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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Keep your cool, I remind myself as a message from EBAYmazon’s Alexa flashes on my iNet screen. Keep your cool, daddy-o.  
 
    EBAYmazon Alexa: Hi, Mr. Hughes. I see that you have ordered buttermilk pancakes for a family of five, a six-pack of beer, a quart of maple syrup, Canadian bacon, and eggs that you specifically requested not be farm-to-table. Have you placed this order by mistake? 
 
    Me: No, I have not placed it by my mistake. I have a lot of mouths to feed here, believe me, lady, things are tough in Baltimore. Ankle biters out the wazoo. And everyone at my table is staunchly against non-GMO foods. 
 
    EBAYmazon Alexa: According to your recent purchase trends, you have been trying to place this order every morning for the last three days. Yet an authorized administrator of your account, Frances Euphoria, has restricted access to certain food products, including but not limited to breakfast foods that have high caloric values, and breakfast items proven to increase chances of heart disease. Further, you aren’t listed as having children. Is there a child you would like to add to your EBAYmazon account? Would you like to hear about more offerings for children, including month packages designed to enhance your child’s education? 
 
    “Dammit, Frances,” I say under my breath.  
 
    Somehow, I managed to weasel my way into her apartment. 
 
    Sure, it’s better than staying with Dr. Sophia Gropes A Lot, but Frances’ couch leaves much to be desired. It ain’t quite cinder blocks in the Marcy Projects after a night of boozin’, cruisin’, and Riotous abusin’ followed by a KO sucker punch at Barfly’s, but it ain’t far off neither. 
 
    Damn mod furniture. 
 
    You’d think we would have figured out how to make furniture comfortable by the turn of the 21st century, but nope, here I am, jonesin’ for a hot stack of flapjacks and a place to rest my head that doesn’t feel like a yoga block. 
 
    And sure, I could just walk my happy liddle ass down the block to whatever diner I know is located there – every time I think of breakfast, a prompt appears at the bottom of my iNet screen asking me if I’d care to visit the diner, some place called Bobby Jay’s, which sounds like a real greased up cornhole not unlike Scarface Charlie’s joint in Chinatown – but that would require effort. 
 
    Having been comatose in a dive vat for a couple of days, my joints are sore, lower back too, the aches and pains of old age, which only reminds me that I’m a lot closer to growing up than I’d like to be. 
 
    So I’m not about to start offering effort to anything that doesn’t involve basic maintenance of homeostasis.  
 
    Me: Tell you what, toots, go ahead and send that order to one of my contacts, goes by the name Rocket. And no kids need to be added to my account, I did the world a favor and put Adolf bin Laden Hughes up for adoption.  
 
    EBAYmazon Alexa: Toots? Mr. Hughes, your account has been flagged again for incendiary comments. Sexual harassment is not tolerated on the EBAYmazon app. If your account is flagged once more, you will be banned from making purchases. 
 
    “Geoffrey Hinton, if you’re listening, this is all your fault,” I whisper as I roll to my other side, wincing and making a noise that probably sounds more like a beached seal than I’d like. 
 
    Sometimes it feels like my body at night is a shish kebob.  
 
    When one side is fully cooked, it’s time to flip it over and cook the other side. The only problem comes when both sides are cooked, and by cooked, I mean aching. 
 
    Getting old ain’t all it’s cracked up to be. 
 
    Me: Like I said last time, Alexa, the food ain’t for me; it’s for the Dream Recovery Extraction and Management Team, the federally funded DREAM Team. I’m sure you’ve heard of us. Well, probably not, but that’s the point. We keep a low profile due to our CWO, Doc. 
 
    Doc: Do not bring me into this, Quantum. 
 
    Me: Holy oversight, Batman! You’re on the horn too?  
 
    EBAYmazon Alexa: Mr. Hughes, might I suggest avocado toast? We are celebrating Millennials this year, and offering a special on avocado toast all month. 
 
    Me: You’ve got to be shitting me. 
 
    Doc: Ha! Conversations like this are the reason I monitor your feed. And remember, only you can shit you. 
 
    Me: Doc, need I remind you that you are a Millennial? 
 
    Doc: No, you needn’t. 
 
    Me: Okay, Alexa, I’ll play nice. Sure, I’ll take some avocado toast. But I’ve got to say, it really puts a damper on our team-building exercise. We’re cooking brunch at a benefit later this morning, a retreat for disgruntled government employees. It’s Euphoria’s idea, actually, she’s really into helping inner city youth. Me? I could go either way, but you know how it goes around here, if mama ain’t happy, ain’t nobody happy. 
 
    EBAYmazon Alexa: Mr. Hughes, I fail to see your point. 
 
    Me: Okay, let me spell it out for you: I need a bunch of ingredients. Double, no, triple everything I listed earlier for the benefit, and come to think of it, no avocado toast. Get it all packed up, and get it over here pronto, lickety split. Quick-like, you get my drift. Frances is serious about her pancakes. She wants them to be perfect, and there will be some test batches. You’d think she was a beastkin due to the number of pancakes she wolfs down. But that’s neither here nor there. And last I checked, she didn’t have a tail. 
 
    Doc: If this works… 
 
    EBAYmazon Alexa: Mr. Hughes, I understand you’d like to triple your order for a charitable benefit and bill it to Frances Euphoria’s account. Am I understanding this correctly? 
 
    Me: Yep, and no avocado toast. I’m watching my caloric intake. 
 
    EBAYmazon Alexa: Congratulations on your health choice, Mr. Hughes. Your order will be delivered shortly. Would you like to add anything else to the order, such as paper plates, knives, or forks? 
 
    Me: Nah, we’re good. 
 
    Doc: You’ve got to be shitting me. 
 
    “Only you can shit you,” I say to Doc, even though he can’t hear me. Or can he? I glance around Frances’ living room, wondering if Doc maybe put some kind of recording device up in here. 
 
    The EBAYmazon confirmation startles me, and I forget about Doc for a moment. Finally getting used to being on my feet again, I grab my Commando Cane and I turn toward Frances’ bedroom and call out, “Breakfast is on the way. Rise and shine!” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You really didn’t have to go to the trouble,” Frances says as I place the homemade pancakes before her. She’s in a long-sleeved pajama outfit, her shirt and pants oversized, and not doing anything for the hot body under all that cotton.  
 
    Likely on purpose.  
 
    I pour the big Euphoria some Joe, and hobble back into the kitchen to grab my plate. Once I’m fully loaded, I sit down across from her, licking my lips.  
 
    “Bon Appetit, Frances.” 
 
    She smirks. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’ve got to say, things feel like the way they were before…”  
 
    Her smile fades. 
 
    “Like I’ve said a hundred times, it wasn’t what it seemed, Frances,” I tell her with my mouth full. “Now, I’m not going to sit here and say you should just forgive my dumb ass, but it’s been two days now and where I’m from, that’s a lot of time.” 
 
    “The Midwest.” 
 
    “The Loop,” I say with a stupid grin on my face. “Born on the corner of the Marcy Projects and Devil’s Alley to a mother kicking the gong around. Kidding, Frances, may I never see that godforsaken place again. And by the way, you said ‘the Midwest’ like it’s a bad thing.” 
 
    “That remains to be seen.” 
 
    “Which part?” 
 
    Jeez, if this dame doesn’t have me all hot and bothered, my brain giving the third degree to my heart, asking when it became such a softy. 
 
    I stuff a slice of pancake in my mouth, hoping that will give my body something to focus on. 
 
    “Now, to today’s agenda. You ready to dive?” she asks, taking a sip from her coffee. Frances still hasn’t done anything to her pancakes, which is just bad sportsmanship. 
 
    Still, she’s a looker, and lookers got to skimp on the carbs if they want to keep grabbing eyes. 
 
    “You aren’t going to eat?” I ask. “Come on, Frances, there ain’t anything wrong with a little bit of bacon, some runny eggs, a short stack, and hell, a beer, for breakfast. But you said no beer for breakfast, and like I keep telling you, I’m a changed man.” 
 
    “Why do I always believe you when you say that?” 
 
    “Because of my sparkling blue eyes?” I ask. “Worked for Sinatra.” 
 
    “Doc will brief us shortly.” 
 
    “Already had a run in with Doc today. He’s in Colorado, right?” 
 
    “Says he is, but that doesn’t mean he’s actually where he claims to be.” She goes for another sip from her coffee. “You know Doc.” 
 
    “And he knows me. Knows too much, if you ask me. Can’t keep anything from the old War Faun.” 
 
    Frances cuts into her pancake. “Just one,” she says, something quivering at the back of her pipes. 
 
    “Well, be sure to add some extra syrup on it, then. That stuff is straight from Vermont. Just think of it like this: every bottle of real maple syrup you buy from Vermont helps their economy. Really. Every one. Not a lot going on up there.” 
 
    “Pretty during the fall, though.” 
 
    “Yeah, can’t deny that.” 
 
    I reach across the table to pass her the syrup and feel a twinge of pain run down my shoulder.  
 
    Talk about a gimp over here: I’m sore all over the place, in spots I didn’t know could hurt. Comes with the territory, I suppose. What’s a guy like me supposed to do anyway? Wallow in my own self-pity and never fully accept my gimpiness? 
 
    No siree. 
 
    Now, if I could only reach my bootstraps, so I could pull these boots made for walkin’ up, and get comfortable in them. They say you never know a man until you walk a mile in his shoes. Me? I’d prefer to just be able to walk ten feet without cringing. 
 
    “You okay over there?” 
 
    “Back pain. I think it’ll get better.” I lay some more butter on my pancake and use my fork to press it down so that it melts. “Butter will help.” 
 
    PTSD/FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. 
 
    I sigh miserably. 
 
    “What’s wrong now?” 
 
    “I’m so goddamn sick of artificial intelligence. It was all the rage back in the twenties, and now I got robot voices in my head monitoring my happy-go-lucky-ass twenty-four seven. I swear, one of these days I’m going to get a screwdriver and pry my life chip out of my head.” 
 
    “Who is it now?” 
 
    “Evan.” 
 
    “Well, say something.” 
 
    Me: Can’t talk, Easy E, on the commode, feeling good about it too. 
 
    PTSD/FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. I have tapped into your vital feed and I am seeing a spike in blood pressure. Are you experiencing an especially painful bowel movement? 
 
    Me: That’s called nunya. Shouldn’t you be with Sophia right now? 
 
    PTSD/FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. I also see that you’ve reached your daily allotment of butter.  
 
    Me: Evan, I’m going to tip my mitt and tell you the truth for once. I’m in recovery, and if there is any time that a human should be left alone, it’s when they’re licking their wounds. 
 
    PTSD/FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. Have you been injured? If so, I can alert the proper medical authorities. 
 
    Me: Like I just said, shouldn’t you be with Sophia? 
 
    PTSD/FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. I am in fact with Sophia. We are currently at the Dream Team offices. 
 
    Me: Okay, let me shoot straight with you because, well, we’re kind of like brothers now that I spent some time in your droid carcass. Keep an eye on Dr. Wang. 
 
    PTSD/FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. I always do. 
 
    Me: I don’t think you understand what I’m saying here. Sophia has a thing for droids. 
 
    PTSD/FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. Do you find a human being attracted to a Humandroid offensive? 
 
    Me: Now, I’m not trying to go on the record to say something like that, I’m just telling you to be wary. I never trust a doctor, especially a scientist. 
 
    PTSD/FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. It sounds like you were born in the 20s. 
 
    Me: I was. 
 
    PTSD/FDA Monitor 1351885: And why is that? Why wouldn’t you trust Sophia? 
 
    Me: You haven’t met Chuntao yet, have you? 
 
    PTSD/FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. I can’t say that I have. 
 
    Me: Well, consider yourself lucky then. And it’s Quantum, call me Quantum. Tell you what, tin man, I’ll give you some pointers on how to really hit it off with Sophia, if you go ahead and forget my little butter incident here. Pancakes too, forget those. And the bacon. Forget all of it. 
 
    PTSD/FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. I don’t actually have to report on you any longer. 
 
    Me: Then why the hell are you contacting me? 
 
    PTSD/FDA Monitor 1351885: Hi, Mr. Hughes. I am contacting you because I continue to monitor you, especially during your recovery, as I consider you a friend – a brother, in your words. 
 
    “Lookee here, I’ve got my first friend,” I tell Frances. 
 
    She chuckles. “Rocket?” 
 
    “No, he’s not up yet, and Peanut Gallery isn’t as much a friend as he is a fan. He was probably in Steam last night reuniting with his girlfriend for the fifteenth time in the last two days. Frisky kid, am I right? Talk about banging nasties.” 
 
    Frances squints one eye at me. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know much about his love life either. Anyway, I wasn’t talking about Rocket, I was talking about Evan.” 
 
    “He contacted you… why?” 
 
    “To tell me to take it easy on the pancakes. Also, I believe he’s got a little thing going with Sophia. Anyway, I’m going to ignore him until I’m done violating these pancakes. After that, let’s get to the Dream Team office, and go from there.” 
 
    “You ready for what’s next?” she asks. 
 
    “I’ve never been more ready for closure in my life, Frances. Believe you me, and this is from a guy who just got his tookus unstuck from a Proxima world for the second time: my life is bad science fiction at best, but it is what it is, and I yam what I yam. Now, eat your pancakes, and if you’re not going to eat them, slide some onto my plate. We’ve got big plans for today.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is the final mission, people, so act like it.” 
 
    Doc, still in Colorado with his humandroid manservant/combat droid/best buddy, Arnie, is being projected onto the wall in the conference room at the Dream Team offices in Baltimore. Sure, we could have done this over iNet, but Doc is old school, and he insisted we get to see him up close and personal. 
 
    He’s in a pair of overalls over a CWO shirt, a feed store hat on his head and an intense look in his eyes. Doc’s never been a weak sister, and in his current get-up, he looks like he’d fit perfectly into the militia I hope to form after all this is said and done.  
 
    Me? I got my DisNike Boba Fetts under the table, trying my best to not look like I’m hurting all over the damn place. If I had my way, I’d be propped up in a gurney, sipping beer, hooked up to a saline solution just because, and watching the day slip away.  
 
    But business is business. 
 
    And the business we have to get to over the next few days has been a long time coming. 
 
    Rocket sits next to me, nervously sipping from a Bull Bean energy drink, his foot tapping under the table. He’s eating some type of Indian nuts. I can smell the stuff on his breath, and while it doesn’t stink per se, it definitely doesn’t have me jumping to try a sample.  
 
    I do like that it’s fried, though. 
 
    You’d think this kid hadn’t just been through a traumatizing experience. Here he is, back in the saddle, caffeinated, and ready to murdalize some Reapers. Evan is here too, next to Sophia – I’m watching those two now, as is Frances, who has already put on her slick and sleek Dream Team duds.  
 
    Gotta love that. Gotta love the Big FE. 
 
    “So Operation Game Over is set to begin. Everyone know their roles?” Doc asks. “Please tell me you went over the notes, because those notes are no longer available.” 
 
    “Which notes?” I whisper to Frances. 
 
    “Shhh,” she says, rolling her eyes at me. 
 
     I can see Doc’s humandroid assistant, Arnie, in the background, cutting some meat with a cleaver. The droid is in a red apron, a pearl snap shirt, and a pair of Wranglers. 
 
    Sophia pipes up, eliciting a cringe from Yours Truly. “Fine, if you really want Evan and me to come to Colorado, we will, but I would just like to say that I’d much prefer to stay here in Baltimore.” 
 
    “Yeah? And I’d prefer it if Strata wasn’t trying to find my ass in the real world, and if I could just retire and live in the bucolic splendor that is Gun Barrel City, Texas. But no one gets what they want, Dr. Wang. That’s the irony of being an adult.” 
 
    “Well said, Doc.” 
 
    “And you know what you’re doing?” he asks, cutting his attention to me. 
 
    “I’m just trying to keep on the up and up. Oh, you mean for Operation Game Over? Yeah, I can’t say I like what I’ve been tasked with doing, but since when do I get things my way?” 
 
    “You always get your way,” Frances says, a hint of animosity in her voice. 
 
    “Whoa, let’s bring it down a notch there, Frances, you and I both know that if anyone gets what they want around here, it’s Rocket. He’s a real mastermind.” 
 
    “Damn straight!” 
 
    “But to be honest with you, Doc, I just don’t like the fact that I don’t get to make the real-world arrest.” 
 
    “Quantum, you can barely walk,” Sophia reminds me. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean I can’t kick someone’s ass.” 
 
    Rocket snorts. “That’s exactly what it means!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, laugh it up. Fine, you’re in charge, Doc. Let’s get geared up and log in.” 
 
    Doc nods, his form wavering as the live feed clips out. “Remember, Sophia will be in-game until she has to go to the airport, then I’ll run in-game, and when she’s in the air she can run in-game again.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “This is it, people. Operation Testicular Torsion is in full swing.” 
 
    “I thought it was Operation Game Over,” I say. 
 
    “That’s right. Okay, now it’s Operation Testicular Torsion. We good?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what we call it,” Frances says, some finality in her voice. “The point is to get Strata Godsick once and for all.” 
 
    “That’s what she said!” 
 
    I snort at Rocket’s terrible comment. “That’s not how that joke is supposed to work.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Vatted up, Brian Eno choon, one dive later, and Frances, Rocket, and I spawn in Steam, in Akrasia of all places.  
 
    We stand on the roof of Steampunk Santa’s toy shop, and I get the notion to go down there and see what’s for sale. If ever you get a chance to get some kablooey, get you some. Besides, last I heard, Steampunk Santa was rolling back prices like WalMacy’s, getting ready for EBAYmazon Prime Day Two, in preparation for EBAYmazon Prime Day Three, which happens in the winter. 
 
    “The place still looks like shit,” I tell Frances.  
 
    “Yes, it does.” 
 
    “I wish I could have been part of that battle,” Rocket says. “My lady told me everything about it; I’ve seen your feeds too. Those Steamsuits are awesome! It was funny that you were the leg.” 
 
    “Yeah, real funny,” I tell him as I check out my steam avatar. Useless buckles and brass pins? Check. Feeling less like a bruno and more like a bunny? Check.  
 
     “You play around with our avatars again?” I ask Rocket. I catch a top hat pin on my lapel and notice that I’m wearing a single epaulet big enough to land a drone.  
 
    One glance down at my arms and I find a shooting iron for a left hand – not gonna argue with that – and a leather glove with an embroidered star on my right hand. Plus a puffy pirate shirt the likes of which Kramer wouldn’t even wear. For kicks I got big ol’ boots decorated with gear and, thankfully, spikes jutting out of the toe of my boots. 
 
    “Like it?” 
 
    I smile at him. “You know, Peanut Gallery, you are really starting to understand my style.” 
 
    “You haven’t called me that in forever.” 
 
    “Can we take the bromance somewhere else?” asks Frances. 
 
    Frances takes a few steps in front of me and my eyes follow the curves of her figure. Talk about hubba hubba. Our Lady of the Guadaloop wears a little red beret, a sleeveless top à la Cammy from Street Fighter, a corset pulled tight, and a skirt that just barely covers her derriere. Add some fishnet tights and shiny black leather boots and you’ve got a reason to stay in the shower a bit longer. 
 
    “You dress Frances too?” I ask Rocket. 
 
    “I dressed everyone.” 
 
    For his part, Rocket has gone for your classic steampunk getup, a black and red number that matches the goggles on his head. 
 
    “What’s the goggle do?” 
 
    “Not a lot, but it looks cool.” 
 
    “All right.” I clap my hands together, deciding not to comment any more on his attire. “Ray Steampunk. Where you at, pal? And why the hell did you have us spawn in Akrasia?” I take a quick look above me to confirm his airship isn’t floating over the famous Marauder city.  
 
    The ground beneath us morphs as a stairwell takes shape, each stair grinding into place as if set there by an invisible gear. This is followed by an impressive display of mist that smells of wet oak. 
 
    “I guess that answers your question, Q Daddy.” 
 
    “You know, Rocket, I like your nicknames, really I do, but calling me ‘daddy’ just doesn’t sit right with me. Now Frances…” 
 
    “I’m not calling you daddy.” 
 
    Rocket snorts as we take to the stairs. “Would you rather me call you mommy?” 
 
    “Are you talking to me or Frances?” I ask. 
 
    “You!” 
 
    Even Frances laughs at this, not because it was funny but because our usual in-game monitor is giving me shit. But I’m not about to give him shit back. The kid has been through a lot and everyone deserves to get a jab in every now and then. Besides, changed man and whatnot – that’s the new me, no longer going for the OP, shoot-first-ask-questions-later Quantum. 
 
    Being in Evan’s humandroid carcass really put the fear of God in me. 
 
    “Ray,” I say as we continue further down the stairs.  
 
    We’ve gone several flights now, which would put us in a garden apartment if Steampunk Santa had such a space in his Marauder shop. Speaking of Santa, where is the old bastard and his nice shooty things when we needed him the most? The biggest battle this side of the Proxima Galaxy – a tongue-in-cheek joke because every side of the Proxima Galaxy is this side of the Proxima Galaxy depending on where you stand – is set to take place.  
 
    As usual, and even though I don’t see a Festivus stick in the vicinity, I air my grievances: “You know, Ray, as much as I’d like to work on my cardio, we got places to go and Reapers to kill. Howzabout we cut the bullshit, and you just mind-port us to wherever you are?” 
 
    Like quicksand, the floor melts away from us.  
 
    Frances, Rocket and I fall into a dark vortex, my vision pane lit by a message from Sophia telling me to behave myself and have some respect. 
 
    “Respect my ass,” I grumble as I land on my ass in Ray’s throne room.  
 
    Best behavior, Quantum, the sexy little angel on my shoulder says.  
 
    Show him what it’s like to be on the receiving end of a tommy gun, the devilish female on the other shoulder says. 
 
    “So we got a harem then, huh?” says I. Might as well call it like I see it. Come to think of it, I almost had a little bit of a harem thing going on when Frances and I were hooking up at the same time Dolly and I were regularly making digital babies. Well, that was more of a love triangle, but if either of them were more open to it, it could have bloomed into harem territory.  
 
    Again, that was then, and this is now.  
 
    The thought of Dolly strikes a sad chord in my heart. It’ll take a lifetime of beer and a good number of pancakes to suppress the feeling I get when I think of my very own Jessica Rabbit. 
 
    “Did you say something about a harem?” asks Rocket. 
 
    “Me? Nope. Must have been Frances.” 
 
    Frances laughs as Ray Steampunk, sitting on a throne of shiny brass pipes, materializes into existence.  
 
    “What?” I ask Euphoria. 
 
    “You’ve been talking to yourself a lot lately.” 
 
    “What can I say? I’m great company. Ray, let’s get this over with. I’m not trying to bust your bolts here, but we’ve got places to go and Reapers to kill.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “And this is Doc’s plan?” Ray asks without moving his lips. I swear to all that is holy I’m sick of this pompous ass giving us the telepathic speak treatment. I get it, you wanted to be an X-Man, but died instead, and now live eternally in the Proxima Galaxy.  
 
    Shit doesn’t make you a God, and truth be told, Steampunk’s high falutin asshattery has only just begun. We’ve got plenty more higher ups to offer tithe to. Hell, Ray may be the easiest of our visits today. 
 
    “I haven’t been there in quite some time,” Ray says after a moment of reflection, at least that’s what it looked like he was doing.  
 
    “Well, shit, Ray, the clock’s a-ticking. I have it on good authority that you’ll be welcomed like any god, demigod, or Proxima Developer, even if we’re doing this low-key. You’re the King of Proxima. The godfather. The creator guy. The man pushing all the buttons. The man behind the curtain, the big chief, the big kahuna.” 
 
    Frances elbows me.  
 
    “What? He would, and he is. He’s freaking Ray Steampunk. I’m not trying to go all fanboy here, but some people, and a good many ‘some people’, would give their left digital nut to meet the man himself. Hell, Proxima brats the galaxy over have his name tattooed on their arms in Old English, and that’s in the real world. He’s the king of the show, the one, the only, the man, the myth, the…” 
 
    “Enough,” Ray says, standing from his brass throne. “I’ll go. It is time we put an end to all this. Shall we port together?” 
 
    “You had me at hello, Ray, you had me at hello!” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
     Sophia: The way you just spoke to Ray Steampunk was not only disrespectful, it was also rude. 
 
    Me: I thought those were the same things. Dr. Wang, you know I love you, love as in love-hate, and more as in hate. You know I hate you. There, I said it. But that doesn’t mean I don’t think you’re a great contribution to the team. All that to say: no need to bust my… 
 
    I glance around, watching as we spawned in the courtyard of a grand castle somewhere near Porthos. I’m a sucker for getting my references right. 
 
    Me: No need to bust my morning star here, or shit, that doesn’t work. You get my drift. Dragon ball? No, it just sounds odd without a Z. Sophia, you mind yours and I’ll mind mine. 
 
    Rocket: And I’ll just mine. Cryptocurrencies are back in vogue, baby, and we’re about to be RICH! 
 
    “Rocket,” I laugh, shaking my head as his Tritania avatar takes shape. Talk about Shredder from Secret of the Ooze – Rocket’s Tritania avatar had enough pointy parts to keep Edward Scissorhands on his toes or …hands. Yeah, hands is better. 
 
    “What? You no crypto?” 
 
    “No, I no crypto because crypto will leave you broke-o. I know you’re busy with your Steam squeeze, but check the value of various cryptos over the 2020s. You’d be better off to short cryptocurrencies if you want to come out in the long run, but that’s just me, and I’m no financial advisor, CPA neither, especially one with fiduciary responsibilities.” 
 
    “Early versions of the Proxima Galaxy were built using blockchain currencies,” Ray Steampunk says as he steps in front of us. He’s gone with more of the same: gold armor out the wazoo and a flowing red cape that says he means business and that he should be respected.  
 
    He ain’t the only one here. Luther Godsick, also dressed in armor and surrounded by his closest Lost Boy – Humboldt, I believe – stands on the other side of the garden. The two turn to us and wave.  
 
    It’s just about this time that the show kicks off, and Empress Thun’s bullshit kicks up.  
 
    Lots of magic carpets, floating griffin statues, high elves with pointy ears and recently dry-cleaned robes, matching buttons. Wowsie-wow nonsense that one would expect from a person who thinks she’s bigger than Tritanian Jeebus.  
 
    Hell, gray clouds filter away as the sky parts, allowing a ray of light to guide the Empress across a grassy knoll not unlike the one JFK was shot from (ostensibly by Ted Cruz’s papa, but those docs haven’t been released to the general public yet). 
 
    If ever there is a time to get out item 44, my XXL Bucket of Cheesy Garlic Alamo Drafthouse Popcorn, and item 321, my monocular, now is the time. “Damn, she’s coming in fast, boys,” I tell Rocket and Ray, stuffing popcorn into my mouth. 
 
    Sophia: I thought you were done with showing off. 
 
    “I swear, we need to add someone to our group who is way worse than me, like a goblin that curses and farts all the time or something,” I tell Rocket, as I munch the popcorn. A kernel digs into my gum, and I try to get it out with my tongue. “Maybe he’d be a lazy schmuck too. Just someone to take the pressure off.” 
 
    “A lazy goblin who curses and farts?” Rocket shrugs. “I guess that would be worse than you.” 
 
    The Empress sees Ray Steampunk and stops dead in her tracks. A smile forms on her face, and judging by the time it takes for the smile to fully form, you’d think the hoity toity broad hadn’t smiled in a millennium.   
 
    “Hello, Annie,” he says with his actual voice.  
 
    I look to Rocket and give him the “I think they hooked up in the past” eyes, which I imagine looks like Robert De Niro doing his patented head nod.  
 
    “We will speak after this,” she says, her smile shattering. 
 
    “Damn, Ray,” I mumble under my breath as I step forward. “Hiya, Empress.” She lifts her foot as if to suggest she’s going to put her stomper on my head, like she did the first time we met. 
 
    Sophia: Respect Tritanian authority! 
 
    “Nope,” I tell her, “you know I don’t do the king-queen shit. No American should, which leaves much to be said about growth of power in the Executive Branch over the 20th century, but that’s neither here nor there,” I say, looking to the sky. “We have information, sensitive info, and I don’t think we have a lot of time to go through the rigamarole of royal asshattery. Furthermore, for our plan to really work, we’ve got to coordinate with a timeline in the real world as well.” 
 
    Wooden chairs with ergonomic seats rise from the ground.  
 
    The Empress approaches and sits on the chair in the middle. Once she does, one of her lackeys steps forward and motions for us to sit. 
 
    Four chairs? I do a quick headcount. 
 
    “You go, Frances,” I tell the beautiful gal. “You’ll behave yourself better than I will.” 
 
    Frances considers this for a split second. She’s gone from sexy steampunk to her Tritanian avatar, sort of like a female cosplay version of Link’s outfit, which is a lot more modest and definitely hasn’t been tampered with by Rocket.  
 
    Sophia’s message appears saying something about how this is the best idea she’s heard in years. 
 
    “See? I can play nice,” I tell Frances. 
 
    So like a good boy, I take my place next to Rocket and Humboldt, waiting for Steampunk, Frances, and Luther to join Empress Thun. Once they have, another seat, albeit one that’s a little shorter, grows from the ground next to Frances. 
 
    “That for me?” I ask the Empress. 
 
    She nods, and I approach the group, ready to mind my Ps and Qs. Rocket and Humboldt stay back, both of them snickering at the look on my face. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “So as you all know,” Empress Thun says, “the Reapers have begun building their forces east of Athos, the Thulean capital city in Ultima Thule, and Aramis, the capital city of Hyperborea.” 
 
    “Why not Porthos?” I ask. 
 
    Sophia: I’m so proud of you right now. 
 
    Me: Why? Because I know a location on the map? 
 
    Sophia: It is quite impressive, coming from you. 
 
    Me: Hey! 
 
    “While there is more property wealth in Porthos,” the Empress is saying, “Tritania’s financial wealth is mostly in Aramis. It is where the financial district is, and many of those assets can be cashed out for real money in your world. And Athos, as you should be very well aware of, is where the Seed of Gotha is.” 
 
    “So he’s bringing Strata Lame Street to Wall Street, and at the same time, he’s trying to put the pressure on the Sage.” 
 
    The Empress glares at me, which looks kind of cool considering the fact that she wears an asston of white makeup, most of which is stretched by the crevices of her face as she glares.  
 
    Frances finally snickers. “Lame Street?” she says under her breath. 
 
    “I thought it was funny…” 
 
    “But the Reapers aren’t interested in wealth, are they?” Ray Steampunk asks, moving the conversation along. “It is a distraction.” 
 
    Luther sighs. “They’re interested in me, plain and simple. My dad is threatening to release a source code bomb in Tritania if I’m not returned to him.” 
 
    I don’t quite gasp at this because Doc has already briefed us, but hearing someone say it out loud definitely gives it some clout. “Then why are they trying to put the squeeze on the dough?”  
 
    “That’s preliminary,” says Steampunk. “Just to show they mean business. The Reapers, and the Revenue Corporation for that matter, aren’t stupid. They know they’ll stir up some serious trouble if they drop a SCB in Tritania. It’ll bring the ban hammer out like nobody’s seen before, likely followed by a lawsuit. Cyber Noir was already a dead world when they dropped it there; Tritania, not so much…” 
 
    I give His Steamliness the stink eye. “Watch it, pal. For a dead world, I felt pretty damn alive in the two subjective years my tookus was trapped there.” 
 
    “Eight,” Rocket coughs into his hand. “Eight years.” 
 
    “Eight years with Dolly,” Frances adds.  
 
    This shuts me up real quick. Sad to see that this has become a trigger word for both of us, but what can you do? Not like I can take a bunk; the Big Euphoria is practically my caretaker.  
 
    “They’ve given us just a few days to return Luther to them,” Empress Thun says. “They will attack Aramis tomorrow to show they mean business. This will put a lot of people, both in your world and here, at odds with the wishes of the Sage of Gotha, who, like I just said, has Reapers on his border as well. A large group, actually, amassing outside of the capital city of Ultima Thule.” 
 
    I recall the tree with the lion face, the NVA Seed of Tritania, Mr. Sage of Sageville. He really put me through the wringer, and I don’t know how I’m expected to just trust him willy nilly.  
 
    “And what about the Thuleans?” I ask. “Aren’t they doing something?” 
 
    “We’ll meet with them tomorrow, after we’ve dealt with Aramis.” 
 
    “That’ll be a hoot.” 
 
    Sophia: Behave tomorrow. Just saying it now. 
 
    “And what are the Sage’s wishes?” Frances asks. “You mentioned the Sage had feelings about all this as well.” 
 
    “He would like to see Luther stay here,” says Empress Thun, “no matter what Strata says or does.” 
 
    “Even through the destruction of the world?” I ask. 
 
    She nods, a light flickering behind her dark eyes. “Even that. The Sage is a firm believer in the will of NPCs, PCs, RPCs, and those who have chosen to remain permalogged in.” 
 
    “You’re one lucky kid, you know that?” I tell Luther.  
 
    “I can turn myself in,” he says, lines appearing on his forehead as he offers us a tight smile. “I don’t want Tritania to go anywhere. This is home to so many people; I don’t want to be the cause of its destruction.” 
 
    I look from Ray to the Empress. “You mind if I take this?” 
 
    “By all means,” says Steampunk. 
 
    “Look, Luther, that’s real nice of you, and believe you me, I wish it were that simple, kiddo. But how do we know your poppa is being honest? How do we know that he’s really just going to take you back, and leave without ransacking Aramis or dropping a real doozy on Tritania?” I shake my head. “Nah, that’s not how this is going to play out. All of us know we can’t trust him. No offense.” 
 
    “None taken, and maybe you’re right.” 
 
    “Hear that, Sophia?” I ask the sky. 
 
    “We have to fight back.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit, kid, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do. But before we do that, we need to get a little intel, and we need to make sure they know we mean business. I’m all for sitting here and bumping gums, but like you said, we have to fight back, and the time to fight is now.” 
 
    The Empress gasps. “But a preemptive attack could destroy portions of the city.” 
 
    “Portions that can be rebuilt, quickly. Hell, I’m sure you have some NPCs ready to serve their Queen of England, if you get my drift. The way I see it – and trust me, I know how these Reapers are – they’ll get to the city limits and let their guards down. Then we strike. Bada boom bada bing. Death from above.” 
 
    “And we make sure they know that Tritania will be fighting back,” Steampunk says, joining me. “We will make them understand just who it is they have crossed.” 
 
    “Ray gets it. The more Reapers we bump off, blast with our Reaper hacks, or scare shitless, the better. Who is down for playing a little Reaper dress up? I know Aiden will be. Ray?” 
 
    “I don’t normally join these sorts of affairs.” 
 
    “And I don’t normally eat avocado toast for breakfast. My point is, sometimes we got to get our hands a little dirty. So here’s what I’m thinking: You, me, Aiden, Frances, and Rocket get our asses to Hyperborea. Do the good ol’ fashioned kicking ass and taking names schtick, only do it on the downlow. They’ve got to know we’re coming, but we’ll come from above, rather than meet them head-on at the city. Like I said, death from above.” 
 
    “I want to go,” Luther says. 
 
    “Yeah? No. That definitely ain’t happening, kid. Even if they get us, there isn’t much they can do. We got things cooking in the real world, things that your daddy ain’t going to like. But you… if he gets you, then he may just go ahead and bomb the place.” 
 
    Sophia: Quantum! 
 
    I roll my eyes at the sky. “The fact that you are here, safe, might be all that is keeping this world from destruction. Just my two cents, no, make it three.”  
 
    “I want to fight too,” he says, conviction on his face. 
 
    I glance to Steampunk and shrug. “Ray is right.” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything,” says Steampunk. 
 
    “And silence is golden, just like your gilded ass. Look, Luther, I’m glad you want to fight, but if you really want to help the Dream Team and the denizens of Tritania, you’ll have your Lost Boys ready for the final battle when the time is ready. Capisce? We good here?”  
 
    I can tell he isn’t convinced. The others are, even Empress Thun, who is simply nodding as I speak. 
 
    “Think of it this way: you are the only thing stopping him from destroying this place, so let’s not have this go like a movie where you do something stupid, get caught, put us all in a bind, then we got to save your ass, then we almost lose only to win at the very last moment, yada yada yada. You get it, you’re a smart guy. Stay put, stay safe, let us do this right, and when that battle comes, the big one in Ultima Thule that everyone is jonesin’ for, then you can make your presence known.” 
 
    And here I am, thinking I have a future as a life coach. 
 
    Unfortunately, just as I’m about to finish my little spiel, a portal opens up at the back of the courtyard. 
 
     Reapers start pouring out, armed to the teeth, all hell breaking loose. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who called the B Movie villains?”  
 
    Even with their wowsie-wow accoutrements, general douchbaggery, and their Bane cosplay at a poorly attended comic con in the Midwest during winter, I get a sense that these mama’s boys mean business.  
 
    They flex and yell a little, and a dame Reaper in armor that looks so tight it’s about to burst shouts as she points at us, but by this point, I’ve already equipped my bladed frisbee, item 192, and rear back to give it a good toss.  
 
    Yep, we’re real-time battling here, none of that RPG turn-based nerd stuff. This is the real deal, and as I toss my frisbee guaranteeing at least a few instadeaths, I go ahead and equip my life vest, item 578, to protect me from HP damage, and my pair of Halo M6Cs, item 73. 
 
    I lay down some hella firepower as Frances pulls Luther to the side, Our Lady of the Guadaloop tossing a throwing knife at a male Reaper who gets too damn close. 
 
    “You have to go,” she shouts to Luther. 
 
    “I want to stay and fight!” 
 
    “Listen to your mother,” I start to say. “Joshing with you.” I do some fancy schmancy gun work, sideways blasting like I’m auditioning for the next holo-Tom Cruise Mission Impossible flick. “Get out of here, kid, you’re the one they’re after.” 
 
    Luther’s Lost Boy assistant, Humboldt, comes running over to him, and in a flash, both fizzle out of digital existence.  
 
    By this point Rocket has officially entered the fight, blasting Reapers with magic missiles and… 
 
    “Hadouken!” He drops onto his back leg, and fires a mahoosive flaming chi ball at a Reaper with a gnarly weapon and an equally surly attitude. 
 
    “Follow that up with Shoryuken and I’ll be impressed,” I call to him. A Reaper tackles me, and as we struggle, I equip my telephone book, item 12, and start beating him over the head with it.  
 
    “Check me out, Q Mama!” Rocket shouts as he charges his chi. 
 
    Q Mama? I think as I lay into the skulled up nogoodnik. 
 
    Rocket does a series of tumbles and flips that would make a doped up Russian gymnast jealous, and with a loud “Shoryuken!” he drops a Reaper with a flaming uppercut. 
 
    Frances grabs my arm. “This is not, not, the time to be showing off. The Reapers have serious tech!” 
 
    The Empress, like most royalty, has already skedaddled, and unlike most royalty, Ray ‘I Talk But My Mouth Doesn’t Move’ Steampunk has decided to throw his period appropriate top hat into the ring.  
 
    I never pictured Ray as a fisticuffs kind of fella, but he lays waste to a cackle of Reapers with a pair of yuge gears attached to his arms, and I’ve got to say, it’s impressive!  
 
    The Godfather of Steampunk is handing out some real showstoppers, and the number of Reapers who hit the ground equals the number of Reapers who log out to save both face and ass.  
 
    “Get ’em right in the kisser, Ray!”  
 
    Even though she was the one who was just warning us to play it safe, Frances goes all rogue on a pair of skull-faced butt buddies. 
 
    She drops a few sexy kicks, a running hurricanrana, a few shots to the place where the sun don’t shine, and she even manages to throw one of her blades directly into the muzzle of a Reaper’s shooting iron, causing a mini explosion that brings a cracked smile to my face. 
 
    Typical fun and games for the Knights of Non Compos Mentis and the ally we never thought we’d need. 
 
    And for a good little while, any ass that needs kicking and any face that needs stomping gets what’s coming for it. 
 
    But as we’ve seen from the Reapers before, the elementary school dropouts rely on sheer numbers over actual skill. And the fact that actual NPC Reapers have started coming out of portals proves challenging even for us. 
 
    Sophia: You guys need to get out of there! 
 
    “Dr. Wang…” I start to tell the sky as I equip my BFG 9000, item 100. I figure rather than talk shit, I can toast up some skull candy.  
 
    One trigger squeeze later and I’ve got me a nice steady beam of lime green energy disintegrating just about everything it comes into contact with. 
 
    “Quantum,” Frances shouts over to me, “they have mech suits!” 
 
    Wicked lightning cracks as two black mechzillas touch down, each with enough gears, pumps, killer diller guns, and sleek surfaces to make a Warhammer 40k aficionado touch themselves.  
 
    I swear, it seems all of the fights I take part in for some reason or another end up with asshats in bone costumes using tech way above their pay grades. 
 
    Rather than lament the fact I’m surrounded by skeletal amateurs, I inventory my BFG 9000 and return with item 531, Tom Brady’s partially deflated football filled with nitroglycerin. 
 
    “Blue forty-two!” 
 
    A couple of warm bodies spawn around me and rather than give them a roundhouse kick, I offer the group a shit-eating grin.  
 
    “It’s about time you showed up, Aiden!” I cry out, my wish instantly granted when Morning Assassin appears in his football uniform, or part of it. He has the pads, but no helmet, tights too. I don’t know where he got it, but boy am I happy to see the guy. 
 
    “Quantum, you thinking what I’m thinking?” 
 
    “I don’t know. A safety might be hard to come by. I was only able to get those in video games.” 
 
    “How about one straight into the end zone?” Aiden asks as he one-arm pumps a shotgun, then fires into the face of a jetpacked Reaper flying at him, tosses his shotty aside, and comes back with a M1911 pistol, which he tucks into the back of his tights. 
 
    “Reaper mechs?” 
 
    Aidan grins. 
 
    He flashbangs out of existence and reappears behind the reaper mechs.  
 
    I pull my arm back, pretend I’m in a small southern town and I’ve been playing football all my life, and launch the Tom Brady partially deflated football as far as I can throw it.  
 
    I'm no Waterboy, but I've also played my fair share of yard ball. 
 
    The football spins through the air, passes just under a Reaper jetpacking by, and just as it passes over the shoulders of the Reaper mech, Aiden catches it, spikes it into a porthole on the Reaper mech, and gets the hell out of there before kablooey.  
 
    The explosion that follows is the stuff of third world dictator dreams. I think about equipping my Trinity Nuclear Test Wraparound glasses, item 56, but there's no time. 
 
    Three new portals open up, and more Reapers spill onto the battlefield. 
 
    Sophia: You guys need to get out of there, now! 
 
    Me: But we're just getting started... 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Sophia's right, we really should not be here right now, especially if they start firing off their advanced weaponry. We need Doc! 
 
    Me: We don't need Doc, we have me, Aiden and you. 
 
    Rocket: Hey, what about me? 
 
     Me: Just giving you a hard time, kid. Keep on blasting them with moves from Street Fighter Two. 
 
    To appease me, Rocket drops to one knee and shouts, “Sonic Boom!”  
 
    His attack cuts down an approaching Reaper, who had already been beaten down by blowback from the explosion. 
 
    I can't tell if Rocket is angry or not about the Reapers taking him hostage, but from the way he's handing them their asses, he definitely ain't happy. Truth is, he hasn’t said much, and I haven’t asked.  
 
    No sense in stirring the pot. 
 
     Sophia: Get out of there now! We can regroup and figure out how they knew we were at the Empress’ garden.  
 
    Me: Look, Sophia, you do things your way, I'll do things my way. And don't you worry, we're going to at least figure out how they knew we were here before we skedaddle, the old-fashioned way.  
 
    “Aiden!”  
 
    Morning Assassin appears next to me. 
 
    “Talk to me, Quantum.” 
 
    “All right, pal, you and I need to grab one of the beefed-up skull-faced panty wetters and see if we can't pry a little information out of them, before we get the hell out of here.”  
 
    A Reaper starts firing at us with a submachine gun. AA bar activated, I do the Nero two-step as I slip around the bullets, watching as they cut through the air. 
 
    I return fire with my Halo shooting irons, and just to add a little flare to my attack, I jump in the air while I'm shooting both guns. To add even more flare, I throw my Halos behind my back mid-AA and go with item 326, my 3-D printed AK-47, which is clear with a red handguard, something I imagine William Blazkowicz would get a kick out of.  
 
    “Do it, Quantum!” Rocket shouts. 
 
    Sophia: What part of leave now do you not understand? 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Quantum, seriously, let's go! 
 
    Doc: Quantum, grab a Reaper, have Aiden cuff him, and then go. 
 
    Sofia: You’re on comms? 
 
    Doc: I'm always on comms. 
 
    Me: This is why I like you, Doc. You get me. 
 
    Doc: No, I don’t get you. I simply want to know if we’re being tracked. Now hurry!  
 
    Even though Morning Assassin and Yours Truly could make a big show out of it, and do all the wowsie-wow moves that we've ingrained on our digital souls over the last several years, well, two subjective years, a little peer pressure has me thinking we might as well finish this. 
 
    Besides, the battle to end all battles is coming, and there’s no point in exhausting myself now.  
 
    Still, I finish my round, mowing down Reapers like it’s nobody’s business with my clear AK. 
 
    It only takes a few seconds for Aiden to nab one of the skull babies. He appears behind the guy, who I’d describe as mountain-sized and boulder-brained, slaps the permalog cuffs on, and returns to my side with our prized catch. 
 
    “Hey!” the Reaper shouts, his voice tinged with distortion. 
 
    “Where are we off to?” asks Aiden. 
 
     I look to Ray Steampunk and see that he's taking on a Reaper Mech all by himself.  
 
    A golden Halo has formed around the God of All Things Steampunk’s head.  
 
    He floats in the air now, his cape beating in the wind and his hands charging.  
 
    The Reaper Mech unleashes a wall of metal fury all of which bounces off his golden aura. The bullets fly in opposite directions, piercing some of the Reapers that continue to spill out of the portals. 
 
    “Ray, we're getting out of here!” 
 
     “Where we going again?” I shout to the sky. “A little help, Dr. Wang!”  
 
    Sophia: To our guild quarters! 
 
    Me: Do we really want to invite scum like this to the one place no one will bother us?  
 
    Sophia: Stop talking and go! 
 
    “Fine, fine.” 
 
     But like I said before, you can't teach an old dog new tricks.  
 
    So it is with great pleasure that I equip item 385, my Bomberman bomb, and roll it out onto the battlefield. 
 
    Rocket and Frances vanish, Ray Steampunk finishes up the Reaper Mech and also disappears, just as I turn to Aiden and shout, “Let’s call for backup!” 
 
    It's only a few moments later that the battling Brits spill out of our portal guns a-blazing, three of the six looking drunk. 
 
    “Ah, the dandy boys have decided to make a run on the castle,” Burley says. He equips a cricket bat with a blade on the end. “Another lollipop!” he says as he takes a Reaper’s head off. 
 
    Cue prerequisite spray of blood. 
 
    Bucket Hat, fresh from his night course at the Ministry of Silly Walks, slips around to the back of a cluster of Reapers to do his best Jack the Ripper impression. 
 
    A bagpipe in his hands, Scotty gives the wind instrument a hearty blow that shoots darts all around him. The darts explode, filling the air a poisonous green mist that causes the Reapers it touches to log out.   
 
    Pip, riding Pippa the Sheep – which looks as strange as it sounds – equips a lance and spears a female Reaper with curves for days, a Punisher skull painted across her breastesses. 
 
    The Brits are joined by Jim the Doorman, Croc, and of all people, Dirty Dave, who has invented some kind of exoskeleton suit that features two massive guns attached to the outer edges of two blades the size of surfboards. 
 
    A wild look in his eyes, Dirty Dave does his best to attempt to redefine the phrase 'trigger happy.'  
 
    Croc, his muscles pulsing and an irate look on his chiseled face, starts smashing Reapers left and right with his big ol’ paws.  
 
    Jim the Doorman fires an M16 with one arm and swings a morning star with the other, alternating between cracking skulls, and swisscheesing skull and lamb bones. 
 
    Aiden slugs the big Reaper he's captured in the face, pries his skull mask off, and flashbangs the hell out of there. 
 
    Realizing that I've overstayed my welcome, I go with item 82, my bazooka.  
 
    “Everybody stay clear of the kaboomski!” I call out, and the NPCs from the Loop fan out, away from Quantum’s little toy. 
 
    I track the Bomberman bomb, squeeze the trigger, and sadly, I don’t stick around for the impending explosion. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to interrogate him, or do you want me to handle it? You know I’m all for getting my hands dirty.” 
 
    “Do I really need to answer that?” Morning Assassin offers me his wolfish grin, the grin that should be trademarked by now. He’s a good guy and an even better killer, and if DisNike would just get on board, they'd have themselves one hell of a biopic.  
 
    “Yeah, you're right; I feel like it's been awhile since I had to torture someone.” 
 
     “We are not torturing him,” Frances reminds us. Ol’ Euphoria stands with her arms crossed over her chest. She's got a little blood on her cheek – a Reaper’s, not her own.  
 
    Ray Steampunk is here too, in the opposite corner, his armor being polished by a steam-powered droid in a maid costume. Rocket is also here, his Shredder helmet now tucked under his arm. 
 
    We’re in the main room of our guild quarters, which is currently being renovated yet again by Scotty, evident in the unnecessary scaffolding, buckets of paint and building plans currently held down by bricks. Outside, I can hear the clink and clank of Chrono’s blacksmithery, our Brazilian pal hard at work creating some stabby or slammy goodness. 
 
    I haven't checked recently, but I know the Brits were building a stronghold out in the courtyard of our Guild. I know they had completed the lower levels, and now, as I take a step to the window, I see that the upper levels are looking... mighty gothic. “Say, Aiden, who turned up the gothic with the Brits?” 
 
    “Let me go!” the Reaper cries out, his voice no longer muffled by his mask. The dashing young guy, who I’d bet good money looks nothing like his obese self in the real world, has legitimate tears in his eyes, his face puffy red, snot dripping out of his nostrils. 
 
    Scotty's exercise gear is behind him, proof positive that we need to have a discussion on the usage of guild space, but seeing the gear gives me an idea. 
 
    I approach the Reaper after I picked up the five kg kettlebell, which just so happens to be turquoise. I pull the guy’s hair back and look at him dead in the eye. “This is going to hurt me more than it hurts you,” I say, to Aiden’s laughter. “Wait a minute, no it isn't.” 
 
     With that, I bring the kettlebell back and drive it into his gut. He doubles over, crying in pain, dry heaving.  
 
    “Quantum!” 
 
    “Relax, Frances, it’s all part of the process.” 
 
    “I agree with Frances.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure you do, Ray. From California, right?” 
 
    “Originally, yes.” 
 
    “Figures.” 
 
    As Rocket looks away, Aiden approaches the Reaper and pulls his hair back to let me do it again. 
 
    “On the other hand,” I tell the young skull-humper, “we could just let you log out…” 
 
    Rather than speak aloud, Frances fires off a message to me.  
 
    Frances Euphoria: Please don't make me ask you not to torture him... 
 
    Me: Frances, look away, and Sophia, I know you're watching this, and you should look away as well. Doc?  
 
    Doc: Sorry, just getting some popcorn. I have some Dots around here somewhere, and I have Arnie nuking up a hotdog. Did you know they opened up a gourmet popcorn food truck next to my goat cake truck? It's really some good stuff. 
 
    “But letting you log out would take all the fun out of this.” I drive the kettlebell into the Reaper’s stomach again. “It's going to be a long and fun afternoon.” 
 
    “Please! Let me go!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, keep whining,” I say, as I move over to more of Scotty’s exercise gear. I see a yoga block, but figure that won’t do any good. The yoga strap, however… 
 
    I return to our captured foe with my yoga strap, bring it back, and whip the buckle across his face. Once I’ve done that, I come behind and loop the strap around his neck, pulling it back and displaying his throat. 
 
    Aiden shakes his hand out, takes a step back, and comes in with a throat punch that makes even me cringe. 
 
    “Shit! Please, stop!” 
 
    “Aiden, do you have that Phillips-head screwdriver I once used to pry your nails off?” 
 
    Rocket gasps. “Are you two serious?” 
 
    Frances has already turned away by this point, clearly upset at our behavior. Sophia has gone all radio silence, and Doc is probably getting his hotdog right about now.  
 
    Aiden shrugs. “It wasn't a screwdriver, it was a nail file, which I guess is slightly apropos. Anyway, I gave it to some broad I met in Devil's Alley.”  
 
    Doc: One thing you could do would be to wrap him in Scotty’s yoga mat and then stomp the shit out of him.  
 
    Me: Not a bad idea, Doc, but I think this egg is close to cracking. 
 
    “But none of that matters right now. Howzabout you tell me how you knew we were meeting and I let you go? Real easy.” I place my hands on my knees and bend over in front of the Reaper, so we can now look at each other face-to-face. “Real easy.” 
 
    “We honestly didn't know that you would be there!” the Reaper blathers. He’s sobbing so hard now that it's hard to understand what he's saying. There’s blood trickling out of his mouth, but his life bar ain’t looking too shabby, mostly due to the stats tied to his armor.  
 
    Luckily, I excel in transcribing the words of people in agony. Chalk it up to my time in the Loop, and the days upon days I spent there either on the receiving end of torture, or proving that paybacks really are hell by going on the offensive. 
 
    “I find that really hard to believe.” I start to bring my fist back. “Real hard.” 
 
    The Reaper passes out, his chin practically snapping against his chest. 
 
    “Shit.” I look to Ray Steampunk, who has an indecipherable look on his face. “You thinking what I’m thinking, Ray?” 
 
    “I seriously doubt it.” 
 
    “Yep, what he said, Aiden. Ice Bucket Challenge.” 
 
    A quick scroll through my list and I arrive at item 177, my Haterade thermos filled with partially melted ice. 
 
    “Where’s a good coach when you need him?” I joke. 
 
    “I’m logging out,” Frances announces. “I will see you when you realize that torture has never gotten a clear answer out of anyone.” 
 
    Sophia starts forwarding me studies that prove this, all of which I ignore as I dump the cold water on the Reaper guy’s head.  
 
    He blinks his eyes open and cries out. “That’s so cold!” His lips quivering, he looks up at me just long enough to see the incoming thermos, which sounds cool as it cracks into his skull. 
 
    “Enough, Quantum,” Ray Steampunk says. “You are making a mockery of everything we stand for.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, maybe you’re right,” I mutter. “Look, Reaper, just tell us what we need to know, and you’ll be on your way back to mama’s basement. Just like that.” 
 
    “I told you,” he sobs, blood and snot now covering his face like an Andrew W.K. album cover, “I don’t know anything! We were just told to watch the Empress’ garden and if people showed up, attack.” 
 
    Aiden turns to me and says something that only I can hear. 
 
    “Good call.” I equip my burlap sack of doorknobs, item 266, and hand it to him. Once he gets a firm grip on the sack, he strikes it a couple of times against the Reaper’s back. 
 
    “I swear, I swear to God, I’m telling you the truth!”  
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    Morning Assassin shrugs. “Usually your sack of doorknobs does the trick.” 
 
    “All right, let me run your answer up the chain of command.” 
 
    He gulps. “The chain of command?” 
 
    Me: What do you think, Doc? 
 
    Doc: I think the kid may be telling the truth. Which means I’ll have to finish this hotdog without televised entertainment.  
 
    Me: What gives you that idea? 
 
    Doc: Those cuffs that I gave Aiden allow me to tap into the wearer’s D-NAS. I rewound a little bit, and this guy really was patrolling the area, although they were doing so from afar, only using the portals to spawn. 
 
    Me: Then why portals? Why didn’t they just jet over the walls or something? Or hell, boobytrap the place. 
 
    Doc: When have the Reapers not gone for style over substance? 
 
    Me: Good point. 
 
     I clap the Reaper on the shoulder and he cringes. “Well, looks like you just got your Get Out of Jail Free Card, kid. Here’s the deal, Morning Assassin here is going to teleport with you to one of those cliffs that overlook the Endless Sea. You’re going to actually spawn falling into the sea, which gives you all of fifteen seconds to log out before you hit the water. We good?” 
 
    “I don’t think…” 
 
    Aiden places his hand on the Reaper’s other shoulder and they disappear. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Grab one of those chairs over there, Rocket. You sitting or standing, Ray?” 
 
    “Standing.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” 
 
     Rocket grabs one of the chairs and brings it over to me. He brings another one over, sitting on it after he's turned it backward. 
 
    “Yeah, you look like a real cool guy when you sit like that.” 
 
    “I just wanted a place to rest my arms.” 
 
    I snort. “You know, that’s a great pickup line, if you ever need one.” 
 
    “Duly noted. So, what now? Frances is going to be pissed.” 
 
    “She’ll get over it.” 
 
    Sophia: No she won’t. I’m still highly offended by what you and Aiden did. 
 
    “And Doctor Wang will get over it too,” I say, raising my voice. “Since everyone is snooping on us anyway, I might as well say my piece. Ray, you sure are mysterious over there.” 
 
    The God of Steam turns to me and speaks without moving his lips. “I’m thinking of a way to thwart the Reapers’ attack on Aramis. Unlike you, I’m not showboating and trying to torture a fool into confessing something he doesn’t already know.” 
 
    “Hold your horses, Ray.” 
 
    “You still have Mirror, correct?” 
 
    I recall the sassy dragon with the reflective scales. She was a pain in the ass, but boy was it easy using her to get around Tritania. “Wait, did you say ‘have her’? It’s more like she has us, Ray. I mean, she’ll come if we call her, but that’s because we don’t call on her that often.” 
 
    “An aerial strike it is, then.” 
 
    “But we only have one dragon, and while she may be the surliest, sassiest, bitchiest, and crankiest dragon this side of...”  
 
    “Um, Porthos.”  
 
    “Thanks, Rocket. Well you get my point, Ray, and let me be Frank with you, ‘cause I'd rather not be Sally, no offense, Doc – I don't think we have enough firepower with just one dragon, and that’s including any of the baddest weaponry Dino Rider shit Doc would probably have installed on Mirror.” 
 
    Doc: I loved Dino Rider when I was a kid! 
 
     “We don’t need any more dragons.” Ray Steampunk approaches us as three pipes that weren't there before drop from the ceiling. The brass pipes twist together to form a suspended chair for him to sit in. 
 
    “That's real fancy, Ray. I know for damn sure I’m not on good enough terms with the Empress to request some of her griffins. That broad and Yours Truly definitely have some bad blood.” 
 
    “What if I brought some of my airships from Steam?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you suggest that before?” I glance at Rocket just in time to see him do a mini fist pump.  
 
    My sentiments aren’t far off. As long as we can get permission, introducing some airships to the equation could really take the Reapers off guard.  
 
    Then again… 
 
    “Something just dawned on me. If you can bring airships to Lametania – sorry, I’m workshopping it – why can’t they bring airships?” Rocket asks. “I mean, you can bring them because you know the Sage of Gotha, the NVA Seed, right? That’s how you’d do it.” 
 
    Sophia: Through OMIB-porting. Mention OMIB-porting if you want to sound smart. 
 
    “Through OMIB-porting,” I say.  
 
    Ray sweeps some of his long brown hair out of his face. “I’m glad to see your vocabulary expand, Quantum. And yes, I can bring them through OMIB-porting, after a discussion with the NVA Seed. The Reapers shouldn’t be able to, but they are able to bring fairly large mechs, as you saw. I believe they’ve brought the parts separately and reassembled them here.” 
 
    “Well, that seems like a loophole, but who am I to judge a world you helped create? All right, let’s get the word to the right people: we hit them from the sky, early tomorrow morning, ass crack of dawn if you get my drift, and we hit them where the sun don’t shine. Easy peasy, lemon squeezy.” I stand. “We good here? Being around all Scotty’s half-finished projects is making me feel manic.” 
 
    Steampunk nods. “I believe we are.” 
 
    I wipe my hands together. “Great, ‘cause I got some damage control to do back at the homestead, and it’s going to take some flowers and probably some good manners too. Rocket, you can stay if you want.” 
 
    “Can I go see the Sage with you, Ray?” he asks, suddenly star-struck. “I mean, Mr. Steampunk.” 
 
    “Sure, Rocket,” Ray finally says. 
 
    “You guys bring me a souvenir, okay? And if you run into a little commie cupid, tell that bastard he owes me a borscht recipe, or hell, a copy of the pee-pee tape. He’ll know what that means.” 
 
    I bring my finger into the air; the logout button appears, and even though I knew it would be there, I breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Big FE isn’t as mad at me as I think she should be. 
 
    By the time I have logged out, she has already taken a shower and changed into a fresh pair of Dream Team duds, smelling oh-so-fresh. 
 
    I guess I should call what she's wearing the Casual Friday uniform, because it isn't the tight-fitting black outfit we normally wear, the one that hugs her curves and stirs my groin like an egg beater. 
 
    No, Frances is in a polo shirt with the phrase Dream Team stitched over her left breast. She’s also in a pair of hella tight jeans, some sort of amalgamation between sock and high heel. Never seen nothing like it, but most women’s clothing is like that. How they get into some of the junk they wear is beyond me, but I can’t complain, and as she starts unhooking me from my dive vat, all I can think about is how nice it would be to erase our past, start over, and get her out of her work attire.  
 
    “Glad to see you again,” I say after she has removed the breathing apparatus from my kisser. 
 
    “So, did you get the information you were looking for, by torturing?” 
 
    “Who are you, Geneva?” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean.” 
 
    “Geneva Conventions, get it?” I tell her as I get up, reach for a towel, and painfully transition from suspended in vat goo to standing on my own two feet. “What? It was a decent joke. I swear, I got more in common with Rodney Dangerfield than anyone in this office. But to answer your question: yes, we got a little intel, but nothing worth sending to Edward Snowden or Wikileaks. And we somewhat solidified our plan to hit the Reapers in Aramis. Speaking of which, here’s one that should make your panties wet.” 
 
    She raises an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Wrong way to phrase that, but it’s definitely got me hot and bothered in a good way. Ray ‘I Can’t Talk with My Mouth’ Steampunk is bringing in an Airship.” 
 
    “From Steam?” 
 
    “Yep, he’s going to pull some strings with the Sage, maybe grease a few palms, and once he’s done all that, boom, we’re cooking with fire. We’ll hit them early in the morning and it’ll be glorious.” I wipe more of the vat goo off my face and arms, get the urge to playfully whip the towel at Frances, and suppress this very dangerous desire. 
 
    “In that case, I guess we should have a late lunch/early dinner, get a drink, and get to bed early.” 
 
    “You had me at ‘get a drink,’ and I agree, the early bird gets the Reaper.”  
 
    I turn to the showers, cringing as I’m hit by that same pain in my lower back. I look for my cane, and before I can scramble around like a cripple, Frances brings it to me. “You were looking for this?” 
 
    “Yep, my commando cane, just in case someone attacks me in the shower. Not ‘cause I need it or anything.” 
 
    “You sure are a tough guy, you know that?” 
 
    “I try,” I mumble under my breath. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Frances and I gather in the briefing room, enjoying the quiet. No Rocket, he’s still logged in; no Sophia, her ass is in Colorado; no Evan monitoring my PTSD and calorie intake; Doc's with all the reefer heads in Colorado; and Zedic, well, we all know what happened to him. 
 
    As Frances and I wait for Doc's video feed to load up, I briefly recall all the shitbirds and bit players who have come into my life since I got out of the Loop. And I'm talking about the first time I got out of the Loop, not the second time.  
 
    That second time shouldn't have happened.  
 
    And there I go again, connecting the dots between memory and remorse. I can't think about the Loop without thinking about Dolly, the hotbody with luscious lips and curves for weeks; the way she looked at me when we were together and taking the night off, catching a flick at the drive-in, eating at one of the sushi joints in Chinatown, taking a midnight walk in Three Kings Park, a mugger in the wings waiting to taste a bit of lead from the bean shooter latched to my hip.   
 
    The good old days? God damn them. 
 
    The good ol’ days, the bad ol’ days, the battle daze.  
 
    Everything blurs together. 
 
    Frances sips from some diet soda, something that promises zero sugar, multivitamins, enhanced energy, no preservatives or artificial ingredients. 
 
    Nah, that can't be the case. 
 
    To confirm that that I haven't lost my mind, I grab the can and take a look at the ingredients. “No-artificial-organic-lab-grown contents, huh? What the hell kind of doublespeak is this, Frances?” 
 
    “It's supposed to be good for you.” 
 
     “So is the polar bear plunge, but do you see my happy ass jumping in some frigid water in January? January is good for only two things, if you ask me.” 
 
     “And what's that?” 
 
     “Beer, and snuggling by the fire. All right, maybe some football too, but like I've said before, I'm not the type of guy that wants to waste time watching millionaires knock each other around. What the hell is taking Doc and Sophia so long?” 
 
    “It takes a while to get this set up,” Frances says. “You should know that, oh wait, no you shouldn't. You weren't waiting last time we got it set up, nor have you ever been charged with setting things up. In fact, you seem to just come in when things are already set up, never seeing all the stuff going on behind the scenes.” 
 
     “Okay, I’ll disregard that passive jab. What's the plan for dinner tonight, I'm looking forward to some steak.” 
 
     “Steak? Ewww, Quantum.” 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with steak? Aside from the fact that it doesn't come with pancakes, or at least it usually doesn't, steak has been a source of protein for thousands of years.” 
 
    She continues to make the ew face. “'We're not having steak for dinner, seriously, just think of the triglycerides.” 
 
    “They never think of me!” 
 
     “Maybe I’ll make you something. Or we can order in, and then I can cook it.” 
 
     “I never understood this ‘order in and then we have to cook it’ bologna.” 
 
    “You know, there are these great humandroid chefs now that they just introduced to Baltimore. I mean, it started in New York and, you know, kind of went up to New England a little bit, but it's come down just a little bit and it's in Baltimore now. You pay them to come over and cook for you. Five-star restaurant-style meals.” 
 
     “A stranger in our house?” I ask with a grin, knowing full well that I’m pulling her chain. “You ever heard the phrase ‘stranger danger’?” 
 
    “Our house?” 
 
     “What? I thought we had some type of communal living going on, you know, I sleep on the couch, you sleep on the bed, sometimes we switch. I got squatter's rights, you know.” 
 
     “No, you don’t, and no, we never switch.” 
 
    “Well, I know it isn't winter yet, hell, it ain't even fall, but it was downright cold last night. I could have used a warm body to lay next to is what I'm saying.”  
 
    “Really?” she asked, her eyes narrowing on me. 
 
    “All right, all right, we're here, we're here.” Doc's voice booms out of the speakers in the corners of the room. The holoscreen on the wall flashes, static steadying into place as his image takes shape, the video taken by his bee drone.  
 
    “Doc, ol’ buddy, ol’ pal, ol’ stick-in-the-mud, how goes it?” 
 
    Doc gives me a look that is neither happy nor unhappy to see me. “It goes.” 
 
    “Well howdy, Quantum!” Arnie waves at me. Doc’s humandroid is in an apron that reads Barbeque the Chef. 
 
    “What's he cooking up?” I ask. 
 
    “Steak and waffles, what do you think?” 
 
    “See, Frances, I told you it was a thing.” 
 
    “That sounds terrible for you.” 
 
    “The best things in life are,” I remind her. 
 
    Doc pivots, and I see a metal table with Evan lying on it.  
 
    Sophia is next to him in her lab coat, hooking a few more cables to the back of his neck. The droid seems relaxed, totally cool with what is going on. His hands are on his chest, his fingers clasped together, moving ever so slightly. 
 
    “How long until Morning Assassin is with us?” I ask. “And how long will it take me to get to Colorado, so I can join, and we can go hit the bar scene and kick some ass?” 
 
    “Kick some ass, huh? You know the plans: we need you in Tritania.” 
 
    “Not fair, Doc,” I say under my breath, much to Frances' laughter.  
 
    “Can we mute him somehow?” Sophia asks as she finishes her Dr Frankenwitch routine. She pats Evan on the chest, letting him know that his body will soon belong to someone else. 
 
    Talk about a “someone else” to put into his body.  
 
    I would trade Evan for Morning Assassin any day of the week, and I'm not going to lie, I’m disappointed that I won’t be in Colorado with him, kicking ass, taking names, getting drunk, eating pancakes, and doing all the things that make Bromance flicks such huge hits. 
 
    I’ll have to think of a way to invite myself… 
 
    Cue some lightning, flicker the lights, add some sound effects, and boom, Aiden appears. 
 
    It's an amazing appearance too.  
 
    Evan suddenly moves his hands to his sides and sits up like the goddamn Undertaker. All business and gearing to go. His face even contorts into Aiden's wolfish grin. 
 
    “Bravo!” I say, clapping my hands at the screen. “Bravo!” 
 
    “What's up, Doc?” are the first words out of Morning Assassin’s lips. 
 
    “How are you feeling, buddy?” Doc asks. 
 
    “Stop moving around so much,” Sophia grumbles. “I’m still trying to make sure you're adequately plugged in.” 
 
     “No need to keep me plugged in, Dr. Wang, I'm feeling like a million bucks over here, maybe two million. Say, you don’t have any of that candy that doctors usually give patients. I’m looking for a sucker, and I’m not talking about Quantum.” 
 
    I snort. Damn, I love seeing Morning Assassin screw around with the good doctor. 
 
    “That was a terrible joke,” Frances says. 
 
    “He’s getting used to his new body, babe, give him some time.” 
 
    “Babe? That’s not cool, Quantum.” 
 
    “Sorry, old habits die hard. You know me. Just caught up in the moment.” 
 
    “So, are we ready to go?” Aiden asks. “Because I'm ready to go.”  
 
    “Hold your horses, Aiden, you know this is just a test run,” says Doc, his voice clipped. “You'll be hanging out for a while though, the big operation doesn't happen until…” 
 
    Aiden nods. “Yeah, I know how this is supposed to go. Mum’s the word. But it's going to be you and me, right?” 
 
     “That's right,” Doc tells him. “I got a place right next to you.” 
 
    I can’t see Doc's metal bed completely, but I can see the corner of it. It was going to be one hell of an assault, that was for sure. Doc in Arnie's body, and Aiden in Evan’s body? Fuhgeddaboudit.  
 
    “We have a lot to do,” Sophia tells Aiden. “We're going to disconnect the feed now.” 
 
     I hate the way she says this. It's like everything she says is somehow targeted at me. She even looked at the camera when she said it. I knew exactly who she was aiming at. 
 
    “Well, I can see when I'm not wanted.” 
 
    “She didn't say anything like that,” Frances tells me. 
 
    “Certainly feels like it. But what can you do? That’s the problem with being here: we should be in Colorado with our homies.” 
 
    “Homies?” 
 
    “I’m trying it out.” 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    “Let's skedaddle. We got an early morning ahead of us.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was Frances’ idea. 
 
    I wasn't entirely sold, but having a humandroid cook for us sounded better than having to cook for ourselves. And I didn't feel like going to a restaurant, especially because my damn back was hurting, and the fact that I’d have to clean up if we were going to go out. 
 
    Who says I can’t wear a black shirt, loose black jeans, and a pair of Boba Fetts to a sit-down restaurant? Frances, that’s who.  
 
    But the gremlins living in my skull know the real reason I don’t want to go out – my vertebral column.  
 
    Not to say I don’t have relatively decent healthcare through the FCG, I’m just not ready to take that leap yet, get my ass aligned proper. I don't have a paycheck yet, but I have healthcare. What the hell kind of world am I living in where that makes sense? I don't know exactly how that works, and I should probably talk to HR, if we had an HR. Maybe I should talk to the lawyer, Solon. 
 
    “Someone needs to pay my ass.” 
 
    “You sure got quiet over there,” Frances says as she lowers her aeros into an assigned parking spot.  
 
    I see her rat-faced superintendent smoking a cigarette on the stoop and glaring at us. I can't smell him from here, and if we were in the Loop, I’d put him down for the good of the general public. 
 
    “Thinking about my paycheck?” 
 
    She laughs. “What paycheck? I know, it’s not funny, we just don’t have any money until the next fiscal year starts. You can still write stuff off, though.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I’m just wondering how I’m supposed to wine and dine you without a dime to my name.” 
 
    “I’ve told you before, don’t worry about that.” 
 
    “I’d just like to have the option to take you out, you know, someplace nice. I’m talking Golden Corral here.” 
 
    “A buffet?” Frances shakes her head. 
 
    “What? You get what you want, I get what I want? Why is everyone always judging buffets?” 
 
    “Let’s get inside,” she says, ignoring the angry stares from her building’s super. “We’ll have something nice tonight, trust me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I trust you.” 
 
    It only takes about fifteen minutes for the humandroid chef to appear. Damn, you’d think these things came out of pods in the sky. “Nope, I was already in the neighborhood,” the droid says, as if he can read my mind. He’s a bigger guy with red hair parted down the middle. Kind of reminds of the grown-up version of that chubby kid from Sandlot. 
 
    Pretty sure that kid’s name was Ham. 
 
    After a brief greeting, and some time to assess our flavor palates, the droid gets to cooking something French, while Frances and I enjoy a fine wine, at least it's fine enough for me.  
 
    “Am I doing this right?” I asked as I swirl the wine in the glass. 
 
    “No, you're not mixing Kool-Aid.” Frances snickers. “It’s a good wine.” 
 
    “Anything better than Boone's Farm is fine enough for me. And let me be the first to tell you, Frances, you would have loved Kool-Aid back in my day, in the 2020s. That was before they replaced it with all sorts of healthy crap, fruit shavings, non-fructose corn syrup, and what not. Stevia?” 
 
    “Is that what you think is in Kool-Aid?” she asks, setting her wine glass on the table. 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
     “You do have iNet, you know.” 
 
     “You're the one that forced me to have this damn eyelid-based internet. I was happy with my desktop computer.” 
 
    “Your calculator too? How about your flip phone?” She laughs, her cheeks slightly flushed from the wine. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, laugh it up.” 
 
    One good thing I can say about these humandroid chefs is that they're fast. Ham isn't there more than thirty minutes before we're enjoying some hoity toity appetizer that I can barely pronounce.  
 
    More food comes, some duck wrapped in chicken or chicken with duck. Maybe it’s rabbit. Point is, Frances and I eat, talk about a variety of things, and it's when we get onto our early morning assault that I get real excited, my foot practically thumping against the floor. 
 
    Talk about morning wood, killing me some Reapers at the ass crack of dawn is what I was put on this earth to do. “Those mama's boys will be sleeping off a late-night video game sesh when we show up, cutting through their lines. Can’t wait, Frances,” I say, the wine loosening my lips. 
 
    “I can tell you’re excited.” 
 
    “Nope, not going to go with a Michael-Scott joke this time. That’s beneath me.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re referring to, but good,” says Frances, “you’re behaving.” 
 
    “A special croque-auvergnat prepared using a ham hock from northern Massachusetts.” 
 
    “Now we’re talking,” I say, as the chef places the pressed sandwich smothered in blue cheese on the table. “It’s like a breakfast sandwich gone right!” 
 
    “I am glad you like it, sir.” The humandroid turns back to the kitchen, a thin smile on his face. 
 
    “Keep ‘em coming, and some macaroons too.” 
 
    An URGENT HIGH IMPORTANCE incoming message from Rocket tells me that Ray Steampunk and our very own wizkid have secured permission for air support. 
 
    Good to know, but I still plan to keep things fantasy with a sassy flying terror lizard. Not that I don't want to fly in on a griffin. That would be cool too, but Dragon vs Griffin? Dragon. 
 
    More meat comes. 
 
    Meat, meat, and a little more meat, and I’m starting to feel like that bloated blueberry kid in Willy Wonka.  
 
    I can't believe Frances is letting us eat this much meat; I can just feel myself getting stronger with each bite, growing smarter, faster, all the superlatives Daft Punk used in that song that Kanye West’s crazy ass remade. 
 
    It's a lean meat, but I'm fine with that, and I don't even ask what kind of meat it is, hoping that it's something exotic, like horse, or wombat. I just feel like being exotic tonight, doing something out of the ordinary. 
 
    Says the guy who's sleeping on the couch, I remind myself. 
 
    More courses, more meat, happy Quantum. I sit out the sixth course, because I'm not willing to eat some escargot, and it's going to be a cold day at the Mondegreen Hotel before I start stuffing snails in my kisser. 
 
    Seventh course is some type of after dinner soup. Eighth course is dessert, which is a delicate French pastry that tastes like a dream covered in whipped cream. Ninth course is some macaroons and French press coffee. 
 
    By the end of the meal I'm drumming my fingers on my belly, happier than I’ve been in weeks. 
 
     I'd smoke a cigarette if I smoked, so instead, I polish off the bottle of wine while Our Lady of the Guadaloop cracks open another. 
 
    I still end up on the couch later that night, but as they say in France, c'est la vie.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That's not the type of Airship I was expecting,” I say as my avatar takes shape.  
 
    We’re in an unknown location, unknown mostly because I don't feel like looking at my map to try to figure out where in Hyperborea we currently stand. 
 
    Dammit if Frances didn't get my ass up at three in the morning and bring me to the Dream Team headquarters.  
 
    And damn if Rocket didn't have a nice cup of Joe ready for me right when I arrived. No pancakes, but Frances did offer me some gerbil food, which I reluctantly ate, even though I told Rocket specifically to try to get me some tacos.  
 
    Apparently, they don't serve tacos at three in the morning at most Mexican restaurants and/or food trucks, at least in Baltimore. I’d put good money that I could get them down south at that time. 
 
    Hunger pangs quickly leave my mind as I stare up at the floating steamboat. 
 
    “I think it's kind of cool,” Rocket finally says. 
 
    Sure enough, Ray Steampunk has gone for a vessel that would twist the ends of Mark Twain's mustache.  
 
    Now, I'm not a big ship expert, starboard and other terms, but I will say this: Steampunk’s floating steamboat has a pretty nice deck, pretty good-looking wheelhouse, and it definitely has a little flare seeing as how it’s painted gold. The name on the marquee? Ray Steampunk’s Steamboat. 
 
    “Should we go up there?” asks Frances. 
 
    “Why do I have this feeling we don't have a choice?” 
 
    “You’re fine where you are,” says Steampunk, who now stands behind us. 
 
    “Watch it with that magician shit, Ray,” I say as I lower my inventory finger and turn around. He’s lucky I’m not as quick on the draw as Morning Assassin. 
 
    Speak of the devil, Aiden's avatar steps out of thin air, good ol’ MA in his Snake Eyes get-up with just a bit of chainmail under his arms.  
 
    “Sophia sent me back,” he says, before I can ask. 
 
     “She'll bust your balls like that.” 
 
     “Excuse me?”  
 
    “Look, everyone, if we're going to all spawn at the same time, let's not spawn behind one another because that’s how someone gets shot, sheesh. Hello, Dr. Wang,” I say to the Mind Mage, who now stands behind me. She takes a few steps forward, her elven features on display, and with each step she takes, she floats just a little higher into the air, until she can finally reach her passive-aggressive plane of existence. 
 
    “You have a magnificent steamboat, Mr. Steampunk,” Sophia tells Ray, her eyes going from ‘not happy to see Quantum’ to genuinely impressed. “I am honored to witness such a marvel.” 
 
    “Suck up,” I say under my breath as I check my three and nine. “Where's Doc?” I ask. “Everyone else is here.” 
 
    “Doc's not coming,” says Doc, his faun avatar forming, in front of me for once. 
 
    “See, everyone? That’s how you do it. Make a pithy statement as you spawn where someone can see you.” 
 
    Morning Assassin laughs, his wolfish grin stretching the front of his mask. 
 
    “See? He gets me.” 
 
    Ray Steampunk lifts into the air, the ends of his red cape beating in the wind. “Please call your vessels so that we may proceed with the attack.” 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do,” I mumble, as I take out my mirrored necklace. 
 
    I hold it in the air like I’m auditioning for DisNike’s The Gender Non-Conforming Lion Throne Holder on Ice, and just as Sophia starts to tell me that won’t work, Mirror appears in the night’s sky, twinkling stars reflecting off her glistening body. 
 
    “Now that’s a sexy dragon. Who's coming with me?” I ask my version of the Suicide Squad. 
 
    “Frances?” 
 
    She shrugs. 
 
    “Really? You’d rather ride with Ray on his hopped-up steamboat?” 
 
    “Fine, I'll come with you.” 
 
    “I thought someone said something about griffins…” says Aiden. 
 
    “You don’t want to ride on a dragon?” I ask as Mirror circles in the sky overhead. 
 
    “I do, don’t get me wrong, but I’ve never taken a crack at a griffin.” 
 
    I give Aiden a squinty-eyed look. “I know there’s a bestiality joke in here somewhere, but I’m not making it.” 
 
    “Gross,” says Doctor Wang-a-Lang. “I’m going with Steampunk, obviously.” 
 
    “The griffins should be here any moment,” says the King of Steam himself. 
 
    Last and definitely not least, Rocket’s avatar spawns in his Edward Scissorhands armor. “What did I miss?”  
 
    “We’re ponying up for the early morning assault,” I tell him. “You going with me, Ray, or by griffin?” 
 
    “Griffin, definitely.” 
 
    I sigh in disbelief. “You too?”  
 
    “Doc?” 
 
    “Well…” A cancer stick appears between Doc’s lips just as the mirrored dragon lands. She huffs, possibly farts, bounces from leg to leg, and flaps her wings. 
 
    “Interrupting my beauty rest?” she asks. “This better be good.” 
 
    “Well what, Doc? Plenty of room on the dragon,” I tell our CWO. 
 
    Mirror snorts at my comment and starts to turn to me, clearly offended by what I’ve said.  
 
    “Hey, girl, it’s not like that. That was not supposed to be any sort of fat-shaming comment, believe you me.” 
 
    “It sure felt like it,” she says, raising her snout in the air. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m going with Steampunk,” Doc says, ashing his cigarette. 
 
    “No smoking on the steamboat,” Ray tells him.  
 
    “That’s why I’m finishing my post-victory cigarette now.” 
 
    We hear the screech of the griffins on the horizon. It is harder to see them approach on account of their bodies not being covered in mirrored scales, but they get closer eventually, and they’re big – ugly too.  
 
    “Griffins?” Mirror’s eyes flare at me. “And where’s Chrono? He’d better be coming if I have to coordinate with griffins.” 
 
    “Rocket?” 
 
    “He should be here any moment now…” 
 
    Pixie dust and whatnot swirls in the air as Chrono the blacksmith, aka some kid from Brazil who has somehow made his way into our narrative, materializes into digital dreamworld existence. He’s got his shirt off, an ax thrown over his shoulder, and I swear to Jeebus he’s oiled his pecs up. 
 
    I turn to Rocket and give him the fuzzy eye. 
 
    “What?” he whispers. “I thought Mirror liked him.” 
 
    “She does,” I say under my breath, “but that doesn’t mean you had to butter him up.” 
 
    “I figured she could use some encouragement,” he says under his breath. “Besides, Chrono was down for it.” 
 
    “Hello, Chrono,” Mirror purrs. She moves towards him in a sultry way, making sure to keep her rump high in the air behind her. 
 
    Doc flicks his cigarette to the ground. “Let's get this freak show on the road.” 
 
    After a little more banter, it's up and away we go.  
 
    Frances is snuggled in next to me, or at least, that's how I imagine her being, and Chrono is to my right, his oiled body reflected off Mirror’s scales; Ray Steampunk and the War Faun are tooting along behind us in a flying steamboat; Rocket and Aiden are on griffins racing each other; and Sophia has decided to use her own flying prowess, impressing us with her aerial moves, twists, and her loserific magical abilities. 
 
    Someone mentions our drop off point being somewhere on the westernmost end of Hyperborea, and that someone definitely ain’t me. Even with Frances this close to me, and the great view of Tritania below us, I’m already in fight mode, itching for a brawl, cruisin’ to give a bruisin’. 
 
    One track mind. 
 
    Doing what Mrs. Hughes’ favorite only child does best.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    A variant of the Flight of the Bumblebee plays out in my head.  
 
    Bomb bomb bomb BOMB BOMB, bomb bomb bomb BOMB BOMB, bomb bomb bomb BOMB BOMB, bomb bomb bomb BOMB! 
 
    And that's exactly what we get to doing as soon as we see the Reaper forces: bombing the living hell out of them, blowing them back to the Middle Ages, which kind of makes no sense considering we’re in a fantasy world that’s technically mirrored upon the Middle Ages.  
 
    But regardless – explosions! 
 
    “Time for some kablooey!” I shout, on the verge of equipping my white rhinestone cowboy hat, item 34, and my lasso, or should I say Wonder Woman's Lasso of Truth, item 379.  
 
    “Don't you even think about wearing that hat, Quantum!” Mirror roars.  
 
    Frances laughs, and slugs me in the arm.  
 
    “Hey!” I say, as we continue over the foothills of the Klin Mountain Range. We're about to be in Reaper territory, and I haven't decided how I'd like to go about delivering a fiery death from the sky.  
 
    If I had my choice, I would just parachute down there using my Amelia Earhart parachute, item 511, and open up a good ol’ fashioned can of whoop ass, but Doc has said to make it an aerial assault, and I’m not trying to buck the system, especially with whatever tech the skull boy crew may have. 
 
    I’ve got a couple of options for an opening statement: my Bomberman bomb, item 385, or my GBU-43 MOAB, item 358, which seems more appropriate. Better get approval if I’m going to drop the Mother of All Bombs. 
 
    Me: Doc, I got a MOAB, am I good to go with that? 
 
    Doc: Let’s hold off on that. What else do you have? You don’t have the FOAB, do you? 
 
    Me: I only buy American, you know that. How about my GBU-57A/B? Massive Ordnance Penetrator could do nicely, and I have its controls hooked up to a PS4 remote. You in? 
 
    Doc: MOP it is! 
 
    “We're going for a little kaboomski, Frances, so hold on to your ass.”  
 
    Frances rolls her eyes.  
 
    “I meant that literally,” I tell her as I start scrolling through my list. I'm tucked up under one of Mirror’s scales, trying my best to get comfortable, but you try riding a dragon for an hour and come away without some chafing or a few cramps. 
 
    Doctor ‘I don't want anyone else to have fun’ Wang is up ahead of us, and if she keeps up her pace, she's going to be in the range of my MOP when I drop it.  
 
    I give her a gesture to get behind us, and she actually sees it, because she's flying backwards so she can look at us.  
 
    She sees my gesture, rolls her eyes, and with her arms crossed over her chest, she lets Mirror get ahead of her.  
 
    Mirror isn't having any of the sass, and she’s sure to pop off a little cloud of sparkling smoke in Sofia's direction just as we pass. 
 
    “Thatta girl, Mirror!” 
 
    “Take that cowboy hat off!” 
 
    “I’m going for something here, trust me!” 
 
    To my right, I catch Morning Assassin riding a griffin. Damn, he looks swell; I hate to turn up the heat on our bromance, but seeing a guy dressed as a ninja riding a big-ass griffin with a twelve-foot wingspan, a gnarly lion face, and talons the size of my Bowie knife is the epitome of badass. 
 
    Aiden gives me the one-finger salute, and I start to laugh, the wind whipping all around me as Mirror increases her speed. You try killing a guy for two subjective years and not find it funny when he flips you the bird. Hell, there are at least two of those killings in which I cut off his middle fingers, strung them up on a necklace, and wore them around for the whole day. 
 
    They didn't like that look at Barfly's, and I barely got in, even after bribing Croc.  
 
    But hey, what the hell else was I supposed to wear to a Mardi Gras party? 
 
    With the griffins behind us now, Ray and Doc in the flying steamboat, and Sophia's grumpy ass long gone, I shout for Mirror to kick it into high gear. 
 
    “Okay, here's how it's gonna go down: we're going to get up there, and as soon as we see the center of their camp, I'm going to equip something that you can't carry. You ever seen Dr. Strangelove?” I call out to Mirror. 
 
    “Dragons don’t watch movies!” she shouts. 
 
    “What?” Chrono shouts over to me. 
 
    I fire off a message to everyone, to make this easy. 
 
    Me: I'm going to equip my jetpack and fly ahead. I need everyone to stay back for this, because the kaboomski ain’t going to be pretty, especially if you live in your mom’s basement and parade around in Proxima worlds wearing a skull mask. 
 
    Doc: Sit back and enjoy the death, kiddos. 
 
    Me: That’s the spirit, Doc! 
 
    Rather than wait for Sophia to respond, I jump off Mirror’s back, just as item 567, my steam-powered jetpack, appears on my back. I blaze forward, also equipping my Reaper skull, item 551, to utilize all the data made available to me through the skull. Just when I'm over the center of the Reaper camp, I equip my MOP, the PS4 remote appears in one hand and I ride it down. 
 
    Boy howdy is it a good time! I get to a point about eight hundred feet up, and I blast off the giant bomb, my movements sped up by my AA bar, my hands on the controller as I button mash, triggering the explosion.  
 
    The explosion throws me up even further, and sure, my life bar takes a bit of a whupping, but I'm still good to go.  
 
    I glanced down and see the blowback, the smoke, the fire, Reapers running towards weapons, Reapers logging out, lots of panic, and my crew on the verge of attack. 
 
    After a little spiral just to look cool, it’s back to the ground I go, my jetpack spewing steam behind me. 
 
    I land, and start blasting at the skull babies with my BFG 9000, item 100. 
 
    Doc: Goat incoming! 
 
    Doc touches down to my right, blasting way at skull babies with two sleek Uzis. Chrono superhero-lands on the other side of him, turning up the death with his silver hammers, his body shiny as a newborn straight out of the womb. 
 
    A Reaper with a mutant hack machine gun starts street-sweeping, killing anything and everything his weapon can hit, including his own people. He's a buffed-out bozo, a jacked-up Mickey Mouse in Día de los Muertos regalia, a target for my wrath. 
 
    I’m made in the shade as I hit the AA brakes and sidestep his beefy slugs, watching them pass before my face as I figure out the best way to get him before he gets us. 
 
    Hackie, item 554, forms in my hands as I dive and roll.  
 
    He screams feed me! inside my skull as he handshakes with my Reaper skull, and bada boom bada bing, I flick the switch to ‘freeze’ and turn the jabroni into a Reapercicle.  
 
    And sure, I'd love to give him the ice pick treatment as a follow-up, but there are plenty more skull boys and gals to take out, so I let Hackie do what he does best – fry his ass. 
 
    “Argh!” Chrono comes in swinging, his hammers of misfortune rearranging limbs and spines as he cuts through a cluster of Strata’s henchmen. Sophia is above him, her eyes white as she blasts waves of magicky goodness at Reapers on steamcycles.  
 
    The Big FE makes her landing and she’s also gone for her tried and true mutant hack, cutting through Reapers left and right, focused fury in her movements. 
 
    Talk about pumping the gas. Frances is juiced up on the AA moving around like Speedy Gonzales’ faster sister. The woman who rescued me from the Loop, who nursed me back to health, and who I later betrayed – damn me – is back to her old self.  
 
    So I join her, punching, shooting, stabbing when I get the chance, and stomping in skull masks. And just when I’m getting into my rhythm, a group of bleachies appear on our left, trying to flank us. 
 
    “Don’t kill them,” Frances reminds me, and rather than argue with her, or take a pot shot just for shiggles, I skip out of the way and whistle for Aiden.  
 
    Morning Assassin sees me and before I can gesture for him to join me, he flashbangs out of existence and is instantly by my side.  
 
    “I can’t kill them, but you can,” I remind him as I hand him item 300, my suicide bomber jacket. 
 
    “Doing your dirty work, huh?” 
 
    “I owe you one.” 
 
    “You owe me more than one,” he says. One wolfish grin later and he’s gone. 
 
    “We got bigger problems!” Doc lobs a grenade, and a couple of Reapers who are riding glammed up steam choppers with enough neon to reopen Studio 54 and still have some left for the DeadMau5 holoconcert are caught in the explosion, bike parts and fanboy limbs hurtling through the air. 
 
    A group joining from the northeast rev their engines, and rather than equip item 205, my red Akira bike, I go with my SPAS-12 shotgun, item 189, figuring a little clickety-boom is in order.  
 
    “We got you, Quantum!” Rocket zips by on his griffin, firing arrows that create spheres of lightning upon impact.  
 
    “I didn’t need you to get me!” I call up to him as a female Reaper approaches me on my left and learns the very definition of ‘one shot, one kill.’  
 
    Clickety-boom! 
 
    I put her down, and turn to her compadre, who is just about to log out when I squeeze the trigger and log him out Loop-style. 
 
    Sophia joins Rocket, and in the time it takes an FDA Monitor to contact someone after an early morning trip to the local diner, the least favorite member of the Dream Team has all the Reapers twitching and thinking their skin is melting.  
 
    Gruesome.  
 
    The ground shakes and I see, much to my horror, that the things I thought looked like oddly shaped hills earlier are actually Reaper mechs.  
 
    Easily the size of four-story buildings, the big bastards get to their feet and start unloading heavy artillery at the dreamiest team this side of the Knights of Non Compos Mentis.  
 
    “How are they doing that?” I ask after I’ve AAed out of the way. “Anyone have the steamsuits in their list?” 
 
    Sophia lands next to me. “It’s ingenious!” 
 
    “Stop admiring the enemy and tell me how we’re going to take them down.” I’ve already got my hand behind my back, scrolling to item 459, my Reason Railgun, when I see Ray Steampunk’s floating steamboat overhead. 
 
    Cue the Transformer sound.  
 
    The stern wheel shifts down as Steampunk’s vessel starts to turn vertical. The stacks press out and swivel so they are facing forward, and the bow folds back, revealing a golden face with glowing, coal-fired eyes.  
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about!” 
 
    The bottom of the hull opens up, revealing six-gun turrets. And as they whir and focus on the approaching Reaper mechs, the stacks fire off tactical ballistic missiles, each tipped with a golden dome, and each delivering a payload that makes me want to equip item 268, my EOD 9 Bomb Tech Suit, just in case .  
 
    But I’ve got more important things to do, like sweep up what’s left of Strata Godsick’s failed siege of Aramis. There can’t be more than twenty or thirty Reapers still brave enough to take us on. Or should I say, stupid enough to take us on. 
 
    Rocket and Doc are now on the same griffin, Doc firing an unidentifiable video game laser gun much to the griffin’s dismay, Rocket still going for concussive shock arrows. 
 
     Frances is still hacking away at what’s left of a few Reapers who got too close to one bad mama, Chrono is cracking skulls figuratively and literally, and Sophia is doing all sorts of wowsie-wow David Copperfield-esque magic tricks. 
 
    Me? I’m smoking my Cuban cigar by this point, item 30, hand-rolled on a virgin’s thigh. Morning Assassin lands next to me and places a hand on my shoulder. “You going to join them?” he asks. 
 
    “Nah, they got it under control.” 
 
    “You got another cigar?” 
 
    “I have one made of bubblegum, item 137.” 
 
    “That’ll do.” I equip the pink cigar and hand it to Aiden, who pulls down his face mask and jams it between his lips. “Not bad,” he says as he starts chewing one of the ends. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We got the rest of the day off or what?” I ask as Sophia lands next to me. Yep, someone’s gotta rib her, and that someone has got to be me. 
 
    “Are you saying that you didn’t look at today's itinerary?” she asks, disgust spreading across her face. 
 
    “There's an itinerary for today?” 
 
    I shrug and step over to a Reaper that is still breathing, the one that has stupidly failed to log out. I take my cigar out of my mouth too, lift up his skull mask, and press the sizzling end of my cigar into his forehead while he screams.  
 
    “The Dream Team doesn't torture people,” Frances reminds me. “How many times do I have to tell you that? Didn’t we just go over this yesterday?” 
 
    “That was then, this is now,” I say as I stuff the cigar back in my mouth.  
 
     “We're not torturing.” Doc caps a Reaper trying to crawl away and log out. “We’re interrogating. You three, four if you include Rocket, are too young to know about some of the enhanced interrogation techniques of the early twenty-first century. I'm not here to tell you about them. And I'm not here to debate the fact that they don't really get the results; all I'm saying is we're not torturing, just fishing for information.” 
 
    Sophia starts to roll her eyes, and I swear it takes her a good thirty to get her eyes to the other side. Normally, I'd be twitching after seeing this, but with age and time has come a good and balanced Quantum Hughes, a fair man, nay, a man of the people, who can put up with people that he hates, a loveable misfit with a grudge he’s able to bury. 
 
    Besides, maybe I don't hate Sophia that much.  
 
    “To answer your question, we have a meeting with Thulean royalty.” 
 
    “Ah, I scratched that part out of my itinerary.” 
 
    “So you got one?” she asks, narrowing her eyes at me.  
 
    “Yeah, I told you I did.” 
 
    Sophia waits for Rocket to finish shooting explosive arrows at one of the Reaper mech carcasses. Ray Steampunk cleaned their clocks, and while I still ain’t the biggest fan of the guy, I was definitely impressed. “And I don't think you should be coming to this meeting, to be honest with you.”  
 
    “Sophia…” Doc starts to say. “As much as it pains me to say this sometimes, Quantum is our fearless leader. He kind of has to come.” 
 
     Aiden appears behind me and surprises me. “I thought I was the fearless leader around here.” 
 
    “If I had wanted you dead, I would have killed you already.” 
 
    Frances laughs. Rocket pulls back on his bow and looses three arrows into a Reaper who's trying to get to his feet. I don’t know why the Skeletor didn’t log out with the others, but he does now, three arrows jutting out of his back. 
 
    “We’re meeting Thulean royalty today?” asks Chrono, as he wipes blood off his brow. “Not bad.” 
 
    “That’s right, big guy. And don't worry about me, everybody. I'll keep my mouth shut, and let the Thulean queen, or whoever the hell is in charge up there, put their foot on my head, or their ghost limbs, or whatever. You know what I mean.” 
 
    Sophia shakes her head. “FYI: You will possibly come into contact with Princess Renata, whom you beat at the giant tournament in Waringtla. Just so you know.” 
 
    I kick another Reaper skull mask away, unequip my own mask and toss it over my shoulder, where it goes straight back to my invo-list. “Like I said, Dr. Wang, bygones be bygones. I did say that aloud, right?”  
 
    I looked at Frances and she shrugs. “No idea.” 
 
    “Well, I meant to anyway.” 
 
     “And the Thuleans have an emperor, not a queen, another FYI.” Sophia floats back into the air to her favorite passive-aggressive position. 
 
    “Say, speaking of emperors, how come we always have to deal with Empress Thun? I recall someone saying there’s a guy around.” 
 
    “He’s busy.” 
 
    “Too busy to take care of his own fiefdom?” 
 
    Sophia looks down at me. “He likes to hunt, and he spends most of his time hunting in remote parts of Polynya. I wouldn’t count on him being involved or around.” 
 
    “Got it, I can play nice with Thun too, then, on the account she has an absent husband.” 
 
    “Empress Thun,” Sophia reminds me. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Once we’re done clearing the killing field, we move up to Ray Steampunk’s floating steamboat. It's not a bad way to travel, a little less rocky than the flying ships that they have here in Tritania, but the boiler room, which Ray likes to show off, is hotter than a World Cup stadium in Qatar.  
 
    “This is where it all happens,” the expressionless Steampunk tells us, a wave of his hand over the tin metal droids loading wood into a furnace. Another tin droid stands in front of a long table cutting up bits of pork and throwing the fattiest pieces in with the wood. 
 
    “What’s with the pork?” 
 
    “Burning the fat makes the steamboat go faster,” Ray says to me, his chin held high.  
 
    “Hey, Evan, you missed a piece,” I tell one of the droids. 
 
    Sophia sighs with disdain. “Real funny.” 
 
    Doc starts talking about an engine that would make more sense, but Ray all but ignores the War Faun as he leads us back to the main deck. Frances waits up at the top with Rocket, who sits on a barrel, his hands on his knees. Chrono isn’t too far away either, enjoying the view. 
 
    “Some morning, huh?” I say to Aiden as I scoot up next to him. It’s been a good morning already – who doesn’t love a victory? – but I keep having this feeling like there’s more to all this, that Strata has us pegged and we just don’t know it yet. 
 
    And then there’s Colorado: I know we’re supposed to be there, not here, or better, not in Baltimore. I just have to figure out a way to make a trip to the Rockies happen. 
 
    Morning Assassin leans against the railing, his mask off for once, a sly grin on his face as he blows a big pink bubble. 
 
    “Where’d you get gum?” I ask him. 
 
    “Your cigar, remember?” 
 
    “Got any left?”  
 
    He blows a big bubble and lets it pop against his face. “Nope.” 
 
    Once we near Ultima Thule, I cut a long story short about how I once played a trick on Two-Face Charlie and Fat Tony in the Marcy Projects, a goof that involved a whoopie cushion filled with bull semen and a coffin filled with thumbtacks and poison ivy.  
 
    “Gruesome and sticky.” 
 
    “Sounds like it,” says Aiden. 
 
    “How can you two sit around talking when we’re rewarded with such a stunning view!” says Chrono, Zangief’s brother from another mother.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, a city with yurts. You could find that in Central Asia if you looked hard enough.” 
 
    Regardless of my snark, I slowly make my way to the railing to peek over the side. Pretty cool seeing Athos again, the capital of Ultima Thule. Last time we were here, we weren’t able to hit any of the tourist shops.  
 
    I’m hoping this time will be different, but I have this itching feeling that we’re only here on business. 
 
    Still, if I don’t comment on it, who will? 
 
    “Heya, Sofe, we planning on paying that commie cupid and the Sage a visit? Love to visit a gift shop too. Adolf bin Laden told me to bring him a present.” 
 
    “Who?” She looks at me incredulously. “You still don’t know why we’re here? What have you been doing all this time? You should have been reading the itinerary!” 
 
    I shrug. “Relax a little, why don’t ya? I was telling a story that involved mutating bull semen, for your info, and I’m pretty sure no one here has heard the story before.” 
 
    “I’ve heard it,” Aiden interjects. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “You told it to me once before you killed me. Well, I was partially dead. Remember the time you cuffed my hands together and cut off my legs, cauterizing the wounds?” 
 
    “Darth Maul’s lightsaber, item 251? God, I like using that one.” 
 
    He nods. “You told me the whole story while I flopped around your hotel room.” 
 
    “Hey! I remember that. You tried to bite me. Shit, that must have been during one of my Riotous hazes. Can’t blame me for those. Drugs are bad, mkay.” 
 
    “This is a terrible idea.” Sophia moves past Doc with her arms crossed over her chest.  
 
    Frances looks over at me and tries not to crack a grin. She fails, and instead of admitting defeat, she turns away, giving me a clear shot of her derriere. 
 
    “Right back at you,” I say under my breath. 
 
    Damn if she doesn’t redefine classy chassis in her sexy Robin Hood get-up. What I wouldn’t give to get back under that hood... 
 
    I give the back of her head just about the stupidest smile I can muster, and nearly lose my footing as the steamboat settles. On land. What the hell kind of steamboat actually lands on land? Ray Steampunk’s boat, that’s what. 
 
    We’re behind a wall, that much I can make out, but the rest of the city of Athos is obscured by a thick, murky fog. About all I can make out is a pair of dragons perched on a walkway, their Thulean attendants not far from them.  
 
    I get the notion to re-equip my Reaper mask, aware that this will let me see their ghost limbs, but I decide against it. 
 
    Ps and Qs, best behavior, Mrs. Hughes’ Bright and Shining Ball of Joy. 
 
    Besides, if I keep on best behavior, I may graduate to Frances’ bedroom before they finally secure some housing for me.  
 
    She said earlier that she’d put in a request (not for her bedroom; for a new crib). A place to call my own would be nice, a bachelor pad of sorts, but truth is, I kind of like staying at Ol’ Euphoria’s spot. 
 
    What can I say? Her place is comfy, smells like muffins and vanilla, and there’s always the chance that the hotbody in the next room may invite me for a sleepover. 
 
    I walk the plank or whatever the hell the staircase leading down from Ray’s steamboat is called, where we’re greeted by a damn procession of Thuleans, more than I’ve ever seen in my life.  
 
    I’m guessing the Emperor is the one in the middle, and standing to his right is the Empress followed by all their girl children, including Princess Renata, who glares at me fiercely. The others royal brats don’t seem to care that I’m there, all aside from the last one, who has a short orange bob, and is staring at me just as viciously as her older sister. 
 
    The Emperor speaks in gibberish, I mean Thulean, for a moment, and Ray Steampunk simply nods. Almost at once, Sophia begins translating. 
 
    “The Emperor is introducing his wife and his female children, Renata…” I tune her out as each of the lizard princesses glances at me and bow their heads. All but that last one.  
 
    “And this is Princess Zaena,” Sophia finally says. 
 
    I quickly fire off a message to the Dream Team. 
 
    Me: Why do I get the feeling that little Princess Z would rather slit my throat than meet me? 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Maybe because you beat her sister in the giant tournament? 
 
    Rocket: Ah, context clues! Aren’t they great? 
 
    Me: It was a fair fight. Wait. No it wasn’t. She had it coming. Wait. No she didn’t. But, I did what I had to do. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Keep telling yourself that. 
 
    Sophia: YOUR MESSAGES ARE DISTRACTING ME. 
 
    Doc: Sophia, one more outburst like that and I’m permanently disabling ALL CAPS. 
 
    I smile at the little one known as Princess Zaena, giving her a shit-eating grin that says, ‘you don’t want it with me.’ 
 
    The king of all Thuleans looks to the males on his right, each guy as fit as the next; the only real way to distinguish them being their tattoos, hair styles and height.  
 
    “The Emperor would like to introduce the males in his family…” Sophia translates. I quickly tune her out as I look again at the line of princesses. They are cute in an Avatar-meets-green-skinned-woman kind of way. Cool armor too.  
 
    Not that last one, though. 
 
    I swear her nostrils flare when she catches me looking at her again. 
 
    “Easy, kid,” I say under my breath as she bares her teeth.  
 
    “Zaena,” Princess Renata says out of the corner of her mouth, “enough.” 
 
    I give the small, orange-haired princess a smug look. Yeah, that’s right, I think to her, there’s a hierarchy and I’m part of it.  
 
    Nothing like being a princess to a princess. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    I figure I should give the Thulean Empress some flowers, so I equip my bouquet of rare Kadupul flowers, item 166, which causes quite a stir. The princesses all spit, and three of the younger Thulean princes draw their swords and aim them at me. 
 
    Holy shit, and here I am trying to be a nice guy, I think as I scroll behind my back to my closest shooting iron, which happens to be item 133, an IOF .32 revolver with .32 S&W long cartridges.  
 
    I equip it, and notice that Doc has equipped a pistol as well. 
 
    We exchanged glances as Ray Steampunk steps forward, telling us both to put our bean shooters away. 
 
    “I believe there is some confusion on the commoner’s part,” Steampunk says. “He doesn't know how Thuleans despise flowers as gifts.” 
 
    “How the hell was I supposed to know that?” I ask incredulously.  
 
     Sophia clears her throat, loudly, so loudly that it causes her to cough. “Itinerary,” she finally manages to say. “And briefings.” 
 
    “Point taken.” I throw the flowers behind my back.  
 
    The Thulean Emperor smiles at all of us. “An understandable mistake. There is much to discuss, so let's cast any more confusion to the side and consider them commoner-driven errors in diplomacy. Now, as we all know, forces are gathering outside Athos. Did you happen to see them when you came in?” 
 
     A couple of the Knights nod; Chrono raises his hand, as does Frances. 
 
    I keep my hand down. What can I say? I was telling a story about a whoopee cushion filled with semen on the way over to the Thulean capital. It was a crazy story damn it, and I didn’t see much else. 
 
    “The Reaper forces are threatening to not only attack the Sage, who, as you know, resides in the center of Athos, but they have also released a threat saying that they will follow up with,” the Emperor swallows hard, “a source code bomb. Commoners, RPCs, and NPCs – Thuleans are well-versed in all of these various modes of existence. And we recognize that the Reapers and this type of attack are a threat to our very existence.” 
 
    Seats form out of the ground; the Thuleans take the seats across from us, the youngest of the bunch still maddoggin’ me. Too bad the chairs are stuck in the ground, it sure would be nice to turn one around so I could rest my arms across the seat back. 
 
    I look up to see a large, white sphere hovering in the sky. The sphere begins to descend, and eventually settles to our right.  
 
    The top of the sphere melts away, revealing, of all people, Empress Thun, who's wearing a completely white bodysuit – scratch that, I think that they just painted her body white, because I can totally see her nipples and the lips of her vajajay. 
 
    “Had I known that was a clothing option,” I start to say, much to Sophia’s horror. “And besides that, where are her royal attendants?” 
 
    Every time I've seen her, Empress Thun has enough servants around her to change a lightbulb. Wait, I think that is a Reaper joke, but still, it seems like the woman has never done a single damn thing herself, and I'd be surprised if she didn't have bathroom attendants as well, professional ass-wipers. And how come everyone is Emperor or Empress around here? Confuses me.  
 
    “I have come alone to show you all how serious I am about this issue,” Empress Thun says. “Further, your swift victory against the Reapers in Hyperborea is noted and appreciated.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I tell her. “All we are missing at this point is the Sage, I mean, shouldn't he care if his whole world is about to be destroyed?” 
 
     “Are you really that dumb?” Sophia asks me. 
 
    I look to Frances for some support, but she doesn't give it, so I look to Doc, who's scratching his furry faun belly. I glance at Aiden and he shrugs, and from there I look to Chrono for support, who pretends he didn’t hear my question. 
 
     I finally look to Rocket, who gives me a thumbs up.  
 
    He's a good kid, dammit. 
 
    “I am the Sage,” Empress Thun says. “The Sage is every NPC, PC and RPC, for that matter.” 
 
    “So I’m the Sage too?” 
 
    “In a way, yes.” 
 
    “Who knew? I sure as shit don’t feel like the Sage,” I tell her, again hoping for support from my team and getting none. Since this is getting pretty philosophical, I go ahead and take a step back, let the adults do the talking for once.  
 
    Not gonna lie: I'm more interested in kicking Reaper ass and driving a stake into Strata’s heart than I am having Socratic discussions. So I keep my trap shut for the next two minutes, listening as the Empress, or the Sage, whoever, has a long, drawn-out conversation with the Thuleans. She begins with their rich history, and explains everything that has happened up until the present.  
 
    If I were ten years younger, I may have coughed bullshit into my hand, because all this is made up anyway, but I'm not an asshole, at least not any longer, and I don't want to see Tritania go anywhere.  
 
    It’s no secret that Tritania and me ain’t exactly friends, but if it makes people happy, I got no problem with it. Besides, my beef lies with Strata Godsick, and eventually, the powers that be get around to discussing him, which is right around the time my ears perk up. 
 
    “Godsick’s son is in Tritania, and he has been for a very long time. He lives on Turtle Island, with the Lost Boys,” Sophia explains to everyone who doesn’t already know, as well as Yours Truly, who forgets easily. “The Lost Boys are people who are permalogged into the Proxima Galaxy, many by choice. Luther Godsick is their leader.” 
 
    “We know that part,” I remind her. “Cut to the good stuff.” 
 
    Sophia goes on to explain why he's here, detailing how he discovered that his father was murdering people and using them to increase his power. I’m surprised to see that Luther isn’t at this meeting, but I realize having this much concentrated power in one place at one time is a great way to get attacked or ambushed. 
 
    “So we unite all forces against them,” Ray Steampunk finally says. “There are rivalries and territorial families, as well as various factions in Tritania, but we’ll bring all of them together, all of them to Ultima Thule to finish off the Reapers. Doc, care to talk about our real-world plan?” 
 
     The Faun of War steps forward, his little tail flickering. “We're going to take out the Meridian Circuit to stop Strata from having so much power. The Meridian Circuit is a group of fifty players who have given their lives to Strata, which is why he’s so powerful here, as well as the rest of the Proxima Galaxy. The Circuit constantly pours all of their energy into his avatar, which allows him, through various machinations that Ray Steampunk had a hand in creating, to do almost anything he pleases, from modifying the OMIB to enslaving players.” 
 
    “I do take credit for the invention, but not for Strata’s sake, for the sake of research.” 
 
    “Pretty sure the guys who invented nukes felt the same way,” I say, looking to Rocket for support.  
 
    The kid appeases me again with a big ol’ thumbs up. 
 
    “Can he bring what is in the OMIB here?” the Thulean Emperor asks. 
 
    “Only by detonating a source code bomb. If he does that, there are things the Proxima company may be able to do to him, but there is no real way to recover the world aside from rebuilding it from scratch.” 
 
    “And believe you me, everyone here doesn’t want to stick around in a world hit by a source code bomb. It ain’t right; take it from the guy who was trapped in one for a spell.” 
 
    The young Princess Zaena rolls her eyes at me. I roll my eyes back. She sticks her tongue out, and I do the same. 
 
    “I do wish there were more support from the Proxima company,” says Ray Steampunk, mild agitation in his voice. 
 
    “You and me both, Ray. Why aren’t they getting more involved with this? Why do they remain this big mysterious corporation that doesn't tell us anything, and doesn't give us any assistance? Shouldn't they be concerned about this? Shouldn’t they give a damn?” 
 
    “They do,” Frances tells me, “but they rarely drop the ban hammer.” 
 
    “What a shitty company,” I mumble. “And we’ve told them several times what’s going on, right?” 
 
    “I personally have reached out to my contacts there,” says Steampunk. “Which is why, you'll notice, you didn't receive a life bar penalty when you used your off-world weapons today. You're already at the highest level that you can be at, so they can't do much there, but they were able to remove those limitations.” 
 
     “I'm not trying to get greedy here, I'm just wondering what their role is in all this, and why they’re not hooking us up?” 
 
    No one answers, which I take as a sign that I should get back on my high horse. Or maybe I was already on the high horse and I should get off. Point is, I think for once everyone agrees with me: Why isn't the stinking Proxima company involved? 
 
    “I hate to say that Steamboy brings up a good point,” Doc finally says, “but I don't think we're going to be able to get support from them, and since the Dream Team is a federally funded team, we're just going to have to do things our way.” 
 
    “I will start moving all of my forces in Polynya to Ultima Thule,” Empress Thun says. “I believe we will have a fairly good turnout, and we can put rewards out for players who would like to join our cause. The governors of Aramis now owe us a favor for the way you all prevented their city from coming under siege, a favor we can utilize in the coming battle.” 
 
     “What about the giants in Waringtla?” Rocket asks. “I would love to see some giant action. That didn't come out right, what I meant is some giants kicking-ass action, not giants having sex. Sorry, I'm not usually one that speaks in these meetings.” 
 
     I start to laugh, catch a dirty look from Frances, and zip my kisser shut. 
 
    The Thulean Emperor clears his throat. “Similar to the catacombs beneath Polynya, there are caverns and connected passageways under the boroughs of Ultima Thule. There are entrances to these passageways along the southern coast, and I believe it would be smart for us to send as many of our bravest warriors into these passageways as we can, as one of their main exit points is directly behind where the Reapers have started gathering their forces.” 
 
    “Flank them out the wazoo, huh?” I ask as I run my hand along my chin stubble. I can feel Sophia roll her eyes, but as soon as Ray Steampunk gets on board, the passive aggressive Mind Mage is whistling a different choon.  
 
    “It’s a grand idea,” says Steam’s Golden Boy. “We will attack the front alongside Thulean forces, and the Empress’ forces will come from behind. It’s a classic strategy, but if we're smart about it and this information does not leave this room, this will not be something that takes an incredible military strategist to pull off. This is a simple flanking maneuver, and it would be hard to screw it up once we get everyone in place.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Bada boom, bada bing.  
 
    With a plan in place, the Dream Team, a.k.a Us Trulies, decide to log out.  
 
    Nothing like a little brunch to get the day going, and sure, I'd love a brewski, and there's the it’s-always-five-o’clock-somewhere joke I could throw out, but I know Frances would be against it and I'm trying to weasel my way back into her good graces. 
 
    So I behave myself as the Brian Eno tone fades away, and I'm helped out of the dive vat by Rocket. 
 
    “Ready for lunch, Quantum?” he asks, a crooked grin on his face. His hair is greasy, and he looks like he could use a shower, but he doesn’t smell or anything, and that’s good enough for me. 
 
    “As long as it involves pancakes.” 
 
    “Wrong,” I hear Frances say to my right.  
 
    I'm still not quite out of the vat goo yet, so I can't see her. And I'd like to see her, because, well, she's pretty. 
 
    “What about biscuits and gravy, then? Don’t know what I like about it, but it always seems to hit the spot.” 
 
    My stomach grumbles at the mention and I hear Homer Simpson say ‘mmmmmm’ in my head. Hard to imagine The Simpsons is still on in the 2050s, but beating a dead horse is the name of the game for televised entertainment. 
 
    “I ordered vegan halal cinnamon rolls and vegan kosher breakfast tacos,” Frances says as soon as she’s out. “Because someone has been asking someone else to bring illegal contraband into the Dream Team offices. So I figured I’d stop those someones and just order appropriate food.” 
 
     Rocket and I exchange glances. I give him the 'I won't say anything, if you don't say anything' look, and he nods. 
 
    “I plead the fifth,” I tell Frances. “Besides, I told you I liked the kosher cinnamon rolls and the halal breakfast tacos, not the other way around. The halal cinnamon rolls are too sweet, and the kosher breakfast tacos always give me heartburn. These things matter.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot.” 
 
    “That’s Mr. Idiot to you,” I say, much to her amusement. 
 
    Sure enough, by the time we have showered off, and I'm back to my real-world duds, my gimpy ass supported by my Commando Cane, an EBAYmazon drone has arrived with our food. 
 
    The vegan cinnamon rolls have pink, blue and white icing, and the breakfast tacos are better than I thought they’d be. Maybe vegan food was bad when I was a kid, but nowadays it pretty much tastes like the real stuff. I don't go around parading this fact, because I don't want to see the meat industry go anywhere, old bedfellows and whatnot. But the meat industry is on the way out, considering most of the stuff can be lab grown anyway.  
 
    So I wolf down three tacos, tear through two cinnamon rolls, and catch the hairy eye from Frances on the third. 
 
    “What?” I ask, my mouth full. “We didn't have a very big breakfast.” 
 
     “Quantum, you know better.”  
 
    “Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.” 
 
    “The cinnamon rolls are choice!” Rocket declares, his fingers sticky with icing. 
 
    “What does that even mean?” I ask. 
 
    Frances is actually eating her breakfast taco with a knife and fork, which is an abomination. But I don't comment on that. 
 
    Be a good boy, Quantum, I remind myself. 
 
    Once she’s done eating like a lady, she brews some coffee, and as she does, Rocket starts going on and on about the fact that he's going to marry his Steam girlfriend. “We've already set the date, and I’ll go over to India to do it. And then I have to file all this paperwork to bring her here. It might take a little time. So there will be some separation, but at least we have the Proxima Galaxy.” 
 
     “Crazy to think that people used to deal with this type of separation through video, or hell, even letters before that. Sheesh. I grew up with it like that, with video, but ever since the Proxima Galaxy came about, I’ve never looked back. Two subjective years stuck there too, but I don’t have to tell you about that.” 
 
     “Nope,” he says as he opens a Bull Bean energy drink, “I’ve heard that story, gramps.” 
 
    “And it ain't a bad story neither. Next time you call me gramps, I’m going to give you the Rollins treatment.” I nod toward my cane. “We clear here?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Rocket says, avoiding eye contact. 
 
    “Play nice,” Frances says, as she brings me a cup of coffee.  
 
    “You put sweetener in this?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, take the fun out of life.” One sip from the cup of Joe and I notice a bit of cinnamon flavor. At first, I think it’s flavored, but then I realize that’s just some leftover residue from the rolls I slammed. 
 
    The holoscreen flickers on, and we’re greeted by the War Faun in his human avatar form, who is with Sophia in Colorado.  
 
    I realize then the reason Evan hasn't contacted me to tell me about my diet: he's lying on a gurney with a bunch of cords hooked up to him. 
 
    Good riddance.  
 
    “Aiden ain’t there yet?” I ask. “Don’t tell me it’s that bozo Evan.” 
 
    “He’s not a bozo,” Sophia hisses. 
 
    “Aiden will be here sooner than later,” says Doc, who is still wearing a bib that's covered in barbecue sauce, a context clue for what he had for brunch. 
 
    “You missed a spot,” I tell him. Rocket snorts. 
 
    “Not the case,” he tells me, a twinkle in his eyes. “Saving that for later.” 
 
     Rocket and I laugh, Frances not so much, and Sophia, thankfully, is too busy messing with cables and grumbling under her breath to join in on the laugh track. 
 
    I hear Arnie say something off camera, and Doc tells him to go ahead and do it. 
 
    After a little bit of Frankenstein twitching, Aiden comes alive in Evan’s humandroid body. 
 
    “Is Quantum watching?” he asks Sophia. 
 
    Dr. Wang shakes her head at him. “Yes, why?” 
 
     “Hey, Quantum. Like that twitching I did?” Aiden asks Doc’s B-drone.  
 
    “It was dramatic,” I tell Morning Assassin. “But I want you to try better next time. Your inspiration is a guy having an epileptic seizure while watching the intro to an anime. Say, Doc, we going to get to some action here or what? As much as I’d like to marvel at Sophia’s invention, I’m ready to get this pony show on the road.” 
 
    I wink at Rocket, and for the first time, he realizes that I actually do look over the morning briefings. I mean, I don't study them, but if they're in the restroom while I'm going number two, I skim through them.  
 
    And for some reason, they keep ending up in the restroom at Frances’.  
 
    Just goes to show you, you can teach an old dog new tricks, as long as those aren’t actually new tricks at all, only you’ve made it easier for him to do what you’d like. 
 
    “Hold your horses, Quantum.” 
 
    “Holding.” 
 
    The camera pans out; I see that there are a few targets that Doc has set up, some in the distance, and others up close. 
 
    “Sophia, please step over here,” Doc tells her.  
 
    Our daughter of the Orient does as instructed, and after Aiden stands, Doc gives him a handgun and a bowie knife.  
 
    “You know how to use these things?” Doc asks, the B-drone now hovering over his shoulder and filming from a pretty good angle. 
 
    Aiden starts to laugh. 
 
    “Is that a yes or no?” 
 
     “Sorry, Doc, I thought you were joking.” 
 
    “It may take a moment for you to get used to the feel, the kickback, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “I think I can handle it, Doc.”  
 
    Aiden stands, and takes the weapons from the Dream Team's CWO. 
 
    Sophia already has headphones on, and before Morning Assassin begins, Doc too places a pair over his noggin.  
 
    Once he’s in position, which happens to be directly next to their little medical set-up, Aiden goes to town.  
 
    He fires the handgun at the dummies on the other side of the warehouse, all headshots aside from the first, and to make up for the fact he missed the first, he twists and lets loose the bowie knife, which flies through the air and strikes the dummy in the throat. 
 
    It's a hell of a performance, one that I’d pay good money to see (if only I was getting a paycheck). 
 
    “Good, now, I want you to go up against Arnie, and neither of you are supposed to disable the other one, I just want you to get used to the movement and the feel of this body.” 
 
    The camera shifts to show Arnie, who is standing to Doc’s left. 
 
    “Rocket, get the popcorn.” 
 
     “Sorry Q Butt, we don't have any popcorn.” 
 
    “Frances, how long would it take EBAYmazon to deliver some popcorn?” 
 
    “Longer than we have.” 
 
    “Damn. Well, just damn, this is going to be awesome!” 
 
    After sizing each other up for a moment Arnie and Aiden go at it.  
 
    Arnie swings his right hand, which Aiden quickly dodges and uses to flip him onto his back. He lets Arnie back up. Arnie tries to kick this time, but Aiden the humandroid blocks and brings Arnie to his knees again by following up with a kick to the side of his knee. 
 
    They go at it for a little bit longer, Arnie only able to get Aiden down once, which is good, which is damn good, and I can tell by the look on Doc’s face that he thinks the same thing. 
 
    I know that he has had a ton of combat training uploaded into Arnie, and to see Aiden easily handing him his ass...  
 
    Hell, I can almost see the gears turning in Doc’s head as he considers how he can import some of Aiden's natural combat ability into his own humandroid companion. 
 
    “This is going to be the coolest thing we see all day, isn't it?” I ask Frances and Rocket. 
 
    “Hopefully,” she says, and with that single word, I realize that while things are currently going in our direction, they could switch on a dime. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    A breath of fresh air – there's something you can't get in a Proxima world. I step outside, looking up at the trees that surround the Dream Team offices and the chirping little birdies. There are days when I'm ready to hang up the mantle, rid myself of these Proxima worlds, of these fake digital existences. 
 
    Just enjoy some fresh air, and the view. 
 
    Ha, I wish there was a view, but at least there's a bench that was put here years ago probably for cigarette smokers. So I sit on the bench, kick my legs out, take a load off. 
 
    Frances and Rocket are inside still talking to Doc, Sophia, and Aiden. I hate to modify plans, but I’ve got this itching feeling that we need to get to Colorado, and I'm going to bring it up again later. 
 
    Got to go with my gut. Besides, I want to be there when they do it, when they bring Strata down. 
 
    I close my eyes for a spell, and as she has done countless times, Dolly appears.  
 
    It's a rainy day in the Loop; the gutter dwellers out to wash their sins away, lightning crackling in the sky, thunder so loud it makes you believe there really is a God, and he’s pissed. 
 
    It's night, actual night, even though it always looks like night in the Loop, and Dolly has just gotten off work. I tell her to take her apron off, change into something comfortable, and she morphs into that Jessica Rabbit red dress. 
 
    “You ready to go out, Quantum?” 
 
    “You bet your ass.” 
 
    She presses her dark locks to the side. “You want me to bet my ass, honey?”  
 
    “Not in a million years, doll,” I tell her, as I put my trench coat on.  
 
    We're outside the Mondegreen in a matter of moments, an aeros dropping down from the sky. I'm about to say something to the driver about how he should probably get out in the rain and take a bath, but I decide to keep things kosher, for Dolly’s sake.  
 
    We don't go on many moonlit walks. 
 
    Most of our nights are spent in my shabby little room at the flophouse, where it's safe, where the only thing we have to contend with is an assassin every hour or so. 
 
    Dolly and Yours Truly alone? My brain goes to jelly. 
 
    The cabbie makes small talk, and I let Dolly entertain him.  
 
    I got nothing to say to this cabbie, aside from ‘keep driving, you schmuck,’ and ‘get us there in one piece, or else.’  
 
    But eventually, we get to Three Kings Park. 
 
    For once, the yeggs out front standing around their trash can fires are gone. The pigeons are gone too, as is all their bird shit, not too shabby if you ask me. 
 
    So Dolly and Yours Truly take that moonlight stroll, no stray mutts, no Riotous fiends scratching in the underbrush, no muggings, no trouble, no nothing. We get to the gazebo at the center of the park and Dolly turns to me, practically falls into my arms. 
 
    “Oh, Quantum, we should come here more often.”  
 
    “Yeah, we really should, Doll.” 
 
    '”What would you like to see change about the Loop?” she asks, and I don't know what the broad is hinting at, but just seeing the tops of her breasts has my heart thumping in my chest, which means I’m not really interested in having a conversation about the grimiest locale this side of Basin City. No siree. I got one thing, and one thing only on the mind. 
 
    She playfully slaps me on the cheek. 
 
    “Hey, what was that for?”  
 
    “Are you paying attention to me?” she asks. 
 
    “Of course I am, Doll. And about this city, I don't know what to tell you there, toots. It is what it is, and it wouldn't be the Loop if it weren't the Loop. Sorry. I hate those types of answers, but I don't see the denizens of this dirty shithole getting together to participate in some civic engagement.” 
 
    “You’re too negative.” 
 
    “Negative? Them’s fightin’ words, Doll. Kidding. I’m just a realist. But you know what? If it makes you happy, I’ll do whatever I can to clean this city up. Hell, I’ll put Bruce Wayne to shame, at least the one portrayed by Ben Affleck.” 
 
    “We don’t need a vigilante.” 
 
    “Says who? Okay, then, if you really want my opinion, here it is: we need more prisons. If we really want to make some coin, we can privatize the prisons so we can stick more riff-raff in there; the more brunos we get, the more cashola we make.” 
 
     Dolly moves into my arms. 
 
    We smooch for a little while; I'm just about to equip my blanket made of Mongolian cashmere, item 462, and throw it down in the gazebo so we can get to business, when Dolly tells me about a new horse and carriage service that leaves from Three Kings Park in five minutes. 
 
    “Five minutes from now? How did you know that?” 
 
    “It’ll be romantic.” 
 
    Of course, at the time, I still don’t know she’s the NVA Seed, so I just figure she has a good sense of tourist attractions.  
 
    And sure enough, we get to the entrance and there’s a Cinderella-esque horse and carriage waiting for us. Two big Clydesdales and a top hatted guy in a tux at the helm, really fancy, like something you would have seen at Central Park in the 40s. 
 
    The carriage door opens on its own and we get inside, feeling like a million bucks. 
 
    Talk about a view of the city.  
 
    Aeros landing all around us; women of the night looking over towards the carriage with jealousy; drug dealers slipping into alleyways just in case something funny is about to go down; a few thugs covering their heads from the light drizzle that just started up – it's the Loop. 
 
    And while I'm keeping an eye on all that's happening outside, just in case there’s a button man waiting in the shadows, Dolly takes my full attention as she unzips her dress. 
 
    Never banged in a carriage before, and for some odd reason, the space is larger than it was before, as if it has expanded. No longer are we talking a five-foot space. It’s now ten feet at least, satin blankets everywhere, cushions of all shapes and sizes, a hint of lavender in the air. 
 
    Nope, I still don't know that Dolly has the power to do this type of digital voodoo. I just figure I'm so wrapped up in the moment that I'm hallucinating. 
 
    So we get our groove on, and damn if it ain't nice.  
 
    And just when I can’t take it anymore, when the sight of her flesh, her long dark hair, her curves for days, the perfect shape of her ass, all get to me, we're suddenly back in my room at the Mondegreen, TV crackling in the corner, the painting of the sailboats slapping against the wall. 
 
    Back to where it all started. 
 
    We go at it again, and it's a glorious thing. I lay awake all night just holding her in my arms, knowing that eight in the morning is coming, which is when the Loop resets. 
 
    Talk about Bill Murray in Groundhog Day. I know when the time's going to reset, and I know that I don't have much longer to do what I need to do next. 
 
    So I wake up at six thirty, kiss Dolly on the cheek, and head on down to the kitchen area. As soon as I swing the door open, the Chef throws his cleaver at me.  
 
    AA bar activated, I sidestep the meat cutting instrument, and equip my own meat cutting instrument, my Bowie knife, item 33. But I don't use this one on the Chef, instead I throw it to the right and pin the Saucier to the wall, who was just stalking me with an iron frying pan. 
 
    I figure I'll make this as gory as I can, but then I get to noticing that I have to make breakfast here after, and I don't want a bunch of blood and guts getting into my scrambled eggs, so I equip item 78, and quickly blow a poisonous dart at the Chef. 
 
    He cries out as it hits him in his fat neck, and he falls to the ground, his hands around his own throat. The Saucier is like something out of a Warner Brothers flick circa 1930s, still pinned to the wall, kicking his legs, hitting his fist against the surface, cursing in French.  
 
    I drag the Chef into the freezer, and toss him in. I turn to the Saucier and give him two options: one, he helps me cook breakfast for Dolly, or two, I stick a grenade in his mouth and pull the pin, doing great damage to my hand, but killing him as well. 
 
    He goes for the first option. 
 
    Still cursing under his breath, and keeping a watchful eye on me, the Saucier begins chopping up onions, bacon, and cheese. I’ll give credit where credit’s due: he's helpful in the kitchen. 
 
    I like people that are helpful, but I don't like the way he keeps looking at me holding that knife of his, so as soon as he's done with the prep work I bring him down with one of Raphael’s sais, item 335. It’s a quick takedown too, because I’ve been practicing on the rooftop. 
 
    I have all the Ninja Turtle weapons in my list: Michelangelo's nunchucks, item 444; Leonardo's swords, item 178; Donatello's staff, item 295 – but it’s Raphael’s sais that I like the most. 
 
    Good for skewering. 
 
    “Jim,” I call out as I enter the lobby. 
 
    “Y-y-yes …Mr. Hughes.” 
 
    “Quantum, Jim, call me Quantum.” 
 
    “Right, Mr. Quantum.” 
 
    “Dammit, Jim, I need a cafe au lait and I don’t know how to make one. So instead of acting like a nancy boy, get your ass in the kitchen, and show me how to be a barista.” 
 
    Whodathunkit? Jim turns out to be a pretty good barista, adept at latte art. Hell, he shows me how to pour the fleur-de-lys into the top of the milk, as well as how to make a heart, a flower, a peace sign, and a smiley face. 
 
    Not bad at all! 
 
    For Dolly, I go with the heart, and for Jim (once he’s finished), I go for the walk-in freezer.  
 
    I drag him in, hang him from a meat hook, and leave him to freeze to death. Then, I feel like an ass for treating him so poorly after he helped me, so I invite him to sit down in the eating area and I actually serve him breakfast. 
 
    “Good?” I ask, as I sit across from him. 
 
    “Um, not bad, Mr. Quantum,” he says, his hand shaky as he forks scrambled eggs into his mouth.  
 
    “Thanks, Jim,” I tell him. “Don’t forget to leave a tip.” 
 
     I don't know where the time went, but I look down at my watch, item 151, and realize that it's five minutes till eight.  
 
    How it took me an hour and a half to kill a couple of people and whip together a classic American breakfast is beyond me, but it might be due to the fact that I spent a little too long cutting up the potatoes for hash browns. 
 
    So that's it, five minutes left. 
 
    And rather than go wake Dolly and tell her to come eat her breakfast without me, that everything is going to change in five minutes, that this is the last five minutes I have in the Loop before the clock resets, I take the stairs to the rooftop. 
 
    I stare out over the unforgiving city of stain and sin, step to the edge of the parapet, spread my arms wide, think of that Tom Petty song, turn, and fall backward into the streets below. 
 
    C'est la vie.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You daydreaming out here, or trying to get a tan?” Frances asks as she approaches my bench. 
 
    I pop my peepers open to see Ms. Euphoria in all her glory, a grin on her face as she gives me a onceover. Twice. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, just lazy ol’ me out here catching some Zs. Look, I’m going to be honest with you, Frances.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “I got this itching feeling that we’re in the wrong place at the right time, if you catch my drift.” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “I got this feeling that we’re barking up the wrong tree, if you smell what the Rock is cooking.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Well, hold on, let me explain. What I’m trying to say here is all the action is in Colorado, is it not?” 
 
    “There’s action here too…” 
 
    “Well, that’s good and all, but I got this itching feeling that we’re supposed to be there.” I use my commando cane to right myself. “So itching, in fact, that I plan to scratch this itch and order you to snag us some tickets.” 
 
    Frances raises an eyebrow at me. “Order me?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m the boss around here, right?” 
 
    “I’ll allow it,” she says with a thin smile on her face. 
 
    “Good, let’s get to Colorado then. I’m sick of Baltimore anyway. The place is two hops and a skip away from the Loop. And besides, who doesn’t like a little company-funded trip?” 
 
    “Our new budget doesn’t come until next fiscal year.” 
 
    “Better reason to spend it now! I’ll alert the troops and let them know we’re coming.” 
 
    “Doc isn’t going to like this.” 
 
    “He’ll get over it,” I say as I fire up iNet. 
 
    Me: What’s up, Doc? 
 
    Doc: Hanging out with Arnie, Evan, and Dr. Wang. 
 
    Me: Aiden still there? 
 
    Doc: Who’s asking? 
 
    Me: His 8:05 appointment. I’ll cut to the chase. I’ve instructed Frances to get us tickets to Colorado. 
 
    Doc: You’re kidding. 
 
    Me: Serious as a tiger attack in Stamford, Connecticut. 
 
    Doc: You a Nutmegger now? 
 
    Me: Is that what they call someone from Connecticut? 
 
    Doc: Pretty sure. Anyway, regarding your trip to Colorado, I thought we already went over this. 
 
    Me: I know you ain’t happy about it, and that you had other plans for us here, but I want to be together for all this. And I’m not talking about some kumbaya shit. I want to see the look on Strata’s face when we pull him out of his McMansion, and slap some cuffs on his candy ass. 
 
    Doc: You’re not coming to his mansion. 
 
    Me: Okay, but we’ll at least come to Colorado. 
 
    Doc: Fine. Come. 
 
    Me: You’re angry at me. 
 
    Doc: No, I’m not angry at you. 
 
    Me: Yes, you are. 
 
    Doc: I’d tell you if I was angry at you. 
 
    Me: Well, you’re disappointed. 
 
    Doc: Since when did you care if I was disappointed or not? 
 
    Me: I guess you’re right. 
 
    Doc: Of course I’m right. 
 
    Me: So are you disappointed? 
 
    Doc: I’d tell you if I was disappointed. 
 
    Me: Are you? 
 
    Doc: I’ve already accepted the fact that you’re bringing your trigger-happy ass to Colorado. Try not to get put in the cargo hold on the plane this time, but at least keep Rocket there in Maryland. 
 
    Me: The kid definitely ain’t coming. We need some hardcore in-game monitoring, which he does best without distraction. 
 
    Doc: Good. So are we done here? 
 
    Me: Not unless you want to talk some more about your feelings. 
 
    Doc: … 
 
    Me: I’ll take that as a no. 
 
    “See?” I tell Our Lady of the Guadaloop. “Doc is onboard. All it took was a little patented Quantum persuasion tactics.” 
 
    Frances goes from skeptical to excited. “Really? We’re going to Colorado?” 
 
    “First class, baby.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Fast forward two hours and we find ourselves at the Baltimore-Washington Airport, waiting in line to get frisked.  
 
    Imagine that. 
 
    “Getting old ain’t what it used to be,” I tell Frances, who has a single carry-on with two days’ worth of clothes for Us Trulies. 
 
    If we need any more than that, she’ll hit up EBAYmazon, a company that was too big for its britches even before the merger. She’s also made me dress for the equation. Luckily, my usual is pretty easy to pull off: black jeans, black collared shirt, Boba Fetts on my tootsies. I’ll need a new pair in a month or so, and I can see they’re wearing more on the right, from my limp, but they still look pretty damn good. 
 
    “You feeling old?” she asks, a twinkle in her eyes.  
 
    “There ain’t a day that goes by that I don’t feel like I’m knocking on the door of forty,” I tell her, that familiar sting in my lower back.  
 
    “That’s because you are.” 
 
    I snort because it’s true. The TSA guy, a big one clearly in need of an FDA Monitor, tells me to take off my Boba Fetts and I oblige. I’d give the beefy Millennial hell, but the poor old guy must be pushing sixty and he’s still at the airport, disgruntled as ever. 
 
    I get it. I too am disgruntled as ever. 
 
    Once Frances starts helping me get my shoes off, I get this embarrassed feeling that makes me want to compress into myself, forcing me to look around and make sure no one is making fun of His Gimpiness. 
 
    Of course, no one is, but that doesn’t mean a few people ain’t looking at me funny. I scowl for the hell of it, which causes Frances to laugh as she comes back up, one hand holding my shoes and the other pinching her nose. 
 
    “Is it really that bad?” 
 
    “You should change your socks more often.” 
 
    “She’s right,” the TSA guy says, a look of disgust on his face. “There’s also a way to pre-check due to a recent change in ADA rules.” 
 
    ADA rules?  
 
    I’m just about to put him in his place when I think otherwise, remembering what it was like to ride in the cargo hold in Evan’s keister.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, laugh it up, everyone. I have stinky feet. Sue me.” 
 
    We make it through the security check after a not-so-nice pat down from a not-so-nice TSA employee named Pat, and make our way to our gate. 
 
    I take a seat on a leather chair that smells of sweaty farts, and Frances returns moments later with some socks and some coffee from Krunkin’ Kronuts. 
 
    “What? No Kronut?” 
 
    “You don’t need that.” 
 
    “I’m trying to support the American economy here, dammit,” I say, a bit too loud. An ankle biter sitting on his ma’s lap looks over at me, frowns, starts crying. “See?” I tell Euphoria. “He sees an injustice and he responds. Real American, right there.” 
 
    “Because he wants sugary foods that have no nutritional value?” 
 
    “There’s flour in there. Pretty sure that’s healthy, and if you get the cream-filled kronut, hell, you have your serving of calcium too.” 
 
    “Agree to disagree?” 
 
    “I always do.” 
 
    The flight is like all flights – cramped, a little freaky on the take-off, sans hotbody stewardesses, sans good food, and Frances won’t let me order a beer.  
 
    The big meanie. 
 
    We didn’t end up getting first class tickets, but at least Ms. Euphoria is able to get me a spot near the wing with a little extra leg room. And boy do I need that leg room.  
 
    Apparently, flights used to have good food way before I was born. By my birth year, 2020 if I’m not mistaken, everyone was about bare minimum flights, and airline companies were about squeezing as many tushies as they could into the cabin.  
 
    So goodbye snacks and other assorted yummy treats. Hello, a single package of stale cookies and a soda if you feel like forking over ten dollars. Free coffee, though, and at least I get to sit next to Euphoria. 
 
    “You can use my shoulder as a headrest,” I offer. 
 
    “I’m not tired.” 
 
    “You can use it anyway.” 
 
    “Again, I’m not tired.” 
 
    “Can I use yours then?”  
 
    The kid sitting behind me kicks my seat, sending a splash of pain up my spine. 
 
     “Hey!”  
 
    “Please don’t yell at my son,” the woman behind me says. “It is dissembiggening.”  
 
    I raise an eyebrow at Frances and she laughs. 
 
    “And please don’t laugh,” says the woman. “It’s rude.” 
 
    “You know what’s rude, lady?” I say, swiveling around. “What’s rude is having a little twerp like the future convict you got and letting him act however he wants on a plane full of civilized adults.” 
 
    The woman gasps. “Twerp?” She escalates the situation immediately as she presses the button that calls the flight attendant, mashing it repeatedly.  
 
    “Kid is kicking my seat, lady got mad after I shouted,” I tell the broad in the United American Delta duds before she reaches me. “I didn’t do nothing. I got an alibi, you know.” 
 
    “You just said you shouted.” 
 
    “I’m not his alibi,” Frances says quickly. 
 
    “Yeah, I shouted, but nothing else. And what’s wrong with raising one’s voice? Last I checked, it’s a free country.” 
 
    “Okay, sir,” the flight attendant starts to say, her eyes drilling holes through the back of my head. 
 
    “We’re with the FCG.” Frances pulls out her ID badge. “We apologize for any inconvenience.” 
 
    The flight attendant takes the badge and examines it for a moment. 
 
    “Dream Extraction and Management Team? The Dream Team, huh?” She waves a man over, clearly some type of air marshal with his high and tight haircut and his serious Team America personality. The air marshal looks Frances’ ID badge over, looks to me, asks to see mine, and I do what anyone with any amount of sense would do in my situation. 
 
    “I’m going to need to see yours as well,” I tell him. “Go ahead and slide it over. You know you want to.” 
 
    “Quantum…” 
 
    “What? He can’t just ask to see mine without showing me his. And that came out wrong; you know what I mean.” 
 
    The air marshal begrudgingly produces his ID, shows me, and is just about to pocket it when I ask to see it again.  
 
    He does it again, and finally, I slip my own ID over. The air marshal grimaces as he sees that I too am a federal agent of sorts, checks the back of my ID, and hands it back to me.  
 
    “Glad we could all get acquainted here,” I say, a shit-eating grin on my face. “Any chance I could get another bag of cookies?” 
 
    “Behave, Quantum.” 
 
    “I’m trying, Frances, believe you me.” 
 
    Shit could have escalated at that point if not for the fact that the color suddenly drains from Frances’ face. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask, my hand instinctively going to hers. 
 
    “Polynya.” 
 
    “What about Polynya?” 
 
    “It’s under attack,” she says.  
 
    “Under attack?” asks the air marshal. 
 
    “Back to your seat, officer, I’ve got it from here. What’s under attack, Frances? Polynya?” 
 
    “Porthos, the capital city.” 
 
    “Shit, they’re striking back, aren’t they. Say!” I call to the flight attendant, who speaks in a soothing voice to the angry mother behind me. “Is this plane equipped with Proxima gear?” 
 
    “Excuse me? Can’t you see I’m talking here?” 
 
    “Answer the question. Yes or no?” 
 
    “Quantum,” Frances says, her hand now on my shoulder. 
 
    “No,” the flight attendant finally says, “and if there are any more outbursts from you, I’ll alert the captain and we’ll be forced to make an emergency landing.”  
 
    “That’s right,” the air marshal says. “I’m this close to arresting you.” 
 
    He shows me how close he is with his fingers. 
 
    “That’s pretty close,” I tell him, always one to poke the pig. “And all this over problem child behind me?” 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    “My kid is a good boy. Yes, you are, Bobby,” says the helicopter mom behind me. “Don’t listen to the mean man.” 
 
    “Quantum,” Frances says, digging her nails into my arm. 
 
    “Damn, Frances, ease up a bit, why don’t you?” 
 
    “Do not get us kicked off this plane.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    We land after a couple more incidents involving Bobby the kid from hell. I try to keep my cool, but I’m pretty riled up after we get off the plane – not riled up enough though not to give the air marshal, the mother, Bobby and the flight attendant another patented ‘go fuck yourself’ grin. 
 
    There’s a war going on in Polynya and Yours Truly wants nothing more than to be part of that battle. 
 
    That’s what matters now. 
 
     With this in mind, and with Frances leading the way, we make our way to arrivals, where we get in separate vehicles, as per Doc’s instructions. 
 
    Rocket: Update for Q-Momo. Doc, Aiden, Sophia, Chrono are already fighting. Frances will see to transferring your body via a skipbox once you arrive at your destination. I’m running in-game. Point is, we need you! 
 
    Me: Q-Momo? 
 
    Rocket: A ‘momo’ is a Tibetan word for dumpling. Nepalese also use this word. 
 
    Me: Thanks for the geography lesson. 
 
    Rocket: Glad I could help. Your taxi is equipped with a Proxima rig courtesy of Doc. 
 
    Me: Where is it? 
 
    Rocket: In the backseat. 
 
    Me: I’m in the backseat. 
 
    Rocket: Look around. 
 
    The aeros taxi lifts into the air just as I locate the visor, which is under my seat. Not too hard to get to either. I simply scoot to the right, pop the seat open, and boom!  
 
    It’s Proxima time. 
 
    The visor goes over my dome and I sit back and relax, letting Brian Eno’s weird-ass ambient choon signal that my dive is imminent.  
 
    I’m already thinking about what I should equip when I spawn in the middle of a battle, fires raging to my left, gutted buildings emerging from the smoke before me. 
 
    I don’t normally thank God for game mechanics, but the Empress/Sage/Proxima developers/whoever the hell is in charge here has done the Dream Team a solid by allowing us to wage war in real time, without the clunky turn-based battle BS that made me despise Tritania upon first visit. 
 
    So it is with a grin on my face that I equip item 198, my hand-held M134 minigun; item 122, my roll of duct tape; item 192, my frisbee; and item 80, a frag grenade. 
 
    Sure, it ain’t practical, but that never stopped me before. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” the War Faun cries over to me. He’s gone with two machine guns under his arms, pumping lead at a troupe of skull-faced goombahs who are scrambling toward us. I can see what’s left of the city of Porthos all around us. Looking real bad, but it could be worse, and I’ve been known to increase collateral damage.  
 
    “Watch and learn, Doc.” 
 
    While Doc provides cover fire, I quickly duct tape the frag grenade to the bottom of the frisbee. The weight is off, but this is just the opening act.  
 
    Sophia appears over my shoulder and to the right, wearing the translucent robe she was decked out in back in the Waringtla Tournament. Her eyes blaze white as she brings a Reaperized steam mech down, blasts to the top of it, and blows the clamshell off, giant magical hands aiding her in her attack. 
 
    She punches the pilot’s forehead and he explodes.  
 
    Gore galore! 
 
    Chrono is in the vicinity as well, swinging his silver hammer at a group of Reapers and… 
 
    “Marauders?” I ask the sky. 
 
    Rocket: They’re here too. I guess I failed to mention that. 
 
    Me: Do they bleed, or are they spewing hot air like they did in Steam? 
 
    Rocket: I guess there’s only one way to find out. 
 
    “Good enough for me,” I say as I spray a round of bullets at a female Reaper, who’s pivoting left and right as she uses her AA Bar to avoid instant metal death. 
 
    Two can play at that game, I think as I activate my own advanced abilities and toss the grenaded frisbee into the air over the approaching Reapers.  
 
    All it takes is one bullet.  
 
    The frag grenade explodes over the Reapers, slivers of sharp metal raining down from the tainted heavens. 
 
    Figuring I should turn shit up a notch, and barely missing a swipe from the skull-faced senorita who has avoided my attacks thus far, I go with item 571, my Golden Goosinator Hack, and my favorite weapon attachment, the AUS hose gun, item 566. 
 
    “Here we go!” I shout as I aim the nozzle of the AUS hose gun at the Reaperita. 
 
    The Almost Universal Solvent hose gun melts the broad’s legs long before I can cut her into two and log her real-world location with my hack. 
 
    “Focus on the mechs!” Doc cries, more bullets spraying from his wowsie-wow bean shooter. 
 
    To the air I go using my steam-powered jetpack, item 567.  
 
    Since the Golden Goosinator is capable of spraying AUS, I figure I might as well balance the hackage out by equipping Hackie, item 554, who screams inside my head as soon as I’ve got the bastard trailing up my arm. 
 
    Feed me! 
 
    “Easy, Hackie, you’re going to get plenty fed,” I say as I zip into the air, slice through a pair of marauders decked out in head-to-toe steampunk regalia, flip, spray some AUS juice (ewwww) onto a couple of skull bangers below me, cut through another marauder much to Hackie’s delight, and finally land on the Sentinel-like head of one of the Reaper’s steamzillas.  
 
    I give the big, boilerly, steamed-out building stomper the mutant hack through the skull treatment, and ride that bitch down to the ground, only kicking back into the air moments before impact. 
 
    “I got one!” I make a beeline for the next timber to be felled by Quantum Bunyan.  
 
    Rocket: Screenshots! That was badass! 
 
    Sophia: Less show, more slay. 
 
    “Care to give me a ride?” yells Morning Assassin, who has flashdanced behind me.  
 
    I drop, and Aiden gets on, a Gary to my Ace, and we blast off to the nearest Gipsy Danger. Aiden launches off my back, just in time for the jet pack to get a little warm against his family jewels, and lands on its shoulder. 
 
    He runs on the mech’s shoulder like a ninja assassin with a blade at his side. 
 
    Instead of skewering the big metal bastard, he goes for a bazooka instead, launching a missile into what could be the mech’s ear.  
 
    Morning Assassin flashdances away and retursn pirouette-style on my back, pointing at the next Iron Reaper Giant. Something on the battlefield below catches my eye, and I realize in that moment that shit just got real. 
 
    “I’ve got to get back down there,” I call over to Aiden. 
 
    “Is it him?” he shouts back. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    One superhero landing later and I’m looking up at the man, the myth, the asshole.  
 
    Senior Godsick himself, armored up, no antlers but a Reaper skull on his face over his ugly kisser. 
 
    And I know it’s him too by the way his Reaper gofers have gathered on the outskirts, forming a perimeter around him so he can strike his holier-than-thou pose. 
 
    “Any famous last words?” he calls down to me, his voice distorted by his Reaper mask.  
 
    Fires rage over his shoulders. More steamzoids appear in the distance, warding off attacks from Empress Thun’s battalion of griffins.  
 
    I can see Sophia, Doc, Aiden and Chrono to my left, their weapons – and claws, in Sophia’s case – aimed at the Reapers. 
 
    “How do you want me to handle this, Doc?” I call over my shoulder. 
 
    Doc: We have instant messaging for a reason. 
 
    Me: A little busy here, pal. 
 
    Doc: You asked me. 
 
    Me: I got this. 
 
    Doc: Then why did you ask me? You can be exhausting, you know that? 
 
    Rocket: Kick his dirty dog ass! 
 
    Me: Dirty dog ass? Rocket, you’re distracting me. 
 
    Sophia: This is where I’d normally say be careful of whatever tech he has, unless you want to end up like the bleached people. 
 
    Me: Thanks for the note of concern. 
 
    Sophia: Are you just going to stand there and stare at him? 
 
    Me: Staring? Dammit, Dr. Wang, I’m playing hardball here and you’re going to make me break character to argue with you, I swear… 
 
    Sophia: You should probably log out. We all should log out. There’s no telling what tech he has, and we’re close… 
 
    Doc: Not on this channel, Sophia. And since you asked my opinion, Quantum, I’ll give it to you. 
 
    Me: Waiting… 
 
    Doc: Give Strata your best shot so we can see what he is truly capable of. Do not get hit by any of his weapons. Sound doable? 
 
    Rocket: Easy enough! 
 
    Doc: I’m just saying, and don’t let this go to your head, if anyone can do it, it’s you, Quantum. Or me. I could probably do it. But I’m not the star of the show here. And while Mr. Godsick and I have some bad blood… 
 
    Me: I’ve got more bad blood. 
 
    Sophia: Do you two want to beat your chests as well? I heard that’s a great way to pump testosterone into an instant messaging system. 
 
    Rocket: I am beating my chest! 
 
    Me: That’s not the only thing you’re beating. Sorry, couldn’t resist. 
 
    Rocket: I’m laughing! 
 
    “Well?” Strata asks. 
 
    I glance up at Strata, glaring at the skull-masked CEO like he was the guy texting on his phone in the movie theater. “Sorry, I had a few more important conversations to have before I addressed your shitty, comic supervillain question. You know, we were buds long before you had your cadre of skull-fucked snot-nosed groupies. And I know there’s something underneath all the baggage and bullshit you’ve equipped over the last eight years that must realize how pathetic you are, your desire for power, your pettiness, and how this shit turned you to evil. But I’m going to say this…” 
 
    I wait for him to respond as both Hackie and the Golden Goosinator spread up my arms. 
 
    As I figured he would, Strata eventually bites. “Yes?” 
 
    “You were always the lesser man of the two of us, you never really had a way with words, and you’re a crap gamer. See you in hell, and I’ll probably end up kicking your ass there as well.” 
 
    I blast the living shit out of him, Hackie screaming in my skull as the blistering beam from my killer gun meets Strata, his outline visible behind the wave of energy that comes over him, filtering off his body only to reveal… 
 
    In the end, he’s still standing there, a little smokey, but virtually unharmed.  
 
    I can’t see his facial expression, but I know he’s got a shit-eating grin plastered across that twisted mug of his. 
 
    Rather than wait for him to retaliate, or the Reapers that have gathered to spring into action, my Golden Goosinator goes away and I hit the switch on Hackie that turns his blast to an icing agent.  
 
    I fire another shot at Strata as I bangtail it around the bastard, hoping to gain some leverage. He doesn’t freeze or anything; my shot fizzles out, his body protected by a thin, invisible shield. 
 
    The Meridian Circuit, I think as I return hacking to my list and go with a little cover fire. Item 313, my Heckler & Koch MP7 with suppressor and extended clip, forms in my hands. 
 
    Don’t need the suppressor, but the MP7 packs a punch, and I hit the AA as I run and shoot, alternating between Reapers and pot shots at Strata as I make my way to higher ground. 
 
    Aiden appears next to me, always the bro-migo, capping skull kiddos. Headshots the likes of which would make your avid gamer jealous, Aiden gives new definition to one shot, one kill, as he takes Reapers out one by one. 
 
    We’re doing the ‘I’ll fire over your shoulder and you fire over mine,’ which would prove detrimental if it weren’t for the fact that we’re in a VE dreamworld, the Proxima Galaxy our sweet mistress ready and willing to let our wildest fantasy violence dreams play out. 
 
    The two of us, our bromance in full swing, turn it up a notch when Aiden ducks and I roll over his back, land on my ass with my legs spread, and fire at a Marauder zipping toward us. Aiden flips over me, cartwheels one-handed to the right, where he kicks a Reaper in the chest so hard that the dude’s mask flies off, pivots left, and fires a shot point blank into the chest of a, well, very chesty Reaper. 
 
    If ever there were a Reaper pin-up calendar, this broad would have made the cut. But since there ain’t, and she’s on the bad side of good, she gets a hole the size of a bowling ball where her upper torso used to be. Aiden pumps another shot into her skull mask just before hurtling a small throwing knife right over my head, which jabs into the throat of a Marauder who has just landed. 
 
    We’re not the only ones orchestrating death. Doc and Chrono have paired up, Doc shooting while Chrono swings his hammers, the Red, White, and Blue Faun juiced up on AA like it was on tap at his local watering hole. Sophia is also doing her thing, mind-melting people, zipping around like Stinkerbell in Waringtla’s biggest latrine as she picks off Reapers.  
 
    As I hop from a few crumbled rock ledges, most of which were caused by the feet of one of their steamzoids, I quickly read through the messages from the rest of the team. 
 
    Doc: Watch your ass! 
 
    Rocket: Kick some ass! 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Be careful, Quantum! 
 
    My heart skips at this message; Frances is on, and I’d better impress her. After stomping through a Marauder stupid enough to land before me, I advance toward Strata, my Mega Man Mega Buster, item 390, charging. 
 
    I wish I could report back that I’m able to hand Strata his ass. Alas, just about the moment I’m ready to blast the bastard with everything Capcom has to offer, his freaking hand separates from his wrist, flies toward me, grabs me by the neck, and pulls me over to him. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to making you my slave,” Strata says as he presses the muzzle of an oddly shaped weapon against my forehead. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    The voice is youthful; I recognize it instantly as I hear the plea again. 
 
    “Stop, Dad!” 
 
    I try to look over my shoulder to match the face to the voice, and once Strata pivots some, I’m able to put a face to the voice. Luther Godsick stands in the center of the battle below, the kid looking pretty fly for a white guy in his golden armor that seems a few sizes too large for his body. 
 
    RevCo’s El Hefe keeps his suffocating grip on my neck yet lowers me some, his red eyes locked on Luther, a hint of sadness in the burning crimson orbs.  
 
    “Let Quantum go, and I’ll come with you!” Luther calls up to him. 
 
    Strata looks from me to his kid. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Quantum! 
 
    Me: That’s my name, and don’t wear it out or I’ll make you buy me a new one.  
 
    Frances Euphoria: How can you joke at a time like this. 
 
    Me: I’ve found those are the best times to joke. 
 
    Doc: Cut the cute quips and do something to him. 
 
    Me: Can’t. Something about his grip is paralyzing me. Wish I had a cool explodey hand like Strata. 
 
    “You’ll come with me? You’ll log out?” Strata asks. 
 
    “And we’ll end all of this,” says Luther. “You are doing this for me; I will log out and you can leave Tritania alone.” 
 
    Doc: Are you planning something? Because if you are, now would be the time to execute whatever it is you’re planning.  
 
    Me: Luther isn’t going to give himself up that easily.  
 
    Doc: No shit, Sherlock, but he’ll be forced to if you don’t get away. Log out, dammit! 
 
    Me: Log out? Now wait just a damn minute, if anything, I’m going out with a bang. 
 
    Sophia: Really? 
 
    Me: Watch and learn, sister. Just need a bit longer… 
 
    Wiggle your left toe.  
 
    Nope, Uma Thurman’s line doesn’t work, but I can feel Strata’s power waning, likely because he’s focused on his kid. 
 
    As Godsick and his son continue to discuss the details of Luther’s release, and as Reapers start to gather around Luther, ready to pounce at a moment’s notice, ignoring the fact that the Knights of Non Compos Mentis have appeared behind them, the Battling Brits chomping at the bit as they sneak up on the Reapers who have lowered their guards – I execute Plan B, AKA Plan Kaboom. 
 
    As soon as I’m able, I slip one hand behind my back and equip my suicide bomber jacket, item 300, and item 405, my case of toxic stink bombs, just for shiggles.  
 
    Strata hardly notices until Mrs. Hughes’ Goodest Boy goes boom boom, both of us going up in a cloud of smoke, fire, and blistering stank. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I need to get back in there!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Steamboy, your Proxima Galaxy access has been temporarily discontinued,” says a robotic voice. 
 
    I still have the NV Visor over my noggin, which leads me to believe that I’m still in the taxi that Doc ordered for me. 
 
    The strange sensation in my stomach confirms it, as the taxi is currently lowering to the ground, and even though a warning on the inside screen of my NV visor tells me that I shouldn’t take it off, I do anyway, ignoring nausea, glaring out the window and daring the sun to say something. 
 
    If I just had a little longer, if I could just log back in… 
 
    The bastard and his godlike powers. I’ve got a surprise waiting for him; my gift of kaboomski was just the icing on the cake. 
 
    “Why can’t I log back in, dammit!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Steamboy, your Proxima Galaxy access has been temporarily discontinued.” 
 
    I punch the back of the driver’s seat.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Steamboy, your Proxima Galaxy access has been temporarily discontinued. Please do not assault the vehicle.” 
 
    And why the hell is the taxi calling me Mr. Steamboy? 
 
    Me: Rocket, why the hell can’t I log back in? 
 
    Rocket: Sorry, Q Bug, Doc told me to restrict your access until you land. Safer that way. 
 
    Me: So he can get all the glory? 
 
    Rocket: Not a lot of glory left. Strata logged out after your little boom boom act, as did the rest of the Reapers. Frances and Sophia are doing as much damage control as they can. Chrono and the Brits are helping too. 
 
    Me: Just like that, huh? 
 
    Rocket: Just like that. They destroyed Polynya and left, which I guess is a warning sign to Tritania and anyone who opposes them. I don’t know. I also don’t know what would have happened if Strata had taken Luther.  
 
    So many questions. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Steamboy, your Proxima Galaxy access has been temporarily discontinued.” 
 
    “I know damn well it has been temporarily discontinued!” I reach for my commando cane, unsheathe it, and get the urge to treat the front seat like a voodoo doll. A couple of breaths calm me, but not by much. 
 
    Me: And why is the taxi calling me Steamboy? 
 
    Rocket: It’s your codename because you have a bad temper. 
 
    “I don’t have a bad temper,” I grumble as the aeros lowers to the ground in a very Doc, very nondescript area. 
 
    I get out of the taxi and slam the door real hard. The trunk pops open so I can get my luggage, just as the robotic voice from inside the vehicle reprimands me. I ignore it, grab my carry-on, get a good grip on my sword-stick, and limp to the front door of what looks like an airport hangar. 
 
    That’s because it is an airport hangar, and of course Doc would have an airport hangar available somewhere in Colorado. Hell, I have no idea where we are, a problem quickly remedied when GoogleFace picks up my mental query and tells me that I am somewhere outside Boulder, Colorado. 
 
    Real creepy that it can do that, but rather than tell the AI monitoring my thoughts to get stuffed, I mosey on into the hangar to find Sophia still logged in and Doc logged out, Arnie bringing him an iced tea. 
 
    “How about you, Quantum? What do ya say to an iced tea, partner?” 
 
    “Hi, Arnie, and yeah, fill ‘er up.” 
 
    “You bet your ass I will!” 
 
    “I’m surprised you didn’t come in kicking things,” says Doc, shooting a look at me. 
 
    “And what good would that do? I keep trying to tell everyone I’m a changed man, a better man than I’ve ever been before. Why doesn’t nobody believe me?” 
 
    “Gee, I don’t know. That sounds like a question for your therapist, not your CWO.” 
 
    “I thought they were one in the same.” 
 
    I glance at Evan’s body, which is lying on a gurney with cables attached to it. Doc’s goat, Sally, makes a noise, stands from her little padded spot, circles, and sits back down. 
 
    “Does Sally need to go outside to poop?” I ask. 
 
    “Do you need to go outside to poop?” asks Doc, clearly offended. 
 
    “Well I usually go inside, but if there’s a hole in the ground you want me to use…” 
 
    “The point I’m trying to make is, Sally is housetrained, she’s a good girl too, and if she needs to make fertilizer, she’ll let me know.” 
 
    “Sheesh, what’s gotten into you, Doc?” 
 
    He throws his hands in the air. “One false move with Strata, one false move, and we could be in some serious trouble. Now, I know that your style is to go in there and just be this badass gamer with an infinite list of killer items, but we’re going to need some strategy if we want to take him out.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re here, Doc.” I take a seat on the couch pressed against the wall. Doc’s set up is pretty much the same as it was in his little food trailer: a couple of holoscreens, a big table, some hidden weapons, a slew of NV visors and Proxima-related tech. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. I didn’t expect them to come at us like that so early in the game. But he’s getting scared.” 
 
    “I’ll bet he’s getting scared. And I would put good money – and not just Frances’ money, my own money – that seeing Luther really dug the knife in. Saved my keister too; I’ll have to thank the kid next time we meet.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was a smart move on his part. I didn’t really have another option.” 
 
    “Really?” I gulp. It’s not like Doc not to have a plan B. 
 
    “What can I say? Strata wasn’t supposed to be there. Then again, it was a surprise attack, so anything could have happened. Point is, and I’m sure Euphoria has already told you this, but you need to play it safe around him.” 
 
    “I’m gonna be honest with you, Doc.” 
 
    “I’m all ears.” 
 
    Sally yawns. 
 
    “She’s not all ears, but she’s listening too.” Hovering above Doc is his B-Drone, its lens dilating as it takes in my form.  
 
    “I don’t really see myself playing it safe here,” I tell him. “The situation has gone on long enough, and there’s one person crazy enough to put an end to it, and that’s me. Got to fight crazy with crazy sometimes, you know what I mean? If the years before I was born taught anyone that…” 
 
    “Don’t get me started on the years leading up to your birth.” 
 
    “Bottom line: I just want to end it, get on with my life, and the end begins with Strata’s demise. Gone on too long…” 
 
    “And what are you planning to do after all this?” he asks, his eyes darting to one of his holoscreens. The Brits are on the monitor, Burley piledriving a Reaper and Scotty beating a Marauder to death with a bedpan. 
 
    “Now there’s the million-dollar question, right. Maybe I’ll become a beet farmer, Shrute Farms, and retire to Pennsylvania. Or maybe I’ll go the deranged billionaire route, and buy one of the cheaper Cayman Islands, the ones that are destined to be swallowed by the sea the next few years because of global climate change. They’re going for pretty cheap, I heard. Property in Tampa too. Could move to Florida. Or maybe I’ll retire to Texas like you, turn up the paranoia, find myself a Mrs. Doc a.k.a. Frances, and prep for the robopocalypse.” 
 
    “All good options, but I don’t like you saying I’m paranoid.” 
 
    “Are you not?” 
 
    “I am, and there’s nothing wrong with it, if you ask me. Moving on...” 
 
    “Speaking of moving on, I’ve got a little request. I don’t know how much sway you have in this matter, but, you see, I’ve got this buddy named Aiden, and I promised him we’d get a real world brewski if he ever made it to our world.” 
 
    Doc snorts. He removes his hat, wipes a bit of sweat from his brow with his arm, and returns his camo cap to his dome. “Aiden can’t drink up here, and you know it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured that much. I’m very well aware of Evan’s limitations. That said, whose eyebrows do I have to pluck to bring Aiden to the RW so we can grab a beer before tomorrow’s big shitshow? Because tomorrow is going to be a shitshow. Don’t have to be a weatherman…” 
 
    “That quote has nothing to do with gamers duking it out in a make-believe world. I know this is a stupid idea, bringing Aiden here, but for some reason, I feel the urge to grant your wish. Why is that? What has happened to me?” 
 
    “Maybe you do have a heart after all.” 
 
    Doc knocks his fist against his chest. “Nope, nothing there. Besides, I’m a pushover compared to who you’ll need to convince next.” 
 
    “Convince next?” 
 
    Doc nodded to the afroed elephant in the room, the one usually on my ass about something, whose ability to roll her eyes could be classified as a superpower. “Dr. Wang over there. You have to get her approval too.” 
 
    “Oh that’s gonna be real easy, trust me there.” 
 
    Doc starts to laugh. “Is it now? How are you going to do that?” 
 
    “Let me get on the horn for a second.”  
 
    I use my cane to get to my feet, and hobble over to him before he can answer. Doc gives me his headset with a grunt, and as soon as I put it on, I can hear Sophia speaking to Ray Steampunk, who has just appeared on the scene in Polynya. Took his gilded tush long enough. 
 
    Frances is also on the scene, likely diving from whatever hotel Doc has set up for her. She’s looking cute as ever in her sexy Link outfit, moving through the rubble and looking for signs. 
 
    Rather than fire off an instant message, I go with the voice-activated system. 
 
    “Hey, Sophia, Quantum here, CEO, CFO, Founder in Chief, Top Executive of the Dream Team.” 
 
    “What you want?” Sophia asks the sky. She drops before a peasant woman who is screaming about her child being trapped under a mud wall. The Mind Mage uses her telekinetic powers to lift the wall, and the kid comes running out, hugs his mother’s leg, and cries with joy. 
 
    What a cute moment. 
 
    “Hey, so I was thinking, Aiden and I need to have a beer. So, do you care if we have a beer?” 
 
    She glares up at the sky. “Why are you asking me?”  
 
    “Well, you’re kind of in command of this operation, or at least that’s how I’m seeing things.” 
 
    “You’re asking me if Aiden and you could go for a beer?” 
 
    “Exactamundo.” 
 
    “I really don’t care if you go for a beer or not. Why would I care?” 
 
    I put my hand over the microphone. “You see, Doc? I’ve got approval.” 
 
    The man who has seen it all shakes his head. “She’s not going to be happy when she finds out you meant a beer in the real world.” 
 
    “I got a workaround for that, too.” 
 
    “Also,” I say into the microphone, “do you want to come with us? We can talk about tomorrow’s strategy. Hell, Frances too, if she feels like it.” 
 
    “I think I’ll be relaxing in my hotel room tonight, and preparing for tomorrow.”  
 
    A Marauder leaps for Frances and she kicks him in the throat, and does that cool movie kick where she uses her heel to bring them to the ground. Steam hisses out of his body as she grinds her heel into his neck. 
 
    “That’s brutal, Frances, and I like it. Well, Sophia? What you say? A beer with Aiden and Yours Truly?” 
 
    “Fine, fine. But you better not be trying to pull something.” 
 
    I laugh. “Great, just log out and we’ll discuss the details.” 
 
    “I still have some things to do here.” 
 
    “If you’re looking for real estate in Valhalla, I agree, now would be the time considering the city is decimated. You know what, don’t you worry about that, just have Jim and some of the more useless NPCs search for property for you. Those guys got nothing to do, believe me there.” 
 
    “Why do I already regret agreeing to having a beer with you?”  
 
    The Mind Mage rises into the air, carrying with her a partially crumbled bridge. She sets the bridge back down, and starts chanting, her head undulating back and forth. It takes a good twenty seconds, but eventually, the middle of the bridge starts reforming. 
 
    “Hey, consider this a bridge-building exercise,” I say, and even though she can’t see the shit-eating grin plastered across my mug, I know she can sense it. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Talk about a brother from a different mother. Standing before me is Evan, or better, Evan’s metal carcass with Aiden’s digital soul. 
 
    “Put ’er there,” I tell him as I come in for a handshake and a chest bump. 
 
    And while he isn’t quite as flexible as he is in the Proxima Galaxy, Aiden isn’t far off, evident in the light-footed way that he comes in for a manly embrace. 
 
    “I can’t believe I agreed to this.” 
 
    “Shut your trap, Dr. Wang,” I say over my shoulder. “This reunion was a long time coming.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” 
 
    “You know…” I start to turn to her, and realize that it really isn’t worth my time. Not while Aiden’s here, not while there is a pub or bar nearby that is in need of a pair of schmucks. And sure, Doc’s condition was that Sophia tagged along, and she already agreed to it so no worries there. Point is, I feel like belting out a show tune, maybe humming something about blue skies and how all my troubles are gone. 
 
    Even though they’re waiting like a thunderstorm on the horizon, waiting for me to make one false move. 
 
    It’ll be interesting to see what the good doctor is like after a few brews. Not going to lie about that. Maybe if we’re lucky, she’ll loosen up a bit, let her fro down. 
 
    I only wish Frances were coming, but she’s hanging back, still dealing with some of the fallout from the attack on Porthos, Ray Steampunk’s right-hand lady. 
 
    And I’m still chafed about Strata. I feel like I’m Scrappy Doodle Doo when I say, ‘Let me at him, I’ll splat him!’ but the phrase less-than-eloquently sums up how I feel about the bastard. 
 
    “So, are you going to stand there and stare at me with an angry look on your face, or are we going to go grab a beer?” 
 
    “Both?” 
 
    Aiden laughs. “I figured as much. Doc, where’s the nearest dive bar?” 
 
    “That’s right, Doc. The seedier the better. Anything two stars and under will do. Even better if there have been a couple of health code violations.” 
 
    “I really don’t think this is a good idea,” Doc starts to say. Sally has moved over to him, her head in his lap. She’s already given Sophia the stink eye, or maybe it was the other way around. Can’t remember. 
 
    “Isn’t that how all amazing nights start?” I ask. “We won’t do nothing that we wouldn’t do if we were in the Loop. How’s that?” 
 
    “That is far from reassuring, but fine, do what you want, I’ve never been able to stop you anyway. If you get arrested it’s your ass, and I’ll power Aiden down remotely before it goes that far.” 
 
    “Nothing to worry about, Doc, I’ll be on my best behavior.” 
 
    Since I can never figure out iNet, Sophia ends up ordering us a taxi. Boulder doesn’t have much to offer downtown, but there’s definitely a few bars, a few head shops, some skiwear places, and a few souvenir joints. 
 
    Doc is insistent that we take his B-Drone with us, and I’m not surprised they don’t let us take it in the bar. But Sophia handles that, the drone landing, collapsing upon itself, and going back in the little metal box from whence it came. 
 
    The bar we choose is a place named after a mountain, or something Colorado related. I’ve never been much for geography, and there are too many mountains in Colorado to keep track of anyway. It ain’t quite a dive bar, but it definitely isn’t in the shallow end of the swimming pool, and the sweetsick smell of drank-o-hol tells me this place hadn’t been cleaned in a while, which is exactly what Aiden and I were looking for. 
 
    Sophia, her hair in a fro, her body in a black, long-sleeved shirt and a pair of jeans, purposely sits next to Aiden, so that Aiden and I can face each other. 
 
    She tried to wear her lab coat, but we convinced her not to do that, as we were sort of supposed to keep our presence here under wraps. Of course, anyone who notices an Asian woman walk into a bar with a guy leaning on a commando cane next to a clean-cut humandroid with a shifty look on his face would know something was up. 
 
    “Two beers,” I start to tell the waiter. 
 
    “Long Island iced tea,” Sophia corrects me. “Just one beer.” 
 
    “No, two beers,” I say. 
 
    “Evan, I mean Aiden, can’t drink.” 
 
    “Who says I’m not double-fisting tonight? Okay, so maybe that last statement doesn’t sound as good coming out of my mouth as it did in my head, but my point remains. And who says Aiden doesn’t want to watch me drink two beers? Two beers,” I tell the waiter with finality. 
 
    “Your FDA monitor...” the waiter begins to say. 
 
    “He is my FDA monitor!” I tell the waiter, pointing my finger at Aiden. 
 
    Aiden clears his throat. “That’s right, and as your monitor, I approve of you having two, no, make it four beers. Five, just in case you need one to go home with.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry for this…” 
 
    “No need to apologize to the waiter, Sophia. Aiden and I have this under control. Okay.” I look at the waiter’s name tag, and from there to his bloodshot eyes. “Lloyd, okay, Lloyd, one Long Island iced tea, and two beers. And while you’re at it, bring us some appetizers. Whatever you got. No, that could mean anything. Bring us some wings, some jalapeno poppers, some sliders, and go ahead and make it a basket of Cajun fries too.” 
 
    “Barf.” 
 
    “Sure,” I tell the clearly stoned waiter as I close the menu. “Bring her a barf bag too, unless you don’t have one, then she’ll just use her purse. Now, stop standing there looking at us like we’re crazy, and put our order in. We clear here, Lloyd?” 
 
    “Um, okay.” The waiter finishes scribbling some notes down, eyes me warily, and quickly steps away. 
 
    “Nice kid,” says Aiden. 
 
    “I was just about to say the same thing aside from the fact that he was definitely drink shaming us. Probably had too much CBD oil in his pollute mix this morning. Sheesh. Damn, pothead. But what can you do? It’s Colorado, and there are a lot of hippies because of legalization. Not that the rest of America hasn’t legalized ganja, but Colorado was the first, or at least the first-ish, and all those people that moved here to smoke doobies before I was born stayed. And what do you get? You get Lloyd, a twenty-something-year-old waiter too stoned to know what’s good for him.” 
 
    “You ever smoked pot, Quantum?” asks Aiden. 
 
    “Maybe once or twice when I was in high school, but you know me, if I have my choice between inhaling it or drinking it, I’d rather drink the toxin. Now in the Loop? I smoked pretty much anything.” 
 
    Aiden cracks up. “Yeah, you did! Remember that one morning I came to kill you, and you were smoking ground up tiger claws that you’d bought in Chinatown?” 
 
    I cringe. “Indeed I do.” 
 
    “You were smoking tiger claws?” Sophia grimaces. 
 
    “Relax, Dr. Wang, these weren’t wild tigers, they were farm raised. Besides, smoking that stuff is supposed to be like a natural Viagra that also increases your size and girth by a couple of inches. And let me be the first to say, it worked. Four thousand years of history, you bet China knows how to deal with erectile dysfunction, not that I was suffering from that. I just wanted to try it.” 
 
    “Those animals are endangered, Quantum,” she begins to say. 
 
    “Need I mention that we’re talking about a Proxima world here, and none of this was real?” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “Anyway, Aiden, back to our enlightening conversation. Smoking tiger claws is something I don’t recommend anyone do. Sure, it’ll give you a buzz, a raging erection too, but so will seeing Dolly in a sparkly dress.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” Aiden says. 
 
    “It’s the hangover, and the hangover doesn’t even come the next day, it comes right after you finish smoking it. Hell, thinking back, maybe Scarface Charlie was trying to poison me.” 
 
    He shrugs. “Possible. The time I smoked tiger claws was relatively normal. Got laid too.” 
 
    “Gross.” 
 
    “Hey, if you’re aren’t going to be part of the conversation, start talking at Chuntao or some shit,” I snap. 
 
    Sophia raises an eyebrow at me. “Chuntao?” And with that, she launches into Mandarin, which I will maintain is a language that sounds like a pelican choking on a walnut. Aiden gets it, cringing as Sophia makes a bunch of noises with her mouth that shouldn’t be possible. 
 
    “Say, this doesn’t happen to be the same bar where that dumbass FBIIG agent did the backflip and his gun went off, does it?” I ask, talking over Sophia’s Mandarin. 
 
    Aiden laughs. “That really happened?” 
 
    “Yeah, two years before I was born, but trust me, I’ve seen the video at least ten times.” 
 
    “Wait, so the gun went off while he was doing the backflip?” 
 
    “No, when he landed, his gun hit the ground and fired a shot. And here I thought that only happened in movies, you know, the old ‘dropped the gun and it shoots’ thing.” 
 
    “That didn’t really happen,” says Sophia, cutting out the bird squawk.  
 
    There’s a group of loud guys behind her, each one more simian than the last. They aren’t wearing trucker hats, but with their plaid shirts and blue jeans, they may as well be. 
 
    “No, it happened, look it up on GoogleFace.” 
 
    Sophia’s eyes flash for a moment as she does as instructed. Her thin eyebrows rise in surprise as she watches the video over iNet. 
 
    “See? I’m not always full of shit.” 
 
    “That remains to be seen.” 
 
    The waiter sets her Long Island iced tea in front of her. No straws here, they were banned years ago, so instead of bending over and sipping from her beverage, which she clearly wants to do, or at least I feel like she wants to do due to the way she’s craning her head forward, Sophia simply places her lips on the edge of the drink and slurps for a moment. 
 
    “I like the way you drink.” 
 
    I nearly snort beer at Aiden’s statement.  
 
    “You like that, huh?” I try to do the same, and end up with a beer foam mustache.  
 
    There are two brewskis sitting in front of me, and both of them have enough foam for there to only be one beer. So I call Lloyd over, gearing up to give the stoner waiter a piece of my mind. 
 
    “It’s not a big deal, Quantum.” 
 
    I give Sophia the ‘talk to the hand his ears ain’t listening’ gesture as I focus on the waiter. “Say, pal, I don’t know what you’re trying to sell here, but if it’s foam, well, you’re definitely in business. Any chance you could bring me any actual beer?” 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” Lloyd says as he places the two beers on his tray and takes off towards the bartender. Yeah, the bartender mad dogs me, but he knows I’m right, and besides, I’m a paying customer, which means I’m a tipping customer. 
 
    My beers eventually come back, and I checked to make sure the beer to foam ratio is adequate and there’s no spit in them. Nothing’s floating around inside, so I take a sip of the amber liquid and sigh. “It’s great to grab a beer with you, Aiden, but it’s too bad we can’t do it at a real-life BarFly’s.” 
 
    “And I’m guessing that is someplace in Cyber Noir?” asks Sophia. 
 
    “That’s right, the seediest, grimiest, filthiest bar in the Loop.” 
 
    “Damn, I miss BarFly’s,” says Morning Assassin. “The fights we had in there.” 
 
    “Remember that time I stuck a snooker ball down your gullet?” 
 
    “Ha!” Aiden claps his hands together. “What about that time that you and Croc went toe to toe?” 
 
    “Sheesh, I still have a headache thinking about that. You ever been hit by Croc?” 
 
    “I may be an idiot at times,” Aiden says, “but I’m not stupid.” 
 
    “That’s a dumb thing to say.” 
 
    Aiden looks to Sophia and shrugs. “You haven’t seen Croc, have you?” 
 
    “One of the Cyber Noir guys? The Brits, right? The big one?” A smile creeps across Sophia’s face. 
 
    “Hey, you’re busting our balls, aren’t you?” I ask, returning her grin. 
 
    “Sure, I’m busting your balls,” she says, having trouble get those last words out. “I know who Burley is; he’s hit on me a few times, made some terrible joke about British colonialism of Asia and how he’d like to, I quote, ‘colonize my ass.’” 
 
    “He said that to you?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah, but I had just told him to kiss my ass after he started laughing about one of the Mind Mage spells I was working on. So maybe I deserved that.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe, but that’s a low blow,” I say. 
 
    “I’m over it. And to your original question, Croc is the really big guy, right? Looks like the Rock before he got old.” 
 
    “He has a name you know, Dwayne something.” 
 
    Sophia takes another sip from her adult beverage. “Croc has never said anything to me.” 
 
    “That’s because he’s a gentleman.” 
 
    “And he’s usually busy working with Cid,” says Aiden. 
 
    “Remember that time I cut the holes out of the picture on the wall, and stood behind the wall watching patrons come into the bar, occasionally shooting poison darts out of one of the eye holes until Cid got wind of me?” 
 
    Aiden laughs again. “I don’t know how you managed to cut a hole in the wall without him knowing.” 
 
    “Hey, item 130, my monomolecular wire, comes in handy sometimes. Got to be careful with it, though. That’s how you lose a hand.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” 
 
    We continue like this, just shooting the shit until another round of beers come, both for me, and another hoity toity bev comes for She Who Thinks A Lot. 
 
    Sophia drunk is a little better than Sophia sober, but not by much. Every time the mic comes to her, she starts going on about Valhalla, and how she hopes to help rebuild so she can get a home in the neighborhood, and how terrible it is that the Reapers attacked Porthos. 
 
    Cry me a river is all I’m thinking when the guys in lumberjack clothing that were sitting behind Sophia decide to make their presence known. 
 
    What can I say? For some reason, I attract jabronies.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Quantum, don’t do anything stupid,” says Sophia as she steps in between the two lumbery dude-bros and Yours Truly. 
 
    “I’d be less worry about me, and more worried about…” 
 
    Aiden slowly lifts his fists. It’s Aiden that the two guys are concerned about; I’d heard them grumbling about Humandroids, and boy, if there ever were the wrong person to mess with, it would be him. 
 
    “Fellas, I’m going to be honest with youse, this here ain’t your typical humandroid. You see, the good doctor over here invented a technology to download an NPC into the body of an android. What you are looking at is a trained killer, and assassin, your worst nightmare. So here’s your chance. Let me make this easy on you. You can all keep your teeth, and we don’t have to get Johnny Law involved, nor do I need to pull out my own concealed weapon. Why don’t you two turn your happy little asses around to the exit. What do you say? Make my night easy.” 
 
    “An NPC into an android’s body? I don’t believe any of that,” says the first guy, a man who looks like he was raised solely on meat and milk. 
 
    “Yeah? And I don’t believe who you think is your father is actually your father. But that’s between me and your mother, and she’ll tell you when she’s good and ready.” 
 
    The man swings. Aiden immediately hooks the man’s arm with his elbow. 
 
    “I warned you…” 
 
    Doc: Do not engage. I can’t believe I’m having to tell you this. 
 
    Me: I swear, Doc, I’m just trying to have a beer here with an old pal. These two yeggs got some nerve to try and interrupt my drinking, some nerve! 
 
    Doc: Sophia, you have my permission to power Aiden down. As for Quantum, well… 
 
    When it feels like the world is closing in around me, I usually go for a weapon. So that’s exactly what I do as Aiden pushes one of the dude-bros back. 
 
    I don’t quite hear a schwing as I unsheathe my blade, but I imagine hearing it, and as I point it at the first guy, and as the bartender starts to clear out, probably calling the fuzz over iNet, I brace myself for what could possibly come next. 
 
    And that’s when I get a message from Frances. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Quantum, please, I’ll let you sleep in my hotel room tonight if you stop causing trouble. 
 
    “You gonna do it, old man?” the second knucklehead asks. 
 
    “As much as I’d like to skewer you chumps, mount your heads on the walls as trophies, I just got an invitation to something better.” 
 
    One of the guys swings a beer bottle in my direction and Aiden neutralizes him with a palm to the bottom of the guy’s chin, which makes a snapping sound that makes me cringe as the man flies back and hits the ground, instantly whimpering. 
 
    His friend comes to his side, helps him up, and curses at us as they make their way to the exit. 
 
    Doc: I’ve already ordered a taxi. This one will be followed by the cops. Get out of there now. For the love of God let me get some sleep. 
 
    Me: It’s only, what? 8 PM? Also, Doc, you got to try this beer in Colorado. I’m feeling tipsy as hell. 
 
    Doc: That’s because of the altitude, and I don’t care what time it is. I’ve had my vanilla wafers, my glass of Ensure, and Arnie has already tucked me in. 
 
    Me: Doesn’t sound too shabby, actually. 
 
    Doc: Just get to the hotel, dammit!  
 
    Me: Same one Frances is at? 
 
    Doc: Yes, and Sophia, but she won’t be stopping. She’ll be delivering Aiden back to my location. 
 
    “Well,” I tell Aiden, “it looks like our little night out on the town has to end prematurely. Doc is calling us back, and Frances has promised not to dock my pay if I behave myself.” 
 
    “I thought you weren’t getting paid,” says Sophia. “I can’t believe we have to leave. I was just starting to enjoy my drink.” 
 
    “Get it to go, there’s no one stopping you.” I throw my thumb at the bar. “The bartender’s already gone. And the waiter, you won’t say anything, will you, Lloyd?” 
 
    The waiter, who cowers in the corner, squeaks out a reply. “No, sir, please, just leave before there’s any more violence. I can’t stand violence.” 
 
    “Geez Louise,” I say as the three of us exit the bar. 
 
     If the two guys that were giving us hell have anything to say as we exit, they keep it to themselves, and I’m okay with that. Ten years from now, those two will remember the time they talked crap to a humandroid and the swiftness of his response. And here I was, just weeks ago, giving humandroids so much crap only to be ready to go to war for one. 
 
    Just goes to show that the times they are a-changing. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    We get to the hotel, a two-story flophouse that’s economically friendly, and smells like someone smoked in your room the previous night, the kind of place where the breakfast isn’t the freshest thing you’ve ever had, yet it still hits the spots, and contains enough sodium and carbohydrates to get you through to lunch. 
 
    As promised, the aeros descends in front of the place and I get the boot. 
 
    “Bye, Quantum,” Aiden says, giving me a fist bump. I think about fist bumping Dr. Wang too, but figure she’d get the wrong idea for some reason and think we’re buddy-buddy. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, see you in the morn. Try and get some sleep tonight, will yah? And Sophia, keep your grubby paws to yourself.” 
 
    “What. Ever.” 
 
    Morning Assassin laughs. “I was planning on going to Valhalla and doing some looting before the Empress’ guards lock the place down.” 
 
    “That’s terrible!” 
 
    “It’s normal,” I tell Sophia. “The best time to loot is after a war or a natural disaster. Everybody knows that. Aiden, don’t let her talk you out of it, and do her a solid and look for a great spot for the Knights of Non Compos’ next guildhall. How’s that sound, Doctor Wang?” 
 
    “There are better ways to acquire real estate.” 
 
    Aiden and I make eye contact and laugh. 
 
    “Keep telling yourself that,” I say as the aeros lifts into the sky. It’s a cool night, a couple of stars up above, nothing like the Proxima Galaxy, the OMIB. I’m feeling a little tipsy, but the adrenaline from our almost fight with the local lumberjacks has pretty much killed my buzz. I get to thinking about constellations, but all I can point out is the Big Dipper, or is it the Little Dipper? 
 
    I never can tell. 
 
    The only problem with thinking about these types of things is that it spawns a bunch of inquiries on GoogleFace, my iNet display lighting up like… 
 
    “You really try to get in a bar fight tonight, of all nights?” Frances asks. The big Euphoria stands in front of the entrance of the flophouse, one hand over her mammaries, the other hand at her side. I’ve seen her more pissed than she is right now, but she’s definitely a little agitated, so I decide to tread lightly. 
 
    “Honest, Frances, I was just minding my own beeswax. Hanging out with Aiden, and Sophia. She was there too, sort of our handler, if you can believe that. Anyway, these hopped up brosephs, you know the type, real hardasses looking to prove something, come around to our table and start talking smack to Aiden. Well, I wasn’t going to have any of that, in this world, or the galaxy.” 
 
    “You’ll never change, will you?” And the way she says this isn’t harsh, nor is there disappointment in her voice; it’s almost as if she has finally accepted who I am, who I’ve been since my two subjective years in the Loop. 
 
    “It’s taken you this long to figure that out, Frances? And here I thought you were the brains of the operation.” 
 
    She chuckles. “You know, there’s so many things I want to say to you.” 
 
    “Nice things, or things I don’t want to hear?” 
 
    “Come inside, and trust me, there are things you don’t want to hear.” 
 
    “That’s what I was afraid of, but, you know, you can give it a shot if you’d like. I can take criticism.” 
 
    She smirks. “Why do I feel like that isn’t exactly the case.” 
 
    The sliding glass door opens, we enter, and it shuts behind us. The black woman behind the counter looks up at us, nods curtly, and returns to whatever it is she’s doing. 
 
    “What? No welcome?” I ask her. 
 
    “Don’t bother her,” says Frances. 
 
    “Why not? Colorado’s technically the south, right? Kidding, but I was expecting some southern hospitality.” 
 
    “Breakfast will be served tomorrow from six to ten,” the receptionist says, her eyes twitching at my last statement. 
 
    “You got pancakes?” 
 
    “We have waffles.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    Frances rolls her eyes as we step into the hallway, the walls of which are mustard and the carpet of which is a dark maroon, take a right, and go past a couple of rooms and the entrance to the swimming pool. I wouldn’t mind a dip – not in the pool, but a Jacuzzi would be nice, especially against my lower back. 
 
     I mention it to Frances, but she shrugs me off. 
 
    “I didn’t bring a swimsuit.” 
 
    “Who said anything about you needing a swimsuit?” I ask her. 
 
    “Oh, stop.” She keys into her room, and I see that there are two beds, one with the blankets already parted. Her carry-on suitcase is on the floor, open, a few random face products on the dresser. 
 
    “Which one am I sleeping on?” I asked, hoping she says something along the lines of ‘the same one I’m sleeping on.’ 
 
    “The bed on the right, and no funny business.” 
 
    I kick off my Boba Fetts, set my cane near the door, and take the bed on the right. Frances plops down next to me. 
 
    “Hey, this is my bed,” I tell her with a grin on my face. “Whatever happened to no funny business?” 
 
    “The first time we hooked up was in a hotel room.” 
 
    I try to stifle a laugh. “You know, Frances, there’s a lot of people in this world that can say something similar.” 
 
    “Real funny, Quantum,” she tells me. 
 
    “What can I say? I’m a funny guy.” 
 
    There’s a lot of things in this world that I’m expecting: I’m expecting someone to come after me at some point in my life; I’m expecting to wake up tomorrow with back pain; I’m expecting to grumble about the crappy waffles tomorrow and how I wish there were pancakes; I’m expecting to hand Strata his ass tomorrow and end this chapter of my life. What I’m not expecting is for Frances to press forward and kiss me. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask, pushing her away. 
 
    “I can’t be mad at you anymore,” she says, her eyes downcast. “It’s stupid to be mad at you; and actually, I believe you, I believe what you said about being trapped this last time. But it’s hard to believe you. I know that you’ve lied to me before.” 
 
    “Off the top of my head, I can’t think of a time that I lied to you. Maybe withheld the truth, but that’s not quite a lie. But sure, if you say so.” 
 
    “Anything could happen tomorrow, anything. And I don’t want to have something happen to either of us, or someone we care about, without expressing how I feel about you. And I know I’m stupid for caring about you.” 
 
    “Don’t say it like that, babe, I think you’re great. Real swell. And I said before, and I’ll say it again: Frances Euphoria, I…” 
 
    She presses her finger to my lips. “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “I’ll say whatever I want, dammit,” I tell her as she keeps her finger pressed to my lips. 
 
    Her eyes tear up, just a little. “Quantum, I don’t know where this is going after we get through with cleaning up Strata’s mess, but…” 
 
    I push her hand away. “Frances Euphoria, I love you, dammit. You know I love you. I’m tired of hiding it, and I’m tired of beating around the bush. I’ve made a lot of mistakes. Hell, one could argue that my life was much easier when I was trapped in the Loop. Imagine that. But the Loop is missing one thing that this world contains, the one thing that keeps me going and helps me get up in the morning, and that one thing is you. I just want you to know that I love you.” 
 
    “You really mean it?” 
 
    “Frances, just in case you were wondering, I don’t go around telling people I love them. Guns? Sure, I’ll tell a gun I love it. A pancake and a beer? Sure, but a person is different. Point is, I don’t use those words lightly, and if there’s anyone I would use them on, it’s you.” 
 
    Frances kisses me again. And this time I let her take over, pressing her body into mine until I’m lying on the bed, her legs straddling me, her top already off. 
 
    I don’t remember taking it off, and I can barely remember what she was wearing when she first greeted me outside, but I do burn into my memory the color of her bra, which is pink. But not your typical pink, sort of a hot pink. Don’t know why she has a hot pink bra, I mean, the powder pink bra, sure, but hot pink? 
 
    And lookee here, I’m mesmerized by it. 
 
     I’m mesmerized by her skin, the way she’s hunched over and kissing me, the way it feels to run my fingers along her sides. 
 
    I’m a sucker for beautiful women, but I’m a real sucker for a woman whose outside beauty matches her inner beauty, which is exactly what I saw in Dolly… 
 
    Nope, shouldn’t have thought that. 
 
    “Something wrong?” asks Frances. 
 
    “Just keep kissing me,” I tell her, and she obliges. 
 
    We keep going at it until both of us are naked, our bodies slapping against each other, making whoopie like it’s nobody’s business. I know she has her morning after shot somewhere around, so I’m not worried at all about protection, and she doesn’t seem too worried either as she grabs my Johnson, changes her position, and puts me back in. 
 
    It’s great, I’m loving this, and my lower back is screaming in pain and all I can think is: times are a-changing, and you got to change with those times, Quantum. 
 
    And as we’re going at it, Frances mostly in charge due to my gimpiness, I get to thinking about tomorrow’s battle. I can feel it, actually, the war that is to come.  
 
    I try to silence those thoughts. I try to focus on Frances, who is on top of me, her hands behind her head as she leans back, moans, presses her body forward. 
 
    But something tells me that twenty-four hours from now, things are gonna be a whole lot different. For better or worse? Only time will tell. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
     Morning comes and it’s waffle time. I manage to hobble out of the hotel room before Frances can wake up and give me hell about my diet. 
 
    It was a good night, and if we’re not careful, Adolf bin Laden Hughes has a pretty good chance of making his presence known in this world. I wouldn’t let him grow the mustache though, or beard for that matter, and he’d probably get kicked out of public school with that name of his. 
 
    As I hobble down to the breakfast area, I wonder if naming someone Adolf will ever be in fashion again, or if that Nazi asshole seriously drove the stake into an okay name. Sure, there are worse names, and there are better names, then there’s my name, the name that I actually like and wish more people had. 
 
    Why am I the only person I’ve ever met named Quantum? 
 
    It’s thoughts like these that keep me up at night, and if it weren’t for a couple of glaring messages from Sophia flashing across my pane of vision, Dr. Wang giving me her patented ALL CAPS treatment, I probably would’ve slept longer. 
 
    I scan the messages she sent again, feeling bad for the woman. If ever there was someone that needed to get laid. It’s too bad that Evan and she can’t just have a relationship, and hell, maybe one day in the future they will, but I suppose she does have a relationship with Chuntao, which must count for something. 
 
    Sophia: Are you awake? 
 
    Sophia: ARE YOU AWAKE? 
 
    Sophia: QUANTUM, WAKE UP!!! Strata’s forces have gathered outside of Ultima Thule’s capital city. Thulean royalty have been keeping an eye on them from the sky, but they also have marauders up there, and there have been a few small skirmishes. Why aren’t you up right now? ARE YOU AWAKE? 
 
    Sophia: STRATA HAS SENT A MESSAGE TO THE SAGE OF GOTHA SAYING THAT THEY’LL DETONATE A SOURCE CODE BOMB IF THE SAGE DOESN’T HAND LUTHER OVER TODAY. 
 
    Sophia: ARE YOU THERE? 
 
    I finish my first waffle, get my happy ass up, and limp over to the waffle station for round two. I decide to get creative this time, and I throw some chocolate chips into the batter. It’s gonna be nice and gooey when it’s finished, and I figure that should give me the carbs I need to handle whatever messages Sophia throws at me next. 
 
    Besides, if things are really that serious, Doc would be messaging me. And as if he can read my thoughts, Doc sends me a message just as I sit down to enjoy more waffalage.  
 
    Doc: Are you up yet? Things are really starting to heat up. 
 
    Me: So I’ve heard. Sophia already dropped the CAP bomb on me this morning. I’ll be ready to log in shortly, but I got to get me a balanced breakfast first. 
 
    Doc: Waffles? 
 
    Me: You bet your ass. Without Evan monitoring me, my eating routines are finally starting to be enjoyable. I wish we could just keep them under the next couple weeks, so I can gain some of my weight back. 
 
    Doc: Last I checked, you already reached your target weight. 
 
    Me: According to who? Sophia’s charts? Look, I’m not trying to be racist here, but her charts are more aimed at someone from the southeast Asian variety, not a corn-fed boy from the Midwest. 
 
    Doc: I don’t know how you put up with yourself. 
 
    Me: I do what I do, and as I’ve said before, I yam what I yam. 
 
    Doc: Please contact Sophia so she will stop contacting me. I’m getting prepped as we speak – a five-star breakfast with buttermilk pancakes slathered in Vermont maple syrup, sausage, eggs benedict, crispy bacon, and a side of oatmeal glazed with brown sugar and cinnamon. 
 
    Me: Why am I not with you? 
 
    Doc: Because you test me, especially in the morning. Anyway, Aiden and I are ready to pull off this operation at a moment’s notice. As we discussed before, everything has to line up perfectly for your attack to work against Strata. 
 
    Me: All right, I’ll finish my breakfast and log in. I noticed that Frances’ room has pretty nice-looking dive gear. 
 
    Doc: You catch on quick, junior.  
 
    Me: My mom used to say I was the sharpest crayon in the box, little did she know I would use that crayon as a shiv. 
 
    Doc: There are a lot of things our dear Mrs. Hughes would be surprised to learn about her son, the fact that he’s assaulting kindergarteners included.  
 
    Me: Like what? 
 
    Doc: I’m sure Mrs. Hughes would love to hear about the fact that you had a digital girlfriend, and were stuck in a noir fantasy world for eight years. I would start there if I were giving her the lowdown. 
 
    Me: Two subjective years. And she obviously knows about being stuck in the Proxima Galaxy. Dolly, not so much. Besides, I’m over Dolly. It’s all Big Euphoria from here on out. She’s the bee’s knees, the hottest thing this side of the sun. 
 
    Doc: No, that would be Qatar, followed by Arizona. As much as I’d like to sit here, eat pancakes, and have this conversation, I need to get ready for today’s mission. You should do the same. Sophia is already in, so spawn wherever she is. Frances will come here, as she will be our real life in-game monitor, if you get my drift. 
 
    Me: Not Sophia? 
 
    Doc: Between you and me, Frances is better at this kind of stuff than our dear Dr. Wang. And Frances has been in these operations before, like the last time that we broke into the Strata’s McMansion. Sophia is better in the digital battle. 
 
    Me: So it was good that I came to Colorado. 
 
    Doc: Sure, I’ll give you that. 
 
    Me: But to be clear, I’m stuck with Sophia in Tritania, without Aiden, and without you? What did I do to deserve this? 
 
    Doc: I’m sure there will be others, some of the Loop NPCs have already volunteered to join you. 
 
    Me: Great, and I mean that sarcastically. 
 
    Doc: Chrono will be there too. 
 
    Me: Okay, him I like, he smashes things, gets the job done. Got to love that. 
 
    Doc: This conversation is seriously impeding my ability to enjoy the short stack of buttermilk pancakes Arnie has just placed before me. 
 
    Rocket: What did I miss? 
 
    Doc: A lot. Glad you could finally join us. 
 
    Rocket: I was in Steam, visiting my girlfriend. 
 
    Me: More like making digital babies. 
 
    Rocket: You’ve got to come up with some new ways to give me shit. Besides, we’re saving ourselves until we meet in the real world.  
 
    Me: That’s the dumbest idea I’ve ever heard. 
 
    After dropping the truth bomb, I ignore the rest of their messages and focus on stuffing my face with waffles. A little butter never hurt anyone, so I add a lot, taking my sweet time to get healed up, ready for the day. Wish there were a beer or two around, but there is burnt coffee, which will suffice. The eggs look like they were poured from a carton, but the sausage ain’t half bad. 
 
    As soon as I put that visor on, not only will the world change, but whatever happens today will likely affect my future, so I’m taking my sweet time, enjoying what feels like it could be my last meal. 
 
    And who doesn’t need a little luck? I go for a bowl of Lucky Charms, and since there’s no milk, I have to use soy half and half for the bowl of cereal. It ain’t great, but I try to pretend it is. 
 
    They got the local news station on, the television flickering in the corner.  
 
    Weather seems like it’s gonna be nice for the next few days, and the anchorwoman is a pretty good-looking broad, caramel skin, long hair, a little bit too much makeup, but what do you expect?  
 
    It’s crazy to think that all across America, most people are just going through the motions, living through yet another day. But not my day. It’s been a long time coming, but my raison d'être has finally come to roost. 
 
    Funny that. Sometimes you never know your calling in life until it whips you out of bed in the morning, hogties you, and sucker punches you in the back of the head. 
 
    What a life. 
 
    Here I am eating waffles, thinking about waging digital war, everything hinging upon timing between this world and the Proxima Galaxy. If we can get Strata’s defenses down, I can give him a smack that would make Babe Ruth roll out of his grave, stand, and salute me. 
 
    But we got to get the timing right, that’s imperative. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “I hate to break the bad news, but there are no more waffles left downstairs,” I tell Frances as I enter the hotel room. “The schmucks ran out of batter.” 
 
    “Oh, please, you know I don’t care about waffles.” 
 
    “That’s my girl, a pancake girl,” I say as I sit down on the edge of the bed. Frances is already dressed to the nines, geared up, ready to go, clean as a whistle to with her hair slicked back, her face still red from the shower. 
 
    “Don’t you want to take a shower?” she asks me. 
 
    “Why would I take a shower before I dive to the Proxima Galaxy? That seems counterintuitive.” 
 
    “Gross.” 
 
    “You like me because I’m dirty, or old, or a little bit of both, but I’m not quite a dirty old man, give me another year and I’ll let you call me that.” 
 
    “My taxi should be here any minute now.” 
 
    Frances sits next to me, and places her hand on my cheek. Boy do I like looking into her peepers, and I could easily stare into them for another hour, just trying to remember the song by the band Postal Service I once heard in a commercial.  
 
    Something about reflection in someone’s eyes, nice little jam. 
 
    “We got time for a quickie?” I ask. “Kidding, don’t give me that look.” 
 
    “That’s a terrible noun to describe what we do.” 
 
    “What would you prefer? Longie? That’s an example of parapraxis if I’ve ever heard one.” 
 
    “How about we not use slang terms for sex.” 
 
    “Frances, ‘quickie’ is hardly a slang term. If you want me to use some slang…” 
 
    “Stop it,” she says, playfully slapping my cheek. 
 
    I bring her into my arms, and she pushes back, holding her nose up. “You smell. You need to take a shower.” 
 
    “I swear, it’s the waffle station. The whole area had me sweating. I was making a lot of waffles down there. Fueling up,” I say as I slap my gut. 
 
    “Promise me you’ll shower before you log in.” 
 
    “Frances…” 
 
    “Promise, and you’ll get your quickie later.” 
 
    “Dunzo.” 
 
    Frances kisses me, and stops just as she reaches the door. “Good luck, today.” 
 
    “I was about to say the same to you. I don’t really know where you’re going, so go ahead and write down the address for me. I know Doc won’t want you sending it over iNet. Worst case scenario, I’ll at least know where you are.” 
 
    She bites her lip. “You’re right,” Frances finally says, concern wrinkling her brow. “Worst case scenario.” She moves to the nightstand and checks in the Bible drawer for some hotel stationary. She finds some, scribbles an address, and places it back in the drawer. 
 
    “Don’t look at it with your iNet feed on. That is something Doc would say. Only look at it if something happens and we need to get there. Capisce?” 
 
    “Ha! I like the way it sounds when you talk like me. Real classy, Euphoria.” 
 
    She blows me a kiss. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    With that, Frances is out the door before I can call out, “I love you.” 
 
    I do so anyway, but she doesn’t respond, so I do something I haven’t done yet, and fire off an iNet message of endearment.  
 
    Me: I <3 you. 
 
    Doc: Gee? Glad to hear it. 
 
    Me: Wrong channel. 
 
    Me: I <3 You. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Can’t spell ‘love?’ 
 
    Me: You know what I mean. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Let’s just get through today. 
 
    “With pleasure,” I say as I skip the shower, and head straight to the haptic chair in the corner. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Feedback Proxima riven. 
 
    Mind-river airport hum feedback drum digital wounds. 
 
    Apotheosis boom. 
 
    Bloom. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    I awake on the other side of mind.  
 
    I’m in a room with impossibly tall ceilings decorated with painted images of dragons battling giants. Swords and spears, slightly dicey on display, a call to arms, vertical Thulean script lit at the corners – the room is grand, circular, and a decent place to plan a battle. 
 
    “Look what the cat dragged in,” I say to Sophia instead of hello. Decked out in white, she’s float-pacing, speaking to a Thulean man with a trailer park haircut. 
 
    “Indeed,” she says without looking at me. 
 
    Standing before me are Chrono, Croc, Burley, and Dirty Dave, his eye twitching just a hair. I also notice that Dave has a Thulean tattoo running up his neck now. 
 
    “Where are the rest of the Brits?” 
 
    “Aye, they be at one of the smaller battles in Polynya,” says Burley. “Sophia asked, and I bloody obliged. Owed the good doctor one, seeing as ‘ow she’s always been there for me and whatnot.” 
 
    Sophia cringes. I recall that Burley had been giving her hell at some point, and shrug it off. Everyone gives Sophia hell at some point, and she’s usually asking for it. 
 
    “And Dave? What brings you around?” 
 
    “Quantum! Just here for the cause,” he says hurriedly, “and to support the Sage and all, and all of Tritania. Good place. Great people. Great place. Good people. Easy to sell to. That’s not what I meant to say. I meant to say: it’s easy to like a place like this.” 
 
    “And no one had to offer you some type of payment to come?” 
 
    Burley and Dave exchange glances. 
 
    “That’s right,” says the big Brit, a grin cracking across his bearded face. “Dave ‘ere came of his own accord.” 
 
    “Nice to see you, Croc,” I tell the big man, going for another fist bump.  
 
    “Quantum.” 
 
    “Easy, big guy, and glad to see you could join us. Who’s in charge here anyway?” I ask those who have gathered, which includes a slew of royal looking Thuleans, some of the Empress’ knights, and… 
 
    “Commie Cupid?” 
 
    “Come again? I am just a regular cupid,” says that flying little bastard. He looks like Commie Cupid, well, not as much of a Pol Pot Twitler attitude going on, and come to think of it, he isn’t wearing any red nor does he have any classic Communist symbols. In fact, this little cherub is in purple, gold too, with DisNike sneakers to boot. 
 
    “Do you have a name?” 
 
    “I do, but you won’t be able pronounce it, and I don’t want to hear you try,” says the little turd. “Besides, I’m here representing the Sage, not here to converse with you.” 
 
    “Ever found yourself caught up in a net? Because I got this one little weapon in my inventory list…” 
 
    “Quantum!” 
 
    “Relax, Sophia,” I say under my breath, much to Chrono the Blacksmith’s amusement. “I’m just establishing dominance here.” 
 
    A message flashes across my pane of vision. 
 
    Rocket: I’m rooting for you, Q root! Also, once you’re done establishing dominance, you should probably look at the table they have in the room that shows the live battle feed.  
 
    “Holy schnikes,” I say once I see the map and all the red spread out across it.  
 
    It’s pretty easy to tell that red is bad, green is good, and from what I can easily decipher, our asses are surrounded. The capital of Ultima Thule presses up against the edge of the continental shelf, so we’re locked in. 
 
    I notice the green of the Empress’ forces that are moving through the catacombs beneath Thule, but they’re still a ways off. So that’s my first question. “How long until our backup arrives?” I ask, glancing around the room at everyone present. There are Thuleans here too, including that orange-haired teen that wants me dead. Princess Zelda, or whatever. Maybe it was Zaena. 
 
     “It could be hours,” says the cherub, his little wings fluttering. 
 
    “And as you can see, Quantum,” says Sophia, “their exit is also surrounded, meaning that the backup forces will face a battle once they emerge from the catacombs.” 
 
    “And you think they’re going to emerge…” I point out several places on the map that look like catacomb entrances. Truth be told, they could also double as caves, I have no idea, but as I point around the map, I think about the Chilean miners who survived sixty-nine days underground back in the Aughts. 
 
    Tough bastards. 
 
    “From this catacomb,” says the cherub, fluttering his little ass over to the cave exit in question. I’d like the guy if it wasn’t for the fact that he keeps looking at me funny, like I’m some sort of snake oil salesman that has just showed up to town. 
 
    “Got it. Well, it’s clear that they think we’re up to something, otherwise they wouldn’t have this squad here separated from their main forces. Now, it’s not too far from that catacomb, which means when the forces come out, they’ll probably have to fight through them first, before coming around from behind. To clear up what I’m trying to say here: we hit them first. Let’s take out this flank, wham, bam, thank-you-ma’am, and that’ll allow backup forces to easily come around.” 
 
     “It’s not that simple,” says one of the Thulean princes, a buff lizard man in a loincloth looking thing, his hair in a yellow mohawk, and a pair of long, dangly earrings hanging from his elven ears. 
 
    “Well, I hate to break it to you, buster, but it is that simple.” 
 
    “Quantum, that is Prince Zagra you’re speaking too.” 
 
    “I don’t care if it’s the head of customer services at Zara. If we want to save our asses here,” I say, pointing to the main battle, “we have to allow our asses to be saved here, at the catacombs’ exit. Everyone standing around this table think about that for a moment, you included, Prince Viagra.” 
 
    The prince says something in Thulean to one of his lackies, a scowl on his face. 
 
    “Common tongue, Prince, we got to be able to communicate here, or we’re gonna lose today’s battle. And you guys know what happens if we lose the battle, they come into the city, they destroy the Sage, then they drop a source code bomb, just to add insult to injury. Now, I don’t like this world, doesn’t take a rocket scientist or a neuro-physicist to figure that out,” I say as I nod my head at Sophia, “but I know a lot of people do like Tritania and I’m here to help them. Besides, I have a few friends I’ve made here. Well, come to think of it, maybe that’s not true. Well, there was King Coromon, but I don’t know if he was really a friend or not.” 
 
    “Enough, commoner,” says the Prince. “All of our forces are stretched thin. How do you plan to take out this flank?” 
 
    I start to laugh. “You’re joking, right?” 
 
    “I am not joking,” he hisses. Princess Zaena is next to her brother now, giving me the ojo. 
 
    “You want this flank of skull kids gone? You send in the A-Team, and by that, I mean you send me and a couple of bruisers. Here, I’ll help you pick some. Croc, Burley, Chrono, and hell, Dirty Dave, you four are up. Plus me. So five.” 
 
    The cherub laughs. “There could be hundreds of Reapers and Marauders in that flank. Mechanical creations too.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve got five of the toughest guys this world has ever seen at your disposal, so how about you throw us a bone here.” 
 
    “You’re going to need more than that,” Prince Zagra growls. 
 
    “We can bring Jim,” Dave offers, now scratching at his arm. 
 
    “The Doorman? What the hell is he going to do?” 
 
    “He’s the same level as the rest of us, plus he’s pretty good with a gun.” 
 
    I consider this for a moment, my head bobbing left and right. “Fine, Jim it is, so six of us.” 
 
    “Why do I know that I’m going to regret saying this?” Sophia hovers just a little bit higher up, her arms crossed over her chest, utter disdain across her face. “I’ll join them too.” 
 
    “Good!” I clap my hands together. “It’s not quite the magnificent seven, but it ain’t far off.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
     “Listen up, troops,” I tell the motley crew gathered before me. “This is going to be a real shit show, and by shit show, I mean that there are over one hundred Reapers down there, our intelligence courtesy of Sophia’s green Odin raven, or whatever the hell you call it. You know our plan now, and you will execute our plan to its fullest extent.” 
 
    “Lookin’ forward to squashing some heads,” says Croc, flexing his muscles. 
 
    “This should be fun,” says Chrono, his big hammers now in his hands. 
 
    “Can we get this over with?” asks Sophia, floating at her usual passive-aggressive level, so she can look down her nose at us. The white-skinned high elf with Western features is yet again on my last nerve, which is a normal place for her to be. 
 
    “You know, Staff Sergeant Wang, here I am trying to rally the troops…” 
 
    It’s true, I’m in my Patton WWII outfit, item 244, not giving a flying flip about the fact that we’re outnumbered big league, that I’ve got big shoes to fill, and that with Doc busy I’m in charge of strategy.  
 
    And I don’t like being interrupted. 
 
    “Well, since Staff Sergeant Wang has decided to shit on our fun,  I guess will get down to it. Burley, here’s item 90, my Deathly Hallows invisibility cloak. Jim…” 
 
    “Yes! Yes, sir, Mr. Hughes.” 
 
    “Quantum.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, Mr. Quantum, sir!” 
 
    “For crying out loud, Jim, you really like that joke, don’t you?” 
 
    The Mondegreen doorman, concierge, receptionist, and for all I know, janitorial staff, offers me a shit-eating grin. “You figured it out?” 
 
    “I sure as hell did, about three hundred days ago. But we’ll deal with that later. This little bad boy is for you.” I equip item 565, my Slice Bang, and hand it to him in a gentlemanly fashion. 
 
    “I can cut and shoot…” 
 
    “And that’s what I expect you to do. Also, what’s with the Iraq War get-up?” 
 
    Jim is 100% Operation Desert Eagle in his tan camo, dozens of pockets, and leather boots. He looks good, like he’s about to give Fallujah the ass-whooping that place deserves, but he doesn’t really blend into our surroundings. 
 
    Did I mention that Ultima Thule is cold? The yoshis running around one hill over get it, their bodies covered in fur that they stripped off what looks to be a samsquanch. Can’t tell from here.  
 
    Point is, it’s frigid, not quite a walk-in cooler, which on a side note are great for hanging bodies, but it ain’t warm, and it definitely ain’t desert-y.  
 
    “Sophia, I know you’ve got a ton of wowsie-wow mindly powers that I’m unaware of, you got anything you can cast on Jim over here that changes him from Shock and Awe to the First Arctic Oil War?” 
 
    “So white, you are asking for white camo?” she asks, parsing through what to her seems like a foreign tongue. 
 
    “Yep, the color of snow and good cocaine.” 
 
    “Cocaine!” Dirty Dave shouts, hardly able to contain himself.  
 
    “He’s right, it’s a helluva drug.” 
 
    Sophia considers what I’ve just said, and eventually nods in agreement. She snaps her fingers, changing Jim’s clothing white so it’s something out of a Bond flick now, which gives me an idea... 
 
    “And for me, Quantum?” asks Dirty Dave, his black holes for eyes quivering. “You got something for me?” 
 
    “Aside from a referral to a tattoo removal specialist, because really, Dave, a Thulean tattoo? Who gets one of those?” 
 
    “I have one on my lower back,” says Sophia. 
 
    “So a tramp stamp...” 
 
    Sophia rises just a little higher. “Excuse me?” 
 
    Chrono snorts. Of those gathered, he’s the only one I’m not dishing out gear to. The man’s silver hammers are plenty ‘nuff to crack some skulls. I also don’t have anything for Croc; the big man has already equipped a pair of spiked brass knuckles. 
 
    “Never mind, Dirty Dave, I’ve had a little trouble deciding what I can give the man that has everything, but I’ve come to a conclusion that I think you will appreciate.” 
 
    “Go on…” 
 
    “This little gear right here turns into a giant Steam Enforcer,” I tell him as I show him item 569, the gear Sir Steampunk the Stuffy gave me.  
 
    “I’ve heard of these,” Dave says as he examines the object. 
 
    “And like the plan I’ve already laid out, you’ll be in charge of dealing with the three mechs they got down there.” 
 
    “With pleasure!” 
 
    “I agree, it will be pleasurable. Wish I could switch you roles, but me and my Reason Railgun, item 459, got other plans. Everyone remember what to do?” 
 
    “Ready,” says Dirty Dave. 
 
    “Aye!” shouts Burley, who’s now invisible. 
 
    Jim pumps his Slice Bang in the air. “Let’s do this, Mr. Quantum, sir!” 
 
    “Jim…” 
 
    “You say when to smash, and I’ll smash.” Chrono brandishes both his hammers. 
 
    “It’ll be glorious, mate,” says Burley.  
 
    “Where the hell did you go?” 
 
    I feel a tap on my left shoulder and I swivel at the hip. “Yeah, yeah, you’re invisible now.” 
 
    “This is going to be bloody fun!” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Everyone in place, I crank up the Reason Railgun and give the Reaper and Marauder flank a blast they don’t see coming. It cuts through the middle of their troops, half of whom are sitting around, not quite the good soldiers they’re supposed to be. 
 
    Skull masks sizzle, air hisses out of the Marauders, snow melts instantly, and there’s a lot of panic before I hit Strata’s B Team with another blast. 
 
    Me: More are logging in. 
 
    Sophia: I can see that! 
 
    Chrono: We’ve got this! 
 
    I try to fire off one more blast, but the railgun is blazing hot, overpowered, so I get ready for part two, which begins with an invisible wave storming through their ranks, a rugby charge if there ever was one, Reapers and Marauders flying into the air as Burley storms through my cloak of invisibility followed by Croc, who’s giving out knuckle sandwiches like they’re on sale for happy hour. 
 
    I see everyone’s least favorite Mind Mage floating in my peripheral vision, her head bowed forward, a whole lotta yada yada coming out of her tight little mouth as she casts a spell over a group of Marauders hitting the air. 
 
    These Marauders hover for a moment, and turn back to the battle, the indicators over their heads signaling that they’ve changed sides. She gives me the thumbs up as her mutant hack, the claws Doc gave her, materialize on her fingers. 
 
    “I want to get up close and personal,” she calls down to me. 
 
    “By all means, Sophia, get in there and show them who’s boss. If you can’t do that, at least channel your hatred for me!” 
 
    “I don’t hate you,” she says, floating before me for just a moment. “I don’t like you, but I don’t hate you. I don’t see what Frances sees in you, but I too have had a bad boy or two in my life. So maybe it’s that. But anyway, I don’t hate you. I just don’t like you.” 
 
    Rocket: WTF is going on here? Why is she calling you a bad boy? What is this about Frances? Who has Sophia ever dated? So many questions. 
 
    I wait for Sophia’s response. When it doesn’t appear on my pane of vision, I figure Rocket is contacting me on a private channel. 
 
    “Thanks for calling me a bad boy,” I tell her with a grin. “Good luck down there!” 
 
    She nods and turns to the battle. 
 
    Rather than process the warm and fuzzy feelings in my stomach due to the fact that I’ve, in a way, been complimented by Sophia, I go with my BFG 9000, item 100; Cyclops’ visor, item 207; Wolverine’s claws, item 145, and I strap item 33 to my leg, my Bowie knife. 
 
    Gonna be one hell of a fight, and if you’re thinking I don’t have time for a superhero landing, you’d be thinking wrong. I leap off the cliff that I’ve been standing on, get a little boost in the air due to my AA Bar, and prepare for my landing. 
 
    A Reaper mech tries to swipe me out of the air, his big metal hand covered in sharp protrusions. With the AA bar still giving me all the juice I need to avoid getting bitch-slapped, I lift up, take a few ballerina steps along the outside edge of the mech’s thumb, and ride it as the mech’s hand comes forward. 
 
    Not quite the cavalry, but all the cavalry I need, takes shape in the form of our own mech, Dirty Dave at the wheels.  
 
    I knew Dirty Dave had a hard knock life, anyone born in the Marcy Projects could tell you that, but I didn’t think this would be evident while he was in a mech. But there he is, his stance that of a fighter used to a lifetime of scraping by, his towering steam bot’s right arm twitching. 
 
    “See yah,” I tell the Reaper mech as I hop off its hand, firing off a blast with my BFG 9000 that forms a crater beneath me, propelling me even higher. 
 
    My right hand to the side, Wolverine’s claws exposed, I cut through a few Marauders, still getting used to the fact that Cyclops’ blaster makes everything red. 
 
    Speaking of which… 
 
    With my clawed hand, I press the side of the mask, leveling one of the smaller mechs with a thick beam of red energy.  
 
    More blasty-blasty to my left as I take a few action-movie-sideways-pot-shots at a group of skull-faced heels each trying to cut me down. 
 
    No such luck, especially when a hammer thrown by Chronos rips through their ranks.  
 
    The hammer returns to Chronos’ hand, and as if he’s auditioning for the role of Kratos in the HuluFlix live action God of War series, the bearded blacksmith leaps into the air, roids out, and brings the hammer down onto the ground, creating a wave that knocks at least twenty Reapers to the ground. 
 
    A few actually log out after this, the pansies, and a few wish they’d logged out after Jim runs through slicing and banging, the doorman getting out eight years of aggression from being bullied by Yours Truly. 
 
    Not proud of it, but seeing him rage now makes me think it was all worthwhile. The doorman stabs a Marauder, uses his heel to pull his blade out, spins, fires a shot over Chrono’s shoulder, both of them watching each other’s backs as they cut through the ranks. 
 
    It’s a beautiful sight, Dirty Dave in his Steam Enforcer stomping Reapers like they’re grapes, invisible Burley in his Casper the not-so-friendly ghost act, Croc playing whack-a-mole with anyone stupid enough to approach him, Sophia commanding a group of Marauders and melting peoples’ skins off, Chrono and Jim the WWE Tag Team Champions of the world as they open up several cans of whoop-ass on Strata’s minions. 
 
    “We’ve got this!” I shout, blasting another Reaper with my visor.  
 
    I hit the ground running, item 198, my hand-held M134 minigun, spitting metal, casings flying all around me. 
 
    It’s just when we’re finishing the battle, or so we think, that four Reapers ride in on Horizon Zero Dawn sawtooths, the mechanized sabretooth tigers snapping their metal teeth and firing off drones that immediately lay chase to Chrono and Jim. 
 
    Rather than ask where Aloy is when I need her, I decide to bring these bastards down with fire.  
 
    Item 83, my flammenwerfer, takes shape in my paws; my firefighter’s helmet, item 115, pixilates on my face; and I go with my AUS hose gun sans Reaper hack, item 566, in my other, figuring fire and a little melty-melt never hurt nobody. 
 
    “I’ve got the sawtooths!” I shout, and since no one can hear me, I also fire this off in a message to Sophia and Chrono. 
 
    Sophia: You sure like being the hero, don’t you? 
 
    Me: It’s just a day job. At night I’m an UberLyft driver. Kidding. 
 
    Chrono: It’s so cool the American government pays you to play video games. 
 
    Me: Sort of. Actually, no. And I thought we went over this before. Sophia, Frances, Rocket and Doc get paid, but I don’t get paid, even though I’m technically in charge. Weird how that works. Shit, I’m supposed to be fighting mechanized sabretooth tigers right now. We’ll discuss my salary in detail later, because after today, I’m looking to get a raise. 
 
    Sophia: Only you can give yourself a raise. 
 
    Me: I thought only I can shit myself. That’s what Rocket always says. 
 
    Rocket: I see that my name’s been mentioned twice. Once more and I’ll spawn and help out! 
 
    Me: Instead of doing that, how about updating us on Frances and Doc’s progress. 
 
    Rocket: You want me to get Frances on the horn? 
 
    I whip a stream of fire at the first sawtooth, roaring as I do so. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: I’m here. I’ve been monitoring the fight while Doc and Aiden get into position. Please focus on the fight, and be careful, Quantum. Those sawtooths have tech I haven’t seen before. 
 
    Tell me about it. The first sawtooth’s cutting through the battlefield like it’s nobody’s business. Luckily, I’m juicing the AA, giving me ample time to dodge and chat. 
 
    Me: Just call me Turok. 
 
    Doc: Nice try, but sawtooths aren’t dinosaurs. 
 
    Me: Wait, is everyone on this channel? 
 
    Doc: Yes, and you should be fighting right now, not chatting. 
 
    “Real gamers do both,” I say, as I crack a Reaper under the chin with the nozzle of my hose gun. It doesn’t hurt as badly as I’d like, but activating my AA bar and throwing the nozzle in the air while going for my Bowie knife and stabbing him three times in the throat seems to do the trick. 
 
    The first sawtooth drops back and roars as a red beam of light forms at the back of its throat.  
 
    So I torch the bitch before it can torch me, and I torch it good, the beast kicking in the air as fire blazes off his body, which also ignites the Reaper babe riding it. The sexy bedwetter lifts her finger to log out, but by that point, I’ve already hosed her hand down with the almost universal solvent, which leaves the dame crying out in pain and unable to steer the sawtooth. 
 
    Thank Jeebus for in-game physics.  
 
    The sawtooth, still bucking, throws the Reaper broad off its back, and in a manic dash, smashes into the sawtooth next to it, igniting this one as well. Feeling just about as OP as a gamer can feel, I step on the Reaper’s free, un-melted-off hand, preventing her from logging out while I hose down the sawtooths with more liquid flame. 
 
    I’ve got two of them, and Jim and Chrono have taken down the third, but I still got an itch I need to scratch, so I kick things into high gear. 
 
    “Let me go!” she cries out. 
 
    “What’s that? Shoot me with a mutant hack? Will do!” 
 
    My AUS hose gun goes away and I equip my Golden Goosinator Hack, item 571. I blast the Reaper, who is still in a prone position under my foot, logging her real-world location and providing her with a visit from Granny Weatherwax next time she logs in. 
 
    Feeling dandy as a lion, I step away from the dematerializing Reaper and move to the first sawtooth, who is still on the ground, flames raging off his body.  
 
    I place one foot on the bastard, oblivious to the flames, and go for item 120, Deckard’s handgun. I unload the magazine into its metal skull, pop the mag out, replace it, and move to the next one, who puts up a bit of a snarl and a fight, but ultimately gets capped. 
 
    That leaves me with the final sawtooth. Aiming my gun at the Reaper riding it, I orchestrate a perfect headshot without using my AA bar.  
 
    Rocket: Nice shot! Damn! 
 
    The skull-masked middle school bully falls off and the sawtooth pivots toward me, growling before charging, its feet shaking the earth as it approaches, leaps over bodies, and readies itself to pounce. 
 
    I’ve got to time this just right… 
 
    While I could have done it on my own, a flying silver hammer from Chrono throws the sawtooth off balance, giving me the perfect chance to jump, hit the AA, and land on its back. 
 
    No time to equip my cowboy hat, I ride the sawtooth for a moment, going again for the Bowie knife affixed to my leg. I give the angry hissing mech the death it deserves, stabbing it multiple times in the back of its skull and eventually riding it to the ground. 
 
    “Jim, have the sawtooth prepared, the best taxidermist you know. I want this shit on my wall back at the Mondegreen. Screw that sailboat picture!” 
 
    Jim, who has just driven my Slice Bang into the body of a female Marauder, turns to me and cracks a grin. “Sure, Mr. Quantum, I will make arrangements.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Doc: Morning Assassin and I are on the way.  
 
    Even though I’ve just finished helping Jim cut the head off a sawtooth – which was harder than it looked and required usage of my Darth Maul lightsaber, item 251, way better than Kylo Ren’s piece, item 336 – I can’t help but feel excited and nervous for what’s about to happen. 
 
    This is it, the final battle, and the results of this battle will have repercussions in the Proxima Galaxy as well as the real world. If everything goes according to plan, and methinks it will, Godsick and I will face off, and put an end to his shenanigans once and for all.  
 
    Luck be a lady tonight... 
 
    Dirty Dave seems to dig his new Steam Enforcer ride. While most of the Reapers have logged out, the pansies, there are still some half-deflated Marauders that need squashing, a role Dave gladly fills. 
 
    “We heading back to the main battle?” asks Chrono, who has sheathed one of his hammers.  
 
    “Too bad, I was just getting warmed up,” says Croc, whose armored knuckles are dripping with blood. 
 
    A green toucan made of oscillating energy lands before Sophia. The Mind Mage, now in her almost-negligee translucent outfit, looks down at the bird, nodding as it squawks. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you can understand what it’s saying.” 
 
    “The toucan speaks Cantonese, so I can understand most of it.” 
 
    “Now that makes sense.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    I clear my throat. “Never mind, continue.” 
 
    “He’s saying that Empress Thun’s reinforcements have breached the catacombs beneath Ultima Thule and are gathering, ready at a moment’s notice to head to the battle. It’ll take them a good thirty minutes to reach the battle, as Thun has given everyone a watered-down version of Flight Feet.”  
 
    Sophia cocks her head as the toucan word-vomits more noises in her direction. 
 
    “Over ‘ere, Quantum!” I hear a voice call from my right. “I may need to borrow this bloody cloak. I’ve been meaning to play a little prank on Scotty…” 
 
    I return my focus, and part of my disdain, back to Sophia, who responds to the toucan with a series of noises I guess she describes as her heritage tongue. “How did you get a toucan to speak your language?” 
 
    “It’s a crow, and I can understand it, Quantum. Mandarin is watered down Cantonese. Can you understand someone from Britain?” 
 
    “Sometimes.” 
 
    “Tennessee?” 
 
    “Less times.” 
 
    “New Zealand?” 
 
    “You know I actively avoid Kiwis.”  
 
    “Whatever, shut up.” 
 
    “You shut up.” 
 
    “No, I’m getting intel, you shut up.” 
 
    “I won’t shut up until you shut up.” 
 
    Sophia grumbles and takes a few steps away so she can continue her conversation with the toucan.  
 
    I wink at Jim and he salutes me. “That’s a little much, Jim.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, Mr. Quantum, sir.” 
 
    This guy makes my trigger finger itchy. There, I’ve said it, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to put a cap in his ass, not after he’s shown me just how capable he is with a Slice Bang. So I let it slide as I glance up at the sky, which is gray, a few snowflakes falling lazily to the soil below us. 
 
    Forgot to mention that part.  
 
    Fighting in the snow ain’t easy, and there wasn’t a lot here, but there was enough that I felt slippy slidey a few times, which I turned to my advantage using some AA goodness. Point is: I didn’t have to equip my snow boots, item 539, but I did equip my Bean Boots, item 369, which are custom in the fact that the rubber sole is lime green, and the shaft is made of a flexible adamantium and carbon fiber blend. 
 
    Because they make me feel like a badass, I keep the boots on, figuring I’ll just have to equip them again later if Father Winter makes his presence known. Weird too, this whole ‘Ultima Thule is cold’ thing, considering the fact that the place is inhabited by a bunch of lizard people. But I didn’t write this shit, and if I had, I wouldn’t have added a lizard people to the mix. 
 
    “Why are you admiring your shoes?” Sophia asks. 
 
    “Because you aren’t telling me what the toucan you’ve tasked with intel has to say. That, and they look good. Right?” 
 
    “Sure…” 
 
    “And another thing, Rocket,” I call to the sky. “Update us, kid.” 
 
    Rocket: Quantum, I have a favor to ask you. 
 
    Me: The answer is no. 
 
    Rocket: You don’t even know the question. 
 
    Me: I don’t want to be your Best Man because I’m don’t travel well on planes, and I don’t really want to deal with the 1.6 billion people living in India. 
 
    Rocket: I’m not asking you to my wedding! And it’s 1.7, in case anyone’s counting. 
 
    “Will you stop bothering with Rocket?” Sophia asks. “Ray Steampunk is calling us.” 
 
    “Tell the God of Steam this is my world, not his, and I’ll come when I’m damn well ready.” 
 
    More messages from Rocket appear on my pane of vision. 
 
    Rocket: It’s not that. 
 
    Rocket: It’s something else. 
 
    Rocket: Something different. 
 
    Me: Send all your messages in one message. Constantly seeing the word ‘Rocket’ flash before me triggers my digital PTSD. Get it out, kid, what do you need? 
 
    Rocket: Can my girlfriend fight with you guys? She’s a big fan of Steampunk, as you know. 
 
    Me: She’s also not your girlfriend anymore. 
 
    Rocket: Right. Well, it’s easier to refer to her that way. Can she? 
 
    “Sophia?” I ask, turning to the Mind Mage, who is still squawking at her big green toucan. 
 
    “As long as she doesn’t get in my way, I’m fine with that.” 
 
    “Fine, Rocket, but just this time, and if she gets in the way, well, they don’t call it friendly fire for no reason.” 
 
    Sophia rolls her eyes. “That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “You two should get married already!” Burley says, still invisible.  
 
    Not a second later, and before Sophia and I can both make a gagging sound at Burley’s suggestion, an astral form takes shape. An Indian woman steps out in steampunk gear, her bosom on full display, inflated by a corset laced with white string.  
 
    She’s in fantasy duds in an instant; the gears and old timey western accoutrements she was wearing fade away and are replaced by, well, a similar outfit without steampunk elements. Her ears elongate, and a tiara forms above her forehead. She wears a tikka as well, which is radiating red energy.  
 
    “What’s your name again?” I start to ask. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. Today, call me Mrs. Rocket,” she says, batting her eyelashes. 
 
    Rocket: She’s so cute! 
 
    “How about I call you Rockette instead? Seeing as how you two haven’t taken a tour around the Punjab on an elephant, if you get my drift.” 
 
    The brown skinned woman raises an eyebrow at me. “Not all Indian weddings have elephants, in fact, most don’t. Many now get married at the drive-through wedding chapels in Varanasi or Mumbai.” 
 
    “But will yours have elephants?” I ask, a sly grin on my face.  
 
    Rocket: OF COURSE IT WILL!  
 
    “No, absolutely not,” she says, a defiant look on her face. 
 
    Me: You heard the lady. 
 
    Rocket: Loud and clear! 
 
    Me: Exactly. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The Knights’ B Team appear on the starboard deck, or whatever the hell the front part of a steamboat is called. There are those who spend a considerable amount of time in Proxima pirate worlds, and sure, they’d bust my balls for fudging the locations on Steampunk’s over-the-top vessel, but what can I do? And who needs swashbucklers anyway in a world of smugglers? 
 
    “Mr. Steampunk, sir, it’s a pleasure to see you,” says beautiful Rockette, who lifts her hands to her chest in a prayer position and offers him a bow. 
 
    If Ray Steampunk gives a golden shit that there’s a new person in our ranks, he ain’t showing it. The long-haired man in golden armor hardly acknowledges any of us, so focused is he on the battle below. 
 
    Rather than use digital means to get a close-up of the battle below – i.e. a giant holoscreen with NFL-esque play-by-play – Steampunk has several telescopes erected on the deck of his steamboat, one of which has the action from below reflected onto a giant mirror. 
 
    Don’t know how he pulled it off, but it looks almost like a television. A quick look at the fight and I see the Thuleans have come out in force, ghost limbs galore, and I never thought I’d be impressed by the dragon humans, but seeing them flipping around like Cirque du Soleil on meth makes me wish I’d spent more time in gym class rather than playing PS5 when I was a wee one. 
 
    “Just in case anyone is wondering, reinforcements are on the way,” I announce to the group. 
 
    “We are aware,” says the Thulean man standing next to Ray. The lizard man doesn’t look like royalty, but the little brat standing next to him does. Lo and behold it’s Princess Zaena again, the young Thulean who has made it a point to give me the stink eye every chance she gets. 
 
    “Hey there, slugger.” 
 
    “Slugger?” Sophia chuckles. “You really aren’t a people person, are you? If you couldn’t figure it out already, Princess Zaena really doesn’t care for you.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well I don’t care for her either, and go ahead and tell her, go on, I’ll wait, just in case she doesn’t understand the common tongue. And who really knows? There may be a day that I end up saving her ass. Don’t know why I feel that way, but it’s usually what happens to people who hate me right off the bat. That, or I kill them.” 
 
    “It will be the quickest death you’ve ever died,” the young princess says, brandishing two daggers. 
 
    “You want a knife fight? Because I can do a knife fight.” I see her orange eyes move from my face to the big Bowie strapped to my leg. 
 
    “Where did you get those shoes?” she asks, her expression lightening. 
 
    “Duck boots, some people call them Bean boots. Popular in the New England area of America. Real handy for unpredictable weather, believe you me.” 
 
    “They look stupid.” 
 
    Ray Steampunk nods in agreement. “You can make fun of Quantum later, Princess Zaena.” 
 
    “Just Zaena,” says the young Thulean. 
 
    “She’s so cute,” Rockette whispers.  
 
    “I’ve got other adjectives to describe her,” I mumble to myself. A quick headcount tells me that there are way too many people in my life. Rockette, Jim, Dave and Croc are standing behind me. To the right, Chrono is next to Sophia, Steampunk and Princess Mean Girl are up front, and I don’t know where the hell Burley is. There are also a few of Ray’s steam guards standing around looking like a bunch of stiffs. 
 
    “As you can see,” Ray says, his lips not moving but his voice heard by all, “Strata and the Reapers are making quite the advance on Athos.” He waves his gauntleted hand at one of the mirrors, enlarging an image of one of the Reaperzoids firing a series of missiles at Ray’s floating steamboat, which explode before they can reach the vessel. 
 
    “The Reapers won’t get a hit in,” he assures us. “What worries me is this dome made of energy… here.” Ray points at the northern quadrant of his mirrored representation of the war. “This is where you will find Strata, protected by a shield that has been erected by the Meridian Circuit.” 
 
    “Which we’re handling,” I tell Steampunk. 
 
    “Yes. To the west of the shield are the Reapers’ backup mechs. So far, I’ve tasked my Steam Enforcers with keeping them at bay, but once they are all part of the battle, we will have to act swiftly, as their forces could prove overwhelming.” 
 
    “What’s all the white on the map?” I ask. “Up at the front.” 
 
    “Bleached people are the front line, followed by the lower-rank Reapers.” 
 
    “They’re sending slaves to fight?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Bastards.” 
 
    “For once, my sister’s killer and I can agree,” says the Thulean princess. I don’t see why she feels the need to constantly bust my balls, but I’ve got bigger fish to fry. 
 
    “Ray, let me stop you there.” 
 
    “I was finished.” 
 
    “Good, then let me throw in my two cents. Nope,” I tell Sophia as she starts to roll her eyes. “You’re going to like this plan, trust me.” 
 
    “Let me hear the plan first.” 
 
    “Mates, as much as I want to stand around ‘ere and strategize,” says Burley, “I’ve got to bloody get down there. My boys ‘ave already appeared and are cleaning up shop.  Oi, Quantum, you won’t mind if I borrow your little cloak here, will you?” 
 
    “By all means. Anyone else who wants to get to the fight?” 
 
    Dirty Dave raises his hand. “Can I borrow your Steam Enforcer again?” he asks, his eye twitching. 
 
    “She’s all yours,” I say as I toss him the gear.  
 
    Croc steps forward. “Cid is down there now. I think he could use a little muscle.” 
 
    “Cool, see you.” 
 
    “I want to fight,” says Rockette. 
 
    Rocket: That’s my girl! 
 
    “No,” says Sophia, “let the NPCs go. If you kill a bleachie, you’ll face real world repercussions. That’s why Strata has put them on the frontline. You should stay here with us.” 
 
    “Okay, madam.” 
 
    “It’s Dr. Wang.” 
 
    Rather than comment on their terse little exchange, I turn to Jim to see the doorman also volunteering. “I’ll go with Croc and Dave.” 
 
    With that, the NPCs from The Loop disappear completely. 
 
    “Now that that’s all sorted out, I think we got a little surprise we can deliver to the Reapers and their little mech toys. This steamboat got a claw hand or anything on its underside?” 
 
    “A claw hand?” Steampunk asks, his mouth not moving. 
 
    “Yeah, you know, like on the claw machine. Little pinchers. That sort of thing. You got one here or what?” 
 
    “I believe that can be arranged.” 
 
    “Good, then I got the perfect thing.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
     Now, I’m not going to say anything stupid like ‘I’ve waited my whole life to drop the Mother of All Bombs, item 358, from a floating steamboat,’ but it is definitely something on my bucket list.  
 
    It takes us a whole minute to get into position, but once we are over the mech storage area, Ray Steampunk gives his steamies the go-ahead and the claw hand comes out of the bottom of the boat, circles around to the deck, and carefully lifts my MOAB, which I’ve set on the deck and even taken the liberty to carefully carve a little note on its side using my Bowie knife: Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds. 
 
    “Marauders and Reapers who can fly will swarm us when we open the shield,” Ray Steampunk says. 
 
    “Is that your fancy way to tell us to get ready to start clobbering?” I ask. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Ready!” Rockette goes with a pair of twin swords, and in that moment, I can see why Rocket likes her. She’s spunky and cute, and she doesn’t look too shabby in her fantasy duds. 
 
    No idea what she looks like in real life, but then again, if she’s only seen Rocket through his muscled Proxima avatars, he won’t be the only one who is disappointed.  
 
    “Then open the shields!” says Steampunk, his voice booming.  
 
    Just as the God Emperor of Steam predicted, opening the shields leaves us vulnerable to Reaper strikes, their forces streaming in as the MOAB locks into place.  
 
    By the time the first Reaper lands on the deck, a female in sexy leather and chains, I’ve equipped Link’s hook shot, item 66, which I use to take out her legs. Figuring I’ll keep things simple, at least for this kill, I hit the AA boost and land on top of her, Bowie knife in hand, as I give the Reaperette a painful yet quick death. 
 
    A flying Marauder makes the worst mistake of his life when he tackles me.  
 
    My frag grenade, item 80, appears in my hand, and as we struggle, I use my teeth to remove the pin. It takes one hell of a punch, but I manage to punch the grenade into his mouth and kick him off me seconds before his head explodes into a hiss of steam. 
 
    Rockette is leaping back and forth on the deck, doing her best Foot Soldier impression as she cuts down Reapers and Marauders. I don’t know what Rocket is telling her, but he checks in with me every now and then to make sure I’m seeing her in action. 
 
    “Yeah, I see her, kid!” I say, item 73, my pair of Halo M6Cs, appearing in my hand. Why screw around with a classic? I run forward, Blasty McBlasterface with my two guns blazing. A few headshots, throat shots, and one that gets a Reaper in the gonads reminds anyone watching that while I may talk crude and seem like a dipshit, I’m an expert, an artist, a craftsman, a connoisseur of violence. 
 
    Sophia hits a Reaper with a dark, bubbly blast of magic that has the guy ripping off his skull mask. He screams, terror filling his eyes, blood boiling out of his mouth as he falls to the deck of the steamboat. 
 
    “Nice shot, Wang!” 
 
    “Quantum!” Sophia fires a shot right over my head that stops a Reaper dead in her tracks.  
 
    “Thanks!” I say, returning the favor by throwing one of my Halo M6Cs at a Marauder a few feet away from tackling her. I crack the bastard in the dome; Sophia finishes the job with her mutant hack claws, ripping the guy’s steaming throat out. 
 
    And that’s when the boom goes boom, the ultimate kablooey, enough TNT to raise Ted Turner from the grave.  
 
    The Mother of All Bombs has hit its target. 
 
    Fire rages all around us, and Ray brings the shield around his steamboat to protect us. There are a few poor souls now trapped inside the bubble with us. One of the Reapers logs out. Two of them are filleted by Steampunk, which has me applauding by the time he’s done stripping their limbs from their bodies. 
 
    “Bravo! Bravo!” I say with more golf claps.  
 
    Ready to see the havoc we’ve wrought, I run to the side of the steamboat to see a frickin’ huge crater below us. The smoke is still clearing, but from what I can tell, we’ve taken out at least three-fourths of the Reaper mechs. 
 
    A message flashes that triggers a smile across my face. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Doc and Aiden are in. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “It’s time for Yours Truly to get down there and clean-up shop,” I tell Steampunk, Sophia, Rockette, and the two Thuleans with the God of Steam. 
 
    My snowmobile, item 292, appears in front of me. It’s red, sleek almost like the Akira bike, and boy does it pack a punch. 
 
    “You’ve got to be shitting me,” Sophia starts to say. 
 
    “Only you can shit you, and I’m not done yet!” 
 
    Rocket: Zing!  
 
    “Wherever you’re going, I’m going with you,” says Rockette. 
 
    Another message from Rocket appears on my pane of vision as I suit up. 
 
    Rocket: I’m jelly! 
 
    Me: Keep it in your pants, kid, and for once, get as many screenshots as you can. 
 
    By the time I’m finished, I’m in my James Bond Spectre snow jacket, item 224; my Tom Ford sunglasses, item 524; I’ve got two machine guns slung over my shoulder, items 247; and my Vityaz-SN, item 320, the last one in my free hand as I steer the snowmobile. 
 
    “While you’re getting suited up,” Sophia says, her eyes flashing white, “people are dying down there!” 
 
    “And they’ll keep dying just as soon as I land. Dr. Wang, do I comment on your line of work when you’re in the middle of it?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Gee, I don’t know. When you’re plugging Evan’s ass up and doing all the science-y stuff. The answer is ‘no.’ I let the expert perform their work; now, I’d appreciate it if you’d do the same! Besides, I need your help.” 
 
    “My help?” 
 
    “I’m coming with you as well,” says the Thulean princess. The taller lizard man standing next to Princess Zaena starts to protest, but she gives him a look that could melt ice and freeze it again. 
 
    “All right, she’s in, but I’m no babysitter,” I say as she approaches. 
 
    “Neither am I,” she says huffily as she gets on behind Rockette. 
 
    “Anyone else? Ray?” 
 
    The God of Steam shakes his head. 
 
    “Figured as much. Anyway, Sophia, a question.” 
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    For once I have piqued the floating Mind Mage’s curiosity, evident in the way she isn’t scowling at me. 
 
    “Do you still have the embiggening spell?” I ask her, a sly look on my face. 
 
    “Why would I not?” 
 
    “I have a few things I need you to embiggen. The first being my remote-control AT-AT, item 160.” I equip the rather large piece, and it falls onto the deck before me.  
 
    “And who’s going to control it?” she asks, a hint of skepticism in her voice. 
 
    “Rocket, of course.” 
 
    Rocket: HELL YES! 
 
    I step off the snowmobile and move over to the side of the ship. I look over the edge, find a spot where there are clearly a good number of Reapers, and prepare to toss it off.  
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    She mumbles a bunch of Hopelandic and a wisp of magic spirals down her arm. Once I toss the AT-AT, the magic bolts over to it, increasing its size as it falls.  
 
    “Whooo!” I say, looking over the edge as the vehicle crashes down. “You got it, Rocket?” 
 
    Rocket: Got it! 
 
    Sure enough, the AT-AT crash-lands, its knees buckle, and it gets to its feet, shaking off a few cobwebs, before firing at Marauders. 
 
    “Who is this Rocket?” Princess Zaena asks as I return to the snowmobile. 
 
    “He’s my future husband!” Rockette gushes. 
 
    “He is a ghost?” 
 
    “He wishes,” I say as I equip my Reality Splitter, item 591. “Last thing I need you to embiggen.” 
 
    It was a joke, really, making the Reality Splitter a small axe the size of a ruler.  
 
    I need something I can get my hands around, something that has a little weight to it. So I tell this to Sophia, who begrudgingly nods, mumbles her mumbo jumbo, and hits the Splitter with a blast of her embiggening magic. 
 
    “Now that’s what I’m talking about!” I say as it grows to adequate size, a little longer than a broadsword. 
 
    “Where are you going to hold that thing?” Rockette asks. 
 
    “Lift your legs.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    Rocket: That’s my future wife you’re talking to! 
 
    Princess Zaena snarls. “You wish to touch me?” 
 
    “Dammit, people, there’s a gun rack on the side of the snowmobile, just under your leg. At least I think it’s for a gun. No idea what it’s for, but…” The ladies lift their legs and I press the axe into the space. Luckily for me, it fits into the clasps. “See, girls? Fits like a charm. Now, this snowmobile is missing one thing, and I’m not talking about my crazy ass.” 
 
    A half-smile forms on the Thulean princess’ face.  
 
    “Which part was funny?” I ask as I equip Amelia Earhart’s parachute, item 511, and strap it to the back of the snowmobile. 
 
    “‘Crazy ass’ has a funny translation in Thulean.” 
 
    “Spare me. I’ve had enough language lessons from that Mind Mage floating over there to never want to enroll in Thulean grammar school again.” I slap the back of the snowmobile, startling Princess Zaena and Rockette. “Hop off, ladies. We’ve got to push this thing to Steampunk’s plank if we want to get her airborne.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    I’ve done a lot of cool things in my days as an expert gamer, some cooler than others, and some not so cool in retrospect, but launching off a floating steamboat while riding a snowmobile with my buddy’s future wife and an ornery Thulean princess on back definitely tops the list. 
 
    I’m Tom Petty Free Fallin’ for a moment before the parachute opens. I still have time to finish one of my magazines, and rather than reload, I simply juice the AA, aim my gun at a Marauder flying by, and throw it at her head, which sends her straight to the ground as if she were made of lead. 
 
    Princess Zaena gets it, and while she doesn’t have a shooting iron, she does have what seems to be an endless supply of throwing knives. She perforates a good many Reapers and Marauders in our descent, and it’s too bad she hates my guts, as I’d love to offer her honorary membership in the Knights. 
 
    Then again, she’s royalty, and she’d probably decline my offer anyway. 
 
    Sophia, a wave of energy spraying from her feet, picks up her speed and moves past us, still managing to look over at me with disdain. But wait, do I see something behind that disdain? I do! 
 
    Me: You think I look cool, don’t you? 
 
    Sophia: Please. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Doc and Aiden have moved to the Circuit. Shield to come down in less than five minutes. 
 
    Me: Five minutes to kick ass before really kicking ass? This is what I live for. 
 
    Sophia: I thought you lived for pancakes and beer? 
 
    Rocket: He lives for both! 
 
    Needing another machine gun to shoot, I equip and fire my Zorg ZF-1 assault rifle, item 62, metal unhappiness cutting a path through the air before us. I finish my mag and throw it over my shoulder, where it slams into a Reaper who’s been tailing us. “Zaena, prepare to cut the parachute!” 
 
    The Thulean nods, and I see her looking at me through the snowmobile’s rear-view mirror as she prepares to cut the cords. The ground approaches, snowfall slightly obscuring our place of landing. 
 
    I wait just a second longer, feeling the rush of gravity coming to me.  
 
    “Now!” 
 
    She cuts the chute and while our landing isn’t perfect – there’s a Reaper we have to mow down – we hit the ground smoothly.  
 
    “We’re goosing it, girls!” I cry out as I give the snowmobile gas.  
 
    We tear through the Reaper ranks, Yours Truly shooting anything with a skull mask, Rockette playing the game of guillotine with anyone I miss, Princess Zaena using her ghost limbs to Jack Ripper anyone Rockette misses.  
 
    While I’d love to just tear through Reapers por vida, I’ve got a party to get to, and that party is taking place behind the spherical shield made of energy to the north of the battle, a shield partially concealed by swirling snow. 
 
    A golden comet touches down to our right. I blink twice and see Luther Godsick and the Lost Boys step off an upside down clamshell flaked in gold and silver. Luther gets to slicing through Mauraders almost immediately, and behind him, I can see Croc and Cid beating the living hell out of some bleachies. 
 
    Not far from them, Jim is busy stabbing Marauders, and behind him, Dirty Dave is back in my Steam Enforcer tearing through ranks as an invisible force weaves between his feet – Burley, still using my Cloak of Invisibility.  
 
    “Aye!” Princess Zaena tosses a throwing knife into the chest of a Marauder seconds away from smashing into the snowmobile. 
 
    “Great shot, kid!” I shout to her. 
 
    “I am not a kid!” 
 
    Chrono lifts his big hammer in the air and a bolt of lightning cuts through an advancing Reaper on a sawtooth. The lightning crackles as it moves to other opponents, frying everyone it touches. 
 
    The ground rumbles, and I look left to see more Reaper mechs approaching. While my MOAB got a lot of them, these ones had apparently been camouflaged on the western front. No matter. The ground shakes again and I see… 
 
    “Saiduka giants!” Zaena cries out. 
 
    Me: How did we get King Coromon to get off his high throne and join the fight?  
 
    Rocket: Thank Ray Steampunk. 
 
    Not bad, Ray, I think as we near the shield, giants and steamzoids colliding behind us. 
 
    Rockette hops off, hits the ground, rolls and starts moving toward Rocket’s AT-AT. While he’s still cleaning up shop, there are several Marauders crawling up and down his legs like ants, ants that Rockette will gladly squish. 
 
    “Last stop is soon, sweetheart!” I yell over my shoulder. 
 
    “I will fight with you until the magic shield is down,” says the young Thulean princess. “And do not call me sweetheart!” 
 
    “You got it, toots!” I say as I ramp up my speed.  
 
    I expend another round of ammo, my bullets bringing with them the hiss of air from the Marauders, and the sudden shock of a headshot from the Reapers. 
 
    Our timing is perfect. 
 
    The shield starts to fizzle and eventually disappears completely, revealing Strata Godsick and a smattering of his buffest fanboys.  
 
    Behind him stands a rectangular contraption, a glowing yellow energy visible at the center of the device.  
 
    I bend forward, place my hand on the Reality Splitter, and give Princess Zaena a nod that she interprets to mean that the snowmobile has just become a projectile. 
 
    She jumps left, I jump right, and she immediately goes to town on the Reapers, just as she said she would. And she ain’t going for the noobs at the front, the young princess has headed straight for the bruisers protecting Strata, twisting in the air using her ghost limbs, cutting down anything that dares move. 
 
    No time for a superhero landing. I hit the ground running, and even though I have the Reality Splitter in one hand, I equip both my hacks, Hackie, item 554, going on the left and my Golden Goosinator, item 571, on the right. 
 
    “Hackie, can you merge with this axe? Is merge the right word? You know what I mean!” 
 
    As long as you feed me! 
 
    “You’ve really got issues, Hackie, but that’s why I like you,” I say. Hackie melts back and over my hand, up my arm, anchoring at my shoulder.  
 
    What kind of weapon is this? 
 
    “It’s called a Reality Splitter, and let me worry about the weapons. You worry about killing!” 
 
    I leap into action, pressing my foot off the first Reaper I reach and getting more air time. Up and away, I blast downward with Goosey, logging the bastard out.  
 
    Big mutated axe in one hand and a blaster in the other? I know me too well, and I clear through the ranks that protect Strata until I’ve made a nice little spot for the big dogs to fight. 
 
    “What have you done?” Strata screams, either referring to his circuit or the fact that I’ve cut and/or blasted through some of his best men in the time it takes for someone to pinch a quick loaf. 
 
    Princess Zaena is still helping out, the teen killer fast as a cat as she slides through people’s legs, comes up behind them, spin kicks, ghost limbs over while offering a knife to the throat, and so on.  
 
    Fun to watch. 
 
    A hack the likes of which I’ve never seen before materializes up Strata’s arm. It’s slick, smooth, minimal, like Ikea made it or some shit, and while I can’t see him grinning under his skull mask, the words he says next are definitely delivered with a cracked smile. “You’re going to like this weapon, Quantum. Once I strike you with it, you’ll be stuck in the OMIB forever.” 
 
    “Just like your daughter, huh?” I ask. “This is the fight I’ve been waiting for, and it’s the fight you’ve been waiting for. So let’s get this over with. I’ve got places to go, and Reapers to kill.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
     Strata Godsick charges me, and I ignore the incoming messages from Frances. I know she’s watching, and I know this fight will be watched by a lot of people in the future, so my focus is on form, winning, and overpowering my opponent. 
 
    And to do that, I need Strata at his most vulnerable. 
 
    Boy is he fast; even though I have the AA bar cranked to eleven, Strata moves around me, and nearly cuts me with his sleek hack. But I’m no pushover when it comes to hand-to-hand, and I’m able to Matrix-bend backward to miss his next strike, push my weight into my left leg, and come back with a kick that even I’m impressed landed. 
 
    “OMIB ain’t looking so bad this time of year,” I tell him as we get back into position. “Once I beat you, I’ll shove your own weapon in your mouth and give you a taste of your own medicine. How’s that sound?” 
 
    He blasts his hack at me and I return fire, both of us too fast for the other to land a hit. 
 
    Nope, it looks like we’re still going with the sword fight, which is fine by me. I add a little boost as I blaze forward, my eye on the Source Code Bomb as I move. 
 
    Rocket: Get me another shot of the bomb. I think I’ve figured it out! 
 
    Me: Just by looking at it? 
 
    Rocket: I’m not part of the Dream Team because of my good looks! 
 
    Sophia: I’m nearly there. Rocket and I will do any disarming necessary. Quantum, keep Strata distracted. 
 
    Frances Euphoria: Doc and Aiden are leaving Strata’s mansion now. Backup power will bring the shield up if you don’t take Strata down now! 
 
    Me: Give me another minute; I’ve fought the bastard before. We used to train together years ago, and I know how to wear him down. Shouldn’t be long now. Besides, I know his trigger points. 
 
    Sophia: Update! Empress Thun’s forces have arrived. 
 
    The tension in the air is palpable; some of the Reapers have already logged out. Many are being assaulted from both sides now, boxed in like nobody’s business.  
 
    “Must be hard seeing your kid, the kid you actually like, fighting on our side,” I tell Strata, nodding towards Luther’s golden form. The kid is to my right, taking on a team of Marauders with his buster sword, his assistant Humboldt at his side striking Reapers with a mallet. “It must be hard to know how terrible of a dad you’ve been, that your daughter is dead too, that you’re all alone, living in a mansion like a Smithers-less Mr. Burns.” 
 
    “Shut up!” Strata bolts over to me, and takes a swipe with his mutant hack that I just barely avoid. I fire a shot from my Golden Goosinator into the ground, blasting me back a bit, giving me a chance to block an incoming fist. 
 
    He tries to punch and stab, but even with his heightened speed, it’ll be a cold day in the Loop before I let the bastard get a punch in on Yours Truly.  
 
    Only thing is, my fists are all tied up at the moment, my Reality Splitter in one hand and my Goosinator in the other, and while I’d like love to throw down, I’ve got to stick to my mission. 
 
    And my mission is getting under his skin. 
 
    “Luther told me something that I thought you’d like to hear.” I duck another one of his swipes, pivot to my other foot, and come in with a twisting strike.  
 
    Strata lunges for me with his mutant hack; I backflip to avoid it. One of the Reapers on sawtooths tries to take a bite out of my ass, but Chrono backs me up yet again, smashing the sawtooth’s head with a flying hammer. 
 
    The Reaper leaps from his perch on the sawtooth. This one has chainsaws for arms, and he does a few moves that would have made him perfect for the color guard at my high school. 
 
    Rocket: He’s so magical with those chainsaws.  
 
    Me: I just want to kill him so bad. 
 
    Sophia: Quantum, focus! I’m almost there! 
 
    This time, Jim comes to my rescue, engaging the chainsawed Reaper with my Slice Bang. Jim’s good too, and it’s only a few seconds before he’s cut both of the guy’s arms off and sunk one right between the eyes. 
 
    “Where was I?” I ask Strata as I parry another one of his attacks. “That’s right, anyway, Luther and I were hanging out and he told me something that I always knew to be the truth. Looking up at me, Luther said something along the lines of, ‘Quantum, I’ve always liked you. You’re a great guy. I wish my dad were more like you. Less of an asshole.’” 
 
    “Shut your mouth!” 
 
    Strata comes in faster; this time, his punch goes wide, and I’m able to pop him on the back of the head with an elbow and push him away. 
 
    “It’s too bad, you know,” I tell him, staring into his red little eyes. “You always were a shitty fighter, shitty dad too. I think Luther knew this, probably why he left. Sure, your criminal enterprise had something to do with it, but let’s face it, no one wants to be raised by someone they don’t respect.” 
 
    Rage boiling over, Strata comes in hard and fast, and just as I’d hoped, he leaves himself open just enough for me to sweep his legs out from beneath him and bring the axe down. 
 
    The Reality Splitter cuts his body in half at the waist.  
 
    I press the muzzle of the Goosinator into his chest, seconds away from logging that he’s here so the Dream Team has all the evidence it needs to truly take him down. 
 
    Much to my surprise, Strata starts laughing. 
 
    “You may have won this battle,” he says, blood trickling out of his mouth, staining his teeth, his severed legs twitching. “But I’ve won the war. I hope you said goodbye to Doc and Frances.” 
 
    I squeeze the trigger, blasting Strata in the chest. 
 
    “Rocket,” I shout to the sky, knowing full well that he can hear me. “I’m logging out. I’ve got to get to Frances and Doc!” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Come on, come on, I think as the NV Visor powers down. I’m already on tenterhooks, and as soon as I’m able, I fire off a message to Frances. 
 
    No response. 
 
    I shuffle to my feet, cursing the pain in my lower back, and for once, resolving to do something about it once I get to Frances and Doc. I also send a message to Doc. No response, and there’s no way to send a message to Aiden. Unless… 
 
    Me: Aiden, can you read my message? 
 
    FDA/PTSD Monitor 1351885: Quantum? Something has gone wrong. Arnie has lost all power. I’m on my way to HQ now. I’ll be there in thirty. You? 
 
    I remember that Frances wrote the address down on the stationary that she placed in the nightstand. I go for the address, and a quick GoogleFace Maps search shows I’m only ten minutes away. 
 
    Me: I’ll be there in ten. Something has happened to Doc and Frances. 
 
    FDA/PTSD Monitor 1351885: Figured. Have any weapons? 
 
    Me: A cane. I have a cane. A swordstick. 
 
    FDA/PTSD Monitor 1351885: Wait for me to get there. 
 
    Me: No can do, amigo. I’m out the door now.  
 
    As I’ve seen Frances do countless times before, I order a taxi and I’m told it’ll be there within two minutes. I hobble downstairs and get another message from Aiden as soon as the taxi pulls up. 
 
    FDA/PTSD Monitor 1351885: Did you finish Strata in Tritania? 
 
    Me: I did, and now he’s trying to finish me. 
 
    FDA/PTSD Monitor 1351885: I won’t let that happen. 
 
    Me: Thanks, Aiden, see you in a bit. Come ready to kill. 
 
    FDA/PTSD Monitor 1351885: That’s my middle name. 
 
    Me: I thought your middle name was Milton. 
 
    FDA/PTSD Monitor 1351885: Aiden ‘Kill’ Milton. Milton’s my last name. 
 
    Me: I’m sorry. 
 
    The aeros taxi lifts into the air, this one driven by an actual Humandroid. There are dark clouds above, a storm on the approach, but I’m more focused on backseat driving than weather forecasts. 
 
    “Goose it, buster,” I tell the driver, my heart pulsing in my chest.  
 
    “Buster? My name is…” 
 
    “Not the time for names. I’ve got friends in need of help.” 
 
    “I can alert the authorities.” 
 
    “Nope! The last thing we need right now is the fuzz poking around.” 
 
    Would cops be helpful in this situation? I wonder as the driver increases the speed to just a few miles over the posted speed limit. I get the feeling that Doc has some illegal – or at the very least, unlicensed – tech, so it’d be best to keep the long arm of the law in its straitjacket. 
 
    Even though she isn’t responding, I fire off a ton of messages to Frances, several of them confessing my love for her and asking her to hold tight, saying that I’m nearly there, that this will all be over soon, and that Strata is done for. 
 
    It helps; not a lot, but seeing a bunch of messages I’ve sent to her telling her I’ll be there soon keeps me occupied as the taxi zips along, the humandroid driver trying to make small talk and my reticence a reason he should use his big AI brain to keep his trap shut. 
 
    “I can tell that you are feeling a heightened sense of stress,” says the driver. “Would you like to play some soothing music? This taxi is also equipped with aromatherapy, which I can match to the music if you’d like.” 
 
    I’m just about to tell the humandroid off when I think otherwise. Maybe I could use something soothing, something to keep my blood pressure down. 
 
    And that’s why, if anyone had been waiting for me curbside at Doc’s secret but apparently not-so-secret warehouse, they would have seen my half-crippled ass show up blaring something that sounds like the music you’d play at a heated vinyasa class stinking of lavender. 
 
    Relaxed and soothed? Not when I saw smoke billowing out of the top of the building and heard the whir of a drone. 
 
    Had I been in the Loop, I would have confiscated the taxi with force and flown it into the top of the warehouse. Unfortunately, this was the real world, and my inventory list was limited to one item.  
 
    Me: I’m going in. 
 
    FDA/PTSD Monitor 1351885: Wait until I get there. I have weapons. My ETA is fifteen minutes. 
 
    I hear the sound of gunfire and know that fifteen minutes will be too long to wait. 
 
    Me: I have one weapon.  
 
    Rocket: They’ve been attacked? 
 
    Me: Drones. 
 
    Rocket: I’ll alert Sophia. She’s in there. 
 
    Me: Shit, that’s right. She dove from the warehouse. I’m going in. Rocket, tap into my live feed if you need to and tell Sophia not to log out. In fact, don’t tell her what’s going on. Better that way. If she tries to log out, prevent her. Aiden, come ready to save my ass. 
 
    FDA/PTSD Monitor 1351885: Roger that. 
 
    Rocket: I also Roger that. 
 
    As I approach the building, I wonder about Doc’s B-Drone that always follows him around. Surely it would have seen this coming and alerted whatever private military it alerted if Doc was attacked. 
 
    An EMP weapon? I think as I press my back against the wall nearest to the side entrance. It doesn’t sound likely, and why wouldn’t it have powered down Sophia’s vat? A bead of sweat rolls down the side of my forehead as I send a message to Rocket. 
 
    Me: Rocket, if they attacked with an EMP weapon to take out the cameras and Doc’s defenses, how come iNet isn’t working and why isn’t it affecting Sophia? 
 
    Rocket: Give me a moment to look into those questions. 
 
    FDA/PTSD Monitor 1351885: ETA thirteen minutes. I would threaten the driver at gunpoint, but there is no driver in my current taxi. 
 
    Pew! Pew! Pew! 
 
    I glance up to see three indentions press out of the metal siding of the warehouse. Whatever is in there is still firing, which means… someone is alive.  
 
    Me: I’m going in.  
 
    There isn’t a breath deep enough that I can take, but I try anyway, making a plan as I look at the door. It opens out, and there’s only a few available paths once I step in. I blink my peepers shut, remembering what the warehouse looked like. 
 
    Then I hear the drone fire and Sally the goat cry out. 
 
    Me: They fucking got Sally. 
 
    Rocket: The drone killed Sally? Doc’s going to be pissed! 
 
    I wait and listen for some return fire. None. If Doc is in there, he’s either passed out or… 
 
    Me: Aiden, you said Arnie just stopped moving, right? 
 
    FDA/PTSD Monitor 1351885: That’s right. And he won’t power back up. He’s next to me now. 
 
    Me: Rocket, if Doc unplugged immediately, what would happen? Also, would an EMP attack affect Doc and Aiden's R-Diving gear? No, then Aiden wouldn’t be on his way, sorry, messaging  out loud here. 
 
    Rocket: To answer your first question, if Doc unplugged, Arnie would stop functioning. There is a quick reboot sequence that has to be performed just in case they are captured. 
 
    Me: Yep, my worst fears are realized. I’ve got to do this. 
 
    FDA/PTSD Monitor 1351885: Don’t be an idiot, this isn’t the Proxima Galaxy. 
 
    “Aiden,” I whisper as I lick my lips, “that never stopped me before.” 
 
    There will be more cover to the left due to some of the metal crates Doc has stacked in the warehouse, which should give me a second to assess the situation. 
 
    My legs all but useless due to my back, I figure tossing my body forward and using my upper body strength to pull me forward will work.  
 
    My exercise in physics pays off. 
 
    Reaching the crates is my only goal as I pull open the door and throw myself to the left, bullets immediately firing at me as my upper body reaches the metal crates. 
 
     It’s hard to crouch behind the stacked crates but I try, even as the drone fires on me. 
 
    “Frances!” I cry out. 
 
    “Quantum!”  
 
    My heart all but bursts when I hear her scream from the other side of the warehouse. The drone, which is located at about my one o’clock, turns in Frances’ direction and fires off more shots. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine! What are you doing here?” 
 
    The next question is hard to ask, but I do it anyway. “Where’s Doc?” 
 
    The drone fires in my direction again. Frances’ silence says everything I need to know.  
 
    Me: Doc is dead or dying, one of the two. Confirmed by Frances.  
 
    Rocket: The drone killed Doc? 
 
    FDA/PTSD Monitor 1351885: Getting closer. 
 
    Me: I’m going to stop this madness now. 
 
    A couple of things come to mind all at once.  
 
    The drone can likely see our heat signatures. If it’s advanced enough, it will also have the ability to understand human languages, so we can’t verbally call out positions or communicate strategies to take it down, which means I’m going to have to turn up the Loop lingo to confuse it for a moment. 
 
    “Say, Doll Face,” I call out. “You got something that squirts metal?” 
 
    The drone fires a few warning shots in my direction. Frances waits for it to finish, and answers. “You mean a bean shooter?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right.” 
 
    “I have one, full house on the mag.” 
 
    Full house on the mag? I get what she means, but if we get out of this alive, she’ll need to revisit her glossary of hardboiled slang. “Good to know. All I got is a little stabby stabby, so I’m going to leave it to you to bring this Bruno down. Don’t be bunny. As soon as I stand, I need you to burn powder. This robotic button man has it coming, but I’d like to get it neutered before the chopper squad arrives. Love you, Euphoria.” 
 
    “Love you too, Hughes.” 
 
    “That’s Mr. Quantum,” I say under my breath, prepared to do just about the stupidest thing I’ve done all day.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Here goes nothing.  
 
    I’m putting a lot of trust in AI and the stop measures put into these devices when I stand, cane leaning against my side, hands over my head.  
 
    “I give up,” I tell the drone, which is much larger than the surveillance drones used by the FCG to keep a Big Brotherly eye on Antifa protests. “Here’s me waving my white flag.” 
 
    A lens on the drone pulses; two other lenses blink as it takes in my form. 
 
    And that’s when the bullets slam into its side, throwing the drone off course and sending it to the ground.  
 
    I’ve got a one-track mind, and that one-track mind is focused on one thing, and one thing only. 
 
    Even with my limp, I move towards the drone as it whizzes, takes a few more shots from Frances, and tries to turn its two muzzles in her direction. 
 
    It fires, hits the ceiling, attempts to steady itself, just as I reach it with my commando cane unsheathed. 
 
    I toss the sheath to the side and drive the blade into the drone’s wiry side body. I twist, and wincing, I use my foot as leverage to yank my blade from its wires. I send the blade in again, the lens on the front of the drone flashing as it registers the person who ultimately took it down. 
 
    A message flashes across my pane of vision. 
 
    Rocket: It worked! I can’t believe that worked!  
 
    “Frances,” I start to say. 
 
    The look on Frances’ face is one I’ll never forget. There’s anger, sadness and affection all mixed together with a sprinkle of regret. “It isn’t your fault,” I tell her. 
 
    “Doc…” 
 
    I don’t remember moving over to her, so absorbed am I in the way she stares at me, but I’m over there in a matter of seconds, Frances in my arms. 
 
    “The drone…” 
 
    “It’s okay, babe, I’m here.” 
 
    “It got Doc first.” 
 
    “Just tell me everything.” 
 
    “I was monitoring what was going on in the galaxy and the extraction when the EMP hit,” she begins, her voice quivering. “Doc force-unplugged himself from Arnie’s consciousness and went for his gun just as the southern door blew open and the drone entered. He tried to take it down, but the drone was faster. His body is…” 
 
    I look over to see a slumped form on the floor, a gun still in Doc’s hand. There are several wounds oozing on his chest; the look on his face isn’t one of shock, it’s one of peacefulness. 
 
    “Damn…” 
 
    “We need to deal with Sophia,” says Frances. “Doc has a skip box here, and we should probably hook her up to it just in case backup power cuts out.” 
 
    “Got it,” I say, still not over seeing Doc’s dead body. I’ve seen several dead bodies in my time, but seeing the corpse of a friend and a mentor is the stuff of nightmares. I look right at Sophia’s dive vat; there are few bullet dings on its front, but it seems pretty much intact. 
 
    “You got Strata?” Frances finally asks. 
 
    “I did. He’s done. Our lawyer has everything he needs to bring him down; and once we connect this attack to Strata, which shouldn’t be hard, he’ll be doubly screwed.” 
 
    Rocket: Police are arresting Strata now, FYI. Just got the message from Solomon. 
 
    “It pays to have a good lawyer,” Frances says. 
 
    I feel a sting spread down my back, Frances’ face going from relief to a mask of horror. 
 
    I start to fall as more bullets fly. 
 
    This one is from a different angle though, a different shooter. 
 
    “Quantum!” Frances cries. 
 
    I can hear her voice, but the pain in my back has got me feeling loopy. 
 
    Here we go loopty-loo… 
 
    Here we go loopty-laa…


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    The irony that I was saved by Morning Assassin, the same guy who killed me every day for two subjective years, never left my mind as I recovered in the hospital. Who knew that the type of assault drone that Strata Godsick sent after us had a compartment for a smaller drone? 
 
    I can officially say I know what it feels like to get shot.  
 
    They say that good things can come out of a disaster, that new growth blooms after a forest fire. But talk about icing on the bittersweet cake: since I was already hospitalized from the gunshot wound, I figured it was now or never to get the back procedure I needed to free myself from a lifetime of gimpiness. 
 
    Missed Doc’s funeral too because of recovery, but I was there in spirit, and through the usage of a small B-Drone that followed over Rocket’s shoulder. 
 
    Not that it makes Doc’s death better, but his RPC respawned in the Proxima Galaxy not long after his death. Hell, he could have joined the dwindling battle against the Reapers, but he chose to visit his favorite Barbie World first. 
 
    And since I’ve been in the hospital, and there ain’t much else to do aside from watch the news and hate the direction this world has turned since my birth in 2020, I spend a lot of time in Tritania, hanging with the War Faun and Aiden, doing what we do best: hunting down any of Strata’s forces stupid enough to log back in, getting into trouble with the various fiefdoms, and getting kicked out of bars. 
 
    A new Quantum? 
 
    New enough, and it’s three weeks later that I walk my happy ass out of the hospital, knowing all too well that airport security just got interesting considering I have a little cyborg thing going on in my lower back. 
 
    But what can you do? 
 
    I can’t complain, really, I can’t. With minimal physical therapy, I’m about 80% to where I was before I got trapped in the Loop, which ain’t bad at all. Now, I’m not going to go auditioning for American Ninja Warrior or anything, but if any ruffians have shit to say to me at the next dive bar I frequent, well, I’ll have shit to say back. And I’ll be able to back up that shit. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want us to contact anyone?” the humandroid nurse asks as I mosey on over to the elevator. 
 
    “I don’t need a bunch of people making a big deal about me. I told everyone I know that I’d be discharged tomorrow. There’s something I’ve got to handle first.” 
 
    I order an Uberyota, and tell the humandroid driver to keep his pie hole shut before he can open it. I plan to surprise Frances tonight, and I’ll pick up wine and take out on the way over to her home.  
 
    Still, there’s something I need to do first. 
 
    I give the driver Sophia’s address, recalling the fact that I once crashed there for a couple of days, waging war in Mandarin with Chuntao.  
 
    But I’m not going over there to start a trade war with China. Yours Truly has other plans, and if she ain’t home, I’ll wait for Sophia to arrive. 
 
    It’s not a nice day in Baltimore, it never really is, but the sky is a little less muggy than a few weeks ago, and fall will cool the place down some. I even roll the window down, much to the dismay of the humandroid driver, who reminds me several times to be careful and that sticking my hand out the window is banned in Baltimore. 
 
    “I’ll stick my hand wherever I damn well please,” I snap back, my hand out the window, my fingers drumming on the roof. 
 
    “Your actions will be logged, and the proper authorities will be contacted.” 
 
    “There’s a police force tasked with catching people sticking their hands out the window? You’ve got to be shitting me, and don’t say that only I can shit me, or anything like that. Let’s keep this topic PC on account of my virgin ears.” 
 
    “Your actions have been logged,” the male driver says. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Log me then.” 
 
    “I just did.” 
 
    “Will you stop talking and keep driving? I’ve got thoughts to think.” 
 
    The back window begins to rise on its own.  
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “Just a warning. Please remove your hand from the open window.” 
 
    I mumble just about as many curse words as I can get out in one breath as I bring my hand back into the vehicle.  
 
    “Say, you got any aromatherapy business back here?” I ask a few minutes later, after the tension between us has eased up some. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    And there it goes again. 
 
    Eventually, and after logging me a couple of times for various violations, the driver lowers into Sophia’s parking lot. 
 
    I see that her cute little car is there – just as I had originally predicted, and later learned intimately, Sophia has no life. She’s either at work, or at home, which is fine by me. 
 
    After I get out of the aeros taxi – no pain! – I watch the driver lift back into the air and give him the one finger salute. I feel a little trigger itchy once I see a drone trimming the hedges, but I relax a little, knowing that the odds of Strata attacking me in the real world are pretty much over. 
 
    Godsick is in jail, in solitary right now, as he awaits his trial at a federal court in Denver. Got to love that. I’ll be at the trial as well, and I can’t wait to sit across from him and tell the world just how big of an ass he is.  
 
    Of course, our lawyer is already worried about my testimony getting out of hand, but I’ve promised to keep it clean and I will. The bastard will spend the rest of his life in jail. 
 
    I stop in front of Sophia’s home and raise my fist. I’m just about to knock in a funny way when the door opens, revealing Evan, his hair combed and his polo shirt tucked into his shorts. 
 
    “Hello, Mr. Hughes.” 
 
    “Quantum, call me Quantum.” 
 
    “To what do we owe the pleasure?” 
 
    Chuntao barks something in Chinese and Sophia comes running. She wears a kimono hanging just a bit loose at the front. Her Asian fro is clipped back, her eyes not heavy with thick black makeup as they normally are. 
 
    “Quantum?”  
 
    Her face doesn’t quite turn white, but it does change by a few shades as she takes me in. No commando cane, wearing all black, a pair of DisNike Boba Fetts on my kicks, and a sly look on my face. I’m not quite where I was before I got my dumb ass stuck in the Loop, but I ain’t far off. 
 
    “You going to leave me standing out here, or can I come in and take a load off?” 
 
    Sophia’s mouth snaps shut as she regains her composure. “I thought you were supposed to be released tomorrow.” 
 
    “Today is the shadow of tomorrow. Don’t know where I heard that. Point is, I wanted to surprise everyone, especially the Big Euphoria, so don’t go firing off messages to her. I should probably say something to Rocket as well, but he’s been so busy planning his wedding. Apparently, an auspicious day is coming next month or something in India. Beats me.” 
 
    “Why did you pick my place as the first place to visit?” Sophia asks, an arm crossing over her chest so she can cover the opening of her kimono. 
 
    “Why are you giving me that look?” 
 
    “Is this about our relationship?” 
 
    I glance at the clean-cut humandroid, whose eyes dilate almost immediately as I stare him down. Since I’ve got them both on the edges of their seats, I figure I may as well run with it. “Wait, you’re having a relationship with him?” I ask, a growl to my voice. “With this tin can of a man?” 
 
    “Don’t you dare call him that!” Sophia’s thin eyebrows go from a V to a teepee. 
 
    “Yep, I’m busting your lady balls. Do what you want with Evan. He’s a great guy, and I hate to say this, but everyone knew something was up between you two.” I extend my hand to the humandroid, who is still in the process of assessing if I’m a threat or not. “Really, that’s not what I’m here for. Like I said, he’s a good guy, and it’s no secret that I’d prefer Aiden take his body, but Evan is a high-quality guy too. I mean, as long as you leave my iNet feed alone.” 
 
    Evan nods. “I believe that can be arranged.” 
 
    “And can it with the religious jokes, ‘cause you’re going to offend someone someday.” 
 
    “From my recollection, I only made one religious joke to you. Would you care to hear it again?” 
 
    “No,” I tell him. “Also, if you do need to contact me and I’m taking the Browns to the Super Bowl, howzabout contacting me after I’ve finished?” 
 
    “Are you referring to defecation?” 
 
    “Quantum.” Sophia steps in front of Evan. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “What? A guy can’t come say hello to Chuntao every now and then? Ni hao! Are you going to invite me in or not? This isn’t exactly a safe neighborhood.” 
 
    “Yes, it is, and sure, you can come in. But hurry. Evan and I have plans.” 
 
    Sophia and Evan step aside as I stroll in, and I do mean stroll, as about eighty percent of my gimp limp has exited stage left, and I don’t quite feel like a million bucks, but I do feel like a thousand bucks, which reminds me of a hat I saw in a convenience store once that read Thousandaire. 
 
    I should have bought that hat. 
 
    “Looks like you’ve cleaned up the place,” I say, recalling that Sophia’s flat was a pig shy of a pigsty. Not anymore. Just seeing the place spick and span spawns images of Evan in an apron cleaning up after Sophia.  
 
    “Why are you looking at us like that?” Sophia asks. “And what is it exactly that you want?” 
 
    “First, I want you to swear on Chuntao’s black little heart…” 
 
    Her AI barks in Chinese. 
 
    “That’s the one. I want you to swear on Chuntao’s black little heart that you’ll keep what I’m about to ask of you a secret. Do you swear?” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    I consider her answer for a moment. It doesn’t sound confident, so I press again. 
 
    “You have to swear, Sophia.” 
 
    “Fine, I swear, Evan swears too. What is it?” 
 
    “I never swear,” the droid reminds her. “I thought you’d like that joke, Mr. Hughes.” 
 
    “Quantum, and don’t call me Mr. Quantum. And sure, the joke was fine. So you both promise?” 
 
    The two nod.  
 
    “Good, disable all feeds, and turn Chuntao off.” 
 
    Sophia looks up at the ceiling and tells Chuntao to shut down, much to the AI’s chagrin. “My feed is disabled. Evan?” 
 
    “Mine too.” 
 
    “Good,” I tell them as I sit down on the couch and gingerly place my boots on the table. “I’ve got to tell you, Sophia, this place is a lot roomier when it’s clean. If Frances ever puts me in the doghouse and I need a place to crash, I’m not saying I’ll be knocking down the door, but expect a call. Comfy couch too.” 
 
    “You are always a welcome guest here,” says Evan. 
 
    “Thanks, pal.” 
 
    “No, he’s not. And take your feet off my coffee table. What is with Americans and wearing shoes in houses?” 
 
    “I thought you liked my Boba Fetts,” I say as I pull a toothpick out of my pocket. The hospital had these mint toothpicks and I’ve kind of become addicted to them over the last week. Sucking on one makes me look like a bad boy too. 
 
    “Quantum, please hurry. We have somewhere to be.” 
 
    “What could you possibly be doing on a Wednesday? It’s Wednesday, right?” I ask, my tongue shifting the toothpick over to the other side of my mouth. 
 
    “Yes, it’s Wednesday. And to answer your question, we’re going to see the Baltimore Philharmonic Orchestra.” 
 
    “Really? What are they playing?” 
 
    “Why do I feel like you’re beating around the bush?” Sophia asks.  
 
    “They are doing a tribute to the twentieth-century film music by John Williams. It’ll be wonderful!” says Evan. 
 
    “Actually, that doesn’t sound too shabby. I’ve always been a fan of the Harry Potter theme. Got a third ticket?” 
 
    “I can check to see if one is available,” Evan starts to say. 
 
    “No, we don’t,” says Sophia, narrowing her eyes at me. 
 
    “Let the man check, Sophia, it’s only proper.” 
 
    “Even more wonderful, there is a ticket available! Two, actually, right next to our seat.” Evan smiles, giving me an idea. 
 
    “Okay, and when does it start?” 
 
    “In three hours.” 
 
    “Yet you’re rushing to get out of here?” I ask Sophia. “Seems like you got plenty of time.” 
 
    “We’re having dinner somewhere. What’s your point, Quantum?” 
 
    “Evan can’t even eat. No offense, Evan.” 
 
    “None taken. It’s true.” 
 
    I suck my toothpick for a moment, taking my sweet time. “Okay, here’s what I’m thinking: you, me, Evan, and Frances, front row seats, listening to the theme music from Jurassic Park and Jaws. What do you say?” 
 
    “Quantum…” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a ‘yes.’ Evan, order those tickets, bill them to the Dream Team.” 
 
    “I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Then bill them to Sophia, and Frances will pay her back. Look, I don’t get a salary, don’t know why neither, but thems the ropes. Point is: we’ve got a couples’ date tonight. We’ll hit a restaurant too, somewhere nice, somewhere uptown, classy. I’ve still got time to pick up flowers and surprise Frances. I’ll need a tux though. Damn. Maybe we can all surprise Frances. Hit the thrift store on the way.” 
 
    Sophia’s face goes from one of utter discomfort to one of reluctant acceptance. “Actually, that doesn’t sound too bad. Evan needs a dinner jacket.” 
 
    “He needs an entirely new wardrobe, but I’m not here to judge.” 
 
    “Why are you here again?” 
 
    “I’ll get to that,” I tell the good doctor. “Evan, we good? Did you order the tickets?” 
 
    He gives me two thumbs up. 
 
    “It’s creepy if you do that without saying something.” 
 
    “I thought the gesture itself conveyed positive acceptance.” 
 
    “Sure, anyway, as to why I’m here…” 
 
    Enough stalling, I have to mentally tell myself. With a deep breath in, I muster up the courage to tell Sophia and Evan why I’ve paid them a surprise visit. “I’m here to talk about RPCs.” 
 
    “Reborn Player Characters?” Sophia sits on the sofa chair to the left of me. Evan stands next to her, a hand on her shoulder. “Is this about Doc? He seems to be okay as an RPC, although I think he spends a little too much time at that Barbie world.” 
 
    “Never knew Doc was such a big fan of harems, but who can blame him? But to be honest with you, this isn’t about Doc. It’s about Yours Truly.” 
 
    “You mean you,” Evan says.  
 
    “That’s right, I want to talk about my RPC. Starting with: how do I get one of those things going?” 
 
    Sophia tries not to roll her eyes but ends up doing so anyway. “You have GoogleFace at your fingertips, you know that, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, but I’m a people person, and I figured I’d get an explanation from the best of them.” 
 
    “It isn’t that difficult.” 
 
    “Look, I’m good at a lot of things, from talking trash to kicking ass.” 
 
    “Barf. You can check the machismo at the door.” 
 
    “Oops, forgot to do that,” I tell her. “Point I’m making is this: I need help getting it filed, and I want you to help me. I also want it to be a secret.” 
 
    “Secret?” Sophia glances between Evan and me. “Why’s that?” 
 
    I gulp, giving Sophia just about the most serious look I’ve ever given her. “Because I want my RPC to respawn in the Loop.” 
 
    Realization dawns on her face. “And you don’t want Frances to know.” 
 
    “Not until after I’ve died. At some point, I’m going to ask Frances to marry me. I don’t have the ring yet, and without a salary, I don’t know how I’m going to get the ring, but Frances is the bee’s knees, and you know that.” 
 
    “I… don’t quite understand that phrase.” 
 
    “She’s the best for me here in this world. But there’s also someone in a different world, locked away in her own prison because of what I did. So that’s why I’ve come to you. And don’t get me wrong, I look forward to spending a lifetime with Frances. I’ll love her and be there for her always. But I plan to spend eternity with someone else.” 
 
    “Dolly,” she says, a sober look on her face. 
 
    “You hit the nail on the head. So that’s why I’ve come to you about this. There isn’t a part of my soul that doesn’t love Frances Euphoria, but I’ve also got a place in my little ticker for Dolly, and I’m willing to wait to fill that place.” 
 
    “Do you love Dolly more?” Evan asks. 
 
    “Love isn’t quantifiable, and in my opinion, you can love two people equally with all your heart.” 
 
    “I don’t have a heart.” 
 
    I grin at the humandroid. “I stand corrected, Evan. Your sense of humor has improved. Anyway, what do you say, Sophia? Can you help me, and by doing so, can you keep this under wraps?” 
 
    “I’ll have to admit, love is strange,” she says, smiling over at Evan. 
 
    “And that’s not even the hard part of what I’m trying to do here. Even after everything is said and done, and Frances and I have had a few ankle biters of our own, weathered a few storms, and retired to a state with no income tax, I’ve still got an uphill battle awaiting me.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Evan asks. 
 
    “Winning Dolly back.” 
 
    “You think it’ll be a battle?” Sophia asks. 
 
    I sigh deeply, and in that sigh, I accept what is to come. “I think it’ll be much harder than that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Back of the Book Content 
 
      
 
    Dearest and Most Handsomest Reader, 
 
    Whew, it’s over. 
 
    What started as an inspiration after reading Ready Player One and watching Sword Art Online in 2015 is now finished. The first book in this series was released before LitRPG became such a hot writing commodity, before serious usage of stats (something I wished I had known about before starting this book), and before LitRPG split into GameLit and split after that into [insert whatever version of LitRPG/GameLit you are reading here]. 
 
    All this to say: a lot has changed since I published the first book. 
 
    So to all those who made this series possible, from George C. Hopkins to Kay Smillie’s keen eye, I thank you. 
 
    To you, the brave reader who has made it this far, I admire your courage! It was long-winded run with a snarktacular MC but you made it, I made it (?), and we are both better because of it. 
 
    I think. 
 
    Can’t prove that last part, actually, but at least we aren’t dumber.  
 
    Can’t prove that either. 
 
    If you need more Quantum in your life (and who doesn’t?), you can find him in the third Fantasy Online book. Since that series is heavily related to this one and features many of the same characters, you will also get to see what has happened to people like Aiden and Sophia long after the Feedback Loop series finishes. 
 
    As always, please review.  
 
    I’ll wait. 
 
    And scroll to the next page to see some of the other books/series I’ve written.  
 
    Finally, you can join my reader’s group on Facebook to learn of upcoming releases and dig deeper into the connections between my series. 
 
    Proxima Galaxy FTW. 
 
    Much love if you made it this far. 
 
    Yours in sanity, 
 
    Harmon Cooper Nov 2018 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Other Books by Harmon Cooper 
 
    I have written over thirty books. Here are some of the highlights! 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    My best-selling Superhero Harem Adventure about a sci-fi writer and the superpowered women who are trying to kill him. Fun content, adult read! 
 
    US: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07BGZHXV7 
 
    UK: https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B07BGZHXV7 
 
    Audible: https://adbl.co/2uR0voP 
 
    DE: https://www.amazon.de/dp/B07BGZHXV7 
 
    AU: https://www.amazon.com.au/dp/B07BGZHXV7 
 
    CA: https://www.amazon.ca/dp/B07BGZHXV7 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Tokyo, Japan meets online fantasy gaming and South Park-styled humor. Yakuza, goblins, action, intrigue - add this book to your inventory list!  
 
    (This one is related to The Feedback Loop) 
 
    US - http://amzn.to/2pKN8zM 
 
    Audible - https://adbl.co/2vqSzY3 
 
    UK - http://amzn.to/2lDlfMa 
 
    Canada - http://amzn.to/2iRellt 
 
    Australia - http://amzn.to/2A7KhGA 
 
    Germany - http://amzn.to/2xIUc3u 
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    Hate your job. Win the lottery. Get a superpower. House of Dolls. 
 
      
 
    US -- https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07GGSFCF6 
 
    UK -- https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B07GGSFCF6 
 
    CA -- https://www.amazon.ca/dp/B07GGSFCF6 
 
    AU -- https://www.amazon.com.au/dp/B07GGSFCF6 
 
    DE -- https://www.amazon.de/dp/B07GGSFCF6 
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    If you love dark fantasy, RPGs, Witcher, Punisher, or Mad Max, you'll love this powerful gamer trilogy about a man and his wolf companion. 
 
    (This one is related to The Feedback Loop) 
 
    US - http://amzn.to/2wdmC5j 
 
    Audible- http://adbl.co/2uwtjm2 
 
    UK - http://amzn.to/2A7j6vA 
 
    Canada - http://amzn.to/2gUlhKw 
 
    Australia - http://amzn.to/2h33aFU 
 
    Germany - http://amzn.to/2z9kCz8 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    A drunk Texan. A day-tripping yogi. A world on fire. Post-apocalyptic political satire with urban fantasy elements. Only after 2016 would this make any sense.  
 
      
 
    US - https://amzn.to/2vdF3uk 
 
    UK - https://amzn.to/2HBdSw6 
 
    Australia - https://amzn.to/2ISMEAs 
 
    Germany - https://amzn.to/2qvAK84 
 
    Canada - https://amzn.to/2Hn3Jp6 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Get connected with other LitRPG/GameLit readers 
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    Yes, reader, there is a place to catch up on Harmon Cooper books, meet other readers and see exclusive previews (as well as being the FIRST to know about a new release). Join the Proxima Galaxy today! 
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    And the biggest group of them all! 
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