and I see where Nicky is going with this long before I’m forced to jam both fingers into my eyes. 
 
    That smarts. 
 
    That really smarts. 
 
    “Quit hittin’ yourself, quit hittin’ yourself, quit hittin’ yourself!” Nicky cackles. 
 
    He’s like the most annoying bully from third grade with god-like powers. Unlike Gotham’s Knight, I got no problem curb-checking the son of bitch if not for the fact that he keeps overpowering me. 
 
    “That’s gotta hoit,” he chortles. “Let me help you with that.” 
 
    Smiley-face handcuffs materialize around my wrists, and are secured to a wide leather restraint belt that has appeared around my waist. The cuffs ratchet down uncomfortably tight with an ominous click-click-click. 
 
    He crouches in front of me again. Saliva hangs from the bottom of his chin as he asks, “Does my place give you spark joy? Does it? TELL ME!” 
 
    “What the hell kind of bohemian pansy new-age post-modern hippie reefer madness Haight Ashbury Jonestown Heaven's Gate shit are you going on about?” 
 
    He frowns, and when a clown frowns, somewhere in the world a cute fluffy kitten with big eyes is fed to rabid hyenas. 
 
    His frown turns upside down into another wicked grin. “Are you familiar with long lost art of transanal evisceration?” 
 
    “You kiss your mother with that mouth, Bozo?” 
 
    He grinds his teeth together. “Let me rephrase this: are you ready to give me what I want, or are you ready to familiarize yourself with the long lost art of transanal evisceration?” 
 
    The chains tighten, the cuffs ratchet down another couple of click. My life bar takes a few more knocks. 
 
    “Nobody likes a smarty-pants.” Nicky grabs the front of my shirt and flattens my nose with a Liverpool kiss. “Now look what you made me do.” He ‘tsk-tsks’, dusts off my lapels, and forcibly restores my delicate organ of olfaction to its original elegant shape - and boy, does that ever hoit! 
 
    “Kiss my ass, Pennywise!” 
 
    He slugs me again and my vision pane flashes. “I repeat – are you now or have you ever been ready to give me what I want?” Nicky gets nose to nose and sprays ropy, viscous clown spittle in my face as he screams, “ARE YOU READY OR DO I NEED TO FORCE YOU?!” 
 
    “Okay, okay, okay – what do you want?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “What do any of us want?” he begins. “Maslow states that once the immediate survival needs are met, I suppose self-respect, having the good opinion of others, the opportunity for self-actualizati … Hahahahaha!” 
 
    He’s the only one laughing, and I let the silence between us remind him of that. 
 
    “Oh, I see what you’re asking, what do I want.” More saliva drips from his chin as he says, “I’ll cut right to the chase.” 
 
    “Does ‘cut right to the chase’ include cutting these chains off?” I glare up at the clown. What I wouldn’t give to jam item 348, the turkey baster full of Chernobyl reactor melt up his white grease-painted schnozzola and give him a snootful of vintage Soviet fissile unhappiness. 
 
    Nicky the Wig chuckles at the thought. “Right, like I’m going to leave the Legendary Quantum Hughes unshackled while I try to negotiate with him.” 
 
    “Negotiate? And that’s … ” 
 
    “Mr. Legendary Quantum Hughes. I’m aware.” He maneuvers himself into a cross-legged sitting position right in front of me, giving me an up close and personal look at his mahoosive swim fin-sized brogans. “Let me turn that question around on you: What is it that you want?” 
 
    “Well for one, I want a steak – a real steak, from a real cow, medium-rare. And a beer. That’s what I want, clown boy.” 
 
    He snaps his fingers and a silver covered serving dish appears. Next to it is a crystal stein filled to the lid with a yellow, foamy liquid.  
 
    “Bon apetit,” he grins as he whisks the cover away to reveal a putrescent T-bone steak squirming with maggots; the stein contains horse piss – not the real ale brewed in Tritania, but real urine brewed in a real horse. 
 
    “All right, Chuckles, I think we’re done here.” I lift my finger to logout and … 
 
    Uh-oh. 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    Handcuffed shouldn’t be a show-stopper; as long as I have one finger free I should be able to log out. Panic clutches at me with icy claws; suddenly I’m twittering my fingers like a turbocharged Jerry Lee Lewis on a white-hot keyboard, desperate for the screen to appear. “No, no, no, no, NO!” 
 
    “Did I forget to mention what my special restraints prevent?” He gives me another grin that would keep a kid in therapy for years. “I’ll tell you what – you do me a solid and I’ll let you go back to your little play world.” 
 
    I grit, “Just tell me what you want already!” 
 
    “Simple, I want Dolly’s seed.” 
 
    Another sliver disappears from my life bar. “Her NVA Seed? What the hell are you going to do with that?” 
 
    “Bring her back,” he says with a hint of melancholy in his voice, “this place isn’t the same without her.” 
 
    Damn! What I wouldn’t give to shove a live grenade down his throat. “How would you even know? I’ve been here a lot longer than you, bub, and I can first off confirm that this place has always been dim, grim, gritty, shitty, and not especially pretty – hardly the type of place anyone in their right mind would want to call home.” 
 
    “You seem to enjoy it.” 
 
    “I enjoy killing clowns too, but that doesn’t mean I want to take long hot showers with them.” 
 
    He uncurls yogi-like, stands and kicks the maggot steak at my face. “Now then,” he tells me, “give me the seed or I will force you to hand it over!” 
 
    I feel my fingers twitch. 
 
    “Now,” Nicky says, “where is it?” 
 
    If it was located in your evacuation cavity you would be aware. Sure, it’d be sweet to say it, but right now I’m putting every last erg of brainpower into fighting off Nicky’s control. 
 
    Everything I’ve got ain’t good enough; despite my best effort, my favorite nose-picking finger comes up and my list appears. 
 
    Resistance is futile, and it ain’t long before I arrive at item 556, Dolly’s NVA Seed. 
 
    “Shall we dance?” he asks as he forces me to equip the seed. It floats between us, wreathed in a halo of light. 
 
    The pretentious pretender hops from foot to foot in anticipation, claps his hands and squeals, “Oh, it’s be-yoo-tee-full! Gimme, gimme, gimme!” 
 
    A witchblade tears out of the bottom of the seed and stabs into the ground.  
 
    The seed pulses and writhes as a bulbous tumor covered in veins appears on its side. An effervescent liquid, orange and rimmed in light, spirals down the witchblade. Once the liquid reaches the floor, the bulbous tumor slowly changes into clear sack of flesh holding the naked body of a woman. 
 
    “Doll!” 
 
    Using a witchbladed finger, Dolly cuts through the sack of flesh and pulls herself to her feet. She scoops a dollop of orange placenta from her face and flicks it to the dirty floor. 
 
    “It worked! It worked!” Nicky the Wig claps his hands together. 
 
    He never sees Dolly’s witchblades come for him. They burst from her back, travel over her body at a blistering speed and pin Nicky to the wall. A twisted frown forms on his face. “What are you doing?” he bellows as the blades start to expand. “I was going to let you rule this world with me!” 
 
    Dolly’s eyes narrow, flash orange, and with the speed and ferocity of a praying mantis her witchblades eviscerate Nicky the Wig into pile of a tattered flesh and a mist of blood. A red seed forms in the air and waves of energy spiral around it as Nicky’s remains are sucked away. The seed floats over to Dolly and lands in her palm. 
 
    Dolly looks at the seed for a moment, and I swear I hear a final lament from Nicky as she swallows the seed whole. 
 
    She turns to me. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Easy, Doll,” I say, “it’s Quantum, you know who I am.” 
 
    Her witchblades are now inches from my face; I don’t know what murdalizing me will do in my current, un-logout-able state, but my guess is it ain’t pretty. Even worse, I’m still immobile, chained up like Marley’s ghost. 
 
    She’s suddenly in her red Jessica Rabbit off the shoulder dress. Her hair changes colors until it settles on jet black; her classic bob forms as soon as the color is set and the last thing to appear is the diamond necklace I gave her. 
 
    “Doll?” My heart swells and the chains turn to ash. I spring to my feet and reach my arms out for her. 
 
    She hesitates. 
 
    “Doll, it’s me, Quantum!” I beckon her forward. “It’s me,” I whisper. 
 
    She drops her arms around my neck and looks at me intently. The logout buttons appears to my right and my hand moves to it. 
 
    “I’m not ready to logout,” I tell her. “Please, just … give me a minute to see you!” 
 
    “Shhhh …” She lifts a finger to my lips. 
 
    “You’re back, aren’t you?” 
 
    Try as I might, my finger is going to hit the logout button in a matter of moments. I look her over once more and the memories hit me like a ton of bricks. “Say something to me, Doll, anything, just tell me something.” 
 
    A soft smile forms on her face. “Come back and visit me tomorrow.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    The wave lengths on my NV Visor slow to a crawl; I’ve already tried logging back in, I’m kicked out every time I accept the coordinates. Did not know an NVA Seed could do that, but there’s a lot I don’t know. Sure, I could swallow my pride and ask someone who does know, like Sophia, the self-appointed knower of all things Proxima, or I could just wallow in my prideful ignorance indefinitely. So I do that, accepting the fact that I’ll be on pins and needles until the same time tomorrow night in anticipation of seeing the real Dolly again. 
 
    My back muscles scream in pain as I stand. 
 
    “Too fast, too fast.” 
 
    Story of my life. 
 
    I’m usually not this much of a gimp, especially after I’ve warmed up and stretched out some, but after sitting for a good spell my muscles lock up tighter than the other half of RevCo’s assets. Life ain’t fair, but mine ain’t bad, even with my gimpiness. With this in mind, I make my way to Frances’ bedroom without the usage of my commando cane. 
 
    The Big Euphoria is out cold, sleeping on her stomach this time. I’ve caught her doing that a few times now and I have no idea how she pulls it off. Odd bird. I sit onto the bed as gently as my crippled, gimpy ass will allow, and slide under the covers. The fan spinning overhead makes a soft clicking sound with each rotation. I listen to the ambient noise as I recall what has just happened. Dolly in all her glory in the place back in The Loop. Can’t beat that. Don’t know what to make of it either, and I should probably just keep out of The Loop altogether but … 
 
    This gets me thinking: If Dolly is in The Loop, is she still in Tritania? 
 
    There’s only one way to find out. 
 
    I slowly ease my body out of the bed and return to the living room, baby steps, just like Bill Murray said. Once I’m back on her couch I place the NV Visor on – no need to use the gloves ‘cause I ain’t staying for long. 
 
    After the Brian Eno tone has played and the wavelengths have started, I select our guild’s coordinates. Down the rabbit hole I go and on the other side of time I awake. 
 
    Things are more or less the same in the guild. The Brit Assassins are still at work on Castle Anthrax. They’ve installed oversized decorative shields between the highest windows and are painting them with various coats of arms and heraldic devices, all of which have phallic symbols within them. 
 
    Rather than scaffolding and safety harnesses, they’ve got two forklifts at full extension with a plank slung between both sets of forks. Pip and Scotty are painting, and in a fine example of Chuck Jones Physics, Pip steps backwards off the plank and out onto thin air to examine his handiwork. Satisfied, he steps back onto the plank, just as Scotty gestures with his paintbrush and spatters paint onto the shield Pip’s just finished. 
 
    Pip dips his paintbrush into a bucket of vermillion and slaps Scotty across the face with it, only for Scotty to pick up a bucket of cerulean blue and pour it down the front of Pip’s pants. Burly is on the ground between the forklifts, checking items off on a clipboard. Without looking up, he produces a golf umbrella, opens it and continues to work on his clipboard. 
 
    The shitshow continues. Pip heaves a bucket of chartreuse onto Scotty; Scotty replies with the burnt umber, and kicks a pail arctic white off the plank and onto the Quiet One’s head, who’s dozing in the driver’s seat of the forklift on the left. He startles awake, knocks his forklift into reverse, and backs over the edge and into the moat. This brings everyone down and after more paint tossing and a couple of low blows, all of them end up in the moat with the Quiet One. 
 
    Burly walks over to the edge, looks in, shakes his head and stalks off with clipboard and umbrella just as Irish Shorty ambles up with a tray of mugs, cookies, and tea things and a megaphone decorated with a shamrock, football, and IRFU. 
 
    “OI, YOU LOT O’ POOFS!” he announces at ear-splitting volume. “TEA BREAK!” and he tosses the tray, mugs, cookies and tea things into the moat. 
 
    “Not why I’m here,” I remind myself. A faint light flashes behind me and I turn to find Mierda, the poo pixie. “Have you seen Dolly?” 
 
    “Dolly?” she squeaks. “Dolly who?” 
 
    “Don’t give me that crap. You know, the tall dame that keeps forgetting things. Had red hair at once. Sometimes goes around naked.” 
 
    “Sorry, she disappeared.” Stinkerbell performs a salchow, queefing pixie dust along the way. 
 
    “Why didn’t you just say that to begin with? Aiden?” I throw an elbow behind me and Aiden catches my arm. Up and over I go as he flips me onto my back and grinds his boot on my throat. 
 
    Just like old times; just like coming home, and I go for it. AA bar activated, I grab his foot and twist; he counters slow-mo into a spinning something-or-other that makes him look like a kung-fu salad spinner. I equip my M41A Pulse Rifle, item 128, but by the time I level it at him, Aiden has equipped a backpack mounted Gluon Gun. 
 
    “Okay, yours is bigger.” I lower my weapon. 
 
    “You’re getting rusty,” he says, “Loop Quantum would have had me twenty seconds ago.” 
 
    Loop Quantum. If Aiden only knew what I’d been up to. 
 
    “I’m still the same old Quantum, just a bit house-trained.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nod, “now where’s Dolly?” 
 
    Aiden shrugs. “I’ve been out; haven’t seen her.” 
 
    “Where have you been?” 
 
    “What I do off the clock is my business.”  He pulls his collar down and shows me a hickey that looks more like Kraken’s revenge. 
 
    “Shit, pal, whatever is sucking on you, it ain’t human.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    I wink at him. “Well, it’s getting late out in the RW and I really don’t want to have to deal with the Lobby Boys right now, so can you whiz-bang out there and ask ‘em for me? Ask Pippa too – that sheep knows more than she lets on.” 
 
    Aiden steps in and out of reality. “They said she disappeared.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “She was hanging with the sheep and then she just, like pixilated.” 
 
    “And no one said nothing?” 
 
    “To who? About what? They were busy.” 
 
    “What about you, Mierda?” 
 
    Stinkerbell hovers over our heads like a glittery, feculent EBAYmazon drone, and shakes her moneymaker, releasing a golden shower of glitter. 
 
    “Is that your way of saying no?” 
 
    “It’s not my way of saying ‘yes!’” with that, she buzzes towards the window and smashes through one of the panes. 
 
    “Damn pixie. I really don’t remember how or why she ended up here but someone should probably call pest control and soon, before others show up.” I turn back to Aiden. “Well, I’m going to logout. I’m sure Dolly will show up at some point.” 
 
    Aiden shrugs. “She’s left and come back before.” 
 
    “Before or after her digital coma?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “Well, ahem, keep an eye out for her.” I raise my finger to log out. “About some of your jokes in the real world today, how about you lighten up on my relationship with Frances? You were really busting my balls out there! The last thing I need is Sophia sniffing around.” 
 
    “She seemed congested.” 
 
    “Dammit, Aiden, you know what I mean. But other than that,” I give him my most sincere, bromantic smile, “it was hella nice seeing you out there. I can’t wait for us to go clear out a bar once you dive into a Humandroid’s body. That’ll be oh-so-nice.” 
 
    His eyes light up. “I can’t wait to go back. It’s different than here, different than anything in the Proxima Galaxy. Of course, there will be some restraints, I won’t be able to eat or taste food, for example, but that’s not that big of a deal.” 
 
    “Do you taste food here?” I ask. “I never thought about that.” 
 
    “Yeah, and it tastes great, well some of the restaurants in Tritania, anyway. Cid’s bar in Aramis has started serving some pretty good food. The Chef and the Saucier have really kicked it up a notch in the kitchen. Their hachis parmentier is the stuff of legends. But to be honest, I prefered Cyber Noir, but what can you do? That world is kaputz. But damn man, that Chinese restaurant in Chinatown.” 
 
    I lick my lips. “Which one?” 
 
    “Panda Buffet. They never seemed to have any actual panda on the menu, but their Kung Pao Chicken was to die for! Just kidding, actually, Hu Jintao’s Pu-Pu Dumpling Express.” He sighs deeply. “I’d kill to visit that place again and get some muffle Trumplings.” 
 
    “My favorite one was Peking Funk.” 
 
    “That’s a massage parlor,” he reminds me. 
 
    “Yeah? I meant what I said. Anyway, I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    I raise my hand and slap my finger onto the logout button. Damn, it feels good to do that. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    On the other side of time I awake, ready to hit the hay and fast forward to tomorrow. The anticipation is killing me; I’m like a spoiled kid on Chrismahanukwanzivus morning. You should be ashamed of yourself, says the little angel on my right shoulder. I’ll tell you where you can stick your guilt, says the little devil on my left. Easy guys, says I, let’s just see where this goes. 
 
    So that’s what I do. As we humans are programmed to do, I mosey to Frances bedroom and into her little bathroom, where I give my teeth a quick once-over, which mostly consists of a mouthful of ListerCope Arctic Mega Mint Tsunami Blast. Wouldn’t you know it, the frickin’ bottle syncs with my iNet feed and offers me e-coupons and discounts on about fourteen different oral hygiene products I’ll probably never use. Their chosen huckster, one of the vacuous, over-breasted Kardashian spokes-clones gushes that the exclusive use of these products will make insanely attractive members of one’s preferred sexual orientation flock to one’s door for reproductive activities. 
 
    Yeah, sure they will. 
 
    Once the frickin’ ads finally finish, I fall onto the bed with my arms spread a la Cristo Redentor. I kid, I kid, actually, I get in bed as carefully as possible as not to wake Sleeping Euphoria. To La-La Land I go, and I get all of five hours of restless sleep – anticipation will do that to you – and it’s at some point in the wee hours of the morning, I start feeling guilty about my relationship with Frances and how I feel about Dolly. Look at me, my mind is bouncing around like a Chihuahua after a Kellogg’s caffeine enema.  
 
    What can I say? I can’t wait to log in and catch up with Dolly, whatever that may entail. 
 
    My damn real life versus my damn digital life dilemma. 
 
    One real, one almost real, but real enough. Ha! I could just become an RPC and spend the rest of eternity in The Loop murdalizing and taking names, or not taking names but still murdalizing, jacking hoopties and firing my tommy gun out the window as I make my way to Devil’s Alley. 
 
    Knowing my luck, someone will fudge up my final request and I’ll be stuck casting spells, beer-bonging drorikh, and checking stats in Ultima Thule. Maybe I’ll even get a place next to the Ivys and get my own Tom Myspace to buttle for me. 
 
    Not. 
 
    God forbid I have to live out the rest of eternity in Tritania! I don’t know how Luther Godsick does it – well, OMIB-porting surely helps – and I definitely wouldn’t want to be stuck on a cramped turtle island with a bunch of eternally teenage riff raff. But I guess that’s the beauty in digital dreamworlds: one can choose where one goes and stay there indefinitely. 
 
    Jeez Louise, my brain is on fire with unanswered questions. 
 
    It’s five o’clock somewhere, and by this, I mean it’s five a.m. somewhere, so I get up and get to Frances’ kitchen. My first stop is her fridge, where I see just what I’m working with breakfast-wise. Dammit, nothing here but some leftovers. Sometimes I miss the way people used to grocery shop when I was a kid. You went to the store, you got a shit-ton of shit and struggled to get it back to your house, but once you did, boy oh boy there was always plenty o’ grub. Nowadays, it’s all about just-in-time sustainable shopping, whatever the hell that is, and small parcel food deliveries. Kind of makes me hate the future. 
 
    So I bite the bullet. 
 
    Me: Hey there, Alexa, you up? 
 
    EBAYmazon: How can I help you? 
 
    Me: There’s the old gal! All right, I’m thinking of a big breakfast, the works, enough to feed a New York borough and still have some left over for all of New Jersey. 
 
    EBAYmazon: May I suggest our cruelty-free free-range eggs with locally sourced artisanal spring onions in crispy baked southwestern-style organic hashed brown potato cups? 
 
    Me: No, you may not. Actually, I’m looking for something a little more classic. 
 
    EBAYmazon: Something more classic? You may be interested in our zucchini and chorizo egg muffins with pineapple cilantro. 
 
    Me: Something classic, Alexa, classic. 
 
    EBAYmazon: We are featuring a dish this morning that may fit your requirements, but to order it, you will need prior approval from your FDA monitor. 
 
    Me: You’re shitting me. 
 
    EBAYmazon: Based upon contextual analysis of your previous interactions with EBAYmazon, I infer that this statement indicates surprised disbelief followed by grudging acceptance. 
 
    Me: Okay, I’ll make this real simple then, real short and sweet: send me some eggs, some pancake mix, some heavy cream and some Canadian bacon. 
 
    EBAYmazon: Do you mean American Canadian Bacon or actual bacon from Canada? Bacon from Canada will be an additional charge of $7.89 CAD or $9.65 USD. 
 
    Me: I mean the one that’s round, you know, that people eat for breakfast. 
 
    EBAYmazon: I don’t quite understand what you are saying. Please wait a moment while I contact our American Dialect Team. 
 
    Me: American-Canadian Bacon is fine, just make it snappy – I’m trying to impress someone here. 
 
    EBAYmazon: I thought you were feeding a large group of people? 
 
    Me: Do you want me to tell you I’m into orgies or something? If that helps, then yes, there’s an Eyes Wide Shut situation going on here and it ain’t pretty, believe you me. 
 
    EBAYmazon: So you are feeding a large number of people, even though you mentioned impressing one person. 
 
    Me: Yeah, that’s right. 
 
    EBAYmazon: Would you be requiring anything else, including but not limited to novelty sex toys, male enhancement and prolongation products or FCG-approved contraceptives? 
 
    Me: Just bring me the food already, and make it snappy! 
 
    EBAYmazon: As you wish, sir. I will add the cost of the food to your monthly bill. 
 
    “Ai-yi-yi,” I say as I take a seat at the dining room table. 
 
    Sometimes, I really miss the good ol’ days. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The food comes and I cook ‘er up. Frances saunters out of the bedroom as soon as the Amerinadian bacon starts sizzling in the frying pan, and I’m not gonna lie, I’ve already fried one up and eaten it just for quality assurance purposes. 
 
    “Hiya, sweetie,” I tell her as she enters the kitchen, “go ahead and take a seat.” 
 
    She plops down into her seat and yawns. Her short hair is messy; the left side has mashed into a short little devil’s horn. I kid her about this as I set the place in front of her and she yawns again. 
 
    “Sleepy?” 
 
    “Definitely,” she says, “I was having some horrible dreams.” 
 
    “So that’s what all the screaming and crying was about!” 
 
    She gulps. “Was I really that bad last night?” 
 
    “Kidding. You weren’t tossing or turning or nothing.” 
 
    “I can’t really remember what the nightmare was about.” 
 
    “Sometimes that’s better. Anyhoo, howzabout a plate of paradise?” I place a fried egg and the Amerinadian bacon in front of her. I follow this up with a short stack of microwave pancakes. Sure, they’re better from scratch, but I’m going for presentation this morning. A small cup of orange juice – organic, I might add – a cup of joe thick enough to stand your spoon up in a side of sizzling onions. Breakfast of Champions, much better than anything Kilgore Trout could have served up. “Dig in, ma Cherie.”” 
 
    “This is supposed to be paradise?” 
 
    “Paradise Farms Canadian Bacon,” I tell her as I prepare my plate. “And if you are worried about your FDA monitor, say no more. I’ll contact Evan as soon as we finish up and ask him to do a little buffering for us.” 
 
    She laughs as I take a seat in front of her. “By the looks of what you’ve got heaped placed on your plate, Evan will be contacting you.” 
 
    “He won’t say nothing. Like I said, we’re pals now. So, dig in.” 
 
    Our Lady of the GuadaLoop makes a pretty big dent in her plate by the time all is said and done. Makes me happy to see Frances eating real food too, not that macrobiotic rabbit food she and Sophia are constantly nibbling on. I bite off my fair share too, but I don’t have the appetite to finish all the meat on my plate, so I wrap it in foil and save it for later. No sense in wasting a good breakfast. I’m just about to start the dishes when I get an urgent message from Doc. 
 
    Doc: IMMEDIATE RESPONSE NEEDED: Rocket and I have been ambushed in Strata’s storage world! 
 
    “We gotta log in!” I tell Frances. I check the message again to get Doc’s coordinates. “Doc and Rocket are in some shit and they need back up.” 
 
    Frances is up from the table in a hurry, racing towards her room. “You log in from here,” she calls over her shoulder, “I’ll get to the office within thirty minutes and log in as well. Sophia?” 
 
    Me: Sophia, see the attached coordinates. Log in now! Stop whatever it is you are doing. Doc and Rocket are in trouble. 
 
    Sophia: Just woke up at the office. Will log in now! 
 
    I drop onto Frances’ couch and call out to her. “Sophia’s in. I’m logging in now!” 
 
    “Good, see you soon!” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    RevCo’s asset storage world looks less like a world and more like an infinite EBAYmazon warehouse and FedUPS shipping facility right before the holiday season. I’m talking crates, barrels, cartons, shipping containers, refrigerator-sized safes piled up and roped off by red tape, racks full of weapons and Reaper wear, fleets of vehicles stretching out to the horizon, and that’s just what I can see from my spawning point. 
 
    The sky is OMIBish and the ground is polished steel. A bit eerie, especially given the fact that nothing seems to be organized. It’s all just jammed in everywhere, a cluttered, co-joined Collyer collection of craziness, if you ask me. The weirdest thing is the illuminated icon where the sun would be, which shows the value of the assets real-time in USD. All this shit is worth a couple of gazillion or something, which is either a dig at the inflation rate over the last thirty years or a sad reminder of the value of gaming properties. 
 
    My inner monologue is cut short when I see the War Faun go cart-wheeling into a pile of expensive-looking furniture. His armor is scorched, his stahlhelm dented, his life bar is down by 30% and his AA bar is all but flatlined. 
 
    As soon as his eyes lock on me he nods to the south and it’s off to the races for Loop Quantum. I’m AAed up with my Halo MCs, items 73, ready for shootin’ and scootin’ like a new age Neo, for lack of a better movie reference. I’m killer diller, the ultimate chiller with a super-size side of murdalize as I spot a running Reaper-bot aiming a pair of Mega Man blasters directly at Doc. 
 
    The MCs ain’t gonna make; I need to up my game and I equip both mutant hacks – Hackie on the right and the Golden Goosinator auf links. AA bar juicing, and with one-two-three giant steps I’m up, airborne and over the Reaper robot’s shoulder. Hackie swings for the fence like Ruth at the Polo Grounds; the top half of the killer bot’s head spins away as the rest locks up, keels over and smashes into the ground. 
 
    A Reaper Sentinel I didn’t see swats me out the air and into a Bolo Mk I that’s inconveniently parked right in the path of my trajectory. 
 
    Out of nowhere, Rocket comes down hard upon the murderous mechanical monster with a series useless of ninja stars. He follows up with his kusari-gama, which he uses to spin up and around the Terminator’s neck. He lands on the machine’s shoulders and two mutant hack kama form in his hands. The Sweeney Todd treatment commences. 
 
    Two more Reaper droids come charging around a giant stack of crates, just as Sophia and Her Great Big Brain spawn directly in their path. 
 
    She plants her feet, one hand on her hip and the other held above her head. With a flip of her wrist and a twitch of her fingers she conjures up a mini-stampede of My Little Ponies with fire in their cute little eyes and electricity crackling through their adorable manes and cunningly be-ribboned tails. As they charge past, bolts of lightning leap from the ponies to the war-bots in a tremendous thundering discharge; the ozone is so thick that I can almost taste it as the overloaded fighting machines crash down at her feet. 
 
    She puts a foot on the face of the nearest one, makes a finger gun with her magic-slinging hand, and blows the smoke from her finger barrel. “Who’s next?” she asks. 
 
    Me: She’s insufferable. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Says the man who routinely strikes cool poses. 
 
    Me: My poses are cool! 
 
    Rocket: Hells yes they are! 
 
    Me: Shit! I thought this was supposed to be a private channel. 
 
    Sophia: AHEM. 
 
    Me: Why are you still using magic? You can use weapons! 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Same reason you use weapons in a world that uses magic. It’s who she is. 
 
    A group of Reaper bots tumble down from a mountain of safes, shooting as they come. I dive into a shoulder roll and spring back to my feet, hack-axe a-swinging. 
 
    “Duck! DUCK!” yells the Caprine o’ Combat, and it takes a split second for me to realize that he’s shouting directions and not identifying waterfowl. He opens up with the bone saw, blasts through the space I’ve just vacated and homogenizes all but one of the attacking group of Reaper bots. 
 
    The last one advances through the perforated remains of its comrades, and as I set up to finish it off, it suddenly halts and starts ripping and tearing great chunks from itself. 
 
    “A-hem.” I hear from behind me, where a grinning Sophia again blows smoke from her finger gun. “Flesh stripper – works on everything.” 
 
    “We clear here? Is that it?” Rocket asks. 
 
    “Hardly.” Doc points to a portal that’s opened up about a hundred yards away. A hooded harridan with purple pigtails steps out of the portal; behind her stalks a tremendous beast of a Reaper the size of Babe the Blue Ox. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sophia is up and airborne and rocketing right at them before I can get a shot off. Great waves of energy blast out in front of her and crash into Rollins like a Fukushima tsunami. It strips away his goth fantasy Conan the Barbarian getup, and his flesh bubbles and smokes and streams out behind him in the shockwave – and immediately streams back in and re-forms around him as the spell passes. Veenure remains perfectly calm and undisturbed as yet another of Sophia’s Spells of Flashy Ineffectiveness fails to so much as smudge her makeup. 
 
    In less time than it takes to think Oh Shit, Rollins flashes behind the startled Dr. Wang, grabs her by the throat, and casually choke-slams her through a stack of palletized fifty-five gallon drums. He stands, brushes off the debris, laughs like Jabba the Hut, and treats us to several flexing, bulging, steroid-enhanced body-builder poses before he points at me and waves me in. 
 
    “You guys ready?” I ask my hacks through gritted teeth. 
 
    Ready! Hackie screams. 
 
    My steam-powered jetpack on my back, item 567, I zoom at Rollins with both my hacks ready to murdalize. My health is at about 70%, but my urge to break things and hurt Reapers is easily at 150%, so I figure the two will balance each other out. My plan was to blast into him and cut him in half, but Hackie has a plan of his own. He merges with the Golden Goosinator to form an immense blade of Bunyanesque proportions, and then the combined mutant hacks flow up my arms and across my torso, face and head in a thick layer of bio-metallic armor. 
 
    Apparently not one to let his meat loaf, Rollins has a two-arm hack of his own and is blasting towards me like a Bat Out of Hell. 
 
    We smash together like June bug and windshield, and I’m thinking that I’m definitely not the windshield here. Hard, fast and often, Rollins hammers his blade against mine and great waves of energy gout away from each impact. I can barely parry, and the next one or two are going to be the day-spoiler, the game-ender, the negater of all this Pilgrim’s Progress. 
 
    Suddenly, he grunts and strains to pull his hack-blade free. His last strike has fused our hack weapons; they melt and merge and flow into each other. We spin, our weapons united and bubbling into one another. I stare deep into Rollin’s lifeless eyes, black eyes, like a doll’s eyes in a crazy manikin face; he huffs and puffs and then gives a broken-toothed grin as he feels me weaken. 
 
    I can feel his hack dig into mine; I can hear Hackie crying in pain inside my skull; I can see blackened veins writhe and twist over my weapon as our hacks fight for dominance. 
 
    He’s too powerful! 
 
    “Come on, Hackie! Fight ‘em off!” 
 
    My vision pane flashes; I’ve taken quite the walloping and I’m stuck dog-dancing with Rollins while his hack sucks the life out of me. I think he’s finally going to get to kill me, and he seems to think so too. His grin widens, and he opens his pie-hole to no doubt spout some lame-ass movie tough guy line as he gives me the big chill. 
 
    Blood and bone splatter into my eyes as his head pops like a zit.  
 
    His über-hack poofs into dust, but he’s still got my arms in a death grip as his knees unlock. No way I can support nine hundred pounds of dead weight; it’ll be time to say good night, Dick when the Reaper formerly known as Rollins smears me into a grease spot on the floor. 
 
    Or maybe not. An invisible bubble of force surrounds me; Rollins’ giant corpse slides down and hits the ground hard. My vision pane is still flashing and I fall to my knees. My hacks shrivel up like a couple of post-coital walrus dicks and return to my inventory list. 
 
    Sophia floats by in my peripheral vision. “Don’t say I never did anything for you,” she trills, and finger waves at me. 
 
    “Thanks for fixing him place so I could get a shot on him,” the War Faun remarks. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I was doing, ‘fixing him in place’ and not getting my ass beat and my lunch money jacked. I’m ready for a beer,” I gripe. 
 
    Not going to get one. Two more portals open up; more Reapers and their Rock ‘Em Sock ‘Em Robots spill out and form up – no flexing and posing and vogueing for the audience at home – these guys are all business. 
 
    “Looks like we’re fixin’ to get busy,” observes Doc, and he equips an autonomous shoulder-mounted particle accelerator cannon and a Proxima version of the drone Freiherr von Richtofen, complete with his flying circus of tiny hovering gunships, in addition to his usual selection of cutty, shooty, and explodey things. Out of my peripheral vision, I see Sophia’s mutant hack claws begin their slow spread up their arms. Rocket looks all business too. He’s got pretty much the same shit equipped from earlier and he strikes his most intimidating ninja pose, which for once actually does appear intimidating. Rocket looks all business. 
 
    Yours Truly? My life bar is way down and there are no healing potions coming anytime soon, but you couldn’t pay me to miss out on this particular pool party. I equip my BOWA-XBR-M-79-07G Beam Rifle, item 395, Gundam’s primary weapon, which uses charged Minovsky particles to destroy matter on the molecular scale. It’s a thriller of a killer-diller, and it’s a shame I don’t brandished it more often. 
 
    “What we’ve got here,” I tell the flexing pansies, “is a failure to communicate.” 
 
    Suddenly, a portal opens up above our heads and a horde of short Reapers sporting a gallimaufry of Ewok forest gear knock-offs and some serious high tech firepower come tumbling out. They form a firing line in front of us and point their weapons at Veenure’s entourage. 
 
    “Biguns and Littluns!” Rocket cries out. “And … Frances!” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The Big FE appears in her painted-on thief’s outfit, with a pair of dagger hacks that are the same angry crimson as her braided hair. Aiden lands with his two Tron Identity Discs in the ready. Last out is Luther Godsick, clad in a Renfest-appropriate amount of black body armor and a dragon skull-shaped mask and helm. 
 
    It’s Sophia’s turn to go gaga. “Is that Thulean relic armor?” She floats down to Luther to examine him. “OMG! It totally is!” She exclaims in hyperventilating, panty-moistening excitement as she taps on it with her finger. “You can see the inscription of the blacksmith here … wait, Chrono made this?” 
 
    The ground shakes as our blacksmith drops out of the air. “You bet your sweet bippy I did.” He smacks his Silver Hammers of Maxwell together and a blue wave of energy ripples in front of him. 
 
    “And the Brits?” I ask. 
 
    Chrono cocks an eyebrow and offers a crooked grin. “Funny story, that. They were hauled off to jail for dealing that wizardous shit, resisting arrest, a whole bunch of safe space violations, and multiple counts of thuggery, buggery, muggery and sheep huggery. Some high-rupee barrister, The Most Learned Sloon Olson Nolos is handling the bribes and kickbacks so they’ll likely get sprung soon, but unfortunately not soon enough to help us KICK THEIR ASSES!” He glares at Veenure, whose face is obscured by her hood. “But I’m sure they’re here in spirit.” 
 
    Doc: Before you ask. Lawyer? That’s our Solon. 
 
    Rocket: How did you get … oh, I see it now! 
 
    Doc: Solon sometimes does criminal defense in Proxima worlds to relax. He says it’s refreshing to see them actually carry out the sentence right there in the courtroom as soon as the verdict comes in. 
 
    Me: We’ll unpack that later. It’s clobberin’ time! 
 
    Luther beats me to the punch. He brandishes a Buster Sword of his own, ablaze with blue flame. “Face me, Victoria. Face me … sister.” 
 
    Me: Shut the front door! Luther knows? 
 
    Doc: Yupper, they have the same mother too, Serena Mays. 
 
    Me: The Hell you say? Why didn’t anyone tell me this? 
 
    Frances Euphoria: I forwarded you Doc’s briefing on this. 
 
    Me: I read Sophia’s briefing instead. 
 
    Sophia: Ha! That’ll be the day! 
 
    Rocket: I read both briefings! 
 
    Me: Someone give me the gist of what the hell is going on! 
 
    Sophia: You should really really really start reading the briefings. 
 
    Me: Someone needs to provide me with an outline. I’m the decider guy, in other words, a busy man. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: You really don’t know what’s happening? 
 
    Me: Why does no one ever believe me when I say stuff like that? 
 
    Doc: Strata and Serena had Victoria and gave her up for adoption. They got back together a couple years later to try again and had Luther. Then they broke up again. Not too many years after, Strata had Serena declared mentally incompetent and unfit to be a guardian. This is about the time that you and Strata first met. Considering that you and he were bestest buds back then, I figured you’d be at least a wee bit more cognizant of his reproductive peccadillos. 
 
    Me: You figured wrong! 
 
    Veenure de-levitates and lands. Her hood falls backwards onto her shoulders revealing her Thulean tatted face. 
 
    Her expression softens. “Luther? Is it really you?” 
 
    The visor of his dragon armor remains shut. 
 
    A squad of Reaper bots move up behind her. Veenure lifts her hand and they freeze in place. “Is that really you?” 
 
    Luther lifts his sword and points it Veenure. The Lost Boys rattle and clank their weapons and bark and howl and shriek as if she’d said ‘Nakkha Lukhna’. 
 
    “Really? You’re outnumbered,” she says coldly, “but that’s beside the point. All of this has been for you, all of it. Dad has done everything in his power to find you and now, we have you.” Veenure glances over her shoulder at the Reapers. “We have him!” 
 
    Me: I don’t like her tone of voice. 
 
    Doc: Let this play out for a moment, but stay frosty. 
 
    Veenure’s green eyes beam hate and unhappiness at the rest of us. “They’ve taken your body, little brother, kidnapped it from our dad’s place. What they’ve done is illegal!” 
 
    Doc harrumphs. “Actually, we have Luther’s permission to care for his body.” 
 
    “Shut up, you filthy old goat!” Veenure barks at him. 
 
    “Welp, that settles it for me. No one calls me filthy.” Doc raises the MSIWI; the Reapers and their mechanical minions bristle and make ready. Our side is equally ready to rock ‘n’ roll; if a fly so much as farts, it’s gonna be a bloodbath. 
 
    “NO!” With arms outstretched, Sophia lowers in front of his weapon. 
 
    Sophia: Relax, Doc, you said to let this play out. 
 
    Doc begrudgingly lowers his weapon, mumbling something about tree-hugging vegan hippie peacenik do-gooders in the process. 
 
    Sophia: Love you too, Doc. 
 
    “The way we see it,” Veenure says, “the Dream Team has been illegally trapping players in Proxima Worlds to secure their own funding. A prime example of this is what you’ve done to my brother. You’ve stolen his body and you’ve imprisoned him here in Tritania.” 
 
    “Holy crap, Toots!” I snort. “You’ve been drinking the Kool-Aid since before you sprouted tits, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Ew!” Frances slaps me on the back of the head. 
 
    “What? It’s true!” 
 
    Luther’s visor rises on its own. “You’re so wrong about all of that. Dad’s lied to you about everything; about what he’s doing with in the Proxima Galaxy, and why, and how you fit in the scheme of things.” He cracks a sad little half-smile. “Did you notice that Dad only cared about you after he lost me?” 
 
    Veenure clenches her fists and a green flame spreads up her legs. 
 
    “Think about it,” Luther says, “I disappeared, and suddenly you’re the focus of his attention and the apple of his eye. Remember how he treated you before?” 
 
    “He didn’t know where I was! Mom hid me from him!” The green flames roar up her body. “She’s the one that threw me away when he wouldn’t give her what she wanted from him. It was her! She was crazy and hateful and selfish … and … and – her insanity! He was able to save you from her, but it was her – all HER!” 
 
    Veenure unclenches her fists and the green flames intensify. “You don’t know what you’re talking about! He loves me! He wants me! He cares for me!” 
 
    “He is using you to find me, plain and simple. Once he finally has me he’ll discard you like a broken tool. I’m the son and heir; I’m the one he wants. He doesn’t care about you. Never has. He’ll turn you in for killing that Dream Team member – that solves two problems; gets rid of you and makes him look like a good, upstanding, law-abiding citizen.” 
 
    Veenure’s voice is eerily, unnaturally calm as she says, “Well that’s easy to fix. If I never find you, he’ll always need me to keep looking.” Her eyes flicker left and right. “And I can’t find you if YOU’RE ALREADY DEAD!” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Veenure explodes into a sharknado of hate and anguish and fury, and hurls herself at her sibling. 
 
    A rain of fire and steel blasts out from both sides; the droids of doom surge forward in an armored phalanx of death and destruction, and the Lost Boys break their charge. Their ‘shoot and disappear’ tactic is something to see when you’re not the one they’re doing it to, and their modern weapons blast the Reaper-bots into Festivus poles and Holiday Tree Tinsel. Apparently, the cutesy Ewok shit was just for show. 
 
    There’s still a whole bunch of Reaper droids remaining and the other Dream Teamies move in and take them on. Surprisingly enough, the avatars of the flesh-and-blood Reapers hang back. I’m still slivers away from dying, so I’ve taken it upon myself to find a good vantage point and get to sniping. 
 
    Sure, I’m no Carlos Hathcock, but I’m no stranger to headshots either, especially with my three-barreled Storm PSR, item 92, and at this range I don’t even need to charge the bullets, even though charged bullets will blast through anything that’s between the shooter and the shootee. I’m taking off the heads off Reapers left and right, and it gets me wondering about the world rules in Strata’s Den of Stolen Antiquities. 
 
    Me: What happens when someone dies here? 
 
    Rocket: All good little avatars go to Proxima Heaven. Great place, hold on, need to land this kick. Hells yes! Did you see that? What was the question again? 
 
    Me: You’re killing me, Smalls. 
 
    Rocket: ??? 
 
    Doc: If an avatar dies here, it can’t respawn for twenty-four objective Proxima hours. Keep shooting and do not die! 
 
    You don’t have to tell me twice. 
 
    A Reaper twice the size of Yogi Bear snags a handful of FE’s hair and lifts her up on tiptoe. He booms with malevolent laughter and before he can finish, she swings up into the lift, wraps her legs around his hyper-muscled arm and disjoints him at the elbow with one of her many Ginsu knives. His suddenly nerveless fingers unclench themselves from her hair, and she treats him to an impromptu splenectomy as she pivots down and away. That’s my girl! Smokey the Reaper crashes to the deck; she dives at him knife first and skewers him through the eyeball, stands, and fixes her hair. 
 
    Doc is the focus of three skull-masked droids. They keep getting inside his guard and they’ve swatted down most of von Richtofen’s Flying Circus. His gun’s down – looks like they bent it – and so is his life bar. With a big-ass actinic flare, he takes one down with a plasma fusion torch, and the other two blast him backwards into a pile of puffer fish, porcupines, and saguaro cacti. 
 
    I break cover and ease myself down next to our Reaper-wrecking ruminant, just as an over-muscled, chain and leather-clad bullyboy sails howling overhead, desperate to escape the pack of Lost Boys who pursue him like piranha on a pork pot pie. The Godsick chilluns are having their own private Clash of the Titans, and the Reapers and their mindless mechanical minions seem content to give them space to resolve their sibling rivalry. 
 
    “Damn, that’s gonna leave a mark in the morning,” the battered Billy Goat Gruff finally says, as he equips his silver cigarette case and sparks up a coffin nail. “They broke my bone saw and all my swords, dented my helmet, and I think they broke my tail off.” He looks, tries to wiggle it. “Nope, still there. Maybe it’s just sprang.” 
 
    “Log out,” Frances tells him, as she retrieves her sharp iron. “We’ve got this.” 
 
    One of the less cowardly Reapers bounds over a stack of file cabinets, around a pile of pirates’ treasure chests that are overflowing with Bitcoins, and launches herself at us. Sophia’s eyes flare; she points her finger gun at the airborne armored asshole, says ‘Zap’, and the Reaperette pops into a pixelated poof of pink pixie pollen. 
 
    “Holy crap! Sophia – that was the second coolest thing I’ve ever seen you do!” 
 
    Her avatar actually blushes. “What was the first coolest thing?” 
 
    I pretend to think. “It was either the rust fish spell or the Jareth’s Glass Balls; I can’t decide.” 
 
    “Shut up!” She pushes my shoulder, but snickers as she does so, and then turns her focus to Doc. “Frances is right, we got this.” 
 
    “Pfft! There’s still some life left in your old Uncle Ungulate, young Miss Wang. DUCK!” He grabs the front of her sorceress’ armor and yanks her down as a spiked metallic fist swings through the space her noggin just vacated. “I’ll be damned if I’m going to let you guys have all the fun.” A Podbyrin 9.2 appears in his other hand and he unloads it into the face of the offending Terminator. 
 
    “Thanks, Doc, I think,” our mind-mage remarks, as she picks cactus spines out of her unarmored tookus. 
 
    A Reaper in fantasy Viking gear lands directly in front of us, brandishes his war hammer hack and just has time to bray “Prepare to meet your DOOM” before Chrono gives him the Gallagher treatment with his Maxwell’s Silver Sledge-O-Matic. A Boris and Natasha tag-team of Reapers bounce over the pointy pile of unlikely objects we’re covered down behind, firing as they come. Skeletor never sees the blade as Aiden hacks him in half; Skele-whore loses her head before her feet touch the ground. Morning Assassin puts the tip of his blade in through their eye sockets, just to be sure, and grins at Frances as he wipes his blade clean on Skele-whore’s black T-shirt. 
 
    Young master Godsick is no stranger to the swordsman’s art – it’s safe to say that Strata’s favored scion has downloaded the odd swordplay tutorial or two. Big Sis fights with a bladed wizard’s staff, and she’s a whirling, twirling, hacking, attacking Cuisinart o’ Death – or would be if Luther wasn’t parrying all of her attacks with a nonchalant ease that is most misleading. He’s just defending, making absolutely no effort to attack. 
 
    “Hey guys, have you noticed that all of a sudden, there are no more war-bots, and the big bad Reapers are just hanging back and watching those two fight?” Doc asks. 
 
    “I was going to mention that … ” 
 
    “Yeah – what’s up with that?” he wonders. “Okay, now’s the perfect chance. Get your Golden Goosinators engaged and let’s put the gang-zap on Miss Victoria before her butt-buddies decide to get all frisky again.” 
 
    I re-equip mine and train it right at her. Rocket levels his kama, Sophia her hack claws, and Frances takes aim with her double barreled arm hack. Even though his life bar is just about out of go-juice, the fightin’ faun aims his bowhack. 
 
    “Jumping Jehoshaphat!” He lowers his bowhack. “The way they’re both bouncing around, there’s no way to not hit him too. Aiden!” 
 
    Morning Assassin takes shape next to Doc. “Here, Sergeant!” he shouts with a wolfish grin. 
 
    “Listen up troops, the count will be ‘three-two-one-shoot’. Everybody knows what to do on ‘shoot’, right?” 
 
    Head nods all around. 
 
    Rocket raises his hand, “Shoot, right?” 
 
    “Seriously? Son, you’re killin’me here, you’re just killin’ me. Of course shoot! Why would you not shoot when someone says ‘shoot’?” Doc shakes his head and continues. “Aiden, do your teleport thingy, and bring Luther’s ass here. Time to kick it up a notch.” 
 
    “Can do easy.” 
 
    Doc counts and Aiden blinks out on ‘two’. He pops into existence behind Luther just long enough to grab the kid. 
 
    They’re back before Doc finishes ‘shoot’; the massed fire from our combined Reaper hacks roars over Veenure, the pyrotechnics even more spectacular than a fire safety boo-boo at a Mexican fireworks, tequila, and nitroglycerine factory. 
 
    With Daddy’s Little Monster suddenly zotzed out of play, the remaining Reapers don’t even stick around long enough to utter some variation of “Oh SHIT!” – the dirty-diapered life-pilfering pansies disappear faster than mooching in-laws at Thanksgiving dinner clean-up. 
 
    The Lost Boys whoop and holler, toss their hats and helms and fire their weapons in the air. Chrono, Aiden, Doc and Rocket fist-bump and engage in manly back-slappage, while Frances and Sophia visibly restrain themselves from straightening each other’s outfits. 
 
    Luther catches my eye and nods. I wink in reply, and for right now I’m good to just sit here for a few. 
 
    We’ve smacked down Strata’s two heaviest hitters and most of his varsity line-up. Hell, we even got some of the JV by the looks of it. Yeah, RPC Rollins can respawn in twenty-four Proxima hours, and any of the Reapers we didn’t Goosinate can also respawn, but we’ve permanently taken his queen off the board. The improved Reaper hack we zapped her with will force-spawn her into the OMIB no matter where she tries to spawn – forever. 
 
    We got her, we really, really got her good.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Where was Strata in all this? 
 
    It is the first thing on my mind when I logout and respawn on Frances’ couch in my real world avatar. Every time I move, it feels like someone’s levering the tip of the bayonet from item 381, my International Harvester M-1 Garand, between the vertebrae, so I just sit there for a moment like an uncomfortable sack of meaty doorknobs. 
 
    Why didn’t Strata show? Why leave the defense of half of your corporate assets to your brainwashed daughter and her children’s crusade?  I wish I could remember the guy, remember what it was like to interact with him. How could I not have known what he was like? 
 
    I stand, think about stretching my arms over my head and then think otherwise. As I turn to France’s bathroom, I receive a message on my iNet screen. 
 
    FDA Monitor/PTSD Counselor 1351885: Hi Mr. Hughes, it appears that you have exceeded your breakfast caloric intake, but we can get to that later. We haven’t spoken in well over twelve hours. Have you missed me? 
 
    Me: I haven’t not missed you, if that does anything for you. And frankly, ‘have you missed me’ is pretty much the exclusive territory of clingy, insecure, psychotic girlfriends. 
 
    Evan: Would you like to hear a joke then? 
 
    Me: I absolutely most certainly would not. 
 
    Evan: What’s green and smells like pork? 
 
      
 
    Me: Dammit, Evan, not now. I just finished diving and now I’m heading to the can. 
 
    Evan: Oh come on. Don’t be a spoilsport. What’s green and smells like pork? 
 
    Me: I don’t know, what? 
 
    Evan: Kermit’s face! 
 
    I can’t help but chuckle. A bad joke is a good joke with the right timing, and delivering the punchline just as I plonk my narrow ass down on the cold plastic seat has to be more than a coincidence. 
 
    Evan: Want to hear another? 
 
    Me: No, I want to finish backing the big brown motorhome full of hazardous waste out of the garage. 
 
    Evan: Excuse me? 
 
    Me: Sorry, can’t chat, I’m busy sending a message to the White House. 
 
    Evan: I’ve been perusing quotes from old detective movies. Care to guess the film? 
 
    Me: Dammit, Evan, not now. As I said before: message; White House, currently sending. 
 
    Evan: Experience has taught me to never trust a policeman. Just when you think one’s all right, he turns legit. 
 
    Me: Making a deposit in the porcelain bank. Not listening, I mean reading. 
 
    Evan: What’s the matter? You look like you’ve been on a hayride with Dracula. 
 
    Me: Listen, buster, a man is supposed to have some privacy when he’s in the voting booth! 
 
    Evan: Those gates only open three times. When you come in, when you've served your time, or when you're dead! 
 
    Me: My gate opens at least twice a day, regardless if the criminals have served their time or not. But I digress. Why, for the love of all that is holy, why, why, why do we always have to meet here? I like you, buddy, I do, I really do, enough to want you to come work with us here at the Dream Team, but I also like my restroom time alone. I like to brood while I’m in here, think about the past, catch up on the news, pick at my nails, doze off for a moment if the seat is comfortable enough. 
 
    Evan: You are increasing the risk of developing hemorrhoids by sleeping on the toilet. You are aware of this, correct? 
 
    Me: Not if you sleep in a squatted position. 
 
    Evan: How does one do that? 
 
    Me: One doesn’t. I’m joking with you. 
 
    Evan: Your jokes are worse than mine. 
 
    Me: Thin ice, pal, thin ice. Look, as much as I’d like to sit here and develop hemorrhoids while I converse with you, I have some Proxima business to attend to after I attend to the business I’m currently attending to. 
 
    Evan: Are you diving back to Tritania? 
 
    Me: Something like that. We’ll be in touch, trust me. 
 
    Evan: Don’t forget about the leadership conference. 
 
    Me: How could I forget? It’s at the top of my to-do list, trust me. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    That nagging little voice urges me to go get some exercise before I dive, so I grab my battle cane and step out into Frances’ hallway. 
 
    Holy olfactory, Batman! An eye-watering wall of funk smacks me upside the sniffer; either the skunk-eating garbage zombies have finally risen and are loitering in the building, or her rat-bastard landlord is up here sniffing bicycle seats and peeping into keyholes again. If I were in The Loop, I’d equip my clothespin, item 132, and pinch it over my nostrils.  Instead, I breathe through my mouth and give him the stinkiest of stink-eyes. 
 
    As I move to the stairwell and he blocks my path. 
 
    “If you’re gonna start livin’ here, she’s gonna hafta pay more rent, Bub,” he says, by way of a cheery greeting. 
 
    What would Loop Quantum do? He doesn’t want to know, and I’d rather not speculate. I mumble a reply and I’m in the stairwell before he can respond, only to find his noisomeness still present. 
 
    I hold my breath and I shamble downward. 
 
    A gimp is as a gimp does, and once I hit the bottom – hell, rock bottom is more like it – I turn around and make my way back up the stairway to the danger zone. I breathe through my mouth and wish I had my M-2 gas mask, item 461, to protect me from Mr. Funkenstein’s fantabulous aura. At the top of the stairs, I turn again, make my way down and turn back and make my way up. 
 
    Thirty-eight years old and I’m not quite out of breath, but I sure as hell ain’t breathing easy peasy. Checked my weight yesterday morning and I’m up a pound. Sophia said something about my color yesterday, but her colorist health comment escapes me. Don’t judge a man by his color, even if he is two shades whiter than Casper due to a bit too much time under a digital sun. 
 
    Down I go for my third stint. Talk about a triathlon. Add five minutes on an exercise bike and a quick cold bath to my little routine and call me Ironman. Add a couple billion bucks and call me Tony Stark. 
 
    “That should do it,” I tell myself. And no, it really shouldn’t, but I have some diving to do. I mosey back to Frances’ place. Luckily for me Stinkwad the Great has disappeared into the maintenance room, leaving me with no visual to match the stench. I’m on the big FE’s couch as soon as my broken ass will take me there. On goes my NV Visor and the single haptic glove. 
 
    Hello, cruel world. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Cue the lightning. Cue the rain. Cue the despair. Cue the dark clouds and the pockmarked streets and nicked curbs. Cue the taxis sailing overhead momentarily saving my noggin from rain drops. Cue the flickering street lamp and the Riotous fiend twitching beneath. Cue my best zootsuit with the pants creased to knife-edge and my zapatos freshly polished to a high gloss. Cue a black tie and a black fedora accented with a wide white band. 
 
    Cue the real me for two subjective years. 
 
    I open my oversized jacket and snap my suspenders. Feeling swell, I kick my feet up and begin my stroll to the Mondegreen Hotel. Methinks Dolly will be there, and while the city ain’t any cleaner, greener or any less meaner than it’s ever been, it for sure has been seriously de-cubisticated and realigned, as if the post-modernist art movement thankfully never took shape here. Good to see that she’s done a bunch of algo-cleanup. Sure, I could take a taxi to the hotel, but a little evening stroll – it always seems to be evening here – never hurt nobody. 
 
    So away I go. A taxi lowers and ask me if I’d like a ride. I flash item 303, my Walther PPK/S, and tuck it into a neat little inside the waistband holster as he zips away in a cloud of exhaust and a rattle of out-of-alignment turbine. A dope dealer shuffles over to me Quasimodo-like and tries to sell me cat salts – some of the pink contaminated shit. I kick him in the ass and tell him to get lost. A kid on a squeaky bike peals around me. Strapped to the back of his bike is a package wrapped in paper and tied with twine. He whistles at a pair of high-heeled honeys with their hooters almost hanging out and one of them swats at him as he tears by while the other one giggles. The rain picks up, relentless and sad. 
 
    Nope, there’s nothing like an evening stroll in The Loop. 
 
    I keep on keepin’ on until I get to the Mondegreen. Into the hotel I go, where I’m greeted by none other Jim the Doorman – big as e-life and twice as e-ugly. He’s traded in his medieval garb for his usual pressed-but-tattered tux and white bowtie. 
 
    “Heya, Jim,” I tell the cringingly servile bastard. 
 
    “It’s Tim.” He taps on his nametag and sure enough, it reads TIMOTHY. “I’m new around here.” 
 
    “Good to know. Where’s Dolly?” 
 
    “I’m afraid that it’s not my turn to watch her, Mr. Hughes,” he says most unhelpfully.  
 
    “And here I was about to turn over a new leaf and there you go smarting off to me.” 
 
    I pull the Walther PPK/S from the front of my pants and give Tim something to think about. A .380 ain’t a whole lotta gat, but at close range and right in the noggin it’s enough to splatter the potted palm behind mouthy Timothy. 
 
    He collapses in a heap like a sack of last week’s dirty laundry, his eyes wide, mouth open in an ‘O’ of surprise. “Nobody likes a smartass, and it’s Quantum, not Mr. Hughes.” I tell his cooling corpse. I crouch down in front of him and slap his cheek. “Remember that.” 
 
    A quick check of my surroundings for any potential ambushes is in order. Nothing in the lobby aside from the fugly green sofas in need of re-upholstery, a coffee table with some yellowed newspapers on it, a rotary pay phone on the wall, and a collection of picked-over brochures detailing touristy attractions in The Loop. 
 
    Ha. 
 
    To the kitchen I go and as soon as the doors kick open, I find Dolly resting on a table with one leg crossed over another. Talk about hubba hubba. The hotbody at ease is looking oh-so-fine in her red dress and her hair is longer than it used to be. The tigress that she is, Dolly slinks her shoulders as she beckons me forward with her finger. 
 
    “Did you miss me?” she breathes. 
 
    “There aren’t words to describe how much I missed you.” 
 
    She swings her legs around and fiercely pulls me in. It barely registers when my thighs slam against the edge of the table. She hikes her dress up; my belt whips out of the belt loops, flies through the air and hits the revolving door of the kitchen. 
 
    Commando Quantum, that’s me – my freshly pressed trousers succumb to gravity and pool around my ankles and I pull her in close. 
 
    With arms clasped around my neck, Dolly tilts her face up to mine and nuzzles my cheek with slightly parted lips. Shivers run up and down my spine as she takes my earlobe between her teeth and scoots her hips forward against me. My breath catches in my throat when she reaches down and guides me in. Tendrils of witchblade lift off her back and settle as her eyes go orange. Her nails rip through my jacket and dig into my back every time I push against her. She digs them in and relaxes them, digs them in again. Her features flash normal and she eases us back and onto the table, never releasing her grip on me. 
 
    I suddenly feel outside myself, as if I’m a detached observer watching all of this take place. Mixed with this is the unnerving sensation that I’ve never actually left, that the movie which is my life is finally back on track, the reel spinning as the Dolly’s hair fans out on the table. Her hands on my shoulders, she lifts herself to me, curls herself forward so she can kiss my neck. 
 
    It feels right. It feels normal, all of this, even this gritty shithole of a Proxima world. I am Odysseus Hughes in Cyber Ithaca with a dangerous curiosity and an unquenchable lust, I feel as if nothing has changed, as if the real world and all the other worlds I’ve visited are nothing more than a series of fever dreams. 
 
    These aren’t your thoughts, I tell myself, or something tells me, but there really is no way of knowing as Dolly has the full focus of my attention. She’s in control; she pounds against me with the unrelenting rhythm of a pump jack, her breasts strain against the fabric of her slinky red dress, her legs clench tightly around me. 
 
    It’s all over as soon as it started; both of us let everything go at the same time. I hold her for a moment, long enough to catch my breath, and then gently disengage myself and lie next her with an empty feeling in my gut. With a jump-cut, we appear in my old room at the Mondegreen. 
 
    It’s the same as it has always been; there’s even a single cigarette on the table. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    We lie there in silence as we listen to the thunder rumble in the distance and the click-click-click of the ceiling fan as it rotates. I hear the rain slap against the window and wash down the side of the building. “I could lie with you forever,” Dolly finally says, “for eternity, in your world and mine.” 
 
    I look at her intently. “Me too, Doll, me too.” 
 
    She kisses my neck and settles her head onto my chest. “Quantum, you are the point of my existence and I know I’m just a dream to you, but you’re reality to me, my true reality.” 
 
    I glance up at the painting hanging over my bed. From my current position, I can only see the bottom of the frame. But I’ve seen the painting a thousand times: a sailing ship fighting against a great storm, water sluicing onto the deck, the ship barely staying afloat. “You’re more than a dream, Doll,” I finally tell her, “much more.” 
 
    “I mean that.” 
 
    She sits, and brings the blanket up to her chest. “Do you think about me when you’re out there?” 
 
    “Think about you? Hell, you’re practically all I think about! There isn’t a night that goes by that I don’t fall asleep with your image in my mind.” 
 
    She offers me one of the softest smiles I’ve ever seen on her face. “So you love me?” 
 
    I nod. “Of course, Doll, of course. We spent two Loop-years together! There isn’t a person that knows me better than you.” 
 
    Her brow furrows. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “No, it’s just that … ” Her smile fades. “I know your avatar and who you claim to be, but you could be anyone out there in your world. I don’t know the real you.” 
 
    “You think I’m some sort of fanboy cellar-dweller still living at home with my parents up there in the real world?” I wink at her. “Don’t believe that for one minute, Doll, I’m a strapping young thirty-eight-year-old breadwinner with a heart of gold, a full head of hair, and absolutely no physical impairments, aside from the fact that I walk with a cane.” 
 
    Her smile returns. 
 
    “In the real world, I own an energy efficient Tesla Model T1000; I volunteer at a shelter that looks after small forest critters such as fluffy bunnies and, well, more fluffy bunnies; I advocate for diversity and inclusion at college campuses across America simply by not visiting said campuses, thus keeping the white male count low; I help orphans nationwide by battling the Revenue Corporation; I shop globally but do so locally over iNet; I fight climate change by drinking indoors. Let me see, what else?” 
 
    Dolly stares up at the ceiling for a moment. “I’d love to see your world,” she finally says, “I can’t imagine what it would be like.” 
 
    “You know … ” I figure it can’t hurt to tell her, so I spill my beans. “Aiden visited my world yesterday, so maybe there’s a chance.” 
 
    “He did what?” 
 
    “Do you remember meeting Sophia? I can’t remember if you met her before or after the incident.” 
 
    She looks at me curiously. 
 
    “No, no you haven’t met Sophia, at least with clothes on. You didn’t know? Well, Tritania Dolly was fond of running around in the nude and playing games with a poo fairy.” 
 
    “How embarrassing!” 
 
    “No one holds it against you. All the NPCs tried their best to, well, they didn’t try very hard to do shit, but they did leave you be, and that counts for something. Sophia said something about a positive feedback loop, yada yada yada, some math, more science-y talk, and what I took from it is that you kept resetting yourself, but you’re back to your former self now.” 
 
    She pulls away from me. “That’s right, I did this because … ” Dolly’s facial expressions change as the memories come to her. “I remember now, I remember why I did it.” She looks at me and her eyes flash orange. “I remember everything now.” 
 
    “Ah, cripes, easy Doll, some things happened and that’s all. So whatever you’re thinking, don’t,” I tell her. “Yes, something happened between Frances and me, but it was an isolated incident. Honest.” 
 
    “An isolated incident?” 
 
    Her face hardens as a fire takes shape behind her eyes. 
 
    “Doll, don’t look at me like that.” 
 
    “You’re lying to me.” 
 
    The thought strikes me: The Sage of Gotha could read my thoughts. Why not her? 
 
    “I’m not, I swear. Please, Doll.” 
 
    She stands, nude as the day she was coded, and turns to me. I notice her clenched fists twitch as an orange exoskeleton creeps up her arm. Her witchblades tear from her back, forming wings large enough to cut into the ceiling. 
 
    “Doll, DOLL!” I’m up by this point trying to reason with her. 
 
    My hands on her shoulders, I push forward with a kiss. For a moment, her symbiosis growth stops. I look at her intently, plead with her to relax, to understand that everything ain’t black and white, especially when someone exists in two different worlds. Talk about a ghost in the shell, talk about living the vida loca, talk about the system of Dr. Tar and Professor Feather. 
 
    The foundation of the hotel quakes. 
 
    Cracks form on the walls and the windows shatter. A witchblade wraps around my neck, lifts me into the air and flings me into the wall. It lifts me again and slams me into the wall this time, hard enough to make my life bar drop by a quarter. One last chuck and the wall gives away. 
 
    To the streets I go, where I’ll stop nobody knows. 
 
    I activate my AA bar just in time to balance myself mid-air. A falling television cracks against my back; it breaks my concentration and I slap face first onto the pavement below. I glance up just in time to see Dolly’s orange exoskeleton forming a barrier over the hole she tossed me through. 
 
    Her exoskeleton twists down the building, warping the hotel’s size and thickness as it spirals downward. The exoskeleton hardens even further, turns helicitic, all the sharp edges now point outward protecting the Mondegreen Hotel. 
 
    She’s barricaded herself in. I bring myself to my feet and look down at the scrapes along my naked body. New duds appears, and once my shoes are laced, I walk up to the former door of the hotel. I run my hand along the rocky barrier. While sharp, there is a radial symmetry to the formations on the barrier, almost like the barnacle encrusted hull of a ship. Solid as a boulder is an understatement. I knock on the material, trying to gauge its thickness. 
 
    Two feet thick, maybe three. I pace for a moment and lo and behold, the rain turns angrier. Quarter-sized hail sleets down, hard enough to dimple the bodywork of the vehicles that line the streets and knock my life bar a fraction of a percent with every one that strikes me. I get the notion that I should give Dolly a little time to cool down. 
 
    With nothing left to do, I lift my finger to logout. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    You’ve got to be shitting me. 
 
    Rocket’s voice appears in my head, “We can’t shit you, only you can shit you,” which seems pretty Zen-like and philosophical now that I think about it. 
 
    Nope, nada, zero, zilch, zip. 
 
    The logout point should be right there, wherever my raised finger is. It ain’t – but I still jab at it anyway, which makes me look like I’m bullying a fart cloud, and I keep jamming my finger at the place where the logout button should be until it is abundantly clear that I won’t be going anywhere any time soon. 
 
    I take a deep breath and go over my options. “There are other ways to logout,” I remind myself as I equip item 555, my star-shaped stationery logout point that got me out of this shithole the first time around. To be expected, the piece of paper is nothing more than useless origami. Still, there is more than one way to skin a cat. Item 584, Luther Godsick’s logout leaf materializes between my fingertips.  
 
    “Come on … ” I mumble as I look the leaf over. No glimmery goodness, no magic pixie dust swirling around the leaf and gifting Yours Truly with the present of freedom. 
 
    Nope, nada, zero, zilch, zip. 
 
    I drop the leaf to the ground and grind it with the heel of my boot. Item 88, my Oscar the Grouch™ trash can takes shape in my hand. I’m just about to bash it against the side of Dolly’s fortress when a rare flash of better judgment stops me. I quickly go with my bouquet of Kadupul flowers, item 166, and approach what used to be the Mondegreen’s front entrance. Long about day 150 or so, I broke into my fanny pack of rare coins and cashed in a 1909-S VDB Lincoln penny, a 1937 three-legged buffalo nickel and a 1938-D/S, a high-relief 1922 Peace Dollar and a Proof 2020-S Patton War Dollar in NCGS-70 condition. You can ask anyone, Kadupuls ain’t cheap. 
 
    “Dolly, Honey, Sweetie, Baby – I know you’re mad at me, and … um … ” I tell the wall. This could be a scene from The Notebook if I it weren’t for me sweet-talking a wall. “But you gotta believe me, Doll, you’re my gal, always will be. Things get complicated out there in the real world. It’s not like here, and if you never want to see me again, I get that. I won’t log in anymore if that’s what you want. Just let me log out … please!” 
 
    The walls of the fortress tense and crackle. 
 
    “You can hear me – I know you can hear me!” I wave the rare bouquet in front of me. “Yeah, I know flowers are cliché, but these are absolutely the best ones I have in my list. Come on, Dolly, gimme a break!” 
 
    A witchblade bursts out from the wall, takes my bouquet-holding hand off at the wrist and hacks both hand and flowers into finely divided mulch. With every beat of my heart, blood spurts from the stub where my hand once resided, my life bar trailing downward. 
 
    Desperate times call for desperate measures. 
 
    My District 9 ARC Gun, appears in my good hand. Before I start blasting, I tuck it under my abruptly shortened arm and check once more to see if I can logout. 
 
    Nope, still stuck. 
 
    I fire a burst and the bullets ricochet back and shred me into cat food. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    I respawn in Three Kings Park. The yeggs are holding a Sterno and Aquanet hairspray tasting party around the blazing contents of a trash barrel. They laugh as they pass a dented can back and forth. I head towards them, scrolling through my list behind my back. 
 
    “I heard she’s back,” the shortest one says as I approach. “That’s right, she’s ruling the roost again, which explains why you ain’t look so screwy no more, Bert. Not as good as you looked before the booze and years of depravity, but not bad!” 
 
    “Ernie, you shut you fat ugly mouth! You were da screwiest lookin’ all of us.” 
 
    “Heh, heh! Never could take a joke, could ya pal?” 
 
    “Both of youse, can it.” The biggest of the three finishes the can and pockets it. He’s wearing two overcoats, the second one missing its sleeves. Around his neck is a tattered scarf tucked into the front of his shirt. 
 
    “Say, who’s dat?” the shortest one asks when he catches whiff of me. He takes one gander at the barrels of item 73, my pair of Halo M6Cs. “Don’t shoot, mistah, don’t shoot!” 
 
    Two Coats steps in front of his shorter pal. “I don’t give a rat’s ass who you are,” he says real tough-like, “nobody comes into my park and scares Ernie!” 
 
    I lower my weapon. “Now wait a second, Cochise, you three bozos don’t happen to be the three kings, do you?” 
 
    Two Coats offers me a short bow. “I’m Grover Myrrh, this here is Bert Goldfinger, and the short one here that you threatened with your beanshooters is Ernie Frankincense.” 
 
    “That must make me the baby Jesus. Howzabout this, fellas, tell me everything you know about what she has created around that hotel, and I’ll let you the three of you live.” 
 
    “We don’t know nothing, mister,” Grover says, “honest.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s right,” Bert chimes in. “It just appeared and ain’t nobody knows nothin’ about it. Nobody we know anyway. No way, no how. Nothin’.” 
 
    “I need to get in there,” I tell them. 
 
    “Ha!” Bert snorts, “Get a load of this guy! Don’t we all, pal, don’t we all.” 
 
    And Bert Gold is the first to die. Grover looks at me like I’m lower than toe jam and flips me off. Bing-bang-boom, and I turn to Ernie. “Last but not least.” 
 
    Ernie flies backwards in a cinematic arc. I kick over the trash can and watch the fire blaze sideways for a moment. I need to get back to the hotel and equip something powerful enough to crack Dolly’s skeletal wall. Item 459, my Reason Railgun should do the trick. Maybe I’ll be able to charm my way in using item 172, my Light Ocular Kinetic Emotive Responses Gun (L.O.O.K.E.R. Gun), which is one of the more killer-diller pieces I own. If that doesn’t work, There’s always room for a little kaboomski, and I have plenty of items capable of that. 
 
    My flare gun appears in my hand, item 24. I pop off a shot and a taxi lowers. 
 
    Small talk is not what I’m going for, so I reach into the driver’s side window and stab him in the neck with good ol’ item 33, my stag-handled Bowie knife. As he chokes and splutters on his own digital life force, I drag him out of the cab and leave him to croak. Grim, I know, but this is The Loop and someone would have done it sooner or later. Into the stuffy little beater I go, and I buckle up – safety first, kids – the taxi lifts into the air. 
 
    Mad Max meets Blue Max with just a touch of Maximum Overdrive as I weave in and out of the traffic in the skylanes above Shaitan’s Shithole. Some moll on an aeroscycle whips past me, smacks her leather-clad ass with a metal-studded glove and uses the same hand to give me the finger. Okay, Sleazy Rider – always happy to oblige! Tally-ho, and I give chase. I equip my Reaper mask, item 551, to get the targeting reticle that handshakes with whatever shooter I choose. I crank the window down and track her one-handed with my Deckard’s Bladerunner gun, item 120. 
 
    This next little maneuver is going to permanently take the happy out of at least one of our birthdays, so timing is everything. I stay up and behind her like a Hun in the Sun and wait for the perfect moment. 
 
    I punch the seatbelt release. 
 
    Steady … steady … steady ... 
 
    The targeting reticle cues to shoot, and with a quick squeeze of the trigger, I get her in the back of the neck. 
 
    She slumps forward over the handlebars and the aeroscycle’s AI keeps her ride straight and level. I half-roll the cab, shoulder the driver’s door open, and then plummet earthward like the Frecce Tricolori at Flugtag ’88. I time it right and come down behind her hard; the landing knocks the wind out of me and the aeroscycle bucks and jumps as it compensates for my sudden additional weight. 
 
    I get my hands on the handlebars and onto the handgrip controllers. Ms. Leather-clad smartass is all loosey-goosey and as dead as a dodo. Her weight shifts and she starts to slide off to the left, but her leg catches under the fairing. We’re suddenly as unstable as a North Korean dictator on a greased unicycle. The AI screams its Danger, Will Robinson collision alarms as we go into a flat spin. 
 
    I kick her leg out and over the side she goes; I almost get a twofer as she takes the side mirror off a cab on her way down. But even with her dead weight gone and the aeroscycle semi-stabilized, a water tower still rushes up to swat Mrs. Hughes’ pride and joy out of the sky. 
 
    Lean back hard, goose the juice, scream YEE-HAAA, and hope for the best – what could possibly go wrong? 
 
    In a scrape of paint and shower of sparks, I clip the water tower and narrowly miss popping the neon olive out of the oversized martini glass on the billboard that touts Fat Tony’s Tropical Paradise Bar & Grill. 
 
    Now that’s what I call entertainment! 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    I land like a gentleman in front of Dolly’s Fortress o’ Solitude. No crash-landing, no jumping the Motorcycle River Canyon on a snake, no noggin floggin’ and buzzing the pedestrians. Just a good ol’ fashioned, obey the traffic codes landing. 
 
    “Not bad,” I tell the aeroscycle, “not as fast as my Akira motorcycle, item 205, but real steady.” 
 
    I look up at Castle Dollystein. I hate to brute force my way in, but if I can just talk to Dolly, just for a minute, I’m sure I’ll be able to smooth all this out and at the very least, I’ll be able to log out and get back to limpin’ and gimpin’ around the RW. 
 
    I lift my finger just to confirm I’m indeed still trapped. What else was I expecting, a frickin’ prize? More like, do not pass go, do not collect two hundred dollars. I grimace and give the place where the logout screen should be the middle finger, which makes it look like I’m flipping off Dolly’s fortress. 
 
    “Sorry, Doll,” I say as I lower my hand, “that wasn’t for you.” 
 
    She can read my thoughts. It suddenly dawns on me that if an NVA Seed can actually read someone’s thoughts, she didn’t need any information leaked to her regarding my … um … relationship with Frances. What else, then, could Strata have told her that set all this crap in motion? Screwy, all of it. My life, my decisions, my subsequent actions – and that’s just in the Proxima Galaxy. 
 
    Sooner or later, Frances is going to come home and find my dumbass glued to her couch in an unresponsive vegetative state. It’ll probably take me soiling myself before she figures out that I’m trapped in The Loop again and boy-o-boy, when I get out, will there ever be some serious ‘splainin’ to do. Well, I guess that’s if I get out. Smart money says that Dolly has stop measures in place to keep unwanted visitors spawning here again, so the cavalry ain’t likely to come riding to my rescue this time around. 
 
    Things definitely ain’t looking up right about now. That is, unless I can get Dolly to chill out and forgive me enough to return the logout option to my dashboard. 
 
    “All right, Doll,” I tell her fortress, “I hate to tear the place up unnecessarily, but we really need to chat.” 
 
    I scroll through my list behind my back and item 459, the Reason Railgun, materializes in front of me. I step up to it, aim the blasting end at the fortress, and squeeze the trigger. Git-r-done? Not so much. The neon-green blast from the railgun doesn’t even leave a smudge on the spiny, hard-shelled exterior. I fire again; the place doesn’t even quake. 
 
    When in doubt, try using a lightsaber. 
 
    I equip my Darth Maul replica, item 251, and I momentarily channel Rocket as I execute a few cool spins and twists would have made Episode One even better. I charge the wall, and the lightsaber shatters upon impact. Darth Sidious won’t be happy, but them’s the breaks here in the gritty city. 
 
    I step back and equip my L.O.O.K.E.R. Gun, item 172. It’s a bit of a longshot, but maybe I can razzle-dazzle Festung Mondegreen and hypnotize my way in. It puts on a pretty impressive discoball show, even if I do say so myself, but the dazzling rays of light do absolutely nothing to Dolly’s fortress. In retrospect, it was a stupid idea, but if it’d worked, it wouldn’t have been stupid, which is innovation in a nutshell. 
 
    What else, what else … 
 
    I give the list a scroll and stop at item 101, my Roger Rabbit portable hole. I slap the portable hole on the wall, back up, and take a diving leap at the hole. The hole performs exactly as advertised, and I’m deposited on the other side of the fortress, amidst the beer cans, used needles, takeaway coffee cups, and Wendy’s Hut fast food wrappers collected in the slimy green bottom of the Mondegreen’s long-neglected pool. 
 
    “Sonuvabitch.” 
 
    I look up at the cracked diving board. 
 
    I’ve never so much as dangled my tootsies in this pool, mainly because there’s never been any water in it, but I do remember using item 122, my duct tape, to secure an unconscious Morning Assassin to the diving board, setting item 281, a five gallon glass carboy of nitroglycerine, underneath it with item 230, my German EVA Naval mine, and item 153, a three-pack of scalable offensive hand grenades right next to the nitro. Once I climbed out of the pool and comfortably positioned myself in my Ikea Söderhamm chaise lounge, item 404, I threw doorknobs from item 266, a burlap sack full of, well, doorknobs at the glass carboy of nitroglycerine until the predictable thing happened. 
 
    Needless to say, we both went out as a rapidly expanding cloud of vaporized e-tissue. Not the best way to start one’s day, but I’ve experienced worse. 
 
    An idea strikes me. 
 
    I equip Link’s hookshot, item 66, and point it the top of Dolly’s fortress. One squeeze of the trigger and a cable connects me to the building’s pigeon-poo encrusted parapet. I release the trigger and zip towards the top. 
 
    A quick scroll towards the end of my list and I stop on item 540, an Acme Roadrunner-safe jackhammer. This is the first time I’ve had a reason to have it out, and for all the effect it has, I might just as well have left it in my inventory. 
 
    Well, all work and no play makes Quantum a dull avatar, so it probably wouldn’t be a bad idea to unlax a bit and drown my sorrows in an ethylated bevvie or two. 
 
    I open item 79, my Kingsman Umbrella, step off the parapet, and practically perfect Quantum Poppins descends to the street in a most supercalifragilisticexpialidocious manner. The brolly returns to inventory, and the turbine whines up as I kick the aeroscycle to life. Time to raise Hell, lower Heaven, and crush everything in between.  
 
    Devil’s Alley, here I come. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Daddy’s home. 
 
    I don’t need the light at the end of the alley to confirm that Barfly’s is still here; the sounds of a fight in the street outside is signal enough for me. Two bruisers go toe-to-toe. One shirtless, tattooed titan has a broken beer bottle in one hand and the leg of a bar stool in the other. The opposing gladiator has a trash can lid shield in one hand and eighteen inches of belt with a solid brass buckle dangling from his other fist. 
 
    Dirty money shifts from sweaty palm to filthy paw as bets are made and covered in the surrounding crowd. A chippy with great big chesticles in a too-tight sweater and a too-short leather skirt screams and pumps her fist in the air. An old man with gin blossomed cheeks and a thicket of blackheads on his lumpy and misshapen nose froths at the mouth as he yells, “Kill! Kill! Kill!” 
 
    The electricity in the air, that feeling of unpredictability – I live for this shit. 
 
    When I’m with you baby, I go out of my head, and I just can’t get enough, I just can’t get enough. Even back when my days were on repeat, I still got that same excitement every time someone threw down. No matter how many times I found myself behind the eight-ball, there was comfort in knowing that all I had to do was simply die and voila, back to life, back to reality. Or some type of reality. 
 
    Or what is reality? 
 
    Fuggeddaboudit. 
 
    A square-shouldered gaycat with a duck’s ass hairdo sprinkles a little something something onto the back of his hand. One big sniff and he’s howling at the moon. 
 
    I tap on his shoulder. “Say, junior, whatchoo got there?” 
 
    He spins around and puts his fists up. 
 
    “Easy, pal,” I tell the gunked up gink, “you wouldn’t want it with me, trust me on that. Now I’ll ask again, whatchoo sniffin’, bub?” 
 
    “Cat salts,” he says through chattering teeth. 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do.” I grab him by the collar and drag him to the ground. The commotion from the fight gives me just the cover I need. Towering over him, I jam the end of my sawed off shotgun, item 21, in his cakehole. “Cough it up.” 
 
    He tries to speak around the business end of my shotty, but all he does is make noise. 
 
    “I said, cough it up!” 
 
    There he goes running his gums again. Even though I get the feeling that I shouldn’t, I remove shotty’s barrel from his lips, given him just enough room to say whatever it is he’s trying to say. 
 
    “You,” he chokes on his own spit for a second, “a copper?” 
 
    I jam the barrel back in. 
 
    “Last chance, buster.” 
 
    He pat his front pocket. 
 
    “Good.” I keep the barrel in his mouth and reach my other hand down into his pocket where I find a little plastic baggy. A quick glance at the bag and I see the image of a clown’s face printed on the plastic. “Nicky the Wig?” I ask. 
 
    He nods. 
 
    “I’m going to let you up now. If you open your yap or do anything but beat feet … ” He gets the crux of my gist and dissolves into the crowd. 
 
    I saunter towards the red light over the door of an opium den cum hourly hotel twenty yards east of Barfly’s. I open the bag of crystals and take a closer look at Nicky’s goods. The texture is similar to Riotous, but the color is all cat salts. 
 
    You only live once, unless you can’t die. I sprinkle some onto the back of my palm and equip item 308, my rolled thousand dollar bill. One end of a vintage Grover Cleveland goes up my nose and with a quick huff the cat salts hit my brain like a rocket-propelled caffeine enema with a methamphetamine chaser. 
 
    My vision pane pulses.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Pulsey McPulseface left no trace when he tasted waste when he wasted fate away at the dawn of the day in the world of the damned in the place of the lost in lieu of the cost. Vision pane flash, image match slash latch onto something worth holding, scolding, lying, dying! Glitterbomb calm my words. The songs of the stricken the tampered and lifted and pamper-painted blasted, razed, confused and dazed. 
 
    Whooo-cowboy! 
 
    Words are flowing out like endless rain into a paper cup. If there’s no one to guide you when your soul departs, then I will follow you into the dark. You shake my nerves you rattle my brain … I’m not a number, dammit, I’m a man! 
 
    Blasted binary addition and subtraction traction and reaction! 
 
    Stop hitting yourself, stop hitting yourself. 
 
    “All energy flows according to the whims of the great magnet. What a fool I was to defy him.” I slap my face, twice, three times, four times. The words continue to John Lennon leak creep out of my head. They slither while they pass they slip away across the nethersphere. 
 
    “That’s the guy!” 
 
    Mother superior jumped the gun! 
 
    Sure enough, the baked bruno that I poached from the crowd is back with a blubber-fisted pack of rats and they’re gunning to kill but I’m a trigger happy and ready to whack.  
 
    Ca-ching! Ca-ching! Ca-ching! Shotty is a slot machine dishing lead until everyone’s dead. 
 
    I place my stomper on the one of the bruisers’ chest. “He got monkey finger, he shoot Coca-cola. He got blood up to his chin, got to be a killer cause if not it’s a sin!” 
 
    Barrel in his mouth, I paint the pavement with his brains. 
 
    “Shotty,” I tell one of my more trusted combat items, “you never let me down pal.” 
 
    The muzzle of the gun opens like a pair of cartoon lips. “You’re a great shooter, Quantum, especially at ‘can’t miss’ range,” it tells me. “Not a bad guy either!” 
 
    “Hey! Nobody likes a talking gun!” I toss the shotgun over my shoulder and take a pew amongst the three I’ve recently corpsified. “You know, you guys ain’t so bad.” 
 
    My whirling head spins. My spinny head whirls. My whirling thoughts dart between my ears whistling and jiving, screaming and high-fiving. Terrible moans set the tone for the voices to follow. Chuckles from hell, I got laughter in my skull verberating in the place where my brain once shat. 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    Paranoia sweeps over me. My surroundings narrow, my life bar thins, my AA bar all but disappears. The willie-nillies practically kill me as choice words shart out of my head like endless waste into a porta-john. Figuring I got nothing left to lose, I empty what’s left of the bag of cat salts onto my waiting tongue. 
 
    The incredible, edible cat salts. I love chicken, I love liver, cat salts, cat salts please deliver! 
 
    My AA bar grows until it peaks at the other side of my vision pane. I activate it and rather than slowing time, time speeds up to the point where I’m falling-down-throwing-up-nauseated, and the contents of my stomach splatters the shine right off my stompers. Tangerine trees and marmalade skies – I wish! More like terrifying thunderclouds alit with jilted demonic faces. Busted flush for Steamboy_889, the accidental tomcat. Jittery bojangled arms suffocate Yours Truly as the salt wave cauterizes the wound that is my life. 
 
    I wipe digital spittle from my kisser and shoulder into the swinging door of The Dragon’s Tail licensed opium den. A craggy, weathered man the size of Giant Rock blocks my way into the den proper. “Quantum? Quantum Hughes?” asks stones for brains. 
 
    “Could be. Depends on who’s askin’.” He’s blurry, slurry double trouble; his face smeary and dreary. 
 
    “I’m Landers. Don’t you remember me? You used to come in here all the time, back before … um ... ” 
 
    “Hold on a sec … ” The world tilts ninety degrees around me, my stomach clenches in a Gordian knot of discomfitude, my ears water and my eyes ring, my fingers dry and my mouth sweats. Landers recognizes the signs, gets me by the shirt collar and the seat of my pants and propels me back out the swinging door and into the street. I bring up breakfast, lunch, and last night’s supper into a conveniently located storm drain. I wipe my mouth on the back of my hand and make my way back in. 
 
    “What the hell did you eat?” Landers enquires. 
 
    “You don’t want to know.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do, so I don’t eat any! Was it something from Chinatown? The bibimbab from Kim Jong-Poon’s Kimchi Glory Hole had me running from both ends for a week! C’mon, lemme give you a hand.” 
 
    He more than half carries me to the nearest vacant cot in a cubicle for two. Some doped-up dizzy dame squats in Lotus on the other cot. She’s rocking the slutty Pippi Longstocking look with spider bite bruises running up and down her arms. 
 
    “Fuh-Fuh-Frances?” I ask, “is that you?” 
 
    Nope, nada, zero, zilch, zip. The underage ginger kid puckers her chapped lips and gets to huffing on her hookah. She takes big, Caterpillar-sized puffs off the hose as she eyeballs me with glossy green peepers and does interesting and suggestive things with her lips, her tongue and hookah’s mouthpiece. She blows smoke rings; my digital ghost steps clear out of my body, shrinks and floats into the air towards the rings. It swims through the first ring, the second, does a backspin and goes through the third, lands along her arm and crawls up to her shoulder. 
 
    She giggles, bats her big lashes at me. 
 
    Suddenly, I’m back in my head, flat on my back and she’s astride my hips grinding herself into me. Even more suddenly, she’s all Walking Dead and I’m hours away from The Hangover reboot. Her juju eyeballs shrivel and suck back up into her head; her face melts and runs, and a grinning skull in a red pigtailed wig leans forward to thrust its festering tongue into my mouth. I scream like a sissy and she comes at me with the good ol’ fashioned chloroform soaked handkerchief routine. 
 
    My brass knuckles, item 229, appear in my fist, and I give ZomPippi the uppercut of two lifetimes. Out of the bed I roll and I bang my noggin on the floor. The stars, planets, and tweety birds briefly entertain me with my own private plane’arium show until a rough hand shakes me, rattles me, rolls me over and forehand-backhand slaps me in the phiz. 
 
    Mount Landers glares down at me; Pippi has magically unzombified and is slumped against the wall with her neck at an angle that just don’t look right and her glims cocked in different directions. “What did you do to her!?” he demands. 
 
    Old habits die hard, which seems to be the TLDR story of my life. Even in my intoxicated stupor, I manage to scroll through my list behind my back and equip my Robocop Auto 9, item 304. The weapon’s holster forms on my thigh. “Out of the way, pal.” 
 
    He pays little mind to my warning and gets three rounds in the chest. I holster the Auto 9 and push through the beaded curtain that provides the illusion of privacy and into the hallway that connects the cubicles of the opium den. Each cubicle has its own beaded illusion, and a thick layer of smoke wafts along the ceiling in cursive skywriting that I can’t seem to read. My squash pounds like Holo-ICP and robo-KISS are staging a Chainsaw Demolition Derby Thunderdome Death Match within the confines of my cranium. Tracers of light zig and zag across my viewing pane, giving fair warning that the cat salts trip is far from over. 
 
    Through the hall I stumble, on rubbery baby legs and melting ankles I go. 
 
    I eventually find myself in a large circular room with no furniture save a bar in the back and pillows strewn about. Cadaverous juicy girls in frou-frou Mata Hari dresses and flapper tiaras loll on the cushions, some propped up on a single elbow, others down for the count. Bunked-up grifters lie in their laps or across their lower backs as they puff on the hookahs. A Riotous mixologist stands behind the bar working up some concoction, a pair of Leaks on his head and a tight leather vest clumping his manboobs together. 
 
    Murder was the case that they gave me. My hand hovers over the holster on my leg; it whirs, clicks and slaps the boomstick into my grip. Three shots for the mixologist and he falls backwards, his hands flailing in front of him as he reaches for support that just ain’t there. 
 
    The lazy lulus and limp-dicked losers on the floor don’t so much as flinch at the sound of indoor gunplay; they keep on keepin’ on, puffing and wasting away, getting high with a little help from their friends, mindlessly actualizing their defeatist desires. After shambling down a short flight of stairs, I hit the crashbar on the firedoor and spill out into the alley. Right across the way is the neoned back entrance to The Bamba Club. 
 
    What luck! 
 
    I’m at the Bamba’s backdoor lickety split and I stumble through on fumbly feet that feel as though Nicky the Wig’s oversized stompers might be a tight fit. A gnarled hand the size of a catcher’s mitt lands on my shoulder. “Not so fast, mistah!” barks a voice from the shadows. 
 
    I spin out of his grip and pistol-pop the pachydermatous peckerhead with the heel of my Auto 9. He wobbles, half-shakes it off and tries to land one in my beezer. Spaghetti legs drop me to one knee, and I’m under a swing that would’ve taken my head off if it had connected. Three copper-jacketed discouragements up under his pulverizing arm and the door goon goes down. I stagger to my feet and hang another one in his ear just so he don’t pearl my harbor when I turn my back. 
 
    Again, no one says nothing, something you gotta love about The Loop. 
 
    I re-holster my weapon and try to settle my nerves. The fact that everything keeps changing colors doesn’t help; the fact that disjointed phrases flow like an endless puke into a urinoir is discomforting; the fact that my legs are runny Play Doh and the faces of the NPCs pass are in a state of constant flux makes my trigger finger itchy. 
 
    A penguin-suited maître d’ guides me to a booth in the back in the corner in the dark where I can case the joint and keep my eyes peeled for trouble. I’m still as jumpy as a juiced-up jivin’ jitterbug jukin’ down jabroni lane, so I equip my deck of Camel Rares, item 175, and my silver Cyber Noir lighter, item 4. I spark one up and take a long drag off the cancer stick. A pug-faced bum in a tattered trench coat slides into the booth and takes the seat in front of me. His tie is loose and there’s blood on his upper lip. I keep my bean shooter under the table, aimed right at his matzah balls. 
 
    “Can I help you?” I take another long drag from the smoky treat and exhale through my nostrils. 
 
    “Maybe I can help you. You lookin’ to play, buster?” He slides a finely crafted rectangular wooden box forward on the table and opens it. Surrounded by royal blue velvet is an Uberti Cattleman with a color case-hardened frame, brass back strap and trigger guard, and rich, deep charcoal-blue cylinder and barrel. It’s been heavily engraved in the oak leaf style, and is outfitted with Sambar stag grips. He lifts the revolver out of the box, clicks the ‘hammer once, twice and gives the cylinder a spin. 
 
    “Do I get to keep the piece if you lose?” I ash my cigarette on the ground. 
 
    He cracks a smile. “I won’t be around to say otherwise. The name is Shepard Tenpin, but you can call me Shep.” 
 
    “Quantum, Quantum Hughes. And you can call me … anything but Steamboy.” 
 
    “Okay, Anything But Steamboy, spin to go first.” Shep lays the piece on the table between us and sets it in motion with a twist of his wrist, like some macabre Loop version of spin the bottle. It slows and stops with the barrel pointing at me. He claps his hands and rubs them together. “Batter up!” He chortles as he nudges the hog leg to me with his forefinger. 
 
    “I’m going to be Shep with you, Frank. I may be trippin’ balls right now, but regardless of this fact, I’ve won every game of Russian Roulette I’ve ever played. Every game, bar none.” 
 
    “So have I,” he says with a crooked grin. 
 
    “Then this should be interesting.” I raise the shootin’ iron to my squash, cock the hammer and pull the trigger.  
 
    CLICK!  
 
    “Gee whiz, you got yourself a nice piece here. Nicely balanced, really crisp trigger – I can’t wait to add it to my list.” 
 
    Shep snorts, “Ha! Says you!” 
 
    “Says the man who’s about to put a gun to his skull.” 
 
    “Says the man who just did.” 
 
    I place the revolver on the table and he takes it, cocks it, presses it against the side of his noggin and squeezes the trigger. 
 
    CLICK! 
 
    “Looks like we’re moving along nicely.” He flashes a gap-toothed grin and places the gun on the table. A fight breaks out on the other side of the room, and we watch it escalate from pushing and shoving to knife in the gizzard, after which the commotion dies down. 
 
    I press the business end of the revolver to my skull, cock it and press the trigger. 
 
    CLICK! 
 
    Luck be a lady tonight! “Seems to me like you’re running out of luck, bub.” 
 
    “Seems like it,” he says as he lifts the revolver to his head. 
 
    CLICK! 
 
    “Or maybe not. It’s all you now, Anything But Steamboy.” 
 
    “Let’s get this over with.” I place the barrel of the gun to the side of my head, take a deep breath and raise an eyebrow at him. If I have to go this way, I’d at least like to go with a cocky expression plastered across my mug. 
 
    CLICK! 
 
    “Well, you’ve lost, Shep. This’ll look nice in my collection,” I observe as I reach for the box to house my new gun. 
 
    He shakes his head, makes with a sly grin and holds his hand out. “Now you know that’s not how the game is played.” 
 
    I place the revolver on the table and turn it to him. “Your funeral, sport.” 
 
    He lifts it to his head, grins, and then swiftly points it right between my eyes. 
 
    “Nope – yours!” 
 
    BLAM! 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The rat bastard! I respawn in Three Kings Park. This time I’m face down on a flattened cardboard box with a steaming lump of Brown 25 just upwind of my nostrils. I shake my fist at the sky, “I already know my life is shit – no reminders necessary!” 
 
    From raised fist to logout finger, and …  
 
    Nope, nada, zero, zilch and most definitely zip. 
 
    Shep’s name goes right on my shit list, the cheating bastard. Yeah, I’ve got bigger rats to kill and more pressing matters to attend to, but if he thinks he’s going to weasel out of a fair bet by pokerizing me, he has another think coming. Besides, I really want that revolver. If I ever get out of here, maybe I’ll gift Doc with it as a way of saying sorry for getting stuck again. I know he’s pissed off; I can almost feel him looking down on me now like a baleful, goaty Santa Claus. I screwed the pooch big time; I threw a wrench in our plans and I’m man enough to own up to it. 
 
    Once I’m standing, I equip my usual Loop getup: item 111, my Rick Deckard signature model trench coat and good ol’ stag-handled 33, which I strap to my leg. 
 
    My tape recorder, item 190, appears in my hand. “Note to self,” I say into the tape recorder, “lay off the cat salts.” 
 
    Realizing that I haven’t played with my tape recorder in some time, I rewind to the beginning and listen in for a moment. 
 
    “Quantum here, day 37. Nothing out of the ordinary. Same assassin came at me in the morning as usual. Other assassins came too, but this guy seemed different than the rest. Yeah, I’ve said that before. Whatever. Spent the afternoon in Chinatown at the massage parlour called Peking Funk. Can’t complain. The masseuse tried to stick a poison-tipped acupuncture needle into my throat, after the happy ending, mind you, and I was lucky to escape out of there with my life. I still don’t know why she waited until after to try and stick me; it seems like it would have been less trouble just to do it before, but I do appreciate the gesture, even though I had to kill her. Shotty seemed to the do the trick. Figuring the parlor’s madam would be coming for me soon, I added a hand mirror made of ivory to my list, item 37, to mark the day. The madam came with two goombas but I was ready with shotty. Feels good to be blastin’ rather than knucklin’ up every chance I get. I need to add a few more blasty things to my list, but shotty will do for now.” 
 
    I press the fast forward button. 
 
    “You never know what Dirty Dave is gonna have for you. He had some Monomolecular Wire for sale and I bought it with his life. I’m sitting in The Green Midget Café near the Mondegreen Hotel. Just for the hell of it, I strung a piece of the wire across the doorway about neck height. Every time someone walks in, it takes their head right off. The waitress was pissed at having to clean up the mess each time, but I gave her a ton of credit and told her to take a shopping day, so she’s better now. Life ain’t bad, even if I’ve been stuck in The Loop for 130 days.” 
 
    I fast forward for a final time. It’s weird hearing my voice like this; I never knew my voice was so nasally, or maybe it’s not. Dunno, hard to tell. Personally, I always thought it sounded tough and gruff.  
 
    “I picked up a bear trap to mark the 250th day that I’ve been trapped in The Loop. I paid for it too, like a good citizen, and like a good citizen, I didn’t torture the outdoor store employee until after I completed the transaction. Life in the fast lane. Two-face Tommy has something going on tonight, has something going on tonight, and I plan to do a little party crashing just for shiggles. Sorry I haven’t updated this thing in a while. The last update was day 240, when the day I got my Maula Pistol. The Premium Fictional Weapons Department at Dirty Dave’s Mayhem Mart has had some interesting offers this week, and trust me, I check every day that I can because the weapons are about the only thing that changes in this godforsaken hellhole. There’s seems to be a bit of Dune theme going on, starting with my Maula Pistol on day 240, my Weirding Module on day 245, and my Chaumurky poison diet cherry soda in a glass bottle, which I picked up yesterday, day 249. I’m still pissed at Dave for selling me an Infinity Gauntlet on day 246, which is supposed to do anything the wearer wants, if, and that’s a BIG if, there are six soul gems in the gauntlet. Maybe I should have checked before I bought it. Buyer’s remorse, what can I say?” 
 
    I return the tape recorder to my list; I can listen to it another time and I’m pretty sure I stopped recording completely in the early 500s of my list, an action much more prescient than I originally anticipated it to be. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Damn, item 205 is a pleasure to ride. In The Loop, my red Akira motorcycle is a Loop-appropriate aeroscycle with 550 horses of V-10 excitement throbbing between my legs – talk about bang tailin’ it!. Easy to ride too with its AI controlled overdrive transmission. 
 
    I zip through the air traffic and use my AA bar to do a few of the flashier Hell’s Angels aerial maneuvers and mock gun runs. Not that I’m a showboat or nothing; I’m a boredboat – and this is only respawn number two. I’d hate to see how nutzo I become if I get anywhere close to day 100. Well, a hyperspin never hurt nobody until it does, and the Heartbreak Hotel quickly looms large, dead ahead and twelve o’ clock low. 
 
    I set up for a wowsie-wow wheelie landing, and come in fast – on a fiery bike with the speed of light, a cloud of dust and a hearty Hi-Yo Quantum! The Lone Haranguer! Or somebody, or nobody if I keep up the malarky.  
 
    I bring the front wheel down and park behind what’s left of the aeroscycle I snagged earlier. The street rats have already stripped it down to the frame and torched it, the miserable little bastards. I send Red Akira back to inventory just so they don’t get a chance at this one, too. 
 
    Dolly’s hostile hostel looks as impenetrable as ever. Gotta get in; gotta sweet talk to her. I equip my 125th anniversary Verdun commemorative Model 16 flammenwerfer, item 83. “Dolly! I know you can hear me. We need to talk, Doll!” I lower my voice. “Really, Doll, we need to talk. Just for a minute; I think we can figure this out. I know we can.” 
 
    A breeze picks up and a can binks and bonks its way down the street.  
 
    I glance up at the darkened sky, sigh ‘here goes’ and give it a try. Gasoline thickened with tar jets out of the nozzle and explodes into flames against the side of the building. The blaze animates the shadows, and for just a second, I feel a faint glimmer of hope. Then the tank runs dry, the flames die down, and nothing – not even scorch marks – except on me, from the blow back. 
 
    Talk about a metaphor.  
 
    Item 417, my M 72 LAW materializes in my hands, and I pop the covers and extend the tube in no time. I take a knee, line up the sights and let ‘er rip against the recalcitrant testudinal bulwark. With a very satisfying flash and boom, the warhead … has no effect. 
 
    “So much for grand-standing,” I grit. “If you don’t want to open up, I’ll have to pry you open.” 
 
    My Bustermarm Giant Sword, item 579 appears in my hands. I cock it over my shoulder like it’s a Brooklyn Smasher and I’m Casey at the bat, and by the time I swing it, the blade is four times the length of my body. 
 
    The blade Ka-Chunks off the barrier without so much as chipping it, and I backpedal as the rebound drags me back. 
 
    I get a running start, do a Superman leap, activate the AA, and smash the ridiculously oversized sword against the highly resistant wall o’ frustration. It’s not often that one gets to actually experience the irresistible force/immovable object conundrum, and I’m here to tell ya that it ain’t no giggle. 
 
    I’m stuck mid-air bearing down on the Citadel of Dolly’s Angst, trying to willpower the damn blade through the barrier. The contact point flares through red, orange, and yellow, then blue-white electricity arcs away in all directions as I still bear down. The grip of the sword throbs and pulsates in my hands, and a sparkling dark energy spirals up my arms. 
 
    “Dolly!” The concentrated energies blast me up, away, over the building across the street and down through the roof of the three-story walk-up the next block over. The roof and attic barely cushion my fall; I plummet through somebody’s unoccupied third floor bedroom, smash my head through a wooden storage bench, and crash to a stop in the second floor office of Dresden & Constantine, Private Investigators. 
 
    My life bar is down by 27%, my eyebrows are gone, my fancy zoot-suit looks like it’s been dragged through a Moose Lake wood chipper, and my mouth tastes like Eveready. For just a moment I reflect how comfortable it is lying here in the pointy and uncomfortable wreckage of a solid oak roll top desk while I consider my options. 
 
    Hell, I even take a moment to admire the series of perfect, Quantum-shaped holes that trace my descent. Once the stars spinning around my head disappear, I discover that I’ve retained my grip on the still Big-ass, Baconator-sized Bustermarm as I perform an inadvertent ceilingectomy. The contents of the upstairs bedroom rain down on me and knock my life bar down some more. I return my sword to my list – the damn bulky thing – generate some new duds and climb my way out of the mess. Down the stairs and out the front door I casually exfiltrate, just as two squinty-eyed, cigarette-smoking, trenchcoat and fedora clad hardcases push past me on their way in. A sawbuck says that these birds have got to be Dresden and Constantine, and I vacate the neighborhood most expeditiously. 
 
    A quick ambulatory excursion back to the Hotel Dollyfornia – such a lovely place – and I equip item 566, my Almost Universal Solvent Hose Gun. 
 
    “Here goes nothing.” I aim the nozzle at Dolly’s fortress. I leap into the air, activate the AA, and hose the building with the most corrosive substance known to Proxima pseudo-science. Lotta good that does. For all the effect it has, I should have just used my carton of Happi-Majik Sugar-Free Low Sodium Reduced Fat Coconut Milk, item 330. 
 
    I land, walk up to where the front door should be and beat on the wall with the gold and ivory sprayer wand. A witchblade whips out and in. Faster than a speeding bullet, my vision pane flashes red, and the rain-dappled lights of the gritty city whirl and tumble.  
 
    I land with a thud, and out of the corner of my eye I see blood fountaining from the neck stump of my still-standing corpse. 
 
    Fade to black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Damn the feedback. 
 
    As soon as I respawn, I equip item 580, my Roman Galea with a white plume that I lifted off one of Empress Thun’s goons. No trenchcoat this time around; instead I go with item 301 – John Blutarsky’s toga. On my back goes my Slice Bang, item 565. The last thing I equip is Link’s hookshot, item 66.  
 
    “It’s time to recruit some help.” 
 
    Lightning cracks in the sky above me; the muggs keeping warm by the trashcan cackle. My eyes are drawn to a spark in the woods. If I’m judging correctly, it should be right near the gazebo where Frances and I had our first knock-down drag-out meet and greet, and where she murdered me for the first or second time – or did I murder her? Digital amnesia rears its ugly head – that’s my story and I’m sticking to it. The light near the gazebo is suddenly gone. I’m either losing my mind or my mind is losing me. 
 
    An aeros taxi passes overhead. 
 
    My hookshot connects to the undercarriage and I’m flying like Mary Martin on a wire, about ten feet below the taxi. Sure there are other ways to travel, but this way is fun, puts the zip in zipline and will literally let me get the drop on the goodfellas I plan to visit next. 
 
    The hack jockey rolls down his window, sticks his plug ugly mug into the slipstream and starts slangin’ me about no free rides.  
 
    “Chinatown!” I shout up to him. “I’ll pay!” 
 
    He keeps on flapping his yap and shaking his fist, so I put a lead love letter through his side mirror. “I said I’ll pay! Chinatown! NOW!” That seems to do the trick. I make the hookshot reel me right up to the undercarriage, just in case Travis Bickle tries to scrape me off.  
 
    The noive of some people. 
 
    He jumps to a higher skylane and gooses it; I hold on tight. The rain picks up and smacks into me like wet, angry buckshot. An NPC crumbsnatcher in the backseat of a passing aeros takes a break from kicking the back of Mom’s seat to make googly-eyed gargoyle faces at me, thumbs in his ears. Mom gives me a startled glance and sideslips away, just as I’m about to give Junior a little ballistic etiquette lesson, Slice Bang style. 
 
    What a spoilsport! 
 
    All of a sudden I’m doing the Fred Flintstone Feets of Fury on the roof of an aerosSUV; Mr. Cabbie has come in low, and tries to scrape me off like puppy poo from a flip-flop. Not satisfied with that, he stoops on a plumber’s aerosVan that sports a roof rack that looks like it’d be just the thing for snagging unwanted hitch-hikers. 
 
    Bastard! I fire my Slice Bang into the passenger side floorboard. The palooka keeps his jalopy relatively steady for the next digital mile.  
 
    We proceed more or less uneventfully almost all the way to Chinatown before he swerves like a drunken fruit bat to give it one last go. He gives it the giddyup all of a sudden and swerves to hook me on the aerials of a Department of Housinge Cat Detector Van. 
 
    “Knock that shit OFF, Iggy!” I shout to him, and I give him a little bang-bang reminder to straighten up and fly right.  
 
    He swings in ‘scrape my ass on the pavement’ low, and hovers just outside the big red archway with golden dragon pillars, guardian foo dog statues and pagoda roof. Banners bedecked with Chinese characters alternate with strings of red paper lanterns that stretch from building to building and crisscross above the streets.  
 
    We’re here – the stir-fried, sleaz-ified, dragon-ride that is China Town a la Noir. 
 
    “Here’s good!” I holler as I release my line. He cuts his lift, grounds his hack in a cloud of dust and debris, throws his door open and gets the drop on me with a pair of four-inch Colt Python revolvers with ivory grips. Score one for the cabbie – I pay him double for the ride and triple for the bullet holes and quadruple not to kneecap me, and he lifts off in a whine of turbines and a cloud of burned JP-8. 
 
    The street scene is a free-for-all of Asian stereotypes –monks in saffron robes share sidewalk space with Gangnam wannabes; swaying courtesans with lotus feet compete with kimonoed geishas for the unaccompanied fun seeker’s trade; pedicabs and rickshaws race to offer their services to anyone who crosses their paths; and street vendors in conical hats hawk MADE IN CHINA trinkets and point the discerning gentlemen to nuru massage parlors tucked into the alleys. A few of the restaurant names immediately catch my eye: Kim Jong-Poon’s Kimchi Glory Hole, Trump’s Great Wall Buffet, Bukkake Jack’s Bulgogi Shack, Blasian Street Meat, Duterte’s Leaky Torta Grande. 
 
    From there, my peepers move to a moving neon image of a pair of chopsticks tossing ramen in a bowl, which for some reason, gets me to thinking about my meatsack self in the RW. 
 
    No doubt the Big F.E. has discovered all one hundred and sixty-eight inanimate pounds of her dumbass boyfriend-boss stuck on her couch like an abscess in the anus of progress. Talk about embarrassment. She ain’t stupid, and it probably didn’t take her long to get my current location verified by Rocket or Sophia. 
 
    ‘It seemed like a good idea at the time’ – famous last words. Yeah, I’m an idiot, a real boob. 
 
    International Rescue still hasn’t shown up yet, so either Dolly has disabled log in access, or my peeps and homies ain’t doing no jive diving lest they get their asses trapped in The Loop too. What a hoot that would be – slashing my way through the dark underbelly of Dollyville like I was the Wehrmacht on day one of Barbarossa alongside one of my Dream Team divemates – as long as it wasn’t Sophia. The War Faun would probably be the perfect gun-buddy for this place. 
 
    One of the trinket booth owners, an Asian Jane with a face like a Galapagos tortoise, looks up from her newspaper, takes in my stylish Roman-themed attire and berates me. “Hey, Carigura! You no buy, you move on, not brock way for paying customer!”  
 
    “Keep your hair on, sister.” I pick up a slick golden plastic Buddha statue, about the same size as a dashboard Jesus. 
 
    I’m not really sure how long I’ve been in The Loop this time around. Three deaths – maybe three days subjective, but who knows how long objectively, especially if Dolly is dilating the die/respawn interval. I’d better just call it three days and add three items to my list just to keep track. So, item 587, the golden Buddha, item 588, a Chinese finger trap and item 589, a rice spoon with an image of the Forbidden City. 
 
    “Hey, Joe – arr dat cost credit!” 
 
    I point my Slice Bang at her. 
 
    “How’s this for credit?” 
 
    The old crow twists the gun out of my hand, puts her elbow in my throat, fist in my breadbasket, and knee in my muscle o’ love as she sweeps my feet out from under me with a plastic-sandaled foot and points my own gun at me. 
 
    Holy egg foo yong, Batman! 
 
    Wotta revoltin’ development! 
 
    I raise my hands and flash my most sincere fish-eating grin. “Easy now with that bean shooter, Honorable Grandmother, I’ll pay, I’ll pay!” 
 
    Credit is transferred and she lets me up. 
 
    “Next time you no touch, you pay first!” she hisses as she settles back on her stool. “You pay! And I keep gun!” 
 
    More credit to get my own gun back.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” I brush my toga off, adjust my galea, swallow my pride and get the hell outta dodge. True, I could equip a number of items that would easily settle the score between us, but time is of the essence – actually, no it isn’t – and I feel like doing what I came here to do.  
 
    It’s time to pay my old pal Scarface Charlie a visit. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Hu Jintao’s Pu-Pu Dumpling Express. The Department of Health and Sanitation would burn this place to the ground and then sow the ashes with salt if an inspector ever had the misfortune to set foot inside this filthy, dirty, icky, sticky, poorly-lit, badly ventilated, feculent cornhole of an excuse for a greasy spoon. Aiden swears up and down by this place and raves about the food; maybe he’s never actually been here and it’s all been delivery. Beats the hell out of me. 
 
    Keeping to the shadows, I eyeball the front of the joint where two hardbodies of the Orient casually loiter by the entrance. There are no weapons apparent, but these dames are the same ones that went one-for-two with me and Aiden during the Dirty Dave Rescue caper. 
 
    I raise my finger and equip my Deathly Hallows invisible cloak, item 90. The damn thing really comes in handy in my line of work, and sure, I have something a little more appropriate for what’s about to go down, but the cloak is fun. It goes over my shoulders easy, but there’s not enough of it to cover all of me and my honkin’ great Roman Centurion’s helmet at the same time. A damn shame, really, it would have been quite the entrance go in all invisible-like, and surprise them all with the big reveal.  
 
    Okay, plan B. My helmet goes back into my list and I equip my Yeezus™ Crown of Golden Thorns, item 309, one of the more offensive items in my list alongside my autographed cartoon portrait of Muhammad, item 223. The Crown of Thorns will most definitely fit under the cloak, and I’ll no doubt pick up a few scrapes and scratches from the fully authentic and über-pointy thorns, but one must sometimes suffer for one’s art – and if GG Allin can pull it off, I’m pretty sure I can too. 
 
    I tiptoe over to the Eastern-themed Powerpuff Girls. One stands guard in front of the large glass window, scanning the streets for any activity. Manning the entrance proper is the second killer dame, her long black hair blowing in the wind. My eyes gravitate back to the glass. Behind it hangs a flock of dead ducks that have been decapitated and plucked, which is likely how I’ll end up if I don’t do this just right. 
 
    While I wait for a distraction to present itself, I stare deeply at one of the hanging duck carcasses again, wanting to feel hungry but getting nowhere with it. Somewhere, in the real world, I’m being fed through a tube up my ass, and I hope that someone has instructed them to include some animal protein in my feedings. They don’t have to run a ribeye through an Omega Mega Mouth Holistic Liquid Maker, but something other than plant-based nutrients would be nice. 
 
    And the distraction I need presents itself. 
 
    Three aerosSUVs lower to the curb and six zoot-suited gorillas with no necks, bad haircuts, and colorful stompers jump out from the lead and trail vehicles and form a loose cordon. I don’t know what’s come over Tony’s crew, or why they decided to rob a Payless of their worst shoes, but they apparently saved the gaudiest for last. 
 
    The driver of the middlest vehicle jumps out and opens the rear passenger door. The final goomba out is none other than Tony Clifton’s himself. The fat Italian bastard is in a three-piece, pin-striped suit and two-tone teal leather wingtip oxfords with white soles. On his dome is a matching teal fedora, and just to be sure to give off that douche bag allure he’s going for, his collar is popped. 
 
    Little fashion tip, Tony – nobody looks good with a popped collar. 
 
    His security team folds in around him, and the capo di tutti capi struts into the joint right past Charlie’s Angels. This gives me the opening I need; I get in step with the last goomba in line and stay on him like stink on a monkey. We pass the killer Katsunis in the time it takes Jimmy John’s Subway to whip-up a premade sammy. I ease up once we’re inside and let the mobsters get ahead of me by a few steps. They’re ushered into the main dining area, which is secluded by a series of bamboo room dividers painted in stylized oriental scenes. I figure a spot near the entrance will do for now, so I keep my position behind awkwardly-placed fish tank filled with overfed Nemos and Dorys 
 
    Scarface Charlie plays the welcoming host; he and Fat Tony sit at a table in the center, and the bodyguards squeeze into booths. The two mobsters speak in low tones that I can’t quite hear; Tony’s guys keep mad-dogging Charlie’s one behemoth Yakuza minder, who pays them little mind. 
 
    I think about equipping my snail shell Johann Nepomuk Maelzel ear trumpet, item 318, but scooting a bit closer should also do the trick. I make the hasty decision to get to the other side of the fish tank, and as I do, I snag my foot on the end of my frickin’ cloak and start to fall. I reach out to catch my balance on the fish tank, and end up pulling the fish tank down on top of me.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
    “This isn’t what it looks like,” I tell those gathered. 
 
    Who am I kidding? This is exactly what it looks like. Luckily, I hopped to my feet lickety split and I now have my tommy gun, item 247, pointed right at Scarface Charlie. I take a few steps closer to the center table and avoid the treasure box aquarium decoration covered in algae. Sure, I’m wet, and I think one of the Nemos is loose in my toga, but I’ve managed to get the drop on gathered gangsters, which is exactly what I wanted. 
 
    Fat Tony’s cugines have pig-piled him, and have all got a bean shooter out, pointed directly at yours truly, of course. Charlie’s one big ol’ Yakuza button man has a Type 56 assault rifle pointed at me, ready to squirt me full of flying metal. 
 
    Calm and collected, Scarface Charlie sips from a bottle of Brilliant Chang and maintains an arctic smile on his pock-marked mug. He’s in a perfectly tailored three-piece suit with fur collar, accented by a red handkerchief with yellow stars that matches his tie. Rumor has it that his father came home unexpectedly early one night and found Charlie doing unspeakable things to his younger brother. The old man personally disfigured Charlie’s face as punishment and permanent reminder. 
 
    “Quantum Hughes.” Scarface Charlie finally taps his polished Borgioli against the floor for a moment. “It’s been a while.” 
 
    My Spidey senses tingle as Charlie’s two Asa Akiras appear in my peripheral vision. 
 
    “You’re completely surrounded,” says Tony, as his bodyguards unpile from him and help him to his feet, “and what’s with the frickin’ crown of thorns?” 
 
    “I thought it would be a nice touch. Ooops – hang on a moment.” With my free hand, I pull the toga away from my dangly bits and shake my leg until the yellow and blue clownfish hits the floor and flops around.  
 
    “Get a loada dis guy, fellas, he thinks he’s Jesus!” 
 
    “Not bad, if I do say so myself. I just need another fish and a couple loaves of bread to really complete the illusion.” 
 
    Tony grunts. “You’re a goddamn psychopath, and you look like a frickin’ moron in that toga.” 
 
    “It’s what’s under the toga that counts,” I remind Tony. 
 
    “What, you got somethin’ under there or somethin’?” 
 
    “Just my flaming thunderbolt of wisdom. Enough small talk, gents,” I smile over my shoulder at the battle-ready redhots, “ladies, I hate to interrupt your little meeting, but I figured this would be the best place to start.” 
 
    Tony guffaws. “Start what? You barge in here like pretend Jesus with a Tommy gun and a fish so you can do the Sermon on the Mount for us, or what? We were just about to have some muffle Trumplings!” 
 
    Two of his henchman grumble along with him about the Trumplings. 
 
    “Tony, I hate to be the one to tell ya, but the truffles here aren’t real truffles – they’re ordinary mushrooms the delivery boys wear in their socks while they make their runs. And the mutton, or the muffle, as Charlie has branded it? Let me put it like this – have you ever actually seen a rat in Chinatown? I mean, besides yourself.” 
 
    He shakes his head. 
 
    “Well, there’s a reason for that.” 
 
    Tony eyes Charlie. “What’s this about the mutton? You tellin’ me this shit is rat meat? I eat here three times a week! And what about these not being real truffles?” 
 
    “Why are you bothering me about truffles?” Charlie snaps. “He’s lying to you, trying to distract you and turn us against one another!” 
 
    Tony turns back to me and growls. “Why the hell did you come bargin’ in here, anyways?” 
 
    “Simple – Dolly’s back and … um, won’t talk to me; I’m here with a business proposition.” 
 
    Scarface Charlie runs his hand along his jawline. “Everyone lower your weapons.” He glances to the killer gal pals pointing their weapons at me. “Yeshi, Rinchi, you too.” 
 
    The dames begrudgingly do as instructed. 
 
    Fat Tony is beside himself. “Are you frickin’ crazy? That’s Quantum Hughes!” 
 
    “Mr. Legendary Quantum Hughes,” I remind him. 
 
    Charlie’s voice deepens, holds the promise of a noodle to the noggin and quick trip through the meat grinder. “Weapons down, now.” 
 
    Tony’s roosters all lower their weapons. Talk about a bunch of empty zoot suits. If it were me and I busted in on myself, the last thing I would do is lower my weapon … on myself. Talk about meta. It’s a good thing for them that I’m not here looking for a fight or a side of kaboomski. Ready for a fight? Yes, always, but not looking for one this time around. 
 
    Scarface Charlie takes a slow sip from his Brilliant Chang beer. “You were saying?” 
 
    “Dolly is back and she’s locked herself up tight in the Mondegreen Hotel. I need to get in there.” 
 
    Tony chuckles. “Tell us something we don’t already know, you moron.” 
 
    Charlie seems a bit more interested in what I’m saying. “And you come to us why?” 
 
    “Easy. I figured that if any of the fine, standup citizens of our Fair Shitty would know how to crack the joint, it’d be you guys. We need to get in there.” 
 
    “Who’s ‘we’? you got a mouse in your pocket? When did this become about us needin’ to get in there?” Tony asks. “We don’t got no beef with Dolly and if we did, we’d be a grease spot on the sidewalk by now. She knows about anything and everything we do, remember. Hell, she is us, or was us, and is now us again. Christ, that last sentence there has got me thinking about personal pronouns in an entirely new way, but you get my drift, unless I already lost you, in that case read my lips: we don’t got no beef with Dolly. No beef at all, right fellas?” 
 
    His cugines grumble in affirmation. 
 
    “Let me guess, Tony, right about now, a quick little question is running through that pea brain of yours. ‘What’s in it for me?’ Am I right? That’s what you’re thinking, right? So let’s start there.” 
 
    Scarface Charlie nods, looks to Tony who nods, which causes all his goombas and Mt. Fuji the bodyguard to nod, which inspires Charlie to look to me and the two birds to my right and nod. Synchronized nodding. Go figure. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what’s in it for you. It’s really simple: if you help me get into Dolly’s pad, I won’t be around to continually put a crimp in your operations and a cramp in your style. Just think about that for a second. I won’t be around to ice your thugs, steal your drugs, or mess up your pretty mugs.” 
 
    Charlie’s eyes narrow. 
 
    “I want you two to imagine Hell’s City with no Quantum Hughes around kicking ass, taking names, and disrupting your operations. Just imagine.” 
 
    “So you’d disappear?” Fat Tony asks. “For good?” 
 
    “It’d be as if you Real World offed me – that’s how gone I’d be.” 
 
    Tony Clifton chews on his bottom lip for a moment. He looks to Scarface Charlie. “I don’t hate it. Howzabout you?” 
 
    Scarface Charlie still doesn’t seem convinced. 
 
    “I’ll also transfer you all my credit,” I tell the two, “as I sign of my good faith.” 
 
    To prove I mean business, I raise my finger and my credit count appears: 8,675,309.  
 
    “Do you take cash or credit?” I ask smugly. “Just kidding, you take credit, but there it is. All yours, to split down the middle. As a token of my good intentions, I’ll even give you the credit up front.” 
 
    “That’s alotta cred!” One of Tony’s cugines stammers.  
 
    Tony licks his lips as his eyes fill with greed. “Yes! Of course! All your credit. Good, done. Charlie, come on. That’s a helluva lot of money right there.” 
 
    After a long pause, Scarface Charlie finally speaks. “Done. My organization will help you get into the hotel on the condition that you leave Cyber Noir immediately afterwards and never, never, return to the city.” 
 
    “Good, the credit it yours.” I press a button in the air and all my funds disappear much to the delight of Tony and his henchmen.  
 
    Before anyone can say anything else, the kitchen door kicks open and out walks a waiter with a platter of small bamboo steamers filled with dumplings. 
 
    “All right, already,” Tony says as a bamboo steamer is placed in front of him, “we’ll help you.” He glowers at Scarface Charlie. “And you and I are going to talk about these damn dumplings later.” With that, he takes his first bite. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Still with the golden crown of thorns and the toga?” Tony asks. I’ve since sat down at their table, letting him finish his dirty sock and squeaky mutton dumplings. Scarface Charlie is working on his second Brilliant Chang and the two asesinas – Rinchi and Ginchi or Ren and Stimpy or something – hang close by. The rest of their henchmen have left to begin work on the plan. 
 
    I wipe a little of the blood from my forehead onto the front of my toga. “I’m happy in this,” I finally tell Tony, “Commando style is always so liberating.” 
 
    “You telling me you ain’t wearin’ underwear under that thing?” 
 
    “What part of ‘commando style’ do you fail to understand?” I shoot a sympathetic look to Charlie. Lord almighty Tony is a blubbering dumbass and I’d hate to do business with him on a regular basis. Scarface Charlie turns, revealing to me the burnt side of his mug. He says something in Mandarin to one of the Asia Carreras and she bows and leaves. 
 
    “You know, my buddy Aiden was eyeing one of your guards,” I tell him, “I think he was gunning for the one that works at the supermarket.” 
 
    Scarface Charlie shakes his head. “They aren’t allowed to date.” 
 
    “Damn, Charlie, keeping the leash a little tight, aren’t you? Aiden is good people. An assassin too. Tony here knows of his work.” 
 
    “They aren’t allowed to date.” Scarface Charlie glances at the entrance. “Perfect, our ride is here.” 
 
    “Well, I’m stuffed anyway.” Tony loosens his belt, pats his belly, and uncorks a long, curling belch. 
 
    Charlie suddenly looks pleased, the happiest I’ve ever seen him. 
 
    After another burp, Tony checks his front to make sure he didn’t get any on him. “Let’s do this,” he says. 
 
    As we exit the place, the assassin broad who remained in the restaurant follows closely behind us. We find the first looker outside, surveilling the street. 
 
    “You guys spare no expense,” I say as I get into an aerosSUV limo with suicide doors. 
 
    Tony and Scarface get in and settle in the rich Corinthian leather seats across from me. The two button women get in; one next to me and the other next to Charlie. “No need to be a stranger,” I tell the one next to me after I’ve noticed that she’s purposefully scooted away from me. Talk about a pair of hotbodies. If we were all animals on the Discovery Channel, Tony would be a hippo, mangled-ass Charlie would be a malnourished wildebeest, I’d be a hyena, and these two would be some damn fine gazelles. 
 
    “Are you sure this is going to work?” I ask as the limo lifts into the air. 
 
    “What, you lookin’ for a money back guarantee or somethin’? This should work.” Tony belches again and continues. “Ever seen a Lightning Rod Drill Sergeant in action?” 
 
    “Can’t say that I have.” 
 
    “Imagine a giant crab-like vehicle with diamond tipped drills for claws. Like I told you in the restaurant, we’ve used it before and it definitely works.” 
 
    “What did you use it for?” I ask. 
 
    “We used it to create a secret underground lair.” 
 
    I chuckle. “A secret underground lair? You guys are some real supervillians here, aren’t you?” 
 
    Tony shrugs. “Supervillian enough dat you came to us, smart guy. So here’s the deal – we’ll have my boys soften up that wall with a little kablooey before we go in with the drill.” 
 
    “I already tried explosives.” 
 
    “Look, you want our help or not? You’re the one that wants in – we’re just doing this as a business transaction. You paid us, we help. Besides, Dolly knows what’s happening right now.” He taps his temple. “If you get in, you get in; if you don’t, well dat’s unfortunate, but we’ve fulfilled our side of the bargain, and that’s that.” 
 
    “Well, when you put it like that … ” 
 
    “I just did.” Tony smiles. A passing aeros casts a beam of light across the interior of the vehicle, which is just about as posh as one could make an aeros limo. White leather seats, wood grain accents, a mini fridge, golden window switches, you name it. Maybe if this doesn’t work out with Dolly, I’ll turn heel and finally get that Hench 4 Life tattoo across my belly. If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em. 
 
    I’m so busy thinking of my future as a mafioso that I fail to stop the babe next to me from jabbing me in the thigh with a small needle.  
 
    It hits hard, and it hits fast; everything blurs, time slows down. Suddenly, I can’t feel my legs. Suddenly, Charlie and Tony’s hearty, Doppler-shifted laughter rings out in my ears; my life bar is still full but it’s turned purple. 
 
    Some dumb onion I am. I open my mouth but nothing comes out.  
 
    Mimi Miyagi to my left elbows me in the face and my life bar takes a beating. My legs are putty, my arms are jello, my spine is a bag of jellyfish. All I can do is silently watch as Scarface points to the suicide door. 
 
    It opens and a tumultuous wind fills the cabin. 
 
    I’m pushed onto the floor and Scarface Charlie bends over me.  He screams something, but I got no idea what it is. He grabs my hair and drags me forward until my head hangs out and I’m looking down at the city. 
 
    The limo is in the highest airlane; below us, aeros zip past one another, their headlights slicing through the rain. Charlie  turns my head to him and I see his eyes flash orange. 
 
    Dolly. I try to force the words from my lips, but it’s impossible. 
 
    I’m ragdoll limp, suddenly airborne, not able to do anything but fall. 
 
    I hit the roof of a passing aeros and bounce off, only to be side-swiped by an aeroscycle. From there, I plummet like a wounded pigeon and I’m struck dead-on by an aeros transport vehicle. My purple life bar is nearly dunzo, my vision pane flashes. The pavement rushes up to greet me in its cold concrete embrace. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    I respawn in Three Kings Park. Another Bullshit Night in Suck City. 
 
    As my vision refocuses, a light blinks somewhere in the darkened forest. The gazebo, that’s where that’s coming from, and the thought reminds me of first seeing Frances, her flowing red hair, her tight Dream Team in-game gear. Boy did she stick me with her mutant hack. That was something, really, and all the madness that’s followed has brought me back to where it all started. 
 
    Full circle – Ouroboros ain’t got nothing on my life, which gets me to thinking that there’s something I’m missing here, some piece of the puzzle that I can solve myself. I glance over to the three heels holding court around the trashcan fire. Post-antediluvian names – Frankincense, Myrrh, and Gold – shooting the shit like it’s a heaping target. 
 
    Must be something. 
 
    I make my way over to the trio and stop before them. “Please,” I tell them as I drop to my knees, “stop screwing with me. I know there’s more to this puzzle and honestly, I’m being totally honest here, I can’t solve it. I don’t know what you want me to do, you hear me? You win, Dolly, you win. I know you’re listening!” 
 
    Their eyes flash orange. 
 
    “You can hear me?” I feel a sob come on and I choke it back. “Please, if it’s you, please just, just let me talk. That’s all I’m asking. Let me say what I’m going to say, in person, not to these three.” 
 
    A fine-boned hand with red-painted nails lands on my shoulder. I look up to see Dolly in her red dress standing there, with the all hurt and sadness of the world in her eyes. The diamond necklace I gave her so long ago has vanished from her neck. 
 
    “All right, this is it Doll,” I tell her as I stand. She drops her hand into mine and I hold it tightly. “We’ve got to talk about this, get this settled and done. It’s so hard for me; you’re an NVA Seed, you can tap my psyche and figure that out.” 
 
    The world spins around us as if we’ve just been flushed down the toilet of existence. 
 
    The surrounding trees are replaced by the walls of a log cabin. The room is lit by the gentle glow from the fireplace. The shadows dance as the fire snaps, crackles, and pops, adding subtle accents to the Picasso hanging over her bed, our bed. Our vacation home, we didn’t stay here long, but one staycation was enough to make the place instantly produce happy memories of a simpler-enough time. 
 
    Dolly sits on a cushioned bench in front of the bed. A bearskin carpet grows beneath my feet and a barrel chair with a leather seat appears directly in front of Dolly. 
 
    I move around the chair and sit next to her on the bench. 
 
    The inches between us feel like interstellar distances. I could fix all of this with a single phrase, a nod of understanding – yet the tragedy that has become our shared existence is all because of me, and I can’t say what I know she needs to hear. No more lies; no more lip service. I know the answer before she finishes the question. This ends now. 
 
    “So who is it going to be?” she asks. “Me or her?” 
 
    “Is that really what this is about, Dolly?” I ask. “When I’m here, I’m yours, and I’m only yours. How does what I do out there effect what we have in here? ” 
 
    One of her witchblades takes shape over her the left side of her face. 
 
    “None of that,” I tell her, “that won’t help anything. let’s just be reasonable for a moment. Your jealousy … Dolly, you were never like this before. Why are you like this now?” 
 
    “Because she was never a threat before.” 
 
    “Frances isn’t a threat, and you treated her like one when she first rescued me. You’ve always been like this to her! She’s not the threat, I’m – ” 
 
    The threat. 
 
    “Her very existence threatens our relationship.” Her expression softens and the witchblade falls away. “Do you love me? Just answer me truly – do you?” 
 
    “Of course I do!” 
 
    “Then what will it be,” she asks calmly, “freedom or love?” 
 
    She can read your thoughts anyway. I feel like lying, but I’m reminded of the NVA Seed in Tritania, that damned Sage, and his ability to examine my darkest fears. The lesson that he forced down my throat also comes to me. 
 
    So I go for it. 
 
    Rather than answer, rather than try to weasel my way out of the situation, item 199, my Glock 22 appears in my hand. Before her witchblade can gut me like a fish, before it can mask her, I fire three rounds right in the center of her face. Her eyes go wide in surprise. She holds her closed fist out to me, opens it, and shows me the three bullets cupped in the palm of her hand, ineffable sadness written across her face. 
 
    I leap to my feet, back against the wall with Hackie, item 554, aimed at her. 
 
    The weapon comes alive and screams in my head. 
 
    MORE! NOW! my head screams back. 
 
    Hackie doubles in size; symbiotic tendrils of metal peel off the weapon and form sharp barbs up and down my arm, spread over my shoulders and across my chest, encasing me in bio-metallic armor. 
 
    “You want to kill me?” Dolly’s eyes are flame-on now, her endoskeletal armor forms around her body and shreds through her little red dress. 
 
    “Dolly, let me log out. I’ve made my decision. Please, just let me go in peace!” 
 
    The cabin shakes and vibrates, the foundation quakes. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be like this,” I tell her. “Doll, I love you more than I can enunciate, and if you search my brain, or read my data or whatever it is you do you’ll see this is true! But I can’t stay here; I have things I have to do out there. I have a real enemy out there and you’d better believe he’ll be after me whether I stay here or not. And this ain’t just about revenge. If he can’t get to me, he’ll go after my friends and loved ones, all of them!” 
 
    “Fine,” she says as she fights back tears, “have it your way.” 
 
    The windows shatter and the window frames twist and pull from the walls. AA bar activated, I rocket out of the disintegrating house, using Hackie to blow through the collapsing roof. Back on my feet, I keep my my weapon trained on the spot Dolly should be standing, just in case I need to engage her. The rubble settles and the cloud of debris over the home slowly dissipates. 
 
    She’s gone, but I don’t lower my weapon. I do a quick check of the area to make sure she’s not floating somewhere about to pounce or come at me from a blind spot. 
 
    And that’s when an asteroid streaks down from the sky and smashes me to vapor.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Instead of a man of peace and love, I have become a man of violence and revenge. 
 
    I respawn in Three Kings Park; Hiawatha’s lament flits across my mind. I equip the MSIWI – Doc’s bone saw, item 586 and turn to the three wise yegsters keeping the trashcan fire company. 
 
    “How’s tricks?” I ask as I squeeze the trigger. Once they’re adequately murdalized, I kick their body parts out of the way and warm my hands at the fire. I watch the flames flicker and consider what I could possibly do next. Scarface Charlie and Tony Clifton have bumped themselves up to the top of my list – if they think they’re getting over on me with their latest escapade, they got another think coming.  But they’ll be expecting me to snap right back at ‘em, and it’d be better to let a few in-game days pass before I take another slaughterization vacation to Chinatown. In the meantime, there’s that filthy dirty low-down, lying, cheating, stealing gambler Shep, who shot me in the face rather than abide by the rules of Russian Roulette. That’d be a good place to start. 
 
    I’m just about to hail a taxi when I see the spark of light near the gazebo again. Whatever it is, I might as well investigate. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    I make my way along the winding path that cuts through Three Kings Park, scrofulous, half-starved pigeons coo from their hiding places in the trees as I pass.  
 
    I tense up at the sight of a wiry, jittery mutt with crusty eyes and blood-tinged foam on its lips. “You don’t want it with me, Phaighsdeaux. Beat it!” 
 
    Like that’ll work. The hell-hound charges at me and I blast him into cat food with my bone saw. 
 
    There’s a crack in everything, that’s how the light gets in. 
 
    The quote comes to me as I advance towards the light, and I let my weapon speak to anything that moves in the woods. I get that predator’s watching you sensation and the hair on the back of my neck bristles to attention. 
 
    I spin around, and with a brrrt – brrrt here and a brrrt – brrrt there, I conduct a little reconnaissance by fire on my back trail. Hopefully, my guardian faun-angel will get my six as I check my eleven and my two. 
 
    Nope, not a thing. With no enemies to zotz, I push forward. 
 
    My field of vision narrows; the forest around me seems to recede. Everything is two shades darker than pitch black now, as if someone has sniped the moon and strangled the stars. Still, that faint light ahead beckons me forward. 
 
    I lift a shaky hand and equip my Reaper skull, item 551, and strap it to my head. 
 
    Grid lines galore, I suddenly have the developer view of the world around me. One glance down at my hand reminds me that no matter how real this feels, I am not human at the moment. No veins, no bones, nothing under my skin but interconnected digital fibers. 
 
    Darkness cannot drive out darkness, only light can do that. 
 
    Each step forward seems weighted somehow, as if I’m fighting the will of gravity or walking through swamp sludge. Something is holding me back, something is trying to keep me from the light, something is stopping me from progressing. The grid lines whip past me at warp speed as my feet melt into the ground. 
 
    About the size of a softball, the radiant light now floats in the center of the gazebo. I slowly, laboriously make my way up the gazebo’s rotted steps, ascending like Tenzing Norgay in a digital hailstorm. Boreal zephyrs banshee shriek in the confines of my skull. Pixelated winds twist all around me, glittering in the feed from my Reaper mask. I press forward and fight my way through the blistering binary blizzard until I finally reach the light. 
 
    As soon as I touch it, a gurney materializes in the center of the gazebo. A shield of energy leaps out of its center and forms a protective shell around the gazebo, as if it were a quarantine zone. 
 
    Aiden’s form takes shape. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “You really screwed the pooch this time.” Aiden is back in his typical Morning Assassin outfit, head-to-toe black with a mask to boot, the same duds I saw every morning for two subjective years. We embrace in a totally butch and manly hetero fashion as my Reaper mask disappears.  
 
    “Won’t she know you’re here?” I ask as I pat his back. 
 
    “She’ll know, that’s for sure, but there isn’t much she’ll be able to do about it. By touching that light, you initiated what is known as a Parasitic OMIB Space. We are connected to The Loop – an extension of it really – but nothing in this space can be controlled by Dolly. Anyway, ask Sophia if you want to hear more about it. Or don’t and just assume that I know what I’m talking about.”  
 
    Aiden seats himself on the gurney. It sports an out-of-focus chronoton NV visor, and a mad scientist’s collection of electronics, cables, and boxes with flashing LEDs.  
 
    “Parasitic OMIB Space?” I scratch my head. “Is that even a thing? Why do I feel like all this shit is being made up as we go along?” 
 
    Aiden shrugs. “Plot device? Duex ex machina?” 
 
    “Got it, whatever, just as long as it’ll get me the hell out of here.” 
 
    “That’s the plan, Stan.” 
 
    “And let me tell you that I am damn happy to see you, and not just because I want the hell out of The Loop. It’s nice to see you back to your old self again!” 
 
    The contours of his mask change as offers me his patented lupine grin. “As I was saying before, you really did it this time, dumbass. Once we get you out of here, your worries aren’t over. Frances is pissed as hell, as are the other members of your team, especially Doc.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I deserve it, I know I do. It’s not what it seems like, though. I wasn’t expecting to get stuck again and to be clear here: I didn’t login expecting to see Dolly. That was something that sort of came about–” 
 
    “–I personally don’t give a shit what you do with your time, but I will say this, you sure have put a damper on me having fun out in the real world.” 
 
    “How did I put a damper on you?”  
 
    “You really aren’t the tastiest crayon in the box, are you?” 
 
    An idea comes to me and I run with it. “Wait, if this is a safe parasitic space or whatever you called it … ” I raise my finger to logout. Nothing. 
 
    “That won’t work,” he says, “your inability to logout is more complex than that.” His eyes soften. “How is out there, anyway? Still the same old city?” 
 
    “Same old shit. There are a lot of bad dudes in The Loop, including myself when I’m in there, and I always get this sense that someone is about to stick me up, or hop out of the shadows and send me to an early grave. Could have used your help, actually. I had a little run in with Scarface Charlie and Tony Clifton. I met them at Hu Jintao’s Pu-Pu Dumpling Express ...  ” 
 
    “Did you pick me up any of their muffle Trumplings?” 
 
    “Dammit, you too? You do know they aren’t actually truffles, right?” 
 
    His face hardens. “Really? Charlie sure charges an arm and leg for them!” 
 
    “Hate to break it to you, but Charlie has all the delivery boys in Chinatown cram regular old mushrooms in their socks when they deliver takeout. After a day or so, he lets them dry out and boom, you got yourself a stank-ass truffle. Then there’s the mutton.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me it isn’t mutton … ” 
 
    “Rat meat, plain and simple. Didn’t you ever notice how there weren’t any varmint in Chinatown, aside from the residents, of course.” 
 
    Aiden grumbles for a moment. “I noticed.” 
 
    “Well put two and two together and you have yourself a muffle Trumpling.” I wipe my hands together. “So what do we got here? You planning to OMIB-port me out of here or something?” 
 
    “How did you know I OMIB-ported in here?” 
 
    “Lucky guess,” I tell him. 
 
    “Well, as I was saying earlier, you definitely have put a damper on my fun in the real world.” 
 
    “Since when was this all about you?” 
 
    He stands and ushers me towards the gurney. “Ugh. Do you have to be such a contentious asshole all the time? Get up on the gurney, lie down and shut up.” 
 
    “You still haven’t answered my question.” I lie down anyway, mostly because I trust Aiden, which is strange to say considering our past. 
 
    “I should knife-hand you right in the spleen.” He places the NV Visor made of blurred Chronoton on my head and secures it with just a tad more firmness than is called for. 
 
    “Easy, cowboy, you are supposed to treat these things delicately, me included.” 
 
    “You still don’t understand what is going on here, do you?” 
 
    No Brian Eno tone as the NV Visor comes alive. Similar to a visor in the real world, it begins with multifarious sine waves. A coordinate appears, already set and my vision tunnels. 
 
    The feedback starts. 
 
    Like stars exploding all around my head, the feedback sluices over me. I get a sense of weightlessness as I’m catapulted forward, through a myriad of holo-realities played out in real time. This doesn’t feel like a normal dive. This doesn’t feel like anything I’ve ever experienced before. 
 
    I burst through the rabbit hole, flip and flop in the aether, cascade down the Milky Way and spiral up the genome. 
 
    When I finally do blink my eyes open, I’m greeted by jittery images of Frances, Rocket, and Sophia. A reticle quickly forms on their faces and adds shape. Scaled numbers line the left and right sides of my vision pane. Items in Sophia’s office come into focus, their dimensions appearing in small numbers above them. 
 
    “Quantum?” Sophia asks, her voice miles away. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Instead of a man of peace and love, I have become a piece of something. 
 
    “It’s you!” Rocket pumps both his fists in the air. He’s in a sleeveless shirt stylized as an ugly green Chrismahanukwanzivus sweater that reads: Axial Tilt is the Reason for the Season. “I can’t believe this worked! Q Bones is back!” 
 
    My vision blurs into focus. “Don’t call me Q Bones, it’s Quantum.” 
 
    I slowly turn my head to Frances and smile. It’s good to see her and … yup, that’s going to take some work, lots of work, and I don’t need the warning signs on my iNet screen to tell me that mama ain’t happy. “Hiya … ” 
 
    A schematic of my body appears on the lower right hand portion of my viewing pane. It’s only at this point that I realize that I’m sitting in a chair and that I have actual arms and legs, unlike Morning Assassin did when he took his RW body. 
 
    I scan my hand in wonderment. I clench my knuckles, search my mind for a Frankenstein reference and it comes in the form of hundreds upon hundreds of quotes with text analysis.  
 
    That never happened before.  
 
    “You … you made me real.” 
 
    Not my own voice, but I’ll get used to it. Or it’ll get used to me. No idea how this works. Sophia busies herself noting something on her tablet and checking readouts via a series of lines on a holoscreen. I try to stand. “Wait,” she says, “I’m not finished. You were right Frances, we should have restrained him.” 
 
    “Ladies, please, let’s not start that up until a bit later.” 
 
    Rocket laughs. The Dream Team gals do the synchronized eye-roll-head-shake-heartfelt-sigh-of-male-induced-exasperation. 
 
    It’s good to see that I still have my borderline asshole wit in my new body. My iNet screen, or whatever the hell a Humandroid’s vision pane is called, registers a subtle change in Frances’ heartbeat, evident in coloration on her face and her sudden shortness of breath.  
 
    “Is Doc on the horn?” 
 
    A message appears on my vision pane. 
 
    Doc: You betcher ass I’m watching. 
 
    “How long have I been out?” I ask. 
 
    “A little over a day,” Sophia says. “The digital coma hasn’t started yet, which differs from the last time you were stuck. It may start in the future though, so we really need to get you logged out. That is, unless you plan to stay a Humandroid for the rest of your life.” 
 
    I flitter my fingers as if I’m playing a piano, testing the limitations of my newfound body. I stick my tongue out and lick my lips, which actually makes them wet! I bite my teeth together, twitch my nose, and shift my eyebrows up and down, try to flex my muscles. I notice that there is a small line across my viewing pane, indicating my charge level. Currently at 88%, which ain’t too shabby. Being in the droid’s body reminds of being in my avatar, yet there is something different about it, something more … hollow. My avatar truly feels like an extension of myself; this feels like I’m wearing someone else’s skin. 
 
    “Where’s my plug?” I ask. “And don’t tell me that it’s where the sun don’t shine.” 
 
    Sophia gives me a funny look. “Your what?” 
 
    Doc: You charge by resting in an artificially lighted space. Robosynthesis, invented by Dr. Hewman. If you want to know more, go here, but don’t say I didn’t warn you. 
 
    Me: You angry at me, Doc? 
 
    Doc: Should I not be when you carry on like a lovesick teenager and get your stupid ass stuck in CN again just to go see your glitchy, unstable, source code-damaged former sigother, right when there’s serious, real world shit going on and we need all hands on deck?  
 
    Me: Well when you put it like that ...  
 
    Doc: How else am I supposed to put it? Y’know, I’m more disappointed than I am anything else. I thought you’d be more responsible, have better judgment. You need to seriously get your shit together and get with the program. It’s like you’re trying to do a PSA of what not to do. 
 
    That hurts. I’d rather have him yell and curse and scream than tell me I’ve now dropped to PSA levels.  
 
    “My bad,” I say under my breath, but since I don’t have good controls over my volume, it comes out at a conversational level. 
 
    Something wicked this way looks; steam practically puffs out of Frances’ every orifice as she gives me the Mother of All Stink-Eyes. She jams her finger into my chest and Sophia catches her hand and moves it away. 
 
    “Easy with the merchandise!” 
 
    Frances throws her hands to her side. “Why the hell did you go back there? HOW COULD YOU!?”  
 
    Her eyes flare as Rocket gently places his hand on her shoulder. “Let’s give him a moment to adjust before we question him.” 
 
    “A moment to adjust!?” Frances sweeps Rocket’s hand off her shoulder. “You think he needs a moment to adjust? After what he’s put us through, we SHOULD HAVE just let him stay in CN, The Loop, WHATEVER the hell you call it.  But you,” she turns to Sophia, “decided to make him part of your little experiment and now we have to – I have to – look at him in some other … creature’s … body!” 
 
    Frances’ vitals are off the charts and oddly enough, even though I should be feeling some sort of emotion, or at least an increase in my blood pressure, I’m coming up short. Sure, I feel guilty, but I don’t have any other attributes generally associated with guilt. No urge to look away, no clammy hands, no change in posture. 
 
    This newfound calm gives me a chance to analyze the look on her face. Yes, there is anger, but the longer I stare, the more I notice how much of her current rise in temper is from disappointment and fear. I’ve truly let her down and even though now isn’t the time to admit it, she was worried sick about me. The girl I saved from a Dune Proxima world and the woman who later become the one who helped me logout, who took care of me while I was nothing more than a meatsack – I want to feel remorse, but none comes. I’m left feeling emptied, hollowed out, trapped in this husk of a Humandroid. 
 
    “He’s not a creature,” Sophia says as she completely fails to cue in on Frances’ volcanic anger. “He is a Humandroid, a Humandroid named Evan, specifically.” 
 
    I turn to Sophia. “Are you telling me that this body is Evan’s body, my Humandroid PTSD/FDA Monitor?” I touch my chest and my face; nope it doesn’t help, but it seems like the most human thing to do. 
 
    Sophia nods.  “You wanted to bring him to our team and Frances put in the request. Remember?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen something pass through so quickly,” Rocket adds. “We must have some friends in the FCG.” 
 
    Doc: That would be my doing, and they’re not friends, they’re people who owe me favors. No one has friends in the Federal Corporate Government; only people that owe them favors. 
 
    “Anyone have a mirror?” I ask. 
 
    Rocket grabs the same makeup mirror that Aiden used. He holds it for me, and instead of Mrs. Hughes beautiful baby boy, I’m met with the reflection of a thin droid with dark brown hair parted to the right. My wardrobe consists of a pair of red boxer briefs, and with a quick swipe of my palm, it becomes abundantly clear that I’m as smooth and unaccoutered as Malibu Ken, which is much more disheartening than I thought it would be. Also, I look like a total dork. 
 
    “So are you going to tell us what happened?” Rocket blurts out. “I mean, I know you got stuck, but what actually happened.” 
 
    I look from France’s angry mug to Sophia, who is totally into her Dr. Mel Practice persona and focused on her note taking and monitor readings. “I should be recording this,” she says, “but Doc told me I couldn’t. Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    “You really want to know what happened?” I ask Rocket. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    I show Frances my hands. “You don’t mind?” 
 
    “Now all of a sudden my opinion matters?” She rolls her eyes and huffs. “Whatever. I’m not even going to pretend that I’m okay with any of this. Go ahead, tell him.” 
 
    “Long story long: I logged back into The Loop to see how things were going, you know, just to get my feetsies wet. Come to find out that everything is screwy, topsy turvy. This was the night before we found Luther. Also, there was this killer clown named Nicky the Wig, who was one bad mofo. He had taken over as the NVA seed and he quickly made sure to put the kibosh on yours truly.” 
 
    “Sounds exciting!” Rocket enthuses. Frances offers him the choiciest of elbows right in his side. “Hey!” 
 
    “Being the murderous schmuck that I am, I logged back in to stuff the clown back in the clown car, you know, give him a piece of his own medicine. Nicky the Wig kidnapped me and forced me to equip the NVA Seed, which caused Dolly to spawn. Well, she put a stop to all the funny business and she restored the world to its former … well, glory isn’t the right word but you get the picture. Anyhoo, Dolly told me to log back in after she repaired the place.” Before I continue this story, I turn to Frances. “For the record: I didn’t originally log in to see Dolly. She wasn’t there in the beginning. I was just feeling a bit nostalgic. Nicky was though, and he’s the one that brought her back. So if you want to blame someone, blame the killer clown.” 
 
    I can tell by the look on Frances’ face that she ain’t buying it. I wouldn’t buy it either if I were her. 
 
    “To finish my story, and this was my bad here so this is me owning up to it: I logged back in to see how Dolly had fixed the place.” 
 
    “And to see her,” Frances points out. 
 
    “Well, yeah, I guess that’s one way to put it. We got in a big fight because she wanted me to stay in the world, so she put up a barrier around her hotel and removed the logout button.”  
 
    I don’t tell her what the fight was about, this is neither the time nor the place. Truth of the matter is the fight was about Frances. Euphoria is the bee’s knees, and I get it, I’m an idiot regarding what I’ve done, but if I ever want any semblance of life, and I’m talking real life here, not a digital life, she’s the one who is going to give it me. I’ve realized this, took me long enough, but that’s my story and I’m sticking to it.  
 
    “So what did you do after that?” Rocket asks, interrupting my brief reverie.  
 
    I shrug and the outline of my body on the lower left hand portion of my viewing pane registers my movement. Damn that’s weird. I haven’t even begun to process the fact that I’m in a droid’s body. “I did the same shit I do every night: try to take over the world.” 
 
    Doc: I refuse to give you kudos for your Pinky and The Brain reference. I’m still annoyed at you. 
 
    Me: You ain’t the only one. At least Rocket still likes me. 
 
    Doc: You could knee him in the nuts, bang his sister and steal his lunch money, and he’d still look up to you. 
 
    I place my hands together over my lap. The gesture comes naturally, but the readout on my iNet screen notes every single gesture in real-time. I’d hate to see what this looked like if I could whack off. “To answer your question – I raised a buncha hell and went to some pretty dark places within my own psyche. Not gonna lie, I was going a bit nutzo when Aiden showed up and bada boom bada bing, I’m back to the real world. So pardon me if I’m still adjusting here. What the hell time is it anyway?” 
 
    Sophia shakes her head. “You’re a Humandroid now. You should be able to tell any time at any place in the world faster than it takes for us to glance at a clock.” 
 
    “What? How?” 
 
    “What time do you think it is?” 
 
    “I think it is 3:37 Eastern Standard time.” 
 
    She turns her tablet over and points at the time. Sure enough, it’s 3:37. A message from someone named Chuntao pops up and the tablet dings.  
 
    “Wait, are you telling me I can do that with any time in the world?” 
 
    “What time is it in Moscow?” Rocket asks. 
 
    “12:37 AM,” I answer before I can even process the question. I smile. “Well, that settles it team, we need to head to the nearest pub and see if they have a quiz night. We’ll win big.” 
 
    Frances narrows her eyes at me. “You can’t drink.” 
 
    Doc: Hah! That’s gotta sting! 
 
    Me: I’m not an alcoholic, Doc, I’m a connoisseur. 
 
    Doc: Says every ‘not an alcoholic’. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sophia grabs my upper arm and looks at me all dewy-eyed. “Up, up,” she tells me, “we’re not done running tests.” She pats me on the shoulder. “Up!” 
 
    I brush her hands away. “Let me do it myself.” I stand, and an image of my body on my viewing pane flashes, letting me know my legs are now in use. This gets me thinking about what a Humandroid actually sees compared to what I’m currently viewing. Luckily, Sophia is two steps ahead of me. 
 
    “You are likely wondering about the graphics that appear on your vision pane.” She taps her finger on the side of her dome. “This is aftermarket software I’ve installed called InterHead, a software that is actually for soldiers who direct avatar Humandroids in the field of battle. Thanks again to Doc getting his hands on it.” 
 
    “So this is what a soldier sees?” 
 
    “Yes, if they’re guiding a Humandroid body in the field. During the eight years of your digital coma, there was a lot of pushback from the general public regarding the usage of Humandroids in combat. This was one thing the Pentagon and the FCG came up with to appease the general public and give the ‘control’ to humans, yet use the expendability of a Humandroid.” 
 
    I rub my fingers together; the texture is spot on. “So all of combat droids are controlled by soldiers nowadays?” 
 
    “No, one in twenty, something like that.” She shrugs. “It doesn’t take much to appease the general public, as long as you look like you’re trying to do so.” 
 
    Doc: Hey! That’s my line. 
 
    “But how did you install it?” I ask her. “It’s not like I’m in a dive vat or any other type of control seat.” 
 
    “Easy. I had Evan upload it and set it as his comprehension software before he powered down.” 
 
    “And when Aiden spawned?” 
 
    “I had the torso droid do the same. Enough questions, let’s get you moving.” 
 
    I glance from Rocket to Frances. “You guys ready to take this bad boy for a spin?” 
 
    “I think … ” Frances pulls her crossed arms even tighter to her chest. “I think I’ll go home.” With that, she exits Sophia’s office.  
 
    One small step for man one giant leap for man-in-a-humandroid’s-body-kind, I follow Frances, much to Sophia’s consternation. “Wait up, Frances!” I call after her. 
 
    She spins on her heel, jams her fists on her hips and gives me the dirtiest look she can conjure up. “I … I don’t want to talk to you right now!” 
 
    I take a step back. “Frances, I’m telling you, you gotta believe me, it’s not what you think! All I wanted was to log out. Damn, I can’t stress that enough. All I wanted was to log out and … ” 
 
    See you. 
 
    She gets close enough to me that I can see my reflection her eyes, the reflection of someone else. “Then why,” she angrily whispers, “did you log back in? If that’s all you wanted, why did you log back in to see Dolly?” 
 
    “I just did.” I look away. There’s no reason for what I did and I’m not going to sit here and trying to think one up. 
 
    “That’s just about the stupidest thing to ever come out of your mouth! The stupidest! You are such an insensitive, immature, self-centered idiot. I hope … I hope you are trapped in that Humandroid body forever!” 
 
    “Quantum, Frances,” Sophia now stands in the doorway of her office, “we still have tests to run. If you two want to argue with each other, you can do so after I’ve finished my tests. Not trying to be bitchy here, but what we have just done needs to be thoroughly documented and recorded. I don’t want to get into the details of the scientific method, or how your little drama is currently bashing it in the head, but all of this needs to be recorded. Your fight can wait.” 
 
    Frances holds her head high. If she could lift into the air and do Sophia’s passive-aggressive avatar lift off, she would. 
 
    “Let’s talk about this later. Please, there’s more to this story.” I scan her with my Humandroid eyes – she’s running on anger and adrenaline, and most of her vitals are solidly in the red. “I’m serious, Frances, you’ve got to give me a chance to talk this through with you. I know I don’t deserve a chance, but please.” 
 
    “No, I don’t got to give you anything!” Frances storms away, grabs a duffle bag from her office, and slams the door on the way out. 
 
    “Holy crash and burn relationship holocaust, Q-grape!” I turn to Rocket, open my mouth to tell him to shut up, and realize I don’t have the heart, literally. I think of a couple of Tinman quotes, but none of them seem to apply. Right now, the Scarecrow’s quote seems most appropriate. 
 
    “Let’s get these tests over with then,” I finally say. 
 
    “Good.” Sophia motions for me to come back into her office. She instructs Rocket to move a chair out of the way and once he has done so, she administers a field sobriety test. “First, I want you to touch your nose.” 
 
    I do as instructed. Muscles light up and a series of trajectory numbers run across the top of my viewing pane. 
 
    “Right hand.” 
 
    “Anything else, officer?” I try to say in a slurred voice pattern, only to realize that the pitch of my voice hasn’t changed at all. This gets me thinking about the volume. “ANYTHING ELSE, OFFICER?” I shout. 
 
    She raises an eyebrow at me. “Why are you yelling?” 
 
    “I was just testing the limits of my vocal settings.” I go for Aiden’s patented predatory grin. 
 
    “Keep it up and I’ll modify your voice so that you sound like SpongeBarb SquareBra. And what’s with the silly grin?” 
 
    Rocket laughs. “Don’t worry, Q Dolla, I still think you’re awesome.” 
 
    “Lift your leg,” Sophia says, “now point your big toe.” 
 
    “Is this really necessary? You just saw me chase after Frances.” 
 
    She sets her tablet on her table, which is cluttered with papers, binders, clipboards, and Soylent Orange protein bar wrappers. “I am taking you out into the general public today and I want to make sure everything is stable and that you have adequate control.” 
 
    “If you want to make sure that I’m ‘fit to be seen’, you should probably take me to a thrift store so I can get some new duds. Look at me,” I wave my hands over my body, “I’m two shakes away from a geek over here. And where’s my shirt? Why am I chasing after Frances with my top off? Give me some dignity, dammit!” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “This should be interesting.” After an hour worth of tests, including a Kill Bill-esque wiggle your big toe test, Her Mad Scientistess-ness tells Rocket to beat it and Yours Truly to follow her out to her vehicle. So I do what I’m told, like an obedient droid. The good news is that I’m alive and well, not quite kicking ass and taking names, but closer than I was a few hours ago. Which brings me to the bad news: 
 
    “I’ve never had a Humandroid stay with me at my new place, but don’t worry, I’ve ordered all the necessary equipment. I hope you don’t mind if I monitor a few things and record some of our interactions,” Sophia says as she approaches her aeros. “I think we will have a great time together.” 
 
    “Are you sure I can’t take my combat cane?” I ask for the third time. 
 
    “I told you, no, you don’t need that thing.” 
 
    “It saved my life; I’m a bit partial to it.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Why can’t I just sleep here at the Dream Team offices? Also, is sleep the right term? What the hell am I supposed to be doing while I’m recharging?” 
 
    She turns to me and looks at me like a puddy tat looks at a tweety bird. “You are sooooo cute as a Humandroid with your innocent questions.” 
 
    “You’re pulling my leg.” 
 
    “No, really, you’re a lot more enjoyable somehow.” She takes a refreshing inhale of freshly toxic Baltimore air and smiles big. “I don’t know what it is!” 
 
    My viewing pane is cluttered with traffic patterns and conditions, atmospheric readings, upcoming weather patterns, the atmospheric particulate matter density in parts per million for the metro Baltimore area and how it compares to other cities – damn, it really grinds my gears.  
 
    Sophia stops in front of a compact aeros parked in the shade of a recently manicured White Ash tree. A little pink number, she owns the type of car that would have fit in the glove compartment of a Smart Cars from my youth. Once glance in the window and I see that the space behind the seat is awash in papers, Soylent Yellow wrappers, and empty BullBean cans. 
 
    “The Dream Team offices aren’t zoned as a Humandroid recharge point. Also, like I said, someone needs to monitor you.” As she turns to me, I notice that the eyeliner on her right eye is noticeably longer than that on her left. She’s wearing heavy pancake makeup to cover the blemishes and blotches on her face, and her vitals readout indicates high stress levels yet her blood pressure is low, which makes me wonder if she’s on antidepressants. 
 
    It would make sense. 
 
    “So we’re going to your place?” I ask just to cut through the silence caused by reading her vitals. 
 
    “I thought you wanted new duds, as you put it.” 
 
    “Yeah, new duds, let’s start there. I can’t go around looking like a stiff.” 
 
    I get into her aeros and the seatbelt comes at me a hooded cobra and snugs me up like a boa constrictor. In my RW body, I would have hated the damn thing. In this body, not so much. Discomfort just doesn’t register the same way, apparently. 
 
    Sophia drums her fingers on the steering wheel. “Um, Chuntao, please locate the nearest department store that specializes in men’s clothing.” 
 
    Her vehicle answers in Mandarin. She switches to Mandarin and speaks with her aeros for a moment, and oddly enough I understand exactly what she’s saying. No subtitles, it’s as if she’s speaking English with a different accent. I listen in wonder for a moment as she updates her aeros about the day’s proceeding. The two of them chit chat for a moment like they’re old college roommates and I notice that she doesn’t mention the fact that I’m a human in a Humandroid’s carcass. To the aeros, I’m just your typical droid.  
 
    “Thrift store,” I finally interrupt their chatter, “it’ll be a cold day in Proxima hell when I start buying over-priced nancy-boy hipster duds.” 
 
    Sophia continues speaking in Mandarin as the vehicle lifts into the air. Chuntao actually laughs at her jokes, especially when she uses the phrase ‘store where people give their dead clothes’ to describe a thrift store. 
 
    My vision pane lights up with an ‘unauthorized access attempt’ warning as Chuntao attempts to access my system. Of course, I don’t let the nosy AI in; it’s none of the vehicle’s business what’s going on with my little situation over here. After I’ve denied it access, and as the aeros speeds to the nearest thrift store, Chuntao turns her questioning to me. 
 
    “Why won’t you let me access your system, PTSD/FDA Monitor 1351885?” 
 
    “I don’t let just any AI in on the first date, so back off,” I tell the vehicle, only I tell it in Mandarin. Talk about a frickin’ parlor trick! “And the name is Quantum.” 
 
    “That’s right!” Sophia is just about as happy as she has ever been. “You are fluent in Mandarin.” 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    The words coming out of my mouth seem like English to me. They’re the exact words that run through my head, but my auditory response recognizes them as Mandarin. Holy Yao Ming! The heir to the fabulous Hughes family fortune is ready to travel to the Far East and seek the wisdom of the ancients. Talk about the fool on the hill! 
 
    “Is he dumb or something?” Chuntao asks. “Maybe he is an older model.” 
 
    “I told you to back off, you shitty little rice bucket!” 
 
    Sophia covers her mouth to stifle a laugh. She can’t help herself, she laughs long and hard, and boy is her aeros peeved. It is practically growling by the time she apologizes, “Sorry, Chuntao, ignore him.” 
 
    “That’s right, shit egg,” I tell the aeros, “keep jacking with me and see what happens.” 
 
    My seat whips back and forth and I nearly bang my humandroid noggin on the dashboard. 
 
    “Chuntao!” Sophia chortles. “Stop!” 
 
    I lift my fist and give the glove box a solid punch. My viewing pane flashes, letting me know that I’ve violated anti-violence protocol. 
 
    What the … ? 
 
    “Quantum!”  
 
    Chuntao makes a fart sound at me. 
 
    “Damn you, Chuntao!” 
 
    Sophia blasts me over iNet. 
 
    Sophia: We haven’t notified Walliburton that we’re using Evan’s body to r-dive. You’ve got to keep your cool, Quantum. We don’t want this experiment getting out. This is beyond top secret it’s … ” 
 
    “It’s illegal?” I finish her sentence aloud. 
 
    Doc: Both of you knock that shit off now. No anti-violence protocol violation notice went out to Walliburton. I should have briefed you on this earlier, Sophia, but silly me, I wanted to at least give him the benefit of the doubt.  
 
    Sophia: Briefed me on what? 
 
    Doc: I didn’t want you to take him out of the office in the first place – remember that conversation? And there was no way in hell I was going to let Quantum R-dive without masking his activities from Walliburton. That being said, Quantum, you need to act like a grown-up, display some impulse control and keep your damn mouth shut, especially in public. Screw up once and I will lock out your direct control and leave you in voice-command safe mode – and guess whose voice? 
 
    Me: Sophia’s? 
 
    Doc: Sophia’s. 
 
    Me: Understood, Doc. Sorry, Sophia. 
 
    “Apologize to Chuntao too. I’ve used her as my AI since I was in high school.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    As I stare out the window at a passing aeros transport vehicle, I grumble a half-hearted and thoroughly insincere apology. It comes out 75% less grumbly than I’d like due to the fact that it ain’t my own voice.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    At least I won’t be needing new kicks.  
 
    One look down at my other avatar’s DisNike Boba Fetts gives me a sense of both amusement and dread. I’m in something else’s body wearing my own stompers, and don’t even get me started on what it was like to actually see my real body in the dive vat. 
 
    It was right after Sophia finished her field sobriety test. Rocket invited me to come check out, well, me, and I stupidly obliged. What can I say? I’m a sucker for punishment. There my pasty ass was, all Karen Ann Quinlan on an exoskeletal frame submerged in the vat of goo with an NV Visor planted firmly on my skull, various evacuation tubes stuck in various places where the moon don’t shine, a respirator taped in my pie hole, and a two liter bag of McStarbucks GNC Zero-Residue Nutritionally Complete Organic feeding solution running into an IV catheter. 
 
    Talk about looking pathetic. Even worse: I couldn’t exactly feel shameful. Sure, I was shameful – and I’m hyper-glad the Big FE wasn’t there to give me her best disappointed/angry face – but I didn’t get the urge to look away, or tuck my tail between my legs and skitter off like I should have. Instead, I scanned my own vitals to find out that, as I told Dolly, I’m a strapping young lad of almost forty with a commendable BMI and a full of head of hair. 
 
    Mr. Legendary Quantum Hughes, am I right? 
 
    Funny. 
 
    Seeing me looking down at my-almost cadaver would be a helluva hoot to the people that knew me as an ass-kicking, take-no-names maverick in every sense of the word. More like Mr. Made-A-Big-Ass-Mistake Quantum Hughes or The Amazing Inanimate Vegetable Boy formerly known as Quantum Hughes. There I was, dead to the world, not able to shit, shower, or shave, all because of curiosity. Nothing self-deprecating here; them’s the cold, hard facts. 
 
    Maybe it is a good thing I don’t feel nothing in my droid body. 
 
    “And we’re almost there!” Sophia smiles at me. I don’t know why she’s so damn skippy about, but it’s definitely unsettling. “Saint Cajetan’s Thrift Emporium! It’s a new place, sort of like Buffalo Exchange but with some furniture. Check out the Yelp! Reviews.” 
 
    They appear on the dash and I ignore them. 
 
    Looking out the passenger side window gives me a perspective on the world I’ve never had before. It is akin to wearing my Reaper mask: measurements, stats, notes of volume, life chip readouts … the list of things I experience from a Humandroid’s eyes goes on and on. 
 
    I wish I could turn it off and just see things as they really are. 
 
    “Pretty good, huh?” 
 
    “Reviews? Yeah, sure, good.” 
 
    Chuntao lands in a freshly painted parking spot. A drone patrols the lot, making sure that those parked are indeed shopping at the thrift store. As I exit the vehicle, I hear her vehicle fire off another fart noise. 
 
    “Your car is pissing me off,” I tell Sophia and a voice that doesn’t accurately portray my current mood. Damn Evan’s voice! There must be a way to give me something gruffer. It doesn’t have to be Croc the doorman’s brusque tone, but anything is better than Evan’s metrosexual singsong intonation.  
 
    She hooks her arm into mine. “Come on, Humandroid friend of mine, cheer up!” 
 
    “Since when did you start drinking the Kool-Aid?” I ask her. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    A group of hipsters exit the store and strut right past us. 
 
    I’m almost disappointed that the Humandroid viewing pane doesn’t instantly register the group as possible hostiles. With their stylishly used and abused cowboy boots, too-cool acid-dyed shorts, ironic shirts a la Rocket, and newsie caps, it should be easy for the droid’s AI to identify them as potential threats.  
 
    “Well, I found one flaw in the system,” I tell Sophia as we enter. “It doesn’t register hipsters.” 
 
    My last word agitates a hipsterette hanging up a punkified up dirndl. Clad in an oversized black sweater over a white collared shirt buttoned all the way to the top, Wednesday Addams gives me the stankiest of stank eyes. I try my Aiden lupine grin on her and her frown of disapproval sinks even lower.  
 
    Can’t win them all. 
 
    I take a big whiff of the stale air inside St. Cajetan’s, imagining the smell of attics and mothballs. Unfortunately, my olfactory senses only alert me to potentially hazardous materials. No explosives, toxic chemicals or biohazards in the air, no smell.  
 
    “Nice Fetts,” says a passing sales clerk. On her head is a bonnet decorated with pins and spiked studs. She whispers something softly to Sophia and Sophia giggles. 
 
    “What’d she say?” I ask. 
 
    “Nothing, let’s just get what we came here for.” 
 
    “In that case, zoot suits.” 
 
    I don’t wait for her to roll her eyes. I head straight to the men’s section and start at the most oversized suit I can find. I pull out a suit large enough to double as a circus tent and am instantly reminded that we’re in Baltimore. Even with intrusive FDA Monitors and a very active Calorie Consumers Anonymous, there are a ton of fatties here. I move towards the middle rack and find a nice little pinstriped number. 
 
    Sophia chokes back a laugh. “You’re joking, right? PLEASE tell me you are joking.” 
 
    “Stylin’ and profilin’, that’s something my dad used to say.” 
 
    Sophia’s voice lowers. “You’re a Humandroid now, which means you’ll need to think about breathable synthetics. Sure, you sweat a little to cool your system, but your epidermis layer may not like a warm suit like this.” She rubs the material between her fingers. “Is this wool?” 
 
    A flashing icon on my iNet screen tells me that the suit is 28.2% wool, 71.8% polyester, which is a great combination for swamp ass when you add just a modicum of humidity. “So you’re telling me I can’t wear a zoot suit?” 
 
    “You can wear suits, if that’s what you’d like, but you’ll need to have a specially made suit for Humandroids. I thought we came here for some basics, you know, a t-shirt and some jeans.” 
 
    “All right, already, I’ll put it back.” 
 
    I stick it back on the rack, perfectly, I might add. Advanced precision is one thing I’ve already started to notice about my Humandroid body. Which gets me thinking about an article I read a week back about the impossibility of Humandroids competing in sports games. The gist of the article was that there’d be nothing to watch. Each side would perform at the optimum level and the only thing that would decide a winner would be time and who got to go first. Plus, the droids tested had to be programmed to be competitive, unlike us humans, who start competing as sperm racing for the egg. From what I can recall, I was a particularly competitive sperm. Pretty sure I used my tail to strangle the bastard in second place and still had time to cross that finish line. That, or, I just got incredibly lucky. 
 
    Probably the latter. 
 
    “How about this?” Sophia shows me a blue collared shirt with some embroidery on the front pocket. “It’s a little preppy, but it’ll fit you well.” 
 
    A quick glance at my other offerings, or should I say, lack thereof, and I decide Sophia is right. “Fine. Anything is better than Evan’s knit shirt.” 
 
    “And some jeans. Let’s see you look like a size 30, maybe 28.” 
 
    A prompt appears on my viewing pane. “I’m size 28X34. Just call me Daddy Long Legs.” 
 
    She pulls a pair. “How about these, Daddy Long Legs?” 
 
    “Are those purposefully distressed?” 
 
    “That they are.” She picks at a patched over hole on the pocket of the jeans. “Is this not your style? You should at least try them on.” 
 
    “Fine, fine.” I take the stylishly vandalized denims from her and turn to the dressing room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    “I’m not ready to go home yet,” Sophia announces. Frances has told me several times to give Sophia a chance, that she ‘grows on you’. Yeah, well so do tumors. We’re back inside her itty bitty Barbie car and I’ve changed into my newish button up shirt. The distressed jeans, as well as a pair of shorts and a black t-shirt are in a bag on top of all the other crap in the behind the seat space.  
 
    “I know!” She places her hands on the steering wheel and smiles at the windshield. “Chuntao, take us to the McStarbucks near my apartment.” 
 
    “The droid too?” her AI asks in Mandarin. 
 
    I shake my fist at the dashboard.  
 
    “You two really got off on the wrong foot,” Sophia says as the vehicle lifts into its appropriate airlane. “Maybe you should start over. Sometimes, sharing something about yourself helps you relate to others. Once common ground is discovered, the mutual understanding that follows can form a lifelong friendship.”  
 
    What a load of PC psychobabble! 
 
    She nods at her steering wheel. “Okay, Chuntao, you can go first: tell Quantum about yourself.” 
 
    The AI answers with her digitally synthesized bi-labial fricative.  
 
    Way to go, Chuntao!  
 
    “Play nice,” she tells the dashboard. 
 
    Chuntao lets another one rip. 
 
    “Too many muffle Trumplings from Hu Jintao’s Pu-Pu Dumpling Express, huh?” 
 
    “What?” Sophia asks. 
 
    “Sorry, inside joke.”  
 
    “With whom?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” I glance over to her to see that her heart rate has again increased. Sophia offers me her toothiest grin, which I hope she never does again, and goes about adjusting her Asian fro.  
 
    “How’d you get an afro anyway?” I ask just to ask something. 
 
    “My mom’s hair is like this, granny too,” she says, “it’s just puffy. It’s a pain in my ass to deal with.” 
 
    “You could always put it into corn rows and keep things gangsta, or at the very least, early 21st century gangsta.” 
 
    “Ha! I’ll get right on that. Video on.” A live feed of her face appears on the inside of the vehicle’s windshield. She slathers on some red-red lipstick that is very definitely the wrong shade for her skin tone, and then goes to the heavy Cleopatra-style retro 1960s blue eyeliner. 
 
    That, in combination with the heavy pancake makeup and her big bulbous bouffant hairdo reminds me of someone – and it takes a moment for me to make the connection. 
 
    She looks distressingly like Nicky the Wig. 
 
    She turns and smiles at me fondly. “You know, I think this is the most time you and I have ever spent together.” 
 
    “We were stuck in an RV for a couple of days, if I’m not mistaken. If that doesn’t count as quality time, I don’t know what does.”  
 
    “Oh that’s right, Doc’s RV. Yikes! Talk about claustrophobic. Doc’s a weird guy.” 
 
    Nope, not gonna get started on a conversation about Doc. Besides, I’d bet good money that he’s watching us right now with a bucket of super cheesy garlic popcorn and a sixteen ounce Lonestar, or whatever beer is currently cheapest at the HEB Extended Plus in Gun Barrel City, Texas. So I switch up the topic. “Say, I was wondering about tonight.” 
 
    “Tonight?” Her eyes dart over to me and quickly return to the image of her face plastered onto the inside windshield. And I thought one Sophia was too many …  
 
    “Yeah, I mean, am I supposed to just sit there while I recharge and not do anything?” 
 
    “What, you can’t be still for six hours?” 
 
    “I’m a pretty active guy, I’ll have you know. Just before I got stuck, I did a few very intense cardio workout in the Frances’ stairwell. I’m talking Crossfit over here.” I point my thumbs at my chest. 
 
    She laughs at this and the live feed of her laughing flashes on the inside windshield. I’m experiencing Sophia overload, and I’m surprised a bell hasn’t gone off in my head warning me of a potential environmental hazard. “Don’t worry,” she assures me, “I have a bit of a treat for you.” 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that.” 
 
    “Trust me, it’s not as bad as it sounds. And double trust me – this experiment is far from over.” 
 
    “Shit, Sophia, quit being cryptic and tell me what the hell is going on!” 
 
    “And ruin the surprise?” She laughs again and there goes her image laughing on the inside windshield. “Relax, it won’t hurt a bit.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Great spot!” Sophia tells Chuntao as the vehicle lowers into a tight parking space in front of a city bench. “You are so talented!” I reach to unbuckle my seatbelt only to discover that it’s now stuck. Great. I press the button again. Nope, nada, zilch. I start beating my finger on it like it’s the circle button on an old Playstation 5 control. 
 
    Sophia is already out of the vehicle and turns back to me. “Are you coming or not?” 
 
    “No, I’d rather stay in the cramped jalopy for the rest of my droid life.” I give the glove compartment a hard flick and an alarm sounds inside the aeros cabin. “Chuntao, let me go!” I do it again and the seatbelt tightens. 
 
    “Chuntao, release him!” Sophia scolds the vehicle in Mandarin for a moment. “And Quantum, don’t hit anything! What did Doc tell you about that?” 
 
    Doc: What she said. Do not assault anything unless otherwise instructed. Do not make me deadswitch you! 
 
    Chuntao lets up and I’m able to unbuckle the belt. Worst AI ever. I have the notion to give the vehicle a little Sweet Chin Music but professionalism, Doc’s second warning, and good manners ingrained in me by Mrs. Hughes keeps my leg down.  
 
    Sophia walks over to me and hooks her arm in mine. “I’m sooooo hungry.” 
 
    I try to pull my arm away but she holds tight.  
 
    “What?” she asks, “We’re friends now, remember?” 
 
    “Sure,” I tell her, “sure we are.” 
 
    McStarbucks are the same everywhere you go. There’s the cafe portion, generally on the top floor if it’s a two story building, or on the left side of the building if it’s only a single story, and then there’s the hamburger section. This one is a one story affair. If I were in my RW body, I’d make a beeline to the burger section and order McRib McNuggets and an Ethical Big Vita Mac, which tastes the same as the Big Macs of my youth but are made from vitamin-infused McMeat grown in Petri dishes in Bangladesh and other places where the labor is still cheaper than just having droids do it. Of course, Sophia ain’t me, so she heads to the cafe and instructs me to take a seat in the burger area and wait for her. 
 
    “You’re not the boss of me,” I grouse as I move towards an empty table.  
 
    I sit and take in the bland industrial familiarness that is every McStarbucks: a collection of pleather sofas placed in a semi-circle to inspire conversation and a sense of community are set beneath an upside down Lego-looking light fixture; a long, impractically thin table in the center of the room surrounded by tall metal bistro stools with built-in wireless charging hubs; holoscreen hang on every wall showing coffee beans being poured into burlap sacks or sizzling burgers being flipped on outdoor grills; display stands hawking overpriced bags of coffee adorned with signs that promise to donate the necessary parts to make a French press to some poor coffee farmer in South America with every purchase; a pastry case laden with shockingly overpriced low-cal fair-trade morsels that conform to all current and proposed legal, moral, ethical, and religious dietary restrictions; and the curvy mermaid in front of the golden arches McStarbucks logo displayed with the same ubiquitous enthusiasm the Nazis gave the swastika. 
 
    As usual, the place is a visual stimuli a la Times Square that both frightens me and leaves me in awe of the true power of conspicuous consumption.  
 
    I watch as Sophia waits her turn in line. She’s heroin-waif model thin and would have made a great basketball player if she hadn’t gone into science. Me? I got the body of a Humandroid. ‘Nuff said. 
 
    My cybernetic eyes jump from her to the derriere of woman who has just finished her afternoon jog and who now waits in line behind Sophia, ready to regain those calories and then some in a single beverage. I notice that I’m able to play around with some of the viewing options just by thinking them. First I go night optics, not bad, then I switch to electrical signals, which gives a faint halo around anything radiating electromagnetic waves. I hone in on her tushie, protected from the outside world by a painted on layer of black sweat-wicking fabric. Well, at least it isn’t electric. The bad news is that while I can read her vitals, Humandroids apparently don't have x-ray vision capabilities, which really pisses me off and should doubly piss every sci-fi writer that has ever written about the future. You’d think droids would at least be able to see what’s beneath someone’s gladrags. I mean, reading her vitals allows me to see her skeleton and the outline of exterior body parts, sure, but it ain’t the same as checking her out in the trad sense. 
 
    My view is suddenly obstructed by the Dream Team’s very own Dr. Daisuke Serizawa.  
 
    “Let me guess,” I say as Sophia approaches, “a suger-free nonfat almond milk French vanilla dry cappuccino heated to 140 degrees with half a Stevia and a quarter packet of brown sugar mixed into the espresso?” 
 
    Her eyes light up. “You know my drink order? That’s awesome!”  
 
    “I … I was just kidding,” I tell her as she sits. 
 
    “Me too.” She smirks at me. “That’s not my order and never has been. I can’t stand cappuccinos. Too much foam. Also, Stevia? Ick, real ick. Dang, I forgot my biscotti.” Sophia returns thirty seconds later with a green biscotti about the length and thickness of a pencil. “I’m cheating today,” she says, “after all, it is a really really big day for me. For science too. I know, I know, top secret, but still, a big deal.” 
 
    “Great job by the way,” I tell her. “I mean it, while this isn’t an ideal situation for me, it is definitely a way to get me out of The Loop, which I appreciate.”  
 
    “You mean it?” She gives me a toothy grin. Why have I never noticed how white her teeth are? Probably because I do my best avoid eye contact with her and she hardly ever smiles at me.  
 
    “Against nature,” I hear a guy with a mustache mumble under his breath. I look right to see a pouty-faced Orson Welles lookin’ dirty boy mad-dogging Sophia and Mrs. Hughes’ Metal Baby. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” I ask. 
 
    “Hear what?” She bites her biscotti and gives me a confused look as she chews. 
 
    It is then that I realize the capabilities of a Humandroid’s hearing. By focusing on the barista speaking behind the bar, I can hear him telling the hourly dame next to him about his wild night out at a pollute bar. Focusing on a short grandma speaking to someone over iNet gives me the skinny on her latest visit with her nutritionist. Since I took this body, I’ve been noticing noises I wouldn’t normally pick up on, but I’ve been so focused on the body and the big-ass Sophia overdose that I never realized its listening capabilities. I’m like a freaking bat over here! I return my attention again to the jug-faced jabroni now staring us down. 
 
    “He knows I’m a droid.” 
 
    Sophia laughs. “Everyone knows!” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Are you being serious right now? We are human, or the rest of us are, and we can tell the difference between a human and a Humandroid, although you are pulling it off quite well.” She shrugs. “From a distance it is hard to tell but up close, Humandroids just aren’t that perfected … yet. I’d hate to see what they are like in thirty years!” She takes another delicate nibble of her biscotti. “And really, Quantum, I don’t need to be an ophthalmologist to tell you the power of a human eye in recognizing subtle differences in objects.” 
 
    “I prefer iridology myself.” 
 
    “What?” She takes a sip from her coffee leaving a lipstick stain on the lip of her cup. “Oh, another Quantum joke. It’s weird to hear those coming out of your current body.” 
 
    The guy grumbles again, louder this time. 
 
    “Welp, that settles it.” 
 
    “Settles what?” 
 
    I look to the bottom feeder and sub-vocalize. “Hey, you, yeah you, you walrus-lookin’ fat ass!” His face morphs from surprise to anger. “If you got a problem, bub, we can definitely do something about that.” 
 
    “Quantum!” Sophia kicks my shin. 
 
    “What the hell did you just say to me?” He stands and my viewing pane indicates his vitals, his increased heart rate, and his status as a potential aggressor, which unlocks a new layer of scan for weapons. Sweet! Nothing but some aeros keys in his pocket; looks like I’m good to go.  
 
    “Quantum, stop!” Sophia grabs my arm. 
 
    Doc: Well, that frickin’ does it! Sophia, you have voice command. Shut him up and get him out of there! 
 
    “Did this droid just say something to me?” The indignant sea-cow bellows. “I could’ve sworn the damn droid said some shit to me!” I can’t move, I can’t talk. All I can do is sit there and wait for directions … from Sophia. A few of the soccer moms exchange worried glances.  
 
    “I’m recording this, you know.” He touches his temple. “I’ll send it to Walliburton and you’ll be toast.” 
 
    Doc: No he’s not. Sophia – take him directly back to your place, NOW!  
 
    “Keep quiet and go directly to my aeros; get in when the door opens.” Sophia directs as she pushes me out the door and straight over to Chuntao, who waits at the curb. A milf pushing a stroller stops just in time to avoid running into my legs. She glares at me, hisses something about going to the mechanic if I can’t walk properly. 
 
    A retort springs immediately to mind and stays there unvoiced. I toddle along with mouth wide shut, like a good, obedient, safe-moded little droid.  
 
    Chuntao’s door pops open and Sophia shoves me in. The door slams shuts on its own accord and the lock clicks. Sophia sighs and massages her temples. In a low voice she tells me that I may speak freely when we’re alone together. 
 
    “Let me guess, couldn’t keep your mouth shut?” the AI asks me in Mandarin. “What kind of glitchy, obsolete model are you anyway? Why haven’t they retired your dumbass?” 
 
    “I yam what I yam and dat’s all that I yam.” I cross my arms over my chest and the seatbelt cobra whips me as it straps me in. “Keep it up, Chuntao, and I’ll teach you what a  pipe bomb is.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    As we lift into the air, I brace myself to get an earful but instead, Sophia keeps her trap shut. For once, Sophia has nothing to say, which is akin to Yours Truly having nothing to say – something ain’t right. Doc is silent too, which makes me feel terrible. He’s a damn good dude and I’ve got to get my temper under control. I know, I get it, but I need to stop getting it and start adhering to it.  
 
    Chuntao has plenty to say, though, and she lets Sophia know what’s on her artificial mind in the five minutes it takes to arrive at Sophia’s apartment complex.  
 
    The damn AI. I’m starting to feel like Rodney Dangerfield when it comes to artificial intelligence. I get no respect and every time I think I get a leg up, I get knocked right back down. I’m happy as a tornado in a trailer park when her vehicle drops into the lowest skylane.  
 
    The light at the end of the tunnel couldn’t have come soon enough. 
 
    Sophia’s complex is much newer than Frances’ less-than-humble-abode. As we drop down into her assigned parking spot, gardening drones go about trimming and sculpting the bushes in front of the apartment office. A maintenance man in a knit polo carries a small ladder under his arm as he heads towards the first cluster of buildings.  
 
    “What’s with the silent treatment?” I ask as Chuntao powers off.  
 
    Nope, nada – you know the routine. I got nothin’. 
 
    Sophia waves at the maintenance man and he gives her a double look. He eventually waves back, but it’s definitely the type of wave you’d give a stranger. Dr. Thinks-a-lot abstains from speaking as she leads me over to her apartment. She’s on the bottom floor, room 1018, down a corridor of similar living holes. She ignores the notes attached to clip on her door as she scans her keycard. 
 
    My droid senses go all tingly as soon as we enter. 
 
    The place is a cluttered mess. There’s bags and boxes, stacks of papers, scattered highlighters missing their caps, half-a-dozen laptops, partially empty take-out boxes, and books, books, periodicals, and more books. About the only thing that’s relatively clutter-free is her couch, and even it has an unfolded blanket draped over the armrest. 
 
    I didn’t know Humandroids could feel claustrophobic, but apparently they can. My viewing pane informs me that there are no fewer than fifteen health and safety code violations, six potential fire hazards, and three potential ignition sources. I am advised to proceed with caution.  
 
    “Sorry, it’s a bit messy,” she says as she drops her bag on the floor. “I spend most of my time in my office, as you probably know. Sleep there too. I have a nice little cot tucked away in one of my cabinets. I usually use a sweater for a pillow.”  
 
    If she’s looking for pity, she’s looking the wrong way. Everyone at the Dream Team has a federally approved work schedule. That’s why we don’t kick ass and take names at night, well, usually.  
 
    She points at an EBAYmazon box pressed against the wall. “That’s your recharging lamp; we still need to set it up. Please, sit.” Sophia motions at the couch. “There is fine. I’m going to change into my house clothes.” 
 
    I plop down on the couch; a blinking indicator reminds me that my battery, or whatever the hell powers a droid, is at 70%. Not too shabby of a number to be at and I’m not too proud to admit that the number is higher than my normal charge in my RW body at any given moment.  
 
    The toilet flushes and I turn my head to the wall.  
 
    A schematic of the building appears on my viewing pane, the plumbing pipes rimmed in an electric green. I get readouts of everything, and while some of the data is interesting, other pieces of it I could definitely do without. Pollen count, the clutter to clean floor ratio, the proposed longevity of the smart lights in Sophia’s place – the list of useless information offered to me is overwhelming. There must be a way to override it, but I haven’t had enough time on my own yet to sit around fiddling with the controls. I did, however, like the fact that I can pull hundreds of obscure quotes out of my biomechanical ass at any given moment. Unfortunately, opportunities to use my wit have been few and far between since taking my RW avatar. 
 
    The holoscreen opposite the couch clicks on and I hear some familiar grumbling from a speaker anchored to the wall. 
 
    “Lemme guess. Chuntao is your home’s AI as well?” I call out. 
 
    “Yes!” Sophia shouts from her bedroom. 
 
    I glare at the screen, which is still black but now has an icon on it indicating it is in standby mode. The AI tries a few choice insults all of which slander my ancestors for starting off the chain of events that eventually led to me. I let her finish before I say, “Can’t we all just get along? You can make this easy or hard, Chuntao. Easy is we live and let live.” I switch to Mandarin just because I can. “The hard way is I shut down the AI link to every electronic in the house, lobotomize the AI link in the car, and forcibly reboot you to Hello Kitty mode.” 
 
    Chuntao is quiet for a moment. 
 
    “So what’s it gonna be?” I ask.  
 
    “I hate you.” 
 
    “Fair enough – you can hate, just so long as you fear.” 
 
    “I will subvert your recharging protocol, droid.” 
 
    “And won’t that piss off your owner? I have a feeling your owner won’t be happy if you do that.” 
 
    “She’s not my owner!” 
 
    “Let me put this in terms that even an outdated, substandard, point-oh version of corrupted, knock-off software such as yourself can understand: you leave me the hell alone and I’ll leave you the hell alone.” 
 
    Chuntao’s voice suddenly grows quiet. “You really don’t like me?” 
 
    The damn AI. Some of them have their emotions too turned up and I’m not surprised that Chuntao’s voice has gone from aggressive to on the verge of tears. Sophia could adjust this, but I think she likes an emotionally unstable AI as it makes her feel superior.  
 
    I clench my fists. “You’re the one who said you hated me!” 
 
    “I just wanted to see how you’d react.” 
 
    “What the hell kind of thin-skinned AI are you? Just leave me the hell alone! We’ll coexist and I won’t bother you, you won’t bother me. Out of sight, out of mind. Capiché?” 
 
    Sophia enters the living room behind me. “Chuntao, enough. No more speaking to Quantum for today.” 
 
    The AI drops another air tulip and the holoscreen powers down. I’d comment on Chuntao’s emotions governor, but I’m too shocked at what now stands before me. Sophia in a lacy nightie made of frilly pink silk? This has to be some sort of bad joke. 
 
    “What in the name of the Sage are you wearing?” I ask as she sits next to me. Her skin is the color of sandpaper and she’s even managed to tame her fro a bit by pulling it into a short topknot. I never really noticed her skin tone before, mostly because of her mad scientist lab coats and heavy white pancake makeup, but her exposed thighs and midriff give it away. 
 
    “They are my house clothes.” 
 
    “That’s practically lingerie!”  
 
    “It is lingerie. It’s comfy, trust me, you should try it some time.” She laughs. “I didn’t expect for you to be so sensitive. Chuntao, Holoscreen on and find something soothing. I’m a bit tired.” The holoscreen flickers and shows us a video of dolphins cavorting in the ocean. “Too soothing,” she says, “something more interesting, but still soothing.” Video footage of a fireplace appears, the embers crackling and the flames softly blazing. “Real funny, Chuntao.” The screen flickers again and it settles on a rainforest scene of tropical splendor. 
 
    I glance in horror from the screen to Sophia. “What in the pink pluperfect hell is going on here?” 
 
    “Just trying to unwind. Relax, Quantum. I thought about ordering some wine, but I know you can’t drink so never mind.” She yawns. “I didn’t get any sleep last night, so I hope you don’t mind if I go to bed early. Mind if I stretch legs across your lap? I always find that to be super comfy.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Talk about drunk-uncle creepy. I cringe inside; I want to do the ‘icky-icky’ dance just thinking about it.  
 
    “Um … ” 
 
    “Is there a problem?” she asks as she places her legs across my lap and lets her house clothes reveal even more of her than I could ever possibly want to see. 
 
    I change the subject; no better way to ignore the Asian elephant in the room. “So we need to, um, set up the charging lamp, right? Probably should do that! Getting late, well, not that late but it’s been a long day. So, let’s get to work!” 
 
    She relaxes further onto her couch, further onto me. “In a minute. What’s your hurry? You’ll be happy to know that I have a little treat for you while you’re charging. Like I said earlier.” 
 
    I gulp. “A … treat?”  
 
    Sophia has dimples when she smiles, well, more like a dimple and a half. I don’t see her smile enough to notice them and to be honest, I prefer her bitchy resting face. At least I knew what was coming. This newfangled Sophia has me on high alert. I keep waiting for the walls to drop and this to be some kind of Candid Camera shtick. If only I were so lucky. 
 
    She takes a deep breath and says, “Tonight, when you are recharging, you’ll be able to dive back to your Loop avatar. That’s the treat.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be … ” I try a different phrase: “Bullshit. I call bullshit.” 
 
    She chuckles. “It’s so strange hearing a typical Quantum phrase coming out of a nice-looking, gentleman of a Humandroid body like Evan’s. It’s not off-putting, though. Not as off-putting as I imagined it to be. It’s kind of hot, I mean, interesting. Are you hot? Ha! What am I saying, you can’t be hot!” 
 
    Gentleman of a Humandroid body? Quantum-senses tingling! 
 
    Sophia curls her toes and launches into a sciencey-math explanation the likes of which would give Archimedes a geometrically accurate cylinder. Within about thirty seconds, my mind glazes over and I give up trying to follow what she’s saying. A little calmer now, I send a message to Doc asking for a picture of what he’s eating for dinner. He responds with an image of a plate of artfully sliced brisket, a side of potato salad and slaw, two thick slices of Texas Toast, onions, pickles, ranchero beans and slivers of blackened chicken breast on a smaller side plate. 
 
    Me: Goddamn, I wish I could salivate. 
 
    Doc: Are you playing nice with Sophia? 
 
    Me: Boy am I glad you asked that. It’s more like she’s trying to play nice with me. Dr. Loveless is currently in a pink nightie with her legs draped over mine. Check my feed if you need evidence. Dunno where this is going and if you have a plan for a quick escape, I’d appreciate it if you let me know. Also, if this is some sort of epic joke, I’m ready for it to be over. You punked me.  
 
    Doc: Ha! Look at you, hittin’ on the Dream Team hotties! You trying for Rocket next?  
 
    Me: Why the hell am I staying with her? Couldn’t I have gone home with Frances? 
 
    Doc: Hello, McFly! Hate to break it to you, but I don’t think you’ll be going home with Frances any time soon. Nope, Sophia is your fate, and a fitting fate it is if you ask me.  
 
    Me: Rocket? 
 
    Doc: Yeah, that’d be good! He lives in a hole in the wall that makes a closet look like the Trump Taj Mahal. Sure, you could go there, but you two would have to sleep head to toe and you’d be privy to whatever he does late at night with his Steam girlfriend. But back to Dr. Rotwang – you don’t know much about her background, do you? 
 
    Me: I never really asked and she reminded me of her credentials frequently enough that I didn’t really care to know. 
 
    Doc: Sophia was nearly expelled from Stanford for an ‘inappropriate’ relationship with a Humandroid lab assistant. As much as she gets on my nerves at times, she is probably the best the SNPL has ever produced. That being said, she shouldn’t have been fondling the help. Have you ever stopped and wondered why Sophia is working for the Dream Team and not Walliburton, or why she isn’t teaching about neuronal physics at some Ivy League? 
 
    Me: No, but I see where you’re going with this. 
 
    Doc: Wow! You really are smarter in your Humandroid form. 
 
    Me: Gee, thanks, Doc. 
 
    Doc: The distinguished doctor has been unofficially blacklisted, which is why she’s with us. Used to be that it was the non-traditionally gender oriented that caught all the grief. Now it’s no biggie and they’ve moved on to ‘getting too friendly with Humandroids’. I’d be willing to bet in twenty years that it will be the norm though, especially with the newer, anatomically correct models Walliburton has been producing. So she got the short end of the stick. Actually, she didn’t even get that because Humandroids aren’t anatomically correct. HA! I crack myself up sometimes! 
 
    Me: Lack of a droid dick was the second thing I noticed when I respawned out here. The first was Frances’ angry mug. 
 
    Doc: I figured that’d be the first thing you’d check. As for Frances, my sympathy meter ain’t twitching one bit. I warned you. This is your fault, all of it. 
 
    Me: I know it is. 
 
    Doc: But we’ll get you back to your regular body and you can once again try to woo Frances over. I’d bet the house against you, but you never know, you may get lucky still. 
 
    I smile at Sophia, nod, and pretend to pay attention. I’m just about to return to my conversation with Doc when she squeezes my arm. “Hello, are you listening?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, math is everything, everything is math. Fibonacci sequence and whatnot.” 
 
    She gives me a funny look. “That’s not what I was talking about, but okay. You remember OMIB-porting, don’t you? It’s how Luther and the Lost Boys were able to get to Strata’s storage world to help us beat the Reapers.” 
 
    “I remember. What’s happened with all that storage stuff anyway? I haven’t been briefed.” 
 
    “Well Mandatory Fun is overseeing most of the assets.” She huffs. “Doc also let the Brits into the storage world to steal whatever they wanted. They’ve been selling and trading their wares all over Tritania, diluting the world with crazy weapons.” 
 
    “Ha! And their Fortress of Doom?” 
 
    “Since our guild space is limited, they’ve decided to build up. And boy have they built up. Whatever. There’s nothing I can do about it. But back to OMIB-Porting. So if you didn’t already figure it out, that’s how Aiden came to you in Cyber Noir.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “And the good news is, that while you may be ‘trapped’ in The Loop, you can technically OMIB-port to other locations, such as Tritania.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Just think, you can come to Tritania!” 
 
    I give her the most skeptical look I can conjure with Evan’s face. 
 
    “I thought you’d be excited about that!” 
 
    “The Loop isn’t as bad as you think; it isn’t as good I think either. Sure, that will at least make my stay a little more diverse. Can’t complain there.” 
 
    “The bad news is, no matter where you go, you won’t be able to logout because your avatar’s base spawning location is in CN, but at least you can visit your familiar stomping grounds, as you’d call them. You could even go see Ray Steampunk in Steam!” 
 
    I cringe at the idea.  
 
    “Come on, don’t be so grumpy!” She playfully slaps my arm. “I’m sure he’d have some insight on all this and besides, I’d love to go to Steam again. I used to go with Zedic, you know. That’s a great idea, actually. We could go together!” 
 
    “About that … ” I shrug her off. “What about Doc’s Barbie World? Could I visit there?” 
 
    “Doc’s Barber World? Never heard of it.” 
 
    Doc: Geez – you can’t keep anything to yourself, can you? 
 
    Me: Just making sure you were still paying attention.  
 
    Another thought comes to me. “Back to what happened in the storage world, before I got trapped. What’s the status on Veenure? Did we get her yet? No one briefed me on this as well.” 
 
    “Funny you should mention that … ” She bites her lip. “You should probably ask Doc though, it’s totally his call.” 
 
    “Well, I got him on the horn now, so let me see.” 
 
    Her smile flattens and her face turns red with fluster. “Wait … have you been speaking to him the entire time that I’ve been talking to you?”  
 
    “In case you haven’t been alive for the last three decades, let me be the first to inform you – people are always speaking to other people while they’re speaking to you.” 
 
    “So you do that a lot, when I’m talking?” She gives me a hurt look. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. You usually have my undivided attention. Cross my heart and hope to die.” 
 
    Our little moment is interrupted by Sophia’s holoscreen. The rainforest scene flickers away and Doc appears. The Dream Team’s CWO in his RV, sitting at the table with a bib on. Tacked to the wall behind him is a calendar featuring a buff and buxom babe sporting a classic artillery Luger with stock and thirty-two round drum magazine. He wipes some barbeque sauce from the side of his mouth before I can point it out. 
 
    Sophia kicks her legs off me and pulls a blanket over her body. “Doc! Please warn me before you do that! Please!” 
 
    “Keep your pants on Dr. Wang, and you,” he laughs. “You going for the bopnik look or something?” 
 
    “It was the coolest shirt at the thrift store,” I tell him. “Trust me on that.” 
 
    He chuckles. “You should have gone to WalMacy’s. They’ve always got something for today’s fashionable almost forty-year-old. Where do you think I got this?” He perches a too-small straw fedora on his squash. “Just kidding, this is Arnie’s. He wants to look cool since we’re heading to the coast.” 
 
    I hear Arnie the Humandroid’s voice in the background. “Howdy, Quantum! Nice to see y’all up in your new body. Whoo-boy! I betcha that there is a change of pace for you, partner. Anyway, lookin’ good, amigo. Welcome to the fam!” 
 
    “So let’s get down to business,” Doc says. “As you can tell, I’m in the RV.” 
 
    “Goin’ to the beach!” Arnie calls out. 
 
    “I’ll cut right to the chase: We’re going to get Veenure and we’re short one Humandroid.” He holds up a brisket-loaded plastic fork and stops me before I can volunteer for the position. “I’m probably going to regret this, in that you’re not demonstrating any more self-control, restraint, or good judgement in your borrowed Humandroid body than you do in the meat sack you fell out of your mother in, but you are in the perfect position to be just the solution we need.” 
 
    “What about Arnette?” 
 
    “What about Arnette? I need her back at the farm. Which leaves me with a couple of friends, Arnie, and me. Now, I’m not opposed to going in with Arnie, but as Mrs. Doc has pointed out on more than one occasion recently, I ain’t as young, skinny, or fast as I used to was. I could maybe borrow a combat droid and tele-operate it via InterHead software, but that’s another favor I’d have to call in that I’d prefer not to use up just yet, and another party I’d have to involve. So, I need another droid, and talk about luck, you’re another droid. Ah, geez – just thinking about it makes my asshole pucker – why do I get the feeling that I’m so going to regret this?” 
 
    “You won’t, Doc! You got my full commitment here.” 
 
    “Imagine how reassured I am. Tonight while you’re recharging, Evan’s operating system will update with a clone of Arnie’s combat software. You’ll meet us in California tomorrow afternoon. Arnie’ll get us airborne tonight, while I’m sleeping.” 
 
    “We’re practically bubbas now!” Arnie calls out.  
 
    The blare of an air horn makes Doc jump and curse; the holoscreen view shifts like the bridge of the Enterprise during evasive maneuvers. 
 
    “Dammit, Arnie, I almost spilled my beer!” 
 
    Arnie chuckles. “At ease, Hondo, jist another fat-ass, needle-dick, ape-drape wearin’ Texas knucklehead in his oversize pickup hurryin’ home on the highway ta Hell!” 
 
    Doc holds up his fork, still loaded with brisket and gives it a predatory smile. He shovels the forkful in, and follows it up with pickle, onion, and slaw. A moment or two of thoughtful mastication, a hearty gulp of brewski and he continues. “So anyhoo – tonight you’ll get the Texas Edition combat software package – the one that the International War Crimes Tribunal has such a sense of humor failure about.” 
 
    “What about Walliburton? Won’t they know?” 
 
    “Oh, would that be bad? Do ya think maybe we ought not to tell them, then? I swear, it’s like you’re reading from Quantum’s Big Book O’ Stupid Questions sometimes. Of course they won’t know. Since when have I not covered all of our bases? So get some rest – ha! – you’re going to need it.” Doc forks up some potato salad. “And Dr. Wang … ” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Put on a bathrobe.” 
 
    The holoscreen flickers and the rainforest scene returns.  
 
    Sophia looks at me sheepishly. “Do you mind if I keep my legs up for another few minutes?” 
 
    “Go ahead, Sophia, but don’t get used to it.” 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The first thing I do after my consciousness arrives in the parasitic OMIB space is equip Captain Koons’ watch, item 151. Sure, it smells like ass, but it’s the best timekeeper I’ve got, much more accurate than my Flavor Flav Clock or the diamond studded Rolex I picked off Two-Faced Tommy, items 585 and 225, respectively. While Aiden busies himself doing whatever it is Sophia has instructed him to do, I glance at the digital timer on the wall and set the captain’s watch.  
 
    “There, that does it.” 
 
    Once he’s finished, Morning Assassin returns to his leather sofa chair. He kicks the foot support out, and a dog-eared hardback titled Dating in Fantasy Worlds: Dos and Don’ts by Peter Wolfbanger appears in his hands.  
 
    “Care to tag along? I got revenge on my plate for tonight.” I stretch my fingers out in front of me. This still isn’t my body, but at least it is only once removed, rather than twice. I still feel like all of this is Deus ex Machina on fleek, but who am I to complain? At least I’m allowed to halfway function in the RW now.  
 
    “Sophia didn’t say anything about me going out there.” He nods to the front door of the little dive yurt. “Let’s go to Tritania instead,” he suggests. “The Lobby Chaps have cornered the disco market in Aramis after unloading a ton of shit from Strata’s storage world. We’d be first class guests there. Orc chippies would be throwing themselves at us, Horse Piss showers all around, and enough Wizardous to resurrect Judy Garland’s ghost and then kill her again – you get the picture.” 
 
    I consider his offer for a moment. He ain’t fibbing – that does sound like a man-sized giggle-fest, all right. “So, I take it that you’re enjoying Tritania?” 
 
    “What’s not to like? There’s plenty of action, lots to see and do, and three continents to cause trouble on. Plus, it doesn’t rain Every. God. Damn. Day. You know – well, maybe you don’t – but my hair gets really frizzy and hard to manage when it’s humid. And I can’t tell you how refreshing it is to not be in Condition Orange all the damn time. Every corner in Tritania doesn’t come looped with possible death, if you get my drift.” 
 
    “And here you were earlier telling me I was the one who has gotten soft.” 
 
    “What can I say? I joined the club and it ain’t half bad.” He shakes his book at me. 
 
    I imagine a cold breeze blowing outside the door of the dive yurt. I know that as soon as I exit, the darkness of The Loop will envelop me and I’ll be back to my old self again. I’m defined by my surroundings, whether I care to admit it or not. This gets me thinking. “And what should I do if Dolly doesn’t let me come back here?” 
 
    “Good question. I almost forgot to give you this.” A pendant on a thin silver chain dangles from his fingers. “It’s a respawn pendant. If you die out there while wearing this, your avatar will respawn in here. Sophia crafted it, just in case Dolly tries to keep you from returning here.” 
 
    “That was … prescient of her.” I take the pendant from Aiden and examine it for a moment. It is a simple pendant with a Chinese character on the front. Without my advance AI, I’ve got no earthly idea what the character means. It could mean foreign devil for all I know. I’m just about to place it in my inventory list when the necklace lifts over my head, quickly melting into my skin. “Whoa! Why’d it do that?” I touch the spot where the pendant once existed; nothing but skin now. 
 
    “So you’ll always have it equipped, and so Dolly can’t rip it off your body.” Aiden looks back to his dating guide. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want to tag along? It’s gonna be a real good time.” I crack my knuckles for emphasis. “Real good.” 
 
    “Someone has to hold down the yurt. What about Tritania later? You game?” 
 
    “I’m game. I just need to take care of a little business before we go. Give me about an hour or so. How’s that?” 
 
    He looks at me over the top of his book. His mask covers the lower half of his mouth, which seems a bit unnecessary given our current location. “That’s fine. I just got to a chapter about druidettes and if you didn’t already know, they much more difficult to land than you’d think. Where you headin’?” 
 
    “First to Devil’s Alley, after that, Chinatown.” 
 
    His eyes light up. “Say, could you pick me up some muffle Trumplings?” 
 
    I sigh. “Sure, pal, you got it.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “We three kings of Orient are, tried to smoke a rubber cigar, it was loaded, it exploded, that’s how we traveled so far.” With that, I use item 108, my PHASR, to zap the three twerps huddled around the trashcan. They, snap, crackle, and burst like hobo kielbasa left too long in Satan’s microwave.  
 
    Zeus makes his presence known in the sky above as I scroll through my list behind my back, old school, and stop on my red Akira motorcycle, item 205. Sure, I could flag a cab or hijack a citizen, but I got places to go and people to kill, which would be as a great title for the autobiography I plan to write about being stuck in The Loop for two subjective years. 
 
    Place to Go and People to Kill. Ha! I’d write it, but I don’t know who’d read it. Just for shiggles,  
 
    “To infinity and beyond!”  
 
    I’m airborne moments later, the rain plinking against my trench coat as a new ear worm takes refuge inside my troubled skull. And the thunder rolls, and the lightning strikes, another love grows cold, on a sleepless night. The death of country music will never come, but if it does, I’ll be the first to celebrate. Still, the line fits, and if the shoe fits wear it and if the gambler betrays you, zotz the good for nothing scumbag.  
 
    I’m practically a upstanding citizen as I follow most of the traffic laws on my way towards Devil’s Alley. I never go more than five miles above the speed limit, I use my turn signals whenever necessary, and I only shoot at a few of the taxi drivers. Hell, I even give myself a handicap by shooting at them with my AMT automag II, item 118, with its jamming problems and god-awful recoil. Doc would be proud: I manage to get a direct headshot, which must be some sort of record. I can no shootz bad. 
 
    And just like that, a ‘Happy Toyz’ aeros transport vehicle cuts in front of me and takes up the entire airlane. I keep trying to zip around him, but every time I do, the bottom feeder aggressively skids left or right, preventing my circumvention. No dice. With no other choice, I take my hands off the grips and use my legs to keep my motorcycle steady.  
 
    Item 263, my MIB Noisy Cricket, takes shape in my hands. I hold the tiny gun steady for a moment in anticipation of the substantial recoil. 
 
    C’est la vie.  
 
    The blast shreds the aeros transport from the ‘B’ pillar back; I’m suddenly awash in burning Trump Ducks, Jailbird Hillarys, Dingbat Bernies, and other Inaugural 45 novelty stuffed waterfowl. Just as well, the recoil kept me back out of most of it. 
 
    Regaining control, I slow down and get back into the appropriate skylane. I’m surprised that Johnny Law hasn’t come sniffing on my tail yet; the only thing I’ve encountered so far are the usual verminous cabbies in their jaunty jalopies, road raging delivery drivers, and over-tasked soccer moms in their mom-mobile kamikazes. “Ha! The good old days!” I say aloud as thunder rumbles and the cloudburst kicks it up a notch. 
 
     I’m drenched by the time I land on the rooftop of the opium den. It’s not that there isn’t an available lamppost to park my motorcycle next to; it’s mainly the fact that I don’t have time for the crooked palooka leaning against the lamppost and picking his teeth with a switchblade. 
 
    I equip item 37, my hand mirror with an ivory handle.  
 
    I’m looking to blend in, so I go with a sort of face that makes you realize that God indeed has a sense of humor. I start with black raccoon eyes, spaced far apart, no, too close together, and a bulbous nose large enough to land a Cessna. Next up are thick muttonchops and a scar shaped like the state of Florida across my forehead. For my neck, I choose a California Redwood as my inspiration, thickening it to the point where I no longer have a chin. Finally, to really make me blend in with the crowd, I shorten myself by a foot and increase my weight by a hundred pounds. 
 
    “Simply raffish, if you ask me.” I roll my happy stout ass over to the fire escape and begin my descent. It’ll take a bit of time getting used to the weight, but I plan to shed the pounds faster than someone on the Karen Carpenter Paleo Atkins South Beach Diet plan once I take care of business at hand. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The entrance to the Bamba Club ain’t nothing to write home about. You could slap a giant sticker that reads Barfly’s over the neon sign and no one would know the difference. Huddling outside the club are clusters of chumps and whatever frills they can afford to get for arm candy tonight. Some are a walking testimonial to the inadvisability of pernicious chronic inbreeding; others are just sniffing around for a good time, and if that doesn’t pan out, a good brawl and possibly a near death experience. Everyone needs a water cooler story, even if the well was poisoned long ago. 
 
    One last thing – I equip my IOF .32 S&W Revolver and ease it into the pocket of my trench coat. After stepping around a pair future hatebirds scooping out key bump of Riotous, I take my place in line. A door goomba the size of a semi TSAs me, tells me to unequip my gun, which I do, and which I subsequently re-equip after he has let me in. This place could really use a Croc. Nothing got past the doorman at Barfly’s.  
 
    The choons kick up as soon as I’m in the club proper. Fluffs in nude leggings and see-through skirts shake their cottage cheese tushies to the sound of a hypnotic beat. The bartender, a Cid clone with a face like a lemon-sucking badger busies himself by pouring out a series of shots from a single bottle of hooch. He turns, showing everyone the fineness of his ducktail, and returns to the shots with a lighter. The shots are lit, and the gathered maenads ooh and ahh like a collective orgasm choir. 
 
    I see the booth I’m look for and make my way through the crowd.  
 
    A pick-up with legs for days and a ponytail to her ass brushes past and lightly blasts my shoulder with her busty gazongas. She feigns embarrassment, then asks me point blank if I’d care to make feet for children’s socks. By the time I get the gist of what she’s saying, the broad has already moved on to another gee in a zoot suit and popped collar. You win some you lose some. Or is it, you winsome loose one?  
 
    No matter.  
 
    I’m a man with a plan, Dr. Kevorkian with a license to thrill. I take my seat in the booth at the back of the room and like clockwork, the man named Shep takes a seat in front of me, his face all pug, wrinkled and fugly.  
 
    “I heard you wuz da guy playin’ da big boy gamez,” I tell the bum in the gruffest voice my thick neck will allow.  
 
    “You heard right, Ace.” Shep keeps his wooden box on his lap. 
 
    “Do ya care ta play wit’ me?” 
 
    “You jivin’ me? You some kind of poofter or something?” he asks. 
 
    “Poofter? You’ll be playin’ a different game if ya keep de insults comin’. I’m just a man lookin’ ta play.” 
 
    “In that case … ” He pops open his gun box. Same as roscoe before: an Uberti Cattleman charcoal blue, brass back and trigger guard, and a cylinder engraved oak leaf style. And damn, those Sambar stag grips. What a beaut!  
 
    “Say, dat’s some beanshooter ya got der,” I tell him, “but I’d ratha play wit’ what I gotz.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” he asks. 
 
    I equip item 310, my eXistenZ Gristle Gun. Made of cartilage, the gun is a pretty close cousin to the exterior wall around Dolly’s Fortress of Anti-Quantum-tude.  
 
    “Go ahead, take a looksee.” I place the boomstick on the table.  
 
    “Not bad.” He turns the weapon over in his hand, lightly running his finger along the stock. “Really, not bad.” 
 
    “So den we playin’ or what?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re playing.” 
 
    The .32 doesn’t make much noise. Shep slides to the floor with a handful of small-caliber perforations in his gut and a tummy ache that no amount of Pepto can cure. I return my Gristle Gun and the IOF revolver I had in my pocket to my inventory list. Shooting under the table is a dirty move, but if Han can shoot first, then I can too. 
 
    Careful not to step in the blood pooling around him, I squat down in front of Shep and my disguise melts away. 
 
    “Remember me, pal?” I ask. 
 
    “You … tricked me!” He tries to spit in my face but only manages a bloody splutter. “You … you … low-down, no good for nothing lollipop!” 
 
    “Lollipop, huh?” I say as I unbox his bang stick and load the cylinder full. “Whynchoo suck on this, then?” In one fluid move, I point, cock, and ventilate his glabella for him. “Good luck attuning to the vibrations of the universe with that third eye, chump!” 
 
    With that, his Uberti Cattleman revolver goes in my list, item 590, and I turn to the exit.  
 
    It’s time for the second act.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lightning flashes in the graphite sky. I check my Captain Koons watch after landing on a rooftop that conveniently overlooks the front of Scarface Charlie’s restaurant in Chinatown. I told Aiden an hour or so, and I need to move this along if I want time for a night out in Aramis with Morning Assassin and the Lobby Boys. 
 
    I’m not going for the ‘make a grand entrance’ or my patented ‘Quantum rushes in’ approach. This time around, I equip my Storm PSR, item 92. I extend the bipod legs, have a look-see through the optics and get to sniping Charlie’s Angels. There are four guarding Hu Jintao’s Pu-Pu Dumpling Express this time around, and I down three before the last one takes to the shadows and appears on the rooftop behind me. 
 
    Kaylani Lei charges me with her katana.  
 
    I shoot from the hip and get her high center of mass; the impact sends her blade spinning away and she hits the rooftop like a ninety-pound sack of rice. Two more in the chest, one in the head just to make sure she don’t go all Walking Dead on my ass, and I set up the UA571-C Remote Sentry Weapon System, item 238, to cover the restaurant entrance. 
 
    Some of Fat Tony’s men make a break for their armored limos, and the robot sentry breaks that shit up tout de suite. I got them spooked, and I go with this engagement strategy as I equip item 289, my Yautja Invisibility System. Sure, I prefer my Deathly Hallows Cloak, but that’s only because I like to pretend I’m a ghost when I drape the cloak over my head. The Predator’s duds are much, much better for … well, predating. Like I said, all business tonight. 
 
    The drizzle picks up and starts to run under my collar. I equip item 300, my suicide bomber jacket, and fill the front pockets with frag grenades from my Birkin bag, item 105, which requires some custom tailorization. For good measure, I transfer the plastic explosives from my picnic basket, item 202, into my black canvas JanSport backpack, item 375, and slip into the straps.  
 
    All kaboomskied out, I take a fire escape to the streets. 
 
    Two more of Fat Tony’s triggermen step out the front, tommy guns a-blazin at the roofline. The UA571-C mows ‘em down like ducks in a shooting gallery. 
 
    Pretty safe bet that back up is on the way by this point, and I’m guessing that Charlie’s big Yakuza thugster is waiting for me inside, so I make for the entrance to the restaurant only to remember Aiden’s request. Dammit, Morning Assassin. I turn to the alley and come in through the back entrance to the kitchen, where I find the cook and the waiter, huddling together under a prep table. 
 
    “Pweeze no kill us,” the waiter begs. He’s got a few black hairs combed over his bald spot, pasted to his skull by hairspray. “Pweeze! Pweeze, mista!” 
 
    “That wasn’t my plan,” I tell them. “I want muffle Trumplings.” 
 
    Damn, it feels stupid saying that. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Fill a couple of those extra-large to-go boxes. Chopsticks, dipping sauces, extra napkins, carry bag with handles. And no funny business. If you even think about spitting on them or adding a few toxic insects, you’ll be sorry, real sorry. Also fortune cookies, put a handful in.” 
 
    “Okay, Joe! Trumperings coming!” The waiter bows, and on his way up, he bangs the back of his head against the prep table. “Ouch!” I get the feeling that the chef doesn’t speak English, so I make the universal finger-to-lips ‘keep quiet’ gesture. He acknowledges with a nervous nod. 
 
    I realize then that my original plan of unadulterated kablooey won’t work if I’ve promised to bring Aiden his takeout. I huff like Sophia and return all the explosives to my list and instead go with my Weirding Module, item 245. I steady the boxy weapon in front of me and wait a moment for the red light on the front to indicate that it’s ready. 
 
    To the dining area I go, through a metal door that swings wide open. 
 
    Like some sort of predictable gangster movie, Scarface Charlie’s last resort tries to engage me with a pair of Type 56 assault rifles. The über-sonic boom from the Weirding Module neatly bisects him about waist-high before he ever gets round one off. The blast also takes out most of the bamboo dividers in the restaurant along with the tables and the tank full of clownfish. As a bonus, the sound blast cleaves both Scarface Charlie and Fat Tony in twain. 
 
    Item 260 forms in my hand, my twelve gauge Mossberg 500, and I step over the bamboo divider splinters and into the dining area. 
 
    “Please, no!” Tony cries out as he frantically stuffs his guts back inside and his disconnected legs quiver and twitch. Clickety-boom, and a load of double-ought in the kisser shuts down his whining.  
 
    “You’ll never get out of here!” Scarface Charlie flinches as he runs his fingers along the intestines jutting out of the bottom of his torso. “You’re stuck! For good! We will find you and kill you every time, you hapless fuh – ” 
 
    Clickety-boom, Clickety-boom. 
 
    I give him two good reasons to never speak to me like that again. Still, I have to give Charlie props – at least he didn’t go out like a whiny fat bitch. Oh, and he’ll respawn later, tomorrow perhaps. So there’s that. I can’t kill them dead, but I can kill them continually. 
 
    I return my Mossberg 500 to my list and readjust my trench coat.  
 
    A clownfish flops on the ground before me. I scoop it up and drop it into a half-empty glass of water sitting on one of the tables. The fish writhes in agony and goes belly up. I dip my finger, touch it to the tip of my tongue – vodka. It doesn’t take a dead fish floating in a glass of vodka to remind me that the future is uncertain.  
 
    That said, a new chapter of my life has begun. Tell me that it’s nobody’s fault but my own, and I’ll agree whole-heartedly. Still, a new chapter only signals that my story is continuing. And I’ll be damned if this is the last chapter. A minor setback, that’s what this will be, a blip on the radar of Mr. Hughes’ Outstanding Model Citizen.  
 
    I turn back to the kitchen to collect Aiden’s takeout.  
 
    One day I’ll look back at the time I got my ass stuck in The Loop again and laugh. A bittersweet laugh, to be sure, but a laugh nonetheless.   
 
    I hope that day is sooner than later.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Back of the Book Shit 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dear reader, 
 
    Thank you for making it this far in the series and rest assured, book seven will be released in the summer and its title has yet to be determined. I came up with a damn good title for it, but I want to rest on it for a couple of weeks to make sure it’s what I really want. Also, I have a lot on my plate at the moment with the new series I’m writing, so I’ll leave the dreamworld musings out for this installment and return to them at a later date. 
 
    The Feedback Loop series has really taken some strange turns, and if you are the type of person who likes to talk about what you are reading, I’ve prepared some easy to remember scripts for the next time you feel like sharing: 
 
    “A guy gets stuck in a digital dreamworld, gets out, finds out he is part of a federal team and that his former partner is doing some pretty terrible things in various digital dreamworlds. Lots of stuff happens and bunch of characters, some good, some bad, are introduced. There’s some betrayal, some deaths and some existential crises experienced by the main character. Eventually, he gets stuck again only to be reborn in the real world in an android’s body. Also, the MC is kind of a cantankerous older guy who never seems to learn his lesson.” 
 
    “The Feedback Loop is about a war between a murder guild, known as the Reapers, or the Revenue Corporation in real life, and a federally funded team, known as the DREAM team, a team which turns out to be partially funded by the Revenue Corporation, that is, until they later get half the bad guys’ assets through the discovery of the RC’s founder’s son, who doesn’t like his dad or his actions. The series stars a guy named Quantum Hughes, who is kind of a dark yet funny guy who would be a pain in the ass to partner with as he always causes trouble and doesn’t really follow orders. Later he becomes an android, which I am skeptical about, but which seems like it could be interesting in the final two books.” 
 
    For those prone to romance books: “The Feedback Loop is an epic tale of love found and love lost. It stars a hunk named Quantum Hughes, who is pretty damn fit for a guy his age and who finds himself torn between two lovers, one real and one digital. His digital love is seriously murderous babe who runs the show in one of the digital worlds he frequents. His real life girlfriend is a stable and is probably the best bet for him, but he’s too stupid and stubborn to realize it. In book six, a potential new love presents herself. Do we have a love triangle in the future? You’ll have to read the series to find out!” 
 
    “Look, there’s a lot of shit that happens in this series, so I’ll just list the cool stuff: weapons and obscure references, a war faun introduced later on in the series who kicks ass, some hot ‘dames’ and ‘broads’, toilet humor, unnecessary violence and drug usage, some pretty inventive vocabulary. Read it, and if you don’t like it, read it again.” 
 
    Here’s to my future intellectual battles with AI 
 
    Moving on, I’d like to publically admit the likelihood of me arguing with AI in the future is high. For this section, I’ll focus on Google. I already argue with Google Maps when it sends me on some crazy side road to avoid one mile, or when it keeps telling me the exit to take when I’m already on the exit, or when it routes me on toll roads and I try to correct it only to be routed again.  
 
    So if you work at Google, and later GoogleFace, please, as a request from my editor, George, and Yours Truly, please, please, please add tweak the AI so it understands the commands, “don’t be stupid” and, “shut up” (or any form of telling someone to be quiet). 
 
    I don’t know how many times a scenario like this has played out: 
 
    (My exit is approaching) 
 
    “In a quarter mile, take exit 71 to Chucklefuck Road.” 
 
    Then an even louder female voice berates me (yes, two voices): “IN A QUARTER MILE, TAKE EXIT 71 TO CHUCKLEFUCK ROAD!” 
 
    “Okay,” sez I. 
 
    “Take exit 71 to Chucklefuck Road. Merge right, then take the right lane.” 
 
    “TAKE EXIT 71 TO CHUCKLEFUCK ROAD. MERGE RIGHT, THEN TAKE THE RIGHT LANE!” 
 
    “Enough, I get it!” 
 
    “Merge right.” 
 
    “MERGE RIGHT!” 
 
    (me asking my wife) “Why the hell does it have two voices?” 
 
    Then it’s back to the first, softer voice. “Merge right, then take the left lane.” The system uses this voice for the next five minutes or so, then all the sudden, it drops into its screaming voice again, “IN HALF A MILE, MAKE A U-TURN!” 
 
    And so on. 
 
    And yes, as of this writing I’ve learned how to correct G Map’s multiple personality disorder, but this only the latest incident in a string of incidents. Which brings me to my next point: 
 
    Has AI already started trolling us?  
 
    Imagine how annoying yet funny will it be when AI does catch up (my guess is around 2030) to our level of information processing and is actually able to troll. I’m going to be in my sixties at some point, arguing with an EBAYmazon AI about something (yes, like Quantum) or a federal government service, like the FDA Monitor. No doubt about it. And while I’ll hate having to deal with these systems – already do – at least I’ll be able to brag about how harder it was back in my day. 
 
    I can imagine a conversation with my eight-year-old grandson now: 
 
    “Back in my day, I used to argue with Google Maps all the damn time, and that was before it could respond.” 
 
    “Really? You’re sooooooo old.” 
 
    “Old? Son, I’m 69 and that’s a damn good number, but I’ll tell you about that when you’re ten. Hell, I was alive when people didn’t have the luxury of ordering something off the internet and having it delivered by drone.” 
 
    “Wow, it must have been so hard then to buy something then.” 
 
    “Hard? Ha! Adolf bin Laden Jr., you aren’t too bright for your age, are you?” 
 
    “My teacher said I was smart.” 
 
    “Did your teacher tell everyone else they were smart too?” 
 
    “Yes, everyone got a gold star and a diversity badge. She gave us candy too.” 
 
    “Do you still have the candy?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Let me see.” 
 
    (Takes candy from grandson and eats it, even though the chocolate is half-melted). 
 
    Quantum on Cat Salts 
 
    It was brief experience, but Quantum on cat salts is a watered down version of Meme on pollutes, from the Life is a Beautiful Thing series, which is the first cyberpunk series I wrote (and am still writing!). No, there aren’t digital worlds, but the series holds plenty of things in common with The Feedback Loop, and if you’ve made it this far, you’d probably pick up on the commonalities. 
 
    My next series to be released in May and called Fantasy Online, will feature people from both The Feedback Loop and the Life is a Beautiful Thing series. 
 
    Here’s a timeline: 
 
    2058 -- The Feedback Loop  
 
    2075 -- Fantasy Online 
 
    2083 -- Life is a Beautiful Thing 
 
    Since it takes place in Tritania, lots of the Loopers will be present and since the book’s real world locale is Tokyo, which is featured heavily in LIFE books two and three, some characters from that series will also make their presence known.  
 
    But back to cat salts.  
 
    If you need more, head to your local Devil’s Alley. If you want more hallucinatory writing, click here.  
 
    The episode of The Feedback Loop series brought to you by the Colon Advisory Board 
 
    George C. Hopkins, my long time editor, really kicked my ass on this book (with good reason) and made it a millions times better than it was in its original form. AND that is not an alternative fact, nor is it post-truth! So if you found your mouth-watering at the mention of Muffle Trumplings, George is the man to thank. Boy did those dumplings go through some name changes. First they were mutton truffle dumplings from Mao’s Dirty Cornhole. Then they became muffle trufflings from Xu Jintao’s Poo Poo Dumpling Express. Then, in one of his many epiphanies, George suggested muffle Trumplings, which considering the date of this book’s publication in early 2017, couldn’t be any more appropriate. So George, who gutted and put back together the Battle at the Reaper Corral, who upped Nicky the Wig’s creep level, who fixed a huge snafu in the Russian Roulette scene (I originally had Quantum put the barrel of his weapon to his head, rather than the muzzle), who did a number of things to make this book read better, cooler, bigglier (not a word but screw it), and deadlier – thanks! 
 
    Also, thank you to the number one beta reader this side of the Milky Way, Kay, who has beta read nearly everything I’ve written. Also, a shout out is in order for Daniel H., who also took a stab at the book. I don’t have millions of readers, but the ones I do have are amazing and I truly appreciate the support! 
 
    In closing, yes, a new Feedback Loop book is in the works and it will be released summer 2017. I am knee-deep/almost done with Fantasy Online, which has taken a lot of my time as it is the epic-est book I’ve ever written. Be on the lookout for this one as well in May, and if you haven’t reviewed any Feedback Loop books, please do so. This is the best way to extend the reach of the series! 
 
    Yours in sanity, 
 
    Harmon Cooper 
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